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In October 1950, one year after the establishment of the
People’s Republic of China (PRC), Mao Zedong and the Beijing
leadership sent “Chinese People’s Volunteers” (CPV) to Korea to fight
against United Nations forces moving rapidly toward the Chinese-
Korean border. Although China’s intervention saved Kim Il-sung’s
North Korean Communist regime from imminent collapse, it was
unable to fulfill the Beijing leadership’s hopes of overwhelming the
UN forces. Therefore, when the Korean War ended in July 1953,
Korea’s political map remained virtually unchanged, while America’s
military intervention in Korea and China’s rushing into a conflict
with the United States finally buried any hope for a Sino-American
accommodation, and the Cold War in Asia entered a new stage char-
acterized by a total confrontation between the PRC and the United
States that would last nearly twenty years.

The newly established Chinese Communist regime faced enor-
mous problems during its first year, including achieving political con-
solidation, rebuilding a war-shattered economy, and finishing reunifi-
cation of the country.Why then did Mao decide to assist North Korea
in fighting a coalition composed of nearly all the Western industrial
powers? How was the decision made? What were the immediate and
long-range causes leading to Beijing’s decision to enter the Korean
War? Finally,was there any opportunity that might have prevented the
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direct confrontation between the PRC and the United States? More
than forty years after the end of the Korean War, scholarly answers to
these questions are still limited and remarkably inadequate.

In the 1950s,Western scholars, strongly influenced by the intensi-
fying Cold War, generally viewed China’s entrance into the Korean
War as a reflection of a well-coordinated Communist plot of world-
wide expansion, believing that the entire international Communist
movement was under the control of Moscow, and that neither Beijing
nor Pyongyang had the freedom to make their own foreign policy
decisions.The Korean conflict, therefore, was seen as an essential part
of a life-and-death confrontation between the Communists on the
one hand and the “free world” on the other.1

The North Korean invasion of the South, as viewed by President
Harry Truman—and many later students of the Korean War—repre-
sented the first step in a general Communist plot to “pass from sub-
version” to “armed invasion and war” in their scheme of world con-
quest.2 Correspondingly, Beijing’s entrance into the Korean War was
regarded as an action subordinate to Moscow’s overall Cold War strat-
egy. Scholars in the West widely believed that Beijing’s policy was
aggressive, violent, and irrational.

In 1960, Allen S. Whiting published his landmark study, China
Crosses the Yalu,3which has strongly influenced a whole generation of
scholars. Using Western intelligence sources and Chinese journal and
newspaper information,Whiting argued that unlike the Soviet Union,
Communist China had not directly participated in the planning for
the North Korean invasion of the South. After the outbreak of the
Korean War,Whiting believed, Beijing tried to terminate the conflict
through political settlement, and only after the attempts for a political
solution failed in late August 1950 did Beijing begin necessary mili-
tary preparations in early September.Whiting emphasized that after
the Inchon landing Beijing tried through both public and private
channels to prevent UN forces from crossing the 38th parallel.Beijing
entered the war only after all warnings had been ignored by Wash-
ington and General Douglas MacArthur and, therefore, in the Beijing
leadership’s view, the safety of the Chinese-Korean border was severe-
ly menaced.Whiting thus concluded that Beijing’s management of the
Korean crisis was based primarily on the Chinese Communist per-
ception of America’s threat to China’s national security.Lacking access
to Chinese archival materials, though, Whiting’s study had to focus
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more on the analysis of the environment in which the Beijing leader-
ship made their decision to go to war than on a close examination of
the decision-making process.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, a more critical perspective on the
Sino-American confrontation in Korea emerged in the wake of the
American debacle in Vietnam, the normalization of Sino-American
relations, and the declassification of new archival documentation.
Building on Whiting’s thesis, scholars paid more attention to Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) leaders’ concerns for China’s national secu-
rity as the decisive factor underlying their decision to enter the Kore-
an War.They generally argued that Beijing did not welcome the Kore-
an War because China faced difficult tasks of economic reconstruction
and political consolidation at home and gave priority to liberating
Nationalist-controlled Taiwan. Many of these scholars stressed that
Beijing’s decision to enter the Korean War was simply a reluctant reac-
tion to the imminent threats to the physical security of Chinese ter-
ritory. And while most scholars believed that the American decision
to cross the 38th parallel triggered China’s intervention, some specu-
lated that if UN forces had stopped at the parallel China would not
have intervened.4 A large majority of Chinese scholars seem to share
these assumptions, as can be seen in Chinese publications on the “War
to Resist America and Assist Korea” that appeared in the 1980s.5

As a lecturer at Shanghai’s East China Normal University in the
early 1980s and then during my pursuit of doctoral studies in the
United States, I became increasingly interested in the emergence of
Sino-American confrontation in the late 1940s and early 1950s. In my
study I too believed in the standard interpretation of China’s reasons
for entering the Korean War.Not until 1988-1990,when the work on
my dissertation led me to fresh Chinese sources, did I begin to feel
doubts.For example, to my surprise, I found that early in August 1950,
more than one month before the Inchon landing, Mao Zedong and
the Beijing leadership had been inclined to send troops to Korea, and
China’s military and political preparations had begun even a month
earlier. I also found that the concerns behind the decision to enter the
Korean War went far beyond the defense of the safety of the Chinese-
Korean border. Mao and his associates aimed to win a glorious victo-
ry by driving the Americans off the Korean peninsula. It was no
longer possible to accept the well established view of Chinese and
American historians.
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The reexamination of the Korean case led me into a broader ques-
tion concerning the proper understanding not only of Communist
China’s foreign policy but also, probably, that of any sovereign coun-
try: is it appropriate to comprehend the foreign policy behavior of a
country, especially one that had historically viewed itself as a “Cen-
tral Kingdom,” as totally reactive and without its own consistent
inner logic? The assumptions underlying most of the existing schol-
arship on China’s entrance into the Korean War, though seemingly
critical of Washington’s management of the Korean crisis, emerge
ironically as American-centered in a methodological sense. Lacking a
real understanding of the logic, dynamics, goals, and means of Com-
munist China’s foreign policy, they treat Beijing’s management of the
Korean crisis simply as a passive reaction to the policy of the United
States. They thus imply that American policy is the source of all
virtues as well as evils in the world—if something went wrong some-
where, it must have been the result of a mistake committed by the
United States. It was time to rethink Beijing’s entrance into the
Korean War.

This study retraces China’s road to the Korean War with insight
gained from recently released Chinese materials. It argues that China’s
entry into the Korean War was determined by concerns much more
complicated than safeguarding the Chinese-Korean border.To com-
prehend China’s decision to enter the war, one must first examine the
CCP leaders’ perception of China’s security interests and their judg-
ment of to what extent and in which ways such interests had been
challenged during the Korean crisis. This examination requires an
extended analysis of a variety of basic factors shaping the CCP lead-
ership’s understanding of China’s external relations.Among these fac-
tors, the most important ones include CCP leaders’ perception of the
outside world and China’s position in it, the nature and goals of the
Chinese Communist revolution and their impact on the CCP’s secu-
rity strategy and foreign policy, the influence of the CCP’s domestic
policies on the party’s foreign behavior, and the leverage of historical-
cultural factors (such as the Chinese emphasis of the moral aspect of
China’s external relations, Chinese ethnocentrism, and Chinese uni-
versalism) upon Mao and the CCP leadership. Only with a better
understanding of the logic and dynamics of the CCP’s outlook is it
possible to construct the interactions that led China and the United
States into a major confrontation in Korea.6
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My three-part, seven-chapter study begins with an analysis (in
chapter 1) of Communist China as an emerging revolutionary power.
Focusing on the pre-1949 period, I discuss the domestic sources of the
CCP’s foreign policy, the party leadership’s perception of the outside
world and China’s position in it, and Mao’s central role in the CCP’s
policy-making structure.The second part (chapters 2-4), explains how
the conflict between the CCP and the United States escalated and the
strategic cooperation between Beijing and Moscow developed in
1949 and the first half of 1950—on the eve of the Korean War, Bei-
jing and Washington had perceived each other as a dangerous enemy,
and a stage for Sino-American confrontation had been set up. The
third part (chapters 5-7) examines Beijing’s management of the Kore-
an crisis from late June to mid-October 1950, focusing on how the
decision to enter the war was made and how it withstood both inter-
nal and external tests. Emphasizing that Beijing’s decision to enter the
war was based on the belief that the outcome of the Korean crisis was
closely related to the new China’s vital domestic and international
interests, I argue that there was little possibility that China’s entrance
into the Korean War could have been averted.

A note on the Chinese sources used in this study is appropriate
here. Since the mid-1980s, thanks to China’s reform and opening
policies, many fresh and meaningful materials concerning China’s
entry into the Korean War have been released, which offer the basis
for this study.These new sources include personal memoirs by those
who were involved in Beijing’s intervention in Korea,7 scholarly arti-
cles and monographs by Chinese researchers with archival accesses,8

official academic publications using classified documents,9 openly or
internally published collections of CCP Central Committee’s and
regional bureaus’ documents,10 and the internally and openly pub-
lished collections of Mao Zedong’s papers.11 While it is apparent that
these sources have created new opportunities for fresh studies, it is also
clear that they were released on a selective basis and, sometimes, for
purposes other than a desire to have the truth known. Indeed, unless
scholars, both Chinese and non-Chinese, are offered free and equal
access to the original historical documentation, there is always the
possibility that a study might be misled by its incomplete databases.
Fully aware of this danger, I have made every effort to doublecheck
my citations as much as possible (such as checking documents with
information from interviews, and vice versa, and comparing Chinese
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materials with non-Chinese ones).Wherever necessary, I have point-
ed out what I consider to be dubious sources in the notes.

This study is also based on my four research trips to China respec-
tively in 1987, 1991, 1992, and 1993. During these trips I established
and updated my research databases, and interviewed those who were
involved in Beijing’s policy-making during the late 1940s and early
1950s, and those who have access to classified CCP documents
(because of the political sensitivity involved in the issues under dis-
cussion,unless authorized by the interviewees, I will not identify their
names, but I will restrict using unidentified interviews only if it is
absolutely necessary). I have not been able to get close to Beijing’s
CCP Central Archives (which, by the way, is located in the city’s
remote western suburb). But by a combination of effort and good
luck, I accessed some important classified documents (including cor-
respondences and telegrams of Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, and other
CCP leaders, and a few minutes of CCP leaders’ decision-making
conferences) for the 1948-1950 period.To compromise the need to
protect my sources with the general practice of Western scholarship, I
cite them in this study by pointing out their forms (telegram, corre-
spondence,or minute),dates, and where their originals are maintained
(the Chinese Central Archives or Chinese Military Archives). I believe
that this is the best one can do in the current circumstances. It is my
hope that China, my motherland, will follow the internationally
accepted practice of declassifying historical documents on a legal
basis, so that all researchers, including myself, will soon be able to get
free access to them.
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Part One

The Emergence of a Revolutionary Power:
1948-1949
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By the end of 1948, Mao Zedong and his comrades real-
ized that China’s three-year civil war would soon end with a Com-
munist victory. The Guomindang (the Nationalist Party or GMD)
regime, suffering from political corruption, economic collapse, and a
series of military failures, had little chance to save itself from a final
defeat.1 Mao proclaimed with full confidence in his new year message
of 1949 that “the Chinese people will win final victory in the great
War of Liberation, even our enemies no longer doubt this outcome.”
In his report to the enlarged Politburo meeting on January 6, he fur-
ther alleged that “the Chinese revolution will achieve final victory in
the whole country in 1949 and 1950.”2 Mao and his party would now
have to govern China and devise a foreign policy for the new Chinese
Communist state.

In September 1948, the CCP Politburo held a five-day meeting at
Xibaipo (CCP headquarters at that time), to analyze the internation-
al situation as well as other tasks facing the CCP in the last stage of
China’s civil war.3 In January 1949, Mao chaired another enlarged
Politburo meeting of top leaders at Xibaipo; and two months later, the
CCP held its Second Plenary Session of the Seventh Central Com-
mittee. The main purpose of these two meetings was to thrash out
basic strategy and policy after securing nationwide victory.4 Out of
these meetings was to emerge a security strategy and foreign policy

Revolutionary Commitments 
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geared to consolidating the achievements of the Communist revolu-
tion,preparing for a thorough transformation of the old Chinese soci-
ety, serving China’s security interests as defined by the CCP, and
changing completely China’s humiliating relationship with the out-
side world. Mao and his comrades decided that “making a fresh start,”
“cleaning the house first before entertaining guests,” and “leaning to
one side (the Soviet Union)” would become the principles guiding
Communist China’s external relations.5 Consequently, the “new
China,” as Mao and the CCP called it, was to emerge as a revolution-
ary power in a world that had been rigidly polarized by the Cold War.

The Domestic Agenda

The CCP’s foreign policy-making was in the first place influenced by
the party’s domestic agenda, especially by the tasks of achieving polit-
ical consolidation, rebuilding a war-shattered economy, and, in a
deeper sense, maintaining the inner dynamics of the Chinese Com-
munist revolution after nationwide victory. These problems condi-
tioned CCP leaders’ consideration of the new China’s foreign policy,
driving them to adopt a radical approach toward the outside world.

The first aspect of the CCP’s domestic agenda involved the need
to establish a new revolutionary regime.To Mao and his associates, this
was first of all a question concerning the elimination of the GMD
regime and its remaining influence in China. Mao always believed
that “the fundamental problem of a revolution is that concerning
political power.”6 A primary goal of the Chinese Communist revolu-
tion, as often expressed by Mao and other CCP leaders in overt ways,
was to destroy completely China’s old political structure and at the
same time, with the support of the new state power, to build in China
a “New People’s Democratic Dictatorship,” which, according to Mao,
was the Chinese form of “proletarian dictatorship.”7

In Mao’s view, this political transformation was extremely impor-
tant because it would serve as the basis for the CCP’s plans to conduct
a thorough transformation of Chinese society. In terms of the con-
tents of this political transformation, Mao and his fellow CCP leaders
believed that they had to “eliminate all reactionary forces in China
through revolutionary means” so that the GMD and the Chinese
“reactionaries”would have no hope of returning.As the first step, they
needed to dismantle the old constitutional system and state apparatus
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of the GMD regime and replace them with the CCP’s own revolu-
tionary government. Considering the importance of these tasks, Mao
argued that, with the disintegration of the GMD’s military forces,
political struggle would replace military engagement as the main form
of the CCP-GMD confrontation, and that it was crucial for the CCP
to demonstrate no mercy for the GMD,now on the verge of collapse.8

Understandably, these revolutionary commitments would push the
CCP leadership to take a harsh attitude toward those countries that
still maintained active relations with the GMD regime.

In 1949, the CCP also faced the problem of economic reconstruc-
tion. After wars and chaos lasting for nearly half a century, China’s
economy was in a shambles.Compared with the standard of 1936, the
year before Japan’s invasion of China, the country’s general industrial
production had decreased 50 percent, with heavy industry dropping
almost 70 percent.All main railroads were severely damaged.Agricul-
ture also suffered from grave problems; compared with the pre-World
War II period, grain production had fallen by 22.1 percent and cot-
ton production by 48 percent. Runaway inflation caused additional
economic and financial problems that were difficult to cure.9 Mao and
his fellow CCP leaders realized that the challenge of economic recov-
ery and reconstruction would be daunting. During both the January
enlarged Politburo meeting and the March Central Committee meet-
ing, Mao spent considerable time discussing strategies, policies, and
tactics the CCP would need to revitalize the economy. Mao under-
stood that a failure in China’s economic recovery and reconstruction
would jeopardize the prospect of the continuous success of the Chi-
nese Communist revolution.10

However much China might need foreign support for economic
reconstruction, Mao was unwilling to compromise the CCP’s revolu-
tionary principles to get that assistance. He believed that the eco-
nomic challenge China had to face was in its essence a political prob-
lem.While Mao realized that the CCP should not refuse to pursue or
accept economic assistance from abroad, especially if the assistance
was from the Soviet Union and other people’s democratic countries,11

he also emphasized that the party should never forget its final goal—
the construction of a socialist society in China—and should always
combine its policy for economic recovery and reconstruction with its
strategy for the realization of socialist transformation of the old eco-
nomic structures. At the Central Committee’s Second Plenary Ses-
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sion, Mao stressed that the CCP should restrict the existence and
development of private capitalism in China through limiting its
sphere of activity, defining and restricting its working conditions, reg-
ulating its price system, and imposing taxes on it. Mao also made it
clear that the process of economic reconstruction would be put under
the absolute control of the CCP in order to “consolidate the leader-
ship of the proletariat in the state power” and to promote China’s
development “from the new democratic society to the future socialist
society.”12 In short, Mao viewed China’s economic reconstruction as
a pivotal aspect of the Communist revolution.

Mao, who also believed that China’s economic reconstruction had
to be carried out mainly by the Chinese themselves, did not feel that
large-scale economic assistance from Western capitalist countries was
either possible or necessary. Mao assumed that Western countries
would be unwilling to maintain positive economic ties with Com-
munist China as the latter posed a profound challenge to the Western-
dominated “old world.” Chen Yun, the CCP leader in charge of eco-
nomic affairs, followed Mao’s ideas to anticipate that Western capital-
ist countries, the United States in particular, would impose an
economic blockade by “refusing to buy from China while not selling
to China”after the CCP’s nationwide victory.13 Mao,unfrightened by
such a prospect, believed that China—with its huge land area, abun-
dant resources, vast domestic markets, and a large population, could be
self-reliant in economic matters.As early as 1938, he had argued that
China could survive a protracted war with Japan because of the self-
sufficient nature of the Chinese economy.The CCP’s experience dur-
ing the Yanan period further strengthened Mao’s belief in self-
reliance.14 In late 1948 and early 1949, Mao and the other CCP lead-
ers stressed on a series of occasions that the CCP should strive for
economic self-reliance so that the new China would stand the chal-
lenges of Western imperialist countries.

This profound confidence in China’s ability to live independently
strengthened the CCP’s unyielding attitude toward Western capitalist
countries. In a document about the new China’s foreign trade policy
dated February 16, 1949, the CCP Central Committee stressed that
“The basic guideline of our foreign trade is that we should export to
and import from the Soviet Union and other new democratic coun-
tries so long as they need what we can offer or they can offer what we
need. Only in the situation that the Soviet Union and other new
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democratic countries are not in a position to buy from us or sell to us
will we do some business with capitalist countries.”15 Mao summa-
rized the CCP’s economic strategy: “The two basic policies of the
state in the economic struggle will be regulation of capital at home
and control of foreign trade.”16

Zhou Enlai later summarized the CCP’s calculus of the relation-
ship between the party’s revolutionary doctrine and its attitude toward
trade with the West.He stated that as “the old China had been depen-
dent on the imperialists not only in the economic sphere but also in
the sphere of culture and education, ”China was therefore “exploited
economically and polluted politically.” In order to “expose and erad-
icate the evil influence of imperialism,”Zhou emphasized,“we should
neither rely on the imperialists nor be afraid of them.” Zhou con-
cluded that the CCP’s foreign trade policy should be based on the
assumption that “most of those materials we need could be supplied
by ourselves and some by our friends” and that “we should never
count on our enemies.”17

Mao and the CCP leadership attached even greater importance to
the problem of maintaining the inner dynamics of the Chinese Com-
munist revolution after victory than they did to political consolidation
and economic reconstruction. This emphasis was to play a decisive
role in shaping Communist China’s foreign policy.Mao titled his 1949
New Year’s message “Carry the Revolution through to the End.”
According to him and other CCP leaders, the “end” of the revolution
must be understood at two different levels. First, the CCP was deter-
mined to eliminate the GMD military forces and to overthrow the
GMD regime so that “the Chinese reactionaries would not be able to
come back, by taking advantage of the compromise of the revolu-
tionaries, as had happened during the 1911 revolution and the North
Expedition [of 1927].”18 Second, Mao was contemplating how to
push the revolution forward after its victory. In his report to the Cen-
tral Committee’s Second Plenary Session, Mao pointed out that the
CCP’s seizure of power was only the completion of the first step in
the long march of the Chinese Communist revolution, and that “the
road after the victory would be longer, the work greater and more
arduous.” Mao warned the members of the party:

It will not require much time and effort to win the nationwide victo-
ry, but to consolidate it will. The bourgeoisie doubts our ability to
construct. The imperialists reckon that eventually we will beg alms
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from them in order to live. With victory, such moods as arrogance,
self-styled heroism, inertia and unwillingness to advance, preoccupa-
tion with pleasure-seeking, and distaste for continued hard struggle
may grow within the party. With victory, the people will be grateful
to us and the bourgeoisie will come forward to flatter us. It has been
proved that the enemy cannot conquer us by force of arms. The flat-
tery of the bourgeoisie, however, may conquer the weak-willed in
our ranks. There may be some Communists who were not conquered
by enemies with guns and were worthy of the name of heroes for
standing up to these enemies, but who cannot withstand sugar-coated
bullets; they will be defeated by sugar-coated bullets. We must guard
against such a situation.19

This emphasis on “carrying the revolution through to the end” was a
long-standing preoccupation in Mao’s thinking.As early as 1939 and
1940, Mao stated in The Chinese Revolution and the Chinese Communist
Party and On New Democracy, two of his most important works, that
the Chinese Communist revolution would be divided into two stages:
the stage of new democratic revolution and the stage of socialist rev-
olution. During the first stage, the revolution had to overthrow the
rule of the bureaucratic-capitalist class, wipe out foreign influence,
eliminate remnants of feudal tradition, and establish a Communist-led
regime that would unify all patriotic social classes in China.The sec-
ond stage of the revolution would transform the Chinese society,
including the economic system, political structure, and social life,
under the leadership of the Communist regime.This transformation
would lay the foundation of China’s transition into a socialist and later
Communist society. In Mao’s view, the two stages in the revolution
were closely linked:without the first stage, the second stage of the rev-
olution would be impossible; without the second stage, the first stage
of the revolution would become meaningless.20 When Mao called for
“carrying the revolution through to the end” in 1949, he was think-
ing about leading the revolution into its necessary second stage.21

How could, then, the inner dynamics of the great Chinese revolu-
tion be maintained and enhanced after the Communist seizure of
power? This question concerned Mao in 1949–50 and would occupy
his primary attention during the latter half of his life (In a sense, here
lies one of the most profound origins of the “Great Proletarian Cul-
tural Revolution”). When Mao first touched upon the problem of
how to push the revolution forward in 1949, he would try all the
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means he had been familiar with, especially mass propaganda and mass
mobilization, and his train of thought developed in terms of the con-
tinuous existence of outside threats to the revolution. In actuality,
starting in early 1949,Mao constantly stressed that enemies of the rev-
olution had not disappeared with its victory. On the contrary, he
claimed that victory had created greater internal and external threats.
A brief examination of the CCP leadership’s changing assessment of
the “American threat” will help expose Mao’s train of thought.

During the first two years of the 1946–1949 civil war, the CCP
leadership acted on the assumption that direct American intervention
was unlikely. Mao and his comrades believed that because American
strategic emphasis lay in Europe and that the “reactionary American
ruling class” was in nature vulnerable, it would be difficult for Wash-
ington to send significant numbers of military forces to China to sup-
port the GMD.22 Nearing complete victory in late 1948 and early
1949, however, CCP leaders began to demonstrate great concerns
about direct American intervention in China’s civil war. During the
January 1949 enlarged Politburo meeting,American intervention was
a central topic. In spring 1949, CCP leaders and military planners
continued to emphasize the danger involved if Washington should
decide to send its troops to China to rescue the GMD regime.23

In addition to its conviction that Washington was profoundly hos-
tile toward the Chinese revolution, the CCP leadership’s vigilance
against American intervention at the last stage of the civil war was
caused by the fact that the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) attacked
coastal commercial centers like Shanghai,where the Western presence
had been significant.24 But in a deeper sense, the CCP leadership’s
emphasis on the danger of direct American intervention in early 1949
had to be understood in the context of Mao’s deep concern for main-
taining the inner dynamics of the Chinese revolution after nationwide
victory.

When Mao and the other CCP leaders tried to define “American
threat” in early 1949, they never restricted their vision to the imme-
diate danger involved in direct American intervention in China.
Rather, they emphasized long-range American hostility toward the
victorious Chinese revolution, as well as the U.S. imperialist attempt
to sabotage the revolution from within. At the January Politburo
meeting,Mao noted the possibility of American direct intervention in
China; but he believed that well-prepared Chinese revolutionary
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forces could defeat American military intervention.25 Mao empha-
sized that an American strategy of sabotage could be a more serious
threat than military intervention. Both at the January enlarged Polit-
buro meeting and the March Central Committee’s Plenary Session,
Mao spent considerable time discussing the threat of American sabo-
tage of the Chinese revolution and “the danger of winning the victo-
ry.” He stressed that “after the destruction of the enemies with guns,
the enemies without guns were still there, and they were bound to
struggle desperately against us.” He therefore warned the entire party:
“If we fail to pay enough attention to these problems, if we do not
know how to wage the struggle against them and win victory in the
struggle, we shall be unable to maintain our political power, we shall
be unable to stand on our feet, and we shall fail.”26

Not surprising at all, an important gap would emerge between the
CCP leadership’s real assessment of the nature of the “American
threat” and the party’s open propaganda about it when Communist
forces occupied Shanghai, Qingdao, and other major coastal areas in
mid-1949. In internal correspondences, Mao and his comrades were
by then convinced that the danger of American direct intervention
had disappeared.27 But in the party’s open propaganda, they would
continue to emphasize the “American threat.” On one occasion, for
example, Mao warned the whole country that the United States and
Chinese reactionaries were unwilling to “resign themselves to defeat
in this land of China” and would “gang up against the Chinese peo-
ple in every possible way,” even by sending “some of their troops to
invade and harass China’s frontiers.”28

Given that the Chinese revolution was at a crucial juncture in
1949, Mao’s warnings could be understood in two ways. First, as a
revolutionary, Mao hoped that his comrades would maintain revolu-
tionary vigilance at the time of victory so that the achievements of
the revolution would not be lost. Second, as a revolutionary strate-
gist, Mao looked into the future. Many revolutionary movements in
history have lost their momentum after the victory because their
objectives disappeared. Mao did not want to see this to happen in
China.When he stressed the continuous existence of external threat
to the Chinese revolution after its victory, he had actually issued the
most powerful appeal for maintaining its inner dynamics. It is appar-
ent that this approach made it easier for Mao and his fellow CCP
leaders to emphasize conflict, rather than reconciliation or accom-
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modation, with the Western countries, particularly with the United
States.

International Outlook

In the late 1940s,when Mao and his comrades focused their vision on
the outside world, they encountered an international environment
that had been divided by the Cold War.The deteriorating relationship
between the Soviet Union and the United States drove the world into
incessant crises, making the world situation replete with elements of
instability and conflict. In the meantime, with the declining influence
of the old European powers in international politics, national libera-
tion movements developed rapidly in the non-European world, espe-
cially in East Asia.29 Facing such a situation, Mao and his fellow CCP
leaders defined the nature of the emerging Cold War in light of the
Marxist-Leninist theory of international class struggle, as well as of the
CCP’s need to win the war against the GMD. In the meantime, they
demonstrated a strong desire to come to the fore in the international
arena and to make China a significant actor in the changing world.All
of this was clearly manifested in the late 1940s by the CCP’s intro-
duction of the theoretical concept of the “intermediate zone.”

After the Second World War, Mao and the CCP leadership initial-
ly believed that the American-Soviet contradiction was the “main
contradiction”30 in world politics and that the conflict between the
CCP and the GMD was subordinate to the confrontation between
the two super powers.31 The disclosure of the secret agreement on
China between Roosevelt and Stalin at Yalta challenged this view.
Mao and the other CCP leaders found that between Moscow and
Washington there existed not only confrontation but also areas of
compromise.32 With the development of China’s civil war, especially
after Mao and the CCP leadership became convinced that the Unit-
ed States would not use its military forces directly in China because
its strategic emphasis lay in Europe,Mao’s understanding of the “main
contradiction” in the world underwent a fundamental change,
becoming more complicated. Beginning in late 1946, Mao and the
CCP leadership introduced a series of new ideas about the postwar
world situation and China’s position in it, known as the theory of “the
intermediate zone.”

In an August 1946 interview with Anna Louise Strong, an Ameri-
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can leftist journalist visiting Yanan,Mao asserted that sharp differences
existed between the United States and the Soviet Union and that “the
U.S. imperialists were preparing to attack the Soviet Union.” Howev-
er, he did not believe that the United States was ready to start a new
world war. He observed that the United States and the Soviet Union
were “separated by a vast zone including many capitalist, colonial and
semi-colonial countries in Europe,Asia, and Africa,” and it was there-
fore difficult for “the U.S. reactionaries to attack the Soviet Union
before they could subjugate these countries.” He speculated that the
United States now controlled areas in the Far East larger than all the
former British spheres of influence there, including Japan, the part of
China under GMD rule, half of Korea, and the South Pacific. As a
result, it was not the Soviet Union but these countries that became
“the targets of U.S. aggression.” Mao concluded that America’s anti-
Soviet campaign was designed to oppress the American people and to
expand U.S influences in the areas between the United States and the
Soviet Union, including those capitalist countries.33

Underlying these speculations was the belief that the United States
was by nature a “paper tiger.” In a long conversation with Zhou Enlai
and Liu Shaoqi on November 21, 1946, Mao stressed that the CCP
should not overestimate the strength of the United States and other
Western countries, which he felt were on the verge of a new destruc-
tive economic crisis. Furthermore, the competition for raw materials
and potential markets between major imperialist powers would cause
serious problems between the United States and such imperialist
countries as Britain and France, thus weakening the strength of the
“reactionary ruling classes” in these countries.As a result, leftist forces
in Western countries would further develop in the wake of the eco-
nomic crisis. Mao therefore concluded that the “reactionaries” in the
United States and other Western countries were vulnerable.34

Mao introduced here the CCP leadership’s unique comprehen-
sion of the nature of the emerging confrontation between the two
superpowers: although the postwar world seemed to be characterized
by the sharp confrontation between the Soviet Union and the Unit-
ed States, the Cold War at the present stage was nevertheless in its
essence a struggle between, on the one hand, the American people
and peoples in the “intermediate zone,” of which China occupied a
crucial position, and, on the other hand, the reactionary American
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ruling class.This struggle would determine not simply the direction
of the emerging Cold War but actually the fate of the entire world.

In early 1947, an important article entitled “Explanations of Sever-
al Basic Problems Concerning the Postwar International Situation”
offered a more detailed analysis of the “intermediate zone.” Published
in the name of Lu Dingyi, the CCP’s propaganda chief, the article had
been discussed by top CCP leaders and personally revised by Mao.35

It argued that the postwar confrontation was between the “anti-
democratic forces” headed by the United States and the “peace-lov-
ing and democratic forces” headed by the Soviet Union. In this sense
it is true that the international scene after the Second World War had
been bipolarized.As the strength of the Soviet camp far surpassed that
of the American, it was erroneous to believe “that a new world war
was inevitable or that a lasting world peace was impossible.” Stressing
that the United States was separated from the Soviet Union by the
vast intermediate zone in Asia,Africa, and Europe, the article repeat-
ed Mao’s view that Washington’s anti-Soviet campaign was designed
for “internal oppression and international expansion in the interme-
diate zone.”The article continued to analyze the “main contradiction”
of the postwar world. It emphasized:

After the end of the Second World War, the main contradiction in
world politics exists not between the capitalist world and the socialist
Soviet Union, nor between the Soviet Union and the United States,
but between the democratic and anti-democratic forces in the capital-
ist world. Or more concretely speaking, the main contradiction in
today’s world is that between the American people and American
reactionaries, that between Great Britain and the United States, and
that between China and the United States.36

It can thus be seen that in the view of Mao and his fellow CCP lead-
ers, sharp differences did exist between the Soviet Union and the
United States.The real thrust of the Soviet-American confrontation,
however, lay in the competition over the intermediate zone, and the
fate of the competition would be decided by the struggle between the
peoples of the intermediate zone and the “reactionary” U.S. ruling
class, rather than between the two superpowers themselves.As China
occupied a crucial position in the intermediate zone, Mao and his
comrades believed that China would play a central role in determin-
ing the result of the Cold War.
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The CCP leadership’s introduction of the intermediate zone the-
ory came at a time when China’s civil war had been escalating. Mao
and his fellow CCP leaders obviously hoped to use this theory, espe-
cially the part about “all reactionaries were paper tigers,” to encour-
age the whole party to pursue a victorious end in the war against the
American-backed GMD regime. In this sense, the theory served the
party leadership’s need to mobilize the party to win the civil war.

In a broad sense, the theory of the intermediate zone reflected
CCP leaders’ fundamental perceptions of China’s position in the post-
war world. First, it mirrored the CCP’s commitment to transform the
existing international order by challenging the United States as a
dominant power in the Asian-Pacific area. In Mao’s view, since the
American intention to control the Asian-Pacific area served the inter-
ests of “the dark reactionary forces,” the CCP’s challenge to the exist-
ing order was just and necessary. And since the reactionary forces
headed by the United States faced themselves a variety of internal and
external crises, such a challenge was feasible.The Chinese people and
other peoples in the Asian-Pacific should have the courage to chal-
lenge American domination in international politics.

Second, the theory of the intermediate zone demonstrated that the
CCP’s postwar policy had a strong “lean-to-one-side” tendency from
the beginning. Although Mao stated that China belonged to the
“intermediate zone” between the Soviet Union and the United
States, he opposed China to take a middle ground between the two
superpowers.37 Lu’s article made it clear that China belonged both to
the “intermediate zone” and the Soviet camp. In a report on domes-
tic and international relations in December 1947. Mao placed the
United States squarely as the head of the imperialist camp with the
Soviet Union as the leader of the anti-imperialist camp, of which
China should become a member.38 In December 1948, Liu Shaoqi
published a lengthy article, “On Internationalism and Nationalism”
(again, a collective work of the CCP leadership). He postulated that
sharp confrontation did exist between the Soviet-headed “new demo-
cratic” camp and the U.S. headed “reactionary” camp, which involved
“all the peoples of the world—of all countries, classes, sections of the
population,parties and groups.”Therefore one must “line up with one
side or the other. . . . If one is not in the imperialist camp . . . one must
be in the anti-imperialist camp.”39 It had never been a problem for the
CCP leadership that China belonged in the Soviet camp.
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Third, the theory of the intermediate zone reflected a strong ten-
dency toward Chinese ethnocentrism in Mao’s and the other CCP
leaders’ perception of the postwar world. Mao and his fellow CCP
leaders stated vigorously that the American-Soviet competition over
the intermediate zone would be finally determined by the result of
the struggles between China and the United States, and that the “main
contradiction” in the postwar world was thus of a Sino-American
nature. This emphasis upon China as a critical front in the postwar
world may have been part of an attempt to win more Soviet assistance
to the CCP. It indicated also that the CCP leaders’ thinking was
strongly influenced by the desire to pursue China’s worldwide influ-
ence, even during the time when the party was still fighting for a
dominant position in China.

Within this context the CCP leadership’s concept of revolution,
especially its understanding of the relations between their own and
the world proletarian revolution, evolved during the civil war. Mao
and his comrades had consistently viewed the Chinese revolution as
part of a world proletarian revolutionary movement initiated by
Russian Bolsheviks.As the Chinese revolution progressed, however, a
different model from that of the Russian revolution emerged: instead
of concentrating on urban areas the Chinese revolution was largely
rural-oriented. Mao and the CCP leadership now had second
thoughts about the nature and significance of the Chinese revolution.
During 1948–49, they began to think in terms of a much broader
anti-imperialist Asian and world revolution.They had come to believe
that their model of revolution transcended China.They concluded,
first, that the Chinese revolution offered an example of universal sig-
nificance to other peoples struggling for national liberation and, sec-
ond, that the victory of the Chinese revolution was the beginning of
a new high tide of revolutionary movements of oppressed peoples in
Asia and in the world. Consequently, Mao and his comrades believed
it their duty to assist Communist revolutionaries and national libera-
tion movements in other countries in order to promote a worldwide
revolution.40

Ironically the desire to make a total break with the “old world”
reveals the CCP’s inheritance of a heavy cultural-historical burden. In
the CCP leaders’ eagerness to make the Chinese revolution Asian-
wide or even worldwide, we see the reemergence of a familiar Chi-
nese ethnocentrism and universalism, an age-old tradition seriously
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challenged during modern times by the Western invasion of China.
“China’s standing up among the nations of the world,” according to
Mao’s logic, would be realized through China’s promotion of Asian
and world revolutions, thus bringing about the rejuvenation of
China’s central position in the international community, that is, the
cultural and moral superiority of the “Central Kingdom,” now repre-
sented by Mao’s revolutionary China, would achieve an international
recognition.

We have encountered at this point a key rationale underlying the
CCP’s foreign policy: Mao’s and his comrades’ revolutionary nation-
alism. China has a long history and a profound civilization.The tradi-
tional Chinese were deeply convinced that Chinese civilization and
the Chinese way of life were the most superior in the known universe.
Indeed, the Chinese during traditional times had only a vague impres-
sion of the “world” or the distinction of nation-states; they would be
more comfortable using the concept “tian xia” (all under the heaven),
which implied that the “Central Kingdom”was the only civilized land
in the world; or in other words, China was civilization in toto.41

This Chinese view of the world had been severely challenged
when China had to face the cruel fact that China’s door was opened
by the superior forces of Western powers, and that the very survival of
the Chinese nation was at stake. Mao’s and his comrades’ viewpoints
of China’s international status and foreign connections were deeply
influenced by the unequal exchanges between China and the foreign
powers. They became indignant when they saw Western powers,
including the United States, treat the old, declining China with arro-
gance and a strong sense of superiority. They also despised former
Chinese governments, from the Manchu dynasty to the regimes of the
warlords, which had failed to protect China’s national integrity and
sovereignty.An emotional commitment to national liberation provid-
ed a crucial momentum in Mao’s and his comrades’ choice of a Marx-
ist-Leninist style revolution.As Mao expressed it,China’s national cri-
sis early in the twentieth century had a decisive impact on his deci-
sion to join the revolutionary movement aimed at transforming
Chinese society.42 For Mao and his comrades, the final goal of their
revolution was more than the total transformation of the old Chinese
society they saw as corrupt and unjust; they would pursue at the same
time changing China’s weak power status, to prove to the other parts
of the world the strength and influence of Chinese culture, and to
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redefine the values and rules underlying the international system.43

We certainly can call Mao and his fellow CCP leaders Chinese
nationalists. But their nationalism had not only a strong revolutionary
orientation but was also interwoven with the deep-rooted image of a
“Sinocentric world order,” as once defined by John K. Fairbank.44

This revolutionary nationalism, under the Cold War environment,
led Mao and his comrades to emphasize persistently that the Chinese
Communists would not tolerate Washington’s disdain of China and
the Chinese people.While Washington’s hostility toward the Chinese
Communist revolution offended Mao and his fellow CCP leaders, the
perceived American disdain for China as a weak country and the Chi-
nese as an inferior people made them angry.When the Chinese Com-
munist revolution approached nationwide victory, Mao would per-
sonally initiate a series of propaganda campaigns calculated to expose
the “reactionary” and “vulnerable” nature of U.S. imperialism and to
encourage the Chinese people’s national self-respect. Although Mao
and the CCP media frequently used Marxist-Leninist terminology in
these campaigns, how to face the “U.S. imperialists” was to the CCP
a problem concerning values and beliefs, which was related to their
feelings as Chinese.

Under the influence of the same revolutionary nationalism, the
CCP’s relationship with Moscow was close but never completely har-
monious. Around the time of the establishment of the People’s
Republic, conditioned by both ideological considerations and practi-
cal interests (the Soviet Union was more than a Communist friend; it
was also the only great power that was willing to back the PRC),Mao
and the CCP leadership would adopt the policy of allying China with
the Soviet Union. Mao and his fellow CCP leaders, however, would
be extremely sensitive to being treated by Stalin and the other Soviet
leaders as the “little brother.”

In sum,underlying the CCP’s perception of the outside world were
not only political ideological considerations, but also, and more
important, profound historical-cultural factors: the conceptual world
of Mao and his fellow CCP leaders as twentieth-century Chinese rev-
olutionaries was consciously or unconsciously dominated by the age-
old “Central Kingdom” mentality.The international goal of the revo-
lution therefore mirrored its domestic tasks. Just as it would destroy
traditional Chinese society and establish a new China, so too it would
challenge and destroy the old world order, and create a new one.
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Defining China’s Security Interests

The CCP’s domestic agenda, its perception of the postwar world
and China’s position in it, and its revolutionary nationalism carried
Mao and the party’s leadership to an exceptionally strong sense of
insecurity and, correspondingly, the pursuit of special means for
security. Consequently, the CCP leadership’s definition of China’s
security interests was deeply penetrated by the party’s revolutionary
commitments.

In a general sense it is understandable that, in a divided world in
which the balance of power had been severely threatened by such fac-
tors as the emergence of nuclear weapons and the increasing con-
frontation of the two superpowers, any country had reasons to feel less
secure than ever before.The sense of insecurity on the part of Mao
and the CCP leadership, however, was special in several respects in
comparison with the typical considerations of insecurity during the
early Cold War period. It was not so closely related to fear of Ameri-
ca’s nuclear power since Mao emphasized that the Chinese Commu-
nists would not be intimidated by it.45 Nor would Mao believe, as the
result of his deep conviction of China’s ability to rely on its own
resources for survival and development, that revolutionary China
could easily be knocked down by the “imperialist plot” to isolate it
from international society. Rather, the CCP leadership’s deep sense of
insecurity had a close connection with its understanding of the nature
and influence of the Chinese Communist revolution. Three hypo-
thetical observations might be made here. First of all, the ambitious
hope on the part of Mao and the other CCP leaders to change China
into a central international actor conflicted with China’s weak power
status at the time of the PRC’s formation—in 1949, as Frederick C.
Teiwes once put it, “China’s fundamental economic and military
backwardness created monumental impediments to the [Communist]
elite’s goals of national wealth of power.”46 As Mao and his fellow
CCP leaders would not give up the effort to chart their own course
in the world and to make China a leading world power, they would
continue to feel insecure until China’s weakness had been turned into
strength.47

Second, since Mao and the CCP leadership emphasized the signif-
icance and influence of the Chinese Communist revolution and
regarded the struggles between revolutionary China and the United
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States as the “main contradiction” in the world, they would logically
feel that they faced a very insecure world. One could find here a
mutually restrictive or mutually promotive relationship in the CCP
leadership’s security concerns: the more they stressed the significance
of the Chinese Communist revolution, the less secure they would feel
in face of the perceived threat from the West and the United States.

Third, the continuous emphasis by Mao and the CCP leadership
on the necessity of maintaining the inner dynamics of the Chinese
Communist revolution would represent another constant source of
insecurity. In order to use the continuous existence of the foreign
threat to mobilize the Chinese masses, Mao and his comrades
enhanced anti-foreign-imperialist propaganda. This propaganda, in
turn, might lead to a deepening sense of insecurity on their own part.
Allen Whiting’s analysis certainly makes good sense in this regard:
“Perhaps Mao spoke propagandistically while retaining more sophis-
ticated judgments privately.The consistency of the bias in his erro-
neous forecasts, however, makes probable his wholehearted accep-
tance of Communist assumptions of world affairs.”48

Consequently, when defining China’s security interests and the
threats to them, Mao and his fellow CCP leaders would not restrict
their vision to China’s physical security. Rather, they perceived
China’s national security interests at three different yet interrelated
levels. First, as noted earlier, they emphasized that one threat to the
Chinese revolution and the Communist regime came from within. In
Mao’s opinions, the imperialists would try to use representatives with-
in the revolutionary camp to sabotage the revolution; and some rev-
olutionaries could shift their revolutionary stand as the result of being
unable to meet the challenges brought about by the revolution’s
nationwide victory. In both cases the vital interests of revolutionary
China could be in danger.

Second, Mao and his fellow CCP leaders paid special attention to
the connection between the safety of China’s neighboring areas and
the security of China itself. In this regard, following China’s modern
experiences (especially those of the 1884 Sino-Franco War over Viet-
nam and the 1894 Sino-Japanese War over Korea and Manchuria),
CCP leaders placed great value on defending the suzerain spheres of
traditional China, the Korean peninsula and the Indochina area in
particular. Believing that these two regions had special connections
with China’s overall security interests, the CCP leaders endeavored to
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promote revolutionary movements there in the early days of the
PRC, and would treat them, together with Taiwan, as the most possi-
ble sites for a direct confrontation with the United States.49

Third, Beijing leaders believed also that China’s security interests
were linked with the scenario in the entire Asian-Pacific area or even
the entire world.Viewing China as an emerging power in the inter-
national arena, CCP leaders were concerned about the possible influ-
ence of major changes in Asia and other parts of the world upon
China’s security status. Starting in early 1949, the CCP demonstrated
strong interests in the internal and external affairs of countries in
Southeast Asia, Indonesia, the Philippines, India, and Japan.The party
emphasized that the development of revolutionary movements in
these countries was closely related to the fate of the Chinese revolu-
tion—while their failure would create greater pressure on the Chi-
nese revolutionaries, their success would strengthen the new China’s
international position.50 On a global scale, CCP leaders believed that
the changing world situation was in one way or the other connected
with the status of China’s security. In accordance with the Marxist-
Leninist rules of social progress and the CCP’s understanding of the
postwar situation, Mao and the CCP leadership were convinced that
Communist China’s security would be guaranteed only when the
outside world was no longer dominated by hostile capitalist-imperi-
alist forces.51

These specific considerations and, as a result, the unique definition
of China’s security interests led Mao and the CCP leadership to
believe that special means were required to maintain China’s national
security. In pursuing China’s security interests, Mao and the CCP
leadership would often resort to such conventional means as allying
China with other powers, trying to split China’s enemies (often com-
bined with the Chinese tradition of “utilizing barbarians to check bar-
barians”), pursuing effective means of deterrence, and “preparing for
the worst while at the same time pursuing the best.”However, strong-
ly influenced by the party’s successful experience of mobilizing the
masses in the confrontation with the GMD,they would emphasize the
importance of maintaining China’s security interests through a total
and continuous mobilization of the party and the Chinese people.
Mao believed that if the Chinese nation, which was composed of
almost one quarter of the world’s population, could be fully mobilized
under the CCP’s strong central leadership, China’s national security
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interests would be best maintained.52 For Mao, the question of the
best means to maintain China’s security interests had thus turned into
the question of how to achieve full mobilization of the Chinese
nation under the Communist leadership.

Mao at the Center

By the late 1940s, Mao Zedong had established himself as the CCP’s
indisputable leader. His comrades became increasingly accustomed to
echo his judgment, rather than to challenge his wisdom.The revolu-
tionary features of the CCP’s foreign policy reflected Mao’s ideas and,
in a sense, epitomized his rebellious character, his consciousness of
challenge, and his devotion to Chinese revolutionary nationalism. In
order to understand better the CCP’s revolutionary foreign policy,we
need to comprehend Mao as a person and his dominant position in
the CCP’s decision-making structure.

