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Preface 

This book seeks to examine the continuities and changes in 
China's foreign policy since the death of Mao Zedong in 
September 1976. To this end it suggests that this can best be 
done by distinguishing between the geopolitical and societal 
dimensions of China's foreign relations. The former is con­
cerned with questions of power relations and national security, 
while the latter focuses on the impact on Chinese society of 
China's economic and cultural interactions with the outside 
world. In practice the two dimensions may be closely related; 
but for the purposes of analysis it is useful for example, to 
separate discussion of China's relations with the two super­
powers from discussion of China's capacity to absorb advanced 
Western technology or the challenges that might be presented 
to social values from increased contact with the world as 

envisaged by the policy of the 'open door'. 
The book is divided into two parts. The first considers the 

character of Mao's legacy in foreign affairs and the second 
examines the developments since his death. Both parts analyse 
the geopolitical and societal dimensions separately. 

Since the death of Mao, China has embarked on a series of 
domestic changes that constitute a disavowal of most of the 
ideological concerns and policies associated with Mao for the 
last twenty years of his life. In July 1981 the Central Com­
mittee of the Communist Party of China issued a considered 
verdict on its history since the establishment of the People's 
Republic of China in 1949.1 The document also included a 
separate section on Mao himself. This praised his contribution 
to the Chinese revolution but it also criticised severely many 
of his policies from the late 1950s. In particular it criticised 
him for having initiated the Cultural Revolution which was 
condemned as a calamity without a single redeeming feature. 

Strangely, despite the significance of foreign relations to 
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China's development over this period of more than thirty 
years, hardly any space was found in this 30,000 word docu­
ment for comment or analysis of foreign affairs. For example, 
neither the Sino-Soviet alliance of the 1950s nor the tilt to the 
United States in the 1970s (both of which might be thought 
to have been of considerab'le importance in China's history 
since 1949) was explicitly mentioned. Aspects of foreign 
affairs are referred to at various points en passant, but no one 
reading the resolution would realise that there had ever been 
any controversies or major changes in the conduct of China's 
foreign policy over this long period. It is true that Mao's 
approach to foreign affairs was put in a positive way, but 
nowhere was it summarised, let alone discussed in any depth. 
Interestingly, the nearest the document came to detailed 
comment concerned Mao's foreign policy performance during 
the Cultural Revolution. Having subjected him to withering 
criticism for his theories and policies during this period, the 
resolution simply endorsed Mao's foreign policy without note 
or explanation: 

In his later years, he still remained alert to safeguarding the 
security of our country, stood up to the pressure of social 
imperialism, pursued a correct foreign policy, firmly sup­
ported the just struggles of all peoples, outlined the correct 
strategy of the three worlds and advanced the important 
principle that China would never seek hegemony. 2 

In effect this official history declared that whatever mistakes 
may have been committed by the Party leaders in general and 
by Mao in particular since the founding of the PRC, they did 
not lie in the field of foreign relations. 

This minimal reference to foreign affairs reflects a general 
reluctance by China's authorities to discuss openly differences 
and disputes on foreign policy that have taken place at various 
times between the leaders. Frequently, very detailed and 
politically damaging accounts of leadership disputes on dom­
estic questions have been disseminated within the country 
and even to the outside world. But even when foreign policy 
differences were known to have been involved, they have 
been deliberately excised from the later accounts. The clearest 
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example of this is the Lin Biao affair. The materials which 
the Chinese authorities released on this included a great deal 
of information on inter-leadership relations, and on the 
Chinese political process as well as on the substance of the 
case itself. Much of this was highly damaging to the integrity 
and authority of the regime and its sutviving leaders. But 
even though Lin and his close associates were known to have 
opposed the opening to the United States, precious little was 
released on this dimension of Lin's conflict with Mao and 
Zhou. Similarly, many of the leaders who were disgraced in 
the early stages of the Cultural Revolution such as Luo Ruiqing, 
Liu Shaoqi and Peng Zhen, had disagreed with aspects of 
Mao's initiatives in foreign affairs in 1965-66. But their 
otherwise voluminous indictments during the Cultural Revolu­
tion left out virtually all mention of this.3 

This peculiar reticence on foreign affairs extends even 
further. There has not been any general attempt by Chinese 
officials or scholars to sutvey their country's foreign policy 
over the more than thirty years since the establishment of 
the PRC. The reports on the work of the government given to 
meetings of the National People's Congress do contain sections 
on foreign affairs, but these are usually very brief and by their 
nature they are not analytical or sufficiently detailed to be of 
much interest. There have been a few sporadic attempts to 
assess the foreign policy contributions of certain leaders, the 
most notable of which was by the research division of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs on the second anniversary of 
Zhou Enlai's death.4 But, to my knowledge, there has never 
been a similar assessment of Mao. This is distinctly odd in 
view of the constant claims by Chinese officials to disbelieving 
foreigners that their foreign policy has always been consistent 
and principled. In fact there can be few countries whose 
foreign policy has been more marked by volatility and change 
than China. As I shall argue in this book, if there is a consist­
ency underlying China's foreign policy it is to be found in the 
geopolitical thought which has guided it, rather than in the 
didactic principles constantly invoked by its officials. The 
absence of Chinese accounts of their foreign policy is all the 
more striking in view of the veritable stream of Soviet publica­
tions which seek to demonstrate, in considerable detail, the 
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claim that Soviet foreign policy has always followed Leninist 
principles. 

There are signs, however, that aspects of this may be about 
to change. In 1981 the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences 
began publication of the journal International Studies which 
has carried scholarly articles on aspects of Chinese foreign 
affairs. So far these have been little more than background 
papers to current policies. For example, issues one and two 
published articles on the Sino-Soviet border dispute and the 
initial involvement of the United States in the Taiwan issue in 
1949-50. However, there has also been a lengthy article on 
Zhou Enlai's diplomatic style. It is to be hoped that the scope 
of the journal will soon be enlarged to facilitate a deeper 
understanding of Chinese perceptions of foreign policy issues. 
This book is an endeavour to contribute to that understanding. 

The original title of the book was simply The End of 
Isolatz"onism. On reflection, however, it seemed appropriate 
to qualify such a claim by adding the word 'towards' at the 
beginning. Even though important changes have occurred 
since the early 1970s and especially since the end of that 
decade which have significantly expanded and deepened the 
extent of China's interchanges with the outside world, it still 
cannot be said that China's relative isolation is at an end. As 
will be argued in Chapter 4, China is still far from sharing the 
patterns of interdependency with other countries that charac­
terise the international relationships of most states in world 
affairs. The processes of policy making in the Chinese govern­
ment still remain obscure in many respects. Changes in Chinese 
policy arise from internal developments that continue to be 
unknown and perhaps unknowable to the outside world. 
Even in foreign affairs, incidents can still occur whose causes 
remain unfathomable and certainly unprovable. For example, 
in the spring of 1978 many armed Chinese fishing boats 
suddenly appeared in the waters of the Senkaku Islands (or 
in Chinese Tiaoyudai) claimed by both China and Japan. The 
boats proclaimed China's sovereignty over the islands, and the 
incident was perceived in Tokyo as an anti-Japanese demon­
stration. Just as suddenly the boats withdrew and the embar­
rassing incident was smoothed over by both sides. Even more 
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than four years later, despite many speculations about the 
causes of the incident, nothing has been proved. 

Similarly, although travel to and from China has expanded 
considerably, the Chinese authorities are still able to exercise 
controls over the extent of discourse between Chinese and 
foreigners. The growth of foreign economic relations has given 
rise to acute problems of absmption of foreign technology in 
China. The interchange with the foreign business community 
(especially with Overseas Chinese and those from Hong Kong 
and Macau) has been linked with the widespread incidence of 
corruption. Important political forces in China have perceived 
Western cultural influences as dangerous 'bourgeois liberalism' 
corrupting writers and young people. The policy of the 'open 
door' cannot be said to have found universal favour in China 
and it cannot be said to be irreversible. 

Nevertheless, compared with a decade ago, China has made 
giant strides towards ending its isolation. The value of trade 
trebled between 1972 and 1975 and trebled again between 
1977 and 1981, so that its value is now 16 per cent of the 
country's estimated GNP. The development of particular 
regions and sectors of industry have become linked with that 
trade. Thousands of Chinese students are studying in Western 
countries (7000 in the United States alone). Academic and 
cultural exchanges have expanded enormously. There is a 
growing interest in foreign countries and cultures in China. 
The Academy of Social Sciences which was founded in 1977 
now has separate institutes for the study of certain countries 
and regions such as the United States, the Soviet Union, Japan, 
Western Europe, South Asia and Southeast Asia. It also has 
one for the translation of foreign literature. As we shall see, 
China's diplomacy has acquired greater sophistication and 
subtlety. 

In sum, the trend towards greater involvement and inter­
change with the outside world is unmistakable, but whether 
it will continue and in what forms remains yet to be seen. 

Finally, it is a pleasure to record my gratitude to Robert 
Catley, Greg O'Leary and Andrew Watson for their helpful 
comments on sections of the book. Mrs Barbara Bray provided 
invaluable research assistance in the writing of Chapters 4 and 
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5. I am also grateful to Mrs Jenifer Jefferies for typing the 
manuscript. Of course, I alone am responsible for any failings 
or errors in the book. 

Michael B. Yahuda. 
Adelaide. 
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Introduction 

The important and far-reaching changes in China's domestic 
affairs since the death of Mao Zedong have been reflected in 
its external relations, but not as much as might be thought at 
first sight. China's leaders have adopted what they call an 
'open door' policy towards the outside world as a vital part 
of their programme for modernising the country. The 'open 
door', in contrast with the more 'closed door' of the previous 
two decades, involves mainly expanded foreign economic 
relations but also a wide range of scientific, cultural and other 
exchanges with Western countries in particular. Yet with 
regard to power relations and security questions the changes 
are far less evident. These are still marked by the attempt to 
establish an anti-Soviet coalition combined with what might 
be called a subtle alignment with the United States as initiated 
by Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai at the beginning of the 19 7Os. 

The contrast between these elements of change and con­
tinuity calls for an explanation. It is something of a truism to 
assert that there are complex processes of interaction between 
domestic and foreign policies. How, then, can the contrast 
between radical domestic change and relative continuity in 
the strategic dimensions of foreign policy be accounted for? 
In the first place, it is important to appreciate another possible 
truism of international politics: that the politics between 
states operate on a separate basis from those that take place 
within states. Relations between sovereign states are concerned 
ultimately with the maintenance of their independence and 
security in a context in which great powers exist and play a 
predominant role in determining the general conditions of 
peace or war, security or insecurity in the world as a whole.1 
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The international environment in which a state is located 
does not necessarily change in accordance with changes in its 
domestic arrangements. To be sure, different leaders or govern­
ments of the same state may hold divergent views of the 
character of the international environment of their par­
ticular state. But it is usual for such leaders and govern­
ments to find in time that they face similar geopolitical 
realities and international constraints upon their behaviour as 
their predecessors. This surely has been the experience of the 
American Presidents Carter and Reagan. Despite coming to 
office with very different views of the goals and priorities of 
the foreign policy of the world's most powerful state, they 
have found it necessary to modify these in the light of the 
realities of international politics. Second, if much of inter­
national politics takes place in a separate (albeit related) arena 
from those of the domestic state, it is possible that a new set 
of leaders may choose to introduce great changes in the 
domestic arena without seeking to alter the international 
orientation of their state. In other words, they may identify 
a need for major domestic reforms while perceiving that their 
country's national security interests vis a vis other states have 
remained unaltered. 

Finally, it is possible to distinguish between the foreign 
economic interests and the national security interests of a 
state. For many states foreign trade is so important to their 
general economic well-being that the distinction might be 
thought to be so fine as to be without value. But even in the 
case of trading countries like Britain and Japan there are 
certain national security questions which transcend the issues 
of foreign economic relations. Japan's claims to the 'four 
northern islands' at the southern tip of the Kurile Islands chain 
have soured its relations with the Soviet Union and severely 
restricted Japan's participation in the economic exploitation 
of Siberia. This claim has also damaged Japan's preference for 
a policy of 'equi-distance' between the major powers (albeit 
under the American security umbrella) - a policy which is 
more fitting for a trading nation. British trading opportuni­
ties with the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe have been 
tempered by obvious strategic considerations. Economic 
interests, in other words, compete with other interests in what 
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may be conceived as the amalgam of national security inter­
ests.2 In the case of huge continental countries, such as China, 
foreign economic relations necessarily rank lower in the order 
of strategic priorities than resource-poor trading countries 
like Japan. Interestingly, both the United States and the Soviet 
Union have tried in vain to induce change in China by econ­
omic pressure. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s China was 
subject to an American trade embargo; and in 1960 the 
Soviet Union abruptly withdrew all its assistance when China 
was in the throes of a great economic depression. There can 
be no question that these measures did inflict harm on the 
country, but the consequence of these acts was in both cases 
to increase Chinese resolve to pursue their independent course. 

Two dimensions of China's foreign relations 

In considering the degree of change and continuity in China's 
foreign policy after Mao, it is useful to distinguish between 
two dimensions of the country's interactions with the rest of 
the world. The first might be called societal and the second 
strategic. The first concerns those aspects of external relations 
which impinge directly upon Chinese society and those 
aspects of political, social and economic change at home 
which affect China's orientation to the outside world. Strategic 
relations, by contrast, are concerned with the management of 
China's national security interests in response to perceived 
changes in global and regional balances of power. The two 
dimensions are by no means independent of each other and 
there is usually a considerable degree of overlap between 
them. Indeed, the ways in which successive Chinese leaders 
have perceived strategic interests have been influenced by 
their experiences within China, by their preferences among 
the social priorities for domestic development and by their 
domestic political alignments. 

Nevertheless the distinction is usdul in many respects. 
First, it enables analysis to focus more clearly on the particular 
issues of foreign relations concerning alliances and questions 
of peace and war. Instead of analysing major developments 
piecemeal, in which all the various main factors influencing 
decision-making are considered as a complex whole, it should 
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be possible to examine whether Mao had a distinctive pattern 
of geopolitical thought which underlay much of China's 
foreign policy-making in this domain. If this was so, it should 
be possible to consider the extent to which his successors 
have continued along his path. Second, the distinction draws 
attention to an important aspect of decision-making in China's 
political system. Unlike the societal dimension, strategic/ 
diplomatic decisions, such as with whom to ally or whom to 
oppose in in temational relations, do not require the active 
participation of significant elements within Chinese society 
either for the making of decisions or for their implementation. 
These decisions appear to be confined to the highest levels of 
the Political Bureau assisted by a small number of official 
experts from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and related 
organisations. When there have been disagreements about 
these questions, either for substantive or factional reasons, 
these have been confined to the senior levels. Societal dimen­
sions of foreign relations, by contrast, involve broad elements 
of the Chinese people, if not always in the initial making of 
the decisions then certainly in their implementation. The 
expansion of foreign economic relations or of cultural ex­
changes, for example, necessarily brings broader elements of 
Chinese society in to play and may lead to consequences that 
were undesired or unforeseen by the central leaders. 

However, the distinctions between the levels of decision­
making are important. Such evidence as is available indicates 
that it was Mao who took the decision to intervene in the 
Korean War.3 Likewise, the decision to tilt to the United 
States in 1971/72 was taken by Mao and Zhou. Although this 
led to a rapid increase in trade, there is no evidence to suggest 
that this was a major consideration for Mao at the time, and 
it certainly did not commit him to the kinds of open-door 
modernisation pursued by his successors. It was entirely 
possible for him to have pursued a more closed-door, self­
reliant policy while simultaneously cultivating a strategic 
alignment with the United States in order to contain Soviet 
'hegemonism'. Similarly, the considerations which affected 
the decision to attack Vietnam in February-March 1979 and 
to maintain military and diplomatic pressure on that country 
for the following months and years belong entirely to the 
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strategic domain. An argument can be made that the cause­
sequences of these actions have had profound 'societal' 
implications and that these and the anticipation of them may 
have constrained Chinese actions. Yet these possible con­
straints do not in themselves explain China's actions or suggest 
the extent of the 'societal' costs China's leaders may have 
been prepared to pay. 

Third, by distinguishing the societal dimension for separate 
analysis, it becomes possible to examine the significance of 
external influences upon the country's economic development. 
It also facilitates discussion of the relationship between this 
aspect of foreign relations and the strategic dimension. 

Thus the negotiation of the Sino-Soviet Alliance in the 
winter of 1949-50 when Mao spent seven uncomfortable 
weeks in Moscow belonged very much to the strategic dimen­
sion of foreign policy, but the adoption of the Soviet model 
for economic development in the early 1950s belonged rather 
to the societal dimension. Chinese success in absorbing what 
has been called 'the largest technological transfer in history' 
was to a considerable extent the result of almost blind copying 
of many related Soviet institutions such as the economic 
planning system, the organisation of education, health and 
various state and urban bureaucracies. So intent were Chinese 
people bent on learning from, or rather imitating, their 
Soviet 'elder brother' that by the mid-fifties Mao in particular 
was beginning to voice his concern at this psychological 
dependency. Interestingly, it was the societal relationship 
which had made China dependent upon the Soviet Union in 
the early fifties. On the strategic plane after the performance 
of its armed forces in the Korean War (1950-53), the People's 
Republic of China (PRC) had proved itself to be a great power 
in its own right and thereafter it acted as very much the 
independent ally of the Soviet Union. 

The experience of the absorption of Soviet technology in 
the 1950s raises important questions about China's capacity 
to absorb advanced technology from the West in the 1980s. 
Unlike in the earlier period, the current attempt in China at 
technology absorption is marked neither by an ideological 
affinity nor by institutional similarity with the foreign sup­
plier. As will be discussed in Chapter 4, important problems 
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have already arisen with regard to the major industrial plants 
imported in the 1970s and significant changes in policy have 
taken place as a result. It remains to be seen how successful 
these will be and what consequences, if any, will accrue to 
the strategic dimension of foreign policy. 

Finally, the distinction facilitates discussion of the relation­
ship between the pursuit of socialism (however it has been 
variously defined in China) at home, and such challenges as 
may be posed to it by foreign influences. Another aspect of 
the societal dimension of foreign relations is the impact on 
Chinese society of the effects of contacts with Westerners 
and their culture on the Chinese way of life. These contacts 
necessarily affect perceptions of lifestyles, personal ambitions, 
education and career preferences and so on. Much of this is 
unwelcome to the Communist Party and its leaders. Their 
dilemma is how to practise an 'open-door' policy in which 
only what they regard as desirable influences are imported 
into the country. 

China's leaders have been particularly alert to the signifi­
cance of cultural values and they have proved to be unusually 
active in the attempt to inculcate desired social norms among 
the Chinese people. Domestic arguments and conflicts about 
the priorities of socialist development, or even as to what is 
and is not truly socialist, may have profound implications for 
the extent to which Chinese society is isolated from or inte­
grated with the social developments in other countries. But 
none of this need necessarz"ly affect strategic thinking about 
the relative military threats of the two superpowers and the 
appropriate diplomatic measures to counter them. Indeed it 
can be argued that towards the end of his life Mao stood for 
a variant of 'socialism in one country', by which foreign policy 
was designed to ensure that China could have the necessary 
security to continue its domestic struggles to maintain and 
develop revolutionary socialism.4 In that sense any foreign 
policy that could secure the socialist homeland was acceptable. 

It could be suggested that such attitudes indicate the per­
sistence of sino-centricity. However, it would be surprising if 
there were no signs of its persistence. For thousands of years 
the Chinese state developed more or less autonomously. 
Foreign trade was negligible and regarded as a source of inter-
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esting exotica. China's size and abundance of resources meant 
that through internal trade it was largely self-sufficient. For­
eign influences such as Buddhism or even alien 'barbarian' 
invaders were absorbed and sinicised over time. This culture­
based 'sino-centricity' was shattered by the 'century of shame 
and humiliation' imposed by the West and later by Japan from 
1840 until the Communist-led 'Liberation' in 1949. During 
this process China's 'culturism' was replaced by nationalism.5 

But sino-centric attitudes persist albeit in new forms and in a 
totally transformed international system. There are complex 
ambiguities in the drive for modernisation in the sense that 
China's leaders seek to modernise in some ill-defined 'Chinese 
way'. Also, from the outset, the successive leaders of the PRC 
have sought to reassert China's greatness and establish a 
Chinese centrality in world affairs. In one sense China shares 
many of the problems and attitudes of other Third World 
countries in seeking to develop economically while still 
asserting an independent identity. In another sense China 
belongs to the world of great powers, but with a declaratory 
position which eschews the policies traditionally associated 
with great powers. The distinction between the societal and 
strategic dimensions of foreign relations should facilitate 
examination of these issues. 

The distinction between these two dimensions of China's 
foreign policy is similar to that which writers on the foreign 
policies of Western countries used to draw between 'high' and 
'low' levels. The highest level concerned military threats to 
national security, or at least they involved a major military 
element. However, a critical threat to the nation's well-being, 
or a significant non-military international commitment (such 
as the British decision to enter the European Economic 
Community) might also belong to this level. High policy was 
typically centred on issues of major importance to national 
security and the relevant decisions would be made by govern­
mental leaders. The lowest levels involved policy questions 
which did not immediately affect the survival of the overall 
well-being of the state and which could be decided on a case­
by-case basis in relative isolation from larger issues. Low policy 
typically would be decided upon below the Cabinet level of 
government, often by officials dealing directly with the rele-
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vant foreign organisations in a semi-autonomous way. The 
point of these distinctions was to highlight those aspects of 
foreign policy in which the executive branches of government 
in Western democracies were most clearly dominant and to 
separate them from those aspects in which discrete groups in 
the polity could play a more effective role.6 In recent years, 
however, the distinction has become increasingly blurred in 
the Western democracies, partly because of the growing 
importance of economic inter-dependencies which have trans­
formed the traditional considerations of national security and 
partly because of the proliferation of political and economic 
groups with special interests to protect or promote in areas 
where domestic and foreign concerns overlap. Moreover in 
Western Europe in particular there are signs in the early eighties 
of a breaking-up of the national consensuses which had hither­
to sustained the various executives in their monopoly of de­
cision-making on national security questions affecting nuclear 
weapons in particular. 

Although China is very far from being a democracy in the 
Western sense, and it is not worth trying to distinguish between 
the executive and other branches of government, there is 
nevertheless a point to distinguishing between the 'high' and 
'low' levels of decision-making. The strategic dimensions of 
policy have been decided only by a very few men within the 
Political Bureau. Although factional and other political fac­
tors were sometimes involved/ purposive consultation, and 
still less active participation in policy-making, has never 
reached far down the Party hierarchy. Indeed on several 
occasions it would seem that critical decisions were taken by 
only one or two men. It should be noted that China is by no 
means unique in this regard. This has also been true of the 
Western democracies at times of crisis. 

The distinction between the societal and strategic dimen­
sions of Chinese foreign policy, however, is more analytical 
than real. In practice, of course, there is usually a considerable 
overlap between them. Consider, for example, the issue of 
national defence: China's military capabilities relative to its 
adversaries and its defence postures lie at the heart of the 
management of strategic relations; but at the same time 
defence needs place great demands on national budget alloca-
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tions and make major claims on China's scarce resources of 
skilled personnel, energy, heavy industry and advanced tech­
nology. Chinese debates about its defensive posture also 
involve debates about the character of socialist development 
desirable for the country. Typically, those who have stressed 
the significance of a people's army above the demands of a 
more professionalised army have also stood for a pattern of 
socialist development which emphasised mass activism and 
'politics in command' at the expense of heirarchical organisa­
tion and 'experts in command'. These have not on the whole 
set a premium on the acquisition of advanced conventional 
weaponry. However, those who have stressed the need for a 
more professionalised armed forces have tended to press for 
the acquisition of advanced weapons systems from abroad. 
Thus, in addition to competing for scarce resources with other 
economic sectors and with the necessity to divert resources 
to agriculture and light industry to meet the needs of China's 
burgeoning population, the military 'modernisers' also pre­
suppose particularly close strategic relations with countries 
able to supply the advanced military technology. Thus defence 
issues span nearly all aspects and levels of policy. Nevertheless, 
the distinction between the two dimensions of foreign policy 
is still analytically useful and it will be used here both for the 
purpose of assessing Mao's legacy and for examining the 
changes and continuities of the post-Mao era. 

Some historical and comparative perspectives 

The reasons for this dualism in China's foreign relations trans­
cend organisational divisions in Chinese politics and issues of 
power politics. They reflect some of the historical problems 
in China's adjustment to the challenges first posed by the 
impact of the West. 

In its response to the modem world China shares many of 
the attributes common to other Third World countries. The 
particularities of China's experience of a century of 'shame 
and humiliation' at the hands of Western and other imperialists 
may differ from those of other countries in the Third World, 
but in general the characteristics of the imperialist challenge 
and the Chinese struggle for independence are broadly com-
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parable. The imperialist challenge was not that of superior 
military power alone; it also entailed the destruction of the 
traditional domestic order by incorporating the country 
within the modern world of the industrial revolution and that 
of nationalism and popular sovereignty. Like their equivalents 
elsewhere in the Third World, Chinese nationalists from the 
end of the nineteenth century, drawing on ideas derived from 
the West, had sought in different ways to establish a strong 
unified state with a new political order which would be able to 
preside over an effective programme of economic development. 
Like other Third World leaders, the rulers of the PRC have in 
effect sought to forge a new national identity around an 
imported ideology in order to modernise the economy to 
ensure that the country would be sufficiently powerful to 
sustain its independence against threats to its sovereign ter­
ritory. 

China is far from unique in seeking to draw a balance 
between the one extreme of modernising the economy through 
dependence on external sources and the other extreme of 
autarkic development. The first leads to the loss of independ­
ent control over social and other developments, leading in 
effect to a kind of new colonialism in which the local rulers 
and elites become the agents of foreign domination. The 
second, however, leads to an isolation in which the country's 
level of scientific and technological development falls so far 
behind that of its adversaries that its special identity may 
become vulnerable to external erosion. Mao's concept of the 
balance to be drawn between these unattractive extremes was 
subsumed within the term 'self-reliance', according to which 
one should depend on one's own resources and values in the 
first instance and use external sources selectively to supple­
ment these. In practice, however, even in Mao's day the 
concept was subject to a number of interpretations which 
could allow, for example, for significant variations in the role 
of foreign trade in economic development.8 During Mao's 
leadership of the PRC there were three separate periods of 
large injections of foreign technology: 1950-59, from the 
Soviet Union; 1963-65 and 1973-76 from Western and 
Japanese sources. The argument about the different interpret­
ations of self-reliance was forcibly expressed during the last 
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three years of Mao's life when 'modernisers' such as Deng 
Xiaoping wanted to extend foreign participation in the Chinese 
economy by the sale of oil and coal while 'nativists' such as 
the Gang of Four sought a more isolationist policy in which 
China would depend on its own resources and maintain its 
socialist identity without foreign adulteration. In essence this 
is a problem which all third world countries face, but few like 
China have the traditions, the power, size and wealth of 
resources to contemplate autarky as a feasible option. 

If, in the Islamic world, this problem has manifested itself 
as a conflict between Westernisation and Islamic fundamental­
ism, in China it is possible to argue that the problem has taken 
different forms at different periods in modem Chinese history. 
Beginning in the 1860s and continuing into the 1880s there 
were high Confucian officials who sought to copy Western 
industrial techniques of armament manufacture to strengthen 
China against Western armies in order to preserve the tradi­
tional values of the Chinese system. Known as 'self-strength­
eners', their approach was summed up in the famous slogan 
of Zhang Zhidong (Chang Chih-tung): 'Chinese learning as 
essence (ti) and Western learning for practical application 
(yong).' The movement of these conservative reformers -
perhaps China's first modernisers - failed to achieve its 
objectives.9 In a sense their very slogan may be said to have 
epitomised their dilemma rather than to have pointed the 
way to resolving the problem. Chinese conditions and tradi­
tional Confucian values as articulated by less enlightened 
officials and gentry groups militated against the application 
of 'Western learning' (advanced weaponry, industrial technol­
ogy, Western languages, etc.) and in so far as the latter could 
have been 'used' it necessarily would have threatened the 
integrity of that 'Chinese essence' it was meant to protect. 

Nevertheless, the sentiments and indeed the dilemma under­
lying the resolve of these early modernisers could be found in 
different ways in the attitudes and approaches of first the 
Kuomintang and then the Communist governments. The 
Kuomintang government in the decade before the Japanese 
invasion of China proper in 1937 had tried to promote a 
degree of industrialisation. Chiang Kai-shek sought to resur­
rect an appeal to remnant Confucian values as a kind of 
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Chinese 'essence' which would provide an ideology that would 
bolster the authority of his regime and that would facilitate 
industrialisation. The attempt to revive and breathe life into 
Confucianism through what he called the 'New Life Move­
ment' in retrospect has been condemned as foredoomed to 
fail. It has been argued that the attempt to revive and breathe 
life into Confucianism, once the underlying social structures 
and global vision which had given it meaning and universalism 
no longer existed, could not but result in a particularistic 
authoritarianism of a Fascist kind.10 Yet had Chiang Kai-shek 
won the civil war this or a variant of this might well have 
provided a nationalistic ideology around which Chinese unity 
would have found spiritual expression. 11 

At least since the Yen'an days of the 1940s 'modernisation', 
in the technological sense of the term, has been an explicit 
component of the revolutionary goals sought by all the 
Communist leaders including Mao. However, the fundamental 
tensions between revolutionary values and the practicalities 
of modernisation began to appear as China broke with the 
Soviet model in the mid-fifties. Interestingly, as late as 1956 
Mao rejected the validity of the slogan of 'Chinese learning 
for essence, Western learning for practical application' on the 
grounds that the so-called Chinese essence was now universal 
Marxist theory which had come from the West; but less than 
ten years later he appeared to reverse himself and accepted 
it. 12 By that stage one dimension of the political struggle in 
China may be seen as a conflict between those who sought 
modernisation by stressing the roles of centralised organisa­
tion, material incentives, business efficiency and expertise 
and those who argued that in the long run China's economic 
development would be better served by giving primacy to the 
revolutionary politics of class struggle, mass line democracy 
and the inculcation of socialist consciousness. The former, 
who for convenience will be called the 'modernisers', were 
far readier to open China's doors to foreign participation in 
the Chinese economy than were the latter, who might be 
called the 'revolutionaries'. A nativist position appealed more 
to the 'revolutionaries' because any increase in foreign influ­
ence within Chinese society might threaten their programme. 

It would be wrong and unfair to characterise Mao as a 
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xenophobe. He constantly argued in favour of learning from 
positive advanced foreign experience. But he was against blind 
copying or what he called 'dogmatism': 'Blindly rejecting 
foreign things is like blindly worshipping them. Both are 
incorrect and harmful'. Instead Mao favoured a synthesis: 

We must learn good things from foreign countries and also 
learn good things from China. Half bottles of vinegar are 
no good: we must change two half bottles into two whole 
bottles. We must master both Chinese and foreign things 
and combine them into an organic whole. 13 

Yet, once Mao had accepted the view in the mid-sixties that 
China was the only true centre of socialism in the world, and 
that that socialism could only be preserved through continu­
ous revolution, the question of mixing half the Chinese bottle 
with some foreign variety could hardly arise. 

That these considerations are not simply abstract specula­
tions can be seen from the way the ti-yong dilemma has 
found expression in Chinese semantics and ordinary language 
usage. The word yang which originally meant 'ocean' was 
applied to the Western invaders from across the oceans. 
Hitherto invasions had come from the lesser civilised peoples 
to the north. Yang can now imply on the positive side 'modern, 
industrialised and strong'; but it also has the negative connota­
tion of 'foreign, alien and Westernised'. Thus it is at once a 
desirable good and a corrupting influence on inferior, less 
developed societies. 

Tu implies positively 'native and indigenous'; but negatively 
it denotes 'backward and primitive'. It suggests simultaneously 
a positive identification with Chinese common people and a 
negative phenomenon to be overcome. Seen in this light, 
Mao's injunction to the Chinese people to be both red and 
expert can be read as implying that they should be both tu 
and yang. It suggests an association between 'red' and 'native' 
on the one hand, and 'expert' and 'foreign' on the other.14 

Indeed for Mao's China the semantic associations can be 
extended still further. The red native is associated with the 
Communist cadre of peasant origins with the background of 
the idealised simple guerrilla soldier. The foreign expert is 
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associated with the bourgeois urban intellectual with the 
background of academic training in the West or revisionist 
Russia. Thus in periods of high mass mobilisation when Mao 
sought populist solutions to China's problems, such as the 
Great Leap Forward of 1958 and the Cultural Revolution 
(especially during its first two years 1966-68), the red and 
native were exalted over the expert and foreign. 

The xenophobia and anti-intellectualism of the Cultural 
Revolution has often been compared with that of the Boxer 
Uprising of 1899-1900. But the tension between tu and 
yang is not unique to China and, like the pursuit of power 
and modernity, this is shared by many other developing 
countries with a strong sense of nationalism. The distinctive­
ness of the PRC derives partly from China's size and history 
as well as the intensity of its leaders' commitment to socialism 
and self-reliance and partly from China's significance as a 
global power. 

The PRC as a global power 

If in some respects China shares the attributes of other Third 
World countries, there are others in which it is clearly distinct­
ive. None more so than in its position as a great power of 
global significance. The PRC is the only power which by its 
independent actions over the last three decades has been able 
to exercise a major influence on the strategic central balance 
between the two superpowers. Its shift of alignment from the 
Soviet Union to the United States, and the general recognition 
of strategic tripolarity, have had profound implications for 
the international system. But China's strategic significance is 
complex and somewhat paradoxical. The PRC lacks the 
capacity to project its forces far beyond its borders and in 
strictly military terms China cannot be considered to be more 
than a regional power - and a rather limited one at that. Yet 
the PRC is the only state to have been threatened at different 
times with nuclear attack by both the superpowers and it is 
the only country to claim invincibility to invasion by either. 

The PRC has also demonstrated a high degree of autonomy 
in world affairs without developing long-term dependencies. 
This has facilitated very significant changes in its foreign 
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policy orientations. It is true that the foreign policies of all 
countries are subject to innumerable changes over a lengthy 
period of 20-30 years, but since the Second World War no 
major country has changed its fundamental alignments and 
world roles to the extent of China. Under Mao's leadership 
the PRC has shifted from a close alliance with the Soviet 
Union in the 1950s to a rapprochement with the United States 
in the 1970s. In the 1960s the PRC challenged the generally 
accepted international order by seeking a revolutionary inter­
national united front from below (i.e. withpopularmovements) 
against American imperial power; but in the 1970s China has 
sought an anti-Soviet international united front from above 
(i.e., with those who wield state power) which has led many 
to consider that the PRC has been transformed into a con­
servative power with respect to the international system. 
These 30 years or more have also witnessed the transformation 
of China's international status from a position of weakness 
and isolation to the rank of a great power. 

China's rise to great power status and its major foreign 
policy changes have not only altered China's role in world 
affairs, but they have contributed to the transformation of 
international politics in general and East-West relations in 
particular. Sino-American enmity in the fifties and sixties 
involved the United States in two major wars in Asia and in 
maintaining a strategic readiness to fight what used to be 
called 'two and a half wars'- i.e., a war each in Asia and 
Europe (against China and Russia respectively) and half a 
war elsewhere. Since the end of the 1960s it has been the 
Soviet Union which has been faced with the prospect of war 
on two fronts. As seen from Moscow, the world's most popu­
lous country is aligned with the world's most powerful country 
in combination with the most economically advanced coun­
tries of Asia and Europe against the Soviet Union. Something 
like a quarter of the Soviet military might has been deployed 
in the Far East near the borders with China. China's realign­
ment has also had a profound impact on its region: changing 
close allies like Vietnam into bitter enemies, and hostile 
relations with several Southeast Asian countries into those 
of friendship. But it has also altered other aspects of inter­
national politics. There are few areas of the world which are 
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unaffected by the ramifications of the Sino-Soviet enmity. 
Moreover by complicating the Soviet position in the Third 
World, China has undoubtedly helped the United States. 
Despite Sino-American differences on many Third World 
issues, there is a sense in which they parallel each other. 
China makes it much more difficult for the Soviet Union to 
present itself as a 'natural ally' of the Third World. This is a 
far cry from the fifties when the Third World was presented 
by the Chinese as an associate of the socialist camp against 
United States imperialism. 

Despite these immense changes there have also been signifi­
cant continuities in China's foreign relations over this period. 
These include continuities in strategic perspectives, the goals 
of foreign policy and unresolved tensions and problems. 
However, perhaps the most significant element of continuity 
derives from China's relative weakness as against its super­
power adversaries. This has placed China in essentially a 
reactive position so that its leaders have had to respond to 
the threats and challenges of others. Thus China's shift of 
alignment from East to West may be seen as the reaction to 
the change in the direction of the main threat from West to 
East. In this sense Peking has been continuously preoccupied 
with defending China's independence arid national security 
against more powerful military adversaries. Seen in this per­
spective, it can be argued that China's foreign policy goals 
have remained relatively constant. These would include the 
drive for great power status; the resolution of border problems 
and the consolidation of territorial unity despite conditions 
of perceived insecurity; the maintenance of military independ­
ence and of China's cultural and economic integrity against 
corrupting alien influences; and ensuring an external environ­
ment which would allow economic development and the 
building of a socialist society. However, as has already been 
suggested, these goals may be seen to mask considerable ten­
sions and ambiguities between the claims of 'revolution' and 
'modernisation'. 

The shift of alignment from East to West was by no means 
a smooth or a rapid process. There was an intervening period 
in which China opposed both superpowers - or rather both 
superpowers were perceived as colluding together against 
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China and its independent aspirations which included the 
desire to develop a nuclear weapons capability. During this 
period the PRC sought to establish an international united 
front centred upon Third World radicalism and anti-imperial­
ism. Therefore in assessing China's behaviour as a global power 
it is useful to distinguish between three phases of China's 
foreign policy which roughly coincide with each of the three 
decades from the fifties to the seventies: The Sino-Soviet 
Alliance, Third World Radicalism and Alignment with the West. 

These different phases can be understood as Chinese reac­
tions to the perceived changing challenges of the superpowers 
and to the emergence of multi-polarity in the international 
system in which China played a part. But they can also be 
related to domestic developments within China. The fifties 
was broadly the period in which China followed the Soviet 
model and relied to a considerable extent upon trade with 
the Soviet bloc. The Sino-Soviet rupture was in part related 
to the Chinese abandonment of many of the features of the 
Soviet model and the ending of Soviet aid. The sixties, there­
fore, was a time in which China developed its own model of 
self-reliance almost to the point of autarky. The opening to 
the West in the seventies was pursued primarily for strategic 
reasons, but it also facilitated access to Western advanced 
technology. In other words, these three periods roughly coin­
cided with significant domestic political-economic reorienta­
tions. The shift from one period to another involved significant 
societal changes and they became important factors in leader­
ship factional conflicts. That was especially true of the devel­
opment of the Sino-Soviet conflict and of the opening to the 
United States. 

Domestic politics and foreign policy 

There is an interpretation of Chinese foreign policy which 
asserts that the main explanation for its various fundamental 
changes of alignment is to be found in the changes which 
took place in China's domestic political order. In this view, 
for example, the pursuit of radical mass mobilisation politics 
at home has led to the promotion of revolutionary policies 
abroad. In particular, proponents of this view cite the Great 
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Leap Forward of 1958 as the origin of a more radical leftist 
foreign policy and the early phase of the Cultural Revolution 
(1966-68) as the source of the revolutionary isolationism in 
foreign affairs of that time. Such an explanation is too mech­
anistic. It is one thing to allow for the influence of domestic 
politics in foreign policy as an important factor among others, 
and it is quite another to allot it such a deterministic role. 
Actually the theory that moderation or radicalism at home 
leads respectively to moderation or radicalism abroad simply 
does not hold true in many instances. For example, the radical 
high tide of collectivisation in the latter half of 1955 coincided 
with the moderate phase of Chinese foreign policy associated 
with the Bandung Conference and its aftermath. And the 
moderate economic retrenchment of 1959-61 coincided 
with the immoderate sharpening of the Sino-Soviet dispute 
and with a rather radical style of foreign policy in Africa and 
Asia. Generally speaking, as the weaker power whose leaders 
perceived their country to be under perpetual threat from 
one or other of the superpowers, China's foreign policy neces­
sarily tended to react to external pressures rather than to 
initiate developments which it could not hope to control.15 

Moreover, given the centralisation of decision-making on 
foreign affairs and its organisational seclusion from the 
domestic society, it is difficult to see why the conduct of 
foreign affairs could not be relatively independent of the 
domestic order. Chinese officials and intellectuals have always 
claimed that Mao Zedong and .L:hou Enlai monopolised the 
main decision-making in foreign affairs. The accounts of those 
who had negotiated with the Chinese on matters of high 
politics such as Nikita Khrushchev and Henry Kissinger very 
much substantiate that claim. 16 

This is not to argue that divisions in the leadership because 
of factional maneouvring, or of differences over the proper 
lines of development of Chinese society, or indeed of disagree­
ments as to how best to respond to a foreign threat, did not 
affect foreign policy. It is difficult, however, to see by what 
process, let us say, the radicalisation of Chinese society would 
necessarily lead to the radicalisation of foreign policy. Dom­
estic changes in themselves could not alter China's external 
strategic environment- at least in the short run. Moreover, 
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there are few countries in the world whose society has been 
more insulated from foreign influences than China. China has 
been relatively free from the complex web of interdependen­
cies which characterise the external relations of other great 
powers. In Mao's day the PRC not only avoided imposing 
dependencies on others, but after the break with the Russians 
it strenuously eschewed policies which would have made 
China dependent on others, either. The extent to which this 
may be said to have been changed by Mao's successors will be 
examined in part two of this book. Given the relative insular­
ity of Chinese society there was little reason for arguments 
about foreign policy to percolate very far down from the top 
leadership. Once a foreign policy line had been determined 
then strenuous efforts would be made to propagandise it 
among the Chinese people; so that Chinese people were 
remarkably well informed about their country's declared 
position on foreign affairs, but they knew little of the alterna­
tives which had been discussed among the leaders and still 
less were they in a position to assess their respective merits. 
As has been noted before, despite the wealth of material on 
discord about domestic politics which has come out from 
China over the last two decades, there is very little indeed on 
disagreements on foreign policy matters. This may have been 
the result of a deliberate policy to preserve national security 
secrets. But in view of the considerable evidence available on 
disputes about sensitive military affairs a more likely explana­
tion is that foreign policy questions involved only the highest 
of leaders, and other levels of decision-makers were simply 
excluded from the foreign policy process. 

On the one occasion when foreign policy questions were 
debated among the 'masses' it was apparent that their under­
standing of the outside world was minimal and that the focus 
of their concerns was exceedingly narrow. Thus during the 
early stages of the Cultural Revolution some of the Red 
Guards sought to identify revisionist aspects about the con­
duct of Chinese foreign policy in the same way that they had 
identified them on domestic questions. They concentrated on 
only three main issue areas: 

( 1) Certain leaders were alleged to have been conciliatory 
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on matters of high principle in negotiating with the 
Russians in the early sixties. These leaders were also 
accused of having promoted the policy of 'three recon­
ciliations and one reduction' (san he yi shao) i.e., recon­
ciliation with revisionism (the Soviet Union), imperialism 
(the United States) and reactionaries (India) and reduc­
tion of aid to the Third World. This paralleled a similar 
charge that within China they had encouraged capitalism 
in agriculture through 'the three freedoms and the one 
contract' (san zi yi bao). 

(2) Overseas Chinese, in the view of radical Red Guards, 
should have been mobilised to spearhead revolutionary 
struggles in Southeast Asia. The relevant Chinese leaders 
who had not done so were castigated for revisionism. 

(3) Chinese diplomats were upbraided for not maintaining a 
spartan revolutionary lifestyle. 

All this simply adds up to a charge that certain leaders had 
betrayed the course of revolution abroad as well as at home, 
but this does not constitute a coherent foreign policy. Indeed 
these points betray little or no understanding of the world 
outside China. 

In a general sense the official propaganda organs during 
the first two years of the Cultural Revolution presented China 
as an isolated revolutionary bastion of socialism. The outside 
world was depicted in the stark Manichean terms of goqdies 
and baddies as ostensibly applied domestically within China. 
Thus 90 per cent of the people of the world supposedly 
revered Mao as in China. Perhaps impressionable young 
Chinese were taken in. But outside China, while Mao may have 
been respected by some, the so-called Maoists were always 
a tiny minority even in radical circles and there was never any 
question of a mass following. The upheavals of the Cultural 
Revolution, accompanied by a degree of xenophobia, led to 
many diplomatic incidents. These caused irritation and 
bewilderment, but they never seriously threatened the funda­
mentals of the strategic aspects of foreign policy. 

In the wake of the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 
August 1968 the PRC immediately took steps to resume 
normal diplomatic behaviour. Rapid overtures were made 
to normalise relations with Third World governments and 
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capitalists states of the second rank. But the first countries 
to be wooed were those bordering the Soviet Union, such as 
Iran and Turkey, or those of particular concern to the Soviet 
Union in the Balkans, such as Romania and Yugoslavia. The 
overriding significance of the strategic dimension may be 
gauged from the fact that only weeks before the Shah had 
been pilloried in China as the reactionary butcher of the Iran­
ian people, while Yugoslavia has been regarded as the ultimate 
hotbed of revisionism. 

Until the recent post-Mao reforms the PRC had a command 
economy in which the only economic organisations concerned 
with foreign trade as with other aspects of foreign economic 
relations were highly centralised. 

It can be argued that there were many organisations at 
various levels in China which were greatly affected by the 
consequences of particular foreign policy decisions, but there 
is little evidence to suggest that they played a role as active 
participants in the making of those decisions. Moreover, unlike 
decision-making in the domestic arena, China's leaders did 
not even have to depend upon a wide range of bureaucracies 
to carry out their foreign policies. The administrators of 
Fujian Province, for example, were doubtless affected by the 
Chinese troop movements associated with the various crises 
concerning Taiwan and the offshore islands in the 1950s, but 
there is no evidence or reason to suggest that Mao felt called 
upon to deliberate with them over his various options at the 
time. They may have been required to play a part in facilitat­
ing the logistic exercises attendant upon the troop movements, 
but they would have had no leeway in interpreting their 
superior orders, whereas as provincial administrators they 
played an altogether different role in implementing domestic 
policies related to their own province. 

This does not mean that domestic politics did not impinge 
on foreign policy. Foreign policy questions were frequently 
the subject of disputes in the leadership. Three broad types 
of leadership disputes may be identified: differences of 
opinion regarding domestic priorities and the appropriate 
foreign policy to sustain them; conflicts of interest in which a 
specific foreign policy may be regarded as enhancing or threat­
ening a cherished domestic interest; and factional conflict in 
which a foreign policy issue may be used in order to discredit 
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or advance a particular faction. To be sure, aspects of all three 
may be involved in any particular issue; nevertheless it is 
useful for analytical clarity to distinguish between them. 

Perhaps the most significant differences of opinion to 
emerge during Mao's leadership centred on relations with the 
Soviet Union. There were those whose view of the Communist 
Party and its role differed from Mao's and who were more 
attached to the traditional Communist view of the significance 
of relations with other Communist Parties. Perhaps the most 
striking example after 1949 concerns those who were loath 
to go as far as Mao in 1966 in condemning the Soviet Party as 
not only revisionist, but as actively counter-revolutionary. In 
so doing Mao deliberately cut off relations with other East 
Asian Communist Parties. The most notable exponent of the 
contrary view attaching significance to inter-Party links and 
to the organisational importance of the Party was Liu Shaoqi 
who until that point ranked second to Mao.1 7 Another 
current of opinion which surfaced in the early sixties was 
advanced by those who took a more liberal view than Mao on 
cultural matters generally and towards intellectuals in partic­
ular. They were keen to develop more contacts with western 
countries. The best-known advocate of these views was the 
then Foreign Minister, Chen Yi- the forthright scholar/general 
-who at that time spoke out in favour of greater intellectual 
freedom and who was said to have been the initiator of the 
policy of cultivating relations with the West Europeans and 
Japan after the break with the Soviet Union in 1960.18 Yet 
another alternative current of opinion advocated that China 
should follow a more export-orientated pattern of economic 
development. Chen Yun- a very prominent leader in the 
forties and fifties whose star was dimmed but not eclipsed 
from the Great Leap Forward until the end of the Cultural 
Revolution and who has since re-emerged to rank fifth in the 
post-Mao hierarchy - is regarded as the main proponent of 
this view.19 

Differences involving conflicts of interest tended to arise 
in a context in which a change in foreign policy was perceived 
as challenging a cherished interest. The best-known examples 
of such occurrences involved the leaders of the armed forces. 
Thus the beginnings of the break with the Soviet Union in 
1958 involved national security questions and the appropriate 
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character and role of the armed forces. There is evidence to 
suggest that some of the most senior commanders sought to 
continue the professionalisation of the People's Liberation 
Army (PLA) along Soviet lines and therefore they challenged 
the direction of policy which exacerbated the rift with the 
Soviet Union.20 Another example concerns the then Chief of 
the General Staff, Luo Ruiqing, who in 1965 promoted greater 
professionalism and advocated a different defence strategy to 
that favoured by Mao and Lin Biao, and who therefore 
differed with Mao on the proper response to the massive 
American intervention in the Vietnam War in 1965.21 

Perhaps the best-known examples of factional conflict 
involving foreign policy issues occurred during the Cultural 
Revolution. All political issues at that time became enmeshed 
in the factional intrigues for the political succession to Mao. 
Thus Lin Biao and his faction opposed the rapprochement 
with the United States at a time in which his domestic political 
base was being undermined by Mao. It is difficult, even over 
10 years after the event, to separate his opposition to the 
new foreign policy line from his struggle to retain power. 
Moreover the difficulty is further compounded by the fact 
that the struggle for power involved a major political and 
ideological issue: Mao, having rediscovered some of his Lenin­
ist concerns, sought to demote the armed forces from their 
highly visible political role in running the country and he was 
actively engaged in restoring the Communist Party as an 
effective organisation. This involved the restoration of many 
of those leaders who had been purged as revisionists during 
the early stages of the Cultural Revolution. Interestingly, the 
Chinese authorities have released much material recounting 
Lin Biao's bizarre alleged plots to assassinate the Chairman, 
but no official documentation has been released concerning 
the foreign policy issue and only very little on the clash of 
principles between Mao and Lin. 22 A better-documented 
account exists of the opposition by the Gang of Four and 
their associates to Deng Xiaoping's plan to acquire Western 
technology in exchange for Chinese raw materials. Dubbed as 
an example of the latter's alleged 'national betrayal' this 
played a part in the Gang's campaign against Deng and the 
other modernisers in their bid for power. Even in this case it 
is possible to argue that this was not just cynical manoeuvring 
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on behalf of the radicals, but that it was a part of the rear­
guard struggle to hold onto the 'newborn things of the 
Cultural Revolution'. In other words, they may have believed 
in their radicalism and that it was necessary to struggle for 
power in order to sustain it. Nevertheless it is clear in retro­
spect that, unlike the previous years, the Cultural Revolution 
period was one in which the factionalism inherent in Chinese 
politics reached its apogee. That factionalism then spilt over 
into foreign affairs, an arena which Mao Zedong and Zhou 
Enlai had hitherto kept relatively free from such influences. 

Despite these various domestic influences on foreign policy, 
it is nonetheless clear that unlike the domestic arena, Mao's 
hold of the reins of foreign policy was never broken. There 
are no examples known to Western scholars where Mao was 
overruled by his colleagues on a foreign policy issue. Even in 
the 1959-62 period, when in the wake of the disasters of the 
Great Leap Forward Mao was ignored by his colleagues on 
many important domestic issues, the evidence suggests that 
his was the decisive hand at the helm of foreign policy. He 
was subsequently to complain of those years when his col­
leagues supposedly treated him as an ancestor at his own 
funeral; yet it was he who at this time was steadily propelling 
the division with the Soviet Union.23 

Much of the argument about the supposed domestic sources 
of foreign policy changes by Western scholars may arise out 
of the attempt to extend to China approaches based on the 
American experience of foreign policy making, where indeed 
this may apply. In China, however, it seems more likely that 
the opposite might apply. In other words, the broad strategic 
orientations of foreign policy have played a large part in 
shaping the patterns of domestic change. Thus the Sino­
Soviet alliance led to the adoption of the full Soviet model. 
The strategic break with the Soviet Union led to isolation fllld 
the strategic alignment with the West paved the way for the 
emphasis on modernisation. Reality, however, would appear 
to be too complex for either argument to carry ultimate con­
viction. But it is surprising that the second argument has yet 
to be developed in the scholarly literature when the field is 
replete with attempts to substantiate the first. 
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The foregoing discussion may be summarised to suggest that 
despite various domestic influences on the making of foreign 
policy, the dominant factors which caused changes in China's 
foreign policy on the strategic plane were the policies of the 
two superpowers and China's attempt to maintain its inde­
pendence and become a great power- as interpreted primarily 
by Mao. His legacy in what I have called here the strategic 
and societal dimensions of foreign policy will be examined 
separately in the next chapters, but it may be useful first to 
survey briefly the main phases of China's foreign policy and 
consider the relationship between the two dimensions. 

The Sino-Soviet alliance 

China's alliance with the Soviet Union in the 1950s was the 
period in which the 'strategic' and 'societal' dimensions of its 
foreign policy were most closely interlinked. Their strategic 
association was an important and critical factor in establishing 
limits to American military actions during the Korean War 
and still later the Soviet nuclear shield provided deterrence 
against American threats. The Soviet Union also extended 
invaluable military assistance both in terms of equipment and 
advice towards the modernisation of the armed forces. It is a 
measure of the significance of the Soviet support that the 
technological levels of China's conventional forces at the 
beginning of the eighties were not much in advance of those 
established by the end of the fifties when Soviet assistance 
came to an end. The Soviet impact on the 'societal' level was 
even more marked. The core of China's heavy industry was 
built up through Soviet aid; the economic planning system 
and its priorities were copied directly from the Soviet Union, 
as was much of the state administration in the urban sector. 
The organisation of education, culture, health, sports, trade 
unions and welfare, for example, were entirely modelled on 
their Soviet equivalents. Thousands of Soviet advisers were 
located in ministries, factories and research organisations. 
Russian was the first foreign language taught at schools and 
thousands of Chinese students were sent to Russia, while a 
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whole generation of officials imbibed Soviet administrative 
practices. 

It would seem that the close interlocking of the 'strategic' 
and 'societal' planes which was such a marked feature of the 
alliance with the Soviet Union amounted to a kind of depend­
ency. The break-up of the alliance in the late fifties and early 
sixties may be seen as a reaction to that dependency. Mao in 
particular was irked by this even before cracks in the alliance 
began to be visible in 1956.24 By the mid-fifties an independ­
ent set of Chinese strategic concerns began to emerge, but it 
was only once Mao began to develop an independent Chinese 
way to socialism in 1958 coupled with a diverging set of 
strategic attitudes towards the United States that Sino-Soviet 
relations began to move towards a rupture. Interestingly, 
Chinese economists in the late seventies looked back to the 
fifties as a period of genuine economic achievement. While 
disparaging much of Mao's subsequent economic policies, 
they have neither praised the Soviet factor in that earlier 
period nor commented directly upon the end of the depend­
ency relationship. Judging by the CPC (Communist Party of 
China) Central Committee's official review of its history and 
its verdict on Mao of 1981,25 it is the nationalistic element in 
Mao's approach which is implicitly affirmed even while his 
political values and economic methods were openly rejected. 
In the late seventies Chinese officials let it be known that 
they had come to reject as fallacious many of the arguments 
which had been put forward by their side in the famous 
ideological polemics with the Soviet Party in the early sixties. 
'Revisionism' was no longer to be part of their political lexicon. 
Nevertheless at the same time Mao was praised for his role in 
having protected China's unity and having enhanced its 
national dignity while elevating the country into one of the 
world's major powers. These leaders have in effect placed the 
Sino-Soviet conflict exclusively on the strategic plane. They 
have tended to emphasise a point made repeatedly by Mao in 
the latter half of the fifties (even though it was not made 
public at the time) that one of the main problems of the 
Soviet leaders was their 'great nation chauvinism'. The per­
spectives and problems of the post-Mao leaders, however, will 
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be discussed at length in Part Two. 
To return to the Sino-Soviet alliance, perhaps the most 

interesting question in retrospect is not why it split up, but 
why China's leaders should have started out by transforming 
their country into almost a Soviet dependency. After all, their 
revolution had been genuinely novel and independent and 
under Mao's leadership they had pursued their own strategy, 
often against Stalin's advice. 

