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Introduction

Before Oleg Troyanovskii left his position as the last Soviet ambas-
sador to the People’s Republic of China, he met Wu Xiuquan for a chat 
about old times. The former vice-head of the Central Committee Liai-
son Department of the Chinese Communist Party remarked to the past 
adviser of Nikita Khrushchev: “When you now read the messages that 
our countries exchanged at a time not too long ago, you don’t know 
whether to laugh or cry.”1 The pettiness and hyperbole of the Sino-Soviet 
polemics and their impact on the foreign and domestic policies of both 
countries, from the Great Leap Forward to the war scare of 1969, forces 
any contemporary observer to pause in incredulity. The Sino-Soviet Split 
was one of the key events of the Cold War, equal in importance to the 
construction of the Berlin Wall, the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Second 
Vietnam War, and Sino-American Rapprochement. The split helped to 
determine the framework of the second half of the Cold War in general, 
and infl uenced the course of the Second Vietnam War in particular. Like 
a nasty divorce, it left bad memories and produced myths of innocence 
on both sides.
 Until very recently, much of the source material that could shed light 
on the dynamics of the Sino-Soviet Split was stashed away in inacces-
sible archives. While the literature on the topic is vast, much of it was 
written during the Cold War on the basis of selective published sources 
or tends to be speculative and theoretical. Since its slow opening in the 
early 1980s, China has produced a wealth of published primary and 
secondary sources and, recently, even made some archives accessible to 
foreign researchers. The collapse of the Soviet Union and communist 
East Europe threw open the doors of countless party and governmental 
archives.
 The newly available documents point to the vital role of ideology in 
the Sino-Soviet Split. Both the Chinese Communists and the Soviets were 
true Marxist-Leninist believers. Discord between Beijing and Moscow 
arose over the method of establishing a socialist society domestically 
and over the direction of the joint policy of the socialist camp toward 
the capitalist world. Furthermore, while ideology was central, it increas-
ingly became entangled in internal politics. Leadership confl icts led Mao 

 1 Oleg Troyanovskii, Cherez gody i rasstoyaniya (Moskva: Vagrius, 1997), 348.
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Zedong to exploit the worsening of Sino-Soviet relations for his goals 
abroad and at home.
 The fi rst point of ideological disagreement emerged in 1955 over the 
Stalinist socioeconomic development model. Facing a structural economic 
crisis, Mao replaced the development model that the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) had inherited from the late Iosif Stalin with a development 
strategy resembling earlier Soviet policies that had already been discred-
ited in the Union of Socialist Soviet Republics (USSR). Despite its failure, 
Mao returned to their basic ideas in the Great Leap Forward of 1958–60, 
only to reap disaster.
 De-Stalinization in the Soviet Union provided the second moment of 
ideological confl ict. While Khrushchev’s Secret Speech in February 1956 
was rooted mainly in domestic necessities, it reverberated throughout the 
socialist world. As a result, over the course of 1956 and 1957, Mao and 
Khrushchev took up opposite positions on Stalin as a theoretician and 
practitioner.
 Third, Sino-Soviet ideological disputes arose over the correct method of 
dealing with imperialism. Launched in early 1956 as well, Khrushchev’s 
policy of peaceful coexistence with the United States did not cause im-
mediate confl ict with the Chinese Communists because they were preoc-
cupied with de-Stalinization. From late 1957, however, tensions over this 
policy grew, and, by the mid-1960s, dominated Sino- Soviet relations.
 Most other points of Sino-Soviet confl ict were either the result of 
these ideological disagreements or of lesser importance. Security dis-
putes—such as the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1958—and eco-
nomic disagreements—in particular trade and the sudden withdrawal 
of the Soviet specialists from China in 1960—arose as the consequence 
of ideological arguments. Similarly, territorial disputes that predated 
the Sino-Soviet alliance did not threaten the relationship until the two 
countries had developed their ideological disagreements. Finally, per-
sonality clashes contributed to but did not cause the existing ideological 
problems.
 In the end, the new documents suggest that the Chinese side was far 
more active in pursuing ideological confl ict. The PRC established itself 
through the alliance, in both positive and negative terms. Although China 
had sought the alliance in 1949 and 1950, Mao eventually pushed for its 
collapse after 1959, when he decided that it had run the full course of 
what he considered its usefulness to the country. Moreover, the Chinese 
leader increasingly linked Sino-Soviet disagreements with his internal 
disputes. In 1962, the struggle against domestic ideological revisionism 
merged with his battle against its counterpart in the policy of the socialist 
camp toward imperialism.
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Previous Lines of Explanation

Before the end of the Cold War and the gradually increasing accessi-
bility of new archival and documentary evidence, scholars offered four 
main explanations for the Sino-Soviet Split. First, some have argued that 
the split resulted from confl icts of national interest.2 As early as 1952, 
one observer predicted the Sino-Soviet Split in light of the aspiration of 
Stalin’s totalitarian regime to control its allies; inevitably, according to 
this line of thinking, this would violate their national interests.3 Other 
authors identifi ed nationalist confl icts, such as claims of fear of foreign 
domination or claims of cultural superiority, as a cause for the split.4

 Second, the concept of the strategic triangle appealed to many observ-
ers, especially with the Sino-American Rapprochement since 1969. This 
theory posited that the United States, the Soviet Union, and China formed 
a triangular great power relationship; within this unique setup, the two 
weaker countries allied to balance against the strongest. Proponents of 
the strategic triangle tried to explain the Sino-Soviet Split as the result 
of relative changes in the military and political power of the three coun-
tries—changes that gradually questioned the rationale for the Sino-Soviet 
alliance and eventually triggered its collapse.5

 Third, a small body of literature attempted to locate the source of the 
Sino-Soviet Split in domestic politics. Scholars have argued that unrelated 
Chinese domestic leadership confl icts had a negative impact on the Sino-
Soviet alliance,6 that Mao’s anti-Soviet policies led him to undermine 
“the positions of all those [fellow] leaders who did not fully support 

 2 Richard Lowenthal, “National Interests and the Orthodox Faith,” Clement Zablocki, 
ed., Sino-Soviet Rivalry (New York: Praeger, 1966), 27–32. Richard Lowenthal, “The De-
generation of an Ideological Dispute,” Douglas Stuart et al., eds., China, the Soviet Union, 
and the West (Boulder: Westview, 1982), 59–71.
 3 John Tashjean, “The Sino-Soviet Split,” China Quarterly 94, 342–61.
 4 Klaus Mehnert, for example, made this argument, though not exclusively, in: Peking 
and Moscow (New York: Putnam, 1963).
 5 Donald Zagoria, “A Strange Triangle,” Zablocki, Sino-Soviet Rivalry, 43–52. Michel 
Tatu, The Great Power Triangle (Paris: Atlantic Institute, 1970). Robert Scalapino, “The 
American-Soviet-Chinese Triangle,” William Kintner et al., eds., SALT (Pittsburgh: Pitts-
burgh, 1973), 141–66. Harry Schwartz, “The Moscow-Peking-Washington Triangle,” 
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences 414, 41–54. William 
Griffi th, “The World and the Great-Power Triangles,” Griffi th, ed., The World and the 
Great-Power Triangles (Cambridge: MIT, 1975), 1–33. Banning Garrett, “China Policy 
and the Strategic Triangle,” Kenneth Oye et al., eds., Eagle Entangled (New York: Long-
man, 1979), 228–63.
 6 Richard Thornton, The Bear and the Dragon (New York: American Asian Educational 
Exchange, 1971).
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his tough stance toward the USSR,”7 or that the Chinese leadership at-
tempted to use anti-Soviet policies to divert attention from internal le-
gitimacy problems.8 Others have focused on Soviet domestic politics by 
identifying factional infi ghting after Stalin’s death as a source for the 
Sino-Soviet Split.9

 Fourth, the role of ideology in the Sino-Soviet estrangement attracted 
scholarly attention as soon as public disputes started in 1960. In a 
seminal study published the following year, Donald Zagoria offered a 
multicausal interpretation that combined ideological with other causes 
(historical, personal, contextual, economic, and political).10 Subsequent 
early authors saw the split as purely ideological,11 or as the result of a 
mix of ideological and national interest factors.12 Another interpretation 
promoted the idea that the split was not principally about ideology but 
merely articulated in ideological rhetoric.13 Since the early 1980s, the 
“China under threat” interpretation garnered much academic interest; it 
promoted the idea that security concerns arising over an ideologically in-
fl uenced threat perception shaped Chinese foreign policy behavior.14 In a 
more general debate, early observers of the collapse of socialist unity after 
Khrushchev’s Secret Speech argued that the intrinsic nature of Marxism-
Leninism tended, over time, to create friction among its adherents. Ac-
cording to this argument, the absolute assertions of Marxism  - Leninism 
(in the form of a dogma) and its promotion of hierarchical political struc-
tures (one leading communist party worldwide and one vanguard com-
munist party within each country) made it liable both to degenerate into 
factional battles over the correct interpretation of Marxism-Leninism 
and, in the process, to increase competing claims to sole leadership of the 
international communist movement.15

The examination of the newly available evidence allows us to reconsider 
these arguments. Conventional wisdom defi nes national interest in terms 

 7 Kenneth Lieberthal, “The Background in Chinese Politics,” Herbert Ellison, The Sino-
Soviet Confl ict (Seattle: Washington, 1982), 3–28.
 8 Jürgen Domes, “Domestic Sources of PRC Policy,” Stuart, China, 39–58.
 9 Vernon Aspaturian, “The Domestic Sources of Soviet Policy Toward China,” Stuart, 
China, 59–72.
 10 Donald Zagoria, The Sino-Soviet Confl ict, 1956–1961 (Princeton: Princeton, 1962).
 11 Jean Baby, La Grande Controverse Sino-Soviétique (1956–1966) (Paris: Bernard Gras-
set, 1966).
 12 François Fejtö, Chine-USSR: De l’alliance au confl it, 1950–1972 (Paris: Seuil, 1973).
 13 Franz Michael, “Common Purpose and Double Strategy,” Zablocki, Sino-Soviet Rivalry, 
15–16.
 14 Melvin Gurtov et al., China under Threat (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1980).
 15 Richard Lowenthal, World Communism (New York: Oxford, 1964). Hans Morgen-
thau, A New Foreign Policy for the United States (New York: Praeger, 1969), 32–42.
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of securing the physical survival of the country and developing its eco-
nomic potential. There is no evidence that a clash of national interest 
emerged because one of the two partners entered the alliance with the 
intention of undermining the military or economic security of, or even of 
obtaining control over, the other. The major lines of Sino-Soviet confl ict 
emerged over unrelated issues at a time, in 1955–57, when clashes of na-
tional interest, such as confl icts over unresolved territorial disputes, were 
irrelevant. Sino-Soviet debates over the correct handling of imperialism 
are the closest to a national interest interpretation, but they occurred 
only after ideological confl ict had already emerged.
 In any case, the discussion of the national interest interpretation must 
focus on China, since it was more active in pursuing the split. Starting in 
1958, it was Mao who vigorously implemented policies that destabilized 
the alliance and eventually led to the country’s self-imposed isolation 
from the world and its economic impoverishment by 1969. On the one 
hand, proponents of a national interest approach might object that this 
could have been the unexpected result of sensible, but ultimately unsuc-
cessful, policies. However, belligerent self-isolation from the world and 
the insistence on ideological correctness rather than the pursuit of friendly 
external relations and economic prosperity were conscious policy choices 
by Mao. Barbara Tuchman called such a pursuit of policy contrary to 
the country’s interest a “folly.”16 On the other hand, adherents of the na-
tional interest interpretation might argue that Mao misperceived China’s 
national interest, but by doing so they merely acknowledge that national 
interest is dependent on another variable at the heart of the split. In es-
sence, Mao’s pursuit of what he considered to be China’s global inter-
ests poses a methodological problem for existing academic defi nitions 
of national interest. Only if one accepts Mao’s extreme conviction that 
China’s national interest was its duty to spread world revolution aggres-
sively or to follow his brilliant policy of withdrawing the PRC from a 
putrid world into the splendid isolation of a solitary model society, one 
might agree that Mao acted in the country’s national interest.
 Nationalism similarly seems not to have been a major contributing fac-
tor in the Sino-Soviet Split. Certainly, the Chinese Communists had been 
nationalists even before they became communists in the early 1920s, and 
Mao appealed to Chinese national feelings when he claimed that the PRC 
was the center of world revolution in the 1960s. These, however, were 
subsidiary aspects rather than central factors in his pursuit of policies 
that were designed to prove the ideological correctness of Chinese Com-
munist—that is, his own—positions in the leadership confl ict at home 
and in the struggle against Soviet ideological revisionism.

 16 Barbara Tuchman, The March of Folly (New York: Knopf, 1984).
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 Explanations that rely on the relative changes in the strategic triangle 
between the PRC, the USSR, and the United States also seem unsuccessful 
in explaining the Sino-Soviet Split. The vast majority of the literature fo-
cuses on the period after the late 1960s and thus is outside the scope of this 
book.17 Although some authors have applied it to the post-1949 period,18 
others have suggested that the strategic triangle has limited or even no 
explanatory power because China was too weak to count as a great power 
during the years covered in this book.19 I tend to agree with the critics of 
the triangular concept, though for different reasons. Despite its descriptive 
appeal, there is little evidence from the post-1949 period that can support 
its claims. While it is true that the Sino-Soviet alliance was directed against 
the United States, and that the Americans tried to drive a wedge into the 
partnership, no documentary evidence that the Chinese or the Soviets 
thought about their relationship within a triangular framework during the 
period covered in this book has surfaced. Maoist thinking from the 1940s 
to the 1960s proceeded from the assumption of a Sino-American confl ict 
over the intermediate zone—basically, over the rest of the world.20 Thus, 
when Mao’s PRC turned away from the Soviet Union in the 1960s, it did 
not turn toward the United States but toward one of the two intermediate 
zones he had just redefi ned, claiming to be the head of, even the model for, 
the international movement of national liberation in the Asian-African-
Latin American intermediate zone (the other intermediate zone, according 
to this idea, consisted of Europe and other developed countries). Similarly, 
in 1949, Moscow looked at Beijing as an asset in its world revolutionary 
enterprise that had fallen into its lap rather fortuitously. In the end, the 
triangular concept is, methodologically speaking, an ahistorical model that 
greatly limits the ability to explain the inner dynamics of the split.

 17 Schwartz, “Moscow-Peking-Washington Triangle.” Griffi th, “The World and the 
Great-Power Triangles.” Garrett, “China Policy and the Strategic Triangle.” William Hy-
land, “The Sino-Soviet Confl ict,” Richard Solomon, The China Factor (Englewood Cliffs: 
Prentice-Hall, 1981), 137–158.
 18 Zagoria, “Strange Triangle.” Tatu, Great Power Triangle. Scalapino, “American-
 Soviet-Chinese Triangle.” Richard Ashley, The Political Economy of War and Peace 
(London: Pinter, 1980). Harvey Nelson, Power and Insecurity (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 
1989). Gordon Chang, Friends and Enemies (Stanford: Stanford, 1990). Lowell Dittmer, 
Sino- Soviet Normalization and Its International Implications, 1945–1990 (Seattle: Wash-
ington, 1992), 147.
 19 Gerald Segal, The Great Power Triangle (Houndsmills: Macmillan, 1982). Chen Min, 
The Strategic Triangle and Regional Confl icts (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1992). Chi Su even 
implied that China was too weak for most of the Cold War period to act as a true equal in 
such a triangular relationship: “The Strategic Triangle and China’s Soviet Policy,” Robert 
Ross, ed., China, the United States, and the Soviet Union (Armonk: Sharpe, 1993), 39–61.
 20 For an older, but still very good description: King Chen, China and the Three Worlds 
(White Plains: Sharpe, 1979).
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 In a related discussion, scholars have addressed the U.S. role in the 
Sino-Soviet Split. The focus on an outside factor, however, also tends 
to obscure rather than explain the inner dynamics of the split. There is 
no evidence that “the root cause of the Sino-Soviet dispute was . . . the 
fear of [a] potential [U.S.] nuclear attack that made the Soviet leader-
ship ignore Chinese interests in favor of détente with the West,” as one 
author maintained.21 Similarly, the study of American policies toward the 
Sino-Soviet alliance tends to overestimate their effects on it.22 In general, 
I contend that American policies—including the wedge strategy that at-
tempted to split the alliance through a combination of punishments and 
enticements—only worked in the later stages of the Sino-Soviet breakup, 
thereby exacerbating a process that had started for independent reasons.
 Those authors who have investigated the role of domestic politics in 
the split have pointed out important pieces of the puzzle. There is no 
doubt that Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization, though launched mainly for 
domestic reasons, reverberated throughout the socialist world. The cen-
tral question is why only Mao’s China (together with Enver Hoxha’s 
Albania) sought sharp confl ict with the Soviet Union while most other 
socialist states and communist parties merely used de-Stalinization to en-
hance their autonomy. In my view, it was China’s internal conditions 
that provided a ripe environment for ideological radicalism in the late 
1950s and the manipulation of ideology for domestic aims throughout 
the 1960s.
 The greater availability of primary documentation helps to refi ne the 
scholarly understanding of how domestic politics infl uenced Sino-Soviet 
relations. Roderick MacFarquhar’s three volumes on the origins of the 
Cultural Revolution provided abundant evidence for the important role 
of Chinese domestic politics in the Sino-Soviet Split. While these tomes 
supplied many important details for this book, their focus was not pri-
marily on the increasingly close links between internal and external Chi-
nese behavior I identify during the 1956–66 period.23

 Writing on Sino-American relations, Thomas Christensen asserted in 
the mid-1990s that Cold War powers manipulated foreign crises to mo-
bilize their own citizens for domestic aims. In a case study on the Second 
Taiwan Strait Crisis, he argued that Mao exploited an international crisis 
in order to mobilize the Chinese people to support the launching of the 

 21 Nelson, Power and Insecurity, 30.
 22 Chang, Friends and Enemies.
 23 Roderick MacFarquhar, Origins of the Cultural Revolution, 3 vols. (New York: Co-
lumbia, 1974–1997). Although the fi rst two volumes are based on a wealth of public 
Chinese materials, only the third could take advantage of the greater availability of new 
Chinese sources.
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radical Great Leap Forward.24 More recently, Chen Jian has pushed this 
argument further, claiming that Mao’s concerns over the revolution at 
home led him to create foreign enemies with the aim to keep the Chinese 
people mobilized.25 Both thus argue that foreign policy was mustered for 
domestic objectives. Although my fi ndings support both Christensen’s 
and Chen’s interpretations, I suggest that this process could work both 
ways. While domestic needs shaped foreign policy, as in the Second Tai-
wan Strait Crisis, events abroad, such as the Polish October or the Hun-
garian Revolution, greatly infl uenced Mao’s thinking and his domestic 
policies. Even as Mao was willing to provoke crises in international af-
fairs to mobilize the Chinese people—or at least to render pressure on 
internal opponents, real or invented—there were also instances where 
he mobilized domestic policies in order to infl uence international affairs. 
His attempts to create a model communist society during the Great Leap 
Forward were certainly supposed to underscore his claim to the leader-
ship of the socialist camp.

The Role of Ideology

The story of the Sino-Soviet breakup cannot be told without a focus on 
ideology. I identify ideology broadly as a set of beliefs and dogmas that 
both construct general outlines—rather than a detailed blueprint—of a 
future political order, and defi ne specifi c methods—though no explicit 
pathways—to achieve it. In line with this characterization, Marxism-
 Leninism envisioned the communist society as the fi nal objective of his-
tory, and granted the communist party the exclusive vanguard role in 
this process, at the expense of all other political movements or even the 
democratic process itself. Although Marx and Lenin wrote in great detail 
about how communism would look like once it was achieved, they in 
fact left relatively few concrete cues on the exact path of transforming the 
bourgeois present into the communist future.
 In daily politics, ideology functions both as a belief system and as a 
political tool. On the one hand, ideology is about the political commit-
ments made by its adherents to its theoretical postulates. Consequently, 
ideological claims tend to be claims in principle. Similarly, ideological 
disagreements that arise within the general outlines or as the result of the 
contradictions within the theory often are disagreements in principle. The 
unsophisticated understanding of theoretical postulates by their believers 
can exacerbate ideological disagreements. On the other hand, ideology 

 24 Thomas Christensen, Useful Adversaries (Princeton: Princeton, 1996).
 25 Chen Jian, Mao’s China and the Cold War (Chapel Hill: North Carolina, 2001).
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may be manipulated for short-term political, or even personal, objectives. 
Such manipulation might happen inside the general outlines of ideology 
when, for example, a leader exploits theoretical ambiguities or contra-
dictions to his political or personal benefi t. However, ideological claims 
might also be cynically used for objectives incongruent with theoretical 
postulates. Methodologically, these two forms of manipulation are not 
always easy to distinguish.
 The available evidence suggests that both the Chinese Communists 
and the Soviets genuinely believed that they were working toward the 
realization of the communist dream. For the most part, in my view at 
least, neither used the high-sounding promises of Marxism-Leninism in 
purely cynical fashion. However, the theoretical ambiguities of Marxism -
 Leninism, combined with each side’s underdeveloped understanding 
thereof, provided the two sides not only with ample opportunities for 
disagreement over their long-term domestic and foreign policies—both 
of which were at the root of the Sino-Soviet confl ict—but also with a tool 
to achieve short-term political gains either against each other or against 
internal dissenters. Thus, although the ideological objective of Marxism-
Leninism—the creation of a communist society—was clearly defi ned, the 
theoretically correct path to achieve it was suffi ciently indeterminate to 
create discord both in principle and in daily political life.
 Most previous authors tended to underestimate the disruptive role of 
ideology in the Sino-Soviet Split. In 1961, without the hindsight of history, 
Zagoria attributed great binding force to the shared ideology of the Sino-
Soviet allies.26 Similarly, interpretations of the Sino-Soviet Split that stress 
the rhetorical role of ideology or the ideologically infl uenced threat percep-
tions of a defensive China also seemed to undervalue the role of ideology 
itself.27 Those authors who pointed out the intrinsic potential of dogmatic 
Marxism-Leninism to create discord correctly identifi ed the ideological 
roots of the collapse of socialist unity in the period after Khrushchev’s Se-
cret Speech.28 However, since most communist parties continued to main-
tain satisfactory, though not always cordial, relations with each other, 
disagreements on ideological principles alone cannot adequately explain 
the reasons for China’s (and Albania’s) split from the Soviet Union and, by 
extension, from the socialist world. Only specifi c internal conditions, such 
as the manipulative use of ideology, can achieve this.
 My view of the role of ideology in the Sino-Soviet Split differs slightly 
from other interpretations that have previously benefi ted from the new 

 26 Zagoria, Sino-Soviet Confl ict.
 27 Michael, “Common Purpose and Double Strategy.” Gurtov, China under Threat.
 28 Lowenthal, World Communism. Morgenthau, New Foreign Policy for the United 
States.
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archival evidence. For example, I tend to give more weight to ideology 
than O. Arne Westad, who argued that it was “not suffi cient to explain 
the breakdown in Sino-Soviet relations.”29 Without the vital role of ideol-
ogy, neither would the alliance have been established nor would it have 
collapsed. Chen Jian’s recent claim that the domestic mission of the revo-
lution shaped its international mission and that foreign policy—even to 
the extent that “Mao acted to create an enemy” in international rela-
tions—functioned as a “source of domestic mobilization” is closer to the 
view presented in this book.30 However, I take his interpretation even fur-
ther, arguing that either policy realm, foreign and domestic, could infl u-
ence—or even mobilize—the other. Moreover, I argue that Mao created 
international crises, not merely foreign enemies, for his domestic needs.
 By the same token, the roles of security and economics in the Sino-
 Soviet Split cannot be understood without reference to ideology. It is true 
that, since the fall of 1950, American military might threatened China on 
the Korean peninsula. Equally, the military situation in the Taiwan Strait 
during the 1950s and in Indochina starting in the mid-1960s changed to 
China’s disadvantage. However, these security threats were not the result 
of an inherent U.S. imperialist aggressiveness, as Mao and his comrades 
believed, but were largely the consequence of Chinese Communist com-
mitments to world revolution since the 1920s—that is, to the overthrow 
of the imperialist international system that happened to be headed by the 
United States since 1945—and of Mao’s assertive security policies since 
the late-1949 establishment of the PRC. Once Beijing recognized Hanoi 
diplomatically in early 1950 and committed itself to Pyongyang even be-
fore the Korean War, Washington’s military and political responses turned 
Mao’s beliefs about imperialist aggression into self-fulfi lling prophecies. 
Furthermore, the Soviet policy of peaceful coexistence with the United 
States, which Khrushchev had been promoting since early 1956, did not 
undermine Chinese security (with regard to American military support 
for the Republic of China in Taiwan), as some observers have argued, 
but it was a point of ideological dispute between Mao and Khrushchev. 
By the late 1950s, fi rmly persuaded by the supposed might of the Soviet 
missile that carried Sputnik into space in 1957 and uncritically apply-
ing crude Leninist interpretations on the inherent inability of capitalists 
to cooperate with each other, Mao was convinced that imperialism was 
weak and internally split. Given this ideological preconception of the 
world, the Chinese leader simply could not understand why Khrushchev 
sought Soviet-American rapprochement.

 29 O. Arne Westad, “Introduction,” Westad, ed., Brothers in Arms (Washington: Wood-
row Wilson Center, 1998), 4.
 30 Chen, Mao’s China and the Cold War, 7–8, 180.
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 Likewise, it is true that the structural economic problems the PRC 
faced in 1955 were genuine and that they threatened the material health 
of China. However, the solutions Mao proposed—fi rst the Socialist High 
Tide, then the Great Leap Forward—were highly ideological, and ulti-
mately poisonous for Sino-Soviet relations. I thus disagree with those 
authors who believed that “economics was never at the heart of the Sino-
Soviet dispute.”31 On the contrary, I support, and even extend, Lowell 
Dittmer’s contention that ideological disagreements over the economic 
model were a cause of the Sino-Soviet Split.32 Similar to the ideological 
underpinnings of the Sino-Soviet economic debates in the second half of 
the 1950s, Moscow’s withdrawal of its specialists from the PRC seems 
to be, at least superfi cially, an example of Soviet great power attempts at 
coercive or punitive diplomacy; in reality, however, it occurred only after 
antagonistic ideological campaigns by Beijing. Economic disagreements 
had deep ideological roots.
 The fi ndings of this book strengthen various interpretations put for-
ward by New Cold War Historians. Ideology was signifi cant to the pol-
icies of the socialist states, at least in the fi rst half of the Cold War.33 
Equally, the Sino-Soviet relationship confi rms empirical fi ndings that 
smaller Cold War allies were often able to set the agenda of their super-
power patrons on both sides of the Cold War divide.34 Many of the argu-
ments put forward by Vojtech Mastny and Malcolm Bryne in a recent 
study on the Warsaw Pact also apply to this book. Like the Sino-Soviet 

 31 Dwight Perkins, “The Economic Background and Implications for China,” Ellison, 
Sino-Soviet Confl ict, 91–111.
 32 Dittmer, Sino-Soviet Normalization.
 33 Vladislav Zubok, Inside the Kremlin’s Cold War (Cambridge: Harvard, 1996), 4–8. 
Chen Jian, Mao’s China and the Cold War.
 34 Abraham Ben-Zvi, United States and Israel (New York: Columbia, 1993). Robert Mc-
Mahon, The Cold War on the Periphery (New York: Columbia, 1994). Hope Harrison, 
Driving the Soviets up the Wall (Princeton: Princeton, 2003). A small number of political 
scientists have tried to assess bilateral, unequal alliances, but rarely addressed the agenda-
setting capabilities of the smaller ally, see: Paul M. Johnson, “The Subordinate States and 
Their Strategies,” Jan Triska, ed., Dominant Powers and Subordinate States: The United 
States in Latin America and the Soviet Union in East Europe (Durham: Duke, 1986), 
285–309. James Morrow, “Alliances and Asymmetry: An Alternative to the Capability 
Aggregation Model of Alliances,” American Journal of Political Science 35/4, 904–933. 
Some scholars have addressed small states in multilateral alliances and international or-
ganizations, see: Mancur Olsen et al., “An Economic Theory of Alliances,” Review of 
Economics and Statistics 48/3, 266–79. Baldur Thorhallsson, “The Role of Small States 
in the European Union,” Christine Ingebritsen et al., eds., Small States in International 
Relations (Seattle: Washington, 2006), 218–30. In comparison, the theoretical literature on 
the behavior of small states in international relations in general is quite developed, as two 
collections of seminal texts reveal. See several articles in: Triska, Dominant Powers and 
Subordinate States, and Ingebritsen, Small States in International Relations.
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 alliance, the principal socialist pact system ultimately collapsed as a re-
sult of the failure of ideology to provide clarity of purpose and unity of 
means.35

Additional Factors

Apart from ideology, a range of other factors contributed to the Sino-
 Soviet Split. The PRC was more active in bringing about the breakup 
than the Soviet Union. Particularly in the 1960s, Beijing controlled the 
pace of the relationship’s deterioration and its eventual collapse, while 
Moscow was often left having to react to recurring provocations.
 This development was rooted in the nature of the Sino-Soviet rela-
tionship. The two countries never matched each other in real power 
or global infl uence, although Beijing claimed equality with Moscow in 
1956–57. In truth, Khrushchev was heading a superpower with increas-
ing commitments around the world, while Mao was running a regional 
power that was progressively getting poorer and more isolated as a re-
sult of his own blunders. For the PRC, the Sino-Soviet alliance it had 
sought in 1949–50 was the defi ning moment in its early history; for the 
Soviet Union, the partnership was just another asset, though an impor-
tant one, in its world revolutionary mission. Little wonder that, once 
disagreements emerged, Beijing invested a lot of energy in reinventing 
and then divesting itself of the alliance, while Moscow became negligent 
in maintaining the partnership.
 A number of other factors played notable, though less central, roles. 
The United States was not the immediate cause of the Sino-Soviet Split; 
its policies, while designed to strain the alliance, turned out to be effec-
tive only once Sino-Soviet disagreements had emerged over unrelated 
issues. Although territorial controversies predated the alliance, it was 
only the emerging ideological disputes that turned them into points of 
confl ict and, eventually in 1969, into a cause for war.36 Accidents, such 
as the U-2 Incident on May 1, 1960, or Soviet Defense Minister Rodion 
Malinovskii’s drunken insult of Mao on November 7, 1964, wreaked 
havoc on the relationship, but it was the Chinese side that unduly ex-
ploited them for its own benefi t. Finally, personality clashes contributed 

 35 Vojtech Mastny and Malcolm Byrne, eds., A Cardboard Castle? (Budapest: Central 
European, 2005), 1, 73–74.
 36 The best current treatment of China’s border problems: M. Taylor Fravel, Strong Bor-
ders, Secure Nation (Princeton: Princeton, 2008).
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to but did not cause the Sino-Soviet Split.37 Mao’s and Khrushchev’s 
strong personalities and their far-reaching, unchecked powers within 
their respective political systems had an undue, negative infl uence on the 
alliance.

Ideology and Alliance Theory

This book further provides an empirical challenge to the theoretical lit-
erature on alliances. Political scientists who have explored alliances have 
mostly concentrated on their formation, which is not the focus of this 
book.38 In comparison, the literature on alliance cohesion is less well 
developed. Because the Sino-Soviet Split occurred when the PRC and 
the USSR were still weaker than the United States, the implicit Real-
ist assumption that changes in the balance of global power will trigger 
transformations in alliance systems seems not to apply to the partnership 
between Beijing and Moscow. Stephen Walt, one of the leading Realist 
alliance scholars, saw the collapse of the Sino-Soviet alliance not as the 
result of ideological disagreements but as the consequence of China’s 
security concerns that defi ed any ideological consideration.39 Mark Haas 
argued that while Mao’s ideological radicalization during the Great Leap 
Forward was the “root cause” for the Sino-Soviet disagreements, confl icts 
resulting from their geographical proximity—territorial disputes and the 
militarization of the mutual border during the period after 1960—were 
ultimately responsible for the split.40

 Although they are not connected to ideology, I concur, though with 
some qualifi cations, with several of the internal causes Glenn Snyder has 
proposed as to why alliances collapse. While the PRC indeed feared en-
trapment by the Soviet Union, this fear predated the alliance. Snyder’s 
claim that allies try to restrain each other applies to several moments 

 37 William Taubman, “Khrushchev vs. Mao,” CWIHP Bulletin 8–9, 243–48. Aspaturian, 
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Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: Norton, 2001). Glenn 
Snyder, Alliance Politics (Ithaca: Cornell, 1991), 44. Snyder, “The Security Dilemma in Al-
liance Politics,” World Politics 36/4, 464. Dan Reiter, “Learning, Realism, and Alliances: 
The Weight of the Shadow of the Past,” World Politics 46/4, 490–526. George Liska, Na-
tions in Alliance (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1962), 61–69. Mark Haas, The Ideological 
Origins of Great Power Politics, 1789–1989 (Ithaca: Cornell, 2005).
 39 Stephen Walt, Revolution and War (Ithaca: Cornell, 1996), 323–27.
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in the Sino-Soviet alliance. While it is true that China incited the Soviet 
Union to demonstrate greater anti-imperialist commitments, it did so not 
in order to make it fi ght the United States alone, as Snyder would argue, 
but in order to force it to join the PRC in such a struggle. Similarly, 
although Beijing often accused Moscow of failing to live up to alliance 
commitments, this usually happened over territorial confl icts with third 
parties that had occurred as a result of Chinese provocations or clumsy 
diplomacy.41

 In a twist on alliance theory, Thomas Christensen recently promoted an 
ingenious argument on the role of ideology in alliance cohesion. Looking 
at the Sino-Soviet alliance through the lens of U.S. containment, he ar-
gued that it was less radical in times of great cohesion (1954–58) because 
Moscow was better at managing the partnership. In times of internal 
competition (1958–69), however, the alliance was more revolutionary 
because both partners vied for the allegiance of other socialist states or 
revolutionary movements.42 While I do agree with his counterintuitive 
insight that ideological confl ict might have led to an unintended congru-
ence with the original alliance goals, I also must stress the great destruc-
tive force of such ideological competition within the Sino-Soviet alliance 
even before 1969. The rivalry between Beijing and Moscow for Hanoi’s 
allegiance during the Second Vietnam War complicated Washington’s at-
tempts to contain communist expansion in East Asia, but, in my view, it 
simultaneously demolished the last vestiges of the alliance by 1966.

The Structure of the Book

Chapter 1 explores the background of the Sino-Soviet dispute. It includes 
accounts of the historical roots of the theoretical debates that rattled the 
alliance in 1955–66, Sino-Soviet relations since 1921, and the fi rst six 
years of the alliance. The chapter ends with the emergence of the fi rst 
major ideological disagreement in the Sino-Soviet relationship—the So-
cialist High Tide of 1955.
 The impact of Khrushchev’s Secret Speech of February 1956 on the 
Sino-Soviet relationship stands at the center of chapter 2. Although the 
speech briefl y checked Mao’s preeminence in China’s domestic politics, its 
catalytic effect on Poland and Hungary provided the Chinese leader with 
an opportunity to rethink the role of Stalinism in China’s political and 
economic development. Over the course of 1957, political developments 
in the PRC—the failure of Mao’s attempt at political liberalization—and 

 41 Snyder, Alliance Politics, 307–71.
 42 Thomas Christensen, “Worse Than a Monolith,” Asian Security 1/1, 80–127.
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in the Soviet Union—the failure of the remaining Stalinist stalwarts in 
the Soviet leadership to stop de-Stalinization by overthrowing Khrush-
chev—set the two countries on paths of political development that were 
diametrically opposed to one another. Nevertheless, both Beijing and 
Moscow sought to obscure these disagreements at the Moscow Meeting 
of the world communist movement in late 1957.
 Chapter 3 addresses Mao’s double challenge to Khrushchev’s leader-
ship of the socialist camp in 1958. The Chinese leader rejected both the 
contemporaneous Soviet development model in favor of a more radical 
economic policy—the Great Leap Forward—and peaceful coexistence for 
a confrontational stance during the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis in August 
of 1958. Ultimately, the two events were closely linked; military confl ict 
off the coast of the PRC was supposed to help Mao mobilize the Chinese 
people to participate in the radical policies of the Great Leap Forward.
 The connection between domestic and foreign policy was less tangible 
in the following year (chapter 4). Mao’s refusal to address the congenital 
problems of the Great Leap Forward and his suppression of criticism 
further radicalized China’s political discourse, and thereby produced a 
negative context for the development of Sino-Soviet relations throughout 
the year. Although Beijing had not openly provoked the Tibetan Upris-
ing, nor had it started the ensuing Sino-Indian Border War, its clumsy 
way of dealing with these crises alienated Moscow in the period before 
Khrushchev’s seminal visit to Washington. At the end of the year, both 
the Chinese Communists and the Soviets reassessed their relationship. 
Each side nursed misgivings about the other.
 Chapter 5 revolves around China’s so-called Lenin Polemics and the 
collapse of economic relations. Mao’s decision to make the ideologi-
cal disagreements public on the occasion of Lenin’s ninetieth birthday 
in April of 1960 refl ected his mounting ideological disagreements with 
Khrushchev. The U-2 Incident on May 1 seemed to confi rm his opin-
ion of the inherent aggressiveness of U.S. imperialism. An ideological 
campaign against the Soviet Union, both within and outside of China, 
provoked Khrushchev into the punitive action of withdrawing all Soviet 
advisers from the PRC in July. Although, as a result, economic relations 
broke down, the eventual collapse of the Great Leap Forward in China 
and the failure of Soviet-American rapprochement forced Beijing and 
Moscow to seek reconciliation during the Second Moscow Meeting in 
late 1960. The ideological compromise reached at the meeting, however, 
was only temporary.
 From early 1961 to mid-1962, Sino-Soviet relations experienced a pe-
riod of ambiguity (chapter 6). The collapse of the Great Leap Forward 
had limited Mao’s prerogatives to set China’s domestic and foreign poli-
cies. The country’s internal needs led to sound economic reform policies, 
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promoted by other Chinese leaders against Mao’s desires, and even to 
related Sino-Soviet cooperation. At the same time, Mao tried to seize on 
Sino-Soviet disagreements over de-Stalinization and Albania in 1961 in 
order to keep pressure on Khrushchev. Ultimately, though, he was un-
able to prevent high-ranking party cadres from calling for a less radical 
foreign policy. While the PRC seemed to embark on moderate domestic 
and foreign policies in the fi rst half of 1962, the sudden outbreak of 
ethnic confl ict in Xinjiang and the mass fl ight of ethnic Central Asians 
and Russians to the Soviet Union taxed the relations between Beijing and 
Moscow.
 The following two chapters cover the intertwined stories of the pe-
riod from mid-1962 to mid-1963. Chapter 7 starts with Mao’s political 
resurgence in the summer of 1962. After accusing his fellow leaders of 
propagating the reintroduction of capitalism in China’s economy at the 
Beidaihe work conference, he was able to reclaim the preeminent posi-
tion in daily policy making. Subsequently, he terminated the relaxation 
of Sino-Soviet relations and exploited Khrushchev’s public humiliation 
during the Cuban Missile Crisis. By early 1963, Mao had decided to 
work actively for the Sino-Soviet Split, though he sought to achieve it in 
ways that would force Khrushchev to assume responsibility.
 Chapter 8 deals with U.S. President John Kennedy’s attempt to in-
strumentalize the rift for the conclusion of the Limited Nuclear Test Ban 
(LNTB) treaty that, among other aims, was supposed to prevent China 
from acquiring nuclear know-how or even isolate the PRC internation-
ally. In the summer of 1963, Sino-Soviet reconciliation talks, requested 
by the Vietnamese Communists, and the Soviet–British–American test 
ban negotiations were held simultaneously in Moscow. While the former 
failed as a result of Mao’s uncompromising position, the Soviet Union 
and the United States were able to make a suffi cient amount of conces-
sions to reach a minimal agreement.
 The fi nal two chapters address the collapse of Sino-Soviet party and 
military relations. Internationally isolated after the LNTB treaty, Mao 
increased the ideological attacks on the Soviet revisionists in propaganda 
and at the fi ve communist party congresses in Europe in the period from 
mid-1963 to mid-1964 (chapter 9). The shrill and redundant anti-Soviet 
claims were related to his goal of pressuring domestic opponents, real 
and invented, into ideological and political acquiescence. Firm in his be-
lief that Khrushchev’s fall would mean a return of the Soviet comrades to 
correct—that is, to his own—theoretical positions, Mao misunderstood 
the October 1964 leadership changes in Moscow. When he realized that 
the new Soviet leaders had hardly modifi ed Khrushchev’s foreign policies, 
he knew that anti-Soviet propaganda had failed to cow his domestic op-
ponents into political submission. Starting in early 1965, Mao thus used 
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anti-Soviet positions to prepare for a purge of what he called revisionists 
and capitalists within the party leadership. With that, the collapse of the 
Sino-Soviet partnership had become a function of domestic politics. The 
mid-1966 launch of the party purge in the Cultural Revolution thus re-
quired the complete abrogation of Sino-Soviet party relations.
 This ideological development set the stage for the collapse of Sino-
 Soviet military relations over the early Second Vietnam War (chapter 10). 
The U.S. escalation of the Indochina confl ict paralleled the leadership 
changes in Moscow. Khrushchev’s hands-off policy toward Vietnam was 
among the few policies the new Soviet leaders revised completely and 
quickly. Although the U.S. escalation and the sudden Soviet willingness 
to provide massive military aid to North Vietnam created security prob-
lems for China in early 1965, Mao’s unconstructive response was ideo-
logically predetermined. The Sino-Soviet military relationship collapsed 
in 1965–66 not because of Moscow’s failure to honor the alliance’s anti-
imperialist spirit, but as a result of Beijing’s attempt to redefi ne it as a 
tool for radical policies that refl ected Mao’s distinct, ideological goals.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

Historical Background, 1921–1955

The October Revolution in 1917 was Vladimir Lenin’s opening shot 
for world revolution. Once power was consolidated, the Bolshevik party 
faced two new tasks: deepening the revolution at home and extending 
it abroad. Socialist construction was supposed to make the revolution 
irreversible in Russia. As described in the fi rst part of this chapter, it 
promised a socioeconomic development alternative to the allegedly ex-
ploitative characteristics of capitalism. From 1921 to 1941, three major 
development models emerged: the New Economic Policy (NEP) in the 
1920s, Revolutionary Stalinism in the late 1920s and early 1930s, and 
Bureaucratic Stalinism afterward. The last was the model the Soviet 
Union exported to its East European satellite states after 1945.
 The second part of this chapter addresses the impact of Lenin’s call to 
export world revolution to China. The Comintern, Lenin’s International 
of Communist Parties that was founded in 1919, was supposed to foment 
anti-capitalist revolutions in Europe; in the colonial world, it aimed at pro-
voking anti-imperialist insurgencies, designed to overthrow imperialism and 
thereby contribute to anti-capitalist revolutions in Europe. For that pur-
pose, the Comintern sponsored the foundation of the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) in 1921. Yet, by the late 1920s, when Iosif Stalin refashioned 
the Comintern from a revolutionary internationalist organization into a 
tool for Soviet security, its offshoot parties throughout the world fell victim 
to narrow Soviet interests or outright indifference. In China, the CCP grad-
ually developed its own brand of ideology. After the Second World War, 
it reemerged as a powerful party in the impending fi nal act of the Chinese 
civil war, with clear ideas about its position in the world at large.
 With the establishment of the Sino-Soviet alliance, as covered in the 
third part of this chapter, the newly founded People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) became a part of the socialist camp. Unlike the East European 
states, China voluntarily joined on the assumption that only the anti-
capitalist and anti-imperialist Soviet Union would support the PRC in 
its struggle to regain prosperity and international standing. The end of 
this chapter and the next chapter show that the Stalinization of the Chi-
nese political and economic system as well as Beijing’s overestimation 
of Moscow’s anti-imperialist commitments provided one source for the 
Sino-Soviet disagreements.
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Soviet Development Models

As a result of the civil war following the October Revolution in 1917 
and Lenin’s erratic economic policies, Soviet Russia was on the brink of 
economic collapse in 1921. Sounding a temporary retreat from revolu-
tion, the Bolshevik leadership decided to embark on the New Economic 
Policy. Low taxes-in-kind, market mechanisms, and various forms of 
rural organizations were supposed to stimulate peasant and artisan pro-
duction and thereby fuel its surplus into the development of the whole 
economy. In view of Maoist rural development strategies in the 1950s, 
it is important to focus on the rural communes (kommuna). Lenin had 
promoted them as early as 1919 as the form of social organization closest 
to the Paris Commune of 1871, which Marxist-Leninists considered to be 
the prototype of a communist society. Common characteristics in most 
of the communes were the absence of personal property, collective labor, 
and communal living. Scarce evidence suggests that most communes did 
not work well. Once forced collectivization started, they lost their politi-
cal viability.1

 From its very start, NEP was the focus of fi erce ideological debates 
among the Bolsheviks. Leftist critics saw rural liberalization as a threat 
to what they believed to be the essential equilibrium in the development 
pace of all economic sectors—heavy industry, light industry, and agri-
culture.2 But Nikolai Bukharin, the primary architect of NEP, rejected 
the proposed compulsory grain requisition as war against the peasants. 
He hoped that a slow development pace of all economic sectors would 
eventually forestall the problems raised by his critics.3

 After Lenin’s death in 1923, Stalin supported Bukharin, solely because 
he needed him to oust the leftist critics of NEP for unrelated reasons.4 
Once they were gone, Stalin adopted their political platform and turned 
against Bukharin.5 The Soviet leader justifi ed this sudden change by warn-
ing of capitalist restoration: “Either back—to capitalism, or forward—to 

 1 Dmitri Volkogonov, Lenin (New York: Free, 1994), 309. Martin Malia, Soviet Tragedy 
(New York: Free, 1994), 97, 105, 143-47, 153. Viktor Danilov, Sovetskaya dokolkhoznaya 
derevnya (Moskva: Nauka, 1977), 107. Richard Stites, Revolutionary Dreams (New York: 
Oxford, 1989), 207–12.
 2 Evgenii Preobrazhenskii, Crisis of Soviet Industrialization (White Plains: Sharpe, 1979).
 3 Kenneth Tarbuck, Bukharin’s Theory of Equilibrium (London: Pluto, 1989), 6–33, 
126–44. Alexander Ehrlich, “Stalinism and Marxian Growth Models,” Robert Tucker, ed., 
Stalinism (New York: Norton, 1977), 141–42. Stephen Cohen, Bukharin and the Bolshevik 
Revolution (New York: Knopf, 1973), 160–212.
 4 Tarbuck, Bukharin’s Theory, 6–33, 126–44. Cohen, Bukharin, 160–212.
 5 Robert Tucker, Stalin in Power (New York: Norton, 1990), 69, 81. Malia, Soviet Trag-
edy, 22–223.
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socialism.” His long-term aim, as he wrote in 1929, was to develop agri-
culture with the aim to fuel the growth of socialist industry.6

 Revolutionary Stalinism,7 the model following NEP, combined unbal-
anced (or shocklike) development in agriculture and industry and the 
use of force against whole groups of the population.8 Stalin justifi ed his 
policies with an appeal to Lenin: “When the New Economic Policy was 
introduced, Lenin said: We are now retreating . . . in order to prepare 
for a longer leap forward.”9 The brutality of forced collectivization left 
peasants demoralized and rural production depressed.10 In his notorious 
“Dizzy with Success” article of March 1930, Stalin shifted the blame for 
excesses onto low-ranking offi cials.11 Mao Zedong would do the same 
in 1959 when his Great Leap Forward in the PRC faltered. The costs 
of forced collectivization in the Soviet Union were as staggering as they 
would be in China three decades later: millions of displaced peasants and 
deadly famines.12

 Forced collectivization paralleled the hurried development of socialist 
industry. Bolshevism always upheld the dogma of developing heavy in-
dustry fi rst. But state-sponsored voluntarism and the storming mentality 
of shock work produced imbalanced giant projects that seldom func-
tioned, individually or collectively. Despite the existence of a Five-Year 
Plan (FYP; 1929–33), Revolutionary Stalinism sacrifi ced planning.13 The 
Chinese Great Leap Forward, thirty years later, would suffer from simi-
lar problems. But unlike Mao in the late 1950s, Stalin soon realized that 
state-sponsored enthusiasm was not capable of replacing petty material 
incentives for proletarians. In 1931, he claimed that the hitherto sacred 
Bolshevik dogma of an egalitarian society “breaks with Marxism, breaks 
with Leninism.”14 Scaled wages according to individual productivity and 
skills were reintroduced.15

 6 Iosif Stalin, “Concerning Questions of Agrarian Policy in the USSR,” 12/27/1929, Sta-
lin, Works, vol. 12 (Moscow: Foreign Languages, 1954), 151–52.
 7 I drew this term from Tucker, Stalin in Power.
 8 Moshe Lewin, “Baseline,” Robert Daniels, ed., Stalin Revolution, 4th ed. (Boston: 
Houghton Miffl in, 1997), 37–40.
 9 Stalin, “Socialist Drive,” Daniels, Stalin Revolution, 60 (italics mine).
 10 Malia, Soviet Tragedy, 195–97. Tucker, Stalin in Power, 182–86, 195–215. Sheila 
Fitzpatrick, Stalin’s Peasants (New York: Oxford, 1994), 48–62.
 11 Stalin, “Dizzy with Success,” 3/2/1930, Stalin, Works, vol. 12, 197–205. Leszek Kola-
kowski, Main Currents of Marxism, vol. 3 (Oxford: Oxford, 1978), 39.
 12 Fitzpatrick, Stalin’s Peasants, 69–76. Malia, Soviet Tragedy, 198–99.
 13 Malia, Soviet Tragedy, 184–89, 195–96, 206. Lewin, “Baseline,” 36–40. Chris Ward, 
Stalin’s Russia (London: Edward Arnold, 1993), 77–82.
 14 Stalin, “New Conditions—New Tasks in Economic Construction,” 6/23/1931, Iosif 
Stalin, Leninism (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1942), 207.
 15 Malia, Soviet Tragedy, 204–6.
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 Similar to the Great Leap Forward (1958–60) and the Cultural Revo-
lution in the PRC (1966–76), Revolutionary Stalinism used negative 
and positive propaganda to elicit popular compliance. As to the fi rst, in 
1927–28 Stalin used the collapse of Soviet-British relations, the break-
down of economic negotiations with France, and the bloody end of the 
united front in China in 1927 to create a war scare that was designed to 
help implement the radical changes described above.16 With regard to 
positive incentives, a cultural revolution launched in early 1928 aimed 
at grooming a proletarian awareness in the Soviet working class. Simi-
lar to the Chinese Cultural Revolution, its primary method was to tap 
into the socioeconomic frustrations of the traditionally underprivileged 
in an effort to destroy old customary habits and beliefs. As in China 
four decades later, the persecution of political dissenters and show tri-
als against alleged wreckers not only served to liquidate opponents 
within and outside of the party, but it also functioned as a mobilization 
strategy.17

 Already many of the characteristics of Revolutionary Stalinism were 
fading away before the seventeenth party congress in early 1934 offi cially 
announced “Socialism Victorious.”18 Imbalanced and leaplike develop-
ment was discarded because collectivization and industrialization had 
been completed, or so it was claimed. The second FYP instead launched 
“consolidation” as a new slogan.19 The gradual return to a less irrational 
and more balanced economic development marked the start of what we 
shall call here Bureaucratic Stalinism. To be sure, it was not a static ap-
proach, but evolved over two decades and a world war, and endured 
far beyond Stalin’s death in 1953. During the late 1930s, features of 
Revolutionary Stalinism continued to coexist with characteristics of the 
emerging Bureaucratic Stalinism.
 The repudiation, in practice, of the Marxist-Leninist vision of a classless 
or even stateless society was one of the central characteristics that remained 
constant throughout Bureaucratic Stalinism. All spheres of economic and 
noneconomic life were exclusively run by a vast administrative system, as 
Stalin proclaimed in 1935: “Cadres decide everything.”20 In 1957, Milo-
van Djilas, the Yugoslav communist-turned-dissident, called this societal 

 16 Malia, Soviet Tragedy, 191–92. Tucker, Stalin in Power, 74–80, 165–71.
 17 Sheila Fitzpatrick, “Cultural Revolution as Class War,” Fitzpatrick, ed., Cultural Rev-
olution in Russia, 1928–1931 (Bloomington: Indiana, 1978), 8–40.
 18 “The Second Five-Year Plan of Development of the National Economy of the USSR 
(1933–1937),” CPSU, Socialism Victorious (New York: International, n.y.), 639.
 19 Manfred Hildermeier, Geschichte der Sowjetunion, 1917–1991 (München: Beck, 
1998), 480–506.
 20 Stalin, “Address to the Graduates of the Red Army Academies,” 5/4/1935, Stalin, Le-
ninism, 364.
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stratifi cation the new (bureaucratic or party) class.21 This, and the intro-
duction of multilayered wage differences, did not prevent Stalin from an-
nouncing in late 1936 that class struggle had ended in the Soviet Union.22 
Bureaucratic Stalinism was a class society without class struggle.
 While Revolutionary and Bureaucratic Stalinism implicitly rejected the 
Marxist-Leninist postulate of the state withering away, Stalin’s rule wit-
nessed the vanishing of the old Bolshevik party with its limited internal 
democracy. Conventional wisdom defi nes Stalin’s personality cult as the 
all-pervasive worship of his person. By 1956, however, his successor, 
Khrushchev, considered the personality cult an arbitrary and criminal 
rule.23 The cult legitimized Stalin’s purging of rivals, their constituen-
cies, and other real or imagined dissenters.24 Mao similarly exploited his 
personality cult in the Cultural Revolution, ridding the CCP of real and 
invented opponents. The cult also helped Stalin to dispel any suspicions 
that had arisen about the legitimacy of his rule following Lenin’s death. 
Starting in 1929, the date of its formal institutionalization, it was his 
manifest effort, driven by his emotional and psychological needs, to cre-
ate genuine popularity. Ultimately, only victory over Nazi Germany in 
World War II helped to achieve this.25

Sino-Soviet Relations, 1921–1949

By the time the CCP established the PRC in 1949 after almost four de-
cades of internal confl ict, China had tried modernization for over a cen-
tury. Despite the inability of the Qing Dynasty (1644–1911) to embrace 
political and economic changes, a number of Chinese offi cials and intel-
lectuals had initiated reform debates, designed to restore China to former 
glory and power. The collapse of imperial governmental institutions at 
the beginning of the twentieth century prompted a burgeoning of com-
peting political movements that all, to various degrees, sought to fuse 
past Chinese experiences with modern imported ideas. Among the many 
movements was a small, fractured leftist group in search of a political 

 21 Milovan Djilas, New Class (New York: Praeger, 1957), 37–69.
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 25 Dmitri Volkogonov, Stalin (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1988), 76–84. Hildermeier, 
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vehicle able to translate its nascent political ideas into reality. In 1921, 
Comintern agents, sent from Moscow to China to identify potential van-
guard parties able to spark revolution, provided it with the Leninist party 
apparatus necessary for effective action. These Chinese leftists were par-
ticularly attracted by the ideological assessment that Lenin’s Soviet Rus-
sia was the only proletarian, anti-imperialist, and anti-bourgeois country 
devoted to the liberation of other countries from the yoke of an unjust, 
imperialist international order.26

 At the time of its foundation, CCP membership was tiny. To the dis-
may of Moscow’s agents, the CCP could hardly agree on a program. 
The party developed only after the infl ux of radicalized work students 
returning from France, the emergence of a small working class in Guang-
zhou and Shanghai, and after its Comintern-induced entry into a united 
front with the dominant Guomindang (Nationalist Party) in 1923.27 The 
united front collapsed in the summer of 1927 when the Guomindang 
bloodily turned on its smaller ally. The Comintern advised the remnants 
of the CCP to stage insurrections, which led to further decimation of the 
party. Three decades later, Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai held Stalin per-
sonally responsible for these disasters. In reality, by 1927 the Comintern 
had become a plaything in the power struggles in Moscow.28

 For Mao, the collapse of the united front was a chance to implement 
his own ideas of political mobilization. In late 1927, he found himself in 
the Jinggangshan area at the Hunan-Jiangxi border conducting radical 
land reform among impoverished peasants. The experiment and its col-
lapse a year later put Mao in direct opposition to Stalin. His ultraleftist 
rural revolution stood in contradiction to the liberal NEP policies the So-
viet leader had not yet abolished. The Jinggangshan experiment  collapsed 
just when Stalin launched his own experiment in radical rural policies.29
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1997), 34–71. Liao Kuang-sheng, Antiforeignism and Modernization in China, 1860–1980 
(Hong Kong: Chinese University, 1984), 21–37. Arif Dirlik, Origins of Chinese Commu-
nism (New York: Oxford, 1989). Tony Saich et al., eds., Rise to Power of the Chinese 
Communist Party (Armonk: Sharpe, 1996), 3. Michael Sheng, Battling Western Imperial-
ism (Princeton: Princeton, 1997), 5–7.
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 In late 1928, the CCP decided to consolidate its fractured holdings in 
a couple of rural base areas in various parts of China. The most famous 
was the Jiangxi Soviet, where Mao soon arrived as well. Taking his own 
slogan “Seeking Truth from Facts” to heart, Mao concluded from the 
Jinggangshan experiment that only a gradual rural strategy would lead 
to success in the long term. He thereby found himself again in opposition, 
not only to Stalin’s new policy of forced collectivization, but also to the 
CCP leadership that favored either the continuation of the urban insur-
rection strategy (Li Lisan, 1927–31) or followed the Comintern line of 
rural radicalism (Wang Ming, 1931–34).30

 The Long March (October 1934–October 1935) from southern Jiangxi 
to another CCP base in the barren high plateau in Shaanxi, which would 
become the Yan’an base area, was not only the formative experience for 
the CCP but also witnessed the start of Mao’s rise in the party. The Zunyi 
(Guizhou) party conference in January 1935 censured the previous CCP 
leadership for its mistakes in Jiangxi. In the following years, Mao slowly 
increased his power simply because he was not associated with the er-
roneous decisions made during the Jiangxi period. Offi cially a military 
assistant to Zhou Enlai, he superseded his superior and emerged as the 
chairman of the Military Affairs Commission (MAC), the most powerful 
organization in the CCP until 1949.31

 The impoverished Yan’an base area did not possess any industry ca-
pable of fueling the Chinese Communist war effort against the Guomin-
dang or the Japanese. Its only asset was its defensibility. The Yan’an 
decade nevertheless produced three powerful myths Mao would use for 
his own political needs in the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revo-
lution. The fi rst myth, people’s war, was his response to the conventional 
military superiority of the CCP’s enemies; it combined light armament, 
high mobility, the use of strategic depth, the human factor (political 
awareness), and the reliance on the civilian population for intelligence 

Report of the Representative of the International at the August 7 Emergency Conference,” 
8/7/1927, Schram, Mao’s Road, vol. 3, 31. Mao, “Hunan Problem,” Schram, vol. 3, 11. 
Schram, Mao’s Road, vol. 3, xxiv–xxxiv, xlii–xliii. John Rue, Mao Tse-tung in Opposition, 
1927–1935 (Stanford: Hoover, 1966), 59, 119–25.
 30 Robert North, Moscow and the Chinese Communists, 2nd ed. (Stanford: Stanford, 
1963), 122–60. Saich, Rise, 341–654. Rue, Mao, 125–265. Schram, Mao’s Road, vol. 3, 
xlii–xliv, vol. 4, xxviii–lxv. Richard Thornton, Comintern and the Chinese Communists, 
1928–1931 (Seattle: Washington, 1969). Thomas Kampen, Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai and 
the Evolution of the Chinese Communist Leadership (Copenhagen: Nordic Institute for 
Asian Studies, 2000), 38–65.
 31 Rue, Mao, 266–86. Jonathan Spence, Search for Modern China, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Norton, 1999), 397–403. Frederick Teiwes, Formation of the Maoist Leadership (London: 
London, 1994), 43–47. Kampen, Mao, 66–77.



26 • Chapter One

 gathering, shelter, and supplies. Yet, people’s war was hardly used in 
the confl ict against the Japanese (besides sabotage acts behind enemy 
lines), and during the fi nal years of the civil war against the Guomindang 
conventional warfare proved to be superior.32 The second myth derived 
from the small-scale governmental administration and the military-style 
supply system that poverty and lack of resources at the Yan’an base area 
forced the CCP to adopt. During the Great Leap Forward, Mao declared 
this primitive form of survival to be the Chinese model of protocom-
munism.33 The third myth revolved around the notion that the CCP was 
a party deeply rooted in the peasantry. In fact, the majority of the party 
members during the Yan’an years were urbanites and intellectuals, while 
the peasant mobilization, which Mao marshaled in support of his rural 
experiments during the Great Leap Forward, was almost nonexistent.34

 Apart from the creation of these three myths, Yan’an also witnessed the 
emergence of Mao as a revolutionary theoretician. Since the late 1920s, 
he had been a revolutionary practitioner ready to discard ideological or-
thodoxy for experiments. His internal adversaries not only considered 
this to be un-Marxist but also tried to bring the CCP back under Comin-
tern control. After the collapse of the Jiangxi Soviet, Wang Ming stayed 
in Moscow while many of his associates, the so-called Returned Students, 
ended up in Yan’an. In order to outmaneuver his rivals, Mao had to 
formulate a theory that fulfi lled three requirements: it had to justify the 
correctness of his changing views since 1927, it had to be distinguishable 
from the ideology of the Returned Students, and at the same time it also 
had to be different from all anti-Stalinist heresies.35

 Mao’s two lectures “On Practice” and “On Contradiction” in the sum-
mer of 1937 were his fi rst attempts at theory building.36 While he endorsed 
the Marxist-Leninist idea of dialectical progress in history, he stressed to a 
much greater degree the central role of contradictions for the development 
of society. In “On Practice,” Mao attacked the dogmatic application of 
Marxist-Leninist theory to reality by referring to Lenin’s own rejection of 
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the mechanical use of theory during the October Revolution: “Practice is 
higher than (theoretical) knowledge.”37 “On Contradiction” tried to dem-
onstrate the unsuitability of Soviet variations of Marxism—Leninism and 
Stalinism—to Chinese conditions, asserting that they were russifi ed Marx-
ism. Thus Marxism had to be sinifi ed to be signifi cant to China. Insur-
ing against the possibility of the accusation that he promoted anti- Stalinist 
heresies, Mao endorsed basic ideas of Revolutionary Stalinism such as im-
balanced development, class struggle, and the cultural revolution. At that 
time, he did not know that Stalin had already abandoned them.38

 Wang’s return to Yan’an in late 1937 was a mixed blessing for Mao. 
Although Wang conveyed Stalin’s acceptance of Mao’s de facto leader-
ship of the CCP, the Soviet leader again criticized the Chinese leader’s 
empiricism. Mao’s sinifi cation of Marxism became an even more delicate 
task with the 1938 publication of the Soviet Short Course—a Stalinist 
propaganda history of the Bolshevik party—which Wang promoted in a 
study campaign.39 By late 1939, Mao published “Chinese Revolution and 
the Chinese Communist Party” and “On New Democracy,” two essays 
trying to explain comprehensively the Chinese Revolution. Both rejected 
the Short Course as a model of a political and organizational program for 
China, though Mao was prudent enough not to oppose Stalin per se.40 In 
his own interpretation of the Chinese Revolution, Mao stressed that the 
Soviet Union and the Chinese Revolution in Yan’an were in two different 
historical phases: “[T]he Chinese revolution at the present stage is not 
proletarian-socialist” directed against the exploitation of the proletariat 
but a “bourgeois-democratic” revolution struggling against colonial ex-
ploitation.41 It implied, however, that the Short Course might be relevant 
to China once imperialism was overthrown. The party rectifi cation cam-
paign of 1942–44 gave Mao an opportunity not only to silence his critics 
but also to promote eighteen ideological writings of his own choice, most 
of them written by himself or by close supporters.42

 After the defeat of Wang and the Returned Students, the seventh CCP 
congress in April 1945 buttressed Mao’s preeminent leadership role. The 
“Resolution of the CCP CC on Certain Historical Questions” enshrined 
Mao’s line since 1927 as the only correct line. The congress also created 
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the formal position of Chairman of the CCP—a position that did not exist 
in any other communist party—for Mao.43 And fi nally, the incorporation 
of Mao Zedong Thought into the party constitution sanctioned an already 
existing personality cult that had developed during the Yan’an years on 
the basis of some genuine popularity. But unlike Stalin’s model, Mao’s cult 
was specifi cally adopted to serve as a rallying point for the impending civil 
war. Also distinct from the Soviet counterpart, the cult did not suspend 
collective decision making in the CCP Politburo (or even de facto abolish 
the Politburo itself, as in the Soviet case from 1937 to 1952), although the 
Chairman had the last say in all matters. His fellow leaders apparently 
hoped to be able to manipulate it for the greater good of the party.44

 Despite Mao’s emancipation from Stalin in theoretical affairs during 
the 1930s, collaboration in international affairs continued. The CCP 
at Yan’an stayed in contact with Moscow for the planning of the war 
against imperialist Japan. Stalin even prepared military shipments, which 
never materialized. In turn CCP propaganda supported the Soviet non-
aggression pact with Nazi Germany in August 1939 and a similar treaty 
with Japan in May 1941, despite the obvious harm the latter brought to 
China by freeing Japanese troops in Manchuria for deployment farther 
south.45 The only major disagreement was over the Comintern-promoted 
second united front against Japan in 1937–41. Its collapse not only justi-
fi ed Mao’s earlier skepticism, but also provided additional arguments 
against Wang and his supporters in the rectifi cation campaign.46

 Japan’s sudden defeat in August 1945 following the U.S. use of A-bombs 
triggered the race for the Japanese-built industrial base in Manchuria for 
the impending civil war. The CCP in Yan’an was in a much better position 
to slip through Inner Mongolia to the Northeast than the Guomindang, 
which the Japanese had pushed into the southwestern corner of China. 
Yet, after the Japanese had ruthlessly cleansed the territory of  communists, 
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the CCP spent much of 1945 and 1946 rebuilding the Manchurian party. 
Following initial setbacks against the Guomindang, the CCP in early 1948 
gained the upper hand on the battlefi eld. The military and political inepti-
tude of the Guomindang made up for the lack of signifi cant Soviet aid; by 
late 1949, the CCP swept to victory in China.47

 In anticipation of fi nal victory, Mao had thought systematically about 
China’s post–World War II role in international relations. At the end of 
1945, the Chairman came to see the United States as the greatest threat 
to his aspirations. He understood that East Asians were looking to the 
United States as the true liberator from Japanese militarism. American 
support for the Guomindang—in effect, the internationally recognized 
government in China, but in Mao’s ideological worldview a puppet of 
U.S. imperialism—and the restoration of its authority in formerly Japa-
nese Manchuria clashed with CCP plans to use the region for its own 
needs in the impending civil war. Soviet actions were no less exasperating. 
Military, political, and diplomatic support for the Chinese Communists 
in Yan’an and then in Manchuria was minimal and incoherent. Stalin 
also tried to extract territorial and economic concessions in Manchuria 
and Xinjiang from the Guomindang government in the Friendship and 
Alliance Treaty China signed in August 1945 under American and Soviet 
pressure in exchange for Soviet entry into war against Japan. Further-
more, Soviet troops removed Japanese-built industrial plants the Chinese 
Communists needed for the civil war effort. The emerging superpower 
confl ict over Europe and over American intervention in the impending 
civil war in China led to Mao’s ideologically infl uenced perception of 
basic U.S. imperialist aggressiveness toward the outside world in general, 
and toward the Soviet Union and China in particular.48

 In August 1946, Mao for the fi rst time promoted the theory of the in-
termediate zone, which envisioned a global united front against American 
imperialism. The Chinese leader saw the emerging superpower confl ict 
as an American-Soviet contest for the intermediate zone—the capitalist, 
colonial, and semicolonial countries of West Europe, Africa, and Asia. 
He believed that the Soviet Union was the defender of world peace, and 
thus would support the global united front, without being a part of it. 
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 Conversely, the intermediate zone, including China, would not be a part 
of the socialist camp. Although Mao acknowledged the enormous eco-
nomic potential of the United States for Chinese reconstruction, his ideo-
logical worldview and the developing civil war in China prevented him 
from seeking normalized relations with the United States.49

 In 1949, the Chairman decided to “lean to one side.” Despite two de-
cades of unreliable support, Mao decided to seek rapprochement with the 
anti-imperialist Soviet Union. Given the perception of inherent U.S. impe-
rialist aggressiveness, Mao’s preferences between the two choices pointed 
toward socialism and proletarian dictatorship. The Chairman considered 
the ongoing anti-bourgeois campaigns in communist East Europe, which 
in reality were designed by Stalin to consolidate control, reason enough 
for China to isolate its own capitalist-bourgeois forces and to stand close 
to the supposedly progressive and peaceful forces of the Soviet Union. Ex-
isting U.S. hostility toward the Chinese Communists—mistaken as Amer-
ican imperialist aggressiveness toward all countries of the intermediate 
zone—necessitated the turn to the Soviet Union for economic aid and mil-
itary assistance. Yugoslavia’s expulsion from the socialist camp in 1948 
made it politically imperative to stress close unity to the Soviet Union, lest 
Mao appear as a second Josip Broz Tito. Yet, within any alliance, China 
should preserve a high measure of self- reliance and zili gengsheng (regen-
eration through one’s own efforts). Thus, the CCP in the 1950s would re-
sist Soviet efforts to integrate China more closely into the socialist camp.50 
This and the very nature of the “lean to one side” decision suggest that 
Mao was seeking a long-term but nevertheless loose partnership with the 
Soviet Union that provided the PRC with suffi cient room to maneuver.
 The Chinese decision paralleled Soviet attempts of rapprochement in 
February 1949 when Stalin’s emissary Anastas Mikoyan visited the Chi-
nese Communist leadership in the North Chinese village of Xibaipo, then 
the provisional military headquarters of the CCP. The Chinese side re-
ciprocated by sending Liu Shaoqi to Moscow in July, at which occasion 
Stalin admitted past mistakes in his treatment of the CCP and promised 
military and economic aid for the future. When the People’s Republic 
was founded on October 1, 1949, relations between the Chinese and 
Soviet comrades had improved substantially.51
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 Many aspects of the CCP decision to stand close to the Soviet Union 
were based on its ideologically infl uenced worldview. The post–World 
War II United States was a powerful state, but it was not as inherently ag-
gressive as Mao wanted to see it, especially in the immediate post–World 
War II years. While critical toward the United States, the CCP was also 
sensitive to the shortcomings of Soviet foreign policy, which had never 
treated Chinese interests as a priority. Nevertheless, it was unable to un-
derstand the imperial nature of Stalin’s rule in Eastern Europe and the 
resulting implications for China.

The Sino-Soviet Friendship, Alliance and Mutual 
Assistance Treaty

The treaty of February 14, 1950, and related economic agreements 
formed the basis of the new Sino-Soviet partnership.52 For Stalin, the 
alliance was, to a certain degree, a utilitarian tool to obtain those con-
cessions he had tried to extract from the Guomindang in 1945. For the 
newly founded PRC, the thirty-year alliance provided security against 
U.S. imperialism and economic aid for reconstruction.
 Following a weeklong train trip to Moscow to attend Stalin’s offi cial 
seventieth birthday celebration, Mao’s fi rst meeting with the Soviet leader 
on December 16, 1949, revealed the asymmetrical character of the asso-
ciation the PRC was about to enter. His relationship with Stalin resembled 
that of a timid student quizzed by a daunting teacher. While Moscow 
provided the necessary underpinning for Beijing’s foreign relations, the 
Soviet Union hardly needed China’s military assistance and economic aid. 
Stalin was noncommittal when Mao cautiously broached his desire for a 
military alliance, since he feared repercussions for Soviet-American rela-
tions in East Asia. The Chairman was more outspoken with regard to his 
requests for loans designed for China’s economic reconstruction, for in-
creased trade, and for military assistance earmarked to liberate Taiwan.53
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 After this thorny start, the Soviet leader let his Chinese guest wait in 
a dacha outside of Moscow until early January. Even Stalin’s birthday 
party on December 21, a joint visit to Swan Lake in the Bolshoi that 
evening, and another personal meeting on the twenty-fourth did not lead 
to any breakthrough.54 Why Stalin changed his hesitant attitude to com-
mit the Soviet Union to the PRC is unclear.55 On January 2, he eventually 
agreed to Mao’s proposal to allow Zhou to come to Moscow for negotia-
tions.56 The prime minister57 left Beijing by train on the tenth and arrived 
in Moscow on the twentieth.58 During his trip, U.S. Secretary of State 
Dean Acheson declared on January 12 that the defense of South Korea 
and Taiwan were not among American vital strategic interests, which 
seemed to confi rm Stalin’s change of attitude.59 It took Mikoyan and 
Zhou only three weeks to agree on the details of the Alliance and Friend-
ship Treaty; the pact was offi cially directed against Japanese militarism 
and its allies, that is, the United States.60

 The Sino-Soviet partnership was based on three elements: party, mili-
tary, and economic relations. First, although a fellow communist party 
for more than a quarter of a century, the CCP was included in the customs 
of communist party internationalism—such as regular exchange of party 
delegations to the congresses of the fraternal parties in Stalin’s socialist 
camp—only once the PRC had turned to the Soviet Union. Furthermore, 
Stalin’s advice was central to the creation of China’s one-party state in 
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the early 1950s.61 The dispatch, on Mao’s request, of Pavel Yudin, a 
Marxist-Leninist theoretician, was supposed to bring the Chairman’s 
writings into the fold of Stalinist orthodoxy.62

 Second, the military aspect of the Sino-Soviet alliance was supposed to 
provide the young and weak PRC with a strategic deterrent and military 
aid against U.S. imperialism at three fronts: Guomindang-held Taiwan, 
divided Korea, and Vietnam, where France tried to reassert its colonial 
control.63 However, Mao’s ideological worldview greatly affected China’s 
security policies. The Chinese leader was convinced that U.S. imperialism 
would not accept the loss of China and thus would “wage war . . . in lieu 
of Chiang Kai-shek” or seek other ways to intervene and restore the old 
imperialist order in East Asia.64 Consequently, since late 1949, Mao saw 
the three above-mentioned areas as conduits for a potential American 
 attack.65

 The Chinese leader decided to engage in an active defense. In Moscow, 
Mao asked Stalin, without success, to provide military assistance for the 
liberation of Taiwan.66 The Chairman nevertheless committed much of 
his time during his stay in the Soviet Union to the planning of that opera-
tion.67 Furthermore, since early 1949, Mao had thought about sending 
troops to Ho Chi Minh’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) to help 
in the fi ght against the French-supported counterrevolution.68 At the be-
ginning of 1950, Beijing agreed to deliver on large-scale military aid to 
Hanoi.69 The PRC also was the fi rst country to recognize diplomatically 
the DRV, on January 18.70 Mao was instrumental in convincing the hesi-
tant Stalin to follow suit on January 30.71 Finally, Communist China com-
mitted itself to North Korea. Even before the PRC and the Soviet Union 
negotiated the treaty, Kim Il-sung had been planning the reunifi cation of 
the Korean peninsula by military force. While Korea was not subject to 
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Sino-Soviet treaty negotiations, Kim shortly afterward managed to con-
vince Stalin and Mao to agree to the assault on South Korea. Although he 
misrepresented his case in rosy tones and under false pretenses, he found 
a sympathetic ear in Beijing. The Chinese leader saw the commitment to 
North Korea both as a defense against U.S. imperialism and as support 
for a fellow communist country.72

 Mao’s threat perceptions were, to a large degree, self-fulfi lling prophe-
cies. The Chinese leader based his strategic decisions on erroneous as-
sumptions with regard to American military commitments in the region. 
Until late 1949, the United States had pursued a policy of disengage-
ment from the East Asian continent, not one of imperialist revanchism. 
Neither mainland China nor Korea was at the center of American con-
tainment policy—Japan was.73 France did not receive military aid for its 
war in Indochina.74 The Truman Administration did not even consider 
 Guomindang- held Taiwan an asset worth supporting.75

 The establishment of the PRC on October 1 and Mao’s subsequent 
actions in international relations led Washington to reconsider its poli-
cies. As a result of the PRC recognition of the DRV, the United States 
decided to provide France with military supplies.76 The outbreak of the 
Korean War on June 25, 1950, fi nally triggered large-scale American 
commitments to South Korea, Taiwan, and the French military effort in 
Indochina. Although Harry Truman had concluded in spring 1950 that 
an assertive policy in East Asia would deter communist aggression, he 
feared that Congress would not agree to the necessary, steep budgetary 
increases. The Korean War eventually convinced a majority on Capitol 
Hill to follow the president.77

 The Korean War had far-reaching consequences for the Cold War, in 
general, and for China, in particular. The American dispatch of troops 
and military aid to stop the North Korean assault cemented the stale-
mate in that country, persisting to this very day.78 The stationing of the 
Seventh U.S. Fleet in the Taiwan Strait not only prevented China from 
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liberating that island but also brought the U.S. military threat, which 
Mao had suspected to exist beforehand.79 Also, the North Korean as-
sault substantially increased the recently granted American military aid 
to French Vietnam.80

 Since mid-1950, China’s security problems were to some extent of its 
own making. Had the CCP not been a communist party committed to 
revolutionary and anti-imperialist goals, had the PRC not turned to the 
Union of Socialist Soviet Republics (USSR), and had Mao not embarked 
on assertive military policies at the turn of 1949/50, many of the sub-
sequent security problems (the Korean War, the Taiwan Strait Crises, 
the Vietnam Wars) would likely have been less acute. Ironically, these 
problems also would haunt Sino-Soviet relations in the following two 
decades. In the hope to resolve the Taiwan issue, Mao provoked armed 
confl ict in the Taiwan Strait in 1954 and 1958. Because Khrushchev 
hinted that the Soviet nuclear umbrella would not extend to the Taiwan 
Strait, the 1954 crisis convinced Mao to pursue his own nuclear weapons 
program, which was supported by, but separate from, the Soviet Union.81 
The Second Taiwan Strait Crisis, as we will see in chapter 3, undermined 
the Sino-Soviet alliance substantially.
 As recounted at the end of this book, Vietnam ultimately broke the 
Sino-Soviet alliance. In 1954, the PRC had been instrumental in ending 
the First Vietnam War when the Chinese and Soviets cooperated closely 
to convince the victorious North Vietnamese to accept the temporary 
division of the country.82 Yet, peace at Mao’s southern front did not 
last. Ten years later, the U.S. escalation of the Second Vietnam War con-
fronted the PRC with a security dilemma as grave as the Korean War. 
Renewed confl ict in Indochina could have served as a rallying point for 
the restoration of the deteriorating Sino-Soviet military alliance. But the 
existing ideological disputes sounded the death knell of the partnership 
between Beijing and Moscow.
 While the Sino-Soviet alliance formed the strategic bedrock for Mao’s 
assertive policy at China’s three fronts, Soviet aid and assistance were cru-
cial to the strengthening of Chinese military capabilities. A total of 6,695 
Soviet army personnel of all ranks went to China until their withdrawal 
in 1960; more than half went in the fi rst three years of the alliance alone. 
Fifteen hundred Chinese military personnel went to the Soviet Union for 
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advanced training. China also received massive transfers of military tech-
nology and defense-related industries ranging from missiles to modern 
aircraft to heavy artillery to small arms.83 But in light of the decision to 
“lean to one side,” the PRC resisted Soviet attempts at greater military 
integration, especially once the Warsaw Pact was founded in 1955.84

 The start of the Korean War on June 25, 1950, put the military alliance 
to its fi rst test. After a few months of fi ghting, Kim found himself with 
his back to the Sino–North Korean border, facing a formidable U.S.-led 
United Nations intervention force. Pressured by Stalin to rescue the em-
battled Korean comrades and fearing full-scale war at one of the three 
fronts, Mao dispatched volunteers. By early 1951, the battlefront had 
stabilized around the former line of division. Stalin’s attitude during the 
whole confl ict puzzled the Chinese. Having decided to stay out of the war 
himself in the fall of 1950, the Soviet dictator urged the Chinese to send 
their troops but was slow in dispatching the promised Soviet air cover. 
After ward, he obstructed all attempts to bring the war to a negotiated end; 
only his death in March 1953 opened the way to a quick armistice. To add 
insult to injury, the Soviet dictator also made the Chinese pay—though at 
a discounted price—for Soviet military equipment used in Korea.85

 Stalin’s behavior during the Korean War and the nature of the “lean 
to one side” principle encouraged Mao’s strategic attempts to break 
China’s international isolation by turning toward the intermediate zone. 
Starting in 1952, China approached India with the aim to draw near 
one of the most important representatives of the Non-Alignment Move-
ment. In 1954, the two countries enshrined Pancha Shila—the Five Prin-
ciples of Coexistence (mutual respect for territorial sovereignty, mutual 
nonaggression, mutual nonintervention in internal affairs, equality and 
mutual benefi t, and peaceful coexistence) among nations with different 
social systems—in their agreement on Tibet. With this agreement, India 
renounced all of its legal titles on Tibet, and China promised to respect 
the traditional form of government there. The invitation to attend the 
Bandung Conference in 1955 revealed Beijing’s success in wooing the 
Non-Alignment Movement and in achieving a standing in world affairs 
that was not exclusively tied to the alliance with the Soviet Union.86
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 Third, apart from party relations and military security, economic as-
sistance and trade formed the fi nal of the three main components of the 
Sino-Soviet alliance. During Mao’s seminal stay in Moscow, Stalin him-
self had promised the delivery of fi fty projects for primary industrializa-
tion. The signing of the treaty also prompted a series of supplementary 
agreements. Among those agreements was a U.S. $300 million loan with 
a maturation period of ten years and an annual interest rate of 1 percent. 
The loan was to be repaid with a mixture of strategic materials, rub-
ber, agricultural products, goods for daily use, and hard currency. Fur-
thermore, Stalin used Soviet military and economic assistance pledges to 
extract concessions similar to those he had tried to get from the Guomin-
dang government in 1945. These Chinese concessions, such as the lease 
of Dalian Harbor and the Lüshun naval base on Liaoning peninsula as 
well as mining, oil, and railroad concessions in Manchuria and Xinjiang 
furthered Soviet economic and strategic needs.87 Finally, Stalin required 
Mao to accept the sovereignty of Outer Mongolia, although Mao would 
raise Chinese claims on that country in 1954 and in the 1960s.88

 The economic disarray after the civil war and renewed economic pres-
sures during the Korean War shaped recovery and reconstruction in the 
early years of the PRC. While the new Chinese regime could not tap into 
Soviet economic assistance immediately, because it needed some time to 
stabilize the war-torn economy, mutual trade nevertheless increased 6.5 
times from 1950 to 1956. By 1955, over 60 percent of China’s goods 
exchange was with the Soviet Union.89 As early as mid-1951, the State 
Council considered the First Chinese Five-Year Plan with the purpose 
of utilizing promised Soviet economic aid. In August 1952, Zhou Enlai 
took the draft plan to Moscow for consultations with Stalin. Because the 
preparations for the nineteenth congress of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union (CPSU) gathered fi nal momentum in late September, Zhou 
returned to Beijing without any concrete agreements.90
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 In early October, just before the opening of the congress, Stalin pub-
lished what would become his last book. A work that infl uenced Mao in 
subsequent years, Economic Problems of Socialism in the U.S.S.R. was the 
Soviet leader’s preliminary reply to some of the issues raised by the draft 
version of the textbook Political Economy, which summarized the eco-
nomic model of Bureaucratic Stalinism and which was to be published in 
1954. The aging Stalin considered the planned textbook as a guide for the 
world’s “revolutionary youth” to carry on the struggle for socialism.91

 In the last fi ve weeks of his life in early 1953, Stalin eventually returned 
to the First Chinese FYP. In the fashion of Bureaucratic Stalinism, he 
urged the PRC to reduce the planned development speed to a mere an-
nual growth of 13–14 percent, to keep in mind the equilibrium of the 
whole economy, and to plan individual projects in detail beforehand. 
The Soviet leader apparently had learned a lesson from his own mistakes 
two decades before. After his death on March 5, Zhou decided to use 
his visit of condolence to press forward the negotiations. When talks 
resumed on April 1, Beijing pushed for 150 Soviet industrial projects, but 
Moscow cut them down to 91 due to lack of suffi cient data provided by 
the Chinese. Together with the 50 projects promised by Stalin in 1950, 
the fi nal version of the First FYP included 141 Soviet (metallurgy, min-
ing, oil, machinery, automobile, tractors, electricity, and defense) and 68 
East European projects in a total of 694 planned. Three thousand Soviet 
advisers sent to China in subsequent years were directly tied to the First 
FYP. Adopted in late spring of 1953, fi ve months after it had offi cially 
begun, the plan kicked off what the Chinese Communists considered the 
transition from the feudal/capitalist period to socialism.92

 Stalin’s death and Khrushchev’s gradual ascent to power marked the 
start of a short-lived era in Sino-Soviet relations that historians have 
called the “golden years,” the “high point of the Sino-Soviet alliance,” 
or even the “honeymoon period.”93 The changes in Moscow initiated 
a general relaxation of Soviet foreign policy, resulting for example in 
the quick end of the Korean War (1953) and the Austrian State Treaty 
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(1955).94 In China’s case, Khrushchev tried to improve relations to gar-
ner support against his rivals at home; most of them had been very close 
to Stalin.95 The death of the Soviet leader also provided Mao with the op-
portunity to move against what he claimed were Soviet stooges in China. 
Yet, the affair around Gao Gang and Rao Shushi, the party bosses in 
Manchuria and Shanghai, respectively, is still shrouded in mystery.96

 Khrushchev’s visit to Beijing in the fall of 1954 thus was designed as 
a show of reassurance. According to his own claims, the Soviet leader 
realized that his predecessor had often tried to exploit his allies eco-
nomically.97 The PRC had come to regard some of the agreements of 
1950—especially with regard to prices for Soviet goods that were higher 
than those charged East European countries, and with regard to low 
prices for Chinese goods to be exported to the Soviet Union—as unequal 
treaties, an allusion to the colonial treaties forced on imperial China a 
century before.98 Similarly, the new Soviet leader wanted to terminate 
Stalin’s secretive rule in China. In a gesture of goodwill he provided 
Mao’s comrades with a list of all Chinese KGB (Komitet Gosudarstven-
noi Bezopasnosti, State Security Committee) agents in the PRC. They all 
vanished quickly.99 During Khrushchev’s visit to Beijing, the two sides 
agreed on an extra fi fteen industrial projects and another loan.100 Never-
theless, relations between the two leaders were complicated. Although 
Khrushchev was not the potential threat Stalin had been, his personality 
irritated Mao.101 Conversely, the Soviet leader found the Chinese ally 
and his culture unfathomable.102

 Soviet economic assistance to China added up to the largest foreign 
development venture in the socialist camp ever. Sources from both sides 
provide different totals because various projects were merged, split, or 
canceled. One Soviet document lists 360 civilian projects agreed to in the 
period from February 1950 to February 1959. Two Chinese sources count 
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304 civilian and military projects overall. Two offi cial Chinese history 
books claim that at the time of the collapse of economic cooperation in 
1960 only around 150 projects were fi nished—a Soviet document counted 
a mere 134—with the remaining projects canceled in 1961 and 1965.103

 Soviet loans fi nanced Moscow’s economic assistance to Beijing. A So-
viet archival source records 1.413 billion rubles of loans granted from 
1950 to 1960; Wu Lengxi mentions 1.52 billion rubles in his memoirs.104 
The loan agreements matured at different points in time. While the fi rst 
was due as early as 1956, others ended as late as 1965. Except for the 
Stalin period, when hard currency was used for settlement, the PRC paid 
off its debt primarily through the delivery of strategic materials and agri-
cultural products. Statistics on annual Sino-Soviet goods exchanges tes-
tify to the relative decrease of imports from the Soviet Union and the 
simultaneous increase in Chinese exports in the late 1950s, with 1956 
being the year of balanced trade.105

 Know-how transfers were similarly important to China’s economic 
development. A study on Soviet experts counts 1,445 political advisers 
(sovetnik) and 9,313 technical specialists (spetsialist) sent to China until 
their sudden withdrawal in mid-1960. For political reasons, as told in 
chapter 2, the advisers were gradually withdrawn after late 1956. Spe-
cialists worked on annual contracts in ministries, enterprises, or on in-
dustrial projects. Many were highly qualifi ed in their narrow fi elds, but 
ill-prepared for their tasks in China.106 The Soviet side in the late 1950s 
increasingly considered the absence of their best people draining, and in 
1957 started to request a gradual withdrawal—but to no avail.107 Their 
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sudden withdrawal in 1960 occurred for unrelated reasons, as described 
in chapter 5. Thirty-eight thousand Chinese technicians and workers 
went to the Soviet Union for on-the-job training. More than 8,000 stud-
ied in large industrial enterprises, while the rest apparently were contract 
workers sent to Siberia to alleviate its acute labor shortages.108

Economic Roots of the Sino-Soviet Split

None of the Sino-Soviet disagreements that arose in the early 1950s, 
however, developed into a major factor in the bitter, public disputes 
that began in April 1960. Neither the Chinese disappointment about the 
Soviet reluctance to honor the alliance treaty in the Korean War nor 
the First Taiwan Strait Crisis can explain Mao’s increasing ideological 
radicalization that started in late 1957. Pancha Shila did not prevent the 
Sino-Indian fallout over Tibet in 1959 that in turn taxed Sino-Soviet rela-
tions. And the occasional squabbles over Outer Mongolia did not lead to 
the border confl icts in the 1960s.
 The seminal issue that triggered the deterioration of Sino-Soviet rela-
tions in the mid-1950s was the basic idea behind the First Chinese FYP. 
The Soviet economic development model China inherited caused a struc-
tural crisis between agriculture and industry, similar to the one NEP had 
triggered in the Soviet Union in the late 1920s. Right at the time when the 
Soviet side rewrote the First Chinese FYP, Stalin’s last book, Economic 
Problems of Socialism in the U.S.S.R., kicked off debates in China about 
the signifi cance of Bureaucratic Stalinism to the PRC.109

 The economic debates divided the Chinese leadership. Zhou Enlai’s 
position was close to Yugoslav economic policy, which rejected the cen-
tralized and administrative characteristics of Bureaucratic Stalinism for a 
socialist market economy with limited competition.110 Vice-Chairman of 
the PRC Liu Shaoqi and Vice-President of the Party Cadre School Yang 
Xianzhen used ideas of gradual and balanced development as promoted 
in Economic Problems of Socialism in the U.S.S.R. to advance NEP-style 
policies.111 The economist Chen Yun was even closer to Bukharin with 
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his proposal to free rural production from state intervention, but he con-
tinued to advocate many of the core ideas of Bureaucratic Stalinism, such 
as scaled wages and central planning.112

 In 1953, Mao rejected Zhou’s Titoism for political reasons,113 and 
Bukharinite ideas, like Stalin a quarter century before, out of fear they 
might slow down the revolution: “If socialism does not occupy the rural 
positions, capitalism inevitably will.”114 He also took issue with Chen 
Yun’s stress of Bureaucratic Stalinism, warning of the danger that the 
CCP, entrenched in running vast bureaucracies and supervising still exist-
ing capitalist enterprises, was under threat of changing into a new bour-
geois class. He thereby anticipated much of the criticism Milovan Djilas 
would raise in The New Class in 1957.115 Practical fears led to Mao’s re-
jection of Bureaucratic Stalinism, as well. China’s rural parameters were 
different from those of the Soviet Union. While the USSR had reserves of 
arable land, China’s agriculture was operating at its natural limits. Soviet 
loans fueled industrial expansion, while rural development lagged behind. 
The loans started to mature in 1956 without any prospects for more to 
be granted; at the same time Chinese repayment in strategic goods and 
rural products increased signifi cantly. By then, Chinese agriculture had 
to be suffi ciently developed to sustain the industrial sector and produce 
adequate additional quantities for debt settlement.116

 The emerging malaise in agriculture threatened the implementation 
of the First FYP. In the spring of 1955, Mao Zedong characterized the 
situation in China’s countryside as follows: “We now are faced with a 
task similar to the one the Soviet Union faced in the early years after 
its foundation. We want to change China’s backward agriculture to ad-
vance China’s industrialization; we face a Herculean task, [but] we have 
insuffi cient experience.”117 Like Stalin in the late 1920s, Mao eventually 
sought to cut the Gordion knot by embracing radical—Revolutionary 
Stalinist—ideas.
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 On July 31, 1955, Mao criticized the slow agricultural collectivization 
in public. In accordance with his perception of rural mass enthusiasm, 
Mao promised to provide “active, enthusiastic and systematic leader-
ship” to the collectivization movement in China: “Although, as the . . . 
Short Course records, some local Party organizations in the Soviet Union 
became ‘dizzy with success’ during this period, the error was quickly cor-
rected. Eventually, by a great effort the Soviet Union successfully accom-
plished the socialist transformation of the whole of its agriculture and at 
the same time achieved a massive technical reconstruction of agriculture. 
This road traversed by the Soviet Union is our model.”118 Mao’s ideas 
were fi nally formalized in January 1956 with the Twelve-Year Agricul-
tural Program, which called for unrealistic overall production increases 
in an agriculture that already operated at the limits of its environmental 
capabilities.119

 By late 1955, the Socialist High Tide (a.k.a. Little Leap Forward) had 
acquired its own inner dynamic. Responding to high-level directives, low-
level cadres accelerated collectivization as much as possible.120 Stimulated 
by quick successes on the ground, the CCP leadership set targets higher 
and deadlines earlier, exemplifi ed in the slogan coined by Bo Yibo, Zhou 
Enlai, and Li Fuchun, and promoted by Mao himself: “More, Faster, 
Better, More Economical.”121 During the Sixth Central Committee (CC) 
plenum in October of 1955, the Chairman even announced Soviet-style 
collectivization to be carried out by early 1956. Simultaneously, the na-
tionalization of all industrial enterprises was accelerated.122

 The results of the Socialist High Tide resembled those of Soviet collec-
tivization. Many collectives lacked experienced leadership, know-how, 
and technology for large-scale farming. Although poorer peasants will-
ingly joined collectives since they received an immediate income in ex-
change for their meager possessions, well-off peasants, who had worked 
hard to improve their lot, experienced collectivization as expropriation. 
Although Mao’s collectivization did not call for the smashing of the rich 
peasants as Stalin’s had done, most of the peasants fell silent after some 
resisters had been labeled and ostracized.123
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 The defects of the hasty development were powerfully driven home 
in early 1956. Agricultural production declined in size and quality. The 
closing of rural markets, introduced by Chen Yun just some years before, 
and the prohibition of the age-old peasant habit of secondary produc-
tion caused scarcities of daily consumer goods. Industrial production in 
the cities collapsed partially because it had been redirected toward the 
manufacturing of 700,000 heavy but useless metal ploughs. This mis-
guided allocation of scarce resources caused shortages of urgently needed 
semi-fi nished and fi nished goods. The Socialist High Tide also brought 
about a national defi cit of 18.3 billion yuan for the year of 1956, raising 
the specter of infl ation.124 By the spring of 1956, famines raged through 
some provinces of China.125 Expropriation and poor management led 
to demoralization, and the lack of technology for collectivized farming 
questioned the basic soundness of collectivization, while “gigantism” and 
“instantism” failed to solve any of the complex economic problems.126

 Mao’s hasty introduction of collectivization also destroyed the implicit 
agreement of 1945 among the CCP leaders on collective leadership. The 
seventh CCP congress in 1945 had agreed to build up Mao’s personality 
cult in order to create a rallying point for the party and the masses in the 
impending civil war, but the party convention also made clear that the 
Chairman still had to submit to collective leadership. The 1945 agree-
ment unraveled when Mao, in the second half of 1955, abused his by 
now full-fl edged personality cult to push through the Socialist High Tide, 
accusing his fellow leaders of walking like “a woman with bound feet” 
and of “Right deviationist mistakes.” His criticism aimed mainly at the 
Soviet-style economic planners—and above all at Liu Shaoqi and Zhou 
Enlai—who advocated slower and balanced development.127

In the years immediately after its foundation, the CCP was a part of 
the Soviet world system. The power struggles and ideological debates in 
Moscow infl uenced the fate and political life of the Chinese party. Yet, 
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these turbulences led to the emergence and eventually the consolidation 
of a more independent party around Mao Zedong. Once the CCP was on 
the verge of establishing political power in all of China in the late 1940s, 
it was confronted with the question of how to position the soon-to-be-
founded PRC. The alliance with the USSR was designed to reestablish 
China as a world power, but it also made the PRC a part of the socialist 
camp. As a result, New China faced a series of security problems with 
which its predecessor had not been confronted. The fi rst years of the alli-
ance witnessed success in economic cooperation and, after Stalin’s death, 
also in international politics. But Khrushchev was not able to remove 
completely the negative aura of his predecessor’s legacy. Chinese memo-
ries of Stalin’s Janus-faced policies during the Korean War and his insis-
tence on unequal treaties were diffi cult to dispel. All of this, however, 
cannot explain the sharp ideological antagonism that would undermine 
and eventually ruin the alliance by 1966. It was only Mao’s ideological 
radicalization, still inchoate in 1955, and Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization 
in early 1956, the subject of the following chapter, that set a train of 
events into motion which eventually undermined the alliance.



