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Abstract 
 
Cold War tensions between the United States and The People’s Republic of China were 

mired by ideological differences that took root in the polemical historical narratives of the 

respective states.  The concomitant success of the American revolution and the failure of the 

French revolution, specifically, and the failure of democratic revolutions, generally, had woven 

into the social fabric essentialized beliefs regarding revolutionary means of political change. This 

gave way to the notion of American exceptionalism, and the notion that revolutionary spirit is 

itself contagious, leading to social disorder and political instability.   

The Chinese experience was radically different from that of the Americans.  They located 

themselves in their historical narrative as the victims of three thousand years of oppression who 

had thrown off the yoke of subjugation through protracted and violent guerrilla warfare. It was 

believed that the long-term success of the Chinese revolution was dependent upon the spread of 

that revolutionary flame and the eventual overthrow of all imperial powers; this directly 

challenged the United States in their desire to maintain the status quo of the world order. 

There was a dialectic relationship between domestic unrest and international relations; 

the foreign policy of each nation was accompanied by a domestic response that, in turn, effected 

foreign policy.  Détente was a concerted response to widespread social disorder, a way to 

squelch social upheaval globally. 
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Introduction 

 
The conflict between the forces of revolution and counterrevolution 
is irreconcilable.1   

 

 Cold War tensions between the United States and The People’s Republic of China were 

mired by ideological differences that took root in the polemical historical narratives of the 

respective states.  The variance in revolutionary experience between the two powers had 

differently molded their international perspectives and predicated the ideologically inspired 

proxy wars that would come to last some twenty-two years.   

The concomitant success of the American revolution and the failure of the French 

revolution, specifically, and the failure of democratic revolutions, generally, had woven into the 

social fabric three essentialized beliefs regarding revolutionary means of political change:  First, 

the American experience was not only unique, giving way to the notion of American 

exceptionalism, but also it was the correct method of revolutionary change in that it concluded in 

constitutional government.  Second, the perceived leaping of the revolutionary flame across the 

Atlantic led to the belief that the revolutionary spirit was itself contagious.  Third, the successive 

failures and bloody aftermaths of other revolutions produced a fear of revolution as it creates 

social disorder and political instability.   

The Chinese experience was radically different from that of the Americans.  They located 

themselves in their historical narrative as the victims of three thousand years of oppression who 

had thrown off the yoke of subjugation through protracted and violent guerrilla warfare.  

Successive empires, including their own corrupt Qing dynasty, had exploited the Chinese people 

beyond the brink of starvation and, ultimately, tied revolutionary ideology to Chinese foreign 
                                                
1 Kissinger, Henry. The Whitehouse Years (Boston: Little, Brown and Company; 1979) p. 116. 
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policy, counter-fashioned to American foreign policy.  It was believed that the long-term success 

of the Chinese revolution was dependent upon the spread of that revolutionary flame and the 

eventual overthrow of all imperial powers; this directly challenged the United States in their 

desire to maintain the status quo of the world order. 

In 1949, the PRC arrived at the world stage as an impoverished, economically backward 

state with revolutionary spirit as the impetus behind international politics.  The Chinese were 

diplomatically and economically cut-off from the West; this fact not only exacerbated the 

suffering of the masses, but also it gave credence to the ideological link between the political and 

economic liberation of the Chinese and that of the world at large.  With few resources at their 

disposal, the Chinese Communist Party invoked Chairman Mao’s military doctrine for 

revolutionary warfare as the main platform for foreign policy.  During the Chinese Civil War, 

Mao had advocated surrounding the cities from the countryside in a protracted war of attrition.  

With the war over, this strategy was applied in the global theater as the Chinese incited 

revolution throughout the Third World, the analogous countryside, in an attempt to surround the 

First World, thus overturning the global power structure. 

As the recognized hegemon, the United States was the primary enemy of the PRC and 

became the target of a revolutionary strategy aimed at the over-extension of the American 

empire.  The PRC engaged the United States in a protracted series of proxy wars through its 

support of liberation movements in Africa, Asia, and Latin America.  While the Chinese 

expended a modicum of physical resources, the American costs of these engagements were 

militarily, economically, and politically staggering.  Although the Chinese strategy of attrition 

through proxy sounds outlandish, it could have potentially succeeded had it not been for two 

unforeseen complications: the Sino-Soviet split, which divided the international communist 
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movement, and the Great Proletariat Cultural Revolution (GPCR) that wreaked havoc 

domestically and internationally for the CCP. 

The Sino-Soviet split of 1960 saw the emergence of a secondary vein of Maoist doctrine 

in Chinese foreign policy.  When faced with two enemies of superior military and economic 

strength, it is essential to drive a wedge between the two powers and then to play them off of one 

another; thus, in the words of Mao, “one divides into two.”  Curiously, this is the very same 

philosophy that Henry Kissinger referred to as triangular diplomacy.  The 1960 split handed the 

Cold War advantage to the Americans as the two great communist powers became divided in 

their contest for leadership in the communist world.  Accordingly, one became two and the 

Americans played the Soviets against the Chinese in the battle for ideological domination. 

While the triangulating Americans had the upper hand, this factor alone could not have 

pushed the Chinese to retire the revolutionary line; rather, it was the decade of internal social and 

political revolution that brought the PRC to the bargaining table.  Until the launch of the Cultural 

Revolution, China had consistently maintained its diplomatic stance regarding worldwide 

revolution while garnering international diplomatic recognition as well as economic trading 

partners.  At the close of 1967, Huang Hua was the only Chinese diplomat serving abroad and 

international trade had fallen to about zero.  The economic and political tailspin had disabled the 

Chinese from achieving their revolutionary ambitions. 

The CCP lost its grip on the revolutionary pulse at the very moment that the mass line 

had come to fruition.  As China made revolution in the Third World, the United States had 

followed behind in order to stomp out the flames.  The consequences of US military actions were 

most unintended.  In the latter half of the nineteen-sixties, the First World witnessed the greatest 

domestic upheaval in modern history.  Student protests and domestic riots plagued America and 
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its Western allies, forcing the hand of the American administration and playing the major 

contributing factor in the movement towards détente.   

There was a dialectic relationship between domestic unrest and international relations; 

the foreign policy of each nation was accompanied by a domestic response that, in turn, effected 

foreign policy.  Détente was a concerted response to widespread social disorder, a way to 

squelch social upheaval globally. 

Revolution: American Style 

 Concomitant fear of revolution and the belief in American exceptionalism have served as 

a guiding force behind US foreign policy since the time of Thomas Jefferson and John Adams.2  

It is the convergence of polemical ideas, put forth by these two men, that predicates the purpose, 

form, and outcome of revolution to be found acceptable to the American people.  Due to his 

disdain for violence and instability, Adams believed that revolutionary action was only 

justifiable in resistance to despotism and if the struggle could be brought to a swift conclusion 

resulting in “the fair order of liberty and a free constitution.”  Furthermore, Adams argued, 

revolutionaries should not aspire to idealized notions of perfection because humans are imperfect 

and there are ineradicable differences among people; good governance takes these factors into 

account and confers preference to social stability over economic equality while channeling the 

passions created by difference towards the common good. 