The dependency (which will be examined more closely in 
the next chapter) was more a proauct of the circumstances of 
the Cold War and the pressures of both the Soviet Union and 
the United States than it was the choice of Mao. In the sum­
mer of 1949 Mao had declared that the New China would 
lean to the side by the Soviet Union, but at the same time he 
envisaged that China would be an independent member of an 
extensive united front centred on the Soviet Union, trading 
freely with the Western world while posing as a unique revol­
utionary model to the peoples of Asia. Moreover, it was to be 
a new China with its sovereignty, unity, territorial integrity 
and essential dignity restored. At the same time it was also 
true that Mao, as well as some of his less aggressively inde­
pendent colleagues, chose to copy much of the Soviet model. 
They were conscious of their inexperience in running cities, let 
alone running a huge state and transforming the economy 
along socialist lines. The prestige of Stalin and the Soviet 
Union was very high. At that time the Soviet way was regarded 
as the only one. The notion of different paths to socialism 
had yet to be formulated even by the Yugoslavs. Nevertheless 
Mao clearly anticipated that he would have much more room 
for manoeuvre than subsequently proved to be the case. 
Throughout 1949 the American Administration proved im­
pervious to the various diplomatic feelers which Zhou Enlai 
in particular sent in its direction. Zhou's position can be 
summed up in his crisp observation to an American emissary 
at the time: 'we shall lean to one sicle, but how far depends 
on you'. 26 Meanwhile the American Administration, imbued 
with the spirit of the Cold War and fearful of a domestic 
backlash to the 'loss of China' proceeded to pressurise its 
European allies not to recognise the PRC. 
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Stalin, for his part, was deeply suspicious of the new China 
whose liberation he had tried to thwart. In Mao's words of 
1962: 

After the victory ofthe revolution he next suspected China 
of being a Yugoslavia, and that I would be a second Tito. 
Later when I went to Moscow to sign the Sino-Soviet 
Treaty of Alliance and Mutual Assistance, we had to go 
through another struggle. He was not willing to sign a 
treaty. After two months of negotiations he at last signed. 
When did Stalin begin to have confidence in us? It was at 
the time of the Resist America, Aid Korea campaign from 
the winter of 1950. He then came to believe that we were 
not Tito, not Yugoslavia.27 

Perhaps Stalin had been informed of Zhou's approaches to 
the Americans. In any case from his perspective, the harshly 
realistic and suspicious Stalin had every reason to regard Mao's 
total victory as a mixed blessing. A proud and fiercely inde­
pendent China, full of revolutionary vigour which was beyond 
his powers to control, would inevitably pose problems to the 
Soviet Union. Ever since the Yalta Conference of 1945 Stalin 
had consistently sought to recover and consolidate the areas 
in the Far East which had been lost earlier in the century, 
especially as a result of the Russian defeat by Japan in 1905. 
Aspects of this figured in the Sino-Soviet treaty. Stalin kept 
his commitments to China under a tight rein and it was not 
until after his death when the political balance between Mao 
and Stalin's successors changed in favour of the former. 

In so far as Stalin had been apprehensive lest Mao and his 
colleagues should succeed in improving Sino-American rela­
tions he must have perceived the Korean war as very much 
to his advantage. Truman's reaction of imposing a tight trade 
embargo on China, and of interposing the American Seventh 
Fleet between the mainland and Taiwan island, ensured that 
the Sino-American conflict would not be easily resolved. The 
open armed conflict between China and America confirmed 
this still further. There is evidence to suggest that he delayed 
military supplies to the Chinese forces in Korea for some 
time.28 Perhaps startled by the not entirely welcome sweeping 
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victories of the Chinese in the early stages of their interven­
tion, he was prepared to be more forthcoming once the stale­
mate between the two sets of combatants developed along 
the 38th Parallel, and it would have been a useful reminder to 
the Chinese of their dependence on the Soviet Union. 

Nevertheless China's relative success in Korea turned out 
to be a major factor in the emergence of the new China as a 
significant independent power in world politics in its own 
right. Noting that the ceasefire agreement was not concluded 
until after Stalin's death in March 1953, some have suggested 
that he may have been instrumental in having delayed it. But 
the evidence is circumstantial at best, and that hypothesis 
implies a greater degree of Soviet control over Chinese decision­
making than appeared to be the case. A more likely hypothesis 
is that the Chinese would have had every incentive to speed 
up the agreement after Stalin's death, partly because of the 
greater pressure from the incoming Eisenhower Administra­
tion, and partly because of their uncertainties about the new 
Soviet leaders. 

The void left by Stalin improved China's relative political 
'weight' in Moscow. It was only then that it became possible 
to elicit Soviet support for the projected First Five Year Plan. 
The Minister in charge of the plan had been kicking his heels 
in Moscow continuously for 8 months from August 1952, 
but it was not until 8 months later, in March the following 
year when Zhou Enlai came to attend Stalin's funeral (where 
he was significantly the only foreign pallbearer of the coffin), 
that an agreement was reached. And it was not until Septem­
ber that some of the details of the agreement were made 
public. Further Soviet assistance was announced during the 
visit to Peking by Khrushchev and Bulganin the following 
year. The plan which was supposed to have started on 1 
January 1953 was not made public until 1955. The core of 
the plan was the Soviet-supplied heavy industrial enterprises. 
Yet it was in 1955-56 that the Chinese began to move away 
from the Soviet model. Nevertheless the basis for China's 
industrialisation continued to be this Soviet assistance which 
was being supplied right up to 1960. 

The foregoing discussions suggest very strongly that China's 
economic dependence upon the Soviet Union did not in any 
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significant sense lead to Soviet controls over China. On the 
contrary, it was Stalin's very limited assistance and tough 
bargaining which tied China more closely to the Soviet Union. 
The provision of substantial Soviet aid was a consequence of 
China's increased independence and greater political leverage 
in Moscow. Sino-Soviet economic relations were a product of 
their political and strategic relationship rather than vice-versa. 
If in the middle fifties Mao was irked by the slavish imitations 
of Soviet practices and institutions in China, it was not 
because these had been imposed on his countrymen from the 
outset, but rather because they so readily and voluntarily 
submitted themselves to the foreign orthodoxy to the neglect 
of their own revolutionary traditions and sense of independ­
ence. By the late fifties Mao was not only asserting that many 
of the Soviet approaches were unsuited to China's needs and 
conditions, but he was querying the Soviet refusal to learn 
from China. 29 

It was also in the wake of the Korean War and the Geneva 
Conference of 1954 (where China for the first time in modem 
history had played an active part as an acknowledged truly 
independent great power in shaping the pattern of world 
order) that China's foreign policy began to develop new 
approaches and dimensions which drew it away from the 
close embrace of the Soviet community. These were the 
policies commonly associated with the 'Bandung Phase' of 
China's foreign relations. 

The 'Bandung Phase' (so named because of Zhou Enlai's 
diplomatic performance at the first conference of Afro-Asian 
countries held in Bandung in 1955}, was characterised by a 
readiness to deal with all governments regardless of their 
political hue and to solve all problems with moderation and 
diplomacy. It was as a result of Ban dung that the first offshore 
island crisis with the United States was settled and moves 
begun which led to Sino-American ambassadorial talks being 
held first at Geneva and then at Warsaw. The 'Bandung Phase' 
may also be seen as the fruit of the diplomacy conducted 
with India and Burma in 1954, when India and China signed 
an agreement which introduced the famous 'Five Principles 
of Peaceful Co-existence' that the Chinese have claimed ever 
since has determined their intergovernmental relations (people-
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to-people diplomacy and inter-Party relations have been 
regarded as unaffected by those principles - not always to 
the satisfaction of all the other governments concerned). 

The 'Bandung Phase' had, however, had a deeper signifi­
cance in that it marked the beginning of the Third World 
dimensions of the PRC's foreign policy. For China's leaders, 
and especially for Mao, this signified recognition that the 
nationalist leaders (regardless as to whether or not they were 
bourgeois) of the newly independent Third World countries 
were potential allies of the Chinese in the alignment against 
imperialism. Moreover it was from this time that China's 
leaders emphasised that China and the Third World countries 
shared a common history of colonialism and a common need 
to develop their industrially backward countries. Neither of 
these points was true for the Soviet Union. Mao also began to 
argue that the spearhead of imperialism was directed in the 
first instance against the countries of the Third World rather 
than the countries of the socialist camp. The full import of 
this approach was not to become clear until later in the fifties 
and early sixties. Meanwhile, basking in the glow of the after­
math of its recent diplomatic triumphs while concentrating 
domestically upon the economic programme of the First Five 
Year Plan, the PRC leadership put great store by the evident 
relaxation ofinternational tensions which it was experiencing. 
Zhou Enlai reported to the National People's Congress in 
June 1956, in words remarkably similar to those ofKhruschev: 
'even within United States ruling circles, some people who 
are more sober minded are beginning to realise that there 
is no future for the policy of cold war and the policy of 
strength':30 Later the Chinese criticised Khruschev for this. 
But one important difference between Zhou and Khruschev 
was that Zhou held that these people were not the real 
holders of power, whereas for the latter these people were at 
the very top and that they needed to be treated with modera­
tion lest they be pressured to take up more hawkish positions. 
The Chinese view was that of emergence of relatively pacific 
groups in the American leadership was not the result of any 
sudden enlightenment about the dangers of nuclear war. 
Instead this was the result of stepped-up countervailing pres­
sure by the socialist camp, the newly independent countries 
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and the internal contradictions in the imperialist camp. Thus 
Zhou's report cited above went on to observe that the debate 
between the hawks and the doves in Washington showed that 
they were 'in an acute dilemma in which both peace and war 
are difficult alternatives'. 

These and other disagreements with the Soviet Union which 
were growing in the late fifties may be seen as reflecting some 
of the very great differences between the two countries. Unlike 
China, the Soviet Union was already a highly industrialised 
country, which had been one of the great imperialist powers 
of the nineteenth century, with a different revolutionary 
tradition in the twentieth century and which by the latter 
fifties was developing different strategic interests from China. 
Superficially, their leaders shared the same ideology and 
outlook on world affairs, but in fact there were important 
differences which their common Marxist-Leninist language 
at first tended to minimise and later to exacerbate. Beginning 
with Stalin, and perhaps even earlier with Lenin, Soviet leaders 
have tended to place their revolution and their country as the 
most important factor in effecting the roll-back of imperialism 
and the promotion of socialist change across the world. They 
have tended to portray the future of the world as determined 
by the struggle between the forces of socialism centred upon 
the Soviet Union and those of imperialism, which since 1945 
have centred on the United States. Therefore the continued 
strength and security of the Soviet Union has been regarded 
as the first priority of Communists throughout the world. 
True proletarian internationalism consists in the Soviet view 
of being closely linked to the Soviet Union, following its 
experience and sheltering under its protective umbrella. The 
Chinese revolution, however, had many of the characteristics 
of national liberation; unlike its Soviet predecessor, none of 
its leaders ever thought that the revolution would fail or lose 
its way if it remained confined to China and did not immedi­
ately spread elsewhere. Furthermore, proletarian international­
ism for Mao never meant that one Party would lay down the 
lines for others to follow, or that one Party would sit at the 
fulcrum of a tightly organised alliance with centrally co­
ordinated networks radiating outwards. For him proletarian 
internationalism meant mutually supportive, popular, inde-
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pendent, revolutionary activity. United fronts rather than 
formal alliances were his preferred mode of co-operative 
endeavours. 

One of the consequences of China's membership of the 
socialist camp and the similarity of its organisational structures 
and ideology to those of the other members of the camp was 
that fundamental challenges to the system in other parts of 
the camp necessarily had profound implications for China 
too. This may be seen in terms of the dichotomy suggested in 
this book as belonging to the 'societal' plane. Thus the debunk­
ing of Stalin and the assault on the cult of personality in the 
Soviet Union in early 1956 became an important factor in 
the curtailment of Mao's exalted role later that year at the 
Eighth Party Congress. Likewise the upheavals in Poland and 
Hungary in that year made their mark in China and were a 
contributory factor to the development of Mao's distinctive 
theorising about classes in socialist society and the launching 
of the Hundred Flowers movement in the first half of the 
following year. 3 1 

The turning point in China's foreign policy took place 
towards the end of the fifties. During this time there was a 
growing strategic association between the Soviet Union and 
the United States at a time in which the United States was 
pursuing a harder line against China and playing a more inter­
ventionist role in the Third World. China's overtures towards 
the United States in 1955 and 1956 had come to naught. The 
United States had unilaterally downgraded the ambassadorial 
talks at Geneva, and the Secretary of State, Dulles, had re· 
jected Zhou's offer to have a group of respected journalists 
visit China. Instead it was decided in Washington in February 
(and carried out in May 1957) to deploy nuclear-tipped 
surface-to-surface Matador missiles in both South Korea and 
Taiwan. On 28 June 1957 Dulles delivered a major speech 
on Sino-American relations in San Francisco, in which he put 
an end to any remaining prospects for improving relations by 
declaring that the American Administration would do all it 
could to contribute to the passing of the Communist Govern­
ment in China. 

It was against this backcloth that China's leaders, not sur­
prisingly, developed a new foreign policy which saw no merit 
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in seeking to conciliate the United States. On the contrary, 
they developed a policy of opposition to American attempts 
to impose their vision of order on world politics and they 
identified their country with those people and movements 
in the Third World who were prepared to resist those attempts. 
If these developments are examined through the perspectives 
of Peking, the Chinese responses become clearer and more 
understandable without having to resort to doubtful explana­
tions of the domestic sources of foreign policy. To be sure, 
changes in China's domestic arrangements may very well 
affect the 'style' of its foreign policy. But style should not be 
confused with substance.32 

From a Third World united front to revolutionary isolation 

China's foreign policy during the sixties was characterised by 
growing opposition to both the superpowers, and by attempts 
to associate the Third World and the medium capitalist powers 
in a common united front against them. With the failure of 
these attempts China, during the first few years of the Cultural 
Revolution, turned towards a more isolationist position of a 
revolutionary bastion against imperialism, revisionism and all 
reactionaries. The rupture with the Soviet Union was a drawn­
out process. Thus it was not until the spring of 1966 that 
Mao broke Party relations with the CPSU (Communist Party 
of the Soviet Union). Yet it was in july 1963 after the signing 
of the nuclear test ban treaty between Russia, America and 
Britain that China declared that the Soviet Union was con­
spiring with these powers against it. An editorial in the 
People's Daily of 3 August was quite explicit: 

It is most obvious that the tripartite treaty is aimed at 
tying hands. The U.S. representative to the Moscow talks 
has said publicly that the United States, Britain and the 
Soviet Union were able to arrive at an agreement, because 
'we could work together to prevent China getting a nuclear 
capability' ... This is a US-Soviet alliance against China 
pure and simple. 

Chinese official statements also claimed that the Soviet posi-
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tion facilitated American offensive designs against the Third 
World. In Mao's perception, the Soviet Union, having failed 
to subordinate China to its strategic designs in 1958-59, was 
seeking to coerce and manipulate the PRC into its framework 
of collusion and contention with the United States so that 
Russia could achieve certain great-power objectives. At the 
same time he argued that the American government was 
engaged in a large-scale imperialist offensive directed against 
the Third World and that, although not a primary target at 
this stage, China was the main obstacle to this. Not only were 
the Russian leaders said to be conniving at this, but together 
with reactionaries or those confused by the Soviet socialistic 
rhetoric, there were various elements who were instrumental 
to sowing division in the Third World which served the preda­
tory interests of the superpowers. 

1962 was a critical year in the establishment of this picture 
in Mao's eyes. Just as China was emerging from the great crisis 
after the failure of the Great Leap Forward it was confronted 
with three major challenges from different directions of its 
vulnerable borders; In Xinjiang tens of thousands of Kazakhs 
crossed the border to the Soviet Union; in the southeast there 
was an invasion scare from Taiwan; and in the southwest an 
actual border war was fought with India. Both the Soviet 
Union and the United States came to the aid of India, thus 
proving to Chinese satisfaction an unholy relationship between 
reactionaries (India's ruling circles), revisionism (the Soviet 
Union) and imperialism (the United States). 

The Chinese response was to try and establish two kinds of 
international fronts against the United States from which the 
Russians would be excluded. One was directed towards the 
small and medium capitalist countries who were portrayed as 
wishing to assert their national independence against American 
attempts to control them. A People's Daily editorial of 21 
January described them as belonging to the 'second intermedi­
ate zone' (the 'first' consisted of the Third World) between 
America and the Soviet Union. They were said to have a 'dual 
character', 'while their ruling classes are exploiters and oppres­
sors, these countries themselves are subject to U.S. control 
and bullying'. Apart from gaining diplomatic recognition by 
De Gaulle's government, increasing trade and importing some 
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30 major industrial plants, the Chinese had little to show for 
the initiative. 

The other international front was directed towards the 
Third World. China's efforts culminated at the second Afro­
Asian summit in Algeria in 1965. However these too were 
unsuccessful. By 1966 China had become rather isolated as 
two of its major associates in Afro-Asia, Sukamo and the PKI 
(Parti Kommunisti Indonesia) in Indonesia and Nkrumah in 
Ghana, had lost power because of domestic coups. To be sure 
the diplomatic picture was less bleak in the sense that many 
of the newly independent countries in the Third World had 
extended diplomatic recognition to the PRC rather than to 
the Chiang Kai-shek government and the last vote in the 
General Assembly of the United Nations before the Cultural 
Revolution on the question of the PRC's representation there 
had produced a tie. (This was the first time that the United 
States had not won outright - but a two-thirds majority in 
favour of the PRC would have been necessary in order to 
win the day). Nevertheless from Mao's point of view such 
developments, while not unwelcome, did not go to the heart 
of the issue vis a vis the superpowers, especially given the 
American intervention in the Vietnam War from early 1965. 

The American intervention in the Vietnam War ineluctably 
brought the Soviet Union to the aid of a socialist country 
under attack. And while it precipitated a complex strategic 
debate in Peking and exacerbated the leadership conflict on 
the eve of the Cultural Revolution, it was not without its 
compensations from Mao's perspective. It made it more diffi­
cult for Russo-American collusion against China. That was 
probably one of the reasons for his vehement opposition to 
any suggestion of a negotiated settlement to the war which 
he consistently regarded as a means by which the war would 
be settled to suit the interests of the two superpowers. Mao 
angrily rejected his colleagues' suggestions of a compromise 
with the Soviet Union. In his view the Soviets by this stage 
were no longer just revisionists, they were counter-revolution­
aries. This was in the spring of 1966, by which time the issue 
had become linked with the impending Cultural Revolution 
and Mao's efforts to stop China from 'changing colour', going 
down the revisionist, or as he now called it, the 'capitalist 
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road'. Meanwhile Zhou Enlai and the United States Secretary 
of State, Dean Rusk, had signalled to each other that neither 
government sought a war with the other; for one of the 
dominant fears in China from the end of 1964 was that the 
Americans might escalate the war into China itself.33 

It was at this point that China was plunged into the turmoil 
of the Cultural Revolution. Until the end of the sixties China 
was turned inwards and presented an incomprehensible picture 
to the outside world as a kind of revolutionary bastion pre­
pared to deal with very few governments indeed. At one 
point, for a few weeks in the early summer of 1967, the 
revolution spilt over into the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
it led to numerous diplomatic incidents of which the most 
serious was the burning down of the British mission. Within 
China there was a wave of xenophobia which affected especi­
ally those Chinese with any kind of foreign connections, 
including oversea Chinese. International trade continued but 
at a reduced rate, and there were no more new agreements 
signed for the importation of whole new plants such as had 
been arranged in 1963-66. 

Alignment with the West 

This period saw the PRC's full entry into the international 
community as symbolised by its taking over the China seat 
at the United Nations from the Chiang Kai-shek regime and 
the normalisation of China's relations with most countries in 
the world. However this last phase of Mao's foreign policy 
was born out of the harsh realities of international armed 
conflict and perceived changes of the balance of world forces. 
It was also the subject of acute factional struggles in the 
Chinese leadership. 

The change of China's alignment is often presented as a 
product of the search by Mao and Zhou for countervailing 
power against the Soviet threat which had grown immensely 
in the late sixties by its military build-up to the north. By the 
end of 1968 the Soviet border troops had been augmented by 
some thirty highly modernised divisions which were soon to 
be increased by a further ten. At the same time, Soviet forces 
were stationed near Mongolia's China border. The highly 
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publicised battles over an island in the Ussuri River border in 
March 1969 were accompanied by thinly veiled Soviet nuclear 
threats. Moreover, by its armed intervention in Czechoslovakia, 
the Soviet Union not only proved its readiness to suppress a 
dissenting ally by force, but it also articulated a doctrine of 
intervention in other socialist countries judged to be in danger 
of losing their socialist gains. 

Important as the Soviet threat was, this explanation is too 
one-sided as it misses out Chinese perceptions of the other 
superpower. 1968 was indeed a turning point, but in the first 
instance for the position of the United States. In the wake of 
the Tet offensive (February-March) in Vietnam, President 
Johnson refused to escalate the war still further and announ­
ced his intention not to run again for the coming election­
which was tantamount to a resignation. In Mao's view this 
signalled that America was now thrust on the defensive and 
that its expansionist behaviour since the Second World War 
had come to an end. Domestic opposition to the Vietnam 
War had become widespread and it was aggravating the other 
sources of conflict in American society; there was a growing 
international crisis regarding the dollar and America's trading 
position. Moreover, the importance of Western Europe in 
diplomatic terms as an independent centre constraining 
American international behaviour was also recognised in 
Peking. The balance between the superpowers had also 
changed. In a confidential briefing to his juniors in December 
1971 to explain Nixon's impending visit Zhou Enlai asserted 
that one of the primary reasons was that: 

when the U.S. got stuck in Vietnam, the Soviet revisionists 
embraced the opportunity to extend vigorously their sphere 
of influence in Europe and the Middle East. The U.S. 
imperialists cannot but improve their relations with China 
to combat the Soviet revisionists.34 

One of the main reasons which the Chinese leaders gave for 
the American need to withdraw from Vietnam was to meet 
the growing Soviet challenge, and they argued that as a result 
the collusive aspects of the relations between the superpowers 
were now less important than the contention. They also held 
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that the focal points of their contention were Europe and 
the Middle East rather than East Asia. 

The Chinese response to the events of 1968 culminating in 
the opening to the United States also drove a deep wedge 
into Sino-Vietnamese relations. The Vietnamese supported 
the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia and rejected Zhou 
Enlai's assertion that by this action the Soviet Union had 
become a 'social imperialist' power and had brought about 
the demise of the socialist camp. Later in 1972 Zhou openly 
told a Western diplomat that China was opposed to any one 
country (Vietnam) dominating the others in Indo-China. 
From a Vietnamese perspective, China's opening to the United 
States was nothing less than betrayal, and a betrayal made all 
the more bitter because it had been paid by the blood and 
suffering of the Vietnamese people. Clearly many of the 
seeds of the later Sino-Vietnamese conflict were sown at this 
time. It should also be noted that China's support for the 
Pol Pot regime in Kampuchea as a centre of resistance to both 
Soviet and Vietnamese influence in Indo-China was established 
from the moment it assumed power more than a year before 
Mao's death when his grasp of foreign affairs was still clear. 

Mao's initial shift of alignment was accompanied by an 
acute struggle with his declared successor, Lin Biao, who 
according to Peking died in a plane crash in Mongolia en route 
to Russia on 11 September 1971. Although the available 
evidence is internally consistent and it was repeated and ex­
panded at the major trial in Peking in the winter of 1980-81 
of the 'Lin Biao Clique' and the 'Gang of Four', there is no 
independent confirmation. The official version of the Lin Biao 
affair has always excluded all reference to the foreign policy 
dispute. Contemporary Chinese publications suggest that Lin 
strenuously opposed the new directions in foreign policy, 
preferring instead to continue the Cultural Revolution line 
which sought unity with oppressed and revolutionary peoples. 
He objected to the way Zhou Enlai had used the formulation 
of the 'Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence' to establish 
relations with a wide range of governments. But above all he 
and his associates objected to the opening of relations with 
the United States. The Lin group held that America should 
be the target of any internationalist united front, and by 1971 
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it was implied that if a choice had to be made between the 
superpowers it would be better to tilt to Russia.35 

President Nixon duly arrived in China in February 1972. 
The Shanghai Communique, which spelt out the character of 
the new Sino-American relations, outlined their differences, 
but it also pledged both sides not to seek hegemony in the 
Asia-Pacific region and to oppose any country or group of 
countries which sought to do so. An intricate formula was 
worked out regarding Taiwan which satisfactorily stood, the 
test of changing circumstances until the normalisation of 
Sino-American relations nearly 7 years later. The Sino­
American relationship was one of peculiar paradoxes during 
the remainder of Mao's life. There were times, especially in 
1974, when there were indications that Mao and his colleagues 
thought the Americans were conceding too much to the 
Russians in the name of detente. Occasionally there were 
signs of Chinese suspicion that they were being used by the 
Americans as a means of exercising leverage on the Soviet 
Union. There also seemed to be a difference regarding each 
side's interpretation of the terms of the Shanghai Commun­
ique. Unlike the Americans, the Chinese saw it as a self­
fulfilling agreement by which the United States was commit­
ted to withdraw altogether from the island. Over and above 
this there was an ambivalence in official attitudes to America. 
On the one hand they were pleased to note the closeness of 
their relations, and on the other they would describe America 
as an imperialist superpower albeit less dangerous than the 
Soviet Union. Trade developed very rapidly;in 1973 it reached 
the value of $800 million and in the following year it passed 
the $1000 million mark, to reach about the same level as 
Soviet-American trade. The trade was badly out of balance 
since Chinese exports barely reached a tenth of that figure. 
Thus, for technical reasons, the trade was bound to decline 
somewhat in 1975. The alignment with the United States was 
very much identified with Mao personally. Yet from the out­
set certain tensions in the relationship were evident. These 
arose in part from their very different social systems, but 
they focused on the Taiwan issue, on aspects of American­
Soviet relations and on Chinese misgivings about American 
policies in the Third World. In fact these three issues contin-
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ued ever since (albeit in different ways) to dog their relations. 
In Mao's last two years there was a sense in which the new 

theory of the three worlds (by which the first world consisted 
of the domineering superpowers contending for global power; 
the second consisted of the small and medium capitalist 
powers who had an interest in resisting the superpowers, but 
who had to shed their own imperialist traditions; and the 
third consisted of the less-developed countries with a history 
of colonialism and who were bound to be the main force of 
resistance to the superpowers) was indeed the framework and 
perhaps even the guiding principles which shaped China's 
actual foreign policy. The theory, however, did not of itself 
explain Mao's clear preference for the United States, nor the 
attempt to build up an anti-Soviet coalition. In Africa and 
Latin America China lost much prestige in radical and nation­
alistic circles because of the extent to which the preoccupa­
tion with the Soviet Union led it into strange associations in 
Angola and in Chile. 

Of greater long-term significance perhaps was the way in 
which the factional conflict between the 'Gang of Four' on 
the one side and Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping on the other, 
over policy and succession spilt over into foreign affairs, 
especially those of foreign trade. After 1972 it seemed as if 
China was about to embark on a new phase of industrial and 
foreign trade expansion similar to that of the Soviet period of 
the fifties. The cycle of interdependence/autarky seemed as 
if it might have turned full circle in the sense that the indus­
trialisation achieved during the Soviet period had generated a 
feeling of dependency which resulted in a period of proud 
isolation and independence and now it was felt that the cost 
of falling behind the technological levels in the rest of the 
world was too high a price to pay. Therefore it was necessary 
once again to tum to the outside world, but this time to the 
Western world. However, trade problems arose from the 
inflation in the industrialised countries and the quadrupling 
of the price of oil after the Arab-Israeli war. Consequently, 
the price of China's imports rose sharply, while the demand 
for many of China's exports and potential exports declined 
without rising in price at the same rate as imports. This led 
to an unprecedented balance of payments deficit in 1974 of 
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$810 million followed by a deficit in 1975 of $455 million, 
which also exceeded the previous record. 

These developments sparked off much criticism from the 
'Gang of Four' and their supporters who attacked the policy 
of relying on trade as a means of developing modern industry 
and who accused the Zhou-Deng group of selling out China's 
resources. A continuation of these policies, it was argued, 
would return China to a semi-colonial status in which it would 
be a dumping-ground for imperialist goods, a source of raw mat­
erials, a centre to which international companies would export 
capital and develop the country as a repair and service shop. 
But the leftists were never able to dent the Zhou-Deng policy 
and such setbacks in trade as did occur were part of a policy 
to reduce the deficit. Moreover, during this period (1973-76) 
agreements were reached to import sixty whole plants to the 
value of $3500 million, of which twenty-four were contracted 
in 1973.36 The general policy, if not every single contract, 
seems to have been tacitly endorsed by Mao. This was too 
great a departure from previous practice to have gone un­
noticed. Had Mao voiced any disagreement the leftists would 
surely have cited that in their polemics on the issue. But their 
writings revealed no new pronouncements by the Chairman. 
Moreover it seems likely that Mao must have personally 
endorsed the agreement to import and build under licence 
the Spey jet engines of Rolls Royce, which, apart from its 
intrinsic technical value, was regarded at the time as a very 
important development in the complex web of Sino-Western­
Soviet relations. Clearly, in this, as in other areas, Mao was no 
xenophobe or ultra-leftist. But at the same time, apart from 
when he was forced by Stalin to accept joint-stock companies 
(which reverted to whole Chinese ownership soon after Stalin's 
death), Mao never entertained the idea of joint enterprises 
with foreign countries, nor did he accept international credits. 
(Arguably the practice of deferred payments on various 
projects came close to this - but the Chinese insistence on 
the difference between the two suggested the sensitivity of 
the subject.) Still less is there evidence to suggest that Mao 
would have solicited for capitalist investment in China, or 
sought to open special economic zones where foreign capitalist 
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companies could utilise cheap Chinese labour and special 
facilities for exporting the produce thereof. 

There can be no doubt that Mao was the architect of China's 
foreign policy on the strategic plane. But while he was very 
much in favour of modernisation, there is doubt as to how 
far he agreed with the Zhou-Deng line as it emerged in 1975. 
Significantly, he did not attend the National People's Congress 
in January 1975 when Zhou announced that China would 
once again pursue the 'four modernisations' (which he origin­
ally outlined to a previous NPC in December 1964). Instead, 
as if to publicise his absence, Mao received the right wing 
German politician Franz Joseph Strauss in another part of 
China. Mao certainly seemed to have opposed Deng's proposals 
for professionalising the education system. But the evidence 
even on this is not conclusive. 3 7 In so far as it is possible to 
pin down Mao's own preferences as he physically decayed 
during his last 18 months, it would appear that such objec­
tions as he had to Deng Xiaoping centred on the latter's 
readiness to downplay the significance of class struggle. That 
went to the heart of Mao's Utopian vision (to use Stuart 
Schram's term38 ) of his last 10-20 years. 



PART ONE 

MAO'S LEGACY 



2 

Chinese Society and Foreign 
Relations 

Few aspects of Mao's legacy are as ambiguous and as suscept­
ible to varying interpretations as that concerned with the 
relationship to be established between the Chinese people 
with their socialist society and the outside world. Mao him­
self had coined the slogan 'Make foreign things serve China'. 
In other words he had called upon his people to learn from 
the good and socially serviceable things developed in the 
outside world while eschewing the harmful and the undesirable. 
How to distinguish between them was never made clear. Nor 
did Mao address the issue of how advanced foreign experience 
or technology could be absorbed without dragging in tow 
undesirable consequences. For example, he seems to have 
had little to say on the question as to whether technology 
was socially neutral. That is to say, whether technology, for 
instance, in the shape of a whole industrial plant with a 
complete set of equipment necessarily carried with it the 
imprint of the society in which it had been originally made. 
He presided over the period of the First Five Year Plan 
(1952-57) in which China's doors were open wider than 
ever before or since to the influences of a foreign country -
the Soviet Union. But he was notionally the 'supreme helms­
man' of the Cultural Revolution when in 1966-68 China's 
doors were closed to foreign influence in self-chosen revolu­
tionary isolation. 

Mao's successors have largely spumed the legacy of the last 
20 years of his life. His theory of continuing the revolution 
during the socialist period has been condemned by his sur­
vivors as incompatible with his systematic ideology known as 



48 TOWARDS THE END OF ISOLATIONISM 

Mao Zedong Thought. The theory of continuous revolution 
which elevated the significance of carrying out extensive 
class struggle even after the establishment of a socialist 
system underlay the Cultural Revolution. One of its implica­
tions in practice (if not necessarily in theory) was that China 
as the most advanced socialist country had to be most careful 
of the corrosion which would be caused by contact with 
foreign ('bourgeois' or 'revisionist') influences. Thus Mao 
could be cited as the authority for legitimising both the open­
door and the isolationist postures. 

The question of Mao's position does not tum on whether 
one accepts his Party's verdict on him that his last 20 years 
were characterised by fundamental mistakes. The last 4 years 
of his life were years during which the value of his country's 
foreign trade trebled and complete industrial plants were 
imported to the value of nearly 3% thousand million dollars. 
Unlike the Soviet period 20 years before, Mao seems to have 
played little part in initiating these developments. But there 
is no evidence to suggest that he opposed them. The old man 
continued to cast his immense prestige behind the larger 
strategic dimensions of foreign policy and he continued to 
lend support to the sustenance of his 'Utopian vision'. Had 
he perceived this as being undermined by the increased 
economic exchanges with the capitalist West, it is reasonable 
to suggest that he would have given some indication, but no 
such indication has been given. 

Foreign relations for Mao and the other Communist leaders 
did not begin with their capture of state power and the 
establishment of the PRC in 1949. To be sure statehood 
transformed these relations. Up until then these leaders 
conducted their relations with foreign powers and assessed 
international developments mainly with regard to whether 
these would promote or retard the progress of the Communist­
led revolution. But statehood immediately involved the 
additional issues of sovereignty, territorial integrity, borders, 
international recognition and the assertion of an international 
identity within a world of other states. Nevertheless many 
of the attitudes and approaches which these leaders brought 
with them to the new tasks of statehood had been formed 
during the long years of struggle before 1949. 
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In many respects, however, the Communist Party under 
Mao's leadership had experience of dealing with foreign­
related issues long before the seizure of state power.1 Mao's 
struggle for ascendancy in the Party from the late twenties 
until the early forties can be seen as a struggle against those 
inspired (and often nominated) by Moscow.2 What Mao 
called the 'sinification of Marxism'3 was in a sense a formal 
claim to a separate Chinese identity within the international 
Communist movement. Moreover it was in Yan'an in the 
early forties that Mao and his colleagues negotiated with 
representatives of a foreign government (the United States) 
for the first time. Indeed, to mark the occasion of the 'start 
of our diplomatic work' the Central Committee of the Party 
issued in August 1944 a directive 'On Diplomatic Work' 
which may be seen as the first attempt to establish a Chinese 
Communist diplomatic style.4 

In a broader sense Mao's revolutionary strategy in the 22 
years before the seizure of state power in 1949 was intimately 
concerned with the question of imperialism. As will be argued 
in the next chapter, much of his thinking about power and 
international politics was formulated in the course of dealing 
with the practical problems of revolutionary struggle in a 
semi-colonial society - i.e. in a society still dominated by 
foreign armies and foreign interests despite its nominal 
independence. 

It is within that context that the Communist revolution 
can be placed within the larger framework of China's modem 
history in which the central theme has been the transforma­
tion of Chinese society under the impact of the West. The 
Western impact, though, was more than a question of superior 
military force based on advanced technology. It also involved 
dragging China into the world of the industrial revolution and 
ultimately into the world of Western ideas and social move­
ments. Communism, of course, was derived from the West 
and part of its appeal was as a means by which China as a 
socialist country would be ahead of the historical process 
of the capitalist West while catching up in industrial and 
technological terms.5 The alternative was the psychologically 
less satisfying role of trailing behind that which was acknow­
ledged to be more advanced in every way. Ishwer Ojha 
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in the late sixties characterised the impulse to modernisation 
in China, as in much of the Third World, as 'anti-Western 
Westemisation'.6 In other words, modernisation (or westemi­
sation) was being pursued in order to stand up to the West 
and to reassert a national pride and dignity which had been 
bruised and shaken by the West. Much of this nationalist 
sentiment, itself, was a product of the Western impact. In 
the terms put forward in the Introduction, the societal 
dimensions of foreign relations for Third World countries 
like China raise issues which cannot be dealt with on the 
strategic plane alone. 

Like many nationalist leaders of new states, Mao looked 
back on the period before liberation as one of darkness and 
humiliation - all the more severe in the Chinese case because 
of the greatness of the Chinese past. In his speech inaugurating 
the PRC Mao spoke in a language common to all Third World 
nationalist leaders on attaining independence: 

The Chinese have always been a great, courageous and 
industrious nation; it is only in modem times that they 
have fallen behind. And that was entirely due to oppression 
and exploitation by foreign imperialism and domestic 
reactionary governments. 

He then went on to place China's liberation within a main­
stream of 'unyielding struggles' against these two oppressors 
waged 'for over a century by our forefathers'. But with the 
founding of the PRC, he declared, 'Ours will no longer be a 
nation subject to insult and humiliation. We have stood up. '7 

Mao was clearly wrong if he was implying that China, on 
the eve of the Opium War in 1840, was as advanced in tech­
nology and industry as the West. But if by 'modem times' he 
meant the last two or three centuries, the problem was less 
that China had 'fallen behind' than that the West had leapt 
ahead. Ten years earlier, in 1939, Mao had argued that China's 
traditional society 'carried within itself the seeds of capitalism' 
and that left to itself China 'would have developed slowly 
into a capitalist society'. 'Penetration by foreign capitalism 
accelerated this process. '8 Mao in this case followed Marx, 
but only to a certain extent. Marx certainly welcomed the 
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destruction of pre-capitalist modes of production in Asia. 
But he saw no signs of any budding sprouts of capitalism 
in the existing societies. On the contrary, the reason that 
he thought capitalism had a progressive role to play here was 
precisely because he saw it as shaking these societies out of 
what he regarded as their stagnancy. This is not the place to 
examine Marx's concept of the 'Asiatic mode of production' 
or why in the late Ming and early Q'ing periods China did not 
develop towards capitalism, but it is interesting that only after 
Mao's death have Chinese historians been able to debate the 
question independently of the framework (intellectual strait­
jacket might be a better term) set down by Mao. 9 I have touched 
upon the issue only in order to discuss Mao's attitude towards 
the Western impact on China. It is, however, worth observing 
that, unlike many other nationalistic leaders of Third World 
countries, Mao did not see that impact in wholly negative 
terms. Later in the same 1939 essay Mao asserted that the 
introduction of capitalism had led to the undermining of 
the traditional, and the establishment of a modern industrial, 
sector which in turn led to the creation of a Chinese pro­
letariat and a Chinese national bourgeoisie. These positive 
consequences, however, he contrasted with the 'obstructive 
aspect' of imperialist penetration, 'namely, the collusion of 
imperialism with the Chinese feudal forces to arrest the 
development of Chinese capitalism'. This was because in his 
view the imperialist powers sought to transform China to 
their own semi-colony. 'To this end', he argued, they 'have 
used and continue to use military, political, economic and 
cultural means of oppression ... •.Io Although Mao went 
on to list a whole litany of imperialist acts of aggression, 
oppression and exploitation, he nowhere joined that fashion­
able chorus of Third World leaders and those writers in the 
West who assert that the economic development of the West 
was the result of having exploited the Third World or that the 
material backwardness of the Third World was wholly the 
result of Western capitalist exploitation. 

To be sure Mao regarded imperialism as highly obstructive 
to the further development of Chinese society. But at the 
same time he recognised that it had brought modern industry, 
and that it had been the midwife of change in Chinese society. 
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Although he was a man of the interior who spoke no foreign 
language and who was imbued with a deep sense of national 
pride, Mao was not anti-foreign, nor did he blame imperialism 
alone for China's backwardness. Like all men of his generation 
Mao would have witnessed many scenes of the degradation 
of Chinese people at the hands of arrogant foreigners. The 
century of shame and humiliation was clearly no empty 
slogan for Mao. Yet from his early pre-Marxist days as a 
radical nationalist onwards, his focus was less on getting rid 
of the imperialist foreigner than on moblising and trans­
forming Chinese society. 

The development of the concept of self-reliance 

Arguably, few revolutions have been more autonomous than 
that which Mao led to initial victory in China in 1949. It may 
seem strange therefore to consider this period as any other 
than self-reliant -at least once Mao established his leadership 
by the late thirties. But even in the formulation of the 
principles of self-reliance in this period Mao paid much 
attention to the question of foreign assistance and it is only 
after consideration of this period that we shall be able to 
examine the extent to which the new China's dependence 
on the Soviet Union in the fifties was in a sense an 'aberration'. 
This period will also be of significance in assessing the changes 
which have taken place after Mao's death. 

The concept of self-reliance has been used to describe a 
variety of different policies from virtual autarky to the 
importing of a wide range of agricultural products and in­
dustrial plants. Literally translated from the Chinese, self­
reliance means 'produce even more by one's own strength' 
(zi li geng sheng). It bespeaks more of an attitude of mind 
than a specific set of policies. It calls for an independent 
oudook, self-conscious creativity and, above all, the deter­
mination to avoid dependency. This means the retention 
of the capacity for self-initiative and independent decision­
making even to the extent of isolationism, if that is the price 
which must be paid for keeping mastery of one's own fate. 
It is intimately linked with Mao's notion of what might be 
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called national dignity. But in itself self-reliance does not 
imply isolation. 11 

Curiously, the first formulation of self-reliance in relation 
to foreign affairs was designed with the aim of securing 
foreign assistance. 12 It was issued in the form of a resolution 
by the Party's Central Committee in August 1944 from Maoist 
Yen'an to define the appropriate policy for the visiting 
American delegation known as the Dixie Mission.13 The 
Resolution argued that co-operation with the United States 
and Great Britain would enable the liberated areas to attain 
'even greater growth' and it foresaw the 'possibility' of con­
tinued co-operation after the war. Cadres were instructed to 
welcome foreign military, diplomatic, cultural and religious 
missions. They were told to look forward to foreign economic 
aid, capital investment and technical co-operation. 

Such an attitude hardly accords with what is usually con­
sidered to be the hallmark of the 'Y enan spirit' or the 'Y enan 
Way'14 associated with the rigorously independent new 
society established in the blockaded liberated area. Perhaps 
the passage of time and the complexities of running a highly 
bureaucratised state in the 1950s elevated memories of the 
allegedly halcyon days of Yenan into myth-like proportions 
so that the deliberate search for aid was forgotten. In any 
event the anticipated aid did not materialise. The Resolution, 
which was an inner Party document and which was not 
meant for circulation as propaganda, then went on to warn 
against repeating Chinese recent history of cringing passively 
before Westerners and of coming to rely upon foreigners. 
Liberated Chinese should demonstrate their vigour and 
determined spirit. Assistance was not to be requested, rather 
cadres had 'to arrange it so that foreigners would offer us 
help themselves'. The quest for aid should not be allowed to 
erode self-reliance. The Resolution then spelt out the classic 
attitudes of self-reliance for the first time: 

We must intensify the feeling of national self-respect and 
faith in ourselves, but without boycotting foreigners; we 
must study the positive experience of others while im­
proving co-operation with them, but without worshipping 
and flattering the foreigners. This is what constitutes the 
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correct national platform, this is what constitutes the 
essence of the prototype of the new man in new democratic 
China. 

These sentiments were reflected in Mao's talks with John 
Service later that month. For example: 'China must industria­
lise. This can be done -in China- only by free enterprise 
and with the aid of foreign capital. Chinese and American 
interests are correlated and similar. They fit together econ­
omically and politically. We can and must work together.'15 

In January 1945 Mao expressed a desire to visit Washington; 
a desire which Zhou Enlai repeated to Marshall a year later, 
saying that Mao would prefer Washington to Moscow 'because 
he thinks he can learn lots of things useful to China'.16 These 
sentiments all belonged to a period in which Mao hoped for 
various forms of co-operation with the United States. But 
perhaps more importantly, they belonged to the period of 
'new democracy' (rather than to that of socialism) in which 
the purpose was to struggle for the new democratic revolution 
rather than for the attainment of socialism. In Mao's Report 
to the Seventh Party Congress in April 1945, the inter­
national scene was also portrayed as the struggle of democrats 
and anti-fascists against anti-democrats and fascists. In passages 
excised from the current edition of Mao's Selected Works, he 
was most generous in his praise for England and the United 
States. 17 Interestingly in this period Mao attacked Chiang 
Kai-shek as a 'xenophobe' for his opposition to the appoint­
ment of the American General Stillwell as the Commander 
in Chief of China's armed forces. 18 

However, once it had become clear that the American 
Government under Truman's Presidency had turned its back 
on any co-operation with China's communists, Mao's attitude 
also changed. CPC commentaries interpreted the issue in 
terms of a 'factional' struggle between 'democratic and anti­
democratic elements'. The turning point was the arrest in 
America of John Service in April 1946 for passing on for 
publication some of his interviews with Mao and others.19 

Nevertheless even as Mao proclaimed in July 1949 that the 
new China would lean to the Soviet side and that there was 
no third way, he declared in his well-known essay 'On the 
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People's Democratic Dictatorship' that his government would 
be ready to establish diplomatic relations on the basis of true 
equality with any foreign government. He also looked for­
ward to 'doing business' with, and possibly obtaining credit, 
'on terms of mutual benefit' in the future from Britain and 
the United States but only because their capitalists want to 
make money and their bankers want to earn interest to extri­
cate themselves from their own crisis. Genuine and friendly 
help could only come from the side of the Soviet Union. 

Earlier in the essay Mao summarised his view of China's 
experience in learning from other countries. He recounted 
how after China's defeat in the Opium War of 1840, Chinese 
progressives went through untold hardships in the quest for 
truth from the Western countries. He admitted: 

In my youth, I too engaged in such studies .... They were 
called 'the new learning' in contrast to Chinese feudal 
culture which was called 'the old learning'. China's pro­
gressives for quite a long time were certain that the culture 
of western bourgeois democracy would save China. Only 
modernatization could save China, only learning from 
foreign countries could modernize China. 

The trouble was that the Western countries continued with 
imperialist aggression - 'Why were the teachers always com­
mitting aggression against their pupil?' But perhaps more 
importantly, Mao also argued that the Western experience 
was inapplicable to China. He suggested that although the 
Chinese learned a good deal from the West, 'they could not 
make it work and were never able to realize their ideals' 
(emphasis added). 20 It might be noted that the British 
Foreign Office key advisers on China in the 1940s shared 
Mao's view. 'The idea that western ideas could be grafted 
onto Oriental roots and that China could become a western­
style democracy struck them in the short run as palpable 
nonsense. '21 

Mao then went on to describe the process by which the 
Chinese people found 'the universally applicable truth' 
and began to change their country: 

World War I shook the whole globe. The Russians made 
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the October Revolution and created the world's first 
socialist state. Under the leadership of Lenin and Stalin, 
the revolutionary energy of the great proletariat and 
labouring people of Russia, h£therto latent and unseen 
by foreigners, suddenly erupted l£ke a volcano, and the 
Chinese and all mankind began to see the Russians in 
an extremely new light. Then and only then, did the 
Chinese enter an entirely new era in their thinking and 
their life. They found Marxism-Leninism, the universally 
applicable truth, and the face of China began to change. 
[Emphasis added.] 

The reference to the limited perceptions of foreigners and 
the volcanic eruption are typical of Mao's views of the latent 
creativity in people (the 'poor and blank') which can be un­
leashed once the historical social shackles binding them are 
removed. Interestingly, the idea that foreigners did not 
understand Russia was considered by Mao to apply to China 
also. Mao had held both before and after 1949 that not even 
the Russian revolutionaries understood China.22 But this 
revolutionary populism was also tempered by the reference 
to 'the universally applicable truth' - which of course came 
to China literally from the West. Those British diplomatic 
advisers referred to earlier may have disagreed as to whether 
'the distinguishing features of Soviet Marxism-Leninism 
were of Occidental or Oriental origin'23 but regardless of the 
view from London, Mao and his colleagues in China clearly 
perceived Russia as more occidental than Asiatic. The original 
Bolshevik revolutionaries, however, saw their revolution in 
internationalist terms and at first thought it could only 
survive if it sparked off socialist revolutions in the more ad­
vanced West European countries. Mao and his colleagues, 
however, may be said to have conceived of their revolutionary 
struggles as having more of the character of a nationallibera­
tional movement than of international class war. 

As is well known, Mao's struggle for ascendancy in the 
CPC for himself and his revolutionary strategy in the thirties 
was also a struggle against leaders who had been approved by 
the Soviet-dominated Comintern articulating Soviet-derived 
doctrine and strategy. From 1938 to 1943 Mao was heavily 
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engaged in undermining the legitimacy and ideological 
credibility of such people. He called for the sinification of 
Marxism and for abandoning 'dogmatism' derived from the 
prolonged study of Marxist-Leninist books in Moscow in 
favour of deepening one's activities among China's peasants.24 

Likewise it is easy to catalogue Mao's assertions of the inde­
pendent creativity of the Chinese Revolution or what the 
Russians have regarded as his heretical deviations. Indeed as 
an example of Mao's alleged sino-centricity and Chinese 
chauvinism Russian writers have claimed that Mao's strategy 
in the later 1930s involving Mongolia and Xinjiang was 
designed to draw the Soviet Union in the war against Japan. 
The unstated assumption was (and perhaps still is) that any 
true proletarian internationalist would obviously put the 
interests of the Soviet Union before any other.25 Supposing 
these Soviet writers to be correct about Mao, are they claiming 
any more than that he looked upon the world as a Chinese 
revolutionary? It was not necessarily incumbent upon Mao 
to subordinate the interests of the Chinese revolution and its 
people to the Soviet Union, particularly after his experiences 
of Comintern errors and of struggle against Soviet nominees. 
As Schram has suggested, Mao was uniquely qualified to lead 
the revolution precisely because of his 'Chineseness'.26 But 
in itself, that cannot be regarded as testimony to chauvinism 
and xenophobia on Mao's part. 

In principle, however, Mao never repudiated the affinity 
with the Soviet Union and he always deferred in principle to 
Stalin's leadership of the Communist world. There have been 
many instances of Mao's proclaimed recognition of Stalin's 
leadership,27 but these were always cast in highly generalised 
terms. For example, in the late thirties he compared Stalin's 
leadership of the international Communist movement to 
what he regarded as Chamberlain's leadership of the imperialist 
world. This did not mean, however, that he accepted Soviet 
direction or control of the Chinese revolution. Indeed Mao 
never clarified precisely what he understood by recognising 
Stalin's leadership. If Chinese Communist decision-making 
was autonomous, if the pattern and direction by which 
universalist Marxist-Leninist principles should be applied to 
China was to be decided exclusively by the Chinese, and if 
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the Chinese revolution was to be held up as the model (super­
seding the Soviet one) for the colonial and semi-colonial 
world, it is difficult to see the claimed leadership of Stalin 
as anything more than rhetorical or some declaration of 
fealty. On the eve of nationwide victory, in his essay on the 
People's Democratic Dictatorship, Mao suggested two ways 
in which the Soviet Union had provided leadership. First, as 
a source of inspiration. As we have seen, he noted that 'the 
salvoes of the October Revolution brought us Marxism­
Leninism' and that 'progressives' in China and elsewhere 
decided 'to adopt the proletarian world outlook as the instru­
ment for studying a nation's destiny and considering anew 
their own problems. Follow the path of the Russians- that 
was their conclusion'. In other words, the Soviets were 
depicted as path-breakers and teachers who were to be 
followed - but presumably not to be aped blindly. Second, 
arising out of Mao's view of the Soviet Union as a bastion 
against imperialism, he rejected the view that the liberation 
of China had been achieved unaided. It was not so much a 
question of direct material aid (in fact no mention was made 
of that28 ); rather it was the very existence of the Soviet 
Union as a socialist state and, for good measure Mao added, 
the struggles of the popular masses throughout the world that 
was decisive: 'If not for all of these in combination, the 
international reactionary forces bearing down upon us would 
certainly be many times greater now.' In this sense the Soviet 
socialist state could be depicted in the imagery of the Chinese 
revolution as. the massive rear base area in front of which 
China's revolutionaries were able to struggle for the liberation 
of their country. 

There is then an ambiguity in Mao's acknowledgement of 
Soviet or Stalin's leadership. The Soviets were the bearers of 
'the universal truth' to China's progressives, but it was for the 
latter to distinguish between the universal and the particu­
laristic aspects of the truth so that they could apply these to 
Chinese conditions which, unlike any foreigner, they alone 
could know. The Russians, then, were teachers and not 
instructors training Chinese apprentices. Likewise the Russian 
model was not a blueprint, but rather an example. Similarly 
the most important aspect of Soviet international assistance 
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was not direct material aid, but rather its function as a reliable 
rear base area whose triumph in the war and whose parallel -
but not identical- struggle against imperialism after 1945 
was a major factor in the victory of the Chinese revolutionaries. 
The very real differences between Mao and some of his 
associates on the one hand and the Soviet Union on the other 
in the 1945-49 period may be likened to the distinction 
which Mao was to draw in 1957 (applied to domestic Chinese 
politics) between contradictions among the people which 
were soluble by peaceful means and the contradictions within 
the enemy which were irreconcilable although temporary 
compromises could be made in the short run. 

Mao's attitude towards the United States during this period 
was much more ambiguous. While regarding it as the leading 
imperialist power he nonetheless claimed to detect a 'demo­
cratic faction' in Washington with whom co-operation was 
possible in 1944-46, and as late as the summer of 1949 he 
certainly looked forward to a trading relationship with 
America. Indeed the leading interpreter of his thought and life 
in the West, Stuart Schram, has suggested that since his early 
days Mao was an admirer of the American War of Independence 
and of certain aspects of the American achievement which 
co-existed uneasily with his consistently trenchant criticism 
of American imperialism. 

To return, however, to the theme of self-reliance, it is clear 
from this brief account that Mao recognised the importance 
of external assistance. Even during the period before the 
establishment of the PRC when all scholars are agreed, 
whether on the left or on the right (except for certain writers 
in Taiwan who have a vested interest in asserting otherwise) 
that the Chinese revolution under Mao's leadership was, in 
the genuine meaning of the word, autonomous, yet Mao was 
prepared to seek foreign aid. It would be better perhaps to 
tum the argument around and suggest that in Mao's view it 
was only a genuinely independent movement or country that 
could accept foreign assistance without becoming the client 
of the donor. But there were ambiguities in this too. 

Mao's position may be seen more clearly if it is compared 
with that of some of his colleagues. The extensive studies of 
Mao's rise to power within the Party and the development of 
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the Chinese road to revolution bring out very clearly how at 
every turning point in the Party's internal struggles and 
debates Mao was never linked with those who argued for a 
closer Soviet link or, on the other hand, for an association 
with the KMT (Kuomintang) which would have forfeited the 
independent military command of the Communist armed 
forces. 29 The period from 1945 to 1949 has received less 
critical attention. Throughout 1946 and 1947 there were 
pessimistic viewpoints among the Party leaders about the 
prospects for launching a civil war in China. According to 
the editorial note to a document of Mao's of April 1946 in 
the official Selected Works 30 there were those who 

over-estimated the strength of imperialism, underestimated 
the strength of the people, feared U.S. imperialism and 
feared the outbreak of a new world war; they showed 
weakness in the face of armed attacks of the U.S.-Chiang 
Kai-shek reactionary gang and dared not resolutely oppose 
counter-revolutionary war with revolutionary war. 