Born in 1893, Mao was from a peasant family in Shaoshan, a vil-
lage in Xiangtan County, Hunan Province. During his childhood, he
had a frequently conflicting relationship with his father, which, as
many scholars believe, contributed to the making of his rebellious
character.As a schoolboy, he read Confucian classics, but only to the
tales of rebelling peasants fighting against the exploitative and corrupt
bureaucracy (such as the popular novel Water Margin) would he devote
his heart and soul.As he left Shaoshan to pursue more advanced stud-
ies in Changsha, Hunan’s capital city, all of this was reinforced by the
rebelliously oriented cultural environment in Hunan Province. The
result was his deep conviction that “rebellion was by nature legiti-
mate” (zaofan youli).53

When Mao further touched upon the realities of Chinese society
and China’s declining status in the world,his rebellious and challenge-
oriented character began to combine with the strong desire of “trans-
forming China and the world,” leading to a profound and persistent
consciousness of challenging the “old world.” In Mao’s conceptual
realm, there existed little respect for the existing rules or regulations
in either Chinese society or the international community; rather,
Mao’s way of thinking was dominated by “the philosophy of struggle,”
which emphasized that “only through struggle was progress in human
history possible.”54 In Mao’s mind, the very dynamics of his revolu-
tion lay in the constant needs of defining and redefining the objec-
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tive(s) that the revolution was to challenge. These ideas, in the late
1940s, became the spiritual backbone of the CCP’s revolutionary for-
eign policy.

Mao’s central position in the CCP’s policy-making structure in the
late 1940s allowed him to change his opinions into the party’s policies
without much checking and balancing by other top party leaders.As
a Communist party, the CCP had long taken the Leninist principle of
“democratic centralism” as the basis of its decision-making frame-
work, which meant that only before the decision had been made
would different opinions be allowed to exist and that in no circum-
stance would factional activities within the party’s leading circle be
tolerated. In practice, the CCP’s policy-making procedures following
“democratic centralism” were steeped in the deep-rooted patriarchal
tradition in China’s political culture, allowing the party’s paramount
leader to act as the head of the party “family.” Indeed, since Mao’s
emergence as the CCP’s top leader in the mid-1930s, his authority in
the party’s decision-making structure had increased continuously. A
decision by the Politburo in March 1943 made Mao the party’s undis-
puted leader and granted him the power of “making the final judge-
ment for important decisions.”55The party’s seventh congress in 1945
further established “Mao Zedong Thought” as the party’s guiding ide-
ology. In the wake of the CCP’s victory in China’s civil war, Mao’s
credibility and authority within the party leadership rose further; so
did his confidence in his own political wisdom.With the emergence
of the “Mao cult” that was to characterize Communist China’s polit-
ical and social life, Mao’s leadership role became of a patriarchal
nature—it was no longer possible and meaningful to distinguish his
voice from the party’s.

Until late 1948, domestic affairs dominated the CCP’s agenda.The
nationwide victory, however, made Mao feel an urgent need to place
the party’s diplomatic affairs under tighter control of the party’s cen-
tral leadership and himself. He could see that most of the CCP’s local
and provincial cadres were from rural areas.While familiar with mili-
tary and domestic political matters they had little experience in for-
eign affairs. As the CCP emerged as the ruling party, it encountered
new problems (especially in the field of diplomacy) that did not fit
into the party’s previous strategies and policies. Mismanagement of
foreign affairs by local party cadres might undermine the CCP’s
whole foreign policy. Furthermore, Mao’s understanding of the deci-
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sive role the new China’s foreign policy was to play in continuously
promoting the Chinese revolution prevented him from releasing his
decision-making power on diplomatic affairs—he believed that his
direct leadership would best guarantee the party’s foreign policy to
serve his grand revolutionary designs. Under these circumstances,
Mao emphasized repeatedly in late 1948 and early 1949 that “there
existed no insignificant matter in diplomatic affairs, and everything
should be reported to and decided by the Central Committee,” and,
particularly, by Mao himself.56 There is no doubt that Mao Zedong
was the single most important policymaker in Communist China’s
foreign affairs—the other CCP leaders, including Zhou Enlai and his
staff, were more policy-carriers than policymakers.57

Mao in 1949, though, was not an experienced master at foreign
affairs in a conventional sense.As of 1949, he had never been abroad.
His knowledge of other parts of the world was based largely on his
highly selective reading, which focused more on Chinese history,
Chinese politics, and Chinese translations of Marxist-Leninist classics
than on world politics or international relations.58 In addition, Mao’s
direction of the CCP’s foreign policy was strongly influenced, as
noted earlier, by a preoccupation with the ongoing Chinese revolu-
tion.These factors generated misperceptions and improper initiatives
and responses in Communist China’s foreign policy.

But Mao also brought strength. Deeply convinced of the just
nature of his cause, Mao was determined to challenge and destroy the
unjust and exploitative “old world.” He was not alone; a nation with
a population equal to one quarter of that of the world would be under
his rule.He had learned to be a master at mobilizing the party and the
revolutionary peasantry to realize the revolution’s domestic tasks;now,
as China’s ruler, he was more than willing to apply the same strategy
to mobilize the Chinese nation in pursuing the revolution’s interna-
tional aims. To underestimate the determination and potential of a
China led by this man would be a fatal misperception.

Toward the end of the 1940s, China had emerged as a revolutionary
power. In domestic affairs,Mao and the CCP leadership placed extra-
ordinary emphasis on the need to maintain the inner dynamics of the
Communist revolution, so that the revolution would eventually pro-
duce a profound transformation of China’s state and society. In inter-
national politics, Mao and his comrades were determined to break
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with the legacies of the old China, to “make a fresh start” in China’s
foreign affairs, and to lean to the side of the Soviet-led socialist camp.
Indeed, Mao’s new China challenged the Western powers by ques-
tioning and, consequently, negating the very legitimacy of the exist-
ing “norms of international relations,” which, as Mao and his com-
rades viewed them, were of Western origins and inimical to revolu-
tionary China. In order to pursue their domestic and international
goals, the Chinese revolutionaries would in no circumstance allow
themselves to be restricted by the rules of the “old world.”

To be sure, the foreign behavior of Communist China appeared to
have its own language and own theory, and would follow its own val-
ues and codes of behavior. In a world that had been divided by the
Cold War, the adoption of a new and revolutionary discourse by the
world’s most populous country inevitably brought about factors of
instability and demands for radical change in both East Asian region-
al politics and the worldwide political scenario.What made the situa-
tion even more complicated is that at the time of its formation,Com-
munist China’s ambitious international aims were yet overshadowed
by the prevailing images of China as a weak country.While this cog-
nitive gap turned out to be one of the most important sources for for-
eign misperceptions of China’s intention and capacity, it also caused
an extraordinary sense of insecurity on the part of the Chinese lead-
ers. In retrospect, indeed, it would be surprising if Communist China’s
emergence as a revolutionary power had not been followed by its
confrontations with the Western powers in general and the United
States in particular.
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Part Two

Friends and Enemies:
A Stage Set for Confrontation

November 1948–June 1950
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When Chinese Communist troops entered Shenyang, the
largest city in China’s Northeast, on November 2, 1948, their com-
manders discovered with surprise that among foreign diplomats
remaining in the city was Angus Ward, the consul general of the Unit-
ed States.While suspecting Americans’ motives for staying on in the
“liberated zone” (especially given Washington’s hostility toward the
Chinese revolution), they sensed proudly that even the “U.S. imperi-
alists” now could not avoid direct contact with the Chinese revolu-
tionaries.Ward, however, had only a vague knowledge of his tasks: the
State Department ordered him to remain not because of any willing-
ness to reach an accommodation with the new Chinese Communist
regime,but only in order to observe the Communist controlled zones
without arousing misunderstandings about formal recognition.1

Lacking an understanding of the profound potential confrontation
between the CCP’s and Washington’s perceptions of each other’s
stance,Communist cadres and American diplomats in Shenyang failed
to anticipate that the contact between them would create a point of
serious conflict, finally leading to a direct Sino-American military
confrontation in late 1950.

The Recognition Controversy:
The Origins of 
Sino-American Confrontation

2



The Ward Case:The Beginning of Confrontation

Local CCP cadres’ contacts with American diplomats started shortly
after the Communist occupation of Shenyang.After receiving a letter
from Western diplomats asking for proper protection,Zhu Qiwen, the
new Communist mayor, summoned the American, British, and
French consuls general to his office on November 5, promising that
the Communist authorities in Shenyang would protect the foreigners
remaining there and that he would issue identity cards to consular
motor vehicles. Four days later, Zhu visited the three Western consuls
and had cordial talks with them. Meanwhile,Ward received “several
communications from local [Communist] authorities” addressed
either to him “as Consul General or to the office as the American
Consulate General.”2 It seemed that Zhu and the Shenyang Commu-
nist authorities were willing to deal with these Westerners in their
official capacity.

Zhu’s actions were not without grounds. On November 1, the
CCP Central Committee summarized the party’s general stand
toward Western diplomats in a cable, drafted by Zhou Enlai, to the
party’s Northeast Bureau.The cable instructed that given the special
situation in the Northeast, foreign banks should not be closed after the
liberation of Shenyang. Under the martial law, according to the cable,
the U.S., British, and Soviet consulates should be protected by troops;
and when the martial law was lifted these consulates should be guard-
ed by police. Under no circumstance should body search be imposed
upon foreign diplomats entering and leaving the consulates; neither
should the consulates be searched. The cable stressed that as diplo-
matic practice and international custom were new to the CCP, the
party should “consult with Soviet diplomatic personnel,” and that
while the opinions of the Soviets should be carefully considered,
“[their ideas] should be treated as no more than suggestions, and any
matter related to policy should be reported to the Central Commit-
tee for instructions before action.”3

Several leading members of the CCP Northeast Bureau, including
its secretary and deputy secretary,Gao Gang and Chen Yun,who were
also CCP Politburo members, as well as Zhu Qiwen, failed to pay
enough attention to the last point of these instructions.Without ask-
ing for instructions from the central party leadership, Zhu contacted
Western diplomats in his official capacity, believing that this was in
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tune with the CCP’s long-time policy of international “united front”
as well as helpful for improving the CCP’s international image.4Ward,
taking this as a sign that the Communists were willing to maintain
official contacts with the United States, concluded in a report to the
State Department:“It was obviously the intention of the Communist
authorities at the time to recognize us and permit us to function as an
official United States Government establishment.”5

The situation changed suddenly. On November 15, the CCP’s
Municipal Military Control Commission of the Shenyang City
informed all “former”Western consulates in Shenyang, including the
Americans, that no foreigners could possess a radio transmitter with-
out special permission of the commission, and that all radio transmit-
ters should be handed over to the commission within 36 hours.6 In
reality, this order affected only the Americans, as the British and
French relied instead on regular Chinese communication channels.7

The changing attitude of the Shenyang authorities was in the first
place caused by the CCP leaders’ determination to eliminate the old
China’s diplomatic legacies.Unwilling to treat Western establishments
and personnel accredited by the GMD government as formal diplo-
mats, the CCP Central Committee found it necessary to clarify its
stand by correcting the “wrongdoings” of the Shenyang authorities.
In a November 10 telegram to the Northeast Bureau, the Central
Committee directed that because the British, American, and French
governments had not recognized the Chinese Communist authori-
ties, the CCP would not recognize their official status either, and that
Western diplomats should be treated as common foreigners without
diplomatic immunity. Criticizing the Shenyang authorities for their
failure to ask instructions beforehand, the telegram emphasized that
CCP local authorities should not respond to any diplomatic questions
without guidance of the Central Committee. They should request
instructions from the party leadership and in the meantime keep open
their options.8 After receiving this telegram, the Northeast Bureau
immediately stopped treating Western diplomats according to their
official status.

Shenyang’s change was also the result of the advice from Soviet
representatives in the Northeast, which, as is well known, had long
been viewed by the Russians as in their sphere of influence.With the
Chinese Communist victory in the Northeast, the Soviets did not
want the CCP to allow Western diplomats to remain there in either
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official or unofficial capacity. I.V. Kovalev, the Soviet representative
who was then helping the Chinese Communists restore railroad trans-
portation in the Northeast, advised members of the CCP Northeast
Bureau that the CCP should keep a distance from Western countries.
He suggested strongly that the CCP should treat American diplomats
remaining in Shenyang in the same manner as the GMD treated Sovi-
et commercial representatives in the Northeast in 1946, that is, to cut
off their external communications. He particularly mentioned that
the CCP should “take control of the radio stations in those places
where the Chinese comrades were sure they were operating.” Lead-
ing members of the Northeast Bureau, especially Gao Gang, who had
a particularly intimate relationship with the Soviets, decided to follow
the advice of the Soviets to drive Western diplomats out of the North-
east by creating difficulties for them.9

Security considerations played an additional role in the Northeast
Bureau’s order to requisition radio transmitters of Western consulates
in Shenyang. The PLA’s Fourth Field Army was then preparing to
move south from Manchuria to enter the Beiping-Tianjin Campaign,
a decisive military showdown between the CCP and the GMD, and
CCP military planners in the Northeast worried that the remaining
American diplomats might use their radio transmitters to send infor-
mation about the PLA’s movement to the GMD. In fact, CCP leaders
in the Northeast already believed that American diplomats in
Shenyang were “actively engaged in” collecting any available infor-
mation about the PLA.10 Later, in a report to the Central Committee
on November 24, the Northeast Bureau concluded that U.S. con-
sulate in Shenyang had been involved in espionage activities on behalf
of the GMD regime.11

The combination of these factors caused the Northeast Bureau to
order all foreign consulates to hand over their radio stations within 36
hours.After the issuance of the order the Northeast Bureau reported
it to the CCP Central Committee for the central leadership’s
approval.The Bureau also reported that they planned to cut off the
three Western consulates from outside communications and to restrict
the movement of members of these consulates so that they would be
driven out of Shenyang.12

Mao and the CCP central leadership quickly approved the North-
east Bureau’s actions. In a telegram to Gao dated November 17, Mao
agreed in principle to the Bureau’s ideas of “driving the American,
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British, and French consulates out of [Shenyang].” At the same time,
Mao sternly criticized Zhu Qiwen (but not Gao Gang):“Several of Zhu
Qiwen’s actions are ridiculously naive, such as notifying foreign con-
sulates for the mayor’s inauguration, returning visits of foreign consuls,
newspapers in Shenyang publishing the information that the U.S. con-
sulate apologized for the enemy’s bombardment, and promising with-
out careful consideration to issue passes for American motor vehicles.”
Mao ordered that Chen Yun and other leading CCP Northeast Bureau
personnel,who were supposed to be responsible for the above mistakes,
to make “profound self-criticism.” Mao also directed Gao Gang to
inform the Soviet Union:“So far as our foreign policy in the Northeast
and the whole country is concerned,we will certainly consult with the
Soviet Union in order to maintain an identical stand with it.”13

The CCP’s order to requisition radio transmitters possessed by
Western consulates in Shenyang immediately challenged the status of
American diplomats. Following instructions of the State Department,
Ward refused to hand over the transmitter, arguing that it was an “inte-
gral part of consulate establishment.”14 The Chinese Communists
interpreted Ward’s noncooperative response as intentionally disregard-
ing Communist authority and violating Chinese sovereignty.

In a telegram to the Northeast Bureau on November 18, Mao fur-
ther dictated the party’s strategy. This time he sternly criticized the
Shenyang Military Control Commission for its failure to request
instructions from the party leadership before setting the 36 hour
deadline. He ridiculed his comrades in Manchuria: you set the dead-
line and informed the three Western consulates before you reported
to the Central Committee, and then you waited for the instructions
from the Central Committee, allowing the deadline to be passed. Did
you think you might take back the order if the Central Committee
disagreed with you? Mao believed that the Northeast Bureau should
execute the order immediately in the name of the Shenyang Military
Control Commission. Mao also agreed that the Northeast Bureau
should follow the suggestion of the Soviets to isolate the three West-
ern consulates “so that the members of the British, American, and
French consulates would evacuate in the face of difficulties and our
purpose of driving them away could be reached.” Criticizing once
again Zhu’s treatment of Western diplomats in their official capacities,
Mao explicitly emphasized that “a certain foreign consul should be
called as Mr., not his official title.”15
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Following Mao’s instructions, the Shenyang Military Control
Commission cut the American consulate off from outside contacts
during the afternoon of November 18.Two days later, PLA soldiers
cordoned off the consulate’s offices and residential compound, and
Ward and his colleagues were placed under house arrest without
advance warning.16 In a letter to “Mr.Ward,” the Shenyang authori-
ties emphasized that because of his “failure [to] surrender [the] radio
transmitter constitutes intentional defiance personnel [of] former
American Consulate General [would] hereafter [be] forbidden inter-
course with [the] outside.” In addition to Ward and his wife, twenty
Americans and Europeans were confined in the consulate, including
two vice consuls, six clerks, one mechanic (with his wife and four
children), two staff employees (and the wife of one of them), and one
“stateless women.”17 Ward and his staff would not be allowed to leave
China until the end of 1949.

“We Should Not Hurriedly Pursue 
American Recognition”

The CCP’s management of the Ward case demonstrated clearly the
party’s deep hostility toward the United States. It also caused Mao and
the party leadership to place the party’s external activities under
tighter central control, as well as to further clarify the party’s policy
principles toward the United States.

Mao found it intolerable that the Northeast Bureau had acted on its
own without asking instructions from the party center, and the chair-
man used his criticism of Zhu’s mistake as a warning to the entire party.
In the following months,he emphasized repeatedly to local and provin-
cial party authorities that they should report to the Central Committee
on any matter concerning foreign affairs. In a telegram to the CCP’s
Tianjin Municipal Committee on January 20, Mao stressed: “Before
taking any concrete step in dealing with foreign nationals, you should
ask the opinions of the Central Committee, and act with the approval
of the Central Committee.”After the Communist occupation of Nan-
jing, the capital of the GMD government, in April 1949, Mao reiterat-
ed in two cables to Su Yu, then the director of the Nanjing Municipal
Military Control Commission, that “you should request instructions
from the Central Committee in advance in all diplomatic matters, large
or small alike. . . . Otherwise you might commit huge mistakes.”18
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In order to guarantee that all party organs would “request instruc-
tions beforehand in diplomatic matters, large or small alike,” the CCP
Central Committee ordered in January 1949 that in every large city a
special group for diplomatic problems should be established within
the party’s military control commission, which should be command-
ed by one of the leading members of the party municipal committee.
The task of the group was to “study problems concerning foreign res-
idents and diplomatic affairs, collect relevant materials, report period-
ically to the Central Committee and the party’s regional bureau, and
put forward questions and ideas for instructions.”19 Not surprising at
all, diplomatic affairs had become the field most tightly and directly
controlled by Mao and the CCP Central Committee even before the
establishment of the People’s Republic.

The events in Shenyang also drove Mao and his comrades to fur-
ther contemplate the principles underlying the CCP’s policy toward
the United States.The central questions involved here, as Mao per-
ceived them,were that the CCP should never compromise itself with
the old China’s diplomatic legacies, and that the new China should
not hurriedly pursue diplomatic relations with the Western countries
in general and the United States in particular. On November 23,
1948, right after Ward’s detention, the CCP Central Committee
cabled to the Northeast Bureau, emphasizing again that the party’s
basic policy toward Western countries was that it would not recog-
nize the diplomatic relations between the GMD and those coun-
tries.20 In a Central Committee “Instructions on Diplomatic Affairs,”
dated January 19, 1949,Mao further defined the principles the whole
party had to follow:“With no exception, we will not recognize any
of those embassies, legations, and consulates of capitalist countries, as
well as the diplomatic establishments and personnel attached to
them, accredited by the GMD government.We will treat them only
as common foreigners and give them due protection.” As for the
party’s attitude toward the United States, Mao stressed:“As American
military attachés have been involved in direct support to the GMD’s
civil war efforts, we should dispatch our soldiers to supervise them
and give no freedom of movement to them.” In contrast, the direc-
tive stressed that diplomats from the Soviet Union and other new
democratic countries should be treated differently, as “the foreign
policy of the Soviet Union . . . had been thoroughly different from
that of capitalist countries.”21
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At the Central Committee’s Second Plenary Session in March
1949, the CCP leadership reached the consensus that the new China
should neither hastily seek recognition from, nor pursue diplomatic
relations with, the United States and other Western countries.“As for
the question of the recognition of our country by the imperialist
countries,” asserted Mao,“we should not be in a hurry to solve it now
and need not be in a hurry to solve it even for a fairly long period
after country-wide victory.”22 Consequently, the decision not to rec-
ognize any foreign diplomatic establishment and personnel accredit-
ed to the GMD government was firmly established in early 1949 as
one of the most important principles of the CCP’s foreign policy.
During 1949–1950, the CCP leadership stressed on nearly every
occasion that the party would put the emphasis on pursuing strategic
cooperation with the Soviet Union, and that establishing diplomatic
relations with the United States and other Western countries was not
a priority.23

There were profound causes underlying the CCP leadership’s neg-
ative approach toward establishing relations with the United States. In
the context of the escalating Cold War, it is easy to see that this stance
correlated with the CCP’s perception that the world had been divid-
ed between a socialist camp headed by the Soviet Union and a capi-
talist camp headed the United States, and that no middle ground
existed between the two camps.These fundamentals left an indelible
stamp on the CCP’s attitude toward the recognition problem—when
CCP leaders decided to lean to the Soviet-led socialist camp it is nat-
ural that they would have no illusion of an early Western recognition
of the new China or establishing diplomatic relations with Western
countries.

Underlying the CCP’s suspicion of the United States was also the
conviction that the United States had been historically hostile toward
all revolutionary movements, including the Chinese revolution. Mao
and other CCP theorists particularly noticed that in the twentieth
century the United States had demonstrated an extreme hatred for
revolutionary changes, especially those related to communism. For
example, the United States had sent its troops to interfere with the
Russian civil war after the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, and the Unit-
ed States was the last major Western country to give diplomatic recog-
nition to the Soviet Union. In the case of China, the United States
was unsympathetic toward both the 1911 Revolution and the Great

Friends and Enemies40



Revolution from 1924 to 1927, as well as the Chinese Communist
movement.24

Washington’s continuous support of the GMD regime in China’s
civil war further confirmed the CCP’s perception that the United
States was the enemy of the Chinese revolution. Ever since the out-
break of the Chinese civil war, the CCP had constantly criticized
Washington’s pro-Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek) approach. Mao and
his fellow CCP leaders were further angered by the fact that U.S.Con-
gress had passed appropriations in 1948 and 1949 to buttress the
GMD’s economic and military position. In the Central Committee’s
“Instructions on Diplomatic Affairs” of January 19, 1949, Mao and
Zhou justified their policy of not recognizing diplomatic representa-
tives accredited by the GMD regime by stating that “as many govern-
ments of imperialist countries, the U.S. imperialist government in par-
ticular, had supported the reactionary GMD government in opposing
the liberation cause of the Chinese people, it would be very logical for
us not to recognize their representatives in China as formal diplomats.”
So long as the United States still stood by Jiang’s regime, CCP leaders
would not agree to a diplomatic relationship with the United States.25

Mao’s concerns over the impact early Western recognition might
produce on China’s domestic situation was another reason for the
CCP’s unwillingness to pursue relations with Western countries.To
maintain revolutionary momentum after victory, Mao and his com-
rades believed it necessary to slow down the establishment of diplo-
matic relations with the West, the United States in particular. Party
leaders concluded at the Central Committee’s Second Plenary Session
that in order to prevent imperialist countries from sabotaging the rev-
olution from within the new China must not establish diplomatic
relations with imperialist countries until imperialist privileges, power,
and influence in China had been eliminated.26 Mao’s belief that eco-
nomically China could live on its own further convinced him that
Western recognition would not play a crucial role in reconstructing
the new China.27

In a deeper sense, the CCP’s attitude toward the recognition prob-
lem reflected the CCP leaders’ comprehension of the history of
China’s century-old humiliating relations with the West.What domi-
nated the thinking of Mao and his comrades here was again the rev-
olutionary nationalism deeply rooted in China’s history and modern
experience.
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China’s modern exchanges with the West were to Mao and his
comrades most humiliating and painful. China had lost its historical
glory as the result of Western incursions after the 1840 Opium War.
In the eyes of Mao and his fellow CCP leaders, the United States and
other Western Powers had never treated China equally in modern his-
tory, and they thus had a strong suspicion whether the Western Pow-
ers in general and the United States in particular would treat the new
China as an equal. Mao explained at the Second Plenary Session:“We
are willing to establish diplomatic relations with all countries on the
principle of equality, but the imperialists, who have always been hos-
tile to the Chinese people, will definitely not be in a hurry to treat us
as equals.As long as the imperialist countries do not change their hos-
tile attitude, we should not grant them legal status in China.”28

The key concept here is the idea of “equality” as defined by Mao.
The CCP based their dealings with the United States in 1949–1950
on this concept and emphasized it repeatedly as the prerequisite for
accommodation. Mao viewed “equality” basically as a historical prob-
lem pointing out that Sino-American relations had been dominated
by a series of unequal treaties since China’s defeat in the Opium War.
He believed that in a moral sense the United States and other West-
ern Powers owed the Chinese a heavy debt. As the first step toward
establishing an equal relationship, he argued, the United States had to
end as well as apologize for its unequal treatment of China. Only
when the historical phenomenon of unequal exchanges between
China and the West ended would it be possible for the new China to
establish relations with Western countries.29 So, Mao’s definition of
“equality”not only meant a total negation of America’s roles in China
in modern times; it also posed a crucial challenge to the existing prin-
ciples of international relations followed by the United States and
other Western powers. In Mao’s opinion, America’s willingness to
change its attitude toward China represented a pass-or-fail test for
American policymakers; and he believed that the United States could
not pass the test.

This specific definition of “equality,” however, was unacceptable to
the Americans. President Truman, Secretary of State Dean Acheson
and other American policymakers of their generation came to the
political scene in an age when America had become a world power.
Compared with their predecessors, they had much more aggressive
and extensive an understanding of the concept “American interests.”
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This fact, combined with a long-existing belief in the superiority of
American institutions and values, made this generation of American
policymakers often exaggerate the power and influence of the Unit-
ed States, thus confusing their own definition of “principles of inter-
national relations”with the universal principles that should be obeyed
by everyone in the world.They were therefore neither in a position
nor willing to comprehend the real meaning of Mao’s concept of
“equality.” In the final analysis, this reflected the divergences in polit-
ical interests and ideologies of the two sides, as well as a profound con-
frontation of a cultural-psychological nature.

Mao and his fellow CCP leaders led their revolution toward victo-
ry through practical efforts.They certainly had the sense to fit their
policies to reality.Least of all would they want to see China totally iso-
lated in the world.As long-time players of the “united front” strategy,
Mao and his fellow CCP leaders were more than willing to weaken
the threat of the enemies and potential enemies toward revolutionary
China.While facing Western countries on the recognition problem,
Mao and the other CCP leaders tried to distinguish between prima-
ry and secondary enemies. Strongly influenced by the Chinese diplo-
matic tradition of “utilizing the barbarians to check the barbarians” (yi
yi zhi yi), they hoped to treat with certain Western countries differ-
ently to counterbalance the United States, perceived as their most
dangerous enemy.Zhou Enlai stressed at the enlarged Politburo meet-
ing in January 1949 that the CCP should not only distinguish
between the “international democratic front” and “imperialist front”
but should take advantages from contradictions among imperialist
countries as well.30 Mao and Zhou reminded their comrades that the
CCP needed to treat “concrete diplomatic cases differently in light of
the real nature of the problem and the circumstance” in order to
“show flexibility while staying firm on problems concerning princi-
ples.”31 In July 1949, when CCP organs in Shanghai reported that
there were signs that problems existed between British and Americans
remaining in Shanghai, Mao stated in a telegram to the CCP East
China Bureau that “as contradictions existed between the United
States and Great Britain on the China problem,we should be ready to
take advantage of these contradictions.”32 Mao and the other CCP
leaders did not want to become ideological diehards.

The question involved here, however, is how to assess the limits of
flexibility of the CCP’s external policy in the late 1940s. Since the
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early 1970s, many scholars have argued that the CCP’s hostility
toward the United States was basically a response to American hostil-
ity toward the CCP, and that if Washington’s China policy had been
more flexible, the CCP’s policy toward the United States could have
been less hostile. Consequently, these scholars believed that the CCP’s
foreign policy was in its essence “situational,” and that with a different
American policy an accommodation could have emerged between
the revolutionary China and the United States in the late 1940s.33

These scholars have exaggerated the flexibility of the CCP’s for-
eign policy while at the same time neglecting the party leadership’s
determination to adhere to the party’s fundamentals. In fact, almost
every time Mao mentioned that the CCP should maintain flexibility
in its dealing with Western countries,he always emphasized that under
no circumstance should the party sacrifice its basic revolutionary
principles. For example, when Zhou talked at the January 1949 Polit-
buro meeting about taking advantage of the contradictions among
imperialist countries, he emphasized particularly that while doing so
the party should never waver from its own principles.34 In the
telegram to the CCP East China Bureau in July 1949, Mao called on
to the possibility of utilizing the contradictions among the imperial-
ists, but he stressed at the same time the need for the party to adhere
to diplomatic principles established by the central leadership.35 Mao
and the CCP leadership thus created a situation allowing little space
for a flexible foreign policy, let alone an accommodation with the
United States.

Washington’s Nonrecognition Strategy

For Washington’s policymakers, the Ward case posed serious chal-
lenges on how to deal with a revolutionary regime.For a period, they
were unclear what had occurred in Shenyang.The State Department
tried to use diplomatic channels to reestablish contact with the
Shenyang consulate, while at the same time limiting publicity in
order not to complicate the situation.36 Starting in early December
1948, George Hopper, U.S. consul general in Hong Kong, repeated-
ly contacted Qiao Mu (Qiao Guanhua), head of the Hong Kong
branch of the Xinhua News Agency, to regain communication with
the Shenyang consulate. Qiao, refusing to assist the Americans in
reestablishing contact with the Shenyang Consulate, responded in
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January 1949 that the Ward case “was part of a larger question of U.S.
attitude toward new government and toward the KMT [GMD].”37

In the following months, the State Department continued to instruct
Hopper and O. Edmund Clubb, U.S. consul general in Beiping, to
convey the message that the U.S. government took the CCP’s mis-
treatment of American diplomats in Shenyang as “a violation of
international law and custom.”As of May 1949, however, the Amer-
icans achieved no progress toward the solution of the Ward case.They
were told only that the CCP’s regulations would not permit official
contact with American diplomats in Shenyang “owing to the absence
of recognition.”38

Under the shadow of the Ward case, policymakers in Washington
found it more difficult than before to discuss the recognition problem
with the CCP. Confident in America’s values, strength, and influence,
they saw recognition (or the threat of nonrecognition) as a possible
weapon to put pressure on the CCP. From the beginning, they linked
America’s recognition of Communist China to the CCP’s willingness
to fulfill China’s obligation in established treaties and agreements with
foreign countries. For example, on February 3, 1949, Secretary of
State Dean Acheson instructed Clubb to make it clear on an “appro-
priate occasion” that the CCP’s acceptance of Chinese treaty obliga-
tions was the basis for American recognition of the Communist
regime.39 On May 13, 1949, three weeks after the Communist occu-
pation of Nanjing, mentioned earlier,Acheson cabled to Stuart three
basic conditions for American recognition:“a. de facto control of ter-
ritory and administrative machinery of state, including maintenance
public order; b. ability and willingness of govt to discharge its inter-
national obligations; c. general acquiescence of people of country in
govt in power.”40 The key here was that the CCP should prove to the
United States that it had the ability and willingness to “discharge its
international obligation.” He implied that the United States would
not recognize the Chinese Communist regime until it adjusted its
attitudes in line with the diplomatic heritage of the old China and
adjusted its foreign policy to the standards set by the Americans.

The Ward case certainly played a role in Washington’s adoption of
a nonrecognition policy toward the new Chinese Communist regime.
Indeed, it is inconceivable that Washington would have given positive
consideration to a revolutionary regime at a time when it was detain-
ing American diplomats. In this sense, the CCP’s management of the
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Ward case, as Acheson viewed it, precluded the possibility of any
American recognition of Communist China.41

However, Washington’s nonrecognition policy had a background
much broader and more complicated than the gloomy impact of the
Ward case. First and foremost, this policy was the product of the
emerging Cold War and America’s global strategy of containment.To
understand this problem, we need to review briefly the American
economic-political strategy toward China aimed at preventing “China
from becoming an adjunct of Soviet power.”

After the Second World War, the Soviet Union emerged as the
main adversary of the United States in the world. In order to meet the
challenge of the perceived Soviet threat on a global scale, policymak-
ers in Washington made the containment of the expansion of Soviet
influence in the Far East a primary goal of U.S. policy toward China.
In the final analysis, it was the desire to contain Soviet expansion that
determined America’s generally pro-Jiang policy during China’s Civil
War.42

Jiang’s impending defeat in China forced policymakers in Wash-
ington to reexamine the means and goals of American China policy
in late 1948 and early 1949. Preoccupied with a series of crises with
the Soviet Union in Europe, especially the one caused by the Berlin
blockade, the Truman administration’s review of its China policy
focused on the possible impact of the rise of a Communist China
upon the overall confrontation between the two superpowers. Presi-
dent Truman, Secretary of State Acheson and others in Washington
wanted to prevent the triumph of the Chinese Communist revolution
from causing an irreparable reversal of the strategic balance of power
in the world.

After a series of deliberations, the State Department initiated in late
1948 a comprehensive review of America’s China policy, prepared by
the department’s new Policy Planning Staff (PPS) headed by George
Kennan. The resulting document, PPS 39, was candid and explicit.
Recognizing that the GMD was “on the verge of losing their long
struggle with the Chinese Communists,” PPS 39 asserted that it
would be unwise for the United States to use its military strength to
“reverse the course of the civil war” because China was not for any-
one to gain or to lose. PPS 39, however, did not recommend accept-
ing the new political realities created by the CCP-GMD struggle in
China. Instead, the document set up three immediate aims for Amer-
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ica’s China policy: “to continue to recognize the National Govern-
ment as now constituted”; “with the disappearance of the National
Government as we now know it, make our decision regarding recog-
nition in the light of circumstances at that time”; and,most important,
“to prevent so far as possible China’s becoming an adjunct of Soviet
politico-military power.”43

A crucial assumption underlying the PPS’s proposals was that
China was not a military and industrial power and that the rise of a
Communist-controlled China did not impose a direct threat to vital
American interests in the Asian-Pacific area, let alone on a global scale.
The loss of China was undesirable, but not unendurable. PPS 39, for
example, emphasized that there was no reason to overestimate China’s
power potential because “in any war in the foreseeable future China
could at best be a weak ally or at worst an inconsequential enemy.”44

This low estimation of China’s strategic potential was originally
introduced by Kennan and widely shared by many other key figures
in the State Department, the Pentagon, and Congress. It served as the
basis of the State Department’s China policy after Dean Acheson
became secretary of state in January 1949.Acheson then oversaw the
drafting of a series of policy papers based on the premises of PPS 39.
In these papers, which presented a series of comprehensive, yet
urgent, political-economic considerations that would guide the Tru-
man administration’s China policy throughout 1949 and 1950,Ache-
son shifted the focus of American strategy from direct support of the
GMD to more subtle political and economic methods, including the
nonrecognition policy and economic pressures, in order to influence
the direction of the Chinese revolution and preserve American inter-
ests in China and the Far East.45

Among these papers regarding China, the two most important are
National Security Council (NSC) 34 and NSC 41, which further
clarified American policy goals. Admitting the virtual defeat of the
GMD and longing for a possibility of eventual alienation of the Chi-
nese Communists from Moscow, the drafters of NSC 34 recom-
mended that the United States “continue to recognize the National
Government until the situation is further clarified”; meanwhile,
Washington should “avoid military and political support of any non-
communist regimes in China” and “maintain so far as feasible active
official contact with all elements in China.”The drafters emphasized
that Washington should not anticipate short term gains of this policy:
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“The Kremlin waited twenty-five years for the fulfillment of its rev-
olution in China.We may have to persevere as long or longer.”46

NSC 41 focused more on available means to implement these
goals. Realizing that the United States had limited options, NSC 41
asserted that manipulating trade policy through “moderate restric-
tion” might effectively pressure the CCP. Acheson, who supervised
the drafting of the document, believed that full-scale economic war-
fare,“through intimidation or direct economic pressure,” might have
only a minimal effect on China’s “subsistence economy” and could
possibly drive the Chinese into “a position of complete subservience
to the USSR.” Instead, a policy of encouraging and, at the same time,
controlling nonstrategic trade with China through a licensing system
would “serve to indicate United States ability and intention to deal
drastically with China’s foreign trade if necessary.”This policy repre-
sented, accordingly,“the most effective strategic leverage to create rifts
between China and the Soviet Union.”47 Acheson believed that by
creating trade difficulties for the Chinese Communists the West could
make them understand the deficiencies of the Soviet Union, thus
turning China back to the West.

In accordance with the general policy of “making difficulties for
the [Chinese] Communists,”Acheson decided that the United States
should not take positive steps to recognize the Chinese Communist
regime. Acheson and others in Washington realized that this stand
would not improve American-CCP relations. In the long run, how-
ever, they believed that nonrecognition would cause changes in Chi-
nese Communist policy and create conditions for a rapprochement
between the United States and China on American terms.American
policymakers might be willing to accept reluctantly the failure of the
American-supported GMD regime in China but could not accept the
rise of a revolutionary China in the East. Unless the CCP clearly dis-
tanced itself from the Soviet Union and the international communist
movement, the United States would not recognize the new China.48

To increase leverage on the Chinese Communists,Acheson further
instructed American diplomats in Atlantic Treaty countries to dis-
courage any attempt by Europeans to recognize or reach accommo-
dation with China. In the summer and fall of 1949,Western countries
were urged to take common ground with the United States on the
recognition problem.49 As a result, the hostility between the United
States and the CCP deepened.
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The State Department’s nonrecognition policy was deeply
embroiled in America’s domestic politics. In the late 1940s, as Cold
War sentiments grew in the United States, the China lobby and the
“China bloc” on Capitol Hill, raised a public outcry for the continu-
ation of material assistance to Jiang even as the GMD suffered spec-
tacular setbacks in the civil war. Many influential people, such as pub-
lisher Henry Luce of Time-Life, columnists Joseph and Stuart Alsop,
former head of the “Flying Tigers” General Claire L. Chennault,
China expert George Taylor, and Senators William Knowland (R-
California), Kenneth Wherry (R-Nebraska), H.Alexander Smith (R-
New Jersey), and Pat McCarran (D-Nevada), vociferously opposed
the State Department’s attempt to disengage the U.S. from the GMD.
Some extreme members of the “China bloc” in Congress even
charged that the GMD’s defeat was a result of the treason within the
State Department.50

At the same time, Jiang’s boosters in Congress and in the State
Department also insisted on the notion of a “monolithic commu-
nism” and challenged the idea of pursuing Titoism in China. They
strongly questioned the wisdom of Acheson’s policy to attempt to
drive a “wedge” between the CCP and the Soviet Union.51 Acheson
and his advisers became very sensitive to public and congressional
opinions on the China problem.They understood that while it was
not easy to convince the public and leading legislators of the necessi-
ty to reduce support for Jiang, it was even more risky politically to dis-
cuss establishing relations with a Chinese Communist regime.52 Con-
sequently, the inflexible political approach of the “China blocs,”
backed by the vagaries of public opinion during the emerging Cold
War, made accommodation with Communist China an unlikely
choice for the Truman administration.

In a deeper sense,American policy toward political relations with a
Chinese Communist regime was linked to concerns for maintaining
American prestige and credibility in the world in general and in East
Asia in particular. Most American policymakers in the early Cold War
period had first gained their experiences in foreign affairs in the 1930s
and they would never forget how Hitler pushed the world one step
after another toward a global catastrophe. Acheson’s experience, for
example, convinced him that it was meaningless to try to come to
terms with an enemy like Hitler, who would be willing to compro-
mise only if his armed forces had been outstripped.53 From this expe-
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rience, American policymakers were convinced of the necessity to
stand firm in the face of an international aggressor, believing that any
concession would eventually lead to increased aggression and under-
mine the prospect of international peace and order.

When the United States became the leading world power after the
Second World War, the traditional American sense of self-superiority
was further reinforced by the newly emerged sense of “a world lead-
ership responsibility.” Policymakers in Washington were convinced
that to preserve American interests in the postwar world the United
States had to demonstrate to other actors in the international arena—
friends and enemies alike—that it would always honor its interna-
tional obligations. In the case of China, this perspective encouraged
continuation of assistance to the GMD, an old friend of the United
States, and discouraged the prospect of reaching accommodation with
the Chinese Communists, a perceived threat to America’s security
interests in East Asia.54

The above factors caused Washington’s nonrecognition policy
toward Communist China, and the CCP’s management of the Ward
case further justified this policy.The American perception of the Chi-
nese Communists combined hostility with contempt, which demon-
strated typically the mentality of a dominant Western power in the
face of a rising revolutionary country. Mao, angry about America’s
hostility toward the Chinese revolution, became extremely indignant
when he sensed America’s contempt of China as an inferior nation.
The confrontation between the United States and the CCP would
thus become far more than of a purely political nature.

The Failure of the Huang-Stuart Conversations

In May and June 1949, the fundamental differences between the CCP
and the United States were further exposed in one of the most impor-
tant direct contacts between them in 1949–50: the Huang Hua-Stu-
art conversations. After the Communist occupation of Nanjing in
April 1949, Ambassador Stuart received permission from the State
Department to stay.55 Stuart had several goals in mind, believing that
he could protect established American interests in China as well as
those of American citizens remaining. He was also convinced that he
could maintain a channel to communicate with CCP leaders, and, if
possible, to influence the CCP leadership. In Stuart’s view, the CCP’s
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increasing “anti-American sentiment” was “a substantial residuum of
genuine misapprehension.” By approaching the Chinese Commu-
nists, Stuart believed that he could “remove or to some extent reduce”
such misapprehensions.He asked Acheson for permission to meet top
CCP leaders on an appropriate occasion to explain American policy
and to convince them of the value of cooperating with the United
States. Stuart believed that his long-time achievements in China as a
devoted educator, as well as his acquaintance with many Chinese
Communists, would enable him to have a frank and, possibly, fruitful
contact with CCP leaders.56 On April 6, Acheson authorized Stuart
to have discussions with Communist leaders, but reminded him that
“every care should be taken to avoid any publicity regarding your
approach to the Chinese Communist leaders and the nature of such
an approach.”57 After the PLA occupied Nanjing, Stuart quickly
expressed his desire to contact representatives of the CCP and even
proposed making a trip to Beiping to meet with CCP leaders.58

CCP leaders were originally puzzled to find Stuart in Nanjing.
Almost immediately, however, they realized that this could serve as an
opportunity to further explore America’s attitude toward the CCP
while making clear the CCP’s own stand. In a telegram to the CCP’s
General Front-line Committee on April 28,one week after the Com-
munist occupation of Nanjing, Mao speculated that the United States
was now “contacting us through the third person to ask for establish-
ing diplomatic relations with us” and that Great Britain was willing
“to do business with us.” Mao believed that this was because the old
U.S. policy of supporting the GMD had failed, forcing the United
States to change its policy. Mao stated that “if the United States (and
Great Britain) cut off relations with the GMD, we could consider the
problem of establishing diplomatic relations with them.”59 On April
30, Mao, in the name of the spokesman of the General Headquarters
of the PLA, publicly suggested that the CCP would be “willing to
consider the establishment of diplomatic relations with foreign coun-
tries” if such relations could be “based on equality, mutual benefit,
mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity and, first of all,
on no help being given to the GMD reactionaries.”60

Had Mao changed his basic attitude toward the recognition prob-
lem? Certainly not. What should be particularly noted here is that
Mao emphasized once again the CCP’s precondition for any possible
accommodation with the United States: Washington should first
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abandon the GMD regime and its old China policy. If the United
States did not cut off its connections with the GMD, Mao made it
very clear that the CCP would not yield at all on the recognition
issue.

Mao, however, did not reject contacts with the United States. One
of the main purposes of the April 30 statement was to offer a basis for
any possible discussions between the CCP and the United States.
Meanwhile, following the established principles of the CCP leader-
ship, the Military Control Commission of the Nanjing City refused
to recognize the official status of American diplomats, although it
agreed to protect them as common foreigners.After the PLA occu-
pied Nanjing, some soldiers of the PLA’s 35th Army entered Stuart’s
residence. Mao, after learning this, angrily criticized the 35th Army
for its failure to ask instructions from the CCP Central leadership
and ordered the Nanjing Municipal Military Control Commission to
take responsibility for the matter immediately.61 In addition, the
CCP Central leadership ordered Nanjing authorities to allow all
Western embassies and legations to maintain cipher communication
with their governments.62

In late April, the CCP leadership appointed Huang Hua to be
director of the Foreign Affairs Bureau under the Military Control
Commission of Nanjing.63 Huang was a graduate of Yenching Uni-
versity, where Stuart was once the president. He joined the CCP in
the 1930s and later became Zhou’s assistant. During Marshall’s medi-
ation in China in 1946–1947, he acted as Marshall’s interpreter. His
appointment to the post in Nanjing was evidently related to CCP’s
wish to deal with the Americans.Among other things, such as “taking
over the Foreign Ministry of the GMD government and transform-
ing foreign affairs,”his tasks included “personal contact with Stuart.”64

The CCP’s interest in the Huang-Stuart contact was in the first
place based on military considerations. As the Chinese civil war was
still in progress, CCP leaders believed that they needed to pay special
attention to the possibility of American military intervention, espe-
cially during the PLA’s march toward Shanghai, the largest port city
in China and commercial center in East Asia,“because the U.S. impe-
rialists had deep roots in Shanghai.”65 This worry of direct American
intervention was further strengthened by Stalin’s advice that the CCP
should not exclude “the danger of Anglo-American forces landing in
the rear of the main forces of the PLA.”66 The Stuart-Huang contact,
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in the eyes of CCP leaders,would serve as a practical channel for them
to convey messages to and get information from the Americans, thus
pinning down the military movement of the Americans through
diplomatic activities. Mao therefore instructed Huang Hua that the
purpose of his meeting with Stuart was “to explore the intentions of
the U.S. government.”67When Stuart informed Huang that the Unit-
ed States would not militarily intervene in China’s civil war and that
American naval vessels in Shanghai had received orders to leave the
combat zone,CCP leaders were greatly relieved and ordered the PLA
units attacking Shanghai to act resolutely against GMD ships staying
in the Shanghai port.68

The CCP leadership also believed that contact with Stuart offered
an opportunity to press Washington to cut off its connections with the
GMD and to stop “interfering with China’s internal affairs.” In a
telegram to the CCP Nanjing Municipal Committee on May 10,
1949, Mao set forth a series of guidelines for Huang. He instructed
Huang to “listen more and talk less” while meeting Stuart.Whenever
expressing his own ideas, Huang should follow the tones of the PLA
spokesman’s April 30 statement. Huang needed to make it clear to
Stuart that the meeting between them was informal because diplo-
matic relations did not exist between the CCP and the United States.
Mao asked Huang to be “cordial to Stuart while talking to him if Stu-
art demonstrated also a cordial attitude,” but Huang should avoid
being “too enthusiastic.” If Stuart expressed the desire to remain
American ambassador to China, Huang should not rebut him. In
response to the CCP Nanjing Municipal Committee’s request to ask
“the United States to do more things beneficial to the Chinese peo-
ple” as part of the CCP’s conditions to establish relations with the
United States, Mao criticized that this “implied that the U.S. govern-
ment had done something beneficial to the Chinese people in the
past” and that it would “leave the Americans an impression as if the
CCP were willing to get American aid.” Instead,Mao dictated the fol-
lowing principles as Huang’s guidelines for discussions with Stuart:

Our request now is that the United States should stop supporting the
Guomindang, cut off its connections with the GMD remnants, and
never try to interfere with China’s internal affairs. . . . No foreign
country should be allowed to interfere with China’s internal affairs. In
the past, the United States interfered with China’s internal affairs by
supporting the GMD in the civil war. This policy should stop imme-
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diately. If the U.S. Government is willing to consider establishing
diplomatic relations with us, it should stop all assistance to the GMD
and cut off all contacts with the remnants of the reactionary GMD
forces.69

Mao had thus defined the fundamentals for Huang Hua’s conversa-
tions with Stuart. Huang could be personal, gentle, and even touch
upon such sensitive questions as establishing diplomatic relations with
the United States. Under no circumstance, however, would he devi-
ate from the determination “to make a fresh start” for the new China’s
foreign policy. Unless the United States was willing to follow the
CCP’s conditions, Mao left no doubt on this point, the CCP would
not consider recognizing America’s “rights” in China.