C H A P T E R  2

The Collapse of Socialist Unity, 1956–1957

After the formal end of the twentieth CPSU congress, the delegates 
had just begun to relax when they were notifi ed to attend immediately 
another, previously unannounced session. On February 25, 1956, past 
midnight, the fi rst secretary of the CPSU, Nikita Khrushchev, spoke for 
more than four hours about terrible things that most of them remem-
bered: terror, deportations, and summary executions. But the delegates 
were stunned to hear that these horrifi c events happened on the personal 
directives from the man most of them revered: the late Stalin.1

 The twentieth congress established the ideological foundation for the 
disagreements that would rock the Sino-Soviet partnership in the years to 
come. Most importantly, de-Stalinization threatened to undercut Mao’s 
domestic position. Since 1955, he had promoted policies similar to those 
of Stalin from a quarter of a century before—but with less severe effects. 
Khrushchev’s criticism of Stalin’s mistakes was potentially dangerous to 
Mao. While the Chairman tried to limit the range of the criticism and 
the scope of party discussions over the spring and the summer of 1956, 
he was unable to suppress them completely. The eighth CCP congress in 
September introduced policy reversals and checks on Mao’s freedom of 
political action, though the Chairman still enjoyed preeminence among 
Chinese leaders.
 The parallel political upheavals in Poland and Hungary in the fall of 
1956 were the result of Khrushchev’s criticism of Stalin’s methods of 
rule and provided Mao with the opportunity to rethink de-Stalinization. 
In the spring of 1957, holding fi rmly to his belief that political liberal-
ization would prevent the kind of disturbances that had rattled East Eu-
rope, the Chairman promoted the Hundred Flowers Campaign. While 
the campaign was supposed to harness the expertise of party members, 
technical experts, and bureaucrats for the improvement of China’s po-
litical system, the criticisms voiced turned out to be far more severe than 
Mao had expected. Accordingly, the CCP leadership purged this rising 
dissent with the Anti-Rightist Campaign. The failure of the Hundred 

 1 Hildermeier, Geschichte, 763–64. Pikhoya, Sovetskii Soyuz, 128. William Taubman, 
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Flowers Campaign convinced Mao that not only was de-Stalinization 
incorrect but, paradoxically, China also needed more political and eco-
nomic development along Revolutionary Stalinist lines. The sharp left 
turn in Chinese politics in the summer of 1957 paralleled the so-called 
Anti-Party Incident in Moscow, during which the Stalinist stalwarts in 
the CPSU Presidium tried to overthrow Khrushchev. Their failure, how-
ever, insured that de-Stalinization would continue in the Soviet Union. 
Thus by the late summer of 1957 China and the Soviet Union were set-
ting out on diametrically opposed paths of ideological development.
 Apart from de-Stalinization, the Soviet policy of peaceful coexistence 
with the United States, which was also announced at the twentieth con-
gress, gradually undermined the Chinese rationale for the Sino-Soviet 
alliance. The relaxation of tensions with American imperialism was in-
tended to reduce Soviet military and fi nancial burdens in the superpower 
confl ict in Europe. In the summer of 1956, China still supported peaceful 
coexistence with the United States in the hope that this would facilitate 
a solution to the Taiwan Question. However, by late 1957, once it had 
become clear that not only did peaceful coexistence fail to achieve this 
end, but Sino-American relations over Taiwan also worsened for unre-
lated reasons, the CCP notifi ed the CPSU of its rejection of the  Soviet 
policy.
 While the Moscow Meeting of the world communist movement in late 
1957 restored a semblance of unity in the socialist camp, it was clear that 
Moscow and Beijing were drifting apart. Given that de- Stalinization in 
the Soviet Union primarily affected the political system, Moscow came 
to believe that Beijing was opting out of the Bureaucratic Stalinist socio-
economic development model that was generally accepted in the social-
ist world. Meanwhile, Mao observed the Soviet Union moving away 
from what he saw as the anti-imperialist commitments of the alliance 
treaty.

The Twentieth CPSU Congress and Chinese Reactions

Even if we remember the twentieth CPSU congress mainly as the offi cial 
start of de-Stalinization, we often forget that it also sanctioned peace-
ful coexistence with the nonsocialist world as a new Soviet approach 
to foreign relations. Harbingers of this new policy had already emerged 
after Stalin’s death with the quick end of the Korean War. At the root 
of these changes was the fundamental insight that Cold War  antagonism 
placed a burden on Soviet resources. Although China and India had en-
shrined the term “peaceful coexistence” in Pancha Shila two years be-
fore,  Khrushchev’s adaptation at the twentieth CPSU congress referred to 
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a temporary truce with the capitalist world as proposed by Lenin during 
NEP in the 1920s.2

 Examining Chinese reactions to the twentieth CPSU congress half a 
century later, we would expect Beijing’s primary concern to have been 
Moscow’s call for peaceful coexistence with Washington. The PRC had 
allied itself with the Soviet Union in the hope of garnering support against 
U.S. imperialism. While, as a result, the People’s Republic had to give up 
any realistic hope of capturing Taiwan, it did also take on the Americans 
in Korea. As it turned out, however, the Chinese leadership was primarily 
occupied with de-Stalinization, and, for months, did not address peace-
ful coexistence and the related issue of Taiwan. On June 29, Zhou Enlai 
even announced that “the possibility of peacefully liberating Taiwan is 
in creasing . . . because international tensions are defi  nitely easing.”3

 Over the following eighteen months, China’s positive evaluation of 
Khrushchev’s pursuit of peaceful coexistence evaporated because of the 
deadlock in the Sino-U.S. ambassadorial talks (which had originally 
started after the First Taiwan Strait Crisis), the October events in Poland 
and Hungary (see below), and the U.S. decision to introduce tactical nu-
clear missiles in Taiwan in the late spring of 1957. When the talks were 
suspended on December 12, 1957, the PRC believed it could no longer 
support the Soviet policy of peaceful coexistence with the United States.4 
It was a turning point that, as told in chapter 3, would lead to the Second 
Taiwan Strait Crisis.
 In spite of the lasting infl uence of peaceful coexistence on the Cold 
War, de-Stalinization was of much greater immediate relevance to Sino-
Soviet relations. The post-Stalin leadership quickly realized that terror 
was a dysfunctional form of rule. At the July 1953 plenum, Soviet Prime 
Minister Georgii Malenkov used the term “Stalin’s personality cult”—
meaning, in this context, his arbitrary and unlawful rule—for the fi rst 
time. On February 9, 1956, a special commission investigating Stalin’s 
bloody rule presented a shocking report, revealing that between 1935 
and 1940 the late dictator had personally ordered the executions of many 
party members. Khrushchev proposed to include these fi ndings in his 
speech to the impending twentieth congress. After acrimonious discus-
sions, the Stalinist stalwarts—Vyacheslav Molotov, Lazar Kaganovich, 

 2 Gaddis, We Now Know, 108, 207. Matthew Evangelista, “Why Keep Such an Army?” 
CWIHP Working Paper 19, 17–26. Hildermeier, Geschichte, 762–63. Adam Ulam, Expan-
sion and Coexistence (New York: Praeger, 1968), 132.
 3 Zhou Enlai, “Taiwan Will Be Liberated,” 6/29/1956, Zhou Enlai, Zhou Enlai xuanji, 
vol. 2 (Xianggang: Yishan tushu gongsi, 1976), 206 (italics mine).
 4 Steven Goldstein, “Dialogue of the Deaf?” Robert Ross et al., eds., Re-examining the 
Cold War (Cambridge: Harvard, 2001), 184–88. SCMP 1530, 11.
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and Kliment Voroshilov—and the majority of the Presidium agreed that 
Khrushchev would read a sanitized version of the report to the congress 
after its offi cial conclusion. But Khrushchev’s fi nal text—later known 
as the Secret Speech—went beyond the agreed limits, blaming Stalin for 
military mistakes during the Second World War, the expulsion of Yugo-
slavia from the socialist camp, and for a multitude of crimes during his 
last years.5

 The Secret Speech had immediate repercussions inside and outside of 
the Soviet Union. Even before its offi cial distribution to all CPSU mem-
bers on March 5, the report had been circulated within the party and then 
quickly beyond.6 By June, spontaneous demonstrations for and against 
Stalin forced the CPSU CC to adopt a resolution that acclaimed both the 
domestic achievements of the late leader and his revolutionary contribu-
tions abroad, while characterizing his crimes merely as abuses of power.7 
But nothing in the Soviet Union reached the level of explosive confl ict 
that rocked East Europe over the course of 1956 (see below).
 To understand the Chinese reaction to the twentieth CPSU congress, 
it is important to recall developments in China’s domestic politics. The 
failure of the Socialist High Tide began to reveal itself in the spring of 
1956. The policy had many of the characteristics of Stalin’s bungled col-
lectivization campaign. Khrushchev’s criticism of Stalin’s crimes was an 
unintended assessment of Mao’s recent mistakes.8

 The Secret Speech had not been totally unexpected. Since 1953, the 
ambassador in Moscow, Zhang Wentian, had written numerous reports 
on subtle changes in Soviet positions on Stalin.9 The Chinese leaders 
had also started to work out their own criticism.10 During the offi cial 
sessions of the twentieth congress, Mikoyan criticized Stalin, however 
vaguely, and the CPSU distributed Lenin’s so-called testament from 1923 
demanding the removal of Stalin from his positions.11 In turn, Zhu De, 
the head of the CCP delegation, lauded the CPSU in his offi cial address 
for “maintain[ing] the Leninist principle of collective leadership” and for 
making “self-criticism.”12

 5 Artizov, Reabilitatsia, 8, 11, 15, 317–48.
 6 Pikhoya, Sovetskii Soyuz, 128–29, also n. 81.
 7 Resolution in: Columbia University Russian Institute, ed., Anti-Stalin Campaign and 
International Communism (New York: Columbia, 1956), 275–306.
 8 MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 1, 10, 59.
 9 Liu Ying, “Bu xunzhang de dashi,” Waijiaobu waijiaoshi yanjiushi bian, Dangdai 
Zhongguo shijie waijiao shengya, vol. 2 (Beijing: Shijie zhishi, 1995), 23–24.
 10 Aleksei Brezhnev, Kitai (Moskva: Mezhdunarodnye otnosheniya, 1998), 47–49.
 11 Zhang Shude, “Sidalin shi Zhongguoren de pengyou,” Chang Cheng et al., eds., Zhi-
qingzhe shuo, 2nd series, vol. 2 (Beijing: Zhongguo qingnian, 1999) 153.
 12 SCMP 1231, 32.
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 The CCP Politburo began its discussions on March 17. The three-week 
delay was due to the lack of a reliable version of the Secret Speech. The 
delegation had returned to Beijing armed only with notes taken on Feb-
ruary 27 after a Soviet liaison offi cer had read the speech to the Chinese 
delegation.13 In mid-March, more information surfaced in Western news-
papers which was reprinted in a special internal reference journal, Neibu 
cankao, for the Chinese central leaders to read.14 The fi rst round of the 
Politburo discussion revealed that Zhou Enlai and the Soviet special-
ists Wang Jiaxiang and Zhang Wentian had already identifi ed several of 
Stalin’s mistakes: collectivization, the wartime policies, the expulsion of 
Yugoslavia, and the blunders during the Chinese Revolution. Calling the 
Secret Speech a “surprise attack,” Mao tried to nudge the discussion into 
a direction more in tune with his political needs. Still fairly ambiguous, 
he considered the criticism, which was made without prior consultation 
of the fraternal parties, Soviet “great power chauvinism,” but was also 
happy that the Stalin “worship” within the socialist camp had ended.15

 Two days later, Mao clarifi ed his criticism. Stalin, he claimed, “had 
been correct in 70% [of his policies]; that means his principal mistakes 
make up 30%, but these are less important.”16 What exactly did the 
30% include? Primarily, they included Stalin’s failures during the Chi-
nese Revolution and his condescending treatment of the Chairman in 
1949–50. Since Stalin had committed all these mistakes against Mao 
personally, the Chairman tried to use them to bolster his own creden-
tials. Criticism of Stalin’s personality cult thus turned into support for 
his own cult.17 On the same occasion, Mao proposed to write an  article—
“On the Historical Experience of the Proletarian Dictatorship”—which 
would re-evaluate the late Soviet leader in order to “make up for the 
one-sidedness of Khrushchev’s secret report.”18 Because Mikoyan was 
due to arrive in Beijing on April 6, the Chairman pushed the writing 
committee to fi nish the article quickly in order to present it as a fait 
accompli.19 The fi nal version was a fusion of points made in the Secret 
Speech and Mao’s own obsessions with Stalin’s mistakes. Reintroducing 

 13 WLX, 4–5.
 14 Wu Lengxi implied that Xinhua on a regular basis skimmed Western news reports: 
WLX, 4. I consulted the spring 1956 issues of Neibu cankao; at least one-third of the 
articles, many translations of Western news reports, were on the Secret Speech. The New 
York Times [NYT] started to report on 3/16/1956, 1, 6. The full text was published on 
6/5/1956, 13–16.
 15 WLX, 3–12.
 16 WLX, 12 (italics mine).
 17 WLX, 12–20.
 18 WLX, 19.
 19 WLX, 20–30. Liu, Chushi, 22–23.
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the Chairman’s emphasis on contradictions within a society from the 
Yan’an years, the article also faulted the late Soviet leader for disregard-
ing class struggle.20

 “On the Historical Experience of the Proletarian Dictatorship” had 
several immediate political goals. Besides subtly reaffi rming Mao’s per-
sonality cult, it aimed to demonstrate that the Chinese comrades were 
superior at judging Stalin. For the Chairman personally, it was a jibe at 
Khrushchev who he lauded for having “the guts to confront Stalin” but 
nonetheless considered “immature.”21 At home, Mao did not want to 
arouse the “unhealthy interest” of the Chinese people.22 A Soviet foreign 
ministry report from a year later stated that the Chinese leaders did not 
organize a single party meeting to discuss the Secret Speech and that 
low-ranking cadres had received only vague information. But the same 
document also reported that Khrushchev’s Secret Speech “evoked hot 
arguments among the leading institutions of the party and a series of 
communists,” including those on the local level.23

 Mikoyan’s visit to Beijing revealed that Mao’s attempt at pre-empt-
ing discussions—at home and with the Soviet comrades—had been too 
rash. Offi cially, the Soviet leader came to Beijing to sign a long-planned 
agreement for more than fi fty industrial projects.24 In truth, Khrushchev 
had sent him as a troubleshooter. Never hesitant to use brute force to 
accomplish political ends themselves, the CCP leaders were nevertheless 
surprised by the extent of Stalin’s criminal rule Mikoyan described. Al-
though now in agreement over the reasons for the Secret Speech, Mao 
still insisted that it should have been more balanced.25 In late May, he 
told the Soviet Ambassador Yudin that the Secret Speech had created 
“hot arguments among the Chinese cadres,” but maintained that any free 
discussion was “too much” for ordinary party members. For offi cial use, 
“the most acceptable correlation should be considered 30%.”26 A month 
later, Mao promoted his new evaluation: “Stalin was basically correct 

 20 “On the Historical Experience of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat,” Hinton, People’s 
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 21 First quote: Li Yueran, “Huiyi Mao Zedong Zhuyi,” Pei, Xin Zhongguo, vol. 2, 11. 
Second quote: Yan Mingfu in Ding Ming, “Huigu ge sikao,” Dangdai Zhongguo shi yanjiu 
1998/2, 24.
 22 Sladkovskii, Ocherki, 322–23.
 23 “Soviet-Chinese Relations,” 3/11/1957, AVPRF, f.0100, o.50, d.29, p.426, 26. Also: 
Brezh nev, Kitai, 49–50. Jan Rowin´ski, “China and the Crisis of Marxism-Leninism,” 
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 24 WLX, 31.
 25 Salisbury, New Emperors, 135. Interview with Sergo Mikoyan, Reston, 6/6/2003.
 26 “Record of Conversation with Mao Zedong,” 5/25/1956, AVPRF, f.0100, o.49, d.9, 
p.410, 129.
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and had great meritorious achievements, but he also committed very big 
mistakes and did many things wrong.”27

 In late April, Mao’s reassessment was also evident in his famous speech 
on the “Ten Major Relationships.” The piece tried to address the ideo-
logical chasm the Secret Speech had created within the socialist camp, 
but also attempted to cover Mao’s own fl ank. The Chairman acknowl-
edged that the CCP, in the 1940s, had taken up “the bad aspect of Stalin’s 
style of work” in party life, but he quickly shifted responsibility onto 
the actual victims of the purges. Mao also admitted that “Stalin [had] 
wrongly put a number of people to death.” Although he promised “fewer 
arrests and executions,” he continued to defend China’s own record of 
suppressing “counterrevolutionaries in 1951–1952.” Finally, the Chair-
man reproached the Soviet Union for “measures which [had] squeeze[d] 
the peasants very hard,” concluding that “we must take greater care and 
handle the relationship between the state and the peasants well.” It was an 
implicit acknowledgement that the Socialist High Tide had not worked.28

 Regardless of its amorphous character, the “Ten Major Relationships” 
endorsed Zhou’s January 1956 call to use the potential of China’s in-
tellectuals for the country’s development.29 But Mao cautioned against 
complete intellectual freedom: “Naturally, we mustn’t pick up . . . [the] 
shortcomings and weak points” from other countries.30 Some days later, 
the Chairman called on the Politburo to “let a hundred fl owers bloom in 
art, let a hundred schools contend in science.”31

 Despite the commotions the Secret Speech had set in motion within 
the party, the vast majority of China’s intellectuals remained suspicious 
of the Hundred Flowers Campaign. Nevertheless, it had one immediate 
success—in genetics. On May 3, only one day after Mao’s offi cial opening 
of the new campaign, Zhou castigated the “superstition in our studies” of 
the Soviet Union.32 His announcement followed—or actually might have 
been triggered by—Trofi m Lysenko’s resignation as head of the Soviet 
All-Union Academy of Agriculture a month earlier.33 Lysenko, a peasant-
turned-charlatan who had gotten Stalin’s attention with his application of 
dialectical materialism to genetics, had declared that the inherent charac-

 27 Mao, “Do not Blindly Believe that Everything Is Good in a Socialist Country,” 
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 28 Mao, “On the Ten Major Relationships,” 4/25/1956, SW, vol. 5, 291, 298, 301.
 29 MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 1, 33–35.
 30 Mao, “On the Ten Major Relationships,” 303.
 31 “Summary Speech at the Enlarged PB Meeting,” 4/28/1956, Mao Zedong, Mao Ze-
dong Wenji [MZDW], vol. 7 (Beijing: Renmin, 1999), 54.
 32 Zhou, “Toward Studying the Strong Points of All Countries,” 5/3/1956, Zhou Enlai, 
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 33 NYT, 4/10/1956, 1, 10.
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teristics of plants did not reside in their genes but—similar to the forging 
of political consciousness in proletarians through the vanguard party—
could be changed by environmental infl uences.34 In the early 1950s, Chi-
na’s adoption of this pseudo-agrobiology had only resulted in disaster.35 It 
was in this context that, in early May 1956, Zhou specifi cally called for a 
critical reexamination of Lysenko’s theories.36 Three months later, at the 
Qingdao Genetics Symposium, Chinese scientists debunked Lysenkoism 
and, for the fi rst time since 1949, discussed modern genetics freely.37

 The breakthrough at Qingdao symbolized a turn in China’s domestic 
politics. Mao’s failed Socialist High Tide was his fi rst substantial mistake 
since the Long March. It provided an opportunity to push the Chairman 
back into collective leadership at the impending eighth CCP congress 
in September, eleven years after the last one. Since the early 1950s, the 
structure of the CCP had changed because membership drives—designed 
to anchor the party in the countryside—had made the CCP less elitist. 
Critics of the Socialist High Tide expected that the majority of the del-
egates would support pragmatic economic policies.38

 The outcome of the eighth CCP congress was a major success for Mao’s 
detractors. The new party constitution—initiated by Marshal Peng De-
huai and worked out under Liu Shaoqi’s and Deng Xiaoping’s supervi-
sion—eliminated any reference to Mao Zedong Thought. The congress 
also declared the termination of class struggle in the PRC. In a reversal 
of the Socialist High Tide, it decided to stress a balanced and steady 
approach to economic development during the impending Second Five-
Year Plan (1958–1962).39 Deng Xiaoping summarized the results of the 
eighth CCP congress as follows: “The 20th CPSU congress provided a 
convincing explanation of the more important meanings of steady ob-
servance of the principles of collective leadership and of the fi ght against 
the personality cult . . . It is absolutely evident that individual decisions 
on important questions contradict the principle of party construction . . . 
and inevitably lead to mistakes.”40 Although Mao felt “slighted,” he did 
not show it publicly.41
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Poland and Hungary

Outside of China, Khrushchev’s Secret Speech set in motion a chain of 
events that led to both the Polish October and the Hungarian Revolu-
tion. The sudden death of Polish First Secretary Bolesław Bierut in March 
facilitated Władysław Gomułka’s return to party leadership. The former 
fi rst secretary had been dismissed from his position in 1948 because of 
his support for Tito. In late June, the political blossoming after the Se-
cret Speech combined with the continuing decline of living standards in 
Poland triggered anti-Soviet workers’ strikes in Poznań. Their brutal sup-
pression paradoxically increased popular expectations for Gomułka’s 
return to power.42

 This rapid succession of events reached its climax in mid-October, 
when the entire Polish Politburo resigned. A commission under Gomułka, 
First Secretary Edward Ochab, Prime Minister Józef Cyrankiewicz, and 
Chairman of the State Council Aleksander Zawadski began to work out 
proposals for a new party leadership. But Moscow disliked the prospect 
of Gomułka’s return to power and, in turn, the possible removal of Kon-
stanty Rokossowski, the Russophile, Soviet-installed, and reviled Polish 
defense minister. On the evening of October 18, reports arrived in War-
saw that Soviet troops stationed in the country were advancing toward 
the capital. Early the next morning, Khrushchev, Mikoyan, Molotov, 
and Kaganovich unexpectedly arrived by plane for talks. Gomułka man-
aged to have himself reinstalled as fi rst secretary but he had to promise 
the Soviets that he would keep the country in the Warsaw Pact.43

 Before the Soviet delegation fl ew to Warsaw, the CPSU had sent a cir-
cular to the fraternal parties about the current “basic questions of foreign 
and domestic politics” in Poland and their “signifi cance . . . to the social-
ist camp.”44 In a Politburo meeting held in his bedroom on the afternoon 
of October 20, Mao maintained, according to Wu Lengxi’s memoirs, 
that the Soviet threat of a military intervention was “inappropriate” 
for relations within the socialist camp: “Khrushchev criticized Stalin’s 
policy toward Yugoslavia as incorrect, but his policy toward Poland is 
even more terrible than Stalin’s.” Still in pajamas, Mao summoned the 
Soviet ambassador. His message was as undiplomatic as his attire was 
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inappropriate: “If the Soviet Union dispatches troops, we will support 
Poland.” Khrushchev, as the Chinese realized later, learned about Mao’s 
fi rm stance only after his return from Warsaw on October 20.45 By then, 
the Soviet leader had already halted, though not called off, the advance 
of Soviet troops.46

 The purpose of the CCP delegation that traveled to Moscow on Oc-
tober 23 and was headed by Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, however, 
is baffl ing to the observer distant in time. Originally, on the twentieth, 
the Soviets had decided to invite high-ranking party representatives from 
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, East Germany, and Bulgaria, but 
not from China, to come to Moscow for talks on Poland.47 Once invited 
the following day,48 the CCP leadership, according to Wu’s recollections, 
fi rmly believed that the comrades of the CPSU had requested it “to attend 
their negotiations” with the Poles after they had realized “our party’s 
stand.”49 According to the Yugoslav ambassador to Moscow, Veljko 
Mićunović, however, the Soviet leaders only wanted to receive advice 
from comrades “further away” with a view on the situation unimpeded 
by the “inertia and habits of the past.”50 In any case, the Chinese Polit-
buro decided to send a “mediating” mission for the purpose of talking 
to the Poles and Soviets individually; the Chinese leadership thereby in-
tended neither to limit its “room to maneuver” in trilateral talks nor to 
forsake the opportunity to speak frankly in the bilateral meetings.51

 Still fearing the resumption of Soviet military action, Mao twice recon-
fi rmed to Yudin, on the twenty-fi rst and the twenty-second, that the CCP 
“opposed military intervention” in Poland, or so a Chinese secondary 
source claims.52 A Polish document based on Soviet information, however, 
is less categorical about Beijing’s support for Warsaw; on October 22, the 
Chairman allegedly told the Soviet ambassador “that if the conditions are 
becoming so that it will be necessary to introduce Soviet troops to Poland, 
then this can be done.”53 Another Polish archival source suggests that only 
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on October 27 did the CCP Politburo unequivocally support the “changes 
in Poland.”54

 Liu’s and Deng’s diplomatic activities in Moscow during the last week 
of October are equally mystifying. Although Wu claimed in his mem-
oirs that “starting on October 23, the three delegations from the So-
viet Union, Poland, and China, resembling a lantern of rotating shadow 
fi gures, bilaterally negotiated in turns,”55 talks with “the Polish party 
headed by Gomułka”56 must have been conducted over the phone or via 
embassy channels, if they occurred at all. No evidence has surfaced that 
the Polish leadership was in Moscow before the offi cial talks with the 
Soviets started November 15.57 Similarly, there is no indication that the 
Chinese delegation traveled from Moscow to Warsaw in late October.
 Some Chinese secondary sources assert that, immediately after the ar-
rival of the CCP delegation in the Soviet capital on the evening of Octo-
ber 23, Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping pressed Khrushchev for a peaceful 
resolution of the Polish crisis and called for an end to the military threats.58 
However, during a CPSU Presidium meeting the following day, obviously 
after the Soviet comrades had briefed him on the most recent develop-
ments, Liu lauded “the correct steps” taken by the Soviet leaders in Poland 
and “guaranteed” Chinese “unity with the CPSU CC” on the issue: “The 
USSR is the center of the socialist camp. There cannot be other centers.”59

 Whether it was Chinese pressure that convinced Khrushchev to re-
lent thus is not clear from the available documentary record, but it is 
likely that Chinese advice supported Soviet decisions envisioned or al-
ready taken. As early as October 21, the CPSU Presidium had decided 
“to discard armed intervention” in Poland altogether.60 In a letter to 
Gomułka the next day, Khrushchev agreed to recall all Soviet military 
offi cers from the Polish Army and all political advisers from the Polish 
government. In fact, Mikoyan had already discussed such measures with 
Ochab on  September 11, that is, before the Polish October.61 During a 
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long  telephone conversation with Gomułka in the evening of October 23, 
Khrushchev reportedly also consented to the transfer of Soviets troops 
back to their bases in Poland.62 The following day, the Polish government 
announced that this would happen “within two days.”63

 On October 30, the Soviet Union published a declaration on “the prin-
ciples of full equality, respect of territorial integrity, state independence 
and sovereignty and non-interferences in the domestic affairs” in rela-
tions among socialist states.64 While its release was triggered by the re-
cent events in Poland, the declaration had been in the works since 1953.65 
Chinese memoirs nevertheless attributed its genesis to Chinese pressure 
on the Soviets to renounce their “great power chauvinism” and to accept 
Pancha Shila in relations among socialist states.66 On November 1, Bei-
jing issued a supporting statement.67

 While Soviet attention focused on Poland, the Hungarian Revolution 
unfolded. As in Warsaw, events in Budapest revolved around a deposed 
leader. After Stalin’s death and under pressure from Moscow, the Hun-
garian Stalinist Mátyás Rákosi agreed to appoint Imre Nagy as prime 
minister. Rákosi was quickly able to undermine Nagy politically. In 1955, 
the prime minister was forced to resign for alleged disrespect of collective 
leadership and was expelled from the party.68 Not only did Khrushchev’s 
Secret Speech provide implicit support for Nagy’s political rehabilitation, 
but it also gave the so-called Petőfi  Circle—a discussion club of young party 
members established in the spring of 1956—a political boost. Throughout 
July, Moscow seemed to support reforms in Hungary. Concerned over the 
violent uprising in Poznań, the CPSU leadership pressured the Hungarian 
party to replace Rákosi with Ernő Gerő. The new party leader, however, 
turned out to be unable to fulfi ll the hopes for change. Meanwhile, the 
Polish October triggered popular demands for reform and, eventually, for 
Nagy’s return to power. Large-scale unrest erupted on October 23 when 
Hungarian State Security forces fi red on demonstrators.69
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 The rapid developments in Hungary caught the Soviets by surprise. On 
the basis of embassy and KGB reports, the CPSU Presidium eventually 
decided to support Hungarian security forces through a military inter-
vention. Due to Khrushchev’s reluctance, as well as Mikoyan’s opposi-
tion to the use of brute force, the CPSU Presidium also agreed to send 
Anastas Mikoyan and Mikhail Suslov to Hungary for talks.70 They ar-
rived in Budapest on October 24, just as Hungarian security forces were 
disintegrating in the face of the popular uprising. Simultaneously, the 
Soviet military intervention triggered bloody street warfare in the city.71

 Events in Budapest unfolded faster than Moscow could react. On Oc-
tober 23, Mikoyan and Khrushchev had proposed to “recruit Nagy for 
political action” without allowing him to take over the government.72 At 
that very moment, however, the Hungarian party decided to appoint him 
prime minister.73 Once Moscow had accepted the inevitable, it hoped 
that Nagy could defuse the insurrection. But in the following days, the 
Soviet Union was forced to make one concession after the other. The 
CPSU Presidium gradually understood that the situation in Hungary was 
beyond Soviet military and political infl uence.74 On October 30, the day 
it published the Chinese-backed declaration rejecting the Soviet right of 
intervention in the internal affairs of other states, it decided to call off 
any further military action.75

 On October 31, as Soviet troops began to withdraw,76 the Presidium 
suddenly questioned the wisdom of its decision to pull out on the basis 
of pessimistic reports pouring in from Budapest. The Soviet October 
30 declaration on the principles of relations among socialist states had 
prompted Hungarian calls for withdrawal from the Warsaw Pact.77 After 
Rákosi’s removal in the summer, however, the Soviets had informed 
the Hungarians that they would not allow the front line of the socialist 
camp to collapse.78 On October 26, Mikoyan and Suslov had warned 
Nagy again that a withdrawal from the socialist camp was simply out of 
 question.79 In fact, in the Polish October, the threat of a Soviet military 
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intervention abated once Gomułka had promised to keep the country in 
the Warsaw Pact.80 When, on October 30, Nagy endorsed popular calls 
for Hungary’s departure from the Warsaw Pact, he signed the death war-
rant for the Hungarian Revolution.
 In the Presidium meeting on October 31, Khrushchev used the concur-
rent Suez Crisis to justify the Soviet change of heart. Two days before, 
after French and British instigation, Israeli troops had occupied the east-
ern parts of Egypt—a Soviet friend in the Middle East—including the 
Suez Canal zone.81 Although the United States had not known about 
Franco-British-Israeli preparations and subsequently pressured the three 
to withdraw, the Middle East crisis provided the Soviet Union with a 
pretext to intervene in Hungary. Khrushchev declared that “if we depart 
from Hungary, it will encourage the Americans, English, and French—
the imperialists,” and warned that “besides Egypt, we will give them 
also Hungary.”82 Even if the Soviet leadership issued orders to prepare 
for the return of Soviet troops to Budapest,83 it made the fi nal decision 
to intervene militarily after another twenty-four hours of hesitation, at a 
Presidium meeting in the morning of November 1.84

 Before Soviet troops moved back into the Hungarian capital on the 
fourth, the Soviet leadership shored up support within the socialist camp 
for its new interventionist position. On a whirlwind tour, Khrushchev and 
Malenkov tried to convince the Poles, Czechs, Romanians,  Bulgarians, 
and Yugoslavs.85 With the exception of the Poles, who demanded that the 
Hungarian people solve their internal crisis by themselves, all agreed.86

 How did China infl uence the Hungarian Revolution and its sup-
pression? On the one hand, Mao had reportedly encouraged the Poles 
and Hungarians to follow the Yugoslav model during the eighth CCP 
party congress a month before; he thereby worked against Khrushchev’s 
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 attempts to prevent precisely that from happening.87 On the other hand, 
Soviet documentation and Chinese memoirs suggest that, until October 
30, the Chinese delegation in Moscow was not involved in discussions on 
Hungary at all.88 Its insistence on Pancha Shila with regard to the Polish 
October seemed to support a Soviet hands-off policy during the Hungar-
ian Revolution.89

 The Chinese position changed swiftly in the last days of October, al-
though, as developments described below suggest, Mao and his repre-
sentatives in Moscow only had a limited understanding of the rapidly 
unfolding events. Due to a lack of Hungarian speaking personnel, the 
embassy in Budapest did not comprehend the scope of the popular up-
rising until October 28, when it summoned Chinese students to trans-
late newspaper articles and leafl ets.90 Two days later, in the morning, 
Yudin conveyed to the CPSU Presidium that the “Chinese comrades” had 
grown concerned that “Hungary leaves our camp,” and that they even 
wanted to know: “Who is Nagy? Can we trust him?”91 On the basis of 
reports from Budapest and news of continued Soviet concessions, Mao 
eventually concluded that Hungary had turned into a “battlefi eld for so-
cialism.”92 Despite having reversed his own position on non-intervention 
so suddenly, Mao blamed Khrushchev’s “zigzagging” for the crisis. Bei-
jing then sent an urgent telegram to its delegation in Moscow to pressure 
the Soviets to keep troops in Hungary in order “to suppress the counter-
revolutionary armed rebellion.”93

 In the later half of October 30, Liu briefl y met with Khrushchev and 
Molotov to demand “that the [Soviet] troops must stay in Hungary 
and Budapest.” But Khrushchev was indecisive, musing that there were 
“two courses” left to follow in Hungary: “The military one is the course 
of occupation, the peaceful one is the withdrawal of troops and negotia-
tions.” Molotov favored negotiations with Nagy’s government on the 
withdrawal of troops.94 In a subsequent meeting, the CPSU Presidium 
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 89 Rowiński, “China,” 81.
 90 Peter Vámos, “The Chinese Communist Party’s Policy and the 1956 Hungarian Revo-
lution,” paper presented at the conference “New Central and East European Evidence on 
the Cold War in Asia,” Budapest, Hungary, 10/30–11/2/2003, 6–9.
 91 “Protocol No. 49: Session of October 30, 1956,” Fursenko, Prezidium, vol. 1, 187.
 92 Chen, Mao’s Diplomacy, 155–56. WLX, 52 (quote).
 93 WLX, 52.
 94 “Protocol No. 49 (sequel): Session of October 30, 1956,” Fursenko, Prezidium, vol. 1, 
188. Wu Lengxi reports of a similar meeting on October 31, in which Liu Shaoqi strongly



Collapse of Socialist Unity, 1956–1957 • 61

 reconfi rmed its earlier decision to consider the withdrawal of Soviet 
troops from all socialist countries, in conformity with the declaration 
that rejected the Soviet right of intervention and that had just been 
 released.95

 Although Liu’s intervention clearly preceded the Soviet October 31 de-
cision to reverse the previous stance on non-intervention in Hungary, the 
available Russian evidence does not reveal a momentous Chinese infl u-
ence on Soviet decision making.96 The November 1 Presidium resolution 
to intervene militarily was adopted solely on the basis of the troubling re-
ports on the deteriorating situation in Budapest.97 Furthermore, Khrush-
chev’s memoirs suggest that the hard Chinese position on intervention 
actually softened after Liu’s appeal. The Soviet leader reminisced that he, 
together with other Presidium members, spent the night from October 
31 to November 1 with the CCP delegation in Stalin’s former dacha at 
Lipky outside of Moscow discussing the situation in Hungary.98 The con-
versation revolved around the benefi ts and disadvantages of an outright 
military intervention. Liu repeatedly called Mao on the phone for advice, 
but the Chairman “approved whatever Liu Shao-chi recommended.” In 
the end, the Soviet hosts and his Chinese guests parted in the wee hours 
of November 1 with an agreement “not to apply military force in Hun-
gary.” It was only a CPSU Presidium meeting a couple of hours later 
that sanctioned a military intervention given the deteriorating situation 
in Budapest.99
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 Regardless of the actual infl uence on the Soviet decision making pro-
cess, the CCP presence in Moscow during these crucial October days 
raised the self-confi dence of the Chinese comrades. Despite the ambigu-
ity surrounding their role in the resolution of the double crisis in East 
Europe, the Chinese eventually convinced themselves that their rectitude 
and nerve had saved the socialist camp.100 That the Soviet comrades had 
consulted their Chinese brothers-in-arms was an improvement over the 
“great power chauvinism” in the Stalin question at the twentieth con-
gress. After informing the CCP delegation of its recent decision to inter-
vene militarily, the whole CPSU Presidium—a rare honor—sent off the 
Chinese guests at the airport in Moscow on November 1.101

Rethinking the World, Reordering the Socialist Camp, 
Reforming China

The quick political and military resolution of the Polish October and 
the Hungarian Revolution concealed the long-term impact of these two 
crises on all communist countries—even on China. Upon the return of 
the CCP delegation, the Chinese leaders reconsidered the events and their 
implications. The discussions revolved around three questions: the Chi-
nese ideological view of the world, the internal structure of the socialist 
camp, and economic and political liberalization in China.
 With regard to the fi rst—its ideological view of the world—the CCP 
leadership unambiguously blamed the CPSU for problems plaguing the 
socialist camp, asserting that the Soviets had committed three mistakes: 
fi rst, their “great power chauvinism” since 1948 had produced tensions 
in Europe; second, Khrushchev’s botched attempt at de-Stalinization had 
confused communists in Europe; and third, the Soviet Union had not un-
derstood the nature of the crises in Poland and Hungary. Moscow, claimed 
the CCP, had wanted to intervene in the anti-Soviet revolt in Warsaw but 
to withdraw in face of the counterrevolution in Budapest.102

 Given this interpretation, the CCP leadership drew new conclusions 
about the twentieth CPSU congress. This new assessment took the form 
of Mao’s reaffi rmation of Stalin: “I think there are two ‘swords’: one is 
Lenin and the other Stalin. The sword of Stalin has now been discarded 
by the Russians. Gomulka and some people in Hungary have picked it up 
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 101 Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, 419. WLX, 53–54, 56. Zhang, “Sidalin,” 180.
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to stab at the Soviet Union and oppose so-called Stalinism . . . We Chi-
nese have not thrown it away.”103 The Chairman turned against Khrush-
chev’s de-Stalinization more decisively than ever before: “[Stalinism is] 
just Marxism . . . with shortcomings.” He continued: “The so-called 
de-Stalinization thus is simply de-Marxifi cation, it is revisionism.”104 
Finally, the Chairman maintained that the Chinese comrades, “unlike 
some people who have tried to defame and destroy Stalin, . . . are acting 
in accordance with objective reality.”105 It was the fi rst time that Mao 
clearly distinguished between the views of the subjectivist revisionists in 
Moscow and the objective Marxists in Beijing.
 Before the end of the year, the CCP published these arguments in 
“Again on the Historical Experience of the Proletarian Dictatorship,” a 
sequel to the April article.106 The Chairman insisted that the new piece 
should neither mention too many details about the Hungarian Revolu-
tion nor defend the positive aspects of the twentieth CPSU congress but 
stress the Soviet evaluation of Stalin as too negative, support the policies 
of the CPSU in general while accentuating its numerous individual mis-
takes, and fi nally confi rm that Stalin had been a great Marxist.107 Like its 
predecessor, the article was selective and designed to confront the Soviets 
with a fait accompli.
 In the days before the article’s publication, Mao, however, chose not to 
include his criticism of peaceful coexistence. Khrushchev’s policy, he as-
serted, failed to encompass the principle of nonintervention as defi ned in 
Pancha Shila, especially since the PRC maintained that U.S. imperialism 
interfered in Chinese internal affairs through its occupation of Taiwan. 
But the Chairman also believed that, at the moment, de-Stalinization was 
a greater menace to the socialist camp than peaceful coexistence, and 
thus he decided not to raise the matter publicly.108

 In late 1956, there were additional ideological considerations that led 
the Chinese to reject Khrushchev’s peaceful coexistence and its logical 
derivative: peaceful transition in the nonsocialist world. Despite the dou-
ble crisis in East Europe, the Soviet leader still believed that communists 
could do well in free elections in nonsocialist countries.109 According to 
the Chinese, however, the parliamentary road was revisionist since it 
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rejected  “proletarian dictatorship” for “capitalist class dictatorship.” Im-
plicitly, it not only discarded the “sword of Stalin” but also the “sword 
of Lenin.” But Mao realized that such an absolute rejection would not 
have popular appeal in the world. The Chinese comrades thus decided 
to apply “dual tactics”: “From a strategic point of view, [we] should 
prepare to adopt a policy of violent revolution to seize power, but for the 
sake of striving for the masses, from a tactical point, [we] should agree to 
peaceful transition.”110

 Despite the heightened nature of Sino-Soviet ideological disagreements 
in late 1956, the Chinese comrades considered ways to stabilize the so-
cialist camp. Beijing was aware that it could not replace Moscow as the 
leader of the camp, as Liu Shaoqi had told the Soviets on October 24: 
“[T]he USSR is the center of the socialist camp. There cannot be other 
centers.”111 But this recognition did not prevent Beijing from devising pol-
icies to limit Moscow’s authority and to push for greater equality among 
the socialist states. The Chinese comrades thus supported Gomułka’s call 
for a withdrawal of Soviet military offi cers and political advisers—start-
ing with the hated Rokossowski.112 On October 30, Liu also explained 
to Yudin that it was time for the Soviet Union to withdraw all political 
advisers from other socialist countries. He was quick to add—obviously 
with the Chinese need for Soviet technology in mind—that “technical 
specialists” were welcome to stay.113

 An investigation by the Soviet foreign ministry revealed a wide array 
of desires by fraternal countries ranging from calls for the withdrawal 
of individual Soviet advisers to more general pleas for better treatment 
by the Soviet Union. The PRC in particular wished for better foreign 
policy coordination, an improved exchange of information, and more 
personal contacts between Soviet and Chinese leaders.114 Soviet foreign 
ministry documents from spring 1957 indicate that Moscow granted 
most of these wishes.115 Some changes in Soviet policy were implemented 
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almost immediately; in mid-November, a Chinese parliamentary delega-
tion headed by Peng Zhen was wined and dined in Moscow.116

 Meanwhile, the CCP designed policies meant to increase China’s infl u-
ence in the socialist world. In early November, Deng and Liu claimed 
that the Soviets had understood that “their one-sided” approach to East 
Europe was faulty.117 The Chinese comrades also realized that helping 
Moscow to resolve tensions in East Europe required a subtle approach, 
as Mao explained in colorful tones: “We know that the Soviet Union 
wants to promote sausages by itself, it is not willing [to let] China pro-
mote its own sausages, too, because it wants to promote its own sausages 
[above all].”118

 But new problems soon confronted the Chinese. In early November, 
Tito had acquiesced to the Soviet intervention in Hungary, but, after 
a fallout over the treatment of the deposed Nagy, the Yugoslav leader 
blamed Moscow in the so-called Pula speech of November 11 for the 
double crisis in East Europe.119 In response, Khrushchev denounced Tito 
as a wiseacre in front of Yugoslav Ambassador Mićunović and the Chi-
nese parliamentary delegation mentioned above.120 Although the sub-
stance of the Pula speech was similar to the Chinese assessment of the 
Polish October and the Hungarian Revolution, the CCP leaders consid-
ered it counterproductive at this point.121

 In late November, the new Chinese approach was fi nally given a chance 
to be implemented when Yudin invited Zhou to Moscow for talks in early 
1957.122 Khrushchev had earlier proposed the convention of a meeting of 
the world communist movement, apparently in order to provide it with 
a new sense of direction.123 The Soviet leader obviously wanted to inte-
grate the Chinese into the ongoing discussions; Zhou’s visit to Moscow 
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followed his own early January trip to Budapest for talks with the Hun-
garian, Bulgarian, Romanian, and Czechoslovak party leaders about the 
situation in Hungary.124 Khrushchev was even willing to accommodate 
Chinese ideological viewpoints, calling himself a good “Stalinist” during 
the New Year’s Eve gala at the Kremlin.125 Half a year later, Molotov 
would mock Khrushchev for bending over backward to gratify the Chi-
nese comrades.126

 Before Zhou fl ew to Moscow, he interrupted an extended tour through 
Asia and returned to Beijing for preparations. Although the Chinese lead-
ers had decided to stabilize the socialist camp, they maintained that this 
plan should not prevent them from “criticizing Khrushchev” if an oppor-
tunity should arise. Beijing’s instructions for Zhou were vague; he was 
left with ample room to maneuver.127

 On January 8, the fi rst day of the Moscow talks, both sides agreed 
that the socialist camp was in urgent need of stability.128 Accordingly, 
Khrushchev asked Zhou to fl y to Hungary to shore up support for the 
new leadership. While the Chinese prime minister agreed to stop there 
briefl y after his planned visit to Poland, he also wanted to talk to the new 
Hungarian leadership in Moscow before his departure.129 In the night of 
January 10–11, Zhou, Khrushchev, Janós Kádár, and Ferenc Münnich, 
who had rushed to Moscow on short notice, discussed the situation in 
Hungary and relations with Yugoslavia. The Soviet leader proposed to 
invite Tito for tripartite talks in Budapest while Zhou was there, but the 
Chinese prime minister declined with the excuse that he had not yet con-
sulted with Beijing.130

 After arriving in Poland on January 11, Zhou listened to Gomułka, 
Cyrankiewicz, and Zawadski complain about past Soviet arrogance while 
trying to persuade his hosts to see the problems of the socialist camp 
from a broader perspective. If socialism was to succeed on a global level, 
he pleaded, then all socialist countries “should support each other, dispel 
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mutual suspicions, because only unity will be advantageous.” Given Po-
land’s sufferings under Soviet occupation since 1944, however, Gomułka 
dismissed the Chinese evaluation of Stalin. In return, Zhou warned him 
not to band together with the Yugoslavs, who had sent a delegation to 
Warsaw in early January while Khrushchev had been in Budapest.131 The 
fi nal Polish-Yugoslav communiqué insisted on the principle of noninter-
ference and on bilateral relations between communist parties as the most 
suitable form of interaction.132 Zhou advised Gomułka against such un-
wise alliances; there was still only one center in the socialist camp, and 
that was Moscow.133

 On January 16, Zhou fl ew to bullet-riddled Budapest for a twenty four 
hour stopover. The Hungarian comrades picked up the prime minister 
at a military airstrip, and drove him—in an armored car—past Soviet 
tanks to the trade union headquarters. There, he gave a rousing speech 
to the Hungarian party, followed by a night of talks with the new leader-
ship about the different nature of the Polish October and the Hungarian 
Revolution. The next morning, Zhou left Budapest for a fi nal three-day 
stay in Moscow.134

 Back in the Soviet capital, the Chinese prime minister reported on his 
travels through East Europe. But once Zhou started to criticize the Soviet 
comrades for “great power chauvinism,” Khrushchev turned to Suslov, 
remarking in a curt manner: “Zhou Enlai criticizes us, we cannot accept 
his lecture!” With talks stalled, the Chinese prime minister called the 
Chairman in Beijing on the phone for instructions. “If they don’t fi nish 
listening to what we have to say,” Mao advised, “then just forget it, don’t 
speak about it again.”135

 Before Zhou left Moscow for Kabul to resume his tour through Asia, 
he tried to draw near the Yugoslavs. At a reception in the Kremlin on 
January 18, Zhou was demonstrably friendly to Belgrade’s ambassa-
dor, Mićunović.136 Later that evening, Zhou called Peng Zhen, whose 
parliamentary delegation had just arrived in the Yugoslav capital, and 
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instructed him to seek a private talk with Tito in order to propose “a 
meeting of the world’s communist parties, sponsored by the CCP and the 
Yugoslav League of Communists.”137 The next day, Zhou repeated the 
proposal to Mićunović, and even hinted at a possible visit to Belgrade by 
himself if Tito would agree.138 It was only on the plane to Afghanistan 
that Zhou broke the news of the Chinese initiative to the Soviet liaison 
offi cer.139 Unfortunately for the Chinese, Tito told Peng that he preferred 
bilateral or even multilateral meetings over any international conference. 
The Chinese proposal had put the Yugoslavs into a delicate position: 
accepting it meant submission to Moscow’s dominance of the socialist 
camp, while refusing it was a rejection of Beijing’s goodwill. In the end, 
Belgrade preferred autonomy from the socialist camp over popularity in 
it.140 Zhou’s initiative had failed; he would not visit Belgrade.
 It was at this point that Moscow stepped in. When Peng passed 
through the Soviet capital on his way home, Khrushchev informed him 
that the CPSU itself would organize the international meeting.141 China 
and Poland quickly learned what this new Soviet assertiveness meant. 
The atmosphere between the Soviet and Chinese comrades had cooled 
considerably. Unlike in November, Peng’s delegation was neither wined 
nor dined.142 After the Polish side tried to draw close to the Chinese dur-
ing an April state visit in Beijing, Khrushchev, a month later, bluntly 
told Gomułka and Cyrankiewicz to step back in line. The Soviet leader 
reminded his guests that Poland was economically too dependent on the 
Soviet Union and was thus not in a position to challenge it.143

 In a report to the CCP leadership on his trip to Moscow, Warsaw, 
and Budapest, Zhou criticized the Soviets on several points. According to 
the prime minister, Soviet thinking failed to integrate all interests of the 
socialist camp in “an objective, far-sighted, and calm fashion.” However, 
the comrades in Moscow “[have] not been truly convinced by our argu-
ment.” And fi nally, the CPSU leaders were weak “in discussing strategic 
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 138 Mićunović, Moscow Diary, 197–99.
 139 “Record of Conversation with the Prime Minister of the State Council of the PRC 
Zhou Enlai,” 1/19/1957, AVPRF, f.0100, o.50, d.3, p.423, 4.
 140 Wu, Eight Years, 118. Wang, Zhonghua, vol. 2, 348–49. Mićunović, Moscow Diary, 
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and long-term issues.” Yet, despite this assessment, Zhou stressed that 
“Sino-Soviet relations are far better now than during Stalin’s era.” This 
change, Zhou claimed, was due to the Soviet insight that the socialist 
camp was facing a “grave enemy”—imperialism.144

 Not only did the Polish October and the Hungarian Revolution affect 
China’s outlook on international affairs and its approach to the socialist 
camp, it also infl uenced Chinese domestic politics. Mao tried to learn the 
lessons relevant for China, as he told the Central Committee in Novem-
ber 1956: “Failure is the mother of success.”145 The Chairman fi rmly be-
lieved that the inability of the Bureaucratic Stalinist model to deal with, 
or even diffuse, internal contradictions was at the heart of the problem.
 As a result, Mao cautiously started to embrace economic liberalization. 
He admitted to the failure of the Socialist High Tide, and endorsed plan-
ning and balanced growth.146 In reality, though, he was only following the 
economic thinkers in the Chinese leadership. In early November, Zhou 
had asserted that “the disturbances which occurred in . . . Poland [and] 
Hungary . . . cast doubt on Stalin’s economic theory.”147 Recognizing this 
change in the political climate, Chen Yun immediately began to promote 
market mechanisms as the best means to allocate raw materials and to dis-
tribute goods. His policies clearly recycled many ideas of the NEP.148 Even 
Mao now grudgingly agreed: “It seems that Lenin’s New Economic Policy 
was correct, unfortunately this policy was terminated too early.”149

 Ultimately, political liberalization was more important to Mao than 
economic reconstruction. He was fi rmly convinced that a small number 
of counterrevolutionaries in Hungary—the Petőfi  Circle—had “used the 
dissatisfactions of the masses” to overthrow party and government.150 
This discontent, in Mao’s opinion, was largely due to the failure of the 
Hungarian comrades to adapt Soviet economic experience to the particu-
lar situation of the country.151 The Chairman also blamed the Hungarian 
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party for leaving too many counterrevolutionaries at large: “And now 
they have to reap what they have sown, they have brought the fi re upon 
their own heads.”152

 Consequently, Mao decided to launch yet another party rectifi ca-
tion campaign to wipe out “subjectivism, sectarianism, and bureaucra-
tism.”153 He embarked on an unusual path, however: the opening of 
political debate. Already in “Again on the Historical Experience of the 
Proletarian Dictatorship” Mao had formulated the ideas of antagonis-
tic and nonantagonistic contradictions that he would further develop in 
the famous Contradictions Speech in late February.154 While destructive 
criticism—the questioning of the system itself—was off-limits, construc-
tive criticism—suggestions for the improvement of communist rule in 
China—should be encouraged. Mao’s proposal was designed both as an 
outlet for popular dissatisfaction and as a means to uncover counter-
revolutionaries. Although he admitted there were some malcontents in 
China,155 Mao still remained convinced that “we don’t have a ‘Petőfi  
Circle’ . . . we are better off than Hungary.”156

 Mao’s new ideas ran into resistance among other central party leaders. 
Liu Shaoqi maintained that China’s problems derived not from abstract 
ideas on relations between the party and the people but from its eco-
nomic backwardness. Together with Peng Zhen, Deng Xiaoping, Peng 
Dehuai, and Chen Yun, he feared that even a limited liberalization of the 
political debate could not contain the spirit of counterrevolution.157 But 
by late April of 1957, Mao was able to push his ideas through.158 Even 
more troubling, though, was Mao’s reintroduction of class struggle into 
the political discourse; it was clearly an attempt to overturn the decision 
of the eighth CCP congress that class struggle had been terminated in 
China.159
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Flowers Withered and Parties Purged

The Polish October and the Hungarian Revolution triggered domestic 
developments in both China and the Soviet Union that ultimately led 
to parallel catharses in the late spring and early summer of 1957. In the 
PRC, Mao’s experiment with limited political liberalization ended in a 
humiliating defeat for the Chairman and in a protracted suppression of 
all criticism. Meanwhile, in Moscow, the disagreements among the So-
viet leaders over de-Stalinization erupted into the so-called Anti-Party In-
cident. The resolution of these two crises set China and the Soviet Union 
on opposite paths of ideological development. At the time, both sides 
failed to realize the gravity of these new developments.
 Since its inception in early 1956, the Hundred Flowers Campaign had 
hardly generated any echo outside the party. Although dissent in the 
PRC was rife,160 fear of potential repressions kept many mouths shut. 
Starting in mid-March 1957, the Chairman tried to reassure skeptics 
that the campaign would not lead to any repercussions.161 It was kicked 
off on May 1 with a public call to carry it out “as gently as a breeze 
or a mild rain.”162 In controlled meetings, those invited to speak tested 
the limits of the still unpublished Contradictions Speech. A signifi cant 
number of people openly questioned the unchecked rule of the CCP, as 
well as the socialist system itself. Mao soon realized the magnitude of 
the menace he had provoked.163 On May 15, he sent out an internal cir-
cular to high-ranking party cadres instructing them to allow criticism to 
continue. The Chairman wanted the “rightists” to expose themselves in 
full; he was not content in getting only the small fry because he wanted 
“to catch the big fi sh, [and] . . . dig . . . out the poisonous weed” once 
and for all.164

 In early June, Mao decided that the party would “counterattack.”165 
The Chairman boasted that he had set up a trap by breaking the whole 
campaign “into many small ‘Hungarian incidents’ . . . [to be] dealt with 
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individually.”166 Despite this belligerent claim, Mao’s own position in the 
CCP Politburo had been severely weakened. The failure of the campaign 
validated the positions of his critics within the central party leadership. 
Although the Chairman tried to downplay the crisis, some of the other 
central leaders now advocated a severe purge.167 After long discussions, 
the internally split CCP leadership decided on a compromise. Party rec-
tifi cation would be folded into the so-called Anti-Rightist Campaign 
designed to suppress all dissent.168 It would last until late in the year, 
purging hundreds of thousands.169

 The developments in Chinese domestic politics threatened to reopen 
the fl oodgates of East European criticism. Following Gomułka’s acrimo-
nious visit to Moscow in May, the Polish party leaked Mao’s Contra-
dictions Speech to the New York Times as a sign of support for Mao’s 
liberalization policies.170 By doing so, the Poles shot themselves in the 
foot. The publication of the speech forced the Chinese to come forward 
with their own offi cial version, precisely at the time when they were try-
ing to overcome its unfortunate consequences. The offi cial version pub-
lished on June 18 was amended; it retroactively included six criteria that 
signifi cantly narrowed the limits of permissible criticism.171 Nevertheless, 
the Poles had irritated their Chinese friends; after June 1957, Sino-Polish 
relations steadily worsened.172

 The domestic impact of the failed Hundred Flowers Campaign and 
of the Anti-Rightist Campaign lasted well into the Cultural Revolution 
ten years later. In the summer of 1957, Mao again redefi ned his ideas 
on class and class struggle, endorsing ideas of Revolutionary Stalinism: 
the more developed socialism, the more acute the class struggle.173 At 
the third CC plenum in the fall of 1957, Mao openly denounced the 
decision of the eighth Congress to declare an end to class struggle in 
China.174
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 Equally important was Mao’s decision to revive the leftist economic 
policies of the Socialist High Tide. The June collapse of the Hundred Flow-
ers Campaign had not only compromised liberalization in China but also 
discredited the Bureaucratic Stalinist economic model. Those who by the 
nature of their professional training or scientifi c knowledge had sustained 
Bureaucratic Stalinism in China had betrayed Mao’s trust by making undue 
criticism. Mao was thus convinced that China had arrived at a critical fork 
in its economic development.175 But he couched his new ideas in terms of 
learning from the mistakes of the Soviet Union: “Can we not avoid the So-
viet Union’s detours and do things faster and better?”176 The Chairman sub-
sequently revived the notorious slogan of the Socialist High Tide: “Faster, 
Bigger, Better, and More Economical.”177 Although the CCP CC did not 
offi cially approve these changes, it did endorse one essential aspect: the con-
struction of large-scale irrigation works in China’s countryside with the help 
of tens of millions of peasants during the winter slack season.178

 While the summer of 1957 saw a radical reversal of China’s economic 
and political outlook, the outcome of the so-called Anti-Party Incident 
in the Soviet Union reconfi rmed de-Stalinization. Since early 1957 the 
most rigorous critics of de-Stalinization—Molotov, Kaganovich, and 
Malenkov — had secretly prepared for Khrushchev’s removal. They fi -
nally decided to move against the fi rst secretary at a Presidium meeting 
on June 18. Khrushchev, however, was able to play on the indecision of 
the plotters. With the support of Marshal and Defense Minister Georgii 
Zhukov and of KGB leaders, he called a CC plenum that reviewed not 
only de-Stalinization but also the involvement of the plotters in Stalin’s 
criminal activities. On June 29, it reconfi rmed Khrushchev as party leader, 
while expelling his adversaries from their positions. The unexpected out-
come of the Anti-Party Incident thus guaranteed the continuation of de-
 Stalinization in the Soviet Union.179

 After the Anti-Party Incident, Khrushchev sent Mikoyan to China to 
explain the new situation.180 Mao did not like what he heard. He  believed 
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the Soviet leader had gone too far in purging old party members who 
had participated in the October Revolution: “If they had opposed the 
party, how had they done it, and whose party had they opposed any-
way?” The Chairman was equally unwilling to accept that they had con-
spired against Khrushchev: “They just had an opinion different from 
Khrushchev’s.”181 He concluded that “the Soviet method of dealing with 
Malenkov, Kaganovich, [and] Molotov had some correct aspects but 
was over-all incorrect.”182

 Subsequently, Khrushchev decided to play the China card in order to 
shore up support within the CPSU and the socialist camp. Since his visit 
to Beijing in late 1954, the Soviet leader knew that the Chairman was 
interested in acquiring nuclear weapons. On his trip to China in Au-
gust, Mikoyan offered Soviet assistance to the Chinese nuclear weap-
ons program.183 The offi cial Sino-Soviet agreement of October 15, 1957, 
provided for the future delivery of a Soviet model A-bomb, along with 
relevant data, by 1959.184

 In the early fall of 1957, the CPSU and the CCP were setting out on 
two different—ultimately irreconcilable—paths of ideological, political, 
and economic development. Mao had given up on Bureaucratic Stalinism 
for ideas closer to Revolutionary Stalinism, while the Anti-Party Inci-
dent in Moscow had removed the old Stalinist stalwarts in Moscow from 
power. Given Mao’s claims about Stalin’s poor treatment of China in the 
past, the purge of some of the late dictator’s closest collaborators should 
have delighted the Chairman. It only angered him.

The Moscow Meeting, November 1957

On the eve of the Moscow Meeting of the world communist movement 
in November, Sino-Soviet relations seemed, at least on the surface, to be 
calm. Both sides made great efforts to present a picture of unity. This 
“show of force toward imperialism” rooted in the understanding that 
a façade of cohesion after twenty tumultuous months was essential.185 
Yet, a close look at the Sino-Soviet relationship reveals deep animosities. 
The Chinese comrades only grudgingly accepted an endorsement of the 
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decisions of the twentieth CPSU congress, while the personal relationship 
between Mao and Khrushchev deteriorated.
 By early June, despite his attempts to entice Mao with nuclear assis-
tance after the Anti-Party Incident, Khrushchev had already approached 
Tito with the proposal to meet for talks about the organization of a meet-
ing of all communist parties.186 The two leaders met in Bucharest for 
friendly talks in early August; both sides agreed on the need for coop-
eration based on equality.187 In mid-October, however, the Yugoslavs 
objected to a Soviet draft declaration to be published at the Moscow 
Meeting because it contained the term “socialist camp” and—in an effort 
to please Yugoslav and Chinese ideological views—the phrase “struggle 
against dogmatism and revisionism.”188 Belgrade immediately felt its po-
litical and ideological autonomy being threatened; Tito even refused to 
attend the Moscow Meeting himself.189

 It was only after the Yugoslav refusal that the Soviets turned to the Chi-
nese comrades, one week before the Moscow Meeting. Once again, Mao 
felt slighted—he was only Khrushchev’s second choice.190 To make matters 
worse, the Soviet draft was not at all to his liking. “Differences of view-
points” led the Chinese comrades to draw up their own version and to 
fl y to the Soviet capital early, on November 2, in order to “get rid of any 
harmful parts in the Soviet draft.”191 The Chairman instructed his secre-
tary, Hu Qiaomu, to write a version that “contained as much as possible 
from the Soviet draft, but in the main points represented our views.”192

 Although Chinese sources do not specify the “differences of view-
points,” in the end, the Chinese delegation was forced to make signifi -
cant concessions. Sino-Soviet talks, negotiations in the so-called Editorial 
Board (the French, Italian, and the thirteen ruling parties of the socialist 
camp), and, eventually, the meeting of all sixty-plus national delegations 
revealed that Chinese positions did not represent the majority view.193 
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The fi nal declaration not only called for unity but also confi rmed the 
decisions of the twentieth CPSU congress. Despite this very public defeat 
of Chinese ideological positions, Mao tried to convince skeptics of the 
necessity of unity and of the socialist camp’s need for, in a bipolar world, 
a “head”—the CPSU.194

 The upbeat tone the Chairman tried to inject into the meeting also 
surfaced in the friendly boasting contest Khrushchev and Mao started 
in Moscow. As early as May, the Soviet leader had announced that, in a 
short time, the Soviet Union would surpass the United States in agricul-
tural production.195 In July, Mao responded with a call on China to sur-
pass the American class enemy economically within the next fi fty years.196 
During the early November celebrations for the fortieth anniversary of 
the October Revolution, Khrushchev announced the Soviet plan to over-
take the American economy in fi fteen years. In an impromptu speech, 
Mao boasted that China would surpass Great Britain in steel and heavy 
industrial production within the same period.197

 Yet, this public display of Sino-Soviet harmony disguised political, ideo-
logical, and personal tensions. In the political sphere, Khrushchev and Mao 
squabbled over Tito and the Yugoslav refusal to sign the Moscow Declara-
tion. Although the Chairman shared Soviet complaints about Belgrade’s 
“bad manners,” he admonished his host for failing to accept diversity and 
equality in the socialist camp.198 Further disagreements arose over the Hun-
dred Flowers Campaign and Stalin’s mistakes in the Chinese Revolution. 
Far more serious, though, were differences linked to Khrushchev’s pursuit 
of two essentially contradictory strategic goals: relaxation of relations with 
the West and a close partnership with anti-imperialist China.199

 Given the gradual worsening of the situation in the Taiwan Strait since 
the summer of 1956—the stalled Sino-American ambassadorial talks, 
U.S. military support for the Guomindang on Taiwan, and the intro-
duction of American tactical nuclear missiles on the island—the CCP 
refused to accept Khrushchev’s pursuit of peaceful coexistence. Although 
the fi nal papers of the Moscow Meeting endorsed the decisions of the 
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twentieth CPSU congress, the Chinese delivered a secret memorandum 
to the Soviets reiterating their disagreement with peaceful coexistence. It 
was the fi rst time that Beijing told Moscow about its confl ict with Soviet 
policy toward American imperialism.200

 Theoretical disagreements also arose over the inevitability of nuclear 
war. Since the late 1940s, Mao had developed the opinion that nuclear 
weapons were nothing more than paper tigers. Given its the numerical 
superiority in population, Mao had told Indian Prime Minister Jawaha-
rlal Nehru in late 1954, the socialist camp would survive a nuclear war 
while the imperialists would be totally wiped off the face of the earth.201 
Mao’s strange logic received an additional boost when the Soviet Union 
launched Sputnik on October 4, 1957, a month before the Moscow Meet-
ing. The Chairman was elated that the rocket carrying the tiny satellite 
into orbit seemed to have broken imperialist nuclear blackmail: “The 
correlation of forces in the international arena has seriously changed to 
our advantage.”202 Given his buoyant mood, the Chairman not only an-
nounced to all sixty-plus parties that the “East Wind was prevailing over 
the West Wind,” but also once more expressed his strange beliefs on 
nuclear war: “The whole world has 2 billion 700 million people, pos-
sibly it will lose a third; or even more, possibly it will lose half . . . but 
there will be another half; the imperialists will be hit completely, [and] 
the whole world will become socialist; and after a couple of years, it will 
again have 2 billion 700 million people, probably more.”203

 The Soviets shared neither Mao’s opinion that the imperialists were 
warmongers nor his belief that the Soviet Union had reached nuclear 
parity.204 Khrushchev recollected that “the audience was dead silent” 
after Mao’s speech. Władysław Gomułka and Antonín Novotný, the fi rst 
secretary of the Czechoslovak party, voiced their disapproval almost im-
mediately; while populous China might survive a nuclear war, they pro-
tested, their small countries would be completely destroyed.205 In light of 
the recent Soviet promise to deliver a model A-bomb to the PRC, Mao’s 
public promotion of his strange ideas on nuclear war must have made the 
Soviet comrades shudder.
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 Sino-Soviet tensions permeated personal relations between the leaders 
too. The Chairman lived up to his image as a diffi cult and rude person. 
Despite Khrushchev having made him the guest of honor,206 and putting 
him up in the former residence of Empress Ekaterina, Mao complained to 
his personal physician: “Look how differently [from 1949] they’re treat-
ing us now . . . Even in this communist land, they know who is powerful 
and who is weak. What snobs!”207 Mao’s personal jibes at Khrushchev 
were equally bad. At a dinner, the Soviet leader recalled Stalin’s military 
mistakes during the world war at length, only to be cut short by his Chi-
nese guest: “Comrade Khrushchev, I have already fi nished eating, have 
you fi nished your story?”208 The Chairman also found it necessary to 
tell Khrushchev that he should work on the bad “dispositions” of his 
character.209 Mao’s arrogance derived from his belief in Khrushchev’s 
“immaturity” and lack of “profound thinking.”210

During 1956 and 1957, serious points of confl ict in the Sino-Soviet re-
lationship emerged for the fi rst time. At the twentieth CPSU congress, 
Khrushchev’s criticism of Stalin’s rule called for the de-Stalinization of the 
political system, that is, the abrogation of arbitrary and unrestricted per-
sonal rule as well as the end of the use of terror, which had characterized 
especially but not exclusively Revolutionary Stalinism. The Soviet leader, 
however, did not call for the reform of the basic underpinnings of the Bu-
reaucratic Stalinist economic system, such as the use of central economic 
planning or the socioeconomic organization of the USSR along party class 
lines. Although the call for political reform was rooted in domestic neces-
sities, it seriously affected relations with many of the Soviet allies. Despite 
hidden disagreements on de-Stalinization, the CCP publicly supported the 
CPSU at the Moscow Meeting, attempting to heal the rifts that the up-
heavals in Poland and Hungary had caused. However, by then, Mao had 
decided not only to reject political and ideological de-Stalinization, but 
also to embark on economic policies that resembled Revolutionary Stalin-
ism. Although, compared to de-Stalinization, peaceful coexistence did 
not rattle Sino-Soviet relations in the eighteen months after the twentieth 
CPSU congress, the worsening of Sino-American relations over Taiwan 
led the Chinese to abrogate, though only confi dentially, its support for 
the new Soviet policy. By 1958, the disagreements over de-Stalinization 
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and peaceful coexistence, which had emerged by late 1957 for unrelated 
reasons, converged in Chinese politics into an explosive mix.
 Throughout 1956–57, ideological disagreements thus permeated the 
Sino-Soviet relationship. At that time, Mao’s use of ideology, however, 
had both instrumental and genuine characteristics. On the one hand, from 
the spring to the fall of 1956, Mao exploited ideology instrumentally to 
suppress a general debate on de-Stalinization and its implications for 
China. His aim was to protect his exposed fl ank against criticism from 
inside the party. On the other hand, his review of the world situation, the 
condition of socialist camp, and the state of China’s internal affairs at the 
turn of 1956/57 revealed sincere concerns over the validity and failures 
of Stalinism. While he rejected Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization of relations 
within the socialist camp, because it had created confusion among the 
East Europeans and led to misguided Soviet decisions with regard to Po-
land and Hungary, he was willing to allow a certain political liberaliza-
tion at home during the Hundred Flowers Campaign of 1957. This was 
done in order to defuse the internal confl icts that the rigidity of Bureau-
cratic Stalinism had allowed to grow. Events in the international sphere 
thus infl uenced domestic politics to great effect. Mao’s left turn after the 
failure of the Hundred Flowers Campaign thus contained genuine and in-
strumental aspects in his use of ideology. While he believed that there was 
only one alternative to both liberalization and Bureaucratic  Stalinism— the 
radicalization of Chinese domestic politics—the purge of the Anti-Rightist 
Campaign he and his fellow CCP leaders implemented was designed to 
protect the party from further internal and external dissent.
 Security concerns played only a secondary role in Sino-Soviet relations 
throughout most of this period. Even if, at the end of 1957, the CCP 
confi dentially notifi ed the CPSU that it no longer supported peaceful co-
existence, this did not mean that the Soviet decision to pursue a policy 
of rapprochement with the United States itself had created an immediate 
security threat to China. While the gradual worsening of Sino-American 
relations over the Taiwan Question was unrelated, it did undermine the 
Chinese rationale for supporting peaceful coexistence. Nevertheless, in 
1956–57, peaceful coexistence never grew into a point of disagreement 
in the way de-Stalinization did. In April and December of 1956, Mao had 
ordered the publication of two articles outlining his disagreement with 
Khrushchev’s criticism of Stalin, but in December 1956 and November 
1957, he twice decided to keep his criticism of peaceful coexistence out of 
the public sphere. Similarly, Mao did not reject peaceful transition, a de-
rivative of peaceful coexistence, because it was a security threat to China, 
but because he was convinced that it rejected Stalinism in its support for 
bourgeois democracy. It was thus that by late 1957 notable cracks had 
opened under the seemingly smooth surface of Sino-Soviet relations.



C H A P T E R  3

Mao’s Challenges, 1958

In late August 1958, the Frontline Commune came under crossfi re 
during the artillery battles between the People’s Liberation Army and 
Guomindang troops stationed on Jinmen Island at the center of Xiamen 
Bay. Chinese Communist propaganda blared across the water, demand-
ing the surrender of the enemy troops stationed on the islet. During the 
intensive artillery exchanges of the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis, villagers 
took cover in shelters carved into the rock. In combat pauses, the com-
mune members followed Mao’s call to build the communist future. Public 
mess halls and communal quarters replaced individual living arrange-
ments. Peasants turned into rural proletarians working in large brigades. 
After each Guomindang barrage, commune leaders sent the brigades out 
to collect shells that had landed in the fi elds for steel production in small 
brick smelters. The Chairman ordered the whole country to erect back-
yard blast furnaces to double steel production. It was a twin battle—a 
struggle to surpass imperialism in industrial production and a real war 
against its running dogs on Jinmen.1

 The Second Taiwan Strait Crisis and the launching of the radical Great 
Leap Forward policies in late August 1958 were closely linked, though 
their roots were unrelated. The crisis, on the one hand, was the result of 
China’s dissatisfaction with the development of Sino-American relations 
throughout the previous two years. It was not a response to an increasing 
American threat; Mao created it with the purpose of lashing out at the 
United States. The Great Leap Forward, on the other, had its origins in 
Mao’s ideological left turn in the summer of 1957.
 The radicalization of China’s domestic politics over the spring and 
the summer of 1958, however, made its foreign policy more confronta-
tional. Mao’s rejection of Bureaucratic Stalinism in 1957 and his gradual 
embrace of socioeconomic policies resembling Revolutionary Stalinism 
led to the adoption of an anti-Soviet political tone that spread into other 
policy areas. Consequently, Mao reacted with hyperbole to Moscow’s 
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proposal of the so-called joint submarine proposal in July. Although 
the Chairman accused the Soviet Union of trying to control China, the 
ultimate goal of the proposal sought the stationing of Soviet nuclear-
missile submarines in the PRC with the aim to deter the United States on 
a global scale. Eventually, in late July and early August, the Chairman 
was ready to use the planned crisis in the Taiwan Strait not only to lash 
out at the United States but also to confront the Soviet policy of peaceful 
coexistence.
 The timing of the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis—late August—was a 
function of the Great Leap Forward. The ad hoc preparation of the radi-
cal domestic policies, intended to propel China from a backward coun-
try into the bright communist future, ended with their approval at the 
Bei daihe enlarged Politburo conference. The Second Taiwan Strait Cri-
sis produced a domestic atmosphere that facilitated the mobilization of 
China’s population for the implementation of these radical policies. Not 
only were both the crisis and the radical Great Leap Forward Mao’s 
creations, but, by late August, they had also become an explicit double 
challenge to Soviet leadership in the world and within the socialist camp. 
Both undermined Sino-Soviet relations.

The Continuous Revolution: The Great Leap 
Forward Conceived

Sino-Soviet relations seemed to fl ourish after the Moscow Meeting. A se-
ries of scientifi c and cooperation agreements were signed around the turn 
of the year 1957/58.2 The Chinese supported Soviet initiatives to create 
a nuclear-free zone in East Asia, hoping to undermine U.S. alliances in 
East Asia.3 Beijing publicly backed Moscow’s proposal for a summit be-
tween the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the Warsaw 
Pact Organization (WAPA) on nuclear disarmament, while attacking the 
United States for announcing that it would not negotiate from a position 
of weakness after Sputnik.4 Chinese support only wavered in May 1958 
once Khrushchev agreed to U.S. President Dwight Eisenhower’s proposal 
to negotiate on nuclear weapons.5 The PRC instead publicly announced 
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its desire to acquire nuclear weapons.6 Chen Yi told the Soviet embassy 
that any U.S.-Soviet agreements would “not apply to China.”7

 Following Belgrade’s aloof position during the Moscow Meeting, Sino-
Soviet cooperation against Yugoslavia increased. In December, Suslov 
censured the Yugoslavs in the CPSU CC for their refusal to accept the 
concept of two hostile camps in world affairs.8 Khrushchev informed 
Mao on April 2 that the CPSU would not send a delegation to the im-
pending Yugoslav party congress because the draft program was anti-
Marxist and revisionist.9 Ambassador Yudin was instructed to talk with 
the Chinese comrades; at a meeting in Wuhan, Mao condemned Tito as 
an agent of U.S. imperialism.10 The CCP refused to send a delegation to 
Belgrade.11 After the congress, the Soviets and the Chinese launched a 
propaganda offensive against the Yugoslav revisionists. Polemics wors-
ened to such a degree that Sino-Yugoslav diplomatic relations collapsed 
that summer.12

 After Mao had returned from Moscow to Beijing, he started to plan 
what was to become the Great Leap Forward. His ambitions stemmed 
from his optimistic assessment of the international and domestic situ-
ation. Sputnik apparently made socialism victorious abroad; the Anti-
Rightist Campaign had seemingly produced popular enthusiasm for 
economic development at home.13 The Chairman had mistaken enforced 
compliance for passionate voluntarism. The Anti-Rightist Campaign had 
crushed popular dissent; the CCP simply manipulated public opinion.14 It 
was in this context that the CC offi cially adopted Mao’s concept of Con-
tinuous Revolution. The Chairman was convinced that the Chinese Rev-
olution was a series of distinct revolutions: anti-imperialist, anti-feudal, 
agricultural, socialist, and soon, technological. Believing that the Chinese 
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Revolution had to be pushed ahead relentlessly, Mao insisted that “it is 
better to strike while the iron is hot.”15

 The political scientist Lowell Dittmer identifi ed four characteristics 
central to Mao’s implementation of the Continuous Revolution: char-
ismatic leadership, a salvational mission, mass mobilization, and an il-
legitimate authority structure that was the target of struggle.16 Although 
some of these elements already shaped Mao’s policies before 1958, they 
interacted closely just before the offi cial launch of the Great Leap For-
ward at the second session of the eighth CCP congress in May 1958. Let 
us turn to the fi rst three characteristics at the present juncture, and come 
back to the fourth later in this chapter.
 Mao’s personality cult as a form of charismatic leadership went 
through a revival in early 1958.17 It was a means of obtaining control 
over the policy-making process.18 At the Chengdu conference in March, 
he surmised: “A team must worship its leader, not to worship him won’t 
do.”19 Mao even went further when he claimed that the CCP actually did 
not oppose Stalin’s personality cult: “Khrushchev with one stroke fi n-
ished Stalin. In the Chinese party the majority clearly does not agree.”20

 Mao’s salvational mission, announced in Moscow in November of 
1957, was to surpass economically Great Britain in fi fteen years through 
a technological revolution, which he labeled the Great Leap Forward 
later that month. The technological revolution generated two central 
catchphrases. First, “Walking on Two Legs” symbolized Mao’s belief in 
two types of industrial and agricultural development: indigenous, tradi-
tional methods and imported, modern methods.21 Refl ecting his emphasis 
on greater independence from Soviet thinking, this dual approach even-
tually led to paradoxical economic policies: the infamous backyard steel 
furnaces and simultaneous calls for more Soviet industrial assistance.22 
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Mao justifi ed the implicit rejection of the Bureaucratic Stalinist model 
with his call for learning from Stalin’s mistakes.23 Evoking theoretical 
postulates of Revolutionary Stalinism and the egalitarian myths of war 
communism in Yan’an, the Chairman faulted the late Soviet leader for 
emphasizing decision making by party cadres alone, for disregarding 
class struggle, and for using material incentives instead of popular en-
thusiasm.24 Second, Mao recycled the 1955 slogan “Faster, Bigger, Better 
and More Economical” when he called for imbalanced and leaplike eco-
nomic development.25 He turned Marx’s claims that historical develop-
ments have regular and protracted patterns on their head, declaring that 
“ ‘rash advance’ was Marxist, [while] ‘opposition to rash advance’ was 
non-Marxist.”26

 From the very beginning, the primary focus of Mao’s industrial Great 
Leap Forward was on increased production of steel and its auxiliary prod-
ucts.27 Heavy industry was central to Leninist ideas on economic growth, 
but Mao reduced that focus to steel. Consequently, steel targets dramati-
cally increased from 5.35 million tons in late 1957 to 6.2 million tons in 
January 1958, to 8–8.5 million tons in May, and fi nally to 10.7 million 
tons in June—a doubling of the 1958 production quota with six months 
of that year left for its fulfi llment.28 Similarly, the time frame for eco-
nomically surpassing Great Britain shrank from fi fteen years to “shorter 
than fi fteen years” in March, to “10–12 years” in April, to “seven years” 
in May, and then to “three years” in September.29 The repeated target 
modifi cation refl ected the newly emerging political discourse. After the 
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Anti-Rightist Campaign had removed all systemic checks and balances, 
no one was willing to resist unrealistic and potentially self-destructive 
policies.
 Swift development of agriculture paralleled rash advance in heavy in-
dustry. The Chinese leadership had realized long before that the lack of 
agricultural mechanization routinely caused labor shortages during busy 
rural seasons. In early 1958, the Chairman used local reports to push 
the CC secretary for rural affairs, Tan Zhenlin, to systematize the use of 
indigenous and modern agricultural methods. In August, Tan proposed a 
list of sensible ideas, such as water conservancy, fertilizers, soil ameliora-
tion, better seed strains, pest prevention, better fi eld management, and 
tools improvement. The methods Mao himself added were a much less 
sensible rehash of Lysenkoist ideas, such as the so-called genetic engi-
neering through environmental changes, deep plowing, and close plant-
ing.30 Given the bountiful spring harvest, the Chairman even worried that 
the weight of the expected greater fall harvest in China would make “the 
entire earth . . . turn upside down.”31

 Other central CCP leaders reacted to the unfolding follies of the agri-
cultural Great Leap Forward in various ways. Zhou Enlai and the central 
planners kept silent after the Chairman had criticized them for oppos-
ing rash advance in early 1958. Peng Dehuai as late as April questioned 
Mao’s use of the slogan “Faster, Bigger, Better and More Economical.”32 
But Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping emerged as the most ardent support-
ers of the Continuous Revolution at the second session of the eighth CCP 
congress in May, which overturned the sensible economic decisions of 
the fi rst session.33 They apparently believed that Prime Minister Zhou’s 
contemporaneous political decline meant more power to the party which 
they controlled through their constituencies.
 The third characteristic in Mao’s Continuous Revolution was mass mo-
bilization. Since October 1957 Mao had been eager to exploit popular en-
thusiasm for “a grand upsurge” in economic development.34 The successful 
use of mass labor in the water conservancy projects during the winter sup-
ported Mao’s attack on Stalin’s famous dictum of 1935 that “cadres de-
cide everything.” He stressed instead that “politics and the masses decide 
everything.”35 The Chairman also demanded the resurrection of Yan’an’s 
“war communism” with its supposed “egalitarianism . . . , the abolition 

 30 MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 2, 122–24. SCMP 1834, 15–21.
 31 Li, “Study [I],” 48–49 (quote). MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 2, 124.
 32 Domes, Peng, 82.
 33 CB 507, 1–25. MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 2, 51–53.
 34 Li, “Study [I],” 46.
 35 Mao, Miscellany, 115.



86 • Chapter Three

of wages, and the reintroduction of a supply system” for daily goods.36 
Many of the ideas bore a close resemblance to Revolutionary Stalinism.
 Mao’s plan to use China’s armed forces as a means to achieve his vi-
sions clashed with the positions of Defense Minister Peng Dehuai, who 
resisted political indoctrination as a substitute for military cooperation 
with the Soviet army.37 For the Chairman, cooperation with China’s ally 
was increasingly less interesting for another reason. In early 1958, fol-
lowing his jubilations on Sputnik months before, Mao realized that the 
future abundance of Soviet nuclear missiles would elevate the USSR to 
nuclear parity with the United States while marginalizing the PRC as a 
security asset to its ally. The fact that Khrushchev agreed to Eisen hower’s 
proposal to discuss nuclear disarmament by May seemed to confi rm 
such an assessment. Thus, because the Chairman expected that Moscow 
needed Beijing less and less for strategic reasons, he was more willing to 
risk a close Sino-Soviet military relationship in exchange for obtaining 
his domestic goals.38 By early April, the Politburo followed Mao’s vision 
for China’s armed forces by approving new regulations on national de-
fense work, which included the numerical reduction of the regular army 
with the purpose of freeing labor and equipment for economic produc-
tion as well as the expansion of the people’s militia and its use for labor 
projects.39 Mao also promoted Lin Biao—a civil war hero loyal to the 
Chairman—as a long-term replacement for Peng.40 He was attracted to 
Lin’s idea of using the CCP MAC to indoctrinate the Chinese People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA) with Mao Zedong Military Thought. Given the 
quick disintegration of the Hungarian army in October 1956, Lin was 
convinced that the PLA needed better ideological preparation for periods 
of internal tension.41

 Lin’s election to the Politburo Standing Committee—one party rank 
above Peng’s—at the second session of the eighth CCP congress in mid-
May forced the defense minister to compromise.42 On May 24, the fi rst 
day of an eight-week MAC conference, he announced the topics to be 
discussed: work styles, troop reorganization, Soviet experience, and 
Mao’s military writings.43 Although the majority of the PLA brass as-
sembled did not heed such calls, Mao was able to force his line on the 
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armed forces.44 The MAC also had to swallow Mao’s idea of a “work-
ers-peasants-soldiers” society in China: “Everybody should organize mi-
litias, each person should have a gun, in order to realize an entire nation 
in arms.”45 Calculating its costs, Peng realized that this alone “would 
bring us close to the annual military budget.”46 But Mao’s nation-in-arms 
was a metaphorical picture designed to create the militarized atmosphere 
necessary for the implementation of the Great Leap Forward,47 as he ad-
mitted himself: “A little waste is . . . necessary. ‘Everyone a soldier’ helps 
boost morale and courage.”48

 The last pieces of the Great Leap Forward fell into place in mid-August, 
right before the Beidaihe conference. This enlarged Politburo conference 
at a Yellow Sea–side resort was originally scheduled to open on July 30, 
but Khrushchev’s sudden visit to Beijing (see below) provided Mao with 
additional time to complete his ideas.49 The day after Khrushchev had 
left Beijing on August 3, Mao went on a ten-day tour to Hebei, Henan, 
Shandong, and Tianjin, where he inspected the newest craze in Chinese 
economic politics: people’s communes.50 Earlier, the Chairman had 
called for the enlargement of agricultural cooperatives (formed in 1955) 
into larger units. His fellow central leaders had been reluctant, but Mao 
was able to convince provincial leaders to experiment locally. The fi rst 
communes appeared in Henan in April 1958; by mid-August, 20 percent 
of Chinese peasants had joined them.51 In July, Mao’s close collaborator 
Chen Boda claimed that communes were ideal for the accomplishment 
of Mao’s technological revolution. Large communes that would create  
self-suffi cient economic, administrative, and military units complied with 
both Mao’s earlier demands to decentralize China’s government and the 
Marxist dogma of the state withering away in communism.52 But it fun-
damentally contradicted the experience of the failed Socialist High Tide. 
Nevertheless, in early August in Henan, on his visit to the fi rst commune 
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to be established in the PRC, Mao commented: “French workers created 
the Paris commune when they seized power. Our farmers have created 
the people’s commune as a political and economic organization in the 
march towards communism.”53

 On his way from Tianjin to Beidaihe, Mao prepared a list of seven-
teen topics to be discussed at the enlarged Politburo conference. Agri-
culture, economic production, communes, and militias made up more 
than two-thirds of the list.54 When the conference met a few days later, 
the Chairman promoted a comprehensive vision of the radical Great 
Leap Forward policies to be launched. The nature of the decisions, more 
far-reaching than the decisions taken at the second session of the eighth 
CCP congress, revealed how much Mao’s personality cult had already 
undermined regular party procedures. Mao simply appropriated the 
functions of a party congress to the Politburo—and through that, to 
himself.55

 At Beidaihe, the Chairman again faulted Bureaucratic Stalinism for 
its emphasis on heavy industry: “We take a road opposite to that of the 
Soviet Union; [we] fi rst take care of agriculture in order to facilitate in-
dustrial development; [we] fi rst take care of the green leaves, then the red 
fl owers.”56 Mao thereby resurrected basic tenets of Revolutionary Stalin-
ism that demanded the establishment of a labor-saving agriculture prior 
to heavy industrial development. The agricultural techniques the Chair-
man endorsed at Beidaihe—a mix of Tan Zhenlin’s indigenous methods, 
Lysenko’s deep plowing and close planting, and so forth—made him eu-
phoric about a plentiful future.57 Grain production would increase 69 
percent and cotton 100 percent over 1957, the Beidaihe Communiqué 
claimed.58 The Chairman marveled: “In the future we’ll establish a global 
committee, [and] make plans on global unifi cation. Then wherever grain 
is short, we will supply it as a gift.”59

 Relying on his experience with local enthusiasm in agriculture, Mao 
called on the lower-level party ranks to “enlist . . . in the fi eld of in-
dustry” and on the workers to “sleep on the work sites and beside the 
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machines.”60 The steel target, however, remained at 10.7 million tons.61 
Mao hinted only vaguely at the backyard furnaces, which Shanghai party 
boss Ke Qingshi had promoted since April, but warned of an excessive 
“steel activism.”62 In early October, only after it had became clear that 
the 10.7 million ton target would not be reached, did Renmin Ribao 
(People’s Daily) call for a mass smelting campaign.63

 Apart from defi ning production targets, the Beidaihe conference also 
addressed the communization and militarization of society as innate or-
ganizational methods. Invoking the Yan’an myth of war communism, 
Mao emphatically endorsed “people’s communes [that] have adopted a 
military organization” while denouncing bourgeois and even Soviet ap-
proaches to societal construction.64 He also proposed “to eliminate pri-
vate housing,” to introduce “dormitories for workers and staff,” and to 
construct “public mess halls” providing “free meals.”65 The Chairman 
was confi dent that China could quickly rid itself of imported Soviet life-
styles: “Luckily, . . . [their] roots are not deep; revolution is still easy to 
make.”66 He forecast a bright future for China: “The people’s communes 
contain the sprouts of communism.”67

 Although Mao acknowledged the basic truth of Marx’s postulate that 
the “fi rst precondition for communism is plenty,” he insisted that the lack 
thereof could be replaced by the “communist spirit.”68 In reality, the pre-
conditions for communization in China were absent. The spontaneous 
conception of the Great Leap Forward led to structural defi cits. No plans 
existed on how to build up communes or train their personnel.69 The Great 
Leap Forward was an intentional leap into the dark designed to “realize 
some ideals of utopian socialism.”70 Mao himself started with a best-case 
scenario without taking unforeseen problems into account: “Some things 
are diffi cult to anticipate; blindness is unavoidable.” Once the Great Leap 
Forward was proven successful, or so he claimed, “some of the problems 
in the theory of political economy and historical materialism should be 
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written afresh.”71 The Soviet Embassy Secretary Aleksei Brezhnev in his 
memoirs agreed that the Great Leap Forward was a “profound concep-
tual review” but commented sardonically that it also “refl ected the whole 
economic illiteracy” of the CCP leadership.72 Mao’s personal physician, Li 
Zhisui, speculated that the pills he had prescribed to the Chairman against 
recurring insomnia caused a drug-induced euphoria.73

 The Soviet perception of the Great Leap Forward and its resemblances 
to Revolutionary Stalinism formed only slowly. In 1957 Moscow gradu-
ally recognized that the Chinese were no longer interested in the eco-
nomic model they had inherited from Stalin.74 Starting in May 1958, 
Soviet specialists complained about the bending of technical rules in 
Soviet - delivered factories,75 the steel campaign, the “grain production 
satellites,”76 and excessive production quotas.77 In July, the Soviet chargé 
d’affaires in Beijing, S. F. Antonov, sent a detailed report on the changes 
in production targets to Moscow.78 During Khrushchev’s brief visit to 
Beijing (July 31–August 3), Mao bragged about the new steel quotas, the 
imminent problem of excess grain, and the people’s communes. The So-
viet guest did not comment offi cially, although he privately was angered 
by his host’s claim that the PRC would enter communism before the 
Soviet Union.79 It was a blow to his self-image as the leader of the most 
advanced socialist nation.80 The head of the Soviet specialists in China, 
Ivan Arkhipov, however, bluntly told Chen Yun that the new quotas 
simply were “too high.”81

Sino-Soviet Disagreements

Although the conception of the Great Leap Forward did not gener-
ate Sino-Soviet differences until late spring, the general radicalization 
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 79 Bo, Ruogan, vol. 1, 704. Mićunović, Moscow Diary, 421–23.
 80 Ding, “Huigu,” 22, 31. Lev Delyusin, “Guanyu SuZhong chongtu qiyin de ruogan 
sikao,” Dangdai Zhongguo shi yanjiu 1998/3, 101.
 81 Bo, Ruogan, vol. 1, 704.