Mao's document was designed to refute these views; but as 
the note indicates it was not until December 1947 that Mao 
won the approval of all his colleagues. Even then the note 
implies a qualification by referring to the agreement of the 
'comrades present' at the December meeting, implying that 
this was not necessarily true of those who were absent from 
the Central Committee meeting. These 'pessimistic' views 
paralleled those of the Soviet leaders. Contemporary evi­
dence is also available for this. In early 1946 Liu Shaoqi 
published an article in the main Communist journal of the 
time which reflected much more the Soviet point of view 
than that adumbrated by Mao both in the aforesaid document 
and in his talk with Anna Louise Strong of August that 
year. 31 In fact as late as 1949 Zhou Enlai confided to the 
Americans that there was a majority faction in the Party 
leadership which favoured a close association with the Soviet 
Union and which opposed his initiative in seeking contacts 
with the American govemment. 32 These inner Party dif­
ferences were reflected in Manchuria where Chinese Com­
munist forces made contact with the Soviet Red Army. 
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Peng Zhen and Ling Fengwere accused of anti-Soviet activities 
first in 1946 and then again in 1949.33 Gao Gang, the leader 
of the communist region in Manchuria, on the other hand 
was closely associated with the Soviet Union and was regarded 
as Stalin's man in the Chinese Political Bureau.34 During this 
time Mao was not directly associated with Zhou's diplomatic 
efforts to open a dialogue with the Americans- but he must 
surely have known of them and not vetoed them. Yet he was 
not associated with the pro-Soviet elements either. 

As the prospect of victory in the Civil War grew unex­
pectedly nearer, Mao, ever alert to changes in his social 
and international environment, reported to the second 
Plenary Session of the Seventh CC on 5 March 1949 that 'the 
centre of gravity of the Party's work has shifted from the 
village to the city' and that the period of 'from the village to 
the city' was henceforth to be replaced by 'the city leading 
the village'. The Party would have to learn how to run cities 
and 'how to wage political, economic and cultural struggles 
against the imperialists, the Kuomintang and the bourgeoisie 
and also how to wage diplomatic struggles against the im­
perialists'. At the end of his report, like other modern 
populists, Mao warned against the corrupting influences of 
the city. He depicted his simplistic war heroes who, having 
withstood enemy gunfire, might now succumb to the 'sugar­
coated bullets' of the unctuous city bourgeoisie. Mao's 
suspicion of the city and the intellectual, both of which were 
associated with a suspect cosmopolitanism and elitism, is a 
theme which will be discussed in greater detail later in this 
chapter. It is mentioned at this juncture to point up an aspect 
of the well-known difference between the Chinese and Soviet 
revolutionary experience in which the latter, unlike the 
former, had always been city-orientated. In this same report 
Mao surveyed China's 'backward economy' and drawing on the 
Leninist tradition he argued for the necessity of strengthening 
state power against domestic class enemies and the external 
imperialist threat; he also asserted the need to establish tight 
control over capital at home and over foreign trade. He looked 
forward to the establishment of 'an independent and inte­
grated industrial system' once the country had been 'greatly 
developed economically'. Typically, he was optimistic about 
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the prospects for 'fairly fast' economic development because 
of the 'bravery' and 'industry' of the Chinese people, the 
Party's leadership and the support of other communist 
countries, 'chiefly' the Soviet Union. These positive factors 
were listed in that order, implying that external assistance 
was necessarily secondary. 

A few months later, in July, Mao spelt out in greater detail 
how much would have to be learnt from others: 

We shall soon put aside some of the things we know well 
and be compelled to do things we don't know well .... We 
must overcome difficulties, we must learn what we do not 
know. We must learn to do economic work from all who 
know how, no matter who they are. 

This was a reference to former Kuomintang people and 
capitalists who had stayed at their posts. Mao later pointed to 
the Soviet success in revolution and in the work of economic 
construction. 'The Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
[CPSU] is our best teacher and we must learn from it.' 

Thus on the eve of nationwide victory, Mao, perhaps 
daunted at the magnitude of the tasks which lay ahead and 
for which the revolution in the countryside had ill prepared 
him, nevertheless still combined the duality of the concept 
of self-reliance. The Chinese revolutionaries must learn from 
others including foreigners and especially their 'best teacher', 
the CPSU; yet the purpose of the exercise was to build an 
'independent' industrial system and the most important 
factor which would lead to rapid success was the bravery 
and industry of the Chinese people as led by the CPC. Yet it 
was not explained precisely how the Chinese people were 'to 
learn' these things while still relying on their own efforts. For 
his part, Mao was to admit later that he had in effect allowed 
the Chinese people to follow the Soviet model blindly - or 
as he put it, 'dogmatically'. Following the disasters of the 
Great Leap Forward and its aftermath Mao confessed that he 
had never learnt how to run industrial affairs. At the same 
time it is clear that Mao's aim in 'leaning to one side' was 
not to make China dependent upon the Soviet Union, but 
rather to enable the Chinese to build up an t"ndependent 
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industrial system. 35 The period of the formation of the Sino­
Soviet alliance was also one in which efforts were made to 
advance Mao's claims to ideological originality and to assert 
the special significance of the Chinese revolution in Asia -
both of which were in effect an affirmation of the independ­
ence of the CPC and a qualification to the all-embracing 
authority of Moscow in the communist world. But they were 
also an assertion of the internationalism of the Chinese 
revolution. These claims were only grudgingly and partially 
conceded by the Russians at the time. 

If Mao had identified the spirit of self-reliance, the evidence 
suggests that, as articulated by him, there were inherent 
ambiguities in the concept. It fell somewhere between the 
two extremes of autarky and dependence. But nowhere did 
he suggest how this could be translated into specific policy 
guidelines or what criteria should be applied in deciding when 
to lean towards the one or the other of the two extremes. 

Self-reliance and external assistance* after the establishment 
of the new state 

It is important to note at the outset that at no point during 
Mao's lifetime was the PRC truly autarkic in the sense of 
having no foreign trade at all. In 1959 the value of foreign 
trade registered the highest level it was to reach in the first 
20 years of the PRC. It will be recalled that 1959 was the 
year immediately after the high tide of the Great Leap 
Forward which supposedly epitomised the spirit of self­
reliance. The value of imports, principally from the Soviet 
bloc, reached US$2060 million. The next high point (in 
terms of the value of imports) was reached in 1966 ($2035 
million) which was the first year of the Cultural Revolution 
- generally regarded in its early stage as a period of isolation 
and autarky. Yet although the value of imports did fall in 
1967 and 1968, it did not drop more than 10 per cent below 

* For the purposes of this analysis foreign trade and foreign credits are considered 
as external assistance. During Mao's lifetime the PRC did not receive foreign aid 
gratis, although China's leaders clearly thought that Soviet military aid during the 
Korean War should have been given free. 
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the 1966 figure. 36 From 1969 the value of foreign trade 
climbed steadily to reach a new peak in 1975 of $14,320 
million, of which $7 385 million were imports. Nevertheless 
at no point during Mao's lifetime did the total value of 
forei~n trade in any one year exceed 5 per cent of China's 
GNP. 7 Five years after his death it was to reach 18 per cent. 

The organisation of foreign trade was highly centralised 
along Soviet lines with a special ministry under the highest 
administrative and political authorities. The Ministry in­
corporated foreign trade corporations which specialised in 
particular commodities, e.g. cereals, machinery, etc. Sub­
ordinate to the Ministry was the China Council for the 
Promotion of International Trade which functioned as 'the 
socialist equivalent of a Chamber of International Com­
merce'.38 The financial side of China's trade was conducted 
by the Bank of China. 

Both the scope and the pattern of China's foreign trade 
was to be changed markedly by Mao's successors. However, 
even during Mao's lifetime China's foreign trade exhibited 
important variations and it would be misleading to suggest 
that Mao's application of self-reliance restricted this trade by 
the deliberate pursuit of import substitution and import 
minimisation as the overriding goals. Christopher Howe 
divided the period 1952-75 (the years 1949-52 were con­
cerned with the consolidation of communist rule and the 
rehabilitation of the economy) into four stages: 

In the first, between 1952 and 1960, there was an expan­
sion of 12.42% per annum, which reflected the Soviet link. 
Trade then fell, and did not approach the 1959level again 
(even in money terms) until 1966. During the Cultural 
Revolution trade stood still, but after 1970, trade again 
grew very rapidly. Between 1970 and 1975 the growth was 
27.26% p.a. in money terms- about 9% in real terms. 

Howe then noted that in the expansionary periods of the 
fifties and seventies trade grew more rapidly than the domestic 
economy. 39 

There is a tendency to associate Mao's true position on 
economic affairs with a rather narrow view of the principles 
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of self-reliance. This arises from the identification of Mao 
with the promotion of mass-mobilisation politics and the 
related values of the selfless communal socialist man. While it 
is true that Mao was at the forefront of the martial barn­
storming socialist approach to economic affairs which down­
played the significance of the expert and advanced (foreign) 
technology, he also presided over the pursuit of very different 
kinds of policies and economic strategies. In any case the nar­
rowest view of self-reliance was articulated in the early 
1960s when Mao was playing very much a back-seat role in 
the management of the Chinese economy. Among those in 
the front seat was Deng Xiaoping who has since introduced 
very different policies. In the early 1960s self-reliance was 
explained as follows; 'A country should manufacture by itself 
all the products it needs whenever and wherever possible ... 
[self-reliance] also means that a country should carry on its 
general economic construction on the basis of its own human, 
material and financial resources. '40 

As on other issues Mao's position was complex and it 
varied over time. Mao certainly leant his weight in the early 
fifties to learning from the Soviet Union, just as in the late 
fifties he was the prime mover in departing from the Soviet 
model. The drop in trade in the early sixties was due to 
the depressed state of the Chinese economy rather than to 
political decisions to restrict trade. During this time Mao was 
not engaged in the day-to-day affairs of running the state. 
But he played an active part in seeking to establish closer 
relations with the West European countries and praised 
French businessmen as more reliable trade partners than the 
Russians.41 Mao also lent his considerable prestige to the 
cultivation of relations with Japan and Japanese businessmen 
at this time. In the seventies Mao associated himself still less 
with foreign trade issues, but he supported the rehabilitation 
of those who did. Given the international and defence im­
plications of the 1973/74 $200 million agreement to import 
Rolls Royce Spey jet engines and build a factory for their 
production in China, it is inconceivable that even the ageing 
Mao would not have been aware of the deal and at least tacitly 
endorsed it. In 1975 the trade policies of Deng Xiaoping were 
attacked by those associated with the 'Gang of Four' as 
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endanfering the socialist quality of China's economic sys­
tem. 4 As has been noted in the previous chapter, this cam­
paign, unlike others launched by the Gang of Four against 
Deng and Zhou Enlai, did not cite any alleged comments by 
the Chairman. If Mao had objected to the expansion of foreign 
trade in the early seventies, surely the 1975 detractors would 
have publicised his objection with much fanfare. The extent 
of this new trade in the seventies can be gauged not only 
from the rise in the value of trade from $4 720 million in 
1971 to $14,320 million in 1975, but also from the scale of 
the import into the Chinese economy of whole plants utilising 
technology. Between December 1972 and September 1974 
the revived Technical Export-Import Corporation signed 41 
contracts for the construction of a total of 95 plants valued 
at between $4100 and $2500 million. The last such orders 
had been placed with Western Europe andjapan in 1963-66 
to the value of $200 million.43 Some of these plants, such as the 
13 ammonia and the 13 urea factories and those manufactur­
ing synthetic fibres, were to make significant contributions to 
Chinese agriculture and textile industries, but others, such as 
the giant Wuhan steel complex, were to prove very costly 
white elephants as they demanded more energy and resource 
inputs than the Chinese economy could bear. The Rolls 
Royce jet engine factory near Xian was duly completed, but 
in the absence of a suitable air frame, it too is operating- if 
at all -at only a minimal level of its full capacity. 

It would be wrong to assign the ageing Mao specific res­
ponsibility for these developments. He clearly took no active 
part in foreign trade decision-making. Indeed he deliberately 
absented himself from the National People's Congress in 
January 1975 when Zhou Enlai recommitted the country to 
the goal of the four modemisations, first advanced with Mao's 
blessing in December 1964. It was not that Mao openly 
opposed Zhou on this (although certain of Deng's proposed 
policy guidelines later that year went against many of the 
principles advocated by Mao on the eve of the Cultural 
Revolution and Mao indicated disapproval of the suggested 
reforms of education);it was rather that he withheld approval 
in an ostentatious manner. Similarly, Mao did not associate 
himself with the foreign trade policy positions of the Gang of 
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Four, although they owed their political prominence to their 
association with him. Perhaps the ageing Mao's position is 
best considered less in terms of policy preferences than in an 
attempt to determine the complex issues concerned with the 
imminent succession. 

If Mao cannot be held fully accountable for the foreign 
trade developments of his last 4 years, he cannot be com­
pletely freed of responsibility either. By not opposing these 
developments (and by taking an active part in the formulation 
and execution of a foreign policy in which foreign trade 
played an important role, Mao had in effect at least tacitly 
approved them. Indeed the policy of rapidly expanding for­
eign trade and the importing of turnkey projects had been 
carried out with his approval before in the history of the PRC. 
In sum the trading practices of 1970-75 were not a major 
departure in principle from policies endorsed by Mao in earlier 
periods, and there is no evidence that he opposed the new 
policies- on the contrary they were an important aspect of 
his foreign policy at the time. 

There were, however, limits to the trade practices associated 
with self-reliance in Mao's lifetime: Foreign investment was 
precluded, as were joint enterprises with foreign companies; 
foreign loans were eschewed although in the seventies deferred 
payments became an accepted practice; Chinese labour was 
not for hire to foreigners; and generally 'the worship of foreign 
things' was decried. As will be seen in a later chapter all these 
limits have been removed by Mao's successors. 

At this point, however, it is useful to look more closely at 
the 'Soviet period' in China's economic relations. Many, if 
not all, of these limits were not applied in the fifties either. 
For example, in 1950 Mao was compelled by Stalin to accept 
joint ventures with the Soviet Union in Xinjiang and Man­
churia as well as a continued involvement in the running of 
the old Chinese Eastern Railway in Manchuria and a Soviet 
naval presence in Dairen and Port Arthur. However, the rele­
vant treaties and agreements also set a time limit to the 
Soviet 'rights' in China. This meant that in principle at least 
the Soviet Union was not laying claims to absorbing these 
Chinese border regions into the Soviet sphere. By calling these 
areas Soviet 'colonies' Mao showed how much the Soviet 
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demands were resented, by him at least. Nevertheless Soviet 
withdrawal finally took place in 1955 on what were generous 
terms. For example, all the naval and shipbuilding facilities in 
Port Arthur and Dairen were passed on to the Chinese free of 
charge despite a 1950 agreement that had provided for Chin­
ese payment for those installations which had been built after 
1945. This, however, was not typical of Sino-Soviet economic 
relations. On the whole the Chinese paid for all the material 
aid they received and they paid interest (albeit at the low 
rates of 1-2 per cent) on the loans. 

Total Soviet credits have been estimated at $13 70-$2240 
million.44 Between 1950 and 1955 they were reflected in a 
surplus of Chinese imports over exports. Thereafter Chinese 
exports exceeded imports until the loans were paid off in 
1965. A considerable proportion of Soviet credits, and in­
deed of Soviet imports, will have been of military and related 
goods about which little information has been revealed in 
public. Indeed the only aspect of the economic relationship 
with the Soviet Union about which the Chinese were to com­
plain specifically was the requirement to pay for the military 
equipment they received in order to prosecute the Korean 
War. The impact of Soviet aid on the Chinese economy was 
considerable. By 1960, when the break occurred, 130 major 
industrial projects had been completed (and a further 27 by 
East European countries). Soviet economic support was 
responsible for half of the growth of China's National Product 
during the First Five-Year Plan- a period which Chinese 
economists in the early eighties looked back on as the halcyon 
years compared with the economic performance of the next 
20. In the mid-fifties about 50 per cent of China's trade was 
with the Soviet Union while China accounted for only 20 per 
cent of Russia's total trade. The underdeveloped state of the 
Chinese economy and China's greater economic dependence 
on Russia gave the Soviet Union greater bargaining power in 
the economic sphere; however, according to Eckstein, 'there 
is no evidence to suggest that this power resulted in economic 
exploitation of the Chinese'. Nor did the Soviets use their 
bargaining edge to impose their views on the Chinese.45 Indeed 
in 1958 and 1959 the Chinese were able to alter at very short 
notice the pattern of their exports to the Soviet Union to the 
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inconvenience of Soviet economic planners; and the Russians 
consistently failed to persuade their Chinese colleagues to 
arrange the Chinese side of the trade on a long-term basis. 
Moreover, the Chinese refused to join the Council for Mutual 
Economic Assistance (CMEA or Comecon) because of its 
emphasis on the international joint division of labour. They 
held observer status only, and they withdrew altogether in 
1961. It should also be noted that more than 12,000 Soviet 
and East European specialists and technicians were sent to 
China between 1950 and 1960 and 15,000 Chinese students 
and engineers were trained in the Soviet Union. In addition 
up to 23,000 blueprints, licenses, technical documents, etc. 
were given to the Chinese without charge. 

It is quite clear in retrospect that far from tying in the 
Chinese economy to that of the Soviet Union, Soviet aid 
helped to establish a relatively independent industrial system. 
A further indication of the independent quality of China's 
economy and economic decision-making may be seen from 
the developments in China from the mid-fifties onwards: the 
socialisation of agriculture, commerce and industry was car­
ried out in 1955-56 along lines different from the Soviet 
Union. The debates and the sets of decisions taken in 1956-
5 7 which took China away from the Soviet model were totally 
free from any Soviet pressure. Finally, Khrushchev's opposition 
to the Great Leap Forward of 1958 arose out of the claims 
that implied that China might reach Communism before the 
Soviet Union rather than because of any principled insistence 
that the Soviet model had to be followed by all members of the 
socialist camp. Subsequent Chinese claims that he had inter­
fered in Chinese domestic affairs by conspiring with the Peng 
Dehuai (the Minister of Defence and major critic of the 
Great Leap Forward who was purged bJ' Mao in 1959) are 
not supported by the available evidence. 4 

Looking back on Sino-Soviet economic relations of the fifties, 
the evidence strongly suggests that it was their relative political 
bargaining power rather than the Soviet economic predomi­
nance which was decisive in determining the terms and extent 
of Soviet aid. During Stalin's lifetime the PRC was hemmed 
in and received far less in aid than had been hoped. The 50 
industrial plants which the Russians had agreed to deliver by 



70 TOWARDS THE END OF ISOLATIONISM 

the 1950 agreements turned out to be the rehabilitation of 
the Japanese heavy industry plants which the Russian armies 
had stripped from Manchuria in 1945. A Chinese delegation 
was held up in Moscow from August 1952 to May 1953 before 
agreement was reached on Russian aid for the First Five-Year 
Plan which began on 1 January 1953. Indeed it was only 
after Stalin's death when Moscow was politically relatively 
weak that China attained the return of assets on Chinese soil 
and considerably enhanced offers of aid. The end of the 
Korean War saw China an acknowledged great power with a 
rehabilitated economy. The scales of relative political weight 
had changed markedly between Mao's low-key visit to Moscow 
in the winter of 1949-50 and between the visit to Peking by 
Khrushchev and Bulganin in October 1954. It was not until 
Khrushchev had settled the upheavals in Eastern Europe and 
purged his rivals in 1957 that the political scales began to tilt 
back to Moscow. But by that stage China was a fully fledged 
independent power. It is quite clear in retrospect that far 
from tying the Chinese economy to that of the Soviet Union, 
Soviet aid had helped establish a relatively independent 
industrial system. 

Given the great economic benefits to China which did not 
prevent China's leaders from pursuing independent strategies 
in domestic or foreign affairs, it may be wondered what Mao 
found objectionable in the relationship from the point of 
view of self-reliance. One obvious aspect was China's vulner­
ability to Soviet sanctions as was made apparent by the 
unheralded Soviet withdrawal of all the specialist and tech­
nical personnel together with their blueprints in July 1960. 
This was at the height of China's deepest economic crisis. It 
caused the abandonment of 161 planned or partially built 
projects and the economic impact of the withdrawal was very 
severe. The lesson which Mao and his colleagues drew from 
this was never again to become dependent upon one source 
for the import of either raw materials or advanced technology. 

There was, however, a more profound objection, and one 
that was typical of Mao and his deeply felt revolutionary 
Chinese nationalism. His objection was to the blind emulation 
of the Soviet model in which fellow Chinese reverted to a 
cringing passivity in face of the superior know-how and 
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achievement of the foreigner. Ever conscious of the indepen­
dence and particular socialistic values associated with the 
revolution under his leadership as summed up in the evocative 
terms of the 'Yan'an Spirit', Mao was anxious to inculcate 
once again a Chinese creativity and a pace of economic devel­
opment even faster than that of the Soviet Union. Perhaps 
the more fascinating and truly revealing of Mao's thoughts on 
these questions emerge from his talks and speeches which 
were not published at the time and which have become avail­
able either through publications released unofficially during 
the Cultural Revolution or in volume V of his Selected Works 
published under the overall editorship of Hua Guofeng in 
March 19 7 7 (the editorial policy of which reflected very 
much the mood and interests of the leadership in the immed­
iate aftermath of Mao's death and the overthrow of the 'Gang 
of Four').47 

Right from the outset of the policy to follow the Soviet 
model at the beginning of the First Five-Year Plan there was 
a qualitative difference between the way Mao and some of 
his colleagues approached the issue. Bo Yibo, the influential 
Finance Minister, in a report on the national budget declared 
quite simply on 17 February 1953: 'The Soviet Union of 
today will be the new China of tomorrow.' Although Mao 
also called for initiating a nationwide 'tidal wave' in learning 
from the Soviet Union 10 days earlier in an address to the 
Political Consultative Conference (which also included non­
CPC members) he confined himself to the need to study the 
advanced experience of the Soviet Union in national construc­
tion because the Chinese lack sufficient experience in these 
matters. Mao never once suggested that China would simply 
replicate the experience of others as implied by Bo. 

Well before the time from which he later pinpointed the 
beginnings of the Sino-Soviet dispute (i.e., the February 1956 
Twentieth CPSU Congress) Mao drew comparisons between 
China and the Soviet Union which favoured his country. In 
this speech of 6 December 1955 he asserted even further 

The Chinese peasant is even better than the English or 
American worker, and that is why he can advance more, 
better and faster towards socialism. Let us not always 
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make comparisons with the Soviet Union. If we can pro­
duce twenty-four million tons of steel a year by the end of 
three Five Year Plans, that will be faster than the Soviet 
Union. 

In many respects this is typical of Mao's populist belief in the 
inherent capacity of Chinese peasants. The context of the 
speech was the high tide of rural collectivisation in China 
initiated largely by him and opposed by some leaders who 
cited the Soviet experience as a reason for adopting a slower 
and more gradual approach. Nevertheless in his final sentence 
Mao displayed his essential nationalistic qualities. 

By this stage the emulation of the Soviet Union was not 
confined to the establishment of great industrial complexes. 
The state administration, and especially the institutions of 
economic planning, were almost carbon copies of their Soviet 
models. Tertiary, secondary and much of primary education, 
as well as research institutes, replicated their Soviet equiva­
lents. Whole ministries, the organisation of health, cultural 
matters, legal institutions, trade unions, aspects of factory 
management etc. were either wholly or largely copied from 
the Soviet Union. In March 1958, when Mao had begun to 
initiate moves towards a Chinese way to socialism, he looked 
back critically at the period of the First Five-Year Plan: 

In the period following the liberation of the whole country, 
dogmatism made its appearance both in economic and in 
cultural and educational work. A certain amount of dog­
matism was imported in military work, but basic principles 
were upheld, and you still could not say that our military 
work was dogmatic. In economic work dogmatism primarily 
manifested itself in heavy industry, planning, banking and 
statistics, especially in heavy industry and planning. Since 
we did not understand these things and had absolutely no 
experience, all we could do in our ignorance was to import 
foreign methods. Our statistical work was practically a 
copy of Soviet work; in the educational field copying was 
also pretty bad, for example, the system of a maximum 
mark of five in the schools, the uniform five years of 
primary school, etc. We did not even study our own ex­
perience of education in the liberated areas. 48 
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Two years earlier, in his address of 25 April 1956 on the 
Ten Great Relationships, Mao had still argued for learning 
from the Soviet Union, but on the basis that the strong and 
weak points of both countries should be recognised, and he 
returned to the theme he had first advanced in the late thirties 
of the need to combine the 'universal truth of Marxism­
Leninism with the concrete reality of China'. He added signifi­
cantly, 'We must be able to think independently.' As for China 
itself he identified two weak points which were also strong 
points: 

(1) China's backwardness: arising from its past colonial and 
semi-colonial status and the lack of industrial develop­
ment we 'felt inferior to others in every respect', so that 
it is necessary 'to raise the self confidence of our people' 
and at the same time study 'all the good points of foreign 
countries, their politics, their economics, their science 
and technology and their literature and art. 

(2) The relative lateness of the Chinese revolution. But 
arising out of these weaknesses he made the point he was 
to make famous 2 years later, that the Chinese people 
were poor and blank. Therefore they want change and 
revolution and they have unlimited potential. Here he 
hastened to add that he was not saying we have no know­
ledge at all. Two years later at the height of the Great 
Leap Forward this qualification was omitted. 

Mao's general position is clear, however, in that like radical 
nationalists elsewhere in the Third World, he recognised the 
need to 'learn' from abroad, while at the same time asserting 
the independence and creativity of his people. The success 
of the Soviet transfer of heavy industrial technology in the 
fifties was in part achieved because China also transferred 
much of the administrative and managerial infrastructure of 
which it was a product. Yet it was precisely the stifling effect 
of this copying on China's capacity for independent creativity 
and initiative which Mao found offensive. By the Eighth 
Party Congress of September 1956, although few of Mao's 
colleagues found favour with the leap forward approach 
which Mao had pushed through in the latter part of 1955 and 
the early part of 1956, they had also recognised real difficul-
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ties in following the Soviet model and various economic 
strategies were mooted at the Congress. But few if any shared 
Mao's 'revolutionary romanticism'. His propagandists defined 
it as 'an attitude consisting in ... trying to see the new things 
in life, trying to be good at reflecting the new things and 
helping them develop'.49 For Mao in particular what was 
objectionable about the Sino-Soviet economic relationship 
was less its economic aspects than the uncritical copying of 
Soviet institutions and the passivity of psychological depen­
dence which it engendered. 

In some ways it could be argued that Mao was less uneasy 
with acquiring advanced technology and 'learning' from the 
West than he was with learning from the Soviet Union. China 
and the CPC had much more in common organisationally and 
ideologically with the Soviet Union and with the CPSU, and 
therefore they were much more in danger of being 'taken 
over' or subordinated to the advanced position of the Soviets. 
The Capitalist West, however, by virtue of its capitalism 
could perhaps be more easily kept at arm's length and Chinese 
society could be more readily closed off from its influences. 
At least this was arguable for the sixties and early seventies. 
At the same time it should be recognised that nothing that 
Mao has said or written suggests that he would have counten­
anced what his successors call their 'open-door' policy of 
economic relations with the West. 

Socialist values and foreign influence 

Few leaders have been as concerned with the transformation 
of their society as Mao. Moreover his concern has been as 
much with the inculcation of a revolutionary socialist con­
sciousness as it has been with changing social structures. 
Indeed his preoccupation with the question of socialist values 
deepened in the late fifties and came to dominate much of 
his thinking during the last 20 years of his life. The issues 
acquired shape and coherence in his approach to politics in 
the context of the conflict with the Soviet Union and his 
attempt to learn from the 'negative' example of what he con­
sidered to be revisionism in the Soviet Union and Eastern 
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Europe. From there it was but a short step to arguing that 
the spectre of revisionism existed in China too and that there 
was a real danger of China 'changing colour'. These concerns 
played a major part in the unleashing of the Cultural Revolu­
tion. Although Mao was not xenophobic it is easy to see how 
the idea that a China which was undergoing a kind of self­
purification, and which was endangered from 'revisionist' 
influences from the Soviet Union and its associates on the 
one hand and from bourgeois attitudes associated with the 
West, headed by the United States on the other, would seek 
to close its doors to all foreign societal influences. Thus for 
Mao the question of China's socialist development was by no 
means only an economic one. The relationship between the 
pursuit of socialist values within China and the cultivation 
of relations with other countries is clearly an important 
element of Mao's legacy. 

As we have seen in his articles and speeches in 1949 Mao 
touched upon the theme of cultural imperialism as well as 
other aspects of imperialist penetration of China. Moreover 
he was also engaged in the exercise of persuading the Chinese 
people to re-think their attitude towards the Soviet Union. 
An important feature of the first 3 years of rehabilitation and 
consolidation after the 1949 victory was a campaign to deni­
grate American cultural influence in the cities, especially 
among the Western-educated intellectuals. The campaign was 
accentuated during the Korean War - known in China as 
Resist America, Aid Korea. 5° At the same time great efforts 
were made to project a positive image of the Soviet Union. 
Both because of Chinese traditions and communist organisa­
tional methods it was possible to keep a tight rein on Chinese 
contacts with foreigners and to control the extent of direct 
foreign influence upon Chinese society. This was especially 
true of the urban areas where the main problem lay. Western 
influence was associated with bourgeois attitudes and was 
linked especially with two social groups: the national bour­
geoisie and the intelligentsia. Although the national bourgeoisie 
tended to have links with the Overseas Chinese (including 
those in Hong Kong) it was perhaps the intelligentsia, and 
particularly the higher intellectuals, who were seen as posing 
most problems for the CPC and for the inculcation of a social-
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ist consciousness. If Chinese tradition and communist organ­
isational know-how facilitated the maintenance of tight social 
controls over the intelligentsia, these two factors also ensured 
that the intelligentsia had an importance out of proportion to 
their numbers of capacity to wield political power. Chinese 
tradition, of course, accorded the highly educated high status 
as the purveyors of true social value and as the people from 
whom officials were recruited, while the Leninist Party, in 
basing its legitimacy on its self-appointed role as the bearer 
of true proletarian consciousness, has always paid importance 
to intellectual themes and cultural challenges to its 'correct 
line'. No Communist Party in power has enjoyed good rela­
tions with the intellectual community of its country; and, as 
many have pointed out, there has always been an antipathy 
in Mao towards intellectuals. As a Third World country China 
was short of a trained intelligentsia for economic develop­
ment. The overwhelming majority of Communist cadres who 
ran the urban sector in the early fifties were ill-educated men 
from the countryside who had proved themselves in the civil 
war and in the Land Reform Campaigns. In the long term it 
was hoped that a new intelligentsia would be trained who 
would be both 'red' and 'expert'. In the event the Cultural 
Revolution decade of 1966-76 destroped that hope. But no­
one could have known that in the fifties, and meanwhile it 
was necessary to make do with the available talent. The prob­
lem in the early fifties, however, was Communist mistrust of 
the largely Western-educated intellectuals who therefore were 
compelled to undergo a process of remoulding. 51 

By 1956 it was thought that a sufficient number of China's 
intelligentsia had been remoulded so that 80 per cent of their 
number either actively or passively supported the CPC. 
Moreover, now that the economy had been socialised, their 
services were needed even more to prime the pumps of econ­
omic construction. In his report on the question of January 
1956, Zhou called on the Party to treat the intellectuals better 
in order to get the best out of them. Mao endorsed the new 
policy, putting most emphasis on the need to attain rapidly 
the advanced scientific levels of the outside world. Following 
this, intellectuals were given better conditions with higher 
salaries. The more relaxed conditions, followed by Mao's reac-
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tion to the upheavals in Poland and Hungary later that year, 
led to the Hundred Flowers movement in which intellectuals 
in particular were encouraged to identify problems in the 
Party's behaviour towards them. The assumption was that 
they accepted the general socialist programme and the politi­
cal system. Instead, by a combination of opposition in the 
Party to the movement itself and the extremism of the criti­
cism of some of the intellectuals, the campaign came to an 
abrupt halt in June 1957, to be replaced by an anti-rightist 
campaign. Hundreds of thousands of intellectuals were con­
demned as bourgeois rightists. As Roderick MacFarquhar has 
pointed out, Mao had sought to improve relations with stud­
ents and intellectuals against the wishes of his senior col­
leagues by inviting the former to air their problems with the 
Party. But Mao had underestimated the bitterness of the 
intellectuals. He was able to minimise the Party's revenge to a 
certain extent- but his own prestige had been badly damaged. 
Thereafter Mao paid more attention to the need for the 
proletariat and the peasantry to train their own intelligent­
sia.52 It should be noted that the leading 'bourgeois rightists' 
singled out for most criticism were all non-communist older 
intellectuals who were leaders of the small powerless so­
called democratic Parties. 

The Great Leap Forward as a time of high mobilisation 
politics which was self-consciously asserting a Chinese way to 
socialism was necessarily anti-expert and therefore also against 
the foreign expert. The Russians were later to complain that 
their technicians and experts were subject to unacceptable 
pressures and that this was an important reason for the 
decision to withdraw them. Although Mao had called for 
people to be both red and expert there was a sense, as has 
been pointed out in the first chapter, in which redness was 
associated with nativism and the guerrilla style, and the expert 
with foreignness and an elitist style. Both aspects, of course, 
combined negative and positive connotations. 

The early sixties of the economic depression and the 
recovery from that saw something of a rehabilitation of the 
role of the expert. But in the context of the deepening rift 
with the Soviet Union and the struggle with imperialism 
against a backdrop of a weakened economy, the opportunities 
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for foreign links were minimal. The contracts for the importa­
tion of turnkey projects from Western Europe and Japan 
between 1963 and 1966 were only worth some $200 million 
compared with more than ten times as much in the early 
fifties and the early seventies. Meanwhile Mao was manoeuvr­
ing towards the Cultural Revolution which entailed the closing 
of the doors to foreign influences and the attack on the 
intelligentsia and Party officials at all levels in a mood of 
acute xenophobia. 

However, as on other issues, Mao's position on the relation­
ship between domestic socialist values and foreign influence 
is not free of ambiguities. As Stuart Schram has pointed out: 

while Mao [was] a deeply convinced Leninist revolutionary, 
and while the categories in which he reason[ed] [were] 
Marxist categories, the deepest springs of his personality 
[were], to a large extent, to be found in the Chinese trad­
ition; and China's glory [was] at least as important to him 
as world revolution. 53 

Such a man would clearly not wish to pave the way for his 
country to become wide open to foreign penetration. Yet 
at the same time he recognised the need for the importation 
of foreign technology. In 1956 Mao dismissed the nineteenth­
century slogan of 'Chinese learning for substance (ti) and 
western learning for practical application (yong)' on the 
grounds that Marxism is a universal theory which came 
from the West and therefore it was not possible to distinguish 
between what was Chinese and Western in that regard. On the 
other hand, 'complete Westernisation' was unacceptable to 
the Chinese people and the reason for learning from abroad 
was 'to develop Chinese things'. By 1965, after Mao had 
come to regard China as the true source of Marxism-Lenin­
ism because of the revisionism of the Russians, he changed 
his position on the ti-yong slogan. He now argued: 

The substance (ti) was like our General Line, which cannot 
be changed. We cannot adopt western learning as the sub­
stance, nor can we use the substance of the democratic 
republic. We cannot use 'the natural rights of man' nor 'the 
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theory of revolution'. We can only use western tech­
nology.54 

This was said on the eve of the Cultural Revolution, but in its 
attitude to Western technology it reflects the position which 
he endorsed in the early seventies. Whether or not by then he 
was as confident about the General Line as he was in 1965 
cannot be known. While Mao certainly had directed China's 
foreign policy along the new lines of the seventies and may 
be said to have approved 'the use of Western technology' em­
ployed then, Chinese politics during these last 5 years of his 
life were marked by factional strife and the absence of an 
agreed or recognisable 'General Line'. To be sure foreign in­
fluences in Chinese social life were subject to tight controls 
and they were kept to a minimum. But unlike the fifties 
when his credibility and that of the Party were still high, 
especially in the enthusiasm for the new China in the early 
years, the seventies were marked by disillusionment with 
both Mao and the Party and especially by disillusionment 
with the Cultural Revolution and the dislocations it had 
created. The Tian An Men demonstration of 5 April1976-
which was the first truly large-scale spontaneous mass demon­
stration since 1949- was to a large extent a popular outcry 
and protest against the arbitrary tyranny for which Mao had 
been largely responsible by his launching of the Cultural 
Revolution. He had, perhaps unwittingly, bequeathed to his 
successors not a China that would not change colour, but a 
disillusioned populace with social and economic problems of 
gargantuan proportions. Yet such was his mark on the Chin­
ese Revolution and on the PRC that he could not be repud­
iated by his successors without undermining the political 
system itself. Thus the question would be as to how his suc­
cessors would choose to identify his legacy. It was to Mao's 
credit that whatever course they might choose, xenophobic 
isolationism was not part of his thought. Beyond that his 'true 
position' on relating Chinese society to the outside world 
remained elusive and shot through with ambiguities. 

At times Mao has presided over policies which entailed 
significant degrees of dependence on other countries to 
import advanced technology and techniques of management, 
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etc., as in the early fifties when he called upon his country­
men to set up a 'tidal wave of learning from the Soviet Union', 
or in 1963-65 and still more, in the early seventies when he 
allowed the importation from the west of large-scale indust­
rial plants employing advanced technology. At other times 
Mao presided over policies of virtual autarky in which he 
claimed that once their energies were unleashed the Chinese 
masses could storm the economic heights by their own un­
aided efforts. Yet both sets of policies were justified by 
reference to the slogan of 'self-reliance'. Mao's other related 
slogan to use foreign things selectively to serve China was 
equally ambiguous as the basis for the selection was never 
made clear, nor in practice was it ever consistent. 



3 

Mao's Legacy of Geopolitical 
Thought 

Mao's legacy in the strategic domain of what might be called 
geopolitical thought or power politics is less ambiguous even 
though it has never been formally articulated. By geopolitical 
thought I refer to the broader use of the term. As used here 
the term refers not only to the significance of geographical 
factors in international politics, but it also relates to the 
larger view as to the nature of power and its place in inter­
national affairs. In other words, I shall argue that Mao had a 
coherent and distinctive view of the character of international 
politics in which considerations of balance of power played a 
large part. It will be argued that it was this vision which 
effectively guided the Chinese ship of state in its position of 
relative weakness in the face of challenges to its independence 
by countries militarily stronger than itself. 

Mao's thinking on these questions, as on many others, has 
not been synthesised into a coherent analytical whole. Rather 
it has to be deduced from his writings and speeches on related 
aspects of the subject spanning many years. These must then 
be considered in the light of Chinese actions. Nevertheless it 
is possible to identify a consistent viewpoint on questions 
relating to political power in Mao's writings and actions span­
ning his 40 years' leadership of the CPC from 1935 until his 
death in 1976. Indeed in certain respects it is possible to trace 
this consistency back to the beginnings of his leadership of 
the guerrilla base established in 1927-28. Throughout this 
entire period Mao and the forces which he led were weaker 
than the enemy. Thus until virtually the very end the opposing 
armies of first Chiang Kai-shek, then the Japanese, and finally 
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Chiang Kai-shek again were superior on paper to those of the 
Communists before they won nationwide victory in 1949. 
Since 1949 the PRC has been under the constant threat of 
attack by one or other of the militarily superior superpowers. 
Mao's 'text' therefore may be described in one of his decep­
tively simple slogans to the effect that the weak can defeat 
the strong; or as he once put it towards the end of his life: 

Innumerable facts prove that a just cause enjoys abundant 
support while an unjust cause finds little support. A weak 
nation can defeat a strong, a small nation can defeat a big. 
The people of a small country can certainly defeat aggres­
sion by a big country, if only they dare to rise in struggle, 
dare to take up arms and grasp in their own hands the 
destiny oftheircountry. This is a law of history. [Emphasis 
added.] 1 

As the italicised passage makes clear, the key lies in daring to 
struggle and daring to determine one's own fate independently. 
Mao's writings and actions throughout the various stages of 
the Chinese revolution and the different phases of the PRC 
testify to an unshaken belief in the invincibility of a people 
aroused to revolution under a leadership which is in continu­
ous direct interactions with it. The task of that leadership is 
to articulate the demands and aspirations of the people in 
accordance with Marxist-Leninist principles as they apply 
to the conditions of that country. 

This may be regarded as a view as to what constitutes 
political legitimacy and indeed Mao evolved the doctrine of 
the 'mass line' to give it substance as a political process. One 
might add that it was a process that worked relatively well in 
the revolutionary base of Yan'an, but one that raised acute 
problems under the conditions of the bureaucratised state 
power of the PRC. Yet this was more than a view of political 
legitimacy; it also lay at the heart of Mao's geopolitical 
theories as to how national liberation could be won in Third 
World countries and as to how an apparently militarily inferior 
developing country can hold out for true independence against 
the superpowers. 

Strangely, despite the vast corpus of scholarly writing on 
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Mao and on Chinese foreign policy, there is not a great deal 
devoted to specific analysis of his thinking and conduct of 
foreign policy. Various aspects of the subject have been ex­
tensively analysed and debated by Western writers, but a 
general study of his approach to, and conduct of, China's 
relations with the outside world has yet to be written. As a 
result this chapter will not attempt to provide what might be 
regarded as a synoptic overview of Mao's legacy in foreign 
policy. Instead it will focus on what I have called Mao's 
geopolitical thought. That is to say it will examine the think­
ing about international politics which has underlain the strat­
egic dimensions of China's foreign policy. 

First, however, a few caveats are in order. For convenience 
of analysis the following account will attribute much of the 
thinking and attitudes underlying China's foreign policy to 
Mao personally. Although there can be little doubt that Mao's 
was the dominant voice in the making of Peking's foreign 
policy, it was by no means the only one. Zhou Enlai, for 
example, is generally considered to have been the main archi­
tect of the policy of cultivating better relations with other 
Asian governments in the mid-fifties and as the main imple­
mentor of China's foreign policy, he was much more than a 
mere mouthpiece for Mao.2 Nevertheless, it is not unreason­
able to suggest that he operated within a framework of a 
general design which emanated largely from Mao. Moreover, 
unlike the domestic arena, there are no recorded instances of 
other voices prevailing over Mao's objections on a major 
foreign policy issue. Liu Shaoqi in 1966 and Lin Biao in 1968-
71 tried to promote alternative forei~n policy lines to those 
favoured by Mao and they both lost. It is also true that on 
those occasions when the initial idea for a foreign policy 
initiative did not emanate from him (for example, when 
Foreign Minister Chen Yi suggested in the early sixties that 
the PRC might cultivate better relations with the Western 
Europeans) it required Mao's ultimate approval before it 
could become an important component of China's foreign 
policy position. Thus no significant distortion will arise from 
using the convenient shorthand of attributing so much to Mao. 

A graver objection to this 'shorthand convenience' is that 
to personalise China's foreign policy in this way is to ignore 
important characteristics about the making of foreign policy 
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which are as true for China as they are elsewhere. Namely, 
that much of foreign policy is the result of contingency 
adjustments to unexpected developments in the external 
environment coupled with the different 'pulling and hauling' 
of interested domestic groups and bureaucracies. Nevertheless 
the personalised approach to be followed here can be justified 
in the sense that it is not directed towards explaining China's 
foreign policy process; but it is instead concerned with identi­
fying the general themes which provide the guidelines and 
priorities within which these processes take place. Indeed it 
is possible to go further and claim that it was Mao's strategic 
vision which shaped China's general foreign policy and which 
determined its main turning points. Whenever this was chal­
lenged- for example, on Sino-Soviet relations in the sixties, 
or on the opening to the United States in 1968-71 -Mao 
always exerted himself to prevail over his domestic opponents. 

Mao's geopolitical perspectives 

Although Mao did not specifically address himself to this 
theme, a very strong and insistent geopolitical strand is clearly 
visible in his writings. Much of Mao's writings on imperialism, 
for example, is concerned with its political and military aspects 
rather than with discourses on such orthodox Leninist themes 
as the political economy of advanced capitalism and its impact 
on the rest of the world. Similarly, one can look in vain in his 
writings for analyses of the impact of imperialism on class 
relations in colonies. To be sure he had much to say about 
class relations in China, especially during the period of revolu­
tionary and civil wars before 1949; but if his writings on these 
themes are examined more closely it will be seen that he was 
less concerned with the analysis of the political economy in 
question than he was with the political and revolutionary 
consequences of China's class divisions.4 

Mao analysed at some length, and at different stages in his 
career, the peculiarities of China's status as a semi-colony and 
the consequences of that for class alignments. But despite his 
avowed interest in revolution in what is now called the Third 
World and in the importance of the newly emerged Third 
World in internationru politics, Mao did not choose to inform 
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himself closely about these countries.5 Unlike Zhou Enlai, he 
never once visited any of the countries of Asia, Africa or Latin 
America. The only country he is known to have visited is the 
Soviet Union. The bulk of his writing and discourses on foreign 
affairs dealt with the Soviet Union and the United States. In 
fact Mao had far more to say about the medium capitalist 
powers such as Britain, France and Japan than about the 
countries of the Third W odd. 

Mao was not a geopolitical theorist as such, but like Lenin -
especially when he became leader of Russia - considerations 
of power and balances of forces in international affairs were 
an important component of his political vision. Indeed it was 
unavoidable that this should be so, as both leaders were con­
fronted by an implacably hostile international environment 
in which their fledgling new regimes were under constant 
threat from overwhelmingly more powerful countries. It was 
also true that in their different ways both the Bolshevik and 
Chinese Revolutions challenged the existing international 
order. Nevertheless in the immediate situation (and as things 
turned out, for the indefinite future) the new revolutionary 
regimes had to devise strategies which would enable them to 
survive amid external threats while at the same time building 
socialism at home and developing their economies. These sets 
of goals all required the establishment of a strong state able 
to marshall the country's resources for external defence and 
domestic construction. These imperatives have given rise to 
the apparent paradox by which both China and the Soviet 
Union in their different ways have carried out revolution at 
home and relatively conservative balance of power politics 
abroad. 

Mao's approach must also be understood within the context 
of China's modern history and the experience of revolutionary 
armed struggle which ultimately brought him to power in 
1 ')49. Modern Chinese history in the century before the estab­
lishment of the PRC is regarded by most Chinese as one of 
shame and national humiliation. Beginning with the Opium 
War of 1840 China fell into decay under the impact of foreign 
intervention. Imperial China crumbled; its traditional values 
were shown to be unequal to the tasks of meeting the new 
challenges; and it eventually fell, leaving the country as prey 



86 TOWARDS THE END OF ISOLATIONISM 

to warlord armies. Meanwhile China had become the object 
of great power competition as various powers divided the 
country into respective spheres of influence, and its major 
cities had sections where foreigners claimed extraterritorial 
rights. Those of the generation of Mao and Deng Xiaoping 
who were born before the First World War had all experienced 
directly this sense of national shame and humiliation. What­
ever their political persuasion, Chinese who have been marked 
by this experience have all been committed to the goal of 
establishing a strong and united Chinese state. No Chinese, 
especially of this generation, needed to be taught Bismark's 
lesson that the great issues of the day are not settled by 
resolutions or by majorities, but by iron and blood. However, 
these national revolutionaries also knew that if China's inter­
national position were to be transformed there would first 
have to be a domestic social and political transformation. 

Mao's leadership of the Chinese revolution under conditions 
of armed struggle in the countryside may be seen as the 
triumph over adversity in which the revolutionary forces 
moved from abject weakness to absolute power. His speeches 
and writings during this period may be seen as concerned 
with charting the appropriate strategies and tactics of gradu­
ally shifting the adverse balance of forces in favour of the 
CPC while maintaining and developing its revolutionary 
identity. These balances of forces include not only domestic 
factors but the external forces of imperialism as well. It was 
the geopolitical thought developed in those years which largely 
shaped Mao's approach to international politics after the 
establishment of the PRC. 

Contradictions 

One of the most significant elements in Mao's thought gener­
ally, and in his strategic thinking in particular, concerns the 
question of contradictions or the conflicts within and between 
all social phenomena. For Mao, contradictions were the stuff 
of life. At one point he even asserted, 'If there were no con­
tradictions and no struggle, there would be no progress, there 
would be nothing at all, no life. '6 Contradictions, dialectics 
and the unity of opposites were so crucial to his epistemology 



MAO'S LEGACY OF GEOPOLITICAL THOUGHT 87 

that he once suggested that it was possible to do without 
Hegel's and Marx's negation of the negation (which in their 
view alone ensured progress in the dialectical cycle of thesis 
and antithesis). 7 This however is not the place to examine 
Mao's epistemology.8 Suffice it to say that Mao's universe 
was one of constant change in which balance and harmony 
were by definition temporary and relative whereas imbalance 
and struggle were enduring and absolute.9 More than once he 
addressed his colleagues as follows: 

One thing destroys another, things emerge, develop, and 
are destroyed, everywhere is like this. If things are not 
destroyed by others, then they destroy themselves .... 
Socialism, too, will be eliminated, it wouldn't do if it were 
not eliminated, for then there would be no Communism. 
Communism will last for thousands and thousands of years. 
I don't believe that there will be no qualitative changes 
under Communism .... The life of dialectics is the continu­
ous movement towards opposites. Mankind will also meet 
its doom. When the theologians talk about doomsday they 
are pessimistic and terrify people. We say the end of man­
kind will produce something more advanced than mankind. 
Mankind is still in its infancy .... 10 

There is hardly a matter which is not transformable. The 
urgent becomes relaxed and the relaxed becomes urgent. 
Labour becomes leisure and leisure becomes labour .... 

Matter always has a beginning and an end. Only two things 
are limitless, time and space. . . . Everything develops 
gradually and changes gradually .11 

As Michel Oksenberg has pointed out, Mao viewed power in 
dynamic rather than static terms; he had a different sense of 
time and history from that typically possessed by Western 
leaders. Being so concerned with motion he focused less upon 
immediate power balances than upon trends. 12 In a world of 
flux determined by contradictions - the struggle between 
opposites - the political leader must be ever sensitive to 
identifying which of the many changes are truly significant so 
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that he can seize the initiative and try to determine their 
outcome. 

Applied to politics and strategy, from an early stage Mao's 
insistent approach was that it was necessary at any given time 
to identify among the many contradictions confronting the 
Chinese revolution which was the primary or the principal 
one. Once identified all the other contradictions should be 
subordinated to it. In this way the principal contradiction, or 
major enemy, depended on the particular stage of the Marxist 
historical process and on the relative strengths of the opposing 
forces. Thus during the War of Resistance to Japan Mao 
sought to unite all those who could be united in the struggle 
against Japan. Once the war was over the target shifted to 
Chiang Kai-shek with the corollary that the potential partners 
in the united front changed to all those groups and classes 
who had a stake in opposing Chiang and his Western backers. 
Thus landlords, providing they were patriotic, were potential 
allies against Japan, but were enemies in the second united 
front. This perhaps helps to account for the fluidity of Mao's 
alignments and indeed for his view of international politics as 
being in constant flux. In 1971, when China's propagandists 
tried to explain why Mao was prepared to open his doors to 
President Nixon (hitherto regarded as the chieftain of Ameri­
can imperialism), they re-issued a long-forgotten essay by 
Mao from 1940 which dealt with the formation of united 
fronts. 13 Still later in the seventies, when it was necessary to 
explain how uniting with apparently reactionary leaders of 
Third World countries could be described as revolutionary, 
the propagandists referred to a little-known passage in Mao's 
celebrated article 'On New Democracy' (also of 1940) which 
goes right to the heart of his strategy of united fronts: 

No matter what classes, parties or individuals in an oppres­
sed nation join the revolution, and no matter whether they 
themselves are conscious of the point or understand it, so 
long as they oppose imperialism, their revolution becomes 
part of the proletarian-socialist world revolution and 
become its allies. 
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As Mao explained it: 

The contradictions and struggles among the cliques of war­
lords in China reflect the contradictions and struggles 
among the imperialist powers. Hence as long as China is 
divided among the imperialist powers, the various cliques 
of warlords cannot under any circumstances come to terms, 
and whatever compromises they may make will only be 
temporary. A temporary compromise today engenders a 
bigger war tomorrow. 14 

A good example of the application of Mao's application of 
his thinking on contradictions in his early writings is what 
John Gittings has called 'Mao's theory of semi-colonialism'.15 

In the 1920s it was commonplace among Chinese revolution­
aries to compare unfavourably China's position with India, 
because the latter had only one colonial oppressor and the 
former had to contend with all the great powers. When small 
red rural bases were being established in the hinterland of 
southeast China after the Communists had been virtually 
wiped out in the cities, Mao rallied his pitifully few forces 
against the threat of extinction by the more numerous and 
better armed forces of warlords and Chiang Kai-shek backed 
by the Western powers. He argued that it was precisely because 
there were several warlord cliques and various imperial 
powers all vying for control and influence in China, that they 
would have difficulty in uniting against the red bases. The 
revolutionaries could survive and prosper if they held fast to 
their political line and if they were good at exploiting the 
contradictions among the enemy. India, by inference, was 
less favoured by having only the one colonial overlord which 
would have little difficulty in mustering its forces to suppress 
an armed uprising or a red base area. 

Mao's understanding of contradictions and his practice of 
united fronts also had the corollary of making him (and as 
long as he led them) the CPC and the PRC the most unpredic­
table and unreliable of allies. Given Mao's position that the 
CPC should at all times be careful not to lose its identity in 
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any united front and that it should be ever ready to change 
its policies in accordance with changes in the direction of the 
principal contradiction, the CPC could only ever be a tempor­
ary and uneasy ally. The list of Parties and groups within 
China and of countries outside who have been allies and friends 
only to be discarded with the march of the dialectic is a long 
one. 

The assessment of strengths and weaknesses 

In a world of flux in which the underlying trends of the weak­
becoming-strong or the strong-becoming-weak were considered 
by Mao as more significant in the long run than any temporary 
balances of military strength it is important to ask what, for 
Mao, was true strength or weakness? What, for him, were the 
main sources of power? Oksenberg has argued persuasively 
that while acknowledging the potency of wealth and material 
abundance, Mao preferred to rely on other types of power. 
Wealth facilitates corruption, and abundance can lead to decay. 
Mao certainly recognised the efficacy of military power but, 
as is well known, he always argued that although weapons 
were important in war, people and their morale were ultimate­
ly decisive. While he was not averse to using physical coercion, 
Mao recognised the need for popular support. As he once said, 
'The army must become one with the people so that they see 
it as their own army. Such an army will be invincible.' Yet 
Mao also 'felt that those who controlled the thoughts of the 
Chinese people thereby determined their destiny'. This in 
tum required contact with popular opinion, knowledge of 
their social conditions and proper organisation to mobilize 
an 'aroused people' so that the leader could seize and hold 
the initiative with the appropriate strategy .16 

This is especially relevant to revolutionary forces struggling 
for material liberation against militarily more powerful reac­
tionary and imperialist armies and, by extension, to countries 
subject to threats of external dominance by militarily superior 
powers. As noted in the beginning of this chapter, implicit in 
this approach is the doctrine that legitimate political power is 
held only by revolutionaries who truly represent the aspira­
tions of the people and who are fully integrated with them. 
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On this point Mao had a highly elaborate set of doctrines 
about the correct relationship between the leaders and the 
led which are generally subsumed under the headings of the 
'mass line' and 'democratic centralism' .1 7 Perhaps the most 
widely known of Mao's writings on how to overcome a super­
ior and modem force are those on people's war -principally 
his celebrated essays on the war of resistance to J apan.IS Of 
greatest interest to us is less the doctrine of people's war itself 
(with its elaboration of the three modes of warfare ~- guerrilla, 
mobile and positional - and when to move from one phase 
to the other) than how to calculate the relative strengths and 
weaknesses of aggressive Japan and defensive China. In sum­
marising a long and complex argument Mao concluded: 

. . . Japan has great military, economic and political­
organizational power, but ... her war is reactionary and 
barbarous, her manpower and material resources are in­
adequate, and she is in an unfavourable position internation­
ally. China, on the contrary, has less military, economic 
and political-organizational power, but she is in her era of 
progress, her war is progressive and just, she is moreover a 
big country, a factor which enables her to sustain a pro­
tracted war, and she will be supported by most countries. 19 

Mao went on to claim that the above factors would determine 
the policies and strategies of the conflict and that they would 
ensure that the war would be protracted and that China would 
inevitably win in the end. Interestingly Mao had specific 
meanings for the much-abused and often empty terms 'reac­
tionary' and 'progressive'.] apan's war was reactionary because, 
unlike the British during their subjugation of India, imperialism 
was now on the wane, the fascist countries were engaged in 
desperate last struggles while many of the other countries 
were either embroiled in war or were about to be so. China 
was progressive because much had changed since the nine­
teenth century. China was no longer completely feudal, there 
now was some capitalism and there was a bourgeoisie and a 
proletariat too. Moreover vast numbers of people had been 
'awakened'; there was a Communist Party which led a red 
army and a people which had been schooled by the decades 
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of revolution and political struggle. Hence it was possible to 
achieve popular unity against Japan. 