[T]he perfectibility of man is only human and terrestrial perfectibility.  Cold will 
still freeze and fire will never cease to burn; disease and vice will continue to 
disorder, and death to terrify mankind.  Emulation next to self-preservation will 
forever be the great spring of human actions, and the balance of a well-ordered 
government will alone be able to prevent that emulation from degenerating into 

                                                
2 For a detailed analysis, see: Hunt, Michael.  Ideology and US Foreign Policy, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1987) pp. 92-124. 
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dangerous ambition, irregular rivalries, destructive factions, wasting seditions, 
and bloody, civil wars.3 

 

Adams fear was heightened by his observation that revolutionaries so often seek to 

overturn the natural social order through economic leveling which, in turn, produces social 

upheaval and prolonged anarchy – a state that should be avoided.  Additionally, he valorized 

personal property as central to liberty. 

Property must be secured, or liberty cannot exist.  But if unlimited or unbalanced 
power of disposing property, be put into the hands of those who have no property, 
France will find, as we have found, the lamb committed to the custody of the 
wolf.4 

 
This ideological prerogative of personal property further limits the acceptability of revolution in 

American eyes. 

For Jefferson, revolution was a necessary phase of political transition that was frequently 

accompanied by violence: “we are not to expect to be translated from despotism to liberty in a 

feather-bed.”5  Revolution was necessarily violent because despotic power holders would only 

give up power when forced to do so.  While many revolutions fail, the attempt itself was viewed 

as progress: “I am entirely persuaded that the agitation of the public mind advances its powers, 

and that every vibration between the points of liberty and despotism, something will be gained 

for the former.”6   

At the bloody conclusion of the French Revolution, of which he had been a fierce 

advocate, Jefferson became disillusioned by revolution.  He had watched the revolutionary flame 

leap across the Atlantic, only to end in deep and violent oppression.  For this reason, Jefferson 

                                                
3 Adams, CF, ed., The Works of John Adams, 4:279. 
4 Ibid, 4:280. 
5 Julian P Boyd, ed., The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 16:293 
6 Lipscomb and Bergh, The Writings of Thomas Jefferson 10:341-42. 
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believed that the revolutionary spirit was contagious and should therefore be closely monitored.  

It was on this point that the views of Jefferson and Adams began to merge, as the two men took 

up correspondence in their political retirement. 

Their revolutionary ideals congealed to form the belief that the success of the American 

Revolution was an exceptional case, ordained by God, and evidenced the inherent greatness of 

the nation.  For other nations, the seed of failed revolution lay in historical pasts of monarchical 

and colonial rule that left entire populations ignorant of the virtues necessary to carry revolution 

to a successful and constitutional conclusion.  This led to the conclusion that all revolutions 

should be modeled after that of the Americans and that any revolution falling outside of those 

parameters actually threatened American stability due to the infectious nature of revolution. 

Since the 1790s, there have been four waves of revolution that have captivated an 

American audience.  The first three served to convince the public of the “perilous potential of 

revolution;”7 it was the fourth wave, in the 1950s and 1960s, which called the United States to 

political and military action. 

Revolution: Chinese Style 

Due to an extensive history of subjugation to rapacious empires, China’s political and 

economic independence, ideologically, was dependent upon the overthrow of the worldwide 

economic system dominated by empire.  This ideological link was evident from the time of the 

Chinese Revolution and on until the Chinese-American détente.  From its founding, the People’s 

Republic of China had been in an economic and political double-bind.  Although the revolution 

led by Mao had sought to bring about socialism, China lacked the fruits of capitalist 

                                                
7 Hunt, p. 105.  Hunt describes the three waves as follows: first, in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, the French 
Revolution and the revolt against Spanish rule that swept Latin America; second, the revolutions of Europe in 1848; 
third, the late 1890s and early 20th century revolutions in Europe and Asia, most notably, the Bolshevik and Chinese 
revolutions.  For a detailed analysis of American reactions to these revolutions, see Hunt pp. 97-116. 
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accumulation required to lay the foundation for socialism.  The antiquated, feudalistic state of the 

economy was the primary concern of the Chinese Communist Party, which had desired to create 

capitalist infrastructure along the road to socialism. 

China’s long history of having been overrun by colonial empires had made it clear that 

thieves ran the world system and true economic independence meant liberation from the forces 

of those thieves.  “The point then was, as Mao’s mentor and a founder of China’s Communist 

Party, Li Ta-chao, put it, to end a world system where robbers could rob.  Nothing less than 

change at the world system level could assure China genuine independence.”8   

   The ideological link between the liberation of China and the political and economic 

liberation of the Third World became clear again in the fifties, just as it had been during the 

Chinese Revolution. 

Chinese Communists must therefore combine patriotism with internationalism.  
We are at once internationalists and patriots…Only by achieving national 
liberation will it be possible for the proletariat and other working people to 
achieve their own emancipation.  The victory of China and the defeat of the 
invading imperialists will help the people of other countries.  Thus [,] in wars of 
national liberation [,] patriotism is applied internationalism.9   
 

Mao’s thoughts on applied internationalism became the foundation of Chinese foreign policy 

from the mid-fifties until the late-sixties.  The Chinese version of socialist internationalism 

varied from that of the Soviets in that it was more radical, revolutionary, and militant – and it 

became even more so as time progressed.   

 This excerpt from a 1963 editorial illustrates how radical Chinese foreign policy 

initiatives had already become by that point: 

                                                
8 Friedman, Edward.  “On Maoist Conceptualizations of the Capitalist World System,” The China Quarterly 
(December 1979), pp. 808-9. 
9 Quoted in Zhimin, Chen.  “Nationalism, Internationalism and Chinese Foreign Policy” in Journal of Contemporary 
China (2005), p. 41.  This excerpt was taken from Mao Zedong, “The Role of the Chinese communist party in the 
national war,” 1938. 
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Worker’s of all countries, unite; workers of the world, unite with the oppressed 
peoples and oppressed nations; oppose imperialism and reactionaries in all 
countries; strive for world peace, national liberation, people’s democracy and 
socialism; consolidate and expand the socialist camp; bring the proletarian world 
revolution step by step to complete victory; and establish a new world without 
imperialism, without capitalism and without the exploitation of man by man.  
This, in our view, is the general line of the international communist movement at 
the present stage.10 

 
Because China had realized that it was impossible to function within a capitalist world system 

without capitulating to capitalist imperatives, the goal became the overthrow of the world 

system. 