In early May, Stuart and Huang Hua began a series of secret meet-
ings.Their hoped-for conversations, however, proved quickly to be no
more than monologues stating the policy principles of each side. Stu-
art emphasized the legitimacy of American interests in China and
tried to convince the Chinese Communists that they had to change
their behavior and accept widely recognized international regulations
and principles. Huang, on the other hand, stressed repeatedly that the
new China viewed America’s cutting off relations with the GMD as
the precondition for establishing formal relations. Huang also point-
ed out that relations between the two countries, including economic
exchanges,had to be placed on an equal and mutually beneficial foun-
dation, implying that Sino-American relations in the past had not
been equal and thus placing the Americans in the position of a crim-
inal facing trial.70

CCP leaders showed interest in Stuart’s request to visit Beiping.
They believed that by entertaining Stuart there, they could further test
American policy toward China and, possibly, drive a wedge into the
American-led international alliance against Communist China. But
they would handle Stuart’s visit very carefully, without creating any
illusion of a CCP-American accommodation.After careful consider-
ation, Zhou Enlai arranged for Lu Zhiwei, president of the Yenching
University, to write to invite Stuart to visit Beiping, informing Stuart
at the same time through Huang Hua that he could meet top CCP
leaders during his Beiping trip.71 Zhou, in a telegram to the CCP
Nanjing Municipal Committee on June 30, stressed that whether Stu-
art came to Beiping or not, the CCP “would have no illusion of U.S.
imperialism changing its policy”; and that it should be made clear that

Friends and Enemies54



Stuart had not come to Beiping at the invitation of the CCP, so that
the Americans would not use this as “an excuse for propaganda.”72

When the Stuart-Huang contacts were still underway, Mao out-
lined China’s foreign policy at the Preparatory Session of the New
Chinese Political Consultative Committee in mid-June. He empha-
sized that the new China was “willing to discuss with any foreign gov-
ernment the establishment of diplomatic relations on the basis of the
principles of equality, mutual respect for territorial integrity and sov-
ereignty.”73 Mao’s statement has been taken by many scholars as an
indication that the CCP leadership was willing to reach an accom-
modation with the United States.74 The key, however, was the two
preconditions: to sever relations with the GMD and to treat the new
China in an equal and mutually beneficial way. In the same speech,
Mao also stressed that if certain foreign governments wanted to estab-
lish relations with the new China they must “sever relations with the
Chinese reactionaries, stop conspiring with them or helping them and
adopt an attitude of genuine, and not hypocritical, friendship toward
People’s China.”What was implicit in these words was the necessity
for the Americans to say farewell to the past before they could discuss
establishing relations with the new China.Therefore Mao’s statement
was no more than another expression of the CCP’s determination not
to trade basic revolutionary principles for the recognition of Western
countries.75

Not surprisingly, at the same time that Mao issued the above state-
ment the CCP escalated their charges against Ward.On June 19,1949,
the CCP alleged through its media that the American consulate gen-
eral at Shenyang had links with an espionage case directed by an
American “Army Liaison Group.” The Xinhua News Agency pub-
lished a lengthy article reporting that “a large American espionage
bloc” had been discovered in Shenyang. According to the article,
“many pieces of captured evidence show clearly that the so-called
Consulate General of the United States at Shenyang and the Army
Liaison Groups are in fact American espionage organizations, whose
aim was to utilize Japanese special service as well as Chinese and
Mongols in a plot against the Chinese people and against the Chinese
people’s revolutionary cause and world peace.”76 On June 22, Mao
instructed the Northeast Bureau not to allow any member of the
American consulate to leave Shenyang before the espionage case had
been cleared up.77 Two days later, Mao personally approved an article,
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entitled “The British and American Diplomacy, an Espionage Diplo-
macy,” prepared by the Xinhua News Agency, calling on the whole
party to mobilize to expose the “reactionary nature” of American and
British diplomacy, and to maintain a high vigilance against it.78

Recent studies by Chinese scholars in the PRC indicate that the
espionage charge against Ward and the U.S. Consulate in Shenyang
was probably an exaggeration of the situation and no convincing Chi-
nese evidence has ever been released to prove the charge.79 To Mao
and CCP leaders, irrespective of the extent to which they believed in
this charge, the new accusations against Ward and his colleagues
offered the opportunity to further an anti-American mood among
Chinese population and also justified their management of the Ward
case.80 Most important of all, Mao and the CCP leadership used this
to send the Americans a clear message: if necessary, the Chinese Com-
munists did not fear a confrontation with the United States.

On the American side, the Huang-Stuart conversations failed to
mitigate Washington’s reluctance to reach an accommodation with
the Chinese Communists. On June 3, it was reported to the State
Department that Zhou Enlai had expressed an extraordinary
démarche to the U.S. consul general in Beiping that China was “on
the brink of complete economic collapse” and desperately needed
assistance “from the U.S. and the U.K.”Trade relations between China
and the United States, according to this message,“would have a defi-
nite softening effect on the Communist party’s attitude toward the
Western countries.”81 Years of investigation have provided no evi-
dence to prove that Zhou authored this message and it is now wide-
ly agreed by historians both in China and in the United States that
this message may have been fabricated.82 Nevertheless, the State
Department accepted the message as genuine at the time. Although
Consul General Clubb, who received the message in Beiping, strong-
ly urged the State Department to give a positive response, policymak-
ers in Washington acted slowly. Not until two weeks after the “Zhou
message”reached Washington was Clubb authorized to contact Zhou,
and then Zhou’s “spokesman” had disappeared.83

The escalation of the Ward case made it less possible for policy-
makers in Washington to favor Stuart’s plan to visit Beiping. In the
judgment of Truman and other top American policymakers, Stuart’s
proposed trip to Beiping would inevitably cause a massive attack on
the administration by pro-GMD factions in Congress and in the press.
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Furthermore, they were afraid that “the Communists would try to
make as much capital as they could out of such a visit,” and that the
United States would lose a strong means to pressure CCP leaders.
Consequently, at the end of June,Truman vetoed Stuart’s proposal.84

Before he heard that Stuart would not come to Beiping, Mao
issued his “leaning to one side” statement, announcing that the new
China would support the Soviet Union in international affairs.Then
a CCP delegation led by Liu Shaoqi secretly visited the Soviet Union,
which proved to be an important step toward the formation of a
strategic cooperation between Communist China and the Soviet
Union.85 One month later, in response to the China White Paper pub-
lished by the State Department, Mao initiated a country-wide anti-
American propaganda campaign. He wrote five articles criticizing
America’s China policy from both historical and current perspectives
and denounced the United States as the most dangerous enemy of the
Chinese people.86

On the American side, the State Department made further efforts
to consolidate a “common front” on the nonrecognition policy. In
meeting with Ernest Bevin, the British foreign minister, in September
1949,Acheson insisted that “the Communists recognize internation-
al obligations in full as a prerequisite to recognition.” He also strong-
ly urged Great Britain and other Atlantic Treaty countries to “consult
fully and carefully and concert policies on recognition of the Chinese
Communist Government.”87 Meanwhile, the Truman administration
supported the GMD’s decision to block Chinese coastal areas by naval
forces, hoping that this would cause economic problems for the CCP
and strengthen America’s bargaining power.88 The gulf between the
CCP and the United States widened.

A Diplomatic Impasse

On October 1, 1949, the People’s Republic of China was formally
established; the same afternoon, Zhou Enlai notified foreign govern-
ments of the formation of People’s China.A copy of this notification
was sent to “Mr. O. Edmund Clubb” to convey to the U.S. govern-
ment. Zhou stated in the letter of transmittal that “it is necessary that
there be established normal diplomatic relations between the People’s
Republic of China and all countries of the world.”89 Meanwhile, as a
practical step toward building the new China’s diplomatic framework,
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the PRC government decided to treat the problem of establishing
diplomatic relations with foreign countries with the following dis-
tinctions: while relationship with communist countries could be
established without negotiation, diplomatic relations with “nationalist
countries” and “capitalist countries” would be formed only after the
other countries clarified their attitude toward the GMD regime
through the process of negotiation.90

The State Department believed that “the announcement of the
establishment of the Chinese Communist ‘government’ would not
add any urgency to the question of recognition.”91 On October 3, a
State Department spokesman announced that because the Chinese
Communist regime did not promise to “recognize international
obligations” the United States would not recognize it.92 Different
opinions concerning recognition did exist both inside and outside the
State Department. For example, at a State Department-organized
round-table conference, which comprised mostly scholars, in early
October 1949, many participants stated that the United States should
recognize China, and some even believed that recognition should
come immediately.93 The mainstream in Washington, however,
believed in nonrecognition. On October 12,Acheson told the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee that the State Department would con-
tinue to follow those guidelines he had set up earlier in the year on
the recognition of the Chinese Communist regime. The same day,
Acheson informed American diplomats around the world that Amer-
ican policy toward recognition remained “unchanged” and he asked
“friendly governments” to “maintain common attitude” toward the
recognition of Communist China.94

Mao and his fellow CCP leaders, now certain that prospects for an
American recognition of Communist China were remote, again
emphasized that Communist China would not pursue early diplo-
matic relations with Western countries. In an internal instruction to
its regional branches on October 19, 1949, the Xinhua News Agency,
expressing the ideas of the CCP leadership, stressed that it was the
British and Americans, not the CCP, “who were eager to establish
diplomatic relations,” and that the CCP “should maintain an attitude
of waiting and seeing toward the [recognition] problem.”The instruc-
tion particularly warned that “it is a big mistake to make people
believe that we are eager to establish diplomatic relations with Britain
and America.”95 In a speech to cadres of the Ministry of Foreign
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Affairs on November 8,Zhou Enlai made it clear that the CCP’s view
of the recognition problem had not changed. He stressed that “in
order to open the [new China’s] diplomatic front, we must first dis-
tinguish enemies from friends.”Therefore, emphasized Zhou, the new
China needed to “establish brotherly friendship with the Soviet
Union and other People’s Democratic Countries,” as well as “to be
hostile to the imperialists and to oppose them.”96

As Mao acted to translate the “leaning to one side” policy from
rhetoric to reality by visiting the Soviet Union in December 1949, the
CCP leadership decided to take further measures to expose the
“imperialist nature”of American policy, to strike at the “arrogance”of
American attitude toward China, and to cut off any remaining illusion
about a Sino-American accommodation among Chinese people,
Western-educated intellectuals in particular. On October 24, 1949,
Ward and four other consulate employees were arrested by the
Shenyang Public Security Bureau under the pretext that Ji Yuheng, a
Chinese messenger at the American Consulate, had been mistreated
and “seriously injured”by Ward.97 Dongbei ribao (Northeast Daily), the
Shenyang based party newspaper, editorialized on October 25 that
“we Chinese people sternly protest against this violent act and will
back up People’s Government in meting out to the criminals headed
by Ward legal sanctions due them.”98 CCP authorities wanted to
emphasize that Ward’s arrest was within the sovereign authority of
Communist China.

The arrest of Ward and his colleagues caused indignant reaction in
the United States.The New York Times claimed,“We cannot afford, if
we are to retain a shred of prestige anywhere in Asia, to let such men
as Angus Ward . . . suffer any further as martyrs to our inability to
decide what can and should be done. If the Chinese Communists are
illiterate in the language of international diplomacy and decency, we
will have to draw them a picture they can understand.”The New York
World Telegram further suggested that the picture be drawn by Ameri-
ca’s Pacific fleet.99

Policymakers in Washington had to respond.The State Department
instructed Clubb to meet Zhou Enlai or other high-ranking Chinese
officials to present an American protest against the “arbitrary action”
of the Chinese Communist authorities. But Clubb was unable to find
a way to reach CCP leaders.100 President Truman expressed the desire
to see if the United States could “get a plane in to bring these people
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out.” He also indicated that the United States should consider
blockading coal transportation from ports in northern China to
Shanghai.101The president instructed the Joint Chiefs of Staff to con-
sider using force to free the diplomats, but the latter recommended
working for Ward’s release through negotiations.102 At the same time,
Acheson, Stuart, and others believed that an economic blockade,
rather than military forces, could be used as an effective means to force
the CCP to release Ward and his colleagues.103 Facing the new ten-
sion in Sino-American relations,Acheson announced at a news con-
ference on November 16 that the United States would not consider
diplomatic recognition of the Chinese Communist regime until the
Americans held at Shenyang were released.104

The CCP leadership paid little attention to these American
threats. One month after Ward’s arrest, he and his colleagues were
tried by a People’s Court at Shenyang.The trial followed the CCP’s
tight procedures: the Americans were denied any defense, nor were
they able to question witnesses or plaintiffs. On November 21, they
were convicted and sentenced to a year’s probation and expelled from
China. At the same time, the Shenyang People’s Court announced
the expulsion of the remainder of the non-Chinese staff at the for-
mer American Consulate at Shenyang because of their involvement
in “spy activities.” On December 11, 1949, Ward and his staff left
China.105

The CCP was willing to escalate the confrontation with the Unit-
ed States. On January 6, 1950, when Mao Zedong was in the Soviet
Union, the Military Control Commission of Beijing City ordered the
requisitioning of the former military barracks of the American diplo-
matic compound in Beijing, which had been transformed into regu-
lar offices.106 The CCP carefully prepared their rationale for action.
The Xinhua News Agency argued that the legal basis of these barracks
was the “unequal” Chinese-American treaty signed by the GMD and
the United States in 1943.The new government had announced its
determination to abolish these unequal treaties between the old
China and the Western powers, leaving no reason to allow these bar-
racks to be controlled by an “imperialist country.” Requisitioning
these military barracks was therefore a crucial step in enforcing “com-
plete abolition of all imperialist privileges in China and all unequal
treaties imposed on China [by Western powers].”107 The CCP leader-
ship used this move to send the message that the party was determined
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to maintain its principles, even at the risk of provoking a confronta-
tion with the U.S.108

Beijing’s decision further irritated policymakers in Washington.To
protest Beijing’s “violation of its treaty obligations,”Acheson declared
in mid-January his intentions to pull out American diplomats from
mainland China.109 This did not bother CCP leaders because they
had long prepared for this eventuality. On January 13, 1950, Mao
Zedong cabled from Moscow to Liu Shaoqi, in charge of the party’s
affairs during Mao’s absence:“I agree to . . . the requisition of foreign
military barracks, and we have to prepare for the United States to
retreat all consulates in China.” Several days later, Mao stressed in
another telegram to Liu: “It is extremely favorable to us that the
United States withdraws all diplomats from China.”110 In a statement
issued by the Xinhua News Agency on January 18, 1950, the CCP
declared that “on problems concerning the maintenance of the inter-
ests of the Chinese people as well as the safeguarding of China’s sov-
ereignty, the Chinese people will never consider the will of imperi-
alists.” The statement reiterated that “all unequal treaties made by
imperialists and their privileges of aggression should be abolished,”
particularly emphasizing that “whether the imperialists will with-
draw from China or not, whether they will shout or not, whether
they will treat us as equals or not, will have no influence on the just
stand of the Chinese people.”111

Policymakers in Washington were now fully convinced that there
existed no prospect for an American recognition of the Chinese
Communist regime. But Acheson did not want to give up the last
opportunity to make clear to Beijing the American view of the caus-
es of the friction between the two countries. In late March, he
instructed Clubb to try to meet Zhou Enlai informally before his
departure from China. Clubb should tell the Chinese that the Amer-
ican public did not understand the CCP’s management of the Ward
case and a series of other similar affairs. Clubb should not leave the
Chinese with the impression that the discussion would lead to Amer-
ican recognition of the Chinese Communist regime.112 However,
Clubb was unable to meet Zhou. On April 10, an official of Beijing’s
Alien Affairs Office reiterated to him that the termination of all
American support to the GMD was the prerequisite for the discus-
sion of any other issues between the new China and the United
States.113 Deeply disappointed with and, even angered by, his dealing
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with the CCP leaders, Clubb wrote to George Kennan on April 25,
shortly before his departure from China, claiming that the CCP had
“oriented its own program to Moscow’s and attached China to the
Soviet chariot, for better or worse.” He concluded that Beijing lead-
ers “do not think like other men,” and that they were prepared to risk
world destruction in pursuit of their goals.114 Clubb’s words indicat-
ed clearly that the gulf between Beijing and Washington had further
widened.

The Ward case and the recognition controversy demonstrate the pro-
found gap between the CCP and the United States.On the one hand,
CCP leaders took American recognition as a test of America’s will-
ingness to accept the great changes brought about by the Communist
revolution in China (as the first step the U.S. should cut off its con-
nections with the GMD).The American charge that the CCP’s man-
agement of the Ward case was “a violation of the basic international
concept” had little appeal to the Chinese revolutionaries who were
anxious to throw off all vestiges of Western influence. Indeed, CCP
leaders believed that the Americans were using the “basic concept of
the international law” to control subordinate countries, which had
nothing to do with such a revolutionary country as Communist
China. On the other hand, American policymakers, driven by the
strategy of containment, confined by America’s domestic setting, and
influenced by considerations about preserving “American prestige,”
emphasized that the key to recognition lay in the CCP’s acceptance
of basic principles of international relations as defined by the United
States. Policymakers in Washington (especially Acheson) did try to
understand the CCP’s behavior, but these conditions prevented them
from appreciating the CCP’s intense revolutionary nationalism, and
they seldom considered the possibility of a compromise between the
CCP’s devotion to its understanding of China’s national indepen-
dence and the American adherence to “widely-accepted internation-
al custom and principles.”

At this stage, the two sides did not lack channels of communica-
tion; they lacked,however,mutually understandable political language
and common codes of behavior essential for communication. The
Americans stressed the importance of individual liberty, international
law and custom, and responsibility to maintain treaty obligations.The
CCP claimed that “any struggle on the part of the oppressed people
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to oppose the oppressors was a just one.”Both sides believed that they
were correct; neither of them was able to place itself in the other’s
shoes. Consequently, the more they contacted each other, the greater
the conflict became. Such a pattern, as we will see, would dominate
the development of Sino-American relations throughout the
1949–1950 period.
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On June 30, 1949 Mao issued his famous “lean-to-one-
side” statement. In a long article entitled “On People’s Democratic
Dictatorship,” broadcast by the CCP’s radio service and reprinted by
all major CCP papers, Mao announced the new China’s special rela-
tionship with the Soviet Union:

Externally, unite in a common struggle with those nations of the
world which treat us as equal and unite with the peoples of all coun-
tries. That is, ally ourselves with the Soviet Union, with the People’s
Democratic Countries, and with the proletariat and the broad masses
of the people in all other countries, and form an international united
front. . . . We must lean to one side.1

Mao’s statement demonstrated that the CCP and the Soviet Union
shared a common political ideology. But ideology alone does not offer
a complete answer to the origins of the CCP’s lean-to-one-side
approach,especially given the CCP’s frequently inharmonious relations
with Moscow in the past. In order to understand the making of this pol-
icy, we need to examine the CCP’s historical exchanges with the Sovi-
et Union, to explore the interactions between the party’s Soviet policy
and its general domestic and international strategies, and to define the
relations between Beijing’s decision to ally with the Soviet Union and
Communist China’s increasing confrontation with the United States.

“Leaning to One Side”:
The Formation of the 
Sino-Soviet Alliance

3



Background

Mao’s lean-to-one-side statement, viewed in the context of interna-
tional politics, can be seen as a logical outgrowth of the CCP’s long-
time revolutionary policy of attaching itself to the “international pro-
gressive forces” led by the Soviet Union.By the late 1940s,CCP lead-
ers had clearly perceived the postwar world order as divided into two
camps, one headed by the Soviet Union and the other by the United
States and viewed their revolution as an inseparable part of the Sovi-
et-led international proletarian movement. Mao’s statement is consis-
tent with this view of the postwar world structure.The political impli-
cations of Mao’s decision are straightforward: in an international con-
frontation between the Soviet-led progressive camp and the
American-led reactionary camp, the CCP had to ally itself with the
Soviet Union against the United States.

The lean-to-one-side approach also grew out of the CCP’s assess-
ment of the serious nature of America’s threats to the security inter-
ests of Communist China.As the CCP neared final victory in China’s
civil war in early 1949, Mao and his fellow CCP leaders became very
concerned about the prospect of direct American intervention in
China. Although the American military had never intervened, CCP
leaders, given their belief in the aggressive nature of U.S. imperialism,
continued to view the United States as a dangerous enemy. In the eyes
of Mao and the CCP leadership, “it was the possibility of military
intervention from imperialist countries that decided the necessity of
China allying itself with socialist countries.”2 By allying China with
the Soviet Union, Mao and the CCP leadership hoped to be in a
stronger position to face a potentially hostile America.

The CCP’s lean-to-one-side decision had also domestic roots.
Sources now available indicate that the CCP leadership differed on
the direction of the new China’s domestic and foreign policies with
some pro-Communist “democratic parties.” Mao Zedong and Zhou
Enlai argued that these people “still had illusions about U.S. imperial-
ism” in the sense that they wanted the new China to maintain a less
radical stand in international politics.3 The opinion of General Zhang
Zhizhong, a former close associate of Jiang Jieshi who had just joined
the Communist side, was typical in this regard. In a discussion with
Mao in May 1949, Zhang suggested that China, while uniting with
the Soviet Union, should seek accommodation with the United States
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and other Western countries. He believed that such a policy would be
in the interests of the Chinese nation. Mao disagreed, arguing that the
attempt to pursue the “doctrine of the mean” [zhong yong zhi dao] in
international politics would be dangerous to the cause of Chinese
Communist revolution because it would weaken the revolution’s
dynamics and blur the distinction between revolution and counter-
revolution.4 In order to promote the Chinese Communist revolution
at home, Mao believed it essential for Chinese foreign policy to lean
to one side.

As a practical policy choice, Mao’s policy has to be understood
within the context of the CCP’s efforts to adjust relations with the
Soviet Union during the last stage of China’s civil war.When Mao
issued his statement on June 30, 1949, he apparently had in mind the
fact that a high-level CCP delegation, headed by Liu Shaoqi, would
travel to the Soviet Union in two days.5 Considering the frequently
unpleasant history of CCP-Soviet relations, Mao hoped to send a
strong signal of his willingness for friendship and cooperation.

The development of the CCP-Soviet relationship had been tortu-
ous during the long course of the Chinese Communist revolution. In
the 1920s and early 1930s, the CCP, as a branch of the Soviet-con-
trolled Comintern,had to follow Soviet instructions.Among the party
leadership, sharp disagreements existed between the native section
headed by Mao and the international section headed by Wang Ming
(Chen Shaoyu), a Soviet-trained orthodox Communist.Mao had long
been stifled by the international section,which was supported by Stal-
in and the Soviet party. Mao never forgot this experience.After Mao
emerged as the top CCP leader in the late 1930s,he continued to face
pressures from the Comintern and the Soviet Union on several occa-
sions. Between 1940 and early 1943, when he refused to follow the
Soviet order to use the CCP’s military forces to attract the main
Japanese forces in China “to protect the Soviet Union,” the Com-
intern severely criticized Mao and the CCP leadership.6 In the early
1940s, the CCP’s rectification campaign, a political movement
designed to consolidate Mao’s leading position in the party, was
viewed suspiciously by the Soviet party and the Comintern, which
suspected that the campaign represented an attempt to suppress the
pro-Soviet section within the CCP.7

Even after the dissolution of the Comintern in 1943, the CCP
continued to find its policies, especially its management of the unit-
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ed front with the GMD, occasionally the target of Moscow’s criti-
cism.8 At the Yalta Conference of 1945, Stalin promised Roosevelt
that he would not support the CCP in the internal conflict in China
in exchange for Roosevelt’s agreement on the independence of
Outer Mongolia and other concessions in China.This promise was
obviously a severe offense to the CCP.9 After Japan’s surrender at the
end of the Second World War, Stalin cabled Mao twice in late August
1945, warning the Chinese Communists not to risk a civil war with
the GMD because “it would bring the danger of the complete
destruction of the Chinese nation.” Mao was very unhappy with
these warnings.10

During the course of the 1946–1949 civil war, CCP-Soviet rela-
tions were again inharmonious.While contingently offering the CCP
assistance in its confrontation with the GMD,especially in the North-
east, Soviet leaders generally doubted the CCP’s ability to win. Even
though the GMD insistently took a pro-American stand as the Cold
War intensified, the Soviet Union remained neutral.11 Stalin even
pressured the CCP to compromise with the GMD, and Soviet media
kept a strange silence as CCP forces won a series of crucial military
victories.12 Several Chinese sources contend that in early 1949, Stalin
advised Mao and the CCP leadership not to cross the Yangzi River in
order to avert triggering a direct Soviet-American confrontation.
Mao firmly rejected this suggestion.13 Even by late February 1949,
after the PLA had forced the GMD government to move from Nan-
jing to Guangzhou, the Soviet ambassador remained with the GMD
government, transferring to Guangzhou. All this must have made it
difficult for the CCP to establish a close strategic cooperation with
the Soviet Union.14

All the above, however, gives only one side of the picture.After all,
Mao and his followers were Communists. In the long revolutionary
process, the CCP leadership kept or tried to keep an intimate rela-
tionship with Stalin and the Soviet party. Except for a short period
during the Chinese Red Army’s “Long March” from southern to
northwestern China, the CCP Central Committee maintained daily
telegraphic communication with the Comintern and the Soviet
Communist party. Mao and the CCP leadership kept Moscow well
informed of nearly all their important decisions.15 Even when the
CCP leadership strongly disagreed with Stalin and the Soviet party,
they avoided any open disputes with Moscow. Mao and the CCP

“Leaning to One Side” 67



leadership believed that the divergences between themselves and the
Soviets were no more than the ones that would sometimes emerge
between brothers.16

When the tide of China’s civil war turned in favor of the CCP,Mao
showed a stronger willingness to seek a closer relationship with the
Soviet Union. In mid-May 1948, Mao cabled Stalin, stating that the
CCP lacked the experience for running China’s national economy
and asking the Soviet party to send experts to assist the CCP in eco-
nomic recovery and reconstruction. In response, the Soviet Politburo
sent, among others, I.V. Kovalev.17 After the Soviet-controlled Com-
inform, successor to the Comintern, announced that Communist
Yugoslavia and its leader Josip Tito were “traitors” to the communist
world in late June 1948, the CCP immediately decided to stand on
the side of the Soviet Union. A series of the party’s internal docu-
ments emphasized that “if the Chinese people hope to win a complete
victory in the revolution, they had to pursue a solid brotherly alliance
with the Soviet Union.”18

Believing it necessary to consult with Stalin about the strategic
cooperation between the CCP and the Soviet Union, in the spring of
1948 Mao began to plan a visit to Moscow to meet Stalin. In order to
concentrate on preparations for this visit, Mao stayed at a small village
called Chennanzhuang from mid-April to late May (other members
of the CCP Central Committee were then staying at Xibaipo).19 In a
report about the CCP’s Politburo meeting to Stalin dated September
28, 1948, Mao mentioned that he had a series of questions to discuss
with Stalin and the Soviet party’s Central Committee and he planned
to visit the Soviet Union in November.Then in another telegram to
Stalin on October 16, Mao further clarified that he would be willing
to hear Stalin’s opinion about “convening the new political consulta-
tive conference and establishing the provisional central government
(in China).” On December 30, 1948, Mao informed Stalin that the
CCP Politburo would convene an enlarged meeting to discuss the
party’s strategic tasks of 1949, after which Mao planned to visit the
Soviet Union.20

For whatever reason, however, Stalin was not interested in such a
meeting at that time. He cabled Mao on January 14, 1949, stressing
that since China’s civil war was at a crucial juncture, it would be
improper for Mao to leave China. Stalin offered to send a Politburo
member as the representative of the Soviet party to China to listen to
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Mao’s opinions. Mao agreed.21 Anastas Mikoyan, a Soviet Politburo
member, was chosen to carry out this mission, which proved to be a
crucial step toward the formation of the Sino-Soviet strategic alliance.

Mikoyan Comes to Xibaipo

From January 31 to February 7, 1949, Mikoyan secretly visited
Xibaipo, the location of the CCP headquarters. Mao, with the other
four members of the CCP Central Secretariat, Liu Shaoqi, Zhu De,
Zhou Enlai, and Ren Bishi, held formal meetings with Mikoyan. At
the beginning of the first meeting, Mikoyan explained to Mao why
Stalin had not earlier agreed to receive Mao at Moscow. Stalin,
according to Mikoyan, did not want Mao to leave his position during
a critical stage of the war, and he was also concerned about Mao’s safe-
ty and health. So, rather than invite Mao to the Soviet Union, Stalin
sent Mikoyan to China. Mikoyan also stressed that Stalin had asked
him merely to listen to the opinions of Mao and the Chinese Com-
munists, but not make any important decision.

Dominating the meeting, Mao tried to neutralize what he thought
might be Stalin’s worries. He used almost three days to introduce the
Soviets to the CCP’s thinking on important domestic and interna-
tional issues.Mao’s central topic was the CCP’s political design for the
new China. He stated that the CCP, together with other anti-GMD
democratic parties, would establish a Communist-led coalition gov-
ernment after the Communist victory.The main task of the govern-
ment would be to lead China to a socialist society. Obviously aimed
at easing Stalin’s suspicion that Titoism was involved in the CCP’s
advocacy of such an idea, Mao emphasized that the government
would be Marxist-Leninist in nature.While some government posi-
tions would be reserved for non-Communist “democratic figures,”
Mao made it clear that the CCP would firmly control the leadership
of the government. Probably responding to Stalin’s suggestion that
CCP forces should not cross the Yangzi River, Mao pointed out that
crossing the Yangzi was absolutely necessary for the CCP to destroy
the remnants of the GMD and to “carry the revolution through to the
end.”

The new China’s foreign policy was another focus of Mao’s talks.
He stressed repeatedly that it was the firm determination of the Chi-
nese Communists to destroy totally the old China’s diplomatic lega-
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cy. The new China, according to Mao, would adopt the strategy of
“cleaning the house before entertaining guests” in its foreign affairs,
meaning that the CCP would not pursue diplomatic relations with
Western countries until the entire country had been “cleaned up.”
Mao clarified also that “true friends”of the Chinese people were wel-
come to stay in China, “helping us in the big cleaning.” Mao thus
implied that the Soviets would be such true friends.

Mao, touching upon the sensitive problem of the “American
threat” to the Chinese revolution, also noted that the United States up
to this point had avoided direct involvement in China’s civil war.As
he saw it, the United States’ international obligations were too exten-
sive and Western allies were unwilling to take risks in China.Thus,
Mao stated, the Chinese Communists were truly in a favorable situa-
tion to win a nationwide victory, and were determined to do so.Mao,
however, emphasized that it was yet unforeseeable if the United States
would intervene directly when the PLA crossed the Yangzi River. By
introducing the problem of “American threat” in such a way, Mao
argued skillfully that the CCP needed the support of the Soviet
Union without scaring the Russians away.22

Although Mao was eager to seek the Soviets’ support of China’s
economic reconstruction and military buildup, he made no concrete
request for Soviet assistance.This task was left for Zhou Enlai. After
the formal meetings, Zhou met with Mikoyan separately. He further
explained the plans for the construction of China’s political and
diplomatic framework and discussed problems such as the recovery
of the transportation system and the reconstruction of China’s econ-
omy after the formation of the new China. He made it clear that the
CCP wanted active Soviet participation in China’s post-revolution
reconstruction.23

From the CCP’s perspective,Mikoyan’s trip to Xibaipo was impor-
tant because it was the first formal contact between the CCP leader-
ship and the Soviet Communist leaders in many years. Mao’s system-
atic introduction of the CCP’s domestic and international strategies
offered the Soviets an opportunity to understand the CCP’s stand and
created an atmosphere conducive to discussion between equals.
Mikoyan’s visit thus served as the first step toward a new mutual
understanding and cooperation between the CCP and the Soviet
Union, which would finally lead to the formation of the Sino-Soviet
alliance.
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Liu Shaoqi in Moscow

After the PLA crossed the Yangzi River and occupied Nanjing in
April 1949, the CCP had final victory firmly in its grasp.While con-
structing the domestic and international policy framework for the
new China, Mao and the CCP leadership wanted to further promote
relations between the CCP and the Soviet Union. In early May, CCP
leaders decided that the time had come to send a delegation headed
by a top CCP leader to Moscow. Liu Shaoqi and Zhou Enlai were
placed in charge of preparations for the visit.Wang Jiaxiang, a senior
CCP Central Committee member and former CCP representative to
the Comintern in the 1930s, was summoned back from his post as
party secretary in Manchuria to assist planning the visit.24

The preparations were ready by late June and the CCP Central
Committee decided to assign Liu Shaoqi to lead the mission, authoriz-
ing him to discuss with Stalin all important problems concerning the
international situation and Sino-Soviet relations. He would introduce
to Stalin the considerations underlying the CCP’s policy line (especial-
ly the CCP’s policy of including non-Communist democrats into the
CCP-led People’s Political Consultative Conference), convince Stalin
that the Chinese Communists were not Titoists, and lead the Soviets to
a better understanding of China’s situation and the nature of the Chi-
nese revolution. He would also pursue practical Soviet support of the
Chinese Communist regime, including a guaranteed Soviet recognition
of the new China and Soviet military and other assistance. If everything
moved smoothly, this mission would open the way for a personal trip
by Mao to the Soviet Union in the near future.25

Mao and the CCP leadership saw Liu’s visit as a crucial step in
establishing strategic cooperation with the Soviet Union. Following
Wang Jiaxiang’s suggestion, the CCP Central Committee prepared a
long memo for Liu to present to Stalin, which summarized the new
China’s domestic and international policies.The memo made it clear
that the CCP would win China’s civil war, and that the complete lib-
eration of the whole of China was only a matter of time.The CCP
leadership believed that it was now almost impossible for imperialist
countries to intervene in large scale on the GMD’s behalf.The impe-
rialist countries, though, might send troops to disturb China’s coastal
areas or to carry out an economic embargo against China.This, how-
ever, would not change the outcome of China’s civil war.
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The memo gave a detailed introduction to the CCP’s domestic
policy, particularly the party’s design of the new China’s government
structure.While emphasizing that the new China would adopt a sys-
tem of “people’s democratic dictatorship,” the memo argued that such
a system was in nature compatible with Lenin’s ideas about “the dic-
tatorship of workers and peasants.”

Regarding the new China’s foreign policy, the memo made it clear
that the CCP would firmly stand on the side of the Soviet Union and
other “new democratic countries” while at the same time “fighting
against imperialist countries as well as maintaining the complete
independence of the Chinese nation” in international affairs. The
memo explicitly stated that “the relationship between the Chinese
and Soviet parties and the consolidation of the friendship between
the Chinese and Soviet nations were extremely significant for the
two countries as well as to the whole world.”The memo also men-
tioned that Mao planned to visit the Soviet Union when the new
China and the Soviet Union established diplomatic relations.26 To
guarantee the success of Liu’s trip, Mao knew that he had to do
something significant and noticeable. His lean-to-one-side statement
was apparently the signal introduced to catch Stalin’s attention.When
Mao praised the Soviet Union as the undisputed leader of the inter-
national progressive forces, he sent an unmistakable message to Stal-
in: now Stalin had no reason to suspect that the CCP leadership
shared the thinking of Titoism.

Liu’s delegation left Beijing on July 2.After an eight-day journey,
the delegation arrived in Moscow on July 10.Among members of the
delegation were Gao Gang,Wang Jiaxiang, Deng Liqun, and Ge Bao-
quan. Shi Zhe was Liu’s interpreter and Xu Jiepan was Gao Gang’s. I.
V. Kovalev, the Soviet general adviser to China, accompanied the del-
egation to Moscow.27 During the CCP delegation’s stay in the Sovi-
et Union, they held four formal meetings with Stalin and other top
Soviet leaders, in which they touched upon a series of crucial themes.

First, to the surprise and satisfaction of Liu and his comrades, Stal-
in apologized for having failed to give sufficient assistance to the CCP
during the civil war.According to Shi Zhe’s recollection, Stalin asked
Liu at the second meeting:“Have we disturbed you [in China’s civil
war]?” Liu replied:“No!” Stalin answered:“Yes, we have been in the
way of hindrance to you because our knowledge about China is too
limited.”28 Although Stalin’s apology came in a private meeting, it
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deeply impressed Mao and his fellow CCP leaders. Most important,
CCP leaders viewed this as a clear sign of Stalin’s willingness now to
treat his Chinese comrades as equals.29 Later, many top CCP leaders,
including Mao, Liu, and Zhou, mentioned Stalin’s apology on differ-
ent occasions, using it as a strong justification for the CCP’s lean-to-
one-side approach.30

Second, the discussion focused on Soviet support of the newly
established Chinese Communist regime. Around the time of Liu’s
visit, CCP leaders were concerned about the problem of internation-
al recognition of the Communist regime in China.While convinced
that the United States and other Western countries would not offer
quick recognition to the new regime, Mao and the CCP leadership
were not sure if Moscow and the “new democracies” in Eastern
Europe would do so either. Liu spent much time explaining to Stalin
the CCP’s domestic and international policies. He emphasized that
the system of people’s political consultative conference, which the
CCP would adopt in China, followed China’s specific situation, espe-
cially the fact that the CCP had a united front with several “democ-
ratic parties” in the struggle against the GMD. Under no circum-
stances would the CCP give up its leadership in post-revolution
China. Stalin’s response was again very positive and explicitly
approved the CCP’s domestic policy.31 When Liu told Stalin that the
CCP planned to establish a central government on January 1, 1950,
Stalin advised the Chinese to take this step even earlier, stressing that
“a long period of anarchy in China should not be allowed.” He also
promised that as soon as the CCP established a central government
the Soviet Union would recognize it. Encouraged by Stalin’s attitude,
the CCP leadership decided to hasten the formation of the central
government, and the CCP’s confidence in Soviet support was thus
bolstered.32

Third, Liu’s visit produced a CCP-Soviet cooperation on the set-
tlement of the Xinjiang (Sinkiang) problem, which was a substantial
achievement for the CCP.As a strategically important region locat-
ed in northwestern China next to Russian Kazakh, northern part of
Xinjiang had long been viewed by the Russians as within their
sphere of influence. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, several bloody disputes took place between China and Rus-
sia in northern Xinjiang. After the triumph of the Bolshevik revo-
lution in 1917, Lenin’s Soviet Russia acknowledged China’s sover-
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eignty over Xinjiang, but the Soviet Union had never fully relin-
quished its claim of interests there. In November 1944, a pro-Com-
munist rebellion backed by the Soviet Union erupted in Tacheng,
Ili, and Ashan (the three northernmost counties in Xinjiang) and the
rebels had since controlled that area.When the CCP achieved deci-
sive victory against the GMD in China’s civil war in 1949, Xinjiang
became one of few regions still controlled by the GMD. During
Liu’s visit to the Soviet Union, Stalin told Liu that, according to
Soviet intelligence reports, the United States planned to use Muslim
GMD forces in northwestern China to establish an independent
Islamic republic in Xinjiang, which he believed would be extreme-
ly harmful to both the CCP and the Soviet Union. He offered to
use the Soviet-supported revolutionary forces in northern Xinjiang
to check the GMD so that it would be easier for the PLA to enter
Xinjiang.33 Then Moscow helped the CCP Central Committee to
establish direct contact with the revolutionary forces in northern
Xinjiang by assisting Deng Liqun, the CCP Central Committee’s
liaison person, to travel from Moscow to northern Xinjiang. Before
the PLA finally took over Xinjiang in October 1949, the Soviet
Union and Outer Mongolia became the main link of communica-
tions and transportation between the CCP Central Committee and
CCP agents in Xinjiang.34

Most important of all, Liu’s conversations with Stalin produced a
crucial consensus:while the Soviet Union would remain the center of
international proletarian revolution, the promotion of Eastern revolu-
tion would become primarily China’s duty. Stalin stressed that the
world revolutionary forces were marching forward and much stronger
than ever before. He expressed the hope that the CCP would play a
more active role in advancing the rising tide of world revolution,
especially in East Asia. Stalin stressed that he was not flattering the
Chinese. He believed that since the Chinese had greater influence in
the colonial and semi-colonial countries in the East, it would be eas-
ier for China to help promote Eastern revolution than the Soviet
Union. Liu, on the other hand, emphasized to Stalin that the Chinese
viewed the Soviet Union as the undisputed leader of the progressive
forces of the world. He seemed very cautious in acknowledging
before Stalin that China would become the center of the Eastern rev-
olution. Indeed,when Stalin toasted “the center of revolution moving
to the East and China,” Liu refused to respond. But Liu agreed that
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Communist China would try to contribute more in promoting revo-
lutionary movements in Asia.35

Such an agreement on “division of labor” between the CCP and
the Soviet leaders was based on their fundamental assessment of the
world situation in the late 1940s. According to both Shi Zhe and
Kovalev, when Liu asked Stalin’s opinion about the possibility of a
new world war, Stalin made it clear that the United States was not in
a position to start a new world war against the Soviet Union at the
moment and that this offered the Communists an opportunity to
develop their own strength.36 Shi Zhe recalls that when the Chinese
were in Moscow, Stalin invited them to a documentary film which
allegedly had recorded the Soviets testing an atomic bomb.37The film
recorded the whole process of the test and the Chinese were told that
they were the first group of foreigners to be allowed to share the
information.By showing the Chinese this film, in Shi Zhe’s view,Stal-
in was relaying to his Chinese comrades not only that the Soviet
Union possessed the bomb but also the hope that China “would be
protected by the bomb owned by a friend.”38

There is no indication in available Chinese materials that the Kore-
an problem came up in Liu’s talks with Stalin.39 We do know now,
however, that in the summer and fall of 1949, right around the time
when Liu Shaoqi was in the Soviet Union, the 164th and 166th Divi-
sions of the PLA’s Fourth Field Army, the majority of whose soldiers
were of Korean nationality, were sent to North Korea.40 Considering
the close relationship existing between the Soviet Union and Kim Il-
sung’s North Korean regime and that the problem of promoting rev-
olutionary movements in East Asia was one of the central topics of
Liu-Stalin conversations, we have no reason to exclude the possibili-
ty that members of the Chinese delegation (such as Gao Gang, who
had his own interpreter and had a much closer connection with
North Korea as the CCP’s head in the Northeast) and the Soviets had
discussed such matters as sending PLA soldiers back to Korea during
their stay in the Soviet Union.