In the light of this it is worth considering Mao's explanation 
for the subjugation of Abyssinia (Ethiopia) by Italy: 

Why was Abyssinia vanquished? First she was not only 
weak but also small. Second, she was not as progressive as 
China; she was an old country passing from the slave to the 
serf system, a country without any capitalism or bourgeois 
political parties, let alone a Communist Party, and with no 
army such as the Chinese army, let alone one like the Eighth 
Route Army. Third, she was unable to hold out and wait 
for international assistance and had to fight her war in 
isolation. Fourth and most important of all, there were 
mistakes in the direction of her war against Italy. Therefore 
Abyssinia was subjugated. But there is still quite extensive 
guerrilla warfare in Abyssinia, which, if persisted in, will 
enable the Abyssinians to recover their country when the 
world situation changes. 20 

These brief extracts from Mao's essay 'On Protracted War' of 
May 1938 bring out very well some of his enduring thinking 
on geopolitics. Far from ignoring what might be regarded as 
the hard facts of military capabilities Mao accorded them a 
high priority in his analysis. But he qualified their significance 
in ways different from those of conventional Western strat­
egists. Like them Mao has paid attention to military capabilities 
and to the size of the country, except that we should also 
note that he is heir to traditional Chinese concerns for the 
importance of geographical space and of the significance of 
time. But Mao was also concerned with the capacity of the 
society to organise itself for conflict, which he analysed within 
a Leninist framework. He additionally placed the conflict 
within a larger international context- a point which will be 
enlarged upon later. There is also the implication in his analysis 
that a drawn-out war favours the defensive side, especially if 
it is also morally correct. Mao attached considerable signifi­
cance to the quality of leadership. Although set-backs were 
unavoidable, ultimate victory would still belong to the defen­
der against imperialist aggression provided that he continued 
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to maintain a principled armed struggle. He could then hope 
for a combination of deepening domestic problems for the 
aggressor and for changes in the international situation which 
would put growing pressure on the aggressor so as to deliver 
ultimate victory to the defender of national integrity. Even 
though Mao may not have had much to say about the political 
economy of imperialism, as a self-conscious Marxist-Leninist 
he accepted implicitly that imperialist aggression was under­
taken by a government which was necessarily divorced from 
its people; so that prolonged conflict would ultimately bring 
this underlying tension to the surface. But the primary factor 
is that the people should 'dare to rise in struggle, dare to take 
up arms and gTasp in their own hands the destiny of their 
country'. 

Imperialist strategy and the significance of the Third World 

One consequence of Mao's position as sketched out above is 
that unlike the Soviet leaders he did not go in for what I have 
called elsewhere 'bloc thinking'. 21 In other words, the logic 
of Mao's position is that the world does not divide itself into 
objectively definable camps or blocs. Although Marx's classic 
slogan of proletarian internationalism, 'workers of the world 
unite', has always been prominently displayed in Peking's 
Tian An Men Square from 1949 onwards, that has never 
formed an important part of Mao's thinking. Unlike some of 
his colleagues, Mao was never closely involved with the Com­
intern and his independent course from Moscow is too well 
known to require elaboration here. In many respects Mao 
might be thought of as more of a Third World Marxist revolu­
tionary than as a figure within the European or Soviet Marxist 
traditions. Perhaps the most significant indication of this in 
the realm of geopolitics as developed by Mao before 1949 is 
his analysis of the world situation in the aftermath of the 
Second World War. Not only did his analysis differ consider­
ably from that of Stalin, but it accorded a significant inde­
pendent role to the 'intermediate zone'- or what is now 
called the Third World - in determining the issue of peace or 
war in the world at large. At the same time it also brought his 
struggles in China to the heart of the issue. 
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The Soviet Union at that time was moving towards the 
'two-camp' thesis which held that the world was divided into 
two antagonistic blocs and that the purpose of the imperialist 
bloc headed by the United States was to attack the Soviet 
Union, the head of the camp of socialism and peace. It fol­
lowed therefore that every Communist movement should 
prudently avoid provocative acts against the United States 
lest this might lead to an attack on the Soviet Union, which 
would spark off World War III. This was undoubtedly one of 
the reasons which led Stalin to advise the CPC not to take up 
arms against Chiang Kai-shek in 1945-46. Mao, however, 
argued very differently and advanced a view about the targets 
of imperialism and, by implication, about the characteristics 
of the conflict between Russia and America which was to 
have a most profound influence on subsequent Chinese assess­
ments of world politics and on China's actions in the strategic­
political arena. He suggested that, despite the anti-Communist 
declaratory statements by American 'reactionaries' their 
immediate target was not the Soviet Union: 

The United States and the Soviet Union are separated by a 
vast zone which includes many capitalist, colonial and semi­
colonial countries in Europe, Asia and Africa. Before the 
US reactionaries have subjugated these countries, an attack 
on the Soviet Union is out of the question. 

Mao went on to argue that the supposedly anti-Soviet military 
bases which were located in various countries had as their first 
targets the places where they were based. These he claimed, 
were being transformed into American dependencies. In 
characteristic language Mao declared: 

I think the American people and peoples of all countries 
menaced by US aggression should unite and struggle against 
the attacks of the US reactionaries and their running dogs 
in these countries. Only by victory in this struggle can a 
third world war be avoided; otherwise it is unavoidable.22 

This analysis not only provided a rationale for carrying out 
armed struggle against the forces of Chiang Kai-shek, allied 
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as they were to the United States, but in fact it made that the 
internationalist duty of the CPC. The analysis, however, was 
to have a wider significance as it made out the case for arguing 
later that the basic struggle between the two superpowers was 
to be fought out not in direct conflict between them, but 
rather in attempts to gain control of what might be called 
their periphery- principally the countries of the Third World. 
It also prepared the ground work for the later argument that 
the issue of peace or war in the world would be decided by 
the degree of effective resistance by Third World countries to 
superpower attempts to dominate them. 

Mao's geopolitics and Chinese foreign policy 

As was suggested in Chapter 1, the 27 years of Mao's leader­
ship of the PRC can be divided into three roughly equal 
periods: for most of the fifties China was allied with the 
Soviet Union and under threat from the United States; from 
the late fifties until the late sixties China was in dispute with 
the Soviet Union while seeking alignment with the Third 
World and still under threat from the United States; and 
from the early seventies China was under threat from the 
Soviet Union and in alignment with the United States. As this 
oversimplified account suggests, the one common theme 
throughout these years is the sense of threat from one or 
other of the two superpowers. It is also true that China too 
loomed very large in the strategic calculations of the two 
super-powers. Throughout the fifties and the sixties America 
strove to maintain the capability to fight 'two and a half 
wars'- that is, against Russia, China and a half war elsewhere. 
During the same period the United States fought two major 
wars in Asia (the only wars, as opposed to brief military inter­
ventions, which American forces have fought singe 1945) 
with the declared aim of 'containing' China. In the seventies 
China has been regarded by successive American administra­
tions as an essential factor in managing the relationship with 
the Soviet Union. As for the Soviet perspective, China has 
been transformed from an uneasy ally to a seemingly implac­
able enemy so that since the late sixties a quarter of the Soviet 
armed forces have been deployed in the Soviet Far East and 
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in Mongolia near the borders with China. The old Soviet fear 
of possibly having to face two fronts simultaneously in the 
East and in the West would appear to have been realised. 

A case can be made for the proposition that both the super­
powers in their different ways have exaggerated the impor­
tance of China in their strategic perspectives. As was argued 
in the first chapter, China's military capabilities, combined 
with its limited transport and communication systems and its 
relatively technologically backward economy, have limited 
China to being a military power of only regional significance. 
Even within its region China's capacity to project its military 
power has been limited. To be sure the PRC has shown itself 
prepared to use armed force to uphold what its leaders have 
regarded as major security interests, and all these occasions 
have witnessed Chinese armies engaged in warfare outside 
Chinese territory. But these incursions have always been 
adjacent to China's borders and they have been limited in 
duration and in the extent of penetration of neighbouring 
territory. The one exception was the Korean War, but that 
exception is highly suggestive of the limitations of China's 
war-fighting machine. In one sense Korea can be represented 
as a major Chinese success; it was the first occasion in modem 
history when Chinese forces successfully held out against 
Western armies, and indeed they claimed victory by virtue of 
having driven these modernized armies back from the Chinese 
border to the 38th Parallel. But a closer examination reveals a 
more complex situation. China's initial success was due very 
largely to surprise. Even so Chinese casualties were high against 
the more modem firepower of the enemy. Once the war had 
settled during its last 2 years into a war of attrition roughly 
along the 38th Parallel which still divides North and South 
Korea, Chinese casualties rose even more alarmingly. Moreover, 
despite the comparative advantages of operating near to 
home and having longer flight-times over battle areas, the 
Chinese airforce was greatly outperformed by that of America: 
ten Chinese planes were shot down for every American. Inter­
estingly, the Chinese have never officially released their 
casualty figures for the Korean War and, despite the almost 
uninterrupted flow of memoirs and reminiscences of Chinese 
generals and soldiers about the revolutionary wars and the 
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war against Japan, the Chinese have had remarkably little to 
say in this respect about their fighting in K..Jrea. Yet these 
reminiscences are supposedly designed to guide the young in 
the principles of warfare. American sources suggest that 
Chinese casualties in the Korean War numbered in the hun­
dreds of thousands. 23 Whatever Mao's true feelings about 
China's performance in Korea (where he lost a son) he never 
again engaged modem Western armies, and the fear of that 
may have been one of the factors which led to the withdrawal 
of China's forces from Korea after the end of the war. The 
only other occasion on which China's airforce engaged 
American planes in prolonged combat was during the offshore 
island crisis of 1958 when once again it suffered badly, but 
that time by planes flown by Chiang Kai-shek's pilots. 

This hardly suggests that China was a country of global 
military strategic significance. It should also be noted that 
China has always lacked an ocean-going navy. Yet first 
America and then the Soviet Union have devoted considerable 
resources over many years to the containment of a supposedly 
expansionist China which the Russians allege is seeking world 
hegemony. Obviously a country of China's size, population 
and geographical location was bound to play an important 
part in world affairs once it had been united under an effective 
government. Yet it is difficult to explain the great, almost 
obsessive, attention which both the superpowers have paid to 
China. To be sure Mao was a thorn in the side of Khrushchev 
as he strove from the late fifties to reach a superpower accom­
modation with the Americans, but in the end Mao was power­
less to stop him as he signed the Test Ban Treaty in 1963. 
Thereafter it is highly debatable as to how important the 
China factor really was in affecting the dialogue between the 
two super-powers. To be sure, the Sino-American realignment 
of the seventies has given the Americans additional leverage 
in their dealings with the Russians. But it has hardly been the 
decisive factor in either propelling or retarding understandings 
between the two. For example the problems that arose in 
concluding the Second Strategic Arms Limitations Treaty 
(SALT 2} agreement had very little to do with China. 

Perhaps the high priorities accorded to China by both 
American and Soviet leaders over the past three decades 
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should be explained in terms of misperceptions and the 
emotionalism which has been applied to China in both coun­
tries. The Russians appear to have deep-seated anxieties about 
the Chinese as latter-day Mongol hordes ;24 whereas the 
American myth of a China which they had always encouraged 
towards modernisation, and to which they were closely tied 
by bonds of friendship, was rudely shattered by Mao's victory 
in 1949, particularly as this took place at the height of the 
Cold War. During the next two decades this was replaced by 
another myth of the implacably hostile, expansionist and 
irrational China, only to be succeeded in the seventies by a 
variant of the older myth. In a sense it could be argued that 
if China is a vital factor in global strategic alignments it is 
largely because the two superpowers have made it so. 

There is room clearly for much argument about the signifi­
cance of China to the two superpowers, but there can be little 
disagreement about their significance to China. Labouring 
under conditions of perpetual strategic inferiority the PRC 
has been the target of continual active or implied threats of 
nuclear or other forms of attack by first the Americans and 
then the Russians. It is not surprising that the bulk of Mao's 
speeches and writings on foreign affairs since 1949 have been 
concerned with the two superpowers. Moreover, because of 
China's relative weakness it has been cast essentially into a 
reactive position. This does not mean that China has simply 
responded passively to American or Soviet moves. But it does 
mean that China's room for manoeuvre was severely limited 
by the great disparities between itself and the two super­
powers. It was their relationship which determined the global 
strategic balance, and their capacity to alter China's strategic 
environment was always greater than China's very limited 
capacity to reciprocate. To be sure China could affect the 
balance between them, but only as a reactive power. Similarly 
with regard to economic questions: at different times and in 
different ways both the United States and the Soviet Union 
have had a considerable impact on the development of the 
Chinese economy, whereas China's impact on them has been 
negligible. As we have seen in the previous chapter, the mod­
ernisation of the Chinese economy has depended to a large 
extent on access to advanced technology and know-how from 
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abroad. Mao's geopolitical legacy, therefore, may be seen as 
concerned with the question as to how a large Third World 
country can preserve its independence in conditions of strat­
egic adversity and inferiority. 

Mao's view of China's place in international politics 

Mao's attitude to world politics, like most of his colleagues, 
reflected many of the problems and aspirations of other Third 
World countries which had won, or were to win, national 
independence after 100 years or more of colonial or semi­
colonial domination. But perhaps like India, China as a huge 
country with ancient traditions aspired also to great power 
status, and even more than India, China was ranked very high 
in global strategic significance by the two super-powers. As a 
consequence Mao and his colleagues tended to think in global 
terms even though China's actual capabilities were only of 
regional significance. Nevertheless, Mao's peculiar emphasis 
on the domineering aspects of imperialism, rather than the 
orthodox Leninist emphasis on its special capitalist roots, 
testifies to his Third World perspective as a leader of a country 
which had been the victim of imperialist aggression and which 
was under the continual threat of imperialist attack. Thus 
many of Mao's statements on imperialism were designed to 
foster a psychological readiness not to be cowed by its appar­
ent overwhelming power as much as they were designed to 
suggest strategies for overcoming it. Even though Mao wrote 
little about what might be called the political economy of 
imperialism, he was alert to the problems of economic depend­
ency. His outlook was tempered essentially by China's experi­
ences of the ill effects of imperialist economic penetration in 
the first few decades of this century, coupled with the 'lessons' 
he drew from the independent path to revolution and to 
power of the CPC under his leadership. His approach to the 
problems of economic dependency, consequently, was an 
adjunct to his approach to politics and to the assertion of 
independence. The latter was interpreted for China as the 
capacity to construct a revolutionary socialist society at home 
free of foreign influence. Few other leaders of Third World 
countries either aspired to, or indeed could have pursued, 
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such an autarkic approach to independence. Mao very much 
endorsed China's programme of aid and trade with Third 
World countries which began in the middle 1950s and which 
was expanded considerably in the 1960s despite China's own 
severe economic difficulties at home. From 1954 until Mao's 
death in 1976 China's economic aid came to about US$5 
billion. 25 There was opposition to this within China and in 
fact, since Mao's death, that aid has been cut back and China 
itself has sought and accepted aid from the international 
community. China's aid under Mao was not simply philan­
thropic or even mainly designed to emphasise solidarity with 
other Third World countries. It was also designed to serve 
larger political purposes relating partly to China's national 
interests of supporting friends and allies and partly to Mao's 
concerns of building international united fronts. However, 
the aid also implied that China was claiming a leading role 
among Third World countries and that it was challenging the 
Soviet Union as well as the Western powers. Although China's 
economic aid has been less tied and more disinterested than 
most, the idealism which inspired it was linked to Chinese 
aspirations to 'greatness'. This found expression in Mao's 
call on the Chinese people to 'contribute more to humanity'. 

Perhaps the clearest statements of China's aspirations to 
great power status came in the wake of the 1954 Geneva 
Conference on Korea and Indo-China. The People's Dat"ly 
editorial of 22 July 1954 proudly declared: 

For the first time as one of the Big Powers, the People's 
Republic of China joined the other major powers in negotia­
tions on vital international problems and made a contribu­
tion of its own that won the acclaim of wide sections of 
world opinion. The international status of the People's 
Republic of China as one of the big powers has gained 
universal recognition. Its international prestige has been 
greatly enhanced. The Chinese people take the greatest joy 
and pride in the efforts and achievements of their delegation 
at Geneva. 

But it was to be another 1 7 years before the PRC was finally 
accepted by the international community as symbolised by 
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its taking up of the China seat at the United Nations in 1971. 
Not surprisingly, in the intervening period the PRC lent its 
weight to attempts to transform the existing international 
order in a revolutionary way, whereas beginning in the seven­
ties China's leaders have so moderated that position that 
many consider China to be playing the role of a status quo 
power in the international system. 

Statehood and independence 

If Mao can be described as a leader who sought to revolutionise 
the international order he did so only in certain limited ways. 
Indeed it can be argued that in at least one fundamental 
respect Mao and his colleagues fully endorsed the key element 
of the contemporary international system - the modem state. 
China's leaders also accepted the basic ground rules of the 
system to the extent that they regarded states 'as bound by 
certain rules in their dealings with one another, such as that 
they should respect one another's claims to independence, 
that they should honour agreements into which they enter, 
and that they should be subject to certain limitations in exer­
cising force against one another'. Nor did China's leaders 
oppose other aspects of the inter-state system and they were 
prepared to 'co-operate in the working of institutions such as 
the forms and procedures of international law, the machinery 
of diplomacy and general international organisation, and the 
customs and conventions of war'. 26 

Indeed one of the important ways in which modem China 
differs from its imperial past concerns the transformation of 
the Chinese state. In the past China was separated from the 
outside world by frontier areas which were ill-defined. These 
were pushed out far into Central Asia when the empire was 
relatively strong and came close to the heartland of China 
when the empire was relatively weak. In the modem period 
these 'frontiers' have been replaced by borders which are 
supposed to demarcate precisely where the 'sacred soil of the 
motherland' ends and foreign territory begins. One of the 
major unresolved problems of the PRC is that it has inherited 
the approach to borders and statehood as developed by Chinese 
nationalists in the 1890s if not before. This tended to identify 
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the modern state borders with the limits of the areas adminis­
tered by the Manchu Qing Dynasty. These included, as well 
as the Chinese core, the periphery provinces peopled by non­
Han Chinese nationalities of Manchuria, the two Mongolian 
provinces, Xinjiang (or what used to be called Chinese Turkes­
tan) and Tibet. It raised question marks as to what precisely 
the 'modern' Chinese claimed had been unjustly snatched 
away by imperialism from their imperial predecessors which 
they would now seek to reclaim. It also left ambiguities as to 
the attitudes which a 'modern' China would take towards the 
former tributaries of the empire.27 

The basis for this assertion of statehood was not self­
determination which might be regarded as the linchpin of 
modern states which base their legitimacy on popular sover­
eignty. Rather, as with most Third World countries, the 
definition of statehood is expressed as independence from 
colonial rule and great power interference. China, however, 
had not been under direct colonial rule; but it entered the 
modern international system as a victim of imperialism which 
claimed special rights within China, which reduced Chinese 
control over its periphery and even detached large territories 
away from China completely. Chinese nationalism began 
partly as an attempt to restore these losses and the PRC has 
largely inherited the notions of territorial integrity and the 
concept of sovereignty implicit in those early claims. 

The independence which had been won in 1949 was des­
cribed as liberation. The Chinese people, it was claimed, under 
the leadership of the Communist Party had liberated them­
selves from the feudalism of landlord and tenancy farming, 
from the bureaucratic capitalism of those who were in effect 
agents of foreign companies and who monopolised state 
power, as well as freeing the country from imperialism. In 
other words the liberation of the PRC was perceived as a 
more profound assertion of independence and self-renewal 
than was true for the overwhelming majority of other Third 
World countries who had done no more than remove alien 
rule without really changing their domestic societies or the 
domestic elites which had in many cases been groomed by 
the old colonial power. 

The independence and sovereignty claimed by Mao was 
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frequently synonymous with total autonomy or autarky 
within virtually hermetically sealed borders. Perhaps the 
clearest expression of this was during the first two years of 
the Cultural Revolution in 1966-68 when behind a barrage 
of ineffective radical rhetoric China turned inwards to con­
sume itself in revolutionary political struggle. Precisely because 
China's liberation was essentially a form of national renewal 
which stressed the significance of statehood, it did not chal­
lenge the basis of the inter-state system. It helped to transform 
the distribution of power within that system and it challenged 
the existing order in a number of ways, but despite the rhetoric 
of Mao and others the Chinese Revolution (or liberation) 
never threatened the international system in the way that it 
was threatened by the French and the Bolshevik Revolutions. 
The Chinese Revolution, in this view, should be seen as part 
of the general trend begun after the Second World War which 
heralded the end of the pre-war imperial/colonial structure. 
The new China therefore was not really challenging the basis 
of the inter-state system. It sought rather a special role for 
itself within that system.28 

It is true that Mao and various Chinese Communist leaders 
have always asserted that 'in the final analysis national struggle 
is class struggle', but in fact international class alignments 
were always of minor significance in the conduct of China's 
foreign policy. Even during the high tide of what many con­
sider to be the revolutionary phase of Chinese foreign policy 
from the late fifties to the early sixties, the touchstone of 
Chinese policy towards other governments and revolutionary 
movements was their attitudes towards the United States and 
the Soviet Union. At that time the thrust of China's foreign 
policy was to establish an international united front against 
the United States to the exclusion of the Soviet Union. 

Like all Communist countries the PRC formally distinguishes 
between state and party relations. But it is doubtful whether 
the distinction mattered much to Mao, except in so far as it 
was useful in the prosecution of his policy and ideological 
concerns. During the early stages of the Sino-Soviet dispute 
when he complained of the patriarchal attitude of the Soviet 
Union and suggested that the socialist camp should embody 
unity and diversity, he was unable to come up with any sug-
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gestions as to how the camp might be reformed along new 
organisational lines. Nor did he later move towards establish­
ing a new Communist international after the full break with 
the Soviet Party. Interestingly, it was Liu Shaoqi, at this stage 
in the middle sixties, who sought to develop a special relation­
ship with Asian Communist Parties. As befitted a man who 
took a more orthodox Leninist view than Mao to questions 
of party organisation and to the administration of the econ­
omy, Liu tended to pay higher regard to keeping China within 
the orthodox Communist movement. Indeed Liu's last offici­
ally published statement in July 1966 implied that whatever 
their differences China and the Soviet Union were still mem­
bers of the socialist world and it called for co-ordination 
between China and Vietnam to deal 'joint blows' at the 
American forces in that country.29 Mao, by contrast (having 
failed to get the kind of anti-American united front in the 
Third World which he had wanted, and having long written 
off the Soviet leadership as counter-revolutionaries), was 
already deeply engaged in the early stages of the Cultural 
Revolution and he took an entirely different view of the 
international situation. From the early sixties Mao had argued 
that the two superpowers were in collusion against China, 
hence any realignment with the Soviet Union could only lead 
to a new dependency and double-cross. As he put it to Edgar 
Snow a few years later: 'compromising with either of the 
superpowers could then only lead to a split on the home 
front ... ', whereas 'a resolutely independent and united 
China could weather any storm'.30 

Mao and the two superpowers 

In a sense Mao's deepest imprint on China's foreign policy 
concerns the relations with the Soviet Union and the United 
States. All the other dimensions of foreign policy were de­
pendent upon the changing character of that double relation­
ship. Only these two powers had the capacity to challenge 
China's independence and from its inception the PRC has 
lived under the shadow of their overwhelming threats. The 
PRC is the only country in the world to have been threatened 
by nuclear attack by both the USA and the USSR.31 Yet 
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China has been all along a Third World country which has 
lacked the industrial and technical base to develop a military 
capability equivalent to that of its two superpower adversaries. 
How then did Mao envisage that the PRC could develop a 
socialist society and build its economy without becoming 
dependent on one or the other of them? 

It was not until the late 1950s that the problem presented 
itself in this way. It was ,mly when Mao had decided that the 
Soviet Union was not a dependable ally and that Khruschev 
was wrong in both his strategy and his ideology that Mao 
began to develop an autonomous path for China, separate 
from both the superpowers. This entailed domestic and ex­
ternal policies which were notionally distinctly separate, but 
which were in fact closely interlinked. In order to pursue an 
independent way that rightly or wrongly was perceived by 
one or by both of the superpowers as a challenge to their 
interests Mao sought to demonstrate that China could be 
neither successfully invaded nor overawed by superior power. 
To these ends he stressed China's capacity to defend itself 
through people's war and he developed nuclear weapons to 
deter nuclear attack or nuclear blackmail. The doctrine of 
people's war also brought into play the distinctive experiences 
of the revolutionary and civil wars period when the army and 
the people and the Communist Party were closely integrated. 
It put a premium upon mass movements, class politics and 
'correct' ideology. The emphasis on autonomy and independ­
ence in international affairs was designed to thwart attempts 
at control or dominance by the superpowers separately or 
collectively. Only that could ensure that China could develop 
along the revolutionary socialist lines favoured by Mao. If 
that was the primary goal, it followed that any foreign policy 
which would protect the homeland and insulate its socialist 
order from alien influence or superpower dominance would 
be acceptable in principle. As we have seen in the previous 
chapter, this still left considerable leeway for disagreement 
among the leadership. Moreover we have also seen that Mao 
himself was not always consistent on how to weigh the prior­
ities of the goals of revolution and modernisation. Nevertheless 
there was no incongruity, as far as Mao was concerned, 
between the various foreign policy roles which China played 
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between say 1965 and 1971. In this relatively short period 
China moved from the pursuit of a Third World united front 
against the United States, through a time of revolutionary 
isolation and to a rapprochement with the United States 
against the Soviet Union. The essential purpose remained to 
build an international coalition against the more globally 
assertive of the superpowers, while retaining sufficient auton­
omy to choose the domestic priorities without foreign inter­
ference. 

China's independence after the break with the Soviet Union 
ultimately rested on its capacity to defend itself by people's 
war and by the development of a minimal nuclear deterrent 
force. But Mao's strategy in dealing with the two superpowers 
depended partly on his capacity to manipulate the main 
trends in world politics as he saw them, and partly on China's 
capacity to seize the initiative tactically on its periphery under 
conditions of general military inferiority. However, as the 
'third power' China also had a certain advantage compared 
with Russia or America. China could hope to manoeuvre 
within the relative central balance which has obtained between 
the two superpowers and indeed at different times it has 
sought and obtained military and technological assistance 
from both. As the weaker third party, China has not developed 
extensive global commitments and it has both contributed to, 
and benefited from, the emergence of multi-polarity in world 
affairs. China's emphasis on the politics of independence fitted 
in well with a significant trend in world politics, namely the 
rise of the Third World. The example of Gaullist France in 
the mid-sixties suggested to Mao that the concern with national 
independence and irritation with superpower controls was 
shared by the middle-ranking powers too. 

Mao's view of the superpowers was first developed with 
regard to 'American imperialism' and was then applied later 
to 'Soviet social imperialism'. Drawing on his pre-1949 experi­
ence Mao held that American imperialism carried with it the 
seeds of its own destruction. Though technologically powerful 
it was a paper tiger because it lacked popular support. Imperi­
alism, according to Mao, was driven by an inner logic to try 
and expand. Interestingly, he never sought to explain the 
nature of this logic; he simply accepted Lenin's assertion. But, 
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as we have seen, unlike Lenin, Mao did not pay much atten­
tion to the political economy of imperialism which after all 
lay at the heart of Lenin's theory. Mao focused more on the 
military strategy of imperialism and he asserted that the more 
military bases that were established throughout the world the 
more extensive would be the resistance to American controls. 
On 14 August 1949 Mao put it as follows: 'Make trouble, fail, 
make trouble again, fail again ... till their doom; that is the 
logic of the imperialists .... This is a Marxist Law.' Whereas, 
'fight, fail, fight again, fail again, fight again ... till their 
victory; that is the logic of the people .... This is another 
Marxist Law.'32 In Mao's view the establishment of foreign 
military bases by the United States was a source of weakness 
as well as a sign of strength. This tied America down and it 
led to over-commitment of resources. It also provided targets 
for popular resistance and opportunities for China to exert 
pressure on the United States at times of its choosing. Thus 
Mao argued at the height of the second Taiwan crisis in 1958 
when America and China seemingly stood on the brink of 
war that, as the result of having established a base there, 
Taiwan had become 'a noose around the American necks'.33 
Two years earlier in 1956 Mao claimed that the Americans 
'put their bases everywhere, just like an ox with its tail tied 
to a post, what good can that do?'34 In 1958 Mao also reintro­
duced the theme which he had last raised 12 years before, to 
the effect that the real immediate target of American imperial­
ist aggression was the nationalism of the Third World rather 
than the socialist bulwarks of China and the Soviet Union. 

We too have done a bit of crisis handling, and we made the 
West ask us not to go on doing it. It's a good thing for us 
when the West gets afraid about making a crisis .... All the 
evidence proved that imperialism has adopted a defensive 
position and that it no longer has an ounce of offensiveness 
[that is, against China and the Soviet Union]. 35 

It was this kind of reasoning which led to a growing rift with 
the Soviet Union whose leaders, beginning with Stalin, have 
continually asserted that the advance of socialism and the 
opportunity for progress of the nationalist independence of 
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Third World countries depend in the first instance on the 
Soviet Union and on its relations with the United States. In 
their view progress elsewhere depends in the final analysis 
upon the Soviet Union and upon being linked to it. All other 
struggles were in effect subordinate to the struggle between 
the socialist camp headed by the Soviet Union and the im­
perialist camp headed by the United States. Therefore if the 
security of the Soviet Union in the nuclear age demanded the 
reaching of an understanding with the United States and the 
prevention of local conflicts escalating into a major East­
West clash, then it was incumbent upon all other socialist 
countries and movements for national liberation to operate 
within that framework. Mao's approach totally denied the 
validity of this Soviet-centric analysis. As we have seen, Mao 
argued that the socialist camp was not the immediate target 
of the United States. Being inherently expansionist the United 
States would seek to bring the Third World and the entire 
capitalist world under its tight control. This was the focal 
point of the struggle against it, and moreover that struggle 
should take precedence for the immediate future over the 
East-West confrontation. One should not allow oneself to be 
cowed or blackmailed by nuclear threats. Generally speaking, 
according to Mao it was essential to stand up to imperialist 
threats for imperialism would be defeated only as the result 
of determined resistance. This meant that Mao had to answer 
the obvious question, 'what if the imperialists actually resorted 
to nuclear weapons in a crisis?'. Already in 1954, Mao had 
told Nehru 'if the worst came to the worst and half mankind 
died the other half would remain while imperialism would be 
razed to the ground and the whole world would become 
socialist.'36 This chilling prospect, however, was being ad­
vanced by a leader who had already faced the threat of nuclear 
attack more than once in the previous 5 years and who was 
to face them several more times in the future.Maohadproved 
his capacity to handle crises under a nuclear threat, and he 
was no nuclear warmonger as his Soviet critics alleged. His 
point was that one had to be prepared for the worst case and 
one could not rely on imperialists not to use nuclear weapons. 
Mao further argued that nuclear weapons were irrational even 
for imperialists: 
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Exploitation means exploiting people; one has to exploit 
people before one can exploit the earth. There's no land 
without people, no wealth without land. If you kill all the 
people and seize the land, what can you do with it? I don't 
see any reason for using nuclear weapons, conventional 
weapons are better.37 

At the same time Mao appreciated the deterrent value of 
nuclear weapons since it was around that time that he issued 
his first public instruction to start on a programme of manu­
facturing nuclear weapons. 

Mao's position at the end of the fifties was that China and 
the Soviet Union were not the immediate target for American 
aggression. But the deepening Sino-Soviet rift had reached 
the point by the summer of 1963 when the Soviet Union and 
the United States demonstrated a common interest in collud­
ing together against China - or at least that was how Mao 
perceived the significance of the Test Ban Treaty. The People's 
Daily editorialised: 

It is most obvious that the tripartite treaty is aimed at tying 
China's hands. The U.S. representative to the Moscow talks 
has said publicly that the United States, Britain and the 
Soviet Union were able to arrive at an agreement, because 
'we could work together to prevent China getting a nuclear 
capability' .... This is a U.S.-Soviet alliance against China 
pure and simple.38 

How had Mao allowed this situation to arise? Surely China's 
independence rested on its capacity to manoeuvre between 
the two superpowers rather than on having them both in col­
lusion against it before it had acquired even the most element­
ary nuclear deterrent against either? Indeed there were those 
in the Chinese hierarchy who argued that Mao had carried his 
opposition to Soviet revisionism too far. 39 But Mao's point 
was that China could only have remained a close Soviet ally 
by sacrificing its independence and by following the wrong 
road in both domestic and foreign affairs. In other words if 
China were to assert its independence and struggle against 
superpower dominance this was the price that would have to 
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be paid. By being organised to fight a defensive people's war 
China could still claim the ability ultimately to defeat an 
invasion by either of the superpowers. In 1962 it had already 
demonstrated the capacity to deal successfully with threats 
on its borders.40 Meanwhile the break with the Soviet Union 
was not yet corp.plete: it was not until1966 that Mao finally 
ended Party to Party relations with Moscow. At the same time 
the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations had begun what 
was seen in China as a new wave of attack on the Third World 
which culminated in the Vietnam War whose original goal 
was to check China and to show the world that America had 
the answer to insurgency warfare. Mao initially tried to build 
relations with the medium powers, as epitomised by De 
Gaulle's France which recognised China in 1964 much to the 
chagrin of the Americans. But when that failed to develop as 
a united front China's leaders turned to the Third World and 
tried to establish a united front without the Russians against 
American imperialism. But by the end of 1965 that too failed 
to materialise. 

In retrospect the PRC was saved from a burgeoning anti­
China front of both the superpowers by the American escala­
tion of the war in Indo-China. The Soviet Union had little 
option except to intervene on Hanoi's side. Their common 
anti-China concerns became lost in their adversorial relations 
over Vietnam. Moreover Peking's vital security interests 
required the continuation of the war and the prevention of 
negotiated compromises. 

The turning point for China was 1968 when, following the 
Tet Offensive, Lyndon Johnson finally acknowledged that 
America had to scale down its commitment to the war and he 
sought and obtained Hanoi's agreement to negotiate. Peking 
had been vehemently against this. Indeed Zhou Enlai report­
edly told the head of the Vietnamese delegation en route to 
Paris that 'in Mao Zedong's opinion the talks were amistake'.41 

The talks were regarded as a product of Russo-American col­
lusion. There was the fear that the United States might soon 
facilitate Soviet activities against China. The gulf with Hanoi 
widened after its approval of the Soviet conquest of Czecho­
slovakia. Le Duan rejected Zhou's speech to his delegation in 
which he repeated an earlier assertion that the Soviet Union 
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had demonstrated by the invasion that it was now a social 
imperialist country (that is, a country whose leaders practise 
imperialist policies while engaging in the rhetoric of socialism). 
Zhou also went on to add that as a result 'the socialist camp 
had ceased to exist'.42 Hanoi was unimpressed and it still 
held on to its special relations with Moscow. Meanwhile the 
Russians began to move significant military forces to the 
Soviet Far East adjacent to the borders with China and there 
was the suspicion that the same doctrine by which the Soviet 
leaders claimed the right to intervene in Czechoslovakia might 
also be used for intervention against China. By the end of 
1968 the Chinese Foreign Ministry sought to reopen talks 
with the United States on the basis of the five principles of 
peaceful coexistence. 

Peking then became divided between the nativists headed 
by Lin Biao who opposed the opening to the United States 
and preferred instead to continue with the revolutionary 
isolation of the Cultural Revolution and to sustain China's 
defences by vastly increased military spending, especially on 
missiles and aircraft. This line was linked with Lin's position 
in the domestic political struggles. Mao Zedong and Zhou 
Enlai opposed this trend and won. They chose instead to seek 
the broadest possible international diplomatic united front 
against the Soviet Union. In Mao's view 1968 was not only a 
crisis year for China, but it also marked a major turning point 
in international politics. The American retreat from escalation 
in Vietnam, coupled with the Soviet invasion of Czechoslo­
vakia, were perceived by Mao as the beginning of a new stage 
in which American imperialism was to be thrown on the 
defensive and Soviet imperialism was to embark on an expan­
sionist phase. It also meant that the main danger to China 
was to be posed by the Soviet Union and not by the United 
States. Although there were many problems to be overcome 
before Henry Kissinger made his dramatic visit to Peking in 
July 1971, it was these broad strategic calculations which 
underlay Mao's decision to open the door to the United States. 

In many respects Mao's geopolitical analysis of imperialism 
could be said to have been vindicated by these events. The 
reason for 1968 being considered the high-water-mark in 
American post Second World War expansionism, rather than 
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say a temporary setback, was less because of what had hap­
pened in the fields and cities of South Vietnam than because 
of the growing contradictions or problems which the American 
Administration was confronting in prosecuting the war. It 
was as if Mao's analysis of 30 years earlier, on how to defeat 
the Japanese by protracted war, had come true with regard 
to the United States. Thus the United States, being unable to 
win the war by decisive battles, was continually escalating the 
war by pouring in ever more troops and national treasure. It 
was becoming isolated from its allies; the costs of the war 
were damaging its economy and weakening its international 
standing; the unpopularity of the war was exacerbating dom­
estic social divisions and weakening the political order at 
home. In short it proved the paper tiger character of imperial­
ism. Even the vast military and economic strength of the 
United States had been proved unable to impose a pax Ameri­
cana on an awakened Third World determined to resist. Mao 
was to argue that the same in time would apply to the new 
rising imperialism of the Soviet Union. 

This readiness to perceive and react to the new trends of 
international politics may be seen as the hallmark of Mao's 
approach to the fluidity of power relations. But at the same 
time it also brought sharply into focus the limits of Mao's 
commitment to proletarian internationalism or, more precise­
ly, the commitment to support revolutionary movements in 
other countries. By viewing the question of imperialism in 
global strategic terms Mao necessarily subordinated his com­
mitment to revolutionary struggles elsewhere to these global 
issues. Like the Soviet Union in the 1920s, China under his 
leadership was now open to the charge that it put its own 
state security interests above any kind of revolutionary inter­
nationalism. 

It was not until1974 that Mao reportedly chose to identify 
the general patterns and forces which shaped this new stage 
in world history.43 He held that there were now three worlds: 
The two imperialist superpowers, the medium industrialised 
powers and the countries of the Third World. The United 
States and the Soviet Union were seen as contending for 
global dominion; except that the former was generally on the 
defensive and could be aligned with against the latter. The 
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Third World, to which China was said to belong, having but 
recently emerged from colonialism (and where some residual 
colonial outposts still existed) was therefore the most deter­
mined to resist the new imperialism, and its countries were 
striving to develop their economies which in tum required 
the construction of a more equitable New International 
Economic Order. The second world was described as lying 
uneasily between the other two with its true interests being 
defined as in alignment with the Third World against the first. 
It is almost as if an analogy was drawn between this second 
world and the national and petit bourgeoisie of the Chinese 
Revolution who wavered in their support for the revolutionary 
peasant and working classes in their struggle against the big 
reactionaries. 

It is debatable how far this framework of analysis influ­
enced the operations of Chinese foreign policy over the 
following 2¥2 years before Mao's death in September 1976. 
The factional struggles and the conflict for succession at this 
time had a profound effect on foreign relations as well as on 
more strictly domestic issues. In addition to which, specific 
foreign policy developments depend on many factors, of which 
the perceptions and guidelines of the Chinese leadership are 
only one. Moreover it is one whose influence is more likely 
to be observed over a long period. Nevertheless the Third 
World theory was not arrived at lightly, and it reflected a 
distinctly Maoist interpretation of the history of the world 
since 1945. It argued that for a period after the Second World 
War a socialist camp had come into existence which served as 
a reliable revolutionary base area for the nationalistic struggles 
against American imperialism in the intermediate zone. The 
struggles were complicated by the fact that America was 
trying to replace the old declining imperial countries such as 
France and Britain whose colonies were simultaneously striv­
ing for independence. However, in the 1950s, as the Third 
World was winning its independence and beginning to con­
front the new and more dangerous imperialism of the United 
States, the Soviet Union began to abdicate its proper role as 
its leadership embraced a 'revisionist' position. There then 
transpired a period of chaos and turbulence in world affairs 
as these new processes unfolded. In Mao's view it was not 
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until the early seventies that a new pattern emerged with 
sufficient clarity. 

Once again it will be seen that Mao's preoccupations in 
identifying these developments were less the orthodox Marxist 
concerns of the development of capitalist economies or the 
international division of labour. They were rather concerned 
with the relative power of imperialism and the significance of 
the struggle for national independence and liberation. The 
analysis of the dangers of the Soviet Union as an imperialist 
power was remarkably similar to those allegedly posed by the 
United States in earlier decades. Despite certain differences of 
style, geography and capabilities, like the United States before 
it, the Soviet Union, it was argued, did not intend to attack 
China as an immediate priority. China, it was claimed, was 
well prepared to fight a popular war of defence, in addition 
to which the superpowers were more directly engaged in their 
bilateral conflict, and that because of geography and Russia's 
economic and technological inferiority, the Soviet leaders' 
primary target was Western Europe. However, as that was 
relatively well defended the Soviet Union became engaged in 
a massive outflanking strategy to control vital areas of the 
Third World. That was the real purpose, Chinese spokesmen 
argued, for the Russian intervention in Africa through the 
use of Cuban proxies which began in 1974-75. Until he 
became too weak and ill to receive them in July 1976, Mao 
used to tell his visiting Western statesmen of his belief that, 
like the United States before it, the Soviet Union would try 
to expand its military control until it too would be limited 
by its internal contradictions. Meanwhile, he argued that the 
danger of world war existed and that it could be postponed 
only by determined resistance to Soviet expansionism. 

The use of force despite strategic adversity 

Mao's readiness to use force in defence of perceived threats 
to China's borders and to its national security interests under 
conditions of overall strategic superiority by hostile super­
powers is an important part of his geopolitical legacy. Indeed 
one of the reasons for China's significance as a great power is 
China's record in the use of force and the handling of crises. 
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These include the war in Korea (1950-53), the two offshore 
islands crises (1954 and 1958), the border war with India 
(1962), the border battle with the Soviet Union (1969) and 
the battle with South Vietnam for the Paracel Islands (1974). 
The Chinese incursion into Vietnam in 1979 took place well 
after Mao's death and, as I shall argue in chapter 5, there were 
dimensions to that war which distinguish it from these earlier 
wars when Mao was at the helm. Nevertheless like the earlier 
military engagements, this too was not fought on Chinese soil. 

China's general military strategy has all along been con­
cerned with defence. The doctrine of people's war can be 
flexibly applied to use a greater or lesser modernised army as 
its main force, but its main point is defensive in the normal 
use of the word. Namely, it is designed to defend the country 
within its borders following an invasion. The development by 
China of a minimal nuclear deterrent dovetails neatly with 
the people's war doctrine because it offers deterrence from 
nuclear attack to which China would be otherwise vulnerable. 
Yet all of China's wars since 1949 have been fought either on 
the borders or on adjacent foreign territory. Chinese official 
explanations have always explained these wars and incidents 
as responses to unprovoked challenges by others to Chinese­
claimed territory or national security. Moreover it has also 
been asserted that others have tried to take advantage of times 
when China was weak or apparently internally divided, but 
especially when superpower pressure on China was deemed to 
be strong. Whatever the truth of such explanations, they do 
not really explain the political and military doctrines em­
ployed in these military conflicts. Nor have the Chinese leaders 
ever explained their tactical calculations in resorting to limited 
warfare under conditions of strategic adversity. It will be seen 
that several of these conflicts involved the United States 
directly and at least one directly engaged Soviet forces in 
battle. 

In order to identify what might be regarded as the main 
tenets of Mao on the handling of these military crises it will 
be necessary to examine at least one. I shall choose the border 
battles with the Soviet Union of 1969, principally because 
they brought China to the brink of war with a superpower, 
thereby illustrating a certain brinkmanship in Mao. Analysis 
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of this should reveal most clearly Mao's approach to the larger 
problem of how a weaker power can engage in tactical or 
limited warfare under conditions of strategic inferiority. 

Before doing so, it may be best to highlight more particu­
larly the character of the problem which the PRC endeavoured 
to encounter. Mao's defence doctrines were concerned with 
fighting against an invasion; people's war called for drawing 
the enemy in deep, which meant surrendering territory over 
time before the tables could be turned on an over-extended 
invading army. These doctrines did not explain how to defend 
China's state borders against attacks that fell short of all-out 
invasion. Nor did they explain how a superpower adversary 
could be deterred at times of tension from applying discrete 
military pressures on China's periphery in an attempt to gain 
advantages from its overall strategic superiority. How could 
the PRC ensure that it did not lose the initiative while it 
waited for the massive invasion that might not in the end 
take place? Or to put the question more positively, how could 
the PRC translate its claimed defensive invincibility into 
practical advantage against challenges on or near its borders? 
These questions were further complicated by the fact that 
many of China's borders were unsettled and in dispute. More­
over, Taiwan during Mao's lifetime was still ruled by the rival 
regime of Chiang Kai-shek which was allied to the United 
States. Challenges on China's borders, therefore, involved 
both considerations of Chinese sovereignty and independence 
on the one hand, and the handling of superpower pressures on 
the other. The issue is further complicated by the fact that 
Chinese behaviour as a military power necessarily affected 
China's relations with its neighbours and with other countries 
in its Asian region. 

Mao's response to these sets of problems has to be deduced 
from his handling of the various crises for, unlike issues con­
cerning the domestic political arena, he has not explained his 
tactics on these matters. Recent studies by Western scholars, 
however, have suggested a certain consistency in Mao's 
responses.44 In the event of specific threats on China's borders 
Mao advocated the limited use of force as a kind of 'tit for tat' 
retaliation designed to deter the aggressor. Mao's concern was 
to demonstrate that, despite its weakness, the PRC could not 
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be bullied or deflected from its self-chosen domestic program­
mes by external coercion. Obviously, he was most concerned 
to demonstrate this at times of domestic crises or disorder; 
yet it appears that, contrary to the claim of certain observers, 
these crises were not used to mobilise society against the 
external threat in order to diffuse domestic discontent or 
disunity. Indeed it would have weakened Mao's tactical exer­
cises to have done so. For the purpose of the limited use of 
force was to deter the aggressor, by leaving open to him the 
option of de-escalation and a diplomatic settlement or the 
option of so enlarging the conflict as to transform it into a 
major war with incalculable consequences. On all six occasions 
listed above the PRC used force in a pre-emptive manner for 
deterrent purposes. With the exception of the 1974 battle for 
the Paracels (which will be discussed further in chapter 5) the 
pre-emptive attacks were soon followed by a pause and an 
implied invitation for the enemy to take stock and try for a 
political solution to diffuse the crisis, at least for the time 
being. The initial Korean intervention was followed by a 3-
week disengagement; the first attack on Indian positions was 
also accompanied by a pause, and after its victory the Chinese 
army withdrew as if to suggest that a lesson had been taught 
and that China had no greater aims than those declared all 
along, but that now that the initiative had been gained, it 
was up to the Indians as to whether or not they would nego­
tiate; the artillery bombardment of the offshore islands in 
1958 was followed by a call for talks with the United States; 
and the attacks on Soviet troops on the border in 1969 were 
followed several months later by a temporary diplomatic 
settlement between Kosygin and Zhou. 

The border battles with the Soviet Union of 196945 

The clashes on the border beginning in March 1969 may be 
regarded as a typical example of Mao's approach of using a 
limited force in a pre-emptive strike to diffuse a larger strat­
egic threat. The rapid build-up of Soviet forces near the 
Chinese border, and a growing number of border incidents 
and Soviet subversive activities accompanied by implied threats 
of war or intervention in China, built up a new sense of crisis 
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in Peking in early 1969 on top of the acute uncertainties 
already felt from the previous year. The Soviet military build­
up had begun with the conclusion of a new defence treaty 
with Mongolia in January 1966. Within a year Moscow had 
moved in about 100,000 troops and the forces on Russian 
soil had been substantially increased. Military manoeuvres 
by these forces were accompanied by intensive border patrol­
ling which often penetrated Chinese-claimed territory. Sub­
version was a particular problem in Xinjiang. But the main 
challenge was presented along the Amur and Ussuri Rivers in 
the northeast. The Russians had long claimed that the border 
ran on the bank on the Chinese side of the rivers and that 
their entire waterways and the 700 or more islands which 
they contained belonged exclusively to Russia. The Chinese 
disputed the Russian claim and held that the border, follow­
ing the standard Thalweg principle, ran along the centre of 
the main channel and that therefore about 600 of the islands 
belonged to China. The rivers had local strategic importance 
and they were of significance for transport and local fishing. 
The winter of 1968/69 saw heavy Soviet vehicles being used 
on the ice-bound islands to expel or otherwise interfere with 
Chinese occupants and Chinese patrols. These incidents took 
place against an international background which was perceived 
in Peking as increasingly threatening. Chinese sensitivity to 
Soviet-American collusion against China was reinforced by 
the beginnings of American-Vietnamese negotiations in Paris 
and by the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. The first was 
seen as something long desired by Moscow. It was also 
suggested that the Vietnamese were being asked in effect to 
make concessions to the Americans in return for the latters' 
acquiescence in the Soviet conquest of Czechoslovakia.46 

In Mao's view China had to act on the Soviet border despite 
Russia's military superiority and the fear of a larger war. Not 
to have responded would have given the impression of a China 
that was cowed and that could be bullied. That would only 
increase the dangers. Chen Bao (or Demansky Island) was 
chosen as the site on which the Chinese forces would make 
their stand as the local topography was most advantageous. 
In a sense the Chinese side only had to establish a presence 
there against Soviet opposition in order to make its point on 
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the riverine border issue as a whole. Accordingly, the Chinese 
deliberately initiated the clashes with the vigorous Soviet 
patrols. The Chinese claim to have won occupation of the 
island and a few years later they were able to arrange for a 
visit there by a Western observer.47 

In April, a month after the armed clashes on Chen Bao, 
Mao addressed his Central Committee on the general issues of 
the conflict: 

Others may come and attack us but we shall not fight out­
side our borders. We do not fight outside our borders. I say 
we will not be provoked. Even if you invite us to come out 
we will not come out, but if you should come and attack 
us we will deal with you. It depends on whether you attack 
on a small scale. If it is on a small scale we will fight on the 
border. If it is on a large scale then I am in favour of yield­
ing some ground. China is no small country. If there is 
nothing in it for them I don't think they will come .... If 
they invade our territory ... they would be easy to fight 
since they would fall into people's encirclement.48 

His distinction between a small-scale war which could be 
fought on the border and a large-scale one which would be 
fought deep within Chinese territory is critical. It is in a sense 
an exercise in brinkmanship, for Mao is in effect challenging 
his apparently superior adversary either to settle for the small­
scale war in which the tactical initiative might very well be 
taken by China, or to risk a large-scale war on Chinese ter­
ritory. The Russians toyed with the possibility of using nuclear 
weapons against China and its nuclear installations in particu­
lar, but in the end desisted. Indeed that high crisis paved the 
way ultimately for the Sino-American rapprochement. Fol­
lowing a Soviet armoured limited incursion into Xinjiang in 
August, the crisis was eventually diffused by a diplomatic 
agreement between the two respective Premiers, Kosygin and 
Zhou, in September of that year. Mao presumably was con­
tent that by having displayed a readiness to fight a small-scale 
border war he had stood up for Chinese sovereignty; he had 
refused to be coerced by superior firepower and he had per­
haps averted a larger war later. 
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Problems of Mao's geopolitical heritage 

If Mao's geopolitical heritage is concerned with how a relatively 
weak but socially mobilised large Third World country can 
maintain its independence and autonomy against the threats 
of the military superior superpowers, it necessarily contains 
inescapable particular paradoxes and problems. For conveni­
ence of analysis these may be regarded as the paradoxes of 
independence, alliance and power. 

The PRC leaders have sought independence as the frame­
work within which to modernise the economy and to develop 
a socialist society (even though they have had severe political 
conflicts as to what this entails and how it may be achieved). 
Moreover economic development has been sought not only 
for its own sake and to improve the living conditions of the 
Chinese people, but also to ensure that China could continu­
ously improve its defences lest it should once again be humili­
ated by foreign powers as in the past. This in tum requires 
that China should open its doors to import advanced techno­
logy and to absorb the latest advances in the .sciences. Otherwise 
a relatively backward country like China would inevitably fall 
further and further behind its great adversaries until its hard­
won independence would eventually be in jeopardy. Notion­
ally Mao's doctrine of self-reliance allowed for combining the 
right mix of independent development and foreign imports. 
In practice, however, Mao swung from an over-dependency 
on the Soviet Union in the fifties to almost complete autarky 
in the sixties (especially during the early years of the Cultural 
Revolution) only to prevaricate uneasily in the seventies on 
the side of the closed-door nativists headed by his wife Jiang 
Qing and her 'Gang of Four' against the open-door modernis­
ers headed by Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping. 

Mao's approach to international politics placed a high 
priority on the establishment of alliances or, more properly, 
united fronts against whichever happened to be the more 
dangerous of the superpowers. But not a single one of China's 
alliances can be said to have held, and its attempts at building 
international united fronts have not been crowned with suc­
cess. Thus alliances with the Soviet Union, Vietnam (from 
1971 to 1972), North Korea (for the Cultural Revolution 
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years 1966-69) and Albania (in effect from the early seven­
ties even though the formal break was delayed until Tito's 
Peking visit in 1977) have all broken down at one stage or 
another. The Chinese attempts to establish an anti-American 
united front which excluded the Soviet Union broke down in 
a rather unsavoury way at the second Afro-Asian Conference 
at Algiers in November 1965. One of the reasons for this 
catalogue of failures arises from Mao's political thought itself 
as well as from Chinese behaviour. Mao's thought as applied 
to international affairs calls for an independent self-reliant 
China whose leaders perceive the world from the prism of 
China's revolutionary experiences as being in continual flux. 
Their task is to identify the principal contradiction to which 
all other conflicts must be subordinated until that primary 
contradiction might change. Implicit in this view is that the 
Chinese viewpoint alone is correct. It follows that all inter­
national associations are by definition temporary and con­
ditional. Furthermore, as Mao's China tended to insulate 
itself from the outside world and because Mao tended to 
identify the changing currents in world affairs in terms of 
their impact on China, the Chinese position has not always 
been shared or understood. This, combined with the startling 
and often mystifying changes in China's domestic politics, 
have caused the PRC to be regarded as a less than reliable 
partner. 

Mao's geopolitical legacy also includes several paradoxes 
regarding the central question of power. Although Mao was 
ever alert to changes in power relations affecting the super­
powers, and he was always conscious of the threats of domin­
ance which they posed to smaller or weaker countries, he was 
curiously unaware or dismissive of China's impact as a major 
power in its Asian region. From the perspective of the PRC it 
is possible to argue that China's policy in the region has been 
consistent. In this view the Chinese people having 'stood up' 
themselves understand full well the significance of independ­
ence and they have therefore deliberately eschewed any policy 
of 'reaching out'. They have confined their regional policy to 
attempting to deny access and control to whichever has been 
the most dangerous of the superpowers. In the first two 
decades after 1949 this was the United States, but since then 
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it has been the Soviet Union. China's strategy, then, has been 
one of denial rather than acquisition. But as seen from within 
the region, because China's regional policy is decided in the 
light of developments outside the region, the PRC has tended 
to be regarded as dangerously unpredictable. Most of the 
countries concerned have historical experience with China 
stretching back over many centuries, during which they were 
in a subordinate capacity. Many of them have disputes with 
China which arise out of that history. In Southeast Asia in 
particular the Overseas Chinese minorities are a further com­
plication. Moreover, by continuing to extend moral and at 
times material support to Communist insurgencies in some of 
these countries, the PRC is perceived by the host governments 
to be challenging their legitimacy and to be 'throwing its 
weight' about in the region in ways that are bound to be 
increasingly uncomfortable as China's proportionate strength 
grows. As a result some governments in the region are prepared 
to contemplate a long-term presence there by the external 
great powers as an extended insurance against the emergence 
of a Chinese preponderance. By having made China's policy 
within its region dependent upon its global policy vis-0.-vis the 
superpowers, Mao has paradoxically led to a situation in which 
countries within the region might, as a result, encourage the 
kind of superpower presence which China's policy was 
designed to deny. 