Mao’s Challenges, 1958 • 91

of Chinese politics in early 1958 sparked discord. The squabble that 
emerged over Khrushchev’s so-called joint submarine proposal in late 
July under scored how incongruent the military outlooks of the two allies 
had become. Khrushchev did not share Mao’s perception of the interna-
tional situation after Sputnik at all. Moscow’s Intercontinental Nuclear 
Ballistic Missile (ICBM) force remained insignifi cant for years to come 
since the missile that launched Sputnik was huge, expensive, and un-
reliable.82 Soviet nuclear strategy remained committed to bombers and 
to Khrushchev’s decision to give up on Stalin’s surface navy in favor 
of agile submarines.83 In 1958, the fi rst two diesel-powered, strategic 
submarines carrying nuclear missiles (SS-N-4 or SS-N-5 Sea Launched 
Ballistic Missiles [SLBM], modifi ed Intermediate Range Ballistic Missiles 
[IRBM]) were commissioned.84

 Washington worried about the supposed missile gap after Sputnik, 
especially once Khrushchev started to use it in order to squeeze politi-
cal concessions from Eisenhower in unrelated Cold War confl icts in the 
Middle East and Europe.85 In early 1958, the president decided to send 
IRBMs to Great Britain, Italy, and Turkey as stopgap measures.86 Their 
stationing followed the delivery of tactical nuclear missiles to the Repub-
lic of China (ROC) on Taiwan and South Korea the year before.87 The 
White House also decided on the continuation of the U-2 spy missions in 
Soviet airspace to assess the alleged Soviet ICBM force.88

 Confronted with a threat of his own making, Khrushchev at a WAPA 
meeting in May 1958 complained that the stationing of IRBMs in Great 
Britain exceeded justifi ed American defense needs. Moscow faced the co-
nundrum that strategic parity could only be reached by moving Soviet 
missiles closer to U.S. territories. Deploying Soviet missiles in Cuba as in 
1962 was still a future scheme; only strategic submarines carrying nuclear 
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missiles could solve this problem.89 The Soviet Navy Supreme Command 
had approached Khrushchev in early 1958 with an idea to base them in 
all oceans and to erect radio transmitter stations in southern India and on 
Hainan in China. The Soviet leader neither wanted to endanger nascent 
relations with India, nor did he believe that submarines in the Indian 
Ocean would enhance Soviet security. But he agreed to the Hainan op-
tion although he failed to appreciate that this might cause problems with 
his Chinese ally.90

 On April 18, Soviet Defense Minister Rodion Malinovskii thus pro-
posed to Peng Dehuai the construction of a joint radio transmitter station, 
offering equal usage rights while Moscow was willing to pay 70 of the 
110 million rubles price tag. Fearing infringement on PRC sovereignty, 
the Chinese side demanded exclusive ownership.91 Peng even proposed to 
the MAC that the Soviet Union should be allowed to use it only in war-
time.92 A month later, he suggested that China should limit cooperation 
with the Soviet Union only to collecting “samples, ready to be copied by 
ourselves.”93 This unexpected stinginess obviously derived from the most 
recent radicalization of Chinese domestic politics and, as a consequence, 
of military policies that both had strong anti-Soviet themes. Another So-
viet request on the radio station in early June also was rejected. Mao even 
instructed Peng to “procrastinate” on further Soviet requests.94

 Given Soviet proposals of late 1957 to deliver modern naval tech-
nology and Peng’s new policy of collecting samples, the PRC asked the 
Soviet Union in late June for assistance in developing nuclear-powered 
submarines, probably destined to enhance China’s naval power vis-à-vis 
Taiwan. These tactical attack submarines were the newest military ves-
sels the USSR had developed; the fi rst one would enter service not before 
August 1958.95 Chinese sources claim that on July 21 Yudin approached 
Mao with the proposal to build a joint submarine fl eet. Although the 
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details of the Soviet request clearly referred to strategic submarines, the 
sources fail to mention which submarine type the Soviet ambassador 
spoke about.96

 The next day, Mao ordered Yudin back to Zhongnanhai and accused 
the Soviet Union of trying to control “all of our coastline.” After the 
Chairman had insinuated that the current Soviet proposal was only the 
fi rst step to put “everything under joint operation,” he threatened that 
the Chinese Communists would be “organizing guerilla forces” to wage 
war against the Soviet occupiers.97 Mao’s fi erce reaction was based on 
a misunderstanding; either the ambassador had miscommunicated the 
original proposal or the Chairman had failed to understand the nuances 
in modern submarine warfare. But the Soviet offer also seemed to come 
at an inopportune time. Joint ventures of any kind did not fi t China’s 
emerging military doctrine. Mao opposed any outside control over Chi-
nese submarines destined for the liberation of Taiwan. Finally, the Chair-
man must have had doubts about the sincerity of Soviet proposals in 
the nuclear sphere in general. Less than a year earlier, Khrushchev had 
promised to deliver a model A-bomb, but only recently had he agreed to 
negotiate with Eisenhower on policing nuclear weapons. In Mao’s eyes, 
the joint submarine proposal must have appeared to be a Soviet attempt 
to control China’s policy toward Taiwan for the sake of relaxing rela-
tions with the American imperialists.
 After Yudin had cabled Moscow about Mao’s outburst, Khrushchev 
decided to fl y secretly to Beijing.98 Before setting out, however, he in-
structed Yudin to ask “at which time it would be convenient to arrive.”99 
How customs had changed in the socialist camp! Only some years earlier, 
Stalin had ordered his allies abroad to scramble to Moscow whenever he 
deemed it necessary. Once Khrushchev had arrived in the PRC on July 31 
the Chinese comrades put him up in lodgings in the Fragrant Hills, which 
lacked air conditioning. When Khrushchev moved his bed to the terrace 
to escape his stuffy room he fell victim to a swarm of vicious insects.100

 The mosquito bites were negligible compared to Mao’s stinging criti-
cism. Immediately after Khrushchev’s arrival, the two leaders met to dis-
cuss the joint submarine proposal. The fi rst secretary blamed his own 
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ambassador for miscommunicating the proposal,101 but Mao accused 
Khrushchev of “Russian nationalism” and threatened more “guerilla war-
fare.”102 After some bickering, the Soviet guest promised that “there will 
not be a joint fl eet.”103

 On the second day, Mao humiliated Khrushchev at the swimming pool 
at Zhongnanhai. After a chat on international and domestic politics,104 
the Chairman—a renowned swimmer—suggested diving into the water.105 
His head covered with a “handkerchief with knots at all corners,” and 
his body kept afl oat with a “life belt,” Khrushchev “paddled like a dog” 
while Mao executed the most skillful swimming and diving maneuvers.106 
The Chairman’s deliberate insult to the fi rst secretary seemed to have 
been lost on the Soviets.107 Oleg Troyanovskii, who was present at the 
meeting, only remembered that “it was an unforgettable picture: The 
appearance of two well-fed leaders in swimming trunks, discussing ques-
tions of great policy under splashes of water.”108

 Following short talks over the next two days and the signing of an 
agreement to fund the radio station with Soviet loans, Khrushchev left 
for Moscow on August 3.109 No real agreement had been reached on 
the Soviet proposals for a Pacifi c nuclear strategy—proposals that were 
reasonable given the Soviet strategic disadvantages vis-à-vis the United 
States. The Chinese side instead prided itself for having “stood up to Rus-
sian great power chauvinism.”110 Aleksei Brezhnev largely faulted the So-
viet side for the lack of any tangible success: “Our side had been poorly 
prepared for the negotiations.”111 Khrushchev did not intend to control 
the Chinese coastline, as Mao claimed, but the Soviet leader showed a 
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lack of consideration toward Chinese sensitivities.112 In the end, however, 
it was Mao who had pushed things. The domestic radicalization he had 
initiated in late 1957 as well as his personal dislike of Khrushchev had 
contributed considerably to the chilled atmosphere in Sino-Soviet rela-
tions. The Second Taiwan Strait Crisis—starting barely three weeks after 
Khrushchev’s visit to Beijing—further cooled them.

The Second Taiwan Strait Crisis

On August 23, the PRC began to shell Jinmen massively for thirteen days. 
After a pause of three days, the artillery bombardment resumed on Sep-
tember 7, but ended twenty-nine days later. Starting on October 25, the 
PRC fi red only on odd days of each month—until January 1, 1979, the 
day of Sino-American diplomatic recognition. Washington immediately 
sent the Sixth Fleet from the Mediterranean to assist the Seventh Fleet in 
containing the confl ict. It refrained from making further public commit-
ments to keep the PRC guessing about further American intentions.113 By 
late August, U.S. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles and the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA) were convinced that the shelling was a test of 
American commitments toward the Republic of China.114

 On August 31, after days of factual reporting, a Pravda editorial noti-
fi ed the United States that any threat to the PRC would be considered a 
threat to the USSR.115 Given Khrushchev’s recent visit to Mao and Chinese 
propaganda on the liberation of Taiwan, Dulles warned Eisenhower on 
September 4 that Beijing and Moscow were implementing a long-planned 
campaign “to liquidate the Chinat [Chinese Nationalist] positions.”116 A 
public statement announced that “the President would not . . . hesitate” 
to defend ROC and to support the defense of Jinmen if “the Chinese 
Communists . . . leave us no choice but to react.”117 The vague wording 
neither ruled out the use of nuclear weapons nor announced plans to 
defend Jinmen.118
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 The causes for the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis were manifold and 
fl uid. In 1954–55, the PRC had shelled Jinmen for months, with the sole 
result of informal Sino-American ambassadorial talks to start in Geneva. 
During the following two years of talks, the PRC neither achieved U.S. 
recognition as the legitimate government of China nor American prom-
ises to support its unifi cation.119 The talks collapsed on December 12, 
1957—a month after Beijing had rejected Moscow’s policy of peaceful 
coexistence with Washington—because the United States had down-
graded the talks to the subambassadorial level. Since they had not pro-
duced a mutual renunciation of force in the Taiwan Strait, the United 
States considered talks on the ambassadorial level redundant.120 Six days 
later, Mao ordered the PLA to transfer the Chinese Air Force to Fujian 
province (across from Taiwan) in order to confront increasing air space 
violations by Guomindang military planes.121 In January, preparations 
for a renewed military action in the Taiwan Strait began and lasted until 
the early summer.122 But no decision as to the precise nature and timing 
of the military confrontation had yet been made.
 In May, Mao decided on a substantial artillery barrage of Jinmen but 
again left the precise date open.123 This diffi dence probably was due to new 
developments in the Taiwan Strait. In February, the Chairman told Yudin 
that American bases on Okinawa, the Philippines, and the Midway Islands 
were the greatest threat to China while “Taiwan and South Korea [only] 
represent second-degree threats, since less powerful military technology is 
concentrated there.”124 A May 2 American test-fi ring of tactical nuclear 
missiles introduced the year before did not elicit any reaction in Beijing 
although it revealed that they could hit targets several hundred miles away 
deep in the PRC.125 However, Beijing’s perception later that month that 
Washington was trying to create a joint U.S.-ROC military command 
increased its concerns that the island would be “cut off from the home-
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land.”126 Thus not American threats to its security, but the prospect of a 
permanently divided China, seemingly promoted by U.S. policies, worried 
the PRC. Chen Yi told Soviet specialists in June: “We will never forget that 
the Americans . . . seized the Chinese island Taiwan. Time will come when 
we will settle accounts with the American imperialists for all their debt 
before us.”127 On June 30, the PRC demanded from the United States to re-
sume ambassadorial talks within fi fteen days, threatening to “liberate Tai-
wan” by force otherwise.128 The United States let the deadline pass without 
an answer,129 but on July 17 instructed its embassy in London to use British 
diplomatic channels to arrange an ambassadorial meeting in Geneva not 
earlier than the “second week of August.”130 The Chinese side did not reply 
to any diplomatic forays until September.131 In the summer of 1958, the 
military action Beijing planned was designed to render diplomatic pressure 
on Washington to resume negotiations on Taiwan on the ambassadorial 
level. The PRC did not expect a direct military engagement resulting from 
the bombardment of Jinmen, as Zhou had told Yudin in April: “The USA 
will not render aid to the Chiang Kai-shekisti for the defense of . . . Jin-
men,” to say nothing of dispatching its own military forces.132

 The July 14 revolution against the pro-Western Iraqi King Faisal 
changed the setting of the crisis radically. After the United States and 
Great Britain had sent troops to Lebanon and Jordan, respectively, to 
contain the revolution,133 the PRC embarked on a public anti-American 
campaign.134 On July 17 Mao ordered the armed forces to ready them-
selves quickly for combat in the Taiwan Strait.135 The next day, he in-
formed the MAC that he had decided “to support the Arab people in 
their struggle against aggression . . . [by] attacking Chiang Kai-shek . . . 
in order to contain American imperialism.”136

 After Khrushchev proposed a Soviet-U.S.-British-French-Indian sum-
mit conference on the Middle East on July 19,137 Mao reassessed his 
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decision to shell Jinmen, claiming now to be interested in fi nding a dip-
lomatic solution as well.138 Eisenhower initially welcomed Khrushchev’s 
proposal but proposed on July 22 to submit the problem to the U.N. Se-
curity Council.139 When the Soviet Union agreed, Beijing wrote bluntly 
to Moscow that China could not accept that Taiwan as a member of 
the Security Council would judge Middle Eastern countries that had 
recognized the PRC.140 Renmin Ribao even called for the dispatch of 
Korean War–style volunteers to the Middle East. Moscow retracted its 
 agreement.141

 While Mao had worked himself up over the Middle East, Peng De-
huai on July 24 proposed to defer the shelling of Jinmen because he had 
received news about Taiwanese military reinforcements.142 After three 
sleepless nights, the Chairman agreed because he wanted to “watch the 
situation” in the Middle East.143 The delay provided Beijing with ad-
ditional time to prepare the shelling, but, above all, a sudden Chinese-
provoked military crisis during Khrushchev’s impending visit would have 
been politically awkward. At the swimming pool meeting of August 1, 
Mao again raised the idea to “send a volunteer army.”144 Uneasy about 
this proposal, Khrushchev suggested an East-West division of work : “If 
we divide the work, we can deal more with European affairs, and you can 
deal more with Asian affairs.” Mao rebuked Khrushchev for his “spheres 
of infl uence speech.”145

 Mao’s belief that the Soviets were pursuing a policy of appeasing 
American imperialism in the Middle East and his conviction that the 
 Soviets were trying to control China through the joint submarine 
proposal infl uenced Mao’s decision not to inform Khrushchev on the 
planned shelling of Jinmen.146 The Chairman claimed to his personal 
physician that the Soviets had attempted “to use China as a pawn in 
the . . . effort to improve relations with the United States.” He con-
cluded defi antly: “Good, we’ll congratulate him [Khrushchev] with our 
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guns. . . . Maybe we can get the United States to drop an atom bomb on 
Fujian.”147

 Beijing must have known that the refusal to notify Moscow contra-
dicted not only its own explicit desire—expressed after the Hungarian 
Revolution—for better information exchange on foreign affairs, but also 
Article Four of the alliance treaty which stated clearly that: “Both High 
Contracting Parties will consult each other in regard to all important in-
ternational questions affecting the common interests of the Soviet Union 
and China, being guided by the interests of the consolidation of peace and 
universal security.”148 At the time, Mao disingenuously justifi ed this vio-
lation with the claim that the shelling of Jinmen was an internal affair.149 
The Chinese side later insinuated that the PRC actually had informed 
the Soviet Union shortly before the start of the shelling. When Moscow 
investigated the matter after the crisis, Beijing asserted it had informed 
“the military counselor of the [Soviet] embassy” immediately before the 
start of the shelling, an explanation the Soviets dismissed because it was 
“in no way a consultation.”150

 Domestic developments alone determined the timing of the shelling of 
Jinmen. Once Mao had publicly supported the people’s communes in early 
August, he was ready to use a foreign policy crisis to whip up popular 
enthusiasm for his grand vision of domestic transformation.151 While he 
had been traveling from Tianjin to Beidaihe in mid-August, the shelling of 
Jinmen had not been on the list of seventeen points to be discussed at the 
enlarged Politburo meeting.152 Also, none of those leaders responsible for 
propaganda and military affairs had been invited to attend. Only when 
Mao announced the impending shelling on August 17 were they hast-
ily ordered to come to Beidaihe for instructions.153 “He wanted Renmin 
Ribao and Xinhua to report intensely on the international situation,” Wu 
Lengxi remembered, because “the center by then had already decided on 
the steel campaign, the people’s communes, [and] the people’s militias.”154 
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The Soviet Embassy Secretary Brezhnev remembered that Mao wanted to 
create an atmosphere of a “besieged fortress” because the “non-economic 
methods of compulsion to work . . . demanded the creation of external 
conditions that could justify the use of extreme moral and physical mea-
sures to manipulate the workers.”155

 After Mao had announced his decision to shell Jinmen, he focused 
on the detailed planning for the artillery barrage. Although he failed to 
formulate clear objectives, he wanted to keep the crisis limited. On Au-
gust 18, he barred Peng from any military maneuvers in Guangdong to 
prevent the British in Hong Kong from panicking.156 On the twentieth, the 
Air Force started to harass Guomindang troops on Mazu, another island 
close to the mainland, as a diversionary maneuver.157 Two days later, the 
Chairman ordered the shelling of Jinmen to start on August 23.158 How-
ever, Mao told the Politburo on the twenty-fi fth, the third day of the cri-
sis, that he had not yet decided whether or not to take Jinmen. Decisions 
would be taken “as circumstances dictated.”159

 American reactions changed the nature of the crisis once more. On 
August 25, Eisenhower ordered the Seventh Fleet to protect Taiwanese 
supply ships; four days later, he authorized the fl eet to enter, if neces-
sary, the three-mile zone claimed by China as domestic waters.160 The 
announcement astonished the PRC. In April, Zhou had been convinced 
that the United States would not commit itself to the defense of Jinmen.161 
Absorbed by the new situation, Mao did not pay much attention to the 
launching of the radical policies of the Great Leap Forward during the 
last fi ve days of the Beidaihe conference.162 On September 3, he ordered 
a stop to the shelling “to watch the developments.”163 The day after, 
Mao decided not to take Jinmen in order to “pull . . . the noose [around 
America’s neck] tighter and tighter.”164 American commitments to the is-
land had provided China with a tool to punish U.S. imperialist aggression 
everywhere in the world, the Chairman claimed. Mao instructed Peng to 
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tell the MAC the next day that the crisis would be “a complicated and 
long struggle.”165 On the same day, Dulles released Eisenhower’s state-
ment hinting at the use of nuclear weapons.166 With that the crisis had 
reached a new dimension.
 The outbreak of the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis was a surprise to the 
Soviets,167 who believed that the Chinese had started the liberation of 
Taiwan.168 The USSR decided to support the PRC by warning the United 
States in the Pravda statement of August 31.169 As mentioned earlier, this 
triggered the oblique American threat of nuclear war.170 On September 
4, Beijing eventually notifi ed Moscow, describing the crisis as a mere 
attempt to prevent the United States from dividing China.171 Worried 
about Dulles’s vague threats of nuclear war, Khrushchev ordered Chargé 
d’Affaires Antonov to meet with Zhou Enlai on September 5 and to an-
nounce Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko’s arrival in Beijing the fol-
lowing day. The prime minister tried to calm Soviet nerves: “If we get in 
trouble, China will assume all consequences, [and] will not drag down 
the Soviet Union into the water.”172 On the same day, Zhou backed up 
his promise by publicly announcing China’s war aims: the resumption of 
ambassadorial talks.173

 Once Gromyko had arrived in Beijing on September 6, Zhou offered 
another story. By now Mao’s prophecy that nuclear war would lead to 
the end of the imperialist world had kicked in: “The PRC, [while] infl ict-
ing blows to the off-coast islands, takes into consideration the possibility 
of the rise in this region of a local war with the USA against the PRC and 
is now ready to accept on itself all serious blows right up to the atom 
bomb and to the destruction of our cities.” The Soviet Union, Zhou’s 
subsequent words implied, should then respond with a nuclear counter-
strike on the United States.174 Although Gromyko dismissed this course 
of action,175 he nevertheless carried out the task for which he had been 
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sent to Beijing. He had brought with him a draft letter to Eisenhower,176 
which faulted the United States for the tensions in the Far East, for review 
by the Chinese comrades. That night, Mao studied it, and the next morn-
ing at seven ordered Zhou to gather some people to make corrections.177 
Later the prime minister returned the modifi ed draft to Gromyko, who, 
before he himself left Beijing, cabled it to Moscow to be handed over 
to the U.S. chargé d’affaires there.178 Though the letter claimed that the 
USSR “would do everything to defend the security of both states,” it did 
not endorse nuclear war to achieve that end.179 After Eisenhower received 
Khrushchev’s letter, he repeated the oblique September 4 nuclear threat, 
but also offered to resume ambassadorial talks in Warsaw on Septem-
ber 15.180 Mao immediately instructed a reduction of the daily barrage of 
Jinmen to “two hundred to three hundred shells.”181

 Washington’s renewed threat of nuclear war, however, made Moscow 
uneasy. In mid-September, the Soviet leadership decided to invite Liu 
Xiao to the family vacation homes of the Khrushchevs, Mikoyans, and 
Voroshilovs in Yalta.182 The Chinese ambassador reminisced that the fi rst 
secretary voiced concerns “on how to deal with situations before they 
get out of control” and offered “help.”183 In the following two weeks, 
Khrushchev cabled Mao twice with an offer to send anti-aircraft troops 
to Fujian—provided they would remain under Soviet command.184 In 
order to mask this apparent attempt to supervise the Chinese ally on the 
battlefi eld, Vice–Foreign Minister Vasilii Kuznetsov approached the Chi-
nese embassy with a new letter to Eisenhower explicitly threatening the 
United States with nuclear war.185

 Both Washington and Beijing dismissed Moscow’s correspondence as 
much-ado-about-nothing because Sino-American ambassadorial talks 
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had already started and the Soviet Union had also accepted a U.S. offer 
to  resume nuclear disarmament talks.186 The Chinese side had understood 
that the American position at one of Mao’s three fronts was purely defen-
sive. Although the United States had unexpectedly rendered aid to ROC 
to defend Jinmen, it obviously wanted to avoid direct military confl ict. 
Neither the U.S. Navy nor the U.S. Air Force, Zhou told the Bulgarian 
ambassador later, had violated even the twelve-mile zone claimed by Bei-
jing in early September but immediately rejected by Washington.187 Yet, 
U.S. attempts during the ambassadorial talks that started on September 15 
to reduce tensions in the Taiwan Strait by demilitarizing Jinmen met sharp 
Chinese resistance. The PRC perceived this geographical disentanglement 
of mainland China and Taiwan on Jinmen as just another U.S. step to-
ward the permanent division of China. Guomindang troops on the small 
island in Xiamen Bay symbolically linked the two parts of China.188

 The Chinese reaction to Khrushchev’s offer to send troops was similarly 
negative. Although Peng Dehuai on October 3 asked Mao to order 130 
fi eld guns and 40,000 shells from the Soviet Union to replenish quickly 
decreasing Chinese stocks,189 the Chairman instructed Zhou Enlai “not 
to hurry with Soviet correspondence.”190 Later the Chinese told the So-
viets that the “offer had offended them,”191 but the Kremlin rejected a 
counterproposal to deploy the troops under PLA command.192 Anyway, 
Mao could afford to play hardball, since, on the basis of a 1957 agree-
ment, the PRC expected to receive SA-2 surface-to-air missiles from the 
USSR in November.193

 The ease with which Beijing had nearly forced Moscow to commit it-
self to nuclear war troubled the Kremlin. The crisis and Soviet- American 
nuclear disarmament talks were both factors in the Soviet decision to 
rescind its October 1957 promise to deliver a model A-bomb in June 
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1959.194 Although a cyclotron the Soviet Union had been building in 
China since early 1958 was put to use in late September,195 the Chinese 
government realized in the fall that the Soviets were procrastinating over 
further nuclear technology transfers.196 Aleksei Brezhnev called the deci-
sion to renege on the promised model A-bomb delivery a “blunder” since 
it came too late to stop China’s nuclear weapons project and left the 
Soviet Union without any leverage.197

 After the ruckus over the joint submarine proposal, the Second Taiwan 
Strait Crisis only further undermined the Sino-Soviet relationship.198 De-
spite the Soviet nuclear bravado, Khrushchev did not want to wreck the 
fl edgling relationship with Eisenhower.199 Mao’s actions in the Taiwan 
Strait were a challenge to Khrushchev’s policy toward the United States 
and to Soviet leadership of the socialist camp. It refl ected the Chairman’s 
growing desire to be his own master in foreign relations. While Sino-
 Soviet cooperation on Yugoslavia had worked well earlier in the year, the 
Chinese leader was loath to consult with the Kremlin on foreign policy 
affairs after July.

The Continuous Revolution: The Radical Great Leap Forward 
Launched

The Chinese claim of U.S. imperialist aggression against the PRC served 
as a rhetorical device to mobilize the masses at home. This struggle against 
a supposedly illegitimate authority structure is the last of the four char-
acteristics that Lowell Dittmer has identifi ed as central to Mao’s imple-
mentation of the continuous revolution.200 In the early 1950s, Mao had 
already used propaganda about the supposed U.S. imperialist aggression 
in Korea as a means to push through mass campaigns aimed at the con-
solidation of his regime and the transformation of Chinese society.201

 Mao was quite explicit about exploiting the ongoing Taiwan Strait 
Crisis to launch the radical Great Leap Forward policies, as he said in 
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early September: “Crisis situations allow us to mobilize forces, mobilize 
backward strata, and mobilize middle-of-the-roaders to prepare for strug-
gle.”202 While the shelling of Jinmen continued in the fi rst three days of 
September, Chinese media pushed the commune movement into the spot-
light.203 On the fi fth, Renmin Ribao called on the population to participate 
in the steel drive.204 Three days later, the Chairman announced that “the 
framework for the people’s communes will probably be set up by [the end 
of?] September.”205 On September 10, the CCP Central Committee issued 
fi ve rural directives on ideological indoctrination, water conservancy, deep 
plowing, fertilizers, and pest prevention.206 Similarly, Mao used Dulles’s 
vague threats of nuclear war to launch the militia movement, designed 
to militarize daily life, on September 5: “[I]f [the enemy] is determined 
to fi ght, it is they who . . . will strike with atomic bombs. . . . If we have to 
fi ght, then we’ll fi ght, and after we’ve fought, we’ll rebuild. For this reason 
we must now build up the militia. . . . Everyone must be a soldier.”207 The 
fi nal CC decision on the militia movement fi ve days later explicitly used 
“imperialist aggression” as justifi cation.208 The movement quickly spread 
across China in the following two weeks.209 At the end of the year, three 
hundred million Chinese—more than half the population—had joined.210 
The movement was accompanied by mass demonstrations against “Amer-
ica’s aggressive war policy . . . in the Taiwan Strait.”211

 After the radical Great Leap Forward policies were launched, Mao went 
on an inspection tour from September 10 to 29 to east central China,212 
where he publicly endorsed the free-food supply system vociferously pro-
moted by the Shanghai director for party propaganda, Zhang Chunqiao. 
Within a short while, communes introduced mess halls where peasants 
indulged on free food without thinking about leaner times ahead.213 At 
the same time, Neibu cankao carried reports on food shortages, even in 
Shanghai.214 Back in Beijing, Mao met other central leaders to talk about 
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the problems of the steel drive. Once it had become clear that the steel 
target for 1958 could not be achieved, Renmin Ribao called for a mass 
campaign on October 4. While only 19 percent of China’s steel had been 
produced by backyard furnaces in September, their share rose to 49 per-
cent the following month. Tens of millions of ordinary Chinese people—
 peasants, workers, offi ce staff, students, pupils—participated.215

 In October, full-blown famines were developing in Henan and Tianjin. 
Mao ordered an investigation into the situation in the province and per-
sonally inspected the city in mid-October. Once there, he dismissed reports 
that claimed the use of “deception and fraud” to cover up problems.216 The 
Chairman failed to realize that the spectacle he saw from behind the win-
dows of his personal train was staged. One of his secretaries, Lin Ke, told 
Li Zhisui in confi dence that local party secretaries “had ordered furnaces 
constructed everywhere along the rail route, . . . [and had requested] to 
remove rice plants from faraway fi elds and transplant them along Mao’s 
route.”217 At the same time, Peng Dehuai inspected Gansu and Henan, 
where he realized that labor shortages induced by the wasteful steel pro-
duction with backyard furnaces had left the harvest rotting in the fi elds.218

 Over the following six weeks, famine reports from Inner Mongolia, 
Hubei, Qinghai, Liaoning, and even Beijing reached the central leaders,219 
but Neibu cankao also carried propaganda reports about Soviet special-
ists supposedly praising the Great Leap Forward.220 Eventually the severe 
economic distortions could no longer be ignored. Although the mass steel 
campaign led to the premature fulfi llment of the 1958 target, it endan-
gered food supplies for the winter.221 On October 22, the central author-
ities issued an emergency directive for the shock collection of overdue 
crops.222 Peasants and city people abandoned the backyard furnaces and 
rushed to the fi elds to save as much as possible, working around the clock 
for days.223

 On October 25, Mao asked Chen Boda, Zhang Chunqiao, Tian Jiaying 
(one of his secretaries), and Wu Lengxi to investigate the Great Leap For-
ward in selected provinces. He instructed them to use “[the book] Marx, 
Engels, Lenin, Stalin Discuss Communist Society edited by the Chinese 
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People’s University, [and] . . . Stalin’s Economic Problems of Socialism 
in the U.S.S.R.” as guidance.224 At the same time, Mao himself started to 
read economic texts by Marx and Stalin systematically—a task he had al-
ways shunned before.225 In his own studies, he identifi ed three conditions 
necessary for the success of the Great Leap Forward—the use of statisti-
cal data, changes in ownership and exchange patterns, and fi nally a high 
degree of literacy—which, he conceded, “are not easy to achieve.”226

 In late October and early November Chen, Zhang, Tian, and Wu re-
ported to Mao. The fi rst two, who had personally promoted the Great 
Leap Forward, now reported optimistically on Shandong. The other two 
had taken Mao’s lifelong slogan “Seeking Truth from Facts” literally, 
but the truth they told the Chairman was not what he really wanted to 
hear.227 The dysfunctional organization of the Great Leap Forward in 
Hubei had led to the complete expropriation and demoralization of rich 
peasants, the failure to bring in the harvest, and waste of food in the 
public mess halls, raising the specter of future famines.228 Mao was ready 
to acknowledge excesses, but insisted that the Great Leap Forward was 
fundamentally sound.229

 At the Politburo conference in Zhengzhou in early November, the 
Chairman was unwilling to admit that the Great Leap Forward had run 
aground. Like Stalin in his “Dizzy with Success” article, he criticized 
local cadres for promoting the “communist wind,”230 and called for a 
rural responsibility system to increase accountability and forestall false 
reporting.231 Mao also refused to see the heart of the problem; he had cre-
ated a political system that provoked fraud and discouraged criticism. At 
least the Chairman was willing to downgrade his forecasts; China would 
enter communism a little later than planned, maybe in twelve to fi fteen 
years.232 He also called on the CCP to stop bragging because “our Soviet 
comrades would not understand this.”233

 Mao suffered a further blow during an inspection tour to Henan and 
Hubei in mid-November.234 Finally, a low-level party offi cial dared to tell 
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him the whole truth. High rural requisition quotas based on excessive 
production targets had left people with “a hungry belly.” The Chairman 
was shocked by the severity of the crisis, and fi nally “condemned him-
self” for the mistakes.235

 From November 21 to December 10, the Politburo and the CC met in 
Wuhan to discuss the Great Leap Forward. Mao announced: “[I]n the 
last half of the year, everybody’s brain was hot, including my own.”236 
He called the long-term steel targets he had promoted subjectivism and 
demanded more prudence from all.237 The Chairman revised the fi nal tally 
for the 1958 harvest from 450 million to 375 million tons of grain,238 
which still was higher than a later Soviet estimate of 200 to 220 million 
tons.239 He also agreed to the rectifi cation of the communes to start in 
December.240 But when Zhou Enlai, Wang Jiaxiang, Chen Yun, and Peng 
Dehuai urged him to lower future agricultural quotas, warning of fam-
ines in several provinces, Mao got testy.241

 With his euphoria gone, the Chairman reconsidered his claims from 
the Beidaihe conference about China’s impending entry into communism. 
He squarely admitted that the conditions in China for the transition to 
communism had not yet been achieved: “It seems that Khrushchev is still 
very cautious, he now speaks of preparing the conditions to enter com-
munism in twelve years. . . . it is not good to think of entering [commu-
nism] before the Soviet Union.”242 In late 1958, Chinese media praised 
the recently published draft of the new Soviet Seven-Year Plan (1959–65) 
as the “correct solution for the preparation of conditions for transition 
toward Communism.”243

 Despite the public relations offensive promoting Soviet experience, 
Mao continued to criticize Bureaucratic Stalinism behind closed doors 
in an almost esoteric discussion designed to justify his deviations from 
Stalinist development theory. He condemned the late Soviet leader for his 
lack of clarity about the objective laws of economics, his failure to see 
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that “socialism contains the sprouts of communism,” his concentration 
on heavy industry alone, and his failure to put politics in command.244 
Despite this criticism, the Chairman called on all party cadres to read 
Stalin’s works: “He alone talks about socialist economy.”245 After Mao 
himself had fi nally started to read books on economics in late October, 
he also made the critical reading of the Soviet textbook Political Econ-
omy, Stalin’s 1952 critique of its draft version—Economic Problems of 
Socialism in the U.S.S.R.—and other related texts mandatory reading for 
all party members.246

Soviet Reactions to the Great Leap Forward

The Soviet Union did not know details about events unfolding in China 
since late August 1958. After burning his fi ngers with the joint subma-
rine proposal, Yudin did not want to create more misunderstandings 
by reporting any critical information. He even objected to the accurate 
translation of the term “Great Leap Forward” because he feared that its 
closeness to Stalin’s “Leap Forward” from the early 1930s could “cause 
an allergy in Moscow.”247 Also, the Chinese government systematically 
cut off contacts to the Soviet embassy in the fall of 1958; the delivery 
of Neibu cankao was terminated.248 Mao tried to prevent leaks when, 
in November, he accused unnamed comrades of “having illicit relations 
with foreign countries, [and] giving reports to embassies” that might alert 
the USSR about the situation in the PRC.249

 Soviet experts had been critical of the emerging Great Leap Forward 
since May, as mentioned above. After the radical policies of the Great 
Leap Forward were launched in late August, they reported to Moscow 
about name calling because they had resisted demands to disregard tech-
nical norms of Soviet machinery. Khrushchev remembered that the USSR 
had promoted similar follies in the 1930s, “but there was no excuse for 
the Chinese to be repeating our own stupid mistakes.”250 Although the 
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Soviet leader internally condemned the Great Leap Forward,251 Moscow 
refrained from public criticism.252 The Soviet disapproval of the com-
munes was mainly based on experience. Already in August, Khrushchev 
had told Mao that “in the USSR the communes had not worked out.”253 
When commune rectifi cation started in China later that year, Khrush-
chev alluded to his skepticism for the fi rst time publicly in an interview 
with U.S. Senator Hubert Humphrey.254 Yet, despite all the criticism, the 
Kremlin promised to deliver forty-seven industrial projects in August 
1958 and another seventy-eight in early 1959.255

 Mao’s implicit assertion that China would surpass Great Britain before 
the Soviet Union could even catch up with the United States troubled 
Khrushchev. Allusions in the Chinese press in that regard surfaced at a 
time when the Soviet leader was sounding a retreat in Soviet economic 
development.256 Contrary to Mao’s claims, Khrushchev had well under-
stood that agriculture was the principal economic problem in the USSR. 
After Stalin’s death, he had launched the virgin soil campaign which ex-
tended acreage in Central Asia.257 The average Soviet grain harvest for 
1954–58 was 110.3 million tons, 20.4 million tons more than the aver-
age of the preceding fi ve years. This apparent initial success led to huge 
increases in industrial production targets in the Sixth FYP (1956–60) and 
to Khrushchev’s claim in May 1957 that the USSR would overtake the 
United States within fi fteen years.258

 Soil exhaustion, the lack of chemical fertilizer and crop rotation, a failed 
harvest in 1957 due to bad weather, and tiny growth rates in meat and 
milk production, however, made the fulfi llment of the Soviet Sixth FYP im-
possible.259 Ongoing governmental reorganizations, excessive investments 
in heavy industry, and unanticipated economic assistance to Poland and 
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Hungary led to the abrogation of the plan in September 1957.260 A year 
later—just when the Great Leap Forward was launched in China—the 
CPSU CC plenum decided to call for the extraordinary twenty-fi rst party 
congress in late January 1959 in order to discuss the production targets 
of a special seven-year plan (1959–65; substituting the remainder of the 
Sixth as well as the Seventh FYP).261 Soviet propaganda boasted publicly 
that the new—downwardly revised—fi gures would guarantee in 1970 the 
achievement of the highest living standard in the world.262 They were still 
ambitious: anticipated production increases of 64 percent to 80 percent 
for various metals and of 85–88 percent for food during the whole seven-
year period.263 But they also were much more realistic than any of Mao’s 
claims the same month, such as the doubling of steel output and the 69 
percent increase in grain production for 1958 alone.264 It was ironic that 
the Chinese leadership—once it had recognized the excessive nature of 
the targets of the Great Leap Forward—decided to hail the comparatively 
humble Soviet seven-year plan as “a big step toward communism.”265

 Given Mao’s challenges on economic and foreign policies in 1958, 
Khrushchev apparently wanted to know how serious the Chinese leaders 
felt about their claims from the Moscow Meeting in late 1957 that the 
Soviet Union was heading the socialist camp. Curiously, the invitation 
letter the CPSU CC sent out in September to all fraternal parties made no 
mention of the seven-year plan, but announced that the twenty-fi rst con-
gress would discuss whether or not to skip the phrase “the Soviet Union 
stands at the head of the socialist camp.”266 The reasons listed— alleged 
Yugoslav charges that the CPSU was striving for hegemony in the so-
cialist camp—were plainly unconvincing; they sounded very much like 
Mao’s recent censure of past Soviet behavior. The fi rst secretary obvi-
ously demanded that the Chairman show his true colors.

The year 1958 witnessed two Chinese challenges to the Soviet Union. 
The fi rst, the Great Leap Forward, was an ideological challenge to Soviet 
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leadership in the socialist world. There is little doubt that by the fall of 
1958, Mao hoped that the Great Leap Forward would propel China into 
the communist end of history before the Soviet Union, thereby helping 
him to supersede Khrushchev as the foremost communist leader in the 
world. This instrumental approach to the Great Leap Forward, however, 
obscures the fact that this radical development policy was deeply rooted 
in Mao’s—obviously limited—understanding of communist development 
theory. The Great Leap Forward in its entire radicalism did not originally 
derive from Mao’s wish to supersede Khrushchev but from his ideologi-
cal left turn in the summer of 1957. The second challenge, the shelling of 
Jinmen, initially was the product of China’s dissatisfaction with the Sino-
American ambassadorial talks and, by extension, with the Soviet policy 
of peaceful coexistence. In time, however, it took on additional justifi ca-
tions, such as preventing the perceived division of China and punishing 
the United States over the Middle East. Although these two challenges to 
Soviet leadership had very different roots, they converged in August of 
1958 when Mao launched the most radical Great Leap Forward policies 
and, simultaneously, initiated the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis.
 The shelling of Jinmen was not the result of Chinese security concerns 
over U.S. support to Taiwan. Although the United States had introduced 
tactical nuclear missiles to Taiwan in 1957 and test-fi red them in May 
of the following year, neither event caused the PRC to worry about an 
American attack. Beijing’s hesitant planning for the Second Taiwan Strait 
Crisis similarly displayed its lack of concern over an immediate security 
threat. Instead, it was the possibility of a permanent division of China 
that was at the center of Beijing’s worries. Mao decided to instigate a 
new crisis in late 1957 after the collapse of the ambassadorial talks in Ge-
neva, where, for over two years, the PRC had tried to negotiate on Tai-
wan. A limited crisis over Jinmen was a perfect opportunity to pressure 
the United States into resuming the talks. This situation also explains 
Beijing’s reaction to Moscow’s joint submarine proposal. Although Mao 
misunderstood the Soviet intention to station submarines in China as a 
nuclear deterrent, his hyperbole nevertheless revealed the fear that the 
PRC would lose its freedom of action over the Taiwan issue to supposed 
Soviet control. Thus, the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis was both a chal-
lenge to the United States and the USSR.
 The launching of the radical policies of the Great Leap Forward and 
the start of the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis did not merge until August of 
1958. The timing of the crisis was irrelevant with regard to its external 
aim, that is, rendering pressure on the United States. Instead, Mao used 
the timing for internal purposes, such as the creation of a warlike atmo-
sphere that allowed him to mobilize the Chinese people. Once the steel 
campaign, the communes, and the militia movement had been launched, 
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the link between the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis and the Great Leap 
Forward weakened rapidly, although Mao would maintain the fi ction of 
continued American aggression in domestic propaganda.
 At the end of 1958, Mao could look back on a year characterized by 
mixed results. On the one hand, with regard to the United States, he 
had achieved the resumption of the ambassadorial talks while most of 
his fears about American intentions in Taiwan had evaporated. Indeed, 
considering the American attempt to demilitarize the Taiwan Strait, U.S. 
policy was focused on reducing confl ict. These developments thus under-
mined, at least partially, China’s opposition to the Soviet policy of peace-
ful coexistence. The PRC could well live in peaceful coexistence with the 
United States in the Taiwan Strait, which is what it has done to this very 
day. But, as we shall see in subsequent chapters, Mao continued to op-
pose peaceful coexistence for ideological rather than security reasons.
 Relations with the Soviet Union, on the other hand, had suffered sig-
nifi cantly in 1958. The lack of communication about the crisis in the 
Taiwan Strait led Moscow to question Beijing’s reliability as an ally and 
facilitated the ongoing superpower rapprochement over nuclear weapons 
negotiations with Washington. The Great Leap Forward, with its outra-
geous claims of fast socioeconomic development, also irritated the Soviet 
Union. Although Khrushchev was highly critical of Mao’s policies, he 
still supported Chinese economic requests loyally and refrained from any 
public comments until late 1958, after the PRC had started to admit to 
problems. Nevertheless, Beijing had overplayed its hand. With its invita-
tion to the twenty-fi rst CPSU congress in February of 1959, the CPSU 
demanded an oath of loyalty from the CCP. By late 1958, the cracks 
that had appeared in the alliance the year before still remained hidden 
beneath a smooth surface, but they had opened more.
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Visible Cracks, 1959

After the Wuhan conference in early December 1958, Hunan’s party 
boss Zhou Xiaozhou invited Mao to Changsha to attend the opera The 
Board of Life or Death. The plot concerned Hai Rui—a Ming dynasty 
offi cial (1514–87)—who challenged the verdict of the Jiajing emperor 
(reign: 1522–67) by saving a falsely accused woman from execution. 
Peng Dehuai had liked both the opera during his inspection tour a short 
time before and Zhou’s openness about the problems of the Great Leap 
Forward. The provincial party leader saw himself as an honest offi cial 
willing to face an imprudent ruler. It was thus that this Ming dynasty of-
fi cial rose from obscurity into an unexpected second political career.1

 Unlike the direct connection between the launching of the radical 
Great Leap Forward and the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis in late August 
1958, the links between China’s domestic and foreign policy in 1959 
were merely contextual. The ideological radicalism in China and the 
emergence of leadership confl icts within the CCP created an environment 
conducive to the further deterioration of Sino-Soviet relations. Unrelated 
events such as the Tibetan Uprising, the Sino-Indian border war, and 
Soviet-American rapprochement worsened the tenuous situation even 
more. While Mao had been directly responsible for the problems in Sino-
Soviet relations in 1958, he did not initiate most of the predicaments the 
year after.
 Throughout 1959, problems and failures rattled the Great Leap For-
ward. Although the CCP moderated its claims on the viability of the 
Great Leap Forward and even admitted that the USSR was the most ad-
vanced socialist state, Mao, for selfi sh reasons, dragged his feet at revers-
ing course in the fi rst half of 1959. Yet, the suffering of ordinary Chinese 
people led to confl icts within the CCP leadership. At the Lushan con-
ference in July, Peng Dehuai and a few like-minded high-ranking party 
members challenged Mao’s standpoints. Although their criticism was 
constructive, designed to reform the Great Leap Forward, Mao feared an 
open debate and asserted that the criticism was a conspiracy of traitors 
against him and the party. The fact that the criticism came from people 
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with past Soviet connections, that it contained unfl attering comparisons 
of Mao’s personality cult to that of Stalin, that it was an account of 
mistakes similar to, though not as harsh as, those listed in Khrushchev’s 
Secret Speech, and that the Soviet leader publicly but coincidentally cen-
sured the Great Leap Forward gave Mao’s forceful response to the criti-
cism at Lushan and his subsequent purge of the critics an anti-Soviet bent. 
The ensuing Anti-Rightist Campaign in the second half of 1959 not only 
ended free debate within most of the party, but also led to the strength-
ening of Mao’s personality cult. Although the Chairman had initially 
promoted the cult in early 1958 for the purpose of achieving complete 
control over the decision-making process, by late 1959 it also worked as 
a shield against any dissent. At the same time, the Chairman relaunched 
the Great Leap Forward, without taking into account the constructive 
criticism voiced by Peng. This renewed ideological radicalism did not 
bode well for Sino-Soviet relations in 1959 and beyond.
 Against this background, a series of international events continued to 
undermine Sino-Soviet relations. By itself, the Tibetan Uprising in March 
did not damage Beijing’s alliance with Moscow. However, Mao’s ideolog-
ically hard-line response, saturated with Great Leap Forward radicalism, 
destroyed the Sino-Indian friendship and irritated the USSR. Although, 
in August, New Delhi had initiated the Sino-Indian border war as a re-
sponse to the militarization of the Sino/Tibetan–Indian border, Beijing’s 
unnecessarily harsh diplomatic and rhetorical treatment of its southern 
neighbor after the Tibetan Uprising and its failure to inform Moscow on 
the ongoing border confl ict led the Soviet government to believe that the 
PRC had created a new crisis similar to the one in the Taiwan Strait a 
year before. The fact that Khrushchev was scheduled to visit the United 
States the following month reinforced the erroneous Soviet perception 
that the Sino-Indian border war was yet another challenge to Soviet lead-
ership of the socialist camp.
 Finally, the Soviet-American rapprochement created further friction 
in the Sino-Soviet relationship. Despite the reduction of Sino-American 
tensions after the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis, Mao continued to op-
pose peaceful coexistence. The Soviet refusal to deliver a promised model 
A-bomb in June provided the PRC with supposed evidence to believe 
that Moscow was seeking rapprochement with Washington on Beijing’s 
back. Although the Chinese comrades did not publicly disapprove of 
Khrushchev’s visit to the American imperialists in September, they were 
apprehensive of its potentially negative impact on China. When the So-
viet leader arrived in Beijing for the celebration of the tenth anniversary 
of the PRC on October 1, he met a critical Chairman who had just been 
radicalized by the Lushan conference. The ensuing talks plainly revealed 
the ideological disagreements on international relations.
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 At the end of 1959, Beijing and Moscow reassessed the supposed mutu-
ality of their relationship. Still in a radical mood after Lushan, Mao nursed 
justifi ed grievances against India and its Soviet friend, resented Moscow’s 
breach of nuclear promises, and ridiculed Khrushchev for turning toward 
the United States without obtaining any American concessions. With the 
knowledge that most of the promised Soviet economic aid had been ex-
hausted, and that the prospect of more was unlikely, Mao concluded that 
the Sino-Soviet alliance had lost much of its usefulness to China’s security 
and economic development. Given his dislike of the revisionist Khrush-
chev, the Chairman decided that China should sail an independent course, 
designed to displace the current Soviet leadership at the helm of the so-
cialist camp, in international affairs. Simultaneously, the CPSU reevalu-
ated the Sino-Soviet relationship. Sickened by the extremism—real and 
perceived—of Chinese foreign policy and by Mao’s Stalin-like personality 
cult, it decided to reassert its leadership in the  socialist camp.

The Famines and Mao’s Initial Retreat

The famines in 1959 and after were largely a result of the misguided 
Great Leap Forward policies. Citing widespread deception by low-
 ranking cadres, the Chairman himself claimed that he had been unaware 
of the depth of the crisis.2 An evaluation of Neibu cankao—the inter-
nal reference news for the top party leaders—reveals that he must have 
known the terrible truth.
 Rapid population growth made spring famines a recurrent phenom-
enon in early modern China. One of the great achievements of the newly 
established communist government was to reduce the frequency and 
scope of spring famines, although they did not disappear completely.3 
What set the spring famines of 1959 apart from those in previous years 
was their great number and early occurrence. Of the thirty administrative 
entities in the PRC (twenty-four provinces, three autonomous regions, 
and three municipalities), ten—according to Neibu cankao—were hit by 
famines in January alone (Gansu, Shandong, Henan, Sichuan, Yunnan, 
Hunan, Hubei, Tianjin, Guizhou, and Jiangxi),4 three more in February 
(Liaoning, Inner Mongolia, and Hebei),5 another fi ve in March (Qing-
hai, Guangdong, Jiangsu, Shanxi, and Anhui),6 three in April (Shanghai, 
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 Fujian, and Zhejiang),7 two in May (Jilin and Guangxi),8 and fi nally four 
over the summer (Beijing, Xinjiang, Shaanxi, and Hainan)9—twenty-
seven in all. Only Tibet, Ningxia, and Heilongjiang did not report any 
famines. The 1959 famines were largely a rural problem, but they were 
not yet as deadly as those in 1960. Bo Yibo claimed that 25 million peo-
ple suffered from famines in 1959.10 Chinese statistics published in the 
1990s suggest that 310,000 people died of famines in 1959, compared 
with a staggering 13.5 million in 1960.11

 Mao’s leadership was responsible for the disasters and the subsequent 
failure to alleviate them. For 1959, the Chairman had sown acreage re-
duced by 13 percent to prevent an anticipated excess harvest, but refused 
afterward to admit his culpability in the resulting severe food shortages. 
Fearing a loss of face, he insisted on keeping up with debt-in-kind repay-
ment to the Soviet Union. That year, China exported 4.1575 million tons 
(2.8834 million tons in 1958) of grain, while it imported only 2,000 tons 
(223.5 thousand tons in 1958).12

 The Chairman used the argument, which commune leaders brought 
forward as a tool to keep as much of the grain as possible, that natu-
ral disasters had wiped out the harvest, in order to explain away his 
responsibility for the disaster.13 Again, Neibu cankao points to the op-
posite. Although parts of Zhejiang suffered hailstorms in February and 
two months later a famine,14 in all other cases, natural disasters did not 
precede famines, but succeeded and thereby exacerbated them. In April, 
windstorms destroyed the fi shing grounds off the Liaoning coast and hit 
Jiangsu, both already starving for at least one month.15 Floods hit Hubei, 
which was suffering under famines since January.16 In May, Henan, after 
enduring food scarcities since early in the year, was hit by hail.17 Torren-
tial rain struck Fujian, as its monthlong famine persisted.18 In May and 

 7 NC 2761, 13–15, 18–19.
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 9 NC 2792, 10–12; 2815, 12–13; 2836, 14–15; 2842, 15–16.
 10 Bo quoted in: Becker, Ghosts, 85.
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of Political Economy 107/6, 1366. Lardy, “Chinese Economy,” 370; n. 27 acknowledges 
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June, fl ooding devastated parts of Hubei, Guangdong, Hunan, Guangxi, 
Jiangxi, Anhui, Fujian, and Guizhou—all of which had been affected by 
famines.19 Liaoning and Hohhot (Inner Mongolia), both enduring fam-
ines since early in the year, were hit by fl ooding in July.20 And in Au-
gust, Guangdong reported torrential rain, its second natural disaster that 
year.21 In early 1961, Liu Shaoqi declared that 70 percent of the famines 
were due to human errors, and not to natural disasters.22

 The breakdown of industry followed the agricultural collapse. Nearly 
monthly, Neibu cankao reported shortages in coal production, the pri-
mary source of energy for individual consumption, railroad transport, 
and electricity production.23 This problem led to shortages in light indus-
trial production and price increases.24 In January at Shenyang’s Angang—
China’s largest steel mill—Mao realized that the backyard furnaces only 
consumed manpower and resources but did not produce utilizable steel. 
Despite his recognition that the technologically advanced, capitalist West 
produced steel in fuel- and labor-effi cient large steel plants, Mao still 
refused to budge because he feared that a policy change would “dampen 
the enthusiasm of the masses.”25 By spring, the backyard furnace move-
ment collapsed by itself.26 Problems also rattled the modern, Soviet-style 
steel plants. Neibu cankao reported in April that a Qinghai steel factory 
hastily erected under the Great Leap Forward expansion was so shod-
dily built that it could not enter production.27 A month later, Angang 
reported that it had to stop steel production because spare parts for the 
overused Soviet-built smelters had run out of stock before time.28 Mao’s 
steel drive was in peril, as a CC circular in mid-April revealed: overall 
steel production was short a third of the production plan.29

 These failures moderated Mao’s projections of China’s future. As 
early as December 1958, Hongqi (Red Flag) stated that the PRC would 
enter communism only after the USSR.30 In February 1959, Mao even 
recommended “to study humbly all advanced experience of the Soviet 
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Union”—a reversal of his attitude of less than a year before.31 A CC cir-
cular reminded party cadres to avoid arrogant behavior in relations with 
brotherly countries and demanded a “more respectful” attitude toward 
the USSR.32

 Little wonder the Chinese side reconfi rmed its earlier position that the 
Soviet Union was the “head of the socialist camp” at the twenty-fi rst CPSU 
congress in February 1959, after the CPSU had invited all communist par-
ties to attend the convention in order to discuss this question.33 Zhou told 
the Soviet comrades several times that it was “inappropriate to abolish the 
formula of the socialist camp being headed by the Soviet Union.”34 Khrush-
chev had received a Chinese oath of loyalty. In turn, the Soviet leader was 
willing to mollify the Chinese side on ideological matters. He publicly an-
nounced that all socialist countries would enter communism simultane-
ously.35 His conciliatory tone also extended to long-standing confl icts. The 
congress raised neither the Stalin issue nor Stalin’s dogmatism; instead, it 
turned against Yugoslav revisionism as the primary danger to the socialist 
world.36 It made the Chinese retreat a little less painful, although one major 
ideological difference remained: Khrushchev contradicted Zhou’s claim of 
the inevitability of war with the imperialist camp.37

 During the enlarged Zhengzhou Politburo conference (February 27 to 
March 5), Mao revisited agriculture and the communes. He now saw 
waste in the free mess halls and the concealment of harvests by peasants 
as the primary cause of the food scarcities, but he was not willing to use 
the word “famine.”38 Mao blamed party cadres for incorrectly imple-
menting the rectifi cation policies that had been approved at the Wuhan 
conference in late 1958, criticized the arbitrary transfer of wealth from 
rich to poor commune members that left the former frustrated and the 
latter without incentives to work harder, and condemned the wasteful 
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use of labor for industrial and administrative work in the communes.39 

He even denied the existence of famines, claiming that rich peasants were 
hiding grain.40 This had been Stalin’s argument in 1928.41

 Simultaneously, the Chairman warned against repeating Stalin’s mis-
takes, asserting that the late Soviet leader had been overzealous during 
collectivization and had exploited the rural population: “We should make 
a comparison between Stalin’s policies and our own. . . . With the peas-
ants, he drained the pond to catch the fi sh. Right now we have exactly 
the same illness.”42 He concluded: “[If] this question is not resolved ef-
fectively, it’s quite possible that [we will] commit Stalin’s error, and then 
agriculture would not be able to develop.”43 However, like Stalin who in 
early 1930 had reproached Soviet offi cials in an article for being “dizzy 
with success,” the Chinese leader still blamed lower-level party cadres 
for the excesses of the Great Leap Forward.44 Linking his own refusal to 
abolish the communes to the Soviet experience in the 1920s, Mao also ar-
gued that abolishing communes would only halt the development of so-
ciety and economy: “Why did Stalin change his approach to communes? 
They felt that the expenses were too much, that the systems of voluntary 
exchange and sale and of the collection of surplus grain were not capable 
of stimulating production, so then they changed back to a grain tax. For 
thirty long years Stalin never actually implemented a system of collective 
ownership; [they are] still [practicing] landlord extra-economic exploita-
tion and are taking away 70 percent of the peasants’ [production].”45

 While Mao was procrastinating, the situation worsened. For most of 
March and April, the Chinese leaders did not focus on the economy, as 
the Tibetan Uprising absorbed much of their time (see below). Early in 
the year Mao had asked Chen Yun, Li Fuchun, Bo Yibo, and Li Xiannian 
for advice, but balked at their recommendation to lower production tar-
gets.46 Nevertheless, Chen Yun in the March issue of Hongqi advocated 
a return to central economic planning.47 Later that month, Mao agreed 
to reduce steel targets but refused to make them public48 since he “was 
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afraid that the creative energies of the masses . . . would somehow be 
dampened.”49 Finally in May, after three months of investigations, Chen 
Yun, Li Fuchun, and Bo Yibo called for a steel target of 13 million tons 
for the current year (down from the 30 million in the plan of the fall of 
1958) on the basis of the limited physical capabilities of China’s indus-
try.50 Chen Yun also advocated population transfers from the cities to the 
countryside because the rushed establishment of industrial enterprises in 
previous months had swelled the urban population so dangerously that 
cities could not feed the newcomers while the countryside lacked their 
labor.51 But Mao was still not willing to submit his high-fl ying dreams to 
sober economic analysis.52

 Even as the top leadership was discussing production targets and 
population transfers, the agricultural Great Leap Forward disintegrated 
quickly in the face of the famines. In late April, Mao exhorted cadres to 
increase sown acreage to reduce grain consumption in favor of vegeta-
bles,53 but peasants at that time had already been reduced to eating bark, 
tree leaves, roots, and herbs.54 On May 7, the CC sent out an emergency 
directive reintroducing private plots that had been abolished during com-
munization in the previous fall. On May 26, it even abandoned the prov-
inces to their fate, announcing that “the central government is unable to 
deal with more than the grain crisis.” On June 11, the CC also issued 
detailed regulations on family ownership of livestock and private plots.55 
Within some weeks, the agricultural Great Leap Forward had turned into 
a great retreat backward.
 During a Politburo meeting attended by thirty people on June 12 and 
13, Mao agreed to turn over economic management to Chen Yun be-
cause, as he announced, “he [himself] could not do economic affairs, . . . 
he had not understood it during his whole lifetime.”56 The Chairman 
fi nally dropped the notion of leaplike development that had been so cru-
cial to the Great Leap Forward. Given the depth of the crisis, Mao called 
for a meeting of all central and provincial leaders at Lushan—a holi-
day resort on a mountain in northern Jiangxi—for July 2, 1959.57 Yet, 
although he admitted that “at the moment, our reputation is not very 
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good,” he was still not ready to assume personal responsibility outside of 
the narrow circle of thirty people.58

 Initially, the Soviets did not know about China’s economic collapse. 
The isolation of the Soviet embassy and Yudin’s failure to secure ap-
pointments with Mao and other top leaders served Moscow poorly.59 
Nevertheless, the start of commune rectifi cation in late 1958 triggered 
Soviet public criticism.60 And Zhou was willing to ask the Soviets, during 
the twenty-fi rst CPSU congress, both for advice on fi xing steel production 
and for more specialists to come to the country.61 Although the Soviets 
maintained that the Chinese comrades “had been spitting into their face” 
with the Great Leap Forward, the atmosphere remained conciliatory.62 
Even Mao stressed afterward that “our relations with Khrushchev are 
like nine and one fi nger among ten fi ngers, there is only one fi nger that is 
unequal, the other nine fi ngers are alike.”63

 Following the congress, Beijing was somewhat more forthcoming 
about the disasters in China. In late February, Foreign Minister Chen 
Yi acknowledged to Yudin that China’s cities suffered under food short-
ages.64 Ten days later, Liu Ningyi, vice-head of the CCP CC Liaison De-
partment, admitted grain shortages. 65 Nevertheless, Deng Xiaoping in 
late May told Yudin that the spring wheat harvest would be 20 percent 
higher than the previous one while attributing food shortages to fl ood-
ing and drought.66 Liu Shaoqi in June acknowledged that industrial en-
terprises erected randomly had increased the urban population far too 
quickly.67 In mid-June, Zhou disclosed to a Soviet visitor “that in the four 
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months we made the Great Leap Forward last year we had not very good 
economic results.”68 And fi nally, in July, Chen Yi admitted that almost 
all of China was suffering from food shortages.69 No one acknowledged 
the famines.

Peng Dehuai, Hai Rui, and “Hungary”

Because until early June Mao had refused to confront the basic problems 
of the Great Leap Forward, disagreements within the Chinese leadership 
steadily increased. Peng Dehuai’s extensive inspection tours in March and 
April 1959 to Jiangxi, Anhui, and Hebei convinced him that the Great 
Leap Forward needed much greater revisions than Mao was willing to 
contemplate.70 However, his major criticisms at the Shanghai  Politburo 
conference in late March targeted Mao’s personality cult.71 Li Rui, one 
of Mao’s secretaries, followed up with a frank letter to his boss urging 
forceful revisions of the Great Leap Forward.72 Mao replied to the criti-
cisms with a speech rejecting any “corrections” of his policies with the 
worn argument that “this would discourage the people.”73 He concluded 
with another version of the Hai Rui story—“Hai Rui Dismissed from 
 Offi ce”—in which the Ming emperor imprisoned his offi cial for writ-
ing an excessively critical letter. During the Shanghai Politburo meet-
ing, Mao’s most loyal supporter in the city, Ke Qingshi, had operatically 
staged this particular version.74 Li Zhisui recalled that the Chairman liked 
it because it reduced permissible criticism to “his own terms.”75

 The dilemma Peng faced became apparent during his friendship tour to 
East Europe, the USSR, and Outer Mongolia from April 24 to June 13. 
Some months later he would be accused of “illicit relations with for-
eign countries” and for plotting with Khrushchev to overthrow Mao.76 
In April, the Chinese ambassador to the Soviet Union, Liu Xiao, warned 
Peng that the Soviets were trying to make the PRC a bargaining chip in 
Soviet - American relations.77 The defense minister took precautions against 

 68 ZELNP2, 237–39.
 69 “On the Condition of the Exchange of Information,” 2/18/1960, AVPRF, f.0100, o.53, 
d.24, p.457, 21.
 70 Domes, Peng, 86.
 71 Domes, Peng, 87.
 72 Li, Li Rui wenji, vol. 3/2, 446–48.
 73 Li, Li Rui wenji, vol. 3/2, 455–69.
 74 Li, Li Rui wenji, vol. 3/2, 469–70.
 75 Li, Private Life, 295–96.
 76 Bo, Ruogan, vol. 2, 879.
 77 Liu, Chushi, 108–9.



124 • Chapter Four

any political mishaps during the trip.78 By a stroke of fate, however, he 
shared the plane to his fi rst destination, Poland, with Zhang Wentian, 
who was on his way to a WAPA foreign ministers’ conference.79 Zhang, 
who would become Peng’s closest ally against Mao in July, had studied 
Soviet economics while ambassador in Moscow from 1951 to 1955.80 
On several inspection tours, Zhang had come to conclusions similar to 
Peng’s.81 Emboldened, they began comparing Mao’s personality cult with 
“Stalin’s mistakes in his later years.”82

 Peng did not speak publicly about the Great Leap Forward during his 
European trip.83 In East Berlin, however, he told the Chinese embassy 
staff: “Communists must not say falsehoods, must not cheat the peo-
ple, and must not put on an act. Last year the Great Leap Forward was 
bombastic. . . . We must not abuse the party’s and Mao’s prestige.”84 
After talking with János Kádár in Budapest about the Hungarian Revolu-
tion, he concluded: “The enemy by no means should be feared, but what 
should be feared most is a party’s incorrect path and a party’s work style 
separated from the masses.” Peng was also shocked that the relatively 
well-off Hungarian people had revolted at all. After his return to China, 
he told the Central Committee that “the [Hungarian] people eat every 
year forty kilograms of meat [eighty-eight pounds], and they nonetheless 
produced the Hungarian incident.”85 Peng warned that the CCP was sit-
ting on a time bomb: “If the Chinese peasants had hitherto not been so 
disciplined they would have followed the example of the Hungarians and 
already risen up.” The remark infuriated Mao.86

 Peng must have drawn distressing comparisons between the hated 
Stalinist regime in Hungary three years earlier and the contemporane-
ous situation in the PRC. Beijing’s advice to Moscow to intervene in 
1956 had also set a precedent for a similar course of action in China. 
Despite later accusations by Mao’s entourage, there is no evidence that 
Peng broached the problems in China in his meetings with Khrushchev 
in Albania and Moscow in late May and early June, respectively.87 On 
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the contrary, he represented long-standing Chinese policies by declining 
politely Khrushchev’s request that China join the WAPA.88

 When Peng returned to Beijing on June 13, his chief of staff, Huang 
Kecheng, informed him about the worsening famine situation.89 After 
catching up with Neibu cankao issues, he decided to go on an investiga-
tion to Hunan before traveling to the scheduled conference at Lushan.90 
Peng found support in a completely unexpected source—Hai Rui. Wu 
Han, a protégé of Beijing’s mayor Peng Zhen, published a Renmin Ribao 
article on June 16 titled “Hai Rui Upbraids the Emperor,” which quoted 
freely from an authentic memorial by the Ming offi cial to the Jiajing em-
peror: “In earlier years you did quite a few good things, but how about 
now? . . . Your mind is set on occult arts, and you only want long life. 
Your mind is deluded, and you are too dogmatic and prejudiced. You 
think you are always right and refuse criticism. . . . The whole country 
has been dissatisfi ed with you for a long time and the inner and outer 
ministers and offi cers all know it.”91

 The starving refugees Peng saw from the train on the way to Hunan 
shocked him.92 But the alleged self-discipline of the Chinese people still 
impressed the defense minister: “In Hungary each person each year on 
average eats forty pounds [kilograms?] of meat, yet, they rebelled against 
the revolution, the Soviet Army had to be called in to suppress the rebel-
lion. Compared with that, we can see how good the Chinese workers 
and the peasants are. . . . we don’t need the big Red Army.”93 In his own 
native village, near Mao’s birthplace Shaoshan, Peng listened to Zhou 
Xiaozhou’s reports on food shortages and false statistics.94 The fi ndings 
were politically sensitive; famines existed in Mao’s own patch.95

 The Chairman decided to take measures to counter Peng’s investiga-
tion, following him to Hunan on his own inspection tour.96 After an early 
June visit to Hubei, where his staunch supporter Wang Renzhong had 
acknowledged a terrible famine, and to Henan, which was in slightly bet-
ter shape due to Zhou Xiaozhou’s more rational economic policies, the 
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Chairman returned to Henan in late June on a political mission against 
Peng.97 Even though Mao did not make any real investigations while he 
stayed in Shaoshan, he intended to use the encouraging conclusions he 
claimed to have found to confront his defense minister at Lushan.98

High Noon at Lushan

The Lushan work conference in July and subsequent CC plenum in 
August 1959 were among the most decisive leadership crises in the his-
tory of Mao’s PRC. His victory over what he labeled a conspiracy had 
far-reaching consequences for political life in China. Afterward, the 
Chairman strengthened his personality cult, moved ideologically fur-
ther to the left, relaunched an unreformed Great Leap Forward, and 
introduced class struggle into party life. Lushan marked a major switch 
in the track to the Cultural Revolution seven years later. As covered in 
the following chapters, it also had a great long-term impact on Sino-
Soviet relations.
 Mao opened the Lushan work conference on July 2 by playing down 
the disasters: “The achievements are great, there are some problems, but 
the future is bright.” By enumerating nineteen narrow technical issues he 
deliberately limited the scope of the debate to problems of policy imple-
mentation.99 He skirted the issue of personal responsibility by consis-
tently using “we” instead of “I”: “We have criticized Stalin for walking 
on one leg, but after we proposed to walk on two legs, we just walked 
on one.”100 And the Chairman even told the audience how to solve the 
problems: Chen Yun should run the economy, and the party should read 
the Stalinist textbook Political Economy.101 With that, Mao split the par-
ticipants into individual groups to discuss his plans. Despite all these 
machinations, the Chairman promised not to brand anyone with differ-
ent views as a “rightist” or “counterrevolutionary.”102 He knew perfectly 
well that he was dodging the hard questions.
 Peng soon criticized the continued exaggerations of the central leader-
ship. Most in his group ignored the quarrelsome marshal. Frustrated by 
their apathy, Peng discussed the situation with Zhang Wentian and Zhou 
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Xiaozhou.103 A State Council Report of July 9 that was highly critical 
of the spontaneous conception and economic turmoil of the Great Leap 
Forward supported their dissent.104 The next day Mao accused his critics 
of lacking “intraparty solidarity.”105 The Chairman attacked Stalin for 
covering up the Soviet abolition of the communes in Political Economy—
the very Soviet textbook the Chairman had repeatedly urged the party to 
study.106 Mao also instructed his secretary, Hu Qiaomu, to draft the deci-
sions to be adopted on July 15 according to his own ideas. With that the 
conference was supposed to end.107 Bo Yibo recalled the draft resolutions 
as “not very thoroughgoing” but a fi rst step in the right direction.108

 Peng was not happy about the abrupt end of discussions. His trip through 
East Europe, his own inspections tours, and the most recent Neibu can-
kao reports convinced him that Mao was not serious about reforming the 
fundamentally fl awed Great Leap Forward.109 He knew that other central 
leaders shared his views. But Liu Shaoqi’s personal respect for Mao, Zhou 
Enlai’s relative decline of infl uence since early 1958, and Deng Xiaoping’s 
stay with a broken leg in a Beijing hospital convinced Peng that he was the 
only one capable of acting.110 In the evening of July 12, Peng walked over 
to Mao’s cottage with the intention of doing some plain talking. Security 
guards refused him entry because Mao had already gone to bed. It was in 
this situation that Peng Dehuai decided to write the famous July 14 letter 
that would greatly change the course of Chinese politics.111

 Peng’s letter highlighted the problems he believed had not attracted 
enough attention at Lushan: the economic bottlenecks stemming from 
the hasty industrial construction, the “chaotic” formation of the com-
munes, the wasteful steel drive, the habit of exaggeration, and the mis-
handling of the 1958 fall harvest. Peng avoided accusing Mao personally 
when he wrote about “shortcomings and mistakes [that] appeared in our 
work” and when he insisted on “no investigation of personal responsi-
bility.” Yet, he criticized Mao’s slogans as “a substitute for economic 
principles.” His fi nal conclusion—“Petty-bourgeois fanaticism renders us 
liable to commit ‘left[ist]’ mistakes”—referred to Lenin’s “‘Leftism’ in 
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Communism—an Infantile Disorder” (1920) which carped at impulsive 
and dogmatic revolutionary action.112 After sending the letter on July 14, 
Peng believed the Chairman would talk with him privately, but did not 
expect the letter to “attract so much misfortune.”113

 Immediately resenting the letter, Mao alleged that it did not bring up 
anything new.114 The Chairman loathed Peng’s guts to label others—a 
prerogative he had reserved for himself.115 More profoundly, Mao feared 
that he would be held responsible for mistakes similar to those over which 
his two predecessors as party leader, Li Lisan and Wang Ming, had fallen 
in so-called line struggles in the 1930s.116 Although Peng or his support-
ers had neither the intention nor plans to remove Mao, the Chairman 
apparently wanted to seize the initiative to counter any potential threat. 
Claiming that the letter was “a deviation from the original restrictions” 
of July 2,117 he declared Peng’s criticism a “line struggle . . . spearheaded 
against the Politburo and the Chairman.”118

 On July 16, Mao hinted to his entourage that the party might split.119 
He ordered Peng Zhen, Huang Kecheng, Bo Yibo, Deng Xiaoping, and 
his staunch supporters Lin Biao and Kang Sheng to come to Lushan.120 
After his decision to continue the Lushan meeting with the distribution of 
Peng’s letter to all participants on July 17, he instructed the daily reshuf-
fl ing of the discussion groups in order “to avoid that one group would 
discuss along one tune only.”121 Some of the participants at Lushan re-
alized that the Chairman was preparing a counterattack, and thus re-
treated from the debate; others misjudged the situation.122 Peng himself 
demanded Mao withdraw his personal letter from public discussion.123 
The Chairman retorted disingenuously that the defense minister had not 
explicitly prohibited him from distributing it in the fi rst place.124
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 A bombshell, the publication of Peng’s letter triggered open discussions 
in some of the groups.125 Zhang Wentian, Zhou Xiaozhou, Huang Ke - 
cheng, and Li Rui openly supported Peng in their respective groups and 
in private talks with each other.126 Peng asked why China “replicated” 
the Soviet experience of the communes. By quoting paragraphs from 
Stalin’s Political Economy  that discussed their economic infeasibility, he 
contradicted Mao’s earlier claim that the late Soviet leader had dropped 
this issue from the book.127 A majority at Lushan approved Peng’s let-
ter, with reservations about its harsh tone.128 Hu Qiaomu, who knew 
about Mao’s fury, cautioned Peng: “The wind is blowing more harshly 
now.”129 Only a few supported the Chairman openly, such as Ke Qing-
shi, who denounced the discussion as “not worth the effort.”130 Many of 
Mao’s backers did not dare to speak up publicly.131

 On July 21 Zhang Wentian dropped a second bombshell with a three-
hour speech on the overall economic situation in China.132 Despite the 
lack of statistical data, Zhang painted a coherent and detailed picture of 
the havoc the Great Leap Forward had wrought on China’s economy. Its 
recovery, he warned, would take “several years.” Zhang also dared to 
criticize Mao personally: “The Chairman has always said that we should 
seek truth from facts, but this dictum does not conform to the essence of 
what the Chairman says nowadays.”133

 On July 23, Mao counterattacked with a rhetorical masterpiece that 
aimed at the waverers at Lushan. The Chairman refused to carry respon-
sibility alone, although he was willing both to admit to some (the steel 
drive and “rash advance”) and to abolish those parts of the Great Leap 
Forward that did not work (the free mess halls). With the threat that 
the waverers were only “some 30 kilometers away from [being] right-
ists,” however, the Chairman tried to cow the audience into obedience. 
With the same bluff he had hurled at Khrushchev in 1958, he announced 
his return to the mountains for another guerilla war if party and army 
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would not follow him. Finally, he declared that the criticism raised at 
Lushan was a line struggle.134

 After the speech, Peng met his supporters in his cottage. They wondered 
whether Mao had become “as dangerous as Stalin in his later years?”135 
And Zhou Xiaozhou commented on Mao’s recent threat: “[W]e’re only 
50 steps away from being rightists.”136 Mao too met with his support-
ers to declare Peng Dehuai “just another Nagy” and to uncover other 
“rightists.” When he got wind of the ongoing meeting at Peng’s cottage, 
he used it as proof of a conspiracy against him.137

 The Lushan conference continued somberly for a while.138 Mao’s op-
ponents tried to save the situation by making amendments but they were 
not ready to retract the substance of their criticism.139 Some central lead-
ers also were unwilling to support the Chairman unequivocally. Meetings 
of the State Council had convinced Zhou Enlai that some criticism was 
justifi ed.140 Liu Shaoqi advocated a mild censure of Peng. Yet, when he 
insisted on publishing an article criticizing leftist mistakes, the politically 
cautious Hu Qiaomu refused to write a draft.141

 Mao wanted the waverers to show their true colors when he accused 
Peng on July 26 of being the leader of the “Hunan clique”—the term 
“clique” referred to alleged counterrevolutionary activities—and of the 
“military club”—the word “club” (julebu) was used in Maoist polit slang 
exclusively for Petőfi  Circle (peiduofei julebu).142 The Chairman thereby 
had labeled his adversaries Hungarian-style counterrevolutionaries, who, 
on the evening of July 23, allegedly formed an anti-party organization 
directed against his person and against the Great Leap Forward.143 He 
demanded everybody draw a line.144 Afterward, most delegates attacked 
Peng, Zhang, and their supporters with unfounded accusations in a des-
perate scramble for their own political survival. The vicious attack on 
Peng for his supposed lifelong disloyalty to Mao was a deliberate politi-
cal destruction of one of the Chairman’s longest comrades-in-arms.145 In 
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this cacophony of sham accusations, the defense minister feared for the 
future: “This will develop into a situation similar to Stalin’s later years. 
The ruler does not want to listen to adverse opinions.”146

 To drive his point home, Mao continued to seize new opportunities, 
such as the reports of Khrushchev’s July 21 speech in Poznań (Poland) in 
which the Soviet leader stated that the communes had failed in the 1920s 
because “the political and material preconditions had not existed.”147 
Neibu cankao carried it on July 26.148 Three days later Mao circulated it 
at Lushan.149 Khrushchev’s speech was unrelated to the events at Lushan, 
but the Chairman was more than happy to use it as proof of Peng’s col-
lusion with the Soviets. In an attempt to display his apparent willingness 
to deal constructively with the criticism raised at Lushan, the Chairman 
asked the Soviet specialist Wang Jiaxiang to investigate the Soviet and 
Chinese communes. On the basis of research in Soviet archives and li-
braries, Wang published, in early October, a two-volume study that con-
fi rmed Khrushchev’s analysis and concluded that “the establishment of 
big and public people’s communes [in China] was extremely rash and 
inconsistent with the level of development of productive forces.” At that 
time, however, the Chairman had already moved on, and the study had 
no impact at all.150

 On July 30, Mao offered clemency to Huang Kecheng, Zhou Xiao-
zhou, and Li Rui on the condition that they draw a “clear line” between 
themselves and Peng.”151 They refused.152 The same day, Nie Rongzheng 
and Ye Jianying tried to persuade Peng Dehuai to make a complete self-
criticism. He too declined.153

 During Politburo meetings on the following two days, Mao accused 
Peng of siding with Wang Ming in the 1930s and with Gao Gang and Rao 
Shushi in the early 1950s, and asserted that he had shown, since the 1920s, 
“30 percent of cooperation and 70 percent of non- cooperation” with the 
Chairman.154 Mao even tried to marshal his personality cult to demon-
strate how futile any attempt to overthrow him would be: “[W]hen I die, 
many people will fall into panic, [and] will not know how to handle this 
situation.”155 The Chairman received support from two of his staunchest 
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followers. Kang Sheng submitted two Stalin speeches on how to handle 
rightist activities in the party.156 Smelling “gun powder” that could rid him 
of a longtime rival, Lin Biao charged the defense minister with having 
traveled to East Europe to plan with Khrushchev the ousting of Mao.157 
But Peng refuted these absurd accusations, and insisted on his right to 
criticize the Chairman on the ground that formerly Mao had criticized 
him as well.158 He denied any mistakes simply because he did not want to 
be complicit in being labeled a “counterrevolutionary.”159 Nevertheless, 
the Politburo decided to replace Peng with Lin Biao as defense minister, 
to put him under house arrest, to dismiss Zhang Wentian, Huang Kech-
eng and Zhou Xiaozhou from their governmental positions, and to give 
Mao’s secretary, Li Rui, an eighteen-year prison sentence.160

 On short notice Mao convened a CC plenum at Lushan on August 2 
to ratify the purge.161 After paying brief lip service to the “break up [of] 
those unrealistic targets” of the Great Leap Forward, the Chairman spoke 
at length on the line struggle that supposedly had occurred.162 Eight days 
later, Mao called his critics “capitalists” who “had planned to destroy 
the proletarian dictatorship,” and asserted that “it was proven that they 
were members of the Gao-Rao clique that had plotted to rebel against the 
party.”163 Peng knew well that the Chairman sacrifi ced him for his own 
agenda.164

 Given the repeated comparisons of Mao to Stalin that had surfaced at 
Lushan, the plenum addressed that topic as well. Zhang freely admitted 
that he and Peng had compared Mao with “Stalin in his later years.”165 
But privately he realized that their criticism of Mao’s personality cult had 
been futile: “Mao Zedong’s prestige is not only his personal prestige, but 
also the prestige of the whole party; harming Mao’s prestige is just harm-
ing the whole party’s prestige.”166 Mao instructed Hu Qiaomu to draft 
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a resolution, stating that “Mao always opposed the personality cult.”167 
Many attending the plenum must have recognized this obvious sham, 
since they had also participated in the Chengdu conference in March 
1958 where the Chairman had explicitly called for it.168

 The CC adopted two more resolutions. The fi rst on Peng quoted pas-
sages from his July 14 letter, but paraphrased incorrectly that in case of 
“a Hungarian incident” in China “it would have been necessary to in-
vite Soviet troops in.”169 The other praised the Great Leap Forward, but 
announced cuts in production quotas for steel, coal, grain, and cotton 
under the pretext of a “shortage of labor” and of “natural calamities.”170 
None of the criticism raised at the work conference was incorporated.
 Similarly misleading was the information the Chinese side provided 
to the Soviet comrades. Vice–Prime Minister Xi Zhongxun told a Soviet 
representative that some “rightist-opportunist” comrades had doubted 
the Great Leap Forward. “Real life confi rmed the great vitality” of the 
communes, or so he claimed, and “not a single commune had suffered 
defeat.” Although he admitted to “a series of mistakes,” he hastened to 
add that they “existed only for some months” until Mao had “taken 
decisive steps” to fi x them.171 Khrushchev’s memoirs reveal that the So-
viet comrades were not easily fooled: “The Great Leap Forward and the 
creation of communes caused a great decline in China’s industry and 
agriculture. . . . It was necessary for Mao to recognize his mistakes. But 
that was no more possible for him than for Stalin.”172

 The Lushan work conference and plenum revealed what Zhang Wen-
tian had called “the defects in the political system of our party and 
state.”173 While the Hundred Flowers Campaign in 1957 had shut down 
popular disagreement, the drama at Lushan virtually destroyed open dis-
sent within the party.174 Mao’s personality cult became “overt and legiti-
mate” after Lushan.175 The debate was neither about its desirability nor 
about its dispensability, but solely about the “correct personality cult.” 
With Peng in mind, the Chairman criticized those who had followed the 
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“example of Khrushchev in opposing Chairman Mao’s personality cult,” 
and called their attitude “detrimental to the party, the proletarian revolu-
tion, and the cause of the people.”176

 The major vehicle for the promotion of Mao’s personality cult was the 
PLA. In view of the PLA’s lack of enthusiasm for studying Mao Zedong 
Military Thought in 1958 and its revulsion at the unwarranted sacking 
of the popular Peng Dehuai, Lin Biao spared no time in dismissing senior 
commanders he deemed ideologically unreliable.177 In the fall, the PLA 
General Political Department published an article announcing the need 
“to carry out the spirit of the [Lushan] decisions.” The article addressed 
the personality cult specifi cally with the words: “Fervent love for the 
leadership of Comrade Mao Zedong is identical with ardent love for the 
party and the undertakings of communism. Opposing the leadership of 
the party [and] destroying the prestige of the party’s leadership is just 
criminal, anti-party behavior.”178

 Parallel to the relaunching of his personality cult, Mao reintroduced 
class struggle into the political discourse in China. Arguing that the criti-
cisms leveled against him were nothing more than the “tools with which 
the bourgeois intellectuals wage their class struggle,”179 the Chairman 
made the case for the existence of “class struggle within the party.”180 
Mao’s renewed emphasis on class struggle triggered another anti- rightist 
campaign designed to purge “reactionaries and . . . right  opportunists.”181 
As in 1957, many people within and outside of the party were branded 
rightist simply because they had dared to criticize the Great Leap For-
ward in some form. Some tried to forestall any harm by making pre-
emptive retreats; on September 17, Wu Han published a Hongqi article 
replete with Marxist phraseology. He alluded that those who used Hai 
Rui to criticize Mao were opposing “those working for the people, those 
working for the cause of socialism.”182

 The cuts in production targets Mao had endorsed at Lushan perished 
quickly. Even before the end of the plenum, Renmin Ribao started a 
campaign against “a simple plan and low targets.”183 Peng’s criticism 
of excessive targets now served Mao as a vehicle to relaunch the Great 
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Leap Forward and reintroduce public mess halls.184 Chen Yun, whom 
Mao had designated to run the economy in June, went on political sick 
leave.185 Despite his efforts,186 Zhou was unable to restrain Mao’s in-
tensifi cation of the Great Leap Forward. In early September, the Chair-
man demanded that recalcitrant foreign specialists “should earnestly be 
persuaded over.”187 Mao mocked doubters of the Great Leap Forward 
as illiterate in Marxist-Leninist theory and “refuted rightist, opportunist 
viewpoints on imbalances in the national economy.”188 He pressed for a 
new “‘leap forward’ in the fourth quarter of 1959” through the restora-
tion of the steel and coal quotas slashed at Lushan. Again, the focus on 
heavy industrial output occurred at the expense of food production. In 
1959, total rural output dropped 13.6 percent and grain output 15 per-
cent over the previous year.189 Mao had still not given up his dream of a 
new society—even at the risk of new economic disaster.190

 The consequences of Lushan for Sino-Soviet relations are obvious. 
Mao’s attempts to construct both a conspiracy against him and a Soviet 
connection in Peng’s criticism must have tarnished Moscow’s image in 
the CCP. The relaunching of the Great Leap Forward did not mute Soviet 
criticism. The ideological radicalization in China after Lushan clashed 
with the ongoing political liberalization in the USSR. The events in the in-
ternational sphere to which we now turn all bore this out. Despite Mao’s 
claims in September that he wished “to unite with the Soviet comrades,” 
the year 1959 would be a turning point in Sino-Soviet relations.191

Soviet-American Rapprochement

Khrushchev’s visit to U.S. President Eisenhower in early September 
1959 marked the fi rst time the United States became a major issue in the 
evolving Sino-Soviet disagreements. Even before the establishment of the 
People’s Republic, the United States had developed a wedge strategy de-
signed to split the Sino-Soviet alliance. Despite Khrushchev’s attempts at 
peaceful coexistence, the United States rarely saw opportunities—except 
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in the Taiwan Strait—to engage its strategy. The Hungarian Revolution, 
the Suez Crisis, and the Sputnik Shock prevented any Soviet-American 
rapprochement that could truly undermine the Sino-Soviet alliance.192

 Khrushchev’s willingness to establish a cooperative relationship with 
Eisenhower stemmed from his eagerness to gain recognition as an in-
ternational statesman. His aspiration to international standing to some 
degree resembled Mao’s insistence on equality in Sino-Soviet relations. 
But, so far, his initiatives had been either defeated by a series of Cold War 
crises or met with cool American responses. Khrushchev’s frustrations 
about his continued exclusion from the illustrious circle of history’s great 
statesmen rested to a certain degree on his inability to solve the compli-
cated German Question.193

 In November 1958, Khrushchev took drastic action. Egged on by East 
German leader Walter Ulbricht, who compared Jinmen with West Ber-
lin,194 Khrushchev hoped that an ultimatum on the legal status of di-
vided Berlin and the announcement of a separate peace treaty for East 
Germany would force Eisenhower to negotiate personally. His gamble 
seemed to pay off. After Mikoyan’s trip to the United States in January 
1959, the talks on the German issue and preparations for Khrushchev’s 
visit to the United States gathered momentum. Eisenhower was ready 
to invite the Soviet leader on the condition that the USSR made conces-
sions in the Geneva negotiations on nuclear arms limitations that had 
stalled because of Soviet concerns about verifi cation issues. After Soviet 
concessions in June, events proceeded quickly. On August 3, both sides 
announced the fi rst visit to the United States by the highest Soviet leader 
six weeks later.195

 The Chinese side was aware of the momentous shift in Soviet-American 
relations. Although Chinese propaganda backed Khrushchev’s threats,196 
Beijing harbored suspicions. Its ambassador in Moscow, Liu Xiao, im-
probably insinuated that Khrushchev used that shift to rally the CPSU 
and the socialist camp behind him just before the twenty-fi rst congress 
with the aim of “concentrating on the issue of the ‘anti-party group.’”197 
On the basis of Soviet reports on Mikoyan’s visit to the United States, the 
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Chinese side was also apprehensive about “Khrushchev’s enthusiasm . . . 
to relax relations with the West.”198

 Mao’s dissatisfaction with Soviet-American rapprochement derived 
from his observations of international affairs. The Chairman believed 
that the Eisenhower administration was weak because it did not rep-
resent the American people and that his supposed “defeat” and failed 
“brinkmanship” policy in the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis had triggered 
increased class antagonism in American society and caused the Repub-
lican losses in the midterm elections in November.199 This analysis con-
fi rmed his long-held view that American imperialism was a “paper tiger” 
in international relations.200 Also, in late 1958, Mao forecast a split of 
the West.201 Reading the chapter titled the “Inevitability of Wars between 
Capitalist Countries” in Stalin’s Economic Problems of Socialism in the 
U.S.S.R., he was convinced that the U.S.-British alliance could not sur-
vive the internal antagonisms that would appear “in the wake of the 
arrival of the economic crisis of the capitalist world.”202 The Chairman 
was hard-pressed to understand why Khrushchev wanted “to appease 
America” in this situation.203 Like Stalin a decade before,204 Mao had 
fallen victim to the crudeness of Leninist theory on the innate inability of 
long-term cooperation among capitalist states.
 Mao’s displeasure received an additional jolt when, on June 20, the 
Kremlin announced that it would not honor a previous agreement on the 
delivery of a Soviet model A-bomb. Russian historiography tends to see 
the Soviet decision as a result of Mao’s nuclear gamble during the Sec-
ond Taiwan Strait Crisis.205 The offi cial Soviet explanation was that the 
assembly of a bomb by China “could spoil” ongoing “international ne-
gotiations on the limitations of nuclear weapons,” that nuclear weapons 
were too expensive for the Chinese economy, and that Soviet weapons 
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would protect the entire socialist camp.206 In fact, the USSR feared that 
delivering a model A-bomb would set the precedent for the United States 
to arm West Germany, its nemesis in Europe, with nuclear weapons.207 
But for Beijing, the fuss about the model bomb, made right before the 
preparatory meeting for Khrushchev’s visit to Eisenhower, assumed the 
notion of a major attempt by Moscow to improve relations with Wash-
ington on China’s back.208

 The news about the August 3 announcement of Khrushchev’s impend-
ing visit to the United States arrived at Lushan just when the purge of 
Mao’s internal adversaries was proceeding.209 Offi cial Chinese propa-
ganda supported the visit as a “major victory for the Soviet Union’s di-
plomacy of peace,”210 but secretly the Chinese side was less than joyful. 
Khrushchev’s supposed diplomatic victory was a defeat for China’s for-
eign policy.211 The Chinese side feared that, during his visit to the United 
States, Khrushchev would pursue policies that were contrary to China’s 
positions.212

Tibet and India

Apart from the ideological disagreements before Khrushchev’s seminal 
trip to the United States, Sino-Soviet relations underwent another strain-
ing test during the Tibetan Uprising and the ensuing Sino-Indian border 
confl ict. The uprising led not only to the collapse of the Sino-Indian en-
tente exemplifi ed in the Pancha Shila formula, but also created tensions 
over their undemarcated border. The heavy-handed Chinese management 
of both crises put the Soviets into a dilemma: either back the Chinese ally 
at all costs or side with India, the most important Soviet friend outside 
the socialist bloc.
 India and China had been entangled in struggle over control of Tibet 
for several centuries. Indian Buddhism had swayed great infl uence since 
the eleventh century, while the Qing emperors tried to incorporate Tibet 
politically. The collapse of imperial China in 1911 led to de facto  Tibetan 
independence. The newly founded PRC thus had great diffi culties estab-
lishing control over the territory in 1949. A Seventeen-Point Agreement 
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of 1951 between the new Chinese government and a Tibetan delegation 
promised Chinese respect for traditional forms of government while si-
multaneously announcing democratic reforms and Tibet’s gradual ad-
mission to the PRC—two mutually exclusive visions for the future. The 
Sino-Indian agreement of 1954 not only comprised Pancha Shila but 
also terminated Indian claims on Tibet. Over the course of the 1950s, 
however, relations between Beijing and Lhasa deteriorated steadily. Un-
founded rumors about the impending kidnapping of the Dalai Lama, the 
highest religious and political authority in Tibet, by the People’s Libera-
tion Army sparked a rebellion in Lhasa on March 12, 1959. The declara-
tion of Tibetan independence by its leaders surprised the Dalai Lama as 
much as the Chinese government. Fearing for his own security, he fl ed in 
disguise to India on March 17.213

 The Chinese leadership initially decided on a hands-off policy while 
it tried to determine “what to do if the Dalai Lama runs away.”214 In a 
Politburo meeting on March 17, Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping urged 
the implementation of democratic reforms, while Zhou accused the In-
dian, British, and American governments of exploiting émigré Tibetans 
in the Indian city of Kalimpong as tools for the revolt. The meeting also 
decided to shunt away the Dalai Lama politically: “If he actually goes, 
this also does not matter.” Two days later, the PLA launched a massive 
“counterattack.”215 On March 23, it reestablished control over Lhasa, 
but fi ghting continued in inaccessible regions because Beijing had previ-
ously not stationed troops in most of Tibet.216 The CCP Politburo in 
late March abrogated the Seventeen-Point Agreement of 1951 with the 
fi ctitious explanation that “the upper strata [in Tibet] had terminated the 
treaty with the central government,” but decided to keep up the propa-
ganda claim that “a Tibetan clique of armed rebels had kidnapped the 
Dalai”—a decision that allowed Beijing to keep all options open in case 
of “unforeseen circumstances.” Mao also decided not to mention India, 
which he accused of masterminding the revolt, for the time being. China 
“could still settle scores later.”217

 The Dalai Lama’s fl ight to India landed Nehru in a political minefi eld. 
The Indian prime minister was willing to grant asylum, but refused to 
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meet the famous Tibetan refugee because he did not want to jeopardize 
Sino-Indian relations. Except for the Indian communists, Tibet stirred 
nationalist passions and sympathies in India for the Buddhist brethrens 
north of the Himalayas. For some politicians the events in Tibet con-
fi rmed long-held anti-Chinese views; they had always favored military 
action against the Chinese in Tibet, and had willingly cooperated with the 
CIA and Tibetan émigrés in Kalimpong.218 On April 8, Mao decided to 
counter international criticism, ordering Renmin Ribao to prepare a pro-
paganda campaign against India, Great Britain, and the United States.219 
An editorial seven days later with the title “One Cannot Allow That the 
Sino-Indian Friendship Should Be Damaged” criticized “how imperial-
ism and Indian non-governmental offi cials have attacked our suppression 
of the Tibetan rebellion,” but welcomed Nehru’s attempt at limiting fric-
tions.220 In April, Nehru continued to walk a tightrope when the Indian 
parliament made ample use of its right to question the prime minister on 
all political issues, including Tibet.221

 Nehru’s predicament worsened in late April when Mao gave up on his 
self-professed “restraint” and ordered the preparation of an article aim-
ing at the prime minister’s alleged role in the Tibetan uprising.222 In his 
ideological worldview of contradictions, the Chairman maintained that 
he still wanted nothing less than “to struggle for unity” with India.223 A 
Renmin Ribao article on May 6 accused the prime minister of violation 
of Pancha Shila.224 The same day, Mao lectured the socialist ambassadors 
on the situation in India, portraying Nehru as a “middle-roader of the 
Indian bourgeoisie” who did “not refl ect the opinion of four hundred 
million Indians.”225 Zhou added a distorted history of Sino-Tibetan rela-
tions that climaxed in the claim that Tibet had been Chinese territory 
“for the last seven hundred years.”226

 How did the Soviets react to the events in Tibet? Khrushchev had ex-
pended much time and energy reversing the policy of neglect by Stalin, 
who had not understood the emerging political role of nationalism and 
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nonalignment in the Third World. Relations with India improved in 1953 
when the United States started to arm India’s arch enemy Pakistan with the 
aim to forestall Soviet expansion into the Near and Middle East. Nehru’s 
visit to the USSR in June 1955 and Khrushchev’s and Nikolai Bulganin’s 
return visit fi ve months later were clear signs that New Delhi had become 
one of Moscow’s closest friends outside the socialist camp.227

 After providing the PRC with intelligence relevant to the suppression 
of the rebels in Tibet,228 Moscow decided to take up a middle position 
in the Sino-Indian dispute. Soviet newspapers were visibly reserved in 
their reporting; after two factual Pravda articles, Tibet disappeared from 
Soviet newspapers in early April.229 The Soviet side also never publicly 
repeated Beijing’s increasingly shrill accusations of Indian complicity in 
the Tibetan revolt. Later in the spring, Moscow defended Beijing’s claims 
on Tibet at the United Nations, but since the PRC was not a member 
state and thus could not be punished, this action was more symbolic than 
substantial.230

 Parallel to Mao’s decision in late April to increase China’s anti-Indian 
propaganda, the Chinese side embarked on a charm offensive to win So-
viet support. Vice-Foreign Minister Zhang Hanfu told his Soviet counter-
part, Georgii Pushkin, that the suppression of the Tibetan revolt certainly 
would not worsen, but, in fact, improve Sino-Indian relations since it erad-
icated those reactionary Tibetan elements that had been “under mining 
friendly relations between India and the PRC” all along.231 In Moscow, 
Vice- Foreign Minister Zhang Wentian portrayed the most recent Chinese 
polemics against Nehru as a Maoist unity-struggle-unity process with the 
aim “to compel him to be more honest in the future.” But he acknowl-
edged that some Sino-Indian border questions were “unsolved.”232

 The Indians tried to cajole the Soviets as well. New Delhi’s ambassa-
dor to Beijing told Yudin that the Indian response to the events in Tibet 
had “no political character” but was closely linked to India’s religious 

 227 Thomas Wersto, “Tibet in Sino-Soviet Relations,” Asian Affairs 10/3, 73. Khrushchev, 
Testament, 306–7. S. Nihal Singh, Yogi and the Bear (London: Mansell, 1986), 1–18. Zafar 
Imam, Ideology and Reality in Soviet Policy in Asia (Delhi: Klyani, 1975), 1–179. Richard 
Remnek, Soviet Scholars and Soviet Foreign Policy (Durham: Carolina Academic, 1975), 
1–25. McMahon, Cold War, 154–231.
 228 Chen Jian, “The Tibetan Rebellion of 1959 and China’s Changing Relations with 
India and the Soviet Union,” Journal of Cold War Studies 8/3, 91.
 229 Pravda, 3/31/1959, 3; 4/5/1959, 4.
 230 Shakya, Dragon, 220–37. A. Tom Grunfeld, Making of Modern Tibet, rev. ed. (Ar-
monk: Sharpe, 1996), 145–46.
 231 “Record of Conversation with Zhang Hanfu,” 4/20/1959, AVPRF, f.0100, o.52, d.5, 
p.442, 8.
 232 “Reception of Zhang Wentian,” 5/4/1959, AVPRF, f.0100, o.52, d.5, p.442, 10–14, 
16–18.