As the conversations between Liu and Stalin were progressing
smoothly, the CCP and the Soviet Union quickly entered discussions
for establishing military and other cooperation between them.41 On
July 26, 1949, the CCP Central Committee cabled Liu, instructing
him to explore with Stalin whether the Soviet Union would be will-
ing to supply the Chinese with 100 to 200 Yak fighters and 40 to 80
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heavy bombers, to help the Chinese train 1,200 pilots and 500 tech-
nicians in Soviet air schools, and to send air force advisers to China. If
the Soviets agreed to the first two requests, the CCP Central Com-
mittee stated, Liu Yalou, commander of China’s newly established air
force, would visit the Soviet Union immediately to work out the
details.42 Following the CCP Central Committee’s instructions, Liu
Shaoqi met with Stalin, Bulganin, and other Soviet leaders on July 27
to discuss these CCP requests. The Soviet response was positive.
Instead of accepting Chinese trainees in the Soviet Union as suggest-
ed by the CCP, they offered to assist the Chinese in establishing pilot
schools in Manchuria. They also agreed to receive Liu Yalou in
Moscow for more detailed discussions. Stalin promised Liu Shaoqi
that he would authorize the Soviet Ministry of Armed Forces to give
the Chinese requests favorable considerations. Liu Shaoqi telegraphed
Stalin’s promise to the CCP Central Committee immediately.43

After receiving Liu Shaoqi’s report, the CCP Central Committee
decided at once to send Liu Yalou to the Soviet Union. On July 29,
Zhou Enlai informed Liu that he and three other Chinese air force
officers should prepare to leave Beiping for the Soviet Union in three
days.44 On July 31, Mao Zedong, Zhu De, and Zhou Enlai received
Liu, and instructed him to pursue Soviet support in establishing the
new China’s air force. Both Mao and Zhu emphasized that the main
task of the CCP’s air force was to help land forces to liberate Taiwan.
It should therefore take the United States and the GMD as its prima-
ry enemies.45

The Chinese air force delegation arrived in Moscow on August 11.
Liu Shaoqi was originally scheduled to return to China in early
August. To await the Chinese air force delegation and personally
introduce them to the Soviets, Liu stayed in Moscow until mid-
August.On August 13, led by Liu Shaoqi and Wang Jiaxiang,Liu Yalou
and his fellow Chinese air officers met with Marshal Aleksander
Mikhailovich Vasilevskii, the Soviet minister of armed forces. The
Chinese side, introducing to the Soviets the details of their own plans,
requested the Soviets to help them establish an air force composed of
300–350 planes within one year. Marshal Vasilevskii made it clear that
Stalin had already ordered the Soviet air force to do its best to assist
the Chinese.This meeting concluded with an agreement leaving the
details to air force officers of the two sides to work out.46

Liu Shaoqi left Moscow on August 14, accompanied by 96 Russ-
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ian experts who were to assist China’s economic reconstruction and
military build-up. Altogether more than 200 Soviet experts would
come to China in weeks as the result of Liu’s visit.47 The Chinese and
Soviets set up a joint committee, headed by Mikoyan on the Soviet
side and Liu Shaoqi and Gao Gang on the Chinese side, to handle
Soviet loan and material assistance to China (Stalin agreed to offer
China loans of $300 million).48 Negotiations between the Chinese air
force delegation headed by Liu Yalou and the Soviets also developed
without difficulty.The two sides reached an agreement on all details
of Soviet assistance to China by August 18.The Soviet side agreed to
help the CCP to establish six aviation schools, including four for
fighter pilots and two for bomber pilots, so that the training of 350
pilots would be completed within a year. The Soviet Union also
agreed to sell 434 planes to China, and 878 Soviet air experts would
come to work in China.49 Stalin approved these details in early Octo-
ber.50 On October 15, the Soviets delivered the first group of Yak-12
planes to China. Nine days later, the first group of 23 Soviet air force
experts arrived in Beijing. On December 1, all of the six aviation
schools were established with the assistance of the Soviets. By the end
of 1949, China had received 185 planes of different types from the
Soviet Union.51

In late September, another Chinese delegation, headed by General
Zhang Aiping, came to Moscow to work out the details of establish-
ing China’s navy with Soviet assistance.They quickly reached agree-
ment with the Soviets.The Soviet Union would now take responsi-
bility for assisting the new China’s naval construction. In October and
November of 1949, the first group of 90 Soviet naval advisers arrived
in China.52

As CCP-Soviet relations developed,Sino-American relations dete-
riorated.Mao responded to the China White Paper by starting a nation-
wide anti-American propaganda movement to criticize America’s
China policy while at the same time praising the Soviet Union.After
Liu Shaoqi returned from the Soviet Union,he addressed a party con-
ference attended by high-ranking cadres on September 3, 1949. He
emphasized that the new China’s unity with the Soviet Union repre-
sented the “most important interests” of the Chinese people and was
thus crucial to China’s national security and reconstruction. “While
assistance from imperialist countries was an act of aggression,” accord-
ing to him, “the support from the Soviet Union was designed to

“Leaning to One Side” 77



change China into a strong power.” He expressed the firm belief that
if the new China and the Soviet Union could establish a close alliance,
“the world will be ours.”53

Liu could easily find evidence to support his statement. Indeed, less
than two months after Mao’s issuance of the lean-to-one-side state-
ment, substantial Soviet support began to arrive in China. Mao and
the CCP leadership,knowing Stalin’s attitude,became more confident
in dealing with the United States and other “imperialist’ countries.To
further change the lean-to-one-side approach from rhetoric to reali-
ty, the CCP leadership now had every reason to base China’s foreign
policy and security strategy on a close alliance with the Soviet Union.

The Mao-Stalin Meetings

The next six months were to see further dramatic development of
Sino-Soviet relations. On October 1, 1949, the People’s Republic of
China was formally established.The next day, the Soviet government
informed Zhou Enlai of its decision to establish diplomatic relations
with the PRC and to break relations with the GMD.54 A pleased Mao
personally composed the Xinhua News Agency release on the estab-
lishment of diplomatic relations between the PRC and the Soviet
Union.55 Accordingly, CCP leaders decided to establish diplomatic
relations with all “new democratic countries.”56

To continue the construction of Communist China’s lean-to-one-
side diplomatic framework, the CCP Central Committee decided in
early October that it was time for Mao to travel to Moscow and began
laying grounds for this visit immediately. On October 20, Mao
informed Stalin of the appointment of Wang Jiaxiang, deputy minis-
ter of foreign affairs in charge of relations with the Soviet Union and
East Europe, as China’s first ambassador to the Soviet Union. Mao
emphasized to Stalin that Wang, as a member of the CCP Central
Committee, would not only be responsible for “general affairs con-
cerning those new democratic countries in East Europe”but also rep-
resent the CCP Central Committee “to contact with you and the
Central Committee of the Soviet Communist party for affairs
between our two parties.”The naming of Wang Jiaxiang as ambassador
indicated Mao’s determination to promote cooperation with the
Soviets.57

Mao hoped that his visit would result in a new treaty with the
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Soviet Union, one that would replace the 1945 Sino-Soviet treaty
between the GMD and the Russians.58 This, as Mao saw it later,
“would place the People’s Republic in a favorable position by forcing
those capitalist countries to fit themselves to our principles; foreign
countries would be forced to recognize China unconditionally as well
as to abolish those old treaties and sign new treaties with us; and those
capitalist countries would dare not to take rash actions against us.”59

While a new alliance with the Russians was Mao’s first priority, he
was still uncertain about how Stalin would receive him. He consid-
ered bringing Zhou Enlai with him to negotiate the treaty with
Zhou’s counterpart on the Soviet side, so that he himself could remain
in the background. Mao decided to let Stalin determine if Zhou
should come, probably to sound out Stalin’s intentions. On Novem-
ber 9, Mao cabled Wang Jiaxiang, asking him to inform Stalin that he
planned to leave Beijing in early December.He stated:“As to whether
Comrade [Zhou] Enlai should come with me, or whether his coming
should be decided after my arrival in Moscow, please ask Stalin to
make a decision.” Stalin, perhaps not understanding Mao’s request,
reaffirmed his invitation only for Mao.On November 12,Mao replied
to Stalin that he would leave Beijing for Moscow in early December
without mentioning concrete plans for the forthcoming visit.60

Mao left Beijing by train on December 6, 1949.Among Mao’s del-
egation were Chen Boda, a member of the CCP Central Committee
and Mao’s political secretary, Shi Zhe, the interpreter, and Luo
Ruiqing, minister of internal affairs. I.V. Kovalev, then the Soviet gen-
eral adviser to China, accompanied the Chinese delegation.61 After a
ten-day journey across the Eurasian continent, Mao arrived at the
central train station of Moscow on December 16 to a warm welcome
byV.M.Molotov,Nikolai Bulganin,Andrei Gromyko, and other Sovi-
et leaders.62 The same evening, Stalin and nearly all members of the
Politburo received Mao at the Kremlin, a gesture demonstrating high
respect for Mao. According to Shi Zhe, immediately after the greet-
ings, Stalin said to Mao: “Great! Great! You have made tremendous
contributions to the Chinese people.You are their good son. I wish
you good health.” Mao replied: “I have been oppressed [within the
party] for a long time. I even did not have a place to complain . . .”
Before Mao could finish, Stalin said: “Now you are a winner, and a
winner should not be criticized. This is a common law.” He also
observed:“The victory of the Chinese revolution will change the bal-
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ance of the whole world. More weight will be added to the side of
international revolution.We wholeheartedly congratulate your victo-
ry and wish you to achieve greater victories.”63 Stalin seemed strong-
ly interested in developing a new relationship with China.

When Mao and Stalin began to touch upon substantive issues,
however, communication between them became uneasy.During their
first meeting, Stalin cautiously asked Mao about his goals for the trip.
Mao evasively replied: “For this trip we hope to bring about some-
thing that not only looks nice but also tastes delicious.” A cautious
Mao wanted a new Sino-Soviet alliance, but he intentionally
remained ambiguous to gauge the Soviet response. Shi Zhe further
explained in his translation of Mao’s remark that “looking nice means
something with a good form and tasting good means something sub-
stantial.” Stalin and other Russian leaders, however, did not seem to
understand Mao’s meaning. Shi Zhe recalled that Lavrenti Beria, a
Soviet Politburo member, laughed at Mao’s expression. Stalin might
have sensed Mao’s real purpose, but he would do nothing until Mao
clarified himself. So, when Mao asked if he should call Zhou to join
him in Moscow, Stalin replied: “If we cannot make certain what we
really want to work out, what is the use to call Zhou to come here.”
Mao, again, made no direct answer.64

We may never know why Mao did not make his points in a
straightforward manner. One possible answer is that Mao adopted a
tactic common in ancient Chinese diplomatic practice,“not to release
your real intention until your adversary fully expresses his intention.”
In addition, there is another hypothetical explanation—one concern-
ing Mao’s complicated mentality in face-to-face meetings with Stal-
in. An examination of this mentality helps understand Mao’s later
complaints about his visit to the Soviet Union and meetings with
Stalin,65 as well as Mao’s management of China’s relationship with the
Soviet Union during the Korean crisis.

There is no doubt that both Mao and Stalin, as fellow Communists,
had similar ideological beliefs. It is also apparent that the new China
and the Soviet Union, in the face of the escalating Cold War, had
many common interests. Mao therefore had strong reasons for pursu-
ing an intimate personal relationship with Stalin, which, as he could
clearly see, would greatly strengthen the foundation of the strategic
cooperation between his country and Stalin’s. Mao, however, was also
a revolutionary leader from the “Central Kingdom,” who aimed not
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only to realize a Communist transformation of the Chinese nation
but also to reestablish China’s central position in international society.
Against this background it is understandable that Mao would view
Stalin’s attitude toward him,especially Stalin’s willingness to treat him,
his revolution, and his country as equals, with extremely sensitive
eyes.66 In a sense, it became more important to Mao for Stalin to treat
him equally than for the Soviet Union to offer substantial material aid
to China. In fact, according to Shi Zhe, Mao longed for a personal
apology from Stalin for the mistakes the Soviet Union had commit-
ted during the Chinese revolution.67 Psychologically this would cer-
tainly put Mao and Stalin on an equal basis and clear the history of
unequal exchanges between the CCP and the Soviet Union. In Mao’s
view, Stalin’s praise for Mao himself and the Chinese revolution was
important,but not enough,because such praise could also betoken the
relationship between a father and a son or an elder brother and a
younger one. Mao wanted more. Stalin, however, deeply disappointed
Mao as he never demonstrated any willingness to have a profound dis-
cussion with Mao about the unpleasant episodes between the CCP
and the Soviet Union.68 This led Mao to suspect that Stalin still
viewed China as the inferior “younger brother.”69 Mao therefore
would not give Stalin his full trust.

Because neither Mao nor Stalin was willing to take the initiative,
Mao’s visit achieved little progress in the following two weeks. On
December 24, 1949, I.V. Kovalev further complicated the situation by
sending Stalin a written report entitled “Several Policies and Problems
of the CCP Central Committee.”This report pointed out that some
CCP Central Committee members, who had been anti-Soviet and
pro-America in the past, were now backed by top CCP leaders; that
Liu Shaoqi organized groundless criticism of Gao Gang, a pro-Soviet
CCP leader in the Northeast; and that non-Communist “democratic
figures” possessed many important positions in the Central People’s
Government of PRC,making the government virtually a united asso-
ciation of different political parties. Influenced by this report, Stalin
regarded Mao more dubiously. Mao finally complained to the Soviets
that he came to the Soviet Union not just for Stalin’s birthday cele-
bration but also to accomplish things more substantial and significant.
At this point, Stalin handed this report to Mao.70 Stalin had unknow-
ingly probed Mao’s sore point.

Seeing that no substantial progress had been achieved during Mao’s

“Leaning to One Side” 81



visit, Stalin telephoned Mao twice in late December, urging him to
articulate his plans and intentions. Mao remained ambiguous. Finally,
Wang Jiaxiang hinted to A.Y.Vyshinsky, the Soviet foreign minister,
that Mao intended to abolish the 1945 Sino-Soviet treaty and to
negotiate a new Sino-Soviet alliance.71 Stalin understood that a new
treaty with China would strengthen the strategic position of the Sovi-
et Union in its deepening confrontation with the United States, and
he welcomed Mao’s initiative and suggested that the two leaders
themselves sign the treaty. Mao, however, believed that the treaty, as a
matter between the two governments, should be signed by Zhou
Enlai, the Chinese prime minister and foreign minister, and Vyshin-
sky, the Soviet Union’s foreign minister. In the last week of Decem-
ber,Stalin agreed to invite Zhou to Moscow to work out a Sino-Sovi-
et alliance and related agreements.72

On January 2, 1950,Tass, the official Soviet news agency, published
“Mao’s interview with a Tass correspondent in Moscow,” in which
Mao stated: “Among those problems [I have in mind] the foremost
are the matters of the current treaty of friendship and alliance
between China and the Soviet Union, and of the Soviet Union’s loan
to the People’s Republic of China, and the matter of trade and of a
trade agreement between our two countries.”73 That same evening,
Molotov and Mikoyan visited Mao and they had an important dis-
cussion.The two Soviet leaders made it clear that they were autho-
rized by Stalin to hear Mao’s opinions and to decide what the two
sides should do to make Mao’s visit fruitful.Mao then expressed three
considerations:

(1) We may sign a new Sino-Soviet alliance treaty. This will be very
favorable to us. [By doing this], Sino-Soviet relations will be consoli-
dated on the basis of the new treaty; China’s workers, peasants, intel-
lectuals, and leftist nationalist bourgeois will be greatly encouraged
while rightist nationalist bourgeoisie will be isolated; internationally
we will have more political strength [zhenzhi ziben] to deal with impe-
rialist countries and to examine all treaties signed by China and impe-
rialist countries in the past. (2) We may ask our news agencies to issue
a joint communiqué, only mentioning that our two sides have
exchanged views on the old Sino-Soviet Friendship and Alliance
Treaty and other problems, and we have reached a consensus on all
important problems. . . . (3) We may sign an open statement, but not
a treaty, to list the principles underlying our relationship.
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Mao made it clear that only if the first choice was implemented would
Zhou be called to Moscow. Molotov confirmed immediately that he
believed the first choice was the best and Zhou should come. Mao
then asked if a new treaty would be signed to replace the old treaty,
and Molotov’s answer was again affirmative. After the meeting, Mao
directed Zhou Enlai to come to Moscow. Not wanting to give the
Russians the impression that they were in a hurry to negotiate the
treaty, Mao instructed Zhou “to prepare for five days . . . and come
here by train not by airplane.” Zhou followed Mao’s instruction and
did not leave for the Soviet Union until nearly two weeks after receiv-
ing Mao’s telegram.74

Zhou and a large Chinese delegation arrived in Moscow on Janu-
ary 20, 1950.75 Two days later, Mao and Zhou had a formal meeting
with Stalin and Vyshinsky. This time Mao made it clear that he favored
a Sino-Soviet treaty of alliance.Mao emphasized that the treaty should
guarantee close political, military, economic, cultural and diplomatic
relations between China and the Soviet Union, so that the two coun-
tries could stop the aggression of imperialist countries. Stalin immedi-
ately expressed his willingness to sign a treaty of alliance with China.
Mao and Stalin then worked out an agenda for further negotiations for
details of the treaty by Zhou and Mikoyan and Vyshinsky.They agreed
that besides the treaty, the two sides would also discuss problems relat-
ed to the Soviet use of the Manchurian railroad and Port Arthur, Sino-
Soviet trade, and Soviet financial aid to China.This meeting paved the
way for the Sino-Soviet alliance treaty.76

The next day, Zhou, joined by Wang Jiaxiang, Li Fuchun, Ye
Jizhuang, and Wu Xiuquan, started negotiations with Vyshinsky,
Mikoyan, and other Soviet officials. Zhou focused on making the
forthcoming treaty a solid military alliance. According to Wu
Xiuquan, one of Zhou’s top assistants, Zhou insisted that the treaty
should clearly state that if one side was attacked by a third country the
other side “must go all out to provide military and other assistance.”77

This persistence paid off, and the treaty included a clause of explicit
mutual military commitment.

In exchange for Soviet support to strengthen China’s security posi-
tion, Mao offered to recognize the independence of Outer Mongolia
and allowed the Russians to maintain their privileges in Manchuria,
including control of Port Arthur (Lüshun) for several more years.78

After a long and uneasy bargaining process, the Sino-Soviet alliance
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came into being on February 14, 1950. At a ceremony attended by
Mao and Stalin, Zhou and Vyshinsky signed the Sino-Soviet alliance
treaty.According to the treaty, the two sides would “make every effort
possible to stop Japan’s aggression and the aggression by a third state
which is directly or indirectly associated with Japan’s act of aggres-
sion.”And “in the event of one of the High Contracting Parties being
attacked by Japan or states allied with it, and thus involved in a state
of war, the other High Contracting Party will immediately render
military and other assistance with all the means at its disposal.”79 Zhou
and Vyshinsky also signed an agreement granting China a loan of
$300 million at an annual interest of one percent.80 With an under-
standing reached by the two sides, the money was largely designated
to cover China’s purchase of Soviet military equipment.81 The Sovi-
ets agreed also that they would transfer the Southern Manchurian
Railway to China by the end of 1952, and withdraw Soviet forces
from Port Arthur following the signing of a peace treaty with Japan
and no later than the end of 1952.

Both Mao and Stalin were greatly relieved. On the evening of Feb-
ruary 14, Stalin, who usually did not attend banquets outside the
Kremlin, personally attended Mao’s farewell banquet.Three days later
Mao and Zhou left Moscow. They returned home with Stalin’s
promise to support the Chinese revolution and Moscow’s military
commitment to China’s national security. During Mao’s visit to the
Soviet Union, China ordered 586 planes from the Soviet Union,
including 280 fighters,198 bombers, and 108 trainers and other planes.
On February 15, 1950, two days before Mao left for China, he wrote
to Stalin to order another 628 planes. From February 16 to March 5,
1950, a mixed Soviet air-defense division, following the request of the
PRC government, moved into Shanghai, Nanjing, and Xuzhou, to
take responsibility for the air defense of these areas. From March 13 to
May 11, this Soviet division shot down five GMD planes in the Shang-
hai area, greatly strengthening Shanghai’s air defense system.82

These achievements were not easy for Mao to obtain, but he ulti-
mately got them and he was generally satisfied.83 In his departure
speech he called the Sino-Soviet alliance “permanent and inviolable,”
anticipating that it would “not only influence the prosperity of these
two great countries, China and the Soviet Union, but would surely
affect the future of humanity and the triumph of peace and justice all
over the world.”84 Zhou Enlai also stated in his departure address that
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“these treaties and agreements made the Chinese people feel that they
were no longer isolated”; on the contrary, “they were now much
stronger than ever before.”85

Mao and Zhou aimed their statements largely at the enemies of the
new China, especially the United States.With the making of the new
Sino-Soviet alliance, both Mao and Zhou believed that Communist
China now occupied a more powerful position in the face of the
long-range American threat. On March 20, Zhou emphasized in an
internal address to cadres of the Foreign Ministry that the Sino-Sovi-
et alliance treaty made it less likely that the United States would start
a new war of aggression in East Asia.86 One month later, in a speech
to the sixth session of the Chinese People’s Government Council,
Mao further claimed that the victory of the Chinese revolution had
“defeated one enemy, the reactionary forces at home.” But, the chair-
man reminded his comrades,“there are still reactionaries in the world,
that is, the imperialists outside China.” China therefore needed
friends. With the making of the Sino-Soviet alliance, the chairman
emphasized, China’s external position had been strengthened.“If the
imperialists prepare to attack us, we already have help.”87

In fact, even without Mao reminding them,American policymak-
ers understood that the Sino-Soviet alliance represented a big blow to
America’s strategic interests in the Far East.The alliance symbolized
the failure of “driving a wedge” into Chinese-Soviet relations, a pri-
mary State Department objective during the 1949–1950 period. As
we shall see, the fact that China had now become a close Soviet ally
would lead to further escalation of the Sino-American confrontation.

The Chinese-Soviet Green Light for Kim Il-sung

One of the most mysterious aspects of Mao’s visit to the Soviet Union
has been its connection with the Korean question. Did Mao and Stal-
in discuss the Korean problem during Mao’s visit? Was the coming of
the Korean War in any way related to the Sino-Soviet alliance? Schol-
ars have long been unable to answer these questions because of the
scarcity of reliable sources.The only clue was from the memoirs of
Nikita Khrushchev, former prime minister of the Soviet Union.88

According to Khrushchev, Stalin and Mao had a discussion about
Kim’s plan to unify the Korean peninsula through military means in
late 1949 or early 1950:
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About the time I was transferred from the Ukraine to Moscow at the
end of 1949, Kim Il Sung arrived with his delegation to hold consul-
tation with Stalin. The North Koreans wanted to prod South Korea
with the point of a bayonet. Kim Il Sung said that the first thrust
would touch off an internal explosion in South Korea and that the
power of the people would prevail. . . . Stalin persuaded Kim Il Sung
to think it over again, make some calculations, and then come back
with a concrete plan. Kim went home and then returned to Moscow
when he had worked everything out. He told Stalin he was absolute-
ly certain of success. I remember Stalin had his doubts. He feared that
the Americans would jump in, but we were inclined to think that if
the war were fought swiftly—and Kim Il Sung was sure that it could
be won swiftly—then intervention by the USA could be avoided.
Nevertheless, Stalin decided to ask Mao Zedong’s opinion about Kim
Il Sung’s suggestion. . . . Mao Zedong also answered affirmatively. He
approved Kim Il Sung’s suggestion and put forward the opinion that
the USA would not interfere since the war would be an internal mat-
ter which the Korean people would decide for themselves.89

Khrushchev’s testimony was certainly important. However, since
the publication of Khrushchev Remembers in the early 1970s, scholars
have had little opportunity to prove or disprove his story.The emer-
gence of new Chinese, Korean, and Russian materials in recent years
places historians in a position to check the accuracy of Khrushchev’s
recollections and draw a more comprehensive (though still far from
complete) picture of Chinese-Soviet involvement in Kim Il-sung’s
plan to unify his country by military means.

First of all, recently released Chinese, Russian, and Korean sources
demonstrate that Khrushchev’s story about the Korean War, though
sometimes ambiguous and inaccurate on details, is generally consis-
tent with these new sources.Khrushchev’s description of Zhou Enlai’s
secret visit to the Soviet Union after the UN landing at Inchon, for
example, is compatible with new Chinese sources even in small
details.90 Khrushchev’s recollections concerning the Korean problem
should thus be treated much more seriously than those sections deal-
ing with himself in his memoirs.

Khrushchev’s recollections of Kim’s discussions with Stalin about
his plan to attack the South have also been proved to have their
grounds. Now we know, since early 1949, Kim had made constant
efforts to get Stalin’s support for attack on the South. In March and
April 1949, he made a highly publicized visit to the Soviet Union,
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during which he had extensive meetings with Soviet leaders and
signed an economic and cultural agreement with the Soviets.91 He
also brought to Stalin’s attention the need to liberate the entire Kore-
an peninsula in the near future. But Stalin, worried about the Ameri-
can reaction, did not agree with him.92

Kim’s desire to liberate the South grew more acute by the end of
1949.The victory of the Chinese Communists strongly encouraged
Kim to believe that he could make the same thing happen in Korea.93

Moreover, in late 1949, Communist guerrilla forces in South Korea
had suffered heavy losses to the Rhee regime, possibly convincing
Kim that he needed to act swiftly.94 Consequently, throughout late
1949, Kim tried to achieve Stalin’s backing for “his idea of military
unification of Korea.” Stalin, however, remained uncertain about
United States reaction. He therefore asked Kim to reconsider his
plan.95

According to Khrushchev, it was Mao who convinced Stalin that
the United States would not interfere militarily if Kim attacked the
South because “the war would be an internal matter.”96 Chinese
sources now available differ on this problem. Chen Boda, Mao’s polit-
ical secretary who accompanied Mao to visit the Soviet Union in
1949–1950, claimed that Mao was not informed of Kim’s plan during
his stay in the Soviet Union, nor did he discuss any such plan with
Stalin.97 Two Chinese authors, Hao Yufan and Zhai Zhihai, assert that
Mao and Stalin did discuss Kim’s plan  but differ from Khrushchev’s
account. “Mao was more cautious than both Kim and Stalin,” they
suggest, “he raised the possibility of American military intervention
during his talk with Stalin in Moscow.”98 Shi Zhe offers a more
detailed account of Mao’s discussion with Stalin about Kim’s plan:

During Chairman Mao’s visit to the Soviet Union, Stalin did talk with
him about Kim Il-sung’s plan to liberate the whole of Korea. Stalin
told Chairman Mao that Kim had come to him with the ideas [of the
plan] and he asked Kim if there existed any condition unfavorable to
his plan, such as whether the Americans would intervene. He found
that Kim was in a high mood. “He will only listen to the voice for his
ideas, not the voice against his ideas; he was really young and brave,”
commented Stalin. Then Stalin asked Chairman Mao’s opinions about
Kim’s plan, especially if he thought the Americans would intervene.
Chairman Mao did not answer immediately. After a while, he said:
“The Americans might not come in because this is Korea’s internal
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affairs, but the Korean comrades need to take America’s intervention
into account.” As a matter of fact, Chairman Mao held reservations
about Kim Il-sung’s plan. Chairman Mao had anticipated that Kim Il-
sung would attack the South no matter what happened.99

Despite the different opinion offered by Chen Boda, strong
grounds exist to conclude that the Korean problem was part of Mao’s
discussions with Stalin and that Mao at least did not challenge Kim’s
plan. In addition to Khrushchev’s and Shi Zhe’s recollections,we have
another piece of highly reliable evidence supporting this conclusion:
the information concerning a high-ranking North Korean officer’s
visit to Beijing in early 1950 offered in the memoirs of the late Mar-
shall Nie Rongzhen.

While Mao was still in the Soviet Union, Kim Il-sung sent Kim
Kwang-hyop100 to visit China, asking the Chinese to release all
remaining Korean-nationality soldiers in the PLA’s Fourth Field
Army. According to Nie Rongzhen, acting general chief of staff of the
PLA, the Chinese agreed to this request after discussions between
himself and Kim Kwang-hyop. On January 19, 1950, Kim asked the
Chinese to send these soldiers to Korea with their equipment. Nie,
sympathetic to the request, had to ask instructions from the CCP
Central Committee. He reported this matter to the CCP Central
Committee on January 21, and the Committee approved the Korean
request the next day.101 Then, according to Nie, 14,000 Korean-
nationality PLA soldiers, with their equipment, returned to Korea in
the spring of 1950.102

The CCP Central Committee had given an unusually expeditious
approval of the second Korean request. Since late 1948 and early
1949, Mao had stressed on several occasions that “in diplomatic affairs
nothing was small” and everything should be reported to him and the
party’s Central Committee. It is thus unlikely that Nie or even Liu
Shaoqi, who was in charge of CCP’s daily affairs during Mao’s
absence, would have failed to report to Mao about such a matter
which was by no means small.And if Mao could approve this request
so quickly or Liu believed that he could authorize the request by him-
self, this indicates that both within the CCP leadership and between
China and the Soviet Union there had existed a well defined consen-
sus on the Korean problem, that is, it was the duty of the Beijing lead-
ership to support the North Koreans’ “just struggle” to unify their
country.
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Another key issue is Mao’s assessment of the possibility of Ameri-
can intervention in Korea.Khrushchev emphasized that Mao believed
that the Americans would not interfere militarily; Hao and Zhai
stressed that Mao called Stalin’s attention to the possibility of Ameri-
can military intervention; and Shi Zhe showed us a balanced Mao—
while he thought an American intervention in Korea unlikely, he
believed it unwise to ignore such a possibility.These accounts are not
totally exclusive, as all agree that the possibility of American military
intervention was the focus of the Mao-Stalin discussion. Shi Zhe’s
account seems to be most convincing.This is not only because when
Mao and Stalin discussed the issue Shi Zhe personally witnessed it; it
is also because Shi’s account of Mao’s responses to Stalin’s inquiry is
consistent with the well-known dialectic feature of Mao’s way of
thinking. Furthermore, Shi’s account of Mao’s response is also com-
patible with our knowledge of the CCP’s general assessment of Amer-
ican intentions and capacities in East Asia in late 1949 and early 1950.

The CCP leadership, since late 1949, began to downplay the dan-
ger of American intervention in East Asian affairs. Mao and the CCP
leadership did prepare for direct American military intervention in
the mainland in the spring and early summer of 1949.When Ameri-
can intervention did not materialize as the PLA mopped up GMD
forces in China’s coastal areas, the CCP’s perception of the “American
threat” changed in late 1949. Convinced now that the prospect of an
American invasion of the Chinese mainland no longer existed, CCP
leaders concluded that it would take at least five years before the Unit-
ed States would be ready to engage in major military operations in
East Asia. U.S. vulnerability in the East seemed more obvious to the
CCP in January 1950 when Secretary of State Dean Acheson exclud-
ed Taiwan and South Korea from the U.S. western Pacific defensive
perimeter.103 What Mao told Stalin, if Shi Zhe’s recollections are
accurate, is compatible with the general CCP assessment of the Amer-
ican position in East Asia.

In the winter and spring of 1949–1950, however, the Beijing lead-
ership was accelerating the preparations for liberating GMD-con-
trolled Taiwan.As previously discussed, an important purpose of Mao’s
visit to the Soviet Union was to pursue additional Soviet support for
the PLA’s Taiwan campaign. Mao may not have wished to see the
CCP’s Taiwan campaign plan become entangled with Kim’s invasion
of the South. In other words, although Mao, Kim and Stalin shared

“Leaning to One Side” 89



common interests in promoting Communist revolutions in East Asia,
they had at the same time held their own priorities. It was therefore
reasonable that Mao did not give Stalin too affirmative an answer on
the possibility of American intervention in Korea.

In short, the Korean problem was a part of Mao-Stalin meetings.
Mao did not give active support to Kim’s plan, but nor did he oppose
it.As Kim had been taking Moscow as the main patron for his attack
on the South, such a Chinese attitude would not impede his war
preparations.And from Stalin’s perspective, Mao’s approach would be
enough to allow him to back Kim’s further war preparations. In fact,
on January 30, 1950, for the first time Stalin informed Kim Il-sung in
a telegram that he was now ready to discuss with Kim the plan for
unifying Korea by force, and “willing to help Kim in this affair.”104

Mao-Stalin meetings produced a Chinese-Soviet green light for Kim’s
plans to attack the South.

The Sino-Soviet alliance served as a cornerstone for the PRC’s for-
eign policy during its early years. In order to pursue a close strategic
relationship with the Soviet Union, the CCP leadership adopted the
lean-to-one-side approach. Since Liu Shaoqi’s visit to the Soviet
Union in July and August 1949, political, economic, and military
cooperations between Beijing and Moscow had developed rapidly.
Meanwhile, CCP and Soviet leaders divided spheres of responsibili-
ties between them, leaving the promotion of revolutionary move-
ments in East Asia primarily as China’s duty. Mao’s visit to the Soviet
Union from December 1949 to February 1950 further promoted the
Sino-Soviet strategic cooperation, resulting in the Sino-Soviet
alliance treaty. It was within this context that Beijing and Moscow
offered Pyongyang de facto approval for Kim Il-sung’s plans to attack
the South.

Shared ideological commitment to Marxism-Leninism, as well as
to the “world proletarian revolution,” certainly played an important
role in the alliance’s making.The CCP’s need to maintain the inner
dynamics of the Chinese revolution and Mao’s desire to change
China’s weak-power status by defying the “old world” served as addi-
tional causes for the lean-to-one-side decision. A more direct cause,
though, could be found in the two leaders’ concerns over the threats
from the United States. While Stalin needed Beijing’s support for
strengthening its position in a global confrontation with Washington,
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Mao and his fellow CCP leaders regarded the alliance with the Sovi-
ets an effective means to check America’s “ambition of aggression”
against China, as well as to challenge the presence of U.S. influence in
East Asia. The Sino-Soviet alliance treaty had greatly enhanced the
CCP leadership’s confidence in confronting the United States.

The high level of unity between Beijing and Moscow in
1949–1950, however, did not mean an absence of problems. In addi-
tion to the usual troubles between any partners (such as the differences
in each other’s strategic emphasis, and the gap between one’s need for
support and the other’s ability to offer aid), an important source of dif-
ferences between Beijing and Moscow lay in the conflicting person-
alities of Mao and Stalin.The reality created by the lean-to-one-side
policy became particularly uneasy for Mao when he had to play the
role as Stalin’s junior in direct exchanges with the Soviets, especially
in face-to-face discussions with Stalin himself. One finds here the
early clues of the divergence between Beijing and Moscow during the
Korean crisis and, in the long-run, of the process leading to a Sino-
Soviet split.
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In late 1949 and early 1950, the Sino-American con-
frontation reached a pivotal point. As the PLA mopped up GMD
stragglers on the mainland and occupied all important strategic
regions except for Tibet and Taiwan, CCP leaders now believed that
there was no immediate threat of an American invasion of the Chi-
nese mainland. Sino-American relations, however, continued to dete-
riorate at deeper levels.The CCP’s tough attitude toward the recog-
nition problem, the anti-American propaganda tide following Mao’s
open criticism of the China White Paper, and the incarceration of
American diplomats and requisition of former military barracks of the
American diplomatic compound fully demonstrated the CCP’s
unyielding stand toward the United States.Washington’s refusal to rec-
ognize Communist China and continuous support for Jiang’s regime,
on the other hand, further intensified the hostility between Beijing
and Washington. Meanwhile U.S. policymakers had to face the reali-
ty of the buildup of a close relationship between China and the Sovi-
et Union, reflected in the Sino-Soviet alliance treaty. Combined with
the shock wave caused by Soviet explosion of an atomic bomb in
summer 1949, these developments changed significantly the strategic
balance in the Asian-Pacific area as well as the ways in which Beijing
and Washington perceived each other.Consequently,on the eve of the
outbreak of the Korean War, Beijing’s policy toward the United States
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and Washington’s policy toward China became increasingly hostile
and aggressive.

The Concept of Confronting the U.S. on Three Fronts

In late 1949, Beijing leaders began to base their policy toward the
United States on more complicated considerations than before. In the
short run, they believed that the United States, restricted by its limit-
ed strength and confined by a variety of internal and external prob-
lems, was unable to invade the Chinese mainland or to engage in
major military operations in East Asia.1 From a long-term perspective,
however,CCP leaders were firmly convinced that sooner or later rev-
olutionary China had to face a direct military confrontation with the
imperialist United States. Because of the growing international influ-
ence of the Chinese revolution, as the CCP leaders perceived it, rev-
olutionary movements following the Chinese model would develop
in other Asian countries.The United States, as the “head of the reac-
tionary forces” in the world, would then resort to the most desperate
means to prevent revolutionary changes in East Asia. As a result, a
showdown between China and the United States would eventually
occur.2

China’s domestic situation also contributed to its maintaining a
tough policy toward the United States.With the establishment of the
People’s Republic, Mao and the CCP leadership needed to expend
considerable energy on political consolidation and economic recov-
ery. Meanwhile, driven by his perception of the nature of the Chinese
revolution, Mao was eager to create among party members as well as
the general population support for the CCP’s grand plans of trans-
forming Chinese society. Mao and the CCP leadership sought by
emphasizing the historical significance and international influence of
the Chinese revolution and by igniting the anti-American imperialist
propaganda to mobilize that support.

Correspondingly, in late 1949 and early 1950, three ideas appeared
consistently in Communist-controlled media in China. First, all CCP
writers emphasized that the victory of the Chinese revolution repre-
sented a breakthrough in the struggle against international imperial-
ism and would cause a rising tide of revolution in other Asian coun-
tries and regions. Second, they postulated that the model of the Chi-
nese revolution would spread far beyond China and inspire the
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liberation of all oppressed peoples and nations, thus making China
the center of revolutionary movements in the East. Last, they stressed
that it was the duty of the Chinese people to assist in every way pos-
sible those peoples who were striving for their own liberation and
independence.3

Under these circumstances, the CCP’s perception of the “Ameri-
can threat” and the PRC’s strategy vis-à-vis the United States subtly
evolved in late 1949 and early 1950.While CCP leaders previously
had prepared for a direct American invasion of the mainland, now,
they viewed Sino-American relations in the much broader perspec-
tive of a long-range Chinese-American confrontation in all of East
Asia.Accordingly, a significant transition occurred in the emphasis of
the CCP leadership’s security strategy: the focus of Beijing leaders’
concerns now moved from mainland China and problems concern-
ing China’s civil war to Taiwan,Vietnam, and Korea, and the three
areas came to occupy a central position in Beijing’s security strategy
and foreign policy in late 1949 and early 1950.While putting Taiwan
at the moment as the priority,especially because the “liberation of Tai-
wan” was a crucial step in completing the CCP’s unification of
China,4 CCP leaders believed that developments in the three areas
were interrelated. Zhou Enlai later referred to this “the concept of
confronting the United States on three fronts.”5

In light of the need to prepare for a long-term confrontation with
the U.S., the Beijing leadership started in late 1949 to restructure
China’s military forces and to establish a central reserve force. After
months of deliberations, in the spring of 1950, the CCP leadership
decided to start a large-scale demobilization of the PLA’s vast ground
force by cutting its size from 5.4 million to 4 million.6 Many schol-
ars, both in China and the West, have thus concluded that the CCP
leadership hoped to focus on economic recovery and reconstruction
and that Beijing’s stand on the eve of the Korean War was much less
belligerent than that of Washington’s. A few scholars even use the
CCP’s demobilization plans to argue that the CCP leadership wished
to improve relations with Western countries, including the United
States.7 A close examination of available sources about the CCP’s
demobilization plan, however, leads to a very different conclusion.

We need first to analyze carefully the causes underlying the CCP’s
demobilization plan. According to top CCP leaders and PLA com-
manders, the introduction of the plan was based on three considera-
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tions. First, the size of the PLA’s land force had reached almost 5.7
million by the end of 1949, placing too heavy a financial burden for
the newly established PRC. As fighting against the GMD forces on
the mainland ended, there was no need to continue to maintain such
a huge land force.8 Second,a large portion of PLA soldiers were either
former GMD prisoners or members of defecting GMD units. In
order to enhance the PLA’s strength and weaken the GMD’s, as Nie
Rongzhen put it,“Chairman Mao had instructed that they should all
be absorbed into the PLA.” And now,“rectification and demobiliza-
tion were necessary so that the quality of our combat units could be
improved.”9Third,with the annihilation of the GMD’s main force, the
PRC needed to establish an air force and a navy to fulfill such tasks as
the “liberation of Taiwan” and the defense of China’s air and sea
against, most probably, the “American threat.” By reducing the size of
the land force,” emphasized Nie Rongzhen,“we can use our limited
money to construct our air force and navy.”10

As CCP leaders viewed the demobilization plan as a step to
restructure China’s military power so that the PRC’s military forces
would be in a position to meet “the need of future wars,”11 they
emphasized from the very beginning that while the size of the land
force would be reduced through the demobilization, its quality should
be improved, and that in the meantime both the air force and the navy
would be significantly expanded.12 The final goal of the demobiliza-
tion plan, in Nie Rongzhen’s words, was “neither to reduce nor to
weaken our military forces; rather, it was designed to strengthen our
military forces.”13 It is apparent that this plan was compatible with the
CCP leadership’s need to prepare for the long-range Sino-American
confrontation, not the first stage in an attempt at diplomatic accom-
modation with the United States.

Not surprising at all, when top CCP leaders were considering the
demobilization plan, they made another crucial decision in the win-
ter and spring of 1949–1950: to establish a national central reserve
force with the United States as the perceived primary enemy.After the
13th Army Corps under Lin Biao’s Fourth Field Army, one of the
PLA’s best units, completed military operations in southern China at
the end of 1949, the CCP’s Central Military Commission (CMC)
ordered them to move to Henan province in central China, deploy-
ing along railroads within easy reach of Shanghai, Tianjin, and
Guangzhou.The CCP leadership instructed the central reserve force
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to maintain a high degree of mobility, so that it could be available to
meet any crisis situation caused by the Americans in Taiwan, the Kore-
an peninsula, or Indochina.14

The real nature of the CCP’s demobilization plan made it more of
a restructuring of China’s military forces.This restructuring, together
with the establishment of the central reserve force, reflected Beijing
leaders’ concerns over a possible showdown with the United States.

The Taiwan Problem

In late 1949, as military operations ended on the Chinese mainland,
Taiwan became increasingly important in the CCP leadership’s per-
ception of China’s relationship with the United States.Taiwan, long a
part of China, had become a Japanese colony after China’s defeat in
the 1894 Sino-Japanese War. After the Second World War, the island
was returned to China.When the GMD lost the civil war, Jiang Jieshi
moved his regime to Taiwan,converting the island into the GMD’s last
political and military bastion.

CCP leaders viewed the liberation of Taiwan as the “last campaign
to end China’s civil war.”15 In the eyes of CCP leaders, a successful
Taiwan campaign would complete destruction of the GMD regime
and conclude a century’s political division and internal turmoil in
China.A unified new China would then emerge as a significant actor
in East Asia and the world.

From the beginning, CCP leaders feared that a hostile America
might jeopardize their plans. In March 1949, before liberating Taiwan
became a part of the CCP’s immediate agenda, the Xinhua News
Agency published an editorial criticizing the United States for its
attempt to interfere with the Taiwan problem.The editorial observed
that at the time “the colonial rule of U.S. imperialists and their GMD
lackeys had approached its grave,” and they were “envisioning holding
Taiwan, part of China’s territory, as the springboard for aggressive
operations against mainland China in the future.”The editorial called
on the Chinese people to smash the plot of the U.S. imperialists, thus
guaranteeing that Taiwan would “be liberated and returned to the
hands of the Chinese people.”16

In late May 1949, soon after Shanghai fell into the hands of the
PLA, Jiang Jieshi arrived in Taiwan. Almost immediately he ordered
the GMD’s naval and air forces to harass the coastal areas now occu-
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pied by the Communists. On June 21, the GMD regime announced
a naval blockade of all CCP controlled coastal ports, and GMD air
forces started bombing coastal cities, especially important industrial
and commercial centers like Shanghai. CCP leaders viewed this as
evidence of the GMD’s “desperate resistance before death” and also
the result of Washington’s continuing support of the GMD. Other-
wise, CCP leaders believed, the GMD would have neither the
strength nor the courage to challenge the CCP on the mainland.17

Mao and the CCP leadership decided to put the task of “liberating
Taiwan” at the top of their agenda.On June 14, in a telegram to com-
manders of the Third Field Army and the CCP’s East China Bureau,
Mao urged his officers to “pay attention to the problem of seizing Tai-
wan immediately.” Mao asked them to make suggestions on “whether
Taiwan could be seized in a relatively short time, in which way Tai-
wan could be seized, and how the enemy troops in Taiwan could be
divided and a part of them might switch to our side and cooperate
with us from within.” Stressing that “if we failed to solve the Taiwan
problem in a short period, the safety of Shanghai and other coastal
ports would be severely threatened,” Mao instructed his officers to
respond to his questions immediately.18

A week later, before receiving a reply from the Third Field Army,
Mao telegraphed to Su Yu and the CCP East China Bureau again,
stressing the urgent importance of a quick settlement of the Taiwan
problem. Mao pointed out that despite the crucial importance of Tai-
wan,“you have so far ignored it, but you must pay sufficient attention
to it immediately.”To clarify his reasoning Mao told his officers: “If
Taiwan were not liberated and the GMD’s naval and air bases not
destroyed, Shanghai and other coastal areas would be menaced from
time to time. If Taiwan were not liberated, we would not be able to
seize hundreds of thousands of tons of vessels [still controlled by the
GMD]. Our coastal and inland water transportation would thus be
controlled by foreign merchants.” Mao asked the Third Field Army to
overcome the “pessimistic mood” that resulted from viewing “the Tai-
wan problem as difficult to be solved.” Rather the commanders
should take a positive view by “completing all preparations during
summer and autumn and occupying Taiwan in the coming winter.”19

After carefully considering the problems involved in organizing a
Taiwan campaign, Mao found that the summer of 1950 might be
more reasonable a deadline. He understood that a successful Taiwan
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campaign depended on the CCP’s ability to secure defection of GMD
forces and sufficient Soviet naval and air support. In a letter to Zhou
Enlai on July 10, 1949, Mao pointed out that to prepare for a success-
ful Taiwan campaign, the CCP forces “needed to rely on internal
cooperations and the support of an air force.” Mao believed that “our
plan would succeed if we could meet one of the two conditions, and
our hope would be even greater if both conditions could be satisfied.”
Mao suggested that 300 to 400 PLA men be sent to study in Soviet
air schools for six to eight months and to purchase 100 Soviet planes.
He believed that the Soviet support would provide the CCP with “an
offensive air unit to support the cross-strait campaign to seize Taiwan
next summer.”20

During Liu Shaoqi’s visit to the Soviet Union in July and August
1949, winning Soviet air and naval support had the highest priority
on his agenda.Liu made it clear to the Soviets that the Chinese Com-
munists needed to expand their air and naval forces quickly to make
it possible to conduct a successful amphibious campaign against Tai-
wan in the near future.21 The Soviets responded positively to the
CCP’s request. In August, a Chinese air force delegation and a naval
delegation came to Moscow to discuss with the Soviets the details of
Soviet air and naval support to China. As a result of the agreement
reached at these talks, Soviet air and naval aid, which was at this
moment largely designed to strengthen the PLA’s amphibious com-
bat power for the Taiwan campaign, began to arrive in September and
October 1949.22

Mao’s eagerness to wage the Taiwan campaign in the shortest pos-
sible time was based on two fundamental assumptions. First, the
PLA’s expeditious victorious march after crossing the Yangzi River
convinced Mao and the CCP leadership that the GMD forces were
too weak to endure a single major blow. As the morale of GMD
troops had virtually collapsed, CCP leaders and military planners
believed that the PLA would be able to conquer the GMD-con-
trolled islands, including Taiwan, without much difficulty.23 Second,
because the United States had not interfered militarily when the
PLA crossed the Yangzi River and attacked Shanghai and other
important coastal cities, Mao and other CCP leaders believed that,
most probably, the Americans would not send in their troops if the
PLA attacked GMD-controlled islands. Mao thus ordered the Third
Field Army to accelerate its march toward coastal areas in Zhejiang
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and Fujian provinces and to complete preparations for the Taiwan
campaign as soon as possible.24

Much to the CCP leaders’ surprise, the PLA suffered two signifi-
cant defeats in their attempts to occupy Jinmen (Quemoy) and Deng-
bu, two small islands controlled by the GMD. These defeats made
CCP leaders aware of the tremendous difficulties involved in attack-
ing the offshore islands and Taiwan, and forced Mao and the CCP
leadership to change their original schedule for the Taiwan campaign.