In sum Mao's approach may be said to have ensured China's 
survival and emergence as a great power, but in so doing the 
support for the revolutionary struggles of others has been 
marginal and largely conditional on China's relations with the 
two superpowers. Indeed Mao's geopolitics may be said to 
have constantly focused on the conflictual elements of super­
power politics at the global level. This clearly led to difficult­
ies in establishing policies based on a co-operative pattern, 
such as alliances of various sorts, or managing relations with 
suspicious smaller neighbours. Perhaps this is the result of 
China's peculiar paradox of being strong enough to thwart 
the superpowers and too weak to establish common ground 
with others on a consistent basis. 
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4 

Chinese Society and Foreign 
Relations After Mao 

No aspect of China's foreign relations has changed as much 
since the passing of Mao as China's societal relations with the 
outside world. The policy of the 'open door' has become an 
integral part of the programme for the modernisation of the 
country. The 'open door' policy has gone beyond simply 
extending still further the trends begun in the early seventies 
of expanding foreign trade and importing turnkey industrial 
plants. It has paved the way for a wide range of societal inter­
actions with the outside (largely) capitalist world. Many of 
these interactions have challenged long-standing social con­
ventions and political practices in ways that have not always 
been welcome to the regime, or rather to particular political 
groups. Although much of the closer association with the 
Western world has been officially welcomed as necessary for 
modernisation purposes and for raising Chinese scientific and 
technological standards, other aspects have been condemned 
from time to time as inculcating corrupt and so-called 'liberal 
bourgeois' values. 

The new association with the outside world is occurring at 
a time when public confidence in the Communist Party, its 
leaders and the other main institutions of state is low. China's 
intellectuals had lost much of their faith by the wilting of the 
Hundred Flowers movement in 195 7 when hundreds of 
thousands of their number were disgraced as rightists. A simi­
lar crisis of faith took place in the countryside in the near­
famine conditions that prevailed in many areas in 1960-61 
after the failure of the Great Leap Forward. Inner Party con­
fidence had been badly scarred by Mao's purge of Peng 
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Dehuai in 1959 for opposition to the Great Leap which Mao 
chose to interpret as a personal attack. That purge offended 
against the established Party norms on internal debate.1 

However, the final blows were delivered by the Cultural 
Revolution when the bulk of the older generation of Party 
leaders were rusticated, or worse, and the remaining intellec­
tual and managerial strata were mercilessly cast aside. The 
blind faith of the youthful Red Guards in Mao was rudely 
shattered by the factional strife of 196 7-68, culminating in 
their dispersal to the countryside. The Lin Biao affair of 
1969-71 was a shattering blow to both the Party and the 
People's Liberation Army - the two great institutions 
which had liberated China in 1949. The conflict until Mao's 
death between, on the one hand, the modernisers as led by 
Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping, and on the other, the nati­
vist ultra-leftists of the Gang of Four which culminated in the 
strife of 1976, left a badly bruised factionalised Party, Army 
and country. The society that was being opened to external 
influence was not only one that had to recover from the 
bitter divisions of the Cultural Revolution, but it was also 
one whose leaders had progressively destroyed the deep 
reservoir of support and trust with which it had begun in the 
fifties. Such trust, once destroyed, is not easily rebuilt. For 
example, nearly 5 years after the fall of the Gang of Four and 
the beginning of the new order, People's Daily 'commentator' 
on 2 August 1981 (the day following Army Day) complained 
about the attitudes of the 'broad masses of youth both inside 
and outside the army': 

Having never experienced oppression in the old society and 
in the old army, the young do not understand the glorious 
traditions of unity between the army and the government 
and between the army and the people, nor do they grasp 
the truth that without a people's army the people have 
nothing; they do not have a deep comprehension of the 
close relations that existed between the army and the 
people during the years of war that made them as insepar­
able as fish and water and as close as flesh and blood. 2 

As Deng Xiaoping gradually established his ascendancy, a 
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determined attempt has been made to establish a new domes­
tic political and economic order. This may be seen as involving 
three important elements. The first centred on the attempt to 
resolve the long-standing political and economic problems 
arising out of the Cultural Revolution. At the ideological 
level this has meant moving beyond the vilification of the 
Gang of Four, which had occupied much of the first year 
after the death of Mao, and preparing the ground for the 
larger issue of extirpating the influence of long-standing 
leftist currents in Chinese politics. This inevitably affected 
different political institutions and social groups in different 
ways. The victims of the Cultural Revolution, expecially the 
older Party Cadres, the educated (or intellectual) groups and 
the old-style bourgeoisie with their Overseas Chinese connec­
tions, had been rehabilitated in a context in which their 
impulse towards vengeance has had to be tempered by the 
need to promote 'stability and unity'. This led to the uneasy 
situation in which all the various organisations and units 
throughout the land have continued to be staffed by both 
victims and beneficiaries of the Cultural Revolution. About 
half the membership of the 39 million strong Communist 
Party were admitted during the Cultural Revolution decade, 
and that is necessarily a source of great tension. Furthermore, 
important elements in the armed forces appear to have 
become the principal upholders of the remnant leftist view­
points. Interestingly, their advocacy of this viewpoint appears 
to be derived from the conservatz"ve impulse to protect their 
institutional interests rather than from the radical urge to 
transform society. Still other elements in the PLA welcome 
the new path of modernisation and professionalism. 3 To a 
large extent many of these issues centred on the question as 
to how to judge Mao Zedong and his legacy. It took the 
reconstituted Party almost 4 years to deliver its verdict. 

The second element has focused on the need to establish 
greater institutional regularity and legality. Few countries 
had experienced as much organisational change and uncer­
tainty within two decades as China underwent in the last 20 
years of Mao's life. The period of the Great Leap Forward in 
the late fifties witnessed the replacement of many aspects of 
the authority of state institutions by those of the Party. In 
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the Cultural Revolution the Party was virtually destroyed as a 
coherent organisational structure and many of its functions 
were taken over by the armed forces. This was also the period 
when the previous patterns of legitimate authority were super­
seded by the elevation of Mao Zedong as the ultimate, and at 
times the only, source for legitimate action. During the 20 
years after the Great Leap Forward the minimal aspects of 
legality which had been built up in the first half of the fifties 
were cast aside. This was especially true of the Cultural 
Revolution. All this did not mean, however, that in their 
daily lives the Chinese people were free of the tight bureau­
cratic controls that determine nearly all facets of social inter­
course. In a sense they were worse off because these controls 
came to be exercised in more brutal and arbitrary ways. More­
over the turmoil of mass movements only increased the pres­
sures on daily social life. Thus one of the important promises 
of the post-Mao leaders is never again to allow such mass 
movements to unfold. 

The changing fortunes of the great national organisations 
during the two decades of turmoil did not in fact remove the 
power of the localised organisations which hold the Chinese 
people in thrall. Everyone in China belongs to what is called a 
'unit' (danwez") -usually the organisation of the work-place, 
such as a school, factory or office in the urban areas. These 
units, to which a person usually belongs for life, dominate 
nearly all aspects of personal life. They issue work and 
residence permits, ration coupons (for certain foods, clothing 
and other daily necessities). They allocate housing and in 
most cases their permission is needed for the purchase of 
scarce commodities or for travel to other areas. Most aspects 
of social life take place within these units and their leaders 
wield great power. The political changes during the two 
decades of turmoil may have caused variations from time to 
time concerning who or which faction may lead a unit, but at 
no point did this lead to the breakdown of the powers of the 
unit. In the countryside the production team or brigade per­
forms similar functions. 

The reforms enacted since the death of Mao have not been 
designed to curtail the powers of the unit as such. But in so 
far as they restore and extend the legal norms of the fifites, 
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they will undoubtedly minimise the abuse of power by local 
leaders. The main administrative reforms, however, are 
primarily designed to restore institutional order among the 
major national organisations. The new political leadership is 
dominated by those who were victims or battered survivors 
of the Cultural Revolution. Under the aegis of the double 
victim Deng Xiaoping they have edged out the main group of 
the Political Bureau beneficiaries of the Cultural Revolution 
and they look back with nostalgia to what they have perceived 
as the halcyon days of the mid-fifties when proper organisa­
tional norms prevailed. Their immediate aim is to separate 
more clearly the functions of the Party, Army and State 
institutions as well as to ensure that the Public Security and 
judicial organisations should operate within a publicly 
defined legal framework. 

At the same time the reforms are wedded to the per­
ceived needs of modernisation. Greater organisational 
specialisation and more specific lines of responsibility, it is 
hoped, will lead to more rational patterns of decision-making. 
The idea is that officials and managers of enterprises will 
respond more effectively to administrative and economic 
incentives. It is recognised that China's bloated bureaucracy 
is itself a major hindrance to the carrying out of economic 
reforms. Steps have been taken to cut back and streamline 
the central state bureaucracy, but it remains to be seen 
whether a similar exercise can be carried out at the middle 
administrative levels where most of the inertia is said to lie. 

Another purpose of the reforms is to try to ensure that the 
new emerging political and economic order will be sustained 
after the passing of its makers, i.e., Deng and his fellow 
remaining first-generation revolutionary leaders. The key to 
changing much of the inert bureaucratic behavioural patterns 
of middle-order officials is to give confidence to the population 
at large and to the significant political groupings in China 
that the leftist fundamentalist current will not return. This 
can only be achieved if legality and institutional rationality 
should take root as the framework within which modernisation 
can be realised and if people's living standards continue to rise. 

There is, however an ironic contradiction in the fact that 
the means by which Deng and his associates have sought to 
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institu tionalise the new order have been based on the time­
honoured Chinese practice of using personal connections 
(guanxi), patron-client relations and at one point, even a 
popular movement- practices which hardly accord with the 
professed norms of the new order. It was by those practices 
that Deng eased out his opponents in the Political Bureau 
at and around the Third Plenary Session of the 11th Central 
Committee of December 1978 when the movement of 
'democracy wall' in Peking was used effectively by Deng in 
combination with inner Party manoeuvring to demote the 
proto-Maoist group.4 Moreover, as in other Communist 
countries, the Party leaders have reserved the right to sub­
ordinate the application of the law to what they regard as the 
overriding interests of socialism. 

The third element, and perhaps the most important, has 
centred upon the drive for economic modernisation itself. It 
is this which commands widespread appeal for the nationalistic 
purpose of transforming China into a wealthy and strong 
(Ju qiang) country. This ancient slogan has been one of the 
few aspects of traditional political thought to have been 
embraced by all Chinese nationalists since the end of the 
nineteenth century. Moreover, given the decline of the appeal 
of ideology in post-Mao China, the significance given to 
modernisation as a means of increasing people's income and 
their standard of living should not be underestimated as a 
legitimating factor for the post-Mao leadership and its pro­
grammes. But despite some progress, major problems have 
arisen. The heady and vainglorious plan to leap into moderni­
sation as adumbrated by the March 1978 Seven-Year Plan to 
achieve significant modernisation by 1985 soon gave way at 
the end of the year to a realistic appreciation of the economic 
weaknesses and imbalances of China. Since then China has 
adopted a programme of structural reforms known as 
economic readjustment. Initially conceived as a temporary 
measure of 3 years' duration, this has recently been extended 
to 1986. 

Despite the uneven and gradual way in which the new 
political and economic order has developed since the death 
of Mao and the downfall of the Gang of Four, the societal 
interactions with the outside world have been significant in 



FOREIGN RELATIONS AFTER MAO 131 

all dimensions of these developments. The disillusionment of 
much of China's youth with Marxism and with much of the 
political experience of the PRC has been intensified by the 
growing external contacts. It is also realised how far China 
has fallen behind the enormous economic and technological 
advancements of the last 20 years, achieved not only in the 
United States and japan, but also in countries nearer to home 
such as South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore 
(known collectively in China as the 'four little tigers'). 
'Democracy Wall' and 'Peking Spring' of 1979 demonstrated 
that articulate representatives of the younger generation 
looked to Western representative democracy for inspiration.5 

From the perspective of the post-Mao leadership, the 
impetus to develop its legal programme has also been fuelled 
by the need for effective laws to meet the requirements of 
foreign companies operating in China. Moreover it is fully 
recognised that if the process of modernisation is to be at all 
successful, China has no alternative but to open its door to 
the modem world outside. China needs access to advanced 
science and technology and it needs to learn from foreign 
patterns of economic management if it is to improve its very 
low levels of economic efficiency. To be sure the foreign 
inputs can only be subsidiary to the efforts made within China. 
Nevertheless that subsidiary input is a necessary, if not a suf­
ficient, condition for significant progress in modernisation. 
Whether or not the new association with the west (including 
Japan) will be perceived in time as threatening China's 
separate identity and the values of the regime remains to be 
seen. Meanwhile the emerging new order has already been 
marked by this association in several important ways. 

The most visible and measurable external influence has 
been in the economic fields. The post-Mao leadership has 
sought foreign investment, foreign loans, a variety of joint 
ventures with foreign companies and it has opened several 
special economic zones designed to attract foreign enterprise. 
Moreover the trebling of the value of Chinese exports in the 
4 years between 1977 and 1981 has involved a growing 
number of Chinese enterprises in production geared exclusively 
for foreign markets and it has also seen the spawning of a 
wide variety of compensatory trade deals. In particular close 
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economic relations have been formed with Overseas Chinese, 
notably the 'compatriots' from Hong Kong and Macao. 

Many of these developments have led China towards funda­
mentally new institutional policies, notably in seeking to 
improve the organisation of foreign economic relations and in 
developing appropriate new laws and legal practices. Nowhere 
is this more evident than in the reforms carried out in its 
banking and financial operations in order to be able to cope 
with the new international economic challenges. Over and 
beyond this the post-Mao leadership, in considering how to 
combine central economic planning with degrees of decen­
tralisation and market forces, has encouraged the study of 
foreign models- notably those of Hungary and Yugoslavia. 
The reform of management of enterprises has led to close 
study of the managerial systems of foreign capitalist com­
panies and to the search for training in business management 
in the west. Poland's experience in 1980 and 1981 has been 
followed closely in China and many observers consider that 
the projected reform of China's trade union movement in 
1981 was abandoned in the light of China's leaders' dismay 
at the way the independent Polish Solidarity trade union 
movement challenged the power of the established Com­
munist Party and set itself up as an alternative source of 
authority. 

Chinese social interactions with the world outside have 
been greatly expanded in other ways. In a move of poten­
tially considerable, long-term significance, thousands of 
students have been sent abroad to study, and a wide variety 
of scholarly and cultural exchanges have taken place so that 
Chinese should no longer be cut off from the intellectual, 
cultural and scientific developments taking place in the 
Western world. 

Structural and political restraints 

Before examining China's 'open door' policies and their 
implications in greater detail it is first necessary to con­
sider the structural and political factors which will inevit-
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ably limit China's absorption into the international economic 
system. China's size, resource endowment, technological and 
economic levels of development will continue to ensure for 
a long time ahead that the primary cause of change in China 
will continue to be domestic. Considerations of size alone 
will prevent China from becoming dependent on international 
trade for its domestic economic development like Japan, let 
alone like city 'states' such as Hong Kong or Singapore. 
China's continental size suggests that, unlike those countries 
and indeed unlike nearly all the other less developed countries 
(LDCs ), China in the long term is likely to find all the resources 
required by its economy within its own borders. Although 
the opening of the country to greater influence from the 
international economy has already had an important impact 
on China, its significance should not be exaggerated. The 
main determinant of the performance of the Chinese economy 
is still domestic. In its report on China the World Bank 
suggested that China could achieve a more rapid rate of 
growth by international borrowing. Indeed it projected two 
different growth rates dependent upon the scale ofborrowing.6 

But there is no sign as yet of a Chinese readiness to engage 
in large-scale borrowing of this kind. Moreover, as will be 
shown later in this chapter, the Chinese authorities doubt 
their capacity to absorb successfully industrial plants with 
whole sets of equipment. Therefore what may be more 
significant may be the way in which the processes of domestic 
change within China affect the ways in which China's partici­
pation in the international economy will evolve.7 

China's structural characteristics as an LDC are not 
amenable to rapid change. Although its size ensures that its 
GNP ranks as seventh or eighth largest in the world, it is 
nevertheless a poor country. Per capita GNP per annum is 
only $250-400.8 That disguises significant inequalities 
between the prosperous Shanghai region with a per capita 
equivalent of about $1600 and poorer areas of the countryside 
where one-tenth of the population was said in 1978 still to be 
living on the margins of subsistence which obtained at the 
time of the establishment of the PRC ir11949.9 Eighty per cent 
of the 1 billion population is engaged in largely unmechanised 
labour in the countryside. The expansion of agricultural 
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productivity is extremely difficult. For example, the growth 
of agricultural production in the 20 years between 195 7 and 
1977 matched the natural increase in rural labour power. The 
management of this vast rural, technically backward and low­
income sector poses problems familiar to all LDCs. Although 
China has a better record than most, the provision of educa­
tion, health, electricity and other services to the countryside 
is well below that available in the urban areas. Moreover, the 
rural-urban exchange of food for industrial and consumer 
products requires careful handling both for economic and 
political reasons. Too great a rural-urban imbalance depresses 
rural production and stimulates migration to the cities; but 
an exchange which is generous to the countryside in the short 
run militates against the rapid expansion of heavy industry 
and it causes an increase in urban sale prices which may lead 
to unwelcome repercussions from the politicised urban 
population. In 1979 the Chinese government greatly increased 
the purchase prices of agricultural products and it allowed 
urban prices to rise. This was linked to a rise in the incomes 
of most workers and it led to an increase in the cost of the 
subsidy to urban consumers. The result was inflation and 
although most of the urban population was more than com­
pensated by rises in income, some were not. This led to a 
degree of resentment. For example, reportedly, posters 
appeared in Tianjin and other cities in 1981 saying: 'We 
prefer Mao Zedong's low salaries to Deng Xiaoping's high 
prices.'10 

The size and growth of China's vast population also pose 
immense problems which do not lend themselves to easy or 
rapid solutions. With a population of about 1000 million, 
60 per cent of whom are under 26 years of age, China has 
undertaken an energetic programme to limit the growth of 
the population. After relatively unrestrained growth in the 
1960s, China succeeded in reducing the population growth 
rate in the 1970s to a remarkable 1.2 per cent. The mix 
of economic inducements and penalties, combined with 
closer administrative controls, may enable the authorities 
to limit the urban population to just one child per family, 
but the prospects in the countryside seem less promising. 
Apart from the demographic factor by which a significant 
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proportion of the population is reaching marriageable age, 
the latest agricultural policies are weighted to induce peasant 
households to focus on the need for more labour power. 
This, combined with the traditional preference for male 
children (who are also seen as insurance for old age) does 
not augur well for continued success in limiting population 
growth. Indeed already in 1981 the population growth rate 
began to rise to reach 14 in 1000.11 

As in other LDCs, transport facilities are poor and inade­
quate for China's needs. Although the railway network has 
more than doubled since the establishment of the PRC, it is 
only 51,000 kilometres in length (less than the rail networks 
of Germany or France - countries which are only a fraction 
of China's size and which have been progressively cutting 
back in favour of road transport- and it is only about half 
of that in India). Yet rail is China's major means of transport, 
conveying 72 per cent of the nation's total freight volume 
and nearly 50 per cent of the passengers. According to a 
Chinese specialist even this existing network is backward and 
inefficient. Billions of yuan are lost every year in railway and 
port congestion. For example, each year more than 1 billion 
yuan is lost through spoilage of fruits, meat, eggs and other 
agricultural products because of traffic congestion. More­
over, the limited transport facilities also prevent the full 
exploitation of many of China's abundant natural resources 
and raw materials. Even if no account is taken of resource­
rich Xinjiang Province in China's far west, it is still not possible 
to develop fully the coal fields of central north China's Shanxi 
Province (thought to be one of the world's largest reserves) 
nor the various ores in the southwestern province of Guizhou. 
Almost every passenger train in China is overloaded by 50 
per cent and some even by 100 per cent, yet the average 
Chinese takes only one trip by train a year compared with 
five in India. 1 2 

Largely because of the Cultural Revolution China also 
suffers from an acute shortage of trained engineers, technicians 
and other specialists. Moreover, China's leaders have also 
highlighted the need to raise the educational and skills levels 
of ordinary workers. The 10-year period 1966-76 was one 
in which the educated and professional groups - the intel-
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lectuals- were condemned as the 'stinking ninth' (i.e. they 
were added to the list of eight categories of counter-revolution­
aries and other undesirables). Basically anyone who under­
took secondary or tertiary education or began work in 
factories during that decade is regarded as under-educated. 
In 1976 Zhang Nanxiang (a former President of Qinghua 
University who had been purged earlier in the Cultural 
Revolution and was later to be reinstated as Minister of 
Higher Education) reported to Mao on the then educational 
system: 'College students study the textbooks of middle 
schools. Their academic level is equal to that of primary 
school students.'13 That whole generation of some 100 
million people was freely regarded in 1977 as the 'lost 
generation'. The denigration of intellectuals and the isolation 
of the Cultural Revolution (and indeed of the previous 4 
years) meant that the overwhelming majority of China's 
scientists, technologists, engineers, academics, etc. had been 
effectively cut off from their own professional work and, of 
course, they had little or no knowledge of the developments 
and advances made in their subjects in the rest of the world. 
Unlike India, which is comparatively well endowed with such 
trained people and whose skills have been used from South­
east Asia to the Middle East, China experiences acute 
shortages and an uneven distribution among different age 
groups of such skilled personnel. The economic, social and 
political ramifications of this are immense and they are not 
susceptible to rapid change.14 

There are also important political and institutional con­
straints which have restrained, and will continue to restrain, 
China's absorption into the international economic system. 
China's dictatorial political system in which political power 
is centralised through the Communist Party is paralleled in 
the economic sphere by a command economy and centralised 
planning system. Economic decentralisation, especially to 
the enterprise level, can lead to political diversity if not to 
pluralism. That would necessarily challenge the Communist 
Party's vanguard role. Since the 1950s proposals for economic 
reform in Russia have foundered on this problem and the 
Eastern countries which have carried out reforms have not 
resolved the dilemma. The parallel with Russia and East 
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Europe is instructive in another way. Part of the reason for 
the success of the Soviet economic aid and technology 
transfer programmes to China in the 1950s was the political 
and institutional congruity of the two countries. China largely 
copied Soviet institutions and models; indeed to this day 
much of China's educational, commercial, industrial and 
governmental organisations still bear the Soviet imprint. Sino­
Soviet ideological symmetry and the complementarity of 
their social and economic policies for most of the fifties 
facilitated the absorption by China of Soviet technology, 
economic goals and patterns of economic management. 
Opening China's doors to the West necessarily raised problems 
related to the systemic incompatibility between China's 
political and economic values and norms of organisation and 
those of the Western world. 

The problems of reform 

One way in which China could reduce the incompatibilities 
between its domestic systems and those of the Western world, 
in order to facilitate the rapid modernisation of its economy, 
would be to carry out many of the reforms advocated by its 
leading economists and endorsed by Deng Xiaoping and other 
like-minded senior leaders. Two particular sets of projected 
reforms are important in this context. The first is administra­
tive and is concerned with establishing a clearer delineation 
of the roles of the Party, the government and enterprise 
management. The second is economic and it is aimed at 
following what Chinese economists call the law of value, by 
which they claim that it is possible to determine prices that 
reflect actual costs of production and that correspond more 
closely to those which can be balanced by supply and 
demand. It was hoped that these reforms would pave the 
way to economic decision-making that would not be ad­
ministratively determined or carried out by incompetent 
Party committees. It would lead to the adoption of economic 
criteria that could be recognised bytheinternational( capitalist) 
economic community as rational. The problems of establishing 
closer economic external relations and the absorption of 
foreign technology would be considerably eased. 

However, there is no clear evidence available that the 
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separation of Party and government roles has been effected. 
Indeed even the proposal to do so declared that this should 
be done 'under the centralised leadership of the Party' and is 
therefore in itself an illustration of the problem.15 The draft 
state constitution issued on 21 April 1982 further illustrates 
the studied vagueness regarding the role of the Party .16 The 
draft declares in its preamble that the Chinese people are 'led 
by the Communist Party of China and guided by Marxism­
Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought'. Nowhere else is the 
Party specifically mentioned by name except to stipulate that 
inter alia 'all political parties ... must make the Constitution 
their basic norm of conduct and have the duty to uphold the 
sanctity of and ensure the implementation of the Constitution'. 
Thereafter, stipulations about the rights and du.ties of organi­
sations and individuals are heavily qualified by injunctions 
such as in Article 1 which states ' ... Disruption of the 
socialist system by any individual and in any form is pro­
hibited', or Article 27 which inter alz"a declares that 'the 
state penalises actions ... that wreck the socialist economy 
and other criminal activities'. The problem is that socialism 
is nowhere defined in the constitution and that its inter­
pretation and the question as to which acts 'disrupt' it or 
'wreck' its economy will presumably be left to the Party. 
The Party leadership presumably, as in the past, will decide 
upon this in accordance with the perspectives of whoever 
happens to occupy the leading positions and their prudential 
judgement of the political needs of the time. To be sure the 
draft constitution is an advance in restricting the arbitrary 
exercise of power which had been so pervasive in earlier 
years. But it does not really clarify any further the distinction 
to be drawn between the roles of Party and Government. The 
restoration of a governmental Central Military Commission 
and a Chairman to lead the armed forces seemingly tidies up 
the anomaly by which the Chairman of the Communist Party 
was automatically the Chairman of the Party's Military Affairs 
Commissions and hence overall leader of the armed forces. 
But 1l1e constitution says nothing about the relations between 
the two commissions. Although the constitution delineates 
different functions for the representatives' legislative organisa­
tion of the National People's Congress and for the executive 
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State Council and ministries and a separation of personnel, 
it does not really deal with the nub of the issue concerning 
the Party. Both Chinese and Russian past experience suggests 
that Party dominance will continue and that the blurring of 
the roles of Party Committees and State functionaries will 
not be resolved. Similarly, despite high-sounding words to 
the contrary the levels of responsibility as between national, 
provincial and enterprise have not been clarified. There 
remains a confusion of overlapping functions and duties. 
Meanwhile managers of enterprises are still restricted by 'a 
lingering fear' of taking decisions: previous experience has 
shown only too well how great the penalties can be for those 
found to be on the wrong side of changes in China's recent 
turbulent past.17 Meanwhile the 1979 reform of allowing 
provinces and some 6600 enterprises independent leeway in 
investment policies and authority for the disposal of some 
10 per cent of their profits led to over-investment, thereby 
defeating the national government's aim of curtailing the rate 
of public accumulation. The success in cutting back the dom­
estic rate of accumulation from over 35 to about 30 per cent 
in 1981 could only have been achieved by once again curbing 
the part of the limited autonomy extended in the 1979 
reforms. 

Similarly, problems arise with regard to price flexibility. 
The granting to the 6600 enterprises of the right to administer 
roughly 10 per cent of their profits was less equitable than 
it might have seemed. Existing prices were derived from 
earlier historical conditions designed to meet socio-economic 
priorities determined by economic planning. These prices in 
tum permeated the economic system and without careful 
consideration any alteration in price ratios would inevitably 
lead to confusion. The profitablity of enterprises depended 
upon the existing pattern of pricing finished products relative 
to the costs of their production. Therefore of itself the 
profitability of an enterprise was not necessarily an indication 
of economic efficiency. In Chinese conditions petroleum, 
relative to other costs, for example, was notoriously over­
priced, whereas coal was so under-priced that it was im­
possible to produce at a profit. Yet, according to the World 
Bank, the price of oil in China is one-sixth, and that of coal 
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is one-half, of prevailing world prices. Moreover, even within 
a single industry profit ratios could vary between those 
advantageously located in a major coastal city and those 
located inland, or between labour-intensive plants and those 
using large amounts of (costless) capital. Rather than adjust 
prices or adopt a uniform incentive system, the authorities 
adopted a variety of schemes and subsidies to reduce the 
predetermined income inequalities. The reforms increased 
the inflationary pressures resulting from the rise of prices of 
agricultural products and the increase in urban wages. Firstly, 
local investment went up; secondly, new plants reduced the 
revenue of the central government and diverted raw material 
supplies from the more efficient and profitable larger enter­
prises to the less efficient localised ones. For example, tobacco 
was used by local commune-run, comparatively inefficient, 
small factories instead of being supplied to the major cigarette 
factories in Shanghai. Finally, the decentralisation of control 
over foreign trade helped to provide a large trade deficit 
alongside the inflationary budget deficit. In early 1981 strict 
price controls were brought back and the Chairman of the 
State Planning Commission, Yao Yilin, confirmed the re­
introduction of a 'high degree of centralisation' and listed in 
particular capital construction funds, taxation, materials 
allocations, prices and foreign trade.18 

Bruce Reynolds argues convincingly that the reform 
programme hinges on introducing sufficient price flexibility 
to move prices to market-clearing levels. Without that, ad­
ministrative intervention and rationing is inevitable. Even if 
an efficient firm could successfully accumulate investment 
funds, possession of that capital would not necessarily 
guarantee access to the resources needed for expansion. The 
acquisition of those resources would still require application 
to the Market Supply Bureau and the allocation would be 
based on criteria other than efficiency.19 

It is possible that the reform of the state bureaucracy -
begun at the highest level of the State Council in early 
1982 - and the economic readjustment policies now extended 
from 1982 to 1986 will make a substantive difference in 
inducing greater economic efficiency, but the problems are 
formidable. Established institutions have their own interests 
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to protect. Enterprises may be shackled by the lack of in­
dependency in the existing system, but it does offer them 
security and minimal risks. Neither ministries nor provinces 
would deliberately seek to lose control of their enterprises or 
to operate in a challenging but possibly hostile new environ­
ment. It is hardly surprising that operating under these un­
certainties and in competing for scarce resources there should 
be an upsurge in the cultivation of 'special relationships' or 
'related household' by which personnel of different units 
exchange favours to obtain their needs outside the norms of 
the system. A 'contributing commentator' of the People's 
Daily of 28 September 1981 called for the 'doing away with 
the "study of relationships" ' which 'block the normal 
channels of commodity circulation'. 'Anyone who does not 
invite people to dinner, send gifts and offer bribes is held up, 
with the result that no raw materials will be sent to the enter­
prises concerned and their products will be unmarketable .... ' 
Revealingly, the commentator noted that 'some comrades 
hold that it is hard to avoid indulging in the "study of 
relationships" in a situation in which materials are in short 
supply'. He also claimed that this problem was also 'most 
evident' with regard to 'recruiting workers, entering universi­
ties and colleges, going abroad to study, joining the Party, 
promoting cadres, transferring people to another post, ad­
vancing to a higher position, adjusting wages and positions 
and allocating houses'. The problem had reached such pro­
portions that the State Council and the Party's Central 
Discipline Inspection Commission had promulgated separate 
circulars to 'end the unhealthy tendencies in commodity 
circulation' and with regard to 'related households'. 

The reforms improving the balance between heavy in· 
dustry, light industry and agriculture coupled with the focus 
on expanding energy production and transport may well 
improve China's long term prospects in the international 
economy. But such infrastructural changes will take a long 
time to put into effect. Much of these can only be achieved 
piecemeal. Take, for example, the expansion of the railway 
network. Although since 1949 Chin?.'s 21,800 km of railways 
have been extended to 51,000 km, 75 per cent of the new 
lines have been built (for defence reasons) to the west of the 
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north-south Beijing-Guangzhou (Peking-Canton) artery 
that roughly divides China in half. But most of the industries 
and mines are located to the east of that line with the result 
that the system in the east is heavily over-burdened. Coal 
accounts for some two-thirds of rail freight. One of the major 
current goals is to increase the capacity to move coal from 
the mines to the ports for export. As most of the coal is 
expected to be exported to Japan, low-interest long-term 
loans from Japan will be used for three railway projects and 
two port projects. In addition a total of fifteen trunk lines 
are to be double-tracked and electrified.20 These develop­
ments will obviously improve aspects of the existing network 
and raise efficiency. But they do not amount to the provision 
of an integrated transport system even for China's more 
relatively developed eastern region. The development of such 
a system is certainly not in prospect for the eighties. 

Likewise, the attempt to establish a leaner but fitter heavy 
industrial sector in which the most wasteful and loss-making 
enterprises have been closed down, restructured or amalga­
mated with others will stand China in good stead in the years 
ahead. But here too the reform of China's heavy industrial 
enterprises is a long-term process and difficulties in introducing 
genuine pricing according to the 'law of value' caution against 
undue optimism for rapid change. Indeed in 1981 it was 
decided not to extend the number of enterprises allowed to 
retain some 10 per cent of their profits beyond the original 
6600 (which actually accounts for 60 per cent of the value of 
industrial production) to any of the remaining 75,000 state 
and provincial-run enterprises. Yet without these reforms to 
improve the efficiency of the economy China will be con­
strained from opening itself, except only marginally, to the 
fiercer winds of international competition. 

The expansion of foreign trade 

China's foreign trade has expanded at a tremendous rate since 
the beginnings of the seventies. During Mao's last years, dis­
counting inflation, the total value of trade trebled from 
$4810 million in 1971 to $14,575 in 1975.21 Between 1977 
and 1981 it has trebled again from ¥27,250 million (or 
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$14,670 million)22 to ¥73,530 million.23 These figures must 
be treated with a degree of caution partly because it is not 
known how the Chinese figures are compiled; partly because 
China's trade accounting procedures value imports on a c.i.f. 
basis and exports on an f.o.b. basis (which tend to exaggerate 
the value of imports over exports according to conventional 
accounting methods) ;24 and partly because of the effects of 
inflation and changes in relative currency exchanges. For 
example, the 1981 figure is 29 per cent higher than that of 
the previous year, but according to the report of Vice­
Premier Y ao Yilin the actual increase was only 11 per cent 
after discounting the effects of inflation and changing currency 
rates.25 Nevertheless the expansion of foreign trade has been 
very rapid and extensive. It has certainly grown faster than 
the domestic economy. One indication of that is that the 
proportion of the value of foreign trade to that of China's 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has risen from around 8 per 
cent in 1977 to over 16 per cent in 1981. Again caution is 
required in interpreting these percentages because foreign 
trade largely reflects the prices of the international economy, 
whereas domestic prices in China are considerably lower so 
that the value of GDP is greatly understated in this ratio. 
Nevertheless the general trend is clear. During the fifties, 
sixties and early seventies, the total value of foreign trade 
varied between 3 and 6 per cent of GDP.26 Does the rapid 
expansion of foreign trade mean that China has become 
locked into the international economy in some interdependent 
way? Does this mean, for example, that China has sacrificed 
a good deal of its autonomous decision-making on economic 
matters? Or that the costs of reverting to a more closed-door 
policy are unacceptably high because of the dislocations that 
may arise? Or, in radical terms, has the Chinese economy 
been permeated by external capitalism? 

The answer to these questions would appear to be a 
cautious 'No'. It is true that the high ratio of foreign trade to 
GDP is beginning to approximate that of the United States 
(11-15 per cent) and to creep close to that of japan (20 per 
cent). 27 But, as we have seen, the· real figure for China should 
be considerably lower. Moreover, unlike the United States or 
Japan, China is not integrated into the world economy in 
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the sense that the functioning of its domestic economy is 
dependent on international economic developments. Japan, 
of course, unlike either China or the United States, is a 
resource-poor country and is dependent upon the importing 
of raw materials and 90 per cent of its energy. China and the 
United States are continental economies with the capacity 
for self-sufficiency. But the United States is pivotal to the 
functioning of the international economy; its exports alone 
account for about 11 per cent of the world's trade. As the 
late seventies and early eighties have shown, its domestic 
fiscal policies affect those of the international economy as a 
whole, including such major economic powers as the EEC 
and Japan. China's exports, by contrast, account for only 1 
per cent of the world's trade. Its impact on the international 
economy as a whole is negligible, while its own economic 
performance is determined largely by domestic factors. For 
example, the inflation which China experienced in 1980 and 
1981 was the product of the raising of the prices of agricul­
tural produce (and hence rural incomes) coupled with urban 
wage increases and the undue expansion of the national 
accumulation funds in the previous two years. External 
factors (which in any case arose out of balance of payments 
deficits) played only a marginal role.28 In this sense China is 
still relatively unique among countries of the Third World in 
that its domestic economy is not dependent on the vagaries 
of the international economy. 

As against this, however, the expansion of China's foreign 
trade has drawn sectors and regions of its economy into a 
close relationship with the international economy. For 
example, certain parts of the country play a disproportionate 
role in China's foreign economic relations, notably Guang­
dong Province and the Shanghai Muncipality. The former has 
long been the main provider of food exports to Hong Kong 
and since the adoption of the 'open-door' policy, its economic 
links with the colony have greatly increased. In 1980 Hong 
Kong accounted for 15.1 per cent of China's total foreign 
trade value and, even more importantly, it was the market 
for $4401 million or 24 per cent of China's exports. A great 
deal of that was accounted by food stuffs provided by Guan­
dong. Shanghai in 1980 accounted for $3800 million, or one-
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seventh of the value of China's exports. This was equivalent 
to 10 per cent of the total value of Shanghai's industrial 
output which in itself was one-eighth of the national industrial 
output.29 

At another level the imports of grain have grown sub­
stantially in the late seventies. In the period since the early 
sixties China's grain imports varied between 2 and 6 million 
tons, but in 1978 they reached an unprecedented 9.4 million 
and as part of the new policy of improving living standards 
they have continued to grow to reach an estimated 14.7 
million tons in 1981. Although this amounts to less than 5 
per cent of China's harvest of 325 million tons, it is a signifi­
cant factor in the feeding of the northern coastal cities and 
is a very costly item of China's imports. In 1979 grain ac­
counted for 10 per cent of $16.2 billion imports. But if 
imported grain has become a significant factor in the Chinese 
economy, China's grain imports have also made it an important 
element in the international trade of grain. China has become 
the world's largest importer of wheat and the third largest 
importer of grain after Japan and the Soviet Union. Australia, 
Canada, Argentina and increasingly, the United States, are 
China's main long-term suppliers of grain. In the 1980s the 
United States is expected to supply about half of all China's 
grain imports. 30 

China's current (as opposed to potential) significance in 
the international economy is not confined to its importance 
as a growing market for grain. China is well endowed with 
most minerals and metals. It is thought to have the world's 
largest resources of about 17 minerals including tungsten, 
molybdenum, titanium and a variety of rare metals vital for 
such high-technology industries as aerospace and electronics.31 

Indeed, China's post-Mao leaders have often spoken of 
utilising the exports of these resources (with the help of 
modem technology supplied by the industrialised countries) 
to pay for other imports as a component of the modernisation 
programme. This was one of the points on which Deng 
Xiaoping was criticised by radical nativists in 1975-76. 
One of the reasons for the cutback in several of the major 
projects the Chinese agreed with Japan, was the failure of 
China's oil production to expand at the rate anticipated in 
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1978. By an agreement signed with Japanese industrialists 
in February 1978, China was obliged to gradually increase its 
oil exports, so that by 1982 the total would reach 4 7 million 
tons. As it turned out, although oil output had grown by 11 
per cent in 1978, it then began to stagnate and to level off at 
just over 100 million tons, so that China has had to cut back 
progressively on its projected oil exports. Rather than reaching 
a total output of 200 million tons by the mid-eighties, 
planners now expect production to fall steadily from 1982 
until the end of the decade. Some experts even anticipate 
that China might have to become a net importer before the 
end of the decade. Meanwhile China, together with Western 
and Japanese companies, has begun to develop energetically 
the prospects for offshore oil. The potential seems very 
promising, but the oil is not expected to come on-stream on a 
commercial basis before the latter half of the eighties. 

From the perspective of China's foreign policy another 
important question to be explored is the significance of 
China's trading relations with particular countries. There are 
two dimensions of importance here: the first concerns 
whether China has become economically tied too closely to 
one or more countries; and the second concerns whether 
China has become such a major trade partner of other countries 
that this could be translated into a source of effective diplo­
matic leverage. China has baleful experience of the high cost 
of its economic dependency on the Soviet Union when that 
country abruptly withdrew its assistance in 1960. According 
to Christopher Howe, 'the Soviet withdrawal, halfway through 
the agreed programme, virtually halted China's industrial 
progress for a decade in some sectors'.32 As we shall see in 
the next chapter, China itself followed the same Soviet 
practice of trying to pressurise a recalcitrant ally when it 
ceased all economic assistance to Vietnam in 1978 with even 
more deleterious effects on that country, for China had been 
an important source of supplementary food supplies to Viet­
nam. Indeed China went even further by persuading other 
countries to desist from economic relations with Vietnam as 
part of its policy of isolating and pressurising the country 
into changing its policies in Indo-China. 

With the exception of Hong Kong and Macao, which are in 
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any case tied to China, the Chinese authorities have gone to 
great lengths to ensure that never again would the Chinese 
economy be so dependent on one country as it was once on 
the Soviet Union. Arguably, China has formed such a relation­
ship with Japan, its major trade partner, which accounts for 
something like 25 per cent of China's total trade. But that 
hardly compares with the 60 and 80 per cent of China's trade 
accounted by the Soviet bloc in the fifties. Moreover, special 
factors apply in the case of] apan, which does not espouse a 
foreign policy characteristic of great powers and is therefore 
highly unlikely to use its trade as a weapon to squeeze 
political concessions from China. On the contrary, it is China 
which is seeking to bend] apan to its larger strategic purposes 
in great power politics. In addition, it is China rather than 
Japan which has caused economic shock waves to the other 
side by cancelling or postponing previously agreed major 
projects in 1979-81. In any case China can tum to alternative 
sources of trade with other industrial countries. A similar 
point can be made about the United States, whether for 
agricultural produce or advanced technology. China is not 
exclusively dependent on either. To be sure there would be 
economic cost to be paid if for political reasons trade were 
severely cut back with any of China's major trade partners. 
But the critical point is that the cost would not reach any­
where near the proportions of that experienced as a result 
of the Soviet's sudden withdrawal in 1960. Perhaps more to 
the point is the influence of economic and political geo­
graphy on the orientation of China's trade. The Asia-Pacific 
region has grown in importance. For example in 19 7 8 Japan, 
the United States and the Southeast Asian countries ac­
counted for 36 per cent of China's imports; by 1980 this had 
risen to 56 per cent. This trend is likely to be intensified un­
less the problem of Taiwan should become so acute as to 
cause the Chinese authorities to reduce the levels of their 
interactions with the United States. However, the economic 
orientation to the Asia-Pacific area should be seen less as the 
motivating factor for China's foreign policies in the region 
than as the consequence of that policy. Of course it is also a 
result of China's regional location in one of the high growth 
areas of the international economy. 
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As for the possibility of China's using its trade for diplo­
matic leverage, China hardly figures as a major trade partner 
for any of the great economic powers. It ranks as the sixth 
most important market and twelfth most important 
supplier for Japan. It ranks about thirtieth as a trading 
partner of the EEC and it is not a major trade partner 
of the United States either. However, China's importance 
for particular sectors of certain economies should not be 
discounted. China's importance as a grain importer has 
already been noted. Indeed the Chinese have at least on 
one occasion sought to use it as a political weapon. In 
October 1970 the Australian Wheat Board was unable to 
renew its annual contract for the sale of grain (which had 
been running at about $100 million a year) at a time in 
which the Australian government followed a harder line on 
recognising China than the Canadian government which was 
exploring a formula for diplomatic recognition.33 However, 
since the rapid growth of China's international economic 
interactions, the Chinese authorities have constrained against 
using trade levers in such a blatant way. This is after all a 
double-edged sword which could rebound on China if it were 
to be perceived as an unreliable trade partner. Indeed China's 
leaders went to considerable lengths to try to persuade foreign 
traders that its cancellation of certain contracts in 1979-81 
did not diminish China's interest in foreign economic relations 
or its creditability as a trader. China went so far as to pay 
compensation and to give various reassurances to the aggrieved 
parties about their prior claims in the event of these projects 
being resurrected at a later stage. On the other hand, China 
does seek to expand trade and aid to especially favoured 
countries and in recent years it has severed or cut back such 
relations with countries who have violated China's interests, 
such as Vietnam, Albania and the Netherlands (as the result 
of the latter's sale of two submarines to Taiwan in 1980). But 
such examples are rare. As China's trade continues to grow 
the resort to this as a weapon of diplomacy would be likely 
to raise more problems for China than could be gained by 
any short-term political advantages. Although China's credit 
rating is good and it still enjoys a reputation for honouring 
agreements, China is still not regarded as politically stable or 
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as a reliable partner in the long term. While China's open­
door policy is universally welcomed in the Western world, 
China still lacks the economic 'weight' or proven record of 
reliability to employ trade as an effective weapon in its 
diplomatic weaponry. 

Another question that arises is whether China is likely to 
emerge as a major world trading power in the immediate 
future. Enough has been said about the domestic constraints 
to suggest that this is very unlikely. The political and economic 
impediments to rapid domestic reform are too great. At the 
same time China is unlikely to be able to continue the rapid 
rate of foreign trade expansion experienced over the last 4 
years. It is perhaps realisation of this that has stopped the 
Chinese from utilising the $27 billion commercial and official 
lines of credit which have been available to them up to 
mid-1980. The cost of servicing such debts and the prospect 
of cheaper development loans from the International Monetary 
Fund, the World Bank, Japan and elsewhere have deterred 
the Chinese. Any loans would sooner or later have to be 
repaid out of exports. Generally, the Chinese since 1978 have 
preferred various forms of compensation trade, joint 
ventures, etc. 

In fact the prospects for continued rapid expansion of 
China's trade seem limited especially because of the inter­
national economic recession and the prior claims which many 
other Third World countries have on the markets of the 
industrialised countries. This is especially true because the 
composition of China's exports has been gradually shifting 
proportionately in favour of manufactured goods. In 1975 
they accounted for 37 per cent of total exports. But by 1981 
manufactured goods (including products of the machinery, 
light and textile, chemical and metal industries) for the first 
time accounted for the bulk of China's exports by reaching 
53.4 per cent of the total value.34 Moreover it is the textile 
industry which is China's major industrial exporter. This is 
a pattern followed by other developing countries in which 
they enjoy a comparative advantage. But it also means that 
China is in direct competition with them and the prospects 
for the sustained expansion of this trade at present growth 
rates must necessarily be limited. China's long-term prospects 
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in other spheres appear more promising, but these depend 
upon the success of the domestic economic reforms combined 
with a marked improvement in China's energy and transport 
capabilities. 

Co-operative economic relations 

The most significant departure from the previous patterns of 
foreign economic relations in the post-Mao era has taken 
place less in foreign trade itself than in the way China has 
opened up its doors to a variety of co-operative ventures 
with external capitalist companies. Thus after the fall of the 
'Gang of Four' and the defeat of the foreign trade critics, it 
was still possible to argue for the necessity of foreign trade 
and the significance for the economy of imported turnkey 
plants while making the following assertion: 

We do not allow foreign capital to exploit China's resources 
nor do we run joint enterprises with foreign countries, still 
less beg them for loans. It is common knowledge that 
China now is free from both foreign and domestic debts.35 

Even Deng Xiaoping in 1977 took the view that 'we now also 
accept instalment payment terms for machinery from abroad 
but only in the knowledge that we are capable of making 
regular payments. We must remain free from debts both at 
home and abroad, and go no further than that.'36 However, 
the failure of oil production to expand, coupled with the 
consequences of the over-ambitious and ill-thought-out 
economic plan announced in February 1978, led to an unco­
ordinated headlong rush by ministries and provincial authori­
ties to negotiate their own foreign deals. In the realisation 
that the economy was over-centralised and grossly inefficient 
China's leaders had for the first time authorised these institu­
tions to have more leeway in making their own investment 
plans and in concluding agreements with foreign countries 
and companies. As a result, a wild scramble ensued as provinces 
and industries, eager for prestigious foreign links, signed 
expensive deals with foreign businessmen who were caught 
up in a rush for the magnetic lure of a market of a billion 
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customers. Huge projects were begun without feasibility 
studies and the economy began to lurch out of balance. The 
rate of domestic accumulation shot up to 36.5 per cent. As 
the People's Daily of 24 March 1979 noted, the scale of 
capital construction considerably exceeded the country's 
material and financial potentialities. The completion of all 
the projects already begun would necessitate the spending of 
all the funds allocated for construction in the next few years. 
Meanwhile China's shortage of foreign exchange was cruelly 
exposed. By 28 March 1979 the Financial Times estimated 
that China had already committed itself, in one way or 
another, to short- and long-term foreign purchases to the 
extent of $70 billion. China's leaders found themselves forced 
to accept credits and loans of various kinds in accordance 
with modem international banking and trading practices. 
Following the adoption of the policy of economic readjust­
ment by the Third Plenum of the Communist Party's Central 
Committee in December 1978, China's leaders also moved 
to slow down their foreign trade commitments. Vice Premier 
Li Xiannian noted ruefully in February 1979 that 'it seems 
our ministers have a huge appetite [for foreign exchange] '.37 

That month China served notice of its intention to cancel 
six major projects including the great Baoshan steelmill of 
Shanghai, the agreement for which had been signed only 60 
days earlier.38 The following month China issued delaying 
notices for as many as 32 contracts with Japan with a total 
value of 560,000 million yen.39 However, by September, 
China agreed to proceed with stage one of the Baoshan pro­
ject and with many of the others, but at a slower pace and 
on different financial terms. In the following two years China 
cancelled the second stage of the Baoshan steelworks, several 
giant petrochemical complexes and chemical plants to the 
value of hundreds of millions of dollars. In certain instances 
China had to pay up to 10 per cent in compensation. 

However, the requirements of modernisation necessitated 
the acquisition of foreign technology, management know­
how, etc. Thus it was for pragmatic rather than ideological 
reasons that China's leaders turned to other means for achiev­
ing these ends. Two interrelated measures may be identified. 
First, the adoption of policies to encourage the old national-
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bourgeoisie with their close overseas Chinese connections 
(and hence the Overseas Chinese themselves) to play a greater 
economic role as entrepreneurs. The other was the encourage­
ment of foreign investment, compensation trade,jointventures, 
co-operative production, processing and assembling for 
foreign companies and so on. In June 1979 a law on joint 
venture was published. This was followed by a variety of 
other relevant laws including one on income tax. From] anuary 
1980 four special economic zones in Guangdong and Fujian 
Provinces were opened to attract foreign companies. 

By the end of the first quarter of 1982 the Chinese central 
and local governments had endorsed about 1000 agreements 
of various kinds of co-operation arrangements with a combined 
Chinese and foreign investment of $2900 rnillion.40 Within 
the first year of operation the special economic zones had 
attracted more than 300 joint ventures, principally with firms 
from Hong Kong and Macao and concerned mainly with light 
industry. 

What impact has this penetration of China by capitalist 
companies had on the Chinese economy and society? Has it 
facilitated China's capacity to absorb foreign technology? Is 
it currently or potentially of sufficient magnitude to draw 
China into the international economy? How far does it 
challenge existing social values and political controls? 

These questions cannot be answered with precision. 
However, some broad-brush responses are possible. With 
regard to the impact of foreign trade, the general answer 
must be that the primary impulse for change in China con­
tinues to be internal rather than external. This does not mean 
that the open-door policy may not release countervailing 
tendencies within China. For example, the campaign against 
corruption, economic crimes and cultural decadence which 
has been evident in the Chinese press in the first quarter of 
1982 has been linked with the growingcontactswithforeigners. 
Ideologically, the two are linked in China's communist out­
look because corrupt behaviour by officials has always been 
regarded as a manifestation of a bourgeois work-style. In fact, 
as we have seen, the incidence of 'backdoor practices', 're­
lated households' and the 'study ofrelationships'is widespread 
in China and owes nothing to the new contacts with foreigners. 
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To be sure the links with foreigners involve access to foreign 
exchange and highly-prized foreign goods which enlarges the 
scope for corrupt practices. Guangdong and Fujian Provinces 
which are most open to foreign or rather overseas Chinese 
penetration, are notorious in China as centres of smuggling 
and other undesirable practices. One case which was highly 
publicised involved the Secretary of the Canton Municipal 
Telecommunications Bureau CPC Committee and Bureau 
Director, one Wang Weijing, who had profiteered through 
illegal foreign exchange dealings. Apparently his crimes had 
been exposed in early 1980 but because of what the People's 
Daily called 'bureaucratism, leniency and corruption' his case 
was not brought to trial until 2 years later.41 On 20 January 
1982 the People's Daily warned those who had contacts with 
foreigners to be on guard 'against the corrosive influence of 
bourgeois ideology' and 'the ideas of worshipping and having 
'blind faith in foreign things'. Resorting to a high moral and 
patriotic tone the Party journal warned against certain kinds 
of contacts with foreigners which if heeded would necessarily 
limit their relations: 

Some personnel do not pay attention to guarding Party 
and state secrets in their foreign affairs work. Some even 
divulge secrets on purpose. Some have given away their 
aspirations for the sake of money. They have lost their 
moral integrity .... Some people have become weak kneed 
in the face of money. Some are blindly seeking a bourgeois 
way of life. They lack national self respect and a sense of 
pride.42 

A Canton newspaper attacked certain kinds of foreign 
influence which, by its examples, was clearly aimed at Hong 
Kong and Macao Chinese. One concerned an advertisement 
by a restaurant run partly with foreign capital for handling 
wedding banquets and renting formal attire for weddings; 
another concerned a beauty parlour with high-quality foreign 
equipment at which 'female comrades' pay 15 yuan (or one­
quarter of the average monthly wage) for a perm, and finally 
the opening of graveyards in Mainland China for sale to 
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Chinese in Macao and Hong Kong. All these were seen as ini­
mical to socialism. 43 

Another example of the foreign impact which concerns the 
Peking leadership is urban Chinese predilection for foreign 
consumer goods. Of course high-level cadres and their families 
have always been able to purchase them at special stores. But 
in recent years other less exalted beings have begun to have 
access to such goods. The imports of finished manufactured 
goods other than machinery and equipment has grown at an 
average annual rate of about 70 per cent over 1976-80, 
almost twice the average 36.7 per cent growth rate of all 
imports. As a result Chinese watches are being overstocked 
and purchasers prefer foreign cars to the home-made variety 
which are of poor quality and uneconomic in their use of fuel. 
In February China took steps to restrict such imports in 
order to protect local industries. However, much of the com­
petition is thought to come from the foreign trade establish­
ment rather than foreign manufacturers. In any event China's 
planners recognise the value of these imports as a stimulus to 
domestic industries to produce more quality goods.44 

These and other strictures against the bad effects of foreign 
influence such as those condemning 'decadent' Hong Kong 
pop songs or pornographic magazines go beyond objections 
to these developments as such. They suggest that there may 
be a concerted drive by more traditionally minded Communist 
Party officials against the open-door policy itself. Indeed a 
People's Daily article of 8 March 1982 direcdy addressed the 
issue by denying that smuggling was the inevitable conse­
quence of the open-door policy. However, the article noted 
that there were in fact 'some people' who held that view. In 
many respects the undertones of the anti-corruption drive 
resemble those of the strictures of Party and Army stalwarts 
in 1980/81 against certain writers and poets who had dared 
to criticise aspects of the establishment as manifesting a 
'liberal bourgeois' outlook. Here too there was the implica­
tion that it was the new policies of relative relaxation and of 
accepting foreign influence which were the real object of the 
strictures. 

Another aspect of the special links between Guandong and 
Fujian Provinces and the outside world which has concerned 
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the Peking authorities has been the need to establish tighter 
central controls. To this end the operations of the Special 
Economic Zones were placed under the direct administrative 
rule of the State Council from June 1982. This may be seen 
as an attempt to limit the sources of the growing governmental 
independence and changing identity of the two provinces. 
However, one can look in vain for significant examples of 
foreign economic penetration which have actually changed 
aspects of China's economic performance. The record of 
China's capacity to absorb foreign technology is at best mixed. 
It is true that in the fifties China successfully absorbed a 
massive infusion of technology from the Soviet Union. But 
special factors applied: firstly, China had practically no 
machine industry and heavy industry was sparse; secondly, 
China was also lacking in an administrative and managerial 
system so that the adoption of Soviet technology was ac­
companied by the establishment of such systems modelled 
closely on the Soviet example; and thirdly, China's First Five­
year Plan was also drawn from the Soviet model. By the 
seventies China already had an ongoing (albeit outdated) 
industrial foundation coupled with administrative and mana­
gerial systems which operated along altogether different lines 
from those of the West. Moreover, however much China's 
leaders wished to learn from the advanced West they neither 
wanted to, nor indeed could, model the country on the West. 
Thus the prospects for grafting advanced Western technology 
on the alien body of Chinese industry could not be promising. 