142 • Chapter Four

relations with Tibet. Displaying ignorance of Buddhist history, the highly 
decorated Marxist-Leninist theoretician fl atly declared that “there is no 
closeness in religion” at all.233 Two days later he even congratulated Zhou 
for the “well-written” Renmin Ribao article of May 6.234 Chen Yi thanked 
Yudin for the fi rst offi cial—though not public—Soviet support for China 
against India.235

 Chinese propaganda continued in mid-May when Chen Yi and Zhang 
Wentian told Yudin that Nehru’s government was conducting a “slan-
derous campaign” using close historical Indian-Tibetan religious rela-
tions with the aim of establishing a “buffer zone” in the Himalayas. 
The two concluded that the PRC had always adhered to Pancha Shila.236 
Not only were the charges against India absurd, but the fi nal assertion 
was also untrue. Mao in 1957 had resolved the obvious contradiction 
between the Chinese insistence on foreign noninterference in its internal 
affairs and Chinese clandestine support for communist parties outside of 
the socialist camp, as in the case of India, with the argument that “sup-
port for the communist parties not holding power in capitalist states” 
aimed at furthering world revolution and thus was exempt from Pancha 
Shila.237

 Did the Soviets buy the Chinese argument on Indian aggression? In the 
absence of archival evidence this is diffi cult to gauge. According to the 
diary of the Indian ambassador to the USSR, Kumara Menon, Khrush-
chev, on April 30, assured him that Soviet-Indian relations “were so good 
that one can hardly wish them better.” The Soviet leader also agreed 
that India had the right to grant asylum to the Dalai Lama, and dis-
carded Chinese claims of Indian attempts to turn Tibet into a buffer zone: 
“ Surely . . . India was the last country in the world to have expansion-
ist ambitions.”238 One historian has suggested that Chinese propaganda 
against Nehru was specifi cally designed to vilify the Indian leader in world 
opinion and thereby undermine continued Soviet economic support for 
India.239 If that is correct, then Chinese efforts were futile. Moscow and 
New Delhi continued to negotiate the hitherto largest Soviet industrial 

 233 “Record of Conversation with Ambassador of India in the PRC Parthasarathi,” 
5/5/1959, AVPRF, f.0100, o.52, d.7, p.442, 32.
 234 Li, Lengnuan, 292–94.
 235 “Record of Conversation with Chen Yi,” 5/5/1959, AVPRF, f.0100, o.52, d.7, p.442, 
48–52.
 236 “Record of Conversation,” 5/18/1959, AVPRF, f.0100, o.52, d.7, p.442, 61–70.
 237 WLX, 152.
 238 Menon, Troika, 235, 236.
 239 Richard Siegel, “Chinese Efforts to Infl uence Soviet Policy in India,” Verinder Grover, 
International Relations and Foreign Policy of India, vol. 7 (New Delhi: Deep & Deep, 
1992), 351.



Visible Cracks, 1959 • 143

development credit agreement (375 million U.S. dollars) outside of the 
socialist camp, which was fi nalized in September 1959.240

 The Sino-Indian border confl ict that emerged from the Tibetan Uprising 
revealed that China and India also had serious territorial disagreements. 
The disputes at the Sino-Indian border at Sikkim (between Nepal and 
Bhutan) and at the so-called Middle Sector (west of Nepal) were minor. 
The quarrel at the Eastern Sector (between Bhutan and Burma) went back 
to the 1914 Simla convention when the British proposed the so-called 
McMahon line, running roughly at the Himalayan crest line as the border 
between British India and Tibet. China, although it then lacked actual 
control over Tibet, refused to ratify it while claiming the traditional bor-
der line at the southern foothills of the Himalayas. After 1949, the PRC 
did not try to extend control over any territory south of the crest line, 
while India administered the contentious territory through the North East 
Frontier Administration (NEFA; today Arunachal Pradesh).241 However, 
the initial aggravation of Sino-Indian relations that led to military clashes 
in 1959 stemmed from a more recent spat over Aksai Chin at the West-
ern Sector (at Jammu and Kashmir). The legal status of this triangular 
high-altitude plateau squeezed in between India, Tibet, and Xinjiang, had 
an equally tangled history, but was smaller than NEFA and also totally 
unpopulated. In the early 1950s, China had started to build a road from 
Xinjiang into Tibet that passed through Aksai Chin. Although the road 
was opened in the fall of 1957, India did not claim the territory until Au-
gust 1958.242

 From August 1958 to March 1959, the Aksai Chin dispute spilled over 
to the other sectors. In letters to Zhou, Nehru claimed that India’s maps 
were correct and accused China of “cartographic aggression” because it 
refused to recognize the McMahon line. Zhou responded by disputing 
that line, but offered to honor the status quo at all sectors. Nehru replied 
on March 22—just when the Chinese repression of the Tibetan revolt 
had started—insisting on the Himalayan crest line.243

 The suppression of the Tibetan revolt militarized the disputed Sino-
Indian border. Before spring 1959, Tibet had the right to patrol its own 
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borders, but did not take the accompanying responsibilities seriously.244 
On April 25, Mao decided to subject the Sino-Indian borders to a stricter 
regime in order to prevent “the rebellious elements . . . [from] coming 
and going.”245 Ten days before, Nehru had defi ned the three factors gov-
erning India’s Tibet policy as: (1) national security, (2) maintenance of 
friendly relations with China, and (3) deep sympathy for the Tibetan 
people. In accordance with point 1, Nehru implemented a military for-
ward policy once Chinese border patrols had appeared in the Himalayas 
following Mao’s April 25 decision.246

 After Beijing and New Delhi had sent their troops to the contentious 
border, the ambiguity of the McMahon line plagued them. When Henry 
McMahon drew the line in 1914, he used a small map and a thick pen; 
the line thus was a quarter of a mile wide on the ground and frequently 
crossed valleys on both sides of the Himalayan watershed.247 As a result 
of Indian assertiveness, skirmishes occurred at the Eastern Sector on Au-
gust 7 and 25.248 Both sides followed up with propaganda campaigns 
promoting their competing claims.249

 The outbreak of the Sino-Indian border confl ict caught the Soviets dur-
ing their preparations for Khrushchev’s visit to the United States. The 
Soviet leader recollected that the confl ict was not accidental but that Mao 
“started the [border] war out of some sick fantasy” in the belief that he 
could “dictate to the Soviet Union” its foreign policy.250 With no idea 
about the real state of affairs, the Kremlin scrambled to get as much in-
formation as possible from its own meager sources.251 Menon personally 
informed Khrushchev on August 28,252 while Beijing remained silent for 
another nine days. In fact, China’s central leadership itself had no reliable 
information about the clashes.253 Finally, on September 6, the Chinese 
Foreign Ministry informed the Soviet chargé d’affaires, Antonov, that 
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New Delhi had initiated border confl icts with the aim of undermining 
Sino-Soviet relations.254

 Moscow was not swayed. The shrill Chinese anti-Indian propaganda 
since the spring and the failure to inform Moscow about the Sino-Indian 
confl ict for nine days had shaped a new Soviet perception. As Aleksei 
Brezhnev recalled, “[I]t was logical to think that the Chinese side had 
initiated the skirmishes. In favor of this proposition spoke the experi-
ence with the shooting in the Taiwan Strait. In 1958, Beijing had at-
tempted to put before Khrushchev a choice: either the USA or China. 
And now, in 1959, this choice was expanded: either India and the USA, 
or China.”255 Convinced that Beijing had violated the alliance treaty for 
a second time through the lack of consultation (as stipulated in Article 
Four) within only thirteen months, Moscow decided to distance itself. 
In a TASS statement, the Chinese side had requested to be delayed with-
out success,256 the Soviet government in effect declared neutrality in the 
border confl ict,257 largely because Foreign Minister Gromyko wanted to 
have “a good tone” for Khrushchev’s visit to the United States.258 Beijing 
saw it as Moscow’s signal to Washington and New Delhi that the USSR 
had turned away from its Chinese ally.259 To add insult to injury, Pravda 
four days later announced the recently negotiated development credit to 
India.260

 The Chinese side was not only disappointed by the lack of Soviet sup-
port, but also considered the statement a victory for both India’s forward 
policy and the U.S. wedge strategy designed to split the Sino-Soviet alli-
ance.261 New Delhi’s and Washington’s reactions reconfi rmed Beijing’s as-
sessment. Nehru called the TASS statement “unusual” and “very fair,”262 
and U.S. Secretary of State Christian Herter was more than happy—
though only after Khrushchev had left the United States—to apply the 
wedge strategy publicly with the claim that the USSR had to accept core-
sponsibility for the belligerent actions of its ally.263 Yet, Mao still believed 
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that Sino-Soviet relations had not considerably worsened—and that the 
current setback was only “one unequal fi nger among ten.”264

 The deterioration of Sino-Soviet relations over India was as unneces-
sary as the Sino-Indian border confl ict itself. Beijing could expect that 
Moscow would honor its treaty obligations because the confl ict had tech-
nically started with Indian transgressions. But the PRC had fallen victim 
to its own inadequate foreign policy of the previous thirteen months. The 
tricky situation the Chinese leadership found itself in during the early 
fall of 1959 thus was largely of its own making. Mao’s own words, with 
which he had blamed the Hungarian comrades in November 1956 for 
their failings to prevent the uprising, also applied to the Chinese Com-
munists: “And now they have to reap what they have sown, they have 
brought the fi re upon their own heads.”265 The parallels with Budapest in 
1956 were even greater. As much as Moscow’s intervention in Hungary 
had tarnished the Soviet image in the world, Beijing’s actions in Tibet 
and during the Sino-Indian border confl ict destroyed the appeal of “‘fi ve 
principles’ of peaceful coexistence, for which they [the Chinese] had got-
ten applause from all continents.”266

Khrushchev’s Visits to the United States and China

Thus, when Khrushchev fl ew to the United States on September 15, Sino-
Soviet relations had worsened substantially. After a red carpet welcome 
and fi rst talks with President Eisenhower, he went on a tour through the 
home country of capitalism.267 Subsequent negotiations with the president 
at Camp David were disappointing. The primary reason why the Soviet 
leader had come to the United States—the German issue—was not re-
solved, although Khrushchev lifted the Berlin ultimatum for Eisen hower’s 
commitment to a four-power summit.268 The American side did not miss 
the opportunity to apply the wedge strategy.269 Intelligence reports sug-
gested Sino-Soviet tensions over Moscow’s alleged refusal of Beijing’s 
request to rescue the PRC from “economic chaos.”270 When Khrush-
chev “inquired about the U.S. policy toward the Chinese  Government,” 
 Eisenhower accused China of “aggressive actions” against the United 
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States and defi ance of the United Nations in the Taiwan Strait. After a 
tussle over the legitimacy of the PRC, the president returned to Berlin and 
compared divided China with divided Germany. While the Soviet leader 
had tried to bolster the division of Germany with the ultimatum, he now 
insisted on the unifi cation of China under Beijing’s leadership. Aware of 
the public discussion in the United States of American prisoners in China, 
Khrushchev also tried to end the Camp David talks on a positive note, 
offering to inquire about the fate of American prisoners during his im-
pending visit to China.271 In an attempt to sell wrinkled apples as shining 
oranges, Khrushchev publicly praised the Spirit of Camp David—a term 
Eisenhower himself “never used or deemed valid.”272 A CPSU memo to 
all fraternal parties called the visit a contribution to the “relaxation of 
tensions.”273 It did not mention that the international tensions around 
Berlin, as Eisenhower correctly remarked, had been “of Khrushchev’s 
own making.”274

 Following a Soviet request for public backing before Khrushchev’s 
visit, Mao and Zhou had decided to keep up the façade of “conditional 
support” but “not to cheer excessively.”275 Afterward, when the Chinese 
leaders read the offi cial bulletin on the Camp David talks, they realized 
that “the talks had not reached any agreement.” Eisenhower’s public 
refutation of Khrushchev’s assurance that the talks “had not touched on 
issues involving third countries” raised Chinese eyebrows. Beijing under-
stood that Washington and Moscow had talked about the PRC.276

 Khrushchev must have left Washington convinced that he had passed the 
rite of passage that elevated him to equality with Eisenhower, while Mao 
headed a country that was diplomatically isolated and economically broken 
by its own actions. Past Chinese claims for equality had turned into plain 
smoke. Mao’s ideological radicalization after Lushan and rise to unchal-
lenged leadership in China did not help facilitate Sino-Soviet relations.
 The Soviet leader returned to Moscow on September 28 for a one-day 
stopover before his departure to Beijing. At a public rally with fi ve thou-
sand chosen workers he praised at length his contributions to world peace, 
and portrayed Eisenhower as a prudent leader who “sincerely wants to 
liquidate the conditions of the ‘Cold War’ ” and who “enjoys the absolute 
support of the majority of the American people.”277 Mao must have been 
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surprised by these words. Only some months before, he had argued the 
opposite.
 Despite widespread famines in the country, Beijing staged a lavish 
show for the tenth anniversary of the PRC. Khrushchev would not be 
impressed. He fl ew to Beijing just in time for the peak of the celebrations. 
Arriving with some days’ delay after the offi cial Soviet delegation,278 the 
reception at Beijing airport was a shadow of what he had experienced in 
Washington. No wonder that Khrushchev recalled: “The warmth . . . of 
our relations . . . had been replaced by a chill that I could sense as soon 
as I arrived.”279 For the lack of red carpet at the airport, the Soviet leader 
seemed to take revenge with a rambling and insolent speech six times 
longer than Zhou’s welcome address. With one eye on the Taiwan Strait 
and the other on the Himalayas, Khrushchev lauded Eisenhower’s ac-
ceptance of “peaceful co-existence,” called on the socialist camp to “do 
all we can to exclude war as a means of settling disputed questions,” and 
warned against “testing by force the stability of the capitalist system.”280 
The Chinese hosts clearly understood these words as a slap in the face. 
After Mao read the draft the Soviet delegation had submitted in advance, 
he “refused to speak” to the gala at all.281

 October 1 was the day of the big parade. Khrushchev spent the morn-
ing sandwiched between Mao Zedong and Lin Biao on top of Tianan-
men reviewing the vehicles and airplanes that passed through the square 
below or roared past them above. A Pravda photograph shows Mao and 
Khrushchev standing wide apart and looking grimly into different direc-
tions.282 Talking about “how Eisenhower hoped for peace,”283 Khrush-
chev ruined Mao’s holiday feelings. For the Chairman, the sermon about 
the greatness of the class enemy must have been especially offensive as 
it happened precisely during the anniversary celebrations of the country 
he had founded as a utopia of anti-capitalism and anti-imperialism. Dur-
ing a review of troops, Khrushchev remarked: “As to the building of the 
A-bomb, we decided that our specialists should return home.”284 The 
collapse of friendly relations between the two leaders was clearly visible 
to all present. A witness remembered Khrushchev’s gloominess in Mao’s 
company: “It was a distressing signal.”285
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 Khrushchev started formal talks on October 2 in a good mood about 
the Camp David Spirit. Mao tersely replied: “In fact, this is not true.”286 
When Khrushchev urged the Chinese to improve relations with the 
United States by reducing hostilities over Taiwan, the remark seemed to 
prove that Khrushchev had talked with Eisenhower about third countries 
and that he “had promised America to go to China as a paid intermedi-
ary.” Zhou rejected this request with the long-standing argument that 
Taiwan was “a Chinese internal affair.”287 Once Khrushchev conveyed 
Eisenhower’s request to release American prisoners as a sign of goodwill, 
the Chinese side retorted that they “all were criminals who had broken 
the Chinese penal code.” They could not be released “until their terms 
had expired.”288 In fact, one American had languished in prison for years 
without facing a trial, only to be convicted in March 1960.289

 The talk changed when the contentious issue that had rocked Sino-
Soviet relations most recently arose. The Soviet leader urged the Chinese 
to “unite” with the Indians on the grounds that they too were “opposing 
imperialism.” Chen Yi shot back: “We adopt unity and struggle toward 
nationalists, but this does not mean we adopt an appeaser’s attitude.” 
Khrushchev got the hint: “To criticize us as appeasers has no basis.” Chen 
Yi retorted: “You publicly revealed that you are partial to India.” On the 
defensive, the Soviet leader tried to refocus the discussion on Tibet, chid-
ing the Chinese side that, as a result of the Dalai Lama’s escape to India, 
“the border clash was stirred up, and neutral India joined the fi re.” Zhou 
cut Khrushchev short: “Comrade Khrushchev, your [comment] is totally 
irrelevant.”290 The talks ended on bad terms.
 Frustrated that the meetings with Mao had not led to any accord, the 
Soviet leader left on October 4 for Vladivostok. “It’s hard to make an 
agreement with an old boot. He can’t forgive us for Stalin,” the Soviet 
leader complained on the plane.291 In a speech in the harbor city, the So-
viet leader gave an upbeat assessment of the domestic situation and his 
trip to the United States. Touching on his visit to Beijing, he talked fi cti-
tiously about the “cordial, amicable meeting and talks” with the Chinese 
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comrades, which supposedly had revealed that “our people go hand in 
hand in unity and with common goals ahead.”292

 After Khrushchev had left Beijing, the CCP Politburo also tried to 
assess the visit. Convinced that “Khrushchev had illusions about Eisen-
hower,” Mao was concerned about the “revisionist leanings” of the So-
viet leader, but urged patience in order “to let objective reality and the 
historical process teach him.”293 Studying the Vladivostok speech, the 
Chinese comrades found one short reference they interpreted as an im-
plicit criticism of their uncompromising policy toward the United States 
and India: “It is unwise to long for war like a bellicose cock.”294 It is not 
clear whether Khrushchev had ever intended to give this sentence that 
particular meaning. No matter what, Mao maintained that disagree-
ments “consist of just one fi nger out of ten, or more precisely, just half a 
fi nger.”295 PRC propaganda continued to hail Khrushchev’s visit to the 
United States.296

Reassessments

After Khrushchev’s visit to Beijing, the Sino-Indian border confl ict fl ared 
up again. Nehru at fi rst believed that Khrushchev had infl uenced Mao to 
relent on the border in the Eastern Sector; an October 6 Chinese telegram 
on the issue seemed to sound conciliatory. The situation changed when 
Chinese troops killed nine Indian border guards at the Lanak Pass in the 
Western Sector fourteen days later. The pass was one mountain range 
within Chinese-claimed territory; Nehru’s forward policy had triggered 
the incident. Even senior Indian military offi cers condemned it as Indian 
expansionism.297 The Chinese foreign ministry, apparently wiser after the 
diplomatic debacles in the previous months, informed the ambassadors 
of the socialist brother states immediately.298

 Despite this clear case of Indian belligerence, Khrushchev decided not 
to give up his position of neutrality. On the thirty-fi rst, in the Supreme 
Soviet, he “deeply regret[ted] the incidents that took place recently on the 
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frontier of the two states, both of which are our friends,” and hoped that 
“the existing unsettled frontier question could be solved by friendly nego-
tiations.”299 The Chinese side certainly could not be satisfi ed, but instead 
of berating its Soviet ally, it decided on a charm offensive. Some days 
later, Deng Xiaoping was waxing to Yudin about Khrushchev’s contribu-
tion to world peace during his visit to the United States, but did not fail 
to warn that the “imperialists especially want to undermine the unity of 
our countries.”300

 In late 1959, Mao returned once more to assessing Soviet foreign pol-
icy. Moscow’s renewed expression of neutrality in the Sino-Indian border 
confl ict as well as the ongoing planning of the Soviet-American-British-
French summit in Paris the following May raised new questions about 
Khrushchev’s leadership of the socialist camp. Resting in Hangzhou in 
November, Mao started his review by studying three speeches by the 
recently deceased Dulles, who a year before had promoted constructive 
engagement with the USSR through low-level personal, cultural, and eco-
nomic contacts with the aim to change the Soviet system from within.301 
For Mao, Dulles’s “peaceful evolution” strategy was a new scheme 
that “supplemented” the U.S. “policy of strength” toward the socialist 
world.302 He concluded that it was nothing other than “infi ltration, cor-
rosion, and subversion,” which had the “wild ambition” of “preserving 
capitalism” and “eliminating socialism.”303

 Given this interpretation, Mao believed that Khrushchev’s policies in 
1959 had menacing consequences for the socialist camp. The Soviet leader 
in fact had fallen into Dulles’s trap: “Khrushchev had already betrayed 
the Marxist, proletarian undertakings; he had changed into a revision-
ist.” This interpretation of Soviet policies seemed to confi rm his earlier 
suspicions that “the enemies inside and outside the party had linked up” 
at Lushan, and that they “had carried out subversive actions with Soviet 
support.”304

 Mao’s new estimate of Khrushchev brought major changes in his as-
sessment of Sino-Soviet relations. He was convinced “beyond doubt” 
that “Marxism-Leninism matures in China,” while, in comparison, 
“Khrush chev does not understand Marxism, but is easily duped by im-
perialism.” For the long term, the Chairman predicted: “If Khrushchev 
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does not correct himself, he will go totally bankrupt after some years.”305 
For this reason, the CCP should pass over the Soviet leader and concen-
trate instead on the “good” Soviet people and CPSU members who, alas, 
were currently led by “people with bad work styles . . . [and by] capitalist 
liberalism.”306 With hindsight of history, Mao’s speculation on Khrush-
chev’s possible fall seemed to be visionary, but the Chairman was wrong 
about its causes. To Mao’s great frustration in late 1964, Khrushchev’s 
revisionism outlived its creator almost unchanged, as told in chapter 9.
 But what did Mao’s assessment imply for the anti-imperialist alliance 
with the Soviets? Although Mao considered the differences with Khrush-
chev to be “a temporary phenomenon,” he nevertheless deplored that 
“since March our friends have been organizing a big anti-Chinese cho-
rus together with the imperialists and reactionary nationalists, and the 
Tito revisionists.” The Chairman thus concluded that “in the long term, 
China will, on the one hand, be isolated, but on the other, gain the sup-
port of many Communist parties, many countries, and many peoples.”307 
In short, the anti-imperialist alliance with the USSR had run its course 
for Mao; China would look for other partners to fulfi ll its anti-imperialist 
mission. Since the PRC had exhausted much of the military and economic 
aid the Soviet Union had offered anyway, this decision was not diffi cult 
to take. Advanced Soviet military assistance related to the nuclear pro-
gram had been drastically curtailed, and economic relations, as the next 
chapter reveals, were in the process of breaking down as well.
 Mao’s belief that the Soviet leadership had turned revisionist paralleled 
his renewed ideological stress in domestic affairs. The Chairman urged 
“the whole party to be on guard” and to read again Stalin’s Political 
Economy.308 Study groups immediately formed in Beijing or fanned out 
into the farthest corners of the country.309 The Chairman himself studied 
together with Chen Boda, Tian Jiaying, and Lin Ke in Beijing from De-
cember to February.310 Because Mao had just criticized Khrushchev for 
his lack of theoretical knowledge, he apparently wanted to make sure that 
he understood Stalin’s economic thinking correctly. His notes on Eco-
nomic Problems of Socialism in the U.S.S.R.—Stalin’s 1952 critique of 
the draft of Political Economy—provide a unique view into his thinking 
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on economics. They repeatedly slight Bureaucratic Stalinism, scoff at the 
supposed rigidity in Soviet economic thinking, and scorn Stalin’s alleged 
failure to put politics in command, to use class struggle and contradic-
tions, and to understand communal ownership.311 But Mao was unable 
to draw any concrete conclusions for the Great Leap Forward apart from 
the observation that “the last two years were a big experiment.”312 The 
Chairman also failed to mention that the guinea pigs of that experiment 
were real human beings with hungry stomachs to fi ll. The whole study of 
Economic Problems of Socialism in the U.S.S.R. revealed the absurdities 
of Mao’s thinking. His belief that he could use Stalin’s book review of 
the Soviet equivalent to an ECON 101 college textbook as the basis for 
running the whole Chinese economy expresses impeccably his misconcep-
tions about the complexities of economics. Mao still did not understand 
economic affairs.313

 While the Chairman reassessed Sino-Soviet relations, the Soviet com-
rades too reviewed the events of the year. With an eye on Mao’s re-
launching of the Great Leap Forward and another one on the perceived 
Chinese challenges to Soviet foreign policy, Khrushchev in early Decem-
ber demanded from all countries in the socialist camp “to synchronize our 
watches.”314 The CCP duly noted this appeal as an “allusive attack on 
the CCP.”315 The new Soviet ambassador to China, Stepan Chervonenko, 
spelled out to Liu Shaoqi what Khrushchev had meant: further Chinese 
attempts to sabotage Soviet foreign policy would affect all aspects of 
Sino-Soviet relations.316 For the other ruling communist parties, the new 
Soviet course required them to step back in line. The East Germans, who 
had praised the people’s communes beyond prudence, came under intense 
Soviet pressure in the following months to stop their domestic propaga-
tion of the Great Leap Forward.317

 Behind the scenes, Soviet criticism of Chinese policies was even more 
strident. Suslov’s offi cial report to the Central Committee in mid- December 
harshly judged Chinese policies toward the United States (Mao’s paper 
tiger theory was “boasting” and “a disregard for the threat of war”), 
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in the Taiwan Strait Crisis (“a surprise for all countries in the socialist 
camp”), during the Tibetan Uprising (the personal attacks on Nehru were 
“regrettable”), and in the Sino-Indian border confl ict (“a disruption of 
the Soviet pursuit of peace”). With regard to China’s domestic situation, 
Suslov told the CC how the Chinese leadership lately had “gotten some-
what dizzy,” that a sickening “atmosphere of the cult of personality of 
com. Mao Zedong” pervaded Chinese society, and that the Chairman had 
“come to believe in his own infallibility.” Suslov concluded his verdict 
with words that could have been spoken by Peng Dehuai or Zhang Wen-
tian half a year earlier: “This reminds us of the atmosphere that existed in 
our country during I. V. Stalin’s last years of life.”318

 But Soviet criticism of Mao’s personality cult sounded somewhat hol-
low. Since March 1958, when Khrushchev also assumed the position of 
prime minister,319 a new Soviet personality cult had been in the making. 
When he issued the Berlin ultimatum later that year he had not con-
sulted his fellow leaders.320 And the then–Indian ambassador in Mos-
cow recalled the “glowing tributes,” the “reversion to idolatry,” and the 
“revival of the cult of personality” during Khrushchev’s birthday celebra-
tions in April 1959.321

China’s internal radicalism stemmed from Mao’s unwillingness to ac-
knowledge his mistakes and to change policies. Although the Chairman 
remained a self-declared Marxist-Leninist-Stalinist throughout 1959, his 
use of ideology in domestic politics was largely instrumental, designed 
to protect himself from possible attempts to remove him from power. 
He could barely concede his mistakes once the Great Leap Forward had 
run into trouble at the turn of the year 1958/59, nor accept well-founded 
criticism at the Lushan conference. Instead, the Chairman accused Peng 
and like-minded critics of a conspiracy against him. Despite the lack of 
evidence for such an audacious claim, he felt threatened. Mao was even 
willing to relaunch the extreme but disastrous Great Leap Forward poli-
cies after Lushan in order to reinforce his personal position within the 
Chinese political system.
 Mao’s domestic needs provided the context for, although only weak 
causal links to, his continued radicalism in foreign relations. Despite the al-
leviation of the Sino-American confl ict over Taiwan in 1958, he  continued 
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to reject peaceful coexistence. His conviction that the United States was 
on the losing side of history was a sincere expression of an ideologically 
infl uenced but nevertheless rudimentary understanding of the outside 
world. As a fi rm communist believer, he thus could not comprehend why 
Khrushchev sought rapprochement with the United States, was willing to 
sacrifi ce nuclear cooperation with China in the process, and even portray 
the failed meeting with the archimperialist Eisenhower as a success. No 
wonder that Mao looked down on Khrushchev at the end of 1959.
 Although Mao instigated neither the Tibetan Uprising nor the Sino-
Indian border war, his handling of both crises was clumsy. The self-
righteous, harsh, and ideologically motivated treatment of India in the 
spring refl ected his opposition to peaceful coexistence but also damaged 
bi lateral relations beyond repair. The lack of diplomatic action during 
the Sino-Indian border war indicated China’s surprise but also its failure 
to exploit international diplomacy for its own needs. On the contrary, it 
alienated the USSR, whose perception of Chinese unreliability was rein-
forced once more. Thus, internal factors, the Soviet-American rapproche-
ment, failures in Chinese diplomacy, and Soviet misperceptions burdened 
Beijing’s relations with Moscow greatly.

By late 1959, with both sides having reassessed the relationship, the 
Sino-Soviet alliance had reached an important turning point. In the eco-
nomic sphere, disagreements had started even before Khrushchev’s Secret 
Speech. In 1955, referring to the agricultural policies of Revolutionary 
Stalinism and Stalin’s Short Course, Mao launched the Socialist High 
Tide in order to increase agricultural effi ciency. The Secret Speech briefl y 
undermined his economic radicalism, but in 1957 the Chairman re-
turned to even more extreme economic policies after the Hundred Flow-
ers Campaign had discredited liberalization and Bureaucratic Stalinism. 
The extraordinary growth claims of the Great Leap Forward irritated 
the Soviets; its subsequent failure confi rmed their misgivings. Yet, Mao’s 
continued radicalism in late 1959 made the collapse of China’s economy 
inevitable the following year.
 Khrushchev’s call for de-Stalinization and Mao’s excessive reaction 
put a heavy liability on Sino-Soviet party relations until late 1959. After 
Mao had slowed down, though not completely suppressed, the discus-
sion on de-Stalinization within the CCP over the spring and summer of 
1956, the political crises in Poland and Hungary in the fall provided him 
with the chance to articulate his distinction between the subjective So-
viet revisionists in Moscow and the objective Chinese Marxist-Leninists 
in Beijing, with Mao himself at the center. Although, on the surface, the 
CCP and the CPSU worked for ideological unity in 1957, the following 
year Mao tried to implement his supposedly objective understanding of 
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Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism in an attempt to enter the communist and 
fi nal stage of history before the USSR. The Great Leap Forward, how-
ever, turned out to be a fall backward. For instrumental reasons, Mao 
adhered to its radicalism throughout 1959, only to receive condescen-
sion from the Soviet comrades. By the end of that year, the leadership 
of both parties concluded that they represented real Marxism-Leninism, 
while the other had deviated from the truth. Time only would show 
which one was the heretic.
 Finally, the Soviet policy of peaceful coexistence and Mao’s opposition 
to it, which grew steadily from late 1956 to late 1959, did not help the 
Sino-Soviet alliance. Initially, the PRC did not object to peaceful coexis-
tence, especially since, in 1954, Sino-Indian Pancha Shila had enshrined 
a similar concept of mutual toleration by two countries with different 
socioeconomic and political systems. Mao’s support started to waver 
only once Sino-American relations over Taiwan, though never pleasant, 
worsened throughout 1956 and 1957, and once he realized that peaceful 
transition, a derivative of peaceful coexistence, threatened to subvert rev-
olutionary action in capitalist states. By late 1957, the CCP confi dentially 
informed the CPSU that it could no longer support peaceful coexistence. 
However, no specifi c American security threat triggered China’s rejection 
of peaceful coexistence. The Second Taiwan Strait Crisis, which was ini-
tiated by Mao, expressed China’s general dissatisfaction with American 
policy toward Taiwan. In 1959, Mao’s opposition to peaceful coexis-
tence was ideological, steeped in his crude understanding of the Marxist -
 Leninist historical interpretation of the rise and fall of capitalism and 
imperialism. His conception of world affairs clashed with the attempts 
of the superpowers to fi nd negotiated solutions to the Germany problem 
and nuclear armament. The Sino-Soviet differences on global strategy 
thus raised the potential for friction in their alliance. For Mao, China’s 
military links to the USSR, which turned out to be revisionist and defer-
ential to U.S. imperialism, had become less important; for Khrushchev, 
the PRC, with its ideological radicalism and internal turmoil, became 
less central to Soviet global strategy. These developments left the alliance 
adrift in international politics—an easy prey for a crisis. By late 1959, the 
cracks that had opened in the Sino-Soviet alliance the year before had not 
only widened but had also become visible.
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World Revolution and the Collapse 
of Economic Relations, 1960

The Soviet specialist Mikhail Klochko arrived in Beijing in April 
of 1960 on his second tour to China. While he enjoyed the gigantic 
Labor Day spectacle in the Chinese capital, the Soviet downing of an 
American spy plane ruined the May 1 celebrations in his home country. 
Klochko also visited the new impressive government buildings erected 
since his departure two years prior. The Great Leap Forward seemed 
to have achieved miracles. Early in May, he took up his duties at the 
Kunming Institute of Metallurgy and Ceramics. On July 23, the Chi-
nese Academy of Sciences in Beijing called by phone to tell Klochko to 
leave Kunming immediately for Beijing. After his return to the Chinese 
capital, his hosts put him up in a nice hotel and treated him in the most 
courteous manner. Only then did the fl abbergasted Klochko realize that 
all fourteen hundred Soviet specialists in China were ordered to return 
home immediately.1

 The Chinese publication of the so-called Lenin Polemics in April pre-
cipitated a shift in Mao’s challenge to Khrushchev’s leadership of the 
socialist camp from arguments over economic development theory and 
de-Stalinization, which had dominated Sino-Soviet ideological disputes 
in the late 1950s, to debates over the correct course of world revolution, 
which quickly grew to be a central point in the Sino-Soviet disagree-
ments until Mao’s death in 1976. With the Great Leap Forward hav-
ing been steadily discredited as a viable economic alternative to Soviet 
economic thinking, the Chairman focused on his dissatisfactions with 
Khrushchev’s foreign policy toward American imperialism. Good luck 
seemed to reward the audacious Mao. The downing of an American U-2 
spy plane in Sverdlovsk on May 1 and Khrushchev’s subsequent abroga-
tion of the Paris Summit, for which he had worked so hard since his visit 
to the United States the year before, seemed to align with Mao’s radical-
ized views on international affairs. Beijing tried to use the momentum 

 1 Mikhail Klochko, Soviet Scientist in Red China (Montreal: International, 1964), 117–
213.
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not only to force its ideological views onto an international gathering of 
leftist trade unions in early June but also to pressure Soviet specialists in 
China to renounce Moscow’s ideological positions.
 In response, Khrushchev bullied the Chinese delegation to accept his 
ideological platform at the third Romanian Party Congress and decided 
to withdraw the Soviet specialists from the PRC afterward. Despite Chi-
nese claims to the contrary, the economic damage of the withdrawal was 
minor. The political fallout, however, was enormous. As a result, eco-
nomic relations broke down by late 1960.
 Yet, both sides knew they could not go too far. By the fall, the Great 
Leap Forward had collapsed completely. By the same token, Khrushchev’s 
visit to the United Nations in September revealed that Soviet- American 
relations remained frozen after the U-2 Incident. Thus, when, in early 
November, the international communist movement met in Moscow for 
a second time after 1957, the political foundations for the opposite ideo-
logical positions both sides had staked out had crumbled. Throughout 
tense negotiations, both the CCP and the CPSU tried to push through 
their ideological agenda but eventually reached a compromise. It would 
be only a temporary truce.

Deadly Famines

Nineteen sixty was the worst of the three famine years. Around three-
quarters of what cautious estimates calculate to be 18.5 to 20 million 
excess deaths during 1959–61 occurred in that year alone.2 Rural areas 
of Shandong, Henan, Shanxi, Anhui, Jiangsu, and Sichuan were particu-
larly hard hit, while urban areas enjoyed better rationing.3 But by June 
even the cities had to struggle with tight supplies.4 The 1960 famine was 
largely a manmade disaster. The 1959 reversal of Mao’s 1958 order to 
reduce the sown acreage could not prevent the severe food crisis.5 The 
result was a 15 percent drop of grain production from 200 to 170 mil-
lion tons in 1959, and another 15 percent drop to around 143.5 mil-
lion tons in 1960.6 At the same time, the central government continued 

 2 Famine deaths are defi ned as excess deaths, that is, the difference between the actual 
death toll and the natural death rate. Yao Shujie claims 18.48 million deaths, Jasper Becker 
19.5 million deaths: Yao, “Note,” 1366. Becker, Ghosts, 272–74.
 3 Lieberthal, “Great Leap,” 295. Lardy, “Chinese Economy,” 372–76. MacFarquhar, 
Origins, vol. 3, 1–5.
 4 Xiao, Qiusuo, vol. 2, 626.
 5 Lardy, “Chinese Economy,” 369–70.
 6 Yao, “Note,” 1367. Lardy, “Chinese Economy,” 381.
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with the policy of exporting grain.7 In 1959, 4.1575 million tons (1958: 
2.8834 million tons) had been exported while only 2,000 tons (1958: 
223.5 thousand tons) had been imported. For 1960, the corresponding 
numbers were 2.7204 million tons and 66.3 thousand tons.8

 Unlike in 1959, Neibu cankao in 1960 remained eerily silent about the 
food crisis. It carried only one famine report for that year, as if famines 
had already been taken for granted.9 But fi ve reports in the spring on 
edema pointed to prolonged starvation.10 Zhou was shocked when he 
heard about 126,000 edema cases in Jiangsu province alone.11

 How did Mao react? At the January Politburo meeting in Shanghai, 
the Chairman claimed that “the internal situation is good.”12 Once the 
Chairman was confronted with the nationwide famines in late spring, he 
asserted that “a small number of class enemies had infi ltrated the ranks for 
destructive purposes,” and ordered a rectifi cation campaign of the rural 
party in order to have “these scoundrels . . . disposed of.”13 But Mao’s 
ideologically skewed views could not prevent China’s agricultural collapse. 
On May 28, the CCP CC apparatus sent out an emergency directive to 
organize transportation for food deliveries to Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, 
and Liaoning provinces.14 By early summer, the famines had also reached 
the central leadership compound in Beijing, as Li Zhisui remembered.15

 At the Shanghai Politburo meeting on June 10–18, Zhou fi nally dared to 
tell Mao that China’s agriculture was ruined. The prime minister cautioned 
that “after two years of famines due to crop failures [sic!],” China had to 
concentrate on rural reconstruction. He also warned that the political situ-
ation “will be completely dangerous until 1962.” The central leadership 
thus should “lie low” for the rest of the year and publish production data 
not in December as usual but with a delay.16 His words echoed Peng De-
huai’s and Zhang Wentian’s warnings a year before. Mao agreed but again 
denied personal responsibility. Instead, he claimed that “I and comrade 
Chen Yun” had been “uneasy” about the high steel targets all along, the 
“rightist” attack at Lushan had “essentially caused us to wake up,” and 

 7 I was unable to identify where exactly the grain was exported to, but the PRC provided 
food aid to the DRV in the 1950s and 1960s (chapter 10). In the summer of 1960, the PRC 
also decided to export grain to Albania, see text below.
 8 Lardy, “Chinese Economy,” 381.
 9 NC 2994, 2–4.
 10 NC 2994, 8–9; 3002, 18–19; 3006, 20–22; 3037, 17–18; 3038, 22–23.
 11 Xiao, Qiusuo, vol. 2, 625.
 12 WLX, 243 (italics mine).
 13 Xiao, Qiusuo, vol. 2, 624.
 14 ZELNP2, 326, n. 1. Xiao, Qiusuo, vol. 2, 626.
 15 Li, Private Life, 339.
 16 Xiao, Qiusuo, vol. 2, 635–37 (quotes). MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 3, 11. WLX, 277.
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“we won a victory” afterward.17 In reality, Chen had gone on political sick 
leave after Lushan, Mao continued to call for an increase of steel targets 
into late 1960, and the “victory” was a famine with millions dying.
 What did the Soviets know about the internal situation in China? By 
late 1959, Stepan Chervonenko, who had replaced the dysfunctional 
Yudin as Moscow’s ambassador in mid-October, shook the Soviet em-
bassy out of its complacency. An internal embassy report identifi ed two 
reasons reliable information had been lacking since late 1958: the Chi-
nese side had been less forthcoming than before while the embassy had 
shown no initiative to remedy the situation. Embassy representatives also 
found it diffi cult to meet any of the Chinese leaders, the report stated; the 
best information sources were Soviet specialists who regularly reported 
on their meetings with Chinese leaders.18 The Soviet foreign ministry re-
sponded to this tacit self-criticism with two lists of topics to be raised 
once the embassy had managed to arrange meetings with the Chinese 
leadership: the prevention of nuclear war, peaceful coexistence, problems 
within the socialist camp and its relations with “non-socialist countries” 
and “anti-imperialist and national liberation movements,” improved mu-
tual information exchange, the evaluation of Stalin’s role in the Chinese 
Revolution and of “Mao Zedong Thought,” the personality cult, and 
economic and border questions.19

 But Chervonenko was still far from reaching any of his goals. The 
meetings with Mao and other central leaders in early 1960 were the last 
for several months.20 By April, the Soviet ambassador decided to go on 
an inspection tour through China. He found only Potemkin villages set 
up by the Chinese hosts. Local cadres raved about what the Great Leap 
Forward had bestowed on Chinese women (kindergartens and nursing 
services), claimed that unemployment had been erased, and lauded the 
large dining halls. Chervonenko saw no signs of the famines.21

Lenin Polemics

While Chervonenko tried to remedy Sino-Soviet relations, Moscow was 
preparing for the impending Soviet-American-British-French  summit in 

 17 Xiao, Qiusuo, vol. 2, 630, 634–35.
 18 “On the Condition of the Exchange of Information,” 2/18/1960, AVPRF, f.0100, o.53, 
d.24, p.457, 7–33.
 19 Both untitled lists are dated 3/9/1960: AVPRF, f.0100, o.53, d.24, p.457, 34–36, 37.
 20 Prozumenshikov, “1960,” 10. For meetings with leaders: AVPRF, f.0100, o.53, d.8, 
p.454, 1–6, 19–42, 73–76; ZELNP2, 280; SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/3604, 8–9.
 21 Reports in: AVPRF, f.100, o.47, d.7, p.194, 1–7. Later reports confi rm that the Chi-
nese side organized tours: AVPRF, f.0100, o.55, d.24, p.483, 1–19.
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mid-May. By late 1959 the four summit powers had agreed to a meet-
ing in Paris. Because the antagonistic October 2 meeting with Mao had 
reconfi rmed his decision to seek rapprochement with the United States,22 
Khrushchev tried to rally most of the socialist camp behind him. One 
of his letters to all ruling communist parties in early 1960 claimed that 
Moscow’s most recent announcement on a unilateral conventional disar-
mament had put the war mongers in the West on the defensive. Hence-
forth, the socialist camp should seize the opportunity to push forward 
“peaceful coexistence” and “general and complete  disarmament.”23

 Mao did not agree with this “un-Marxist” interpretation of world af-
fairs.24 At the Shanghai Politburo meeting in January, he claimed that the 
inherently aggressive attitude of American imperialism toward the world 
had not changed since 1945. Khrushchev’s policy of “holding hands with 
Eisenhower” was a mistake. Therefore the CCP should make “proper 
confi dential criticism” and “openly publish our opinions.”25 Even though 
Beijing supported Moscow’s troop reductions publicly, it proclaimed that 
any disarmament agreement would not apply to the PRC.26

 Mao’s radical views on the outside world paralleled a campaign to 
enhance his personality cult at home. In January, the CC apparatus rein-
troduced the term “Mao Zedong Thought”—omitted from the CCP con-
stitution in the fall of 1956—into the political discourse.27 The campaign 
reached its peak in September 1960 with the long delayed publication 
of the fourth volume of Mao Zedong’s Selected Works.28 Since the tome 
covered the years 1945–49—the triumph of Mao’s leadership in the civil 
war—it indirectly backed his larger claim to global leadership in the anti-
imperialist struggle.
 The Sino-Soviet confrontation over Khrushchev’s foreign policy oc-
curred at the one-day meeting of the Political Consultative Committee 
(PCC) of the Warsaw Pact in Moscow on February 4, 1960. Khrush-
chev explained the reasoning for the Paris Summit and called for a “cor-
rect line of unity” among the socialist countries.29 Although its public 

 22 Stephen Ambrose, Eisenhower, vol. 2 (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1983), 537–41, 
567–70. Taubman, Khrushchev, 440, 447–48.
 23 “Letter by Khrushchev to Ulbricht,” 1/8/1960, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/3476, 1–6.
 24 Zhonggong, Mao Zedong zhuan, 1047.
 25 WLX, 236–46.
 26 SCMP 2181, 42–44. CB 619, 6.
 27 MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 2, 318–19.
 28 Oleg Borisov et al., Soviet-Chinese Relations, 1945–1970 (Bloomington: Indiana, 
1975), 169–70. Lieberthal, “Great Leap,” 337.
 29 Summary of Khrushchev’s speech: “Protocol on the Meeting of the Politburo,” 
2/11/1960, Tsentralen Drzhaven Arkhiv [TsDA], Tsentralen Partien Arkhiv [TsPA], f.1B, 
o.5, a.e.416, 1–17.
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declaration endorsed Soviet positions,30 the Chinese observer delegation 
raised proper criticism as planned.31 Mao’s choice as head of the del-
egation, the ultraleftist Kang Sheng,32 painted the United States as an 
untrustworthy and warmongering power that was trying to destabilize 
China. He ended with a veiled criticism of Khrushchev’s rapprochement 
policies: “The imperialists, the modern revisionists, and the reactionar-
ies of various countries continuously dream of changes in their favor 
within our countries, and of a crack in the unity of our ranks.”33

 Kang’s speech and its advance publication in China triggered an éclat. 
At the banquet, Khrushchev chided the Chinese comrades for their policy 
of “harming the interests of the socialist camp.”34 Agitated by too much 
vodka, he gave his pent-up frustrations free rein, mocking China’s insis-
tence that the USSR was heading the socialist camp because that formula 
in fact was designed only to ridicule Moscow’s policies.35 He ended his 
tirade with an insult: Mao was nothing other than “a pair of worn-out 
galoshes standing discarded in a corner.”36 The next morning, the Soviet 
side orally warned the Chinese delegation not to go any further in pub-
licly attacking Soviet policies—to no avail.37 A Renmin Ribao editorial 
of February 6 misrepresented the outcome of the WAPA meeting as a 
victory for Chinese positions.38

 Mao decided “to counter-attack.”39 He instructed a fi ve-man team of 
central propaganda cadres to work on three pronouncements to be re-
leased on the occasion of Lenin’s ninetieth birthday in April.40 While 
frequently reviewing drafts,41 the Chairman nevertheless began to worry 
about the danger of Chinese isolation in the world. True to his fashion 
of arguing away any problems, he eventually concluded that only 10 
percent of the world’s people “oppose us,” while “the other 2 billion 430 

 30 MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 2, 266–67. SCMP 2194, 47–50.
 31 WLX, 241.
 32 MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 2, 266.
 33 “Speech of Comrade Kang Sheng on the Meeting of the Political Consultative Com-
mittee of the Members of the Warsaw Pact,” [2/4/1960], SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/3386, 
87–99.
 34 WLX, 251.
 35 Wu Xiuquan, Huiyi yu huainian (Beijing: Zhonggong zhongyang dangxiao, 1991), 
333–35. WLX, 251. Liu, Chushi, 93.
 36 WLX, 251.
 37 Wu, Huiyi, 335.
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 39 WLX, 241, 252–53.
 40 WLX, 253.
 41 WLX, 253–54.
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million people who back us either do not oppose China or are temporar-
ily duped by the enemy.”42

 The diatribe against Soviet revisionism—subsequently known as the 
Lenin Polemics—was published in the form of an Hongqi article titled 
“Long Live Leninism” on April 19, followed by a Renmin Ribao edito-
rial and a speech by Lu Dingyi, the director of the CCP CC Propaganda 
Department, some days later.43 They opened the public Sino-Soviet po-
lemics that would last until Mao’s death. “Long Live Leninism” was a 
rambling justifi cation for the Chinese communes, a call to follow Lenin’s 
anti- imperialism, a distorted rehash of the history of the USSR under 
Stalin, and the claim that real Marxist-Leninists must reject peaceful 
co existence.44 The Renmin Ribao editorial claimed thirty-six alleged 
American violations of the Camp David Spirit, which spoke against any 
“East-West Summit Conference.”45 Lu Dingyi’s speech completed the 
triptych of Maoist invective, calling “revisionism . . . the product of the 
imperialist policy . . . of nuclear war blackmail.”46 Once the Chinese cel-
ebrations of Lenin’s birthday had passed, the Chairman, however, de-
cided “to suspend articles relating to modern revisionism” and “wait a 
little while and look for the response.”47

 The secretly prepared Lenin Polemics stunned the Soviets.48 After catch-
ing his breath, Khrushchev fretted about Mao’s audacious claim to the role 
of master theoretician in the socialist camp.49 But the Soviet response was 
lame. Otto Kuusinen, a member of the CPSU Presidium, gave a speech at 
the Lenin birthday celebrations in Moscow marshaling some Lenin quotes 
and making a moral appeal for nuclear disarmament.50 The Soviet com-
rades eventually republished Lenin’s “‘Leftism’ in Communism—an In-
fantile Disorder” in mid-June, forty years after its original publication—a 
faint but unintentional echo of Peng Dehuai’s use of the text at Lushan.51 
Chervonenko informed the East Germans in mid-May that the Soviet 
comrades offi cially would not reply to the Lenin Polemics.52

 42 Mao, “On the Anti–China Question,” 3/22/1960, JYMW, vol. 9, 93.
 43 WLX, 258–59.
 44 CB 617, 1–29.
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 47 WLX, 265.
 48 Prozumenshikov, “1960,” 3.
 49 Delyusin, “Guanyu,” 102. Delyusin, “Nekotorye,” 6, 7.
 50 MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 2, 274–75.
 51 Sovetskaya Rossiya, 6/10/1960, 3.
 52 “Note on a Talk with the Soviet Ambassador, Comrade Chervonenko,” 5/21/1960, 
SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/3604, 11–16.
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Paris Summit

The Soviet downing of an American U-2 spy plane on May 1, 1960, was 
probably the most fortuitous event in the Sino-Soviet Split. Since late 1957, 
the U.S. spy missions had probed Khrushchev’s bluffs with a Soviet ICBM 
fl eet. As a result of the U-2 Incident, Khrushchev abrogated the Paris Sum-
mit. The Chinese were jubilant about this apparent vindication of their 
belligerence against U.S. imperialism. But much of their radicalism resulted 
from their ignorance of the true state of the Soviet ICBM program.
 On May 1, Francis Gary Powers was on his way from Pakistan to Nor-
way with his high-fl ying U-2 spy aircraft. Operating at its ceiling height 
of 72,000 feet over Sverdlovsk, the plane was hit by shrapnel from a 
recently improved Soviet SA-2 anti-aircraft missile exploding below. The 
plane crashed. Moscow had known for a long time about Washington’s 
spy fl ights. Since 1959, the Soviets had fi red SA-2s at the planes; some 
had come dangerously close. Neither Moscow nor Washington raised 
the issue. Khrushchev was unwilling to complain in public because this 
would have meant a tacit acknowledgment that the USSR still lacked the 
military means to shoot down these planes. Eisenhower wanted to keep 
the sensitive U-2 program secret for future missions.53

 The timing of the incident—a fortnight before the Paris Summit—
was politically treacherous. The Soviet military was still furious over 
Khrushchev’s announcement of unilateral troop cuts, and proponents 
of a “China fi rst” strategy grumbled over his supposed disinclination to 
keep the Sino-Soviet alliance alive.54 The Soviet leader found himself in a 
dilemma: pursue Soviet-American rapprochement further or end it alto-
gether. Eventually he tried to rationalize the U-2 Incident by convincing 
himself that rogue elements in the CIA had acted behind the back of his 
friend Eisenhower.55 In truth, the president had for years personally en-
dorsed every fl ight, although the one on May 1 was supposed to be the 
last before the Paris Summit.56 Khrushchev “boiled over” when he heard 
Eisenhower publicly admitting to this on May 9.57 Seven days later, in 
Paris, he demanded a public apology. Eisenhower was not eager to submit 
to a humiliation by the “son-of-a-bitch” whose nuclear bluffs essentially 
were responsible for the crisis. The summit was over before it began.58

 53 Michael Beschloss, May-Day (New York: Harper & Row, 1986), 13–28. Curtis Pee-
bles, Dark Eagles (Novato: Presidio, 1995), 43–46. Khrushchev, Nikita S. Khrushchev, 
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 55 Taubman, Khrushchev, 446, 457.
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 57 Taubman, Khrushchev, 458.
 58 Quoted in: Pach, Presidency, 216–20. Taubman, Khrushchev, 460–68.
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 Why did Khrushchev blow the summit? Some weeks later he explained 
to the fraternal communist parties that he had canceled the Paris meeting 
“in the interests of the preservation of unity with the Chinese comrades,”59 
but this was a politically opportune defense at a time of rapidly deteriorat-
ing Sino-Soviet relations. His personal foreign policy adviser, Oleg Troya-
novskii, recalled that the Soviet reaction had to be suffi ciently “harsh,” since 
otherwise the hardliners in Moscow and Beijing would have exploited the 
incident.60 But the main explanation for Khrushchev’s destructive behavior 
in Paris seems to lie in his character. As at the WAPA meeting three months 
before, he was unable to control his anger.61 The Paris debacle was most 
damaging to Khrushchev himself. He had put a lot of his domestic prestige 
behind the summit. And thanks to the recently exposed U-2 fl ights, the 
Soviet leader also must have realized that it was only a matter of time until 
Washington would reveal to the world that there was no missile gap.62 
Khrushchev had bluffed high since late 1957, and gambled even higher in 
May 1960. But he had lost everything by late spring.
 The U-2 Incident came as a propaganda boon for the Chinese com-
rades. It added credibility to their most recent public invectives. Mao 
jeered at Khrushchev: “There were some people who said that Eisen-
hower is a peace-loving man, I hope that these people will gain some 
understanding from this event.”63 Deng Xiaoping told the CC secretariat 
that the U-2 Incident was a “fortuitous incident” for China: “After we 
had published the three articles ‘Long Live Leninism,’ Khrushchev could 
not be weak in the face of America.”64

 Following the abrogation of the Paris Summit, the Chinese shifted their 
propaganda efforts into high gear. On May 17, Deng told Chervonenko 
that Khrushchev’s demand for an American apology was a “fi rm po-
sition.”65 The Politburo the same day decided on a huge propaganda 
campaign in “support of the Soviet Union.”66 A media blitz accused 
Eisenhower of complete unwillingness to reduce international tensions. 
Several million people attended organized rallies on Tiananmen Square 
from May 20 to 22.67 Beijing doubled up the campaign at home with 
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one in the socialist world. In May, the Chinese comrades told East Euro-
pean and Soviet diplomats that the only way to secure world peace was 
to transfer nuclear weapons to the PRC.68 Beijing’s embassies in Mos-
cow and East Berlin distributed propaganda material promoting Mao’s 
radical new position.69 The Soviets considered these actions illegal and 
repeatedly asked the Chinese embassy to stop them. But whenever they 
brought up the topic, the Chinese claimed that the texts “support[ed] the 
struggle of the Soviet people . . . against imperialism.”70

 Khrushchev’s plunge in Chinese appreciation was not only related to 
Mao’s new radicalism, but also to Moscow’s failure to reveal the real 
state of affairs in Soviet missile technology. The Chinese comrades knew 
neither that Khrushchev’s ICBM bluff was empty nor that the USSR had 
been unable to shoot down U-2 planes before May 1, 1960. Shortly after 
the fi rst Sputnik in October 1957, Khrushchev instead had told them that 
“the Soviet Union’s missiles undoubtedly [had] sobered the brains of the 
western leaders.”71 During the Beijing visit in 1958, Khrushchev bragged 
that the extended territory of the USSR was far too small for the test-
ing of the newest version of long-range ICBMs.72 And at the twenty-fi rst 
CPSU congress, Khrushchev boasted that Moscow had started the “mass 
production of intercontinental ballistic missiles.”73 Little wonder the Chi-
nese Foreign Minister Chen Yi told Chervonenko in early 1960 that “the 
USA remains behind the USSR in the production of modern missile weap-
ons.”74 Nothing that Khrushchev had said was true; the USSR had only a 
very few and unwieldy ICBMs.75

 Similarly, the Chinese had trusted Moscow’s implicit claim of a Soviet 
anti-aircraft missile capability. In June 1959, two Taiwanese, U.S.-built 
RB-57D spy planes (a precursor to the U-2 with a ceiling height of 60,000 
feet) appeared over Beijing.76 The Chinese comrades were worried about 
a possible incident during the tenth anniversary celebrations of the PRC 
on October 1, 1959. Thus Ambassador Liu Xiao turned to Gromyko 
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on July 7 with a request to deliver needed weapons systems,77 but the 
Soviets equivocated since they obviously could not provide what they did 
not possess. Chargé d’Affaires Zhang Weile repeated the request with 
a tone of strained urgency on August 29.78 By late September, the Sovi-
ets seemed to have delivered something because Liu profusely thanked 
Vice–Foreign Minister Pushkin for “the consolidation of Beijing’s anti-
aircraft defense.”79 Oddly enough, on October 7, the Chinese actually 
did bring down a Taiwanese RB-57D near Beijing. Like half a year later 
over Sverdlovsk, shrapnel damaged the airplane fatally. That the missile 
had not even hit the RB-57D, which had an operating ceiling of 12,000 
feet lower than the U-2, did not matter.80 The Chinese comrades must 
have felt reassured by the awe-inspiring anti-aircraft missile capabilities 
of the Soviet revisionists.
 Unsurprisingly the Chinese leaders, in early May 1960, found that the 
American U-2 fl ights against a USSR seemingly armed to the teeth with 
ICBMs and powerful anti-aircraft missiles revealed the inherent belliger-
ence of American imperialism, and by logical extension that their as-
sertions in the Lenin Polemics had been completely correct. As much as 
Khrushchev’s ICBM bluff had boomeranged by May 1960 in his rela-
tions with Eisenhower, his misinformation campaign toward China with 
regard to the nuclear and anti-aircraft missile capabilities greatly under-
mined his position in relation to Mao. In May 1960, Khrushchev had to 
pay twice a heavy price for his past bravado.

Ideological Warfare in Beijing and Bucharest

The Chinese comrades planned to use the momentum of the U-2 Inci-
dent and the abortive Paris Summit to promote their agenda at the Bei-
jing meeting of the board of directors of the World Federation of Trade 
Unions (WFTU; an association of the state-sponsored unions in the so-
cialist camp and fellow traveler unions elsewhere).81 The meeting was 
supposed to open on May 30, but Liu Ningyi, the head of the Chinese 
delegation, requested so many changes in the draft report that the start 
was postponed repeatedly. On June 2, he even demanded a meeting of all 

 77 “Reception of Liu Xiao,” 6/7/1959, AVPRF, f.0100, o.52, d.5, p.442, 24.
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member unions in order to adopt the Chinese line as laid out in the Lenin 
Polemics. The other delegations fl atly refused.82

 When Mao Zedong, Liu Shaoqi, and Zhou Enlai realized that Liu 
Ning yi had failed to force the Chinese line unto the WFTU, they quickly 
returned to Beijing from their inspection tours in China’s provinces.83 Liu 
Ningyi tried to raise the topic again on the fi fth, but Viktor Grishin, the 
Soviet delegation head, left the hall demonstratively.84 The same evening, 
the CCP announced that some selected foreign delegates were invited to 
an unspecifi ed event that turned out to be a dinner with the CCP Polit-
buro. Deng Xiaoping treated his guests to a surprise—a hundred-minute 
ideological diatribe against Soviet revisionism. In response, Grishin “de-
manded from the Chinese comrades to let them fi nally do their work.”85

 After the start of the offi cial meetings, the Chinese delegation continued 
to deliver speeches unrelated to “the work of labor unions in China.” 
The radical Chinese position found support only from the Indonesians 
and partially from the North Koreans, Japanese, and North Vietnamese.86 
When Beijing’s top leaders realized that they had lost the gamble, they 
retreated to Shanghai for a Politburo conference to discuss China’s ruined 
agriculture, as related above.87 Taking over from Liu Ningyi, the moderate 
Wang Jiaxiang decided that Chinese compromises were necessary to get 
at least a fi nal WFTU document.88 The meeting nevertheless ended on bad 
terms on June 9.89 Afterward, the CCP launched a media campaign por-
traying the gathering as a complete success for the Chinese line,90 which 
the WFTU decried in November as a “misrepresentation of facts.”91

 The Chinese provocations at the WFTU meeting angered Khrushchev 
so much that he decided to use the impending Third Romanian Party Con-
gress in Bucharest for retribution.92 However, at the beginning of June, he 
had just agreed to meet there with all ruling parties to discuss the differ-
ences in a calm fashion. After a Presidium meeting on “unity of discipline 
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by all” in the socialist camp,93 the CPSU had sent out an invitation on the 
second to meet in Bucharest for talks about “our further, common line.”94 
The Chinese comrades immediately wondered what the rationale behind 
Khrushchev’s newest initiative was: “To approach jointly the enemy on 
the basis of the situation after the [Paris] summit, . . . [or] to make us suf-
fer?”95 Since they tried to exploit the WFTU meeting for their purposes 
right at that moment, the Chinese comrades concluded that Khrushchev 
wanted to use the Romanian congress for a similar end. Thus, on June 7, 
the CPSU agreed to a CCP proposal to meet for consultations only.96

 It was only after the end of the WFTU meeting that Moscow’s attitude 
toward Beijing changed. Just before the Soviet republication of “‘Leftism’ 
in Communism—an Infantile Disorder” on June 13, most of the delega-
tions to the WFTU meeting stopped over in Moscow to report on the 
most recent Chinese provocations.97 While a June 10 Sovetskaya Rossiya 
article had not even alluded to any Sino-Soviet disagreements, two days 
later Pravda criticized the Chinese comrades for ideological radicalism.98 
By mid-June, the Albanians had the impression the Soviets wanted to 
pressure them to participate in a “plot” against the Chinese.99 Moscow 
also demanded from East Berlin to drop its lingering support of the com-
munes; on June 17, the party organ Neues Deutschland disassociated 
itself from the Great Leap Forward.100

 Although the CCP did not yet know about the sudden changes of the 
Soviet attitude by mid-June, it nevertheless felt a thunderstorm brewing. 
The CCP Politburo instructed the versatile Peng Zhen, who was chosen 
over the ultraleftist Kang Sheng as delegation head to the Romanian party 
congress, “to support unity, to support principle, . . . to gain mastery by 
counter-attacking, . . . [and] to allow for unforeseen circumstances.”101

 At an eight-hour stopover meeting in Moscow on June 17, Peng Zhen 
and Frol Kozlov, a CPSU Presidium member, battled over international 
politics. Kozlov repeatedly waved a thick document under Peng’s nose. 
When the Chinese representative asked what it was, his Soviet opposite 
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equivocated by saying that “we will discuss that after we have arrived 
in Bucharest.” The CCP delegation sent a telegram to Beijing about this 
“bad omen.” Its gloomy speculation was on the spot; the document was 
a sixty-eight-page Soviet condemnation of Chinese policies.102

 The charged atmosphere was plainly noticeable at the actual Roma-
nian congress from June 20 to 22. The Romanian delegates clapped often 
during Khrushchev’s rambling speech, while remaining “cold” through 
Peng’s short address.103 A Chinese telegram to Beijing speculated that 
“they might have organized an operation against us”; the reply wire 
warned “to be on guard.”104 The Soviets were indeed secretly making 
preparations.105 On June 21, the CPSU distributed the sixty-eight-page 
condemnation to all the ruling parties attending—except the Chinese.106 
The piece accused the CCP of misunderstanding the recent historical pe-
riod, questions of war and peace, and peaceful coexistence.107 The Chi-
nese were also cut by all other delegations; and Khrushchev repeatedly 
delayed a bilateral meeting.108 Finally on June 22, he treated Peng to 
a six-hour stream of charges ranging from the failed Hundred Flowers 
campaign, the disastrous Great Leap Forward, the confl ict with India, the 
publication of Kang Sheng’s speech before the WAPA meeting, to “the 
anti-Soviet talks at the WFTU meeting.”109

 On June 23, Yurii Andropov, the head of the CC Liaison Department, 
fi nally provided Peng with the sixty-eight-page condemnation together 
with a draft bulletin, telling the Chinese that they should be prepared to 
discuss it the next day.110 That very day, Mao convened the Politburo to 
discuss the fi rst telegrams Peng Zhen had sent. It fi nally dawned on the 
comrades in Beijing how serious the situation was. Mao accused Khrush-
chev of making Sino-Soviet differences public—as if the CCP had never 
published Kang Sheng’s WAPA speech or the Lenin Polemics. Beijing 
eventually sent a telegram to Bucharest warning of a possible Soviet “sur-
prise attack.”111
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 The Soviet surprise attack came on June 24 at the meeting of the twelve 
ruling parties. Peng tried to “gain mastery by counter-attacking” when he 
took the fl oor to complain against the surprise attack before it happened.112 
The Bulgarian party boss, Todor Zhivkov, immediately requested to know 
why Peng did not want to discuss the disagreements within the socialist 
camp in Bucharest, especially after the Chinese party leadership had tried 
to force the same discussion onto the WFTU meeting three weeks before. 
Except for the Albanians, who regretted the Sino-Soviet quarrel, and the 
North Koreans and Vietnamese, who essentially remained silent, all other 
delegations condemned China’s policies at length.113 That evening, in the 
embassy, the Chinese delegation accused Khrushchev of violating what it 
called his supposed June 7 “promise” to meet for consultations only, and 
balked at signing the draft bulletin: “If we sign, then we surrender.” Peng 
decided to ask Beijing for more instructions.114

 The meeting of all fi fty-one communist party delegations the next day 
was even worse. The delegates of the nonruling parties, one after the 
other, condemned Chinese policies; even the Indonesians and Japanese, 
who had supported the Chinese at the WFTU meeting, switched sides.115 
The CCP delegation was anxious as it had not received new instruc-
tions.116 Peng Zhen responded in an impromptu speech, defending the 
CCP against the charges. It was a gallant but futile attempt to redress the 
situation.117 Peng shortly afterward sent a report by telegram to Beijing 
with an urgent call for instructions.118

 At that time the Albanian party was struggling over how to respond to 
the situation. A special plane was shuttling back and forth between Ti-
rana and Bucharest with questions and directives. On June 25, the Alba-
nian Politburo decided to instruct its delegation to agree to the proposed 
bulletin the next day—with reservations—and to disapprove strongly 
with the spirit and methods of the whole meeting.119
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 June 25 ended in Bucharest with a tense banquet, which Peng left early 
to receive a telephone call from Zhou.120 The Politburo advised the delega-
tion to try to have the wording of the planned bulletin changed, and if that 
should prove impossible to hand out a statement of dissent that accused 
the Soviets of “pressuring us to surrender to their un-Marxist-Leninist 
points of view.”121 After the offi cial instructions had arrived by coded tele-
gram,122 the Chinese delegation requested at 10 p.m. an  urgent appoint-
ment with the Romanian party leader Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej.123 Peng 
tried to get an additional meeting of the twelve ruling parties to discuss 
the Chinese proposals on the bulletin. But since the proposals were three 
times longer than the planned bulletin itself, Gheorghiu-Dej only agreed 
to an additional meeting to decide if the Chinese proposals should be dis-
cussed at a future gathering.124

 On June 26, the last day of the Bucharest Meeting, the twelve ruling 
parties met briefl y before noon to discuss the Chinese proposals. After 
a renewed clash between Khrushchev and Peng, it was settled that they 
would convene a second Moscow Meeting in November.125 The Chi-
nese also agreed to sign the bulletin reconfi rming Soviet ideological po-
sitions,126 but, to the surprise of all, distributed a written statement of 
dissent.127 In the afternoon, when all fi fty-one foreign delegations met to 
endorse the bulletin orally, the Albanians not only raised their disagree-
ment with Soviet methods, but also chided the Chinese for their actions 
at the WFTU meeting.128

 The Bucharest Meeting revealed that the Chinese were unbending. On 
the second day of the Beidaihe Politburo meeting from July 5 to August 
10, Peng reported to Mao that the Romanian Congress had disclosed a 
“two-line struggle in the international communist movement, a struggle 
between Marxism and opportunism.” Khrushchev was nothing but a 
“schemer” who used “intrigues” to pressure the Chinese. Peng concluded 
that the “struggle” with the Soviet opportunists would be long-lasting. 
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Mao immediately tried to apply the lessons learned at Bucharest to Chi-
na’s domestic situation. If Khrushchev had produced revisionism and op-
portunism in the USSR, then the PRC had been correct to embark on the 
“experiment” of the Great Leap Forward.129 It was a chilling reminder 
that the Chairman still had not given up his own high-fl ying dreams.
 A week later, Zhou delivered a three-day presentation of Soviet mis-
takes in the Chinese Revolution. It attempted to marshal historical 
evidence for the path of ideological isolation the CCP had taken most 
recently by arguing that the CCP had survived its many past travails 
only through complete ideological independence from Moscow while the 
USSR had been a single obstacle to the Chinese Revolution.130 Indeed, the 
CCP was almost completely isolated—a situation Mao had warned of in 
April. But he was still convinced that “90% of the masses sympathize 
with and support us,” and faced the reality that only the tiny Albanian 
party was willing to side with the CCP with stoicism: “One good friend 
is just enough.”131

 As the Chinese comrades were reassessing their relationship with the 
Soviet revisionists, the CPSU called a CC meeting to discuss its relations 
with the CCP. On July 16, the very day Zhou at Beidaihe talked about 
Sino-Soviet relations, Kozlov laid out at length the “major mistakes of 
the [CCP] leadership” since 1957. Khrushchev followed with a sketch of 
Mao’s personality cult: “When I look at Mao Zedong, I just see Stalin, 
an exact copy.”132

 The Soviet leadership took three decisions to adjust to the new circum-
stances after Bucharest. It terminated all nuclear research collaboration 
in the PRC,133 stopped the publication of the Friendship (Druzhba) jour-
nal,134 and punished Albania for its refusal to back the Soviet position at 
Bucharest with a cut to economic aid.135 When all other East European 
countries followed suit on the third issue in a matter of days, Albania—
suffering under manmade famines in 1960 as well—had to turn to Mao 
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for economic assistance. The Chairman was more than happy to help 
out his only good friend.136 The PRC agreed to provide grain aid to Al-
bania.137 But the Albanian position in Romania had not been as clear-cut 
as Khrushchev saw it; his hurried actions pushed Albania to side with 
China.138

 According to Lev Delyusin, who worked in the Soviet foreign ministry 
at the time, Khrushchev did not want to break with the Chinese at Bucha-
rest. He was angered by the Chinese attempt to depart from the position 
of unity he believed to represent in his dealings with the West.139 The 
crudeness of his methods and his inability to restrain his anger at Chinese 
provocations since April only made the situation worse. Similar to his 
dealings with Eisenhower in Paris, he did not even try to provide the Chi-
nese comrades with a face-saving way out of their political isolation.140

Soviet Withdrawal and Collapse of Economic Relations

On July 18, without prior warning, Moscow informed Beijing of the im-
mediate withdrawal of all of the approximately fourteen hundred Soviet 
specialists.141 The departure of civilian specialists was completed on Au-
gust 24, the evacuation of their military counterparts, a week later.142 The 
controversial nature of the withdrawal provided the Chinese side with 
the pretext to blame the Soviets for the disasters at home. Moreover, it 
served both as an excuse to terminate economic relations with the USSR, 
which had suffered under the Great Leap Forward, and as an opportu-
nity to realign China’s economy with the nonsocialist world.
 The July 18 letter announcing the withdrawal listed a whole range of 
reasons: the long-standing Soviet desire that the specialists might return 
home, Chinese criticism of their work, the blatant Chinese disregard for 
Soviet technical advice, and CCP propaganda against the CPSU.143 A 
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 Soviet circular to the East Europeans additionally claimed that the Chi-
nese had purposely made the work of the Soviet specialists impossible.144

 The deterioration of relations over the Soviet specialists had started 
some years before. Since early 1956, Moscow had called for their re-
turn home, but Beijing had always dragged its feet.145 With the start of 
the Great Leap Forward, Soviet specialists complained to their embassy 
about ideologically motivated name-calling.146 In September 1959, when 
Mao had announced that all foreign specialists in the PRC had to work 
for the Great Leap Forward, the situation turned even worse.147 Follow-
ing the Lenin Polemics, the CCP instructed Chinese specialists to infl u-
ence their Soviet counterparts ideologically at the workplace.148 The 
Soviet government had reacted to this gradual deterioration in working 
conditions even before July 18, 1960; by October 1959, Moscow started 
to withdraw some of its specialists inconspicuously.149

 The trigger for the Soviet decision to withdraw all personnel was the 
Chinese attempt to pressure Soviet military specialists. Lin Biao’s cam-
paign to inoculate the PLA with Mao Zedong Thought reached its peak 
in June and July.150 On June 10, General Colonel Fu Zhun delivered a 
speech to Soviet military specialists propagating the ideological line laid 
out in the Lenin Polemics. Chervonenko reported on the speech to Mos-
cow on July 9. When Soviet Defense Minister Malinovskii saw a sum-
mary of the speech, he personally sent it to Khrushchev with his own 
critical remarks in the margins.151

 The decision to withdraw all specialists was spontaneous. There is 
no indication that the CPSU CC plenum of July 13–16 was involved at 
all.152 Some witnesses remember that Khrushchev personally made the 
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decision;153 others recall a collective judgment.154 The withdrawal was 
hotly contested in the lower ranks. The foreign ministry warned that a 
similar decision in 1948 had not managed to subdue the Yugoslavs.155 
Chervonenko, whose embassy only half a year before had identifi ed the 
specialists as the most important source for information, called the with-
drawal plainly illegal, and advocated letting the specialists stay until their 
contracts expired.156 The withdrawal was a self-defeating blunder; the 
USSR had committed a great amount of resources to the PRC for ten 
years but suddenly gave up its entire institutional and human leverage 
over the PRC.157

 The sudden Soviet announcement to withdraw all specialists is to 
this day a convenient pretext for the PRC to defl ect blame for the self-
 induced economic collapse. A recent government publication, for ex-
ample, claims that the withdrawal meant that the Soviet government 
“scrapped . . . 600 contracts” and “stop[ped] dispatching more than 900 
[additional] experts.” It further alleges that Moscow “stopped supplying 
important equipment urgently needed in China’s construction.”158 State-
ments from the time even blamed the USSR for the collapse of China’s 
economy and for the famines,159 or claimed that the Soviet Union de-
manded instant repayment of debts.160 The historical reality, however, is 
more complicated.
 The Soviet decision to withdraw came at a time when the Chinese 
leadership was discussing economics at Beidaihe anyway. The Politburo 
had already decided to make “agriculture the fi rst battlefront.” Indus-
trial construction, which attracted most of the Soviet assistance, lost pri-
ority.161 Despite this decision, Mao continued to demand another steel 
campaign involving 70 million people to raise annual production to 22 
million tons in 1960. Few shared his ideas.162
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 Once the Soviet letter arrived, the Chinese leadership accused the 
USSR of “expanding the split in ideological matters to governmental re-
lations.”163 In its narrow sense, the charge was correct, but it was the 
CCP itself that had carried the split in ideological matters out of the 
realm of party relations into the WFTU in the fi rst place. Nevertheless, 
Soviet actions had given Beijing the moral high ground in the debate.
 Mulling over the meaning of the withdrawal for China’s place in the 
socialist world, Mao called for greater “self-reliance.”164 Nevertheless, 
on July 31, the Chinese asked the Soviets to reconsider their decision,165 
but Chen Yi warned Chervonenko some days later that if “you want to 
treat us as Yugoslavia, we will not accept it.”166 Moscow notifi ed Beijing 
on August 26 that it had not changed its mind.167 It did not surprise the 
Chinese. Pessimistic about this matter as early as August 8, Mao had 
told Deng and Liu that the Soviet party was essentially split from its own 
people: “Ninety percent of the Soviet people are good people.” Neverthe-
less, it would take some time for them to grasp the truth; therefore “we 
should brace ourselves for the next ten years.” Liu agreed, arguing that 
“without revisionism, Leninism cannot develop.” He further asserted 
that the initial emergence of revisionism in the USSR in the late 1930s 
was all Stalin’s fault: “After the elimination of counterrevolutionaries, 
salaries rose, material incentives were introduced, [and] this created a 
high salary class. When a high salary class occurs, revisionism occurs as 
well.” The lesson, Deng concluded, was to be on guard against revision-
ism at home.168 Also, Mao fretted that “Khrushchev did not give us any 
advanced technology.”169 In the fall, a propaganda campaign downplay-
ing Soviet contributions to China’s economic construction started.170

 Be that as it may, the Chinese comrades did not let the Soviet special-
ists feel their disdain for the Khrushchevite leadership. In mid-August, at 
an offi cial farewell dinner in Beijing, Zhou Enlai personally thanked a 
group of Soviet specialists for their “contributions to construct socialism 
in China,” and claimed to see them off only “reluctantly.”171 Yet, the 
Chinese side broke diplomatic secrecy by reading the July 18 letter to all 
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Soviet specialists.172 The action was a successful maneuver to undermine 
their trust in their own government,173 but also led to Soviet diplomatic 
complaints.174

 What did the changes in Beijing’s assessment of Moscow mean for 
China? In the days after July 18, Mao reviewed China’s total debt to the 
Soviet Union. It was 1.52 billion transfer rubles (the bookkeeping unit in 
the socialist barter economy), of which 0.72 billion had already been paid 
off. After Zhou raised the problem of how quickly the remaining sum 
should be repaid, Mao decided for a short-term clearing: “Because this 
is the money of the Soviet people, we don’t want to let down the Soviet 
 people. . . . During the time in Yan’an, we also had such diffi culties, we ate 
hot peppers and nobody died, the current time is quite similar, we want to 
fasten our belts, [and] to aim to pay the money back within fi ve years.”175 
In reality, China did not pay its debts with money but with raw materials 
and agricultural products that were in short supply anyway.176 Also, the 
PRC was under no legal obligation to clear its debt in fi ve years.
 It is likely that the sudden withdrawal of specialists affected a number 
of industrial plants,177 but the overall negative effect was far smaller than 
claimed—simply because China’s economy had already been broken be-
fore July 18. According to Chen Yi’s own admission in August 1960, 
not one of the Soviet specialists had worked directly in rural production, 
although the collapse of agriculture had caused China’s economic prob-
lems.178 In any case, it is hard to believe that the whole Chinese economy 
was dependent on fourteen hundred Soviet specialists. The Chinese asser-
tion of Moscow’s supposed termination, not only of planned short-term 
business trips of nine hundred specialists to the PRC, but also of the de-
livery of important industrial equipment, seems to be incorrect as well.179 
Soviet specialists continued to arrive in China on short-term assignments 
together with the equipment they were supposed to assemble even after 
the completion of the withdrawal in late August.180
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 Soviet specialists only stopped traveling to China when the PRC uni-
laterally suspended all remaining supply contracts on October 31, 1960. 
The decision stemmed from the collapse of Sino-Soviet trade in 1960 and 
the resulting Chinese negative balance of payments of 2 billion transfer 
rubles.181 Furthermore, after the Soviet withdrawal of specialists, Beijing 
was also unwilling to continue the practice of delivering strategic raw 
materials to Moscow at discount prices. The PRC knew it could charge 
more on the world market.182

 The collapse of Sino-Soviet trade in 1960 was considerable. In absolute 
terms, the economic expansion during the fi rst two Great Leap Forward 
years led to a fi nal peak in trade in 1959, before the rapid decrease.183 
The 1959 Sino-Soviet goods exchange agreement stipulated trade worth 
7.3831 billion transfer rubles (a 20 percent increase over 1958);184 the 
1960 agreement specifi ed another 10 percent increase to approximately 
8.1 billion.185 In reality, trade in 1960 shrank approximately 20 percent 
to around 5.9 billion.186 The numbers suggest that the Chinese negative 
balance of payment of 2 billion transfer rubles largely stemmed from 
China’s inability to fulfi ll its trade obligations in 1960.
 The Chinese side used the bad 1960 harvest and the illegal Soviet with-
drawal as excuses for its own equally illegal abrogation of trade obli-
gations and existing industrial orders. On October 31, Foreign Trade 
Minister Ye Jizhuang notifi ed the Soviet embassy that existing Chinese 
deliveries of food and minerals and Chinese orders for Soviet civilian 
and military goods would be suspended, and that the 2 billion trade 
debt would be repaid in fi ve years.187 Seven weeks later, the Soviet for-
eign trade ministry dismissed the Chinese excuse that invoked the Soviet 
withdrawal as a reason for the termination of trade agreements with the 
counterclaim that the PRC had failed to fulfi ll its trade obligations start-
ing as early as 1959. Moscow also reminded Beijing that the 1960 trade 
agreement stipulated the clearing of trade debt within three months, but 
indicated willingness to talk about rescheduling.188 The Chinese instan-
taneously replied that article 33 of the trade agreement specifi ed that the 
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three-month deadline did not apply to “causes beyond human power”—a 
good argument, provided one accepted the fi ction that this article applied 
to the ruinous Great Leap Forward policies.189 The two sides eventually 
rescheduled the debt in early 1961.190

 China’s new emphasis on self-reliance meant a shrinking of Sino-Soviet 
trade and a simultaneous diversifi cation of its international trading pat-
terns. Since late 1958, the Chinese side had disapproved of Soviet pricing 
policies and the Soviet reluctance to provide advanced military technol-
ogy.191 The withdrawal of the specialists facilitated Beijing’s decision to 
reorient its trade “away from the socialist camp toward the ‘capitalist’ 
camp,” as Chen Yi frankly told Chervonenko in October.192 Two months 
before, Beijing had proposed trade talks to Tokyo paired with an offer 
of “fl exibility” over Japan’s support of Taiwan.193 Until 1965, the PRC 
established trade links with several West European countries and bought 
sixty-fi ve complete sets of industrial enterprises in the capitalist world.194

 Moscow was keenly aware of Beijing’s changes in international trade 
patterns. Already in September 1960, as an internal report complained, 
the Chinese side had embarked on a propaganda campaign “degrading 
the signifi cance of Soviet aid to China.”195 A quick review of the develop-
ment of Chinese trade with the USSR, Japan, and some West European 
countries in the years after 1960 confi rms that trade with the Soviet com-
rades fell sharply year by year (by 1965 it stood at one-sixth of the 1959 
volume) while Chinese commerce with the class enemies generally grew 
in the early 1960s.196

Border Problems

In addition to open ideological confl ict and the collapse of economic 
cooperation, border problems started to strain Sino-Soviet relations in 
1960. The Sino-Indian border confl ict in 1959 had alerted the Chinese 
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government to the necessity of settling the exact border lines with its 
many neighbors. From 1960 to 1963, the PRC resolved border disputes 
with Outer Mongolia, Burma, Nepal, Afghanistan, and Pakistan on the 
basis of mutual compromises. Apart from the maritime border with Viet-
nam, only the border problems with China’s largest neighbors—India 
and the USSR—remained unresolved.197

 As long as Sino-Soviet relations had remained amicable during the 
1950s, the problem of their unsettled borders was politically negligible. 
In the eastern sector (from North Korea to Mongolia) disagreements re-
volved around the precise course—including some islands—of the ever-
changing fairways of the Amur, Ussuri, and Argun rivers. In the western 
sector (from Mongolia to Afghanistan), the border line was running un-
demarcated through desert terrain and the Tianshan range.198

 In an April 28 press conference in Katmandu (Nepal), Zhou declared 
that there were some disagreements between Chinese and Soviet maps.199 
Two months later, one hundred Chinese cattle breeders with fi fteen 
thousand animals crossed the border near the Buz Aigyr pass (Tianshan) 
into Soviet Kyrgyztan. Soviet border guards asked them to leave, but the 
breeders refused because “the chairman of their people’s commune” had 
ordered them to let cattle graze there.200 They stayed into the winter, sup-
plied by the Soviets with the necessary food.201 Little wonder that, from 
August 17 to October 29, both sides staked out their claims on the terri-
tory near Buz Aigyr.202

 The diplomatic showdown occurred on November 6. Chervonenko 
lodged a complaint with Vice-Foreign Minister Zeng Yongquan rejecting 
an earlier note by the Chinese side on the illegal withdrawal of the spe-
cialists in the summer. Zeng threw a fi t in Maoist hysteria, accusing Mos-
cow of following a “general plan” to pressure China, starting with the 
cessation of the Friendship (Druzhba) journal, Soviet complaints about 
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the Chinese embassy distributing propaganda material in the USSR, the 
Soviet withdrawal of the specialists, and the Soviet Union’s “abnormal 
steps in trade with China,” only to end with the charge that the “Soviet 
side had [also] staged border incidents.” The ambassador reminded the 
vice– foreign minister that these issues should be addressed in the “inter-
ests of our friendship.”203

 The Buz Aigyr episode was only a prelude. Although the documentary 
evidence is inconclusive, the timing of the incident (late June) suggests a 
link to the ongoing deterioration of Sino-Soviet relations. Given the pat-
tern of Chinese-provoked border incidents in 1960 and afterward, it is 
possible that it was also Beijing’s attempt to bring the territorial dispute 
to Moscow’s attention. The row intensifi ed parallel to the Sino-Soviet ne-
gotiations in the run-up to the Moscow Meeting in late summer and early 
fall (see immediately below) and disappeared as soon as an agreement 
between the CPSU and CCP on ideological matters was impending at the 
meeting in the Soviet capital. Regardless, both sides had to prepare for 
future confrontations over the border issue. The diplomatic clash over 
Buz Aigyr was a turning point for Mao, who subsequently began to shift 
China’s defense focus away “from the southwest to the north.”204

Moscow Meeting

Despite all the confl ict, both the CCP and the CPSU realized that they 
had to fi nd at least a minimal common position at the Moscow Meet-
ing in November. The fi nal breakdown of the rapprochement with the 
United States in the early fall induced the USSR to seek a modus vivendi 
with the PRC. The ultimate collapse of the Great Leap Forward in early 
November undercut the radical positions China had taken up.
 In late summer 1960, the Soviet and the Chinese comrades played their 
last cards from the Bucharest meeting. In mid-August, a CPSU circular to 
all fraternal parties condemned Chinese methods since the Lenin Polemics 
and public Chinese attempts to portray the majority opinions expressed 
in Bucharest as the splittist ideas of “comrade Khrushchev” alone.205 The 
Chinese eventually replied to the sixty-eight-page CPSU condemnation at 
the Bucharest Meeting—in double length—in early September. A group 
of Chinese theoreticians had worked on it for two months, with Mao 
reviewing drafts frequently. It was a long-winded defense, complaining 
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about “the surprise attack” at Bucharest, and asserting that the Chinese 
revolution—especially its struggle against imperialism—was the correct 
model for the socialist camp.206 Thus, the CCP explicitly laid a claim to a 
leading role in the history of the communist world.
 By early August, however, the Chinese and the Soviets came to real-
ize that they had to pull back from confrontation. Already on the fi rst, 
Chen Yi proclaimed that U.S. imperialism, not Soviet revisionism, was 
still the main enemy.207 Some days later, he told Chervonenko that “it 
was impossible even to think that our countries could be unfriendly.”208 
The Chairman himself sent Liu Shaoqi to the Soviet ambassador to sound 
out what areas were still open to cooperation, especially in defense and 
military production.209 The new Chinese fl exibility was also apparent in 
Liu Ningyi’s speeches in mid-August in Japan during commemoration 
proceedings of the fi fteenth anniversary of the A-bomb droppings. In 
line with China’s new trade requirements, Liu claimed that “the Chi-
nese people consistently advocated peaceful coexistence; in relations with 
western countries, and also with the USA.” The change of tone from his 
radical propaganda speeches at the WFTU meeting was so startling that 
Andropov personally drew Khrushchev’s attention to it.210

 The initial impetus for the Sino-Soviet rapprochement was North Viet-
namese mediation. Ho Chi Minh did not agree to de-Stalinization and, 
given U.S. support for South Vietnam, the Soviet policy of peaceful co-
existence. Hanoi, however, was also not willing to follow in Beijing’s 
footprints. Ho understood that the DRV was dependent on cooperation 
between the USSR and the PRC in the Vietnamese confl ict.211

 Arriving at Beidaihe on August 8, Ho proposed to Mao to use his im-
pending visit to Khrushchev “to run an errand” for the Chinese comrades. 
He “urged reconciliation” and unity against “the main enemy, American 
imperialism.” Early the next morning, the two leaders thrashed out Ho’s 
mission to Moscow while splashing in the Bo Hai Gulf.212 But Mao still 
wondered why Sino-Soviet relations had gone amiss that year: “Khrush-
chev can cooperate with America, England and France. He can cooperate 
with India and Indonesia. He can even cooperate with Yugoslavia, but 
only with China is it impossible on the grounds that we have divergent 
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opinions.”213 Mao did not ask the reverse question: Why could he not 
cooperate with everybody else?
 Immediately after his arrival in Moscow, Ho continued his fl ight to Yalta 
to see Khrushchev. Although the Soviet leader claimed that he had no dif-
ferences with Mao about the need to fi ght against imperialism, he never-
theless insisted that Sino-Soviet ideological differences were numerous and 
mainly about China’s internal policies.214 When Ho passed through Beijing 
on his way home, this was precisely what he reported to Mao: “The Soviet 
side said that since 1958 in many affairs, China . . . had not talked with the 
Soviet Union. For example, during the Hundred-Flowers Campaign, the 
people’s communes, the Great Leap Forward.” Ho added that Khrushchev 
hoped for a success during the Moscow Meeting but said that it depended 
on the “Chinese attitude.” Mao replied: “We will not relax.”215