 The Chinese view of revolutionary struggle was radically different from that of the 

Americans.  This was clearly stated in a 1962 editorial printed in Red Flag: 

“The Chinese define ‘just’ wars in the same way that the Russians do.  ‘Just’ wars 
are simply wars of national liberation waged by the people in the colonies or 
semi-colonies against imperialist oppression and enslavement, revolutionary civil 
wars of the proletariat in the imperialist countries, or wars of self-defense waged 
by the socialist countries against wars of oppression launched by imperialism” 
[citation deleted].  The decisive point, however, is the Chinese emphasis on the 
small, “just” war as the only way to make a revolution in an underdeveloped 
country.11 

 
International Struggle 

The Maoist philosophy of protracted struggle was applied to foreign relations in response 

to having been shut out of the Western market.  When the Western powers re-carved the global 

economic power structure towards the end of World War II, they did not leave a place within the 

world market for what would become the People’s Republic of China.  The Bretton Woods 

Agreement of 1944 created an international monetary system predicated on free trade, the US 

dollar, and a series of institutions designed to mitigate disequilibria in the system.  In 1947, the 

                                                
10 “A proposal concerning the general line of the international communist movement,” People’s Daily (14 June 
1963) p. 1. 
11 CIA Memorandum no. 2059/64, “Peiping’s Views on ‘Revolutionary War,’” (14 December 1964) p. 5. 



10 

General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade consolidated the efficacy of the Bretton Woods system 

and strengthened the economic ties between the Western powers and their allies.  The Cold War 

began the following year, as the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan were unveiled.  When 

Communist China emerged onto the global scene in 1949, not only was it denied access to the 

world market and all major international institutions but also, South Korea, Japan, and China’s 

European neighbors were being economically propped-up and rebuilt according to the wishes of 

the West. 

At the time, perhaps, in was the opinion of the US Government that economic forces 

alone induce the Chinese to change their ways.  A 1949 policy paper reads as follows:  “The first 

conflict between communist theory and Chinese environmental realities will probably come 

concretely to our attention in the economic field – when the communists, in attempting to carry 

out their avowed intent to develop China economically, seek trade with the West.”12 

 This could not have been more true; even before the official founding of the state, Mao 

was concerned about the economic prospects of China.  The reality of China’s economic 

situation was made clear in a letter that Mao had addressed to the US State Department: 

China’s greatest post-war need is economic development.  She lacks the capitalist 
foundation necessary to carry this out alone.  Her own living standards are so low 
that they cannot be further depressed to provide the needed capital. 
America and China complement each other economically: they will not compete 
[…] Neither the peasant nor the Chinese people are ready for socialism.  They 
will not be ready for a long time to come.  It will be necessary to go through a 
long period of private enterprise, democratically regulated.  To talk of immediate 
socialism is ‘counter-revolutionary’ because it is impractical and attempts to carry 
it out would be self-defeating.13 

 

                                                
12 1. Sidney W. Souers, “U.S. Policy Toward China,” 28 February 1949, in Digital National Security Archive, 
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?url_ver=Z39.882004&res_dat=xri:dnsa&rft_dat=xri:dnsa:article:CPD00099. 
p.4 pdf. 
13 Cited in Friedman, p.815. 
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Not only did Mao argue for China’s place in the global economy, but he also acknowledged the 

predicate of primitive accumulation – the suppression of consumption in order to raise capital.  

In an effort to avoid increased suffering, he had sought to align himself with an imperial power. 

In March of 1948 America imposed an economic embargo against all communist-held areas, 

which devastated the already weak Chinese economy.  This move served to confirm Chinese 

ideology in that the international power structure would have to be overthrown in order for China 

to achieve economic freedom. 

 In a retrospective of the post-war decade, the 1961 National Intelligence Estimate cites 

the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, the Marshall Plan, and the Korean War – which 

showcased US military might in fending off communist aggression – as “major factors in 

creating the conditions of much of the decade.”  According to the document, the Korean War had 

highlighted the immense retaliatory risk of conventional warfare.  “Thus the Communists were in 

effect deprived of one tactic for expanding their area of influence; they were obliged to confine 

themselves to the more devious and time-consuming methods of subversion, guerrilla action, and 

political and economic warfare.”14  This international strategy-shift is what Mao had referred to 

as responding to “objective circumstances.”15   

 The PRC had neither the military capabilities nor the financial resources to engage the 

United States – or the USSR – in armed conflict at the conventional level.  The People’s 

Liberation Army lacked the ability to travel far beyond the borders of China with their antique 

weaponry, a collection of Soviet hand-me-downs and confiscated arms left in the wake of the 

Japanese occupation.  China was without a modern industrial base and lacked the technology to 

                                                
14 CIA, National Intelligence Estimate 1-61 “Estimate of the World Situation,” (January 1961) p. 1. 
15 CIA, National Intelligence Estimate 13-9-65 “Communist China’s Foreign Policy” (September 1965) p. 4. 
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produce modern weaponry.  The agricultural economy was so weak that grains had to be 

imported on a massive scale, leaving little investment capital for a much desired arms program.16 

The fighting capabilities of the PLA further deteriorated after the Sino-Soviet split.  

Much needed supplies such as armor and new weapons went un-purchased.  The navy and the air 

force were especially hard-hit by the turn of events, as the personnel were unable to perform 

required maintenance on machinery due to a lack in skills as well as materials.17  These 

circumstances led the Chinese to deny the strategic superiority of nuclear arms and instead 

deploy a strategy for revolutionary war in an effort to break through the American policy of 

military and economic containment.18 

 Maoist military doctrine was developed in the decades prior to the splitting of the atom, 

and would remain relatively unchanged in the decades after.  Although China began developing 

a nuclear arms program in the 1960s, Beijing consistently downplayed the role or nuclear 

weapons in the international struggle against imperialism.  Due to the vast geographic size and 

massive population, it was widely believed by the Chinese that they could absorb a nuclear 

attack on the mainland and still defend themselves from military occupation.19  Rather than 

acknowledging the importance of material capabilities, the Maoist doctrine stressed   

the dominance of men and of politics, and maintains that the thoroughly 
indoctrinated and trained soldier will always be more important than the weapons 
he employs […] Faced initially with an overwhelmingly stronger enemy, Mao 
rejected “the completely groundless theory of quick victory” for either side, and 
formulated the strategy and tactics of a “protracted” war.20 
 

                                                
16 Ibid. 
17 CIA, Office of Current Intelligence, Special Report no. 0314/64A: “Chinese Communist Military Doctrine” (17 
January 1964) p. 6. 
18 CIA Memorandum no. 2059/64, “Peiping’s Views on ‘Revolutionary War,’” (14 December 1964) p. 1. 
19 Ibid, p. 3. 
20 Ibid, p. 2. 