A recent analysis by a Chinese economist of the results of 
the importation from the West (including Japan) of major 
plants incorporating complete sets of equipment suggests that 
these have been disappointing. Those introduced between 
1973 and 1977 at a cost of $3500 million dollars have become 
operational. Almost none of the projects was completed on 
schedule and the majority are operating under capacity. For 
example, because of the different pace in the capital con­
struction of its fittings, the ethylene project of the Peking 
Yanshan petrochemical company operated in 1979 at the 
rate of only 76 per cent. At another major plant difficulties 
in the supply of supplementary materials reduced the opera­
tional rate to 65 per cent. Six other major projects, including 
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the Wugang steel rolling machine, the Inner Mongolia Yuan­
baoshan power station and ammonia projects in Guizhou, 
Canton, Nanjing and Anjing had an energy utility rate below 
50 per cent. Moreover, the returns on the investment on most 
of the projects were not good. Only one-quarter registered a 
comparative profit on the sum invested. The Wuhan steel 
complex, which initially could not operate because of a lack 
of electricity, in more recent times suffers from supply short­
ages and the failure to keep up steel-smelting techniques. The 
result is that only seven out of twelve kinds of steel sheets 
and steel plates can be produced - and even then only in 
small quantities. The last six of the imported thirteen chemical 
fertiliser plants have faced the problems of insufficient 
supply of oil, gas, raw materials and the rise in the price of 
light oils. Moreover, even though the two plants in Hubei and 
Hunan were operating at full capacity, the rise in the price 
of light oils meant that they still suffered losses after paying 
taxes. Apart from these a good deal of machinery including 
the Spey jet engines, gas turbines, turbo compressors, indus­
trial gas turbines and a few bearing plants, which cost about 
¥2 billion, have still not begun production. 

In 1978 contracts worth $6400 million were signed with 
foreign countries. Twenty-two were 'key projects' and were 
mainly metallurgical and petrochemical projects such as 
the Baoshan iron and steel plant, the Nanjing petrochemical 
complex and the Yizhang chemical fibres plant. Every year 
a further 12 million tons of oil and 20 million tons of coal 
were used up for these projects. Not only were the country's 
financial resources over-extended but its energy supplies were 
over-stretched. To make matters worse, it became necessary 
to import a great deal of raw materials simply to service 
many of the completed plants. Warehouses and other facilities 
had to be built 'to store hundreds of thousands of imported 
sets of equipment and materials' at the additional cost of 
some ¥10 billion. Finally, the cost of the equipment and 
hence its product is high. The average price per ton of the 
imported steel-rolling machines from West Germany for 
Baoshan is $16,000 while the domestic equivalent is ¥5000-
6000. 

The article lays the blame for much of this upon 'production 
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departments [which] have put aside scientific studies, design 
and manufacture of equipment and have enthusiastically 
imported sets of equipment. As a result they are limited to 
importing one set of production equipment which has ad­
vanced technology'. This not only fails to help speed up the 
country's technological base, but is a positive harm. The 
article concludes with a strong plea for placing the emphasis 
on transforming the technology of existing enterprises by 
citing the positive experience of other departments. These 
ilave imported key equipment selectively, bought basic 
designs, co-operated with foreign. companies or worked under 
the guidance of foreign experts.45 

This analysis of 1981 strongly suggests that China's ex­
perience of importing major projects is not dissimilar to that 
of many other LDCs. It certainly deflates any suggestion that 
the heavy industrial sector of the Chinese economy has been 
significantly advanced by the large-scale importation of so­
called turnkey plants since 1973. At the same time the article 
has also heralded the shift, later in 1981, towards emphasising 
the desirability of transforming existing enterprises or the 
investment in smaller-scale light industrial projects which can 
be completed quickly and yield rapid returns on capital. In 
June 1982 Chinese authorities put forward a list of some 160 
enterprises to businessmen in Hong Kong to attract up to 
$900 million investment for renewing equipment. As we have 
seen a further priority is the development of energy resources 
and transport facilities. The agreements with Western oil 
companies for the development of China's offshore oil are in 
a somewhat different category, as these by definition are out­
side the Chinese milieu. The agreements are based on the 
principles that the foreign companies will be paid through 
production sharing and that the installations will revert to 
Chinese ownership after a certain number of years. Problems 
may arise with the provision of onshore facilities; but these 
are still for the future. Moreover, the areas with immediate 
potential are in the South China Sea where Hong Kong would 
play an important role and in the Gulf of Bo Hai which is 
near one of China's more industrialised areas with enough of 
a supportive on-shore infrastructure. 

However, the reform of China's existing enterprises brings 
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more sharply into focus not only managerial inefficiencies of 
China's industrial system but also its enormous manpower 
problems. Part of the legacy of the Cultural Revolution is 
the low educational qualifications of a generation. China's 
industry faces deep problems because of the shortage of 
qualified engineers, technicians, workers and managerial 
personnel. For example, a survey conducted at 32 light 
industry enterprises in Kaifeng (Henan Province) showed that 
only seven managers had the necessary qualifications.46 

Another survey conducted in Peking in 1978 showed that out 
of several thousand employed in transport, communications 
and industry, only 4 per cent had higher and specialised 
secondary education, 17 per cent had been to senior middle 
school (about half had left before graduation) and more than 
70 per cent had received only primary or junior middle school 
education.47 Overmanning is rampant in Chinese industries. 
Labour productivity in the large (and most 'modem') of 
China's industries were judged in 1979 to be five times as 
low as in the industrialised countries.48 Meanwhile it is 
estimated that between 12 and 20 million people are un­
employed- or more technically, are awaiting to be assigned 
work by the state labour agency. In the absence of unemploy­
ment benefits, these young people do not qualify either for 
ration coupons for food, clothing and other necessities.49 

Although certain measures have been taken to alleviate the 
problem - for example, by encouraging the development of 
urban service co-operatives and the expansion of urban housing 
construction- other retrenchment measures which have cut 
back on heavy industry intensify the problem. Generally, 
however, this means that there are no easy or quick solutions 
to the overmanning of industry. Moreover the improvement 
of the technical and managerial skills in China's enterprises is 
also a question for the long term. 

The more important changes in China's economic system 
do not, in fact, involve the external inputs very much. Thus the 
source of investment which used to be monopolised by the 
central authorities is increasingly shifting to bank credits and 
retained profits. The state's share of total fixed investment 
has declined from 50.6 per cent in 1978 to 27.1 per cent in 
1981. The hope is that enterprises will use investment more 
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efficiently as a result of having to pay interests on loans in­
stead of having it provided cost-free by the state. They would 
have a powerful incentive to complete these capital construc­
tion projects as quickly as possible. This would also mean 
that investable funds could be recycled more quickly. Laudable 
as the scheme may be, it has so far encountered two major 
problems: firstly, the lack of sufficiently skilled personnel in 
enterprises or in banking; and secondly, the irrationality of 
prices which makes it impossible to arrive at a true criterion 
of economic efficiency.50 

Student and other exchanges 

The sending of students and others to be trained abroad has 
been important at various stages of Chinese modem history. 
The thousands of students sent to Japan after the 1894-95 
war played a significant role not just as transmitters of 
modernity but in the intellectual-political life of the country. 
Those educated in the West or in Western schools in China in 
the three or four decades before the establishment of the 
PRC have played similar roles, and indeed the bulk of the 
older 'higher' intellectuals who have come to the fore since 
the end of the Cultural Revolution are the products of this 
experience. The 18,000 students, technicians and skilled 
workers trained in the Soviet Union, and the hundreds of 
thousands trained or guided by Russian experts in China 
during the fifties, have played key roles in the operation of 
the Chinese economy ever since. Thus one of the more 
important long-term effects of the new open-door policy 
may tum out to be less the direct impact of foreign companies 
in China than the sending of thousands of students to Western 
countries and other forms of exchanges of personnel. 

The 1978 plan envisaged sending as many as 20,000 
students abroad. With other aspects of the plan, this too was 
cut back. But by the end of 1981 there were some 7000 
Chinese students enrolled at various American universities 
and colleges and about half that number distributed in other 
foreign countries. Over and beyond that the Academy of 
Social Sciences had sent 700 scholars abroad for study or 
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exchange visits in the 3 years since its founding in 1979.51 

The Academy of Sciences had sent an even greater number. 
In addition, China has vastly extended the number of foreign 
students, teachers, scholars and consultants from abroad. It is 
far too early to assess the significance of these exchanges. But 
on the basis of previous Chinese experience the impact of 
such extensive and intensive exposure to foreign influence 
and intellectual currents will be of increasing importance -
particularly if these exchanges should continue through the 
eighties. 

Nevertheless, even in this regard, a degree of caution is in 
order. It is an open secret in China that nearly everyone who 
has been sent abroad to study is the son or daughter of high­
level cadres. While this will ensure that they will be in positions 
to wield influence on their return to China, it also means that 
the benefits of the exercise are limited to a narrow social 
sector with privileges to defend. Significantly, the demands 
for political change voiced at Peking's 'Democracy Wall' from 
December 1978 until the crackdown in March/April 197952 

did not come from those who up to that point had had direct 
contact with foreigners or the outside world. Through access 
to Reference News (the daily journal for internal distribution 
which reprints extensive extracts from the world press and 
journals, and is thought to be read by 20-30 million) and 
foreign broadcasts, Chinese can be quite well informed about 
the outside world. But without experience of living abroad 
or having fully open relationships with foreigners in China, 
younger Chinese can only interpret this news from within 
Chinese perspectives. Since the political authorities have 
shown themselves time and again to be able to limit and 
control the kinds of contacts which Chinese can establish 
with foreigners inside China, it would be decidedly premature 
to place too much confidence on the modernising influences 
which may flow directly from visiting foreigners. The success 
of the authorities in the Spring of 1979 in putting an end to 
the open interchange between Westerners and Chinese, that 
journalists had found so refreshing, suggests that the time­
honoured distinctions between Chinese and outsiders cannot 
be easily broken down. The occasional indiscretions of 
foreigners and the temptations which their presence has 
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offered to Chinese to gain access to highly prized consumer 
goods, or even as potential marriage partners, has already 
given opportunities to more fundamentalist Chinese and 
certain political groups to play on traditional antipathies 
or ideological orthodoxies to attack aspects of the modernisa­
tion programme as bourgeois Westemisation. 

There can be no question but that external influences are 
growing in China and that the returned students will play 
important roles in the future. But these influences, as in the 
past, will be mediated through the patterns of China's political 
culture. The nineteenth-century dilemma of ti and yong 
('Chinese learning for essence and Western learning for prac­
tical application') has by no means been resolved. 

Defence and the open door 

One of the primary (if not indeed the principal) reasons for 
China's leaders' commitment to modernise the country is the 
perceived need to upgrade its military equipment and train its 
armed forces to be able to fight modem wars. This is seen as 
absolutely necessary if China is to retain its independence in 
the long run and not become subject once again to bullying 
and humiliation by foreign powers. However, the modernisa­
tion of the PLA poses immense problems. Even if it had a 
sufficient number of adequately trained personnel and effec­
tive command, control and communication systems (which it 
certainly does not have), the costs of importing advanced 
weapons sufficient to develop a credible deterrent force 
against either of the two superpowers would be stupendous.53 

It would certainly wreck the prospects for achieving sustained 
economic growth. The problem, therefore, centres upon 
selective priorities. Within a broad framework of a long­
established agreement that the modernisation of the equip­
ment of the PLA would have to wait until an adequate 
industrial base had been built as the first priority, the PLA 
has been divided between those who emphasised military 
professionalism and those who advocated important political 
roles for the armed forces as befits a people's army. Over­
lapping this axis of conflict has been one between those who 
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have advocated the immediate acquisition of particular 
advanced weapons and those who have objected to this by 
stressing the prior claims of economic development. 54 Mean­
while important resources have been allocated to China's 
nuclear and space programmes which have never come 
under the direct administrative control of the armed forces. 
The nuclear deterrent has been seen as complementary to the 
general strategy of defending China by people's war. The 
latter, however, is very flexible and can incorporate many 
different kinds of force profiles. 

The fall of the 'Gang of Four', in which certain key regional 
military commanders played a critical role, marked the 
official ending of the Cultural Revolution and led to the 
formal withdrawal of military men to the barracks from 
which they had been reluctandy summoned in 1967/68 to 
maintain order as the only functioning arm of government. 55 

This withdrawal was accompanied by a new emphasis on 
professionalism. Following four national military conferences 
in February 1977 Hua Guofeng oudined in March a plan for 
a smaller, more streamlined PLA, with more advanced 
weapons, tougher discipline and a more centralised line of 
command.56 Military commentaries began to refer to the 
concept of 'people's war under modem conditions'. It was 
argued that: 

the suddenness of an outbreak of modem war, the com­
plexity of co-ordinating ground, naval and air operations, 
the extreme flexibility of combat units and the highly 
centralised, unified, planned and flexible command struc­
ture- all these factors make it necessary for our army to 
have modem equipment. 

These decisions led to the despatch of scores of military 
shopping expeditions to the West. These in the end turned 
out to be mainly shop-window exercises. Very few contracts 
were actually signed. By the end of 1980, as budgeted invest­
ments funds were sharply cut back, visits by these delegations 
dwindled away almost to nothing. At least 85 such visits 
were made in the 2¥2 years after January 1977. However, the 
demands of the civil sectors of the economy were such that 
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after the decision of the Third Plenum at the end of 1978 
to readjust the economy, Deng Xiaoping told United States 
Senator John Glenn that 'defence modernisation has a lower 
priority than the other three modemisations'. The implica­
tion was that China was not going to embark on an inter­
national shopping spree for modem weapons. This has been 
borne out notably by the Chinese decision in 1979-80 not 
to purchase the British Harrier Vertical Take-off and Landing 
jet aircraft despite having come so close to doing so that it 
had been the focus of diplomatic controversy involving sharp 
opposition from the Russians. 

Nevertheless modernisation of the PLA has gone ahead in 
many important ways in which the 'open door' has played 
a significant part. Firstly, closer study of advanced military 
experience in other countries and in modem conflicts such as 
the 1973 Arab-Israeli war, combined with the effects of the 
shop-window expeditions and the establishment of a separate 
institute of strategic studies in Peking, have helped to fami­
liarise China's military planners with the requirements of 
modem warfare. The experience of the 1979 war with Viet­
nam highlighted many logistical, command and co-ordination 
deficiencies of the PLA. 57 Secondly, China has acquired 
from the United States important advanced radar, computer 
and other civil-military advanced technology equipment 
related to surveillance, air defences and aerospace. China now 
operates two sophisticated American-supplied installations 
which monitor Soviet military activities in Central Asia. 
China has also purchased helicopters and anti-tank infantry­
operated missiles from France and West Germany as well as 
up to 1000 heavy-duty trucks and other equipment designed 
to improve China's logistics. Thirdly, China's naval capabilities, 
which have been greatly upgraded, have drawn on selective 
foreign purchases made earlier in the seventies. 

China's 4, 750,000-strong armed forces not only require 
re-equipping with modem weapons, but they require training 
and reorganising for modem warfare. With respect to the 
latter there is much that can be done within the country. 
Indeed significant progress has been achieved in enhancing 
the professional qualities of the armed forces. Officers now 
have to attend courses at military academies before qualifying 
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for promotion. Last year a large-scale military exercise was 
held in north China in which for the first time, skill was 
demonstrated in combined operations. 

Because of the competition for scarce resources in a con­
text of growing professionalism China is beginning to demon­
strate a degree of inter-service rivalries common to all other 
major armed forces. For example, there have been arguments 
about the respective merits of maritime and inland defence, 
which (for the time being at least) appear to have been won 
by the navy. 58 China seems to be on the verge of going 
beyond coastal defence. In May 1980 the Chinese for the 
first time sent a naval task force several thousand miles into the 
Pacific Ocean as part of support operations for its first 
8000-10,000 mile range intercontinental ballistic missile 
(ICBM). Much has been made of the longer-term significance 
of the naval venture in the Chinese press. In March 1982 it 
was announced that a Chinese submarine had returned from a 
test in which it spent 'tens of days and nights' submerged -
thus suggesting that it was nuclear-powered. It has also been 
made public that China has been training pilots for operations 
on aircraft carriers, thus indicating very clearly China's future 
intentions. 59 It can be argued that the expansion of the navy 
would have taken place eventually, regardless of the open­
door policy. However, the new orientation to the outside 
world has clearly enhanced the need for better naval defences. 
China's current long-term economic strategy places much 
emphasis on the coastal regions and on international trade. 
The development of offshore facilities at a time in which 
China has unresolved disputes with neighbours over the 
division of the continental shelf, and indeed over the 
sovereignty of various islands, all point to the need for a 
more modem and ocean-going naval capability. The growing 
Soviet naval presence in the area also calls for a Chinese 
response. Thus, although the Chinese navy is not based on 
the acquisition of modem ships from the West, the open­
door policy has been an important factor in the high priority 
it has enjoyed in recent years. 

As for the other services, and indeed China's nuclear arm, 
there can be little doubt that but for the shortage of finance 
and the prior claims of other sectors of economy, a consider-
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able number of purchases would have been made. The 
nuclear and aerospace arms are largely independent of the 
PLA, but a number of important breakthroughs have been 
achieved related to the long-distance ICBM. Meanwhile there 
is much that can be done in improving China's ability to fight 
the electronic war that has become typical of the modem 
battlefield. The production of Chinese domestically generated 
electronic systems (associated with its nuclear and aero­
space programmes) combined with the imports of advanced 
electronics and computers from the West should enable China's 
more modem sections of the PLA to upgrade their know­
ledge and capabilities in these essential features of modem 
warfare. However, the sheer size of the PLA, and of China's 
problems, suggest that progress will not be rapid. Over and 
beyond that there are important elements in the armed forces 
who still adhere to more pristine views of people's war and 
who are resistant to the new changes. Of China's 169 divisions 
only 11 are armoured and a further 40 are artillery. More 
than 100 divisions are still old-fashioned, foot-slogging 
infantry. After the Cultural Revolution the prestige of the 
PLA has plummeted and the agricultural reforms have given 
such incentives to able-bodied young men to work with their 
households that for the first time the PLA faces problems of 
recruitment. 

This is not to imply that the PLA is seething with inner 
conflict or simmering in potential revolt against the new 
policies and the new political order. It is, however, to suggest 
that there are various conflicts of interest within the PLA and 
that the political and structural constraints to rapid reform 
elsewhere in China can also be seen within the PLA. The 
tension in the PLA between the modernising professional 
tendency and that which still adheres to the guerrilla people's 
war traditions has a long history, as does the conflict of 
priorities between the military and civil budgetary appropria­
tions. It is too early to identify the patterns by which these 
issues in their contemporary guise interact with the policy 
debates in the civil sector, but the implications for China's 
foreign policy seem more evident. Si:ace the general moderni­
sation of the PLA must await the modernisation of the 
economy which in tum is to be measured in decades, it 
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follows that China's domestic requirement for a long period 
of international peace can only be established if at all, by 
diplomacy. That strongly suggests that the international 
strategic implications of China's economic reforms and the 
open-door policy should be to reduce tensions with the 
Soviet Union. 

However the social and economic dimensions of China's 
foreign relations do not in the final analysis determine the 
strategic and international dimensions of foreign policy. Just 
as the initial detente with the United States was not oc­
casioned by economic considerations, the question of 
improving relations with the Soviet Union will be deter­
mined primarily by strategic/diplomatic judgements. China's 
domestic requirements are obviously an important factor in 
these calculations, but ultimately they are unlikely to be 
decisive. On the other hand, as has happened before in China's 
history, the socioeconomic consequences of the kind of 
open-door policies being currently pursued can lead to a 
sociopolitical backlash from more fundamentalist elements 
which in tum could lead China back to a neo-isolationist 
position. That would doubtless have important implications 
for China's international/strategic relationships, but whether 
it would fundamentally alter China's place in the balance of 
world power is doubtful. 



5 

Strategic and International Politics 
Since Mao 

Perhaps the most striking aspect of this dimension of China's 
foreign policy is its continuity with the Maoist era. Despite 
signs of greater flexibility in the conduct of policy and a 
major change in ideological perspectives, the general pattern 
of Chinese approaches to the strategic dimensions of inter­
national politics has not markedly changed in the 10 years 
since the early seventies. Notwithstanding the deepening links 
with the international economy, China's leaders have contin­
ued to perceive international politics within the highly con­
flictual framework of Mao's 'geopolitical thought' (see Chapter 
3 ). Mao's theories of revisionism and his ideological criticisms 
of the Soviet Union may have been jettisoned, but the Soviet 
Union has continued to be regarded as the most dangerous 
and expansionist of the superpowers. The discarding of Mao's 
ideological objections to the Soviet Union has been caused 
by domestic changes in China and the rejection of the theo­
retical considerations which underpinned the Cultural Revolu­
tion. It has not been caused by a re-evaluation of the inter­
national role of the Soviet Union. Indeed the current analyses 
of the strengths and weaknesses of the Soviet Union as an 
expansionist imperialist power are precisely those which Mao 
himself advanced in his famous 'paper tiger' thesis on the nature 
of imperialism. According to this thesis, while militarily power­
ful in the short run, an imperialist power is weak in the long 
term because its expansionism leads to over-commitment 
which in tum accentuates the political, social and economic 
contradictions of its domestic society. Such a power neces­
sarily will encounter increasing local resistance to its foreign 
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adventures and it will also become more isolated internation­
ally. Both tendencies combine to exacerbate its domestic 
social tensions. In this view there comes a point at which the 
imperialist power either retracts and settles for a defensive 
posture or it is broken by an unpopular war. It is this mode of 
analysis which has led successive Chinese leaders since the 
beginning of the seventies to argue that the American failure 
in Vietnam was its turning point, and that thereafter it has 
been thrust generally on the defensive. The Soviet Union, it 
has been argued, took advantage of the American involvement 
in Vietnam to improve its relative military power so that it 
was able to replace the United States as the major global 
expansionist power. However, implicit in the Chinese analysis 
is that in time the Soviet Union too will find the costs of 
sustaining its expansionist role to be too great. 

It follows from the Maoist thesis that the expansionist 
imperialist superpower can only be checked by universal 
opposition to its policies and by resolute resistance in the 
countries it is seeking to dominate. Any moves to conciliate 
it or to acquiesce in its latest expansionist enterprise are by 
definition self-defeating. Thus, like Mao before them, China's 
leaders in the late seventies and early eighties have been highly 
critical of certain Western approaches to detente, regarding 
them as little short of appeasement. Similarly, they have 
argued that local conflicts in the Third World only provide 
opportunities for intervention by the Soviet Union, and that 
therefore these should be settled as quickly as possible and 
without using 'the good offices' of the Russians. 

Another example of following Maoist precepts concerns 
the approach of the post-Mao leaders towards Vietnam. 
Obviously, no-one can know how Mao or Zhou Enlai person­
ally would have handled relations with Vietnam, but there 
can be little doubt that the Chinese approach since 1978 
closely accords with Mao's strategic thought. The objective 
of Chinese policy is to keep up military pressure on Vietnam, 
support the insurgent resistance to it in Kampuchea, and 
isolate Vietnam internationally with a view to compelling 
Vietnamese society to reach a breaking point at which Vietnam 
would have to revise its attempt to control the whole of Indo­
China. Some have argued that China's policy has the result of 
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driving Vietnam into closer relations with the Soviet Union. 
They suggest that the object of policy should be to make 
Vietnam less dependent on the Soviet Union as a prelude to 
encouraging Vietnam to modify its policy in Indo-China. 
Indeed it is often pointed out that the Vietnamese have 
already expressed misgivings about their exclusive dependence 
on Russia. 1 The recognition of differences between Vietnam 
and the Soviet Union towards the end of 1981 has not led 
the Chinese leaders to change track on the grounds advocated 
by some in the West that possibilities exist for weaning the 
Vietnamese from the Russians. The Peking argument is that 
to offer the Vietnamese alternative sources of aid at this stage 
would only promote much needed relief for the government 
and thereby actually strengthen the current policies of occupa­
tion to which the Chinese leaders object. On the contrary, 
almost in Maoist fashion, Chinese policy suggests that the 
maintenance of the pressure on Vietnam damages the Soviet 
Union too because the burden of aiding Vietnam is an extra 
drain on those resources used by the Soviet Union to maintain 
its expansionist role. The Chinese suggest that the relief of 
the Soviet burden would actually serve the joint current 
interests of Vietnam and the Soviet Union without necessarily 
bringing about a change in Vietnamese policies in Indo-China. 
The Chinese approach may be contrasted with traditional 
Western diplomatic norms which emphasise both conflict and 
harmony, and which seek to find points of compromise with 
an adversary in order to draw it into observing international 
diplomatic norms favoured by the traditional great powers. 

The general pattern of continuity with the early seventies 
extends beyond the question of modes of analysis to that of 
specific policies. Thus much of China's foreign policy has 
continued to be devoted to the building of an anti-Soviet 
international coalition. Although the importance of the 
partnership with the United States has grown, the essential 
guidelines were established during the reception by Mao and 
Zhou of Nixon and Kissinger in the early seventies. Indeed 
even the tensions and ambiguities in the Sino-American rela­
tionship in the early eighties reflect those of the previous 
decade. These concern the Taiwan issue, Chinese suspicions 
of aspects of American relations with the Russians, and 
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Chinese criticism of aspects of United States policies towards 
Third World countries. China's leaders have continued to be 
concernedlestChinashould be used as a pawn in the Washing­
ton-Moscow dialogues and they have not abandoned Mao's 
long-standing fear of a Soviet-American condominium -
especially on nuclear matters. Similarly, the patterns of China's 
relations with Western Europe have not greatly changed. 
Chinese approaches to Third World countries, and to move­
ments of national liberation, have declined somewhat in 
intensity, but even that reflects a trend that had begun earlier 
in the seventies. Moreover, the Chinese posture towards the 
Third World as a whole in the early eighties is still recognisably 
that which was manifested 10 years earlier. China's relations 
within the Asia-Pacific region have been characterised by 
several important new developments involving closer relations 
with Japan and the countries of ASEAN (Association of South 
East Asian Nations), but especially the emergence of the 
conflict with Vietnam. Nevertheless the genesis of Chinese 
policies in the area may be traced to the last few years of the 
Mao era. 

Within this general pattem of continuity of Chinese ap-
proaches to international politics, however, there have been 
important new developments, particularly in what might be 
regarded as China's diplomatic style.2 China's more open 
door practice of economic development has been accompanied 
by greater foreign access to Chinese society and by a greater 
willingness of the Chinese authorities to 'leam' from the out­
side world. This has meant that Chinese domestic affairs have 
begun to be better understood outside China and that Chinese 
diplomacy reflects a sharper appreciation of the perspectives 
and interests of others. In short, China's diplomacy has 
acquired a greater flexibility. As will be shown later in this 
chapter, the new flexibility is particularly evident in Chinese 
attempts to woo the countries of ASEAN within a framework 
of a rather rigid and unyielding Chinese policy towards the 
conflicts of Indo-China. Chinese diplomacy may be said to 
reflect the fruits of the experience of a more active participa­
tion in the international diplomatic community and of the 
acquisition of a better-informed and sophisticated understand­
ing of the politics and policies of other countries. However, 
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another important contributory factor to this development is 
the rejection of much of Mao's ideological line of his last 20 
years. The domestic keynote slogan since the end of 1978 
has been 'learn truth from facts', and this has been reflected 
in the style of Chinese approach to the external world. The 
Chinese official news agency no longer publishes reports 
from other countries couched exclusively in the terms and 
concepts of Chinese politics. Instead they tend to be more 
factual presentations of the issues and institutional structures 
of the relevant countries. Similarly, but perhaps more import­
antly, China's diplomacy has dropped much of its hectoring 
didactic tone in favour of a style which takes more into 
account the sensitivities and constraints affecting the behavi­
our of other governments. Thus for example, Chinese diplo­
mats have stopped lecturing their West European counterparts 
on their supposed obligation to unite Europe better; they no 
longer 'instruct' NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organisation) 
members as to how they should react to the latest manoeuvres 
by the Soviet Union. Instead they have sought to improve 
their own understanding of the workings of the European 
Community and the reasons for NATO's difficulties in advanc­
ing a common front on certain salient questions. 

Developments in Chinese approaches to international politics 

Like the foreign policies of all major countries those of China 
are a product of a multiplicity of factors involving a complex 
mix of interactions between what might be called the domestic 
and external environments. Given the extent of the changes 
which have taken place in both sets of 'environments' since 
the beginning of China's new direction in international politics 
in the late sixties and early seventies, perhaps the most pert­
inent question about Chinese foreign policy in what has been 
called here the strategic domain is why such a high degree of 
constancy has been maintained through to at least the early 
eighties. 

The constancy is all the more remarkable if consideration 
is taken of the magnitude of the changes which have taken 
place. In the words of Thomas W. Robinson: 'the 1970s ... 
saw changes in the general international system that were 
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more revolutionary than in any of the decades of the twentieth 
century, save perhaps those associated with the two world 
wars. . . '3 In particular he drew attention to five major 
trends: the rise of Soviet military power and the relative 
decline of the United States; the replacement of Cold War 
bipolarity by a more relaxed and diffused East-West rela­
tionship which included greater trade and elements of co­
operation; the growth of interdependence in the West, 
including Japan, and the increasing importance of economic 
questions, especially concerning energy and oil; the emergence 
of the so-called north-south problem; and the militarisation 
of Sino-Soviet relations. Earlier in the same article Robinson 
drew attention to the significance of some of the changes in 
the international relations of Asia during the decade: 'The 
emergence of six "modem" rapidly growing, capitalist devel­
oped states or city-states along the eastern periphery of the 
continent' -South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, 
Japan and ('possibly') Malaysia (as we have seen, the first 
named on the list have been referred to in China as 'the four 
little tigers'); the final American defeat in Vietnam in 19 7 5 
and its partial withdrawal from Asia; the new activism by 
China and Japan; and finally the new activism by the Soviet 
Union which has brought it militarily and economically into 
maritime Asia and which in tum has transposed the lines of 
conflict in Asia. 

More could be added to Robinson's list, but he has surely 
captured the most important of the changes in the inter­
national environment especially as they affect China. If to 
these are added the extensive domestic changes which China 
underwent during the decade, the general constancy of China's 
position on the strategic-international plane must seem all 
the more remarkable. It suggests that major interests of the 
Chinese state as perceived by successive Chinese leaders are 
served by this posture. It also suggests that what Mao and 
Zhou identified as the most important international trend 
(i.e. the new relative defensiveness and offensiveness of 
America and Russia respectively) when they first developed 
this posture, has been seen to be persistent and overriding by 
China's leaders. 

The one overriding strategic issue for China's leaders 
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throughout this period, and stretching into the 1980s, has 
been the rise and extension of Soviet military power coupled 
with the relative decline of the United States. Not even the 
death of Mao and the removal of his ideological objections to 
the Soviet Union fundamentally changed the Chinese position. 
To be sure the demise of the great protagonist towards the 
Soviet Union has led to some new nuances in Sino-Soviet 
relations. Yet the essence of Mao's view as reported by Henry 
Kissinger from his conversations of1973 are remarkably similar 
to those of the official Chinese position 9 years later. Kissinger 
reported Mao as urging the United States to play a more 
effective role in constructing an anti-Soviet coalition. Ameri­
can military deployments in Asia were criticised as being 'too 
scattered'. Mao and Zhou were said to have stressed the 
importance of close American co-operation with Western 
Europe, Japan, Pakistan, Iran and Turkey. America should 
build up its defences and focus on the fundamental (Soviet) 
challenge rather than squabble with allies over short-term 
differences. Soviet expansionism, Mao asserted, was 'pitiful' 
for Soviet courage did not match its ambitions. Moscow 
looked strong, Mao argued, but as early as 1973 he asserted 
that it was actually over-extended. It had to be wary of Japan 
and China;it had to keep an eye on South Asia and the Middle 
East, and it faced another front in Europe, where it had to 
maintain forces larger than those facing China. Kissinger 
quoted Mao as concluding that the Soviet Union would be 
unable to attack China 'unless you let them in first and you 
first give them the Middle East and Europe so they are able 
to deploy troops eastward'.4 

Despite the profound changes in international politics since 
then, including the expansion of Soviet military power both 
directly and indirectly in Africa, the Middle East, Southwest 
and Southeast Asia, the central thrust of Mao's analysis is still 
echoed by China's leaders and official commentators: namely, 
that the Soviet Union is the main threat to world peace, but 
it is beset with difficulties, while it poses a threat to China, 
an attack on China is not imminent. In Zhou Enlai's words of 
August 1973, China was too 'tough a piece of meat' and the 
Soviet Union was only 'making a feint to the East while 
attacking in the West'.5 Following the military conflicts in 
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Indo-China and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, coupled 
with Soviet naval and airforce deployments in Southeast Asia 
and the Indian Ocean, the Chinese have publicly acknowledged 
that these developments pose threats to China, but they never­
theless still assert that the primary threat is to other regional 
states and to Japan and the United States.6 Moreover Mao's 
implied point that the defeat of Soviet expansionism would 
depend to a large extent on the United States and the success 
of establishing an anti-Soviet international coalition, rather 
than primarily on China, has remained a persistent theme of 
China's approach to these global issues. It is suggested that 
China has a role to play, but it is essentially a modest one. 
Neither Mao nor his successors have claimed a pivotal role for 
China in the global strategic balance. Similarly, although 
Mao's successors no longer adhere to his view that a new world 
war is inevitable, neither he nor they had in mind a war 
between China and the Soviet Union, but rather between the 
two superpowers? Interestingly, the point at which the global 
situation might be changed was also implicit in Mao's com­
ments. That point would be reached when Soviet expansionism 
should finally catch up with its domestic weaknesses so that 
its over-extendedness would impose impossible burdens upon 
its own societal capabilities. These are certainly the terms 
within which the Chinese began to debate the issue in 1980-
81.8 

At the end of the sixties Chinese analyses of international 
politics were marked by confusjon and uncertainty which in 
part reflected the domestic factional struggle, but which also 
flowed from ambiguities and inconsistencies in the Mao/Zhou 
approach to international issues. This was a period of transition 
for China in which the American threat was being re~laced 
by a different kind of menace from the Soviet Union. This 
was also paralleled by an ending of the revolutionary isolation­
ism of the early stages of the Cultural Revolution as China 
reached out for improved diplomatic relations, first with 
Third World states, and second with the small and medium 
capitalist states. Interestingly some of the first states involved 
were Yugoslavia (hitherto reviled as the progenitor of revision­
ism and a Trojan horse for the introduction of capitalist and 
American influences into the socialist camp) and the Soviet 
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neighbours Turkey and Iran. The beginnings of the attempt 
to construct an anti-Soviet coalition were already becoming 
clear. But at this stage both superpowers were still being con­
demned as arch-imperialists in roughly equal measure. It was 
not until the early 1970s, after the opening to the United 
States, that Chinese analyses began to acquire coherence. The 
demise of Lin Biao signalled the end of the dispute as to 
whether collusion or contention was the major characteristic 
of relations between the two superpowers. The victory of 
Mao and Zhou meant that henceforth contention was to be 
regarded as the predominant characteristic of their relations. 
It followed that China should seek to exploit their conflict 
and compromise with the United States to block the Soviet 
Union. Nevertheless the 1972 New Year editorial of China's 
leading newspapers still proclaimed that 'the characteristic 
feature of the world situation can be summed up in one word 
"chaos", "upheaval" or "global upheaval" '. In fact it was 
not until 1974 that this chaos was said to have resolved itself 
into a division of the world into three groups, or as it was 
put, into three worlds. That is, the superpowers, the small 
and medium capitalist powers (coupled with the East Europ­
ean countries under Soviet dominance) and the Third World.10 

There were, however, tantalising signs of other modes of 
analysis being considered by China's leaders before the emerg­
ence of the new orthodoxy. Interestingly, some of these were 
to re-emerge at the end of the decade and in the early 1980s. 
One such view was that the world could also be regarded in 
terms of a five-power balance. In a semi-private interview the 
late Guo Moruo (then Chairman of the Standing Committee 
of the National People's Congress and head of the Academy 
of Sciences and a man who had often been close to Mao) in 
an analysis of the current state of world politics depicted its 
essential features in terms of a 'five-pointed star' with the 
points made up of the US, the USSR, the EEC, Japan and 
China. 11 When asked to endorse this view Zhou Enlai replied 
guardedly without explicitly disagreeing, 'we admit that we 
can develop in some decades into a strong prosperous country. 
But we have declared that we will never be a superpower, 
neither today nor in the future.'12 The implication was that 
it was wrong to equate China with the superpowers. Two 
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years later in 1973 the then Assistant Foreign Minister Zhang 
Wenjin refuted the 'five-pointed star' by noting the unequal 
distribution of power between the countries that made up 
the five points.13 

The three worlds theory which eventually emerged in April 
197414 was not fully endorsed by the Gang of Four,15 and 
although it was largely in accord with Mao's approach to 
international affairs no statement of his support was released 
publicly before his death. A year later a lengthy theoretical 
defence of the theory claimed that Mao had outlined the key 
elements of the theory to Zambia's President Kaunda on 22 
February 1974 during his visit to China. The theory had 
doubtful Marxist credentials as it focused almost entirely 
upon state behaviour in international affairs, to the exclusion 
of class analysis or socialistic criteria. 16 It also played down 
one of Mao's more cherished revolutionary- if typically 
elliptical- precepts ofthe early seventies that 'countries want 
independence, nations want liberation and the people want 
revolution; this has become an irresistible trend of history'. 
Indeed after Mao's death little further was heard from Chinese 
sources about this allegedly 'irresistible trend'. 

There were certain ambiguities in the theory, at least in so 
far as it was meant to offer operational guidelines for China's 
foreign policy. Perhaps the most important of these concerns 
the two superpowers which as the 'first world' constitute the 
heart of the three worlds theory. In theory there is little to 
distinguish between them as the contemporary 'biggest inter­
national exploiters and oppressors' and as 'the source of a 
new world war' except that the Soviet Union was said to be 
'especially vicious', mendacious, perfidious, 'self-seeking and 
unscrupulous' (all these are abusive epithets rather than 
analytical categories). Yet as we have seen, Mao, Zhou, Deng 
Xiaoping himself and other Chinese leaders in practice drew 
much sharper distinctions between the two superpowers and 
treated the United States as a strategic partner in combating 
Soviet hegemonism. In fact the theory shed remarkably little 
light on the actual operational concepts employed by China's 
leaders in managing their complex relations with the super­
powers; nor does it help to explain China's successive leaders' 
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persistent search for an international anti-Soviet (not anti­
superpower) coalition. 

The high strategic significance allotted the Third World in 
theory as the major centre for effective resistance to super­
power dominance has not been reflected in Chinese diplomacy, 
which has focused its attention far more on relations with the 
West and japan as well as the countries in China's Asian region. 

The theory of the three worlds has had a rather chequered 
career since its first enunciation in April 1974. At that time 
there was a certain Chinese disenchantment with the United 
States after the heady enthusiasm of the previous 2 years. 
China's leaders were critical of aspects of the new Soviet­
American detente associated with the Strategic Arms Limita­
tion Talks (SALT) and exemplified by the first SALT agree­
ment. They were also concerned lest some Western leaders 
were seeking to stabilise the European sector in order to 
encourage the Soviet Union to move eastward. Another high 
point of the advocacy of the theory was in 197 7 when Chinese 
dissatisfaction with the Carter Administration was marked.1 7 

But from 1978 when the alignment with the United States 
was cemented in the context of the conflict with Vietnam 
and in the euphoria of normalisation, it did seem as if the 
three worlds theory had been quietly abandoned. However, 
it has since been resurrected in 1981-82, largely as a conse­
quence of the incipient rift with the Reagan Administration 
over projected arms sales to Taiwan. This account strongly 
suggests that the three worlds theory with its equal treatment 
of the Soviet Union and the United States is something of an 
embarrassment when relations are judged to be warm and 
productive with the United States. Nevertheless the theory 
does attest to ambiguities in Chinese official attitudes towards 
the United States. On the one hand it is perceived as a strategic 
partner of long-term significance, but on the other it is also 
regarded as an imperialist power with whom China has deep 
differences so that their partnership could not but be limited 
and temporary. 

Even as the three worlds theory was reappearing in Chinese 
publications, senior Chinese writers in the Academy of the 
Social Sciences were advancing new perspectives on world 
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politics and economics that owed little to that theory. Thus 
the deputy director of the Institute of West European Studies 
argued in an article that the world should best be seen in 
multi-polar terms. The United States, the Soviet Union, 
Western Europe,Japan and China were perceived as independ­
ent centres with their particularities of strengths and weakness­
es. The fact that the article was broadcast implied that it was 
of more than academic interest and that this essentially power­
political mode of analysis found favour with at least some 
political circles in Peking. 18 An even more senior figure, 
Huang Xiang, Vice-President of the Academy and a former 
high official of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and associate 
of Zhou Enlai, analysed the economic recession in Western 
countries in terms of the capitalist countries as a whole rather 
than by distinguishing sharply between the first and second 
worlds. The article was even more prominently publicised 
through publication in China's premier foreign-language 
journal. He argued that: 

unless it is stimulated by external factors, the Western 
economy will remain at a low level. Its period of relative 
stability has gone for ever. In the coming decade, instability 
and frequent crises will prevail in the capitalist world.19 

Nevertheless there was no shortage of Chinese official pro­
nouncements to the effect that China would for ever belong 
to the Third World and that the three worlds theory was still 
relevant. Although the theory may have been a convenient 
way for classifying different forces in world politics, it is clear 
that if it were a guide to Chinese decision-makers it was only 
at a high level of generality. As far as the immediate practical­
ities of China's foreign policy-making, other considerations 
came to the fore. It is also instructive that the theory received 
more emphasis in proportion to the deterioration of Sino­
American relations. From a Chinese perspective the American 
overtures to Taiwan were manifestations of underlying imper­
ialist tendencies. 
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The non-inevitability of war 

Perhaps the greatest departure from Mao's legacy was the 
disavowal or partial disavowal of his theory of the inevitability 
of war. While Mao conceded that a new world war could be 
postponed, he nevertheless held in Leninist fashion that war 
was an inherent characteristic of imperialism and that sooner 
or later such a war would break out between the Soviet Union 
and the United States. Only if revolutions were to take place 
in the two countries could it be avoided. This was one of the 
issues on which Mao broke with Khrushchev. Mao strongly 
disputed Khrushchev's argument that the advent of nuclear 
weapons and the emergence of nuclear deterrence required a 
modification of Lenin's stands on the inevitability of war, the 
impossibility of peaceful transition from capitalism to social­
ism, and the irreconcilability of the conflict between the 
forces of socialism and imperialism. In Mao's view that was 
the starting point for the emergence of revisionism in Russia. 
To assert that mutual Soviet-American nuclear deterrence 
could prevent a global war meant that the two powers should 
seek patterns of co-operation and arrogate unto themselves a 
special position over and above all other countries. It also 
meant that just revolutionary wars would receive less help 
lest they should escalate into regional wars involving the two 
great powers which in tum could lead to the breakdown of 
deterrence. On the other hand, Khrushchev implied that 
mutual nuclear deterrence would inhibit the greatest imperial­
ist power from intervening in civil wars or aiding the reaction­
ary side, thereby paving the way for the peaceful transition 
from a capitalist to a socialist society without having to follow 
the revolutionary path of the Bolshevik Revolution. All this 
was held by Mao as signifying the abandonment of Leninist 
revolutionary principles and the slide towards revisionism and 
reformism. 

There is no evidence to suggest that despite the opening to 
the United States Mao ever changed his mind on the inevit­
ability of war. He did, however, imply that it could be post­
poned for a long time into the future if imperialist expansion 
were firmly resisted by an international united front. He never 
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abandoned the view he had first advanced in 1946 that a world 
war would not break out between the two superpowers until 
one or other had mastered the intermediate zone of the many 
countries between them. Thus the way to hold back Soviet 
expansionism in the seventies, according to Mao, was the 
establishment of a broad coalition of resistance; and the more 
effective this was, the better the chances of postponing the 
global war. His last statement on the subject was on 20 May 
1970: 'The danger of a new world war still exists, and the 
people of all countries must get prepared. But revolution is 
the main trend in the world today'. This view was echoed in 
Deng Xiaoping's address to the United Nations of April1974 
which first spelt out the theory of the three worlds: 'The 
contradiction between the two superpowers is irreconcilable . 
. . . Either they will fight each other, or the people will rise in 
revolution.' Zhou Enlai also repeated this theme in his speech 
to the Fourth National People's Congress in January 1975. 
Both superpowers were regarded as equal threats to world 
peace and 'their fierce contention [was] bound to lead to war 
some day'. 

Beginning in October 1980 Chinese leaders revised this 
view. Hu Yaobang declared: 

It is our view that if all peace loving countries and people 
unite and take firm steps to curb the hegemonists' aggres­
sion and expansion, it is possible to postpone or even to 
prevent the outbreak of a great war [emphasis added] .20 

The Foreign Minister, Huang Hua, repeated the point in 
December: 

We should make a sober estimate of the Soviet Union's 
military capability and adventurism. Likewise we should 
see its weaknesses and difficulties. The Soviet Union's 
southward thrust can be frustrated and war can be post­
poned or prevented. 21 

Deng Xiaopingretumed to this theme in a somewhat different 
way in his talks with the then United Nations General Secre­
tary General, Kurt Waldheim, in june 1981: 
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The present international situation is even more turbulent 
and unstable than before, with an increasing number of 
danger spots . . . all forces opposing hegemonism and 
cherishing peace [should) unite so as to deal with the diffi­
cult situation and defer the outbreak of a major war. If 
such a war can be prevented so much the better.22 

The suggestion that a global war was not necessarily inevit­
able was based on different considerations and on theoretical 
premises altogether different from those which led Khrushchev 
to advocate that view some 15 years earlier. China's leaders 
argued that the possible prevention of a world war depended 
less on understandings between the great powers than on the 
united opposition to 'hegemonists' by 'peace loving countries 
and peoples'. The view of the nature of international conflict 
and how it could be circumscribed still owed much to Mao's 
consistently expressed thesis that peace cannot be won by 
making concessions to an aggressive great power, or by great 
power diplomacy alone. It could be won only by determined 
resistance to the aggressor by as many social groups and 
countries as possible. 

The emergence of the new view on war can be traced to 
three developments in Chinese assessments of the international 
situation. The first was the identification of the Soviet Union 
alone, rather than the two superpowers together as the major 
source of a new world war. This view gained momentum 
especially after the final American debacle in Indo-China in 
April 1975.23 The second was China's success in effecting an 
anti-Soviet coalition with Japan and the United States in late 
1978, which was a contributory factor in restraining the 
Soviet Union from opening a second front on China's northern 
borders during the Chinese attack on Vietnam in February­
March 1979. Linked with this was the growing diplomatic 
isolation of the Soviet Union arising out of the Vietnamese 
military occupation of Kampuchea and the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan. Both were opposed by huge majorities in the 
United Nations, and the latter in particular evoked sharp 
hostility by the Islamic world. The third development was 
Chinese appreciation of the growiPg burden on the Soviet 
Union arising out of its international activities and the high 
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cost of its military build-up. Chinese commentaries from early 
1980 began to highlight the costs to the Russians of sustaining 
the Vietnamese and the Cubans, the problems arising out of 
the Afghani resistance to the Soviet occupation and Soviet 
difficulties in Eastern Europe as epitomised by the Polish 
crisis. 24 

Indeed the recognition of Soviet difficulties had been a 
factor in Chinese readiness to begin inter-governmental talks 
with the Soviet Union in Moscow in September 1979 with 
the stated aims of improving relations. But the Soviet invasion 
of Afghanistan caused the Chinese to postpone the next round 
of talks due to begin in Peking in early 1980. A year later it 
became evident in April1981 that a debate of sorts was taking 
place in Peking as to whether or not the Soviet Union had 
begun to decline. A 7 April Xinhua commentary acknowl­
edged the increase of Soviet power but questioned whether 
it was superior to that of the United States. Other articles 
dwelt on the problems the Soviet Union was encountering in 
its 'southward drive'. On 31 July Hu Yaobang asserted that 
although the Soviet Union was threatening in appearance, 'in 
reality it [was) very feeble'. At the same time other articles 
pointed more sharply to Soviet strength and assertiveness. 25 

The debate may be seen as reflecting a certain duality or 
ambiguity in Chinese analyses of the Soviet position, especi­
ally after the invasion of Afghanistan. On the one hand, 
further incidences of Soviet expansionism were perceived as 
adding to the Russian burden and increasing the difficulties it 
would encounter in carrying on the policy of intervention 
and expansion. This would suggest that the Soviet leaders 
might become more constrained in the exercise of their foreign 
policy. On the other hand, examples of Soviet expansionism 
could also be seen as proof of the unlimited insatiable am­
bitions of Soviet hegemonism. If the first interpretation were 
to predominate it would follow that room could exist for the 
improvement of Sino-Soviet relations; if the latter, very little 
room for such manoeuvre could exist. Both sets of attitudes 
were evident in Chinese commentaries which examined the 
likelihood of a Soviet intervention in Poland during the second 
half of 1980. For example, on 4 September a Xinhua com­
mentary argued that in the light of Soviet 'embarrassment' 
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because of Afghanistan, the Russians 'could not afford 
another stormy international reaction', and it concluded 
'judging from Moscow's past behaviour, it could have made 
another adventurous move at this critical moment, yet it had 
to be very cautious before making such a move'. By 6 Decem­
ber, however, Xinhua warned that 'the shadow of outside 
intervention [in Poland] looms large'. The uncertainty about 
the Soviet response to Poland persisted throughout the fol­
lowing year. In the event, unlike the Western governments, 
China did not condemn the imposition of martial law on 13 
December as equivalent to Soviet intervention. Nor was the 
apparent Soviet restraint interpreted as a sign of weakness. 
On the contrary, after a few official commentaries in the 
autumn of 1981 which drew attention both to Soviet strength 
and to the difficulties which confronted the Soviet Union, a 
highly publicised article entitled 'Is the Soviet Union Declining' 
of 25 December 1981 concluded decisively that it was not. 
Despite its difficulties Soviet economic and military strength 
was said not to have been weakened and in many respects it 
was said to be better placed than the United States; moreover 
the current Soviet overseas burden was calculated as far below 
that shouldered by the United States in Vietnam. The article 
finished on a rather guarded and cautious note: 

To overestimate or underestimate the present Soviet 
strength and difficulties will lead to the wrong judgement 
on the Soviet political and military tendencies and the 
world situation. To underestimate the serious difficulties 
being faced by the Soviet Union and to overestimate the 
Soviet hegemonic power and to reach a compromise will 
be unfavourable to world peace. The Soviet Union has not 
been on the decline because of present difficulties, nor has 
it renounced its global strategic offensive. Even if it is con­
fronted with greater difficulties, Moscow can act with 
prudence or make a reckless move. Military adventures 
launched by the warmongers in history often took place in 
a period of economic crisis and not of economic prosperity. 

Therefore, it is harmful to the maintenance of world 
peace to think that the late coming superpower is on the 
decline and thus lose vigilance against it.26 
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The implications for China from this line of analysis were 
clearly to continue to emphasise defence preparedness and to 
be very wary of resuming negotiations with the Soviet Union. 

One problem with Chinese public analyses of Soviet prob­
lems at this stage was that in arguing that Soviet expansionism 
could only be stemmed by resolute opposition by the rest of 
the world they could hardly suggest at the same time that the 
Soviet Union had lost its forward momentum and that it was 
possible to negotiate a relaxation of tensions with it. The 
Chinese dilemma was that while they dearly sought a peaceful 
environment in which to concentrate on domestic economic 
development, they could not negotiate an agreement with the 
Soviet Union which left all its threatening military deploy­
ments in place. They, or those leaders who sought to with­
stand the demands of the military (or certain sections of it) 
for a greater claim on China's economic resources, had a 
special interest in detecting signs of Soviet decline or of diffi­
culties which would constrain Soviet adventurism. A corollary 
to this was that these leaders would have to rely very much 
on the continued opposition to the Soviet Union by the 
international coalition China had built up. Therefore they 
resolutely rejected any suggestions that the Soviet 'peace 
offensive' of the early eighties was anything other than a piece 
of 'trickery' to take advantage of the European peace move­
ment to drive a wedge between the United States and its 
Western European allies. Chinese official statements tended 
to be highly ambiguous in the sense that they combined 
warnings about Soviet aggressiveness with emphases on its 
growing difficulties. 

This ambiguity was evident in the address to the U.N. 
General Assembly by Vice Foreign Minister, Zhang Wenjin on 
23 September 1981: 

International realities do not bear out the view that the 
Soviet Union launches a 'peace offensive' because it is on 
the defensive and that its own difficulties are causing it to 
retreat. 

Facts in the past year have shown that the Soviet Union 
has not given up its bid for world hegemony .... However, 
because of repeated setbacks and its own vulnerabilities, 
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the Soviet Union, while adhering to a policy of aggression 
and expansion, has increasingly resorted to political tricks 
... another so-called 'peace offensive' ... 'political solu­
tions' and proposals for disarmament and so on, which are 
designed ... to disguise its hegemonism and to deceive or 
lull the people of the world.27 

Recognition of Euro-Communism 

On first consideration the reversal of the stand by China's 
leaders in April 1980 on the question of the so-called Euro­
Communist Parties of Western Europe might be thought to 
be of little strategic significance. After all their impact on 
China's national security concerns is minimal in the extreme. 
Deeper consideration, however, suggests several important 
consequences which attest to a subtler appreciation of world 
politics and to a greater degree of diplomatic flexibility by 
China's leaders. The new development also involves an impor­
tant shift in the perceptions by Chinese leaders of their coun­
try's place in world affairs. Finally, the cultivation of relations 
with these Communist Parties is an important dimension in 
Sino-Soviet relations as it provides another pressure point 
with which to constrain the Soviet Union. 

The initial severance of relations with the West European 
Communist Parties in the late 1950s and early 1960s had 
been a function of the Sino-Soviet dispute. Interestingly, 
Chinese criticisms of the Soviet Party in 1956-57 had been 
an important contributory factor to the emergence of poly­
centrism among the Western European Parties. But these were 
soon to be condemned by China as revisionist Parties who 
had abandoned the revolutionary road in favour of the reform­
ist Parliamentary way to power - i.e., the 'peaceful transition' 
which had been one of Khrushchev's revisions of Leninist 
doctrine. By the 1970s the Western European Communist 
Parties had also come to be seen by China's leaders as fifth 
columnists who would serve Russian interests. 