 The North Vietnamese mediation nevertheless showed quick results. 
The Soviet comrades approached their Chinese brethren with two letters 
on August 15. One was the circular referred to above, but the other pro-
posed a meeting between the two parties in order to start preparations for 
the planned Moscow Meeting.216 The Chinese responded in kind. On Sep-
tember 10, they presented the Soviet embassy with the above-mentioned 
long reply together with a note that a CCP delegation would be ready to 
leave for negotiations with the CPSU in fi ve days.217 Both sides had incen-
tives, mounting gradually during the fall, to pull back from the brink.
 Soviet relations with the United States after the abortive Paris Sum-
mit were in a deep freeze. Khrushchev still could not swallow his anger. 
Instead, he put Francis Gary Powers on a public trial that was covered 
in Pravda in detail.218 This unconstructive signal came right before his 
visit to New York to attend the fi fteenth session of the United Nations 
General Assembly.
 Khrushchev’s second and last visit to the United States in early fall un-
derscored the poor condition of relations. He had reasoned that his pres-
ence at the U.N. would force Eisenhower to attend as well and meet with 
him, but the atmosphere was poisoned from the very beginning.219 Even 
before his arrival, Hungarian Americans picketed the residence of the 
Soviet U.N. delegation in Manhattan with placards such as “Welcome 
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Khrushchev? Then Why Not Heil Hitler.”220 The International Long-
shoremen’s Association vowed not to dock the ship Baltika, on which 
Khrushchev was to arrive on September 19.221 The tugboat escorting the 
Soviet vessel into the harbor carried seventy union members holding up 
a big-lettered placard with the words: “Khrushchev, Butcher of Hungar-
ian People.”222 Judging from his own experiences, Khrushchev was con-
vinced that these demonstrations were government-sponsored.223

 Tensions translated into the United Nations General Assembly as well. 
Even though Eisenhower refused to meet Khrushchev, he delivered a 
speech on September 22 on peace and disarmament. The Soviet leader 
listened in “stony silence,” but later hinted that he would accept an invi-
tation—to no avail.224 Two days later, Khrushchev followed up with his 
own speech, rambling as usual, and four times longer, complaining about 
continued U.S. spy fl ights, calling for peaceful coexistence, and insist-
ing on complete and rapid disarmament.225 In a calculated attempt to be 
“not less anti-imperialist than the Chinese,” he also made himself appear 
the champion of national liberation, claiming that the “Soviet Union has 
no colonies.”226 Several days later, Polish-American exile groups replied 
with a demonstration of 105,000 people, carrying placards such as “Po-
land is still in chains.”227

 After that, Khrushchev changed his tactics from statesmanship to 
rough play. During the September 29 speech of U.K. Prime Minister Har-
old Macmillan, Khrushchev yelled while pounding his desk: “You sent 
your planes over our territory, you are guilty of aggression.”228 Finally, 
when the Filipino delegation took up Khrushchev’s call for immediate de-
colonization on October 12, remarking that past U.S. imperialism in the 
Philippines had been much more benign than present Soviet colonialism 
in East Europe, Khrushchev once more lost his temper, “pulled off his 
right shoe, stood up and brandished the shoe at the Philippine delegate 
on the other side of the hall. He then banged the shoe on his desk.”229
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 As in previous years, the Soviet U.N. delegation also brought up the 
question of Chinese representation. In an apparent attempt to curry favor 
with China before the impending Moscow talks, Khrushchev pompously 
warned that the further exclusion of the PRC from the United Nations 
would lead to a “terrible” war.230 His bravado brought neither success 
nor Chinese backing. Beijing’s press was tight-lipped about his trip to 
New York.231 Mao happily noted that all of Khrushchev’s proposals at 
the U.N. had “suffered a crushing defeat.”232

 The trip provided an important impetus for Moscow to improve rela-
tions with Beijing. Troyanovskii recollected the “conditioned refl ex” that 
affl icted the Kremlin at the time. When relations had been bad with the 
Chinese comrades in late 1959, Khrushchev had pressed for the Paris 
Summit. Conversely, in mid-October 1960 it was a “suitable time for 
new attempts to arrange things with Beijing.”233

 Simultaneously, the Chinese realized as well that they had overstretched 
their political and ideological credibility. Mao’s Great Leap Forward radi-
calism was standing on a rapidly crumbling pair of clay feet. On August 
16, Li Fuchun gave the fi rst public hints of a retreat.234 A week later, 
Zhou admitted to Chervonenko that the PRC was suffering under “many 
shortcomings,” but he was still not willing to disclose the famines.235 By 
September 30, Zhou eventually accepted Li Fuchun’s warning from the 
Beidaihe meeting that the Chinese economy had to adjust. Even Mao, 
who had continued to promote another steel drive, now listened to advice 
urging drastic measures in agriculture.236 The food crisis deteriorated so 
quickly in mid-October that the Chinese leadership sent out a directive 
to the provinces for the urgent collection of the harvest.237 A week later, 
Chen Yun warned of a renewed famine in the coming winter.238 By the 
end of the month, while Mao, Liu, and Deng were absorbed in prepara-
tions for the Moscow Meeting, Zhou regained operational control over 
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agriculture. On November 3, the CCP CC sent out an emergency directive 
on rural work which legalized private plots, reduced the responsibilities 
and control of the people’s communes, and called for the work brigade as 
the primary production unit. It was the de facto (but not legal) end of the 
communes.239 With that the multiyear recovery that Zhang Wentian had 
forecast at Lushan began.
 After a whole range of events had started to undercut the foundations 
for their antagonistic policies, the CPSU and the CCP were fi nally ready 
to talk from September 17 to 22 in Moscow. The Chinese delegation 
headed by Deng Xiaoping dwelled on alleged Soviet abuses and mistakes 
of the past, while the Soviet hosts under Suslov warned that the current, 
unconstructive Chinese attitude would only lead to a rebuke by the so-
called Editorial Board, which was the framework for the next round of 
talks. Both bluffed so high that they were unable to move even an inch 
closer to each other.240 Apparently, the need for a compromise was not 
yet pressing enough.
 The two parties had two weeks to rethink their positions until the 
Editorial Board, consisting of the twelve ruling parties and the fourteen 
largest parties outside the socialist world, convened on October 1. The 
CPSU decided to prepare a draft statement since it wanted to commit 
the CCP to the written word. Its warning of the dangers of nationalism 
was clearly aimed at the CCP.241 Mao advised his delegation to follow 
a hardline, convinced that the Soviets would buckle because they did 
not want a split.242 The talks of the Editorial Board were as bitter as the 
Sino-Soviet negotiations before. For a while, partial agreements seemed 
to be possible until Khrushchev returned from New York.243 The So-
viet leader scolded Suslov for making “too many concessions ‘during the 
Chinese scourge.’”244 Also, the Soviet delegation had realized that the 
Chinese negotiation strategy was “offensive-defensive,” designed to pre-
serve as much of the Chinese position as possible. While Deng Xiaoping 
demanded that the Great Leap Forward be included as an integral part 
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of the “collective experience of socialist construction,” some members of 
the Chinese delegation “in private talks with Soviet staff” hinted that it 
had been a “failure.” In the end, both sides did not want to break, and 
agreed to continue negotiating at the Moscow Meeting in November.245

 When the CCP delegation left Beijing on November 5 for Moscow, the 
Great Leap Forward was comatose. The huge Chinese mission, headed 
by Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, included Kang Sheng, Lu Dingyi, 
Peng Zhen, as well as CC personnel and an army of translators. It was 
housed in three state guesthouses on the Lenin Hills. Because the Chinese 
side feared Soviet bugging, the most important delegation members and 
all internal meetings were moved to the nearby embassy.246

 On November 6, after the review of the obligatory military parade on 
Red Square, the CPSU provided a 127-page letter to the CCP summariz-
ing Soviet positions.247 The CPSU had realized that its tactics at Bucharest 
had been successful, and so this letter was again an attempt to frame the 
debate from the very beginning.248 The Chinese side immediately under-
stood that it “had to expect a rain storm,”249 but knew to protect itself. 
Liu Shaoqi instructed Ambassador Liu Xiao to lobby other delegations,250 
and, during a courtesy call to Khrushchev, told the Soviet leader that a sat-
isfying outcome on the conference would clear the way for a state visit by 
him afterward.251 Yet, the Chinese delegation must have been aware that 
theirs was an uphill battle; the Albanians warned them that the Soviets 
and East Europeans were organizing “revolving attacks.”252

 Armed with these precautions, Deng Xiaoping and Peng Zhen received 
Suslov, Kozlov and Mikoyan at the Chinese embassy on November 9. 
The Soviets had decided to take the initiative and relax relations before 
the actual start of the conference,253 but the CCP delegation was not con-
vinced. Mikoyan’s proposal to talk about economic aid and the return to 
the PRC of the specialists seemed to be another “nasty” Soviet trick.254

 The offi cial proceedings started on November 10. Khrushchev deliv-
ered the opening speech outlining Soviet points of view, and Suslov fol-
lowed with a presentation on the work of the Editorial Board. While 
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neither report was excessively critical of or even belligerent toward Chi-
nese positions,255 the CCP delegation nevertheless discovered points that 
deviated from Chinese orthodoxy, interpreted them as attacks on the 
CCP, and thus decided to “raise the tune.”256 Deng’s reply speech the 
following day dwelled on past Soviet mistakes and attacks on the CCP, 
but once more stressed the leading role of the CPSU in the international 
communist movement.257

 Deng’s words provoked passionate reactions. The Frenchman Maurice 
Thorez, for example, disputed China’s claimed entitlement to spread its 
particular viewpoints after they had already been rejected by the vast 
majority of the parties.258 But there was also a supporting voice. The Al-
banian party leader Enver Hoxha on November 16 attacked Khrushchev 
for perfi dy, asserting that “while the rats could eat in the Soviet Union, 
the Albanian people were starving to death, because the leadership of the 
Albanian Labor Party had not bent to the will of the Soviet leadership.”259 
Gomułka found the speech disgusting,260 and the Spanish Civil War hero 
Dolores Ibárruri pointed out that “Hoxha was like a dog who bites the 
hand that feeds it.”261 This verbal misstep had come despite negotiations 
initiated by the Soviet leader some days earlier. During those meetings, 
Hoxha and his deputy Mehmet Shehu repeatedly yelled at Khrushchev, 
who remained uncharacteristically calm and composed.262

 It was clear that the majority of parties did not share the ideologi-
cal platform of the CCP. The East Europeans—save the Albanians—
 supported the Soviets, and most nonruling parties rejected China’s 
dismissal of peaceful evolution because violent insurrections designed to 
seize power in their countries, as demanded by the Chinese comrades, 
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were a sure recipe for political suicide.263 Realizing that two-thirds of 
the delegations opposed its views, the CCP delegation decided on a two-
pronged approach: to work more closely with the other “leftist delega-
tions” and to ask Beijing to approve the strategy of actively wooing the 
middle-roaders.264

 The Chinese delegation concluded that Khrushchev started to soften 
up once a Hungarian-Soviet proposal on November 21 to institute ma-
jority rule in decision making had failed to garner enough support.265 
Thus it decided that Deng’s second speech the next day should also be 
“temperate.”266 The reduced fervor in Chinese opinions eased the worries 
of some parties about a possible split, but agreement remained elusive.267 
Moreover, discord seemed to run through the Chinese side. In internal 
debates, Liu suggested repeating the Bucharest method, signing a Soviet-
sponsored statement, and issuing a dissenting opinion. But Mao in Bei-
jing demanded a fi ght to the brink.268

 The North Vietnamese decided to initiate mediation by themselves on 
November 25.269 The CCP delegation agreed to meet its CPSU counter-
part, but decided to play hardball during Mikoyan’s and Kozlov’s visit 
to Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping and Peng Zhen.270 The next day, Ho again 
urged the Chinese to be more fl exible, and on November 28, was able 
to move the CPSU to make one concession.271 The following night, Ho 
pleaded once more with the CCP delegation to make some steps toward 
an agreement. The Vietnamese leader did not know that by then Beijing 
had already instructed its delegation in Moscow to make signifi cant con-
cessions. Masking China’s own ideological vulnerability as concern for 
the unity of the communist movement, Mao had explained to his own 
delegation that many parties were not mentally prepared for a split and 
thus needed a unifi ed platform to prepare for the struggle against Soviet 
revisionism. Still, the Chairman demanded that his delegation maintain 
a minimum position: the fi nal statement must not include vocabulary 
endorsing Khrushchev’s Secret Speech, nor a condemnation of (Chinese) 
factionalism and a censure of (Chinese) national communism.272 The 
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 following day, Peng and Kozlov met and quickly found common ground. 
The fi nal text, however, showed that Peng had to make another conces-
sion: the Moscow Statement did endorse the decisions of the twentieth 
CPSU congress.273 Deng and Suslov also agreed to suspend all unfriendly 
propaganda.274

 After the Moscow Meeting, Liu stayed on for the state visit, which 
included a trip to Leningrad, to Minsk, back to Moscow, to Omsk, and 
to Irkutsk. The Chinese noted how stunned the Leningraders were to 
see Liu Shaoqi and Leonid Brezhnev, the president of the Supreme So-
viet, celebrating unity after they had been fed with anti-Chinese propa-
ganda.275 Yet, the atmosphere was not euphoric. On the night train to 
Minsk, Brezhnev bluntly told Liu that the CPSU had never supported the 
people’s communes because similar rural organizations had not worked 
in the USSR. Liu, who knew that Zhou had just ordered the de facto 
end of the communes, meekly replied that they had been a “temporary 
experiment.”276 But he had his glorious moment too. At a mass rally in 
Moscow, he talked about how his visit to the Soviet Union in the early 
1920s had convinced him to join the CCP. It was a carefully prepared 
and successful propaganda speech.277

 The Moscow Statement was a cosmetic truce. Afterward, both sides 
claimed that their positions had been confi rmed, and neither felt bound 
to it. Khrushchev did not wish to be restrained, and Mao did not change 
his opinions about Soviet revisionism. After a temporary improvement 
of relations, propaganda quickly picked up again.278 The CCP internally 
considered the Moscow truce “temporary”—an assessment that a KGB-
intercepted directive from Beijing to the Chinese embassy confi rmed.279 
The Soviet foreign ministry continued to compile lists of Chinese anti-
Soviet statements.280

With the Moscow Meeting, 1960 ended on an upbeat note. During the 
course of that year, however, Sino-Soviet relations suffered great and 
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 irreversible damage. Chinese provocations, based on Mao’s radical vi-
sion of international politics that he had already formulated by late 
1959,  fueled the worsening of the relationship. Following the contentious 
WAPA meeting in February, Mao set out to teach the Soviet comrades 
a lesson in ideology, despite the fact that the radicalism in international 
relations that the Lenin Polemics were preaching stood in stark contrast 
to the tragedy Mao’s radicalism had caused at home. The U-2 downing 
seduced the Chinese comrades to push their extreme plank even further 
at the WFTU meeting in early June. Eventually, Chinese provocations 
forced Khrushchev to respond lest he look weak. As with his reaction to 
the U-2 Incident, the Soviet leader overreacted and provoked a near-split 
with the Chinese at Bucharest. Irritated by Chinese ideological attacks, 
he decided to withdraw the Soviet specialists quickly.
 The chasm these developments produced was diffi cult to bridge. The 
withdrawal of the Soviet specialists provided the Chinese with a pretext 
for reducing economic relations, which had already been strained by the 
economic failures of the Great Leap Forward. The second Moscow Meet-
ing could not dispel the mutual mistrust; the ideological compromise it 
produced was empty. Both sides needed the semblance of unity once the 
bases for their opposite policies—rapprochement with the United States, 
on the one side, and the Great Leap Forward, on the other—had col-
lapsed. Yet, the political misfortune of the CCP was greater in late 1960, 
and so it had to make more concessions to the CPSU than vice-versa.
 The Moscow compromise did not address any of the real issues between 
the two sides. While Mao’s radicalism in 1959 had been mostly instru-
mental, it was to a much greater degree genuine, though still misguided, 
in 1960. Whereas he still could not admit fully to the failures of the Great 
Leap Forward, he sincerely believed that peaceful coexistence was a mis-
take, given the inevitable fall of capitalism, as forecast by Marx, Lenin, 
and Stalin. Moscow’s replies to Beijing’s ideologically supercharged 
provocations throughout 1960 were both ideologically halfhearted and 
politically clumsy. In the end, neither side was able to convince the other 
because both spoke different languages. While Mao insisted on ideologi-
cal correctness regardless of its political utility, Khrushchev was fi rm in 
his belief in the use of sheer power without principle.
 For Khrushchev, 1960 was a turning point in his career. His dismissal 
of Mao as a pair of old galoshes in February was too much, even for some 
Soviet comrades.281 Mikoyan and Troyanovskii in retrospect also chided 
the Soviet leader for his unnecessarily unconstructive behavior in Paris 
after the U-2 Incident.282 Khrushchev’s second use of shoe diplomacy at 
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the U.N. deepened the impression in Moscow that the Soviet leader was a 
liability in foreign relations.283 Khrushchev passed the peak of his power 
in 1960, and Mao subsequently became quite aware of that.
 For Mao, the year was a watershed as well. The Chairman convinced 
himself that the revisionist Khrushchevite leadership in Moscow was di-
vorced from the Soviet people. Believing that, in the end, the Soviet people 
would share his—supposedly correct, anti-revisionist, anti- imperialist, 
Marxist-Leninist—vision of the world, the Chairman decided to circum-
vent the Soviet comrades and try to connect with the Soviet people di-
rectly. The attempts by the embassy in Moscow to disseminate Chinese 
propaganda in the USSR, the PLA speeches to the Soviet military special-
ists, the noble treatment of the specialists before they left for the USSR, as 
well as Mao’s decision to repay the money that allegedly belonged to the 
Soviet people in a show of proletarian internationalism were all part of 
this strategy. In a romanticization of the Yan’an period, Mao also started 
to believe that the Chinese historical experience should serve as the model 
for the entire socialist world. In his mind, the CCP was a beacon of light 
in a world that had forsaken the truth of Marxism- Leninism. He appar-
ently still had not understood that his brand of Marxism-Leninism was 
responsible for deadly mass famines in China and that few people in the 
world thought it attractive enough to be aspired to. By late 1960, the 
cracks in the Sino-Soviet Alliance had widened signifi cantly.



C H A P T E R  6

Ambiguous Truce, 1961–1962

In early 1961, Wu Han’s Hai Rui Dismissed from Offi ce was staged 
for the fi rst time in the Chinese capital, following several works by other 
authors who dared to criticize, however implicitly, Mao’s shortcomings. 
Wu’s play, which depicts Hai Rui standing up for a poor peasant family 
against the oppressive gentry, was an indictment of Mao’s personality 
cult and its cancerous impact on China. At the time, the Chairman paid 
little attention to the play or to Wu’s contemporaneous historical sketch 
that depicted a heroic defense minister who was dismissed and eventually 
executed for trying to redress popular grievances. But in late 1965, when 
Mao set out to launch the Cultural Revolution, the ideological zealots in 
his entourage accused Wu of disparaging the people’s communes and the 
purge of Peng Dehuai.1

 The publication of literary works implicitly critical of Mao testifi ed to 
the relative decline of his political fortunes, which occurred despite his 
attempts to exploit his personality cult as a shield against political chal-
lenges. After the collapse of his brainchild—the Great Leap Forward—in 
late 1960, the Chairman had lost his preeminence in decision making for 
the following eighteen months. Simultaneously, Liu and Deng gradually in-
troduced pragmatic rural policies, which Mao himself considered revision-
ist. The rollback of the Great Leap Forward and the need for food aid also 
led to some relaxation in Sino-Soviet relations. Still, the period from early 
1961 to the summer of 1962 produced many confl icts within the CCP 
leadership. These issues would eventually dominate the political discourse 
in China from the late summer of 1962 to the Cultural Revolution.
 In 1961, the Chairman twice tried to seize on events in the social-
ist camp in order to radicalize the domestic political discourse: one was 
the Soviet-Albanian split, the other a new wave of de-Stalinization at 
the twenty-second CPSU congress. Indeed, moderate Chinese leaders like 
Liu and Deng allowed Mao a certain degree of freedom in foreign rela-
tions. On the one hand, they were occupied with domestic policies; on 
the other, they shared with the Chairman the experience of the Soviet 

 1 Ping Hao, “Reassessing the Starting Point of the Cultural Revolution,” China Review 
International 3/1, 66–86. Clive Ansley, Heresy of Wu Han (Toronto: Toronto, 1971), 13–
82. Pusey, Wu Han, 31–35. Spence, Search, 570–71.
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strong arm tactics of 1960. By the end of 1961, the PRC had cut its 
institutional contacts with the socialist camp. Yet, Mao was unable to 
convert his achievements in foreign policy into an advancement of his do-
mestic agenda. After his failure to exploit the January 1962 7,000-Cadres 
Conference as a platform for his ideological resurgence at home, some 
leaders within the CCP raised questions about the value of Mao’s radical 
foreign policy. However, the simultaneous but coincidental aggravation 
of long-standing ethnic confl icts in Xinjiang, linked to Soviet citizenship 
issues, threatened to undercut the further relaxation of tensions between 
Beijing and Moscow. After the ups and downs in Sino-Soviet relations 
since early 1961, it was not clear in which direction relations between 
Beijing and Moscow would develop in the summer of 1962.

Sino-Soviet Relations after the Collapse 
of the Great Leap Forward

In 1961, the PRC exported 1.355 million tons of grain (1960: 2.7204 
million) and imported 5.8097 million tons (66.3 thousand), mostly from 
Australia, Canada, and Argentina.2 In each year from 1962 to 1965, 
China net-imported between 3.9887 and 4.7493 million tons. Yet, the 
net-import of 4.4547 million tons in 1961 as an emergency measure 
could not make up for the two-year decline of 56.5 million tons of annu-
ally harvested grain from 1958 to 1960.3 Beijing lacked the hard currency 
reserves needed to pay for suffi cient grain imports.4 At least another 4.68 
million people died of hunger in 1961.5

 At the ninth CCP CC plenum in January 1961, Mao conceded that 
the famine situation was serious.6 The gathering decided to return to the 
primacy of the central government in economic planning.7 Although the 
decision corroborated the criticism at Lushan eighteen months earlier, 
Peng Dehuai was not rehabilitated. Just as in June 1960, when Zhou had 
advocated concealing the true state of affairs from the Chinese people, 
the central party leadership again decided to be parsimonious with the 
truth. The 1961 communiqué defl ected attention away from the famines 
by referring to the “serious natural calamities of two successive years.”8

 2 Lardy, “Chinese Economy,” 381. MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 3, 26–30. Philip Short, 
Mao (New York: Holt, 1999), 507.
 3 Lardy, “Chinese Economy,” 381.
 4 Xiao, Qiusuo, vol. 2, 759–61.
 5 Yao, “Note,” 1366.
 6 Sladkovskii, Ocherki, 381.
 7 MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 3, 12–21.
 8 CB 644, 1–4.
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 In line with his call at the plenum to “seek truth from facts,”9 Mao 
sent Tian Jiaying and Chen Boda on investigation tours.10 In Zhejiang, 
Tian was devastated when he encountered famished peasants.11 He later 
told the Chairman that neither “natural disasters” nor lack of revolution 
nor “class enemies” had caused the tragedy. Mao did not want to hear 
that kind of truth and, instead, warned his secretary “not to split hairs.” 
Chen’s positive report on communal egalitarianism was much more to 
his liking.12

 At the Guangdong central work conference in late March, the Polit-
buro discussed Anhui party boss Zeng Xisheng’s policy of redistributing 
commune land for family farming. Mao rejected the so-called fi eld re-
sponsibility system since he disliked the idea of reintroducing nonsocialist 
forms of agriculture. Nevertheless, he at least agreed to further investi-
gations by the central leadership in the countryside.13 In an undercover 
investigation, Liu Shaoqi realized the depth of the crisis in Hunan.14 A 
Hubei farmer told Zhou Enlai: “If you [continue to] fool us . . . then you 
also will starve to death.”15 The Chairman fi nally conceded the serious-
ness of this assessment, but still did not accept personal responsibility.16

 Mao retreated even further at the Beijing work conference in late May. 
There, Liu Shaoqi asserted that the mistakes of the Great Leap Forward 
were 70 percent due to human errors and 30 percent due to natural disas-
ters.17 The Politburo thus decided to restore the status quo ante of 1958 
in the countryside, although the communes continued to exist formally. 
The CCP leadership also approved Chen Yun’s proposal to resettle 10 
million urban settlers to the countryside.18 Chastising himself for “apply-
ing Stalin indiscriminately,” Mao fi nally acknowledged mistakes, but, as 
in June 1959, only to a small circle. Although the Chairman still consid-
ered the purge of Peng Dehuai at Lushan correct, he admitted that the 
Anti-Rightist Campaign in late 1959 had been excessive: “Now we see 

 9 Li, “Study [I],” 61.
 10 “Letter to Tian Jiaying,” 1/20/1961, MZDW, vol. 8, 239–40.
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that this was a mistake, made good people, people honestly speaking the 
truth into ‘rightist opportunists,’ even into ‘counterrevolutionaries.’”19

 Mao’s self-criticism never reached the lowest levels of the party. In-
stead, the rectifi cation of the rural party, which he announced at the May 
work conference, again shifted blame downward. The new campaign led 
to the Socialist Education Movement (SEM) in the fall of the following 
year, which quickly became the object of protracted political skirmishes 
between Mao and his more pragmatic fellow leaders Liu and Deng, as 
described in chapter 9.20

 Facing the fallout from the failed Great Leap Forward, the Chairman 
temporarily withdrew from daily decision making on domestic affairs.21 
Though he hardly participated in the Lushan work conference in late 
summer 1961, he did still complain about Liu’s and Deng’s economic 
recovery program: “All the good party members have died. Those left 
are utterly worthless persons.”22 But these “worthless persons” rolled 
back Mao’s radical economic ideas. In early summer of 1961, Liu had 
already criticized the “disregard for the investigation and study of objec-
tive reality” that had characterized Mao’s reaction to the disasters of the 
Great Leap Forward two years earlier.23 In the fall, he also admitted to 
the Hungarian Ambassador F. Martin that the Great Leap Forward had 
strong similarities to Revolutionary Stalinism: “The PRC has studied 
socialist construction in the Soviet Union and recognized that mistakes 
had been made. . . . we however . . . repeated the mistakes of the Soviet 
Union.”24

 Sino-Soviet relations seemed to enter 1961 on a relaxed note. The elev-
enth anniversary of the alliance treaty in mid-February was celebrated 
congenially.25 In a gesture of goodwill, Moscow even offered designs of 
the MiG-21 fi ghter plane, which were eventually transferred to China by 
late 1962.26 In the summer of 1961, Khrushchev twice assured Chen Yi, 

 19 Mao, “Summarize Experience, Educate Cadres,” 6/12/1961, MZDW, vol. 8, 273.
 20 Lieberthal, “Great Leap,” 296, 320–21. Richard Baum et al., Ssu-ch’ing (Berkeley: 
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 22 Li Zhisui, Mao Zedong siren yisheng huiyilu (Taibei: Shibao wenhua), 366.
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who passed through Moscow between Beijing and the Laos conference in 
Geneva, of his desire to improve relations with the Chinese.27

 This relaxation of Sino-Soviet relations occurred despite the simultane-
ous bickering of the Chinese. In early 1961, Mao had a pamphlet pub-
lished with the title “Don’t Fear Ghosts.” It had been in the works since 
spring 1959 and used old legends as parables for alleged Soviet mistakes.28 
At the same time, Beijing also disinvited the chairman of the Presidium of 
the Supreme Soviet, Leonid Brezhnev, claiming that domestic problems 
would interfere with the visit. This was a surprising gesture because Mao 
had personally invited the Soviet leader in December. Indeed, the domestic 
problems of 1961 did not prevent him from receiving the King of Nepal, 
the Queen of Belgium, or British Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery.29

 Sino-Soviet relations in the fi rst half of 1961 were thus a mix of positive 
and negative developments. A Soviet Foreign Ministry report in May con-
cluded that, on the one hand, the PRC had reduced anti-Soviet polemics 
and improved cooperation on an international level; on the other hand, it 
noted China’s continued support for Albania, its increased trade with the 
West, and no end to the border squabbles with India.30 It seemed that Bei-
jing chose cooperation when it needed Moscow’s support, but that Mao 
was otherwise content to keep Sino-Soviet disputes simmering.
 The ambivalent state of this relationship became evident in the way the 
PRC approached the USSR for help in solving its rural disasters. As we 
saw in chapter 5, Beijing indicated acute food shortages to Moscow only 
by the spring of 1960 but, at that time, continued to emphasize natural 
disasters. In late January 1961, Liu Xiao told Chervonenko that the recent 
CC plenum had addressed the rural problems but that, unfortunately, 
they had to face the quandary that “the weather prognosis for the next 
months is not comforting.” The Soviet ambassador failed to ask how the 
Chinese comrades could possibly know “the weather prognosis for the 
next months.”31 A month later, Liu Shaoqi was more forthcoming when 
he hinted to Chervonenko that rural problems were due to weather and 
“shortcomings and mistakes in work.” While he even suggested the pos-
sibility of a famine with “terrible” human losses, Liu nevertheless hoped 
that the emergency grain purchases abroad and a good spring harvest 

 27 Liu, Chushi, 128. MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 3, 121.
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would solve “temporary” food shortages.32 Five days later, he admitted to 
more emergency purchases and announced that Beijing could not meet the 
year’s debt-in-kind payments to Moscow.33

 By early March, Chervonenko fi nally understood the implications of 
Liu’s tortured admissions. The Soviet ambassador told his East German 
counterpart that the “Chinese comrades will fi nd it very diffi cult to pre-
vent people from starving to death this year.”34 Offi cial statements on class 
struggle in the countryside as the primary reason for the food problems 
no longer fooled the Soviet ambassador and his Hungarian colleague, 
both of whom concluded “that the basic reasons for the diffi culties, evi-
dently, seem to be the miscalculations which the Chinese comrades had 
permitted in the economy,” while “natural disasters only aggravated the 
situation.”35 In mid-June, Zhou fi nally admitted the obvious to Cher-
vonenko: “Seeing objectively that famines have occurred in the last two 
years, and subjectively that our experience was insuffi cient, . . . we in-
tend to adjust this year’s plan and next year’s plan.”36

 While gradually admitting to the existence and causes of the famines, 
Beijing started to ask for Moscow’s advice on rural reconstruction. In 
early March, Ambassador Liu Xiao approached the Agricultural Depart-
ment of the CPSU CC with detailed questions about the Soviet virgin soil 
campaign.37 The timing of this inquiry was supremely ironic. Although 
the campaign had brought spectacular successes in the late 1950s, by the 
early 1960s rapid soil exhaustion and the lack of modern technology had 
condemned it to failure. Indeed, the January 1961 CPSU CC plenum had 
dealt extensively with the fruitless virgin soil campaign,38 and Khrush-
chev himself spent much of February and March inspecting the country.39 
The situation was deteriorating so rapidly that, by 1962, the USSR was 
forced to import grain from abroad for the fi rst time since the October 
Revolution.40 The obvious failure of the virgin soil campaign, however, 
did not prevent the Chinese from trying it out in 1961 and 1962.41
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p.466, 57–64.
 33 “Record of Conversation with Liu Shaoqi,” 2/28/1961, AVPRF, f.0100, o.54, d.7, 
p.466, 67–72.
 34 “Note on a Talk with Chervonenko on March 3,” 3/10/1961, SAPMO-BArch, DY 
30/IV 2/20/123, 4.
 35 “Record of Conversation with the Ambassador of the Hungarian People’s Republic 
F. Martin,” 3/17/1961, AVPRF, f.0100, o.54, d.7, p.466, 110.
 36 ZELNP2, 419 (italics mine).
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 On February 27, 1961, Khrushchev made another gesture of good-
will. Despite food shortages at home, he offered 1 million tons of grain 
and 500,000 tons of Cuban sugar on a loan basis.42 On March 8, Zhou 
agreed to use the sugar loan and asked to keep the grain offer in reserve.43 
But the famine situation forced the PRC to use a part of the grain offer 
soon afterward.44 In late March, Zhou also approached the Soviets with 
a request to deliver on loan another 300,000 tons of grain. These, he 
said, would be replaced in the fall by the direct delivery of Canadian 
wheat bought in advance by the PRC.45 To alleviate the shortfall in the 
Chinese treasury due to increased grain purchases abroad, the USSR also 
agreed to buy from the PRC 1,000 tons of silver with hard currency.46

 Early in the summer of 1962, Vice-Minister for Foreign Trade Li Qian 
approached Chervonenko requesting to buy more grain at low interest, 
hinting that lending rates on international fi nancial markets were un-
affordable. Having “bread diffi culties in the USSR” in mind, the am-
bassador pretended not to have understood.47 Given its own need for 
grain purchases abroad and emergency deliveries recently provided to 
Poland, Moscow’s willingness to render aid to Beijing had diminished.48 
Nevertheless, the Soviet government agreed to deliver 350,000 tons im-
mediately in exchange for the delivery of 150,000 tons of rice later in the 
year.49 With this, Soviet food aid ended.
 Khrushchev’s February 27, 1961, offer seemed to have broken the 
deadlock in the negotiations over debt rescheduling that had lingered 
on since late 1960.50 In early April, the two sides settled on an interest-
free debt-repayment-in-kind within fi ve years.51 In June, Moscow and 
Beijing also agreed to reduce outstanding civilian industrial projects to 
sixty-six,52 which forced Moscow to foot the bill for equipment already 
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produced but not yet delivered.53 The bargain also stipulated the return 
of Soviet specialists to work on the remaining projects; however, only a 
few arrived because China remained in economic agony.54 In November, 
Beijing informed Moscow that it could not fulfi ll the obligations of that 
agreement.55 A month later, the PRC even canceled the import of equip-
ment arranged in June.56 Thus, in 1961, trade fell 50 percent, with fur-
ther decreases in the following years.57 In May 1962, the two sides agreed 
to suspend construction of the remaining sixty-six projects until further 
talks in 1964.58 The projects were canceled completely in early 1965.59

 China’s dire economic situation seriously curtailed the arrogant behav-
ior of the Chinese leadership in their dealings with the Soviet comrades. In 
a private conversation, Li Fuchun apologized to Arkhipov in March for 
“their faults in the complications in Soviet-Chinese relations in 1960.”60 
Despite these admissions, economic relations continued to decline.

Albania

Although Mao watched the dismantling of the Great Leap Forward from 
the sidelines, the Soviet-Albanian split provided him with a new politi-
cal opportunity. Since 1945, Albania’s position in the communist world 
had been unpredictable. Until 1948, it was closely allied with Yugoslavia. 
In true Balkan fashion, however, Tirana used Moscow’s 1948 expulsion 
of Belgrade to escape its neighbor’s shadow. The political repositioning 
brought plenty of economic aid for Albania, while helping the USSR isolate 
Yugoslavia. But Khrushchev’s Secret Speech undermined Soviet-Albanian 
relations. Not only did de-Stalinization threaten Hoxha’s own position at 
home, but Khrushchev’s review of Stalin’s Yugoslavia policy undermined 
the Albanian raison d’être for improved relations with the Soviet Union.61
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 Soviet-Albanian relations soured in 1960. Before the WAPA meeting 
in early February, Mikoyan informed Hoxha about the deterioration of 
Sino-Soviet relations, which Hoxha later dismissed as a Soviet attempt 
to “brainwash us against China.” He was also unhappy about the Soviet 
rapprochement with the “American imperialists” before the impending 
Paris Summit.62 But Albania’s hesitations did not automatically mean 
a pro-Chinese stance. At the Bucharest meeting, the Albanian party re-
mained neutral, as related in chapter 5.
 It was only the outcome of the Albanian intraparty struggles in late 
summer that triggered a clear pro-Beijing line in Tirana’s stance. The 
 Bucharest meeting had a major impact on long-standing confl icts be-
tween Hoxha’s pro-Stalinist wing and the pro-Khrushchevite faction, 
which eventually suffered defeat.63 Moscow’s cut in economic aid, in-
cluding the withdrawal of some of its specialists, and its reluctance to 
supply grain for famine relief undermined the internal position of the 
pro - Khrushchevite wing in the Albanian party.64 Ultimately, Hoxha’s 
pro-Chinese policy was not the result of ideological concord but of intra-
party struggles and Khrushchev’s strong-arm tactics.65

 Soviet-Albanian relations further deteriorated in the fi rst eight months 
of 1961. At the fourth Albanian congress in mid-February, Hoxha revis-
ited the intraparty confl ict and charged his purged enemies of concocting 
a plot together with Yugoslavia, Greece, and the United States.66 In several 
letter exchanges in late February and March with Albanian Defense Min-
ister Beqir Balluku, Soviet General and Supreme Commander of WAPA 
Andrei Grechko asserted that alliance obligations required Albania to pro-
vide information about the alleged plot. He also complained that Albania 
had put its own small fl otilla on high alert in November without notifying 
him, and had even tried to interfere with Soviet submarines stationed in 
Vlorë.67 A March 27 letter from Grechko requested the termination of 
this “abnormal situation,” or else the supreme command would request 
permission from the PCC of WAPA to withdraw all Soviet vessels.68
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 Balluku immediately protested against Soviet “pressure” and allega-
tions of wrongdoing in Vlorë.69 Despite these complaints, the late March 
WAPA PCC meeting in Moscow demanded that Tirana provide infor-
mation about the alleged plot, as well as desist from subjecting Soviet 
submarines and torpedo boats to Albanian command.70 While Tirana 
refused to budge to this pressure, it did declare that it would not prevent 
the removal of Soviet submarines.71 On April 26, Vice–Prime Minister 
Aleksei Kosygin responded by announcing the departure of the vessels.72 
The withdrawal was completed in early June. However, despite earlier 
announcements to the contrary, Tirana suddenly claimed the Soviet-
owned, but Albanian-manned, submarines its own, accusing Moscow of 
the “sabotage” of Albanian defense capabilities.73

 The spat continued at the WAPA summit of August 3 to 5, which was 
convened to endorse formally the construction of the Berlin Wall, one 
of the most momentous events in Cold War history.74 The East German 
leader Walter Ulbricht had asked for a summit to discuss the unilateral 
closing of the German-German borders.75 He had suggested inviting all 
fi rst party secretaries of the member states except Hoxha, but Khrush-
chev was only willing to convene the meeting if all were invited. When, 
in a show of contempt, Tirana sent a junior CC secretary, Ramiz Alia, 
Ulbricht demanded the exclusion of the Albanian delegation on the pro-
cedural ground that it was not “competent” enough to participate in 
such politically far-reaching deliberations. When the other fi rst secretar-
ies supported the proposal, the Albanian delegation was forced to leave 
on the fi rst day.76 Albania’s estrangement continued with the Soviet recall 
of its ambassador on August 19 and a CPSU letter fi ve days later accus-
ing Albania of distorting facts with regard to the Soviet withdrawal from 
Vlorë.77
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 While relations between Moscow and Tirana continued to deteriorate, 
Mao tried to entice the Albanians to join forces against the revisionist 
Soviets. But Hoxha’s view of the Chinese comrades had been ambiva-
lent; since early 1956, he believed that they had not held Stalin’s banner 
high enough.78 In Hoxha’s eyes, it was Mao who had come around to 
correct ideological positions in the last fi ve years, and not vice-versa.79 
Although by the summer of 1960 Soviet strong-arm tactics had driven 
China and Albania closer together, Hoxha subsequently claimed that 
he was displeased with Chinese ideological concessions at the Moscow 
Meeting later that year.80 And until 1965, the Albanian leader repeatedly 
chided the Chinese comrades for diluting their own ideological positions 
through tactical errors in their dealings with the Soviet revisionists.81

 Despite these ideological differences, it was economic necessity, caused 
by Moscow’s failed attempts to apply economic pressure, which drove 
Albania into an unequal alliance with China.82 By late 1960, Albania’s ag-
riculture had fallen into shambles. Mao was more than happy to provide 
his good friend with emergency food aid.83 The rapprochement, however, 
was hardly seamless, as Li Xiannian’s visit to the fourth Albanian party 
congress in February of 1961 revealed. A moderate on ideological issues, 
Li pleaded with the Albanians not to split with the Soviets.84 Although 
Hoxha spoiled everything by censuring the Soviet revisionists viciously,85 
an April agreement on twenty-fi ve industrial projects and the fi nancing of 
Canadian emergency grain deliveries to Albania was nevertheless signed, 
cementing the emerging Sino-Albanian partnership.86 In the early 1960s, 
80 percent of Beijing’s development assistance went to four countries 
only: Vietnam, Korea, Outer Mongolia, and Albania.87 Tirana joined this 
exclusive club largely because Mao valued its “anti- imperialist and anti-
revisionist” credentials.88 Aid for ideological reasons, however, had too 
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big a price tag for China in the long term; by 1965, Zhou decided to 
reduce economic assistance to Albania substantially.89

 Ultimately, it was the Soviet withdrawal from Vlorë that opened the 
door for Mao. The March WAPA meeting had put the Chairman on alert. 
Having been victims of Soviet pressure politics themselves, the CCP lead-
ers followed Mao’s demand “to watch and observe.” But it seems that 
the Chairman had been waiting for any opportunity to increase tensions 
with the Soviet revisionists. In July 1958, Mao had accused Khrushchev of 
“great power chauvinism” for his desire to station submarines in China. 
Three years later, Beijing charged Moscow with “great power chauvin-
ism” because of its decision to withdraw submarines from Albania.90

 Beijing instructed its observer of the August 1961 WAPA meeting, Liu 
Xiao, to support Tirana. Two days after August 3, when the Albanian 
delegation was denied admission, Liu registered a complaint that “no 
party has the right to reject the representative of another party to at-
tend a meeting.”91 In their October 31 reply to Liu’s protest, the Soviets 
claimed that rules and regulations would also apply to observing non-
members like the Chinese in the future.92 But a mid-October meeting 
between Chervonenko and Deng, who, together with Liu Shaoqi, tried 
to push through more rational economic policies in China at that time, 
revealed that not everybody shared Mao’s new hard line. Deng deplored 
the Soviet-Albanian fallout while lauding the improvement of Sino-Soviet 
relations in recent months.93

The Twenty-Second CPSU Congress

The unresolved Stalin issue and Albania received more attention at the 
twenty-second CPSU congress in late October 1961 than most observers 
had expected. The convention met to adopt a new party program to re-
place the old one from 1919. In 1958, Khrushchev formed a commission 
that eventually published the draft program on July 31, 1961.94 Similar 
to the Great Leap Forward, though certainly less ambitious than Mao’s 
failed brainchild, the new draft program envisioned the completion of 
the communist project. It announced that the USSR would create the 
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“material and technical basis of communism” until 1970 by surpass-
ing “the strongest and richest capitalist country, the U.S.A.” Given the 
advanced state of socialism in the Soviet Union of 1961, it declared 
that “class antagonisms” had disappeared in Soviet society; the CPSU 
would open itself to all people. In the section on world communism, the 
program called for the “closest” unity within the socialist camp, termed 
the “line of socialist construction in isolation . . . theoretically untenable 
[and] . . . economically harmful,” and predicted the impending collapse 
of “world capitalism.” Finally, it called for the obligation “to ward off 
a thermonuclear war” through peaceful coexistence.95 Although these 
positions contradicted current Chinese views, the program itself said 
nothing about the most recent ideological confl icts with the CCP.
 Mao was not happy when he received the draft program seven days 
ahead of its offi cial publication.96 But much to the irritation of the CPSU, 
the CCP did not publicly react for two months.97 Internally, on Septem-
ber 15, the Chairman told the Politburo: “This ‘CPSU draft programme’ 
is like the foot binding bandages of Wang’s wife, not only long but also 
stinking.” Lu Dingyi, the head of the CCP CC Propaganda Department, 
followed suit by claiming “that Khrushchev and his aides have renounced 
the fundamental principles of Marxism-Leninism,” and ridiculed the idea 
of an end to class struggle in the USSR and of the CPSU being a “party 
for all people.” Despite all the Chinese criticism, the Politburo decided 
to send a delegation, headed by Zhou Enlai and Peng Zhen, to the con-
gress.98 The CCP published both the new CPSU draft program and the 
old 1919 program without comment. As an East German document testi-
fi es, the meaning of this dual publication was not lost among other mem-
bers of the socialist camp: “It was intended to create the impression that 
there were some contradictions between the two programs.” Offi cially, 
the CCP denied having studied the program, claiming that all central 
leaders were on important errands in the country.99

 The congress opened on October 17 with Khrushchev’s formal report.100 
While he had not initially planned on attacking Stalin’s personality cult, 
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a letter by the late leader’s former right hand, Molotov, calling the new 
program “scandalous,” forced Khrushchev, on rather short notice, to 
include de-Stalinization in his offi cial report.101 At the congress itself, 
Khrushchev found enough support to pass a resolution to rid the Lenin 
mausoleum of Stalin’s body. On October 31, the coffi n was removed and 
interred toward the rear at the Kremlin wall.102 Khrushchev’s criticism of 
Albania also entered his report to the congress rather spontaneously; for 
unknown reasons, the Soviet leader decided to rant against Hoxha while 
he was giving the offi cial report.103 The other speakers of the CPSU were 
surprised by the sudden change and, as a result, had to rewrite their own 
prepared addresses.104

 Given Mao’s mistrust of Khrushchev, the Chinese comrades had long 
expected that Khrushchev would raise de-Stalinization and Albania with 
the purpose “to attack” them.105 After the formal report, Zhou returned 
to the embassy to cable Beijing for instructions. Liu Shaoqi proposed to 
the Politburo that the prime minister make a speech “indicating that the 
CCP does not agree with Khrushchev’s attack on Albania.” Mao, away 
from Beijing at the time, agreed on the phone. The two also concurred 
that, in the future, the CCP would no longer attend any international 
meetings that were platforms “to oppose China.”106

 Zhou’s October 19 speech briefl y lauded Soviet achievements since 
1917, turned to a list of well-known Chinese positions on international 
relations, and fi nally complained about the “public, one-sided censure of 
a fraternal party” at the congress.107 The assembled Soviet leadership did 
not applaud once during the speech.108 Two days later, the CCP followed 
up with a political show on Stalin. The whole delegation paid homage 
to Lenin and Stalin who, at that time, were still lying side by side in 
the mausoleum. The wreath for the disgraced Soviet leader carried the 
words: “To J. V. Stalin, the great Marxist-Leninist.”109

 On October 22, Zhou met with the Soviet party leadership for a day 
of talks.110 The premier “explained the CCP position and attitude on 
Soviet-Albanian relations, the CPSU 20th congress, the evaluation of 
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Stalin, the anti-party incident.”111 Khrushchev replied bluntly: “We in 
the past needed very much your help, at that time the CCP’s opinion 
carried weight for us. But now it is different.”112 Zhou decided to leave 
Moscow the next day, desiring to “express our party’s serious stand.”113 
In his closing remarks to the congress, Khrushchev acerbically declared: 
“We share the anxiety expressed by our Chinese friends and appreci-
ate their concern for greater unity. . . . If the Chinese comrades wish to 
make efforts toward normalizing the relations of the Albanian Party of 
Labor and the fraternal parties, there is hardly anyone who can contrib-
ute to the solution of this problem more than the Communist party of 
China.”114

 Three days after Khrushchev’s opening report, Tirana reacted with a 
monthlong propaganda campaign against the “Judas” Khrushchev.115 On 
November 25, Moscow responded by demanding that Tirana withdraw 
its ambassador. A week later, it required the closing of the embassy while 
simultaneously shutting down its own in Albania.116 The Warsaw Pact 
and the socialist Council on Mutual Economic Aid (COMECON) fol-
lowed suit by excluding Albania from their meetings starting in 1962.117

 For Mao, the developments in Soviet-Albanian relations since late Oc-
tober were an ideological boon. The Chairman personally went to the 
airport to greet Zhou upon his return from Moscow.118 He also decided 
that this was a good occasion to publish an ideological polemic against 
the CPSU.119 Internally, he launched educational measures designed to 
get the lower ranks of the party, as well as the people at large, in line 
and to defl ect popular criticism after the Great Leap Forward. A tape of 
Zhou’s ten-hour report to the CCP CC on the Soviet congress was dis-
tributed to all party organizations in China.120

 Chinese behavior in international organizations refl ected Mao’s new 
hard line toward the Soviet comrades. On October 31, the CPSU and the 
East European parties sent letters informing the CCP that only fi rst secre-
taries could attend WAPA PCC meetings.121 Three weeks later, the CCP 
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complained about this intervention into its internal affairs,122 despite the 
fact that the Politburo had already decided before, on October 20, to 
boycott any WAPA and COMECON meeting to which the Albanians 
were not invited.123

 As in earlier cases, both the CCP and the CPSU tried to assess the situ-
ation after the fact. The Chinese comrades claimed to be convinced “that 
the Soviet people and the majority of the CPSU totally do not go along 
with Khrushchev.”124 Similarly, the Soviets believed that “the people [in 
China] do not love Mao Zedong and Liu Shaoqi.”125 Soviet intelligence 
from China suggested that Mao was defeated in domestic policies and 
that the continued lack of Soviet aid would help to oust the Chairman. 
But Mao’s ousting required a cessation of Soviet strong-arm tactics that 
ultimately united the Chinese leadership.126 It was precisely these kinds of 
pressure tactics, however, that helped Khrushchev defeat the remaining 
Stalinist stalwarts at home.127

7,000-Cadres Conference

Mao’s next opportunity to enhance his infl uence in the daily decision-
making process came at the so-called 7,000-Cadres Conference from late 
December 1961 to early February 1962. The meeting went beyond the 
usual two hundred to three hundred central and provincial leaders who 
participated in such work conferences—hence the name.128 All central 
leaders saw the conference as a defi ning moment, though for different 
reasons. Mao hoped to use it to stop what he perceived as the further 
corrosion of socialist values in China; his fellow leaders looked at it as an 
opportunity to draw lessons from the Great Leap Forward.129

 The conference started with Deng’s report on the twenty-second CPSU 
congress. Toeing Mao’s hard line on foreign relations, the Chinese secre-
tary general asserted that “Khrushchev’s revisionism” threatened “the in-
ternational communist movement . . . with the problem of a split.” In the 
long term, “the ideological split will inevitably lead to an organizational 
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split” in many of the parties; and after some “setbacks,” Deng claimed, 
the true Marxist-Leninist parties would emerge victorious.130 Five weeks 
later, Liu Shaoqi confi rmed Deng’s assertions.131 Subsequent develop-
ments suggest, however, that Deng and Liu both engaged in rhetorical 
posturing for tactical reasons.
 If Mao himself had believed that his radicalized anti-revisionist for-
eign policy would help prevent the growth of domestic revisionism, he 
clearly miscalculated. Although little evidence on the monthlong discus-
sions has surfaced, Liu Shaoqi’s January 27 report reveals that rural re-
visionism was indeed on the march in China.132 The report claimed that 
past “shortcomings and errors caused heavy losses to our economy. . . . 
 Natural disasters can be blamed for some of our diffi culties, but to a 
greater extent they were caused by mistakes in our work.”133 Mao still 
refused to accept this evaluation.134

 Liu’s report was ambivalent on Mao’s personal responsibility, stating 
only that “although the Central Committee formulated correct policies, 
it did not check on them strictly or take effective measures to ensure their 
implementation.”135 But during the previous group discussions, low-
ranking conference participants had demanded the accurate attribution 
of culpability. On January 18, Peng Zhen took up the task, fi rst criticiz-
ing the Central Committee for its failures, but also charging the Politburo 
and, fi nally, the Chairman.136 Liu’s report, by contrast, was vague on all 
of these issues.
 Although Mao vetoed the rehabilitation of Peng Dehuai, the fact that 
this topic reemerged at the 7,000-Cadres Conference spoke volumes 
about his standing in the party.137 After three years of disaster, the Chair-
man could not react to criticism in the manner he had done in 1959; 
another Lushan-style purge was beyond his political powers.138 The eco-
nomic and political situation in the PRC did, however, force him to ex-
press a measure of self-criticism on January 30: “Any mistakes the Centre 
has made ought to be my direct responsibility, and I have also an indirect 
share in the blame because I am the Chairman of the Central Commit-
tee.” Although Mao had fi nally admitted mistakes in front of a large 
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group of people, his mea culpa was disingenuous. He never said what 
his personal mistakes actually were. The Chairman also added that all 
provincial, district, county, and other secretaries present at the confer-
ence “must bear the responsibility for mistakes and shortcomings in the 
work” as well.139 While Mao again shifted blame downward, he was 
almost completely isolated in this attitude. Lin Biao, who had the most to 
fear from the rehabilitation of Peng Dehuai, was one of the few persons 
to come out publicly in Mao’s favor with a sycophantic confi rmation of 
the personality cult: “The thoughts of the Chairman are always correct.” 
Mao was grateful for the little support he got.140

 The 7,000-Cadres Conference was a major setback for Mao. Indeed, 
he must have seen his worst fears confi rmed given the economic liberal-
ization promoted by Liu and Deng in the fi rst half of 1962 (see below). 
According to his secretary, Hu Qiaomu, the Chairman started to oppose 
what he saw as “the restoration of capitalism” in China.141 But, just as 
he refused to defi ne the precise nature of Soviet revisionism, Mao never 
specifi ed whether it was a political problem or class struggle.142 It was 
simply a rhetorical weapon to discredit those who promoted ideas con-
trary to his own.143

 In order to observe events developing in Beijing from afar, the Chair-
man withdrew to Wuhan.144 In Mao’s absence, the CCP leadership re-
stored the basic economic ideas of the First FYP adopted in 1953.145 Chen 
Yun and Zhou Enlai set out to rectify the defi cit in China’s national bud-
get, to introduce agricultural reforms and “appropriate plans for both 
light and heavy industry,” and to institute market mechanisms designed 
to improve the supply situation.146 In July, Deng Xiaoping conducted a 
poll within the CC apparatus about the introduction of the fi eld responsi-
bility system promoted by Anhui party boss Zeng Xisheng in early 1961. 
The poll was politically dangerous given Mao’s vehement and public op-
position to nonsocialist forms of agriculture.147 Even more explosive was 
the republication of Liu Shaoqi’s How to Be a Good Communist the same 

 139 Mao, “Talk at an Enlarged Central Work Conference,” 1/30/1962, Schram, Chairman 
Mao, 167–87.
 140 Li Zhisui, Private Life, 387–88 (quote). MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 3, 164, 166. 
Lieber thal, “Great Leap,” 341. Zhonggong, Mao Zedong zhuan, 1197.
 141 ‘Hu’ zhubian, Hu Qiaomu, 60.
 142 Li, “Study [I],” 69–71.
 143 ‘Hu’ zhubian, Hu Qiaomu, 60. Li, “Study [I],” 63. Li, Private Life, 385–88.
 144 Lieberthal, “Great Leap,” 329.
 145 MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 3, 186–93. Lieberthal, “Great Leap,” 329.
 146 Zhou, “Readjustment of the National Economy and Our Current Tasks,” 3/29/1962, 
Zhou, Selected Works, vol. 2, 383–400. MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 3, 199–203.
 147 Sladkovskii, Ocherki, 385–86. MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 3, 209–34, 261–69.



212 • Chapter Six

month, twenty-three years after he had given the lectures in Yan’an.148 It 
sold more than 18 million copies,149 allegedly more than Mao’s Selected 
Works.150

 Maintaining the balance between a Maoist hard line in foreign rela-
tions and the kind of domestic reform proposed by Deng and Liu was 
indeed diffi cult. Early in 1962, a group of fi ve communist parties (Viet-
nam, New Zealand, Great Britain, Sweden, and Indonesia) led by Ho 
Chi Minh proposed to terminate polemics and to convene another Mos-
cow Meeting of the international communist movement.151 North Viet-
nam deplored the Soviet-Albanian split and called for unity against the 
“common enemy, imperialism, with the United States as its head.”152 The 
CPSU took up the cause and, in late February, appealed to the CCP to 
terminate polemics.153 With Mao absent, Liu and Deng had to choose 
between a hard and a conciliatory line. Avoiding overt confrontation, 
Deng told Chervonenko that “the larger party should take the initiative” 
when it came to Soviet-Albanian relations.154 A Politburo meeting in late 
March, chaired by Liu Shaoqi, eventually decided to follow Mao’s hard 
line and instructed that the same group of scholars that had drafted the 
Lenin Polemics in early 1960 to write a letter in reply.155 The fi nal prod-
uct praised Beijing’s past efforts to maintain unity and criticized Mos-
cow’s actions at meetings in 1960 and 1961. It endorsed the proposal 
of the fi ve communist parties to convene an international meeting, only 
on the conditions, however, that all polemics in the socialist camp were 
terminated, that all problems between the various parties were overcome 
in bilateral talks beforehand, and that the CPSU yield to the demands of 
the Albanian party.156 The Soviet response in late May was upbeat on the 
surface but refused to accept charges of Soviet great power chauvinism in 
its relations with Albania.157 The Chinese comrades perceived the letter 
as “rejection of all our . . . proposals.”158

 But Mao’s radical foreign policy line did not fi nd undisputed sup-
port within the party apparatus. Wang Jiaxiang, a Soviet specialist, was 
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 concerned about the self-imposed international isolation of the PRC.159 
During the 7,000-Cadres Conference, Wang gathered his fellow leaders of 
the CC Liaison Department to work out proposals for a more moderate 
Chinese foreign policy.160 Once Zhou Enlai at that conference had called 
for a foreign policy without “illusions” and Mao had left for Wuhan, 
Wang felt politically secure enough to push the new ideas.161 With Liu’s 
support, he proposed that Zhou, Deng, and Chen Yi exploit Mao’s idea 
of “striving for the majority, isolating the minority, using contradictions” 
as a means to promote his own policy initiative of the sanhe yishao (three 
reconciliations and one reduction). In light of domestic economic neces-
sity, he advocated the improvement of relations with the USSR, the United 
States, and India, as well as a decrease in foreign aid granted for ideologi-
cal reasons. The February 27 letter was cosigned by Wang’s deputies in 
the CCP CC Liaison Department, Liu Ningyi and Wu Xiuquan.162

 Despite Zhou’s initial reservations, Wang continued to develop his own 
ideas in late spring. Mao’s outright opposition to peaceful coexistence, 
he warned, “can be used by our adversaries” to caricature the Chinese 
comrades as nothing other than “war-cannot-be-avoided-people.” Wang 
also argued that the absolute rejection of any negotiation with U.S. impe-
rialism completely failed to mobilize the world’s population.163 His ideas 
fi nally seemed to catch on. During an Albanian state visit in late June, 
Liu told his guests to contribute to overcoming the disagreements with 
the Soviet comrades.164 In the Chairman’s absence, the Chinese central 
leadership also decided to bring Wang’s ideas to the July World Peace 
Council in Moscow. Indeed, the sudden constructive behavior of the Chi-
nese delegation led by Mao Dun completely surprised the Soviets.165

Xinjiang and the Abrogation of Sino-Soviet 
Consular Relations

With Beijing’s attitude toward Moscow in limbo, Sino-Soviet relations suf-
fered from sudden unrest in Xinjiang. The most western administrative 
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unit of the PRC harbored a dynamite keg of ethnic confl icts. The territory 
had come under Chinese control only in the late-eighteenth century. Rus-
sian infl uence started even later, in the 1830s, when Old Believers escaped 
religious persecution in Russia proper. While Chinese control waned in 
the early twentieth century, White Russians fl eeing the civil war (1918–21) 
and then Bolshevik interests brought an even greater Russian element. In 
the late 1940s, Moscow granted Soviet citizenship to 20,000 ethnic Rus-
sians and 100,000 ethnic Central Asians in Xinjiang. Even after the estab-
lishment of the PRC, Stalin continued his attempts to keep Soviet infl uence 
alive.166 Beijing countered by co-opting local elites, investing in infrastruc-
ture, and encouraging ethnic Chinese immigration. The simultaneous re-
settlement of USSR citizens into Soviet Central Asia started shortly after 
the establishment of the PRC, but seemed to have been stopped by Beijing 
in 1960, probably for fear of a steady loss of well-educated and trained 
people. In early 1962, Moscow’s consulates in Yining (a.k.a. Ili or Kul-
dzha) and Urumqi started to distribute Soviet passports in order to facili-
tate emigration, apparently behind the back of Chinese authorities.167

 It was against this background that the deterioration of Sino-Soviet 
relations led to the mass fl ight of 67,000 people from Xinjiang to Soviet 
Kazakhstan in spring 1962. Chinese sources do not cover the episode 
in great detail;168 only one mentions food shortages due to the infl ux of 
famine refugees from other provinces and Soviet actions as causes for 
the problems.169 According to an internal Soviet document from early 
1962, the CCP in Xinjiang had, two years before, started an anti- Soviet 
campaign through the propagation of the Lenin Polemics and other anti-
revisionist texts.170 After the Soviet-Albanian split in 1961, the  campaign 
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intensifi ed.171 Another Soviet document claims that since 1959 or 1960, 
the Chinese had refused to grant exit visas for those requesting repa-
triation; in 1961, “the Chinese authorities unilaterally imposed PRC 
citizenship on Soviet citizens,” started to “annul” Soviet passports, and 
prevented the Soviet consulates from delivering travel documents. In early 
1962, people who refused to accept Chinese citizenship were “dismissed 
from work, deprived of food rations, left without any means of subsis-
tence, and, in case they lived in state housing, were expelled onto the 
street.”172 The fi rst groups of refugees left for Kazakhstan in March.173

 It was this situation that spurred Ambassador Chervonenko to call 
Vice–Foreign Minister Zhang Hanfu on April 24, requesting an urgent 
meeting to hand over a memorandum. Apparently, the Chinese sensed 
that the events in Xinjiang would be the topic of the discussion. After 
some delays, Zhang received the ambassador only to read him a prepared 
note. Chervonenko had the strong impression that Zhang’s behavior was 
designed to validate the claim that “the PRC had raised the fact of the 
border crossings by people fi rst.”174 The Chinese note accused the Soviet 
side of failing to guard its own borders and of facilitating the mass exit 
of 20,000 people with all of their belongings.175 The Soviet memo, which 
Chervonenko was supposed to hand over, stated that the “Soviet border 
organs, which attempted not to allow the crossing into the territory of 
the USSR, were not in a condition to do that, given the large number 
of people.”176 Five days later, a Soviet reply note asserted that the So-
viet government had experienced “serious perplexity and surprise” over 
Zhang’s accusations.177 For the following three weeks, accusations and 
counteraccusations were exchanged.178

 The diplomatic deadlock worsened when, in late May, the problems 
in Xinjiang developed into a full-scale rebellion. According to a Western 
source, protesters in Yining surrounded, attacked, and set fi re to party 
and government buildings and PLA barracks. Allegedly, the Soviet con-
sulate quickly provided the necessary entry papers for the subsequent 
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fl ight to Kazakhstan.179 A Chinese memoir blamed the Soviets for “en-
gineering” the revolt.180 By contrast, a Soviet archival source from 1963 
claims that in the last days of May, the local Chinese authorities in Yin-
ing suddenly granted a large number of exit visas to those who already 
had Soviet entry papers, and even provided “tickets for transport by car 
to Khochen, 7 km away from the border.” Apparently, twelve buses with 
forty to fi fty people each left for the border day after day. The rebellion 
erupted only when the local Chinese authorities unexpectedly terminated 
the issuing of exit visas. Later that day, according to the testimony of the 
Soviet consul, shootings “by Chinese soldiers on a crowd of unarmed 
people” occurred in the city.181

 Although the rebellion tapered off after 67,000 people had left,182 it 
continued to exacerbate diplomatic tensions. In memoranda and meet-
ings throughout June, the two sides blamed each other for the deterio-
ration of Sino-Soviet relations over Xinjiang. Chervonenko accused the 
Chinese side of noncooperation in solving the matter; Zhang Hanfu re-
fused to acknowledge the coresponsibility of Chinese border guards for 
the mass exit and continued to demand the forceful and immediate return 
of the refugees by Soviet authorities.183 The situation changed slightly 
when, toward the end of June, Zhang fell ill; his substitute, the lower-
ranking Ji Pengfei, freely admitted that “the Chinese border forces at the 
Sino-Soviet border are very small and far away from the Soviet border 
forces at that border.”184 Although Beijing eventually allowed the legal 
emigration of another 46,000 people between October 15, 1962, and 
May 1, 1963,185 it continued to demand from Moscow the “return [of] 
all 60 thousand” that had fl ed in the spring of 1962.186 But in the end, the 
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events of 1962 solved the problem of Moscow’s infl uence in Xinjiang. By 
1965, according to a Soviet document, only 13,000 people with Soviet 
citizenship remained.187

 Despite the de facto resolution of this issue, Sino-Soviet relations did not 
improve. On the contrary, the Chinese used the dispute to accuse Soviet 
consulates and other offi cial organizations within the PRC of illegal and 
subversive activities. Beijing suspected, probably correctly, that Moscow’s 
seven consulates did not cater solely to the needs of Soviet citizens.188 On 
May 23, 1962, in order to solve “the problem of Soviet subversion in our 
country,” the PRC annulled the bilateral consular treaty.189 After the swift 
closing of the consulates, the Soviet embassy in Beijing also came under 
much stricter supervision by Chinese authorities.190

 Beijing also decided to shut down Moscow’s other offi cial institutions in 
the PRC. Citing “irrefutable proof” that the “Society of Soviet Citizens” 
in Yining was involved in the events of 1962, the Chinese authorities 
closed all of its branches in Xinjiang, Inner Mongolia, and Manchuria.191 
In Harbin, Soviet sources claim, this was accompanied by police raids 
and arrests of Soviet citizens; one or two were killed or committed suicide 
in prison.192 The PRC also demanded the liquidation of all Soviet trade 
offi ces in Xinjiang, Manchuria, Lanzhou, and Shanghai. By December 
1962, Moscow was left only with its embassy.193

The period from early 1961 to mid-1962 witnessed a general relaxation of 
Sino-Soviet relations. China’s domestic needs required a decrease in for-
eign policy radicalism. Moscow was ready to contribute to the improve-
ment of the relationship with food aid and renewed military assistance. 
Although the signs for a recovery of Sino-Soviet relations were strong, 
especially in early 1961, both sides remained cautious. The accumulated 
mistrust was diffi cult to overcome and there were also points of renewed 
confl ict. The Soviet-Albanian split, the twenty-second CPSU congress, and 
ethnic confl ict in Xinjiang disturbed Beijing’s relations with Moscow.
 Because the PRC had been the victim of Soviet strong-arm tactics before, 
Mao was willing to push a confrontational line on Albania in the summer 



218 • Chapter Six

of 1961. He probably also hoped to exploit his renewed foreign policy 
radicalism in order to stop what he considered the growth of revisionism at 
home. But his unwillingness at the 7,000-Cadres Conference to acknowl-
edge his own mistakes did not help him in this endeavor. On the con-
trary, it not only isolated him within the party but also provided renewed 
momentum for further economic reforms. While Mao complained about 
revisionism and the restoration of capitalism in China, the early 1962 po-
litical backlash against his radicalism even triggered concrete proposals for 
a more sensible foreign policy. The eighteen months from early 1961 to 
mid-1962 were thus a period of ambivalence in Sino-Soviet relations.
 Had it not been for the inadvertent events of the twenty-second CPSU 
congress and ethnic confl ict in Xinjiang, the period of domestic deradi-
calization in China might have produced the conditions for a genuine 
renaissance in Sino-Soviet relations. However, as a consequence of do-
mestic needs and the inability to control his anger, Khrushchev raised 
de-Stalinization and Albania at the Soviet congress. Although the Soviet 
leader did not intend to make these issues the subject of a renewed de-
bate with Chinese comrades, Mao happily seized the opportunity. Simi-
larly, ethnic confl ict in Xinjiang in the spring of 1962 stemmed from a 
combination of reasons—the Great Leap Forward, Chinese nativism, and 
citizenship issues. So far, no evidence that either Beijing or Moscow in-
stigated the crisis has surfaced; it seems that local issues gradually drove 
the dispute toward its crisis point. Regardless, it greatly damaged the 
institutional links between the USSR and the PRC. Despite positive devel-
opments in Sino-Soviet relations since early 1961, cracks in the alliance 
remained, and, indeed, new ones opened.



C H A P T E R  7

Mao Resurgent, 1962–1963

In late 1962, the New York Times reported that Zhao Fu, a twenty-
seven-year-old security offi cer for the Chinese delegation in Stockholm, 
had defected and been debriefed by West German intelligence. According 
to his testimony, Mao had recently asserted that “whoever is against Sta-
lin is against Mao.” Zhao further claimed that the Chairman was hoping 
for an uprising in the USSR against the anti-Stalinist and anti-communist 
Khrushchev, “leaving the way free for China to take over as leader of 
world Communism.”1

 At the late summer of 1962 Beidaihe meeting, Mao staged a brilliant 
comeback in daily policy making. He used this momentum to stamp his 
mark on Chinese foreign relations. The impending Yugoslav-Soviet rap-
prochement was only a prelude to the Sino-Soviet fallout over the Second 
Sino-Indian Border War and the Cuban Missile Crisis. By late October, 
Chinese propaganda was blasting the Soviet revisionists for the betrayal 
of the communist cause and for capitulating to U.S. imperialism. At the 
turn of the year, the fi ve party congresses in Bulgaria, Hungary, Italy, 
Czechoslovakia, and East Germany revealed the depth of the ideological 
disagreements. In early 1963, pressure from within the socialist camp 
pushed the CCP and the CPSU to agree to a July meeting designed to 
resolve the ideological dispute. While skeptical about a possible reconcili-
ation, the Soviet comrades were ready to give it a chance. Mao, in com-
parison, was determined to exacerbate the split, while trying to blame it 
on the revisionist Khrushchev.
 Although Mao was genuinely dissatisfi ed with Soviet foreign policy 
toward the imperialist United States, the hyperbolic nature of his anti-
Soviet propaganda served a domestic purpose. In fact, Mao launched his 
comeback over disagreements on rural policies within the party leader-
ship. By accusing his internal opponents of being close to Khrushchev’s 
domestic revisionism, he exploited rhetorical anti-Sovietism even further. 
Until the start of the Cultural Revolution, the Chairman applied these 
kinds of tactics with increasingly destructive effectiveness.

 1 NYT, 11/3/1962, 2.
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The Beidaihe Work Conference and the Tenth CC Plenum

By the summer of 1962, Mao was clearly discontented with the ideo-
logical softening in rural and foreign policies that had occurred since the 
spring. During his self-imposed exile in Wuhan, the Chairman developed 
a practice that would become typical of his political style in the follow-
ing years: politicking outside offi cial party and governmental structures. 
While gradually mobilizing those who shared his views—Chen Boda, 
Kang Sheng, his own wife Jiang Qing, and Lin Biao, for example—he 
turned away from long-trusted advisers.2 When, for instance, his per-
sonal secretary Tian Jiaying started to support the fi eld responsibility sys-
tem, Mao began to lose faith in him.3 Similarly, after the Chairman heard 
about Mao Dun’s appeasement policies at the World Peace Council, he 
decided to turn against Wang Jiaxiang.4

 Mao believed in a close connection between foreign and domestic 
policy. As he said in July of 1962: “International and domestic [affairs] 
share the same set of problems, that is, whether the revolution is led by 
the proletariat or the bourgeoisie.”5 The continued deterioration of rela-
tions with the Soviet revisionists over Xinjiang, as related in chapter 6, 
was a political bonus for the Chairman. By then, he had probably already 
decided to counter what he perceived to be the revisionism of his fellow 
leaders Liu, Deng, and their constituents.
 Despite a dearth of evidence, it is possible to outline Mao’s political 
comeback at the Beidaihe work conference from July 25 to August 24.6 
While the gathering was scheduled to discuss economic issues, Mao jet-
tisoned the agenda by demanding to talk about class struggle and about 
the revisionists in the Chinese leadership.7 Since the Chairman knew that 
he lacked the political capital to push through a purge of his internal 
adversaries similar to the one after Lushan in 1959, he framed his attack 
solely in rhetorical terms.8 He started by distributing Xinhua reports on 
the economic problems in revisionist Yugoslavia coupled with an ominous 
question: “Is the path walked by the Yugoslavs good, or is the Marxist-
 Leninist path good?”9 The dichotomous phrasing of the question naturally 
pointed to Mao’s own conclusions. The Chairman then turned against the 

 2 Lieberthal, “Great Leap,” 332. Li, Private Life, 390–93.
 3 Salisbury, New Emperors, 197. MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 3, 263–67.
 4 Xiao, Qiusuo, vol. 2, 933. Wu, Huiyi, 374–75. Xu, Wang, 565.
 5 Zhonggong, Mao Zedong zhuan, 1235.
 6 Bo, Ruogan, vol. 2, 1071.
 7 Niu, “1962,” 33.
 8 Li, Private Life, 394.
 9 “Remarks on a Report by Xinhua News Agency regarding the Economic Situation in 
Yugoslavia,” 8/2/1962, JYMW, vol. 10, 129.
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“dark wind”—nonsocialist family farming in China.10 He exploited his 
long-standing depiction of Khrushchev as a revisionist in order to crush 
the liberalization of rural policies at home: “Did Khrushchev dare to call 
publicly for the abolition of the collective farmsteads?”11 The question 
made the rural reformers like Liu and Deng look worse than Khrushchev. 
Using words similar to Stalin’s dictum of 1929 (“Either back—to capital-
ism, or forward—to socialism”),12 Mao believed that China had reached a 
fork in the road: “Either we go to socialism, or we go to capitalism.”13 He 
thus called on the party to fi ght revisionist and bourgeois thinking in the 
countryside. The Socialist Education Movement was supposed to rectify 
the rural party of its revisionist and capitalist tendencies.14

 The tenth plenum, from September 24 to 27, revealed the extent of 
Mao’s capacity to set the agenda.15 Still against decollectivization, the 
Chairman warned that the fi eld responsibility system would encourage 
those groups he most vehemently opposed—landlords and rich peasants 
who would restore the reactionary, pre-1949 society.16 He asserted that 
Lenin had forecast the danger of bourgeois restoration after the Bolshevik 
Revolution, maintained that China’s struggle against Soviet revisionism 
dated back to “1945 when Stalin tried to prevent the Chinese Revolu-
tion,” and demanded that the CCP “deal with the problem of revisionism 
and the problem of the bourgeoisie within itself.”17

 The day after the tenth plenum, Mao revised his vision of the intermedi-
ate zone. In 1946, as described in chapter 1, he believed that the emerging 
superpower confl ict was a Soviet-American contest over the intermediate 
zone. Given the anti-imperialist nature of the USSR, the Chairman had 
decided to “lean to one side”; eventually, the alliance treaty with the 
Soviet Union made the newly founded PRC a part of the socialist camp. 
However, as a result of the past years of disagreement over peaceful co-
existence, supposed Soviet-American collusion against China, and his 
belief that East and West European countries tried to escape the shadow 
of their respective Soviet and American hegemons, Mao now sought to 
redefi ne China’s role in the world. Seeing two intermediate zones—“one 
is Asia, Africa, Latin America, one is Europe”—he called on China “not 

 10 Cong, Quzhe, 507–8.
 11 MZDDG, 642 (italics mine).
 12 Stalin, “Concerning Questions of Agrarian Policy in the USSR,” 12/27/1929, Stalin, 
Works, vol. 12, 151–52.
 13 Bo, Ruogan, vol. 2, 1087.
 14 Lieberthal, “Great Leap,” 333.
 15 Lieberthal, “Great Leap,” 333.
 16 Lieberthal, “Great Leap,” 334. Short, Mao, 514–15.
 17 Mao, “Speech at the Tenth Plenary Session of the Eighth CC,” 9/24/1962, CLG 1/4, 
85–93.
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to rely on the leader of a big country” any longer.18 Instead, as he had 
told the plenum on the twenty-fourth, “we have the anti-imperialist task, 
as well as the task of supporting the movement of national liberation. 
This means that we must support the broad masses of people in the three 
continents of Asia, Africa, and Latin America.”19

 With this, Mao turned to the revisionist nature of sanhe yishao (three 
reconciliations and one reduction) promoted by Wang Jiaxiang.20 He called 
it “a position amiable with imperialism, a position polite towards the reac-
tionaries, a position courteous towards revisionism, a position of little sup-
port for the Asian-African-Latin American people, [in short, a position] 
equaling the ‘revisionist path.’”21 Wang was forced to make a public self-
criticism and—branded as a “domestic revisionist”—soon disappeared 
from political life.22 The Sixth All-Country Foreign Affairs Conference, 
which the tenth plenum instructed to be convened, translated Mao’s new 
radicalism into the policies to be followed by both party and government in 
foreign relations: the intensifi cation of the anti- revisionist struggle through 
the propagation of Mao Zedong Thought abroad, the cooperation with 
socialist states and capitalism only in the spheres of economy and science, 
and a greater focus on Asia, Africa, and Latin America.23

 Also, at the Beidaihe conference Mao admitted once more that “dur-
ing the 1959 anti-Rightist struggle, wrong was done,” and promised that 
there would be no new Anti-Rightist Campaign.24 It was another empty 
assurance; instead, he asserted that “it would seem to be better for Chi-
na’s right opportunism to change its name to Chinese revisionism.”25 
This linguistic modifi cation allowed the Chairman to place any domestic 
critic under the category of revisionism. In line with his rejection of Wang 
Jiaxiang’s sanhe yishao, Mao also insinuated that those critical of his 
policies were connected to China’s enemies—the sanni yitie (three ni’s 
and one tie: John Kennedy [Ke-ni-di], Nikita Khrushchev [Ni-ji-ta He-lu-
xiao-fu], Jawaharlal Nehru [Ni-he-lu], and Josip Tito [Tie-tuo]).26

 Although the Beidaihe work conference and the tenth plenum repre-
sented a defeat for domestic reformers—and would later stand as the 
 crucial turn of events that led to the Cultural Revolution—the resolutions 

 18 “Two Intermediate Zones (1963/9, 1964/1, 7),” MZDW, vol. 8, 343–44.
 19 Mao, “Speech at the Tenth Plenary Session of the Eighth CC,” 86.
 20 Xiao, Qiusuo, vol. 2, 929–30, 933. Niu, “1962,” 33–34.
 21 Zhonggong, Mao Zedong zhuan, 1236.
 22 Xu, Wang, 566. Mao, “Remarks on the 137th Issue of the Foreign Affairs Bulletin,” 
9/29/1962, JYMW, vol. 10, 199 (quote).
 23 “Communication of the Main Points of the 6th All-Country Foreign Affairs Confer-
ence,” [no date], JSSDAG, 3124, zhang 145, 2–13.
 24 Bo, Ruogan, vol. 2, 1092.
 25 Mao, “Speech at the Tenth Plenary Session of the Eighth CC,” 90.
 26 MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 3, 290.
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and the offi cial plenum communiqué that the meetings produced were 
by no means unambiguous. Mao had been able to stop what he called 
revisionist or even capitalist reforms, but he had not come up with any 
workable alternative. The offi cial documents were accordingly riddled 
with inconsistencies; while they embraced Mao’s ideological concerns, 
they continued to promote methods and policies that had been worked 
out before the Chairman’s political resurgence.27

 After the tenth plenum, Mao tried to implement his brand of leftist 
policies at home.28 According to the Chairman, the mild economic re-
covery of 1962 was evidence that more nonsocialist emergency measures 
were redundant, that they were actually capitalist restoration: “We have 
to oppose our own domestic revisionism, the forces of evil capitalism.”29 
In the fall, he launched the SEM, which subsequently became the primary 
ideological battlefi eld within the CCP leadership. The struggle developed, 
however, outside of traditional decision-making organs; Mao, who had 
preeminence in calling CC plena, did not convene a single plenum until 
the start of the Cultural Revolution in August 1966. He tried to imple-
ment his policies through directives, while his domestic opponents used 
the party, which they controlled, to stop him.30

 One of the main weapons in Mao’s ideological arsenal was the call 
to fi ght revisionism everywhere with the slogan fanxiu fangxiu (oppose 
revisionism abroad, prevent revisionism at home), closely linking foreign 
and domestic policies to each other.31 Anti-Soviet and anti- Yugoslav po-
lemics began after the tenth plenum,32 insinuating that Beijing was the 
world’s revolutionary center and the vanguard of national liberation in 
Asia,  Africa, and Latin America.33 The sudden changes in Chinese propa-
ganda since the later summer did not go unnoticed in Moscow.34

 27 For resolutions: Union, Documents, vol. 1, 185–205. Lieberthal, “Great Leap,” 335. 
Cong, Quzhe, 517.
 28 MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 3, 334. Short, Mao, 515.
 29 Xu, Wang, 567.
 30 Lieberthal, “Great Leap,” 296–97, 325–26, 348–51. Baum, Ssu-ch’ing. MacFarquhar, 
Origins, vol. 3, 325–26. Sladkovskii, Ocherki, 397–400.
 31 Cong, Quzhe, 518–22, 576.
 32 “Decision of the 10th Plenum of the CC of the 8th Party Congress of the CCP,” [Sep-
tember 1962], BArch-Freib, VA-01/6385 Presseinformationen zu politischen und mil-
itärischen Ereignissen, 4.
 33 “Note number 13/62 on the Discussion with the Military Attaché of the USSR,” 
10/18/1962, BArch-Freib, VA-01/6384 Aktenvermerke des Militärattachés der DDR in der 
VR China über Gespräche, Besichtigungen und protokollarische Veranstaltungen, Band 1, 
1–2.
 34 “Note on a Talk with the Embassy Counselor Mokhulskii,” 10/20/1962, PAAA-MfAA, 
VS-Hauptstelle, G-A 338, 1–3. “To Gromyko,” 10/12/1962, AVPRF, f.0100, o.55, d.24, 
p.483, 197–209.
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 These polemics paralleled Leonid Brezhnev’s friendship visit to Yugo-
slavia from September 24 to October 5. Despite Tito’s words about the 
clearing of the “fog” in the relationship, the visit did not restore complete 
amity. While ideological disagreements remained, it at least cleared the 
way for a return visit in December.35

Crises in the Himalayas and the Caribbean

In October, fate seemed to reward the Chairman. The parallel crises of 
the Second Sino-Indian Border War and the Cuban Missile Crisis con-
fi rmed his views on Soviet revisionism, whereas Khrushchev was con-
fronted with a twofold predicament: in the Himalayas, the Soviet leader 
had to balance Soviet-Indian friendship with the Sino-Soviet alliance 
while, in the Caribbean, the revelation of his risky policy of stationing 
nuclear IRBMs behind the back of the Americans forced him into a pub-
licly ignominious retreat under U.S. pressure. Mao was more than happy 
to carp at the Soviet archrevisionist for his wobbly support of revolution-
ary China against bourgeois India and for his weakness in dealing with 
American imperialism in Cuba. Similar to the U-2 Incident in May 1960, 
unrelated events in international affairs provided Mao with just the po-
litical boost he needed.
 In light of his rejection of Wang Jiaxiang’s sanhe yishao, Mao set out to 
implement an assertive policy designed to forestall Nehru’s renewed for-
ward policy in the Himalayas. On October 20, the PLA launched an attack 
in the Western Sector that pushed up to 160 kilometers into Indian territory 
though, on average, the Chinese did not advance more than 25 kilometers. 
China’s simultaneous intrusions at the Eastern Sector were much smaller. 
The rout of Indian troops was humiliating; the PRC had de facto removed 
the military basis of Nehru’s forward policy within only weeks. On No-
vember 21, China declared a unilateral cease-fi re and proposed the mutual 
withdrawal of all troops twenty kilometers behind the 1959 line of actual 
control in the Western Sector and behind the McMahon line (sic!) in the 
Eastern Sector. Although Nehru refused, China had nevertheless achieved 
its immediate aim; India never again resumed the forward policy.36

 During the crisis, close Soviet-Indian diplomatic contacts infl uenced 
Moscow’s reaction to the renewed Himalayan confl ict. From August to 

 35 NYT, 9/24/1962, 7, 28; 9/26/1962, 5 (quote); 9/27/1962, 4; 9/30/1962, 42; 10/1/1962, 
21; 10/4/1962, 1, 2; 10/5/1962, 8; 10/6/1962, 2.
 36 Maxwell, India’s China War, 173–443. Liu, Sino-Indian Dispute, 31–40. Swamy, In-
dia’s China Perspective, 87–91. MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 3, 298–312. Maharaj Chopra, 
“Himalayan Border War,” Military Review 43/5, 8–16.
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December, leaders of the anti-Chinese majority faction of the Communist 
Party of India, high-ranking government offi cials, and even the prime 
minister were in frequent contact with the Soviets.37 Sino-Soviet contacts, 
in comparison, occurred less frequently, usually on a much lower level, 
and, at times, only after Soviet requests.38 China’s own ambassador in 
Moscow, Liu Xiao, did not resurface in diplomacy until October 13. 
Despite previous Indian lobbying, Khrushchev told the ambassador he 
had advocated a peaceful solution all along and supported Chinese diplo-
matic protests against India’s forward policy. In his memoirs, Wu Lengxi 
claimed that Khrushchev’s backing stemmed only from his need for Chi-
nese support during the impending Cuban Missile Crisis (see below).39

 The next day, the CPSU Presidium received Liu for a lavish farewell 
dinner. The Soviets tried to convince him that the USSR would not sup-
port India in the impending border confl ict.40 The next day, October 15, 
Mikoyan briefed Liu on the situation in the Caribbean and requested the 
information be conveyed to the Chinese leaders.41 But Beijing still did not 
care about close diplomatic cooperation. After Liu’s departure on Octo-
ber 24, ending eight years in the Soviet capital, it took seven weeks for his 
successor—coincidentally, the ambassador to New Delhi, Pan Zili—to 
arrive in Moscow.42 Following China’s October 20 notifi cation of the 
outbreak of hostilities,43 the Chinese side also rarely informed the So-
viet ambassador in Beijing, Chervonenko.44 In comparison, Soviet-Indian 
diplomatic contacts remained intensive during the four weeks between 
outgoing Indian Ambassador S. Dutt’s late September departure and the 
October 24 arrival of his successor, T. N. Kaul.45

 Despite this apparent lack of diplomatic interest, Beijing made sure to 
complain about Moscow’s promised deliveries of the MiG-21, which the 

 37 See extensive documentation on Soviet-Indian contacts in NSA, RADD (all documents 
from: AVPRF, f.090, o.24, d.3–6).
 38 For Sino-Soviet communications: NSA, RADD, 7/4/1962, 7/7/62, 10/10/1962, and 
“Record of Conversation with Zhou Enlai,” 10/8/1962, AVPRF, f.0100, o.55, d.7, p. 480, 
59–70. I. Benediktov, “Diary Entry, 1/17/1962,” James Hershberg, ed., “New East-Bloc 
Documents on the Sino-Indian Confl ict, 1959 and 1962,” CWIHP Bulletin 8–9, 263. 
JYMW, vol. 9, 252,n. 1.
 39 WLX, 497–98. Si, “Shi pengyou,” 298–99. Soviet transcript: “Reception by Khrush-
chev of Liu Xiao,” 10/13/1962, AVPRF, f.0100, o.55, d.4, p.480, 20–37.
 40 Liu, Chushi, 146–54.
 41 Wang, Zhonghua, vol. 2, 248–49.
 42 SCMP 2849, 26–27; 2880, 35.
 43 “Record of Conversation with Zhang Hanfu,” 10/20/1962, AVPRF, f.0100, o.55, d.7, 
p.480, 105–6.
 44 Chinese information about border war: AVPRF, f.0100, o.55, d.7, p.480, 109–12, 
119–20, 123–26.
 45 Soviet-Indian diplomatic contacts between late September and October 24: NSA, 
RADD, 10/2/1962; 10/8/1962; 10/18/1962; 10/22/1962; 10/23/1962; 10/28/1962.
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PLA had already received the year before, to New Delhi.46 On October 
14, Khrushchev placated the Chinese by offering a delay of the Soviet-
Indian MiG-21 agreement.47 Six days later, the same day the Chinese 
informed the Soviets about the outbreak of the war, Moscow notifi ed 
New Delhi of the suspension of the MiG-21 agreement.48

 The Second Sino-Indian Border War had begun just when one of the 
most dangerous crises of the Cold War suddenly erupted. On October 22, 
U.S. President Kennedy announced that the USSR had stationed SS-4 and 
SS-5 nuclear IRBMs on Cuba, threatening U.S. national security. While 
Khrushchev has subsequently received much criticism for his adventur-
ism, in fairness, the dangerous game made some sense at the time. His 
ICBM bluff after the October 1957 Sputnik launch had led to the sub-
sequent transfer of American IRBMs to Great Britain, Italy, and Turkey 
as stopgap measures.49 Since the new American threat increased Soviet 
insecurity, Moscow proposed a joint Sino-Soviet submarine fl eet in the 
Pacifi c in 1958. Mao’s refusal, however, did not solve the Soviet strategic 
dilemma.50 It was only the Cuban Revolution in early 1959 that provided 
the USSR with the opportunity to counter American IRBMs along Soviet 
borders with its own IRBMs off the U.S. coast.
 On October 28, under Washington’s pressure and faced with the 
possibility of nuclear war, Moscow agreed to the publicly humiliating 
withdrawal of the missiles. The withdrawal undermined Khrushchev’s 
standing in the Soviet party. Upon his removal from offi ce in October 
1964, for example, the CPSU Presidium accused him of “adventurism” 
in Cuba, bringing “the world to the edge of nuclear war,” and infl icting 
“damage to the prestige of our country.”51 It also affected his relation-
ship with Fidel Castro—a relationship developed, partially, because of 
his desire to exclude Chinese revolutionary infl uence in Latin America. 
In his anger, the Cuban leader refused to thank Moscow for obtaining 
Washington’s pledge not to act militarily against Havana in the future.52 
Khrushchev was also deprived of another humble success from the crisis; 
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while the American IRBMs (Jupiters) would soon be removed from Tur-
key, this would be done without public acknowledgment.53

 There is no evidence that Moscow had informed Beijing of the Cuban 
operation before mid-October, when it promised support in the confl ict 
against New Delhi.54 But, apparently, the Chinese had good sources in 
Cuba and knew of the buildup early on.55 Beijing’s backing of Moscow 
during its confl ict with Washington was negligible.56 A Chinese govern-
ment statement on October 25 protested against “U.S. piracy and war 
provocations” and supported “the Cuban people’s struggle against U.S. 
aggression.”57 Wu Lengxi later claimed that “of course, we did not sup-
port Khrushchev’s policy of stationing missiles on Cuba, but we also did 
not oppose it.”58

 It was only after the sudden end of the Cuban Missile Crisis that Chi-
nese propaganda went into full swing. A media campaign denounced the 
withdrawal as a “Munich” and blasted Soviet revisionism for “show[ing] 
vacillation in a struggle and dar[ing] not to win a victory that can be won.” 
The Chinese leadership staged mass rallies supporting Cuba’s struggle and 
accusing the USSR of “adventurism” for sending the missiles and of “capit-
ulationism” for withdrawing them.59 The Soviet pullout from Cuba was a 
“cheap” propaganda victory for the Chairman, as Khrushchev complained 
to the CPSU plenum on November 23.60 Beijing had nothing to lose in a 
nuclear confrontation on the other side of the globe.61

 Mao’s inability to keep his schadenfreude in check exasperated Khrush-
chev, who was still smarting from the humiliating withdrawal. In early 
January, he complained to John Gollan, a British communist leader, 
about the Chinese: “[W]e don’t understand what they want. . . . [Their] 
position is confusing and inconsistent.”62 At the end of that month, 
he wrote Castro: “[O]nly God knows what moves them: ill-will or in-
comprehension.”63
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 After the Cuban Missile Crisis, Soviet support for China threatened to 
tilt back to neutrality in the Sino-Indian border war.64 A November 3 let-
ter from Khrushchev urged Nehru “to accept negotiations on the Chinese 
Communist terms.”65 And a Pravda editorial on November 5 called for 
a ceasefi re and negotiations without preconditions.66 In the fi rst half of 
November, Moscow reversed the suspension of the MiG-21 sale.67

 One cause of China’s aggression in the Second Sino-Indian Border War 
might have been Mao’s need for an external crisis in order to launch the 
SEM.68 The documentary evidence for this link is certainly not as clear 
as in 1958, when he coupled the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis with the 
launching of the radical Great Leap Forward. The large rallies in support 
of revolutionary Cuba and against the defeatist Soviet Union, though, 
were undoubtedly Mao’s attempts to instill revolutionary consciousness 
against revisionism in China’s masses.69 In the end, the two unrelated but 
concurrent crises in the fall of 1962 led to a resumption of Maoist ideo-
logical warfare against Khrushchevite revisionism. The attacks, however, 
were not well-received within the socialist camp, as the fi ve European 
party congresses to which we now turn revealed.