13 

 Defensive war, the destruction of an occupying force, was the central focus of the 

Chinese military doctrine.  It advocated “people’s war,” the mobilization of the citizenry in 

guerrilla tactics aimed at attrition.  In practice, it called for an initial stage of continuous retreat 

before enemy forces, pulling back the front lines, and thus lengthening the enemy’s supply lines 

in order to reveal vulnerabilities.  The goal of this strategy is to trade space for time during a 

period of stalemate that would allow the Chinese to bolster their defenses while gradually 

wearing down the will of the enemy through small bursts of guerrilla tactics.  The balance of 

power would then gradually shift to favor the Chinese as enemy forces were reduced, thus setting 

up the necessary conditions for a counter-offensive.21 

 Nearly three decades of guerrilla warfare had brought the Chinese Civil War to a 

successful communist conclusion.  This experience had profoundly shaped Beijing’s foreign 

policy as the principles and concepts acquired during that long struggle were then projected onto 

the world stage.  Their primary foreign policy strategy was, essentially, a strategy for 

revolutionary war and international politics were perceived as “a great guerrilla struggle in which 

the opponent is to be constantly harassed and threatened.”22 

Lin Biao’s 1965 article, “Long live the victory of people’s war” drew parallels between 

the Chinese revolution and the liberation movements taking place around the world.  This article 

outlined the Chinese strategy for revolutionary warfare, which called for surrounding the cities 

from the countryside through employing guerilla tactics in a protracted war of attrition.  Lin Biao 

then argued that such a strategy was “of outstanding and universal practical importance for the 

present revolutionary struggles of all oppressed nations and peoples in Asia, Africa, and Latin 

                                                
21 Ibid. 
22 CIA, National Intelligence Estimate 13-9-65 “Communist China’s Foreign Policy” (September 1965) p. 4. 
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America against imperialism and its lackeys.”23  He goes on to state, “revolutionary storms have 

been rising” due to the “principle contradiction in the contemporary world” which is the struggle 

between US imperialists and the oppressed peoples of the world.24  The article seemingly served 

as a call to arms and connects global revolutionary struggles to the international obligations of 

China.   

This policy stance did not go unnoticed by the US Government: 

Maoist doctrine – as re-stated in 1963 – calls for using the peasants as the main 
force in this type of war and for the establishment of rural base areas protected by 
peasant armies as the “only way to surround the cities” and finally take them.  
Politically, Mao stresses the use of the united front as a means for Communists to 
gain control of nationalist movements in underdeveloped areas.  His doctrine 
emphasizes the necessity of building popular support before victory can be won in 
such a war, but denies the need for such support to begin one.25 

 

The creative integration of Marxist-Leninist philosophy and Chinese cultural heritage 

necessitated a foreign policy objective that sought the overthrow of all capitalist/imperialist 

forces through world revolution. The Chinese had no vested interests in the contemporary world 

system and no ability to exploit its resources, as the 1965 National Intelligence Estimate 

succinctly states: 

They feel that it is ineffective to modify the present world order, it must be 
destroyed and replaced by a Communist (Chinese-style) world order.  Mao has 
said, “All power flows from the barrel of a gun.”  Having no stake in either the 
Western or Soviet systems of world order, the Chinese are relatively free to 
encourage and exploit chaos wherever they are able to do so.26 

 
The immediate aim of Chinese policy was to eradicate American/Western as well as Soviet 

influence in the Third World and supplant it with that of the Chinese whilst diminishing the 
                                                
23 Lin Biao. “Long live the victory of people’s war” transmitted over Peking NCNA International Service in English  
(State Department Bulletin, Appendix II; 1965) p. 202. 
24 Lin Biao, p. 205. 
25 CIA, Office of Current Intelligence, Special Report no. 0314/64A: “Chinese Communist Military Doctrine” (17 
January 1964) p. 8. 
26 CIA, National Intelligence Estimate 13-9-65 “Communist China’s Foreign Policy” (September 1965) p. 5. 
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world’s view of the super powers.  This was a radical departure point from traditional balance-

of-power politics in that China chose to simultaneously challenge the United States and the 

USSR.  Rather than to participate in direct military confrontation, Beijing chose the Third World 

as the appropriate theater for revolutionary action.27   

 The rapid de-colonization of the early 1960s left a magnificent power-vacuum in the 

underdeveloped world and betrayed the vulnerability of the international order.  This factor 

favored Beijing over Washington and Moscow and allowed a much greater “impact on the world 

than its military and economic power would seem to justify.” The revolutionary line was a 

perfect fit for peoples with “large expectations and small capabilities.”  Beijing aimed “to foster 

and support anti-imperialist revolution where practicable, as a means of scattering and draining 

US strength and establishing the US in the eyes of Asians, Africans, and Latin Americans as the 

white imperialist oppressor.”28  

 The initial, and most obvious, aim of Chinese foreign policy was to expel American 

influence from Taiwan in order to complete the Chinese Civil War.  In a conversation with 

American journalist Edgar Snow, Zhou En-lai drew explicit links between this objective and the 

long-term global strategy. 

Looking at the development of the overall situation [i.e., strategy], even if the 
U.S. doesn’t withdraw from the Taiwan region and no breakthrough occurs there, 
breakthroughs will occur elsewhere, leading also to a similar chain reaction so 
long as the U.S. Government persists in its present policies of aggression and war.  
Because in bullying and oppressing other peoples, the U.S. will inevitably arouse 
their opposition and suffer ultimate defeat.  It is only a matter of time.  As to 
where the breakthrough occurs first, this depends on the development of the 
struggle.29 

 

                                                
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid, pp. 6-7. 
29 CIA Memorandum no. 2059/64, “Peiping’s Views on ‘Revolutionary War,’” (14 December 1964) p. 3. 
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The point, then, was to directly attack US positions “over a broad front, particularly in 

underdeveloped areas.”  In a subsequent conversation, Mao had “stressed the importance of 

simultaneous actions which cause ‘tension’ in order to force the U.S. ‘to spread its forces thin 

over a vast area.’”  The use of small wars on multiple fronts would create the most direct and 

difficult pressure for the United States and would, hopefully, eventually lead to the first in a 

series of “breakthroughs” that would provide for the overcoming of imperialism bit by bit. 30 

SHIFTING REVOLUTIONARY LINES 
 
 Throughout the fifties, the Chinese, keeping in-step with the 1955 Bandung Conference, 

advocated the spirit of peaceful coexistence.  Although they supported movements of national 

liberation, revolution, and democracy, the Chinese supported those movements as being non-

armed.  After the success of the Cuban revolution, the Chinese began shifting their foreign policy 

towards advocating armed struggle against repressive regimes such as those of Haiti, Nicaragua, 