Late in October 1949, when three regiments of the PLA’s 28th
Army of the 10th Army Corps tried to occupy Jinmen, located east of
Xiamen, about five and half miles from the mainland, they encoun-
tered fierce resistance from GMD forces, who were equipped with
American-made artillery, airplanes, and gunboats. The PLA troops
succeeded in landing on Jinmen island on October 24, but the GMD
forces, controlling both sea and air, quickly separated the PLA landing
force from their supplies and surrounded them on Jinmen Island.After
three days of bloody fighting, about 10,000 PLA troops were either
destroyed or captured.25

Before CCP military planners could fully assess the meaning of
the Jinmen defeat, the 61st Division of the PLA’s Seventh Army
Corps suffered another setback in its attempt to seize Dengbu Island
in early November.Dengbu Island is part of the Zhoushan Islands off
Zhejiang Province. On the evening of November 3, as part of the
efforts to attack Zhoushan, three battalions of the PLA’s 61st Divi-
sion landed on Dengbu.After fierce fighting, by early next morning,
these troops had occupied almost the entire island. The situation,
however, suddenly changed.The GMD, still in control of the air and
the sea, sent in four regiments of troops. Meanwhile, hindered by the
changing ocean tide, the PLA was unable to reinforce its troops.As a
result, the PLA had to retreat from Dengbu during the evening of
November 5.26

These setbacks, especially that of Jinmen, were the worst defeats of
the PLA in China’s civil war.They shocked Mao and the CCP lead-
ership. On October 29, 1949, Mao, in the name of the CMC, issued a
circular suggesting that his commanders should “overcome the ten-
dency of taking the enemy lightly and doing things impatiently” by
drawing “deep lessons from the Jinmen defeat.”27

The Jinmen and Dengbu defeats influenced the CCP’s Taiwan
strategy in at least three respects. First, these operational failures made
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clear to the CCP leadership the difficulties involved in amphibious
operations. In a telegram to Su Yu and other commanders of the Third
Field Army on November 4, Mao asked them to take a “more cau-
tious approach” in organizing further campaigns aimed at GMD-con-
trolled offshore islands.They should, in Mao’s opinion,“concentrate a
superior force, make sufficient preparations in advance, and overcome
the tendency of assessing the enemy lightly.”28 Ten days later, Mao
instructed Su Yu in another telegram to further consider “the lessons
of the Jinmen defeat and the recent setback in Laidao [Dengbu] Island
nearby Dinghai [the capital of the Zhoushan Islands].” Mao believed
that Su had “to pay close attention to such problems as military
deployment, preparedness, and timing for starting the attack while
waging operations aimed at Dinghai.”And if Su found that prepara-
tions had not been completed, Mao emphasized, he should “postpone
the deadline for operations.”29

In early December, before his trip to the Soviet Union, Mao con-
ferred with Xiao Jinguang to obtain a more detailed knowledge of the
naval and air needs for a major cross-strait campaign.30 During Mao’s
two month visit to the Soviet Union, he did his best to win more
Soviet naval and air support for the forthcoming Taiwan campaign.
Even during the busy days of dealing with Stalin and other top Sovi-
et leaders in Moscow, Mao remained concerned about the PLA’s
amphibious operations against offshore islands in Zhejiang, Fujian,
and Guangdong. In telegrams of December 18 and 31 to Lin Biao,
who was then in charge of a major amphibious campaign aimed at
Hainan Island,Mao asked Lin to study carefully the lessons of the Jin-
men defeat, reminding him of the importance of following “the prin-
ciple of taking action only after full preparation and victory being cer-
tain.”31With the change of Mao’s and top CCP leaders’ attitudes,PLA
commanders in coastal areas began to take a more cautious approach
in planning amphibious operations aimed at GMD-controlled off-
shore islands. In a telegram to Mao and the CMC on November 22,
Su Yu reported that the Third Field Army would not conduct the
attack against Dinghai until January or February of 1950, so that they
would have more time to prepare for the campaign.32

A second result of the Jinmen and Dengbu defeats was a change in
the CCP policymakers’ original assumption that the PLA could seize
Taiwan in a single major effort. On November 22, 1949, Su Yu sum-
marized a new Taiwan campaign plan in a telegram to Mao and the
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CMC. He predicted that the Jiang regime, encouraged by the GMD
forces’ success in Jinmen and Dengbu, would further strengthen their
position in Zhoushan, Jinmen, and other offshore islands.While this
would inevitably increase the difficulties involved in attacking these
islands, it also provided an opportunity for the PLA to eliminate sub-
stantial enemy forces by concentrating on these relatively easier tar-
gets, and thus creating favorable military and political conditions for
the Taiwan campaign in the future.33 Mao and the CMC quickly
approved this new plan.34 From this moment to the outbreak of the
Korean War, the PLA’s military operations focused on Hainan,
Zhoushan, and several other offshore islands with Taiwan as the ulti-
mate target. Accordingly, the deadline for carrying out the Taiwan
campaign was postponed several times. On the eve of the outbreak of
the Korean War, the CCP leadership had already decided that the Tai-
wan campaign would not be implemented until the spring and sum-
mer of 1951.35 Meanwhile, Mao reconsidered the Taiwan problem,
sending General Zhang Zhizhong, a former high-ranking GMD offi-
cial who had switched to the Communists shortly before the PLA’s
Yangzi River campaign, directions to explore “liberating Taiwan in
peaceful ways.”36

Third, the aftermath of the Jinmen and Dengbu battles also influ-
enced CCP leaders’ judgment of America’s hostility toward the new
China. CCP leaders could see that one of the most important reasons
for the PLA’s defeat was that the GMD forces, supported by Ameri-
can-made airplanes and gunboats, dominated the sea and the air.
Without American support, CCP leaders believed, GMD could not
survive the PLA’s offensive operations.37 This experience, combined
with GMD naval and air forces using American-made bombers and
warships to bomb Shanghai and other coastal areas and to blockade
major mainland ports, further convinced CCP leaders that the Unit-
ed States was their primary enemy.They now viewed the liberation of
Taiwan from the perspective of a long-range Sino-American con-
frontation in East Asia, and the CCP-GMD struggle in the Taiwan
Strait became a part of the broad Sino-American confrontation.38

While the CCP leaders could not ignore Washington’s hostility
toward Communist China, they were still convinced that the United
States was strategically too vulnerable to send in American troops to
stop the PLA’s attack against Taiwan. Two of Su Yu’s reports are
extremely revealing in this regard. In a report to a military conference
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held on January 5, 1950, Su Yu argued that it was unlikely that the
United States would provide its troops to protect the GMD. In a
diplomatic sense, Su emphasized, the United States had recognized
Taiwan to be part of China and thus had no ground to interfere mil-
itarily if the PLA attacked Taiwan. Politically, according to Su, policy-
makers in Washington would meet great difficulty in reaching a con-
sensus with their allies in Great Britain, the Philippines, and Japan, if
the United States were to enter “the last campaign of China’s civil
war.” From a military perspective, Su saw a vulnerable America. He
believed that the United States needed at least five years to mobilize
enough troops to enter a major military confrontation in the Far East.
Su’s conclusion was that “in terms of their attitude toward Taiwan, the
Americans would not send troops to Taiwan but might send in planes,
artillery, and tanks.”39

Washington offered further evidence to confirm this assessment.
On January 5, 1950, President Truman proclaimed that the United
States would not challenge the notion that Taiwan was part of China.
One week later, Secretary of State Acheson openly excluded Taiwan
and South Korea from the U.S. western Pacific defensive perimeter.
CCP leaders paid heed to both statements. In a report to a conference
discussing the Taiwan campaign plan on January 27, 1950, Su Yu was
now confident that Washington would not risk a third world war by
sending its military forces to protect Taiwan.40

Viewing the United States as simultaneously a hostile enemy and a
“paper tiger,”Mao and the CCP leadership adopted a more aggressive
strategy vis-à-vis the United States in East Asia, to challenge the exist-
ing international order in the Asian-Pacific area in which China had
little voice, as well as to expand the influence of the Chinese revolu-
tion. Such an approach became the background of Beijing’s policies
toward Indochina and Korea in late 1949 and early 1950.

Indochina as a Test Case

Immediately after the establishment of the PRC, Beijing leaders
began to give special attention to Indochina (Vietnam, Laos, and
Cambodia).The CCP and Vietnamese Communists had historically
enjoyed close connections. Early in the 1920s, Ho Chi Minh and
other Vietnamese Communists initiated contacts with their Chinese
comrades.Ho himself often came to China and spoke fluent Chinese.
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In the late 1930s and early 1940s, he was even a member of the CCP-
led Eighth Route Army.41 After the end of the Second World War,
Ho’s Indochina Communist Party42 led a national uprising and estab-
lished the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) with Ho as pres-
ident.When the French returned to reestablish control, Ho and his
cohorts moved to mountainous areas to fight for independence with
little outside assistance between 1946 and early 1950.

The Chinese Communist victory in 1949 offered Vietnamese
Communists backing. Both sides were eager to establish close coop-
eration. In late 1949, the Indochina Communist Party sent Hoang Van
Hoan, a member of its central committee, to China to strengthen ties
between the two parties.43 In early January 1950, Liu Shaoqi, then in
charge of the CCP’s relations with the Indochina Communist Party,
decided to send Luo Guibo, director of the CMC’s Administration
Office, to be the CCP’s liaison in Vietnam.Liu made it clear that Luo’s
appointment had been approved by Mao and the CCP Central Com-
mittee. His task in Vietnam was to establish good communications
between the two parties as well as to provide the CCP Central Com-
mittee with first-hand information on how to assist the Vietnamese
Communists in their struggle for independence. Liu stressed to Luo
that “it is the duty of those countries which have achieved the victo-
ry of their own revolution to support peoples who are still conduct-
ing the just struggle for liberation,” and that “it is our international
obligation to support the anti-French struggle of the Vietnamese peo-
ple.”44 In mid-January 1950, the PRC granted formal diplomatic
recognition to the DRV so that it could participate in international
society. CCP leaders, who understood that recognition of Ho’s gov-
ernment would inevitably make an early French recognition of the
Chinese Communist regime unlikely, still believed that establishing
relations with the DRV was in the fundamental interests of revolu-
tionary China. Following the example of China, the Soviet Union
and other Communist countries quickly recognized the DRV, which
would later name January 18 as the day of “diplomatic victory.”45

Before Luo arrived in Vietnam,however,Ho Chi Minh, after walk-
ing for seventeen days, secretly arrived in China in late January
1950.46 Liu Shaoqi immediately received him and reported his visit to
Mao Zedong, who was then in Moscow. Meanwhile, the CCP Cen-
tral Committee established an ad hoc commission composed of Zhu
De, Nie Rongzhen, and Li Weihan, director of the United Front
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Department of the CCP Central Committee, to discuss with Ho his
mission in China.47 Ho made it clear that he came to obtain a sub-
stantial Chinese commitment to support the Vietnamese Commu-
nists.48 He also wished to meet Stalin and Mao in Moscow and obtain
Soviet and Chinese military, political, and economic assistance.
Through arrangements made by the CCP and the Soviet Communist
Party, Ho arrived in Moscow in early February.49

Ho’s secret trip to Moscow brought mixed results.While the Sovi-
et Union decided to recognize Ho’s government, Stalin had interna-
tional priorities in Europe and was unfamiliar with, and to a certain
extent even suspicious of, Ho’s intentions. He was therefore reluctant
to commit the strength of the Soviet Union directly to the Vietnamese
Communists and turned Ho to the Chinese.50 To Ho’s great satisfac-
tion, Mao and Zhou, first in Moscow then Beijing (to where Ho
returned), promised that the CCP would do its best “to offer every
military assistance needed by Vietnam in its struggle against France.”
When Ho returned to Vietnam he was certain that he could now rely
on China’s support.51

The CCP’s attitude toward Vietnam was first and foremost the log-
ical result of the Chinese Communist perception of an Asian revolu-
tion following the Chinese model.Because CCP leaders took the vic-
tory of the Chinese revolution as the beginning of “a new wave of
revolutionary movements of oppressed peoples” in Asia and in the
world, they felt obliged to assist Communist revolutionaries and
national liberation movements elsewhere.The CCP’s policy of sup-
porting the Vietnamese Communists was also consistent with Mao’s
lean-to-one-side approach. When Liu and Mao visited the Soviet
Union, the Chinese and the Soviets agreed that the promotion of rev-
olutionary movements in East Asia was primarily China’s duty. It is
natural that Beijing leaders were willing to commit to the support of
their comrades in Vietnam.

CCP leaders also believed that standing by their Vietnamese com-
rades would serve their goal of safeguarding China’s security interests.
Significantly, Mao, though a Marxist-Leninist revolutionary, demon-
strated an approach similar to many traditional Chinese rulers: the
safety of the “Central Kingdom” could not be properly maintained if
its neighboring areas fell into the hands of hostile “barbarian” forces.
In 1949–50, this view was further strengthened by the fact that some
Chinese Nationalist units who were still loyal to Jiang Jieshi had fled
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to the Chinese-Vietnamese border area, making it a source of trouble
for the newly established CCP regime.52 Mao and the CCP leader-
ship concluded that a Communist Vietnam would enhance the secu-
rity of China’s southern borders.

When the CCP made the decision to support the Vietnamese
Communists, it moved forward immediately. On March 13, 1950, Liu
Shaoqi cabled Luo Guibo, who had arrived in the Viet Minh’s bases
in northern Vietnam four days earlier, instructing him to start his work
in two stages. He was first to deal with urgent problems, including
providing the CCP Central Committee with a clear idea about the
way in which Chinese military, economic, and financial aid would be
given to the Vietnamese and how the aid could reach Vietnam. Sec-
ondly, Luo was instructed to carefully investigate the overall situation
in Vietnam so that he could offer the CCP Central Committee sug-
gestions for the long-term goal of defeating the French colonists.53

The CCP obviously took the cause of the Vietnamese Communists as
if it were their own.

In April 1950, the Central Committee of the Indochina Commu-
nist Party formally asked for military advisers from the CCP. The
CCP leadership responded immediately. On April 17, the CMC
ordered each of the PLA’s Second,Third, and Fourth Field Armies to
provide advisers at battalion, regiment, and division levels for a Viet-
namese division.The Third Field Army organized the headquarters of
the Chinese Military Advisory Group (CMAG) while the Fourth
Field Army set up a military school for the Vietnamese. On April 26,
the CMC instructed the PLA Northwestern, Southwestern, Eastern,
and South-central Military Regions to offer another thirteen cadres
over battalion level to join the CMAG to work with the Vietnamese
at the top commanding positions of their Communist forces.54 The
military advisers gathered in Beijing during May and received indoc-
trination courses for the CCP’s international policy.They would also
meet top CCP leaders to receive instructions. General Wei Guoqing,
political commissar of the Tenth Army Corps of the Third Field Army,
was put in charge of the preparation work.55

By mid-1950, Beijing leaders had committed important military
and financial resources to support their Vietnamese comrades. They
fully understood that their intervention in Indochina would further
intensify China’s confrontation with the United States as well as com-
plicate Beijing’s relationship with Paris. But they were determined to
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go their own way, because Indochina was to them a test case for the
promotion of the new China’s international prestige and influence, as
well as for inevitable confrontation between revolutionary forces and
the imperialists in East Asia.

China and Korea:A Special Relationship

In accordance with the concept of confronting the United States on
three fronts, Korea became another focus of the CCP’s East Asian
strategy in early 1950, and Mao and the CCP leadership demonstrat-
ed an intense interest in the Korean peninsula.56 The Korean Com-
munists were happy to have the backing of a Communist China, and
relations between the CCP and its North Korean counterpart were
generally intimate. Factors such as factionalism among the Korean
Communists and Kim Il-sung’s strong nationalism did create prob-
lems between the CCP and the North Koreans. Consequently, Chi-
nese-North Korean relationships manifested a special dual character
before and during the initial stage of the Korean War.

Historically, the Korean Communists had close ties with their
Chinese comrades. In the 1920s, many Korean Communists began
their revolutionary activities in China, and some even joined the
newly established Chinese Communist Party.57 During the 1930s,
Kim Il-sung, who would later become the leader of Communist
North Korea, joined the Anti-Japanese United Army and waged an
anti-Japanese guerrilla struggle first in northeastern China, and then
from the Soviet Union. Kim spoke fluent Chinese and was for a time
a member of the Chinese Communist Party. In the late 1930s and
early 1940s a group of Korean Communists, such as Pak Il-yu, who
would become North Korea’s vice prime minister, came to Yanan,
the CCP’s “Red Capital,” to join China’s War of Resistance against
Japan.58 In the last stage of the war against Japan and during China’s
civil war, around 100,000 Korean residents in China joined Chinese
Communist forces, especially in the Northeast. In the late 1940s, the
PLA’s 156th, 164th and 166th Divisions, three of the best divisions of
the Fourth Field Army, were mainly composed of Korean-Chinese
soldiers.59

During China’s civil war from 1946 to 1949, Communist North
Korea served as the strategic base for Chinese Communist forces in
the Northeast. In September 1945, the CCP leadership adopted a
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grand strategy of “maintaining a defensive posture in the south while
waging the offensive in the north” in its confrontation with the
GMD.60 Accordingly, the Northeast became the CCP’s main theater
in China’s civil war. Mao and other CCP leaders made this decision
because they believed that, with the Northeast bordering the Soviet
Union to the North and North Korea to the East, the CCP would be
in a more favorable position to counter the GMD in the Northeast
than in China’s other regions.61

Jiang Jieshi and the GMD high command also understood
Manchuria’s strategic importance and committed the GMD’s best
troops to compete for it with the CCP. In late 1945 and early 1946, a
series of fierce battles occurred between the CCP and GMD forces in
Manchuria. Better equipped and outnumbering the Communists, the
GMD troops occupied almost all important cities and transportation
lines in central and southern Manchuria.When the full-scale warfare
erupted in June 1946,Communist forces there were confined to a few
small cities and rural areas. GMD forces succeeded in cutting the
CCP’s communication and supply lines within the Northeast as well
as their connections with Communist bases in other parts of China.
The CCP faced an extremely difficult situation in southern and cen-
tral Manchuria.62

Confronting these difficult circumstances, the CCP’s Northeast
Bureau decided in June 1946 to use North Korea as the strategic rear
and supply bases for Communist forces in southern Manchuria and
that with North Korea’s help, they would try to maintain communi-
cation and transportation between southern and northern Manchuria
as well as between Manchuria and the CCP Center.63 In July 1946,
Zhu Lizhi and Xiao Jinguang, two members of the CCP Northeast
Bureau, traveled to Pyongyang and established the Northeast Bureau’s
special office in North Korea.The CCP Northeast Bureau assigned
three main tasks to the office:“(1) To evacuate [CCP’s] wounded and
sick soldiers as well as to transfer strategically important materials to
North Korea; (2) via North Korea, to maintain transportation and
communication between CCP forces in southern and northern
Manchuria as well as to establish connections with the Soviet military
bases in Dalian and, through Dalian, with CCP bases in other parts of
China; and (3) to gain assistance and to purchase war materials from
North Korea.”64

The North Korean Communists cooperated in all three tasks. In
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addition to ideological considerations, they must have sensed,as Bruce
Cumings points out, that by supporting the CCP they would eventu-
ally be able to enjoy “the immense strategic blessing of a Chinese
Communist victory.”65 North Korean territory quickly changed into
the strategic rear for Chinese Communist forces in the Northeast. In
July 1946, CCP forces, under great pressure from GMD offensives,
retreated from Andong and Tonghua, two of the last cities under their
control in southern Manchuria.Thousands of wounded CCP soldiers,
family members of CCP troops, and other noncombat personnel
crossed the Yalu River to take refuge in North Korea. Several CCP
combat units moved into North Korea to regroup. Meanwhile, the
North Koreans helped the CCP forces to move more than 20,000
tons of strategic materials into their territory.Without the assistance
of the North Korean Communists, CCP forces in southern
Manchuria could have been totally destroyed by the GMD.66

While the military confrontation between the CCP and the GMD
in the Northeast continued, North Korea’s role further increased.
With the North Korean assistance, the CCP established two land
transportation lines on North Korean territory, linking together
Communist forces in southern and northern Manchuria. Through
Rajin and Nampo, two Korean ports located on Korea’s east and west
coasts, the CCP established sea-communication with Soviet naval
bases in Dalian, and then, through Dalian, with CCP-controlled areas
in other parts of China.According to the statistics offered by two Chi-
nese sources, in the first seven months of 1947, the CCP transported
210,000 tons of materials, including food, coal, salt, cloth, medicine,
and industrial raw materials, along these routes; in 1948, the total
weight of materials transported through North Korea reached more
than 300,000 tons.67 The North Korean help allowed the CCP forces
in the Northeast to avoid being isolated.

North Korean Communists also offered material and human sup-
port to CCP forces in the Northeast.According to Cumings’s study, in
early 1947,Kim Il-sung “began dispatching tens of thousands of Kore-
ans to fight with Mao and to swell the existing Korean units to divi-
sion size.”68 Chinese sources available now confirm that many Korean
“volunteers” joined the CCP, fighting to “liberate China.”69 In the
meantime, the North Korean Communists provided the CCP with a
large quantity of material support.According to one Chinese source,
during the two-year period 1946–1948, the North Koreans provided
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the CCP with more than 2,000 railway cars of war materials left by the
Japanese. In most cases, the North Koreans did not charge the Chinese
for these supplies, and in some cases, they allowed the Chinese to
exchange Korean supplies for Chinese-manufactured goods.70

North Korea’s backing dramatically strengthened the CCP’s strate-
gic position in China’s civil war. CCP leaders understood this and did
not forget the “brotherly support” they had received from North
Korean Communists. In fact,CCP leaders later used the North Kore-
an support of the Chinese revolution to justify their decision to send
Chinese troops to “resist America and assist Korea.”71 Cumings’s state-
ment certainly makes good sense here:“These ties [between Chinese
and North Korean Communists] were strong enough such that, in
retrospect, what a historian would have trouble explaining is why the
Chinese did not intervene in the Korean War.”72

Between September and November 1948, the CCP forces
destroyed the main body of GMD forces in the Northeast.The Com-
munist victory in China, in turn, made the Northeast a safe strategic
rear for the North Korean Communists, and encouraged the North
Korean Communists to liberate the entire Korean peninsula through
military means. American intelligence sources and the GMD and
South Korean sources have long maintained that during the spring
and summer of 1949,China,North Korea, and the Soviet Union con-
ducted a series of secret exchanges on military cooperation in north-
eastern China and Korea. In January 1949, these sources allege, the
CCP and the North Korean Communists, in the presence of Soviet
military advisers, held a meeting in Harbin and discussed the problem
of returning Korean soldiers in the PLA to North Korea. Reported-
ly, those participants included Defense Minister Choe Yong-gon,
Artillery Commander Mu Chong, and others from the North Kore-
an side, and Zhou Baozhong,Lin Feng, and Li Lisan from the Chinese
side. Several Korean commanders in the PLA, such as Pang Ho-san,
commander of the 166th Division, also attended the meeting. The
result was a decision to send some 28,000 Korean soldiers in the
Fourth Field Army back to Korea by the end of September 1949.73 In
mid-March 1949, according to one GMD source, the North Koreans
and the Chinese signed a secret mutual defense pact, affirming that the
CCP would send PLA soldiers of Korean nationality back to North
Korea and that the Chinese and Korean Communists would coordi-
nate their reactions to “imperialist aggression.”74
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No Chinese sources can prove the existence of the January 1949
meeting or the alleged March 1949 pact.Yao Xu, a Chinese authori-
ty on the history of the Korean War, firmly denied the possibility of
such a “mutual defense pact” as reported by the GMD source.75 Two
young Chinese military researchers whom I interviewed believed that
the January 1949 meeting seemed to be more possible, although they
could not confirm such a meeting by sources available to them.They
did confirm, though, that “in the spring of 1949 China and North
Korea held a series of contacts at different levels to discuss the prob-
lem of how China could support the Korean revolution, and they
reached the agreement that PLA soldiers of Korean nationality would
be sent back to Korea.”76

Against this background, in the summer and fall of 1949, two PLA
divisions, the majority of whose soldiers were Koreans, returned to
North Korea. In July 1949, the PLA’s 166th Division, headed by Pang
Ho-san, crossed the Yalu and was transformed into the Korean Peo-
ple’s Army (KPA)’s Sixth Division.The same month, the PLA’s 164th
Division, also made up mostly of Korean soldiers, entered Korea and
became the KPA’s Fifth Division. Both divisions later played a crucial
role in the North Korean invasion of the South.77 Several other small-
er groups of Korean PLA soldiers also returned to Korea during the
same period, and by the end of 1949, the total number of returnees
from China is estimated to be between 30,000–40,000.78

In January 1950, when Mao and Zhou were visiting the Soviet
Union,Kim Il-sung sent Kim Kwang-hyop to China to ask the return
of all remaining Korean PLA soldiers together with their weapons.
The Chinese quickly agreed to the North Koreans’ request. Follow-
ing the agreement between the Chinese and North Korean high
commands, starting in February 1950, another 23,000 Korean PLA
soldiers, mainly from the PLA’s 156th Division and also other units of
the former Fourth Field Army, returned to North Korea.They were
later organized as the KPA’s Seventh Division, which would be
deployed in an advanced position near the 38th parallel and would
become another of the KPA’s main combat division in the early stage
of the Korean War.The offensive capacity of North Korean Commu-
nists was thus tremendously increased.79

All the above proves that the relationship between Chinese and
North Korean Communists was close.The simple fact that the CCP
leadership decided to send as many as 50,000–70,000 (if not more)
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Korean PLA soldiers back to Korea together with their military
equipment from late 1949 to mid-1950 made it clear that CCP lead-
ers would not forget the assistance they had received from their North
Korean comrades during China’s civil war, and that they were more
than willing to reward the North Korean Communists with similar
assistance.

This, however, does not necessarily suggest that problems, or even
serious ones, did not exist between Beijing and Pyongyang. Cumings
emphasizes in his study that the North Korean Communists followed
basically the Chinese revolutionary model and that Beijing had more
powerful influences on Pyongyang than Moscow did.This judgment
becomes one of the cornerstones of Cumings’s analysis of the origins
of the Korean War.80 Chinese evidence,however, challenges Cumings’s
argument in this regard, supporting the historian Roger Dingman’s
comment that Cumings may “have gone too far in magnifying Mao’s
and shrinking Stalin’s contribution to what became the Korean War.”81

What Cumings has ignored, interestingly and ironically, is some-
thing he frequently discussed himself: the influence upon the North
Koreans’ external policy of the profound factional division among
Korean Communists and of Kim Il-sung’s strong nationalism. After
decades of investigation (including Cumings’s own study), it is a wide-
ly accepted consensus among scholars of the Korean War that the
Korean Communist Party had been divided deeply prior to the out-
break of the Korean War. Kim Il-sung’s authority within the party
encountered challenges from both the southern section headed by
Pak Hon-yong and, to a lesser degree, the Chinese section headed by
Pak Il-yu, Kim Ung, and Mu Chong.82 Under these circumstances,
Kim would feel extremely reluctant to tie himself too tightly to the
Chinese.Kim’s uneasiness in dealing with the Chinese must have been
further strengthened by his feelings as an intense Korean nationalist:
the historical fact that the Korean peninsula had long been under the
shadow of the “Central Kingdom” certainly made Kim aware that he
could not give Beijing leaders his full trust.Kim needed Beijing’s sup-
port, but he would not totally rely on Chinese goodwill.

As discussed in the previous chapter, throughout 1949 and early
1950, Kim Il-sung had been discussing his plans of invading South
Korea with the Soviets. In April 1950, he secretly visited the Soviet
Union to get Stalin’s approval of his plans, and would not travel to
Beijing to meet Mao until mid-May.83
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Why did Kim wait to visit Beijing until this moment? How was
Kim’s visit to Beijing related to his decision to attack the South in late
June? Because of the sensitive nature of this question, no Chinese
publication (even publication for “internal circulation only”) has
touched upon this visit.According to the study by Hao and Zhai,Kim
“only informed Mao of his determination to reunify his country by
military means during this visit, and released no details of his military
plan, let alone the date of the action.”84 Interviews with Beijing’s
researchers with archival access, especially with Shi Zhe, allow me to
draw a general outline about the background and contents of Kim’s
visit.

This visit was almost certainly Kim’s only trip to Beijing before
the outbreak of the Korean War. He did not come to Beijing again
until early December 1950, when Chinese troops had not only
entered the Korean War but had also completed their first two victo-
rious campaigns against UN forces.85 During Kim’s stay in Beijing
from May 13 to 16, he told Mao that Stalin had approved his plans to
attack the South.86 Mao solicited Kim’s opinions of possible Ameri-
can response if North Korea attacked the South, stressing that as the
Syngman Rhee regime had been propped up by the United States
and that as Korea was close to Japan the possibility of an American
intervention could not be totally excluded. Kim, however, seemed
confident that the United States would not commit its troops, or at
least, it would have no time to dispatch them, because the North
Koreans would be able to finish fighting in two to three weeks. Mao
did ask Kim if North Korea needed China’s military support, and
offered to deploy three Chinese armies along the Chinese-Korean
border. Kim responded “arrogantly” (in Mao’s own words, according
to Shi Zhe) that with the North Koreans’ own forces and the coop-
eration of Communist guerrillas in the South, they could solve the
problem by themselves, and China’s military involvement was there-
fore unnecessary.87

In short,Kim came to Beijing largely because Stalin wanted him to
get Beijing’s support for his attack on the South. Although Mao
seemed to have some reservations, he never seriously challenged
Kim’s plans.When Kim left China he thus had every reason to inform
Stalin and his comrades in Pyongyang (and we have every reason to
believe that he did) that he had the support of his Chinese comrades.
In fact, after his visit to Moscow and Beijing Kim accelerated prepa-
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rations to attack the South.With the help of Soviet military advisers,
the North Korean military worked out the operational plans for the
attack in late May and early June.88 Thus Kim’s visit to Beijing repre-
sented another crucial step toward the coming of the Korean War, and
Beijing’s Korea policy escalated further the potential confrontation
between China and the United States in East Asia.

Washington’s New Vision of 
“Communist Threat” in East Asia

While the CCP’s policy toward the United States became increasing-
ly hostile in late 1949 and 1950,Washington’s East Asian strategy also
underwent important changes. Not accidentally, Indochina, Taiwan,
and the Korean Peninsula received special attention from American
policymakers. One of the immediate causes of this change was the
signing of the Sino-Soviet alliance treaty.

Before late 1949, when Communist forces swept through China,
policymakers in Washington based their global strategy on waging “a
strategic offensive in the West and a strategic defensive in the East.”89

Accordingly, Secretary of State Acheson tried to drive a wedge
between the Chinese Communists and the Soviets by imposing polit-
ical and economic pressure on the CCP to contain the expansion of
Soviet influence in East Asia. The Sino-Soviet alliance came at the
time when Chinese-American relations were deteriorating and Sen-
ator Joseph McCarthy had started his verbal emasculation of the State
Department. It was now clear to many advocates of the “wedge strat-
egy” in Washington that the prospect of a Sino-Soviet split was remote
and policymakers in Washington felt threatened by the emergence of
the Beijing-Moscow revolutionary axis.90 The United States had to
reexamine its Far Eastern strategy.

In April 1950, the National Security Council approved NSC-68 as
a response to Soviet possession of the atomic bomb and the Commu-
nist victory in China.Stressing that a “more rapid building up of polit-
ical, economic, and military strength . . . than is now contemplated is
the only course which is consistent with progress toward achieving
our fundamental purpose,” NSC-68 proposed a sharp increase in
American military expenditure and armed forces. It also called for
unprecedented American efforts in meeting the Communist threat
anywhere it emerged.91 In accordance with the spirit of NSC-68,
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America’s Far Eastern strategy in general and China policy in partic-
ular evolved in the spring of 1950.

First,America’s politico-economic strategy toward China changed
subtly along with the making of NSC-68. Since early 1949, the State
Department had placed only moderate restrictions on Chinese-West-
ern trade with the hope that the CCP would finally understand that
an accommodation with Western countries was more valuable to
them than cooperation with the Soviet Union. Now the State
Department had second thoughts. Following a new estimation of the
Soviet military threat to the United States, the State Department
decided in April 1950 to restrict Chinese-Western trade relations
severely.The former rule of “presumptive denial”of shipments of crit-
ical goods to China was replaced by the rule of “uniform denial,” and
shipments of important goods to Communist China were now “han-
dled according to the criteria used in approving or denying shipments
of such goods to the Eastern Europe.”92This did not mean that Ache-
son and others in the State Department had abandoned the long-term
goal of splitting the CCP and the Soviet Union; but now they were
convinced that “if in taking a chance on the long future of China we
affect the security of the U.S. at once, that is a bad bargain.”93

Changes in U.S. East Asian strategy were also reflected in Washing-
ton’s policy toward Indochina.The Truman administration made con-
tainment of Communist expansion in the region an important goal of
American foreign policy. Accordingly, there were signs of an active
American involvement in the Indochina area.

Since the outbreak of the First Indochina War between the French
and the Vietminh in 1946, the United States had kept a pro-French
neutrality. The Chinese and Soviet recognition of Ho Chi Minh’s
government in January 1950 and the making of the Sino-Soviet
alliance in the next month triggered a more aggressive American pol-
icy in Indochina. Early in February 1950, the French Parliament, in
order to win international support, decided to give more autonomous
rights to Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. To bolster anti-Communist
forces in Southeast Asia, the Truman administration immediately rec-
ognized the new governments in the three Indochina countries. At
the end of the month, the State Department advised the National
Security Council that Indochina was “under [the] immediate threat”
of “Communist expansion” and that a program must be established
promptly to protect American strategic interests there through “all
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practical measures,” which became the accepted assumption of NSC-
64.94 Military planners in Washington shared this opinion and, in April
1950, the Joint Chiefs of Staff proclaimed that “the mainland states of
Southeast Asia also are at present of crucial strategic importance to the
United States.”95 On April 24, 1950,Truman approved NSC-64, and
instructed the State and Defense Departments to “prepare as a matter
of priority a program of all practical measures designed to protect
United States security interests in Indochina.”96 Finally, Acheson
announced on May 8 in Paris that the United States would provide
economic and military aid to the French in Indochina.97 This was a
decisive change which, in retrospect, symbolized the start of Ameri-
ca’s involvement in the “longest war” in its history.

The new U.S. policy toward Indochina was partly attributable to
continuous pressure from the French government for assistance. Nev-
ertheless, strategic and psychological considerations played a more
important role in bringing about this new American attitude. The
State Department and the JCS agreed that Indochina was strategical-
ly significant to the United States, and that its fall to Communism
would eliminate those nations which were still friendly to the U.S.
from the Asian continent. As a result, policymakers in Washington
believed that the United States and Japan would be denied access to
the raw materials of this region and American security interests in the
Far East would be seriously damaged if Communist forces further
expanded in Indochina.98 Therefore, the new U.S. policy toward
Indochina was part of the overall change in American Far Eastern
strategy.

The change in U.S. Far Eastern strategy was also reflected by the
new stress of Washington’s policy toward Taiwan. Having previously
excluded Taiwan from the American “defensive perimeter” in the
western Pacific region, many policymakers and military planners in
Washington were now more inclined to keep Taiwan out of the CCP
control.

Many in Washington had long emphasized Taiwan’s importance to
American security in Asia.As early as November 1948,when the Tru-
man administration reexamined America’s China policy, the JCS con-
cluded in a memo entitled “Strategic Importance of Formosa” that
the prospect of a Taiwan controlled by “Kremlin-directed Commu-
nists” would be “very seriously detrimental to our national security”
because this would allow the Communists to dominate sea lanes
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between Japan and Malaya, thus threatening the Philippines, the
Ryukyus, and ultimately Japan itself.The memo suggested the use of
“diplomatic and economic steps as may be appropriate to insure a
Formosan administration friendly to the United States.”99 A State
Department draft report to the National Security Council in January
1949 agreed with the general conclusions of the JCS’s memo and fur-
ther stated that “the basic aim of the U.S. should be to deny Formosa
and the Pescadores to the Communists.”100 General Douglas
MacArthur, the Far Eastern commander, also shared this view. In a
conversation with Max W. Bishop, chief of the State Department’s
Division of Northeastern Asian Affairs, MacArthur stressed that “if
Formosa went to the Chinese Communists our whole defensive posi-
tion in the Far East [would be] definitely lost.”101

However, given America’s strategic emphasis at the time on the
West and the limited military capacity of the United States in East
Asia,neither the State Department nor the JCS favored the use of mil-
itary means to protect Taiwan. In a report to the president in early
February 1949, the JCS made it clear that considering “the current
disparity between our military strength and our many global obliga-
tions,” active American military operations in Taiwan would result in
“the necessity for relatively major effort there, thus making it impos-
sible then to meet more important emergencies elsewhere.”102 The
State Department shared this view and,moreover,believed that Amer-
ican military involvement in Taiwan might arouse Chinese sentiment
against “American imperialism,” thus undermining the Department’s
comprehensive politico-economic strategy of detaching Communist
China from the Soviet Union.103 Although pressured by congression-
al supporters of Jiang, who endorsed the use of military force if nec-
essary to deny Taiwan to the Communists, the general consensus in
Washington was not to use military force to protect Taiwan.

After the Chinese Communists won control of the mainland, and
after the failure of an attempt to promote a Taiwan autonomy move-
ment to deny the island to both the CCP and the GMD, the State
Department further considered the acceptability of giving up Taiwan.
On December 29,1949,Acheson met with General Omar N.Bradley,
chairman of the JCS, General J. Lawton Collins, chief of staff of the
Army, and General Lauris Norstad, chief of staff of the Air Force.
Although the military planners stressed the importance of Taiwan to
the security interests of the United States, Acheson still questioned
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Taiwan’s real strategic significance. He worried that the price of
defending Taiwan could be too high, that Washington’s direct inter-
vention in Taiwan could “bring upon ourselves the united Chinese
hatred of foreigners,” and that U.S. prestige would eventually suffer.104

In the context of these discussions President Truman stated on Jan-
uary 5, 1950 that “the United States has no desire to obtain special
rights or privileges or to establish military bases on Formosa at this
time.” One week later, Acheson announced in his speech at the
National Press Club that the U.S. West Pacific defensive perimeter
would cover the Aleutians, to Japan, to the Ryukyus, and ultimately,
to the Philippines, excluding Taiwan and South Korea.105 The con-
tinuous deterioration of Sino-American relations and the establish-
ment of the Sino-Soviet Alliance, however, caused the stress of Amer-
ican attitudes toward Taiwan to change.

The driving force behind the change was the Pentagon. On Janu-
ary 25, 1950, General Bradley indicated in off-the-record testimony
before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee that the JCS fully
understood the danger posed to the American position in the Pacific
if a potential enemy were to control Taiwan.The next day, the JCS
made it clear that an emergency war plan to prevent Taiwan from
Communist control in case of war should remain in effect through the
middle of 1951.106 On February 14, the same day of the signing of the
Sino-Soviet alliance, Secretary of Defense Louis A. Johnson wrote to
Acheson to discuss the principles of further military aid to Taiwan.107

With the making of NSC-68, the pressure for committing more
American strength to the defense of Taiwan became stronger.On May
6, Secretary Johnson wrote to Acheson to suggest a reexamination of
the Taiwan policy and, before such a review was completed, to con-
tinue assistance to the GMD.108

The Pentagon’s initiatives were now echoed by John Foster Dulles,
Dean Rusk, and others in the State Department.After a series of dis-
cussions, Rusk and Dulles handed a memo (drafted by Dulles for
Rusk) to Acheson on May 30, requesting a reconsideration of the
implications of the Taiwan problem for U.S. Far Eastern strategy.
Dulles and Rusk believed that the United States faced “a new and
critical period in its world position” because “the loss of China to
Communists” would have “repercussion throughout the world” as
well as mark “a shift in the balance of power in favor of Soviet Rus-
sia and to the disfavor of the United States.”They stressed that if the
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U.S. indicated “a continuing disposition to fall back and allow doubt-
ful areas to fall under Soviet Communist control,” then American
influence would rapidly deteriorate in other parts of the world and
Communism would be viewed as “the wave of the future.”Therefore,
Washington should adopt “a dramatic and strong stand that shows our
confidence and resolution.”Dulles and Rusk believed that Taiwan had
“advantages superior to any other [areas]” in taking such a stand.They
suggested a neutrality plan for Taiwan by “not permitting it either to
be taken by Communists or to be used as a base of military operations
against the mainland.”They admitted that such a new policy toward
Taiwan had risks, such as “complications with the Nationalist Gov-
ernment” and “spreading our military force”; but they emphasized
that “sometimes such a risk has to be taken in order to preserve peace
in the world and to keep the national prestige required if we are to
play our indispensable part in sustaining a free world.”109

Meanwhile, General MacArthur conveyed two memorandums on
the Taiwan problem to the Pentagon, stressing the importance of Tai-
wan for America’s strategic interests. In the memorandum dated May
29 MacArthur noted that Soviet jets had been sent to China and that
Sino-Soviet cooperation had developed rapidly in the Shanghai and
Peiping [Beijing] areas. He emphasized that the problem of Taiwan
had become an urgent matter. If Taiwan were captured by Commu-
nist forces, the Soviet Union could use Taiwan to cut the Malay-
Philippine-Japan shipping lanes and isolate Japan, thus giving the
Soviets the capability for operating against the central and southern
flanks of the existing American strategic frontier of the littoral island
chain from Hokkaido through to the Philippines. He argued that “in
the event of war between the United States and the USSR,Formosa’s
value to the Communists is the equivalent of an unsinkable aircraft
carrier and submarine tender, ideally located to accomplish Soviet
strategy as well as to checkmate the offensive capabilities of the cen-
tral and southern positions of the FEC [Far East Command] front
line.” He believed that in no circumstances should Taiwan be easily
given up.110

In another memorandum,dated June 14,MacArthur reemphasized
his main points on Taiwan. He further requested the authorization
from Washington “to initiate without delay a survey of the military,
economic and political requirements to prevent the domination of
Formosa by a Communist power and that the results of such a survey
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be analyzed and acted upon as a basis for United States national pol-
icy with respect to Formosa.”111

It is apparent that even before the outbreak of the Korea War there
were strong pressures in Washington for adopting a new Taiwan poli-
cy, consistent with the spirit of NSC-68 and the new situation in Asia
created by the formation of the Sino-Soviet alliance.The keynote of
this policy was the use of American military forces to “neutralize”Tai-
wan to prevent its loss to the Communists.The main driving force for
this policy change came from the military. In terms of its impact on
Sino-American relations, such policy pressures would certainly create
a new “hot-spot” between Communist China and the United States,
thus further complicating the prospect of Sino-American relations.

The influence of the changing American Far Eastern strategy on
Korea was more subtle. In his speech of January 12, 1950, Acheson
excluded South Korea from the American defense perimeter in the
Pacific. His statement was certainly consistent with the general ten-
dency of American policy toward this area at the time. Considering
that American global strategic emphasis lay in the West and that Japan
was the core of American security interests in the Asian-Pacific area,
President Truman, on the NSC’s advice, had ordered the withdrawal
of U.S. troops from Korea in March 1949, which was completed in
June the same year.112

Even though policymakers in Washington did not see South Korea
as vital to American strategic interests, they widely accepted that
maintaining a pro-Western South Korea enhanced American prestige.
As early as April 1947, the Joint Strategic Security Committee point-
ed out that Korea was “the one country within which we alone have
for almost two years carried on ideological warfare in direct contact
with our ideological opponents”; and that the American loss in this
battle “would be gravely detrimental to United States prestige, and
therefore security, throughout the world.”113 In March 1949, an NSC
document, approved by President Truman, further stated that “The
overthrow by Soviet-dominated forces of a government established in
South Korea under the aegis of the UN would . . . constitute a severe
blow to the prestige and influence of the latter; in this respect the
interests of the U.S. must be regarded as parallel to, if not identical
with, those of the UN.”114

Acheson virtually shared this sense of maintaining American pres-
tige in his January 12 speech.While leaving South Korea out of Amer-
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ican defense perimeter, he claimed that an invasion of South Korea
would invoke “the commitments of the entire civilized world under
the Charter of the United Nations.”115 Acheson’s reservation provid-
ed a clue about future American intervention in the Korean War.

With U.S. Far Eastern strategy placing more emphasis on contain-
ing Communist expansion in East Asia, policymakers in Washington
wanted to strengthen South Korea as a stronghold against the Com-
munist threat. Because South Korea faced economic difficulties,
Acheson worked for a Korean Aid Bill.Originally introduced in 1947,
the bill was narrowly defeated by the House of Representatives in Jan-
uary 1950, a week after Acheson’s January 12 speech.Acheson imme-
diately wrote to Truman to stress that the bill’s defeat would have “the
most far-reaching adverse effects upon our foreign policy.”With Tru-
man’s active support,Acheson worked out a compromise bill slightly
reducing the first year aid to Korea. When the House received the
revised bill in February,Acheson stressed the importance of support-
ing a pro-Western South Korea.The Korean Aid Bill was approved by
Congress in mid-February and signed immediately by President Tru-
man.Acheson, however, did not stop here. He pushed through addi-
tional economic aid to South Korea of $100 million for the 1951 fis-
cal year, and this became law in early June.116

In order to show American concern about South Korea, John Fos-
ter Dulles visited Seoul in mid-June. In private talks with Syngman
Rhee, the South Korean president, he encouraged the South Koreans
to “create a stable economy and a government which deserved the
support of its people.” In his public rhetoric, he expressed clearly
America’s determination to stand by South Korea.117 South Korea,
although not included in America’s defense perimeter, represented
now “major interests,” as Russell Buhite defined them, of U.S. strate-
gic interests in Asia.118

America’s growing emphasis on East Asia, especially its increasing
concerns about Indochina,Taiwan, and the Korean peninsula, further
strengthened Beijing’s sense of insecurity. Not coincidentally,
throughout the spring of 1950, Chinese propaganda continuously
broadened its accusations against America’s “military encirclement
and economic blockade”of China, criticizing sternly the “U.S. impe-
rialist ambition of aggression” toward China and East Asia. Zhou
Enlai, on one occasion, even openly charged that the final aim of
American policy was to control all of Asia, including the liberated
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China.119 Apparently, the interaction of Chinese and American poli-
cies resulted in further escalation of hostilities between the two
countries.

By mid-1950, Beijing and Washington had firmly perceived each
other as a dangerous enemy. Beijing leaders believed that the United
States lacked the capacity to involve itself in major military operations
in East Asia at the current stage, but that in the long-run, a Chinese-
American confrontation, most likely in Taiwan, Indochina, or Korea,
was inevitable.This fundamental perception of the “American threat,”
combined with the buildup of the Sino-Soviet alliance, served as the
basis for Beijing leaders’ concept “to confront the United States on
three fronts,” and caused Beijing to adopt a more aggressive strategy
vis-à-vis the United Sates. Policymakers in Washington were alarmed
by the making of the Sino-Soviet alliance, as well as by the perceived
danger of Communist expansion in East Asia. In the wake of the mak-
ing of NSC-68, they began to reexamine America’s Far Eastern strat-
egy in order to increase American commitment to contain the “Com-
munist threat” in Indochina, Taiwan, and, in a more subtle sense,
Korea.