Five European Party Congresses

The series of communist party congresses in Bulgaria, Hungary, Italy, 
Czechoslovakia, and East Germany from early November 1962 to late 
January 1963 discloses, unmistakably, the Sino-Soviet ideological divi-
sions that had deepened over Cuba and India. On the one hand, Mao 
used the confrontation as a means to render pressure on adversaries at 
home. On the other hand, Khrushchev was increasingly interested in a 
rapprochement with the United States, as described in chapter 8.
 Before the fi rst of the fi ve party congresses, in early November, Khrush-
chev convened the Polish, East German, Czechoslovak, Hungarian, Ro-
manian, and Bulgarian party leaders in Moscow to brief them on the 
international situation after the Cuban Missile Crisis. Because the gather-
ing occurred on short notice, not all could attend at the same time.70 The 
Soviet leader told his Czechoslovak guests that Soviet relations with the 
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Chinese “could hardly be worse,” but admitted that China’s position in 
the Himalayas was “basically . . . correct . . . because India has taken an 
incorrect position in the recent period.”71

 Polemics resumed at the eighth Bulgarian Party Congress. The bad 
blood Chinese actions had engendered since the Soviet-Albanian split of 
1961 now returned with a vengeance. On November 5, the congress con-
vened to rubberstamp the victory of the pro-Soviet Zhivkov, who had 
defeated the Stalinist Prime Minister Anton Yugov.72 The new Bulgarian 
leader endorsed Khrushchev’s pursuit of de-Stalinization and peaceful co-
existence, offered an olive branch to the Yugoslavs, sharply criticized the 
Albanians, and regretted the confl ict between “the fraternal people—the 
Indians and the Chinese.”73 Soviet delegate Suslov followed with praise 
for the de-Stalinization of Bulgaria and a long-winded defense of Soviet 
policies in the Caribbean.74

 Although the CCP had probably not anticipated Bulgaria’s ideological 
about-face, it had expected such attacks from the Soviets.75 Thus, the 
Chinese delegation adapted its behavior to whatever the Soviet comrades 
were doing. Expressing its “principled point of view,” it would sit still if 
they clapped, and vice-versa.76 When Wu Xiuquan got up to give his own 
speech, he lauded “heroic Cuba” for its struggle against “U.S. oppression 
and enslavement.” Without even mentioning the missile crisis, he implic-
itly demanded that the Soviet comrades show a stiffer backbone in their 
struggle against American imperialism. In light of the Bulgarian criticism 
of Albania, Wu called for an end to these attacks and for the “redoubl[ing 
of] our efforts to safeguard the unity of the socialist camp.”77 In that vein, 
however, he failed to mention past Chinese propaganda attacks on the 
Soviets. The Chinese estrangement from the socialist camp also was obvi-
ous after the convention. During a courtesy call to Zhivkov, Wu painted 
India in the darkest colors.78 Yet, his efforts could not make up for the 
previous lack of Chinese diplomatic lobbying.
 The CCP delegation left Sofi a for Bucharest in order to regroup, before 
continuing on to Budapest to attend the eighth Hungarian Party Congress 
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scheduled for November 20. When the delegation tried to book airplane 
tickets to Budapest, the Romanians claimed that all fl ights were full. Only 
after an appeal to the Hungarian embassy did the Chinese obtain the nec-
essary tickets for a fl ight that turned out to be half-empty.79

 The Hungarians must have soon regretted the fairness shown to the 
stranded CCP delegation, although, since they had anticipated a repeti-
tion of the Sino-Soviet clapping spectacle in Bulgaria, they had prohibited 
public expressions of support or opposition.80 Party boss Janós Kádár 
and the CPSU representative, Kuusinen, made moderate speeches that 
did not mention China.81 Wu’s address, which, as usual, must have been 
prepared in Beijing, was even more antagonistic than his statements in 
Sofi a. In light of Tito’s impending trip to Moscow, it added to the earlier 
criticism of Soviet policy attacks on the “modern revisionists represented 
by the leading clique in Yugoslavia” who “carry on subversive work 
against the socialist camp and the world communist movement.”82

 Because his speech did not receive a friendly reception, Wu asked Bei-
jing for instructions on “whether or not to declare where we stand.” 
Under Mao’s leadership, the Politburo quickly drew up a statement once 
again criticizing the Soviets and demanding a third Moscow-style meet-
ing to solve the ideological disputes.83 Since the offi cial proceedings of the 
congress had already ended, the Chinese delegation decided that its inter-
preter should read the text, in Hungarian, to the farewell cocktail party. 
The Hungarians and Soviets were fl abbergasted. Kádár quickly requested 
that the Chinese leave: “I never thought that your party delegation would 
say this, we can only express regret over your actions.”84 Wu and his staff 
immediately left for Warsaw to meet the Chinese ambassador to Poland, 
Wang Bingnan.85 Wang had just returned from a conference of China’s 
ambassadors in Beijing, where, following the Sixth All-Country Foreign 
Affairs Conference, they had been “instruct[ed] . . . [about] Peking’s point 
of view for use when they return to their stations.”86

 On December 4, Tito arrived in Moscow for what was offi cially de-
scribed as a vacation but was in reality his fi rst offi cial visit since 1956.87 
Khrushchev’s personal welcome at the Kievskii Railway Station and his 
use of “comrade” as salutation were clear signs that he wanted to mend 
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fences.88 Tito’s subsequent vacation trip to Volgograd was extensively 
covered in the Soviet media.89 On December 13, in a “rare speech by a 
visiting foreign statesman in the Supreme Soviet,” Tito endorsed the im-
provement of relations between Moscow and Belgrade.90 Later, his Soviet 
host even accepted his invitation for a reciprocal visit.91

 While Khrushchev feted Tito in Moscow, the Sino-Soviet ideological 
quarrel continued in Rome in early December. The Italian party leader 
Palmiro Togliatti and the Soviet representative, Kozlov, both took a harder 
line than Kádár and Kuusinen had a fortnight before, rigorously defend-
ing past Soviet policies and criticizing Chinese actions in the Himalayas.92 
The Chinese delegate Zhao Yimin responded by assailing Tito, the “100 
per cent traitor to the cause of world Communism.”93 Obviously, the top 
Chinese leadership had decided to use Tito’s visit as an opportunity to at-
tack the revisionist twins, Yugoslavia and the USSR. Almost all delegates 
of the Italian party congress denounced Zhao’s speech.94

 As Zhao was toeing Mao’s anti-revisionist line in Rome, Wu Xiuquan 
traveled from Warsaw to Prague to attend the twelfth Czechoslovak Party 
Congress on December 4. The same familiar spectacle unfolded. The 
leader of the host party, Antonín Novotný, and the Soviet representative, 
Leonid Brezhnev, defended Soviet foreign policies and criticized the Al-
banians. This time, the Sino-Indian border war only evoked expressions 
of regret.95 Unlike the previous three party congresses, the Czechoslovak 
party had arranged for the Chinese to speak on the second day in order 
to reduce the time the CCP could use to rework its address.96 Regardless, 
Wu’s speech followed the same line as his earlier ones, attacking Soviet 
foreign policies, defending Chinese positions, accusing the host party for 
allowing its congress to be abused for attacks on other parties, and, ironi-
cally, calling for unity.97 Clearly, the Chinese party did not mind its own 
internal inconsistencies nor did it care about the speech’s reception. Wu 
was frequently interrupted by banging, trampling, hushing, and shout-
ing.98 Only the North Koreans supported the Chinese.99
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 Informed by Wu about these developments, Mao convened the Po-
litburo which decided to instruct the scholars to draft an aggressive 
statement in reply. It arrived in Prague on the last day of the congress, 
December 8.100 Only minutes before the end of Novotný’s closing ad-
dress, Wu handed the statement over to the chairman of the congress, 
who passed it on to the speaker: “Novotný halted his fi nal speech, looked 
at our statement, and got very angry. . . . he read our statement from 
head to tail.”101 It must have been strange to hear a defense of Albania, 
a stern blaming of the CPSU for the Soviet-Albanian split, and a censure 
of the “unusual manners [such] as shouting and hissing” displayed by his 
own comrades from Novotný’s mouth.102 Once again, the Chinese had 
not made new friends.
 The Soviet party decided to inform its own people about the Sino-Soviet 
dispute with a propaganda campaign starting on December 10. Though 
lacking in much detail, it was the fi rst time that Moscow notifi ed its sub-
jects about the developments of the last years.103 On December 12, angered 
by Maoist propaganda on Cuba, Khrushchev also convened the Supreme 
Soviet to defend himself.104 Given the secret U.S. assurances to abstain 
from an intervention in Cuba and to remove the Jupiters, the Soviet leader 
described the sudden end of the crisis as what it really was—a compro-
mise. After criticizing Albania and mocking China’s claims of leadership 
in decolonization, he lauded the Indians for their military action against 
the Portuguese imperialists in Goa the year before, while reminding the 
Chinese of their continued accommodation to British and Portuguese co-
lonialism in Hong Kong and Macao, respectively.105 Tito’s presence at 
the Supreme Soviet was a compelling sign of the political changes in the 
socialist world, which included the possibility of rapprochement with the 
west.106 The New York Times described Khrushchev’s address “as a call 
for [a] Soviet-American alliance against China.”107

 Before the last party congress, in East Germany, the Chinese delega-
tion returned home to Beijing to assess the situation. On December 15, 
Renmin Ribao published an editorial whose title—a slight variation of 
Marx’s famous dictum—Mao had chosen personally: “Workers of All 
Countries, Unite to Oppose Our Common Enemy.” According to Wu 
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Lengxi, this mix of justifi ed criticism and Maoist hyperbole was a ri-
poste to the so-called “encircle-and-destroy-campaign” of the CPSU.108 
Reviewing the major issues of the four party congresses, it insisted on 
putting an end to public disunity in the socialist camp because the public 
disputes only catered to the imperialists and reactionaries.109 By publish-
ing this editorial, however, the Chinese comrades demonstrated that they 
themselves did not take their own call for unity seriously.
 Mao was eager to exploit the rifts that had opened during the four 
congresses. After quizzing Wu Xiuquan,110 he forwarded his ideas for 
another propaganda strike to Liu Shaoqi. The Politburo coordinated the 
writing of a new polemic against the Soviets “without mentioning them 
by name,” with the Chairman responsible for fi nalizing the text.111 Pub-
lished in Hongqi on December 31, it attacked Togliatti for “departing 
further and further from Marxism-Leninism.”112 The CPSU replied by 
announcing that Khrushchev would attend the impending East German 
party congress in person.113 It was not a good omen; the last time he had 
attended a foreign congress was in Bucharest in June 1960.
 Having drawn the battle lines, both sides tried to recruit supporters. 
During Prime Minister Yumjaagiyn Tsedenbal’s trip to Beijing for the 
conclusion of the Sino–Outer Mongolian border treaty in late Decem-
ber, Zhou, in a tone “similar to a lecture,” defended Chinese actions in 
the Himalayas and painted the “bourgeois” Nehru as a lackey of U.S. 
imperialism. According to the transcript, Zhou got “nervous” when his 
guest reminded him that “the Chinese-Indian border question must not 
be solved only in the interests of China, but also in accordance with 
the interests of the whole international communist movement.”114 Try-
ing to pull the Mongolians to the Soviet side, Leonid Ilichev, the head 
of the CC Ideology Department, fl ew to Ulan Bator in early January to 
meet Tsedenbal. While there, he accused the Chinese of acting like “infal-
lible Marxist-Leninists.”115 At midmonth, Andropov traveled to Hanoi 
to convince the Vietnamese Workers’ Party (VWP), which, at that time, 
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was toeing a middle line.116 Before traveling to East Berlin, Khrushchev 
himself stopped over in Warsaw to work on the Polish comrades.117

 The sixth congress of the East German Unity Party (SED) was thus 
convened under clearly unfavorable conditions. On the day of Wu Xiu-
quan’s arrival, the party organ Neues Deutschland proclaimed that Chi-
nese positions “must be opposed with all determination.”118 Ulbricht 
himself went to the railway station to greet Khrushchev, who, still on 
the platform, rebuffed the Chinese on peaceful coexistence: “We will not 
fi ght, we will not conduct war to set up a Socialist society in any country 
because we believe that this is a matter for the people concerned.”119

 As in preceding congresses, the local party boss opened the convention, 
followed by the Soviet delegate and then by Wu Xiuquan. While Ulbricht’s 
January 15 speech was hard-hitting,120 Khrushchev’s address the next day 
was surprisingly conciliatory. In fact, by January 2, the CPSU Presidium 
had decided to seek reconciliation with the CCP.121 After the Soviet leader 
himself had brought the world to the brink of nuclear war, he refl ected 
pensively on the terrible consequences of such a war for mankind. When 
he addressed the problems affecting the socialist camp, he not only ab-
jured any attempts to “excommunicate” either the Yugoslavs, who had 
been invited to East Berlin, or the Albanians, but also called for an end to 
these disputes for the sake of communism—“the most holy cause.”122

 Before Wu’s January 18 speech, the Chinese delegation had to digest 
Khrushchev’s unexpected speech. Together with the North Koreans and 
the North Vietnamese, the Chinese withdrew to Beijing’s embassy for an 
assessment,123 although Hanoi’s delegates soon left out of fear of the neg-
ative public impression their attendance would make.124 Wu denounced 
the speech, claiming that it put before the CCP a diffi cult choice: either 
accept the Soviet proposal of an ideological truce, which would mean 
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“sealing our mouths,” or speak up and “lose [the support of] the masses 
and the sympathy of the other parties.” He decided to play it safe and 
ask Beijing for instructions.125 In Mao’s absence from the capital, Liu 
determined to “change our speech . . . , adopt a magnanimous attitude, 
advocate unity, oppose false unity, and expose the trick of the so-called 
termination of public disputes.”126

 The East German comrades were ready for another Chinese provoca-
tion. Indeed, the SED Politburo ordered the chairman of that particular 
session to “switch off the microphones” in case of “provocations by the 
Chinese delegation” against the Yugoslavs.127 Wu’s speech on January 
18 was not magnanimous. After some polite remarks about the achieve-
ments of the host party, he not only raised well-known Chinese positions 
but also declared that “the Tito-Clique defrauds the revolutionary  people 
. . . under the cover of Marxism-Leninism.” At that point, protests from 
the fl oor could be heard and, eventually, the chairman of the session 
requested—much to the applause of the audience—that Wu abstain 
from attacks on the Yugoslav guests. But Wu continued to denounce 
“the Tito-Clique . . . [as] the special squad of American imperialism,” to 
which the hall immediately replied with booing and trampling. To the 
“laughter” of the audience, the Chinese delegate then proceeded to call 
for the “unity of the socialist camp.”128 Wu recollected that “my speech 
was rudely interrupted” but that he continued reading stubbornly except, 
at one point, in order to scold the East Germans for their booing: “You 
did that very well; this shows me the ‘culture’ of the East German com-
rades.”129 The CCP delegation had one last provocation in store. On the 
fi nal day of the congress, when all the delegates sang the Internationale, 
the Chinese comrades walked out of the hall. They refused to intone the 
anthem of the world’s oppressed people together with the “special squad 
of American imperialism.”130

 The Chinese comrades decided to keep up the pressure once their dele-
gation had returned home. After debriefi ng Wu, the CCP leadership con-
cluded that Khrushchev had organized “a new peak of revisionist attacks 
on China.”131 A Renmin Ribao editorial on January 27, 1963, accused 
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the East German congress of “crude attacks . . . against the Chinese Com-
munist Party” and condemned its “brazen attempts, which were in open 
violation of the Moscow Declaration [1957] and the Moscow Statement 
[1960], . . . to reverse the verdict passed on the Tito clique of renegades 
to Marxism-Leninism.” After accusing the CPSU of starting the current 
ideological dispute at its twenty-second congress, the editorial claimed 
that the CCP had never favored or caused public disunity. In fact, the 
article claimed that, since April 1962, the CCP had actually called for 
an international meeting to overcome ideological confl ict. The piece con-
cluded by blaming the CPSU for pushing the international communist 
movement “to the precipice” of a split.132

 This latest Maoist tirade was disingenuous. In claiming that it had 
proposed a Moscow-style meeting since early 1962, Mao’s CCP tried to 
take credit for the initiatives of other parties and make positions Mao 
had opposed at the time their own, as related in chapter 6. In early 1962, 
the Chairman had been in self-imposed exile in Wuhan; the proposal for 
a new international gathering was not Chinese but was pushed by fi ve 
other parties. Ultimately, Liu and Deng had agreed to it reluctantly while 
following Mao’s harsh foreign policy line. The one person calling for a 
genuine rapprochement was Wang Jiaxiang, whom the Chairman had 
purged as a domestic revisionist in the late summer of 1962.

The Sino-Soviet Split Prepared

It was clear that Mao had no interest in solving the ideological confl ict 
with Khrushchev. Aleksei Brezhnev, then working at the Soviet embassy, 
recalled his impression of a strong connection between Chinese foreign 
and domestic politics: “Mao Zedong created a smoke screen, under 
whose cover the reprisal against those whom the CCP CC Chairman 
considered to be his rivals was organized.”133 For example, the December 
31  Hongqi article attacking Togliatti warned of the lack of ideological 
integrity within the Italian party and of the corresponding dangers this 
presented for other communist parties.134 Peng Zhen, Wu Han’s patron 
during the Great Leap Forward, indirectly confi rmed the tightening of 
the ideological screws when he told the Romanian ambassador that the 
policies of the Great Leap Forward “had been correct.”135 But not all of 
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Mao’s domestic antagonists toed the Chairman’s line. In early February, 
Liu Shaoqi told an English party delegation that the USSR was central to 
the socialist camp,136 warning how “harmful” a split “to the essential in-
terests of the Chinese people [and] . . . to Soviet interests” would be.137

 After his return to Beijing in early 1963 from a long stay in Wuhan 
and Hangzhou, Mao called for an “anti-revisionist struggle” at home—
“we have to educate those cadres who do not or only little understand 
 Marxism”—and for propaganda against Khrushchev’s “anti-Chinese 
campaign.”138 While a February work conference prepared for the possi-
bility of a “break in Sino-Soviet party relations,” it eventually decided to 
sever “completely” the bonds with the CPSU revisionists only “if an open 
fascist dictatorship was established in the Soviet Union.” In that case, the 
Chairman mused, war against the Soviet fascists would break out and 
“we withdraw from Beijing into the mountains, to Yan’an . . . [and] fi ght 
a guerilla war.”139 Despite Mao’s premonitions, Deng proposed to stop 
the attacks after the publication of three planned polemics in order to see 
whether the Soviet revisionists were willing to come to terms with the 
Chinese Marxist-Leninists.140

 It was at this time that Mao also formalized the writing unit of scholars 
that had been working on the polemics informally since November. The 
new “central anti-revisionist drafting group,” headed by the ultraleftist 
Kang Sheng, included people from the liaison and ideology departments 
and was “power-driven” by Chen Boda. Before its collapse in May 1966, 
it drafted all anti-Soviet polemics; the Chairman personally reviewed and 
fi nalized every single one.141

 The Chinese comrades wanted to publish the polemics before talking to 
the Soviets. While presented as replies to recent criticisms by the Italian, 
French, and American communist parties, they were in fact aimed at the 
Soviet revisionists, as Wu Lengxi recalled.142 The last of the three polem-
ics,143 published on March 8, is especially noteworthy. On January 9, the 
American comrades had elaborated on Khrushchev’s December criticism 
of Chinese accommodation of British and Portuguese imperialism.144 In a 
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skillful rhetorical exercise, the CCP put Hong Kong and Macao into the 
context of the “unequal treaties . . . which the imperialists had imposed 
on China” and listed all Sino-Russian treaties from the nineteenth cen-
tury.145 Moscow was put on notice that Beijing had extended ideological 
confl ict to territorial issues as well.
 Soviet Ambassador Chervonenko was aware that the Chinese had 
launched a new propaganda campaign. On January 31, he complained 
to Foreign Minister Gromyko that the “Chinese side tries to use mis-
takes and shortcomings of some Soviet organizations and staff . . . for 
its political aims, and at the same time allows itself serious digressions 
from the obligations accepted.” He proposed to set up a commission 
in Moscow responsible for tracking the contents and implementation of 
all Sino-Soviet agreements since 1950.146 Chervonenko’s advice went un-
heeded. According to Aleksei Brezhnev, “Moscow frequently acted on 
the principle of a fi re-brigade.”147 Hence, when small-scale border clashes 
erupted shortly after Beijing had notifi ed Moscow of its territorial issues, 
the Soviet comrades scrambled to get more information about the histori-
cal and current situation of their Far Eastern borders.148

 With the prospect of a new Moscow-style meeting on the agenda, in 
early February the socialist camp faced the problem of how to bring the 
CCP and the CPSU together. Since December, the parties from New 
Zealand, India, the United Kingdom, North Vietnam, Japan, and Indo-
nesia had tried to seize on Wu Xiuquan’s November demand for such 
a meeting.149 The North Vietnamese public call “for the unity of the 
inter national communist movement” on February 10 generated the mo-
mentum necessary for a new Sino-Soviet party meeting. Although Hanoi 
abstained from blaming either Beijing or Moscow for the disputes, the 
call clearly hinted at its desire for unity for its own sake—for the struggle 
against American imperialism in Vietnam.150 However, at that very mo-
ment, the Vietnamese seemed to be internally split as to how to deal 
with Sino- Soviet disagreements over peaceful coexistence. In late Janu-
ary, Hanoi had backed Moscow’s policy, but by March, First Secretary 
Le Duan openly rejected it.151

 On February 21, the CPSU responded to the Vietnamese initiative by 
calling on the CCP to meet for talks. The Soviet comrades also pleaded 
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for an end to polemics in the “highest interest” of the common commu-
nist cause.152 Two days later, after his receipt of the letter, Mao convened 
the CCP Politburo in his bedroom. Claiming that the Soviet revisionists 
fi nally had accepted his proposal from April of the year before, the Chair-
man announced that “we should seize this opportunity to relax tensions 
and achieve unity.”153 As further events revealed, however, he was not 
willing to honor his own words.
 After the Politburo ended around 11 p.m., Mao—still lying in his bed 
in pajamas—received Chervonenko for a preliminary reply. According to 
Li Zhisui’s memoirs, the Chairman had “rehearsed . . . several times” a 
prank; pretending to be gravely ill, he wanted to test the “Soviet reaction 
to his possible death.”154 Alas, his best efforts were in vain. As Cher-
vonenko concluded his report of this bizarre encounter, “if compared 
with the impressions of him at the time of the two previous meetings, this 
time Mao Zedong looked much more energetic.”155

 Both the Chinese and Russian versions of the meeting reveal that Mao 
had no intention of engaging in a constructive conversation. Having ac-
cused the Soviet revisionists of starting the public polemics, Mao charged 
them with saying one thing and then doing the opposite, and also re-
served the right “to answer all attacks against China by all 43 parties” 
at the recent congresses.156 The Chairman eventually realized that he had 
gone too far, relented, and even agreed to a meeting of both parties. Be-
fore Chervonenko left, he countered Mao’s invitation for Khrushchev to 
visit Beijing with an invitation for the Chairman to travel to Moscow, to 
which Mao tactfully replied that “he does not rule out the possibility of 
this happening.”157

 In his report to Gromyko some days later, Chervonenko complained 
about Mao’s pomposity in talking about “equality” and the “‘unilateral 
and great-power’ violations of the Moscow documents by the Soviets,” 
as well as the Chairman’s attempt to cast himself in “the role of the ‘res-
cuer’ of the communist movement, as if it stood ‘on the abyss.’” The am-
bassador noted with concern that “Mao’s insistence that ‘words have to 
be followed by deeds’ in fact had a ‘duplicitous character,’ since Renmin 
Ribao had published Albanian material attacking the CPSU on Febru-
ary 26.” Ultimately, the Chinese invitation for Khrushchev to come to 
Beijing was nothing else but “a perfi dy” designed only “to enhance Mao 
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Zedong’s role in resolving the Soviet-Chinese discord.”158 Chervonenko’s 
skepticism was well founded; Mao did not want to stop the open polem-
ics. With those against the French and Italian parties having already been 
published, Mao forged ahead with the publication of the long-planned 
article against the Communist Party of the United States of America (CP 
USA)—directed against Russian unequal treaties of the past—which was 
scheduled for release on March 8.
 Upon the publication of the polemic against the CP USA, Mao con-
vened the Politburo. While the meeting declared that the publication of 
the three polemics “was a good education for our people,” it also agreed 
to the Soviet plea to stop polemics, if only because the CCP should “not 
use up all our bullets.” The Chinese comrades understood that the Soviet 
leader would never fall for the Chinese invitation to come to Beijing; it 
was thus decided that neither Mao nor Liu, but, as in previous bilateral 
party meetings, Deng should go to Moscow. As for the ideological stance 
the mission should adopt, there was no doubt: for the sake of Marxist-
Leninist purity, not one inch could be given to the Soviet revisionists. 
Mao, though, understood that his uncompromising stance threatened to 
split the communist movement. To evade the blame, he decided to “pro-
crastinate” as much as possible: “We should not take the initiative to 
split. We should make Khrushchev instigate the split, let him assume the 
responsibility for it.”159

 While the CCP reply letter of March 9 sounded less venomous than its 
hidden objective, it nevertheless included unpleasant aspects. Despite hav-
ing already decided to send Deng to Moscow, the letter claimed that this 
question was unsettled and thus invited a Soviet delegation to Beijing. It 
also asserted that the present disagreements were a matter of “principle” 
and that, as a result, the socialist camp was standing at the precipice of a 
split.160 Clearly, the CCP was not willing to give reconciliation the sligh-
est chance. For the next three weeks the “central anti-revisionist drafting 
group” met “day and night” to “prepare the documents for the Sino-
 Soviet split.”161

 On April 1, Chervonenko tried to meet Mao for the delivery of the 
Soviet reply letter. The Chairman was not in the mood to see the am-
bassador, and ordered Deng and Zhou to step in for him.162 The let-
ter compared Mao’s two visits to Moscow (1949–50 and 1957) with 
Khrushchev’s three trips to Beijing (1954, 1958, and 1959) and thus 
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proposed that the Chairman should come to the Soviet capital as dis-
cussed on February 23. Most of the letter, however, somberly recounted 
Moscow’s ideological positions.163 Published in Pravda on April 3,164 it 
was the Soviet attempt to frame the debate—just as the CPSU had tried 
to do at Bucharest and Moscow in 1960—and to portray itself as the rea-
sonable side in the dispute. After Chervonenko handed over the Russian 
and Chinese versions of the letter, Zhou and Deng got acquainted with 
the Chinese text “in 50 minutes.” While they were reading, Chervonenko 
observed that “they became visibly nervous.” The Soviet reiteration of 
long-held ideological positions apparently annoyed the two so much that 
they decided to create one more artifi cial obstacle for the planned party 
talks. Despite the fact that the CCP Politburo had already decided to send 
a mission to Moscow, its designated head, Deng, accused the Soviets of a 
lack of goodwill because Khrushchev did not want to come to China.165

 In a Politburo meeting chaired by Mao, the CCP leadership determined 
that “the Khrushchev group has still not changed its basic line.” The Chi-
nese comrades approached the letter in line with Russian intentions—as 
an attempt to defi ne the framework of the debate on the basis of “their 
general line.” Mao, however, realized that “we should not give the peo-
ple the impression that we just repudiate their letter, because then we 
have no leverage in the talks.” He thus decided to let the “central anti-
revisionist drafting group” draft an article “based on Marxist analysis” 
in order to make clear “what [general] line the international communist 
movement should adopt.” He also proposed the widespread publication 
of the Soviet letter in order to instruct the Chinese masses on the dangers 
of Soviet revisionism.166

 Also in April, the Chinese comrades again took up Sino-Soviet territo-
rial disagreements when the PRC notifi ed the USSR of its desire to nego-
tiate. The following month, Moscow indicated its readiness to do so.167 
Although the Chinese side had proposed to respect the status quo, So-
viet memos from June and July indicated various incursions into Soviet -
 controlled territories by Chinese farmers and fi shermen.168

 At the same time, Mao continued to sharpen his ideological dagger 
against revisionists abroad and at home. Drafting documents for the SEM, 
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he claimed that if the CCP ever forgot class struggle or proletarian dic-
tatorship, then “a counterrevolutionary restoration on a national scale 
would inevitably occur, [and] the Marxist-Leninist party will undoubt-
edly become a revisionist party or [even] a fascist party.”169 Hence, at the 
Hangzhou work conference in the fi rst half of May, the Chairman “made 
anti-revisionism and opposition against ‘peaceful evolution’ the ideological 
guiding line” for the CCP,170 while pushing through the “Resolution on 
Certain Problems of Rural Work at the Present Time,” which asserted that 
“both feudal and capitalist forces were attempting to stage a comeback in 
the Chinese countryside.”171 In a circular to all provincial and local party 
branches titled “On Class and Class Struggle,” Mao warned that a lack 
of ideological vigilance would inevitably lead to revisionism at home and, 
eventually, to the restoration of capitalism in China.172

 Finally, on June 14, the Chinese published the “Proposal Concerning 
the General Line of the International Communist Movement,” a highly 
polemical reply to the March 30 Soviet letter. It was accompanied by a 
series of eight supporting articles and radio broadcasts, which Aleksei 
Brezhnev remembered to be “framed with pompous music,” as if they 
were “reports of military action” from the battlefront.173 The twenty-fi ve 
points of the proposal were a long-winded and detailed proclamation of 
an alternative general line for the international communist movement. It 
recounted in detail Mao’s ideological positions and, unlike Moscow’s let-
ter from March 30, listed alleged mistakes and “erroneous views” of the 
other side. It also spoke of supposed Chinese attempts to keep the inter-
national communist movement together. Despite its fi nal call for unity in 
the struggle against imperialism, the Chinese open letter not only claimed 
that factionalism was an objective necessity in the development of any 
communist party, but also insinuated that the USSR had already ceased 
to be a socialist country.174

 The Chinese reply to the March 30 Soviet letter clearly achieved its 
objective—to kill any prospect of a Sino-Soviet compromise. According 
to Georgii Arbatov, who worked in the CPSU CC Liaison Department, 
“the Soviet leadership took this as an open challenge and proof of the 
irreconcilability of the Chinese leaders to some of our efforts.” Moscow 
understood Beijing’s intention to use the proposal as both an ideological 
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Trojan horse abroad and a live-germ vaccination against the revision-
ist disease at home: “Obviously, this was a political platform intended 
for export to the Soviet Union,” Arbatov recalled, but added that “Mao 
Zedong’s main motives were domestic.”175

 The Soviet reaction was swift. In a brief CC resolution of June 18, 
the Soviet comrades deplored the distortions of history outlined in the 
Chinese proposal. It also announced that the CPSU would not publish 
the Chinese communication in the USSR because this “would call for a 
public reply which would [only] lead to a further aggravation of the po-
lemics.”176 During the CPSU CC plenum from June 18 to 21, the CC sec-
retaries Mikhail Suslov, Boris Ponomarev, and Yurii Andropov accused 
the CCP of having fomented the ideological split since late 1959 when 
“overt concepts of wrong views . . . factually emerged in the Chinese 
leadership . . . [and since] April 1960 in connection with the 90th birth-
day of Lenin.”177 All three speeches were detailed indictments of Chinese 
mistakes but, unlike the Chinese provocation, they were never published 
in the Soviet media.178 The plenum adopted a resolution that empowered 
Khrushchev to defend the decisions of the twentieth, twenty-fi rst, and 
twenty-second CPSU congresses against the “slanderous attacks” of the 
CCP in the impending party talks, scheduled to start in early July.179 The 
developments in Moscow were so rapid that they even surprised some 
of the CPSU CC members. Kiev party boss Petro Shelest was shocked to 
hear that “our relations with China had become complicated and sharp, 
which could not but cause alarm.”180

 The CPSU CC resolution immediately became an object of intense 
discussion in Beijing. The Chinese comrades concluded that it “bodes 
ill rather than well for the [impending] talks.” In a Politburo meeting, 
Mao even announced that, without doubt, Khrushchev had decided 
on the split. While in Moscow, Deng should thus “grasp the banner of 
unity. . . . If they want the split, we will procrastinate to postpone the 
split. . . . Even if the talks have no result, we should propose to convene 
them again in Beijing.”181

 At the same time, in an attempt to circumvent the CPSU decision 
to shield the Soviet population from Mao’s ideological Trojan horse, 
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the CCP began with the distribution of the June proposal in Moscow. 
While similar to the campaign in the summer of 1960, the new opera-
tion targeted the Soviet intellectual elite at institutions of higher learning 
and research. Twice throughout June, the Soviet foreign ministry pro-
tested against these “illegal” activities. Finally, on June 27, its protests 
unheeded, the Soviet government expelled three embassy staff and two 
Chinese citizens.182 The PRC foreign ministry highlighted the alleged il-
legality of these actions, claiming that Soviet demands for a recall were 
“unreasonable and . . . untenable,” and even that “it is normal and unim-
peachable for the Chinese Embassy and Chinese personnel in the Soviet 
Union to distribute offi cial documents of the CCP Central Committee.” 
The fi ve expelled Chinese returned to Beijing in early July to a heroes’ 
welcome attended by Zhou Enlai and 7,000 cadres.183

Shortly before the start of party talks in early July 1963, it was clear that 
only a complete ideological surrender of one side could save Sino-Soviet 
relations. Moscow had certainly contributed to this sorry state of af-
fairs. Khrushchev’s Caribbean adventure had seriously undermined his 
standing in the socialist camp, and Soviet polemics during some of the 
European congresses had added fuel to the fi re.
 But this cannot explain the rapid deterioration of relations by spring 
1963. Indeed, it was Mao’s comeback in the late summer of 1962 that 
provided the impetus for renewed ideological radicalism in China’s foreign 
policy. His return was based on frustrations with internal developments; 
he came to believe that revisionism was on the march in China and that 
the restoration of capitalism was in the making. His slogan fanxiu fangxiu 
(oppose revisionism abroad, prevent revisionism at home) connected for 
the fi rst time explicitly China’s foreign and domestic policies. Mao thus 
employed his dissatisfaction with Khrushchev as a political and ideologi-
cal tool to attack the reformers Liu and Deng. Although documentary 
evidence is limited, the events from late summer of 1962 to the spring of 
1963 suggest that Mao instigated the deterioration of Sino- Soviet rela-
tions precisely with domestic aims in mind. By 1959 Mao had already 
decided that China did not need the Sino-Soviet alliance anymore. The 
political developments after his resurgence in the late summer of 1962 
suggested that a well-managed collapse of the partnership would be of 
much greater use than the renewal of the relationship with Moscow.
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 Accordingly, the Chairman exploited Khrushchev’s blunders in the 
Caribbean and the Himalayas to his own benefi t. While the Chinese 
provocations during the subsequent fi ve party congresses were partially 
understandable given the ideological disagreements, their ferocity was 
disproportionate. As before, Maoist hyperbole negated the possibility of 
political pragmatism. Despite agreeing to convene conciliatory talks be-
tween the CCP and the CPSU, the Chairman did not even consider com-
promising for the sake of socialist unity. He had reserved for himself the 
right to judge who was a true Marxist-Leninist, and had clearly decided 
that the Khrushchevite traitors did not fi t that role. For the Chairman, 
the Soviet comrades could only achieve true reconciliation with their Chi-
nese brethrens through a complete ideological surrender to Maoist posi-
tions. And that, the Soviets determined, would never happen. By early 
June 1963, the Sino-Soviet rift was waiting to burst.



C H A P T E R  8

The American Factor, 1962–1963

On October 2, 1964, the New York Times printed an article, probably 
based on U.S. governmental leaks, about the Soviet-British-American nu-
clear test ban talks from the previous year. It reported that, in the sum-
mer of 1963, Washington had proposed cooperation to Moscow in order 
“to prevent the Chinese Communist nuclear-weapons development, but 
received a cold response from Premier Khrushchev.”1 For years before, 
the U.S. government had been concerned about the dangers of a nuclear 
PRC. In 1962–63, in an attempt to undermine Sino-Soviet relations, U.S. 
President Kennedy courted the Soviet leader in the fi eld of nuclear arms 
limitation. Despite Khrushchev’s negative reply, U.S. planning for a mili-
tary operation against the Chinese nuclear weapons program continued—
without success. A fortnight after the New York Times article, the PRC 
exploded its fi rst nuclear device in Lop Nor, Xinjiang.
 July 1963 witnessed the merging of two larger developments in Sino-
Soviet-American relations. While the fi rst, Mao’s ideological resurgence 
and its consequences, has been extensively covered in chapter 7, the sec-
ond, Soviet-British-American nuclear arms limitation talks, is the central 
theme of this chapter. Although the negotiations had started in 1958, 
it was only in late 1962, following the Cuban Missile Crisis, that they 
entered their fi nal stage. China’s position on nuclear arms limitation had 
been ambiguous until early 1960; at that time, however, its indistinct 
attitude changed to a rigid, dismissive stance. Mao’s ideological resur-
gence in the late summer of 1962 boosted Chinese radicalism on the issue 
as well. As Sino-Soviet relations continued to worsen until mid-1963, 
Soviet - American relations on nuclear arms testing improved so much 
that, in the spring, Khrushchev faced a diffi cult choice: ideological sur-
render or nuclear arms regulation.
 The simultaneous Sino-Soviet party talks and Soviet-British-American 
test ban negotiations in Moscow linked the Sino-Soviet-American parties 
in more than geographic terms. The collapse of the party talks on July 20, 
and the conclusion of the Limited Nuclear Test Ban (LNTB) negotiations 
fi ve days later, marked a major turning point in Beijing’s relationship 
with Moscow. The Soviet decision to join the LNTB was partially the 

 1 NYT, 10/2/1964, 13.
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result of Mao’s previous anti-Soviet propaganda. For the Chairman, it 
simply reinforced his assessment of Soviet revisionism. But in the end, 
it isolated China internationally and raised new security concerns at the 
Sino-Soviet border.

Soviet-American Nuclear Rapprochement

It is too simplistic to see the changes in Sino-Soviet-American relations 
from mid-1962 to mid-1963 solely as the product of Kennedy’s efforts 
to exploit the deteriorating relationship between the USSR and the PRC. 
Both Moscow and Washington had unrelated motives, such as moral 
considerations, environmental concerns, and domestic and international 
pressures, for pursuing nuclear rapprochement. But American worries 
also revolved around one important issue that could potentially under-
mine Sino-Soviet relations: nonproliferation of nuclear technology.
 Even before the conclusion of the alliance in early 1950, American 
presidents had considered ways of splitting the Sino-Soviet partnership. 
The Truman Administration tried to tempt the Chinese Communists with 
aid, but abandoned this strategy after their intervention in the Korean 
War in November 1950. President Eisenhower’s Secretary of State Dulles 
reversed the wedge strategy, pursuing a policy of confrontation toward 
the PRC and moderation toward the USSR. His aim was to strain the 
Sino-Soviet alliance by compelling the Chinese to increase economic and 
military demands for Soviet support to the point where Moscow would 
be forced to drop Beijing. Dulles eventually realized that Sino-Soviet ties 
were so solid that any hopes for a split were premature.2 Nevertheless, the 
Eisenhower Administration tried to use nuclear threats during both Tai-
wan Strait Crises (1954–55 and 1958), as well as public criticism of Soviet 
positions during the First Sino-Indian Border War in 1959, to undermine 
the Sino-Soviet alliance. In general, though, the White House, the State 
Department, and Washington’s intelligence community routinely dis-
missed signs of Sino-Soviet differences as insignifi cant or, in some cases, 
as communist propaganda designed to mislead the United States.3
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 When the United States did fi nally receive evidence of Sino-Soviet ideo-
logical clashes during the Bucharest Meeting and over the Soviet with-
drawal of specialists in mid-1960, Khrushchev’s overreaction to the U-2 
Incident had already precluded the possibility of a Soviet-American rap-
prochement.4 Also, in early 1961, the incoming Kennedy Administration 
immediately reviewed its predecessor’s China policy. Some advisers en-
couraged the president to chart a less confrontational policy toward the 
PRC, partially because of the impossibility of containing a rising China. 
Internal disagreements and the belief that once the Sino-Soviet Split had 
occurred, Beijing—but not Moscow—would turn toward Washington, 
left them waiting for events that would not occur.5

 The Kennedy Administration found it diffi cult to grasp precisely what 
was happening in the socialist camp. The period from its inauguration 
to the late summer of 1962 paralleled, almost exactly, a phase of ambi-
guity in Sino-Soviet relations, as related in chapter 6. While intelligence 
estimates and internal papers provided the president with information 
about Sino-Soviet confl icts and speculations about their causes, they were 
usually sketchy.6 In the end, the administration was left to follow the sug-
gestion of the éminence grise of U.S. Sovietology, George Frost Kennan: 
“The question of Sino-Soviet relations appears to be one for intelligence 
analysis rather than planning. We cannot do much to infl uence these rela-
tions but we must constantly observe them.”7

 The Soviet-British-American negotiation process, which eventually led 
to the LNTB in the summer of 1963, had already started in late 1958, 
just after the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis. Its unusually long duration 
was due to a lack of consensus on the object of the talks: nonprolifera-
tion, arms reduction, a comprehensive or a limited test ban. Prior to the 
use of spy satellites, in an era of irregular and dangerous reconnaissance 
missions, disagreements also arose over implementation and verifi cation. 
Finally, the three sides failed to settle the question of whether other non-
declared potential nuclear powers, like France and China, should be in-
cluded in the negotiations.8
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 By the summer of 1962, continued nuclear testing and proliferation 
had arisen as the two most pressing issues. Regarding the fi rst, the atmo-
spheric testing of progressively larger devices raised questions about their 
environmental effects.9 Public debates in the United States had already 
started after a 1954 U.S. H-bomb test contaminated Japanese fi shermen 
in the Pacifi c.10 In the USSR, nuclear scientists surreptitiously protested 
against what they believed were politically motivated but environmen-
tally harmful and technologically redundant bomb tests.11 Finally, in 
April 1962, eight nonaligned nations voiced their dissatisfaction with the 
frustratingly slow negotiation process, adding even more pressure.12

 As for the second issue, the danger of nuclear proliferation was weigh-
ing heavily on Kennedy’s mind in late July of 1962. The administration 
reckoned that by 1972 twenty more nations would acquire nuclear weap-
ons, with China being the fi rst. In general, the United States worried that 
such a spread of nuclear weapons would devalue its own stockpile; in 
particular, it feared that Chinese possession of nuclear weapons would 
render the American defense of its Asian allies unfeasible. Anxious about 
Moscow’s export of nuclear know-how for peaceful purposes, Washing-
ton focused on mechanisms to prevent Beijing from acquiring dual-use 
technology for its own nuclear weapons program. The administration 
deemed a test ban treaty “a necessary, but not a suffi cient condition” 
toward achieving this aim. At the same time, it also considered inserting 
an article that would render the treaty invalid in the event a nonsignatory 
power began conducting tests. The article was designed to pressure any 
aspiring nuclear power to abstain from testing unless it wanted to trigger 
another testing round by the existing nuclear powers.13

 China had been an object of American concerns for some time. A Na-
tional Security Council paper from May 1958 considered “hostile Soviet 
and Chinese Communist regimes” a “basic threat to U.S. security.”14 As 
early as July 1959—a month after the Soviet Union had rescinded its prom-
ise to deliver a model A-bomb—intelligence suggested that the “USSR is 
almost certainly reluctant to see the Chinese Communists  acquire nuclear 
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weapons under their own control.”15 Yet, during his visit to the United 
States in September, Khrushchev did not allay American concerns when he 
casually told his host that “China . . . within the next ten or fi fteen years” 
could “make a bomb.”16 A National Intelligence Estimate from late 1960 
reckoned “that the most probable date at which the Chinese Communists 
could detonate a fi rst nuclear device is sometime in 1963, though it might 
be as late as 1964, or as early as 1962, depending upon the actual degree 
of Soviet assistance.”17 In reality, the Soviets had already minimized their 
assistance by 1960 and the fi rst Chinese nuclear device did not explode 
until October 16, 1964.
 Such fears made the inclusion of the PRC in nuclear arms limitation 
talks a central U.S. concern. An internal proposal from March 1958 spoke 
about “the installation of 70 observation stations in . . . the USSR and 
China.”18 Given Mao’s furious rejection of Moscow’s joint submarine 
fl eet proposal as an infringement on his country’s sovereignty, one can 
only wonder as to how this idea could have ever been implemented. Re-
gardless, on August 18, 1958—fi ve days before Mao started the Second 
Taiwan Strait Crisis—Eisenhower rejected the whole idea on the grounds 
that “he did not accept any implication of recognizing Communist China” 
for that or any other purpose.19 Less than a year later, Secretary of State 
Christian Herter concluded that the PRC was “almost a separate prob-
lem” in the ongoing Soviet-American-British nuclear talks.20

 So far, no evidence that Moscow and Beijing ever talked about Chinese 
participation in these negotiations has surfaced. Throughout the 1950s, 
the PRC offi cially supported both a test ban and continued Soviet testing 
of nuclear weapons.21 On January 21, 1960, a Chinese public statement 
reconfi rmed what Chen Yi had confi dentially told the Soviet ambassador 
in mid-1958,22 that “any international disarmament agreement which 
is arrived at without the formal participation of the Chinese People’s 
Republic and the signature of its delegate cannot, of course, have any 
binding force on China.”23 As the Lenin Polemics of April 1960 revealed, 
Mao’s peculiar views on nuclear war, which he had fi rst stated publicly at 
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the Moscow Meeting in late 1957, also had not changed: “If the U.S. or 
other imperialists refuse to reach an agreement on the banning of atomic 
and nuclear weapons and should dare to fl y in the face of the will of all 
humanity by launching a war using atomic and nuclear weapons, the 
result will be the speedy destruction of these monsters. . . . On the debris 
of a dead imperialism, the victorious people would create with extreme 
rapidity a civilization thousands of times higher than the capitalist system 
and a truly beautiful future for themselves.”24 The Kennedy Administra-
tion was aware of Mao’s unusual views about nuclear war.25

 By late August 1962, international public pressure, combined with Ken-
nedy’s concerns over China’s nuclear capabilities, provided Washington 
with the impetus for action. U.S. Secretary of State Dean Rusk presented 
Soviet Vice–Foreign Minister Kuznetsov with two proposals: a compre-
hensive test ban treaty that would outlaw all nuclear testing and a limited 
test ban treaty that permitted only environmentally less harmful under-
ground testing. The second proposal was less restrictive and thus politi-
cally more feasible. Both treaty proposals included a clause that stipulated 
the right to withdraw should a third party explode nuclear devices.26

 On August 28, the Soviets agreed on the resumption of nuclear nego-
tiations but rejected the two proposals.27 There were several reasons for 
Moscow’s qualifi ed response. On the one hand, there were genuine secu-
rity concerns. Khrushchev himself rejected Rusk’s proposals on the basis 
of his long-held fears of U.S. espionage if on-site inspections designed to 
verify compliance were permitted.28 Furthermore, as Soviet Ambassador 
Anatolii Dobrynin told Special Assistant to the National Security Council 
McGeorge Bundy, the proposals did not address recent Soviet apprehen-
sions over the possibility of West German access to nuclear weapons 
through NATO’s Multilateral Force (MLF) arrangements.29 The MLF 
idea, raised as early as 1957, was designed to dissuade smaller NATO 
powers—West Germany and France, in particular—from developing 
their own nuclear capabilities by granting them partial access to American 
and British nuclear weapons systems. Negotiations over the  Multilateral 
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Force, which was supposed to serve on nuclear missile–carrying U.S. naval 
vessels and to consist of mixed crews from several NATO member states, 
including West Germany, started in 1962.30 This was accompanied by 
public discussions within NATO, as well as Soviet and East European 
concerns about the possibility of West German access to nuclear weap-
ons.31 The USSR had canceled the delivery of a model A-bomb to China 
in 1959 because, among other reasons, it feared this would justify the 
American supply of nuclear weapons to West Germany.32 By the fall of 
1962, Soviet fears over nuclear access by supposedly revanchist West 
Germany grew parallel to American concerns over China’s nuclear weap-
ons project.
 On the other hand, Moscow agreed, at least in principle, to the re-
sumption of negotiations because it needed to reassure Washington for 
its own needs. At that very moment, Soviet ships were delivering nuclear 
IRBMs to Cuba behind the back—rather, under the nose—of the United 
States. This action not only triggered the Cuban Missile Crisis in Octo-
ber,33 but also violated the spirit, though not the narrow defi nition, of 
nuclear nonproliferation. When, in late September, Rusk insisted on the 
withdrawal clause, Soviet Foreign Minister Gromyko—with Soviet mis-
siles on the way to Cuba likely in mind—remarked “that test ban and 
proliferation were two different things.”34

 The Soviet agreement in principle prompted a rapid Sino-Soviet diplo-
matic exchange. Moscow justifi ed it to Beijing by highlighting the need to 
prevent West Germany from obtaining nuclear weapons.35 Although by 
the fall of 1962 the PRC had been developing its own nuclear arsenal for 
some years, the Chinese leaders must have picked up on suggestions in 
the Western media that Rusk’s proposals were designed to stop prolifera-
tion.36 The PRC thus notifi ed the USSR on September 3 that the propos-
als “are mainly spearheaded against China,”37 and that the Soviet Union 
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had no right to assume legal “responsibilities in lieu of China.”38 Given 
Mao’s political resurgence since August, the Chinese reconfi rmed their 
negative position in starker ideological tones on October 20: “The Soviet 
comrades have lost their class position in the question of the threat of 
nuclear war. . . . you betrayed the principle of proletarian international-
ism.”39 With that, Sino-Soviet exchanges on the topic ended for the next 
six months.
 The Cuban Missile Crisis represented an opportunity for Washington 
to get test ban negotiations started. In an October 27 letter to Khrushchev, 
Kennedy expressed his eagerness to end the arms race.40 While the Soviet 
leader agreed “to continue the exchange of views,”41 two days later he 
reaffi rmed the old Soviet position: “We shall not accept inspection.”42

 Clearly, Washington was aware that Beijing’s propaganda over Mos-
cow’s publicly humiliating withdrawal from Cuba presented a perfect 
opportunity to “exacerbat[e] . . . the Sino-Soviet dispute.”43 Walt Ros-
tow, national security adviser to the president, tried to apply pressure 
with a public call on the USSR “to accept the principle of international 
arms inspection or to go another round in the cold war tensions.”44 But 
the State Department was convinced that Khrushchev needed time to 
shore up support among his East European allies, whom he gathered in 
Moscow shortly after the end of the Cuban Missile Crisis.45

 Mid-December witnessed the fi rst time that Khrushchev, in  Tito’s 
presence, linked, however subtly, the Caribbean crisis, China’s hard 
stance on war and peace, and the possibility of further nuclear arms limi-
tation negotiations with the United States: “Some dogmatists . . . push 
the Soviet Union and other socialist countries on the path of unleash-
ing a world war. . . . this extravagant attitude fails to attract the people 
of other countries to communism. . . . among the leading circles of the 
United States are some people, who judge the situation more soberly 
and, on the basis of the current balance of power in the international 
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arena, realize that if they unleash war, the United States can neither win 
nor achieve their aims. . . . The Soviet government hopes that the com-
mitments the United States has assumed with regard to Cuba will be 
strictly observed. The violation of these commitments . . . would not 
only destroy any trust in these commitments but also exclude any future 
possibility to use this method of peaceful resolution.”46 The next day, 
Khrushchev told Norman Cousins, an American peace advocate, how 
desperately he wanted to avoid nuclear war: “If we don’t have peace and 
the nuclear bombs start to fall, what difference will it make whether we 
are Communists or Catholics or Capitalists or Chinese or Russians or 
Americans? Who could tell us apart? Who will be left to tell us apart?” 
Chinese “dirty words” about his alleged “cowardice” during the Cuban 
Missile Crisis were simply “irresponsible.”47

 While Moscow signaled peace to Washington, Beijing was on the ideo-
logical warpath against nuclear arms limitation. The December 31, 1962, 
polemic against Togliatti denied that nuclear weapons had changed “the 
fundamental Marxist-Leninist theory on war and peace.” Referring to 
Mao’s belief that nuclear weapons were “paper tigers the U.S. reactionar-
ies use to scare the people,” it concluded that only struggle could save the 
world and that “in the end the nuclear teeth of imperialism . . . will be 
consigned by the people of the world to the museum of history, together 
with imperialism.”48

 In early 1963, with negotiations deadlocked over on-site inspections, 
Kennedy switched his focus to China. On January 9, the president told 
Kuznetsov that “he would hope the Chinese Communist political out-
look, as expressed in recent editorials, would change as currently their 
attitude is a danger for all.”49 Two weeks later, Kennedy even indicated 
to the National Security Council that “the Chinese nuclear program 
was a principal driving force behind his quest for a test ban,”50 designed 
“to halt or delay the development of an atomic capability by the Chi-
nese Communists.”51 But the Soviets were not moved by such concerns; 
Kuznetsov replied to the president that he was not authorized to talk 
about the issue and that the “Soviet Government cannot speak for other 
socialist countries.”52
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 During his State of the Union Address on January 14, Kennedy high-
lighted Khrushchev’s worsening relations with Mao, speaking about 
“strains and tensions within the Communist bloc,” which provided “av-
enues of opportunity.”53 Two days later, in his conciliatory speech to 
the sixth SED Congress, Khrushchev commented on the Maoist vision 
of nuclear war, warning that the fi rst nuclear exchange alone would kill 
“700 to 800 million people” and destroy “all the big cities not only of 
the two enemies conducting nuclear war—the USA and the USSR—but 
also in France, England, Germany, Italy, China, Japan, and many other 
countries of the world. . . . What concerns Marxist-Leninists, they can-
not think to build a communist civilization on the ruins of the world’s 
cultural centers.”54 While Khrushchev’s speech contained a call for unity 
in the socialist world (as argued in chapter 7), it was in fact an olive 
branch extended to both Mao and Kennedy. The Chinese rejected it as 
fake, and the Americans were lukewarm.55 After all, the speech did not 
offer a break in the negotiating deadlock over on-site inspections.56 On 
February 1, the president announced the resumption of nuclear testing in 
Nevada,57 designed to experiment with seismographic verifi cation meth-
ods that could substitute for on-site inspections.58 Not knowing the real 
purpose of the tests, Khrushchev was dismayed.59

 Kennedy’s announcement triggered Khrushchev’s “conditioned re-
fl ex.”60 Eleven days after the Vietnamese call for unity on February 10, 
the CPSU sent a letter inviting the CCP to Sino-Soviet party talks.61 Bei-
jing and Washington immediately noticed changes in Moscow’s behav-
ior. Mao remarked that “Khrushchev was not ready to split with China 
because relations with America had not yet improved.”62 The CIA was 
concerned about what infl uence “a reconciliation or a suspension of the 
[Sino-Soviet] hostility” would have on “such matters as . . . nuclear test-
ing.”63 The hardening of Soviet positions over the test ban treaty quickly 
became obvious. The counselor to the Soviet embassy in Washington, 
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Georgii Kornienko, told his American liaison that “it would make no dif-
ference if the Chinese did get nuclear weapons, ‘everything would remain 
the same.’”64 Nevertheless, Kennedy continued to insist on a test ban 
treaty—even an “unenforceable” one—as long as it might prevent the 
Chinese from acquiring nuclear weapons.65

 Khrushchev spent much of the early spring at the Black Sea. According 
to a contemporaneous Kremlinologist, he “appeared more and more in 
disgrace.”66 As the designated successor, Kozlov had followed Khrush-
chev’s policies loyally for years, but after the Caribbean humiliation he 
had started to mark out his own pro-Chinese, anti-American positions. 
On April 11, however, a debilitating stroke removed Kozlov from the 
political stage.67 Washington was well aware of the Byzantine power 
struggles in Moscow. Kennedy thus urged caution in a late March letter 
to British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan: “Khrushchev probably has 
too many problems on his hands right now.”68

 To the surprise of the White House, however, Khrushchev himself 
seemed to take the initiative when, on April 1, before Kozlov’s demise, 
he indicated that a U.S. effort to reach a test ban “would of course meet 
a positive response from us.” But there were strings attached: no inspec-
tions and no West German access to nuclear weapons through MLF.69 
Since this message closely trailed the CPSU letter to the CCP, which not 
only called for party talks but also listed Soviet ideological positions, 
it seems that Khrushchev had fi nally recognized the necessity of a fi nal 
decision between two incompatible alternatives: rapprochement with the 
Chinese comrades or détente with the American imperialists.
 On the day of Kozlov’s stroke, Kennedy replied to Khrushchev, fi rmly 
reiterating previous U.S. positions.70 But in a conversation with Dobrynin 
just days before, Ambassador at Large Llewellyn Thompson had indi-
cated greater fl exibility and even offered to send, in secret, a high- ranking 
emissary to Moscow.71 Whether any of these messages had reached 
Khrushchev at Gagri by April 12, when he received Norman Cousins, is 
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not known. Before his trip to the USSR, the peace activist had met with 
the president, who told him to inform the Soviet leader that the United 
States would continue to insist on a certain number of inspections.72 Fol-
lowing the meeting with Khrushchev, Cousins conveyed to Thompson 
that, after the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Soviet leader had been suffering 
from a credibility problem within the socialist world and, as a result, 
could not make any concessions on inspections. Given the scheduling of 
Sino-Soviet reconciliation talks for the summer, Thompson concluded, 
“it is important to him [Khrushchev] at this juncture not to do anything 
which exposes him to further Chinese attack.”73

 In an April 15 letter to Khrushchev, Macmillan and Kennedy made an 
appeal to the joint “duty to humanity,” and repeated their willingness to 
send a high-ranking delegation to Moscow for exploratory talks.74 With 
his hands untied domestically after Kozlov’s stroke, this request seemed 
to move Khrushchev. Five days later, the Soviet government replied to 
the Chinese October 20 note, which had accused Moscow of betraying 
its “class position,”75 with the following rebuttal: “The Chinese com-
rades of course can try to develop their own nuclear weapons, but we 
have to be clear that in this case new, gigantic diffi culties for the success-
ful struggle of the socialist countries and the peace-loving forces against 
the nuclear armament of the capitalist world would arise.”76

 At the same time, in order to increase pressure on the U.S. imperialists 
and keep the Chinese comrades at bay, Khrushchev complained to an 
Italian Il Giorno news reporter about Western stinginess on inspections 
and refuted the idea that the “debate . . . between Moscow and Peking” 
was more than just “internal affairs.”77 This did not prevent him from 
agreeing to secret high-level talks with the Americans on April 23 and 
from telling the CPSU CC plenum two days later about his keen desire 
to come to an agreement on nuclear testing.78 Despite what U.S. Ambas-
sador Foy Kohler called Khrushchev’s “entirely negative” attitude during 
the meeting,79 his son’s memoirs claim that the Soviet leader had in fact 
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decided “to move forward.”80 The same day, W. Averell Harriman, Ken-
nedy’s special envoy, left for Moscow to engage in preliminary talks. But 
Khrushchev still refused to accept anything more than a symbolic num-
ber of inspections and continually evaded Harriman’s inquiries about 
Soviet worries on Chinese nuclear weapons.81

 Five weeks later, the dynamics in the Sino-Soviet-American triangle 
changed. On May 30, Kennedy and Macmillan announced their readi-
ness to “send highly placed representatives to Moscow” in late June or 
early July for frank negotiations.82 On June 6, Beijing sent its reply to the 
Soviet April 20 letter, accusing Moscow of participating in a U.S. “con-
spiracy” directed “against China,” of “catering to the desires of the U.S. 
government,” and of trying to enter into treaty obligations in “China’s 
name.”83 The Chinese communication sparked Khrushchev to action. 
Despite the obviously despondent tone of his June 8 letter to Kennedy, 
he accepted the proposal for high-level talks and proposed mid-July as a 
starting date.84

 In a June 10 speech at American University, which was given on 
Cousins’s advice with the intention to make a “dramatic peace offer” 
before the impending CPSU CC plenum,85 the president sympathized 
with the Soviet people because “no nation in the history of battle ever 
suffered more,” described the “devastation” after nuclear war, and con-
cluded with the announcement of test ban negotiations in Moscow.86 
Khrushchev was delighted with what he heard: “The best speech by any 
president since Roosevelt.”87 In a memorandum two days later, Moscow 
rejected Beijing’s allegations from June 6.88 Kennedy’s emotional address 
on world peace also stood in stark contrast to the hammer of political 
warfare which the CCP struck on June 14 with the “Proposal Concerning 
the General Line of the International Communist Movement.”
 To increase the chances for any treaty, Kennedy decided to give up 
his pursuit of a comprehensive test ban. His willingness to concede was 
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undoubtedly buttressed by data from the most recent Nevada tests, which 
suggested that existing seismographic stations could pick up underground 
tests at almost any place in the world. It was a radical cure to a major 
headache: Khrushchev’s hard stance on inspections.89 But the PRC con-
tinued to haunt Kennedy when, in late June, he started to toy with the 
idea of getting an “assurance” from Moscow “that the Chinese Com-
munists would not proceed with their nuclear weapon development.”90 
Despite U.S. uncertainties over the positions the Kremlin might adopt, 
Khrushchev’s agreement to install a hotline, a direct telephone link be-
tween the Kremlin and the White House, was a promising sign.91

 While Kennedy was mulling over China, Khrushchev was explaining 
the latest changes in Soviet foreign relations to the Central Committee. 
Summing up a plenum that had dealt largely with cultural issues, the 
Soviet leader delivered another of his rambling speeches in which he 
criticized the Chinese comrades. Khrushchev fi nally turned to the test 
ban, calling Chinese views on nuclear war an “adventurist path that 
contradicts the essence of Marxism-Leninism. . . . One should ask the 
Chinese comrades, who propose to build a beautiful future on the ruins 
of the old world that has perished in thermonuclear war: have they 
consulted on this question with the working class of those countries, 
where imperialism still rules? . . . The atom bomb does not distinguish 
between an imperialist and a worker—it hits all places. . . . So, for ex-
ample, if U.S. President Kennedy or his representative Harriman would 
come here, I would welcome him with the words: our guest, a sort of a 
comrade.”92

 In the fi rst three days of July, on the occasion of Walter Ulbricht’s seven-
tieth birthday, Khrushchev met some of the East European leaders in East 
Berlin.93 There, the Soviet leader made a major speech on international 
relations that closely followed Kennedy’s emotional “Ich bin ein Berliner” 
speech in West Berlin on June 28.94 Although Khrushchev ranted against 
Western propaganda on the “so-called wall,” he nevertheless lauded 
American acquiescence to an inspection-free test ban agreement, and re-
newed his 1958 proposal for a “non-aggression pact between . . . NATO 
countries and the Warsaw Pact member states.”95 U.S. reactions revealed 
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satisfaction with Khrushchev’s obvious eagerness to come to terms on the 
test ban, but were less favorable toward the pact.96

 While Khrushchev’s proposal of a nonaggression pact was likely re-
lated to Soviet MLF concerns, it was also the result of his attempt to 
reorient the Warsaw Pact against China. On July 10, the Soviet leader 
sent a circular to his East European allies supporting Outer Mongolia’s 
request for Warsaw Pact membership.97 Although archival evidence on 
whether Khrushchev raised this issue during his visit to East Berlin is 
inconclusive,98 the proposal fi t well with his harder stance toward Beijing 
and his softer course toward the West since early June.
 The global importance of the Soviet-American nuclear rapproche-
ment, made public by Kennedy on June 10, was not lost on the Chi-
nese comrades. Since the previous August, when Rusk had tabled the 
test ban proposals, they had been suspicious. Due to the secret nature of 
the subsequent Soviet-British-American negotiations, the Chinese leaders 
had no knowledge of them and, as a result, Chinese polemics could not 
comment on them. Because the Soviets did not show any outward signs 
that they shared American concerns over the Chinese nuclear weapons 
program, the fi rst polemic against the test ban was directed solely against 
the United States. A June 21 Renmin Ribao editorial ridiculed Kennedy’s 
“strategy of peace” (quoting the three closing words of his American 
University speech) and claimed—not inaccurately—that the United States 
“laid great emphasis in its foreign policy on sowing discord between 
China and the Soviet Union and undermining the Socialist camp.”99

Party Talks and Test Ban Negotiations, July 1963

Thus by mid-June 1963, two larger narratives in Sino-Soviet-American 
relations started to intersect. No evidence suggests that the U.S.-Soviet 
nuclear détente had any infl uence on Mao’s preparations for the Sino-
Soviet party talks. Indeed, his attempts to radicalize China’s policies since 
early August 1962 clearly preceded Rusk’s proposals for test ban negotia-
tions later that month. And Khrushchev’s warming to the idea of genuine 
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test ban negotiations in April followed Mao’s decision in March to work 
for the split while trying to defl ect responsibility for it onto Khrushchev.
 On July 5, the CCP delegation left Beijing for Moscow with appre-
hensions about Soviet attitudes. According to Wu Lengxi, the Chinese 
had “intelligence stating that the Soviet government and the Americans 
were negotiating, [and that they] wanted to conclude a test ban [treaty] 
with the purpose of pressuring and compelling us to abandon our nuclear 
program.”100 Apart from the impending test ban talks, the expulsion of 
Chinese embassy staff and citizens on June 27, as described in chapter 
7, was another bad omen. Not a hardliner himself, Liu Shaoqi thus was 
pessimistic about any outcome of the talks, but admitted that both sides 
were “not ready” for constructive talks.101 Consequently, following his 
own hard line as laid out since the spring, Mao convened a Politburo 
meeting on the evening of July 4 and declared that “the Soviet Union 
will not negotiate in good faith [with us,] . . . it wants us to surrender.” 
The fi nal instructions to the delegation again confi rmed what Mao’s fel-
lows had decided many months before: “The delegation should not kneel 
down in front of Khrushchev.”102

 The delegation’s welcome in Moscow was courteous. Politburo mem-
ber Suslov came to greet them at the airport.103 Khrushchev, however, 
made a point of being absent; on his way back from East Berlin, he 
stopped over in Kiev.104 The CCP delegation was lodged in state guest-
houses, but because it assumed—probably correctly—that the rooms 
were bugged, it moved the most important delegation members to the 
nearby embassy. Wu Lengxi recalled that “the Soviet side was cheerless, 
even the meals were neither very big nor very good.” One day, in the car 
returning “from the canteen,” Peng Zhen complained about the bad fare. 
“The next day, the food had improved.” Even the car seemed to have had 
surveillance microphones!105

 The talks started on July 6. They were neither conversations nor nego-
tiations, but a mutual lecturing about past mistakes, real and invented, 
of the other side. Witnesses called them a “dialogue of deaf people”106 
and remembered the “endless unilateral declarations intended . . . to rip 
the other side to shreds.”107 On the fi rst day, Suslov lectured “for more 
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than two hours” until the meeting was adjourned.108 For the most part, 
he countered the Chinese “Proposal Concerning the General Line of the 
International Communist Movement” with long-held Soviet positions.109 
Afterward, the CCP delegation decided to use one of the speech drafts 
prepared beforehand, in Beijing, to address the historical roots of Sino-
Soviet disagreements.110 On July 8, Deng laid out a long list of labels the 
CPSU had allegedly tried to stick on the CCP, followed by a fi ve-hour 
catalog of supposed Soviet mistakes committed since the twentieth CPSU 
congress.111

 Meanwhile, in a July 9 meeting of the National Security Council, Ken-
nedy again brought up the question of “how we thought the Russians 
would discuss a test ban treaty with the Chinese.”112 With Harriman’s 
Moscow trip fast approaching, Washington started to contemplate other 
schemes of “removing the potential capability” or even “action to deny 
the ChiComs [Chinese Communists] a nuclear capability.”113 The presi-
dent vaguely instructed Harriman that “he could go as far as he wished in 
exploring the possibility of a Soviet-American understanding with regard 
to China.”114

 Before Harriman’s July arrival in Moscow, the Chinese and Soviets 
had met several times more to continue their bizarre exchange. On July 
10, Suslov stated that Deng’s laundry list of Soviet mistakes was a clear 
sign that the CCP “had in no way the wish to show good will.” The So-
viet chief ideologue’s speech had compelling moments, especially when 
he spoke out emphatically against nuclear war and rejected Chinese 
charges of a Soviet “Munich conspiracy” in the Caribbean. Suslov also 
challenged the Maoist allegation that the CPSU had pushed the interna-
tional communist movement “to the abyss.”115 But, on the whole, the 
speech was not great. Among themselves, the Chinese comrades derided 
the “Soviet ‘authority’ on theory” for “sophistry,” and decided to use 
the momentum to charge the CPSU with “splittism.”116 On July 12, Deng 
accused Suslov of defending “mistaken positions . . . which the CPSU 
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champions so stubbornly.” He concentrated on the most recent Soviet-
American rapprochement and criticized peaceful coexistence as a “right-
ist opportunist line, a line that rejects revolution.”117

 While Deng’s rhetoric was skillful, he could not convince the Soviet split-
ters of the essential point of his diatribe. On the contrary, that very day, the 
Soviet government presented its Chinese counterpart with a memorandum 
defending Soviet-American nuclear rapprochement. Although it rejected 
the Chinese charge that the Soviet government had assumed “duties . . . in 
lieu of China,” its argument pointed to the reasons why Moscow believed 
Beijing should not have nuclear weapons: the precedent it would set could 
justify the American imperialist arming of West Germany.118

 Chinese public polemics resumed on July 13 with a Renmin Ribao 
editorial, mistitled: “We Want Unity, Not a Split.” A reply to the Soviet 
memorandum, it vigorously claimed that the “imperialists headed by the 
United States, the reactionaries of all countries and the modern revision-
ists represented by the Tito group are counting on the failure of the Sino-
Soviet talks.”119 An editorial published the next day—“Do Not Allow 
U.S. Imperialism to Meddle in Sino-Soviet Divergence”—referred to spe-
cifi c American newspaper articles that had linked the test ban treaty to 
the Sino-Soviet dispute.120

 At the same time, the CPSU was preparing its own polemical reply to the 
“Proposal Concerning the General Line of the International Communist 
Movement.” Right before Deng’s July 12 speech, Suslov had announced 
to some advisers of the CC apparatus that he wanted “to prepare a docu-
ment urgently, that very day, expressing the Soviet Communist Party’s 
position in the quarrel with Chinese leaders.” Fedor Burlatskii recalled 
his superior’s justifi cation: “We must infl ict a blow on them suddenly 
while they are unprepared.” The Soviet chief ideologue then left to attend 
that day’s session while Andropov instructed Burlatskii to draft “an out-
line for an open letter on China’s position.” After sitting through Deng’s 
second diatribe, “our delegation . . . arrived . . . before I [Burlatskii] had 
fi nished.” Suslov was not satisfi ed with the “two or three initial ques-
tions worked out in detail,” and pointed out a whole string of issues he 
wanted to be covered.121 Georgii Arbatov recalled that “we worked in the 
Central Committee building for about thirty hours straight and handed 
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in the draft, page by page, to the secretaries of the Central Committee for 
editing.”122

 The new focus of the CPSU apparatus inevitably showed in the Sino-
Soviet party talks. On July 13, it was the Soviets’ turn to lecture the 
Chinese comrades. The CCP delegation “had expected, they would just 
refute Deng straight away,” but when Ponomarev read a tame and short 
speech addressing only some of the points raised earlier, the Chinese side 
felt let down. The speech was “feeble, only posturing.”123

 The Soviet reply to the Chinese “Proposal” of June 14 was published 
in Pravda on July 14 as “Open Letter of the Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union.”124 It was the very fi rst time that 
the Soviet people could read about the details of the ideological disagree-
ments.125 The letter claimed that the CPSU had struggled to end the polem-
ics, charged the CCP with publicizing the rift with its June 14 proposal, 
asserted that the disagreements were published fi rst by the CCP in April 
1960, and rebutted Chinese views on nuclear war and arms limitation.126 
The following morning, fi ve days after the July 10 dispatch mentioned 
above, Khrushchev sent out a second circular letter to the WAPA allies, 
in which he once again underscored the importance of Outer Mongolian 
membership and called for a PCC meeting in Moscow on July 26 and 27 
to discuss the issue.127 Khrushchev was determined to turn the Warsaw 
Pact against the PRC—an act the Sino-Soviet alliance treaty explicitly 
prohibited.128

 That the CPSU published the open letter one day before the Soviet-
American-British nuclear test ban talks were to begin was, in itself, 
remarkable. The New York Times called it “a political explosion of his-
torical importance.”129 The Kennedy Administration happily suggested 
that “the Kremlin’s latest criticism of the Chinese Communist regime has 
enhanced the chances of a positive outcome of the East-West talks.”130 
The CCP delegation, meanwhile, was taken aback by these develop-
ments, especially since it had only heard of the open letter through a 
Soviet radio broadcast. Internally, it accused Khrushchev of repeating 
“the old trick” from before “Camp David,” when he “had joined the 
United States in order to oppose China.” Not knowing what to do, the 
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delegation asked Beijing for instructions.131 The next day, Renmin Ribao 
published a tough editorial: “The essential problem of the Sino-Soviet 
talks lies not in one making concessions to the other, but in that both 
must adhere to the fundamental principles of Marxism-Leninism.”132

 Khrushchev personally attended the Soviet-American-British nego-
tiations during the fi rst three days, July 15–17.133 The talks proceeded 
quickly, although Harriman continued to insist on the withdrawal clause 
while Gromyko adhered to the nonaggression pact.134 After the fi rst day of 
negotiations, Harriman reported to Kennedy that he had also “open[ed] 
up problems with China,” and that Khrushchev’s response was heart-
ening: “It will be some years off before China is a nuclear power.”135 
Kennedy, however, replied “that Chinese problem is more serious than 
Khrushchev comments . . . suggest, and [I] believe you should press ques-
tions in private meeting with him.” He reminded Harriman that “rela-
tively small [nuclear] forces in hands of people like ChiComs could be 
very dangerous to us all.”136 The telegram ended: “You should try to 
elicit Khrushchev’s view on means of limiting or preventing Chinese nu-
clear development and his willingness either to take Soviet action or to 
accept US action aimed in this direction.”137 It was not until the very end 
of the negotiations, however, that Harriman would be able to meet the 
Soviet leader in private.
 While Soviet-British-American test ban negotiations went smoothly, 
Sino-Soviet party meetings continued to be dominated by the same unfor-
giving tones. As early as July 13, the Chinese delegation had realized “that 
the tripartite talks were not a good portent,” and decided to rewrite Peng 
Zhen’s speech scheduled for two days later.138 It responded to the points 
Ponomarev had raised with well-known arguments.139 On July 17, An-
dropov recounted the Chinese mistakes responsible for the rift in as much 
detail as Deng had done nine days before. As usual, the two delegations 
adjourned the meeting without having had any constructive discussion.140
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 On July 18, Harriman reported to Kennedy that he was slowly com-
ing to understand “why Khrushchev is interested in a test ban.”141 For 
days, the Soviet leader had demanded French accession.142 “Obviously, 
his fi rst preoccupation is his battle with ChiComs . . . Since he is unable 
to get the ChiComs to agree to join the test ban, he will attempt to isolate 
them . . . , thus leaving the Chinese isolated if possible as the only nation 
refusing to cooperate on this highly emotional subject to the underdevel-
oped nations.” Harriman bolstered his observation with a reference to 
China’s propaganda on national liberation wars that provided the PRC 
with an advantage in its “competition with the Soviet Union” for the sup-
port of the Third World.143

 On July 19, the CCP published two more polemics. The fi rst criticized 
the CPSU open letter as “superlative material for learning by negative 
example”; the second called the negotiated Limited Nuclear Test Ban 
a “U.S. nuclear fraud” which “will not stop U.S. nuclear proliferation 
. . . among its allies” and, worse, was designed to “manacle the socialist 
countries.”144 Indeed, by that point, and unbeknownst to the Chinese, the 
Soviets had ceased to pursue the MLF issue in negotiations.145

 The CCP Politburo had also decided that its delegation in Moscow 
“should meet one or two times more and then terminate the talks.” 
The delegation not only got “a free hand . . . to criticize the mistakes of 
Khrushchev and other Soviet leaders,” but was also urged “not to fear 
a split.” It was thus that, on July 19, Kang Sheng delivered the “Sta-
lin speech,” which had been “prepared in Beijing but amended after 
the [Soviet] open letter.”146 It was nothing but a reiteration of Mao’s 
70 percent—30 percent evaluation of Stalin from 1956.147 Afterward, 
in a telegram to Beijing, the CCP delegation proposed to invite “the So-
viet side to send a delegation to Beijing, but especially to propose that 
Khrushchev come.” The Chinese side wanted not only to keep up the 
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façade of possible future cooperation, but also to induce Khrushchev to 
make a pilgrimage to Beijing. That evening, Zhou agreed to the idea over 
the phone.148

 July 20 began with renewed Chinese press polemics calling on the 
people of the world to resist the U.S. nuclear fraud.149 Later that day, the 
two party delegations met in Moscow for the last time. Suslov and Deng 
mocked each other, while the Chinese refused to heed the Soviet call to 
end polemics. The head of the Chinese delegation claimed that the CCP 
had not “provoked the open polemics,” and thus retained the right to 
respond to the CPSU open letter.150 After a frosty dinner with Khrush-
chev—this was the only the time he met with the CCP delegation—the 
Chinese left for Beijing.151

 But Khrushchev had not yet brought the full harvest into the barn. Al-
though the Soviets, British, and Americans had announced a tentative agree-
ment on the twentieth,152 Harriman still sought the withdrawal clause.153 
By now, U.S. resolve seemed to exasperate the Soviets. Gromyko, it ap-
pears, had complained at home to his wife, and so, on the twenty- second, 
she conveyed to U.S. Ambassador Kohler at a reception in the Polish em-
bassy: “You tell Mr. Harriman that he has to do everything that is neces-
sary to get this (test ban) treaty. We have to have this so that when those 
Chinese have their fi rst nuclear explosion, we will have a basis on which to 
call them to account.”154 That same day, Harriman received new instruc-
tions from Kennedy to “try as soon as possible to reach agreement with 
Gromyko.” The president once more reiterated his desire that his envoy 
approach Khrushchev, confi dentially, on the issue of action against the 
Chinese nuclear weapons program.155 Harriman, however, was still unable 
to talk discreetly with the Soviet leader about that issue. Furthermore, since 
both sides now wanted as many nations as possible to sign, they agreed 
that those countries not recognized by all other signatory states—such as 
the PRC and Taiwan, or East and West Germany—could accede as well.156 
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The Soviets had been moving so fast that the sudden emergence of a fi nal 
agreement caught Harriman unprepared. To get Washington’s quick ap-
proval without going through the cumbersome process of exchanging tele-
grams, he called Kennedy on the newly installed phone line and, within 
minutes, received the president’s endorsement.157

 The treaty, initialed on July 25, was the bare minimum the tripartite 
talks could have produced. It outlawed nuclear testing in the atmosphere, 
outer space and under water “at any place under [the] jurisdiction or 
control” of the signatories, and also required them “to refrain from 
causing, encouraging, or in any way participating in, the carrying out of 
any nuclear weapon test explosion, or any other nuclear explosion, any-
where.”158 A year of tedious negotiations over inspections and American 
concerns about the Chinese nuclear weapons program had only produced 
a short text that did not even include the term “nonproliferation.”
 Only on the day after the offi cial ceremony, July 26, did Harriman have 
the chance to talk with Khrushchev in private. When the American envoy 
implored Khrushchev over Moscow’s assistance to Beijing’s bomb proj-
ect, the Soviet leader indicated that this had happened only “at [an] initial 
stage.” Upon Harriman’s questioning as to whether the Soviet Union “was 
not concerned that China would explode [a] nuclear device soon,” Khrush-
chev gave a short, negative reply.159 The published American transcript does 
not indicate whether Harriman ever asked Khrushchev for action against 
the Chinese bomb project, as requested by the president.160 The Kennedy 
Administration and, after late 1963, its successor under Lyndon Johnson, 
continued to work on military plans to attack the Chinese nuclear weapons 
project, despite Soviet diffi dence on the issue.161 In a discussion with Soviet 
Ambassador Dobrynin on September 25, 1964, Bundy got the impression 
that the USSR believed the “Chinese nuclear weapons had no importance 
against the Soviet Union or against the U.S.”162 This may have sparked the 
leak to the New York Times mentioned at the beginning of this chapter.163 
Regardless, with the fi rst Chinese nuclear test on October 16, 1964, the 
American project became obsolete.164
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 Khrushchev received his East European allies for the PCC meeting of 
the Warsaw Pact two days after the LNTB was initialed. While his July 10 
proposal to turn the pact against China had not attracted much attention, 
his second circular fi ve days later, which called for the WAPA meeting 
on July 26 and 27, caused concern. It put the Romanians under pressure 
to formulate, rather quickly, a clear position. On the eighteenth, they 
concluded that Khrushchev’s ideas would create “military blocs within 
the framework of the socialist camp.”165 Two days later, a Polish memo-
randum notifi ed the Soviets that the proposal’s “thrust is directed against 
the PRC.”166 Both Bucharest and Warsaw thereby indicated that they had 
no intention of assuming alliance obligations outside Europe. During the 
actual PCC meeting, only the Romanians dared to speak against Outer 
Mongolian membership. Aware of the political complications presented 
by his request, the Mongolian party boss Tsedenbal offered to suspend it 
“until the conditions become more favorable.”167

 After the breakdown of the Sino-Soviet party talks, the CCP delega-
tion was greeted to a heroes’ welcome at Beijing airport; Mao Zedong, 
Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, Zhu De, and another fi ve thousand cadres par-
ticipated. The reunited Chinese leadership proceeded to Zhongnanhai to 
celebrate “complete victory.” There, Mao announced that “we are close 
to the split, we have already reached the brink.”168

 In reality, China was swept away by a tidal wave of defeat. After the 
three original negotiating parties had signed the LNTB treaty in Moscow 
on August 5, 1963, another eighty-two nations followed that month alone, 
with twenty-four more acceding before the end of the year. While the 
majority of socialist countries acceded, the PRC, North Vietnam, North 
Korea, Albania, and Cuba refused to do so.169 Among the non socialist 
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countries, only France, Saudi Arabia, Cambodia, Guinea, the two Con-
gos, Zanzibar, and the Vatican abstained.170

 Beijing tried to get international support for its unusual position. How-
ever, Zhou’s open August 2 letter, calling for the “complete, thorough, 
total and resolute prohibition and destruction of nuclear weapons” was 
only a cheap propaganda ploy.171 In fact, at that time, the Chinese leaders 
accelerated work on the Chinese A-bomb project.172

 Despite recent Chinese historiographical claims that the LNTB treaty 
“deprived China of the right to test above-ground,”173 the Chinese lead-
ers of the day clearly understood the real implications of August 5. Of 
course, the treaty did not deprive any nonsignatory state of the right 
to any kind of nuclear testing. Zhou grudgingly acknowledged that: 
“Khrushchev scored a major political victory.” In fact, the treaty was an 
attempt to prevent the international fl ow of nuclear technology: “They 
are trying to stop everyone else from having nuclear know-how.”174 De-
spite all the propaganda, the Chinese leadership knew that it could con-
tinue to build its own nuclear weapons. On October 16, 1964, the PRC 
exploded its fi rst nuclear device—in the face of the LNTB.175

 In a September circular to all provincial party branches, the CCP lead-
ership explained the new international situation. Accusing the USSR for 
the “surrender of revisionism to imperialism,” it announced that “China 
will become the world’s revolutionary center” armed with “nuclear 
weapons and Marxism-Leninism” after “ten years” of isolation. In the 
short term, as the circular happily pointed out, Khrushchev had failed to 
secure the nonaggression pact that “would have allowed the Soviet Union 
to withdraw troops from Eastern Europe.”176 Nevertheless, by late July 
1963, the security environment of the PRC had become more hostile. The 
Chinese leadership thus decided “to strengthen its northern defense.”177

Initially, the primary motives for the LNTB treaty were public pressures, 
environmental concerns, and a genuine desire on the part of almost all na-
tions to limit the arms race. The treaty capped eighteen years of attempts 
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to outlaw nuclear weapons. The rapid signing of the vast majority of 
countries in the world revealed the universal desire for arms limitation.
 Until 1962, worries about Beijing had been a secondary concern in 
Washington’s thinking about a nuclear test ban treaty. After the Cuban 
Missile Crisis, however, they rose increasingly higher within that second 
tier. In late 1962, Washington saw the test ban negotiations as a tool to 
apply the wedge strategy against the Sino-Soviet alliance. By early 1963, 
Kennedy was obsessed with the Chinese nuclear weapons project and its 
implications for American security. Over the spring and summer, the U.S. 
president was willing to make a substantial number of concessions to get 
any treaty that would slow down China’s acquisition of nuclear weapons. 
No wonder that the fi nal agreement represented the lowest common de-
nominator for a nuclear test ban. It neither was comprehensive nor called 
explicitly for nuclear nonproliferation. In fact, it took another fi ve years 
of negotiations, interrupted by the Vietnam War, to reach a nonprolif-
eration agreement. Kennedy was similarly unable to obtain Khrushchev’s 
agreement over joint action against the Chinese nuclear weapons project. 
In the end, the LNTB neither prevented nor deterred the Chinese from 
working toward their own nuclear bomb.
 For a long time, the USSR did not seem to share American concerns 
over China’s nuclear weapons program; instead, it was worried by West 
German access to nuclear weapons and by on-site inspections. It was only 
after the Cuban Missile Crisis that the Soviet leader, having been shaken 
by the events in the Caribbean that he himself had brought about, started 
to link his criticism of Chinese ideological extremism to the environmen-
tal dangers of nuclear war. Given Mao’s hard-line ideological position in 
June of 1963, Khrushchev eventually decided on nuclear rapprochement 
with the United States at the expense of ideological reconciliation with 
the Chinese comrades, especially once the United States ceased to insist 
on on-site inspections. Succumbing to his tendency to carry things to ex-
tremes, the Soviet leader even was willing not only to sacrifi ce his security 
concerns over West German access to nuclear weapons, but also to reori-
ent the Warsaw Pact away from NATO against the PRC. In the end, like 
Kennedy, he did not get all that he wanted. While he did obtain an LNTB 
treaty that was signed by the vast majority of states and that simultane-
ously isolated China, Khrushchev did not achieve the strategic redirec-
tion he had hoped for. His East European allies either opposed additional 
responsibilities outside of Europe or were sympathetic to China.
 In Mao’s mind, as far as Chinese evidence suggests, Sino-Soviet dif-
ferences and Soviet-American nuclear rapprochement did not merge be-
fore June 1963. Although, in the fall of 1962, Beijing’s diplomatic notes 
to Moscow claimed that the American treaty proposals were directed 
against China, no PRC statement before late June of 1963 accused the 
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USSR of abetting the U.S. wedge strategy by participating in test ban 
talks. But since the Chairman had decided to seek the split anyway at that 
time, Soviet-British-American test ban negotiations were only additional 
water through his ideological mill. In the end, Mao’s renewed radicalism 
had prepared the ground for the Sino-Soviet rift; the LNTB treaty simply 
helped it to burst into the open.



C H A P T E R  9

Khrushchev’s Fall and the Collapse 
of Party Relations, 1963–1966

Educated in the U.K. and the United States, Wu Ningkun decided 
to follow the call of the new regime to return to China in 1951. After 
running afoul of the Anti-Rightist and anti-American Campaigns of the 
1950s, he was lucky enough to fi nd a teaching job in the English Depart-
ment of Hefei (Anhui) Teachers College. In late 1965, newspapers began 
carrying articles denouncing Wu Han for his 1959 attacks on the “Great 
Leader.” When Wu entered the Liberal Arts Building to teach his class 
on June 1, 1966, he passed dazibao (big-character posters) attacking 
an English and a Russian professor for counterrevolutionary activities. 
Some nights later, his own students came to his apartment and assaulted 
him. He was, they claimed, an enemy of the people. In August, after Mao 
had intentionally exacerbated teenage unrest at several mass rallies on 
Tiananmen Square, student Red Guards from the “center of world revo-
lution” arrived in provincial Hefei to instigate proletarian “dictatorship” 
on the basis of the “wisdom of Mao Zedong.” Over the next two years, 
local student Red Guards terrorized the faculty members of the Russian 
and the English departments, accusing them of being “Soviet revision-
ists” and even “Soviet spies.”1

 From mid-1963 to mid-1964, Mao supervised the publication of nine 
anti-Soviet polemics. While the primary intention was to discredit the 
Soviet leadership further, they were also responsible for intensifying the 
domestic debate on ideology and policies. It was also during this period 
that incidents at the Sino-Soviet border occurred on a regular basis. Al-
though the evidence is ambiguous, it seems that Beijing instigated these 
confl icts in order to pressure Moscow to make concessions during the 
border talks of 1964.
 By mid-1964, the polemics had clearly defi ned Mao’s ideological yard-
stick. The Chairman was betting on the return of the Soviet comrades 
to these—his own—positions, which would have also forced his alleged 
domestic opponents into acquiescence. However, Mao’s long-term hopes 
were disappointed when, in October 1964, Khrushchev’s fall failed to 

 1 Wu Ningkun, Single Tear (New York: Atlantic Monthly, 1993), 192–211.
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terminate Soviet revisionism. Fearing its effects on China, Mao decided 
to turn against the party he had helped to create over the preceding four 
decades. This turn was clearly an attempt to forestall what he feared 
might have been his own removal. The fi nal collapse of Sino-Soviet re-
lations in the spring of 1966 thus was a function of Chinese domestic 
politics. Without the break in relations with the Soviet comrades, the 
Chairman would have been politically unable to launch the party purge 
that set off the Cultural Revolution.