Paraguay, and the Dominican Republic.   Armed struggle was not, however, advocated as the 

main form of struggle until after the Sino-Soviet split 1960, at which point the Chinese 

orientation became even more militant and revolutionary as China increasingly emphasizing the 

seizure of political power through force.31  To this end, Chinese oriented parties and 

organizations sprang up all over Latin America in the mid-sixties.  The most notable of which 

were located in Brazil, Ecuador, Peru, Chile, Bolivia, and Columbia.32 

 “Asia, Africa, and Latin America” was the reiterated theme of Chinese Communist 

propaganda disseminated in the 1960s.  Together, the underdeveloped nations of these continents 

composed three-fifths of the world population and could potentially provide the necessary 

                                                
30 Ibid, p. 4. 
31 Ratliff, William.  “Communist China and Latin America, 1949-1972” in Asian Survey (October 1972), pp. 847-9. 
32 Ratliff, p. 852. 
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peasant army to “surround the cities.”  Much like the Maoist revolutionaries of the 1930s and 

1940s, Beijing took up popular causes in these regions in an effort to garner the loyalty of the 

people.  Smartly, they did not emphasize formal communism in their efforts; rather, Beijing took 

an overarching anti-imperialist stance that encouraged movements of national liberation.33  

 The United States recognized that “Maoist revolutionary doctrine has considerable 

applicability” as the revolutionary leaders from Cuba, Vietnam, and Algeria publically 

acknowledged their debt to the Chinese.  Speaking at a public conference in 1961, Fidel Castro 

spoke of the Chinese struggle as having influenced the Cuban Revolution.  Ngo Nguyen Giap, 

the North Vietnamese defense minister who had written a book on people’s war, claimed to have 

drawn “from the valuable experience of the Chinese revolution, which have enriched the theories 

of the national democratic revolution, of revolutionary war, and of the army in a semicolonial 

country.”  Algerian leaders had also referred to the “vast influence” that the Chinese revolution 

had had on their revolution as well as other revolutionary movements in Asia and Africa.34 

In promoting world revolution, and in an effort to destabilize the global power structure, 

the Chinese increased military aid to liberation movements in the years running up to the 

Cultural Revolution.  At the same time, “being faced with an increasingly tightened ring of 

United States bases, the PRC had a vested interest in any struggles which might cause the power 

of the United States, great as it is, to be over-extended.”35 

 The year 1966 marked a sharp departure point in Chinese foreign policy and the 

development of a distinctly Chinese socialist internationalism as Mao promoted world revolution 
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and opposition to imperialism as well as revisionism.  China was thought to be the ‘center of the 

revolution’ and the Thoughts of Mao36 would serve as a guide to revolutionaries the world over.  

Although China had contributed some military aid to revolutionary struggles in Southeast Asia 

and had trained a number of Latin American Communists in revolutionary warfare37 prior to 

1966, the primary offensive had been ideological.  This policy shift was indeed dramatic.  By the 

end of 1967, “the PRC had been involved in some type of crisis or incident with governments of 

no fewer than 32 nations.”38 

 The Chinese attempt to surround the cities from the countryside was a total failure.  

“Indeed, it was difficult to find a single place where guerrilla warfare on the Chinese model was 

succeeding.”  Not only did China lack the sophisticated weaponry necessary to sustain aid to 

these movements but also, they lacked the economic and political capital to incentivize continued 

loyalty from the newly emerging governments. 39  Such was the case with Indonesia after 

Sukarno when the new government turned to Western powers for financial and military aid.  

Ethiopia, on the other hand, turned towards the Soviets after having already accepted Chinese aid 

in order to gain modern weaponry.  Governments throughout Africa and Asia crossed over to the 

Soviet block in likewise fashion; Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Thailand, Vietnam, and Cambodia 

are just a few examples of wasted Chinese aid.40 

                                                
36 The Cuban government imported hundreds of thousands Chinese works such as the Little Red Book between 1959 
and 1964 which were then distributed throughout Cuba and Latin America.  This was in addition to Spanish-
language editions of Chinese Communist books and pamphlets that began publication by the Peking Foreign 
Language Press in 1954.  The New China News Agency opened its first Latin American office in Havana in 1959 
and twelve others over the next four years; see Ratliff, p. 854; p. 860. 
37 According to the CIA, from 1956 to 1964 revolutionaries were trained in “among other subjects, the special 
contributions of the Chinese party in the field of clandestine work, agrarian reform and peasant affairs, guerilla 
warfare, and the manipulation of the bourgeoisie and other elements in the ‘anti-imperialist struggle;’” see Ratliff  
pp. 860-1 (citation deleted). 
38 Yahuda, p. 104. 
39 Scalapino, Robert.  “China and the Balance of Power” in Foreign Affairs (1973), pp. 354-5. 
40 Friedman, pp. 833-4. 
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 Vietnam was the most important site of ideological contest between Washington and 

Beijing.  Through its support of Hanoi, and with America backing Saigon, Beijing sought to 

prove that the United States was indeed a “paper tiger.”  Antithetical to American philosophy, 

Vietnam had the potential to demonstrate the correctness of the Chinese platform and prove that 

properly conducted wars of liberation can be brought to a successful communist conclusion – 

and in the face of US aggression and without a major international war.  Beijing needed a 

decisive and humiliating defeat of US forces: 

If a Communist victory could be brought off in South Vietnam in the face of US 
military power, Peiping would have made a major advance in world affairs.  The 
Chinese line in the Communist dispute would be vindicated, Soviet pretensions to 
leadership of the world movement would be discredited, US capability to counter 
local guerrilla insurrections would be placed in doubt throughout the world […] 
Thus, to the Chinese leaders the present struggle involves vastly greater stakes 
than the control of South Vietnam.41 

 
Cultural Revolution.  

Mao had sought by this extraordinary convulsion to head off the 
fatal tendency of Communist states toward bureaucratization and 
stagnation by imposing from the top a permanent revolutionary 
upheaval – surely one of the few times in history the head of a 
country deliberately overthrew his own institutions as an 
educational device.42 

 

 The Great Proletariat Cultural Revolution was Mao’s, and China’s, final attempt at 

avoiding the restoration of capitalism.  By the time of the formal launching of the Cultural 

Revolution in 1966, the link between internal and external revolution had shifted from mere 

ideology to a fact of foreign relations.  Within this context, parallels can be drawn between these 

two theaters of revolution and it makes sense that the domestic dissent springing up across the 

globe mirrored that of China.  With this in mind, Chairman Mao’s big character poster becomes 
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duplicitous in meaning:  “Storm the headquarters.”  Mao was out to destroy the bureaucratic state 

apparatus because it had become repressive and corrupt; the concept of destroying the “forces of 

control” was applied to the world revolution as well.  Furthermore, as Mao had just regained the 

power he lost after the folly of the Great Leap Forward, he needed to wage revolution within his 

own party in order to rid himself of competition and once again take the helm.  “[By] means of 

the Cultural Revolution and by making use of international tension to root out revisionism, they 

aimed to destroy the real power group of the Party and obtain the leadership for Mao to deal with 

the USA and the USSR.”43 

 Although the Cultural Revolution was largely related to an intra-party power struggle, it 

was also part of a larger, and more chaotic, public discourse about the role of government.  A 