Thus even after Mao's death and the dropping of his ideo­
logical theories of revisionism the hostility to the Euro-Com­
munists remained. On 23 October 1977 Deng Xiaoping said 
that China 'would not like to see the Communist Parties of 
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France, Italy and Spain come to power or even to participate 
in government'. They would, he claimed, carry out a 'policy 
of appeasement' towards the Soviet Union.28 As late as 
March 1979 a Xinhua commentary which was also published 
in the Beijing Review cast doubt on the assertion of independ­
ence from Moscow by the Communist Party of Italy (CPI) 
and favoured its exclusion from government. The commentary 
noted: 

Italy's Western allies cannot but pay more attention to the 
situation in Italy at this time when the Soviet Union is 
stepping up its arms expansion and war preparations and 
looking menacingly at Western Europe. Recently the PCI 
has come out publicly in favour of the Smiet-supported 
Vietnamese aggression in Indo-China. Italian public opinion 
has taken note of this. 29 

Whether or not Italian public opinion 'took note' of that, 
China's leaders certainly noted the CPI's condemnation of 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Within a context in which 
Chinese economists were drawing upon the experience of 
reforms in Hungary and Yugoslavia, and in which debates 
were being held as to whether the Soviet Union was a socialist 
country, the People's Daily in early April 1980 announced 
that the nine Chinese commentaries on the international 
Communist movement, that had been at the core of Sino­
Soviet polemics in the early sixties, were incorrect on the 
questions of economics and revisionism. This fuelled specula­
tion on the prospects for Sino-Soviet relations until Deng 
Xiaoping made a brief but blunt statement in May that the 
Soviet Union was not a socialist country but a social imperialist 
one, on account of its expansionism and interventions in other 
countries. The true import of the change (which had not taken 
place even to honour President Tito on his visit in 1977) 
became clear when a CPI delegation led by its General Secret­
ary, Enrico Berlinguer, visited China from 14 to 23 April 
1980 and restored Party relations with the Chinese. China's 
leaders stressed the international importance of the CPI in 
Europe and in the international Communist movement. The 
major point of agreement between the two sides was respect 
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for each other's independence and the rejection of the right 
of any one Party (i.e., the Soviets) to assume patriarchal airs 
and seek to impose its view on others. The point was made 
even more forcefully when relations with the Communist 
Party of Spain were restored in November of that year, Hua 
Guofeng declared that 'all Communist Parties are independent 
and equal. They should integrate the universal truth of Marx­
ism with their own revolutionary practice and formulate their 
own political line, principles and policies.' The Spanish Party 
leader went even further and he was published in the Chinese 
press claiming that 'the thoughts of our great masters' must 
be developed lest the Communists should 'lag behind or 
change from revolutionaries to conservatives'. Moreover, he 
asserted that 'there are no prescriptions valid for all' countries. 
He went on to argue that 'a socio-economic formation like 
socialism could have different superstructures and political 
systems as in the case of capitalism'.30 

An even more surprising development was the establishment 
of Party relations with the Socialist Party of France in Feb­
ruary 1981 as, unlike the Euro-Communist Parties, it did not 
even claim to be a Marxist Party. The Beijing Review stated 
that the CPC was interested in establishing friendly relations 
with other European Socialist parties. 'As the hegemonists 
expand and make troubles everywhere, it is not possible to 
rely on a few countries and political parties to effectively 
check the hegemonists' aggressive and expansionist acts and 
defend world peace.' And in a new version of Marx's famous 
cry, in the name of the CPC the journal declared: 'All countries 
and political parties that uphold justice, oppose aggression 
and work for social progress and world peace should unite 
and resolutely struggle against the hegemonists' acts of aggres­
sion and expansion.'31 Interviewed a year later in January 
1982, Deng Xiaoping noted that the Chinese had not ade­
quately studied the developments of the Communist and 
workers' movement. He found the international situation to 
be changing and complicated. Nevertheless he did not think 
that problems could be resolved 'according to a pattern or 
even to two or three patterns. Our basic position is that 
Marxists in every country must resolve their own problems 
on the basis of their independent analyses and assessments 
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and on the basis of the actual situation in each country.32 

During his meeting with the Chairman of the Communist 
Party of the Netherlands on 7 June 1982, Hu Yaobang put 
forward four principles which the CPC has since advanced as 
the only acceptable basis for inter-Party relations. These are, 
independence, full equality, mutual respect and non-interfer­
ence in each other's internal affairs. These 'principles' not 
only imply criticism of the Soviet approach, but they also 
imply a repudiation of the CPC stand of the early sixties. 

In part this new inter-Party diplomacy was designed to 
develop a new constituency with which to increase the diplo­
matic pressure on the Soviet Union. The cultivation of the 
Communist and workers' movements in Western Europe has 
always been an important if not decisive element of Soviet 
diplomacy. But the new development was also conceived as a 
significant attempt to reach out to groups with which the 
Chinese Communists have only had fleeting relations in the 
past. It demonstrated a closer appreciation by China's leaders 
of the complexities of European politics. Perhaps by their 
new emphasis in explaining their foreign policy as being 
designed to safeguard world peace, China's leaders sought to 
reach an understanding of and with the European peace move­
ments which hitherto they had tended to condemn as appeas­
ers of the Soviet Union. However, in so doing China's leaders 
have amended their diplomatic style and indeed their general 
diplomacy considerably. The general goals of Chinese foreign 
policy may not have radically changed, but the new flexibility 
and the less self-righteous diplomacy has extended the appeal 
of China's stand against 'hegemonism' and, if it should be 
continued, it promises to be an important if not decisive 
contribution to China's strategy of trying to isolate the Soviet 
Union internationally. 

Relations with the countries of Europe 

The main patterns of China's relations with the countries of 
Western Europe were well established in the early seventies 
and they have not significantly changed since. Although both 
sides recognise the importance of the other in world affairs, 
neither can exercise much influence over the other. The 
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geographical distance between the two areas, and the essen­
tially regional deployments and regional effectiveness of their 
armed forces, has meant that neither impinges directly on the 
other's national security interests. Although they may be said 
to share a common adversary in Moscow, their respective 
attitudes and policies towards it differ in many respects. 
Although there are variations as between the Western Euro­
pean countries, they all seek accommodation with the Soviet 
Union on the basis of a shifting mix of co-operation and 
adversity as expressed by the concept of detente under con­
ditions of deterrence. Although China's leaders may choose 
to portray the Western European countries as common 
members of the anti-Soviet hegemonist united front, few of 
these governments would describe their relations with the 
Soviet Union in these terms. There is a relationship between 
the Soviet western and eastern fronts, but it is by no means 
an obvious and clear one. The Soviet deployments in Europe 
and the Far East are independent of each other. In other 
words neither force is drawn from the other. The deployment 
of up to one-quarter of the Soviet armed forces in the Far 
East did not lead to any reduction in the West. This means 
that short of a rapid escalation of hostilities or the significant 
reduction of tensions in one of the sectors, neither the Euro­
pean nor the Chinese side can affect the position of the other. 

As we have seen, Western Europe has been an important 
source for China for access to advanced technology, but the 
significance of this trade can be exaggerated. Despite the 
growth of trade in 1980 China still ranked only as 31st in the 
list of countries to which the European Community (EEC) 
sent exports in terms of value and it ranked 29th as a source 
of imports. The EEC ranked 4th among those trading with 
China and although EEC-China total trade had more than 
doubled between 1975 and 1980, the EEC's proportion of 
China's trade had dropped from about 18 per cent to 11 per 
cent. Moreover, as China's trade with countries of the Asia­
Pacific region continues to grow at a rapid rate, the EEC pro­
portion of China's trade is likely to decline still further.33 

Doubtless the EEC will remain an important alternative source 
for advanced technology for China, if only to ensure that 
China does not become unduly dependent upon one or two 
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sources. That lesson of 'self-reliance' is unlikely to be lightly 
abandoned. 

Within these constraints the attention given to Western 
Europe by China's leaders may seem disproportionate. How­
ever, the Chinese have consistently depicted Western Europe 
since 1973 as the focal point of Soviet strategic interests and 
as the main centre of Soviet-American competition. Even 
the alleged 'southward drive' of the Soviet Union in Asia and 
the Middle East has been described by China's leaders as an 
elaborate outflanking movement ultimately aimed at Europe. 
Thus the cultivation of close diplomatic relations with the 
Western European countries is seen as essential in view of 
their strategic importance for the Soviet Union and hence for 
China. It is worth recalling that in 1964 China's leaders turned 
briefly to Western Europe as a possible partner in restraining 
American adventurism. It is not strange, therefore, that 
China's leaders should attach significance to Europe in the 
seventies and eighties when they are seeking diplomatic lever­
age against both superpowers and the creation of an anti­
Soviet coalition. 

As with other countries Chinese interactions with the 
Western European countries have increased substantially if 
measured in terms of the number of visits of delegations and 
exchanges of all sorts.34 Perhaps the most important of these 
was the European tour of the then CPC Chairman and Premier, 
Hua Guofeng, who visited France, the Federal Republic of 
Germany, Britain and Italy from 15 October to 6 November 
1979. Various agreements were signed and the visits were 
notable for the way in which the Chinese leader was able to 
make his points about the need for a common stand without 
embarrassing his hosts with regard to their relations with the 
Soviet Union.35 

The one area in which the Western Europeans and the 
Chinese could translate their expressed mutual interests in 
the others' strength and prosperity was in Chinese purchases 
of advanced weaponry. But despite various missions by milit­
ary personnel and by ministers empowered to sign contracts, 
no major agreements about arms transfers were made. In fact 
the largest arms deal that took place was the British sale of a 
Rolls Royce jet engine plant, the contract for which was 
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signed in 1975. At the cost of $200 million the plant was 
duly completed in 1980, but as the Chinese did not have a 
suitable airframe for the advanced Spey engine the plant is 
not turning out a supply. Indeed, one rumour has it that its 
high-precision manufacturing equipment has been converted 
for the making of bicycles. More typical was China's interest 
in purchasing the British Harrier Vertical Take Off and Land­
ing jet aircraft. Interest was first displayed in 1977. The 
Soviet Union sought to prevent the sale, but first the Labour 
and then the Conservative Governments agreed to sanction 
the sale when the Chinese side finally withdrew in 1980 on 
the grounds of cost and the consequences of the domestic 
economic policies of readjustment. Unconfirmed reports 
claimed that some French anti-tank HOT missiles had been 
sold to China in early 1978.36 However, despite the large 
number of military delegations which visited Western Europe 
in 1977-80 and the amount of diplomatic attention they 
attracted -not least from the Soviet Union -no major sale 
has been confirmed. 

In July and August of 1982 there emerged reports of a 
Chinese interest in the French advanced military aircraft 
Mirage 2000. One reason was that Chinese attempts to trial 
produce their own advanced fighter aircraft had been unsuc­
cessful. As of September 1982 no agreement had been 
reported. Judging by previous experience the Chinese side is 
likely to seek an arrangement that would involve the purchase 
of a limited number of the aircraft combined with the estab­
lishment of an enterprise that could manufacture them under 
license in China. Also judging by past experience the relevant 
negotiations are likely to be prolonged and complex. 

Chinese diplomacy with regard to the Eastern European 
countries showed most development and change in the post­
Mao era. As in other respects the genesis for the change can 
be traced to the earlier period. For example, the initial over­
tures to Yugoslavia were made as early as 1968 in the wake 
of the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia, and relations with 
Romania were never broken. However, the more active dip­
lomacy and the domestic economic and ideological changes 
combined to accelerate China's interest in these countries. 
The Chinese were particularly interested in the economic 
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reforms ofYugoslaviaandHungary. The Hungarian experience 
of market socialism was seen to be of especial relevance to 
the reforms contemplated by Chinese economists. Romania, 
however, was of interest not because of its domestic economic 
system, which was a tight command economy of precisely 
the kind from which the Chinese sought to move away them­
selves, but because of its foreign policy which stressed inde­
pendence from Soviet controls. Doubtless privately the 
Chinese understood as much as others that Romania's inde­
pendent foreign policy within the framework of the Warsaw 
Treaty Organisation was possible because of its peculiar 
geopolitical position and because its domestic political and 
economic system did not challenge Soviet orthodoxy. More­
over, just as with regard to the other East European members 
of the Warsaw Treaty Organisation, the reason why Romania 
is a Communist country and why that cannot be challenged is 
because of the Soviet domination of Central and Eastern 
Europe since the end of the Second World War. It cannot be 
known whether China's leaders have understood that despite 
its relatively independent foreign policy the survival of the 
Romanian political system is ultimately dependent on contin­
ued Soviet dominance of the region. 

Chinese foreign policy towards the Eastern European 
countries, after Mao, reflected a unique combination of both 
strategic and domestic interests. Once these countries were 
no longer perceived as hotbeds of revisionism, the similarities 
of the political-economic systems with those of China became 
obvious. All had developed more or less out of the Soviet 
model which they had followed willingly or unwillingly in 
the early fifties. The one essential difference was that China 
and also Yugoslavia had made their revolutions independently 
from within, whereas the others had it brought to them by 
the power of the Soviet Red Army. These post-war arrange­
ments had been sanctioned more or less by the agreements of 
the great powers during the latter stages of the Second World 
War despite Western alarm at the 1948 pro-Communist coup 
in Czechoslovakia. These developments indirectly affected 
China's strategic interests, for Soviet controls over Eastern 
Europe were both a source of Soviet strength and of weak­
ness. Since the death of Stalin the Russians have intervened 
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military in Eastern Germany (1953), Hungary (1956) and 
Czechoslovakia (1968) and they hovered on the brink of 
Poland several times (1956, 1970 and 1980-81). Chinese 
policy towards these events has varied according to the dictates 
of their relations with the two superpowers. Thus in the fifties 
they supported the Russians, and indeed they have boasted 
that they were instrumental in dissuading the Russians from 
marching into Poland and in pushing them into Hungary in 
1956. But since then the Chinese have opposed Russian inter­
ventionism. The invasion of Czechoslovakia and the Brezhnev 
doctrine of limited sovereignty was perceived as providing the 
ominous justification for a Soviet intervention in China. 

There is no other region in the world where the Chinese 
theory of three worlds would seem less applicable than it does 
to Eastern Europe. As explained by Deng Xiaoping in 1974, 
and as elaborated by the People's Da£ly in 19 77, Romania 
and Yugoslavia belong to the Third World and the other 
Eastern European countries belong to the second. China itself 
has been consistently described as a socialist member of the 
Third World. It will be recalled that the first world was 
identified as the imperialistic superpowers; the Third World 
consisted of those countries which had suffered from colonial 
oppression and which sought economic development to escape 
from their backwardness and the second world consisted of 
the developed countries in between them. From the outset it 
was by no means clear why, except for the temporary con­
venience of Chinese foreign policy, Romania and Yugoslavia 
should belong to the Third World and the other Eastern 
European countries to the second world of the small and 
medium capitalist countries. When pressed for an explanation 
Chinese officials tend to suggest that the Eastern and Western 
European countries are both developed economically and 
that the Eastern Europeans are dominated by one superpower 
and the Western Europeans by the other superpower. The 
inadequacy of the explanation is highlighted by China's own 
foreign policy which constantly exhorts the Western Euro­
peans and Japan to unite more closely with the United States 
while dwelling on the malevolent consequences of Soviet­
imposed unity on Eastern Europe. In fact, as Chinese officials 
and academics will privately concede, Romania and Yugoslavia 
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have far more in common with the other Eastern European 
countries than either has with any country in Asia, Africa or 
Latin America. Moreover the systemic problems in Eastern 
Europe have little in common with those ofWestern Europe, 
let alone countries like Australia, New Zealand, Canada and 
Japan- to which the theory of the three worlds has consigned 
them. 

Despite appearances to the contrary, these problems are 
well understood by Chinese officials and academicians. 
Chinese publications for open distribution may not reflect 
necessarily Chinese thinking on the affairs of Eastern Europe 
and Chinese policy towards these countries. Consider, for 
example, the Chinese response to the events in Poland since 
the emergence of the independent Solidarity trade union 
followed by the introduction of martial law in Poland on 
13 December 1981. Chinese official Xinhua commentaries 
have dwelt exclusively on the danger of a possible naked 
military intervention by the Soviet Union. The sparse Chinese 
pronouncements on Poland since the introduction of martial 
law only reiterate the standard Chinese line that the Poles 
must be allowed to settle their own affairs by themselves. 
China's leaders have refused to join the Western governments 
in condemnation of the suppression of Solidarity as a measure 
engineered by the Russians. China's reticence can be explained 
more readily by reference to Chinese sources meant for 
internal circulation in China only, and to which I have had 
but fleeting access. Unlike the official news agency reports 
these were replete with information about developments in 
Poland and they reflected a certain distaste for Solidarity lest 
a similar independent trade union might emerge in China. 
The organisation of the Chinese economy and the structures 
of Chinese enterprises may differ in certain important respects 
from those of Soviet Eastern Europe, but there are sufficient 
similarities for the Chinese leaders to fear the emergence of a 
similar independent trade union movement to that of Solidar­
ity in Poland. 

There is then a double-edged sword quality about Chinese 
policy towards the countries of Eastern Europe. In one sense 
China's leaders encourage nationalistic assertions of independ­
ence from the Russians, but in another they are concerned 
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lest the particular forms which these may take might also 
have repercussions in China. The post-Mao period is not the 
only time in which this ambivalence has been apparent. The 
events in Poland and Hungary in 1956 had a profound effect 
in China. Mao's analysis of their causes and effects played no 
small part in the unfolding of the Hundred Flowers policy 
towards intellectuals in the Spring of 1957, the consequent 
anti-rightist movement and indeed on the theorising that led 
to the Cultural Revolution in 1966. Similarly, the Party's 
stalwarts' reaction to Mao in 1956-57 was also heavily influ­
enced by their understanding of the significance of the events 
in Russia and the Eastern European states in 1956.37 

Nevertheless Soviet difficulties in Eastern Europe were 
seen by China's leaders as an important restraining influence 
on Soviet expansionism elsewhere in the world. The then 
Chairman Hua Guofeng visited Romania and Yugoslavia in 
August 1978 on the tenth anniversary of the Soviet invasion 
of Czechoslovakia. He also went on to visit Iran and the 
exercise may be seen as part of a Chinese attempt at counter­
encirclement of the Soviet Union after the beginning of the 
close Soviet-Vietnamese relationship as established by 
Vietnam's having joined the CMEA on 29 June 1978. The 
visits to Romania and Yugoslavia also served a wider purpose. 
As became apparent from the themes of the speeches of Hua 
in both countries, his concern was to deny any Soviet right to 
exclusive spheres of influence in which it could impose its own 
will. Notwithstanding the growing tensions in Sino-Soviet and 
Sino-Vietnamese relations China could still reach out to coun­
tries near the Soviet Union and establish common understand­
ings. The point was not lost on the Soviet Union, and the China 
factor may be said to have increased its pressure on Eastern 
Europe.38 China's more sophisticated diplomacy has been 
displayed in lending such support as it can to improving rela­
tions between the countries of Eastern and Western Europe 
while distinguishing these sharply from those designed to 
improve Soviet-Western economic relations. The former 
were seen as possibly loosening Soviet dominance over Eastern 
Europe, whereas the latter were portrayed as feeding the 
Soviet war machine. 

The enduring aspect of China's relations with Europe, both 
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Eastern and Western, has been shown to be one in which 
Chinese aspirations and policies fall very short of Chinese 
capabilities to significantly determine outcomes on issues 
that are perceived to be of considerable importance for 
China's global strategy. Moreover the disparity between 
interest and influence is likely to persist for a long time to 
come. 

China and the superpowers 

China's relations with the superpowers continued to be the 
main, but not the only, determinant of its foreign policy. The 
relationship has continued to shape not only the general 
formulation of policy, but it has also, for example, affected 
very strongly China's relations with its neighbours. China's 
policies in the Asian region can only be understood within 
the context of Chinese perceptions of the roles of the two 
superpowers. Local and regional issues have always been seen 
by China's Communist leaders in conjunction with the need 
to resist the superpower judged to be most active and expan­
sionist. Conflicts with neighbouring countries have been 
perceived as threatening to China's national security only if 
the local adversary has been backed by either the United 
States or the Soviet Union. This was true, for example, of the 
conflicts with India in the sixties and early seventies, and is 
especially true of the conflict with Vietnam beginning in the 
later seven ties. 

Chinese preoccupation with the balance of forces between 
the United States and the Soviet Union suggests that its leaders 
have long operated diplomatically in fact, if not in name, 
along tripolar lines. Put rather crudely, China's strategy may 
be seen as having moved from a reliance on the Soviet Union 
in the 1950s against the American menace to a reliance on 
American countervailing power against the Soviet threat in 
the seventies and eighties. The period of China's most acute 
vulnerability, as seen from Peking, was the sixties when the 
superpowers were perceived to be in collusion against Chinese 
aspirations to great power status. There is a sense in which 
the more the adversorial relationship between the United 
States and the Soviet Union is marked by conflict rather than 
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by co-operation, the greater is their readiness to concede 
China's claims to independent great power significance. China's 
period of self-isolation in the sixties, which reached its zenith 
in the early years of the Cultural Revolution, was predicated 
on Chinese assumptions of collusion between the superpowers 
and of an attempt by them to impose their condominium on 
China.39 The rapprochement with the United States was 
based on claims by Mao and Zhou that the relative decline of 
the United States, matched by a growing expansionist tend­
ency of the Soviet Union, had created a new situation in which 
relations between the two would be characterised by conflict 
rather than collusion. Throughout the seventies and into the 
eighties, China's leaders have consistently deprecated any 
Soviet-American moves towards detente. One of the clearest 
examples of Chinese continued fears of a superpower condo­
minium can be seen from Chinese praise of the initiative by 
the late President Sadat of Egypt in declaring his willingness 
to go to Jerusalem in late 1977 in search of peace. In so doing 
he had successfully defeated a combined move on the Middle 
East by the superpowers as expressed in a joint declaration 
by Foreign Minister Gromyko and Secretary of State Vance 
only a few days earlier.4° China's leaders were also concerned 
by the prospect of tacit agreements between the Americans 
and Russians to acknowledge each other's rights to special 
zones of influence. They condemned in public the 1974 
Helsinki Agreements, Kissinger's detente diplomacy and the 
so-called Sonnenfeldt Doctrine (which suggested that the 
United States should recognise Soviet dominance in Eastern 
Europe and assist it to establish an 'organic' relationship there 
in order to strengthen stability in Europe) as analogous to 
the appeasement of Nazi Germany in the 1930s. Indeed they 
also suggested that in 1977 a new Munich-type agreement 
might be in the offing, by which the West sought stability on 
the European front in order to divert the Russians eastward. 
Privately, however, the Chinese leaders still feared a super­
power condominium. Following the agreement to normalise 
Sino-American relations of December 1978, a high-level 
document meant for internal circul<'.tion only claimed that as 
a result, 'we have ... managed to win over the United States 
and [we] have successfully prevented the backstairs deal 
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between the two superpowers to divide the world between 
them'.41 

China's strategic significance to the superpowers arises out 
of their respective global strategies. During the fifties and the 
sixties- the decades of American global ascendancy - Ameri· 
can global strategic dispositions were based on the need to be 
able to conduct 'two and a half wars'. That is, a possible war 
in the West involving the Soviet Union and another in the 
east involving China, leaving the capacity to fight a 'half war' 
against lesser challenges in other parts of the world. In the 
seventies the Russians faced a similar situation with up to a 
quarter of their forces stationed in the Far East. China's 
strategic significance, however, masks a very great asymmetry 
in power between itself and the superpowers. If they possess 
the capacities to project their military force to all parts of 
the world, China's capacity to influence events by its mili­
tary power is limited strictly to its own region. Moreover, 
even in this context China still lacks the capabilities to 
project its forces much beyond its borders. Despite consider­
able efforts to upgrade its naval forces during the seventies, 
China still lacks an ocean-going military fleet comparable to 
that, say, of India, let alone one which could match American 
or Soviet naval power in the seas of East and Southeast Asia. 
Thus in a very real sense China depends upon the American 
Seventh Fleet to counterbalance the growing pressure of 
Russian naval power in the region. China's principal sources 
of strength continue to derive from such traditional geopoliti­
cal factors as its vast size, massive population, strategic location 
in Asia and political unity under an effective government 
(that is, effective in the traditional foreign policy terms of 
being able to organise the population in accordance with its 
strategic and foreign policy goals). 

Although the two superpowers have tacitly conceded China 
'candidate superpower' status (to use Jonathan Pollack's 
distinctive phrase) ,42 China's role in the great strategic triangle 
necessarily differs from theirs. As giant nuclear and conven­
tional military powers, and as leaders of major alliances with 
world-wide spreads of varied interests and commitments, both 
Russia and America are constrained to manage their adverso rial 
relationship in order to keep it below the threshold of nuclear 
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conflict. The United States in particular is obliged to take 
into account the interests and perceptions of its allies, some 
of whom in Western Europe have their own reasons for seeking 
to reduce tensions in Europe and eschew Chinese policies of 
confrontation with 'hegemonism'. China, by contrast, has 
what might be called global policies without global commit­
ments; it has policy without power. Therefore the inherent 
complexities of international politics which militate against 
the implementation of logically consistent and simply con­
ceived policies become apparent in Chinese policies only 
within in its own region. Thus the complexities of China's 
relations with the superpowers can be seen less in the grand 
strategic formulations of tripolarity than in Chinese manoeuv­
rings to sustain 'a long-term strategic' relationship with the 
United States while simultaneously carrying on with it the 
long-standing disputes over Korea and Taiwan. China is an 
ally of the Democratic People's Republic of Korea and it is 
formally pledged to support its position on Korean re-unifica­
tion which includes calling upon the United States to withdraw 
its forces from the south. But at the same time Chinese 
officials privately concede that the American presence there 
serves other interests which are important to China. It is a 
component part of the American continued strategic commit­
ment to Japan and to the seas near China, and it is seen as a 
restraining influence against the renewed outbreak of warfare 
on the Korean peninsula. These are all seen as important to 
China.43 

The Taiwan problem raises more complex and deep-seated 
issues for China. But the same American right-wing impulses 
that have propelled the Reagan Administration towards a less 
compromising line with the Soviet Union are those that cause 
it to be less yielding to the Chinese position on Taiwan. 
Clearly it is one thing for the Chinese to call upon other 
countries to temper their local conflicts to meet the needs of 
an anti-hegemonist united front, and it is quite another for 
the Chinese to do likewise. Moreover, specific Chinese policies 
towards the Soviet Union do not always reflect the hard line 
of Chinese international declaratory policy. For example, at 
China's initiative governmental talks were held in 1979 to 
improve relations. Although little was achieved at the talks 



200 TOWARDS THE END OF ISOLATIONISM 

and they were indefinitely postponed after the Soviet invasion 
of Afghanistan, the Chinese initial proposals were advanced 
without the usual insistence on prior conditions of Soviet 
troop withdrawals from Mongolia and from the disputed areas 
along the border - preconditions which had always been 
rejected by the Russian side. 

The death of Mao was a far less significant factor in shaping 
the development of China's relations with the superpowers 
than the alteration of China's international environment which 
began to take shape in 1975. This was the year in which the 
Soviet capacity to extend its military power to far-flung areas 
of the world began to be made dramatically evident by the 
despatch of thousands of Cuban troops to change the course 
of events in several African countries from Angola through to 
Ethiopia and the Hom of Africa. Nearer to home, the final 
American debacle in Indo-China raised the prospect of a rapid 
increase of Soviet influence in Southeast Asia. It was at this 
point that China's leaders, who had hitherto blamed both 
superpowers for the world's 'intranquillity', began to warn 
that the Soviet Union was 'far more dangerous' as a source of 
war. Two weeks after the fall of Saigon a People's Daily 
editorial noted with alarm, 'The Soviet social imperialists ... 
are leaving no stone untumed in their efforts to replace the 
U.S. imperialists at a time when the latter are becoming 
increasingly vulnerable and strategically passive.' In June and 
July Deng Xiaoping publicly cautioned visiting leaders from 
Southeast Asia 'to beware of the tiger coming from the back 
door while pushing out the wolf from the front door' and he 
explicitly warned the Thai Premier of Soviet designs on South 
Vietnam and its bases. 44 

These developments gave greater salience to Chinese fears 
of a grand Soviet geopolitical strategy of encirclement that 
they had claimed to detect the previous year. They claimed 
that the Soviet Union sought to control Southeast Asian sea 
lanes and straits in order to link up its Vladivostok-based 
Pacific Fleet with that in the Indian Ocean and then with the 
Soviet forces in the Mediterranean as part of a deep-seated 
design to outflank Europe. The Chinese also asserted that the 
Soviet encroachments in Africa (through their Cuban 'mer­
cenaries') were part of a component scheme to control the 
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sea lanes carrying oil from the Middle East, and that the 
African adventure was also linked to Soviet alleged expansion­
ist designs in the Indian Ocean and Southeast Asian areas.45 

Meanwhile both China and the United States were engulfed 
in their own domestic traumas. It was not until1977 that the 
newly constituted Chinese leadership and the Carter Adminis­
tration were able to begin talks at a high level. The United 
States Secretary of State, Cyrus Vance, visited Peking in 
August 19 7 7 just after the conclusion of the Eleventh Congress 
of the CPC at which Deng was formally reinstated. But little 
progress was made on the Taiwan issue. Moreover, when 
assured by Vance that America was still strategically superior 
to Russia, Deng bluntly replied: 'We Chinese people do not 
believe it. 746 The American government at this stage was very 
much divided between those who sought to improve relations 
with the Soviet Union through the diplomacy of detente and 
those who favoured a harder, more confrontational, approach. 
Vance represented the more conciliatory approach and after 
his visit Chinese commentaries began to warn against the 
dangers of appeasement and of a new Munich by which the 
West would make concessions in Europe to deflect the conflict 
to the East. Ironically, Deng represented an approach within 
China which argued that economic development should take 
precedence over the rapid acquisition of military technology 
and he therefore stood for a less alarmist interpretation of 
likely Soviet military moves. Earlier in 1977 commentaries 
associated with the armed forces in China had called for the 
rapid acquisition of modem armaments on the grounds that 
China was engaged in a 'race against time' because of the 
imminence of Soviet pressure to 'subjugate' the country. Deng 
and his civilian colleagues successfully repulsed their claims 
on China's precious resources and they maintained that what 
China needed was to buy time rather than race against it.47 

This could be achieved only by the establishment of a more 
solidly based anti-Soviet international united front which 
included the United States. Thus within China there was a 
tendency in the official press to downplay the Soviet threat 
and to magnify it in Chinese publications and commentaries 
beamed to the outside world. RUdiger Machetzki has com­
puted the ratio between anti-Soviet articles published exclus-
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ively in the English-language edition of Xinhua and those 
which were also reproduced in the People's Daily for the years 
1977-79 (to September). In 1977 only 76 out of a total of 
1205 anti-Soviet articles were printed in the People's Daily. 
In 1978 and January-September 1979 the proportions were 
56 out of 120 7 and 3 2 out of 668 respectively. The 'domestic' 
share of these articles represented no more than 4-6 per 
cent.48 

As the tensions and conflicts in Indo-China escalated the 
Chinese began to call more openly for a united front with the 
United States. Meanwhile the Carter Administration began to 
ease step by step the barriers on transferrring military techno­
logy to China. The initial steps in 1978 removed American 
objections to the deliveries of so-called defensive weapons 
and the corresponding know-how by Western European coun­
tries. Following the visit by the Presidential National Security 
Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski in May, who emphasised the 
long-term strategic character of their association, Sino-Ameri­
can relations appeared to improve. But events in Indo-China 
were developing at a rapid rate leaving China for a period in 
the summer of 1978 feeling isolated and insecure in the face 
of Soviet encirclement. Between 29 June- when Vietnam 
was admitted to the Soviet-dominated economic system, 
CMEA - and the signing of the Sino-Japanese Peace and 
Friendship Treaty on 12 August, China's leaders had cause to 
feel particularly exposed. It was at this stage that they first 
began to refer to a 'plot' by which the 'Soviet superpower 
with its own hegemonic aims provides cover and support for 
the Vietnamese authorities to serve as a junior partner for the 
Soviet Union'. Not surprisingly, this was also protrayed as 
part of 'Moscow's global strategic plan ... to outflank and 
encircle Europe and isolate the United States', but this was 
qualified by the fact that for the first time reference was made 
to a Soviet design to 'encircle China'.49 The Chinese were 
clearly appealing to the Americans to recognise that their 
interests were parallel if not identical: The encirclement of 
China, it was implied, was damaging to the long-term strategic 
interests of the United States. For good measure China's 
premier foreign-language journal ran an article on appease­
ment and its 'adverse effects' which pointedly criticised those 
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who allegedly sought 'by trying to divert the Soviet peril 
eastward ... to pacify the aggressor and have it "all quiet on 
the Western front" '.50 Meanwhile the Chinese Defence 
Minister took the opportunity to write an article in the Party's 
main theoretical journal calling for the 'high-speed' acquisition 
of 'new type conventional equipment and sufficient ammuni­
tion as well as better atom bombs, guided missiles and other 
sophisticated weapons'. Although he repeated the then 
accepted view in Peking that while a world war was inevitable 
'we do not mean that it is imminent'. He nevertheless returned 
to the earlier military argument that China was engaged in a 
'race against time'. He also emphasised the dangers of war as 
far as China was concerned in ways that civilian Party leaders 
like Deng and Li Xiannian did not: 'What Soviet social im­
perialism has done is doubtless spearheaded against the United 
States and aimed at Japan, but this also shows that it has 
stepped up its preparations for launching a war of aggression 
against China. '51 

Deng Xiaoping, whose commitment to the priorities of an 
economic development which would allow even fewer resour­
ces for military preparedness was even stronger than the 
previous year, took a different view from the Defence Minister. 
If the latter emphasised the threat to China while acknowledg­
ing the more global dimensions of the Soviet challenge, Deng 
reversed the emphasis as a means of eliciting the diplomatic 
support of others against the alleged Soviet menace. At a 
press conference in Bangkok on 8 November Deng acknowl­
edged that this 'military' treaty (i.e., the Soviet-Vietnamese 
Treaty of Friendship and Co-operation signed 5 days earlier) 
was directed at China, but he argued that it had other targets: 
It 'constitutes an important component part of the Soviet 
Union's global strategy in the Asian-Pacific region'. He went 
on to refer directly to the question of China's encirclement 
and added: 'I have told foreign friends on many occasions 
that China fears no encirclement. To a greater extent, the 
treaty means the threatening of peace and security in the 
Asian-Pacific region and even the world.'52 

China's international position was significantly changed by 
the agreement to establish normal diplomatic relations with 
the United States, as signed on 16 December. Deng had taken 
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a lead in the negotiations and despite Chinese objections to 
America's publicly stated intention of selling arms to Taiwan, 
China nevertheless signed the agreement which involved 
certain mutual concessions. A confidential report by Political 
Bureau member and the then Secretary General of the power­
ful Military Affairs Commission of the Party, Geng Biao, was 
delivered on 16 January 1979. Although it was specifically 
directed towards the situation in Indo-China the report was 
also revealing about Chinese attitudes to wider issues of inter­
national politics. The agreement to normalise relations with 
the United States was regarded as having 'completely changed 
the balance of power in the world'. The report suggested a 
greater China-centred view of world politics than was apparent 
from Chinese open commentaries. China's diplomatic success­
es, the trade and technology agreements with Western coun­
tries and their readiness to assist in the military modernisation 
of China were described as 'severe blows' to the Russians. He 
also argued that as the Soviet Union was 'most afraid' of the 
emergence of a vigorous modernising China it would endeav­
our 'to stand in the way and interpose obstacles'. That was 
described as the 'immediate target' of Vietnam and the Soviet 
Union. 

The United States was described in a highly ambiguous 
way by Geng Biao. He depicted it as the 'secondary enemy' 
which had been drawn into the united front against the Soviet 
Union. As has already been noted, Geng claimed that China 
had blocked 'the backstairs deal between the two superpowers 
to divide the world between them'. The establishment of 
diplomatic relations with the United States was seen as further 
proof 'that American imperialism is in essence a paper tiger 
and not a sheet of iron', which because of its present difficult­
ies 'it is easy to win over to our side'. Yet the essential am­
biguity of Chinese attitudes was amply brought out by his 
next sentence: 'However, we should know that the United 
States, though lacking a magnificent goal of political strategy, 
is rich and advanced in science and technology, modem 
weapons and economic resources.' In stark contrast with 
another secret speech given by him 2¥2 years earlier, when 
Geng Biao talked of discarding America once it had performed 
its allotted role of holding off the Russians until China had 



INTERNATIONAL POLITICS SINCE MAO 205 

built itself up,53 Geng now conjured up a picture of the 
'joining of the two forces together'; that is, an alliance in all 
but name between China and the United States.54 

In an interview with Time magazine which had named him 
'man of the year', Deng Xiaoping actually called for an 'al­
liance' with the United States.55 The precise terms of the 
new Sino-American relationship were to exercise the minds 
of both sets of leaders for the next year and a half, but the 
Taiwan issue promises to fester as an open sore between the 
two sides well into the eighties. The ambiguity of part 
derision and part awesome respect for the power, opulence 
and modernity of the United States was reflected in the 
Chinese television and newspaper coverage of Deng Xiaoping's 
visit there in late January and early February 1979. On the 
one hand, Deng's press conferences, in which he lectured his 
American audiences on the 'realities' of dealing with the 
Soviet Union, were beamed back live to China by satellite, 
courtesy of American technology, and on the other hand, 
Deng, was shown visiting the homes of American skilled work­
ers rich beyond the dreams of anyone in China. During his 
visit Deng called for 'realistic and practical steps' including 
the United States, China, Japan, Western Europe and other 
countries 'to deal with Soviet hegemonism'. He also warned 
of the need to teach Vietnam a 'lesson'- a point he repeated 
in Tokyo on his stopover en route back home. 

The Chinese attack on Vietnam had a significant impact on 
the triangle of Chinese-American-Soviet relations. The 
Russians, already alarmed by the implications of the burgeon­
ing association between China, Japan and the United States 
based on anti-Soviet 'hegemonism' at first accused the Ameri­
cans of connivance at the Chinese attack. But a week later, 
on 26 February, Foreign Minister Gromyko in effect called 
upon the United States to place a higher priority on its rela­
tions with the Soviet Union. He warned that the Chinese 
objective was 'to set the Soviet Union and the United States 
at loggerheads' and that 'the development of Soviet-American 
relations is being throttled under their influence and the 
attitude to this serious question changes in Washington as 
quickly as the weather in the North Atlantic'. On 5 March, 
when the Chinese announced the beginning of their withdrawal 
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of forces from Vietnamese territory, a Pravda commentary 
detected signs of American understanding of the long-term 
objective of their new 'ally' and it congratulated the Soviet 
leadership for having seen through 'the treacherous scheme 
of the Peking leaders in time' and for not having fallen for 
'their provocations, the purpose of which is to get us into 
collision with the UnitedStates'.56 In other words, the Soviet 
leaders explained that they did not open up a second front 
along China's border lest that should lead to a Soviet-Ameri­
can confrontation, and they also warned the Americans of 
the dangers to both superpowers of too close an alliance 
between China and America. 

By the same token, Soviet forbearance on the Chinese 
border also paved the way for China's leaders to explore the 
possibilities of improving relations with the Soviet Union later 
that year. So far the Chinese have not explained the underly­
ing rationale for initiating the governmental talks held in 
September 1979. The first round of talks were held in Mos­
cow, but no agreement was reached except to hold another 
round in Peking early the following year. They could not 
even agree on the agenda as the Chinese wanted a broadly 
based one (including also Indo-China) and the Russians wanted 
it strictly limited to bilateral state relations. The next round 
of talks was indefmitely postponed by the Chinese because of 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. When pressed for an ex­
planation a senior member of one of the institutes of the 
Chinese Academy of the Social Sciences told me in April 
1980 that 'we Chinese will not negotiate on our knees'. This 
suggests that China's leaders had calculated that their new 
alignment with the United States, having deterred the Rus­
sians during the Sino-Vietnamese war, had also sufficiently 
strengthened China's negotiating position with the Soviet 
Union to relieve the Russian general strategic pressure on 
China. But the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan demonstrated 
that the Soviet Union was still 'hegemonist' and that the time 
was far from ripe for negotiations. 

The main Soviet diplomatic objective concerning China, 
beyond settling outstanding bilateral questions on the basis 
of the status quo on the borders, appears to be to wean it 
away from the alignment with the United States. Thus Presi-
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dent Brezhnev's negotiating offer of 24 March 1982 was 
couched precisely in terms to take advantage of Chinese 
disenchantment with the United States over Taiwan. The curt 
official Chinese response 'noted the remarks' of the Soviet 
leaders on Sino-Soviet relations (which had been cast in con­
ciliatory terms), but it rejected his 'attacks on China'- a 
reference to his criticism of China's association with 'imperial­
ism' - and concluded with the observation that 'what we 
attach importance to are actual deeds of the Soviet Union'.57 

An article by a 'special commentator' of China's Journal of 
International Studies on Sino-American relations and the 
Taiwan question claimed that a deterioration of Sino-American 
relations would not necessarily lead to an improvement in 
Sino-Soviet relations. He referred back to the sixties when 
China broke with the Russians without reducing its opposition 
to American imperialism. The Chinese explanation for the 
Sino-American rapprochement has always been that they 
responded to American initiatives, and indeed the Nixon 
Administration had taken various concrete measures (such as 
reducing its patrols of the Taiwan Straits) in 1969 and 1970 
before Dr Kissinger visited Peking in July 1971.58 If this 
pattern is any guide the Chinese would refrain from a rap­
prochement with the Soviet Union until there were specific 
signs that Soviet conciliatory words were similarly translated 
into actual 'deed'. 

The United States officially deplored the Chinese attack 
on Vietnam, while at the same time recognising the import­
ance of continuing to develop the momentum of Sino-Ameri­
can relations. Although there was considerable and continuing 
debate in Washington about the new stage of the strategic 
triangle, there was a sense, as Joseph Camilleri has pointed 
out, in which 

the China card endowed American diplomacy with much 
greater flexibility, enabling the United States to speak with 
two voices and to combine in its dealings with the Soviet 
Union elements of hostility and conciliation, the relative 
weights of which could be varied depending on domestic 
or external circumstances. 5 9 
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Thus while Brzezinski focused on the significance of the new 
relationship with China for American security interests in the 
Asia-Pacific region, Secretary of State Vance was instrumental 
in negotiating the SALT II Agreement with the Soviet Union 
in the spring of 19 79. 

Just as the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was instrumental 
in blocking the tentative improvement of Sino-Soviet relations, 
it also increased American hostility towards the Soviet Union 
and brought about a closer degree of Sino-American partner­
ship. United States Secretary of Defense, Harold Brown, 
visited Peking in early January 1980 and in consequence of 
the Soviet invasion he promoted wider security links with 
China and agreed to increase substantially American military 
aid to Pakistan. He and the Chinese leaders resolved to carry 
out 'complementary actions' of 'a down-to-earth and practical' 
character. In May Deputy Premier Geng Biao visited the 
United States and agreement was reached on the procedures 
by which the so-called 'non-lethal' military equipment could 
be sold to China. American firms would be allowed to set up 
factories in China to produce helicopters or computers and 
the sale of communication equipment, radar, transport and 
other 'dual-use' military equipment was agreed.60 

By this stage both sides had reached broad agreement on 
the character of their relationship. The Chinese had never 
been pleased with the way in which some in Washington had 
regarded them as a factor to be used by the United States in 
modulating Soviet behaviour. Geng Biao and Harold Brown 
spoke of a common strategic perspective and of 'a long-term 
strategic policy'. Geng used the term 'friendship', carefully 
avoiding the word 'alliance', for in his words the Americans 
and the Chinese 'do not share the same day and night'. The 
American Assistant Secretary of State for East Asia and the 
Pacific, Richard Holbrooke, issued a major statement on his 
government's policy towards China in which he said that 
although ties were being 'consolidated and institutionalised' 
and 'our perspectives and our policies may be parallel from 
time to time, they will rarely be identical'. China and America 
were 'friends, rather than allies'. He also declared in a passage 
that particularly pleased the Chinese that the strategic triangle 
was 'no longer an adequate conceptual framework' as Sino-
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American ties were 'not a simple function of our relations 
with the Soviet Union'.61 The Chinese had always objected 
to the Carter Administration's previous policy of what an 
11 June Xinhua commentary described as 'equidistant rela­
tions'. 

The 'consolidation and institutionalisation' of Sino-Ameri­
can ties soon found expression by an agreement in July to 
hold regular consultations at defence-deputy ministerial levels 
and by the endorsement by the Carter Administration of over 
400 licences for exporting auxiliary military hardware and 
modem military electronic equipment.62 Meanwhile an un­
official secret agreement had come into effect by which the 
United States sent China communications equipment and 
technical experts in exchange for intelligence on Soviet milit­
ary actions collected by means of American radar and elec­
tronic bases installed near the Soviet border. 

The advent of the Reagan Administration, however, brought 
to the fore underlying tensions in Sino-American relations. 
The American commitment to the 'people of Taiwan' stem­
med from the web of close ties established over the previous 
30 years which included trade, investment and arms sales 
whose value exceeded that of Sino-American commercial 
relations even at the end of the seventies.63 However, in 
addition to these more 'practical' aspects of American-Taiwan 
relations, the Taiwan issue had long been an important one in 
the politics of the American right. To be sure, the old 'China 
Lobby' of the fifties no longer existed as a major political 
force. Nevertheless American political conservatism as repre­
sented by Ronald Reagan's election to the Presidency was 
determined to resurrect American military power relative to 
the Soviet Union and it was as resolutely anti-Communist as 
ever. In one sense this strengthened the strategic bond with 
China on anti-Soviet grounds. Thus the new Secretary of 
State, Alexander Haig, informed the Chinese leaders of his 
government's readiness to sell them offensive weapons. In 
another sense, Sino-American relations be~ame strained 
because of the new Administration's determination to stand 
by the people of Taiwan against a forcible Communist take­
over. The immediate issue centred on the question of American 
arms sales to Taiwan. The same impulses that drove the 
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Reagan Administration to take a hard line against the Soviet 
Union also sustained its position on Taiwan. Moreover, as 
demonstrated by the passage of the Taiwan Relations Act by 
the American Congress earlier in 1979 (to which Peking also 
objected as an infringement of Chinese sovereignty and as a 
violation of International Law)64 there was in America a 
consensus on the question of 'not abandoning the people of 
Taiwan' that extended beyond the American right to other 
parts of the political spectrum. Peking's claims to Taiwan, 
however, also involve fundamental beliefs and political values 
which transcend immediate strategic issues. The cause of the 
unification of the country is one of the most deeply felt in 
China that goes back to before the tum of the century and 
which has been intensified by the uncompleted civil war 
between the Communists in control of the mainland and the 
Nationalists (with American backing) in control of Taiwan. 
The ultimate aim of the Chinese reforms to modernise the 
country is to ensure its security and independence. Any leader 
who compromised Peking's claims to sovereignty over Taiwan 
would not only be vulnerable to the charge of national betray­
al, but he would endanger the very programme of modernisa­
tion and the new Sino-American ties that such a compromise 
may have been designed to promote. 

The Taiwan issue has complicated and slowed down the 
development of Sino-American relations for the more than 
10 years since the Nixon-Zhou Communique of February 
1972. Both sides have been impelled to examine the strategic 
significance of their relationship at every stage of the unfold­
ing of the Taiwan saga. But the issue has not blocked the 
ever-tightening of Sino-American ties and at every juncture 
both sides have demonstrated sufficient flexibility to assure 
the continuation of their strategic co-operation without fully 
conceding to the other side on Taiwan. Since China's capacity 
to exercise sufficient pressure on Taiwan's rulers to accede 
to re-unification is likely to remain very limited for the 
immediate future (certainly for the rest of the eighties), the 
Taiwan question is likely to persist as an irritant in Sino­
American relations. But if the pattern of policy over the first 
decade of Sino-American relations is repeated through the 
second, neither the American nor the Chinese leaders are likely 
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to so threaten the other's basic position on Taiwan as to risk 
the Sino-American strategic alignment. That alignment serves 
too many of their parallel interests not only in confronting 
the Soviet Union, but also in the Asia-Pacific region as a 
whole. 

Thus following repeated Chinese protests and protracted 
negotiations, President Reagan wrote personally to China's 
three most prominent leaders in May 1982. But the most signifi­
cant breakthrough occurred with the issuing of a joint commu­
nique on 17 August on the question of American arms sales to 
Taiwan. In this carefully worded document the United States 
pledged not to increase arms sales to Taiwan beyond levels of 
recent years and that such sales would be gradually reduced 
'leading, over a period of time, to a final resolution'. The 
United States government also came very close to accepting 
Peking's view that Taiwan's future could only be reunification 
with the mainland. However, Sino-American differences on 
Taiwan were by no means completely resolved. The American 
government still linked the question of arms sales to the 
Taiwan Relations Act by which it was mandated to sell arms 
for defence of the island if the American government assessed 
it necessary. For its part the PRC government rejects any 
linkage with that Act and it professes concern lest the agree­
ment embodied in the communique should not be imple­
mented smoothly. Nevertheless, despite the continuation of 
certain Sino-American differences it was clear that rather 
than precipitate a serious deterioration in relations, both sides 
still found ways of reaching still another transitional under­
standing. 

Just as Sino-American common global and regional strategic 
interests have facilitated compromises over a bilateral issue 
such as Taiwan, so divergent Sino-Soviet global and regional 
strategic interests have blocked progress in ameliorating their 
bilateral relations. Nevertheless since the threat of a Sino­
Soviet war receded after the Kosygin-Zhou agreement of 
September 1969, the two sides have maintained an uneasy 
modus vivendi along their 4500-mile borders. Both sides at 
various times have proposed ways of settling some of the 
outstanding issues between them, and a basis does exist for 
defusing some of the tension along the border and increasing 
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trade. Indeed agreements have been possible on aspects of 
river navigation and fishing. One barrier to improved relations 
so far has been Chinese insistence upon some tangible indica­
tion of a reduction of Soviet deployments along the border. 
Moreover, the abandonment in China of Mao's ideological 
objections to the Soviet Union and the disappearance of 
many of the issues of the sixties has doubtless eased the path­
way for a more conciliatory approach. The substantive issues 
of the Sino-Soviet conflict had long since shifted to those of 
high strategy and foreign policy. There are those in the Soviet 
Union who would favour a military conflict with China while 
the military balance is still weighted overwhelmingly in the 
Soviet favour. Even President Brezhnev, who has consistently 
spoken in favour of a negotiated settlement of outstanding 
bilateral questions under these conditions, once warned that 
Russia could obliterate China with nuclear weapons before 
any of its Western associates could do anything and thus 
present them with a fait accompli.65 A less apocalyptic scen­
ario was that the Soviet Union could take advantage of 
Chinese problems in running their minority borderlands to 
establish buffer states in Xinjiang, Inner Mongolia, Tibet and 
Manchuria which would be linked to adjoining Soviet Asian 
republics.66 Precisely because of the adverse balance of power 
China's leaders have so far resisted Soviet blandishments. The 
adverse balance may be changed in the Chinese view by the 
prospect of increased Soviet difficulties in sustaining the high 
cost of its 'hegemonistic' policies, possibly combined with an 
improvement in China's strategic situation arising out of the 
strategic alignment with the United States. There remains 
therefore the ironical prospect that the Sino-American rap­
prochement which arose out of the Sino-Soviet conflict may 
become a contributory factor to the reduction of Sino-Soviet 
tensions. 

Relations with Japan 

Aside from the two superpowers possibly no country has 
been more important to China than Japan. In addition to the 
historical and cultural ties,J apan's trade potential and strategic 
importance for China have ensured that Sino-] apanese rela-
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tions have figured large in China's foreign relations. Thus 
despite, or perhaps because of, Japan's alliance with the 
United States and its close association with Taiwan, China's 
leaders throughout the fifties and the sixties endeavoured to 
develop trade and- through trade - political ties with Japan. 
China's object was to weaken the link with the United States 
and to disengage Japan from Taiwan. China's leaders were 
able at certain times to play on the sentiments felt towards 
China by certain circles in Japan. 6 7 

Moreover the memories of Japan's past imperialist power 
directed in large part towards China from 1895 to 1945 have 
inclined China's leaders to believe in the military potential of 
the country. Indeed the decade of the seventies opened with 
Chinese professions of alarm at what they claimed was the 
revival of Japanese militarism. Japan was depicted as a re­
source-poor country dependent on external sources of supply 
which it would now seek to protect militarily because of the 
weakening of the American presence in the Asia-Pacific area. 
At the same time China's leaders also looked to the techno­
logically advanced Japanese economy as a source for the 
import of industrial plant and machinery. They also feared 
possible Japanese participation in the economic development 
of the Russian Far East which would pose obvious strategic 
dangers to China. The worst kind of scenario, which at that 
stage was by no means totally implausible, would have left 
China dangerously exposed to a rampant Soviet Union linked 
economically to a re-militarised Japan in a rapidly changing 
international environment that was by no means necessarily 
favourable to China. 

The character of Sino-] apanese relations was immediately 
changed (as was China's general international position) by the 
Sino-American rapprochement that was sealed by the Nixon­
Zhou Communique of February 1972. Normalisation of rela­
tions with Japan soon followed. But from China's perspective 
the die had been cast a year earlier in July 1971 as a result of 
the path-breaking first Kissinger visit to Peking. After August 
1971 Japanese political groups visiting Peking no longer found 
their hosts repeating the usual call for the removal of American 
bases from Asia. China had come to see the continued 
American presence as an important counterweight to the 
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emerging Soviet thrust into the area. Thus after the establish­
ment of Sino-Japanese diplomatic relations Zhou Enlai not 
only publicly assured the Japanese of Chinese support for the 
continued Japanese-American alliance, but he also criticised 
Kissinger for not paying it sufficient attention. Zhou argued 
that that alliance was even more important than the new 
Sino-American relationship.68 

The normalisation of Sino-Japanese relations also brought 
to the fore important differences between the two countries. 
Unlike China Japan was a highly advanced industrialised 
country whose political system and economic relationships 
placed it firmly in the Western world despite its long historical 
and traditional cultural ties with the Confucian world of 
China's past. Moreover the position with which Japan emerged 
after the war and the American occupation, as enshrined in 
its postwar Constitution, was one which eschewed the path 
of militarisation. Japan's postwar economic .'miracle' was 
predicated on the security provided by the United States and 
on its economic relations with America, as well as on its 
economic pre-eminence in the Asia-Pacific region as an 
importer of raw material resources. Japanese interests and 
popular sentiment called for, as far as possible, a conflict-free 
approach to foreign policy. This was to be expressed after the 
normalisation of relations with China as the search for an 
'omni-directional' foreign policy. Just as the Chinese endeav­
oured to draw Japan into a nexus of relations aimed at restrain­
ing the Soviet Union, so the Japanese in tum sought to avoid 
having to take sides in what was perceived as the Sino-Soviet 
dispute. 

One of the long standing issues in Sino-Japanese relations 
had been the question of Taiwan and the Japanese treaty 
with the Chinese government on the island. By the terms of 
the establishment of diplomatic relations with Peking the 
Japanese government expressed its 'full understanding and 
respect' for the 'reaffirmation' by the PRC that Taiwan was 
an 'inalienable part' of its territory and it pledged itself to 
'comply' with Article 8 of the Potsdam Proclamation by 
which the great powers formally agreed on the political rever­
sion of Taiwan to China. This still left legal ambiguities about 
the status of Taiwan as far as Japan was concerned. It also 
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facilitated the remarkable arrangement by which Japan and 
Taiwan were able to develop non-official relations ostensibly 
to handle trade and people-to-people ties. In fact Japanese 
trade with both China and Taiwan grew substantially after 
1972. By 1978 two-way trade with China had quadrupled in 
value, to reach $5130 million (nearly 27 per cent of China's 
total trade). Over the same periodJapan's trade with Taiwan 
had also grown, to reach $5270 million. At no point did 
Peking suggest that the Japan-Taiwan trade should be reduced. 
The normalisation agreement declared that the state of war 
had now been terminated, but it looked forward to the signing 
of a peace treaty in due course. 

After this further agreements on fisheries, communications, 
aviation and trade were made between the two sides, but 
negotiations for the peace treaty became bogged down over 
China's insistence that it should contain a clause pledging 
both sides to oppose hegemony. Although such a commitment 
had been included in the normalisation agreement of 1972, it 
did not have then the strong anti-Soviet connotations which 
both the Chinese and the Russians gave it thereafter. It was not 
until the deterioration of Soviet-Japanese relations by early 
1978 that the Japanese were ready to move closer towards 
the Chinese position. The contracts which Japanese companies 
had hoped to sign for the development of energy and other 
resources did not materialise because of difficulties on the 
Russian side. But more importantly, the Soviet government 
appeared to harden rather than soften its line on the question 
of the four islands to the north of Japan which the Russians 
occupied as part of the Kuriles chain ceded to them at the 
end of the war, and which were claimed by Japan. Japan had 
hoped to be able to sign a peace treaty with the Soviet Union 
as well as with China as part of its 'omni-directional' foreign 
policy. The Russians instead, in January 1978, offered a 
treaty of 'good neighbourliness and co-operation' which would 
have meant tacitly conceding the Soviet claim to the islands. 
Negotiations were then suspended and in February, a week 
after a major Sino-Japanese private trade agreement had been 
concluded, the Russians published their proposed treaty, 
presumably to put pressure on the Japanese government. The 
attempt backfired as it aroused the indignant opposition of 
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nearly all political circles in Japan. This development, coming 
on top of a number of occasions on which the Russians had 
displayed an undiplomatic disregard for Japanese susceptibili­
ties, paved the way for Japan to move towards a treaty with 
China only. At the same time complex factional manoeuvres 
within the ruling Liberal-Democratic Party in Japan also 
contributed to the final push towards the treaty. Washington 
too favoured the treaty and, as we have seen, the Chinese also 
had their reasons for a speedy resolution of the issue.69 

The Treaty of Peace and Friendship was finally signed on 
12 August. It involved mutual concessions by both sides. 
Although the Chinese duly obtained the 'anti-hegemony' 
clause, its anti-Soviet implications were weakened in three 
important respects: first, the Chinese draft had referred 
specifically only to hegemony in the Asia-Pacific region while 
the Japanese draft had referred to hegemony in the world at 
large; the final text included both ideas. Second, at Japanese 
insistence that clause was qualified by another which stated 
that the treaty would not affect either's position with regard 
to third countries. Third, the Chinese had sought to give the 
treaty the quality of an alliance by setting a fixed time limit, 
whereas the Japanese sought directly to avoid giving any such 
impression and their draft excluded any such temporal restric­
tion. Once again the text included both ideas. Rather oddly, 
Article 1 of the treaty commits both sides to 'relations of 
perpetual peace and friendship' while Article 5 set the treaty 
a life span of 10 years to be automatically renewed unless 
either side gave a year's notice of termination. 