Polemics and Borders

While Chinese propaganda against the LNTB continued, the CCP pre-
pared, under Mao’s personal supervision,2 a new round of nine polemics 
to be published from September 6, 1963, to July 13, 1964.3 They covered 
the origins of the Sino-Soviet differences, the Stalin question,  Yugoslavia, 
the Soviet defense of colonialism, questions of war and peace, peaceful 
coexistence, Soviet splittism, Khrushchev’s revisionism, and his “phoney 
communism.”4 Apart from more hyperbolic personal attacks on the Soviet 
leader, they did not add anything new to the ideological disagreements 
that had been growing since 1956.5 Nor did they succeed in convincing 
anybody in the socialist camp of the ideological correctness of the Chinese 
party. The pro-Chinese parties remained on Beijing’s side (Albania, Korea, 
Vietnam, Japan, and Indonesia) while the pro-Soviet parties remained 
committed to Moscow (almost all of Europe, Africa, and the Americas). 
The Romanians, who for their own reasons were moving away from the 
Soviets, told the Chinese that the polemics “are at any rate not serious, 
that nobody believes them and will ever believe them.”6

 As Hu Qiaomu recollected, the polemics were primarily aimed at the 
domestic front.7 Since the late summer of 1962, as described in chapter 7, 
Mao had stressed the new slogan of fanxiu fangxiu (oppose  revisionism 

 2 WLX, 639.
 3 Originally, ten polemics were planned. The tenth polemic was canceled in October 1964 
after Khrushchev fell. Parts of the tenth draft polemic were inserted into “Why Khrushchev 
Fell,” published in November 1964: Wu, Huiyi, 375–76.
 4 WLX, 633–39. The polemics are in: PR 37 (9/13/1963), 6–23; 38 (9/20/1963), 8–15; 
39 (9/27/1963), 14–27; 43 (10/25/1963), 6–15; 47 (11/22/1963), 6–16; 51 (12/20/1963), 
6–18; 6 (2/7/1964), 5–21; 14 (4/3/1964), 5–23; 29 (7/17/1964), 7–28 (quote).
 5 For a Soviet analysis: “The position of the CPSU in the struggle with the leaders of the 
CP China,” [no date], SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/IV A 2/20/157, 4.
 6 “Record of Conversation with Gheorghiu Dumitri,” 10/3/1963, AVPRF, f.0100, o.56, 
d.8, p.496, 29.
 7 ‘Hu’ zhubian, Hu Qiaomu, 70–71.
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abroad, prevent revisionism at home).8 In early 1963, Mao took the fi rst 
steps toward the Cultural Revolution by permitting his wife, Jiang Qing, 
and Shanghai party boss Ke Qingshi to publish a report critical of ghost 
plays on China’s theater stages. The report referred to Mao’s 1961 pam-
phlet “Don’t Fear Ghosts,” in which the Chairman declared imperialism 
and revisionism as the main ghosts of the current period (see chapter 6). 
It was the opening shot in the emerging confl ict over culture. The prelimi-
nary culmination of this struggle was the Beijing Opera Festival in mid-
1964, during which a new model of revolutionary operas was launched. 
Until the Cultural Revolution, this confl ict led to the rectifi cation of cul-
tural politics.9

 The nine polemics also played a crucial part in rendering pressure on 
what Mao increasingly considered his opponents within the central party 
leadership and in the lower ranks. It is within this domestic context that 
the second polemic—on the Stalin question—was of particular impor-
tance. Its assertion that Khrushchev’s opposition to the personality cult 
was wrong and harmful reinforced the Mao worship.10 The Chairman 
subsequently claimed that Stalin had failed to acknowledge the existence 
of class struggle in the entire period of proletarian dictatorship. This en-
abled him to assert that the late Soviet leader had failed to suppress all 
counterrevolutionaries, especially Khrushchev. Once he had established 
the fact of Stalin’s right deviation, he had a free hand to call those who 
did not agree with his views revisionists and capitalists.11

 Simultaneously, the propaganda war over Sino-Soviet border ques-
tions turned into confl ict on the ground. While Moscow’s diplomatic 
notes from the summer and the fall of 1963 suggest that these incidents 
were the result of transgressions by Chinese border guards, farmers, and 
fi shermen,12 the reasons for these border problems are diffi cult to gauge 
in the absence of any Chinese documentation. Their sudden occurrence 
implies, however, that the Chinese wanted to create a record of border 
problems before the PRC notifi ed the USSR of its desire to settle the 
Sino-Soviet borders in late 1963.13 While the Soviets agreed to talks, they 
indicated that they would negotiate only on those areas where incidents 
had occurred. Moscow was not willing to heed Beijing’s call for a rene-
gotiation of all unequal treaties from the nineteenth century.14

 8 Cong, Quzhe, 518–22, 576.
 9 Li, “Study [I],” 74. MacFarquhar, Origins, vol. 3, 21–22, 334–39, 381–98.
 10 Li, “Study [I],” 75.
 11 Li, “Study [I],” 75–76. PR 38 (9/20/1963), 9–10.
 12 For the Soviet diplomatic protests: AVPRF, f.100, o.50, d.1, p.210, 29–30, 37–40, 
55–61, 64–65.
 13 Xiao, Qiusuo, vol. 2, 1027–28.
 14 “[Note],” 12/14/1963, AVPRF, f.100, o.51, d.3, p.215, 1–4.
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 Border negotiations on the eastern sector (the border stretching from 
Vladivostok to Outer Mongolia, comprising roughly the Ussuri, Amur, 
and Argun rivers) started on February 23, 1964, in Beijing, and lasted 
until August. On the one hand, according to Chinese historiography, the 
PRC demanded that the USSR “acknowledge” that the old border treaties 
from Tsarist times were “unequal,” but also indicated that it did not want 
to have any territory back.15 On the other hand, Soviet memoirs claim 
that China demanded the return of Vladivostok and the territories east 
of the Ussuri and north of the Amur rivers.16 Clearly the demands were 
negotiation tactics designed to play on Soviet feelings of guilt. Despite 
all the Chinese hyperbole, the two sides eventually agreed on the border 
line—with the exception of Zhenbao/Damanskii Island, which would be 
at the heart of the 1969 border clashes, and some other islands. Negotia-
tions were suspended in August 1964, with an agreement to meet again 
for talks on the western sector (Xinjiang). However, due to Khrushchev’s 
October removal from offi ce and the subsequent collapse of the remainder 
of Sino-Soviet relations, negotiations did not resume until late 1969.17

 In July 1964, despite having agreed with Stalin in 1950 that the PRC 
would recognize its independence, Mao reopened the question of Outer 
Mongolia.18 His action might have been a response to the signing of a 
Soviet–Outer Mongolian defense agreement that same month.19 In a July 
meeting with Japanese socialists, he demanded Soviet territory from Lake 
Baikal to Vladivostok, supported Japanese claims on the Kurile Islands, 
and called for the return of Soviet-occupied Polish and German terri-
tories.20 While Moscow was unable to verify Mao’s statements for sev-
eral weeks, once it had done so, it began its own propaganda campaign 
in reply.21 In early September, Pravda shocked its readers with a report 
on Mao’s demand for 1.5 million square kilometers of Soviet territory, 
calling it an “aggressive threat against the USSR.”22 On September 15, 
Khrushchev told Japanese reporters that “the Chinese emperors were not 
inferior to the Russian Tsars in plundering. . . . [They] seized Mongolia, 

 15 Li, “1969,” 42.
 16 Semichastnyi, Bespokoinoe, 323–25. Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, 474.
 17 Gittings, Survey, 158–61. Khrushchev, Testament, 287–89. Wang, Zhonghua, vol. 2, 
254–55.
 18 Pei, Zhonghua, vol. 1, 20–21. O. Arne Westad, ed., “Fighting for Friendship,” CWIHP 
Bulletin 8–9, 229. Shi, Zai lishi, 400–403. Xu, Wang, 497.
 19 Li, “1969,” 43.
 20 Mao, “Interview with Personage of the Japanese Socialist Party,” 7/10/1964, MZDSW 
1969, 532–45.
 21 Heinz Brahm, Pekings Griff nach der Vormacht (Köln: Wissenschaft und Politik, 
1966), 31.
 22 Pravda, 9/22/1964, 2–3.
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Tibet and Xinjiang.”23 The Soviet foreign ministry lodged a formal pro-
test in Beijing.24 Yet, all the hyperbole, as Mao told French visitors, was 
“just idle talk” in order to make “Khrushchev a little tense. . . . Its goal is 
to obtain a reasonable . . . border treaty.”25 Mao was unclear as to what 
he considered reasonable.
 Although Moscow had agreed to border talks by the end of 1963, 
Khrushchev made one more attempt to curb Chinese polemics. The rash 
publication, extent, and hyperbole of the fi rst fi ve polemics had surprised 
the Soviets. Already four days after the publication of the fi rst polemic, 
on September 10, he wondered: “What precisely do they accuse us of?”26 
Mao’s implicit claim that the center of world revolution had shifted from 
Moscow to Beijing angered Khrushchev.27 His initial reaction was to en-
gage in public polemics as well, and to have calls by foreign parties for 
a new international meeting of all communist parties reprinted in the 
Soviet press.28 However, in a late October interview in Pravda, the Soviet 
leader reversed course, calling for an end to the public debates.29 Soviet 
polemics quickly disappeared from Soviet media.
 On November 29, the CPSU formally proposed the termination of po-
lemics, stating that all sides had aired their positions, offered improved 
economic cooperation, and called for another meeting of all communist 
parties designed to achieve unity.30 Khrushchev privately was not hope-
ful about reconciliation,31 but he nevertheless told the Presidium at the 
end of the year that economic needs would ultimately force China to 
mend relations with the Soviet Union.32 In his speech to the December 13 
CC plenum, the Soviet leader reviewed old Soviet positions and claimed 
that “we love the Chinese people” while blasting the CCP leadership 

 23 Quoted in: Li, “1969,” 43. Also: “Stenographic Record of the CPSU CC Presidium Ses-
sion on N. S. Khrushchev’s Trip to several Regions of the Country,” 8/19/1964, Fursenko, 
Prezidium, vol. 1, 849–50.
 24 “[Note PRC],” 9/16/1964, AVPRF, f.100, o.51, d.1, p.215, 30–35.
 25 Li, “1969,” 43.
 26 “Protocol No. 114a: Session of September 10, 1963 (sequel),” Fursenko, Prezidium, 
vol. 1, 758.
 27 Semichastnyi, Bespokoinoe, 318–19. An internal CCP circular even explicitly stated 
that “China will become the world’s revolutionary center”: “[No title],” September 1963, 
JSSDAG, 3124, zhang 177, 25.
 28 “Protocol No 114a: Session of September 10, 1963 (sequel),” Fursenko, Prezidium, 
vol. 1, 757–60. Gittings, Survey, 212. Pravda, 9/21/1963, 1–2; 9/22/1963, 1–2. Kommu-
nist, 14 (October 1963), 3–62.
 29 Pravda, 10/27/1963, 1–3.
 30 “Letter of CPSU CC to CCP CC,” 11/29/1963, AAN, KC PZPR, XI A/9, 639–47.
 31 Troyanovskii, Cherez, 349.
 32 “Stenographic Record of the CPSU Presidium Session,” 12/23/1963, Fursenko, Pre-
zidium, vol. 1, 786.
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for trying “to make the Soviet Union responsible for its own domestic 
economic policies.” The plenum decided to distribute its offi cial record, 
including speeches critical of China by other Soviet leaders, to all party 
members, beyond the usual list of top level recipients.33

 The Chinese reaction to the November 29 letter was not favorable. 
The CCP maintained that the CPSU had again “adopted a big stick and 
carrot policy.” Mao also refused to stop polemics because the Chinese 
side had still not answered all previous criticisms. Since the current situ-
ation was “benefi cial” to the Chinese side, he claimed, the CCP should 
“not be eager to reply” but continue with polemics.34 Mao wrote Ho 
Chi Minh that Sino-Soviet talks were “not suitable” in the near future, 
and that it could take “some years or some decades in order to come to 
a result benefi cial for the revolution and for real unity.”35 Formally, the 
CCP rejected the proposal to stop polemics on the ground that Khrush-
chev’s proposal was “personal” and not “issued in the name of the [So-
viet] party.”36

 The Chairman interpreted contemporaneous developments as evi-
dence for the correctness of his tough stance. In mid-December, the 
Romanian party had indicated that it would no longer attend any inter-
national meeting that China refused to attend or that it considered to be 
anti-Chinese.37 The “phenomenon of continuing leader substitutions in 
the Soviet Party, the Bulgarian Party, the Hungarian Party and the Czech 
Party” also indicated to Mao that “Khrushchev’s days are numbered.”38 
In late 1963, in an attempt to encourage such developments, Xinhua 
published a piece that explicitly called for factionalism in other commu-
nist parties.39

 Once again, Mao linked events abroad with those at home. On De-
cember 11, the very day the sixth polemic on peaceful coexistence was 
published, he ordered low-level party committees to set up study circles 
for ideological training, explaining “that the enlarged international anti-
revisionist struggle was an advantageous and benefi cial exercise for the 
ranks, and could teach the masses.”40 In January, he even warned that, 
lest this ideological work be taken seriously, “each level of leadership” of 

 33 “Stenographic Report of the CPSU CC Plenum, December 1963” (quote), and “Deci-
sion of the CPSU CC Plenum,” 12/13/1963, RGANI, f.2, o.1, d.696, 2, 101a–18.
 34 WLX, 655–62.
 35 “Remarks on the Reply Letter to Ho Chi Minh,” 12/26–27/1963, JYMW, vol. 10, 
465–66.
 36 “Information,” 12/20/1963, AMVnR, o.20a, a.e.1083, 2.
 37 Wang, Zhonghua, vol. 2, 324.
 38 Mao, “Khrushchev Is Having a Hard Time,” 1/17/1964, Mao, On Diplomacy, 392–95.
 39 Gittings, Survey, 213.
 40 Xiao, Qiusuo, vol. 2, 1020.
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the party “will be seized by revisionists” and lead China “to walk on the 
road restoring capitalism.”41

 The seventh polemic—published on February 3 under the title “The 
Leaders of the C.P.S.U. Are the Greatest Splitters of Our Times”—
reached a new level of hyperbole and provocation. It not only predicted 
that the communist international movement would soon split, as the First 
and Second Socialist International had in the past, but also declared that 
such a split was the only way to carry “the international working-class 
movement forward to a new stage.” Although the Chairman had thereby 
given himself a carte blanche to work toward a split, he refused to as-
sume any responsibility for the law of revolutionary progress he had just 
proclaimed. The polemic also stood out for its heightened level of per-
sonal attacks on Khrushchev.42 Only after its publication did Mao turn 
to writing a reply to the CPSU letter of November 29.43

 Mao had certainly achieved his goal—the CPSU was fuming. On Febru-
ary 12, the Soviet party informed some of its East European counterparts 
that “the CPSU CC has decided to deal with the splittist activities [of the 
CCP] . . . at the impending plenum,” and declared that it was “necessary 
to unfold the struggle against . . . the splittist, subversive actions of the 
Chinese leaders.”44 Two days later, Suslov told the plenum that the “Chi-
nese leaders have once more gone further and provoked the immediate 
danger of a split.” He called on the CPSU to take “an open and decisive 
stand against the dangerous actions of the CCP leadership.”45

 On February 14, fearing a decisive split, the Romanians asked the So-
viets to reverse their previous decision to publish the CC material; they 
also sent a letter to the Chinese comrades requesting the immediate ces-
sation of all polemics.46 While the Soviets agreed,47 the Chinese comrades 
tried to use the momentum generated by their provocations. On February 
18, following Mao’s instruction, Peng Zhen summoned Chervonenko for 
a meeting. First, he complained that the CPSU had not sent the letter 

 41 “A Part of a Speech added to Xu Bing’s ‘On a Summary . . . ,’” January 1964, JYMW, 
vol. 11, 17–19 (quotes). Also: “Outline of the Propaganda on Anti-Revisionism,” 1/26/1964, 
JSSDAG, 3011, zhang 1130, 3–21a.
 42 PR 6 (2/7/1964), 5–21 (quote). “Circular by the CC to Grass-Root Cadres, Party 
Members, and the People’s Masses Carrying Out anti-Revisionist Education,” 1/26/1964, 
J SSDAG, 3011, zhang 1130, 1–2a.
 43 WLX, 666.
 44 “Letter by the CPSU CC,” 2/13[12]/1964, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/3609, 4.
 45 “Report by Suslov,” 2/14/1964, RGANI, f.2, o.1, d.743, 103–21.
 46 Interview with Ioan Romulus Budura, Bucharest, 7/10/2004. Both letters are reprinted: 
“RWP CC to SED CC,” 2/18/1964, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/3655, 112–17.
 47 “[Letter by the CPSU CC],” 2/15/1964, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/3609, 10–11. “Note,” 
2/24/1964, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/3655, 130–31.



280 • Chapter Nine

about the February plenum to the Chinese comrades and then charged 
the Soviets with delivering an “ultimatum” in the form of the November 
29 letter, while “behind our back [at the February plenum] . . . you are 
conducting splittist activities.” Since Chervonenko had not yet seen the 
plenum documents, he was fi rst fl abbergasted by the ferocity of Peng’s 
verbal assault, but then held his own. He rejected all accusations, remind-
ing Peng that the CCP had failed to reply to the November 29 letter for 
almost four months while continuing to publish polemics, and told his 
interlocutor bluntly: “If you, comrade Peng Zhen . . . and other Chinese 
comrades would toil to write out from your articles only those insulting 
terms and epithets and those rude abuses, to which you all most often 
resort in your statements, . . . you could carpet over all of Tiananmen 
Square with these statements.”48

 On February 29, the CCP fi nally replied to the Soviet letter of No-
vember 29. After a long list of supposed past Soviet mistakes, the Chi-
nese comrades agreed to a new international meeting—but only under 
certain conditions. Although until mid-1963, the CCP had consistently 
called for a repeat of the three-level process of the 1960 Moscow Meet-
ing (fi rst Sino-Soviet talks, then the Editorial Board comprising the same 
twenty-six parties and, fi nally, a convention of all communist parties), it 
now tried to change the format, demanding a reduction of the number of 
parties attending the Editorial Board (from twenty-six to seventeen), the 
replacement of nine pro-Soviet with pro-Chinese members in it, and an 
extended schedule of the process.49

 On March 2, the Romanian mediators—the Chairman of the State 
Council Chivu Stoica, its Vice-Chairman Ion Maurer, and Politburo 
members Emil Bodnǎraş and Nicolae Ceauşescu—arrived in Beijing. 
Their declared desire was to help end the Sino-Soviet polemics and to 
improve Sino-Romanian relations. Mao agreed to stop polemics for the 
duration of the Romanian visit, but insisted on the right to respond to all 
previous public criticism of the CCP. After some days of talks, Mao com-
plained to Kim Il-sung, who was present in Beijing but did not participate 
in the talks, about the “endless pestering” of the Romanian guests. After 
the East Europeans had left China on March 12, the CCP immediately 
resumed polemics.50

 While the Sino-Romanian talks were under way in Beijing, the CPSU 
replied to the late February CCP letter regarding the meeting of all 

 48 “Record of Conversation by Chervonenko with Peng Zhen,” 2/18/1964, AVPRF, 
f.0100, o.57, d.6, p.508, 36–59.
 49 CB 733, 10–18.
 50 WLX, 688–723. About the Romanian desire to end the polemics: “Dölling to Florin,” 
2/25/1964, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/IV A 2/20/354, 1–2. “Note on a Talk with Lazarescu,” 
3/11/1964, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/IV A 2/20/354, 1–4.
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communist parties. The Soviet side stated that “the polemics you are 
conducting have long ago gone beyond the bounds of an ideological dis-
pute.” The letter also contrasted CPSU “self-restraint” with the CCP’s 
public call for the Soviet people to fi ght against their leaders. Finally, 
it proposed to carry out the three-level process of talks—unchanged 
from their previous format—within eighteen months.51 This was not the 
kind of letter the Chinese wanted to receive, as CC member Wu Xiu-
quan told Chervonenko when the Soviet ambassador handed it over on 
March 8.52

 Once the Romanians had left Beijing, Mao convened the CCP Polit-
buro to discuss the Soviet letter. While conveniently disregarding his own 
provocative actions since mid-1963, the Chairman argued that the So-
viet reply was proof that their November 29 letter calling for an end to 
polemics was a “dupe” and that the Soviets actually “wanted” a split. 
Despite this deliberate distortion, Mao considered, correctly though not 
knowingly, Khrushchev’s domestic situation “unstable.”53 By that time, 
the conspiracy to remove Khrushchev had already started among the So-
viet leadership.54 But Mao’s conclusion that the failure of Khrushchev’s 
policies was the main reason why the Soviet leader wanted the split orig-
inated in his fantasy. He continued to insist on more public polemics 
designed to make “Khrushchev . . . stamp with fury,” although he pro-
fessed that he wanted to delay the split and preserve unity by postponing 
the reply to the Soviet letter for some time.55

 In late March, the Romanians once again tried to stop the polemics.56 
While the CPSU agreed on the twenty-eighth, under the condition that 
the CCP consent to “stop immediately polemics in any form,”57 the Chi-
nese simply ignored the Romanian plea by publishing the eighth polemic, 
which contained more vicious personal attacks on Khrushchev, two days 
later.58 The CPSU rescinded its pledge,59 and, on April 3, published the 
materials of the February plenum that it had promised the Romanians 
it would temporarily withhold.60 Mao had again displayed a remark-
able sense of timing and provocation. He clearly enjoyed it: “Now we 

 51 “To CCP CC,” 3/7/1964, AAN, KC PZPR, XI A/10, 50, 55–56.
 52 “Record of Conversation with Wu Xiuquan,” 3/8/1964, AVPRF, f.0100, o.57, d.6, 
p.508, 75.
 53 WLX, 729–33.
 54 Taubman, Khrushchev, 615.
 55 WLX, 729–33.
 56 “Gheorghiu-Dej to CPSU CC,” 3/25/1964, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/3655, 139–40.
 57 “Khrushchev to RWP CC,” 3/28/1964, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/3655, 161.
 58 PR 14 (4/13/1963), 5–6.
 59 “Khrushchev to RWP CC,” 3/31/1964, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/3655, 166–70.
 60 Pravda, 4/3/1964, 1–8. Brahm, Pekings Griff, 22.
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 command Khrushchev; when we shout: ‘jump,’ he jumps, when we shout: 
‘laugh,’ he laughs.”61

 In late April, Mao’s CCP fi nally turned to the composition of a reply to 
the Soviet letter from early March. The fi nal version claimed that because 
the Chinese party wanted “to uphold unity and oppose a split,” it could 
not agree to any talks that would “only lead to a split.” Instead, the Chi-
nese comrades reiterated their demand for a review of the three-level pro-
cess of the talks, including the removal from the Editorial Board of parties 
that had degenerated into “renegades of communism.”62 Internally, Mao 
made clear that he “originally had wanted to delay the international meet-
ing for three years, [but] that’s now not enough, four or fi ve years, or 
even longer” would be better.63 Although Mao had convinced himself that 
Khrushchev would soon fall in a coup d’état, he feared that his successors 
might be worse: “Therefore, we should be friendly to Khrushchev.”64

 The Soviet mid-June reply called the new Chinese “proposal for putting 
off a new world conference . . . particularly unacceptable.” Since such a 
gathering was “indispensable” to overcome the disputes, “the question 
of convening . . . cannot be shelved.” It rebutted the Chinese argument 
that it could be convened only when all parties agreed, by making the 
counterargument that no single party could block its convocation.65

 Mao’s CCP decided to “shelve” the Soviet letter, since it was preparing 
the ninth polemic for its July 13 publication, after three months or prepa-
ration.66 Unlike its two predecessors, it concentrated less on Khrushchev 
but directed most of its attention on demonstrating that “antagonistic 
classes and class struggle exist in the Soviet Union.” The new polemic 
had a clear domestic purpose. Since 1962, Mao had become obsessed 
with the march of the counterrevolution—a theme echoed in the ninth 
polemic when it called for an “extensive socialist education movement 
. . . in the cities and the countryside” to root out “anti-socialist, capital-
ist, and feudal forces.”67

 The ninth polemic was also closely connected to two issues that would 
become central elements of the Cultural Revolution two years later. In 
June and July 1964, the Chinese capital hosted the Beijing Opera Festi-
val. Mao used the event to provide his wife, Jiang Qing, with a platform 
to attack ghost plays—historical, counterrevolutionary, and bourgeois 
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 operas—and link them to Khrushchev’s revisionism.68 Accordingly, on 
July 2, the Chairman claimed that unless the CCP Politburo worked to 
rectify China’s cultural organizations, “they will certainly change into 
organizations like the Hungarian Petőfi  clubs.”69 At the same time, Mao 
endorsed the public emphasis on China’s youth as the future guard-
ians of the revolution. As the ninth polemic declared, “the question of 
training successors for the revolutionary cause of the proletariat is . . . 
whether or not we can prevent successfully the emergence of Khrush-
chevite revisionism in China.”70 The fi rst edition of the Little Red Book 
had already been published in May. Edited by Lin Biao, this collection 
of Mao’s sayings from the pre-1949 period would eventually become 
the indispensable ideological survival tool for each Red Guard during 
the Cultural Revolution. To Mao’s dissatisfaction, however, some of 
his fellow central comrades—Deng Xiaoping and Lu Dingyi, in par-
ticular—did not agree with this new expression of Mao’s personality 
cult.71 In mid-June, the offi cial campaign “to foster and train eleven 
million successors for the undertakings of the proletarian revolution” 
was launched.72 The Chairman also pressed for the devolution of central 
power: “If Khrushchev’s revisionism should emerge at the center, then 
each province will resist.” From there, it was not an unimaginable ideo-
logical stretch for Mao to call on the student Red Guards to “bombard 
the headquarters” two years later.73

 Two weeks after the publication of the ninth polemic, the CCP replied 
to the CPSU’s June letter that had pressed for an early international meet-
ing. Addressing the Soviet claim that no party could block an interna-
tional meeting of all communist parties, the letter concluded mockingly 
that “you are caught in an insoluble dilemma. You are falling into a trap 
of your own making and will end by losing your skin. If you do not call 
the meeting, people will say that you have followed the advice of the 
Chinese and the Marxist-Leninist Parties, and you will lose face. If you 
do call the meeting, you will land yourselves in an impasse without any 
way out. In the present historical juncture this is a grave crisis for you 
modern revisionists, a crisis of your own making!”74 Mao was delighted 
that he had “stimulated him [Khrushchev] to convene it, stimulated him 
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to assume responsibility for the public split.” The Chairman could not 
hide his schadenfreude when he remarked to his fellow leaders that he 
was looking forward to how “Khrushchev would burn in anger” upon 
receiving the Chinese letter.75

 Khrushchev, however, did not blink. On July 30, he called for the origi-
nal twenty-six members of the 1960 Editorial Board “to come to Moscow 
by December 15.”76 In a meeting with Gomułka, Novotný, and Ulbricht a 
week before, Khrushchev had complained about Chinese attempts to iso-
late the CPSU within the communist movement. He also claimed—with 
an alarming prescience of China’s domestic carnage to come—that Mao 
“has entirely gone crazy” by following “a policy of bloodshed, animal 
hatred, and the killing off of his opponents.”77 In the following weeks, 
most parties invited to attend the Editorial Board reacted in a predict-
able manner; the Albanians, North Koreans, North Vietnamese, Japanese 
and Indonesians refused to attend, while the Italians, the Romanians, the 
English, and the Cubans voiced reservations about the convention of the 
meeting. The other fi fteen parties invited agreed to attend.78

 In early August, Mao convened the Politburo at Beidaihe to discuss the 
new Soviet announcement. He opened the meeting by remarking that “we 
estimated correctly that Khrushchev, once hit, would jump.”79 When, 
in mid-August, the North Vietnamese First Secretary Le Duan passed 
through Beidaihe after a visit to Pyongyang, the Chairman decided to 
reject the Soviet invitation, though he still wanted to avoid providing 
the CPSU with evidence that the CCP was pushing for the split.80 Ac-
cordingly, the number of anti-Soviet publications fell sharply after mid-
 August. The Chairman also decided not to follow an Albanian proposal 
to use the impending fi fteenth anniversary of the PRC for a meeting of all 
leftist parties. He did not want to provide the Soviets with any evidence 
that the CCP had convened a splittist meeting fi rst.81 However, according 
to information later passed on by the North Vietnamese to the Soviets, 
such a meeting actually did occur secretly on China’s National Day.82
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 The public polemics of 1963 and 1964 were devastating to the inter-
national communist movement. Without a doubt, most of the polemics 
emanated from Mao’s CCP. Unlike Khrushchev’s CPSU, it consistently 
refused to stop polemics. The Chairman had decided that he wanted 
 either a complete break with the CPSU or a complete Soviet surrender. 
Compromise was simply not an option. For Mao, this course of action 
not only had an external rationale—leadership of the international com-
munist movement would be his—but also an internal purpose: Once he 
had achieved international leadership, who would dare oppose him at 
home? In the end, the nine polemics worked to defi ne Mao’s ideological 
yardstick against which any communist party or socialist country would 
be measured. Of course, Khrushchev’s revisionist CPSU and USSR had 
failed. But what about the CCP and the PRC? Those who did not mea-
sure up would soon succumb to Khrushchev’s cruel fate. Many of those 
who had supported Mao in writing the nine polemics against the Soviets 
probably did not realize that the demons they helped to raise would re-
turn to haunt them during the Cultural Revolution.

Khrushchev’s Fall and the Collapse 
of Sino-Soviet Party Relations

Khrushchev’s removal at the October 1964 CPSU CC plenum led neither 
to a reversal of revisionism nor to the submission of the Soviet party to 
Mao’s will. The fact that revisionism continued to be alive in the USSR 
after Khrushchev’s demise, combined with his fear that it would prosper 
in China, convinced the Chairman to take radical measures at home. 
In 1965, he adopted a set of confrontational policies which led to the 
purging of domestic opponents—real or imagined—when the Cultural 
Revolution began a year later. Because Mao rhetorically linked his in-
ternal adversaries to Soviet revisionism, the fi nal collapse of Sino-Soviet 
party relations in March 1966 was primarily a function of his domestic 
politics.
 Khrushchev was dismissed neither for his theoretical novelties nor for 
the general direction of his foreign policy.83 While the original documents 
from the fateful Presidium meeting on October 13, 1964, reveal, in great 
detail, the dissatisfaction felt by Khrushchev’s fellow leaders—among the 
reasons for his dismissal were problems with party reorganization, the 
personality cult, agriculture, the Cuban Missile Crisis, and nepotism—
criticism of his China policy was not among them. A review of the report 
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to the CC plenum the next day reveals a slightly different emphasis. Al-
though Khrushchev was accused of some mistakes in his policy toward 
the Chinese party, the only example mentioned explicitly was Khrush-
chev’s characterization of Mao as an “old galosh” in February 1960. The 
report did, however, spell out, unmistakably, that “the leadership of the 
CCP . . . worked out a plan, [and] carefully prepared and carried out an 
attack against us.”84

 The new Soviet leadership under First Secretary Brezhnev and Prime 
Minister Kosygin—the CPSU decided to split party and government func-
tions—only made a few changes in Khrushchev’s policies. The most im-
portant concerned agriculture and Soviet policy toward the escalating 
confl ict in Vietnam.85 Although the new leaders denounced Khrushchev’s 
“harebrained scheming” in public, from the very beginning they reaffi rmed 
their intentions to continue his policies. On October 17, the New York 
Times thus wondered what “Khrushchevism Sans Khrushchev” meant.86

 Of course, the removal of the Soviet leader had immediate repercus-
sions within the socialist camp. Like Khrushchev’s Secret Speech in early 
1956, it shattered a seemingly clear alignment of forces.87 Pyongyang 
terminated all polemics.88 Hanoi was simply perplexed.89 Bucharest did 
not react. Only Tirana continued with polemics.90

 Although there is no evidence that Mao knew anything about the 
monthslong preparations for Khrushchev’s removal,91 the Chairman had 
hoped for the fall of the Soviet leader since 1959. This conviction was 
based on Mao’s belief that the Soviet leader did not represent the healthy 
forces in the Soviet Union,92 and that the CPSU and the Soviet people 
actually shared his views.93 Because Mao had been personalizing the con-
fl ict with the CPSU for years, he envisioned Khrushchev’s fall as his own 
victory, both abroad and at home.
 Barely twelve hours after Khrushchev’s forced resignation, Cher-
vonenko informed the CCP leadership about the events in Moscow. The 
new Soviet leaders had instructed the ambassador to tell the Chinese com-
rades “that the CPSU CC plenum stressed unanimously that the CPSU 
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will continue to conform steadily to the decisions of the 20th, 21st, and 
22nd congresses.”94 While the Soviets informed some of its East Euro-
pean allies, and even the Americans, about the reasons for Khrushchev’s 
fall,95 it left the Soviet embassy in Beijing and, as a result, the Chinese 
comrades in the dark. Thus, in late October 1964, Chervonenko decided 
to send the embassy’s Party Secretary Aleksei Brezhnev to Moscow to 
gather information.96

 In a state of ignorance, the CCP PB attributed Khrushchev’s fall to what 
Mao had, for a long time, denounced as the Soviet leader’s “revisionist 
path . . . both in domestic and foreign policies.” The Chairman’s joy over 
the fall of his personal enemy must have doubled with news of the Oc-
tober 16 success of the fi rst Chinese nuclear test. Eleven days later, Mao 
proposed that the Politburo “seize the initiative” by sending a delegation 
to Moscow for the forty-seventh anniversary of the October Revolution. 
The goal of the mission, according to the Chairman, was to bring the So-
viet leadership back on the correct ideological path. Mao was cautious of 
quick changes, however, because he believed that “many problems have 
accumulated” which the new Soviet leaders needed to sort out.97

 On October 28, Zhou Enlai offi cially proposed Mao’s idea to Cher-
vonenko. The Soviet ambassador was immediately suspicious of Chinese 
motives, arguing that this proposal amounted to nothing more than an 
attempt to improve relations on Beijing’s terms. Chervonenko bluntly 
told Zhou that the Soviet embassy had seen no changes in Chinese behav-
ior since Khrushchev’s resignation. He concluded “that a trip to Moscow 
by a Chinese delegation alone . . . would not be desirable, as this would 
be used by the Chinese side for its own aims.”98

 The Chairman convened another Politburo meeting on the morning of 
October 29, during which he accepted Chervonenko’s stipulations but 
decided to preempt the Soviet ambassador from raising new objections. 
Zhou Enlai was sent to inform the ambassadors of the pro-Chinese so-
cialist countries and ask them to send a delegation to Moscow in order 
to “use this opportunity for contacts and exchanges of opinions.” The 

 94 “Record of Conversation with Wu Xiuquan,” 10/15/1964, AVPRF, f.0100, o.57, d.7, 
p.508, 50–51.
 95 “Note on a Telephone Conversation between Brezhnev Honecker on 10/15/1964, be-
tween 12:55 and 13:25 p.m.,” 10/16/1964, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/3514, 155–56. “On the 
Changes in the Leadership of the Soviet Union,” 10/22/1964, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/J IV 
2/2J/1316. “Telegram From the Embassy in the Soviet Union to the Department of State,” 
10/23/1964, FRUS 1964–1968, XIV, 152–56.
 96 Brezhnev, Kitai, 90–93.
 97 WLX, 831, 833, 841–42.
 98 “Record of Conversation with Zhou Enlai,” 10/28/1964, AVPRF, f.0100, o.57, d.7, 
p.508, 68–74.



288 • Chapter Nine

prime minister speculated that “some [people] think that the new So-
viet leaders are companions-in-arms of Khrushchev, [and] therefore we 
should not wait for a fundamental change in the foreign policy of the 
CPSU.” But he was optimistic, asking rhetorically: “If this were so, then 
why throw out Khrushchev?”99 When Zhou eventually informed Cher-
vonenko,100 the Soviet ambassador realized that the Chinese had again 
tried to set the agenda by excluding Yugoslavia from the list of invitees. 
He proposed to Moscow to invite both a Yugoslav delegation and rep-
resentatives from neutral African or Asian countries in order “to pre-
vent the Chinese from creating the impression in world public opinion of 
any unity among communist parties.” He clearly feared that if only the 
twelve ruling communist parties were represented in Moscow, the CCP 
would proclaim this convention a meeting of all communist parties and, 
in turn, try to denounce the Editorial Board meeting in December.101

 Also, on October 29, Chervonenko briefl y reported to Moscow about 
the latest developments. The CPSU Presidium professed not to understand 
“what aims the CCP leadership was pursuing,” but was euphoric about 
the visit of the Chinese delegation.102 According to Troyanovskii, Mos-
cow believed that this was a “show [of] support for the post- Khrushchev 
leadership”103 and decided “to use Khrushchev as a scapegoat for past 
confl icts.”104 Chervonenko was instructed to transmit the offi cial invita-
tion to the CCP on October 31.105

 Following Khrushchev’s fall, the new Soviet leadership had started to 
think about ways to improve relations with the Chinese. While Prime 
Minister Kosygin was the most optimistic—he could not understand 
why the two communist powers were quarreling in the fi rst place—the 
head of the CC Liaison Department, Andropov, was skeptical, and First 
Secretary Leonid Brezhnev did not raise any opinion.106 Some members 
of the Soviet embassy in Beijing did not share any of the optimism: “In 
Moscow many did not have . . . a complete understanding of the actual 
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 situation of affairs in China . . . and of the intentions of the top Chinese 
leadership.”107

 In early November, after Chervonenko had told Zhou that the CCP 
should not expect to use the impending meeting to spread its ideological 
positions,108 Mao called several Politburo meetings to discuss the new 
situation. The prime minister accused the Soviet ambassador of being 
“Khrushchev’s trusted follower.” The Chairman pessimistically asserted 
that the CCP would send a delegation to Moscow only “to see what 
trends there are, to understand why they made Khrushchev fall from 
power, and what they are ready to do. But we also don’t want to take it 
too seriously.” With regard to the Editorial Board meeting called for De-
cember, Mao insisted that the PRC had “never surrendered,” and would 
not surrender to Soviet “great power chauvinism.”109 The growing rift 
did not remain hidden. As the New York Times reported on November 
2, “Peking indicated . . . that [the] present truce in its ideological dispute 
with Moscow might be shortlived.”110

 Although Kosygin continued to be optimistic even after Zhou’s No-
vember 5 arrival,111 memoirs from both sides testify that the atmosphere 
was full of tension. Yu Zhan recalled a certain stiffness and coolness on 
the Soviet side,112 while Aleksei Brezhnev remembered “the uncommonly 
arrogant tone of Zhou Enlai.”113 Leonid Brezhnev’s polite but clear re-
fusal of Zhou’s last-minute request for a public speech—prepared before-
hand, and calling for “the Chinese and Soviet party to unite on the basis 
of Marxism-Leninism and proletarian internationalism”—certainly did 
not improve the hostile atmosphere.114

 November 7 fully revealed the gap between the Chinese and the So-
viet positions. When Leonid Brezhnev, in his offi cial anniversary speech, 
called for “a new international meeting of the fraternal parties,” the “au-
dience broke into thundering applause. . . . [while] Premier Chou [Zhou] 
sat quietly and fi ddled with the earphones.”115 A personal insult followed 
this political affront. At a relaxed cocktail party later that  evening, the 
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drunken Soviet minister of defense, Malinovskii, offended the Chairman: 
“I do not want any Mao and Khrushchev to hamper us . . . We already 
did away with Khrushchev, now you should do away with Mao.”116 
After a sharp protest, the Chinese left the cocktail party and returned to 
the embassy. There, the delegation stayed up until three in the morning 
reconstructing what happened in order to inform Beijing.117

 The CCP delegation was convinced that Malinovskii’s words were a 
planned provocation. Before Zhou had left, Leonid Brezhnev stressed that 
this was not the offi cial Soviet position and that Malinovskii had made 
“an indiscreet remark after drinking.” Zhou replied that “this essentially 
is not an indiscreet remark after drinking; since true words are spoken 
after drinking, he [Malinovskii] had said words from his heart.”118 In the 
Chinese embassy, the prime minister told his staff that this incident “could 
not be tolerated . . . [as it] aimed at openly subverting our party’s and 
country’s leader.” The delegation proposed to the Chinese leadership in 
Beijing to lodge a formal protest.119 Mao agreed. Since the new Soviet lead-
ers “do Khrushchevism without Khrushchev,” the Chinese side should not 
only “demand an apology” but also refuse to compromise in the talks.120

 The Soviet side was shocked by Malinovskii’s faux pas. The remark 
was tactless and did not represent the offi cial Soviet position. Nonethe-
less, Andropov told Arbatov that he hoped that things could be patched 
up in upcoming talks.121 But consternation quickly spread through the 
apparatus. Delyusin, who worked in the Far Eastern Department of the 
Foreign Ministry, recalled that “everybody discussed how to improve 
relations with China, then this bastard comes, makes a rude speech, and 
destroys everything.”122

 On November 8, Leonid Brezhnev, Mikoyan, and Kosygin met the 
CCP delegation to apologize on behalf of the CPSU CC. But since the 
delegation had just received Mao’s instructions,123 Zhou was hardly con-
ciliatory. He dismissed the explanation that Malinovskii had only spoken 
nonsense while drunk, claiming that “truth lies in wine.”124 Given the 
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negative Soviet attitude, he announced, China would not stop the polem-
ics. In subsequent talks, the Chinese delegation accused the CPSU of “ig-
noring the good faith of the CCP.”125 Kang Sheng even complained that, 
at the November 7 reception, Kosygin had been excessively “friendly” to 
U.S. Ambassador Kohler, which, given the self-professed Soviet position 
of anti-imperialsim, proved that, in fact, “the Soviet government has two 
positions . . . in front of imperialism.”126

 On November 10, Mao informed the Chinese delegation that it now 
had “a free hand to counterattack . . . [and] to refuse fi rmly . . . to at-
tend the Editorial Board in December.” He further instructed the delega-
tion “to ask whether or not the Soviet side will change the anti-Chinese 
line . . . [and] the line of splitting the socialist camp.”127 According to 
later Soviet reports to the Hungarians, the Chinese announced that if the 
CPSU comrades “pursue the old policy, ‘they will also be dismissed.’” 
The Soviets in turn rejected the Chinese demand for “CPSU changes 
in the political line” as a precondition for unity.128 On November 11, 
Mikoyan even told the CCP delegation bluntly: “On the question of the 
disagreements with the CCP, we totally agree with Khrushchev, even to 
the point that we can state that there is not the slightest difference.”129 
Zhou Enlai, however, tried to end the talks on an upbeat note when 
he declared that “our quarrel is a temporary phenomenon, our unity 
should be eternal.”130

 Even before the start of the meeting in Moscow, both sides occupied 
irreconcilable positions. The Malinovskii incident merely served as the 
catalyst for the revelation of these basic disagreements. In light of Mao’s 
excessive personality cult, the Chinese delegation in Moscow had no 
choice but to overreact to the incident in order to cover its back at home. 
Yet, the Chinese claim that “truth lies in wine” contained a kernel of 
truth. Malinovskii’s tactless remark indicated that it was not only the 
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Chairman who had personalized Sino-Soviet discord, but offi cials on the 
Soviet side as well. The CCP resumed open polemics with the Novem-
ber 21 publication of “Why Khrushchev Fell,” showering more abuse 
on the “modern revisionists . . . [who] are continuing to pray . . . so that 
‘Khrushchevism without Khrushchev’ may prevail.”131

 Despite this new round of hyperbole, Mao faced an inauspicious puz-
zle. What was the larger meaning of “Khrushchevism without Khrush-
chev”? Although he had just won a battle abroad, he began to fear that 
he was losing the war at home. Victory over revisionism abroad would 
have meant victory over his opponents at home. “Khrushchevism with-
out Khrushchev,” however, not only denied him precisely that, but also 
raised the specter of “Maoism without Mao.”132

 The Chairman thus decided to revisit the personality cult issue. In an 
interview with the American journalist Edgar Snow in January 1965, he 
maintained that “it is alleged that Stalin had a personality cult, Khrush-
chev had not in the least, and the Chinese have one. . . . Khrushchev was 
ousted most probably because he lacked a personality cult.”133 Although 
the Chairman was wrong with regard to Khrushchev’s cult—among 
other reasons, he was sacked for his personality cult—the implication of 
his words was clear: Mao apparently believed he needed more of the per-
sonality cult because it served as a shield against domestic challenges.134 
It was also around this time that the Chairman started to view his op-
ponents within the CCP leadership with a heightened sense of suspicion. 
When he fell ill at the beginning of the CCP Politburo work conference 
in Beijing over the New Year, he misinterpreted Deng’s advice to rest and 
not attend the conference as an attempt to sideline him. Mao participated 
and accused Liu of trying to be the “whole person of authority” and 
Deng of creating an “independent kingdom.”135

 The discussions at the work conference further poisoned relations 
between Mao and the other Chinese central leaders. Although Mao’s 
original idea in 1962 was to use the SEM to get control over rural party 
cadres, Liu and Deng had been able to rein in his extreme proposals in 
order to prevent damage to agricultural production.136 Instead, in early 
1965, disagreement arose over the underlying class antagonisms the SEM 
was supposed to address. While Liu proposed a political campaign in 
the countryside, Mao, who was concerned over the emergence of revi-
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sionism in the CCP after the meeting in Moscow, pushed for a shakeup 
of the rural party organizations.137 Given this deadlock, the Chairman 
made a new proposal that no longer spoke of the “regulation” of local 
party organizations but of the “correction of those who hold power in 
the party and walk the capitalist path.”138 It was aimed specifi cally at Liu 
and Deng, both of whom had promoted agricultural reform with the fi eld 
responsibility system (family farming) since 1962.139 Because Liu was try-
ing to block Mao’s new proposal at the January 1965 Politburo meeting, 
the Chairman decided for himself, as he claimed in 1970, that Liu “had 
to go.”140 Although this was probably a simplifi cation of what transpired 
in early 1965, it pointed to changes in Mao’s attitude that other witnesses 
had also noticed. Zhou Enlai was concerned about the mounting differ-
ences between Mao and Liu,141 while Bo Yibo recollected that “starting 
in 1965, Mao more and more took the problem of revisionism at the 
center seriously.”142

 Even as Mao was convinced that Khrushchev’s spirit still haunted the 
Kremlin, Kosygin tried to mend fences with the Chinese comrades.143 
When he again turned to Leonid Brezhnev with the idea of approaching 
the Chinese, the Soviet party leader’s response was hesitant: “If you think 
this is necessary, then you go by yourself.”144 But Kosygin was not sure 
how best to proceed. Afraid that the CCP leadership would turn down a 
Soviet proposal for an offi cial visit to the PRC, he decided to stop over in 
Beijing on the way back from Hanoi in early February.145

 Kosygin and Zhou were able to solve a series of smaller issues in a 
constructive manner. They agreed to celebrate the fi fteenth anniversary 
of the Sino-Soviet alliance on February 14, to develop trade on a long-
term basis, to cancel the sixty-six projects agreed upon in 1961, and to 
solve other technical matters.146 But the Soviet and Chinese sides could 
not settle the row over the Editorial Board. After the November encoun-
ter in Moscow, the CPSU had decided to postpone the Board’s meeting 
to March 1—the Soviet letter announcing the postponement was imme-
diately published in China under the title “Order No. 2 of the C.P.S.U. 
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Leadership.”147 Zhou told Kosygin that Sino-Soviet disagreements were 
deep, and that any rapprochement could occur only gradually. Even 
after the Soviet prime minister had told his Chinese counterpart that the 
March meeting had been downgraded to consultative, Zhou replied that 
the CCP would “not attend this meeting, no matter what it is called,” 
urging the CPSU to cancel this splittist meeting.148

 Kosygin met Mao on February 11, shortly before his departure for 
Pyongyang.149 For a long time, the Chairman did not want to meet the 
Soviets at all. It was only Zhou’s intensive prodding that fi nally con-
vinced Mao to receive the Soviet prime minister.150 Regardless, he left his 
guest in the dark as to whether he would receive him until the very last 
moment.151

 The Mao-Kosygin talk was a verbal wrestling match about well-known 
ideological disagreements. Mao was not only obsessed by the ideological 
squabbles with the Soviets but also little in command of the details of 
daily politics. After briefl y discussing Vietnam, he turned to the impend-
ing meeting on March 1. “Beg[ging the Soviets] to carry out this confer-
ence,” he professed his advance joy about the new polemical article the 
CCP would write about it afterward. He later consented to attend on 
the condition that “you state that your letter of July 14 [1963] and your 
February plenum [of 1964] were errors, that you annul them.” Kosy-
gin, however, was not willing to surrender to Mao’s demands; again, he 
raised the need to overcome the polemics. Unity, he claimed, would be 
much more benefi cial for the socialist camp in its confl ict with imperial-
ism. Mao could not be swayed.
 The Mao-Kosygin talk then turned to global strategy. The Chairman 
again stressed people’s war as a viable military strategy in confl icts with 
imperialism, and called Soviet foreign policy an “illusion.” He then pro-
ceeded to claim that the Chinese, “as belligerent people” and “dogma-
tists,” were supporting national liberation wars much more than the 
Soviets. Yet, as the subsequent exchange indicated, Mao actually thrived 
on illusions about Soviet foreign policy. With large-scale Soviet military 
assistance to the Congolese insurgents in mind, Kosygin immediately de-
rided Mao’s charge. “Meanwhile,” he asserted, “it is a fact that nowhere 
is a fi ght against imperialism taking place without our participation. . . . 
However, your special soldiers are nowhere, except in words; we don’t see 
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them. They are too little displayed in reality, and even in the fi ght against 
imperialism they are not numerous.” The Chairman had no reply.
 The meeting with Kosygin revealed Mao’s political insecurities. The 
man who, in 1959, had bent the Lushan meeting to his will had become 
a shadow of his former self. He frequently allowed the Soviet prime min-
ister to defi ne the content and direction of the talk. Occasionally, the 
Chairman even cornered himself with his own extravagant claims. Mao 
paid a heavy price for his ideologically distorted worldview. Although 
he jokingly claimed that the polemics would continue for “ten thousand 
years,” he in fact mentioned several times that they would stop after ten 
or fi fteen years as “the imperialists will force us to unite”—supposedly 
around his own ideological positions.152

 But this was no reason for Mao to cease polemics right then.153 Chi-
nese polemics resumed after Kosygin’s departure with the February 25 
publication of a volume of Khrushchev speeches, prefaced by Mao’s 
words: “History shows that each advance of Marxism-Leninism is won 
in the struggle against antagonistic ideology. . . . We also have teachers 
by negative example in Chiang Kai-shek, the Japanese imperialists, the 
U.S. imperialists, and those people in our Party who made the mistake of 
adopting ‘Left’ or Right opportunist lines.”154 It was no accident that, in 
a volume deriding the speeches of his Soviet archenemy, Mao referred to 
the incorrect positions of past intraparty struggles.
 Nineteen of the twenty-six invited parties attended the Editorial Board 
meeting in early March, with the Chinese, Albanians, Romanians, North 
Koreans, Indonesians and Japanese refusing to show. The North Viet-
namese indicated that, while they had nothing against the meeting, they 
were under pressure from the Chinese not to attend. The fi nal communi-
qué was a toothless declaration that refl ected the disagreements of those 
who had come to Moscow; it did not even call for a new gathering of all 
communist parties. The only success the meeting produced was a decla-
ration on Vietnam targeting the U.S. escalation of confl ict in Indochina 
since August 1964.155
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 Chinese propaganda haunted the meeting.156 While the CCP accused 
the Soviets of issuing anti-Chinese publications, the People’s Publishing 
House in Beijing released a volume of the June 1963 Chinese proposal 
on a new general line, as well as all nine polemics.157 Finally, the CCP 
published its own “comment on the March Moscow Meeting” calling it 
“schismatic” and announcing polemics for “ten thousand years.”158

 With that, though, came the end of the period of the great Sino-Soviet 
public ideological disputes. This change was not only the result of the 
Chinese view that the lines had fi nally been drawn, but also of the PRC’s 
continuing turn inward.159 In June, Mao revealed his growing apprehen-
sions over revisionism in China. He answered his own questions “What 
is to be done if a Khrushchev emerges? What shall the Central Committee 
do if revisionists emerge in China?” with: “Every provincial party com-
mittee must stand up against the revisionist Central Committee.”160

 The struggle for domestic supremacy in the PRC had entered its fi nal 
phase. Late in the summer, Mao demanded that the Politburo investigate 
Wu Han’s counterrevolutionary writings. The Politburo created the Cul-
tural Revolution Small Group (CRSG) under Peng Zhen, a close ally of 
Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping. Peng was instructed to judge the revo-
lutionary credentials of his protégé Wu Han and thereby—at least indi-
rectly—his own. It was a brilliant tactical move by Mao. Having dragged 
its feet for a long time, in February 1966, the CRSG concluded that Wu 
Han’s plays were not counterrevolutionary. In November, however, the 
Chairman had moved from Beijing to Shanghai, where he started to pre-
pare his next move against his political opponents in the capital. While 
there, Mao set up his own CRSG in Shanghai under the chairmanship of 
his wife, Jiang Qing.161

 In late February of 1966, the CPSU sent a letter to the CCP inviting it 
to send a delegation to the twenty-third CPSU congress in April.162 The 
Soviet party, however, had decided that its party convention would look 
ahead to the future, not back to the past: “The CPSU is completely com-
mitted to the line of not starting any polemics against the Chinese leaders 
before and during the congress, [and] of keeping open the opportunity 
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for the Chinese to send a delegation to the congress and to talk with the 
CPSU.”163 Although Peng Zhen urged the dispatch of a delegation to Mos-
cow, the Politburo in Beijing was not sure what to do in Mao’s absence.164 
When, some days later, Peng approached the Chairman with his idea, 
Mao accused him of being pro-Soviet.165 On March 15, the Chairman 
called the Politburo to Shanghai, ostensibly to decide the question. Once 
it had convened, however, Mao changed the topic; he singled out Wu Han 
and proposed to launch the Cultural Revolution in literature, history, eco-
nomics, and law.166 Peng Zhen was warned that he could be next.
 On March 18, Mao chaired another Politburo meeting in Hangzhou. 
With many of its members on inspection tours, the meeting was attended 
only by Mao, Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, and Peng Zhen as members, Kang 
Sheng and Chen Boda as alternates, and Wu Lengxi. Mao began with a 
purge of Wu—who had been in charge of running Xinhua and Renmin 
Ribao since the mid-1950s—for failings in cultural work. The Chairman 
then decided not to send a delegation to Moscow. The offi cial reply letter 
explained that the CCP could not attend the Soviet party congress until 
the CPSU had “openly admitted” past mistakes.167

 Eighty-six parties sent delegations to the twenty-third CPSU congress 
from March 29 to April 8. Only four parties refused to attend: China, 
Japan, Albania, and New Zealand.168 The club of naysayers was dwin-
dling rapidly. It was a late victory for the Soviets. Leonid Brezhnev’s 
offi cial report to the congress hardly touched the Sino-Soviet Split.169 
Beijing reacted to the twenty-third CPSU congress with a subtle polemic 
comparing Communist China to the Paris Commune of 1871 and jus-
tifying “the use of revolutionary violence to seize power.”170 The CCP 
also refused to receive Chervonenko for a briefi ng on the twenty-third 
CPSU congress: “The information is not needed.”171 The Chinese Com-
munist Youth League similarly rejected an invitation from its Soviet 
counterpart to send a delegation to the impending Komsomol congress: 
“The Communist Youth League of China, as an assistant to the great 
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Marxist - Leninist Communist Party of China, must draw an outright, 
clear-cut line of demarcation between itself and you.”172

 The increasingly confrontational Chinese behavior in external affairs 
was related to the rapid unfolding of the Cultural Revolution at home. 
Two days after Liu Shaoqi had left China on a three-week trip to South 
East Asia on March 26, Mao gathered Kang Sheng, Jiang Qing, Zhang 
Chun qiao (later a member of Jiang’s notorious Gang of Four) to de-
nounce Peng Zhen for protecting bad people—Wu Han, in particular—
and to demand that the Beijing CRSG be disbanded.173 The Chairman 
also announced that he would soon call for an “attack on the Central 
Committee.”174 When Liu returned, Mao presented him with the fait ac-
compli decision to purge Peng. The publication of the “May 16 Notifi ca-
tion,” revised by Mao personally, sealed Peng’s fate: “[R]epresentatives 
of the bourgeoisie . . . have sneaked into the party, the government, the 
army and various cultural circles. . . . Some are still trusted by us and are 
being trained our successors, persons like Khrushchev, for example, who 
are still nestling beside us.”175

 Having aroused the fears and emotions of party members, Mao’s omi-
nous retreat to southern China on May 17 suggested his desire to ob-
serve, from afar, how factional confl ict erupted in the Chinese capital.176 
At that time, through the coaxing of Kang Sheng’s wife, Cao Yiou, Bei-
jing University teachers accused the school administration of counter-
revolutionary activities. In the face of this sudden defi ance, Liu and Deng 
sent in work teams to contain the unrest.177

 After Mao returned to Beijing in the second half of July, he announced 
that Liu and Deng had suppressed revolutionary action as much as 
the feudal Qing dynasty and the reactionary Guomindang had in the 
past.178 On August 1, Mao told a student who had formed a group of 
Red Guards at a middle school run by Qinghua University that “to rebel 
is justifi ed.”179 Some weeks later, Red Guards—armed with Mao’s Lit-
tle Red Book—started to persecute persons of authority. On August 5, 
the Chairman called the fi rst CC plenum since 1962; it was stuffed with 
Mao’s supporters. At the gathering, he read his August 5 big-character 
poster “Bombard the Headquarters,” thereby explicitly calling for the 
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open public criticism of his fellow central leaders.180 The plenum decided: 
“The main target of the present movement are those within the Party 
who are in authority and are taking the capitalist road.181 Liu and Deng, 
although still CC members, were demoted from their party positions. 
They would soon emerge as the prime capitalist roaders.182

 The CPSU observed the rapid self-mutilation of the CCP from the side-
line. The Soviet China specialist Mikhail Kapitsa told the East Germans 
that the Cultural Revolution “carries explicit . . . semi-fascist . . . char-
acteristics.”183 Vladimir Semichastnyi, the KGB chief, recalled that the 
Soviet leadership suffered through sleepless nights: “What if a storm-
ing crowd of Chinese moved on foot and without any armament to the 
north, to our border? . . . what could be done against the storming of 
a fanatical crowd, against people, who were resentful and not predict-
able?”184 Of course, this never became a reality, despite the fact that a 
Soviet foreign ministry report from November 1966 stated that the PRC 
“in fact propagate[s] that the basic intergovernmental act—the Treaty on 
Friendship, Alliance, and Mutual Assistance between the USSR and the 
PRC of February 14, 1950—has lost its meaning.”185

 Foreign parties were equally critical. The Hungarians saw “parallels 
between the actions of the Red Guards and the counterrevolution in 
Hungary in 1956,” while Hanoi expressed “alarm over the actions of the 
‘young guards.’” The North Koreans, meanwhile, rejected the Chinese 
claim that a single party or a single country could be the “center of world 
revolution.”186 Even Hoxha—Mao’s only friend—distanced himself from 
the Chairman, calling the actions of the Red Guards “dangerous” and 
the Cultural Revolution a “rectifi cation of the entire line of the party 
. . . undertaken outside the Leninist norms of the party and the laws of 
the dictatorship of the proletariat.”187 The Cultural Revolution, as Hoxha 
judged correctly, had led the PRC into total “self-isolation.”188
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After the collapse of the Sino-Soviet party talks in Moscow in mid-1963, 
Mao Zedong used the nine polemics to sharpen the confl ict with the 
Soviet revisionists. There is no doubt that he was a true communist be-
liever and that he was convinced that Khrushchev’s political problems in 
the USSR were a sign that the CPSU and the Soviet people were turning 
against the Soviet leader’s revisionism. However, as in 1962–63, the ex-
tremism and hyperbole of the nine polemics went beyond the boundaries 
of reason. Witnesses from the time, as well as an analysis of the po-
lemics themselves, suggest that they served the domestic purpose of ren-
dering pressure on Mao’s internal opponents, such as Liu Shaoqi, Deng 
Xiaoping, and other like-minded CCP leaders. In light of his belief that 
Khrushchev’s impending fall, which he had hoped for since late 1959, 
would mean ideological victory abroad, the Chairman linked his anti-
Soviet polemics to domestic policy problems and to his internal rivals. 
In this context, any attempts by the Soviets, or by outsiders such as the 
Romanians, to seek an end to the ideological attacks were condemned to 
failure. As a matter of fact, Mao even displayed a keen ability to exploit 
these attempts for his own political needs.
 The increasing frequency and timing of the incidents at the Sino-Soviet 
border in the second half of 1963 also suggest that Mao wanted to in-
crease the pressure on the Soviet revisionists over territorial issues. Exces-
sive demands on the Soviet Far East were his preferred method of making 
Khrushchev uneasy. Although there is no hard evidence, Mao’s use of 
the border issue might have also had the purpose of stirring nationalism 
in order to mobilize the Chinese people, as in the Second Taiwan Strait 
Crisis. In the end, though, Beijing and Moscow were able to disentangle 
their competing claims for most of the eastern sector of their border.
 While Mao was convinced that Khrushchev’s removal was the result 
of his revisionism in domestic and foreign policies, Soviet documentation 
reveals a different story. In order to exploit the momentum generated by 
Khrushchev’s departure, Mao tried to use the upcoming celebrations 
for the anniversary of the October Revolution to push the new Soviet 
leaders to accept correct—that is, his own—ideological positions. How-
ever, Khrushchevism was not fi nished in Moscow, as Mao soon would 
 realize.
 When, by mid-November of 1964, Mao realized that his strategy had 
failed, the Chairman was unable to celebrate his leadership of the social-
ist world to which he aspired. Khrushchev’s fall, for reasons unrelated to 
his revisionist policies, seemed to generate a feeling of insecurity in Mao, 
especially given the domestic leadership struggle over rural politics. In 
early 1965, Mao thus turned against his fellow leaders in order to secure 
the political supremacy he feared was being threatened. Using alliances 
outside the offi cial party structures he had established since 1962, and 
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exploiting the gullibility and revolutionary idealism of young people, he 
instrumentalized ideological confl ict with the Soviet comrades in order to 
justify a party purge in mid-1966. The complete collapse of Sino-Soviet 
party relations thus was the necessary prerequisite for the start of the 
Cultural Revolution. It was for this reason that, by the summer of 1966, 
Mao had pushed Sino-Soviet party relations to its defi nitive split.



C H A P T E R  1 0

Vietnam and the Collapse of the 
Military Alliance, 1964–1966

In the mid-1960s, American historian Douglas Pike interviewed over 
one hundred North Vietnamese offi cials and ordinary communist gue-
rilla fi ghters who had been taken prisoner or had deserted. In one of 
the interviews, he asked: “You don’t feel the Chinese and the Russians 
are supporting you and your war suffi ciently?” and got as a reply: “No, 
they are not. They don’t care about us. They are only interested in their 
arguments.”1 Although the answer simplifi ed Sino-Soviet-Vietnamese re-
lations, it pointed to one of the major problems vexing the Vietnamese 
conduct of war: the Sino-Soviet ideological dispute. Even low-level gue-
rilla fi ghters and offi cials were aware of the problem.
 Confl ict between Beijing and Moscow over the Second Vietnam War 
(1964–75) emerged over their historically disparate support for Hanoi, 
contrary visions of how the war should be fought militarily and diplomati-
cally, Chinese security needs, and continued ideological disputes. The PRC 
had always been the staunchest ally of the DRV. Chinese military and 
economic support dated back to 1949 and was renewed in the summer of 
1964 in anticipation of the American escalation of the Vietnam confl ict. 
In comparison, the USSR under Stalin and Khrushchev showed little inter-
est in the Vietnamese Revolution. Even after the Gulf of Tonkin Incident, 
which triggered the American escalation of war in August of 1964, Mos-
cow continued its hands-off policy. Only Khrushchev’s fall two months 
later led to an overhaul in Soviet policy toward the war in Indochina.
 From mid-October 1964 to mid-February 1965, Soviet support for 
the DRV increased rapidly while China’s policy blended commitments to 
North Vietnam with attempts at fi nding a negotiated solution to the new 
Indochina confl ict. Against the background of Mao’s further ideologi-
cal radicalization since early 1965, China’s attitude toward the Second 
Vietnam War hardened. The intensifi cation of the American air war after 
the Pleiku Incident in early February, the Soviet promotion of four politi-
cal and military initiatives designed to strengthen the North Vietnamese 
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ability to counter this escalation, and the dispatch of U.S. ground troops 
to South Vietnam in early March greatly increased Chinese security fears. 
Although Beijing responded by intensifying its national defense prepa-
rations and even tried to signal to Washington its willingness to keep 
the confl ict limited to Vietnam, it did not seek a rational cooperation 
with Moscow to support Hanoi. Chinese mistrust of Soviet motives and 
ideological hyperbole hampered the North Vietnamese military and dip-
lomatic struggle in the spring and summer of 1965, and continued to 
complicate Sino-Soviet–North Vietnamese relations even beyond. In the 
end, the unconstructive Chinese attitude that emerged in late February 
laid the Sino-Soviet military alliance to rest.

Before Tonkin

The Sino-Soviet alliance was originally directed against Japanese mili-
tarism and its allies, that is, the United States. On this basis, Moscow 
had supplied Beijing with military hardware and know-how since 1950. 
Even after the withdrawal of the Soviet military specialists in the summer 
of 1960, Sino-Soviet military cooperation continued, though on a much 
smaller scale, as described in earlier chapters. For Mao, the Sino-Soviet 
alliance primarily served as a means to provide security at China’s three 
potential points of confl ict with the American imperialists: on the Korean 
Peninsula, in the Taiwan Strait, and in Vietnam. The Korean War seemed 
to fulfi ll his prophecies of inherent American aggressiveness when the 
U.S.-led United Nations intervention threatened to carry the war into 
Manchuria. Increased American military and economic support for South 
Korea and Taiwan after the outbreak of the war militarized the Korean 
peninsula and the Taiwan Strait. For various reasons, however, Soviet 
military support at these two fronts turned out to be less than what the 
Chinese had expected, as covered in chapters 1 and 3. Yet, the collapse 
of the Sino-Soviet military alliance in the early Second Vietnam War was 
not due to renewed Soviet reluctance to provide military aid—on the 
contrary, Moscow offered much aid—it was, rather, global and military 
strategy that caused the breakdown.
 Mao’s decision in 1961 to cut China’s formal ties to the socialist camp 
(WAPA and COMECON) and his resolution to reposition the PRC in 
the Asian-African-Latin American intermediate zone the following year 
changed his views on world revolutionary strategy. In his eyes, the USSR 
had ceased to be anti-imperialist because it pursued peaceful coexistence 
and superpower cooperation to solve international problems. Mao be-
lieved that the Asian-African-Latin American intermediate zone had to 
carry on the anti-imperialist struggle on its own. As the largest country 
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in that zone, China presented itself as a natural leader. Moreover, as a 
result of Lin Biao’s indoctrination of the PLA with Mao Zedong Military 
Thought in 1958, China’s military strategy had embraced principles that 
favored people’s war (guerilla warfare) over the use of modern technol-
ogy. Ultimately, Mao’s rejection of the anti-imperialist role of the social-
ist camp, his stress on national liberation movements, and his advocacy 
of people’s war had a signifi cant combined infl uence on China’s approach 
to the early Second Vietnam War.
 The emerging disagreements over global strategy crystallized over Chi-
nese and Soviet aid to Vietnam. The PRC had been supporting the DRV 
since its foundation. China was the fi rst country to recognize North Viet-
nam diplomatically, in early 1950, and Mao was instrumental in con-
vincing Stalin to follow suit.2 In the early 1950s, Beijing provided Hanoi 
with signifi cant amounts of artillery, fi rearms, and ammunition.3 Chinese 
military aid was critical to the North Vietnamese victory at Dien Bien 
Phu in the spring of 1954, enhancing Hanoi’s negotiating position at 
the Geneva Conference, which ended the First Vietnam War (1945–54) 
against France that summer.4

 Sino-Soviet cooperation at the conference was crucial for the pac-
ifi cation of the country. However, it also led to its partition into the 
communist Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) north of the 17th 
parallel and the U.S.-backed Republic of Vietnam (RVN) in the south. 
Saigon’s policy, endorsed by Washington, to thwart nationwide elections 
in 1956—out of fear that they could lead to a communist takeover of the 
RVN—convinced Hanoi to seek reunifi cation through a military solu-
tion.5 It was the point of departure for the Second Vietnam War.
 While still diffi cult to assess in monetary terms, Chinese economic aid 
from 1954 to the early 1960s was enormous. Much of it consisted of 
foodstuffs, assistance to repair the agricultural, economic, and trans-
portation infrastructure damaged by the war against France, know-how 
transfers, and the dispatch of technical specialists and a labor force.6 
Until 1962, however, Chinese fears of U.S. aggression had discouraged 
the PRC from directly helping the DRV to liberate the South by military 
force. Nevertheless, from 1956 to 1963 Beijing had given 320 million 
yuan (approximately 193 million transfer rubles according to the non-
commercial exchange rate adopted on January 1, 1961) of military aid 

 2 Lawrence, Assuming, 260. Gaiduk, Confronting, 4–5. Westad, Decisive, 317.
 3 Christensen, “Worse,” 90.
 4 Chen Jian, “China and the First Indo-China War,” China Quarterly 133, 103–4. Chris-
tensen, “Worse,” 96.
 5 Gaiduk, Confronting, 28–204. Zhai, China, 49–129.
 6 Zhai, China, 69–71.
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to Hanoi.7 When Mao started to stress national liberation movements in 
1962, political support for military reunifi cation increased as well.8 In 
comparison, the USSR assisted the DRV almost exclusively through eco-
nomic aid, though on a smaller scale than the PRC.9 According to Soviet 
sources, from 1955 to 1964 the USSR sent over two thousand specialists 
and provided 317 million transfer rubles in aid to the DRV, 70 percent of 
which were for industrial development.10 Like China, though, the USSR 
also feared that military assistance to the DRV would negatively infl u-
ence its relations with the United States.11

 Sino-Soviet differences on global strategy had a signifi cant infl uence 
on the North Vietnamese position. Since 1960, the VWP had tried to 
mediate the ideological dispute for its own sake, as described in chapters 
5 and 6. However, once it had become clear, in the spring of 1963, that 
the CPSU and the CCP were unable to bridge their differences, the VWP 
moved closer to its Chinese brother. In March 1963, First Secretary Le 
Duan openly rejected the Soviet position on peaceful coexistence and at 
the ninth plenum late that year, the VWP formally turned toward Mao’s 
concept of national liberation wars. Unlike Mao, however, Le Duan had 
no desire to break completely with the Soviet comrades.12

After Tonkin

A North Vietnamese torpedo boat attack on the U.S. destroyer Mad-
dox on August 2, 1964, in the Gulf of Tonkin, and American claims of 
another attack that had supposedly occurred two days later, precipitated 
the U.S. escalation of the Second Vietnam War. Although the details re-
main murky, it is certain that, on August 2, a local commander made the 
decision to attack without the knowledge of the central military leader-
ship in Hanoi. The second attack on August 4 probably never happened. 
Even though Washington had only sketchy details about the incident, the 
White House used the episode to get congressional approval to take all 
necessary measures to repel more armed attacks against U.S. forces and 

 7 Chen, Mao’s China, 205–7, 211. Chen does not mention the ruble rate, but I arrived at 
this sum in transfer rubles according to the exchange rate listed in a Soviet document from 
early 1961: AVPRF, f.100, o.48, d.1, p.199, 3–4. Also: Christensen, “Worse,” 102.
 8 Chen, Mao’s China, 207.
 9 Zhai, China, 71, 73. Ilya Gaiduk, Soviet Union and the Vietnam War (Chicago: Dee, 
1996), 5.
 10 “Information,” [no date], AAN, KC PZPR, XI A/66, 412–20.
 11 Gaiduk, Confronting, 95, 107, 113.
 12 Zhai, China, 123, 125. “Report by Dimitr Grekov,” 1/29/1965, AMVnR, o.21, a.e.749, 
1–12. Radchenko, “China Puzzle,” 102.
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to prevent further aggression against the RVN. It was a carte blanche to 
widen the war. In view of the impending presidential election, however, 
the Johnson Administration did not yet decide to dispatch ground troops. 
In August of 1964, the United States limited the escalation to retaliatory 
air strikes.13

 The Gulf of Tonkin Incident reinforced Chinese support for the DRV. 
Given the signs of rapidly increasing American military assistance to the 
RVN following the overthrow and assassination of South Vietnam’s 
President Ngo Dinh Diem on November 1, 1963, the PRC had already 
announced additional military and economic aid to the DRV by the sum-
mer of 1964.14 On June 24, Mao had even promised Korean War–style 
volunteer troops to Van Tien Dung, chief of the General Staff of the 
North Vietnamese Army.15 Half a month later, Zhou had warned that 
“if America wants to widen the war, by attacking the DRV, or perhaps 
by sending troops itself, [thereby] bringing fi re to China’s periphery, we 
simply cannot sit by watching.”16

 No surprise, then, that on August 6, one day after the fi rst American 
retaliatory bombings,17 Xinhua publicly accused Washington of fabricat-
ing the Gulf of Tonkin Incident, announcing that “no Socialist country 
can sit idly by while it [Vietnam] is being subjected to aggression.”18 At 
the same time, Beijing ordered air force and navy units in Yunnan and 
Guangxi to prepare for combat.19 Within a couple of days, China also 
transferred older MiG-15 and MiG-17 fi ghter planes to the Phuc Yen 
airfi eld near Hanoi.20 Although the PRC did not provide its own pilots, 
it agreed to train Vietnamese pilots and to build supply and repair sta-
tions close to the Vietnamese border.21 In light of the U.S. reluctance to 
dispatch ground troops until March 1965, negotiations on troop com-
mitments dragged on until December, when the PRC and the DRV signed 
a military assistance treaty. It stipulated the sending of 300,000 regular 
PLA infantry and anti-aircraft troops to the northern DRV to replace the 
Vietnamese troops moved farther south.22 But Hanoi and Beijing agreed 

 13 Fredrik Logevall, Choosing War (Berkeley: California, 1999), 193–221, 333–74. Chen, 
Mao’s China, 213.
 14 Chen, Mao’s China, 209.
 15 Li, “ZhongSu,” 112.
 16 ZELNP2, 655.
 17 Christensen, “Worse,” 107.
 18 Offi cial English version: NYT, 8/7/1964, 7.
 19 Chen, Mao’s China, 212–13.
 20 Logevall mentions “three dozens” of aircraft (Choosing War, 207), while Zhai only 
“approximately fi fteen MIG-15 and MIG-17 jets” (China, 132).
 21 Zhai, China, 132.
 22 Ilya Gaiduk, ed., “Vietnam War and Soviet-American Relations, 1964–1973,” CWIHP 
Bulletin 6–7, 250.
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on the details only in late April of 1965.23 The fi rst Chinese units arrived 
in June.24

 Apart from military assistance, Mao also provided political advice. On 
August 13, 1964, he was skeptical whether the United States, the DRV, 
or the PRC wanted large-scale war, asserting that the Gulf of Tonkin 
Incident was the result of mistaken judgment and incorrect information. 
However, the Chairman suggested, in the event of an American dispatch 
of troops, North Vietnam should withdraw into the mountains and en-
gage in people’s war.25 In talks with Vietnamese Prime Minister Pham 
Van Dong and Politburo member Hoang Van Hoan on October 5, Mao 
also counseled against rejecting negotiations with the Americans, but 
warned not to expect any quick results.26 Nonetheless, Beijing was will-
ing to endorse publicly Hanoi’s negative position on this issue.27

 Despite these commitments to the DRV, Mao was cautious in light 
of the brewing confl ict in Southeast Asia. He understood that Chinese 
military and political support for the DRV raised the possibility of direct 
military confl ict with the United States. Indeed, since the late spring, he 
had been concerned about the possibility of large-scale war and its con-
sequences for the PRC. A report by the War Planning Offi ce of the PLA 
General Staffs, prepared for the First Vice-Chief of Staff Yang Chengwu 
on April 25, had identifi ed structural defense problems—for example, the 
overconcentration of population and industrial centers in vulnerable bor-
der or seashore provinces—and proposed to relocate people as well as in-
dustrial and strategic military assets along a three-line defense concept to 
the rear, that is, China’s mountainous interior.28 Mao explicitly promoted 
this idea during a CC work conference on the Third FYP from May 15 to 
June 17, stating that “in an age of nuclear weapons, it was not acceptable 
that China has no rear.”29 The Gulf of Tonkin Incident and American 
retaliatory bombings emphasized that point. Already on August 10, Mao 
Zedong instructed PLA Chief of Staff Luo Ruiqing and his deputy Yang 
“to implement step-by-step” the April 25 report.30 Despite the fact that, 

 23 Zhang Xiaoming, “The Vietnam War, 1964–1969,” Journal of Military History 60/4, 
748.
 24 Zhai, China, 135.
 25 Chen, Mao’s China, 213.
 26 “Mao Zedong and Pham Van Dong, Hoang Van Hoan, Beijing, 5 October 1964 7–
7:50 (p.m.?),” O. Arne Westad et al., eds., “77 Conversations between Chinese and Foreign 
Leaders on the Wars in Indochina, 1964–1977,” CWIHP Working Paper 22, 76.
 27 NYT, 10/7/1964, 10.
 28 “Report of the War Planning Offi ce of the [PLA] Headquarters,” 4/25/1964, Dangde 
wenxian 1995/3, 34–35.
 29 Li Chen, ed., Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo shilu, vol. 2/2 (Changchun: Jilin renmin, 
1994), 953.
 30 Dangde wenxian 1995/3, n. 33.
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on August 13, Mao had told Le Duan that neither the United States nor 
the DRV, nor the PRC wanted to escalate the confl ict in Vietnam, Mao 
warned during a CCP Central Secretariat conference four days later that 
“we must prepare for the possibility that imperialism starts an aggressive 
war.”31 The conception of the national three-line defense lasted into Octo-
ber.32 American threats to pursue DRV planes into PRC territory, or what 
the U.S. called “privileged sanctuary,”33 seemed to increase the possibility 
of an escalation to nuclear war, as Mao feared in October.34 At the end of 
that month, the CCP CC sent out instructions to all provinces to imple-
ment the countrywide three-line defense plan and to carry out defense 
preparations.35

 Until early 1965, however, the PRC seemed willing to keep the door 
open to a negotiated solution of the Vietnam crisis. In early October of 
1964, Mao had counseled Pham and Hoang not to give up on the idea 
of talks with the Americans.36 In an interview with Edgar Snow on Janu-
ary 9, 1965, the Chairman brought up the idea of a conference on the 
Vietnam War.37 Six days later, the PRC embassy in Paris, “on instruc-
tion from Peiping [Beijing],” approached the French government in an 
attempt to fi nd out “whether France would assume a more active role in 
Viet-Nam and would approach the US with a view to discussing a negoti-
ated settlement.”38 On February 13, the Chinese ambassador conveyed to 
the French Foreign Minister Maurice Couve de Murville that “the thing 
to do in Southeast Asia was to go back to the Geneva Agreement of 1954 
as a basis for negotiations.”39

 While Beijing maneuvered cautiously between increased commitments 
to the DRV, guarding its own security, and trying to defuse the crisis 
through diplomatic action, Moscow increased its political and military 
support for Hanoi on a massive scale. In fact, Khrushchev’s fall ended 
Moscow’s hands-off policy toward South East Asia.

 31 Sun Dongsheng, “Woguo jingji jianshe zhanlüe buju de da zhuanbian,” Dangde wen-
xian 1995/3, 45.
 32 Li, Zhonghua, vol. 2, 1015, 1022, 1025, 1029. Sun, “Woguo,” 44–45. Several docu-
ments in: Dangde wenxian 1995/3, 33–35.
 33 NYT, 9/27/1964, 1.
 34 Zhang, “Vietnam War,” 742.
 35 CCP CC, “Instruction with Regard to the Construction of the First and Second Rear 
Line Defense and the Preparations for War,” 10/29/1964, Dangde wenxian 1995/3, 35–37.
 36 “Mao Zedong and Pham Van Dong, Hoang Van Hoan, Beijing, 5 October 1964 7–
7:50 (p.m.?),” Westad, “77 Conversations,” 76.
 37 Logevall, Choosing, 365.
 38 Quoted in: “Draft Paper Prepared by the Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern 
Affairs (Bundy),” 2/23/1963, FRUS 1964–1968, II, 353.
 39 Quoted in: “Memorandum of Conversation,” 2/19/1965, FRUS 1964–1968, II, 332.
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 Soviet-Vietnamese relations in the late Khrushchev era had been cool. 
In January of 1963, for example, Le Duan had fl own to Moscow to 
reveal Vietnamese approval of Mao’s radical ideas on national libera-
tion. Khrushchev upheld peaceful coexistence with the United States, 
defended the Soviet record of assistance to national liberation move-
ments, and criticized the Chinese for boisterous but empty rhetoric.40 
Nevertheless, he decided to reduce support to North Vietnam to mere 
propaganda.41

 Even after the Gulf of Tonkin Incident, Khrushchev remained wary of  
supporting the Vietnamese cause. On August 5, the Soviet government 
denounced the “aggressive actions of the United States,” but did not an-
nounce any further steps.42 Moscow even joined Washington’s call to 
take the Vietnam issue to the United Nations Security Council, for which 
it promptly received a stern criticism from Beijing.43 Only on August 8 
did Khrushchev warn “that if the Western powers sought to impose war 
on the Communist camp, they would fi nd the USSR willing and ready to 
fi ght for itself and other Communists.”44 Frustrated about Khrushchev’s 
vacillation, Le Duan complained to Mao fi ve days later that “the Soviet 
revisionists want to use us as a bargaining chip.”45

 Moscow’s reluctant position derived from its doubt about Hanoi’s bat-
tlefi eld chances. The Soviet embassy in the DRV believed that the country 
and its military arm in the RVN, the National Liberation Front (NLF), 
were overly optimistic about the possibility of winning a war against 
the United States.46 The North Vietnamese indeed believed that the U.S. 
escalation was due to American failures in the south.47 Nor did the com-
mitments to the DRV made by the PRC since early August convince the 
USSR. Moscow mocked Beijing’s claims to aid Hanoi militarily and eco-
nomically as “noise,” because, it claimed, “the Chinese have done little 
for the communist movement” on a global scale in the past.48

 40 “Note no. 27/64,” 3/6/1964, SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/IV A 2/20/442. Zolotarev, Ros-
siya, 80. Zhai, China, 128. Gittings, Survey, 254.
 41 Gaiduk, “Vietnam War,” 250.
 42 NYT, 8/5/1964, 8.
 43 Gittings, Survey, 254.
 44 NYT, 8/9/1964, 1, 37.
 45 Quoted in: Chen Jian, “Personal-Historical Puzzles about China and the Vietnam 
War,” Westad, “77 Conversations,” 30.
 46 “Notes of Conversation at the Embassy of the USSR in Hanoi,” 9/2/1964, AMSZ, 
Departament II, zespol 24/71, wiazka 2, teczka D. II Wietnam 2421, 1–4.
 47 Logevall, Choosing, 208–9. Robert McNamara et al., eds., Argument without End 
(New York: Public Affairs, 1999), 195.
 48 “Information,” [no date], AMSZ, Departament II, zespol 26/67, wiazka 1, teczka D. II 
Wietnam 241-29-64, 1–6.
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 Khrushchev’s removal from power in mid-October perplexed the 
North Vietnamese. A late October article in the party journal Hoc Tap, 
clearly critical of recent Soviet policies, revealed that the Vietnamese 
party was divided. The piece warned of “subjectivism and arbitrari-
ness . . . , the removal from reality, boasting, empty promises, [and] a 
tendency toward administrating and bureaucraticism”—all code words 
for Khrushchevism. However, it apparently did not conform to the 
new line taken by the party leadership.49 On November 3, Le Duan 
apologized to Soviet Ambassador Ilya Shcherbakov, claiming that 
“some communists [in the party] do not agree with the line of the VWP 
CC.”50 Subsequently, the article was cut from the remaining copies of 
Hoc Tap.51

 At the same time, the new Soviet leadership started to revise Khrush-
chev’s Vietnam policy. After the signing of a credit and loan agreement 
in early November,52 Kosygin and Pham Van Dong, who had come to 
Moscow for the celebrations of the October Revolution, discussed eco-
nomic and military aid, as well as a possible visit by the Soviet prime 
minister to Vietnam.53 Nonetheless, the North Vietnamese returned from 
the meeting in Moscow in an ambivalent mood. When Pham Van Dong 
passed through Beijing, he curtly told Deng Xiaoping, who met him at 
the airport, that “he and the delegation had no questions” to discuss.54 
The Soviet embassy in Hanoi was irritated that the North Vietnamese 
prime minister was “cool” and “evasive,” and it even feared that the 
VWP would republish the Hoc Tap article.55

 The North Vietnamese, however, did not turn against the Soviets, as 
the late November Solidarity Conference for Vietnam in Hanoi revealed. 
While the Chinese had hoped to exploit it for the purpose of an ideologi-
cal struggle against “the views of the Soviet Union and the other ‘rep-
resentatives of modern revisionism,’” the North Vietnamese, at the last 
minute, told the Chinese not to provoke and the Soviets not to react to 
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Microfi che C 933/76, 67–68.
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any polemics. Unable to exploit the conference for anti-Soviet propa-
ganda, the CCP delegation “left Hanoi by plane not very happy.”56

 The Vietnamese-Soviet rapprochement gathered momentum to the 
detriment of a Soviet-American nuclear understanding. Two weeks after 
the Chinese A-bomb test in mid-October, the Johnson Administration 
had tried to engage the post-Khrushchev Soviet leadership in a dialogue 
on nuclear nonproliferation. However, the U.S. escalation of the Second 
Vietnam War and the increasingly assertive Soviet position on the issue 
prevented the possibility of reaching any agreement on nonproliferation 
quickly.57 On November 27, Soviet Foreign Minister Gromyko sent a 
telegram to his North Vietnamese counterpart, Xuan Thuy, stating that 
“the USSR will not remain uninvolved in the fate of a fraternal socialist 
country and is ready to render the necessary aid to the DRV if the aggres-
sors dare to encroach on its security and sovereignty.” The day before, 
Moscow had issued a TASS announcement to the same effect.58 The fol-
lowing month, Shcherbakov told the East German embassy that “since 
October 15” twenty-six delegations had been sent to Moscow or come 
to Hanoi, which would “have been unthinkable only some months ago.” 
He explained this change as the result of “doubts [that] had arisen among 
some Vietnamese cadres as to the sincerity of the Chinese leaders.” The 
root of these doubts lay in “insuffi cient” Chinese military and economic 
aid since August, or so the ambassador claimed.59 On December 12, the 
Soviet government also allowed the NLF to open an offi ce in Moscow.60

 As a result of the rapprochement between the USSR and the DRV, Ko-
sygin accepted an invitation to visit Hanoi from February 6 to 10.61 Al-
though the North Vietnamese capital appeared to the Soviet visitors to be 
“at peace,”62 the U.S. air raids on February 7 and 9, following the NLF 
attacks on the Pleiku U.S. helicopter base in the RVN, reminded them 
that they were in fact in a war zone.63 The Soviet government considered 
the American bombing of its prime minister an “unfriendly act.”64 At an 
embassy reception on February 8, Kosygin “called for a United States 
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withdrawal from Vietnam,”65 and in the ensuing negotiations offered 
“modern means of anti-aircraft and coastal protection.” When the Soviet 
prime minister touched the possibility of a “joint action of the USSR, 
China, the DRV, and other socialist states as well as some countries of 
Asia,” his Vietnamese hosts indicated immediately that they would soon 
present a draft for a joint declaration.66

 The Kosygin visit revealed that Hanoi was moving toward a middle po-
sition in the Sino-Soviet ideological disputes. When the two sides talked 
about the March Meeting in Moscow (see also chapter 9), the North 
Vietnamese explained that “all in all they had nothing to say against the 
meeting on March 1, but for understandable reasons they could not par-
ticipate.”67 The North Vietnamese also made clear that they would “not 
participate in any counter-meeting in Beijing likely to be organized by the 
Communist Party of China.” The Soviet delegation was content with the 
modifi ed stance of the VWP.68

 On his stopover in Beijing, the Soviet prime minister briefed his Chinese 
counterpart about the agreements reached in Hanoi. Zhou remarked that 
“the positions of the CCP and the CPSU have come close,” and promised 
to have Soviet arms shipments transported, at no cost, on Chinese rail-
roads to Vietnam.69 But disagreements lurked behind this façade of unity. 
The Soviets were irritated that, despite revealing the extent of their aid, 
the Chinese “did not inform [us] about their steps and measures to ren-
der concrete aid to the Vietnamese people.” Also, Zhou announced that 
Beijing would not sign any joint statement in support of Hanoi, justifying 
the refusal with the “differences in opinion on the question of . . . the 
consultation by representatives of the fraternal parties on March 1st” in 
Moscow.70

 During his meeting with Mao on February 11, Kosygin briefed the 
Chairman about the Soviet decisions to send, at no cost, ground-to-air 
missiles, artillery and tanks, as well as Soviet military specialists to train 
the Vietnamese “to master these weapons.” Mao agreed. But when he 
later accused the Soviets of doing “too little,” Kosygin’s reply touched a 
sensitive spot in Chinese policy: “We help . . . as much as our geographi-
cal position allows us. Unfortunately, we have no air force there, which 
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could come forward with counter strikes against American bases. Only 
you could do this, but you don’t do it, and [thereby] you do not give an 
appropriate rebuke to the American imperialists, although you could do 
it.” With fears about a military confrontation with the United States in 
mind, Mao instead stressed the idea of people’s war: “The South Viet-
namese people . . . will drive away the Americans by themselves.” Kosy-
gin was not convinced, continuing to insist that “it is necessary to give 
the Americans a rebuke.”71

Four Soviet Initiatives and Chinese Responses

Four major Soviet initiatives emerged from Kosygin’s trip: the promotion 
of a negotiated settlement for the Vietnam War, the shoring up of diplo-
matic and political support for North Vietnam within the socialist camp, 
and two initiatives with regard to practical military aid to Hanoi. Yet, 
the subsequent—and sometimes bitter—exchanges between Moscow and 
Beijing about these four proposals revealed how Sino-Soviet ideological 
disagreements as well as China’s security concerns negatively infl uenced 
diplomatic and military assistance to the DRV.
 As soon as Kosygin was back from East Asia, he started to promote the 
fi rst of the four initiatives by calling for a new Indochina conference under 
the condition that the United States stop escalation. The Soviets thereby 
took up a February 10 suggestion of French President Charles de Gaulle,72 
which followed a North Vietnamese request and the Chinese initiative 
from a month earlier, mentioned above.73 On February 16, Chervonenko 
proposed to Vice-Foreign Minister Liu Xiao convening the 1954 Geneva 
conference, but Liu conveyed little enthusiasm.74 Pham Van Dong told the 
Soviets that his government was “in principle” in favor of a new confer-
ence, but also mentioned that the DRV had “to consult with the PRC” 
fi rst.75 Apparently, Hanoi’s hands were not totally free.
 The tentative nature of Pham Van Dong’s approval was probably also 
linked to ongoing internal discussions by the North Vietnamese leader-
ship. The U.S. bombing of Hanoi had an effect on the Vietnamese similar 
to the one that the German air raids of London during the Second World 
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War had wrought on the British—it strengthened their resolve to carry on 
the war. The North Vietnamese believed that the air strikes were an im-
plicit admission that the war in the South against the NLF was not going 
well. Together with the military support promised by Kosygin, this belief 
probably led Hanoi to up the ante with regard to a negotiated settlement. 
Starting in mid-February, Ho Chi Minh, Le Duan, Pham Van Dong, and 
a special drafting committee discussed the so-called Four Points, which 
were presented to the public on April 8: U.S. troop withdrawal from 
South Vietnam, respect for the 1954 Geneva agreements, the demand 
that internal affairs of South Vietnam must be settled by the South Viet-
namese themselves, and the requirement that the peaceful reunifi cation of 
Vietnam be settled by the Vietnamese people alone.76

 While Beijing and Hanoi were still considering how to respond to 
Moscow’s February 16 proposal, the Soviet ambassador in Paris, Sergei 
Vinogradov, had a short conversation with de Gaulle about Vietnam on 
February 23. In a position paper dated six days earlier, and approved 
subsequently by the CPSU Presidium, Gromyko had proposed to use the 
French to communicate to the Americans “the determination of the So-
viet Union to render practical aid to the DRV government.” The Soviet 
foreign minister considered this announcement both a warning to the 
Americans and a way to spell out Moscow’s preconditions for negotia-
tions on Vietnam: “The U.S. must stop bombing.”77 However, the Vi-
nogradov initiative was limited; Moscow did not seek any superpower 
understanding on Vietnam. When the French Foreign Ministry conveyed 
the contents of the Vinogradov–de Gaulle talk to the British ambassador 
three days later, it stressed that “the Russian Ambassador’s demarche 
was pitched in a minor key” and “was not an invitation to press ahead 
with the idea of a conference.”78 Moscow also informed Hanoi about the 
exchange, revealing that both the French and the Soviet sides had blamed 
the Americans for renewed war in Indochina, and that “de Gaulle was 
told that no talk on negotiations will occur as long as the aggressive 
[U.S.] policy against Vietnam exists.”79 But the Soviets did not inform 
the Chinese, who got their information from the Western press.80 Lack-
ing the specifi c details of the Vinogradov–de Gaulle exchange, the New 
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York Times, for example, erroneously portrayed the talks as a NATO-
approved French initiative and even went so far as to assert that Paris 
“doubt[ed] . . . that Moscow would cling to its demand for an end to 
American air strikes if a conference was clearly in view.”81

 On February 27, two days after Washington had already rejected de 
Gaulle’s February 10 proposal to convene a new Indochina conference 
because North Vietnam continued “its aggression against South Viet-
nam,”82 Hanoi and Beijing replied to Moscow’s February 16 initiative for 
a new Indochina conference in similarly negative tones. Liu Xiao curtly 
informed the Soviet embassy that the “Chinese government cannot agree 
to it” as long as the United States refused “to adhere strictly to the Ge-
neva Agreement and to withdraw from the region all its armed forces.”83 
Xuan Thuy sent Gromyko a letter demanding that the United States must 
“completely” honor the 1954 agreements before any conference. The 
DRV foreign minister, however, was not entirely dismissive about the So-
viet idea since, as he indicated, the North Vietnamese leadership was still 
discussing what would become the Four Points.84 Moscow understood 
that Hanoi considered “a new conference on Vietnam . . . not timely.”85

 These developments reveal that, midmonth, Beijing’s position on ne-
gotiations had changed. As late as February 13, the PRC embassy in 
Paris had pushed for a negotiated solution, as related above. However, 
on the eighteenth, two days after the Soviets had made the proposal for 
a new Indochina conference, Chen Yi stated publicly that it “is impera-
tive today . . . to force the United States imperialists into withdrawing all 
their aggressive forces from Indochina. Only thus can peace in Indochina 
be insured.”86 On February 27, Liu Xiao told the Soviet embassy that 
the resumption of the 1954 conference was “a manifestation of weak-
ness before American imperialism.”87 Four weeks later, he made clear to 
Chervonenko why the Chinese had refused to accept the Soviet proposal. 
Reciting the erroneous press reports on the Vinogradov–de Gaulle talks, 
he claimed that the USSR “carries out negotiations with the USA on Viet-
nam behind the back of China and Vietnam.”88
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 Why did the Chinese position on negotiations change so suddenly? In 
the absence of Chinese documentary evidence, three rationales seem to 
be likely. First, since the turn of the year, Mao had sought a confronta-
tion with his opponents in the CCP leadership, as covered in chapter 9. 
Accusing them of being Khrushchevite revisionists, the Chairman could 
not appear to be cooperating with the Soviets. Second, the February 7 
Pleiku Incident led to the U.S. escalation of the war. Once Johnson had 
ordered daily retaliatory attacks on the DRV,89 he publicly mulled over 
the sending of ground troops to the RVN.90 The White House eventually 
announced the dispatch of U.S. Marines on March 1.91 Three thousand 
fi ve hundred troops landed at Danang Bay in central Vietnam a week 
later.92 By the end of the month, 30,000 more had arrived, with another 
45,000 to 50,000 to follow by the summer. Over the course of 1965, 
American military personnel in the RVN had grown from 23,500 mili-
tary advisers and pilots to 184,500 servicemen, mostly ground troops.93 
Against the background of the U.S. air raids and public hints by the 
Johnson administration regarding troop dispatches, Chen Yi warned 
at a reception at the Soviet embassy in mid-February—on the fi fteenth 
anniversary of the Sino-Soviet treaty—that “peaceful coexistence with 
the United States was ‘out of question’” because “Johnson, the pirate 
chieftain, personally ordered the bombing of the Democratic Repub-
lic of Vietnam. . . . Only in concrete action against the United States 
imperialism and its followers can the Chinese-Soviet alliance be tested 
and tempered.”94 Finally, Beijing’s position on negotiations changed, on 
February 16, once the Khrushchevite revisionists in Moscow started to 
promote the conference the PRC itself had advocated in Paris only three 
days before.
 The prospects for a negotiated settlement worsened in March. Dur-
ing the visit of Pakistani President Mohammad Ayub Khan, the Chinese 
hosts remained silent about their guest’s call for a negotiated settlement.95 
Given the U.S. escalation, Gromyko, too, stonewalled during his London 
talks with Prime Minister Harold Wilson and Foreign Secretary Michael 
Stewart, who both had the “strong impression . . . that the Soviet Union 
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was unwilling to take any step on Vietnam without fi rst obtaining some 
sign of cooperation from . . . North Vietnam and China.”96

 The U.S. escalation also raised American public pressure on President 
Johnson to negotiate. In an April 7 speech delivered in Baltimore, he 
made a proposal for “unconditional discussions.” The offer, however, 
was not unconditional. He announced that the United States would con-
tinue to defend the “independence” of South Vietnam against any attack, 
at all cost.97 Almost simultaneously, Pham Van Dong proclaimed the Four 
Points, which had been in the works for over two months.98 As the North 
Vietnamese chargé d’affaires in Beijing, Hoang Bac, told Chervonenko, 
the DRV did not believe the Johnson proposal to be sincere: “It is so far 
not evident that the U.S. wants to decide the problem in a political way.” 
Hoang also referred to Johnson’s “conditions” and to “press reports . . . 
that the U.S. is pouring in more means into South Vietnam.”99

 In subsequent weeks, the PRC and the DRV continued to reject all 
calls for negotiations. On April 12, Zhou Enlai dismissed a British ini-
tiative from earlier that month. He went so far as to declare a visit by 
a delegation unwelcome in Beijing as long as London failed to assume 
its responsibilities as cochair of the 1954 Geneva conference and thus 
condemn Washington’s aggression.100 Peace initiatives by the United Na-
tions, India, Britain, Nigeria, Ghana, France, and others, which all had 
used the Johnson proposal as a starting point, ran into fi erce Chinese and 
North Vietnamese opposition.101

 Although the Chinese rejection of any negotiations was categorical, 
the Vietnamese position was more fl exible than it suggested to the out-
side. Le Duan, in a letter to NLF leaders in May, admitted that the Four 
Points were a retreat from the categorical demand that the United States 
must honor the 1954 Geneva agreements fi rst.102 Also, the points were 
not as nonnegotiable as the Johnson administration repeatedly claimed 
they were. On May 19, Mai Van Bo, the head of the North Vietnamese 
commercial delegation in Paris, indicated to the Americans through the 
French Foreign Ministry that the Four Points were working principles 
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and fi nal objectives. The DRV, however, would not abandon its ally in 
the South, the NLF, as demanded by the Americans.103

 While Moscow’s February 16 initiative for a new Indochina confer-
ence was a complete failure, Hanoi reacted positively to the three re-
maining Soviet initiatives. Beijing’s response, in contrast, was entirely 
unconstructive. The second Soviet initiative called for a joint statement 
by all socialist countries in support of the DRV, as proposed by Kosy-
gin on February 7.104 Pham Van Dong handed over a draft to the Soviet 
ambassador on the twenty-second.105 It already encompassed some of 
the Four Points the VWP leadership was discussing at the time.106 But 
on February 28, one day after it had rebuffed the Soviet Union’s call 
for a new Indochina conference, the PRC rejected the joint statement 
as well.107 Zhou had already indicated to Kosygin earlier in the month 
that the PRC could not sign such a statement because the Soviets were 
convening the March Meeting. On March 1, the Chinese prime minister 
warned Ho Chi Minh that the “new Soviet Party leadership is carrying 
out nothing but Khrushchevism. It is absolutely impossible for them to 
change.”108 And Mao reminded the Vietnamese leader that the call of the 
Soviet revisionists for “united action” was only a ruse “to use this war 
for their own purposes.”109 Pham Van Dong informed Shcherbakov on 
March 7 that “the question on the joint statement by the socialist coun-
tries in support of Vietnam can be considered decided.”110

 The third Soviet initiative was much more practical. During his Feb-
ruary talks in Hanoi, Kosygin had promised military assistance to the 
North Vietnamese and, afterward, Zhou agreed to permit arms shipments 
on railroads across the PRC. On February 19, desperate for protection 
against daily U.S. bombing raids, Pham Van Dong “turn[ed] to the So-
viet government with the request to send to the DRV a part of the anti-
 aircraft armament in accelerated form by air.” On February 27, Moscow 
asked Beijing for permission “to send immediately 45 An-12 transport 
planes from the Soviet Union through China to Hanoi, providing 75 high-
 altitude missiles and 18 M-37 high-altitude missiles.”111 A day later, the 
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PRC refused the Soviet request on the grounds that “the Americans could 
fi nd out about this operation, and this might lead to victims.” Despite 
this rejection, the Chinese foreign ministry proposed the delivery of an 
“urgent part of [Soviet] anti-aircraft armament by land.”112 Soviet 37mm 
and 57mm anti-aircraft guns appeared in North Vietnam in March.113

 The Sino-Soviet battle over military transport had only just started. On 
March 3, the USSR thanked the PRC for the railroad transport of the 
urgently requested arms, but rejected China’s reasoning for the refusal to 
send them by air.114 A week later, Beijing delivered another excuse, claim-
ing that Moscow had made the arms shipment public. It further accused 
the Soviets of “imposing [themselves] on other people” instead of negoti-
ating with the Chinese and North Vietnamese fi rst. Liu Xiao maintained 
that granting overfl ight rights “would put the DRV and the PRC under the 
control of the USSR.”115 Realizing that he had overplayed his hand, the 
Chinese vice–foreign minister told some East European diplomats in late 
March that “we still have to talk [about air transport] and formalize it in a 
protocol.”116 Eventually, in early 1966, the PRC allowed selected air trans-
ports.117 When Shcherbakov told Pham Van Dong on April 2, 1965, about 
the unconstructive Chinese position, the Vietnamese prime minister “was 
discouraged and shook his head.”118 Three days before, China at least had 
agreed to formalize railroad transport for future arms shipments.119

 Sino-Soviet polemics about military deliveries continued for years, 
 fueled by the Chinese refusal to let the Soviets know exactly what they 
supplied to the North Vietnamese, by the simultaneous Chinese request 
that the Soviets account in detail for everything they wanted to ship 
through the PRC, and by the Chinese insistence on checking the neces-
sity of each Soviet military delivery with the Vietnamese side fi rst.120 But 
the sharp, reciprocal accusations could not hide the fact that all three 
sides contributed their share to the problem. Although Moscow repeat-
edly accused Beijing of obstructing arms shipments, it did not fully use 
the railroad capacity allotted by the Chinese and its trains frequently 
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arrived off schedule.121 Similarly, the Chinese border guards were overly 
bureaucratic with their controls and their insistence on the letter of 
agreements.122 The bottlenecks in the Vietnamese narrow-gauge railroad 
system, however, were beyond the control of Beijing and Moscow.123

 The fourth initiative—the Soviet proposal to station military person-
nel in southern China and North Vietnam—was the most controversial. 
On February 19, Pham Van Dong had also appealed for more military 
technology.124 On the twenty-fi fth, Moscow asked Beijing to allow the 
transport of four thousand Soviet anti-aircraft missile troops, including 
their weapons systems, through the PRC and to provide two airfi elds 
near Kunming for the stationing of modern MiG-21s, including fi ve 
hundred Soviet personnel.125 Only two days later, the North Vietnamese 
commander - in-chief, General Vo Nguyen Giap, thanked the Soviets for 
the offer, mentioning that the Politburo was already considering the lo-
gistics of quartering such a great number of people.126

 The Chinese were not at all enthusiastic. On March 1, Zhou told Ho 
Chi Minh that “we oppose . . . the sending of missile battalions and [1]2 
MiG-21 aircraft.” He warned the Vietnamese not to accept the Soviet 
offer: “Relations between our two countries may turn from good to 
bad.”127 Zhou justifi ed his admonition by citing the untrustworthiness 
of the “Khrushchevites” in the Kremlin.128 Later, he reminded Ho about 
“the terms, the conditions,” under which the Chinese would help the 
Vietnamese: “It [the war] could only be won if it was played the way 
China had outlined: Mao’s strategy of a people’s war.”129 Since the North 
Vietnamese had no choice, they rejected the Soviet offer. They did, how-
ever, propose to send their own MiG-17 pilots to the USSR for training 
on MiG-21s that, afterward, “should return together” to Vietnam. Mos-
cow agreed.130 Regardless, on March 10, Liu Xiao justifi ed the Chinese 
refusal with the false assertion that “the Vietnamese comrades said they 
were against the sending of Soviet personnel to the DRV.” Beyond that, 
he claimed, the Soviet proposal was part of a greater scheme to “reach 

 121 SCMP 3692, 33–35. “CCP CC to CPSU CC,” 11/5/1965, SAPMO-BArch, DY 
30/3610.
 122 “Note on a Talk in the Foreign Ministry of the PR China,” 2/12/1966, SAPMO-
BArch, NY 4182/1222.
 123 “Note no. 53/66,” 3/25/1966, PAAA-MfAA, VS-Hauptstelle, Microfi che G-A 354.
 124 “About the Question of Some Measures . . . ,” 74.
 125 Wang, Zhonghua, vol. 2, 265. Ding, “Huigu,” 32.
 126 “About the Question of Some Measures . . . ,” 74.
 127 “Zhou Enlai and Ho Chi Minh, Hanoi, 3/1/1965,” Westad, “77 Conversations,” 78 
(brackets in original).
 128 Zhonghua, Zhou Enlai waijiao huodong dashiji, 438.
 129 Han, Eldest Son, 304 (italics original).
 130 “Draft,” 6/17/1965, AVPRF, f.079, o.20, d.12, p.46, 167.