1970 CIA document made the following apt observation: 

In a broad sense, China’s Cultural Revolution [had] been a dispute about the way 
to organize a Communist system of power, a dispute about the roles and functions 
of the leader, the political party and the masses in a Communist society.44 

 
The document also notes that the greatest shortcoming of the Cultural Revolution is that is 

worked all too well, “destroying the Party and government control apparatus without providing 

an effective substitute.  The end result […] was ‘anarchy.’”  Mao had incited the “revolutionary 

masses” to “seize power from below” through the creation of new revolutionary organs such as 

the Red Guard – composed primarily of students.45 

 With red bands on their sleeves and armed with the Thoughts of Mao, students “storm[ed] 

the headquarters” of every Chinese institution.  Zhou En-lai described the process as a series of 

alternating “seizures” and “counter-seizures” of power by opposing factions, which produced a 
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situation in which “seizure of power became surrender of power and power could not be 

retained.”46  As Chaos ensued, Mao attempted to restore order from below through the 

reorganization of the revolutionary masses into local and provincial committees and from above 

through the establishment of a new governmental structure.  The idea was to create a shared 

power structure between revolutionary and government organs.  The result was even deeper 

chaos, the result of failed power-sharing negotiations between the revolutionary cadres and the 

PLA.  Once again, students took to the street in armed struggle and in July 1968 Mao issued a 

nationwide order to the PLA to put down the armed struggle and restore order.  So, after having 

quelled his rebellion, Mao issued a proclamation, via Zhou, of victory over the capitalist roaders, 

as China was now “all red.”47  Regardless of how “red” China was, their government apparatus 

was in shambles. 

 The domestic politics exercised during the Cultural Revolution also brought about serious 

diplomatic consequences.  The Red Guard had made revolution at the Foreign Ministry, whose 

staff was significantly decreased as a result.  All but one of their foreign ambassadors were 

recalled from their posts, leaving Chinese embassies without ambassadors and adequate staff, in 

order that they might be re-educated.48 The Foreign Ministry all but shutdown at a time when 

foreign relations were already strained by ever-shifting policies and escalating tensions; this 

factor, and in combination with loyalties shifting to the Soviet or Western camps, ultimately left 

China diplomatically alienated and poised for military conflict with two superpowers.   

 Prior to its complete meltdown, the Foreign Ministry had politically targeted the United 

States, its lackeys, the Soviet Union and its lackeys.  As they did so, the Soviets were gathering 
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troops at the northern border and the United States was escalating its military effort in Vietnam.49  

So, just as the Chinese were posturing for war on two fronts, they cut most of their diplomatic 

ties.  China’s international political position was further complicated by its economic position.  

The Red Guard’s raid on the Foreign Ministry had also interrupted the travel of trade delegations 

between Latin American states and China.  As a result, trade fell to about zero between China 

and Latin America.50 

 By 1969, the Sino-Soviet border dispute had escalated into a military conflict and left 

China in a rather precarious diplomatic position that was complicated by domestic politics. 

Chairman Mao’s revolutionary line had to be subordinated to a new national security strategy 

that necessitated the easing of Sino-American tension.51 

Domestic Dissent 

No continent can insulate itself from the main forces at work in the 
world or from the impact of great power interests.  Wars, 
revolutions, and political crises in one place will impinge more 
and more upon the national fortunes of those not directly 
involved.52 
 

 Reminiscent of Jefferson and Adams, the US National Security Estimate of 1968 states: 

“Conflicts or rebellions in one area encourage dissidents in others.”53  Furthermore, the 

document notes this as a growing trend: “Social and racial conflict or rebellion against authority 

in one area will, more than in the past, encourage dissatisfied groups in other areas to act on their 

own grievances.”54  This observation, along with the “growing tendency for various nations to 
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defy the great powers” produced the belief that the coming era was “likely to be dominated even 

more by uncertainty than in the recent past.”55   

This pessimistic forecast was largely due to the declining influence of both the United 

States and the USSR that had resulted from the mass rejection of both ideological camps. 

A growing tendency is emerging within the advanced nations to shuck off much 
of the intellectual baggage [,] which was inherited from the 19th and early 20th 
centuries.  The evangelical quality of Soviet communism has been on the decline 
for some time.  Little of the 19th century capitalist ideology remains; all advanced 
countries have become welfare states with managed economies.56 

 
For decades, the two super-powers had been “portrayed as archetypical of a particular 

ideological position.”  The United States was the beacon of the Free World and the Soviet Union 

was the center of World Communism – much to the chagrin of the Chinese.  The ideological 

contests between the powers had materialized in such a way as to convince poorer nations that 

neither of the powers were actually concerned for their interests, but rather that they were being 

used as pawns in a power struggle.57  Additionally, the revolutionary upheaval in China had 

brought about a high degree of instability in the region as China’s political leadership had been 

siphoned off by institutional disintegration.58    

 Even the closest allies to both factions began to reject the politics of their benefactors.  

Throughout Western Europe, the United States had experienced a considerable loss of prestige 

due to the unpopularity of the Vietnam War.  Eastern Europe had become increasingly hostile 

towards the Soviets and even the Communists wanted to “escape the close-order drill which 
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Moscow had imposed on them.”  Canadian-US relations had also become strained from the 

“reluctance of many Canadians to identify with US interests and policies.”59 

 The contemporary outlook for the world was one of potential instability and disorder.  

Accompanying the “decline in ideological politics,” there was widespread discontent with 

political parties, politicians, and even the political process itself.  The document projected that 

these attitudes and grievances, held by a very vocal majority of restless youth, would “not prove 

to be a transient phenomenon” and that they would “hold to the conviction that sweeping 

changes must be undertaken quickly in their societies.”  The contention between radical and 

conservative elements of society would likely produce political and social strains that “could 

open deep fissures in modern society and threaten existing political and social institutions.”60 

 By 1968, domestic dissent had become an international phenomenon.  The zeitgeist of 

youthful dissidence had “striking similarities world-wide – especially in the more advanced 

countries.”61  Since World War II, student populations had risen so dramatically that they had 

become a political force in their own right.  Growing dissatisfaction with governments, domestic 

as well as international policies, and over-arching social problems gave way to widespread anti-

government protest, which, in turn, led to political instability on both the domestic and 

international fronts.  Perhaps what was most alarming to the Western powers, and the United 

States in particular, was that  “superficially, there [were] striking parallels between the Red 

Guards and the student militants elsewhere.”62  Although Mao himself essentially put the Red 

Guard into effect in order to consolidate his own powerbase (the breaking-point in the 
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comparison), these students pursued goals similar to those of their Western counterparts; they 

sought radical change at the institutional level. 