All of this was happening when the last group of American diplo-
mats were leaving China and, as a result, Beijing and Washington lost
any channel of direct communication. Consequently, even before the
outbreak of the Korean War, the fundamental differences in political
ideology and perceived national interests had set up a stage for further
confrontation between Communist China and the United States: pol-
icymakers in Beijing and Washington now gave more weight to the
deepening conflict of interests between their countries, making the
two’s relationship increasingly dangerous—even a small spark could
ignite an enormous explosion.
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Part Three

The Road to Intervention
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Sunday, June 25, 1950, should have been a relatively quiet
day for Chinese leaders. During the first three weeks of June, Beijing
had been the scene of an array of important meetings, especially the
party Central Committee’s third plenary session.After extensive dis-
cussions devoted to China’s economic reconstruction, defense pro-
jects, and issues related to the long-range confrontation with the
United States, Beijing leaders must have felt the need of a break.They
had scheduled nothing important for that day.1

But June 25, 1950 was destined to be unusual.At four in the morn-
ing , intensive gunfire shattered a tranquil pre-dawn along the thirty-
eighth parallel, which had separated North and South Korea since
1945. The well-trained North Korean troops, fitted out with Soviet
weapons and spearheaded by Soviet-made T-34 tanks,rapidly advanced
into the territory of the South. After learning of the North Korean
invasion, policymakers in Washington responded swiftly and firmly.
Within thirty-six hours, they had decided to dispatch military forces to
assist South Korea. On June 27, at the request of the United States, the
UN Security Council, in the absence of the Soviet Union,2 passed two
emergency resolutions condemning the North Korean invasion and
requesting sanctions against it. Meanwhile, President Truman ordered
the Seventh Fleet to enter the Taiwan Strait to neutralize this area.3The
Korean War quickly changed into an international crisis.

Beijing’s Response to the Outbreak 
of the Korean War

5



The Implications of the Crisis for Beijing

Mao Zedong and others in Beijing should not have been surprised by
the North Korean invasion, but they were certainly shocked by the
quick and unyielding American reaction.The Korean crisis immedi-
ately posed several serious challenges to Mao and the CCP leadership.

Washington’s decision to intervene in Korea and Taiwan challenged
in the first place a crucial perception that CCP leaders had held since
1946–47: that East Asia represented “the weak point of the interna-
tional front of imperialism.”The CCP leadership, influenced by their
own experience during the Chinese civil war, believed correctly that
American strategic emphasis at that time lay in Europe.They also per-
ceived, less correctly, that American military strength in the Asian-
Pacific area was inadequate, making major American intervention in
the internal conflicts or revolutionary changes in an Asian country
unlikely.

However, Mao and his fellow CCP leaders overlooked three cru-
cial factors relating to U.S. East Asian policy. First, the United States
had intimate ties with the Syngman Rhee government (although
many in Washington disliked Rhee as they disliked Jiang). U.S. forces
had occupied Korea since the end of World War II and had established
the Rhee government. Thus, while the importance of the GMD
declined in Washington’s policy considerations, South Korea gained
weight. A North Korean victory over the Rhee government, in the
view of American policymakers, would damage the credibility of
American policy in East Asia. South Korea’s close connections with
Japan made it even less likely that the United States would tolerate its
destruction.4 Second, the failure to maintain a non-Communist
China had caused severe criticism of the Truman administration at
home. Truman and other policymakers in Washington realized that
hesitation or timidity in the face of the North Korean invasion would
play into the hands of domestic political enemies who accused the
Truman administration of being soft on Communism. To President
Truman, an appeasement policy toward the North Korean invasion
could mean political suicide.5 Third, U.S. East Asian strategy had qui-
etly changed in early 1950.The CCP’s victory in China, together with
Soviet possession of the atomic bomb, changed the world balance of
power and forced American policymakers to reassess American strat-
egy in East Asia. Consequently, they believed that the United States

The Road to Intervention126



should not allow further expansion of Soviet influence in any part of
the world, including the Asian-Pacific area.While the American deci-
sion to aid South Korea was not a foregone conclusion, it was consis-
tent with the new direction of American foreign policy.6 With the
outbreak of the Korean War, the CCP leadership had to reevaluate
American intentions and military capacities.The result of this assess-
ment, together with Beijing leaders’ understanding of other immedi-
ate and long-range domestic and international needs facing the newly
established PRC, would determine Beijing’s response to the Korean
conflict.

U.S. response to the Korean War also changed the scenario of the
CCP-GMD confrontation across the Taiwan Strait. Although Presi-
dent Truman maintained that the task of the Seventh Fleet was a neu-
tral one, the United States had virtually reentered China’s civil war on
the GMD’s behalf. GMD leaders welcomed this U.S. protection
against the pending Communist attack.7 Viewing the military
prospect for a Taiwan campaign dramatically changed with the
appearance of the Seventh Fleet in the Taiwan Strait,CCP leaders had
to reconsider the implications of America’s hostility toward the new
China and, accordingly, had to readjust their strategy toward Taiwan.

The central challenge, as CCP leaders viewed it, came from U.S.
military involvement in Korea.They clearly sensed that as the result of
the U.S. military intervention in Korea, the balance of strength
between the North and South Koreans had changed enormously.Did
the North Korean Communist forces have the ability to crush the
resistance of South Korean troops and to defeat reinforcements from
the United States? Chinese leaders were uncertain.8 If the conflict in
Korea were prolonged or even reversed because of the involvement of
the United States, among other things, the safety of China’s north-
eastern region would be threatened. Beijing leaders could not forget
that Japanese imperialists had first annexed Korea, then penetrated and
occupied China’s Northeast, and then began a war of aggression on
China. In this sense, it was not simply for propaganda purposes that
Beijing leaders would emphasize that the safety of Korea was closely
related to China’s security.9 Furthermore, the American decision to
intervene in Korea and to dispatch the Seventh Fleet into the Taiwan
Strait convinced CCP leaders that the result of the conflict in Korea
was linked with the fate of the entire East. In a conversation on June
30 with Chai Chengwen, recently appointed as China’s political

Beijing’s Response to War 127



counsellor to Korea, Zhou Enlai stressed that the Truman administra-
tion’s actions in Korea and Taiwan reflected an overall American plan
of aggression in Asia.10 Chai recalled that after the outbreak of the
Korean War policymakers in Beijing widely believed that the U.S.
intervention in Korea and Taiwan represented a general plot to sur-
round and attack China from three directions—Korea, Taiwan, and
Indochina.11 This perception of American policy caused Mao and his
fellow CCP leaders to keep a vigilant eye on the development of the
Korean conflict.

America’s military intervention in Korea and Taiwan also created
tremendous internal pressures on Mao and the CCP leadership. In
June 1950, the Chinese Communist regime was only eight months
old.The CCP had been busy restoring order and consolidating the
rule of the Communist regime. For Mao and the CCP leadership, the
most difficult task was neither how to smash the final resistance of
GMD remnants on the mainland, nor how to establish the CCP’s
control over China’s political and economic life, but rather to estab-
lish the authority and credibility of the CCP as China’s ruler by cre-
ating a true, extensive, and internalized support on the part of the
Chinese people to the Communist regime.12 The completion of this
task was particularly important for Mao in terms of carrying out his
great plans of continuing the revolution after the Communist victory
in China. Consequently, Mao and his fellow CCP leaders feared that
the crisis situation created by the Korean War would stimulate “reac-
tionaries” remaining on the mainland, social classes who were hostile
to the Communist revolution, and the GMD regime in Taiwan would
try to make trouble.13 More important, the common people in China,
who had experienced domestic turmoil and foreign invasion for
almost a century and who had still only limited knowledge of the
CCP’s internal and external policies, would take the CCP’s manage-
ment of the Korean crisis as a test case of the CCP’s ability to rule
China and to safeguard China’s prestige and national interests.

While the eruption of the Korean crisis imposed serious challenges
to CCP leaders, at the same time it offered them a series of potential
opportunities. Deeply influenced by the dialectic Chinese strategic
culture defining crisis (weiji) as a combination of danger (wei) and
opportunity (ji), Mao treated the Korean crisis as an opportunity as
well as a challenge from the very beginning.

What needs to be stressed is that in assessing the impact of the
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Korean War’s outbreak on the Beijing leadership one should not
overemphasize the degree to which CCP leaders had been shocked
by America’s intervention in Korea and Taiwan.CCP leaders had long
been aware of Washington’s hostility toward the Chinese revolution-
aries, and they believed that a direct confrontation between Commu-
nist China and the United States would come sooner or later. Since
late 1949, they had concluded that such a confrontation would occur
in any of the three locations: Taiwan, Indochina, or Korea. In this
sense, U.S. intervention in Korea and Taiwan confirmed at the grand
strategic level the CCP leaders’ fundamental perception of the aggres-
sive nature of U.S. policy in East Asia.

In this context it is not surprising to see that Mao and the CCP
leadership believed that by firmly confronting “U.S. imperialist
aggression” in Korea and Taiwan, they could turn the tremendous
outside pressure to new dynamics for creating the revolutionary
momentum of the Chinese people: if they could properly manage the
Korean crisis, they would greatly strengthen the CCP’s authority and
reputation as China’s rulers, thus laying the basis for Mao’s long-range
plans of transforming the old Chinese society into a new socialist
country.As Chai Chengwen points out in his memoir, CCP leaders,
who had shown a talent for changing “the disfavors to the favors” in
their previous experiences, realized immediately that the new Amer-
ican intervention in East Asia was an opportunity to “mobilize the
masses as well as to inspire the comrade-in-arms.”14 On June 29,
1950,China’s General Information Bureau issued an internal directive
to all official propaganda agencies, which reflected the CCP leader-
ship’s train of thought in face of the Korean crisis:

The U.S. president Truman announced on June 27 to intervene in the
Korean civil war and to use naval forces to control the Taiwan Strait
with the attempt to stop our liberation of Taiwan. Foreign Minister
Zhou has issued a statement to solemnly condemn these actions. This
is an important event at the present time. The United States has thus
exposed its imperialist face, which is not scary at all but is favorable for
the further awakening of the Chinese people and the people of the
world. All over China, we have to hold this opportunity to echo For-
eign Minister Zhou’s statement and to start a widespread campaign of
propaganda, so that we will be able to educate our people at home and
to strike firmly the arrogance of the U.S. imperialist aggressors.15

In terms of its international impact, the crisis situation caused by
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the Korean War had shaken the balance of power in the Asian-Pacific
region. For Mao and the CCP leadership, this represented again a
threat as well as an opportunity.The new China had never been afraid
of challenging the established international order, which, from the
CCP’s viewpoint, was created and dominated by Western imperialist
powers.This approach did not necessarily mean that the CCP, for the
purpose of creating a “new world,” would intentionally attack the
established order in East Asia through violent means. Such an
approach,nevertheless, certainly influenced the CCP’s response to the
Korean War.At least, under the circumstance that the Korean War had
already changed into an international crisis, Mao and his fellow CCP
leaders realized that by adding their strength to the North Koreans
they could contribute to the creation of a new international order in
East Asia more favorable to revolutionary China.16

From Beijing’s perspective, even an expansion of warfare in the
Korean peninsula, though not desirable, might not necessarily be
intolerable.The relationship between the CCP and the North Kore-
an Communists had been intricate. Kim Il-sung, while endeavoring
to maintain cooperation with his Chinese comrades, maintained vig-
ilance against Chinese influence, especially during the time that his
leading position was still threatened by the “Chinese section” within
the Communist party.17 To Mao and the CCP leadership, expanding
warfare in Korea would inevitably menace China’s security interests.
At the same time the Korean War could offer the Chinese Commu-
nists a possible opportunity to expand the influence of the Chinese
revolution into an area at the top of the CCP’s Asian revolutionary
agenda.From the beginning,Mao and the CCP leadership viewed the
Korean War with mixed feelings: failure to eject the Americans from
Korea could mean insecurity for China; success would advance
China’s prestige and influence in the East.

Korea Becomes the Focus

Viewing the Korean crisis both as danger and opportunity, the CCP
leadership responded to the new American involvement in Asia with
major adjustment in the Chinese strategy vis-à-vis the Untied States.
As Beijing leaders perceived from the beginning of the crisis that “the
focus of contradictions in the East, or even in the whole world, lay in
Korea”18 and that the American action influenced both Beijing’s
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internal and external policies, their management of the Korean crisis
both focused on Korea and went beyond it.

Beijing’s first strategic adjustment was to criticize U.S. intervention
in Taiwan while at the same time putting on hold its Taiwan campaign
plan. Beijing leaders indignantly criticized Truman’s new Taiwan pol-
icy, and they explicitly linked Truman’s policy to a broader American
plot of aggression in the East. On June 28, 1950, Mao addressed the
eighth session of the Chinese central government council.The chair-
man pointed out angrily that America’s military intervention in Tai-
wan had proved that Truman’s January 5 statement was nothing but “a
pack of lies,” and that the United States “had torn to shreds all inter-
national agreements regarding the nonintervention in China’s inter-
nal affairs.” He stressed that the Chinese people and peoples all over
the world “should unite and be fully prepared to crush any provoca-
tion by the American imperialists.”The same day, Zhou Enlai issued
an even stronger statement. He called Truman’s June 27 decision “a
violent invasion of Chinese territory as well as a thorough violation
of the UN charter,” which was “an open exposure and putting into
practice the long-prepared [American] plan to invade China and to
dominate Asia.”The premier declared that all of this could only arouse
the Chinese people’s indignity against the American imperialists.19

In reaction to the Seventh Fleet’s appearance in the Taiwan Strait,
the CCP leadership quickly decided to put preparations for invasion
on hold. On June 30, Zhou Enlai met with Xiao Jinguang, comman-
der of the navy, to inform him of the Central Committee’s decision
to postpone preparations for the Taiwan campaign. While Zhou
pointed out that American intervention in the Taiwan Strait had
increased difficulties for the CCP to attack Taiwan, he nevertheless
believed that the delay was not necessarily a bad thing, especially
because the PLA had not completed its preparations for the Taiwan
campaign. Beijing’s plans to cope with the situation, according to
Zhou, would be “to continue the demobilization of our land forces
while at the same time strengthening the construction of our naval
and air forces.And the Taiwan campaign will be postponed.”20

The CCP’s military forces acted accordingly. In mid-July,Su Yu for-
mally explained to the Third Field Army that “in order to focus on
resisting America and assisting Korea” the Taiwan campaign plan
would be postponed.21 Following this new policy, the CCP leadership
and the PLA’s East China Headquarters redeployed military forces

Beijing’s Response to War 131



vis-à-vis Taiwan. In the Fujian area, opposite Taiwan, PLA troops had
been preparing since late 1949 to launch amphibious assaults against
GMD-controlled offshore islands. By early June six armies (the 24th,
25th, 28th, 29th, 31st, and 32nd) had concentrated in the Fujian area
preparing for a second attack on Jinmen, the first step toward a final
invasion of Taiwan. After the outbreak of the Korean War, the main
task of the troops in Fujian changed from military operations against
GMD-controlled offshore islands to “suppressing local bandits and
stabilizing the rear area.”22 On August 8, Chen Yi , commander of the
East China Military Region , suggested that the CCP leadership drop
the Taiwan campaign until after 1951.23 On August 11, the CMC
approved Chen’s proposal and formally delayed the Taiwan campaign
until 1952, and an assault against Jinmen would not be attempted
before April 1951.24 Following this order, the Third Field Army began
to consider the “liberation” of Taiwan as a long-range task; and three
of its armies would be later transferred from Fujian to the Korean bor-
der.The Ninth Army Corps, the reserve force for the Taiwan cam-
paign, would also be transferred to the Northeast. Meanwhile, the
strategic emphasis of Chinese naval forces shifted from the Taiwan area
to areas closer to the Korean peninsula.25

Beijing’s policy toward Indochina also changed. Treating the
Indochina war as a part of the overall confrontation between the rev-
olutionary forces and reactionary forces in the East,Mao and the CCP
leadership accelerated their support for the Viet Minh. On June 27,
three days after the outbreak of the Korean War, Mao Zedong, Liu
Shaoqi, Zhu De, and other top CCP leaders met with Chinese mili-
tary advisers preparing to work in Vietnam. Mao told the advisers to
help the Vietnamese organize and establish a formal army and to assist
them in planning and conducting major operations to defeat French
forces. Liu Shaoqi explained that if the Chinese failed to support the
Vietnamese revolutionaries and allowed the enemy to remain the Chi-
nese would meet more difficulty and trouble on their southern bor-
ders.26 The Chinese Military Advisory Group, composed of 79 expe-
rienced PLA officers,was formally established in late July,with Gener-
al Wei Guoqing as the head, assisted by General Mei Jiasheng and
General Deng Yifan, both army-level commanders from the Third
Field Army. To maintain secrecy, they were known publicly as the
“Working Group in Southern China.”They arrived in Vietnam in early
August, and started to serve with the Vietnamese Communist forces.27
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Meanwhile, the CCP leadership had decided to send General
Chen Geng, one of the most talented, high-ranking PLA comman-
ders and a member of the CCP Central Committee, to Vietnam. His
task was to help organize a major military campaign along the Chi-
nese-Vietnamese border, so that the Viet Minh would be directly
backed by the PRC.This idea was first put forward by Ho Chi Minh
during his secret visit to China in early 1950 and was received with
much interest by the CCP leadership.Ho himself had suggested Chen
Geng, whom he had known since the 1920s.28 On June 30, the CCP
Central Committee formally appointed Chen Geng as the party’s rep-
resentative to Vietnam.29 General Chen traveled to the Viet Minh’s
bases in northern Vietnam in mid-July.After a series of meetings with
Ho, General Vo Nguyen Giap, and other Viet Minh leaders, Chen
worked out the campaign plan in late July.30 In order to guarantee
success,Beijing provided military equipment and other war materials.
By September 1950, the Chinese had delivered more than 14,000
guns, 1,700 machine guns, about 150 pieces of artillery, 2,800 tons of
grain, and large amounts of ammunition, medicine, uniforms, and
communication equipment.31 With the joint effort of the Viet Minh
and Chinese Communists, the Border Campaign turned out to be a
great success for the Viet Minh, and changed the balance of power on
the Indochina battlefield.With the vast territory of the PRC becom-
ing the Viet Minh’s strategic rear, Ho Chi Minh and the Vietnamese
Communists were now in an unbeatable position.32 General Chen
believed this battle important for the pressure it added to the “impe-
rialist camp” already engaged in Korea.33

The Korean battlefield held the main attention of the CCP lead-
ership. Mao and other Beijing leaders were concerned not only with
how to “hold ground” in the face of the new American threat but also
with how further to strengthen the CCP’s leading position at home
and influence abroad through successfully managing the Korean cri-
sis. Beijing’s strategy toward the Korean crisis was thus belligerent in
nature from the outset.

A crucial question for Beijing leaders was how to judge correctly
the prospect of the Korean War, especially after American ground
forces began landing in South Korea. In accordance with Mao’s long-
time philosophy of “striving for the best while preparing for the
worst,” Beijing leaders believed that the Korea War could have three
different outcomes. First, North Korean troops might succeed in
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sweeping cross the Korean Peninsula and forcing American troops to
retreat from Korea. If so, the Korean crisis would be solved in a way
favorable to the revolutionaries, making the power and influence of
the United States in East Asia suffer. Second, with the continuous
arrival of American reinforcements on battlefield, a strategic stalemate
could emerge with neither side gaining an upper hand, causing a pro-
longed crisis and making both the military and political implications
of the war more complicated.Third, America’s military involvement
might succeed and the situation in Korea could be reversed. If so, the
reversal would presumably be followed by a UN forces’ counteroffen-
sive toward the Yalu, and the reactionary forces at home and abroad,
including the GMD government in Taiwan, would take this opportu-
nity to recover “lost ground” in China. If the worst possibilities
occurred, China’s security interests would be seriously threatened.34

CCP leaders hoped that North Korea would succeed, but they could
not ignore the danger involved in a possible setback.

The sensitive relationship between Beijing and Pyongyang made
the situation even trickier for CCP leaders. In preparing his invasion
of the South, Kim Il-sung had not informed Mao and the CCP of his
specific plan and timing of invasion, and even after the war began, he
did not formally inform Beijing leaders until June 27,when his troops
had already occupied Seoul.35 In the initial stage of the war, the well-
prepared and equipped North Korean military forces had the upper
hand on the battlefield. Kim Il-sung appears to have believed that
direct help from Beijing was neither necessary nor desirable, especial-
ly if such help would strengthen the position of opposition factions
within the North Korean Communist Party. Under these circum-
stances, Kim acted on his own, and Beijing seemed to have had little
influence on Kim’s handling of the war. In the first two weeks of con-
flict, Beijing leaders even lacked first-hand information on the war’s
development.36 This perhaps explains why the Beijing leadership did
not convene decision-making meetings on new military deployments
aimed at Korea until two weeks after the outbreak of the War.

Beijing leaders,however, tried their best to follow the changing sit-
uation on the battlefield from the very beginning.After learning that
President Truman had announced that the United States would come
to the rescue of South Korea, the Chinese General Staff suggested
immediately that Beijing send a group of military observers to
Pyongyang to “investigate the military situation” as well as to
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“strengthen the connection with the [North] Koreans.”37 After
reviewing this report, Zhou Enlai, obviously with Beijing’s intricate
relationship with Kim Il-sung in mind, decided to send a group of
Chinese military-intelligence officers to Pyongyang, not as “military
observers” but as members of the Chinese embassy.38 On the late
evening of June 30, Zhou, together with Zhang Hanfu, vice foreign
minister, and Liu Zhijian, first deputy director of the CMC’s Intelli-
gence Department, received Chai Chengwen, former director of the
Intelligence Department of the PLA’s Southwestern Military Region.
Zhou named Chai political counsellor of the Chinese embassy in
Pyongyang in order to “establish connections with Comrade Kim Il-
sung” as well as to collect first-hand information on the fighting.
Zhou wanted Chinese diplomats sent to Pyongyang within one
week.39 Less than one week after the outbreak of the war, Korea was
becoming the focus of Beijing’s strategy vis-à-vis the United States.

The Establishment of the NEBDA

With their attention increasingly centering on Korea, Beijing leaders
became more worried about the effect of American intervention. On
July 6, an editorial of Renmin ribao openly warned that the presence
of U.S. military forces in Korea meant that “the Korean people’s vic-
tory could be a bit slower” and that “the Korean people had to pre-
pare for a prolonged and more arduous warfare.”40 On July 7, the UN
Security Council, again in the absence of the Soviet Union, autho-
rized the creation of a unified UN command,which would be direct-
ed by an American commander. On the same day, the American 24th
Division began to land in Korea.All of this immediately captured the
attention of the Beijing leadership.The next day, in a talk with the
Chinese diplomats who were leaving for Korea, Zhou pointed out
that as American troops had already entered the Korean War and the
UN Security Council had authorized the United States to command
the UN troops, the conflict in Korea would likely be prolonged.41The
deep-rooted worries that Pyongyang could lose the initiative in the
war precipitated Beijing’s new military deployment to cope with the
Korean conflict.

On July 7 and 10, Zhou, under Mao’s instructions, chaired two
conferences focusing on military preparations and other issues related
to the Korean conflict. The participants in these conferences were

Beijing’s Response to War 135



leading members of the CMC, directors of the CMC’s different
departments, commanders of the PLA’s services and arms, as well as
the PLA’s regional headquarters.42 At the beginning of the July 7 con-
ference, Zhou conveyed to the participants Mao’s analysis of the situ-
ation which emphasized that it was necessary to establish a “North-
east Border Defense Army,” so that “in case we needed to enter the
war we would be prepared.”43The central decision made at these con-
ferences was that the 38th, 39th, and 40th Armies of the 13th Army
Corps under the Fourth Field Army (these were the best units of the
PLA which had been used as a general reserve force since late 1949)
would be moved into the Northeast immediately.These forces, added
to the 42nd Army and the First, Second, and Eighth Artillery Divi-
sions, which had been stationed in the Northeast, would be trans-
formed into the Northeast Border Defense Army (NEBDA). The
redeployed troops were to be in position on the Chinese-Korean bor-
der by the end of July.44 The two conferences also decided that Su Yu,
then vice commander of the East China Military Region, who had
been responsible for planning the Taiwan campaign since the summer
of 1949, would be appointed commander and political commissar of
the NEBDA. Xiao Jinguang, commander of the navy, would become
the NEBDA’s vice commander, and Xiao Hua, vice director of the
PLA’s General Political Department, would take the position as the
NEBDA’s vice political commissar. In order to guarantee the logisti-
cal support for the troops that were moving into the Chinese-Korean
border areas, the two conferences decided to appoint Li Jükui, then
deputy chief of staff of the PLA’s Central-southern Military Region,
as the logistics commander of the NEBDA.Considering that the PLA
had undergone a demobilization following the principle of cutting off
the numbers while improving the quality of the troops since early
1950, the two conferences decided to ask the PLA’s General Logistics
Department to formulate and implement new plans for recruiting sol-
diers.The two conferences also decided to start immediately a move-
ment of political mobilization following the slogan of “defending the
safety of our country” among PLA soldiers, and they assigned the
PLA’s General Political Department the responsibility for organizing
this political mobilization.45

Mao and other members of the CCP Politburo Standing Com-
mittee immediately approved the decisions of the two conferences.46

On July 13 the CMC formally issued the “Orders to Defend the
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Northeast Borders.”The main contents of the orders were: First, four
armies (the 38th, 39th, 40th, and 42nd) and three artillery divisions
(the First, Second, and Eighth) would be concentrated on the Chi-
nese-Korean border to establish the NEBDA.Their main tasks were
“to defend the borders of the Northeast, and to prepare to support the
war operations of the Korean People’s Army if necessary.” Second, Su
Yu was appointed as commander and political commissar of the
NEBDA; Xiao Jinguang the vice commander; Xiao Hua the vice
political commissar; and Li Jükui the commander of logistic affairs.47

Third, the headquarters of the 15th Army Corps was to be trans-
formed into the new headquarters of the 13th Army Corps to com-
mand the 38th, 39th, and 40th Armies. Deng Hua, the commander of
the 15th Army Corps and a talented high-ranking officer of the PLA,
was appointed commander of the 13th Army Corps, Xie Fang the
chief of staff, and Du Ping the director of the Political Department.48

In less than three weeks after the outbreak of the Korean War, the Bei-
jing leadership took a crucial step to make China’s intervention in
Korea possible.

Initial Military and Political Mobilization

Immediately after the issuance of the CMC’s July 13 order, large-scale
military redeployment started. The 38th Army arrived in the
Fengcheng area of Liaoning province on July 24; the 39th Army
entered the Liaoyang-Haicheng areas in Liaoning the next day; the
40th Army, which had to travel from Guangdong province in the
south to the Northeast, arrived by train at Andong, a border city on
the Yalu River, on July 27. Meanwhile, the 42nd Army, which had
been previously stationed in the Qiqihaer area of Heilongjiang
province in northern Manchuria, moved into the Tonghua-Ji’an area
of Jilin province. By the end of July, four armies, three artillery divi-
sions, four air-defense artillery regiments, three truck transport regi-
ments, one tank regiment, one engineer regiment, and one cavalry
regiment, with a total of more than 255,000 troops, had taken posi-
tions on the Chinese-Korean border.49 In order to guarantee the
transportation lines between China and North Korea, Nie Rongzhen
proposed to Mao and Zhou on August 2 that the Northeast Military
Region send anti-aircraft artillery units to defend bridges over the
Yalu River. Mao approved this proposal immediately.50
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While military redeployment was under way, military planners in
Beijing labored to stockpile war materials, establish rear bases for war
operations, and organize a logistical supply network.On July 14,Zhou
Enlai telegraphed the Northeast People’s Government, the Headquar-
ters of the Northeast Military Region, and the Headquarters of the
Central-southern Military Region (the 13th Army Corps belonged to
this region before moving into the Northeast), setting up rules to
ensure logistical support and military expenditures for the NEBDA.
After the 13th Army Corps entered the Northeast,according to Zhou’s
instructions, the CMC would be in charge of supplying the NEBDA
with weapons, ammunition, clothing, medicine and medical equip-
ment, communication equipment, and automobile parts, while the
Northeast Region should be responsible for offering the NEBDA
food, fuel, daily operating costs, and operation expenditures.51 When
all units of the NEBDA had almost completed their redeployment in
the Northeast, the CMC decided on July 26 to reestablish the Logis-
tics Department under the Headquarters of the Northeast Military
Region and formally appointed Li Jükui its director, to coordinate
logistical preparations for the NEBDA. Then logistics departments
were established at both army and division levels for all units of the
NEBDA.The Logistics Department of the PLA’s Northeast Military
Region Headquarters was formally established on August 7, 1950.52

Meanwhile, the PLA high command made extensive efforts to
establish war material stockpile for troops moving into the Northeast.
In mid-July, the General Logistics Department assigned the North-
eastern,Northern,Eastern, and Central-southern Military Regions to
prepare for the NEBDA 340,000 sets of cotton-padded uniforms,
360,000 pairs of cotton-padded leather shoes, 400,000 cotton-padded
hats, cotton-padded waistcoats, and cotton-padded overcoats, 400,000
pairs of sweat pants, 700,000 pairs of cotton-padded gloves and socks,
and 5,000 field cauldrons. In late July, the CMC gathered for the
NEBDA from different military regions 54 types of ammunition,
totalling 1,600 tons.The CMC also tried to establish for the NEBDA
field hospitals with a capacity of 100,000 beds and assigned to them
20 surgical operation teams. Assisted by the Northeast Military
Region, the CMC allocated more than 1,000 transport trucks,
together with drivers and driver assistants, for troops in the Northeast,
so that the NEBDA would be able to establish food storage for three
months and fuel storage for six months.53
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The Beijing leadership made these logistical preparations not only
for battles on the Chinese-Korean border areas but also for possible
military operations in Korea. In early August, on his way to his new
post in Shenyang, Li Jükui stopped by Beijing to have a discussion
with Nie Rongzhen. Nie told Li that the CCP leadership had decid-
ed to assist North Korea in fighting the United States and was pre-
pared to send troops into Korea.To ensure well-coordinated logistics,
Mao had approved the establishing of a Logistics Department at the
Headquarters of the PLA Northeast Military Region. If Chinese
troops entered military operations in Korea, the department would be
responsible for all logistical needs of troops in both the Northeast and
in Korea.54 Nie’s talks demonstrated clearly that the purpose of
China’s military preparations had gone beyond the simple defense of
the Chinese-Korean border.

While military preparations were under way, the CCP leadership
paid special attention to the political mobilization of the entire Chi-
nese nation.At the decision-making conference of July 7 as well as in
a series of other discussions by the CCP leadership, an issue of central
importance was how to utilize the Korean crisis to precipitate a wide-
spread political mobilization.Mao and the CCP leadership decided to
start a political indoctrination movement combining “international-
ism and patriotism,” following the slogan of “defending the homeland
and safeguarding the country” (baojia weiguo).55 All of this turned out
to be the prelude of the “Great Movement to Resist America and
Assist Korea,”one of the “three great movements” (the other two were
the land reform movement and the movement to suppress reactionar-
ies) in the early years of the PRC.

In accordance with the considerations of changing outside pres-
sures into the dynamics of internal mobilization, a semi-official orga-
nization, “The Chinese People’s Committee of the Movement to
Fight against U.S. Invasion of Taiwan and Korea,” was established on
July 10. Directly controlled by the CCP, the committee consisted of
all non-Communist “democratic parties”and “people’s organizations”
(such as the General Chinese Workers’ Union, the General Chinese
Youth Association, and the General Chinese Women’s Association).
The main task of the committee was to coordinate and promote a
nationwide anti-American imperialism propaganda movement. On
July 14, the committee announced that the week from July 17 to 23
would be a “Special Week for the Movement of Opposing the U.S.
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Invasion of Taiwan and Korea.”The purpose of this particular move-
ment, according to the announcement of the committee, was “to
wage a profound propaganda campaign and to educate the people all
over the country, so that they would be able to understand thorough-
ly that U.S. imperialists had committed crimes in their aggression
towards Asian countries and destruction of the world peace, and that
U.S. imperialists were totally defeatable.”The committee called on the
entire country to use newspapers, radio broadcasts, magazines, wall
posters, movies, dramas, songs, speeches, store windows, and exhibi-
tions to stir the “hatred of the U.S. imperialists”and the “sympathy and
support of the Korean people” among the great masses in China.56

What should be noted here is the CCP’s eagerness to inculcate a
new image of the United States into the minds of the Chinese peo-
ple through political indoctrination and propaganda. They empha-
sized that the United States had long engaged in both political and
economic aggressions against China, that the United States had been
hostile to the Chinese revolution, that the United States, as a declin-
ing capitalist country,was in reality not as powerful as it seemed to be,
and that a confrontation between China and the United States was
inevitable.“Beating American arrogance” became a central propagan-
da theme.57

In the meantime, the Beijing leadership decided to further pro-
mote a nationwide campaign aimed at suppressing “reactionaries and
reactionary activities.” CCP leaders regarded this as a long overdue
task. In the last stage of China’s civil war, while Communist forces
marched forward rapidly and the GMD regime and its military forces
disintegrated, the Communists would often occupy a region, espe-
cially in outlying areas,without properly cleaning up GMD remnants.
Furthermore, in order to maintain social order during the initial days
of Communist takeover, the CCP adopted a relatively lenient policy
toward members of GMD government and military forces who had
stopped resisting the Communists.This policy, however, created ele-
ments of instability within Communist-controlled territories. After
the PLA had conquered the mainland (except for Tibet) by early
1950, the CCP leadership felt the necessity to consolidate its rule
through “suppressing reactionary activities.” In mid-March 1950, the
CCP Central Committee issued a formal directive on “suppressing
reactionaries,”which symbolized the start of this “great movement”of
the early days of the PRC.58
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Until the outbreak of the Korean War, the movement to suppress
reactionary activities had achieved only marginal progress. In addition
to such factors as Communist cadres lacking experience and CCP
local authorities being busy with other affairs (such as fighting with
the runaway inflation left by the GMD regime), another key reason
for the slow progress of the movement was the CCP’s need for a
stronger rationale to convince the great masses in China that the ter-
ror created by such a movement was necessary. The crisis situation
caused by the Korean War offered the opportunity. On July 23, when
the “Special Week for the Movement of Opposing the U.S. Invasion
of Taiwan and Korea” had reached its peak, the Beijing leadership, in
the name of the State Council and the Supreme People’s Court, issued
the “Instructions on Suppressing Reactionary Activities.”The instruc-
tions emphasized that the reactionary activities at home were “direct-
ed by imperialists abroad.” The Beijing leadership ordered all party
organs and government agencies to take it as “one of their utmost
tasks” to “lead the people to mop up ruthlessly all open and hidden
reactionaries, thus establishing and consolidating the revolutionary
order, safeguarding the democratic rights of the people, and guaran-
teeing that the reconstruction and all necessary social transformations
would be carried out smoothly.”59 Following the instructions, a new
wave of “suppressing reactionaries” swept across China, reaching its
peak after China’s entry into the Korean War.60

In short, the Beijing leadership’s management of the Korean crisis
was a comprehensive effort.While Beijing leaders paid special atten-
tion to military preparations, they also emphasized the importance of
political mobilization in a variety of forms. In the eyes of Mao and the
CCP leadership, the new China’s security interests would be best
served by guaranteeing the safety of the Chinese-Korean border, pro-
moting the CCP’s authority and credibility at home, and enhancing
the new China’s prestige on the international scene. Mao and the
CCP leadership were determined to achieve all of these goals.61

War Preparations Intensified

In view of the gradual emergence of a stalemate on the Korean bat-
tlefield, Beijing leaders’ fear about a reversal in the Korean War was
justified. After the UN Security Council’s call for assisting South
Korea,Truman instructed MacArthur on June 29 to use the naval and
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air resources of the Far East Command to support South Korean
forces.The next day Truman approved the use of ground forces sta-
tioned in Japan for battles in South Korea.American reinforcements
reached Korea in early July, five days before the creation of the UN
command. Troops from fifteen other member nations of the UN
gradually joined the United States to participate in operations in
Korea.The North Korean forces were still able to advance relentless-
ly during July and early August until they were stopped in the south-
eastern part of the Korean Peninsula, the last toehold of the UN
forces.Then the currents of war began to change. By August 5, the
UN command had established a defensive perimeter behind the Nak-
tong River, around the southernmost port of Pusan, through which
UN forces were reinforced and supplied. Although Kim Il-sung
announced on August 15 that the month of August would become
the month of “national liberation,” repeated North Korean attacks on
the “Pusan perimeter”made no substantial progress,primarily because
the North Koreans had too long a supply line and their offensive
power had been exhausted.The war had entered a stalemate and the
prospect for a North Korean victory was slipping away.

In the meantime, warning signals emerged in Taiwan when Gen-
eral MacArthur made a dramatic,unauthorized trip there for two days
at the end of July. During his stay there, MacArthur claimed that
“arrangements have been completed for effective coordination
between American forces under my command and those of the Chi-
nese Government” to meet any attack.62 Beijing quickly pointed to
MacArthur’s activities in Taiwan as strong evidence of “American
aggression and invasion of Taiwan,” which was part of the overall U.S.
imperialist plot to surround and strangle the new China.63

Under these circumstances Mao and his fellow Beijing leaders
believed that it was necessary to accelerate preparations for sending
Chinese troops to Korea.On August 4,1950, the Politburo met to dis-
cuss the Korean situation.Top CCP leaders speculated that the Kore-
an War could either be a short one or a long one, that the war could
be further expanded, and even that the atomic bomb might be used.
They understood that if the United States were to use the atomic
bomb in Korea China had no way to stop it. But they would not be
scared by such a prospect and would try to use conventional weapons
to fight the Americans. In any case, they believed that China had to
prepare for the worst possible scenario. Mao mentioned the necessity
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of intervention at the meeting:“If the U.S. imperialists won the war,
they would become more arrogant and would threaten us.We should
not fail to assist the Koreans. We must lend them our hands in the
form of sending our military volunteers there.The timing could be
further decided, but we have to prepare for this.” Zhou Enlai echoed
Mao’s ideas by stressing that “if the U.S. imperialists defeated North
Korea, the cause of peace would suffer and the Americans would
become more aggressive.” In Zhou’s opinion, “in order to win the
war, China’s strength must be added to the struggle.” He believed that
“if China’s strength were added, the whole international situation
could be changed.” He asked his comrades to “establish such a broad
perspective.”64

In a move obviously related to the Politburo’s August 4 discussion,
Mao, in the name of the CCP Central Committee, cabled Gao Gang
the following day,ordering him to “take the main responsibility to call
a meeting of all the army and division cadres [of the NEBDA] in mid-
August and to outline the goals, significance, and general directions of
the war operations.”The chairman emphasized that “it is required that
all the troops must complete their preparations within this month and
be ready for orders to carry out war operations. The troops must
maintain high morale and be well-prepared. Questions raised by offi-
cers and soldiers regarding the war must be answered.”65 The Polit-
buro discussion and Mao’s telegram demonstrate unmistakably that
the CCP leadership had seriously considered sending troops to assist
North Korea in fighting the UN forces in early August, more than
one month before the Inchon landing.

Following Mao’s August 5 instruction, the 13th Army Corps held
a conference attended by army- and division-level commanders on
August 13. Gao Gang chaired the meeting. Xiao Hua and Xiao Jin-
guang traveled to Shenyang to attend it. Gao conveyed the Politburo’s
instructions, emphasizing that the main task of the Border Defense
Army was to prepare to assist the North Korean forces to defeat the
Americans if necessary.66 According to the memoirs of Du Ping,
director of the 13th Army Corps’ Political Department, the major
theme of the meeting was:“Should we allow the Americans to occu-
py Korea and attack China and then destroy them? Or should it be
better if we take the initiative, assisting the Korean People’s Army to
wipe out the enemy and defend ourselves?”The answer of the major-
ity attending the conference was:“We should take the initiative, coop-
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erate with the Korean People’s Army, march forward without reluc-
tance, and break up the enemy’s dream of aggression.”67

Participants at the conference also believed that China possessed sev-
eral advantages that would guarantee its victory in a military con-
frontation with the United States. Chinese troops outnumbered the
Americans by three to one.While U.S. military commitments in West
Europe and North America were preventing Washington from sending
any more than half million troops to Korea,China had an army of more
than four million to draw on.Moreover, the quality of Chinese soldiers,
their morale in particular, was superior to American soldiers. As they
were fighting for a just cause, the Chinese would be able to prevail.
Third,China,much closer to the battlefield than the United States,held
an upper hand in logistics. Finally, the sympathy of the world’s people
was on the side of China,while the United States was in a morally unfa-
vorable position.68 These points would be emphasized repeatedly as
China further mobilized toward an intervention in Korea.

Obviously influenced by the CCP Politburo’s attitudes regarding
the possibility that the United States might use nuclear weapons, the
conference participants discussed the limits of the atomic bomb as a
weapon to be used in Korea.They emphasized that human forces, not
one or two atomic bombs, would determine the result of a war. Par-
ticipants in the conference also believed that in a tactical sense, if the
Americans used the bomb in Korea, it would not only hurt the Chi-
nese but also harm the Americans themselves, and that in a strategic
sense,policymakers in Washington had to consider the shocking influ-
ence on world opinion if they used the bomb.69 In short, the domi-
nant voice of the conference favored the CCP Politburo’s opinion
that China should not be scared by the bomb.

The conference also touched upon possible Chinese military
strategies and tactics to be used in operations against the Americans
on the Korean battlefield. Deng Hua, commander of the 13th Army
Corps, reported to the meeting the result of the studies by himself and
his staff in this regard.According to him, the strong point of the Amer-
icans was that they possessed superior fire power and greater mobili-
ty. It would thus be extremely difficult for the Chinese to defeat the
Americans by adopting a strategy of waging a frontal offensive. Deng
introduced an alternative strategy. He proposed that Chinese troops
should seek out weak links in American lines, bravely penetrate into
the rear of the enemy, destroy the enemy’s transportation and com-

The Road to Intervention144



munication networks, and then annihilate enemy forces by separating
and surrounding them.These advantages, according to Deng, would
make a Chinese victory over the Americans possible.70

The conference, however, also concluded that preparations for
entering the Korean War were “too onerous to be completed in
August.”The most conspicuous difficulties existed in equipment sup-
ply, medical support, and in establishing a secure communication net-
work. Most participants believed that it would take additional time to
carry out the task of political mobilization among the troops that
would enter operations in Korea.71 Gao Gang reported these conclu-
sions to Mao by telegraph on August 15 and suggested that the date
for sending Chinese troops to Korea be postponed. Gao’s report was
further reinforced by Xiao Jinguang,who conveyed the NEBDA’s dif-
ficulties to Mao in person after returning to Beijing.72 Mao, having
second thoughts, cabled Gao Gang on August 18, again in the name
of the CCP Central Committee, approving that “the deadline for the
Border Defense Army to complete its training and other preparations
can be postponed to the end of September.” In the meantime, he
ordered Gao to “step up supervision, and make sure that all prepara-
tions will be completed by September 30.”73

Following Mao’s instructions, the NEBDA made every effort to
push forward military preparations and political mobilization to meet
the new deadline for completing war preparations. In mid-August, the
13th Army Corps convened a meeting focusing on the political
indoctrination and mobilization of its troops. Participants in the
meeting reported that the soldiers of the 13th Army Corps differed
on the problem of entering the Korean War.About 50 percent of the
soldiers, most of whom were Communist Party or Communist Youth
League members, were positive about fighting in Korea. Many of
them had even submitted petitions for participating in “resisting
Americans and assisting the Korean people.”About 40 percent of the
soldiers appeared indifferent, neither enthusiastic nor unwilling to
fight in Korea.They would obey orders.Around 10 percent of the sol-
diers, the majority of whom were former GMD soldiers or new
recruits from the “newly liberated areas,” did not want to be sent to
Korea. They were particularly worried about having to fight the
Americans, who had the atomic bomb. Some even openly opposed
China’s entry into the war because this could “draw the fire to China
itself.”74
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The 13th Army Corps responded with a political indoctrination
and mobilization campaign in late August, focusing on three themes—
”if we must fight the war” (bi’da),“if we dare to fight the war” (gan’da),
and if we can win the war” (neng’da). In answer to the first question,
political cadres of the 13th Army Corps stressed that U.S. imperialists
historically had been aggressive toward China and that just as the
Japanese imperialists,America’s intervention in the Korean War aimed
to threaten the security of China.They emphasized that the United
States had proved itself to be the most dangerous enemy of the Chi-
nese people, that China’s confrontation with the United States was
inevitable, and that to aid the North Koreans was also to safeguard
China itself. In answering the second and the third questions, CCP
cadres made every effort to convince the soldiers that American troops,
though equipped with modern weapons, were fighting an unjust war,
and thus lacked a high morale, that the Americans were too far away
from their own country, making them logistically vulnerable, and that
the UN forces would be easily outnumbered by the Chinese and
North Koreans. In order to make these points more persuasive, they
arranged for some “liberated soldiers” (GMD captives who joined the
PLA) who had fought together with American troops in Burma dur-
ing the Second World War to discuss the weaknesses of American sol-
diers, to demonstrate that the Americans were beatable.75

Meanwhile, the troops in the Chinese-Korean border areas con-
ducted a series of training programs specifically designed for fighting
the Americans in Korea. For example, all military and political officers
over battalion level were required to study carefully Korea’s geo-
graphic features and topography, as well as the character of American
troops. Many of them were also trained in special anti-aircraft and
anti-tank programs. In order to prepare for military operations in
Korea, the PLA’s Northeast Military Region recruited more than
2,000 Korean nationals in the Northeast to serve as interpreters and
liaison personnel for Chinese troops.76 Du Ping later recalled that he
and his colleagues all felt that “the order for operations could soon
come, and we have to hurry up.”77

Concerns for a Reversal

With military preparations for entering the war under way, the PLA’s
General Staff, together with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, held a
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series of meetings in the second half of August to analyze possible
changes on the Korean battlefield. PLA military planners noticed that
the Americans had concentrated two divisions of troops and many
naval vessels in Japan.They worried that General MacArthur might
use these forces in a major landing operation behind the North Kore-
an lines.78

Members of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were also alarmed by
two statements by Warren Austin, U.S. delegate to the UN, on August
10 and 17, which emphasized that the goal of UN military action in
Korea was to unify the entire peninsula.79 Responding to Austin’s
statement, Zhou cabled Trygve Lie, UN secretary general, and Jacob
Malik (the Soviet delegate who returned to the UN on August 1 to
chair the Security Council for the month), on August 20, emphasiz-
ing that as Korea was China’s neighbor, Beijing was very concerned
with the solution of the Korean question.80

Following Zhou’s instructions, on August 23 the staff of the Oper-
ation Bureau of the PLA’s General Staff convened a meeting to dis-
cuss the situation on the Korean battlefield, chaired by Zhou’s mili-
tary secretary Lei Yingfu (who had then also been appointed as the
Bureau’s vice director ).After debating different options and conduct-
ing a simulated scenario on maps, the participants unanimously con-
cluded that the enemy’s next step would be a landing operation at one
of five possible Korean ports,Wonsan, Nampo, Inchon, Kunsan, and
Hungnam. Among these ports, the most likely and threatening one
would be Inchon.