Collapse of the Military Alliance, 1964–1966 • 321

control over Vietnam and China,” designed to “negotiate easily with 
America on the back of Vietnam and China.”131 Two weeks later, Zhou 
explained to the visiting Ceauçescu that Moscow wanted to send four 
thousand troops to the DRV “not for training purposes” but to “control 
the country.” As in Cuba in October 1962, Zhou falsely claimed, Soviet 
missile troops would refuse to shoot down any American planes once 
stationed in North Vietnam. Nevertheless, on March 23, the PRC had 
allowed for 260 Soviet missile instructors to pass through China by train, 
together with their missiles.132

 The issue of Soviet troops in Vietnam continued to vex Sino-Soviet 
relations. On March 22, the NLF requested “to send to South Vietnam 
its youth and soldiers” from the countries of the world.133 Leonid Brezh-
nev swiftly proposed to fulfi ll this request.134 The Chinese leaders were 
equally quick, offering “men and war matérial.”135 The Sino-Soviet com-
petition to support the NLF made Hanoi uneasy. The DRV made clear 
that Vietnam had enough people, but needed weapons.136

 Chinese historiography to this day emphasizes that the PRC “de-
stroyed the [four] Soviet initiatives.”137 Beijing had some justifi ed se-
curity concerns, given the possibility of a military confrontation with 
Washington since the arrival of the fi rst American troops on March 8. 
In his memoirs, the Soviet Embassy Secretary Aleksei Brezhnev acknowl-
edged that “a more subtle policy would have been required from us” to 
overcome Chinese fears.138 Indeed, Mao told foreign visitors in March 
that concerns over Soviet-American collusion over Vietnam led the PRC 
to prepare for the possibility of a U.S. attack.139 That month, China 
embarked on a two-pronged strategy to counter the perceived American 
threat to its security. While it accelerated its defense preparations, it 
tried to signal to the United States that it wanted to keep the war limited 
to Vietnam.
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 Only four days after the March 8 landing of U.S. Marines near Da-
nang, Zhou revisited the construction of the three-line defense.140 On 
March 14, the Offi ce of Defense Industry Works of the PRC State Coun-
cil sent out instructions on organizing provincial three-line defenses.141 
At a Politburo meeting on April 12, Liu Shaoqi warned of the possibility 
of the “U.S. sending ground troops to North Vietnam,” as well as the 
possible expansion of the war into China. Deng Xiaoping declared the 
current defense preparations “urgent,” announcing that “we must pre-
pare against American imperialism fi ghting a war in all our country.”142 
Zhou called for the further acceleration of the construction of the na-
tionwide three-line defense.143 The Politburo eventually dispatched in-
structions to all provinces to augment defense preparations.144 On the 
twentieth, the State Council ordered the relocation, and, in some cases, 
the new construction of strategic oil reserves away from population cen-
ters, as well as their protection through anti-aircraft artillery.145 A day 
later, it ordered the resurrection of provincial anti-aircraft defense mili-
tias, which had fallen in disorder after the Great Leap Forward, and the 
creation of provincial emergency plans in case of an American attack on 
the PRC.146 A team of specialists traveled to Hanoi to study the North 
Vietnamese experience with anti-aircraft defense militias.147 The imple-
mentation of these civilian and military defense measures lasted into the 
summer.148

 While China increased its defense preparedness, Beijing also sent out 
signals to Washington about its desire to keep the confl ict contained to 
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Vietnam. As early as the last week of March, Chinese public statements 
warned the United States that the PRC was ready to send troops and 
war material to the DRV.149 During a visit to Pakistan on April 2, Zhou 
Enlai asked Ayub Khan, who was scheduled to visit Washington later 
that month, to convey to Johnson that China would “not take the initia-
tive to provoke a war against the United States,” but was “prepared” if 
the United States attacked.150 The message never arrived because Johnson 
unexpectedly postponed Ayub Khan’s visit.151 On May 31, after unsuc-
cessful attempts to send signals through Burma and Cambodia, Chen 
Yi approached the British chargé d’affaires in Beijing, Donald Hopson, 
to relay a message similar to the one given to the Pakistani president 
almost two months earlier.152 Seven days later, the British diplomat told 
a Chinese Foreign Ministry offi cial that the message had been delivered 
to Dean Rusk. The Chinese leaders hoped that the Americans would be 
suffi ciently deterred.153

 Neither China’s increased war preparations nor its signaling to the 
United States, however, can fully explain Beijing’s unconstructive atti-
tude toward Moscow’s requests for cooperation to support Hanoi. Mao’s 
ideological fervor simply did not permit the CCP leaders to acknowledge 
changes in Soviet policy toward Vietnam. Committed to the view that 
whatever the comrades in Moscow said was dubious, Beijing started to 
question the validity of the security alliance with the Soviet Union, as 
Deng Xiaoping told a gathering of regional and provincial leaders on 
April 12: “We should ponder if revisionism will not only not support us 
but even obstruct us.”154

 Indeed, North Vietnam started to rethink its relationship with the 
Chinese neighbor to the north and the Soviet ally beyond. The eleventh 
plenum in late March promoted “centrist” cadres who had “not ex-
posed themselves in the last years against the Soviet Union or P[eople’s] 
R[epublic of] China.”155 But it was diffi cult for Hanoi to establish a mid-
dle ground. In late April, Ho Chi Minh and Pham Van Dong admitted to 
Giancarlo Pajetta, a visiting CC member of the Italian Communist Party, 
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that “they did not want Vietnam to become a source of new disagree-
ments between the USSR and China, which is what they keep in mind 
when they seek aid.”156

Continued Lack of Cooperation

After the failure of its four initiatives, the Soviet government decided to 
start anew; this time, it focused on Sino-Soviet-Vietnamese talks on mili-
tary aid. On April 2, Shcherbakov sought out Pham about the possibility 
of trilateral negotiations. While Hanoi’s prime minister complained about 
Chinese obstruction, he promised to talk once more to the comrades in 
Beijing.157 The following day, the USSR sent out offi cial invitations to the 
DRV and to the PRC.158 The North Vietnamese—“especially comrade Le 
Duan,” as the Soviets later claimed—eagerly agreed,159 but, on April 8, 
when the fi rst secretary of the VWP traveled to Beijing to persuade the 
Chinese comrades to participate, he received a rejection. Le later told the 
Soviets that the Chinese side “justifi ed . . . its refusal with the disputes 
between the CPSU and the CCP” and indicated that talks can “only run 
on a bilateral basis.”160 That was a bitter blow for the Vietnamese, who 
obviously had anticipated China’s endorsement of the new Soviet pro-
posal. Before Le’s departure from Hanoi, the VWP had left space open in 
the new issue of its central organ, Nhan Dan, for the publication of the 
expected statement on trilateral talks.161

 Since Beijing had torpedoed almost all trilateral agreements, it could 
not leave the Vietnamese without any real commitments. On April 20 and 
21, Vo Nguyen Giap was able to get an agreement from Luo Ruiqing and 
Yang Chengwu on the precise tasks of Chinese troops, promised since late 
1964, in the DRV.162 Yet, after several North Vietnamese leaders failed 
to receive China’s endorsement for requests regarding aid for railway and 
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road construction, Ho Chi Minh was forced to travel to Changsha in May 
and June for talks with Mao. Following the fi nalization of the agreement 
in June, the PRC eventually sent Chinese road and railways engineering 
troops, anti-aircraft artillery, and military equipment to the DRV.163 Ulti-
mately, Chinese engineering troops built, within the territory of the DRV, 
important roads connecting North Vietnamese supply routes with the Ho 
Chi Minh trail.164 On July 16, however, the PRC informed the DRV that 
“the time was not appropriate” to send Chinese pilots,165 which Le Duan 
had asked for on April 8.166 A year later, Beijing even claimed that it “has 
not enough air power to help defend Ha Noi.”167

 North Vietnam’s struggle to reach an agreement with China over its 
military aid did not prevent the CCP from sending a letter to the CPSU on 
April 11 that attempted to justify its refusal to cooperate on a trilateral 
basis. According to the letter, “the Chinese and the Vietnamese side . . . 
have reached complete concord of opinion” in their most recent negotia-
tions: “[There] is no necessity to conduct trilateral negotiations.” The let-
ter even tried to create the impression that only Beijing, and not Moscow, 
was aiding Hanoi, calling Soviet support “insignifi cant.”168 The message 
obscured the fact that, since February, China’s obstruction had been the 
main cause of the allegedly insignifi cant amount of Soviet aid.
 On April 10, Le Duan fl ew from Beijing to Moscow. The Kremlin 
“satisfi ed concrete requests by the Vietnamese comrades169 and agreed to 
station in Vietnam various kinds of arms and military technology” worth 
“hundreds of millions of rubles.” Le reportedly thanked the Soviet gov-
ernment for its “ample” aid.170 The USSR committed military specialists 
and fi ghter aircraft. Until mid-1966, these specialists helped to create ten 
Vietnamese anti-aircraft missile regiments, three radio communication 
regiments, and two fi ghter aircraft regiments.171 In Moscow, Le Duan 
“did not hide his dissatisfaction with the Chinese leaders,” confessing 
that he could not understand why they “so stubbornly” rejected any joint 
action, why they considered the role of national liberation movements, 
such as the NLF, more important than the role of the socialist camp, or 
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why they “considered themselves to be the sole true Marxists.”172 Finally, 
he did not rule out “political methods for the solution of the Vietnamese 
problems,” even indicating that he was ready “to sit down . . . at the 
negotiation table with the USA.” His only condition was the cessation of 
U.S. air raids.173

 On the way home, Le Duan stopped over in Beijing. There, the Chinese 
criticized him for “allowing himself to get too close to modern revision-
ism.” The Vietnamese fi rst secretary replied curtly that “the CCP itself 
has entered a pact with Chiang Kai-shek against the Japanese [in 1937], 
and [that] he did not understand why the DRV should not expand and 
solidify its relations with another socialist country.” But the Chinese con-
tinued to reject trilateral agreements on the grounds that “the differences 
in opinion with the CPSU are so big that it is impossible to sit down at 
one table.”174

 While Moscow was pledging vast sums of military aid to Hanoi, Beijing 
continued to speak of a Soviet sellout of Vietnam during the farewell talks 
of Soviet Ambassador Chervonenko in April. These meetings included a 
bizarre lunch between Zhou and Chervonenko on the thirteenth, which 
was being taped, probably so the Chairman could listen in. No wonder, 
then, that the Chinese prime minister ended each of his statements with 
a reference to “well-known sayings made by Mao Zedong.”175 The lunch 
was followed by a chat with Liu and Deng eight days later. Instead of 
microphones, Mao’s left hand, Kang Sheng—“his majesty’s eye”—was 
present, silently puffi ng one cigarette after another.176

 While the second meeting was not particularly contentious, the talks 
with Zhou ended in a shouting match. Despite the fact that the Chinese 
prime minister had just been to Pakistan with the aim to use Ayub Khan 
as an intermediary to warn the United States not to carry the war into 
China,177 he accused the Soviets of “treason” because they had suppos-
edly contacted the Americans “behind the back of China and Vietnam” 
during the Vinogradov–de Gaulle talks on February 23. The rest of the 
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Chinese and Soviet delegations joined in, calling each other names. This 
ended only when food was served.178

 Zhou’s criticism of alleged Soviet revisionism was even more pro-
nounced in his talk with Sergei Lapin, the new Soviet ambassador, in 
mid-May. The prime minister protested against “intimate” relations 
between Moscow and Washington: “The [Sino-Soviet alliance] treaty is 
directed against Japanese imperialism and its allies. That is American im-
perialism. [If the treaty] . . . is still in force, how then can one not oppose 
American imperialism, particularly when the Americans unleash a war in 
the Far East . . . ?” Zhou further charged that “the French public and the 
whole world press have been speaking about the proposed [peace] nego-
tiations” after the Vinogradov—de Gaulle talks. Lapin, who had listened 
silently to Zhou’s allegations, jumped in at this point, declaring that “the 
French press . . . had distorted” the talks. He even offered to request a 
copy of the transcripts for Zhou’s use, but the prime minister could not 
be swayed.179

 The Chinese subsequently tried to convince the North Vietnamese that 
the Soviets were untrustworthy because of their alleged contacts with the 
Americans on Vietnam. During Ho Chi Minh’s visit to Beijing two days 
later, Zhou declared Moscow had “sold out its brothers” when, in Feb-
ruary, it had pushed Hanoi to enter peace talks. Deng even claimed that 
the Soviets “provide you some aid for their own purposes. . . . If Vietnam 
fi nds it inconvenient to expose this fact, let us do it for you.”180 Chinese 
assertions, however, were increasingly removed from reality. During a 
meeting two days before, Gromyko had not even bothered to reply to 
Wilson’s proposal for a new Indochina conference.181

 After the Chinese had tried, unsuccessfully, to block the fl ow of parts 
of Soviet military technology to North Vietnam, it switched tactics to 
prevent their use on the battlefi eld. In June 1965, the fi rst anti-aircraft 
missile SA-2 sets had arrived in the DRV.182 Chinese military specialists in 
North Vietnam tried to denigrate Soviet missile technology as “unreliable 
and old.”183 For some weeks, fi eld commanders decided not to use them 
against U.S. planes since, according to the Soviets, the Chinese had put 
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the North Vietnamese under pressure not to deploy them at all.184 Chi-
nese behavior was indeed curious since the PRC had successfully used the 
same missile to shoot down high-fl ying Taiwanese, U.S.-built spy planes 
since 1959.185

 Once the North Vietnamese army decided to use the missiles in combat, 
Soviet technology proved to be too successful for its own good. On July 
24, at their very fi rst launching, Soviet missiles scored a double kill.186 
Subsequently, U.S. military planners ordered war planes to attack missile 
sites in the DRV systematically.187 American pilots also learned to fool 
the SA-2 radar guidance systems through sharp maneuvers or low ap-
proaches.188 By December, only 9 of 150 missiles launched had hit their 
target.189 The Chinese were more than happy to utilize this development 
for their own propagandistic purposes.190

 Beijing’s joy over the supposedly antiquated Soviet military technology, 
however, could not conceal the fact that its strategy of fomenting national 
liberation and people’s war in the Asian-African-Latin American interme-
diate zone had hit a dead end. In June, on the eve of the Second Afro-Asian 
Conference to be held in Algiers, the Algerian President Mohamed Ahmed 
Ben Bella, one of China’s allies in that intermediate zone, was overthrown. 
Despite the political instability of Algeria, the PRC pushed for convening 
the conference in Algiers in order to exploit its numerical support within 
the Afro-Asian Movement. The conference, however, was ultimately post-
poned to early November 1965. Then, to insult came injury. In Septem-
ber, a right-wing coup in Indonesia not only removed Sukarno but wiped 
out the pro-Chinese Communists. And in the same month, India defeated 
China’s ally Pakistan in a short war over Kashmir.191

 China’s response to these events refl ected its ideological discourse in 
the run-up to the Cultural Revolution. In late September, Foreign Minis-
ter Chen Yi declared that the Chinese people were ready to make “giant 
sacrifi ces” in the “fi ght against U.S. imperialism” and against the “Indian 
and Japanese militarists.” He even stated that the Afro-Asian Conference 
in November would “open up a new front in the struggle against ‘cur-
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rent revisionism.’”192 China’s attempt to mobilize the Asian-African-Latin 
American intermediate zone against Soviet revisionism, however, was 
not well received in the Afro-Asian countries.193 The Second Afro-Asian 
Conference was never convened because the PRC ultimately chose to de-
nounce what it could not completely control.194

 Thus, in the late summer of 1965, the North Vietnamese leadership 
faced diffi cult choices. The VWP was internally split, as Le Duan had 
bemoaned in a Hoc Tap article published in July.195 The Minister of In-
ternal Affairs Ung Van Khiem, who was known for his pro-Soviet views, 
told the Hungarian Ambassador Imre Pehr that the Chinese “theory of 
‘modern revisionism’ is a big lie, for no revisionist would have given such 
a support to the revolutionary struggle of a socialist country as the Soviet 
Union did.”196 An East German report of August 19 claimed that while the 
“fi ghters of the National Liberation Front still believe that only the PRC 
renders aid,” Soviet military aid, worth one million rubles per day, had 
caused “Chinese propaganda about the lack of Soviet aid to lose ground” 
in the DRV. As a result, some of the “sensitive key comrades” in Hanoi 
were considering the “thought of negotiations.” They were increasingly 
convinced, the report continued, that: “The Chinese are ready to fi ght 
to the last Vietnamese, but otherwise are content to be left alone by the 
Americans.”197 The PRC did not fail to note these changes in Hanoi. In a 
circular, also dated August 19, the Chinese Foreign Ministry noted that 
North Vietnam was under the infl uence of “Soviet revisionism,” and had 
not “completely closed the door on peace talks.”198

 In the fi rst half of October, Pham Van Dong traveled to Beijing and 
Moscow to “counsel with the fraternal parties.” By then, the VWP had 
decided to continue the war “with military means,” because it did not 
want to negotiate with the United States from a position of inferior-
ity.199 On Pham’s fi rst stopover in Beijing, Zhou asserted that “during the 
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time Khrushchev was in power, the Soviets could not divide us because 
Khrushchev did not help much. The Soviets are now assisting you. . . . 
The U.S. likes this very much.” He concluded that the DRV “will be bet-
ter without Soviet aid” because the latter provides Moscow with control 
over Hanoi’s foreign policy. He reassured Pham that, unlike the USSR, 
the PRC “never think[s] of selling out Vietnam,” but he bemoaned that, 
alas, “we are always afraid of the revisionists standing between us.”200

 In Moscow some days later, Pham accepted the offer to supply “some 
more hundreds of millions of rubles in aid,” although the Soviets had the 
strong impression that the Chinese had tried to render pressure to the 
contrary on the North Vietnamese. While Moscow agreed with Hanoi’s 
estimate that Washington did not want serious negotiations, it main-
tained that the refusal to negotiate was imprudent. In order to mobi-
lize “support among Afro-Asian nations,” the DRV should go on public 
record with a proposal for negotiations and let the subsequent, nega-
tive American attitude speak for itself. The stiff Vietnamese position, the 
Soviets argued, reminded too many Third World countries of China’s 
current unconstructive position with regard to the Second Afro-Asian 
Conference.201

 Soviet advice did not conform to Mao’s vision. On October 20, he told 
Pham, who passed through Beijing en route to Hanoi, that negotiating 
with the Americans was useless. The PRC, Mao claimed, had been wast-
ing time in low-level diplomatic talks with the United States on Taiwan 
for ten years.202 During Ho Chi Minh’s visit to Beijing in early Novem-
ber, the Chairman asserted that the DRV should not negotiate with the 
United States because “Vietnam will win” the war anyway. Thus, China 
would give only relatively little aid to the DRV, Mao continued, explain-
ing his vision of joint national revolutions in the Asian-African-Latin 
American intermediate zone: “The largest [part of Chinese] assistance 
will be rendered through support for active military action against the 
U.S. in South East Asia (Laos, Thailand, Cambodia). With that, we will 
widen the anti-American front and thereby reduce the burden on the 
conduct of war by the DRV.” The Chairman also urged Ho to cut all 
ties with the revisionist Soviets, warning the VWP about “the position 
it would get in, once revisionism had left the stage.” After his return to 
Hanoi, Ho told a VWP plenum that he was “disappointed” with Beijing: 
“[It is] . . . astonishing that those who do not agree with the attitude of 
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the VWP in all  questions . . . supply greater and more unselfi sh aid. Those 
forces, with which the VWP has a lot of common points of view, . . . at 
the moment render less support than they are capable of.”203

The Michałowski and Shelepin Missions

In late 1965, the Johnson White House looked at Vietnam in gloom 
following an intense military clash between U.S. and DRV troops in Ia 
Drang Valley near the Cambodian border. The incident, which lasted 
from November 13 to 19, revealed the high degree of Northern infi ltra-
tion into the South. It was against this background that, on December 
29, the Johnson administration presented the Fourteen Points, which 
were much closer to the Four Points than Johnson’s Baltimore speech. A 
thirty-seven-day American bombing pause of the DRV followed.204

 As a part of Johnson’s strategy to shore up international support for 
the Fourteen Points by sending U.S. diplomats to 145 countries, W. Aver-
ell Harriman, one of the president’s top diplomats, turned to the Polish 
leader, Władysław Gomułka. In the past, Warsaw not only had been 
highly critical of China’s stand on military aid and peace negotiations, 
but had also shown a particular interest in a new Indochina conference.205 
The Poles decided to send secretly a high-ranking Foreign Ministry rep-
resentative, Jerzy Michałowski, to the Soviet Union, China, and North 
Vietnam with their own version of the Fourteen Points.206 In Moscow, 
Gromyko welcomed the Polish mission in principle, but warned of too 
much enthusiasm. The Soviet foreign minister not only predicted Chinese 
“sabotage” attempts of the mission, but also was doubtful about any suc-
cess in the DRV given that Hanoi had already indicated its opposition to 
the Fourteen Points.207

 The talks Michałowski had with Wang Bingnan, newly appointed 
vice–foreign minister, and Yu Zhan in early January 1966 did not go 
well. The Chinese side called the Fourteen Points President Johnson’s 
“new trick.” Wang Bingnan—who had negotiated on the Taiwan issue 
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with the Americans for many years without any result—told Michałowski 
that “peaceful negotiations are possible in principle, but only after a mili-
tary victory, because nobody has ever won ‘at the green table.’” When 
Wang started to abuse Michałowski verbally, the Polish diplomat de-
cided to end the discussion.208 After his departure, the CCP CC sent a 
letter to its Polish counterpart, accusing Poland of “cooperating with 
imperialism, . . . weakening the anti-imperialist activities of the Asian 
people, [and] isolating and opposing China.” It concluded that China 
could never attend any conference on Indochina.209

 Michałowski’s meetings in Hanoi left him with the impression that the 
North Vietnamese leaders were divided about negotiations. Pham Van 
Dong claimed that they were “day and night think[ing] about how to 
end the war,” but also remarked that the Americans had so far not fully 
realized “how diffi cult this war is for them.” Ho Chi Minh and Foreign 
Minister Nguyen Duy Trinh refused the Fourteen Points, demanding an-
other “Dien Bien Phu” as the basis for a new Indochina conference.210 In 
late January, the North Vietnamese minister in Pyongyang told the East 
Germans that the DRV would attend a conference only together with the 
PRC and the USSR. No conference at all was still better than a failed one, 
because the latter would have “very disadvantageous consequences for 
the struggle in Vietnam.”211

 On January 15, on his way home, Michałowski stopped briefl y in Mos-
cow to report his own impressions to Vice-Foreign Minister Kuznetsov. 
The southern guerillas apparently were frightened of any negotiated set-
tlement, because this would “lessen the infl uence of the NLF.” Given 
that they were largely equipped with Chinese weaponry, they were also 
very receptive to Beijing’s uncompromising stand on negotiations. As 
Michałowski claimed, “relations between the DRV and the National Lib-
eration Front of South Vietnam . . . are highly complicated.”212

 While Michałowski believed that one of the major stepping stones to 
negotiations was the NLF, he probably exaggerated the possibility of con-
fl ict between Hanoi and the southern guerillas. Although the PRC had 
supported the NLF with military equipment, the building of transporta-
tion links to the Ho Chi Minh trail, and—above all—the ideological basis 
for the national liberation war, the chances of Beijing assuming political 
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domination over it were smaller than Michałowski imagined. In the end, 
the southern guerillas were the only leverage the DRV had in any negotia-
tions. Hanoi simply could not accept point thirteen of Johnson’s Fourteen 
Points, which demanded the end of North Vietnamese aggression against 
the south. For the DRV, this would have meant the abandonment of the 
NLF and, by extension, a loss of political infl uence in the RVN.213

 Even before the Michałowski mission, Moscow had toyed with the 
idea of sending its own mission to Beijing and Hanoi, but had encoun-
tered Chinese resistance in the form of ideological warfare. In late Sep-
tember, Chinese propaganda denounced “the Soviet revisionist leading 
group” of taking “another step . . . in becoming an accomplice of U.S. 
imperialism,” referring to the discussion between Soviet and American 
United Nations diplomats on Vietnam.214 On the occasion of the forty-
eighth anniversary of the October Revolution, Beijing announced that 
“compromise between the two lines is out of question.”215 But Moscow 
refused to accept silently Beijing’s polemics any longer. In late Novem-
ber, Pravda remarked that the CPSU had been “striving for the cohesion 
of revolutionary forces” by “refrain[ing] over a year from open polem-
ics.” Now, it charged the CCP with harming “the entire international 
Communist and liberation movement.”216

 On November 28, Leonid Brezhnev wrote to Mao that he rejected “as-
sisting” the PRC in allowing these “unprincipled squabbles” to become a 
justifi cation for China’s “refusal to defend fraternal Vietnam.” He called 
on the Chinese to stop providing the Americans a pretext for escalating 
the war in Vietnam through the public display of disunity in the socialist 
camp. Instead, he concluded, “the CPSU and the CCP, the Soviet and the 
Chinese people as well as the peoples of the socialist camp” should act 
together “in the struggle for the liberation of [all] peoples from the yoke 
of exploitation and for the construction of a communist society.”217

 It was in this context that Moscow sent its own mission, headed by 
CPSU CC members Aleksandr Shelepin and Dmitrii Ustinov, to Beijing 
and Hanoi in early January 1966. On the way to Hanoi, the delega-
tion stopped over in Beijing for a fi fty-minute refueling break, during 
which Li Xiannian and some foreign ministry personnel, but no offi cial 
party representatives, showed up.218 That very day, the CCP also replied 
to Brezhnev’s letter to Mao, accusing the Soviets of “clinging fi rmly to 
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Khrushchev’s policy of appeasing the American aggressors,” for trying to 
win a “right of control, a right of a vote, and a right of representation” 
in the Vietnam question, and for trying to implement “great power chau-
vinism and to split the international communist movement.”219

 In Hanoi, Shelepin conferred primarily with Pham Van Dong, while 
Le Duan, Ho Chi Minh, and Politburo member Le Duc Tho stayed in 
the background. The Soviets had the impression that some pro-Chinese 
comrades in the VWP resented this visit, because they believed that the 
USSR was trying to “detach the DRV from the PR China.” Yet, the Viet-
namese central leaders made clear that “it was now the moment . . . to 
demonstrate a close relationship with the Soviet comrades.”220 Both sides 
agreed that only the Four Points should be the basis for negotiations. 
Pham explained that the DRV was not infl exible; it was internally dis-
cussing how it could determine “the advantageous moment” to bring 
about a negotiated settlement.221 The Soviets agreed but, again, urged the 
North Vietnamese to do more “to explain the four points . . . to world 
public opinion.” But the North Vietnamese and the Soviets differed on 
how to judge the role of the NLF in the war effort. The DRV leadership 
was convinced that NLF activities had thwarted major U.S. military ac-
tions. However, because the U.S. war potential was great, the Vietnamese 
comrades readily admitted to the Soviets that the NLF fi ghters “were un-
able to create a Dien Bien Phu.”222

 Finally, the talks turned to the role of the PRC in the war effort. The 
Soviets urged the Vietnamese to assert themselves against the Chinese, 
because Beijing’s unconstructive position damaged Hanoi’s cause. The 
Vietnamese replied, however, that the DRV was both too small and too 
dependent on Chinese economic assistance to assert itself. Ho Chi Minh, 
though, asserted privately that the current “military aid of the Chinese 
was insignifi cant.”223 The Vietnamese thus urged the Soviets to improve 
relations with the Chinese—for Vietnam’s sake—although they admitted 
that “China’s objections to Soviet aid are unjustifi ed,”224 and that the 
DRV “agreed completely with the Soviet policy toward America.”225
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 The PRC was still unwilling to stop its polemics. During another stop-
over in Beijing on January 13 and 14, Shelepin again suggested joint 
action. Li Xiannian rejected the proposal immediately and instead de-
manded that the USSR bring pressure on the Americans in West Berlin 
and West Germany.226 Some days later, Renmin Ribao propaganda as-
serted that “the Soviet leaders . . . have actively peddled the peace talks 
swindle.”227 It was in this antagonistic context that, on January 18, Zhou 
Enlai demanded that the North Vietnamese cut all ties with the Soviet 
Union.228 
 The failure of the Miyamoto mission from February 10 to April 4 
revealed Mao’s hand in these accusations. The secretary general of the 
Japanese Communist Party, Kenji Miyamoto, visited the PRC with the 
purpose of promoting a socialist united front against U.S. imperialist ag-
gression in Indochina. The trip included a ten-day visit to Hanoi at the 
end of February, during which Le Duan bemoaned how socialist dis-
unity undermined his country’s war effort: “We will be able to effectively 
counterattack if the Soviet Union and China take joint action with Viet-
nam.”229 In two rounds of talks with Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping at 
the beginning and the end of March, Miyamoto was able to work out an 
agreement for an anti-American united front in Asia, although his hosts 
initially demanded that the USSR open up a second front in Europe.230

  With the political support which he got from the North Koreans for 
his mission during a eleven-day trip to Pyongyang,231 Miyamoto fl ew to 
Shanghai to fi nalize the text of the accord with Mao. In the March 28–29 
talks, however, the Chairman insisted that neither Liu nor Deng was au-
thorized to work out such an agreement. Claiming that the Soviet Union 
had ceased to be a socialist country, he instead urged the formation of 
an anti-imperialist and anti-revisionist united front, denigrated Soviet aid 
to Vietnam, and accused his guests of pursuing a strategy in Indochina 
that could only please the revisionists. Although the Japanese party was 
among the few naysayers that had followed Mao’s boycott of the concur-
rent twenty-third CPSU congress, its delegation realized only later how 
ill-timed the visit to Shanghai was. As a matter of fact, the talks with 
Mao occurred immediately after the Chairman’s March 28 decision to 
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attack Peng Zhen’s CRSG in Beijing and his announcement to call for an 
attack on the Central Committee, as related in chapter 9.232

 China’s antagonistic attitude toward negotiations was rooted in Mao’s 
view of the country’s place in the world and, ultimately, its domestic poli-
tics. Starting in 1962, the Chairman had emphasized the Asian-African -
Latin American intermediate zone and subsequently implemented policies 
to exclude Soviet infl uence. Also, since the fall of 1965, the theme of a 
hostile encirclement had become obvious in Chinese public statements. 
A Peking Review article titled “Trends of Imperialism” spoke of an 
“Anti-China Holy Alliance” encompassing the United States, the USSR, 
Japan and India.233 The rhetorical creation of a besieged fortress thus 
became a rationale for domestic action. The Chairman had already used 
this device during the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis. In 1966, the alleged 
anti- imperialist confl ict abroad created the background for the struggle 
against revisionists and capitalists at home. Ostensibly, Mao opposed a 
socialist united front not on the ground of real evidence that Moscow 
was colluding with Washington, but on the basis of his own ideological 
and rhetorical needs in the run-up to the Cultural Revolution.

Vietnam and the Twenty-third CPSU Congress

Against CCP pressure, the VWP sent a delegation to the twenty-third 
CPSU congress. On the way to Moscow, Le Duan passed through Beijing 
on March 22–25.234 Zhou warned him of Soviet attempts “to win your 
trust in a deceitful way,” which aimed at “split[ting] Vietnam and China 
. . . [and] obstructing the struggle and revolution of the Vietnamese peo-
ple.” He apparently believed that Le Duan was fl ying to Moscow for an-
other round of Soviet-Vietnamese military talks. In the end, the Chinese 
prime minister claimed that “opposing the US should necessarily go hand 
in hand with opposing revisionism.”235 According to rumors at the time, 
the Chinese side tried to punish the Vietnamese for their independence by 
curtailing the transport of Soviet military and economic aid through the 
PRC for some weeks.236

 At the congress, both the Soviets and the Vietnamese decided not to 
pour more fuel on the fi re. In his offi cial report on March 29, Leonid 
Brezhnev did not mention China at all when addressing Soviet support 
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for national liberation movements.237 The next day, Le Duan read Ho 
Chi Minh’s greetings, giving thanks for the “warm support and valu-
able assistance of the Soviet Union, China, and other socialist countries,” 
to which the congress responded with “thunderous and extended ap-
plause.”238 In a personal meeting on April 11, Brezhnev asked Le Duan 
to convey a message to Mao that he was ready “to meet with him at any 
time and in any form,” stressing that “improvement of relations between 
the USSR and the PRC would be an effective step to the strengthening of 
the general struggle against imperialism.”239

 Le Duan’s meetings with the Chinese comrades during his stopover 
in Beijing were unpleasant. Having allegedly called the Soviet Union his 
“second motherland” during the CPSU congress,240 the Vietnamese party 
leader was confronted with a “list with all dates and locations, at which 
. . . [he] had made remarks against the Chinese leaders.”241 Zhou prohib-
ited Le from “mention[ing] Chinese aid at the same time as Soviet aid.” 
The PRC, he claimed, considered this “an insult.” Seemingly fed up with 
Chinese accusations, Le Duan rejected the Chinese accusation “that the 
Soviets are selling out Vietnam.”242 In light of the clashes between Le and 
the Chinese leaders, the Vietnamese party subsequently decided not to 
send its own fi rst secretary to Beijing for further negotiations. It wanted 
to preclude the possibility “that the attitude of the Chinese toward the 
DRV worsens.”243 China’s ideological radicalization in the run-up to the 
Cultural Revolution and its impact on the North Vietnamese war effort 
frustrated Ho Chi Minh, who “expressed disagreement with the develop-
ments in China” to Shcherbakov.244

 In the context of its ideological chimeras on world affairs, the Chi-
nese side had long since been chipping away at the Sino-Soviet alliance 
treaty. Since the fall of 1965, Chinese comrades had insinuated that, in 
league with the American imperialists and the Japanese and Indian mili-
tarists, Soviet revisionists were trying to encircle the PRC.245 Starting in 
late February 1966—after the Michałowski and the Shelepin missions—
the Chinese press carried articles that implicitly compared “Soviet . . . 
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 collaboration with the United States in a military encirclement of Com-
munist China” with the “‘capitalist encirclement’ propounded by Stalin 
after the Bolshevik Revolution.”246 On May 17, in an interview with 
Scandinavian journalists, Chen Yi went further, stating that in case of a 
military aggression against the PRC, China “will be forced to wait for 
aid from the USSR.”247 Although the Sino-Soviet military alliance had 
been in dire straits for many years, by 1966 it had effectively died over 
diplomatic and military strategy in Vietnam.

In Argument without End, a collection of edited transcripts from two 
conferences held in the 1990s, American and Vietnamese scholars, to-
gether with participants in the events of almost forty years ago, tried to 
come to terms with why the United States and the DRV had been unable 
to prevent the tragedy of the Vietnam War. While they identifi ed many 
missed opportunities, strangely, they did not address the Soviet and the 
Chinese infl uence.248 Indeed, in the crucial time after the Gulf of Tonkin 
Incident, Moscow and Beijing were important players in the wings.
 The PRC had made commitments to the DRV almost since its founda-
tion on October 1, 1949. They were rooted in both ideological affi nities 
and in Mao’s decision to engage in an active defense against supposed 
American imperialist aggression at three fronts: Korea, Taiwan, and Viet-
nam. This commitment included diplomatic recognition in early 1950, 
military aid during the First Vietnam War, substantial economic aid af-
terward, and renewed military commitments since mid-1964. Yet, from 
the Gulf of Tonkin Incident to mid-February of 1965, Mao remained 
convinced that the door to an international conference should be kept 
open. Following a change of mind, however, Beijing pursued a hard line, 
rejecting any negotiated settlement, advocating people’s war as the only 
method to fi ght the war, and attempting to control, and even limit, Soviet 
military and diplomatic assistance.
 In comparison, Soviet economic and military aid to Vietnam from 
1950 to late 1964 was much smaller than that of the Chinese. In the late 
years of Khrushchev’s rule, Soviet support dwindled, largely as a result 
of the North Vietnamese support for Chinese ideological positions on 
world revolution. This hands-off policy remained in place after the Gulf 
of Tonkin Incident until Khrushchev’s removal from offi ce. Although 
Mao held Khrushchev’s successors to be ideological carbon copies of the 
fallen leader, in fact, they radically overhauled Soviet policy toward the 
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Second Vietnam War, much to the detriment of relations with the United 
States. Indeed, Moscow’s 180-degree turn was so rapid that it surprised, 
and even worried, Beijing.
 China’s hard-line policy combined with the rapidly increasing Soviet 
engagement in Vietnam after mid-February of 1965 exacerbated the ex-
isting Sino-Soviet disagreements. While Mao had always been quick to 
accuse the Soviet Union of great power chauvinism in its relations with 
other socialist countries, China’s policy of trying to defi ne the military 
and political terms of the Second Vietnam War on behalf of the DRV was 
similarly high-handed. Simultaneously, Beijing asserted the right to defi ne 
Sino-Soviet alliance obligations on its own terms. It not only demanded 
that Moscow cut all its relations with Washington, but in early 1966 also 
requested the USSR put pressure on the United States in Berlin and West 
Germany; unless, that is, the Soviet leaders wanted to go down in history 
as traitors to the alliance and to world revolution. The Sino-Soviet treaty, 
however, did not include any provisions that the PRC could invoke if a 
third fraternal country fought with imperialism. It only stipulated “mili-
tary and other assistance” in the event that “one of the High Contracting 
Parties [is] being attacked by Japan or states allied with it.”249 Vietnam 
was not a party to the Sino-Soviet alliance.
 Although Moscow lacked sensitivity toward Beijing’s justifi ed security 
needs, the Chinese accusation of Soviet treason was far-fetched. In fact, 
the post-Khrushchev leadership was willing to engage in the DRV, to 
risk its own specialized troops, its air force, and much aid while endan-
gering relations with the United States with which it was negotiating a 
Nuclear Proliferation Treaty. Concerns over security thus only partially 
explain Chinese hyperbole. In reality, the accusation was politically use-
ful to Mao. It prevented Moscow from what he feared was an attempt to 
wrest control over the Vietnam War from Beijing. It also aligned with the 
intensifying ideological struggle abroad and at home in the run-up to the 
Cultural Revolution. Ultimately, these accusations buried the Sino-Soviet 
military alliance, which Mao had already started to deride years before. 
The Vietnam War simply served as the catalyst for the fi nal collapse of 
the Sino-Soviet military partnership.



Conclusion

Buttressed by the Soviet–Outer Mongolian alliance of January 1966 
and following the fi nal deterioration of Sino-Soviet relations shortly 
thereafter, the USSR stationed troops, heavy weaponry, and even mis-
siles at the Chinese border. By 1968, six divisions were stationed in Outer 
Mongolia1 and another sixteen were stationed at the Sino-Soviet border. 
They faced forty-seven lightly armed Chinese divisions.2

 In November 1967, border skirmishes occurred on the frozen rivers of 
the eastern sector.3 After the fi rst (Chinese) fatalities on January 5, 1968,4 
the CCP MAC cabled instructions to the Shenyang military region on the 
planning of a “counterattack in self-defense” at a “politically opportune 
moment.” While no more clashes occurred before the ice thawed,5 incidents 
did resume the following winter.6 On February 19, 1969, the PLA General 
Staff and the PRC Foreign Ministry agreed to an ambush on Zhenbao/ 
Damanskii Island planned by Heilongjiang provincial military command.7

 On March 2, Soviet border troops opened fi re as soon as they real-
ized that they were facing an ambush. At least thirty-one Soviet border 
guards were killed; the number of Chinese troops lost is unknown.8 Sud-
denly fearing a “large-scale confl ict,”9 the PRC wanted to limit the scale 
of the confrontation, as Zhou told Chen Xilian, the commander of the 
Shenyang military region: “We are rational, . . . if we start war it will be 
part of a world war, we don’t want to expand the confl ict.”10
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 The March 2 incident completely surprised Moscow.11 Although the 
USSR informed its East European allies about “necessary steps to prevent 
further border violations,”12 Soviet border troops and regular units were 
ordered to counterattack. The Soviet ambush in the early morning hours 
of March 15, however, did not go as planned.13 Although the Chinese 
lost a high but unsubstantiated number of lives while the Soviets suffered 
relatively few fatalities, the PRC was able to maintain its positions on the 
island.14

 The failure to retake Zhenbao/Damanskii Island came as a shock to 
the Soviet leadership. As early as the afternoon of March 15, Soviet radio 
stations beamed Chinese-language broadcasts into the PRC elaborating 
on the capabilities of the Soviet nuclear missiles.15 Although no more 
clashes occurred on the frozen rivers in the Eastern sector, both sides 
continued to militarize the entire length of the border.16

 Beijing was equally concerned about its international position. On 
March 14 (American time), at almost the same time as the Soviet am-
bush in the early morning of March 15 (East Asian time), U.S. President 
Richard Nixon offi cially announced the establishment of a new Anti-
 Ballistic Missile system. In an attempt to ensure continued nuclear nego-
tiations with the Soviets, the president publicly justifi ed this system not as 
a safeguard against a Soviet strike but as one against “any attack by the 
Chinese Communists that we can foresee over the next 10 years.”17 This 
revelation disturbed Mao greatly. In a meeting of the Cultural Revolu-
tion leadership on the afternoon of March 15, he admitted: “We are now 
isolated. No one wants to make friends with us.”18

 A March 21 attempt by Kosygin to reach Mao by the high-frequency 
phone line failed because the Chinese operator refused to connect the 
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call, cursing the Soviet prime minister as a “revisionist element.”19 Zhou 
was aghast: “The two countries are at war, one cannot chop the mes-
senger.”20 He proposed to Mao to keep the communication channels of 
the foreign ministry open. The Chairman agreed: “Immediately prepare 
to hold diplomatic negotiations.”21 No high-level negotiations, however, 
materialized.
 Under Soviet prodding,22 the two sides eventually agreed to fi fteen 
rounds of talks by the low-level Sino-Soviet Commission on the Naviga-
tion of Boundary Rivers between June 18 and August 8.23 Five days after 
their collapse, another major border clash occurred at the western sector 
of the Sino-Soviet border.24 In its immediate aftermath, the USSR again 
threatened nuclear war.25 In reality, though, the Soviet leadership was in 
a stalemate over the use of nuclear weapons and would eventually dis-
miss it as an unfeasible option against a populous country like China.26

 At an August 18 lunch meeting, Boris Davydov, the second secretary of 
the Soviet Embassy in Washington, asked William Stearman, a midlevel 
State Department offi cial, “point blank what the US would do if the Soviet 
Union attacked and destroyed China’s nuclear installations.”27 The lack 
of Soviet documentation, however, makes it diffi cult to assert whether this 
was a bluff or actual policy. Anyway, nine days later, the State Depart-
ment and the CIA announced that the USSR had reportedly sounded out 
its Warsaw Pact allies about “a conventional attack to destroy China’s 
nuclear weapons center at Lop Nor.”28 The following day, once Beijing 
had received the news,29 it ordered the general mobilization of the PLA 
and massive civilian and military preparations against a Soviet attack.30
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 On September 9, 1969, under pressure from the communist parties 
of Romania, North Vietnam, and Italy to fi nd a negotiated solution,31 
Kosygin tried to contact the Chinese delegation during Ho Chi Minh’s 
funeral service in Hanoi.32 The Soviet prime minister met his Chinese 
counterpart two days later at Beijing Airport. After reviewing Sino-
 Soviet relations,33 Kosygin and Zhou agreed to normalize governmental 
relations and to seek a negotiated solution to the border problems.34 In 
the immediate aftermath, Mao and Zhou were hopeful that the prospect 
of negotiations would diffuse the border confl ict.35 The Chinese prime 
minister even started to draft a letter with concrete proposals to relax 
the situation.36

 On September 16, however, Soviet leaks on preparations for an air 
raid on the PRC nuclear weapons test site alarmed the Chinese leader-
ship yet again.37 Although the U.S. embassy in Moscow assumed that 
they were a part of psychological warfare,38 Mao and Zhou grew suspi-
cious about the motives behind Kosygin’s visit to China. Comparing it 
with Japan’s duplicitous behavior before the attack on Pearl Harbor, the 
Chinese leadership came to believe that the USSR was using diplomacy 
to mask its war preparations.39 Of particular concern to Beijing was the 
fact that Washington had not indicated where it stood on the matter after 
it had revealed Moscow’s supposed diplomatic inquiries in East Europe 
on August 27. In another instance of erroneous historical analogy, the 
Chinese leadership concluded that the United States not only supported 
Soviet policies but deliberately waited for war to break out, as it had in 
both world wars, in order to reap the spoils after joining in later.40 The 
fi nal version of Zhou’s letter to Kosygin, sent on September 18, included 

 31 According to what the Romanians told the Americans later: “Airgram from U.S. UN 
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not only proposals on border negotiations but also the demand to stop 
threats against China’s nuclear weapons project.41

 At the same time, the Chinese leadership started with emergency prep-
arations for war. When Moscow’s September 26 reply asked for nego-
tiations to begin in the Chinese capital on October 10, Beijing believed 
this reply indicated the approximate date when war would begin. While 
Zhou immediately responded with a request to postpone the talks for 
another ten days,42 presumably to gain more time for war preparations, 
Lin Biao nevertheless ordered the PLA on full alert on September 30 in 
anticipation of a Soviet attack on China’s National Day, October 1.43

 Although the Chinese leadership was surprised when the Soviet attack 
did not come on October 1, it remained suspicious.44 War preparations 
continued.45 In the expectation of a Soviet attack around the start of the 
border negotiations on October 20, the top Chinese leaders left Beijing 
for different locations throughout the PRC with the dual purpose of es-
caping possible capture and of being in the right places to lead local gue-
rilla wars after the Soviet invasion.46 Simultaneously, a mass campaign to 
build air-raid shelters gathered momentum in urban centers.47 On Octo-
ber 17, Lin Biao ordered the PLA on emergency alert.48

 The Soviet Union, however, attacked neither after the start of the Sino-
Soviet border talks nor after their failure on December 11.49 Neverthe-
less, the PRC continued to suffer from a “war psychosis” given that the 
border rivers would soon freeze.50 The relative quiet on the Sino- Soviet 
borders in the winter of 1969/70 eventually convinced the Chinese lead-
ership that the worst was over. On May 1, Mao Zedong received the 
head of the Soviet border negotiation delegation on Tiananmen—a rare 
honor—announcing: “We should negotiate well, should have good-
neighborly relations, should be patient, and only fi ght with words.”51
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In a narrow sense, the Sino-Soviet crisis in 1969 was the product of a 
limited, premeditated border skirmish gone awry. The combination of 
hardball tactics by the Soviets and of the negative impact of China’s self-
isolation on its ability to function in international relations helped to 
bring about a veritable war scare in the PRC. In a larger perspective, the 
border confl ict was the consequence of territorial disputes that predated, 
but were exacerbated by, the Sino-Soviet ideological disputes. The bor-
der clashes were not a part of the Sino-Soviet Split, just its most visible 
consequence.
 What caused the Sino-Soviet Split? While many factors were signifi -
cant, this book has argued that among all the causes, ideology was the 
most important. Ideological disagreements revolved around three issues: 
economic development, de-Stalinization, and international relations—
peaceful coexistence and world revolution.
 As early as 1955, Mao had rejected the socioeconomic development 
model (Bureaucratic Stalinism) the PRC had adopted from the USSR. 
The structural economic crisis China faced in the mid-1950s was genuine. 
While the industrial sector had grown as a result of Soviet investments, 
agriculture continued to lag behind and thus threatened the country’s 
economic health. Because Soviet credits were ending in the late 1950s, 
a surplus of agricultural products was supposed both to maintain the 
industrial sector and to repay the loans. Mao thus concluded that only 
rapid agricultural development could fulfi ll both these needs. However, 
the solution—Mao’s promotion of rural policies similar to Revolutionary 
Stalinism—was highly ideological rather than pragmatic. It is important 
to note that there was no absence of alternatives; the Chinese leadership 
discussed Bukharinite, Titoist, and Bureaucratic Stalinist solutions, but 
Mao rejected all of them for ideological reasons. Nonsocialist policies, as 
adapted after his death, did not even cross his mind. The Socialist High 
Tide was eventually launched in the second half of 1955 but ran into 
problems similar to, though not as severe as, those of Stalin’s agricultural 
policies from the early 1930s.
 The failure of the Socialist High Tide became apparent in early 1956, 
at the same time that Khrushchev began criticizing Stalin. At its eighth 
congress in September, the CCP returned to Bureaucratic Stalinist so-
cioeconomic policies. Under the infl uence of the Hungarian Revolu-
tion, however, Mao again rethought that development model. Unlike 
Khrushchev, who promoted de-Stalinization in the political and ideo-
logical sphere (see below), the Chairman was willing to consider the de-
Stalinization of China’s economic system. The resulting liberal political 
and economic experiments in early 1957, however, did not survive the 
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Anti-Rightist Campaign of the summer. Criticism raised by intellectuals 
and technical specialists during the Hundred Flowers Campaign discred-
ited both Bureaucratic Stalinism and these experiments.
 The Great Leap Forward was a great fl ight away from the problems 
that had emerged in the 1955–57 period. Even more radical than the 
Socialist High Tide, it took inspiration from Revolutionary Stalinism, 
the Yan’an myths, and Mao’s criticism of Bureaucratic Stalinism. Its col-
lapse in late 1960 triggered a short period of sensible reform, which Mao 
increasingly considered a reintroduction of capitalism in China. The de-
bates on economic policy from 1962 to 1966 were largely a function of 
the Chinese leadership struggle before the Cultural Revolution.
 The Sino-Soviet disputes over political and ideological de-Stalinization 
that emerged in 1956 quickly overshadowed the Chinese disagreement 
with the Bureaucratic Stalinist economic development model. Khrush-
chev’s condemnation of Stalin’s personality cult threatened to undermine 
the domestic position of the Chairman. Mao thus tried to pursue the 
double strategy of limiting the discussion of de-Stalinization in the PRC 
and using Stalin’s supposed mistakes in the Chinese revolution to protect 
his own personality cult. The eighth CCP congress, however, undercut 
some of Mao’s prerogatives for a brief time. While considering the de-
Stalinization of China’s economy, the Chairman blamed Khrushchev’s 
political and ideological de-Stalinization for the Polish October and the 
Hungarian Revolution. Using his extraordinary skill at political maneu-
vering and manipulation, he was eventually able to overturn the deci-
sions of the eighth CCP congress. Simultaneously, he launched the Great 
Leap Forward with the stated aim of avoiding the mistakes Stalin had 
committed in the early 1930s.
 By 1959, Mao’s personal and political ambitions triggered criticism 
both at home and abroad. As the Lushan conference in mid-1959 re-
vealed, several Chinese leaders disagreed both with his Stalin-like per-
sonality cult and his deceptively positive portrayal of the Great Leap 
Forward. Fearing for his political survival, Mao turned this well-founded 
criticism into a supposed conspiracy against him. While he was able to 
overcome his mostly imaginary foes at home, the Soviet comrades in-
creasingly saw him as a second Stalin. De-Stalinization subsequently dis-
appeared, almost completely, as a topic in the Sino-Soviet debates, with 
the exception of the twenty-second CPSU congress in 1961 and the Stalin 
polemic of 1963.
 The major issue that dominated Sino-Soviet debates in the 1960s—the 
correct policy line in international relations—had been only a minor ir-
ritant in Sino-Soviet disagreements during most of the 1950s. In 1954, 
together with India, China had proclaimed peaceful coexistence—Pancha 
Shila. Khrushchev’s proposal for peaceful coexistence at the twentieth 



Conclusion • 347

CPSU congress in early 1956 expanded this idea into the arena of super-
power confl ict. Initially, the PRC supported Khrushchev’s new policy in 
the hope that it might solve the Taiwan Question. However, the Polish 
October and the Hungarian Revolution prompted the fi rst doubts, which 
were eventually reinforced by the failure of Khrushchev’s peaceful co-
existence policy to produce tangible results in the Taiwan Question. The 
Second Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1958 was Mao’s deliberate challenge to 
Khrushchev’s strategy of peaceful coexistence.
 During 1959, Mao’s criticism of Khrushchev’s conduct in international 
affairs changed from the rejection of peaceful coexistence to radical sup-
port for world revolution. This change of heart was the result of two 
mutually enforcing developments. On the one hand, China’s hard-line re-
sponse to the Tibetan Uprising not only destroyed Pancha Shila but also 
provoked the Sino-Indian Border War. On the other, Mao’s views on in-
ternational relations had been radicalized since early 1959. Although the 
Second Taiwan Strait Crisis had sorted out some of the issues between 
the United States and China, the Chairman, more strongly than before, 
saw American imperialism in the darkest colors.
 After the Lushan meeting, Mao developed uncompromising views on 
the correct kind of relationship that socialist countries could have with 
imperialist ones. This, however, did not prevent the PRC from cooper-
ating with them economically after the 1960 withdrawal of the Soviet 
specialists. By 1962, the Chairman discarded the socialist camp as the 
primary agent in world revolution and, instead, turned his sights on na-
tional liberation movements in the Asian-African-Latin American inter-
mediate zone. In turn, he accused the Soviet Union of selling out world 
revolution and of instigating the restoration of capitalism.
 The ideological debates on economic development, de-Stalinization, 
and world revolution raise a fundamental question: did the Chinese lead-
ers in general, and Mao in particular, use ideology as a genuine belief 
system or as an instrumental device? Clearly, the Chinese leaders were 
committed communists from a very early point in their political careers, 
though their individual understanding of Marxism-Leninism varied. 
There is no evidence that they were pure cynics who used ideological 
claims in a deceitful manner to achieve goals contrary to larger Marxist-
Leninist postulates.
 There are several clear instances when ideology served either as a belief 
system or as an instrumental device. The basic conception of the Great 
Leap Forward, on the one hand, grew out of a genuine belief in its ideo-
logical correctness. This does not contradict the fact that it was foolish, 
because a lack of understanding of Marxism-Leninism does not preclude 
a sincere belief in it. There are several instances, on the other hand, in 
which Mao used ideological arguments to protect his own position, such 
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as in the spring of 1956 or in the summer of 1959. During the Anti-
Rightist Campaign of 1957, the Chinese leadership collectively used pro-
nunciations of ideological correctness to smother political dissent inside 
and outside of the party. And in mid-1959 and after the summer of 1962, 
Mao used the same tactic to attempt to silence dissent within the party 
leadership.
 De-Stalinization, from the Secret Speech to the Anti-Party Incident to 
the twenty-second CPSU congress, rattled Sino-Soviet relations, although 
it was primarily rooted in genuine Soviet internal debates between old 
Stalinist stalwarts and reformers over the future of the USSR. In compari-
son, Mao’s instrumental use of ideology in domestic politics contributed 
to the worsening of Sino-Soviet relations to a much greater degree. His 
increasing, though probably unfounded, suspicion during the fi rst half of 
the 1960s that his fellow leaders were out to depose him led the Chairman 
to exaggerate Soviet revisionism for domestic political purposes.
 Yet, the mutual infl uence of domestic and foreign policy was a two-
way street, particularly in China. Events in Hungary in late 1956, for 
example, greatly infl uenced Mao’s thinking on reform at home. Without 
the Hungarian Revolution, he would not have revisited the viability of 
Bureaucratic Stalinism for China nor would he have been willing to en-
gage in liberal experiments. Conversely, the extremism of the Great Leap 
Forward demanded the instigation of a foreign policy crisis for mobiliza-
tion purposes. Indeed, the timing of the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis was 
closely linked to the launching of the commune movement and other 
radical policies in the later summer of 1958. Similarly, in the mid-1960s, 
Mao seemed to accelerate the Sino-Soviet split for his domestic agenda in 
the run-up to the Cultural Revolution.
 Apart from ideology and its connections to domestic politics, sev-
eral other factors helped to intensify Sino-Soviet antagonism. There is 
no doubt that the newly established PRC sought security in an alliance 
with the USSR against what it perceived as an inherently aggressive, re-
vanchist, and imperialist United States. Yet, this ideologically distorted 
view of the world only helped to create greater security problems after 
1949. China’s recognition of the DRV and its commitment to the Korean 
War even before its outbreak elicited the stiffening of American positions 
on Vietnam, Taiwan, and Korea. Not only did the continued militari-
zation of these three fronts over the following two decades exacerbate 
the negative consequences of the country’s increasing self-isolation but 
it also threatened to undermine the Sino-Soviet alliance. After provoking 
the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1958, the PRC tried to involve the 
Soviet Union in a nuclear war with the United States. It was one of the 
reasons why Moscow approved nuclear negotiations with Washington. 
Although the ensuing LNTB did not restrict the PRC from developing 
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its own nuclear weapons, it was a major political blow for the country 
and its place in world affairs. Finally, China’s active defense of Vietnam 
since 1950, as well as its constant emphasis on national liberation since 
1962, helped to undermine its security after the Gulf of Tonkin Incident 
in August 1964.
 In addition, the unequal positions of the two alliance partners within 
the international system increasingly separated them. On the one hand, 
the Soviet Union was a world power with an increasing number of com-
mitments. These obligations, such as the Soviet-Indian friendship and su-
perpower rapprochement over nuclear weapons, were at the root of some 
of the problems in the Sino-Soviet alliance. The PRC, on the other hand, 
was a regional power with a limited number of commitments; it was also 
a country that became increasingly isolated after the late 1950s, largely 
on account of Mao’s choice. Despite claims of equality within the social-
ist camp and despite its difference in size from most other socialist states, 
the PRC was never equal to the Soviet Union in either the socialist camp 
or in world affairs. Although Chinese claims to that effect gained ac-
ceptance among some socialist states and a small number of communist 
parties, the majority of the international communist movement regarded  
Mao’s China as the odd man out.
 What set Mao apart from other wannabe leaders of the socialist camp 
was not only the size of the country he headed or the ideological preten-
sions he entertained, but the talent and tenacity with which he exploited 
confl ict among diverse Soviet commitments across the world. Soviet-
American rapprochement in 1959–60 served Mao to launch public po-
lemics in early 1960, the LNTB helped him to prove the revisionism of 
the Soviet leadership, and the Second Vietnam War, despite Moscow’s 
support of Hanoi, provided a platform from which the Chairman could 
accuse Soviets of duplicity. Mao’s skills were almost matched by Khrush-
chev’s clumsiness. The USSR was imprudent in responding so negatively 
to both the Sino-Indian Border Wars and the Chinese polemics of 1963–
64. Soviet reactions were also often disproportionate, as revealed by the 
withdrawal of the specialists in 1960.
 There is no doubt that personality issues contributed to the worsening of 
the Sino-Soviet alliance. Mao’s eccentricity and megalomania irritated the 
Soviets. His claim that the Great Leap Forward would enable the PRC to 
enter communism before the Soviet Union was galling to Khrushchev. The 
Chairman’s arrogance peaked in 1963 when he claimed that Beijing had 
become the center of world revolution. Khrushchev’s behavior, however, 
could be equally harmful to Sino-Soviet relations. As his 1958 proposal to 
station submarines in China revealed, he did not fully understand Chinese 
sensitivities over sovereignty. The Soviet leader could also be brash and 
downright rude, especially when, in early 1960, he compared Mao to an 



350 • Conclusion

old pair of discarded shoes, or, the following year, he told Zhou that the 
CPSU no longer needed the advice of the CCP.
 Territorial confl icts, by contrast, were not at the root of the Sino- Soviet 
confl ict. Although the mutual border was partially unmarked and the 
PRC had not really relinquished its claim on Outer Mongolia, confl icts 
emerged only in the wake of the ideological disputes that began in 1960. 
Tenuous evidence suggests that China instigated border incidents in order 
to exploit them in ongoing Sino-Soviet negotiations, regardless of their 
relation to or independence of the border issues.
 Finally, accidents contributed to the collapse of the Sino-Soviet part-
nership. Most importantly, the U-2 Incident was a propaganda boon for 
the CCP, which did not waste any time to press its radical ideological 
points while alienating the CPSU and its allies in the process. The Cuban 
Missile Crisis in 1962 and the Malinovskii incident two years later had 
a similarly inadvertent negative impact. However, had it not been for 
Mao’s willingness to use them for his own needs, they would not have 
had such disproportionably negative effects on Sino-Soviet relations.
 This all brings us to a crucial question: could the split have been avoided 
if the one or the other factor had been removed from these events? Obvi-
ously, counterfactuals are not hard evidence; they are only argumentative 
devices that, if applied carefully, help us to consider possible alternatives. 
What if, for example, Stalin had not died but continued to live into old 
age, been intellectually alert, and remained politically active? In that case, 
the ideological disagreements would not have emerged, or at least not 
in such an acute form. Mao would certainly not have enjoyed the same 
room to maneuver that Khrushchev unwittingly allowed him to occupy. 
Indeed, Stalin’s seniority, combined with his distinctively central position 
in the communist world, would have hardly allowed for ideological or 
political plurality. Given that Khrushchev played the China card in 1954 
and 1957 in order to buy Chinese support for his struggle against the 
remaining Stalinist stalwarts, Stalin’s continued presence at the helm of 
the Soviet Union would probably not have led to the greater economic 
assistance that the PRC actually received after his death. Even if the great 
Soviet dictator was not prone to committing gaffes or embarking on ad-
venturous policies as Khrushchev repeatedly did, he still had his track 
record of devastating blunders that might have had a negative effect on 
his relations with Mao. Furthermore, his history of selling out foreign 
communist parties whenever it served his purposes might not have boded 
well for China. Stalin was an international leader who demanded loyalty 
from everybody else but was loath to return any.
 What if Khrushchev had not come to power but the Soviet Union had 
been run by another leader closer to Stalin’s outlook? While many of 
the considerations in the paragraph above probably apply, developments 
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in Sino-Soviet relations after 1953 would have also been dependent on 
who exactly succeeded Stalin. One of Stalin’s closest associates that had 
participated in the October Revolution certainly would have commanded 
a great degree, though not all, of Stalin’s authority in the communist 
world. A junior leader, by contrast, would have faced Mao’s scrutiny, 
given that the Chairman dismissed the younger Khrushchev as immature 
as early as 1956. Such a successor might also have initiated necessary 
domestic reforms to shore up popular support, though on a smaller scale 
and with greater caution than Khrushchev. This might have led to a lim-
ited pluralism within the socialist world that, in turn, may have provided 
Mao with enough leeway to push through his own radical ideas. Regard-
less, the potential for confl ict would certainly have been smaller.
 What if Mao had died early or had been removed from power between 
1956 and 1966? Since he was the dominant person in the worsening 
Sino-Soviet relationship, this is probably the most signifi cant counterfac-
tual consideration. As in Lenin’s case, Mao’s early death would have en-
abled him to enter history as a great revolutionary without being blamed 
for his subsequent mistakes while running China. Similarly, his removal 
for political mistakes at the eighth CCP congress in 1956, at the Lushan 
meeting in 1959, or at the 7,000-Cadres Conference in 1962 would have 
prevented him from causing further damage to the economic health and 
physical security of the PRC. There is little doubt that Mao was one of 
the most radical among the Chinese top leaders. Although Zhou, Liu, 
and Deng repeatedly sided with the Chairman by supporting his extreme 
policies, there is enough evidence to suggest that all three were compara-
tively moderate leaders who were capable of implementing reasonable 
policies. They also lacked the infl ated ego of the Chairman, which made 
collective decision making in China so diffi cult and teamwork almost 
impossible. While Sino-Soviet disagreements may have been much less 
confrontational, the alliance might still have lost its internal glue over 
time. It would have been unlikely, however, for the alliance to degenerate 
into outright hostility.
 What were the actual chances for Mao to be removed from power? 
In fact, they seemed to be limited from the beginning and were getting 
progressively smaller as the Sino-Soviet disagreements continued. Mao’s 
personality cult, which the party had nourished since 1945 for political 
reasons, had, in the mind of many Chinese citizens, inextricably linked 
the Chairman to the new regime. As Zhang Wentian realized in 1959, 
Mao’s removal may have meant a mortal blow to the party and, in turn, 
to the communist regime at large. In a perverse sense, then, the CCP was 
stuck with Mao; even if many party members might have disagreed with 
his radical positions, he had become indispensable to the continuation of 
communist rule.
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 Finally, was there anything Khrushchev could have done to prevent 
the Sino-Soviet split after his delivery of the Secret Speech? Although the 
Soviet leader should have done many things differently, it still does not 
mean that an alternative course of action could have prevented the alli-
ance from collapse. Khrushchev’s impulsiveness, his lack of consideration, 
and his propensity to make unfounded claims or embark on adventurous 
but potentially damaging policies all contributed to the split. However, 
they were not major factors in bringing about the split. The principal 
problem was that once he had let the genie of ideological pluralism out of 
the bottle, only a master politician could have tempted it back in. Thus, 
with de-Stalinization, the Soviet empire of ideological unity had vanished 
forever. Yet, as the worsening of Sino-Soviet relations continued, there 
was increasingly less left for Khrushchev to keep the alliance alive—short 
of complete ideological surrender. Of course, no great power would have 
ceded leadership of its domain to an ally that was militarily less powerful, 
economically weaker, and run by a radical megalomaniac. Only in Mao’s 
fantasy world was this possible; few inside the PRC and even fewer out-
side, however, shared the Chairman’s monumental delusions.



Essay on the Sources

After much thought, I decided to replace a conventional bibliography 
with an essay on the most important sources. The inclusion of a chapter-
length, comprehensive bibliography in this book would have required 
substantial cuts to all chapters. A complete bibliography is available for 
downloading on the PUP website as long as this book is in print (http://
pup.princeton.edu/) and on my own offi cial university website.
 I had the good fortune of using a unique combination of archival sources 
and published material from China, the former Soviet Union, Poland, for-
mer East Germany, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Bulgaria, Italy, and the 
United States. Many of these sources became available either after the end 
of the Cold War or only very recently.
 For the Chinese side, published documents and memoirs have been the 
most important basis for this book. Particularly useful were Jianguo yilai 
Mao Zedong wengao ( JYMW),1 which reproduces many internal docu-
ments, and Neibu cankao (NC),2 the confi dential news bulletin for the top 
party leadership, which contains intelligence on domestic events and trans-
lations of foreign news reports. Neibu cankao provides unique insights 
into what information China’s central leaders received on a daily basis.
 Although no personal recollection by any of China’s highest leaders 
has surfaced, many of their immediate subordinates and assistants have 
published memoirs. They are frequently Sino-centric and unapologetic, 
but they nevertheless contain interesting details on Sino-Soviet relations. 
The most important personal recollection is Wu Lengxi’s Shinian lunzhan 
(WLX).3 Wu attended many of the Politburo meetings relevant to foreign 
relations as the semi-offi cial note taker and debriefed Chinese leaders 
after meetings with Soviet leaders. Despite its Mao-centered outlook, it 
will remain the most important source on the making of Chinese foreign 
relations for the 1956–66 period in the near future.4 Other important, 

 1 Mao Zedong, Jianguo yilai Mao Zedong wengao, 13 vols. (Beijing: Zhongyang wen-
xian, 1987–98).
 2 Xinhua tongxunshe, Neibu cankao (Beijing: Xinhua tongxunshe, 1949–).
 3 Wu Lengxi, Shinian lunzhan, 1956–1966 (Beijing: Zhongyang wenxian, 1999).
 4 John Garver, “Review Article: Mao’s Soviet Policies,” China Quarterly 173 (March 
2003), 197.
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though less detailed, memoirs come from Russian language interpreters,5 
Mao’s secretaries,6 economic specialists,7 party and governmental diplo-
mats,8 and interview projects.9 Despite some initial doubts, the occasion-
ally sensational memoirs of Mao’s personal physician Li Zhisui turned 
out to be a relatively reliable source that I could verify through compari-
sons with other Chinese memoirs and even Russian documents.10

 Political considerations and restricted access to original documenta-
tion pose great problems for Chinese secondary literature. Nevertheless, 
several insightful and critical analyses of China’s foreign relations11 and 

 5 Li Yueran, “Huiyi Mao Zedong Zhuxi,” Pei Jianzhang, ed., Xin Zhongguo waijiao 
feng yun, vol. 2 (Beijing: Shijie zhishi, 1991), 1–14. Li, Waijiao wutai shang de Xin Zhong-
guo lingxiu (Beijing: Jiefangjun, 1989). Li, “Woguo tong Sulian shangtan,” Jianzhang, Xin 
Zhongguo, vol. 2, 15–18. Li, “Wo zai Zhou Enlai shenbian gongzuo de pianduan huiyi,” 
Jianzhang, Xin Zhongguo, vol. 1, 86–98. Shi Zhe, “With Mao and Stalin,” Chinese Histo-
rians 5/1, 35–46. Shi, and Li Haiwen, Zai lishi juren shenbian, rev. and exp. ed. (Beijing: 
Zhongyang wenxian, 1998). Yan Mingfu, “Huiyi liangci Mosike huiyi he Hu Qiaomu,” 
Dangdai Zhongguo shi yanjiu 1997/3, 6–21. Yan, “Peng Zhen zai Bujialeisite huiyi shang,” 
Dangdai Zhongguo shi yanjiu 1998/3, 71–86. Yan, “Yi Zhou zongli 1964nian fang Su,” 
Zhonggong dangshi ziliao 65, 7–19.
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wenji, 3 vols. in 4 books (Haikou: Nanfang, 1999). For Lin Ke: Wang Fang, ed., “Mao 
Zedong bang le lao Jiang yi ba,” Chang Cheng, ed., Zhiqingzhe shuo, vol. 1 (Zhongguo 
qingnian, 1995), 125–48. Wang, ed., “Xiaosa moru Mao Zedong,” Cheng, Zhiqingzhe 
shuo, vol. 1, 95–124.
 7 Bo Yibo, “The Making of the ‘Lean-to-One Side’ Decision,” Chinese Historians 5/1, 
57–62. Bo, Ruogan zhongda juece yu shijian de huigu, 2 vols. (Beijing: Zhonggong zhong-
yang dangxiao, 1991–93).
 8 Hao Deqing, “Waijiao gongzuo sanshinian,” Waijiaobu waijiaoshi yanjiushi bian, Dang-
dai Zhongguo shijie waijiao shengya, vol. 2 (Beijing: Shijie zhishi, 1995), 63–70. Liu Xiao, 
Chushi Sulian banian (Beijing: Dangshi ziliao, 1998). Liu Ying, “Bu xunzhang de dashi,” 
Waijiaobu, Dangdai, vol. 2 (Beijing: Shijie zhishi, 1995), 1–29. Su Shifang, “Guanyu 50 - 
niandai wo guo cong Sulian jinkou jishu he chengtao shebei de huigu,” Dangdai Zhongguo 
shi yanjiu 1998/5, 48–50. Wu Xiuquan, Eight Years in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(Beijing: New World, 1985). Yu Zhan, “Yici bu xunchang de shiming,” Jianzhang, Xin 
Zhongguo, vol. 3, 14–30. Zhang Dequn, “Zai Mosike liunian ban,” Zhonggong dangshi 
ziliao 58, 31–41. Zhu Zhongli, “Wang Jixiang waijiao shengya zong yi,” Waijiaobu, Dang-
dai, vol. 1 (Beijing: Shijie zhishi, 1994), 1–33.
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the history of the PRC12 have been published. Nianpu (life chronicles) 
of Peng Dehuai (PDHNP) and Zhou Enlai (ZELNP1-3)13 are obviously 
based on archival documentation otherwise not available, as are the bi-
ographies of Mao Zedong and Wang Jiaxiang.14 
 On the whole, Chinese published sources are especially strong for 
the 1950s and the early 1960s. For the period after 1964, however, the 
quantity and quality of primary documentation, memoirs, and secondary 
works quickly decline. Particularly with regard to foreign relations, the 
inward turn of the PRC in the run-up to and during the Cultural Revolu-
tion was devastating. More generally speaking, Chinese authorities seem 
still reluctant to allow research on one of the darkest phases in modern 
Chinese history.
 Unfortunately, the Zhongyang Dang’anguan (CCP Central Archive), 
which contains the most important primary documentation on the history 
of the PRC, is still closed. Nevertheless, I found very interesting sources in 
the Jiangsu Sheng Dang’anguan ( Jiangsu Provincial Archives; JSSDAG), 
including transcripts of Politburo meetings, speeches and reports by cen-
tral leaders, CC directives, and memoranda. The holdings at JSSDAG on 
foreign relations are particularly strong for the 1958–64 period, during 
which the central leadership tried to mobilize the provincial party for its 
domestic and foreign policies. Apart from an interesting group of docu-
ments on the war preparations of 1965, very few documents on foreign 
relations are available for the 1964–68 period, with none accessible for 
subsequent years. By mid-2006, just as this manuscript entered its fi nal 
writing stage, the Waijiaobu Dang’anguan (PRC Foreign Ministry Ar-
chive) opened selected holdings for the 1956–60 period. After consult-
ing several historians who were among the fi rst to work with the newly 
opened collections, I concluded that these documents, which mostly stem 
from the bureaucracy but occasionally include conversations by Mao and 
Zhou with foreign (but not Soviet) representatives, would only add more 
detail rather than additional substance to the manuscript. In the end, his-
torical monographs are always unfi nished construction sites.

 12 Chen Shihui, “1959nian Lushan huiyi jishi,” Zhonggong dangshi ziliao 28, 111–49. 
Pei Jianzhang and Wang Taiping, Zhonghua renmin gongheguo waijiaoshi, 3 vols. (Beijing: 
Shijie zhishi, 1994). Xiao Donglian, Qiusuo Zhongguo, 2 vols. (Beijing: Hongqi, 1999). 
Zhu Ren, “Lishi zai zheli guaiwan,” Chang, Zhiqingzhe shuo, 2nd ser., vol. 4 (Zhongguo 
qingnian, 1999), 93–143.
 13 Wang Yanzhu, ed., Peng Dehuai nianpu (Beijing: Shijie zhishi, 1998). Zhonggong 
zhongyang wenxian yanjiushi bian, Zhou Enlai nianpu, 1949–1976, 3 vols. (Beijing: 
Zhongyang wenxian, 1997). 
 14 Zhonggong zhongyang wenxian yanjiushi bian, Mao Zedong zhuan (1949–1976), 2 
vols. (Beijing: Zhongyang wenxian, 2003). Xu Zehao, Wang Jiaxiang zhuan (Beijing: Dang-
dai Zhongguo, 1996).
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 Similar to the Zhongyang Dang’anguan (CCP Central Archive), the 
most important Russian archive, the Arkhiv Prezidenta Rossiiskoi Fed-
eratsii (Presidential Archive of the Russian Federation), which holds the 
Presidium records and the papers of the most important Soviet leaders, 
is no longer accessible to researchers. At the CPSU archives, the situation 
was mixed when I conducted research in 2002. The Rossiiskii Gosu-
darstvennyi Arkhiv Sotsialno-politicheskoi Istorii (Russian State Archive 
of Socio-Political History; RGASPI), which holds most, though not all, 
of the documentation until 1953, contained interesting records such as 
the Otto Kuusinen fi les (fond 522, opis 3), materials on the genesis of 
the third CPSU party program of 1961 (fond 586, opis 1), and docu-
ments on the twenty-third CPSU congress in 1966 (fond 593, opis 1). 
The Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Noveishei Istorii (Russian State 
Archive of Contemporary History; RGANI), which maintains mostly 
documents for the post-Stalin period, was virtually inaccessible, with the 
exception of the fi les of the Party Control Commission (fond 6). Luckily, 
several holdings that were closed in 2002 are available in German and 
American research libraries in the form of incomplete microfi lm collec-
tions, such as the fi les from various CPSU congresses (fond 1), transcripts 
of CC plena (fond 2), and fi les of the Department for Relations with 
Foreign Communist Parties, 1953–57 (fond 5, opis 28; unfortunately, 
some important fi les, such as delo 407 with information on the impact 
of Khrushchev’s Secret Speech on China, are not available on microfi lm). 
The Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Rossiiskoi Federatsii (The State Archive 
of the Russian Federation; GARF) and the Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi 
Arkhiv Ekonomiki (Russian State Archive of the Economy; RGAE) offer 
records on economic cooperation, but usually run out of material by the 
mid-1950s. The Arkhiv Vneshnei Politiki Rossiiskoi Federatsii (Archive 
of Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation; AVPRF) mostly holds docu-
mentation on meetings between Soviet diplomats and Chinese leaders, 
diplomatic traffi c, and internal reports on foreign relations. Despite the 
inaccessibility of the most important fi les, such as the offi ce of the foreign 
minister, AVPRF turned out to be the most important Russian archive 
for this book. I was able to push declassifi cation of the fi les on China 
(fond 100/0100) and Vietnam (fond 79/079) up to 1966, but was unable 
to gain access to the collections on India (fond 90/090) and Albania (fond 
67/067). Materials on Tibet were closed for political reasons.
 Some Soviet primary documents have been published in Russian-
 language editions. A collection of complete and fragmentary CPSU Presid-
ium records provides some information on China.15 All other document 

 15 Aleksandr Fursenko, ed., Prezidium TSK KPSS 1954–1964, 2 vols. (Moskva: ROSSPEN, 
2003–6).
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publications relevant to this book focus only on one aspect of Soviet for-
eign relations, such as de-Stalinization, the Polish October, the Hungarian 
Revolution, the Anti-Party Incident, or Khrushchev’s fall.16

 Compared to China, Russia has produced only a small number of mem-
oirs and secondary sources on Sino-Soviet relations. Apart from several 
memoirs that raise relations with China in passing,17 only three explicitly 
deal with the relationship between Moscow and Beijing.18 Boris Kulik is 
the only Russian to publish an analysis of Sino-Soviet relations after the 
end of the Cold War.19 A former Soviet diplomat, he is wedded to a Marx-
ist interpretative framework and largely bases his arguments on Chinese 
published sources. 
 Throughout my research, the problem of accessibility to China’s and 
Russia’s central archives was so serious that it called for imaginative so-
lutions. Archives of the former fraternal countries and parties provided a 
great amount of evidence for this book. Transcripts of meetings between 
Chinese and Soviet leaders, protocols of conferences attended by par-
ties from the entire socialist camp, memoranda of conversations, and 
letters are available in either the original language (Russian, Chinese, and 
French in the case of letters from North Vietnamese leaders) or transla-
tions into the local languages in Bulgaria (Tsentralen Drzhaven Arkhiv 
[Central State Archive; TsDA]), the Czech Republic (Státní Ústřední 

 16 A. Artizov et al., Reabilitatsia (Moskva: Mezhdunarodnyi fond ‘Demokratiya,’ 2000). 
Istoricheskii Arkhiv, red., “SSSR i Polsha: oktyabr 1956-go,” Istoricheskii Arkhiv 5–6, 
178–91. Tofi k Islamov et al., eds., Sovetskii Soyuz i vengerskii krizis 1956 goda (Moskva: 
ROSSPEN, 1998). N. Kovaleva et al., eds. Molotov, Malenkov, Kaganovich, 1957 (Moskva: 
Mezhdunarodnyi fond ‘Demokratiya,’ 1998). Istochnik, “Doklad Prezidiuma TsK KPSS na 
oktiabrskom Plenume TsK KPSS,” Istochnik 1998/2, 102–25. Istochnik, “Zapisi V. Malina 
na zasedanii Prezidiuma TsK KPSS,” Istochnik 1998/2, 125–43. Istochnik, “Zapis Besedi,” 
Istochnik 1998/3, 124–30.
 17 A. Aleksandrov-Agentov, Ot Kollontai do Gorbacheva (Moskva: Mezhdunarodnye ot-
nosheniya, 1994). Georgii Arbatov, The System (New York: Times, 1993). Fedor Burlatskii, 
Khrushchev and the First Russian Spring (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1988). Ana-
tolii Dobrynin, In Confi dence (New York: Times, 1995). Nikita Khrushchev, Khrushchev 
Remembers, 3 vols (Boston: Little, Brown, 1970–90). Anastas Mikoyan, Tak bylo (Moskva: 
Vagrius, 1999). Vladimir Semichastnyi, Bespokoinoe serdtse (Moskva: Vagrius, 2002). 
Petro Shelest, Da ne sudimy budete (Moskva: edition q, 1994). Arkadii Shevchenko, Break-
ing with Moscow (New York: Knopf, 1985). Oleg Troyanovskii, Cherez gody i rasstoyaniya 
(Moskva: Vagrius, 1997).
 18 Aleksei Brezhnev, Kitai (Moskva: Mezhdunarodnye otnosheniya, 1998). Lev Delyusin 
[Jieliuxin Lie Bie], “Guanyu SuZhong chongtu qiyin de ruogan sikao,” Dangdai Zhong-
guo shi yanjiu 1998/3, 100–10. Delyusin, “Nekotorye razmyshleniya o nachale sovetsko-
kitaiskogo konfl ikta,” paper presented at the conference “Sino-Soviet Relations and Cold 
War: International Scientifi c Seminar,” Beijing, China, October 1997. Mikhail Kapitsa, Na 
raznykh parallelyakh (Moskva: Kniga i biznes, 1996).
 19 Boris Kulik, Sovetsko-kitaiskii raskol (Moskva: RAN, Institut Dalnego Vostoka, 2000).
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Archiv  [Central State Archiv; SÚA]), (former East) Germany (Stiftung 
Archiv der Parteien und Massenorganisationen der DDR im Bundesar-
chiv [Archive of the Parties and Mass Organizations of the GDR in the 
Federal Archives; SAPMO-BArch]), Hungary (Magyar Országos Levél-
tár [Hungarian National Archives; MOL]), Italy (Fondazione Istituto 
Gramsci [Foundation Institute Gramsci; FIG]), and Poland (Archiwum 
Akt Nowych [Archive of Modern Records; AAN]). Transcripts of meet-
ings with Soviet and Chinese leaders by representatives of third parties, 
reports on conversations with the Soviet ambassadors in Beijing and 
Hanoi, and embassy reports on the situation in the PRC and the DRV 
are widely available in the foreign ministry archives in Bulgaria (Arkhiv 
na Ministerstvoto na Vnshnite Raboti [Archive of the Ministry of For-
eign Relations; AMVnR]), (former East) Germany (Politisches Archiv 
des Auswärtigen Amtes, Bestand: Ministerium für Auswärtige Ange-
legenheiten [Political Archive of the Offi ce for Foreign Affairs, Files: 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs; PAAA-MfAA]) and Poland (Archiwum 
Ministerstwa Spraw Zagranicznych [Archive of the Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs; AMSZ]). Some of the archival documentation mentioned above 
is also available in the Russian and East European Archive Documents 
Database (RADD) at the National Security Archive (NSA), where his-
torians have generously donated copies of the documents they found in 
Soviet and East European archives. 
 The quantity and quality of documents from the fraternal archives is 
particularly strong for the time after the mid-1950s, mainly for three 
reasons. First, the Soviet Union started to trust its East European satellite 
states in the late 1950s to a much greater degree than during the Sta-
lin period and the years immediately thereafter. Second, documentation 
from archives of East European foreign ministries refl ects the gradually 
increasing professionalization of their diplomatic corps over the course of 
the 1950s. This is particularly true for East Germany, which, after 1949, 
had to build up its foreign policy apparatus from scratch. However, no 
East European country had an extensive history of relations with East 
Asia until the PRC and the DRV joined the socialist camp in 1949/50. 
Because it took most of the 1950s to educate and prepare specialists for 
diplomatic duties in East Asia, including interpreters, it is no surprise that 
archival documentation for the initial period is rather weak. Finally, it is 
also clear that the Soviet Union tried to mobilize its fraternal allies once 
the Sino-Soviet disagreements began in the late 1950s. Soviet material, 
in the form of memoranda or transcripts of conversations between Rus-
sian and Chinese representatives, frequently emerges in various archival 
collections in East Europe. By the early 1960s, the Soviet ambassador 
and his East European counterparts also worked as a team in Beijing and 
Hanoi, regularly exchanging information.
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 A small but signifi cant number of translated primary and secondary 
sources from China, the former Soviet Union, and East Europe has been 
published. The bulletin and the working papers of the Cold War Inter-
national History Project (CWIHP) have pioneered this undertaking, pro-
viding numerous documents from China, Vietnam, and the Soviet Union 
that have only recently been declassifi ed. Two older publications provide 
excellent material on the Sino-Soviet polemics in the 1960s.20 A more re-
cent volume edited by O. Arne Westad combines newly released internal 
documentation with articles by specialists on various aspects of the Sino-
Soviet alliance in the 1950s and 1960s.21 Harold Hinton has produced 
an excellent three-volume collection of documents on the domestic and 
foreign policies of the PRC.22 Speeches by Mao have been published in 
English, both in offi cial23 and unoffi cial translations.24

 Several German and English translations of Soviet and East European 
material focus on individual events or particular aspects of Sino-Soviet 
relations: Sino–East German relations including materials on the Sino-
 Soviet split,25 the Warsaw Pact decision to build the Berlin Wall, including 
its connections to China,26 and documents on the Hungarian Revolution 
that shed some light on Sino-Hungarian relations in late 1956.27 Two 
conference readers with translated documents from the Hungarian and 
Romanian archives provide insight into the Sino-Soviet split and its im-
pact on Vietnam.28 

 20 Peter Berton, The Chinese-Russian Dialogue (Los Angeles: Southern California, 1964). 
John Gittings, Survey of the Sino-Soviet Dispute (London: Royal Institute of International 
Affairs, 1968).
 21 O. Arne Westad, ed., Brothers in Arms (Washington: Woodrow Wilson Center, 1998)
 22 Harold Hinton, ed. People’s Republic of China, 1949–1979, 5 vols. (Wilmington: 
Scholarly Resources, 1980).
 23 Mao Zedong, Selected Works, 5 vol. (Beijing: Foreign Languages, 1961–1977). Mao, 
On Diplomacy (Beijing: Foreign Languages, 1998).
 24 Roderick MacFarquhar et al., eds., The Secret Speeches of Chairman Mao (Cambridge: 
Harvard, 1989). Mao Zedong, Miscellany of Mao Tse-tung Thought (Washington: JPRS, 
1974). Also various issues of the journal Chinese Law and Government.
 25 Werner Meissner et al., eds., Die DDR und China 1949 bis 1990 (Berlin: Akademie, 
1995).
 26 Bernd Bonwetsch et al., eds., “Chruschtschow und der Mauerbau,” Vierteljahresheft 
für Zeitgeschichte 48/1, 155–98.
 27 Csaba Békés et al., eds., The 1956 Hungarian Revolution (Budapest: Central European, 
2002). 
 28 Balazs Szalontai, ed., “Selected Hungarian Documents on Vietnam, 1954–1966,” 
comp. and transl. for the conference “New Central and East European Evidence on the 
Cold War in Asia,” Budapest, Hungary, October 30–November 2, 2003. Mirca Munteanu, 
ed., “Documents from the Romanian Communist Party Archive and the Archive of the 
Romanian Ministry of Foreign Affairs on the Vietnam War, 1965–1966,” comp. for the 
International Conference “The Vietnam War: Thirty Years On,” Temple University, Phila-
delphia, June 20–21, 2005.
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 For chapter 8, I used the John F. Kennedy Library and Museum which 
provided fascinating materials on Kennedy’s obsession with the Chinese 
nuclear weapons project in 1962 and 1963. The Foreign Relations of 
the United States (FRUS) series supplied many important documents 
on U.S. policy toward China in general. State Department holdings and 
the Nixon Papers at the National Archives and Records Administration 
(NARA) in College Park, Maryland, contain important materials on the 
Sino-Soviet border confl ict in 1969.
 In the end, newspapers turned out to be very important sources. West-
ern newspapers, which at the time employed well-connected correspon-
dents in the Soviet Union, East Europe, and Hong Kong, often provide 
important background information as well as date verifi cations. The Sur-
vey China Mainland Press (SCMP) and Current Background (CB), com-
piled at the time by the U.S. Consulate General in Hong Kong, contain 
many offi cial and unoffi cial English translations of Chinese government 
statements and newspaper reports. Pravda was an indispensable source 
for offi cial speeches by Soviet leaders that are otherwise unavailable.
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