 When Richard Nixon took office in 1969, the American people had been calling for a 

complete withdraw from Vietnam.  After a brief honeymoon period (due largely to the bombing 

halt of the previous administration as well as Nixon’s plan to end the draft), protestors descended 

on Washington.  There were daily demonstrations in front of the Whitehouse, Capital Hill, and 

the Pentagon – which included “such charming gestures as pouring blood on its steps.”63  

According to the thoughts of Henry Kissinger:  “The common feature of all these demonstrations 

was the conviction that the American government was the obstacle to peace; that it needed not a 

program for an honorable peace – a concept evoking condescending ridicule – but instruction on 

the desirability of war.”64 

 Not surprisingly, Nixon viewed the protestors as “an enemy that had to be vanquished.”65 

In fact, he had a rather strong public reaction to the monthly Vietnam Moratorium 

demonstrations, which began in October 1969.  The massive scale of the protests, which received 

high praise and encouragement in the media, raised an important question regarding the public 

dialogue and “the nature of leadership in a democracy: should the President or Congress or any 

responsible elected official let public demonstrations influence his decisions?”66  Nixon’s 

answer, in a word, was no.  He had his staff select one from the many letters written by students 

to the Whitehouse asking the President to listen to their demands.  Nixon replied in a public 

statement that read as follows: 
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If a President – any President – allowed his course to be set by those who 
demonstrate, he would betray the trust of all the rest.  Whatever the issue, to allow 
government policy to be made in the streets would destroy the democratic 
process.  It would give the decision, not to the majority, and not to those with the 
strongest arguments, but to those with the loudest voices…It would allow every 
group to test its strength not at the ballot box but through confrontation in the 
streets.67 

 
The President’s words fell on deaf ears.  On October 15th, approximately 250,000 protestors 

marched on Washington.  The demonstration served to encourage Hanoi – even before it took 

place.  On the eve of the demonstration, Premier Phan Van Dong issued a public broadcast to the 

American people calling for solidarity among the peace-loving peoples of both nations.  With 

that, Nixon believed that the Moratorium had “destroyed whatever small possibility may still 

have existed for ending the war in 1969.”68 

 Although Nixon believed that the protestors and their supporters were out to get him, 

Kissinger took a more diplomatic stance.  Throughout the following year he met with countless 

academics and leaders of the protest movements.  Although he recognized their concerns as 

valid, he held firm to his conviction that “the war must be ended as an act of policy, not in 

response to demonstrations.”69   

Nonetheless, the demonstrations continued and “a credibility gap had been created over 

any effort to achieve an honorable exit from the war.”70  The decision to bomb Cambodia was 

clearly related to that credibility gap as students took to the streets and the government took up 

arms.  The violent events at Kent State made it clear that “the dialogue in our democracy had 

broken down.”71  The death of those four students sent shock waves through the country and its 

leadership.  The nation was experiencing a breakdown of civil order and “the very fabric of 
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government was falling apart.” Even the Administration was divided along policy lines.  Some 

two hundred fifty State Department employees had signed a public statement objecting to the 

policies of the Administration.  Even members of the President’s own Cabinet could not conceal 

their dissent.  Interior Secretary Walter Hickel even went so far as to protest in public. 72 

THE SINO-SOVIET-AMERICAN TRIANGLE 
 

The communist exclusion from the politicized world economy left the Chinese in a 

double-bind as they were forced to choose between aligning themselves with another imperial 

power (the USSR) in and effort to industrialize and, advancing opposition to the market through 

food first and self-reliance policies.  Each of these choices would have dire domestic 

consequences; aligning with an imperial power would have alienated the political / revolutionary 

base of the Communist Party, who were vehemently against capitulation to capitalist 

imperatives, while policies premised on self-reliance meant even further suppression of 

consumption among the rural population as the agricultural economy was the primary source of 

surplus capital.  China first chose the former policy option and aligned itself with the Soviet 

block – which would come at great cost.73  The latter policy option was eventually implemented, 

after the Sino-Soviet split, in the belief that it was the first step towards true socialism.  

Unfortunately, China would come to find that “‘True’ socialism is impossible in a statist era 

where national scarcities are delimited by an ever-deepening world capitalism market.”74  

A leadership disagreement over the Sino-Soviet-American triangular relationship 

influenced the shifting orientation of Chinese foreign policy.  The party leadership had split into 

three groups, each selectively aided by Mao.  The first faction, led by Zhou Enlai, was the more 
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moderate in that it was opposed to US imperialism and sought an alliance with the Soviet Union.  

The second was composed of military officials and led by Lin Bao, who argued that the greatest 

threat to national security came from the Soviets and that China should therefore prepare for war 

at the northern border.  The third, led by Mao’s wife Chang Ch’ing, was the most radical.  They 

believed the Americans and the Soviets to be of equal threat and it was their contention that 

Chinese foreign policy should be explicitly anti-revisionist and anti-imperialist.  Throughout the 

1960s, these three factions raised a great deal of internal debate, which, along with shifting 

international tensions, caused foreign policy initiatives to oscillate between two distinctive 

strategic standpoints. 

Beginning in 1966, there were three distinct assessments of the nature, extent, and 
immediacy of the threats posed to China by the United States and the Soviet 
Union.  By early 1968, at least two strategies emerged.  In one, it was assumed 
that the United States and the Soviet Union were in close anti-Chinese collusion, 
so Peking had no alternative but to adhere to the principles of self-reliance and 
oppose both adversaries.  In the second, it was recommended that China exploit 
the differences that existed between the United States and the Soviet Union by 
normalizing relations with Washington to gain leverage against Moscow.75 

 
 When considering these strategies, it is helpful to examine two elements of Maoist 

military / revolutionary doctrine - neither of which proved their efficacy within this international 

context.  The first, when faced with multiple opponents, is to divide and isolate adversaries –  

“one divides into two,” as Mao repeatedly stated.  The Chinese attempted to implement this 

philosophy in their relations with the two super-powers; however, this strategy was flawed due to 

the fact that the United States not only implemented this philosophy itself, but also because the 

United States had greater political, economic, and military means with which to do so.  The 

second strategy, that of protracted warfare, also failed due to a lack of resources.  The description 
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of this Maoist concept that follows can be applied to both revolutionary warfare and this 

triangular relationship: 

[Referring to Mao] his almost mystical belief in the mobilized and indoctrinated 
masses; his strong emphasis on the political objectives of warfare; his belief that 
man, not weapons, is the decisive factor in war; and his view that victory over a 
technologically superior enemy can be gained in a protracted war of attrition and 
annihilation, where human will and perseverance will be major factors.76 

 
 China lacked sophisticated weaponry and so the exportation of revolution functioned as 

its primary weapons system.77  The attempt to build Third-World solidarity in the face of 

American hegemony was ultimately unsuccessful because China lacked the resources to support 

these movements in the long run and because, once again, the Americans had a similar counter-

strategy.  For the United States, the exportation of “democracy” functioned as just one of its 

many weapons systems and they had seemingly unlimited resources to sustain this protracted, 

ideological proxy war. 