Although the Chinese did in fact seek to interpret the treaty 
as an anti-Soviet alliance, they did not dispute the Japanese 
claim that it was not. As Wolf Mendl has pointed out, the 
treaty is within an East Asian tradition in which 

the emphasis is not on defining a strict contractual and 
legal relationship, so characteristic of western concepts of 
international relations, but [it] makes clear that the effect­
iveness of the Treaty will depend very largely on the sin­
cerit~ and trust which both parties bring to its implementa­
tion. 0 
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Nevertheless the treaty, coupled with the normalisation of 
Sino-American relations at the end of the year, brought into 
being a nexus of relations involving China-America-Japan 
that, with all its ambiguities and differences of approach by 
the parties concerned, had the effect of powerfully bolstering 
China's position with regard to the Soviet Union and to 
Vietnam in Southeast Asia. 

The new relationship with Japan also conjured up the 
possibility of the emergence of a complementary economic 
partnership between China and Japan of wide-ranging signifi­
cance both regionally and globally. Chinese leaders began to 
dwell on this theme after Japanese euphoria about the enorm­
ous prospects for trade and investment in China receded in 
the wake of the February 1979 postponement and then 
cancellation of several giant contracts worth several hundred 
million dollars. Thus Vice Premier Gu Mu, on a visit to Japan 
in September 1979, sketched out a Chinese view of the possi­
bilities: 

An economically developed and technologically advanced 
Japan and a gradually prospering and modernised China 
co-operating with other friendly countries in the Asia 
Pacific region would in a very large measure ensure stability 
in the East .... The overwhelming majority of the nearly 
1,100 million Chinese and Japanese people who desire to 
live on the best of terms and co-operate closely in the fields 
of economics, trade, technology and culture constitutes a 
mighty force, a tide which no one can dam. 

Deng Xiaoping on 12 December 1979 repeated the point 
more pithily: 'If Japan and China co-operate, they can support 
half the Heaven. •71 

While Sino-Japanese economic relations did greatly expand, 
their relative significance to both countries can be judged 
from the fact that the value of their two-way trade in 1980 
($9401 million) came to over 24 per cent of China's total 
trade and only 3¥2 per cent of Japan's. The limitations of the 
Chinese economy discussed in the previous chapter will 
severely restrict the development of a Sino-Japanese economic 
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bloc for a very long time to come. Moreover, the continued 
expansion of Sino-Japanese economic relations is likely to 
continue to reflect the uneven Chinese dependence onJapan 
without any corresponding rise in Japan's dependence on 
China. Apart from the uncertainties regarding the long-term 
stability of China's current political arrangements and its 
economy, the stagnation of China's oil production and the 
difficulties China has encountered in significantly boosting 
its coal exports to Japan have seriously affected China's 
capacity in the short term at least to pay for the import of 
Japanese plant and technology. Prospects do exist for the 
development of offshore oil, but its scope for export remains 
yet to be seen, particularly in a context in which China is 
experiencing severe shortages of energy in the domestic sector. 
Thus China has appealed for loans from Japan, as elsewhere. 
This has caused alarm in some of the ASEAN countries, in 
part because China is emerging as an international competitor 
to their own light industrial exports. Conscious of this, Japan 
agreed in September 1979 to offer China only $1500 million 
development loans instead of the $5000 million which the 
Chinese had originally requested. Nevertheless within these 
various constraints Japan is likely to continue to be China's 
major trading partner and source of advanced technology for 
a long time to come. 

The bilateral issues in dispute between China and Japan 
such as the Sengaku (or Tiaoyudai) islands, the allocation of 
the continental shelf between them and the questions of 
Taiwan and South Korea (the settlement of which may very 
well have to precede a final resolution of the former) have 
been contained and not been allowed to obstruct the develop­
ment of their economic and political relations. But they 
remain as potential sources of conflict for the future. 

The new expanded relationship with Japan has served China 
well, not only in bilateral terms, but also in regional and global 
ones. The genesis for the new relationship clearly goes back 
to the Mao era and in the sense that it is a continuation of 
trends begun then, it may be regarded as fairly stable. But 
despite Russian accusations of this being an alliance, the new 
relationship is clearly something less than that. As yet no 
military ties exist between the two countries and Japan is 
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not directly involved in the Sino-American evolving strategic­
military relationship. Japan's foreign relations continue to be 
based on the link with the United States and to be low-key 
reactive rather than initiatory. Its chilly relations with the 
Soviet Union are caused primarily by the dispute over the 
four northern islands and the growing Soviet military presence 
in the Asia-Pacific region rather than because of any shared 
perspective with China. The place of Japan in China's foreign 
relations, however, is far more significant. The two countries' 
respective relationships with the United States may be said to 
be the cornerstone of China's policies in the Asia-Pacific 
region. It undoubtedly plays a very major role in the execution 
of China's policies in Indo-China and elsewhere. Any increase 
in the Soviet military presence in the area will be seen as 
unwelcome by all three, and it thus reduces somewhat the 
Soviet threat from the sea if not from the land. In short, the 
new ties with] apan are an integral part of the Chinese strategy 
of buying time. 

Encirclement and counter-encirclement in Southeast Asia 

China's policy towards this region, where its influence as a 
military power has been greatest, has been characterised less 
by the urge to acquire control of adjacent countries, for 
example, by the imposition of client buffer states, than by 
the concern to deny control of the area by its major super­
power adversary. In the 1950s and 1960s China sought to 
deny America use of this zone as part of its ring of contain­
ment, and in particular China aimed to prevent the establish­
ment of American bases in countries with which it shared 
borders. It was the American military thrust into northern 
Korea towards the Manchurian border with total disregard of 
Chinese warnings to desist that prompted China's military 
intervention in 1950. During the Vietnam war in the 1960s 
the Americans were more circumspect; nevertheless during 
the war in the period from October 1965 to March 1968, 
China claims to have sent up to 320,000 men into northern 
Vietnam (for air defence, engineering, railway and logistics 
work) with the aim of indicating to the Americans China's 
determination to prevent their conquest of the north.72 In 
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the 1970s and 1980s the object of Chinese concern has shifted 
to the fear of Soviet dominance of its periphery. That was 
one of the factors which led to the Chinese punitive attack 
on Vietnam in early 1979. 

Yet at no point have the Chinese sought to transform either 
North Korea or North Vietnam into client regimes. Relations 
with these two smaller but proud Communist neighbours 
have never been as harmonious as official statements tended 
to imply. Major problems, however, arose with the shift of 
China's strategic adversorial relations away from the United 
States and towards the Soviet Union. The principal adversary 
for both the smaller countries remained the United States. 
However, it is a measure of the real political independence 
enjoyed by these smaller neighbours, for whom much Chinese 
treasure and blood has been spent, that they have asserted 
foreign policy lines very different from those of China. It 
remains to be seen whether the pattern of conflict that has 
emerged between China and Vietnam, which extends beyond 
the question of the Soviet Union to conflicting strategic 
imperatives about Indo-China as a whole, does not lead China 
to arrogate to itself, in effect if not openly, the right to 
determine the pattern of relations among the countries to 
its south. Meanwhile, however, China's policy is determined 
largely by its perceptions of the roles of the superpowers. 

It is that perception which has shaped to a considerable 
extent Chinese approaches to the countries of the region at 
one remove from its borders. As late as August 1969 Chinese 
publications openly derided the governments of the five 
member states of ASEAN (Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philip­
pines, Singapore and Thailand) as 'Asian lackeys' of America 
who had received a 'shot in the arm' through a 'so-called 
"regional economic co-operation" organisation'. 73 But by 
1971 China began to support the claims of Malaysia and 
Indonesia to administer the Straits of Malacca against the 
intemationalisation demands of the major maritime powers -
except that the Chinese focused their attention mainly on the 
objections raised by the Soviet Union. In the course of the 
following year the Chinese government encouraged various 
initiatives in trade and sporting links towards the ASEAN 
countries, especially Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines. 



INTERNATIONAL POLITICS SINCE MAO 221 

By 1973 Chinese officials formally expressed approval for the 
Malaysian proposal subsequently endorsed by ASEAN for 
the establishment of Southeast Asia as a Zone of Peace, 
Freedom and Neutrality. 

Chinese relations with the states of this region, however, 
have been complicated by a variety of factors. China has a 
long and complex pattern of historical associations with a 
number of the countries that affect modem perceptions in 
many important ways. Most of the principalities and king­
doms in the area before the advent of the Europeans used to 
pay periodic tribute to the Chinese court, and some of them 
from time to time sought Chinese imperial legitimation for 
their claims against rivals for the local throne. 74 Some, like 
Burma, Nepal or Korea, had belonged to what has been called 
the inner ring of tribute-bearers, and as late as the 1930s some 
Chinese nationalists (including Mao Zedong) claimed these as 
belonging territorially to the modem Chinese state. 7 5 Vietnam 
was perhaps unique in having been an integral part of the 
traditional Chinese administrative system until it broke away 
in about AD 900 during the disintegration of the Tang Empire. 
Although it was subsequently subject to occasional invasion 
by imperial Chinese forces, it was also periodically a security 
threat to China and its court sometimes aspired to be the 
southern imperial court (that in China being merely the 
'northern court') and in that capacity claimed tribute from 
its neighbours. 76 These pre-modem patterns of relations have 
become sources of tension and suspicion in the twentieth 
century. They do not relate easily to the norms and concepts 
of the contemporary international system; and the rise of 
nationalism with competing claims to nationhood and sover­
eignty have led to divergent readings of the contemporary 
significance of the pre-modem era. The passing of colonialism 
which was finally confirmed by the defeat of America and its 
client regimes in Indochina in 1975 brought to the surface 
these latent conflicts as the countries of the region sought to 
establish a new regional order. 

What the Chinese call rather slightingly 'problems left over 
from history', such as conflicti11g claims to islands and to 
territory, abound in the area. Chinese claims to the island 
groups in the South China Sea are particularly extensive and 
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their forceful assertion of sovereignty over the Paracel Islands 
in 1974 was regarded as potentially ominous throughout the 
region, but of course especially by the Vietnamese. To a 
certain extent it is the very vagueness of Chinese traditional 
claims to superiority which excites apprehension in modem 
times by many in Southeast Asia. Simple Chinese disclaimers 
of their past are welcomed, but they are not entirely persua­
sive. The Chinese, like leaders of other countries, have used 
selectively traditional ties to advance modem claims when this 
has suited them. Besides this, a nation can still be shaped by 
its past even though its leaders may claim to have broken 
utterly with that past in the inauguration of a new era. There 
are those in the Indonesian government, who fear that once 
China should acquire the capacity to project its military 
power into maritime Southeast Asia the Chinese may revert 
by instinct and tradition as much as by great power aspira­
tions to playing a dominant role. There is, therefore, a tend­
ency in Indonesia to regard Vietnam as a buffer against the 
possible expansion of Chinese power. 

This apprehension is further intensified by the presence of 
Overseas Chinese in the region who play a vital economic and 
commercial role out of proportion to their numbers. The 
character of their importance varies from country to country, 
but in none is their presence totally free of strife and tension. 
The advent of a united and internationally significant China 
has stirred doubts in the region about their fundamental 
loyalty. This has been exacerbated by continued Chinese 
sponsorship of local Communist Parties (predominantly made 
up of ethnic Chinese) committed to insurgency against the 
established regimes. The PRC has gone further than previous 
Chinese governments (including that on Taiwan) to assuage 
local fears. It has developed laws of citizenship and nationality 
which are no longer based on jus sanguinis and which expressly 
rule out dual nationality, so that Overseas Chinese are required 
to take out local nationality and citizenship or to retain their 
Chinese nationality - in which case they are enjoined not to 
take part in local politics and to observe all the laws of their 
country of residence. Nevertheless ambiguities exist even in 
the approach of the PRC. Overseas Chinese of all hues are 
encouraged to maintain ties with China and to send remit-
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tances to relatives still in China. Special educational facilities 
are offered in China for the children of Overseas Chinese. 
Beyond that ties of sentiment continue to be present as the 
Overseas Chinese take pride in China's newfound great power 
status, and China's leaders at times have been known to wax 
eloquently about the common ties of the 'great Chinese family' 
extending from the people in China to the 'compatriots' in 
Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macao, and beyond them to all the 
Overseas Chinese (Hua Qiao) wherever they may be.1 7 

In recent years China has taken a low-key interest in the 
communal problems of the area. But this has not always 
been so. Although the PRC chose to downplay the significance 
of the anti-Chinese rioting in Malaysia in 1969 there can be 
little doubt that the PRC maintains a close watch on the 
communal problems of the region. The problem is particularly 
acute in Malaysia where the Chinese constitute up to 38 per 
cent of the population and various quota systems have been 
introduced to ensure Malay dominance of the institutions of 
state. Indeed the reasons as to why Malaysia was the first of 
the ASEAN countries to establish diplomatic relations 
with the PRC (1974) had as much to do with its particular 
domestic communal structure as with international politics. 
At the same time Malaysia, for these reasons, shares with 
Indonesia an apprehension over a possible increase in China's 
influence in the region. This shapes the way in which both 
countries tend to be more accommodating to Vietnamese 
interests. Thailand, however, has been able in the past to 
pursue a relatively successful policy of assimilation with the 
Overseas Chinese, so that the issue is far less pressing in Sino­
Thai relations. Both Thailand and China, unlike Malaysia and 
Indonesia, share (from their different positions) more pressing 
strategic objections to Vietnamese dominance of the Indo­
chinese peninsula. 

A further problem affecting China's relations with the 
governments of ASEAN is China's continued support for the 
Communist Parties carrying out insurgency struggles in the 
region. China's leaders have refused to dissociate themselves 
from these parties which are dedicated to the violent over­
throw of the governments with which the same leaders are 
seeking to cultivate good relations. Chinese claims that Party 
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and State relations are totally different have not been accepted 
by a single government in the region. Although China's mat­
erial support for these parties has been reduced to negligible 
proportions its propagandist endorsement of them contributes 
significantly to their legitimacy and perhaps to the Chinese 
Party's sense of its own political legitimacy as a Marxist­
Leninist Party genuinely committed to revolutionary inter­
nationalism. At the same time, however, the Chinese position 
is hardly calculated to win over the confidence of the local 
governments. Deng Xiaoping's argument that it is better that 
China should sponsor these parties than Russia or Vietnam 
may make sense to the ASEAN governments as the lesser of 
two evils, but if they had hoped that their own association 
with China would have led to the withering away of the 
insurgencies, they have been disappointed. Moreover, they 
are aware of the Burmese experience in which the Chinese 
seem to have used their support for the White Flag Party 
across their border as a means for exercising pressure on the 
established government. 

As elsewhere in China's foreign relations, the main trends 
in Chinese foreign policy in the region were established in the 
first half of the seventies before the death of Mao. The estab­
lishment of diplomatic relations with the ASEAN countries 
followed a slower pace than with the rest of the Third World. 
Malaysia broke the ice in 1974 and the Philippines and Thai­
land followed suit in 1975. Singapore's Prime Minister visited 
China in 1976, where he found understanding for the island's 
special position as city-state with a population of 97 per cent 
ethnic Chinese. It was agreed that recognition would be 
delayed until Indonesia had resumed relations with China. 
Although China and Indonesia have many sources of contact 
and trade, the Indonesian government has so far resisted 
Chinese requests for the resumption of relations. 

But if the ramifications of China's new foreign policy and 
the Sino-American rapprochement opened the way for the 
improvement of China's relations with the countries of 
ASEAN, they also drove a wedge between Peking and Hanoi. 
In 1968 the Vietnamese refused to join the Chinese in con­
demning the Russian invasion of Czechoslovakia; still less did 
they agree with the assertion that the Soviet Union had 
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become an imperialist power and that the socialist camp had 
ceased to exist. For Vietnam, America was the primary enemy 
and the Sino-American rapprochement came as a bitter blow. 
It signified how far the strategic imperatives of China and 
Vietnam had begun to diverge. 

The victories of the revolutionaries in Indochina and the 
final debacle of America in April 1975 transformed the 
situation and brought to the fore the hitherto incipient clash 
of Sino-Vietnamese interests. New patterns of conflict and 
encirclement emerged involving a complex web of global, 
regional and local relationships. The old cold-war rivalries 
were finally replaced by a realignment of power which 
brought the Sino-Soviet conflict into the region. This com­
plemented rather than replaced the Soviet-American global 
adversorial relationship. If China was to come under pressure 
by the opening of a front in the south in addition to that in 
the north, the Soviet Union and Vietnam faced a new align­
ment between China, America and Japan. At the regional level 
Vietnam replaced a combined opposition between China and 
Kampuchea with a strategic de-facto alliance between its 
traditional Thai and Chinese protagonists. Vietnam also faced 
diplomatic isolation orchestrated by China to the north and 
the ASEAN countries to the south. At the same time local 
adversorial relationships combined paradoxically both to 
exacerbate the larger lines of conflict and to introduce degrees 
of flexibility into them; for while none of the ASEAN coun­
tries was prepared to condone Vietnam's forcible imposition 
of a client regime in Phnom Penh, none sought the re-establish­
ment of the Pol Pot government (to which each was technically 
committed in diplomatic terms) as the ruler of Kampuchea. 
Moreover, Malaysia and Indonesia in particular have not 
sought the humiliation of Vietnam as has been sought by 
China. 

These patterns, however, did not fully emerge until after 
the Vietnamese conquest of Kampuchea and the Chinese 
punitive attack on Vietnam. Before 1978 the character of the 
incipient Sino-Vietnamese conflict was largely hidden from 
public view. Indeed so rapid was the escalation of that conflict 
in 1978 that it is possible that neither was in control of events. 
As late as November-December 1977 it was still possible 
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that the deterioration of Sino-Vietnamese relations might be 
held within certain limits. It was then that the last high-level 
visit by Vietnamese leaders to Peking failed to reach any 
agreement on any of the outstanding issues. There is evidence 
to suggest that it was only in December 1977 that the Chinese 
concluded that because of the Kampuchean issue Sino-Viet­
namese relations were set on a collision course.78 

China's support for Pol Pot's Kampuchea from the outset 
was closely linked with the Sino-Soviet conflict. While Russia 
developed relations with the Lon Nol government which had 
displaced Sihanouk in an American-assisted coup in 1970, 
China became the chief sponsor of the Sihanouk-led united 
front government in exile. In 1973 the Vietnamese forces in 
Kampuchea (still called Cambodia at that point) withdrew 
presumably to regroup for the final onslaught on south 
Vietnam, leaving the country to pitiless American bombing 
and abandoning the revolutionary resistance to the fiercely 
anti-Vietnamese forces of the Khmer Rouge led by Pol Pot. 
Thus China became the only external supporter of the Pol 
Pot forces which seized victory in 1975. China had already 
indicated that it was opposed to Vietnamese domination of 
Indo-China. Indeed the Chinese leaders were none too keen 
to see the re-unification of Vietnam and at one point they 
publicly endorsed the idea that the north and the newly 
liberated south Vietnam might be admitted to the United 
Nations as separate entities. Although China's leaders had 
already indicated their concern at the close links being con­
solidated between Vietnam and the Soviet Union, they were 
unwilling to pay the high price in aid to buy influence in 
Hanoi. Zhou Enlai specifically told Vietnam's leaders in 1975 
that now that peace had been established China would not 
honour its 1973 pledge of assistance because China needed 
the putative aid for its own modernisation drive. The Viet­
namese then went on to Moscow where they received an 
offer of $2600 million aid for the 1976-80 Five-Year Plan.79 

Nevertheless China's leaders still appeared to think that, 
bad as Sino-Vietnamese relations had become, they were not 
yet cast upon the kind of collision course which emerged 2 or 
3 years later. In September 1975 they were already anxious 
at the prospect of Soviet bases in Vietnam, yet reportedly 
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that was not seen as likely to be 'a lasting arrangement'. At 
that time Mao took the long-term view that 'the Vietnamese 
had not been fighting the French and then the Americans for 
thirty years only to be run by the Russians'.80 Given the 
opposing strategic perspectives and conflicting needs of China 
and Vietnam, as well as the points of conflict between them 
on the border and possession of the Paracel and Spratly 
Islands, the management of their tense relations would have 
required great sensitivity and balance in order to ensure that 
their antagonism could be kept below certain thresholds. 
However, their tense relations were exacerbated by the pres­
sures of their respective domestic crises coupled with the 
impact of international events beyond their control, notably 
the developments in Pol Pot's Kampuchea. The Chinese suc­
cession crisis of 1976 and Vietnamese difficulties in absorbing 
the south (coupled with a Party Congress which by demoting 
pro-Chinese elements moved the Party closer to the Soviet 
Union) precluded the search for a manageable modus vivendi. 

In retrospect it seems clear that from mid-1977 Sino-Viet­
namese relations were set inexorably on a collision course in 
which the global, regional and local dimensions of their con­
flict interacted in ways that neither was able to control. 
Certainly neither side appeared to display the kind of sensi­
tivity to the security concerns of the other that could have 
prevented the continued escalation of their conflict even at 
this late stage. One important reason for this may have been 
the acute sense of betrayal which both sets of leaders felt 
towards the other. The Chinese claimed to have extended to 
Vietnam no less than $20,000 million of aid since the fifties 
at considerable cost to itself including half a million tons of 
oil, 1 million tons of rice and some $300 million in other aid 
annually since 1970.81 The Vietnamese were regarded as 
greedy, ungrateful and treacherous. The Vietnamese for their 
part felt that the heavy costs and sacrifices of their country­
men's long war with the United States which had protected 
China from war, and which had benefited China greatly, was 
now being used by the Chinese to subordinate their country 
to Chinese great power interests. Ironically the emotions 
involved on both sides were not dissimilar from those engend­
ered during the Sino-Soviet rupture. Soviet-Chinese feelings 
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at that time parallel contemporary Chinese-Vietnamese 
attitudes. If the Russians then (the Chinese now) felt betrayed 
and their generosity abused, the Chinese then (the Vietnamese 
now) felt their independence threatened and their war efforts 
used against them. 

The Sino-Vietnamese road to conflict is best seen as a series 
of rapid actions and counter-actions which neither sought to 
halt. In August 1977 Vietnam cemented its dominance of 
Laos with a 'Treaty of Friendship and Solidarity'. The follow­
ing month Pol Pot visited China against the backcloth of a 
major Khmer offensive which penetrated deep into Vietnam­
ese territory and during which unspeakable atrocities were 
committed. China for its part had not only supplied the 
Khmers with war materials but it had also sent in advisers and 
instructors who played an important part in the Kampuchean 
war effort. Pol Pot took the opportunity of his Peking visit 
to deliver a vitriolically anti-Vietnamese account of his Party's 
history. Meanwhile, Vietnam had begun to clear its northern 
border areas of Chinese and suspect hill people in preparatory 
moves to militarise the border region. Border incidents were 
increasing in number and intensity. Sino-Vietnamese talks in 
late 1977 broke up in disagreement. Vietnam by this stage 
had secured new arms deals with the Soviet Union. On 31 
December Kampuchea broke off relations with Hanoi, precipi­
tating the latter to decide upon the necessity 'to assert rather 
than negotiate the special relationship to which it had long 
aspired for the whole of Indochina'.82 At the National 
People's Congress in February 1978 China's Premier Hua 
Guofeng dropped any semblance of neutrality by accusing 
Vietnam of seeking regional hegemony. In April the Chinese 
protested for the first time at the expulsion of vast numbers 
of ethnic Chinese from Vietnam. By the time that China 
closed the border in June 160,000 refugees had fled to China. 
On 29 June Vietnam joined the Soviet-dominated Council for 
Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA or Comecon). On 3 July 
China terminated its remaining aid and withdrew all its 
experts, supposedly to pay for the settlement of the influx of 
refugees. In August China signed the Treaty of Peace and 
Friendship with Japan. In November Vietnam and the Soviet 
concluded a treaty of friendship which pledged 'consultation' 
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with a view to practical assistance in the event of an attack or 
the threat of an attack upon the other. Although there was 
no automatic pledge of Soviet assistance, a Vietnamese diplo­
mat expressed confidence in the insurance provided by the 
pact against any possible 'adventurist' acts by China.83 On 
16 December China and the United States agreed to normalise 
relations as from 1 January 1979. On 25 December Vietnam 
invaded Kampuchea, and by 7 January it had installed a 
puppet regime in Phnom Penh. On 17 February (the day 
before Hanoi and Phnom Penh signed a treaty of friendship) 
China launched its punitive attack on Vietnam, ostensibly 
because of continued border 'provocations', and after the 
capture of the fifth provincial capital in the border region 
(Lang Son) on 5 March it commenced the withdrawal of its 
forces, which was completed 11 days later on 16 March. 

China's attack on Vietnam has been extensively reviewed 
and variously interpreted by scholars in the West.84 The 
account here has stressed the uncontrolled slide to war since 
mid-1977 against the emergence of conflicting strategic inter­
ests since the tum of the decade. However, an important 
insight into Chinese perspectives on the eve of the attack on 
Vietnam has recently become available in the West in the 
shape of a secret report by Political Bureau member and the 
then secretary-general of the important Military Affairs Com­
mission of the Party, Geng Biao, dated 16 January 1979.85 

The report, entitled 'On the Situation of the Indo-Chinese 
Peninsula', depicted Vietnam's leaders (including Ho Chi 
Minh) as having long desired dominance over Indochina, but 
as having been held back by the war with the United States. 
The Kampucheans were described as faction-ridden and their 
troops ill-disciplined, but they were now stated to be in a 
good position to carry out prolonged resistance to the Viet­
namese invaders. The Vietnamese were described as having 
long been associated with the Soviet Union so that their 
treaty merely increased Vietnamese arrogance. But Soviet aid 
was derided as 'something that cannot be eaten, worn or 
used'. The United States was held partially responsible for the 
new situation by having sponsoreJ the Lon Nol coup against 
Sihanouk. Nevertheless Vietnam was described as having got 
itself into a 'mire' of its own making. Geng Biao looked 
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forward to important co-operative endeavours with the United 
States, including access to intelligence on Soviet and Vietnam­
ese naval movements in the area and various unspecified 
moves to limit the growth of Soviet influence. Deng Xiaoping 
was reported as likely to explore these matters with the Carter 
Administration during his visit to America later that month. 

Perhaps the more interesting and significant aspects of the 
report concerned possible actions which were contemplated 
by the Chinese at the time. Apparently, the head of the 
Chinese navy and Political Bureau member, Su Chenhua, sug­
gested despatching a Chinese fleet to Kampuchean waters and 
Xu Shiyu, commander of the southern region and also a 
member of the Political Bureau, proposed an attack with his 
troops from Guangxi Province. But 'after careful considera­
tion' both suggestions were rejected for several reasons which 
give a fascinating insight into Chinese political and strategic 
calculation of costs and benefits: 

( 1) It was against Chinese principles to station troops on 
foreign territory and it would cause China to be seen as 
just another kind of hegemonic power - 'such a big mis­
take, once committed, is hard to be remedied'; 

(2) It would damage the common international front of 
condemnation of Vietnam, for China would also be in 
the dock; 

(3) China lacked the strength to fight a war in Indochina 
unless it first abandoned the modernisation programme; 
and 

(4) The Soviet Union wanted such a Chinese intervention so 
that China would become bogged down in conflict and 
isolated from its Western friends from whom it sought 
assistance for modernisation. Moreover Russia would 
have a pretext to attack in the north. 

Aid, however, could and would be given to the Kampu­
cheans. The report disclosed that up to 1500 Chinese advisers 
had been unable to leave and that they had volunteered to 
take Kampuchean nationality and stay on to fight the Viet­
namese. Aid could be sent from the sea or by using the Thai 
Communist Party by land across Laos. Geng also looked for-
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ward to using the remanent Kuomintang forces (in the Golden 
Triangle) for this purpose. Either tacitly or openly Thailand 
would enable the Chinese to send supplies to Pol Pot's forces 
and he frankly described the alliance of convenience about 
to emerge between China and Thailand as based on a shared 
perspective of the new security threat posed by the Vietnam· 
ese to the Thai border and the northeastern part of Thailand. 

As for the future, Geng Biao stressed the significance of 
building up the international front against global and regional 
hegemonism and of the necessity of alerting others to the 
danger that Kampuchea is but the 'first step of the Soviet 
Union to enhance its expansion in Southeast Asia'. But he 
also dwelt on the possibility of an armed response by the 
Chinese. Referring to the border incidents with Vietnam he 
claimed that China's restraint was 'absolutely not a manifesta­
tion of weakness ... we say that we do not fight now. But 
that doesn't mean that we won't in the future.' That would 
be done if 'we have no other choice'. This somewhat cautious 
approach was superseded by the subsequent explanation that 
no attack had been launched so far, firstly because of the 
need to cultivate world public opinion in China's favour; 
secondly, because 'in essence' the struggle is between 'social 
imperialism and socialist China' and it is only on the surface 
that it is a Sino-Vietnamese conflict; thirdly, there is still the 
hope, albeit a 'small' one that Vietnam may change its mind. 
Meanwhile Geng Biao emphasised the significance of the 
Sino-American agreement which had 'changed the balance of 
world power'. 

It will be seen that the report depicted Vietnam as having 
been long determined to control Kampuchea and as having 
been deeply wedded to the Soviet Union. That may explain 
why China's leaders did not pursue policies designed to wean 
Vietnam away from its Soviet link. Chinese policy, in fact, 
could not have been better calculated to push Vietnam ever 
closer to the Soviet Union even if that had been the Chinese 
purpose. The reasons advanced in the report for not sending 
in troops to Kampuchea which, interestingly, had been pro­
posed by military leaders, suggest a fascinating interplay 
between international political considerations and a shrewd 
grasp of China's military weaknesses. However, only two of 
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the reasons would have applied to the question of the punitive 
attack on Vietnam: fear of the Soviet Union and fear lest it 
damage the modernisation programme. Unlike much of the 
rest of the report neither of these figured at all in Chinese 
public pronouncements. But the report underscores the 
importance attached to the new relationship with the United 
States and to the significance of Deng Xiaoping's impending 
visit there. Much seemed to depend on the kind of understand­
ings and arrangements that he might make in America. It is 
also interesting that no reference was made in the report to 
the expulsion of the ethnic Chinese, yet at several points 
Geng referred to the ingratitude of the Vietnamese. Finally it 
is worth noting the use China hoped to make of the Thai 
Communist Party and the cavalier way in which Chinese 
advisers simply assumed Kampuchean nationality. Neither 
point could be welcomed in Southeast Asia. 

There can be little doubt that Deng Xiaoping was the key 
decision-maker in launching the punitive attack on Vietnam. 
While there is no evidence to suggest that his frequent public 
declarations on the need to 'teach Vietnam a lesson' were 
endorsed in Washington or Tokyo, they were not repudiated 
either. In view of the imminence of Soviet-American negotia­
tions on SALT II Deng was careful to state in Washington 
that he was not opposed to superpower negotiations as such, 
but he expressed concern lest too much reliance should be 
placed upon them. In retrospect this appears to have been a 
well-calculated ploy to indicate that any Chinese action 
against Vietnam would not be designed to damage Soviet­
American relations, but any Soviet counter moves against 
China could indeed lead to that. Moreover by claiming that 
the Chinese punitive action was based entirely upon bilateral 
issues rather than involving Kampuchea or Sino-Soviet ques­
tions (although it was quite clear from Geng's report and 
subsequent Chinese diplomacy that both were involved) Deng 
had made it easier for other governments to avoid involvement. 

In the event Deng appeared to have judged the international 
reaction correctly. The Soviet Union, to the disappointment 
of the Vietnamese,86 did not open a second front in the 
north, and the Western countries carried on their assistance 
to China's modernisation efforts despite apprehension and 
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even formal disapproval of China's military attack. China's 
problems arose from the less than distinguished performance 
of its armed forces. 8 7 China's diplomatic skills were not 
matched by its armies. Nevertheless it was clear that having 
committed itself to the field of battle, the Chinese would 
not allow themselves to be defeated, and sufficient soldiers 
were held back in reserve to be used if necessary in order to 
ensure a victory of sorts. 

Despite unease in Malaysia and Indonesia where there was 
underlying suspicion that it was China rather than Vietnam 
that was the long-term enemy, China has so far held the 
ASEAN countries to the line of isolating Vietnam until its 
forces should be withdrawn from Kampuchea. The Soviet 
invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 and the exodus of 
the 'boat people' from Vietnam undoubtedly facilitated 
China's diplomatic task. At the same time the Chinese have 
successfully cultivated a special relationship with Thailand 
which has coincided with American interests in the region. 
While maintaining a hard-line policy of 'bleeding Vietnam' by 
pressure and isolation, the Chinese have demonstrated skilful 
flexibility on the questionofKampucheaitself. Thus, ASEAN 
initially sponsored the notion of a trilateral united front of 
the Kampuchean resistance forces and, when this showed signs 
of faltering, the Chinese took up the issue themselves by 
lending all their weight and prestige to sponsoring such a 
development in Peking and eventually such a front was estab­
lished under ASEAN auspices in July 1982. At the same time, 
despite many predictions to the contrary, the Chinese have 
been able to ensure the continued occupation of the Kampu­
chean seat at the United Nations by the universally execrated 
Pol Pot regime. This has been achieved, it should be noted, 
without the Chinese having to assume the position of front 
runner. The relevant General Assembly resolutions have 
always been sponsored by ASEAN countries. 

Nevertheless the Chinese position is weaker than the fore­
going account may have suggested. It is a position that 
depends more on the performance of others than upon its 
own actions. China has no alternative but to rely upon the 
continued capacity of the Pol Pot forces to resist the Viet­
namese in Kampuchea and on the persistent isolation of 
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Hanoi by the international community. Peking is also having 
to pay a price for the bestial if not genocidal policies of the 
Pol Pot regime in the past, for it seems that however much 
the Vietnamese may be disliked in Kampuchea, the return of 
the Pol Pot regime is feared even more. Moreover China still 
lacks the military and diplomatic weight to ensure the com­
pliance of others to its diplomatic strategy against Vietnam. 
Should the Vietnamese display signs of 'breaking' or changing 
course, it is very possible that the ASEAN countries might 
find means of effecting a 'political solution' that would fall 
short of Chinese demands. It is doubtful whether even Thai­
land would welcome a broken-backed Vietnam with the 
corollary of enhanced Chinese influence in Indochina. So far 
Chinese inflexibility on Vietnam and the alleged Soviet 
menace has been matched by even greater intransigence on 
the part of Vietnam. The forward military presence of Vietnam 
on Thai borders is an unacceptable intrusion (from Thai per­
spectives) into its national security concerns and it also 
threatens the territorial integrity of Thailand's northeast 
provinces (only acquired in the 1830s). But a political solution 
which involved significant Vietnamese military withdrawals 
from the border region may well be acceptable to the Thais. 
Meanwhile there has been no such sign from Vietnam and 
despite indications of Soviet-Vietnamese differences Chinese 
diplomacy has been successful in perpetuating the isolation 
of Vietnam. 

China and the Third World 

One of the ironies of Mao's legacy in the strategic dimensions 
of foreign policy is that the articulation of the 'theory of the 
three worlds' which accords pride of place to the Third World 
as 'propelling the wheel of history forward', has coincided 
with a period in which China has come to rely less and less 
upon the Third World as the main force for its putative anti­
Soviet international united front. China's principal efforts in 
this regard, as in its foreign economic relations, have been 
directed towards the Western world. Although China's leaders 
continue to claim a common identity with the Third World 
the main focus of their attention is directed towards the 
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United States and its allies in Europe and in the Asia-Pacific 
region. Even the Chinese argument that the Soviet Union is 
concentrating its expansionism upon Third World countries is 
qualified by the suggestion that its purpose is to outflank 
Western Europe as part of its superpower contention with the 
United States for 'world-wide hegemony'. Thus the main 
target for Chinese diplomacy is the Western world. The Chinese 
regularly beseech the United States in particular to respond 
more positively to the nationalist and developmental aspira­
tions in the Third World, especially in the Middle East, south­
em Africa and Central America. 

Chinese policy towards Third World countries is predicated 
on the assumption that local conflicts create opportunities 
for Soviet intervention. Therefore Chinese diplomacy consists 
largely of exhortations to participants in such conflicts to 
settle their differences. The limitations of Chinese power 
have reduced many of these pleas to ineffectiveness - even in 
areas of geopolitical significance to China such as the Gulf 
where the Iran-Iraq war is perceived in Peking as potentially 
very serious. But in southern Asia, where Chinese power and 
influence is far from negligible, Chinese diplomacy has been 
instrumental in reducing the intensity of local sources of 
conflict. In the wake of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 
particular, the Chinese government has demonstrated a new 
flexibility in seeking to solve the long-standing border dispute. 
It has also encouraged policies of accommodation between 
India and Pakistan and it has sought to reduce the tensions 
involving Sino-Indian relations with regard to the smaller 
Himalayan states. 

Thus the mainsprings of Chinese foreign policy continue 
to be determined by Peking's perceptions of the global roles 
of the two superpowers and the character of the threats 
which they have posed to China. Chinese policy towards the 
rest of the world continues to be dependent upon that. How­
ever, the domestic changes within China and the repudiation 
of the ideology of the Cultural Revolution has witnessed a 
profound change in China's diplomatic style. China has joined 
the main institutions of the international system and it is 
seeking to play a more vigorous role in the international econ­
omic system. These developments have helped to make clear 
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(what some have long argued) that essentially China is only a 
regional power, albeit of global significance. In other words, 
the range of China's effective power and influence is confined 
to countries within close range of its borders. Yet because of 
China's significance to the central balances between the super­
powers it remains paradoxically a country of much greater 
global significance than, say, India with which it might other­
wise be compared. Whatever the extent of the changes in the 
post-Mao era in China and in certain aspects of its foreign 
relations, there can be little doubt that the geopolitical think­
ing underlying the strategic dimensions of foreign policy are 
still very much within the framework established by Mao. 
Whether or not this will be continued by the successors to 
Deng Xiaoping and the other leaders of his generation remains 
to be seen. Deng Xiaoping, it should be remembered, belongs 
in a very real sense to the generation of leaders who were 
among the architects and leaders of the Chinese revolution 
from the late 1920s and early 1930s. Perhaps the 'real' succes­
sion will take place only after the demise of Deng and his 
generation. 



Conclusions: Problems and Prospects 

By treating separately the societal and strategic dimensions 
of China's foreign policy it has been possible to examine 
more closely the continuities and discontinuities since the 
passing of Mao. This study has shown that the continuities 
are most marked in the strategic realm. This is true both of 
the general policies and the oudook on international politics 
which underlie them. It is in the societal aspects of foreign 
relations that the change is most evident. Although it is 
possible to exaggerate the extent of the change which has 
taken place, it is nevertheless clear that the policy of the 
'open door' has exposed China to a degree of Western in­
fluence that was unimaginable in the early seventies. 

Reform and the open door 

As was discussed in Chapter 4, the modernisation programme 
also involves an attempt to establish a new political and 
economic order. The opening to the West is seen as necessary 
for the economy, but it is also seen as a threat to the political 
order. The transformation of a political system always raises 
acute problems as it necessarily affects the distribution of 
power and influence in society. In China the problems are 
especially deep-seated. The legacy of the Cultural Revolution 
includes a widespread disillusionment with politics and 
collectivist values, especially among the young. It has left up 
to 100 million people with inadequate educational training 
and technical skills and it has left bitter divisions between 
social and political groups. Corruption is widespread and 
most people pursue private rather than collectivist goals. 
Indeed the current economic policies accentuate the promo­
tion of private interests both in industry and in agriculture. 
At the same time China's leaders are engaged in trying to 
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restore the organisational norms and general morale of the 
Communist Party. The years 1981 and 1982 have witnessed a 
widespread campaign against corruption and economic crimes. 
These crimes are perceived as caused by 'bourgeois liberal' 
influences. As a result there is a tendency to link that with 
the growing foreign influence. Whether or not this will bring 
about a counter-tendency to narrow the opening of the door 
to the outside world remains to be seen, but already there 
have been greater pressures on ordinary Chinese to restrict 
their dealings with foreigners. At the same time China's 
leaders repeatedly assert that the 'open door' is an integral 
part of the modernisation programme and that foreign 
economic relations will continue to expand. 

In this programme of reforms China's leaders are con­
fronted with very real political dilemmas. On the one hand 
they want to establish a legal order, clear lines of organisa­
tional responsibility and a system by which economic decision­
making at the enterprise level in industry and at the grass 
roots levels in agriculture can be separated from 'administrative' 
decision-making by the hitherto all-powerful local Party 
Committee and its secretary. On the other hand they wish to 
enhance Party leadership and 'socialist morality'. The ex­
perience of the Soviet Union in trying to institute similar 
reforms is instructive. This kind of decentralisation leads to 
the erosion of Party authority and to acute problems of 
managing centralised planning. We have already seen that in 
order to reduce the rate of capital accumulation in China in 
1980 and 1981, the central leadership had to curtail some 
of the limited powers it had previously given to Provinces 
and major enterprises. The attempt to grant more decision­
making powers to enterprise managers, for example, while 
simultaneously seeking to enhance the authority of a de­
moralised Party seems fraught with problems and unlikely 
to succeed. 

If the Soviet experience is instructive in these domestic 
reforms, then China's own nineteenth century experience 
is important with regard to the 'open door'. The 'ti-yong' 
dilemma (see pp. 11-14) in which China sought then to 
absorb science and technology from the West for the purpose 
of 'self-strengthening', and in order to maintain its separ-
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ate social values, failed. That does not mean that it will 
necessarily fail again in the very different circumstances 
of today; but it is as well to recognise the immense problems 
inherent in the exercise. There can be little doubt about 
the strength of patriotic or nationalistic sentiments in con­
temporary China. Although the same cannot be said for the 
attachment to socialist values, there are powerful institu­
tional interests to be found in the Party and the armed forces 
opposed to aspects of the new reforms and of the 'open door' 
policy. It is striking how frequently the press and radio in 
China repeat the point that corruption and economic crimes 
are not the inevitable consequence of the 'open door'. It 
suggests that there are many people of political weight who 
link the two. 

There is, therefore, a danger that a backlash against the 
'open door' could occur. If that did happen it could very well 
spill over into the strategic dimension of foreign policy. It 
could, for example, seriously affect China's alignment with 
the West. Indeed the strains that have emerged in Sino­
American relations which are primarily focused on the Taiwan 
may already reflect such a tendency. That is to say that Deng 
Xiaoping may have found his freedom for manoeuvre on the 
issue severely curtailed because of domestic opposition to 
some of his reforms and because of problems that have arisen 
in societal relations with the West. 

Problems of succession 

At this point it is as well to recognize that the succession 
issue is far from resolved within China. It is true that the 
immediate question of 'after Mao what?' has been settled. It 
is also true that once Deng Xiaoping had established his 
ascendancy the new Party leadership was able to deliver an 
official verdict on Mao and the great man's role in history. 
But an examination of these 'new' Party leaders as established 
in the Standing Committee of the Political Bureau immediately 
shows that apart from Hua Guofeng and the two men promoted 
under the aegis of Deng, Zhao Ziyang and Hu Y aobang, the 
rest are not new at all. Ye Jianying, Chen Yun, Li Xiannian 
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and Deng Xiaoping are all men who have been prominent 
leaders of the CPC since the late 1920s and early 1930s. In a 
very real sense they belong to the generation of leaders like 
Mao and Zhou Enlai. Indeed they draw much of their authority 
from being old revolutionary veterans closely associated with 
Mao and Zhou who have extensive networks of followings 
amongst other leaders of substance in the Party, the armed 
forces and the state bureaucracy. There are still others of 
their generation and standing in the Political Bureau and the 
Central Committee. These are all people now in their late 
70s and early 80s. The question that arises is what will happen 
once they pass away. Will Zhao Ziyang and Hu Yaobang 
command similar respect and authority? It seems unlikely. 
Hua Guofeng, who was by no means lacking in proven 
administrative ability and who had experience as a successful 
Provincial leader, a good record in handling agriculture and as 
a minister of Public Security, found in the end that possession 
of the formal trappings of power as both Premier of the State 
Council and Chairman of the Party could not protect him 
from the informal and real authority wielded by Deng 
Xiaoping. 

It is one thing for veteran authoritative leaders like Deng 
Xiaoping and Chen Yun to challenge established procedures 
and to undermine the positions of power-holders of sub­
stance; it will be quite a different exercise for new generational 
leaders like Zhao Ziyang and Hu Y aobang. Much will depend 
upon the circumstances and manner in which this generational 
succession will take place. There is not, in the Political Bureau 
of the Communist Party of today, the kind of raw conflict 
between factions that existed when Mao died. But the attempt 
to establish a new political and economic order has en­
countered resistance and difficulties. These could well be 
magnified with a leadership that commanded less authority 
than Deng Xiaoping, Chen Yun et al. Because of the advanced 
age of these veteran leaders the generational succession can­
not be long delayed and it is possible that the expectation 
of that is already having an effect on Chinese politics. People 
at all levels of the bureaucracy may be less ready to commit 
themselves fully to current policies if they lack confidence 
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that the direction from the top may change or lose effective­
ness in the not-too-distant future. 

Consideration of the generational succession issue probably 
affects the societal dimensions of foreign relations in the 
first instance because they have an immediate impact on the 
interactions between domestic Chinese society and the out­
side world. But, of course, they also affect the strategic 
dimensions. A leadership which cannot command full 
authority at home is unlikely to be able to act with full con­
fidence in foreign policy. A 'strong man' in such a position 
may seek to consolidate his position at home by engaging in 
a foreign adventure such as a war. But a 'collective leadership' 
such as seems more likely to emerge in China tends to follow 
existing patterns of more 'conservative' policies- 'conser­
vative', that is, within its own institutional and political 
cultural traditions. In so far as Mao's legacy may be considered 
to be the 'conservative' norm, it would suggest that notwith­
standing the bilateral strains of Sino-American relations, the 
broad pattern of the strategic dimensions of China's foreign 
policy would come under less challenge in a succession crisis 
than the societal dimensions associated with the 'open door'. 

The end of isolationism? 

In what senses can the increasing interactions which China 
has developed with the outside world since the passing of 
Mao be described as having ended its period of relative 
isolation? Any answer to the question will depend upon one's 
understanding of the concept of 'relative isolation'. In the 
second half of the twentieth century no country can be fully 
isolated from the rest of the world. All countries are influenced 
either direcdy or indirecdy by the broad sweep of events 
affecting the world as a whole. No country is immune from 
the influence of superpower rivalry upon its region, or indeed 
from the global implications of the character of the central 
strategic balance between the United States and the Soviet 
Union. Similarly all countries are affected to a greater or lesser 
degree by the changes which have taken place in the operation 
of the international economy. The advances in science and 
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technology recognise no national boundaries and any country 
that deliberately limits the access of its scientists and techno­
logists to that growing international fund of knowledge will 
end up by causing its people immense harm. 

In what ways then could China under Mao be described as 
isolationist? Clearly on the strategic plane of foreign policy 
China was not only greatly affected by the relationship 
between the Soviet Union and the United States, but it was 
an active participant in the shaping of the balances of power 
between them. Mao and his colleagues had their own dis­
tinctive approaches to international politics and to strategic 
questions, but these involved very careful calculation of the 
changing currents of international affairs. Indeed in some 
respects their approach to world politics alerted them to the 
significance of important changes in the international system 
earlier than most. For example, they were quick to seize 
upon the significance of the rise of the Third World (of which 
their revolution was a part) as a challenge to the existing 
order. They were also among the first to recognise the 
change in the balance between the two superpowers at the 
end of the 1960s. 

Nevertheless there were aspects about China's strategic 
stance and the theories of its leaders that suggested it was 
separate (if not isolated) from the developments in military 
technology and strategic theorising which shaped the main 
developments elsewhere particularly with regard to Soviet­
American strategic relations. This was, of course, particularly 
evident after the rupture of Sino-Soviet relations. The building 
of China's defence posture on the twin pillars of people's war 
and a relatively small nuclear capability meant that the 
country took a lone path in two important respects. First, 
the capacity to fight a people's war depends upon a politicised 
'people's army' backed by a politically mobilised self-reliant 
peasantry. Although a people's war strategy does call for the 
existence of a relatively professionalised corps of main forces 
able to fight positional warfare, it does not envisage using 
such a corps until relatively late in the war. This strategy was 
not only different from those of all the other major countries, 
but in so far as it stressed the importance of political mobili­
sation it also meant that it would be desirable to limit hetero-
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dox foreign influences to a minimum. Second, by challenging 
the nuclear monopoly of the two superpowers China was in 
effect deliberately withdrawing itself from the processes of 
nuclear arms limitation talks and agreements in which the 
two were engaged, and on which the rest of the international 
community vested much hope. Mao and his colleagues were 
disputing the right of the superpowers to act by virtue of 
their overwhelming power as the custodians of nuclear 
weapons on behalf of all mankind. 

At the same time it should be recognised that for much of 
this period China was deliberately excluded from many of 
the international organisations and conferences by the United 
States and its allies. Perhaps the most remarkable fact about 
the first two decades of its existence, when the PRC was 
excluded from the United Nations and other major institu­
tions of the international community, was how few of the 
norms and customs of the inter-state system were challenged 
or violated by its government. Only during the first 2 years of 
the Cultural Revolution (1966-68) could China be said to 
have flouted these norms. But immediately the Chinese 
leaders signalled their intention to return to 'normalcy' and 
actively sought diplomatic relations with other countries, 
a large number of countries responded without delay. That 
implied that China was recognised to be an influential mem­
ber of the world community and that its mystifying behaviour 
of the previous 2 years was not regarded as particularly 
damaging to its international credibility. 

There is, however, another aspect of its international 
political role in which China may be said to have been per­
haps relatively isolated. Again this applies especially to the 
sixties period, although elements of it may be detectable 
before then. Apart from the time of the close alliance with 
the Soviet Union, China has been free from the cross-cutting 
pressures of interdependence or allied relations which have 
become characteristic of the situations of the other major 
powers. As a result China has appeared to have exercised a 
greater freedom of international manoeuvre than most. It has 
shifted its alignment from East to West and, over the years, 
it has blown hot and cold over relations with Third World 
countries. This capacity to act as something of a 'loner' 
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may be said to be derived in part from the legacy of imperial 
Sino-centricity and in part from Maoist geopolitical theory, 
but it has been made possible by a largely self-sufficient 
economic system. The PRC has been able to provide for most 
of its own food, energy and raw materials, and until recent 
times only a small proportion of its GNP was devoted to 
foreign trade. 

There can be little doubt that it was in its societal relations 
that the PRC's relative isolation was most marked. To be sure 
this is not true of the early years of the Sino-Soviet alliance. 
Mao himself once divided the history of the PRC into two 
periods, remarking that it was only from 195 7 that China 
began to follow its own path. Although Mao was not xeno­
phobic and he always argued for the need to learn from 
abroad, the logic of his position from the early sixties became 
increasingly isolationalist in societal terms. From 1962 he 
never wavered in his view that the Soviet Union had gone 
revisionist and that China had become the principal centre 
of socialism in the world. His theory of continuing the 
revolution under conditions of socialism (on which the 
Cultural Revolution was based) stressed the importance of 
continued class struggle. That theory held that one of the 
sources for the generation of class enemies within China was 
the influence of class enemies abroad. At the same time Mao 
approved of the importation of advanced technology from 
Western countries. He also had foreign friends- notably 
Edgar Snow. Nevertheless both the political system over 
which he presided and the socialist values which he espoused 
meant that foreign influences were inevitably closely circum­
scribed. 

In what respects has this 'relative isolation' changed in the 
5-6 years since Mao's death? In the strategic realm China is 
still something of a loner, but to a lesser degree than before. 
China's defence posture has been modified by greater emphasis 
on professionalism. Under the rubric of the need to prepare 
for a people's war 'under modem conditions' China's leaders 
have encouraged the adoption of more modem means of 
communication and better training in combined operations. 
There is a greater readiness to study the combat experiences 
of other armed forces. However, there is simply insufficient 
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funding available to meet the enormous costs of purchasing 
advanced weapons from abroad. Therefore China's armed 
forces will remain significantly inferior in all aspects of its 
military equipment to that deployed by their Soviet adver­
saries for the foreseeable future. As a result China's defensive 
posture will continue along the lines of people's warfare but 
with increasing elements of professionalism and modernity. 

As for China's role in the strategic dimensions of inter­
national politics, China continues to exhibit a high degree 
of manoeuvrability. Despite the closer links with the United 
States and Japan, and despite the complex pattern of Sino­
Soviet encirclement and counter-encirclement, China is not 
tied institutionally to any alliance pattern. Its leaders con­
tinue to retain the capacity to change the country's alignments 
in the manner of their predecessors. As has been argued in 
Chapter 5, the post-Mao leaders have continued to operate 
along the previous approaches to geopolitics, but a greater 
degree of flexibility and sophistication has been added to 
China's diplomatic style. 

It is in the realm of societal relations that the greatest 
changes have been made. Under the slogan of the 'open door' 
China's foreign economic relations have been transformed. 
The value of foreign trade has leapt to account for 16 per 
cent of GNP, and although China's low domestic price 
structure unaoubtedly exaggerates the figure it still constitutes 
a significant increase on the 3-6 per cent of Mao's era. 
Special Economic Zones have been opened, more than 300 
joint ventures have begun operation, and a wide variety of 
compensation trade deals have become effective. China's 
banking system has been adapted to meet the requirements 
of the international market. Foreign models have been 
studied for their application to the running of the Chinese 
economy and the management of its enterprises. Over 7000 
students are studying abroad. An extensive range of scientific 
and cultural exchanges are maintained with many countries. 
Tourism has been greatly expanded. 

Nevertheless it is premature to conclude that China's rela­
tive isolation is over. Although certain regions and certain 
sectors of light industry have become closely linked with the 
international market it is patently clear that China has not 
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become as dependent on trade as the major Western countries 
or the newly industrialised countries on its periphery. For 
example, although the United States ranks as China's second 
most important trading partner, its leaders' threats to down­
grade Sino-American relations over the Taiwan issue are 
credible in a way that could not possibly be true for these 
other countries. However, it is possible that if current trends 
continue China could become so reliant on the international 
market that the domestic economic costs of changing or 
downgrading partners would be too great; but that point has 
yet to be reached. 

China's Communist political system itself is a great barrier 
to the full ending of isolation. There have already been signs 
of the limited tolerance extended to personal relations be­
tween Chinese citizens and foreigners. So-called 'liberal 
bourgeois' influences on Chinese political and cultural life 
have been criticised and certain writers and dissidents have 
paid heavy penalties for exceeding official tolerance. Dif­
ferent points of view on these questions can be identified in 
the Chinese political elite and the political climate varies over 
time, but it is clear that no major threat to Party dominance 
will be allowed in the long run. Since the economic reforms 
have by no means run smoothly, and they all involve a 
greater pluralisation of decision-making in China, they have 
evoked opposition from certain sections within the Party. 
Much of the corruption in China has been blamed in certain 
quarters on the growing foreign influence. The new foreign 
economic relations have also altered the balances of economic 
power between certain regions and the centre - especially in 
the case of Guandong Province. There is evidence, too, that 
difficulties have been experienced in absorbing foreign 
technology. Thus it seems that the new relationship with the 
outside world is closely associated with the reform pro­
grammes of Deng Xiaoping, and its continuance is very much 
dependent on those reforms. But even Deng himself is fully 
committed to ensuring Communist Party dominance of the 
political system. That in itself will set certain limits to the 
range of interactions with the Western world. 

It can be argued that once again China is back to the 'ti­
yong' dilemma, but in a new guise. China's modernisation 
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programmes require access to advanced foreign technology 
and they need a greater involvement with the international 
market. However, the object of the exercise is to promote 
and develop a socialist China, which minimally means a 
China controlled by its Communist Party. The dilemma 
in domestic terms is how to introduce Western 'practicality' 
without undermining the Party 'essence' of socialist China. 
In foreign policy terms the dilemma is how to establish 
deeper and more extensive links with the international 
economy without finding that the country's freedom of 
international manoeuvre has become limited by the ties of 
interdependency experienced by nearly all the other major 
countries. 
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