According to Lei Yingfu’s recollections,which are supported by his
personal notes, the meeting summarized six reasons for this conclu-
sion. First, the enemy had concentrated more than ten divisions in a
narrow and small area behind the Naktong River and adopted a strat-
egy of neither retreating nor attacking. It was obvious that the pur-
pose of such a strategy was to trap as many KPA troops as possible, thus
creating opportunities to strike the KPA’s rear. Second, the Americans
had held two divisions in Japan, and recently more mobile units had
arrived there.These troops, however, were not used to reinforce the
Pusan perimeter; nor were they deployed along the coast of Japan for
strengthening its defense. Instead, they were conducting intensive
training, especially for landing operations.Third, General MacArthur
and many other American commanders had fought in the Pacific area
during the Second World War and were experienced in amphibious

Beijing’s Response to War 147



operations. Fourth, many British and American naval vessels, includ-
ing numerous landing craft, had been moving from other parts of the
world to East Asia.This indicated American intentions to land in the
North Koreans’ rear.Fifth,under the heavy pressure of the KPA’s con-
tinuous offensives, the enemy troops had been pushed into the small
areas behind the Naktong River.They had constructed strong defen-
sive works, making it difficult for the KPA to annihilate them in a
short period.The longer the KPA’s main forces were bogged down
before the Naktong River, the deeper the crisis could be. Sixth,Korea
was a narrow and long peninsula and Seoul served as the key linkage
for almost all north-south transportation lines. Inchon, located close
to Seoul, became the most practical place for the Americans to land.
If the enemy landed at Inchon while at the same time starting a coun-
teroffensive from the Naktong area, the KPA would be forced to
engage in a two-front war with its main forces being cut off in the
South. The entire situation of the Korean War could thus change
immediately in the enemy’s favor.81

Lei personally reported the conclusions of the meeting to Zhou
Enlai on the evening of August 23. Zhou took them very seriously
and immediately relayed to Mao the conclusions Lei and his staff had
reached.Alarmed, Mao instructed Zhou and Lei to come to his office
to give a more detailed report. Mao, obviously convinced by the ideas
of Lei and his colleagues, then began to ask Lei questions, particular-
ly about General MacArthur’s personality. Lei replied that as a mili-
tary commander MacArthur was famous for his arrogance and stub-
bornness.Mao,greatly interested in this, commented:“Fine! Fine! The
more arrogant and more stubborn he is, the better.An arrogant enemy
is easy to defeat.”82

Mao then had a brief discussion with Zhou and decided to take
three measures immediately. First, they decided to reiterate to the
NEBDA that no matter what the difficulties, all preparations for oper-
ations should be completed by the end of September. Second, they
decided to inform the North Koreans and the Soviets immediately
that Chinese military planners believed that the Americans might land
at Inchon, and to suggest the KPA move some units from the Nak-
tong area to Inchon to strengthen its defense.Third, they decided to
order both the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the PLA’s General Staff
to pay close attention to the enemy’s movement and report any
change promptly.83
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Mao was truly concerned with the danger of the possible reversal
of the Korean War. Several days after the meeting with Zhou and Lei,
Lee Sang-jo, a representative of the Korean People’s Army, came to
Beijing to inform the Chinese of the situation on the Korean battle-
field.While meeting Lee, Mao stressed that the North Koreans need-
ed to pay sufficient attention to the possibility that UN forces could
land at some place on the East or West coasts of the Korean peninsu-
la, thus attacking the North Korean forces from the rear. Mao point-
ed to a map and mentioned specifically that Inchon was one of the
most likely spots for such a landing. Mao suggested that the North
Koreans prepare for the contingency.84 Kim Il-sung,however, ignored
Mao’s warnings.85

In the eyes of the Chinese leaders, the situation was urgent. To
speed up the NEBDA’s war preparations, Zhou chaired a long-sched-
uled coordinating meeting late on the evening of August 23 to solve
the NEBDA’s supply problems.At the meeting it was decided that the
Northeastern People’s Government would be responsible for the
NEBDA’s food, forage, and coal supplies and the Fourth Field Army
would pay for the NEBDA’s budget.All of the NEBDA’s operational
expenditures beyond budget would be covered by the central gov-
ernment,which would use cotton, yarn, and cloth to support the cur-
rency in circulation in the Northeast.86

On August, 26 the CMC convened a crucial meeting, chaired by
Zhou, to further discuss the nature of the Korean crisis and to define
the NEBDA’s tasks and strategies.87 Zhou offered a central report,
which reflected clearly top CCP leaders’perception of the Korean sit-
uation. Zhou first summarized the international nature of the Korean
crisis:

The U.S. imperialist [intervention in Korea] aims to open a breach in
Korea, to change Korea into the base for their actions in the East, and
to prepare for starting a new world war. . . . Therefore, Korea is
indeed the focus of the struggles in the world. Taking advantage of the
Korean War, the U.S. imperialists have succeeded in seizing the ban-
ner of the United Nations in their confrontation with the peace front.
They have also used the Korean problem to wage domestic mobiliza-
tion. As the American strategic emphasis lies in Europe, they are also
doing everything possible to use the Korean problem to mobilize cap-
italist countries in Europe, so that these countries will obey the dom-
ination of the United States. [The Americans] want also to take this
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opportunity to remilitarize Japan and West Germany, with the con-
sent of other capitalist countries. After conquering Korea, the United
States will certainly turn to Vietnam and other colonial countries.
Therefore the Korean problem is at least the key to the East.

Viewing the Korean crisis from this international perspective,
Zhou believed it necessary for Beijing “to use the Korean problem to
explore the plots of the U.S. imperialists.” He emphasized that the
Chinese should “not treat the Korean problem merely as one con-
cerning a brother country [North Korea] or as one related to the
interests of the Northeast”; rather, Zhou stressed, the Korean problem
“should be regarded as an important international issue.”

Zhou continued to analyze possible prospects of the development
of the Korean crisis. He stated that with the eruption of the Korean
War,Mao,himself, and other top Beijing leaders had expected that the
North Koreans would either liberate the entire Korean peninsula in a
short time or face a long and difficult confrontation with the Ameri-
cans and Rhee’s troops. “After observing the fighting for two
months,” Zhou stated,“it is now apparent that the pursuit of the first
possibility is almost impossible.” Zhou believed that China should get
ready to cope with a reversal of the Korean conflict.“Our duty is now
much heavier,” stressed Zhou,“and we should prepare for the worst
and prepare quickly.” Zhou emphasized particularly that in no cir-
cumstance should the plan to enter the Korean War be released, even
to the North Koreans, so that “we could enter the war and give the
enemy a sudden blow.”88

Zhou then entered into a detailed discussion of how the three ser-
vices of the Chinese military should prepare for a direct confrontation
with the United States. He instructed all of the arms of the PLA to
make long-range plans for “the coming war [with the United States].”
Regarding the tasks and strategies of the NEBDA, Zhou conveyed
Mao’s instructions that the NEBDA should speed up training and
establish a unified command structure, and when the troops began
operations in Korea, a commander-in-chief would be appointed to
lead them. Zhou mentioned that in order to rotate combat troops in
Korea, the Central Committee was considering asking each of the
PLA’s military region to offer ten armies as reserve forces.

The meeting examined the current status of air force, airborne
troops, and tank units, and found that the offensive air force, with a
size of only seven regiments, could not begin operations in Korea ear-
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lier than December, and that neither the airborne forces nor the tank
units were in a position to enter the war.The meeting concluded that
it was necessary to purchase more weapons from the Soviet Union, so
that ten armies would get proper artillery supply, and by the end of
1950 four air regiments, nine tank regiments, and eighteen anti-air-
craft artillery regiments could be used in operations in Korea.89

Following the lines of the August 26 meeting,Zhou chaired anoth-
er meeting on August 31 to further discuss the structure and strategy
of the NEBDA.90 The meeting decided that the NEBDA would be
composed of eleven armies (36 divisions) or about 700,000 troops,
deployed in three lines: the 13th Army Corps, plus the 42nd Army
would become the first line, the Ninth Army Corps the second line,
and the 19th Army Corps the third line.The meeting also decided to
further strengthen the NEBDA’s artillery units by adding seven
artillery divisions and twenty-six anti-aircraft artillery regiments.The
meeting estimated that casualties of around 200,000 (60,000 deaths
and 140,000 wounds) would occur in the first year of the war, and
proper medical support should be prepared.91 Accordingly, the CMC
decided on August 31 to establish three branches under the Logistics
Department of the Northeast Military Region, so that supplies to
combat troops in different areas would be securely guaranteed.92

For the purpose of strengthening reinforcements for the NEBDA,
in early September, the CMC, following General Nie Rongzhen’s
suggestion, decided to move the Ninth Army Corps and the 19th
Army Corps from the Shanghai area and northwestern China to areas
close to Shanhaiguan, which lay close to northeastern China.93 The
Chinese military forces involved in coping with contingencies in
Korea had thus reached twelve armies. On August 27, Mao informed
Peng Dehuai, military and administrative head of the Northwest
Region and later commander of Chinese troops in Korea, that the
CCP central leadership would decide how to use the concentrated
Chinese troops by the end of September.94

These preparations and redeployments were made with the
assumption that Chinese troops would begin military operations in
Korea sooner or later, which was demonstrated clearly in a report by
NEBDA commanders in late August.Viewing that a stalemate had
emerged on the Korean battlefield, Xie Fang, Deng Hua, and Hong
Xuezhi increasingly worried about a UN counterattack. They
believed that it would be foolish for China to wait until an American
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counteroffensive had placed the Northeast under direct threat; it
would be better to enter the war earlier to assist the North Koreans
to maintain the initiative on the battlefield.95 On August 31, 1950,
they sent a report,drafted by Xie, to the CMC.The situation in Korea,
in their view, was not optimistic:

The U.S. imperialists are endeavoring to hold the Taegu-Pusan area
and to use partial counter-offensive to consolidate their position, so
that they could gain time and start a counter-offensive after the arrival
of reinforcements. On the other hand, opportunities for the Korean
People’s Army to break up and destroy the enemy are no longer
there. . . . The intentions of the enemy’s counter-attack are assumed
to be as follows: first, to land part of its troops on some coastal areas
in north Korea for harassing and holding operations and advance its
main forces northward along main highways and railways gradually;
second, to make a large-scale landing of its main forces on our flank
rear areas (Pyongyang or Seoul) and at the same time employ a small
force to pin down the [North Korean] People’s Army in its present
position, enabling it to attack from the front and rear simultaneously.
In that case the People’s Army would be in a very difficult situation.

In order to avoid this scenario, they believed that the North Kore-
ans had to win the war quickly and needed China’s help.To assure the
success of Chinese intervention, they made three suggestions. First,
China should make every effort to secure strong Soviet air support
and more Soviet equipment when Chinese troops entered operations
in Korea.96 Second, in addition to the 13th Army Corps,China need-
ed to commit two additional army corps to Korea, with proper
artillery and tank support. They also needed more anti-aircraft
artillery and anti-tank weapons.Third, logistical support for Chinese
troops entering the Korean War needed strengthening. In addition to
preparing food and ammunition and establishing field hospitals, Chi-
nese reconnaissance groups should be sent to Korea in advance to get
familiar with the war situation as well as the topography.The report
suggested that the best timing for entering the war might be when the
UN forces had counterattacked back across the 38th parallel, because
this would put China in a politically and militarily more favorable
position to defeat the enemy.97

This report received careful attention in Beijing. On September 7
Chai Chengwen, now the Chinese political counsellor in Pyongyang,
was summoned back to Beijing by the Foreign Affairs Ministry. Zhou
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Enlai received him the same evening. Chai had prepared an outline
for this meeting, which stressed: “Since the American and Rhee
troops retreated from Taejon, the Korean People’s Army has entered
an impasse in its confrontation with the enemy, and can hardly move
forward.Without mastery of the sea and control of the air, it will be
detrimental [to the North Koreans] if [they] run into a protracted
warfare with the enemy in such a long and narrow peninsula sur-
rounded by sea in three directions.” Zhou read the report carefully
and asked Chai:“If the situation changes suddenly and we decide to
send our troops to enter the Korean War, what difficulties do you
think we will meet?” Chai believed that the most difficult problems
would be transportation and logistics. Zhou circulated Chai’s report
to all members of the Standing Committee of the Politburo. It was
Chai’s impression that top CCP leaders had made up their minds and
“China would surely send troops to Korea; what remained a problem
was when to issue the final order.”98

As preparations for entering the Korean War continued, concerns
about,or even opposition to, involving China in a direct military con-
frontation with the United States emerged among top CCP leaders.
The most conspicuous representative of this position was Lin Biao.99

According to Chai, two days after his meeting with Zhou he was
directed by the CMC to see Lin.To Chai’s confusion, he found Lin
had strong reservations about sending Chinese troops to Korea.At one
point, Lin even asked Chai if the North Koreans had the determina-
tion to fight a guerrilla war if the situation reversed.100 There are
strong reasons to believe that others among the CCP leadership
shared Lin Biao’s view.101

Mao, however, seemed confident of the necessity for a Chinese
intervention and tried to convince his comrades. On September 5
Mao spoke to the Ninth Session of the Central People’s Government
Council, stressing that China was superior to the United States in sev-
eral aspects.The United States, according to Mao, though strong eco-
nomically, was waging an unjust war of aggression and lacking peo-
ple’s support. In a political sense, the United States, suffering from
political divisions at home and divergences with allies, was isolated
and vulnerable. In the military field, Mao believed that the United
States “had only one advantage, namely having a lot of steel, but three
weak points.” Mao listed these weak points as:“(1) Their front line is
too long, stretching from Berlin to Korea; (2) their supply line is too
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extensive, separated by two oceans (the Atlantic and the Pacific); and
(3) their combat ability is very low . . . not so strong as the troops of
Germany and Japan [during World War II).”102 In discussing possible
American responses to Chinese intervention in Korea, the CCP lead-
ership also considered the United States might use nuclear weapons.
Mao believed this was unlikely and the Chinese should not fear this
prospect. Mao emphasized confidently: “We will not allow you [the
Americans] to use the atomic bomb. But if you insist on using it, you
may use it.You can follow the way you choose to go, and we will go
our own way.You can use the atomic bomb. I will respond with my
hand grenade. I will catch the weak point on your part, hold you, and
finally defeat you.”103

These opinions indicate that Mao had considered the potential
pros and cons involved in China’s entry into the Korean War, and that
he favored sending troops to Korea.Mao’s arguments had set the basic
tone for the CCP leadership’s decision-making process on the Kore-
an problem, and Mao would repeat this analysis again and again in the
CCP leadership’s discussion of sending Chinese troops to Korea.
Although the situation would change dramatically between early Sep-
tember and mid-October, when Chinese troops finally crossed the
Yalu, Mao would stick to these basic arguments. Mao’s problem was
how to convince his comrades (and, sometimes, even himself) of the
correctness of his judgment.

Intervention Delayed

With the evidence presented above, it is clear that Mao Zedong and
the CCP leadership had been inclined to send Chinese troops to
Korea in late August and early September.The problem remaining for
them was when and under what circumstances.Why then did Beijing
fail to act at once, waiting instead until after the Inchon landing? To
answer this question, one has to understand that Mao’s final decision
was constrained by complicating internal and external factors, some
of which were beyond his control.

First of all, the Northeast Border Defense Army had been unable
to complete preparations to enter the war before the Inchon landing,
although it had been pushed continuously by Mao.This gave Mao
little choice but to postpone the deadline for the Chinese troops’
completion of preparations from the end of August to the end of
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September. Furthermore, although Mao and the Chinese high com-
mand had anticipated that UN forces would attempt to land in the
rear of the North Korean forces, there is no evidence that either the
Chinese or the North Koreans had any idea that the landing would
come in mid-September. If Beijing leaders had known General
MacArthur’s schedule, it is likely that Mao would have further
pushed Chinese military preparations so that the troops could have
been operations ready earlier.

Mao’s status as the party leader as well as his desire to win China a
glorious victory in the Korean conflict may also have prevented him
from acting prematurely.Although in 1950 Mao dominated the CCP’s
decision-making process both on domestic and foreign affairs, he
could not dictate everything as he would during the Cultural Revo-
lution. Mao might not need to yield to the different opinions held by
his colleagues,but it would have been foolish for him not to take them
into consideration. In fact,unless China’s territorial safety were direct-
ly threatened by the Americans, Mao would have had difficulty in
convincing the party and the Chinese people of the necessity to inter-
vene in Korea.Meanwhile,Mao’s underlying calculus for entering the
Korean War—to mobilize the party and the nation under the banner
of patriotism and nationalism—must be kept in mind.Mao could eas-
ily understand that a premature entry into the Korean War could have
weakened the appeal of the CCP’s stress on nationalism and patrio-
tism, something Mao wanted to use to mobilize the Chinese nation.

Crucial diplomatic factors also hindered China’s entrance into the
war. In retrospect Beijing’s war decision was restricted by its relation-
ships with Moscow and Pyongyang.Before Mao could send his troops
to Korea, he needed to get the cooperation of the Soviet Union and,
equally important, the consent of Kim Il-sung. Neither, unfortunate-
ly for Mao, was easy.

Direct American military intervention in Korea sent a strong warn-
ing to Stalin, making him aware that he had underestimated Ameri-
ca’s intentions and capacity to engage in major military actions in East
Asia. Because the promotion of revolutionary movements in the East
had been Beijing’s domain and because the main strategic interests
and attention of the Soviet Union were in Europe, Korea was not
Stalin’s primary concern. A Communist victory in Korea might still
be important to Stalin, but was not crucial for the strategic interests of
the Soviet Union. Stalin had strong reasons to avoid a major con-
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frontation with the United States over Korea. Several Chinese sources
point out that Stalin did not want to involve the Soviet Union in a
showdown with the United States.104 Although Chinese sources cur-
rently available reveal no concrete discussions between top leaders of
Beijing and Moscow from late June to mid-September 1950, it is
plausible that the CCP leadership would have maintained close con-
tacts with the Soviets. In actuality, we do know, through at least two
Chinese sources, that a Soviet air force division, with 122 Mig-15
fighters,“following the agreement of the Chinese and Soviet govern-
ments,” arrived in the Northeast in August 1950,“to take the respon-
sibility of defending this area.”105 Considering that the Sino-Soviet
alliance was now a cornerstone of Beijing’s foreign policy, Mao had
reason to take Stalin’s cautious attitude seriously.

Kim Il-sung’s attitude was even more troublesome for Mao. As a
Korean nationalist, Kim hoped to win the war with his own forces.
Facing the complicated factional divisions within the Korean Com-
munist Party, Kim wanted to avoid strengthening the influence of the
“Chinese section,” a result that was more than possible if Chinese
troops directly entered the war.106 Kim thus seemed unwilling to
request Chinese help as long as he believed the situation was under
control.107 When Beijing inquired if China could send high-ranking
military observers to Korea, Kim did not cooperate. For example, in
early August, the CCP Central Committee decided to dispatch to
Korea Deng Hua, who had just taken the position as the commander
of the 13th Army Corps, to learn about the war situation.When he
arrived in the border city of Andong on the Chinese side of the Yalu,
however,“the situation suddenly changed.”The North Koreans made
it clear at the last minute that Deng was unwelcome and he had to
give up his mission.108 Indeed,except for a group of Chinese military-
intelligence officers sent to Pyongyang in mid-July as Chinese diplo-
mats, Beijing was unable to dispatch high-ranking military observers
to Korea.109 In the days before Inchon, Mao could easily sense that
Kim’s attitude would influence the moral justification as well as effec-
tiveness of Chinese intervention in Korea.Without Kim’s invitation,
Chinese leaders preferred not to go ahead.And China’s entry into the
Korean War had to be delayed.

Two-and-half months after the outbreak of the Korean War, China
became an intensively mobilized country. Beijing leaders established

The Road to Intervention156



the NEBDA by transferring over 300,000 of China’s best troops to the
Chinese-Korean border area (with another 400,000 serving as reserve
forces), took preliminary steps to ensure the troops’ logistical supplies,
and initiated the domestic political mobilization that would be essen-
tial for the country to enter a major military intervention on a foreign
land.These accomplishments would prove to be crucial when inter-
vention became urgent in late September and early October.Howev-
er, even with Mao’s repeated pushing, Chinese troops in the North-
east were still some distance away from combat readiness. Moreover,
Beijing had difficulties in establishing an effective strategic coordina-
tion with Pyongyang and, to a lesser extent, Moscow.Although Mao
and many other Chinese leaders and military planners became
increasingly worried that a reversal might occur in Korea, they could
do little to influence the process of the war.They had to wait.
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Beijing’s waiting period did not last long. On September
15 the American X Corps succeeded in landing at Inchon.The North
Korean forces, forced to turn from the offensive to the defensive, in a
few days began to disintegrate. The UN forces started marching
northward.Even though Mao and his military planners had anticipat-
ed that a reversal in Korea might occur, the Inchon landing still
shocked them. Mao had lost much sleep and consumed many ciga-
rettes in the days after Inchon.1 From the NEBDA’s headquarters in
Shenyang to Zhongnanhai, the CCP Central Committee’s compound
in Beijing, people talked about almost nothing but Inchon and Korea:
What was happening at Inchon? How would the Americans do the
next? Could the Korean People’s Army hold in face of American
counteroffensive?2 In Zhongnanhai,Mao and his Politburo colleagues
had to answer these questions and thereby make a decision.

Impacts of the Inchon Landing

Beijing viewed Inchon with gravity. First of all, in a military sense, the
landing had invalidated one of the basic assumptions under which the
Beijing leadership had been acting since early July: that Chinese
troops would be used to accelerate a KPA victory or, at least, to pre-
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vent a possible reversal.With the dramatic shift of the offensive and
defensive positions of the two sides after the Inchon landing, the
North Koreans were no longer in a position to play a major role in
war operations. If the Chinese entered the war, they would be facing
an enemy who held the initiative on the battlefield.Therefore, Chi-
nese troops first needed to try to restore the strategic balance and then
to pursue a victory over the enemy. All of this meant that the main
burden of waging the war would fall on the shoulders of the Chinese,
and that the duration of, and risks involved in, China’s military inter-
vention would be substantially increased.

In Beijing’s view, the deteriorating situation in Korea after Inchon
further endangered China’s security interests.Before the Inchon land-
ing, the main battlefield of the war was in South Korea.Even with the
U.S.military intervention in Korea and the Seventh Fleet moving into
the Taiwan Strait, the safety of the Chinese mainland was not directly
threatened.The Inchon landing led to the rapid shift of the primary
combat zone from the South to the North, and war flames moved
continuously closer to the Chinese-Korean border, threatening the
Northeast and China’s main source of coal, steel, and water power.3

The reversal of the Korean situation, Beijing leaders feared, also
darkened the prospect of revolutionary development in the East and
the world.Viewing the disintegration of the North Korean Commu-
nist forces, they realized that a total victory on the part of the UN
forces meant also a fatal strike against the development of the Eastern
revolution, in which Beijing wished to play a crucial role.As a result,
the worldwide balance of power between the “revolutionary camp”
and the “reactionary camp” would take a turn in favor of the latter.
On one occasion, Zhou Enlai even expressed a thesis which might be
called the Chinese version of the “domino theory”: “The Korean
question is an international one and it cannot be separated from other
international issues. . . . Only if [North] Korea could win the victory,
the enemy would not open a breach in the peace camp. If Korea fell
down, breaches in other places would also be opened one by one. If
the enemy were allowed to break down the gate of the Eastern Front
and make his way into our house, how could we devote ourselves to
construction?”4This prospect was intolerable for Mao and other Chi-
nese Communist leaders, especially because they had been so eager to
advance China’s international prestige through the promotion of an
Eastern revolution following the model of the Chinese revolution.
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More important, Beijing leaders could not ignore the profound
negative impact that the reversal of the Korean War would have on
China’s domestic situation. In the minds of Beijing leaders, this would
appear at least in two ways. First, the remnants of the GMD forces,
together with those who opposed or were dissatisfied with the Com-
munist regime (such as the former landowners and rich peasants who
had lost their land and their social status as local elites during the land
reform),would echo the UN counteroffensive by rebelling against the
Communist government.5 Second, the GMD government in Taiwan,
eager to join the UN forces in the Korean conflict, would either par-
ticipate directly in the UN march toward the Yalu or try to attack
coastal areas in East China if the situation became favorable for them.
After the Inchon landing, Mao cabled to commanders of the PLA’s
East China Military Region, stressing that defense in East China
should be put on alert on the assumption that the United States and
Jiang Jieshi would try to make landings there.6 The CCP leadership
had to consider either of these contingencies very seriously.

The combination of these factors made China’s military interven-
tion in Korea a more urgent yet more complicated matter. In a letter
to Gao Gang immediately after the Inchon landing, Mao stated that
the Chinese now had no choice but to enter the conflict and that war
preparations needed to be further accelerated.7The practical course of
the Beijing leadership’s decision-making process, however, was still
constrained by attitudes in Moscow and Pyongyang. Meanwhile,
decisions in Washington, especially on the question of whether or not
UN forces should cross the 38th parallel, was another factor that Mao
and the CCP leadership had to take into account.

Like the policymakers in Beijing, Stalin understood the crucial
impact of the Inchon landing on the Korean War as well as on the bal-
ance of power in East Asia. Stalin had been shocked by the quick and
unyielding American response to North Korea’s invasion of the
South, and worried that too bold an approach on the part of Moscow
and Beijing could result in a direct confrontation between the Soviet
Union and the United States.After the Inchon landing, he saw anoth-
er possibility: if the United States succeeded in occupying the Kore-
an peninsula, the balance of power between the Soviet Union and the
United States in Northeast Asia would totally change in Washington’s
favor. The appearance of U.S. forces on the Korean-Soviet border
would create a hot-spot for direct conflict between the Soviet Union
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and the United States. Either for the purpose of enhancing the repu-
tation of the Soviet Union as a great power in the Far East or for
maintaining the strategic structure established after the Second World
War in Northeast Asia, the Soviet Union could not allow the United
States to become the master of the entire Korean peninsula. Stalin,
however, was neither ready nor willing to bring on a direct military
confrontation with the United States to save Kim Il-sung’s North
Korean regime.The fate of Korea, while related to the security con-
cerns of the Soviet Union, did not affect the most vital Soviet inter-
ests. If Soviet troops appeared in Korea, the conflict would most prob-
ably be expanded, and, in the worst possible situation, the world order
established after the Second World War would be overturned. Stalin
did not want to take the risk. Furthermore, according to the agree-
ment reached between the Chinese and Soviet Communists during
Liu Shaoqi’s and Mao Zedong’s visits to Moscow, the promotion of
revolutionary movements in Asia was primarily Beijing’s duty. Under
these circumstances, having the Chinese send in their troops became
the most reasonable choice for Stalin.8 On September 16 or 17, Stal-
in cabled Mao, inquiring about China’s military deployment in the
Northeast and asking if the Chinese were in a position to send troops
to help the North Koreans.9 It is also reported that Stalin inquired if
Beijing leaders would allow Kim to establish an exile government in
the Northeast.10

Chinese sources now available indicate that Mao did not give a
comprehensive response to Stalin until October 2, when the UN
forces had crossed the 38th parallel.The Beijing leadership, though,
did give positive consideration to the Soviet suggestion. During the
second half of September, the Chinese and Soviets discussed, proba-
bly through Chinese embassy in Moscow and Soviet embassy in Bei-
jing, possible Chinese-Soviet cooperation in Korea. Following the
spirit of the Sino-Soviet alliance treaty, the Soviets agreed in late Sep-
tember that if the Chinese troops entered the Korean War, the Soviet
Union would provide the Chinese with an air umbrella.The Soviets
also agreed to supply the Chinese with military equipment and war
materials.11

Facing a dramatic military reversal, the North Koreans had to invite
the support of Chinese troops. After the Inchon landing, two high-
ranking Korean Communists, Pak Il-yu and Pak Hon-yong came to
China to ask the Chinese to send troops to Korea.12 Hong Xuezhi,
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then vice commander of the 13th Army Corps and later vice com-
mander of the Chinese People’s Volunteers to Korea, recalled that Pak
Il-yu came to Andong to explain to the commanders of the NEBDA
the deteriorating situation in Korea after the Inchon landing.Accord-
ing to Hong,Pak “could only introduce the situation in the most gen-
eral sense, and he had no way to go into the detailed development of
the war situation, as communications between Pyongyang and the
front-line troops were no longer effective.” Pak, as Hong recalled,“on
the behalf of the Korean Party and Government, sincerely asked
China to send troops to Korea.” Hong and other NEBDA leaders
agreed to convey Pak’s request to Beijing and promised that “as soon
as we have received the order,we would immediately come to Korea’s
rescue.”13

It is important to note that Kim Il-sung did not come to China,
and that both Pak Il-yu and Pak Hon-yong belonged respectively to
the Chinese section and the southern section within the Korean
Workers’ Party. Both were later purged by Kim Il-sung.14 Why did
Kim not come to China personally? While it is possible that he was
too busy in the disastrous days after Inchon to do so, his absence may
also indicate tensions between himself and the Beijing leadership, as
well as escalating internal struggles among the Korean Communists.
In Hong Xuezhi’s and Chai Chengwen’s memoirs, they mentioned
that Pak Il-yu and Pak Hon-yong came to China under “Kim’s
instructions”; other Chinese sources, however, suggest something dif-
ferent. Interviews with Beijing’s researchers suggest that after the
Inchon landing the opposition factions within the Korean Commu-
nist Party sent their representatives to China, asking the Chinese to
send troops to Korea while at the same time requesting help in get-
ting rid of Kim Il-sung, whom they held responsible for the cata-
strophic situation after Inchon.After careful deliberations, Mao made
it clear that it would be improper for China to interfere with the
internal affairs of the Korean leadership, that Kim Il-sung was the
“banner” of the Korean Communist revolution, and that if Kim were
removed at the time of great difficulties North Korea would fall into
disorder and turmoil. Mao concluded that the Chinese would con-
tinue to deal with Kim on the matter of sending Chinese troops to
Korea.15 No printed Chinese sources available can prove or disprove
this information. If it is correct, the activities of the “opposition fac-
tions” must have been related to the visits of Pak Il-yu and/or Pak
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Hon-yong. This also explains why the Chinese waited until early
October, when Kim personally requested China’s assistance, before
finally making the decision to enter the war.

To prepare for China’s entry into the war, the Beijing leadership
sent five additional military attachés to Korea immediately after the
Inchon landing, all of whom were PLA officers.16Their dispatch was
first proposed by NEBDA commanders in a report to the CMC on
August 31, which suggested that an advance team, composed of four
officers, be sent to Korea to “get familiar with the general situation,
make surveys of Korean topography, and prepare for future battles.”
Zhou Enlai did not respond to this suggestion.17 Right after the
Inchon landing the CMC decided that it was now necessary to send
this group of officers to Korea, and the North Koreans also approved
this dispatch.18 Instead of acting as an “advance team,” the group
went to Korea as Chinese military attachés. On September 17 Zhou
received Chai Chengwen and four of the five-member group,
instructing them to leave for Pyongyang immediately to prepare for
the coming of Chinese troops. The group arrived in Pyongyang
around September 20, and all five members received letters of intro-
duction personally signed by Kim Il-sung.They started off immedi-
ately for different parts of North Korea to investigate the military
situation.19

Meanwhile, Zhou Enlai was working on the operational outlines
for the Chinese troops to be sent to Korea. On September 20, he laid
down the following principles for Communist military actions in
Korea: “The war to resist America and assist Korea should be con-
ducted as a protracted war on the basis of self-reliance. In every cam-
paign and battle, we have to gain superiority by concentrating our
manpower and firepower in order to break up and destroy the enemy.
By weakening the enemy gradually,we will be able to carry out a pro-
tracted war.” These suggestions were conveyed to Kim Il-sung
through Ni Zhiliang, the Chinese ambassador to Korea.20 Mao
approved these principles.

As Mao and the Beijing leadership approached the final decision to
send troops to Korea, they issued a series of protests and warnings
against the American intention of “expanding the war to the Chinese-
Korean border and China itself.” On September 24, Zhou Enlai
cabled UN headquarters to protest against alleged U.S. air bombard-
ment of Andong. He argued that the United States intended to
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“extend the war of aggression against Korea, to carry out armed
aggression on Taiwan, and to extend further its aggression against
China.”21The next day,General Nie Rongzhen, in a meeting with K.
M. Panikkar, Indian ambassador to China, sent another signal which
could be understood as a warning against the UN forces’ marching
northward: China would not “sit back with folded hands and let the
Americans come up to the [Sino-Korean] border.”22 Zhou’s and Nie’s
statements indicate again the intentions of the Beijing leadership to
further mobilize China’s public opinion, as well as to appeal to the
international media to support China’s entry into a “just war.”

Mao and other Beijing leaders still needed to answer another cru-
cial question:Would the UN forces cross the 38th parallel and con-
tinue to march toward the Yalu? The answer to this question was
important for the timing as well as the nature of China’s intervention.
As Mao and his fellow Beijing leaders had been following the “worst
case assumption” since the start of the Korean War, they tended to
believe that the UN advance would not stop at the 38th parallel.
However, from a military perspective, stopping, or even delaying, UN
forces at the parallel would allow the Chinese more time to make the
final decision to enter the war.The answer to this question, however,
lay in Washington.

The American “Rollback”

The Inchon landing and the UN troops’ successful advance to the
38th parallel posed serious challenges to the wisdom of policymakers
in Washington: Should the UN forces cross the 38th parallel and con-
tinue to march toward the Korean-Chinese border? How would the
Soviet Union and China respond to such a move? What should be the
limits of U.S. goals in the Korean War? These questions were crucial
to Washington’s strategy for resolving the Korean crisis.

As early as July, when North Korean forces held the battlefield ini-
tiative, the problem of whether UN forces would cross the 38th par-
allel became one of Washington’s central concerns.This question was
first raised by Rhee.He emphasized in a statement on July 13 that “the
action of the North Korean forces had obliterated the 38th parallel
and that no peace and order could be maintained in Korea as long as
the division at the 38th parallel remained.”23 Policymakers in Wash-
ington were willing to consider this argument. On July 17, President
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Truman instructed the NSC to offer recommendations “covering the
policy which should be pursued by the United States after the North
Korean forces have been driven back to the 38th parallel.”24

Disagreements existed among policymakers in Washington as to
what to do.Opposition to crossing the 38th parallel came mainly from
George Kennan.The Korean War had erupted just when Kennan was
preparing to leave the State Department, and he stayed on to offer
advice to Acheson and other policymakers in Washington. While
favoring the idea that the United States should firmly counter the
North Korean invasion for the sake of American prestige as well as the
balance of power in East Asia, he opposed viewing events in Korea as
the prelude to a well-coordinated Soviet plot to expand in other parts
of the world, and he predicted that a shift of the tide in the Korean
War to America’s favor could lead to a Soviet and/or Chinese inter-
vention. Kennan thus believed the attempt to cross the 38th parallel
risky.25

Kennan’s view was shared, though to a lesser extent,by some mem-
bers of the Policy Planning Staff, who were still under the strong
influence of Kennan’s strategic thinking.A PPS memorandum of July
25 argued that crossing the parallel might bring the Soviet Union
and/or China into the conflict, as well as lead to the loss of support in
the UN.The memorandum suggested that “decisions regarding our
course of action when the UN forces approach the 38th parallel
should be deferred until military and political development provide
the additional information necessary to enable us: (a) to base our deci-
sions on the situation in Korea and in other parts of the world at that
time; (b) to consult with other UN members who are supporting the
Security Council resolutions in regard to measures which might be
necessary or desirable once the aggression had been brought to an
end; and (c) to keep our military capabilities and commitments in safe
balance.” 26

The voices advocating advancing into North Korea, however,were
much louder and more explicit.The Pentagon believed that it did not
make military sense to stop at the 38th parallel, which was “a geo-
graphical artificiality violating the natural integrity of a singularly
homogeneous nation.” If the UN forces failed to cross the parallel, the
pentagon argued, a renewal of military instability on the Korean
Peninsula would follow. In contrast, the Pentagon believed that a deci-
sion to cross the parallel and unify Korea would offer “the United
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States and the free world the first opportunity to displace part of the
Soviet orbit,” and therefore became “a step in reversing the dangerous
strategic trend in the Far East in the past twelve months.” Respond-
ing to the PPS’s emphasis on the necessity of splitting Beijing and
Moscow, the Pentagon argued that as a result of the unification of
Korea under UN auspices, “elements in the Chinese Communist
regime, and particularly important segments of the Chinese popula-
tion,might be inclined to question their exclusive dependence on the
Kremlin. Skillfully manipulated, the Chinese Communists might pre-
fer different arrangements and a new orientation.”27

The majority of the State Department also favored crossing the 38th
parallel for political, strategic, and psychological reasons. John Foster
Dulles, for example, argued that “the 38th parallel was never intended
to be, and never ought to be, a political line.” The failure to march
across the parallel, Dulles warned, would provide an “asylum to the
aggressor” and cause great danger to both South Korea and the Unit-
ed States.28 The opinion of John M.Allison, director of the Office of
Northeastern Asian Affairs in the State Department, was more vehe-
ment and influential, as he was placed in charge of studies on future
Korean policy on July 22.29 While acknowledging the existence of a
“grave danger of conflict with the USSR and the Chinese Commu-
nists” if Washington adopted a “rollback” strategy, he still strongly
favored actions aimed at unifying the entire Korean peninsula under
UN auspices. He stressed that it was the duty of the United States to
make it clear “that he who violates the decent opinions of mankind
must take the consequences and that he who takes the sword will per-
ish by the sword.”Allison asked his colleagues in Washington:“When
all the legal and moral right is on our side why should we hesitate?”30

General MacArthur was another influential advocate for crossing
the 38th parallel. Longing for a total victory over the North Korean
Communists, MacArthur made it clear that it was his intention to
destroy North Korean forces rather than merely drive them back to
the 38th parallel. In a talk on July 13 with Generals J. Lawton Collins
and Hoyt Vandenberg, the Army and Air Force chiefs of staff,
MacArthur stated that it might be necessary to occupy all of Korea.
He stressed that a victory over the Communists on the Korean penin-
sula “would check Communist expansion everywhere and thus obvi-
ate the necessity of our being fully prepared to meet aggression else-
where.” He opposed vigorously “any delay or half-way measures.”31
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The influence of these arguments for marching north of the paral-
lel was further strengthened by America’s domestic setting after the
outbreak of the Korean War.The intensifying Cold War atmosphere,
together with Senator McCarthy’s renewed attack on the State
Department for giving communism “a green light to grab whatever it
could in China, Korea, and Formosa,” placed tremendous pressure
upon the Truman administration. Outcries for more resolute Ameri-
can action in the face of Communist aggression prevailed among
members of both parties and on major newspapers. Overwhelmingly,
the view was that now was the time to break the “purely fictitious
line” of the 38th parallel and to pursue a unified Korea.32

Under these circumstances, Truman and Acheson leaned toward
marching across the 38th parallel.What worried Truman most, how-
ever, was the possible reaction of the Soviet Union and China.Would
Moscow and Beijing interfere directly if the UN forces counterat-
tacked? This was the question policymakers in Washington had to
answer if they decided to take the war into North Korea.

Strongly influenced by the general perception that Beijing leaders,
at least at the present stage, were following orders from Moscow,
Washington’s attempt to seek a reliable assessment of Moscow’s and
Beijing’s reactions to an expanded conflict into North Korea focused
on the former. In the first several weeks after the outbreak of the
Korean War, many in Washington did believe, as Rosemary Foot
points out,“that the Korean operation was a feint to lure U.S. forces
away from some more vital area where a Soviet attack was planned.”33

Gradually, however, they found that this was not the case. Moscow
appeared reluctant to play a significant role in the Korean conflict.The
Soviet Union’s return to the UN Security Council in early August, as
well as the introduction of a Soviet proposal to end the conflict
through negotiation, was taken by members of the State Department
as evidence of the Soviet unwillingness to act boldly in Korea.The
Defense Department found also the Soviet leaders’ attitude toward the
Korean conflict to be extremely cautious.The USSR did not put for-
ward any harsh protest when in August UN air forces bombed the oil
supply depot at Rajin in North Korea, only 17 miles from the Soviet
border.34 Yet both the State and Defense Departments continued to
view Soviet interference as likely in August and September, especial-
ly if Soviet leaders felt that it “would not involve a substantial risk of
global war.”35

After Inchon 167



While making its recommendations for U.S. strategy for a coun-
teroffensive in Korea, the NSC postulated that the possibility of Sovi-
et and Chinese intervention could be diminished by allowing only
South Korean troops to march into North Korea while American
ground forces avoided this step. On September 11, President Truman
approved the NSC’s report, known as NSC 81/1, authorizing the
invasion and occupation of North Korea provided Soviet or Chinese
intervention did not occur.The UN command was directed to use
only South Korean forces to conduct the final march toward the
Korean-Chinese border with operations restricted to Korean territo-
ry. In the event of open or covert Soviet or Chinese intervention,UN
forces would assume the defensive and avoid escalating the conflict
into a general war. Nevertheless, since the NSC, with the approval of
the President, now defined American war aims in Korea as pursuing
Korea’s “complete independence and unity,” the UN movements
north of the parallel became almost certain.36

The success of the Inchon landing turned the question of whether
the UN forces would cross the 38th parallel into an issue of immi-
nent importance. Policymakers in Washington continued to act
according to the contingency plans set up by NSC 81, and their basic
assumption was that if Moscow failed to take action of some kind
before UN forces crossed the parallel, it could well mean that the
Soviets, and also the Chinese, had adopted a hands-off policy. On
September 27, the JCS instructed General MacArthur that UN
forces could now conduct military, air, and naval operations across the
38th parallel to destroy North Korean forces. The general was also
told to make certain that there was no major Soviet and Chinese mil-
itary involvement in Korea, that UN forces should restrict their oper-
ations in Korean territory, and that only South Korean troops were
to be used in Korea’s northeastern provinces.37 Two days later, Secre-
tary of Defense George Marshall informed MacArthur: “We want
you to feel unhampered tactically and strategically to proceed north
of [the] 38th parallel.”38

General MacArthur had thus been put in a position to act on his
own judgment.As a military leader with a strong personality and eager
to see a complete military victory, MacArthur was determined to
march forward; and he had long believed that the 38th parallel was a
meaningless line that had lost any significance after the North Kore-
an attack.The strategy he tried to carry out was aimed at establishing
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“privileged sanctuaries” along the Manchurian border, thus prevent-
ing Communist expansion in the future.With the approval of top pol-
icymakers in Washington, he declared “all of Korea open for our mil-
itary operations unless and until the enemy capitulates.”39

At this juncture, Beijing issued a series of explicit warnings about
its intentions if the UN forces crossed the 38th parallel. Policymakers
in Washington, however, regarded them as no more than “bluffing.”
When Zhou Enlai, through the Indian ambassador to Beijing, K. M.
Panikkar,warned Washington on October 3 that if UN troops crossed
the 38th parallel, China would intervene,Acheson viewed it as “bluff,
pending more information.”Although he recognized that there was a
risk involved in UN forces marching toward the Yalu, he emphasized
that “a greater risk would be incurred by showing hesitation and
timidity.”40 Policymakers in Washington simply did not believe Bei-
jing’s warnings.

Several assumptions supported this approach. First,American poli-
cymakers were inclined to believe that after Inchon the best time for
China’s intervention in Korea had passed.A CIA report of September
28 alleged that the Chinese had missed the opportunity to turn the
tide of the war at an early point, and “like the USSR, [China] will not
openly intervene in North Korea.” Alan Kirk, U.S. ambassador to
Moscow, predicted that the threat of Chinese intervention had reced-
ed because the most favorable time for China’s intervention “was log-
ically when UN forces were desperately defending the small area of
Taegu-Pusan, when the influx of overwhelming numbers of Chinese
ground forces would have proved the decisive factor.”The CIA con-
cluded on October 12 that “from a military standpoint the most
favorable time for [Chinese] intervention in Korea has passed.”41

Second, policymakers in Washington believed that Beijing leaders
had to focus on domestic problems, and it would be unlikely for them
to send troops to Korea.The CIA observed in its October 12 memo
that the Chinese Communists faced tremendous domestic problems.
If the CCP led China into a military conflict with the United States,
“the regime’s entire domestic program and economy would be jeop-
ardized,” and “anti-Communist forces would be encouraged and the
regime’s very existence would be endangered.” Acheson was more
than ready to accept such a view. He stated that “it would be sheer
madness” for Beijing leaders to enter the Korean conflict when they
themselves had numerous problems.42 Third, Washington believed
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that China’s entry into the Korean War would make Beijing regime
even more dependent on Soviet support while at the same time min-
imizing Beijing’s opportunity to take China’s seat in the United
Nations.43 Indeed,American policymakers simply could not imagine
that Beijing could gain anything by involving itself in a major con-
frontation with the United States.

Underlying these assumptions was a deep-rooted sense of Ameri-
can superiority in face of a backward China, as well as a stubborn con-
tempt of Chinese Communist leaders because they were Chinese.
There existed virtually no divergence between hard-liners like Dulles,
Allison, and, of course, General MacArthur and moderates like Ken-
nan on the problem of judging China’s power potential. In fact, a con-
sistent belief among policymakers in Washington was that even if the
Chinese Communists did engage themselves in the Korean War,
America’s military and technological superiority would guarantee an
easy victory over them.44Thus,while assessing Moscow’s and Beijing’s
possible reaction to America’s “rollback” policy, Washington’s eyes
fixed on Moscow. Once American policymakers became convinced
that direct Soviet intervention in Korean was unlikely, they believed
that a Chinese intervention was even less possible. Influenced by this
mentality, intelligence analysts and policymakers in Washington easily
ignored clues about Beijing’s military redeployment and political
mobilization for entering the war.And, not surprising at all, the CIA
concluded as late as October 12, four days after Mao issued the for-
mal orders to send Chinese troops to Korea: “Despite statements by
Chou [Zhou] Enlai, troops movements to Manchuria, and propagan-
da charges of atrocities and border violations, there are no convincing
indications of an actual Chinese Communist intention to resort to
full-scale intervention in Korea.”45 It is apparent that what was
involved here was more than a simple intelligence failure.

Under these circumstances, we see an interesting yet ironic phe-
nomenon: although Acheson and many others in Washington had
been endeavoring to encourage Titoism in China, thus splitting Bei-
jing and Moscow, they persistently emphasized the CCP leaders’ sub-
ordination to Moscow after the outbreak of the Korean War.Truman
believed that the “so-called Communist Chinese Government was
nothing but a tool of Moscow.”Acheson claimed that Beijing played
a major role in serving Kremlin’s plot of expansion in East Asia.46

These allegations would reach their height when policymakers in
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Washington were shocked by Beijing’s military intervention in Korea.
In a heated debate with Clement Attlee, the British prime minister
visiting Washington in early December 1950, both Truman and Ache-
son insisted that Beijing was not an independent actor in the interna-
tional arena.Acheson would argue that Beijing’s behavior was “based
on the Moscow pattern” and that CCP leaders were “better pupils
even than the Eastern European satellites,” and Truman would stress
that the CCP leaders “are satellites of Russia and will be satellites as
long as the present Peiping [Beijing] regime is in power.”47 Is this a
reflection of Washington’s hostility toward revolutionary China? Yes.
But mixed with these hostile feelings was also an unwillingness to
appreciate the way Beijing leaders defined and defended the new
China’s security interests. It is clear that policymakers in Washington
misperceived Beijing’s intentions. This misperception, in the final
analysis, was deeply rooted in the mentality that Mao called “Ameri-
can arrogance.”