 By 1966, it began to look as though China might engage in direct military conflict with 

either one or both of the super-powers.  This forged a new line in the strategic debate over which 

of the two powers was the primary enemy to China and eventually brought about a divergence 

from the Maoist strategy for dual adversaries.  From 1966 and on towards the end of 1968, it was 

widely believed that China would go to war with America first.78  This changed, however, after 

the Soviets invaded Czechoslovakia in August of 1968.  By September, the popular sentiment 

was that Russia was the principle enemy and this completely overshadowed the policy of dual 

opposition to imperialism and revisionism.79  At the same time that the Soviet threat was 
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escalating, the American threat was actually decreasing.  The Tet Offensive of January that year 

had caused a shift in American strategy as they became increasingly anxious to disengage from 

the conflict in Vietnam.  These two factors pushed the Chinese closer to a strategic alliance with 

the United States and further from the Maoist strategy. 

Capitulation 

 An important aspect of the ideological differences between Beijing and Washington was 

the respective positioning of the two powers within the world system.  The communist agenda 

had long been the overturn of capitalism in order to create a new economic order.  Any 

compromise that fell short of that agenda, any political or economic alliance with an imperialistic 

power, would violate the doctrine of Mao.  This factor left the strategic advantage to 

Washington, who dominated the contemporary economic order and only sought to maintain that 

position through the containment of communism and the expansion of markets – economic trade 

with China could only advance those interests.  

 When Mainland China fell into the hands of Communists, American politicians felt that 

they had “lost China.”  The door had slammed shut on a potential consumer market of half a 

billion people, as economic sanctions were central to communist containment.  For two long 

decades the Chinese struggled through economic hardship while American businessmen longed 

for rapprochement.  That opportunity finally began to materialize in the late 1960s.  The Cultural 

Revolution had devastated trade relations and left the Chinese badly in need of new 

infrastructure.  The Americans, on the other hand, were experiencing a balance of payment 

deficit that would soon breed instability in the international monetary system that was then 

anchored in the US dollar.  The 1968 Intelligence Estimate recognized this as a serious problem 
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that would require major international cooperation.80  Furthermore, in light of the international 

economic situation, the document called for a new forms of intervention that would be “less 

overt, less expensive, and less binding than in the last two decades.”81  The document called for 

still further international cooperation as national policy options broadened due to the rise of new 

centers of power (China, Western Europe, and Japan) that were shifting the previously bipolar 

power structure.  The document’s author waxed eloquent describing the possibilities that great 

power cooperation could bring: 

Methods of pursuing national policies thus might become more subtle with 
apparent contradictions while long and short-term objectives are pursued 
simultaneously; bridge building and truculence can go hand in hand.  It might be 
possible in this kind of world for competing powers to unite in programs attacking 
hunger, narrow the dangers of nuclear warfare, explore space, exploit the high 
seas, or control the world’s weather.82 

 
 The notion of simultaneously pursuing contradictory goals sounds much like Nixon’s 

1967 Foreign Affairs piece in which he argues American policy “must urgently come to grips 

with the reality of China.”83  In so doing, Americans must distinguish long from short-range 

policy goals.  Nixon specifically states that this does not mean immediately granting diplomatic 

recognition to Mainland China or peppering them with offers of trade; rather, we must “induce 

change” so that China would turn inward and focus on domestic issues rather than external 

revolution.  He goes on to state: “Taking the long view, we simply cannot afford to leave China 

forever outside the family of nations, there to nurture its fantasies, cherish its hates, and threaten 

its neighbors.”84   This would seem to imply that both diplomatic recognition and trade 

opportunities would be forthcoming – just as soon as China recognized that supporting wars of 
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liberation and rebellions was not practical.  Furthermore, Nixon stressed the danger of leaving 

the China question unaddressed: 

But there can be neither peace nor security a generation hence unless we 
recognize now the massiveness of the forces at work in Asia, where more than 
half the world’s people live and where the greatest explosive potential is lodged.85 

 
 Although Nixon’s long and short-range goals are congruent in his Foreign Affairs article, 

his actual policies as president followed the “bridge building and truculence” approach.  In June 

1969, the President authorized the relaxation of economic controls against China.  This directive 

permitted the import and export of certain non-strategic goods in the hopes of a gradual 

development of balanced trade between China and the United States.86  The following January, 

after the resumption of the Warsaw talks, a US strategy paper noted that the United States and 

China, essentially, had two common goals: to avoid direct military conflict and to pursue further 

trade opportunities.  The differences between the two states, in ideology and international 

posture, however, meant a contradiction in long versus short-term goals: “It can be anticipated, 

therefore, that Peking will continue publicly to attack U.S. policy and support revolution, 

although with caution, in various countries at the same time it is talking to us in a different 

tone.”87  No doubt, the United States followed a similar path with the expectation of achieving its 

long-term goals; greater cooperation between Washington and Beijing meant the declining 

credibility of the revolutionary line within and without.   Regardless of revolutionary activity, 
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Washington continued its offering of economic carrots.  In March 1970 the relaxation of travel 

restrictions to China was announced and in April, the further easing of trade regulations.88  

Perhaps these economic carrots were made possible by the ironic and brilliant military 

stick that is the Nixon Doctrine.  Announced during his trip to Guam on 23 July 1969, Nixon 

declared that his new Asia policy would “ensure that there were no more Vietnams in the 

future.”89  The United States would continue to honor its present commitments, but would not 

continue making further military commitments unless to do so was vital to American interests.  

Material and economic aid would still be supplied to allies in need, but the United States would 

no longer supply the manpower for such engagements.  While China was certainly relieved by 

decreased troop levels in Asia, “Peking has seen benefits in what it regards as the over-extension 

of American resources and in the US domestic political disruption connected with the Viet-Nam 

War, and would like to see these continued.”90  China openly sought the over-extension of the 

American empire and so the mightiest of sticks was the reduction of overseas military presence.  

Beijing then found itself with a strategic disadvantage as the Nixon Doctrine marginalized their 

primary weapons system – the exportation of revolution. 

 

                                                
88 Nixon, p. 545. 
89 Ibid, p. 395. 
90 NSSM-106: “United States China Policy” (February 16, 1971), p. 7. 
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?url_ver=Z39.88-2004&res_dat=xri:dnsa&rft_dat=xri:dnsa:article:CCH00202. 
 
 