The First Decision: October 1–2

In late September,Beijing leaders could see that the situation in Korea
was deteriorating with every passing minute, and that North Korean
resistance was collapsing under enormous pressure from superior UN
forces. On September 30, the South Korean Third Division crossed
the 38th parallel.The next day, General MacArthur issued an ultima-
tum to Kim Il-sung demanding an unconditional surrender.48

Facing the imminent downfall of their regime, the North Korean
leaders had no other choice but to seek direct Soviet and Chinese
military assistance.On September 29,Kim Il-sung and Pak Hon-yong
sent a letter to Stalin, which stated that “at the moment when enemy
troops cross the 38th parallel it is very necessary for us to have direct
military aid from the Soviet Union.” If the Soviet Union was not in a
position to provide such aid, Kim and Park asked Stalin to “assist us in
the creation of international volunteer units in China and in other
people’s democracies to render military assistance to our struggle.”49

As Stalin was unwilling to risk a confrontation with the United States,
he considered a “more acceptable form of assistance [to North Korea]
to be assistance by people’s volunteers,” which, in his view, was a
“question we must consult first of all with the Chinese comrades.”50

Now Kim Il-sung had to make a personal appeal to Bejing for
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China’s direct support. On the evening of September 30, the Chinese
embassy in Pyongyang held in the embassy’s basement a reception for
the PRC’s first anniversary.Kim showed up and met with Ni Zhiliang
and Chai Chengwen, requesting that the Chinese send the 13th Army
Corps into Korea. Ni and Chai agreed to convey Kim’s request to
Beijing in the shortest possible time.51

As the situation deteriorated, on October 1, Kim, together with
Pak Hon-yong, sent off an emergency letter to Mao, formally asking
the Chinese to send troops to Korea.To make sure that the message
would reach Mao in time, Pak Hon-yong flew to Beijing on the
evening of October 1 to deliver the letter by hand.52 The letter start-
ed with an overall summary of the course of the Korean War from late
June to late September. Kim and Pak emphasized that before the
American landing at Inchon, the KPA had possessed a highly advan-
tageous position.While the enemies were constricted in a small area
in the southernmost part of the Korean peninsula, the KPA had every
opportunity to “win the decisive final victory.”Then, Kim and Pak
stated, the U.S. imperialists,“for the purpose of changing Korea into
their colony and military base,” gathered almost all of their forces in
the Asian-Pacific area to make the landing at Inchon.The KPA had
since been forced to change from the offensive to the defensive.
Describing the current situation in Korea as “most grave,” Kim and
Pak confessed that “it is difficult for us to cope with the crisis with our
own strength.”They ended the letter “urgently soliciting that the Chi-
nese People’s Liberation Army directly enter the war to support us.”53

The North Koreans’ request came at the time when the Beijing
leadership had reached the final stage of their deliberations over
whether or not to send troops to Korea. On September 30, Zhou
Enlai declared at a mass conference that “the Chinese people will
absolutely not tolerate foreign aggression, nor will they supinely tol-
erate seeing their neighbors being savagely invaded by imperialists.”54

Zhou sent off this open warning at the same time when top lead-
ers in Beijing acted to make the decision to intervene in Korea.The
first day of October was a long one for Mao and his fellow Beijing
leaders. During the day, urgent reports from the Chinese embassy in
Korea poured into Zhongnanhai. In the late evening, the emergency
message by Kim and Pak reached Mao. Then Mao summoned an
urgent meeting attended by members of the Standing Committee of
the CCP Politburo.55 The message from Kim Il-sung and the Korean
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situation was the main topic of the meeting.Top CCP leaders decid-
ed that an enlarged Politburo Standing Committee would meet the
next day, attended also by Beijing’s top military planners. After this
decision was made, Mao did not go to bed. Instead, at 2 a.m., the
morning of October 2, he telegraphed to Gao Gang and Deng Hua
in Shenyang, ordering Gao to “come to Beijing for a meeting imme-
diately.” He also ordered the NEBDA to “complete its preparations
ahead of the original schedule and to await the order to carry out
operations against new enemies on the basis of the original plan.” He
instructed Deng to make the party leadership abreast of the NEBDA’s
status of preparation.56

In the early afternoon, Gao Gang flew from Shenyang to Beijing.
Around 3 p.m., the enlarged meeting of the Politburo Standing Com-
mittee began at Zhongnanhai.Mao Zedong,Liu Shaoqi,Zhu De, and
Zhou Enlai (all members of the Standing Committee) attended the
meeting; Gao Gang, who had been in charge of the NEBDA since
August, and Nie Rongzhen, the PLA’s acting chief of staff, also
attended.57

Mao’s opening statement revealed his inclination to enter the war
at this moment. Emphasizing the dangerous situation in Korea, Mao
made it clear that “the question now is not whether or not but how
fast we should send troops to Korea. One day’s difference will be cru-
cial to the whole situation.Today we will discuss two urgent ques-
tions—when should our troops enter Korea and who should be the
commander.”58 Mao’s statement is crucial. It virtually dictated the
outcome of the meeting. Moreover, as further developments would
prove, the ideas Mao expressed also established the basic tone of the
Beijing leadership’s discussion over China’s role in Korea in the days
to come. Mao demonstrated that he was the person in control. If at
several other meetings CCP leaders would debate the pros and cons
of entering the Korean War, they did so for his consideration.When
the Beijing leadership wavered on several occasions concerning the
problem of when and how Chinese troops should enter Korea, the
wavering was largely the reflection of the internal struggle in Mao’s
own mind.

Following Mao’s agenda, the discussion at the meeting first focused
on selecting a commander for Chinese troops in Korea. This task
would have been easy if Lin Biao, who had long enjoyed the reputa-
tion as one of the most talented military commanders of the PLA,had
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been willing to take the position.Lin had been the commander of the
Fourth Field Army, which had fought mostly in the Northeast during
the civil war, and was familiar with the situation in Manchuria and in
nearby Korea. Furthermore, the four armies (the 38th, 39th, 40th, and
42nd Armies) concentrated in the Chinese-Korean border area were
all units of the former Fourth Field Army,which Lin would more nat-
urally command than other top PLA commanders. Lin, however,
refused to lead Chinese troops to Korea. In the three months from
early July to late September, Mao and other members of the CCP
Politburo Standing Committee had inquired several times about Lin’s
intentions concerning commanding Chinese troops in Korea. Lin
stressed consistently that he was unable to accept this duty because of
his poor health. During the CCP leadership’s previous discussions
about the necessity of sending Chinese troops to Korea, Lin expressed
strong reservations. He believed that as the PRC faced tremendous
challenges at home and abroad and as the United States was techno-
logically superior to China, China should not put itself into a direct
military confrontation with the United States. In early October, Lin
was preparing to travel to the Soviet Union for medical treatment.
The combination of all these factors made Lin an impossible choice.59

Mao and top CCP leaders briefly considered Su Yu, vice comman-
der of the Third Field Army, who had been responsible for organizing
the Taiwan campaign since mid-1949. In early July, at the two confer-
ences chaired by Zhou Enlai, the CMC even made the decision to
appoint Su as the commander of the NEBDA. But Su was later hos-
pitalized for medical treatment, eliminating him from consideration.60

Mao’s mind now turned to Peng Dehuai.As one of the creators of
the Chinese Red Army, Peng had fought alongside Mao from the late
1920s and established a prominent reputation as a military leader with
great talent and broad vision. Peng had commanded the First Field
Army, fighting in northwestern China, during the civil war. He had
also served simultaneously as vice commander-in-chief of the PLA
and vice chairman of the CMC, so that his influence extended far
beyond the First Field Army. If selected as the commander for Chi-
nese troops to Korea, he would certainly have had no difficulty in
dealing with commanders from the Fourth Field Army.61 Mao, who
knew Peng very well, had considered asking him to lead the troops in
Korea even before the Inchon landing. In a telegram to Peng on
August 27 Mao informed him that “in order to accommodate the
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current situation,” the CCP leadership believed that “it was necessary
to concentrate twelve armies for emergencies,” and that Peng would
“be invited to Beijing for a direct consultation at the end of Septem-
ber.”62 At the October 2 meeting, Mao proposed Peng as the com-
mander of the Chinese army in Korea.The proposal was immediate-
ly seconded by Zhu De, commander-in-chief of the PLA and Peng’s
close personal friend. The decision was made, contingent on the
agreement of Peng himself.63

When should China enter the war? This was another problem the
meeting addressed. The answer depended basically on two factors:
how soon might the NEBDA complete final preparations and how
much time would be allowed by the development of the Korean sit-
uation?The meeting decided that Chinese troops would enter Korea
around October 15. In other words, the NEBDA should be ready to
begin war operations in less than two weeks.64

The meeting also discussed how to establish effective Chinese-
Soviet cooperation over China’s entry into the Korean War. Mao
obviously felt that this was the right time to make a comprehensive
response to Stalin’s request, which he had received two weeks earlier.
Before the end of the meeting, Mao suggested that he should person-
ally cable Stalin to inform him of the decision so that Beijing and
Moscow could work out details for wartime Chinese-Soviet military
cooperation.The meeting approved this suggestion.65

Right after the meeting, Mao sent a lengthy telegram to Stalin,
summarizing the Chinese leaders’ basic assessment of the risks
involved in China’s entry into the Korean War, the goals they hoped
to achieve by sending troops to Korea, and the means through which
these goals could be realized:

(1) We have decided to send a portion of our troops, under the name
of [the Chinese] Volunteers, to Korea, assisting the Korean comrades
to fight the troops of the United States and its running dog Syngman
Rhee. We regarded the mission as necessary. If Korea were com-
pletely occupied by the Americans and the Korean revolutionary force
were fundamentally destroyed, the American invaders would be more
rampant, and such a situation would be very unfavorable to the whole
East. (2) We realize that since we have decided to send Chinese troops
to Korea to fight the Americans, we must first be able to solve the
problem, that is, we are prepared to wipe out the invaders from the
United States and from other countries, and [thus] drive them out [of
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Korea]; second, since Chinese troops will fight American troops in
Korea (although we will use the name of the Chinese Volunteers), we
must be prepared for an American declaration of war on China. We
must be prepared for the possible bombardments by American air
forces of many Chinese cities and industrial bases, and for attacks by
American naval forces on China’s coastal areas. (3) Of the two ques-
tions, the first one is whether the Chinese troops would be able to
wipe out American troops in Korea, thus effectively resolving the
Korean problem. If our troops could annihilate American troops in
Korea, especially the Eighth Army (a competent veteran U.S. army),
the whole situation would become favorable to the revolutionary
front and China, even though the second question (that the United
States declares war on China) would still remain as a serious question.
In other words, the Korean problem will end in fact with the defeat
of American troops (although the war might not end in name, because
the United States would not recognize the victory of Korea for a long
period). If so, even though the Untied States declared war on China,
the confrontation would not be a large-scale one, nor would it last
very long. We consider that the most unfavorable situation would be
that the Chinese forces fail to destroy American troops in large num-
bers in Korea, thus resulting in a stalemate, and that, at the same time,
the United States openly declares war on China, which would be
detrimental to China’s economic reconstruction already under way
and would cause dissatisfaction among the national bourgeoisie and
some other sectors of the people (who are absolutely afraid of war). (4)
Under the current situation, we have decided, starting on October 15,
to move the twelve divisions, which have been earlier transferred to
southern Manchuria, into suitable areas in North Korea (not necessar-
ily close to the 38th parallel); these troops will only fight the enemy
that venture to attack areas north of the 38th parallel; our troops will
maintain a defensive warfare, while fighting with small groups of ene-
mies and learning about the situation in every respect. Meanwhile, our
troops will be awaiting the arrival of Soviet weapons and to be
equipped with those weapons. Only then will our troops, in cooper-
ation with the Korean comrades, launch a counter-offensive to
destroy the invading American forces. (5) According to our informa-
tion, every U.S. army (two infantry divisions and one mechanized
division) is armed with 1500 pieces of artillery of various calibers rang-
ing from 70mm to 240mm, including tank guns and anti-aircraft guns,
while each of our armies (three divisions) is equipped with only 36
pieces of such artillery. The enemy would control the air while our air
force, which has just started its training, will not be able to enter the
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war with some 300 planes until February 1951. Therefore, at present,
we are not assured that our troops are able to wipe out an entire U. S.
army once and for all. But since we have decided to go into the war
against the Americans, we should be prepared so that, when the U.S.
high command musters up one complete army to fight us in one cam-
paign, we should be able to concentrate our forces four times larger
than the enemy (that is, to use four of our armies to fight against one
enemy army) and to use a firing power one and a half to two times
stronger than that of the enemy (that is, to use 2200 to 3000 pieces of
artillery of 70mm caliber and upward to deal with the enemy’s 1500
pieces of artillery of the same calibers), so that we can guarantee a
complete and thorough destruction of one enemy army. (6) In addi-
tion to the above-mentioned twelve divisions, we are transferring
another twenty-four divisions, as the second and third echelons to
assist Korea, from the south of the Yangzi River and the Shannxi-
Ganshu areas to the Long-hai, Tianjin-Pukou, and Beijing-Southern
Manchuria railways; we expect to gradually apply these divisions next
spring and summer in accordance with the situation of the time.66

Interviews with Shi Zhe and Beijing’s military researchers with
access to Mao’s manuscripts suggest that the original text of Mao’s
telegram to Stalin is longer than the published version.Mao also asked
Stalin to deliver to the Chinese large amounts of military equipment,
including tanks, heavy artillery, other heavy and light weapons, and
thousands of trucks, as well as to confirm that the Soviet Union would
provide the Chinese with air support when Chinese troops entered
operations in Korea.67 This telegram, and other available materials,
places us in a position to answer several crucial questions:

First, what sort of a war did Chinese leaders anticipate they would
be fighting in Korea? As Mao indicated,he understood that once Chi-
nese troops entered a direct military confrontation with the United
States the possibility existed that the United States might formally
declare war on China and that American naval and air forces might
attack China’s coastal areas. Mao did not fear this prospect. He
believed that even if the United States were to declare war on China,
the focus of the war would still be in the Korean peninsula. If Chinese
forces were able to eliminate American troops on the Korean battle-
field, it would be unlikely that the confrontation between China and
the United States would change into a total war.As far as the duration
of China’s intervention was concerned, Mao stressed that after focus-
ing on the defensive in the initial stage of the confrontation, Chinese
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troops, if properly equipped by the Soviets, would begin an offensive
to “annihilate the enemy.” In other words,Mao did not anticipate that
China would be involved in a long war.68 It is also noticeable that
Mao’s analysis of America’s military power focused on the conven-
tional strength of the traditional three services. Nowhere did Mao
mention America’s nuclear power.This indicates again that Mao did
not believe that the atomic bomb would be used on the Korean bat-
tlefield. All this demonstrates that when Mao and top CCP leaders
made the decision to send Chinese troops to Korea, they were look-
ing forward to a regional war, a conventional war, a short war, and a
limited war.They did not anticipate that China’s intervention would
either lead to a world war involving the two superpowers or evolve
into a nuclear slaughter.

Second, what goals did Chinese leaders hope to achieve by send-
ing troops to Korea? In this telegram Mao assigned the Chinese troops
the task of “solving the Korean problem.” According to Mao’s own
explanation, this meant that the Chinese troops should be able to
“eliminate the invaders from the United States and from other coun-
tries, and drive them out [of Korea].” Mao mentioned in the telegram
that if the Chinese failed to “eliminate American troops in large num-
bers in Korea,” a stalemate could emerge on the battlefield, putting
China under serious domestic and international pressure.However,he
treated this as no more than the worst possibility.The emphasis of his
perceived war aims was clearly on a total victory over the United
States and its “lackeys.”69 Against this background, when Mao talked
about “the settlement of the Korean problem,” his vision went far
beyond the Korean peninsula and China.He linked the “settlement of
the Korean problem” with its influence on the “whole East.”When
Mao considered the negative impact if Beijing failed to send troops to
Korea,he emphasized that this could result in an unfavorable situation
in the overall confrontation between the “reactionary forces” and the
“revolutionary forces” in the East.And when he stressed the necessi-
ty of China’s entry into the war, he made it clear that this would serve
to promote the Eastern revolution.

Third, what were the basic conditions underlying Mao’s pursuit of
a victorious war in Korea? Mao acknowledged in this telegram that
the United States possessed technological superiority as well as the
domination of the air.But Mao believed that this could be handled by
Chinese troops if properly equipped by the Soviets and supported by
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the Soviet air force. Furthermore, Mao relied on China’s superior
manpower and his belief in the higher morale of Chinese soldiers. He
was confident that the Chinese Communists would be able to adopt
the strategy that they had so successfully used in China’s civil war, that
is,“to concentrate our own forces four times larger than the enemy”
to separate and annihilate the enemy. Mao even perceived that by
using this strategy the Chinese would be able to annihilate an entire
American army on the Korean battlefield. It is apparent that Mao’s
confidence in a Chinese victory over the United States was largely
based on the reliability of the Chinese-Soviet strategic alliance, as well
as on the CCP’s own military experience.

In retrospect,Mao’s perceptions proved to be only partially correct.
As Mao predicted here, the direct Chinese-American military con-
frontation in Korea remained a regional, conventional, and limited
war, although it lasted longer than Mao expected. During the practi-
cal course of China’s military intervention in Korea, however, Mao
and other Chinese leaders discovered that the United States was a
resourceful enemy and the Soviet Union an uncertain ally.The CCP’s
long-established military and political strategies, including “separating
and annihilating the enemy by concentrating our own forces,”“fight-
ing at close quarters and fighting in the dark,” and “strengthening the
military quality of the troops through widespread and profound polit-
ical mobilization,” would not be enough to bring about a Chinese
victory in Korea. Mao and his fellow CCP leaders would gradually
realize that they had underestimated both the determination of the
Americans to fight in Korea and the effects of modern technology and
military equipment in modern warfare.The Chinese-North Korean
forces, although outnumbering the UN forces, could not overcome
inadequate military equipment, vulnerable supply lines, and lack of air
support.This made Mao’s plan of “driving Americans out of the Kore-
an peninsula” unfeasible. Moreover, Mao and his fellow Chinese lead-
ers would find Stalin to be much less trustworthy than they initially
believed. Mao would get far less support from Moscow than he had
hoped to receive.As a result,Mao would be forced to redefine China’s
aims during the course of the Korean War and, in the long run, to
redefine China’s security strategy and foreign policy.70

Mao, of course, could not have foreseen these problems on Octo-
ber 2,1950.Although under huge psychological pressure,Mao did not
lack self-confidence. For him, the problem now was how to get the
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Politburo’s backing for the decision, and how to implement it.He was
a soldier willing to face one of the most difficult challenges in his life.

Several hours after Mao sent off this crucial telegram to Stalin,Bei-
jing issued another warning to the United States. Early on the next
morning, Zhou Enlai arranged an emergency meeting with the Indi-
an ambassador Panikkar. Zhou asked Panikkar to convey a message to
the Americans:“The American forces are trying to cross the 38th par-
allel and to expand the war. If they really want to do this, we will not
sit still without doing anything.We will be forced to intervene [women
yao guan].”71

Why did Zhou send off this message after top CCP leaders had
made the primary decision to enter the Korean War? In the past,
without an understanding of the relationship between Beijing’s deci-
sion to enter the war and Zhou’s issuance of this warning,many schol-
ars of the Korean War took this as evidence that Beijing did not want
a direct military confrontation with the United States.This warning
served as the last chance to avoid direct Chinese-American con-
frontation, scholars argue, and if Washington had responded seriously
to this warning and ordered the UN forces not to cross the 38th par-
allel, China’s military intervention could have been averted. Zhou’s
warning has thus been taken by many scholars both in the West and
in China as the single most important piece of evidence supporting
the argument that the Beijing leadership sent Chinese troops to Korea
only to protect the safety of the Sino-Korean border.72

We now know that top Chinese leaders had made the primary
decision to enter the war before Zhou’s warning, not after it.A ques-
tion thus emerges:What was the real meaning of Zhou’s warning? To
answer this question is obviously not an easy task, especially because
we have no way to creep into the minds of Mao, Zhou, and other
CCP leaders.While one cannot exclude the possibility that Chinese
leaders sent off the warning for the purpose of avoiding China’s mil-
itary involvement at the final moment,73 one should not merely rely
on the apparent meaning of Zhou’s statement. Combining the clues
available now, two hypothetical alternative interpretations are offered
here. First, Zhou’s statement could have been designed to serve
China’s last-minute military preparations. In a military sense, as the
Chinese were then still not fully ready to enter the war and as UN
forces were advancing northward rapidly, top Beijing leaders must
have realized that the UN forces could reach the Chinese-Korean
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borders before they could act. If so, they would lose the grounds on
which to send in Chinese troops. By giving the Americans a clear
warning, they may have hoped to delay the advance of UN forces,
winning valuable time to complete final preparations.

Second, Zhou’s statement could have been made for political con-
siderations. Eager to use “The Great Movement to Resist America
and Assist Korea” as a means to mobilize the Chinese nation as well
to promote China’s prestige and influence in the world,Mao and Bei-
jing leaders may have concluded that a warning would further justify
China’s interference in the Korean War at home and abroad. If the
United States failed to heed the warning (Beijing leaders obviously
believed that the United States would continue the march), Mao and
the CCP leadership would be in a stronger position to tell their own
people and peoples in other parts of the world that they had tried
everything before resorting to force.The Beijing leaders’ considera-
tions behind Zhou’s warning could well offer another strong case for
the political scientist Richard Ned Lebow’s argument that “justifica-
tions of hostility crises serve to mobilize domestic and foreign support
for an impending war and deprive an adversary of such support.”74

The Politburo Backs Mao

At 10 a.m., October 4, a Russian-made Iliushin-14 plane landed on
the airport of Xian, the largest city in Northwestern China.Within an
hour, Peng Dehuai, then chairman of the Military and Administrative
Committee of the Northwest and commander of the PLA’s North-
west Military Region, boarded the plane.Mao and Zhou had ordered
Peng to come to Beijing without any delay, so Peng did not have time
to say goodbye to his colleagues before boarding the plane, which
took off immediately, heading for Beijing via Taiyuan.75

While Peng was on his way to Beijing, an emergency meeting of
the CCP Central Committee Politburo began around 3 p.m. in
Zhongnanhai. The central topic of the meeting was the Politburo
Standing Committee’s decision to send Chinese troops to Korea.
Those at the meeting included almost all members of the CCP Polit-
buro and other key leaders: Mao Zedong, Zhu De, Liu Shaoqi, Zhou
Enlai, Ren Bishi, Chen Yun, Kang Sheng, Gao Gang, Peng Zhen,
Dong Biwu, Lin Boqü, Deng Xiaoping, Zhang Wentian and Li
Fuchun. Peng Dehuai arrived at the meeting at about 5 p.m.Yang
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Shangkun, director of the Office of the CCP Central Committee,
and Hu Qiaomu, director of the Central Information Agency, also
attended.76

Mao announced at the beginning of the meeting that the Politburo
Standing Committee had made the decision to send troops to Korea.
Because of the importance of the decision, Mao asked “those attend-
ing the meeting to list the possible disadvantages involved in dis-
patching [Chinese] troops to Korea.”77 Following Mao’s call, most
people attending the meeting expressed their reservations about the
decision to enter the war; and, surprisingly, their views prevailed dur-
ing the first day’s meeting.78 Their opinions can be summarized as
three main arguments. First, having experienced decades of wars,
China faced tremendous economic and financial problems.To achieve
economic recovery and reconstruction, China needed a period of
peaceful recuperation.To send troops into Korea might cause discon-
tent at home. Second, China faced difficult political problems. The
country had not been finally unified, and Taiwan and some offshore
islands were still controlled by remnants of the GMD. Furthermore,
land reform was just beginning in many “recently liberated areas.”To
participate in the Korean War would weaken the efforts to solve these
problems.Third, the Chinese army would meet in Korea a geograph-
ic situation completely different from that of China, and would have
to conduct warfare without control of the air or guarantees of logis-
tic supply.They could therefore suffer in face of superior American
weapons and equipment.79 Mao did not directly rebut these opinions,
but before the adjournment of the October 4 meeting he revealed his
disagreement to them:“All you have said is not without ground. But
when other people are in a crisis, how can we stand aside with our
arms folded.This will make me feel sad.”80The meeting was to resume
the next day.

Mao’s determination to enter the war, obviously, had not been
weakened by the reservations of his comrades. Indeed, these argu-
ments proved only that the difficulties involved in sending Chinese
troops to Korea did not go beyond what he had contemplated. And
he may also have felt that some of the problems listed by his comrades,
such as the necessity of further consolidation of the new Communist
regime, would be better solved if China could win a major con-
frontation with the United States. As the paramount leader of the
party who had established his leading authority during the long
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course of the Chinese Communist revolution, Mao remained confi-
dent of his own judgment and of his ability to convince his comrades
of the correctness of his determination.

The key person, in Mao’s view,was Peng Dehuai.Peng came to the
meeting with no preparation for discussions about sending Chinese
troops to Korea. He arrived late and did not speak at the meeting.81

But as the Politburo Standing Committee meeting of October 2 had
already decided to ask Peng to command Chinese troops to Korea, his
attitude toward intervention would have decisive influence on other
people.

On the morning of October 5 Mao asked Deng Xiaoping to meet
Peng at his hotel room and then accompany him to Mao’s quarters for
an exchange of opinions.As soon as Peng arrived at Mao’s office,Mao
told him that the situation in Korea was extremely urgent, that the
UN forces had crossed the 38th parallel, and that China had an oblig-
ation to send troops to Korea. The difficulties involved in sending
troops to Korea were obvious, Mao asserted, but there were advan-
tages that favored the decision to enter the war. Mao asked Peng to
state his opinions frankly.Peng,who had spent most of the night care-
fully considering Mao’s decision to dispatch troops to Korea,had con-
cluded that the decision was correct because it “not only combined
the ideal of internationalism with considerations of patriotism, but
was also crucial to the safety of China’s Northeastern borders.”The
chairman, excited by Peng’s response, asked him if he was willing to
command Chinese troops in Korea. He explained that Lin Biao had
been the first choice but had refused the appointment, claiming that
he was physically unfit.The chairman stressed again that the situation
in Korea was extremely urgent, that the UN forces were marching
toward Pyongyang, and that it would be too late to send troops to
Korea if the enemy forces reached the Yalu River. He argued that “we
have to move forward immediately.” After a brief moment, Peng
agreed to take command of Chinese troops in Korea.A relieved Mao
asked Peng to express his opinions when the Politburo meeting
resumed the same afternoon. Peng’s acceptance of the duty to com-
mand Chinese troops played a key role in enhancing Mao’s control of
the decision-making process.82

The Politburo meeting resumed in the afternoon. Peng, following
Mao’s instructions, spoke firmly in support of sending troops to
Korea. He stressed that if U.S. forces reached the Yalu River, they
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could easily find an excuse to invade China; if China failed to enter
the war until after the U.S. had occupied the entire Korean Peninsu-
la, the situation would become more complicated. Disagreeing that
sending troops to Korea would slow political consolidation at home,
Peng emphasized that by entering the Korean War, the CCP would
have an opportunity to beat both the arrogance of the United States
and the bluster of reactionaries at home. Peng concluded that it was
absolutely necessary to send troops to Korea.83

Peng’s speech transformed the mood of the meeting, and the dis-
cussion now centered on the advantages of sending troops to Korea.
The participants finally reached a series of consensuses: First, the
Korean problem was not an isolated one. It had become the focus of
the confrontation between the socialist camp and the imperialist camp
in the East, perhaps even in the world.The purpose of sending troops
to Korea was not only to rescue Korea, but also, and more important,
to defend and promote an Asian and world revolution. Second, the
safety of Korea was closely linked to the security of China. If the
Americans reached the Yalu River, China would lose an important
strategic buffer zone and face a heavy burden in defending its North-
east border.Third, comparing China’s situation with that of the Unit-
ed States, China was superior in terms of manpower, moral strength,
and support from the people, which would balance China’s inferior-
ity in terms of weapons and equipment.84The meeting formally con-
firmed Peng Dehuai’s appointment. Mao concluded the meeting,
stressing the necessity to enter the Korean War: “We have now only
one choice, that is,no matter how many difficulties or dangers we may
encounter, we have to send troops to Korea immediately, before
Pyongyang is occupied by the enemy.”85

The Politburo’s meeting on October 4 and 5 was not a decision-
making one in a strict sense, because the key decision had been made
by the Politburo Standing Committee on October 2. Mao’s purpose
was to secure acceptance of his decision to enter the Korean War.To
achieve this objective, Mao adopted the tactics that he had used with
such sophistication since having become the paramount leader of the
CCP: he first encouraged all members of the Politburo to express
their opinions, especially the opinions that were different from his
own,and then he used his wisdom and authority to persuade his com-
rades to yield to his ideas. Mao himself called this process “democrat-
ic centralism,” a reflection of the combination of Leninist principles
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with an enlightened emperor’s “way of dealing with different opin-
ions” in traditional Chinese political culture (na jian zhi dao). Mao
proved himself a master at dominating the party’s decision-making
apparatus.

After the meeting, Mao invited Zhou Enlai, Gao Gang, and Peng
Dehuai to dine with him.They further discussed the concrete prob-
lems involved in implementing the decision to send troops to Korea.
Mao stressed again that Chinese troops needed to enter Korea
quickly, and he worried that any delay could result in fatal conse-
quences. He directed Peng and Gao to travel to Shenyang as soon as
possible to convey the decision to commanders above the division
level of the NEBDA.The troops of the Border Defense Army, Mao
emphasized, should enter Korea by October 15. At the same time,
Zhou Enlai would fly to the Soviet Union to finalize details of Sovi-
et air support for Chinese land forces and supply of military equip-
ment.86

The next morning, Zhou Enlai chaired an enlarged meeting of
the CMC, the focus of which was supposedly on how to guarantee
logistical support for Chinese troops in Korea and how Peng would
form his headquarters. Lin Biao, however, again expressed his reser-
vations. He stressed that fighting the Americans was a very different
matter from the CCP’s previous experience of fighting the GMD.
As the United States possessed modernized military forces and the
atomic bomb, argued Lin, Chinese troops engaged in direct con-
frontation with the Americans would suffer severe losses. Zhou
immediately criticized Lin in stern terms, emphasizing that the
decision to send troops to Korea had been made by Mao and the
Central Committee and that the remaining problem was how to
carry out the decision. The meeting decided that Nie Rongzhen
would take charge of general logistical matters and that Peng’s head-
quarters would be established on the basis of that of the 13th Army
Corps.This meeting also confirmed that Zhou Enlai would visit the
Soviet Union to expedite the delivery of Soviet military supplies to
China.87

Mao met again with Peng and Gao on October 7 to discuss a few
details concerning the command and logistical systems for Chinese
troops going to Korea. Mao suggested to Peng that he establish his
headquarters in a hidden location north of the Yalu River to guar-
antee his safety. Peng believed it better for him to be with Kim Il-
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sung to coordinate the operations of Chinese troops with those of
the North Korean forces. Peng also stressed the need to maintain
secrecy before Chinese troops entered operations. He recommend-
ed that even after the fighting started, the Xinhua New Agency
should be restricted in reporting the activities of Chinese troops.
Mao agreed.88

The Issuance of the Order

The time for action had arrived. The Americans further justified
Mao’s decision to enter the Korean War at this moment. On October
7, the UN General Assembly, at the urging of the United States,
approved the establishment of a UN Commission of the Unification
and Rehabilitation of Korea.The same day, the American First Caval-
ry Division crossed the 38th parallel. Zhou’s warning made through
Ambassador Pannikar had been totally ignored. Mao now had every
reason to tell his comrades that to enter the war was the only choice.
On October 8, in the name of the chairman of the Chinese People’s
Revolutionary Military Commission, Mao issued the order to send
Chinese troops to Korea:

(1) In order to assist the Korean people’s war of liberation, repel the
invasion launched by the American imperialists and their running
dogs, and to defend the interests of the Korean people, the Chinese
people and the people of all Eastern countries, it has been ordered
that the Northeast Border Defense Army be turned into the Chinese
People’s Volunteers and that the Chinese People’s Volunteers move
immediately into the territory of Korea to assist the Korean com-
rades in their struggle against the invaders and to strive for a glorious
victory. (2) The Chinese People’s Volunteers comprises the 13th
Army Corps and its constituents including the 38th, 39th, 40th, and
42nd Armies, and the Border Defense Artillery Headquarters and its
First, Second, and Eighth Artillery Divisions. All the above-men-
tioned units are required to complete preparations immediately and
get ready for the order to begin operations. (3) Comrade Peng
Dehuai is appointed as the Commander and Political Commissar of
the Chinese People’s Volunteers. (4) The Chinese People’s Volun-
teers will take the Northeast Administrative Region as its general
logistical base. Comrade Gao Gang, commander and political com-
missar of the Northeast Military Region, will take full charge of
coordinating and guaranteeing all requisitions for supplies from the
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rear base, as well as for the assistance provided to Korean comrades.
(5) When moving into Korean territory, the Chinese People’s Vol-
unteers must demonstrate friendship and respect for the Korean peo-
ple, for the Korean People’s Army, for the Democratic Government
of Korea, for the Workers’ Party of Korea (the Korean Communist
Party) and other democratic parties, and for Kim Il-sung, the leader
of the Korean people. They must strictly comply with military and
political discipline. This is a very important political precondition
through which the fulfillment of the military operations is ensured.
(6) [The Chinese People’s Volunteers] must fully anticipate all kinds
of difficult situations that they may, and will, encounter and must be
prepared to exercise a high degree of enthusiasm, courage, caution,
and a spirit of perseverance in overcoming these difficulties. At the
present moment, the general international and domestic situations
are favorable to us, but unfavorable to the aggressors; if only our
comrades are resolute, brave, good at working with the local people
and good at fighting against the aggressors, the final victory will be
ours.89

Why did Mao call the Chinese troops going to Korea “Chinese Peo-
ple’s Volunteers”? Before the Inchon landing, as Mao and the CCP
leadership contemplated sending troops to Korea, they discussed
what to call these troops.To minimize risk of a formal war with the
United States and to follow the original assumption that Chinese
troops would play only a supplementary role in the fighting, Mao
and the CCP leadership were inclined to call Chinese troops in
Korea “Chinese People’s Supporters.”After Inchon, the implications
of China’s intervention changed dramatically. In further discussions
on how to describe Chinese troops in Korea, Huang Yanpei, a pro-
Communist “democratic figure,” then China’s vice premier, suggest-
ed that it would be better to call Chinese troops in Korea “volun-
teers.” Mao and other CCP leaders immediately saw the merits of
this suggestion. By calling Chinese troops in Korea volunteers, they
would be able to better convince the Chinese people of the moral
justification of the intervention, while at the same time alleging that
Chinese troops were organized on an unofficial basis, thus reducing
the risk of a formal war with the United States and other Western
countries.90

Mao’s emphasis that the CPV should demonstrate “friendship and
respect” to Kim Il-sung, the Korean party, and the Korean people was
not just propaganda. For the chairman, Kim’s cooperation concerned
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both the effectiveness and significance of China’s intervention in
Korea:While the wholehearted cooperation of Kim and his comrades
would better guarantee the success of China’s war effort, the new
China’s influence and prestige would be significantly enhanced if the
Chinese could prove that their intervention in the war did not aim to
extend China’s political control over Korea but to fulfill true “inter-
nationalist obligations.”

Mao was now ready to give Kim’s and Pak’s formal request an affir-
mative response. He sent a telegram to Kim Il-sung via the Chinese
embassy in Korea on the evening of October 8, formally informing
him that China had decided to “dispatch the Volunteers to Korea to
assist you in fighting against the aggressors.” Mao asked Kim to send
Pak Il-yu immediately to Shenyang to meet Peng Dehuai and Gao
Gang to “discuss a series of concrete problems concerning the CPV’s
entering fighting in Korea.”91 Late that evening Ni Zhiliang and Chai
Chengwen arrived at Kim’s underground headquarters in Pyongyang
and delivered Mao’s telegram.92 The Chinese war machine was now
in motion.

The process leading to the decision to intervene was not straightfor-
ward. Under the shadow of the grave impacts of the Inchon landing,
Beijing leaders had to consider the implications of the northward
movement of UN forces, to coordinate with both Moscow and
Pyongyang, and, most important of all, to unify party leaders. Mao
played a crucial role in leading the CCP leadership toward interven-
tion. His opening statement at the October 2 Political Bureau Stand-
ing Committee meeting,which was apparently the result of his exten-
sive considerations during those sleepless days and nights after Inchon,
set up the basic tones for the decision-making process.The following
debates among top Beijing leaders about the necessity of sending
troops to Korea were substantial, but had never got out of Mao’s con-
trol. In fact, the opposition opinions from other Beijing leaders
strengthened, rather than weakened, Mao’s determination. Conse-
quently, twenty-three days after the Inchon landing, eight days after
the South Korean troops crossed the 38th parallel, and one day after
American forces entered North Korean territory, Mao ordered “Chi-
nese People’s Volunteers” to enter the war. To turn the order into
action, though, Mao and the Beijing leadership still had things to do:
to further mobilize the country, to consolidate the consensus of the
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party leadership, to push the troops to complete the final preparations,
and, not least of all, to make sure that when Chinese troops were
engaged in operations Soviet air forces would be with them. The
issuance of the October 8 order, therefore, did not conclude Beijing’s
path to intervention.
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Peng Dehuai and Gao Gang flew from Beijing to
Shenyang early in the morning of October 8. They had about one
week’s time to solve any remaining problems before Chinese troops
had to cross the Yalu.A few hours later, another plane flew Zhou Enlai
to the Soviet Union. His task was to meet Stalin to finalize the Chi-
nese-Soviet cooperation in Korea. In the meantime, Mao and his col-
leagues in Beijing wasted no time in considering how to accelerate
military preparations, to further mobilize the country, as well as to
make certain that when China was in a war its domestic situation
would remain stable. The road leading to China’s intervention in
Korea had now reached the final stage, but the test for the Beijing
leadership’s war decision, as we shall see, was not yet over.

Domestic Mobilization Expanded

Mao had always been a believer that military actions should serve the
party’s political needs, and that intensive mass mobilization would best
guarantee successful military operations. When he ordered Chinese
troops to enter the Korean War, he endeavored to push the “Great
Movement to Resist America and Assist Korea” to a new high peak.
Following Mao’s instructions,cadres of the CCP Central Committee’s
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Propaganda Department began in early October to work on a docu-
ment offering guidelines for the movement. Mao supervised the
drafting of the document, personally revising its contents and polish-
ing its wording. A draft of this inner-party document was ready
around the time when Mao issued the order to enter the war. After
several revisions, including the revision by Mao himself, the document
was finally issued to all party organs on October 26, entitled “The
CCP Central Committee’s Directives on the Current Situation.” On
November 5, the Xinhua News Agency, on the basis of this docu-
ment, issued another more detailed,openly circulated document,enti-
tled “How to Regard the United States (Outlines for Propagan-
da).”These important documents not only reveal the series of consid-
erations underlying the CCP leadership’s decision to enter the Korean
War but also offer clues crucial for an understanding of why Mao was
willing to risk a major confrontation with the United States.1

A central task of the “Great Movement to Resist America and Assist
Korea,” according to these documents, was “how to regard the Unit-
ed States correctly.” Historically, they argued, many Chinese had been
either deceived by the “outward appearance of American democracy”
or psychologically overwhelmed by the strength of the United States.
These Chinese thus believed that China should “learn from the Unit-
ed States,” that China’s modernization needed America’s support, and
that China could not afford to offend Americans.The Beijing leader-
ship emphasized that “it was reactionary to be pro-America” and that
“it was wrong to either adore or to be afraid of the Untied States.”

Beijing leaders therefore established the goals for a nation-wide
propaganda movement aimed at “exposing the real nature of U.S.
imperialism,” placing emphasis on three points. First, both from his-
torical and current perspectives the United States was China’s enemy:
historically the United States had persistently pursued extraterritori-
ality and privileges through unequal treaties with China; currently the
United States had invaded Korea and Taiwan, threatening China’s
security. Second, it was a myth that the United States was a “democ-
ratic and peace-loving” country. In reality, the “reactionary ruling
classes” in the United States were exploiting and oppressing the work-
ing masses at home and making the United States “the bastion of
international wars of aggression” abroad.Third, the United States was
by nature a “paper tiger.” It was politically isolated in the world as the
result of its reactionary policies and militarily weak because of the
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contradictions between America’s limited resources and Washington’s
unlimited aims of expansion. As a result, China’s confrontation with
the United States was both necessary and reasonable—because the
United States was China’s enemy and because China could defeat the
United States.

Beijing leaders offered four arguments to bolster their claim that
the United States was militarily vulnerable. First of all, since Washing-
ton had committed itself to Europe, Asia, and almost everywhere in
the world, it could not possibly hold all fronts. Second, the United
States, as a country located in the western hemisphere, was almost
halfway across the earth from East Asia. American troops and war
materials needed to travel across the Pacific Ocean for operations in
Korea.This would greatly restrict “the American capacity for logisti-
cal supply and military reinforcement.”Third, the United States had
limited human resources to spend in the Korean War and American
soldiers did not like to fight in a remote foreign land. The Beijing
leadership estimated that the United States had around 1.45 million
men serving in the armed forces, two thirds of whom were either
inexperienced or non-combat personnel. In comparison, the Chinese
and Korean forces easily outnumbered the Americans and their allies.
Moreover, Chinese and Korean soldiers, fighting to defend their own
homeland, would have a much higher morale than the Americans.
Finally, the United States could not rely on the support of strong allies,
since West Germany and Japan had not been rearmed, and Britain,
France, and Italy were no longer great military powers.

Beijing leaders gave three reasons to persuade the Chinese people
not to fear the prospect of atomic warfare. First, while it was true that
the atomic bomb was a weapon of massive destruction, its power
should not be exaggerated. In fact, they argued, “the atomic bomb
would produce only the effect equal to the accumulation of thousands
of regular bombs,” which might “influence the process of a war but
could not decide the fate of a war.” Second, considering the nature of
the atomic bomb, it could not be used everywhere.“As the bomb had
such capacity for destruction, it could not be used in a battle engag-
ing the troops of the two sides; otherwise, the users’ troops would also
be destroyed.” Furthermore, as the bomb had such a concentrated,
massive power of destruction, it would be less threatening to a vast
country like China than to the United States and other Western
industrial countries which were heavily dependent on a few big
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industrial centers.Third, the United Stated had to consider the fact
that it was no longer in a position to monopolize the bomb.“If the
United States dared to use it, it would naturally face retaliation, and
this would be most horrible for the United States, which had a con-
centrated industry.”

In order to “combine patriotism and nationalism with internation-
alism,” Beijing leaders adopted “resist America and assist Korea, and
defend our home and our country”as the central slogan for the “Great
Movement to Resist America and Assist Korea.” They stressed the
importance of establishing a close relationship between “the deep-
rooted patriotic and nationalist feeling” of every common Chinese
and the great task of “beating American imperialists in Korea.”They
called on the Chinese people to “hate the U.S. imperialists,” to “dis-
dain the U.S. imperialists,” and to “look down on the U.S. imperial-
ists.” In short, the Chinese people, as Mao repeatedly emphasized, had
to “beat American arrogance.”

These instructions illustrated again the Beijing leadership’s inten-
tion to change the external pressure caused by the Korean crisis into
a driving force for promoting the continuation of the great Chinese
revolution.Mao believed that nothing could be more appealing to the
Chinese people’s profound nationalist feelings than the prospect of
defeating a powerful enemy like the United States in a major military
confrontation. The new China’s successful confrontation with the
United States, even at a heavy price,would inculcate into the Chinese
people a new mentality combining the inner acceptance of Commu-
nist ideals with the regenerating sense of China as a great nation in the
world.As a result, the CCP would be in a much stronger position to
carry out its plans to transform totally Chinese society, as well as to
expand China’s international influence through the promotion of the
Eastern revolution. Even if China could not defeat the Americans in
the Korean War, it would not represent an intolerable blow to the Bei-
jing leadership. One of Peng Dehuai’s statements, with which Mao
fully agreed, made clear the Beijing leadership’s view of this problem:
“It is necessary to send troops to assist Korea. Even if we were to be
defeated in Korea, this would be no worse than that our victory in the
War of Liberation would come several years later.”2

Mao and the CCP leadership understood what they needed to do
and what they were in a position to do at that moment. On October
10, two days after Mao formally issued the order to send Chinese
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troops to Korea, the CCP Central Committee issued “The Directive
for Correcting the Rightist Tendency in Suppressing Reactionary
Activities.” Criticizing “the failure on the part of many party mem-
bers and cadres” to take “resolute measures to suppress reactionary
activities” in the past several months, the directive stressed that the
entire party should be determined to destroy “all reactionaries and
reactionary activities.”The directive emphasized that the ruthless sup-
pression of reactionary activities was crucial “for guaranteeing the
smooth progress of land reform and economic reconstruction, as well
as for the consolidation and further development of the Chinese peo-
ple’s revolution.”The directive called for “striking the imperialist plot
of sabotage and thoroughly destroying the remnants of Jiang Jieshi
bandits.”3

This directive was certainly an indication of the Beijing leadership’s
concern about creating a stable rear while Chinese troops were
engaged in a major military confrontation with the United States.4 It
reflected also the CCP’s need to achieve an absolute control over Chi-
nese society.The CCP leaders understood that “the most ruthless sup-
pression of the counter-revolutionaries, spies, saboteurs, and landlord-
tyrants who were the most reactionary under the premise of resisting
and assisting Korea would not only be fully supported by the labour-
ing people but would also be favored by members of the upper bour-
geoisie class and upper intellectuals.”5 As a matter of fact, although
most violent, anti-Communist activities existed in outlying provinces
and regions, the emphasis of the “suppression of reactionary activities”
lay in urban areas.6With the introduction of the October 10 directive,
a nationwide mass movement aimed at “suppressing reactionary activ-
ities”quickly emerged together with the “Great Movement of Resist-
ing America and Assisting Korea.” By May 1951, more than 2.5 mil-
lion “reactionaries” had been arrested and 710,000 were executed.7

CCP leaders justified such widespread terror on the grounds that oth-
erwise the newly established Republic would be in danger.8 The
movement thus became one of the most important domestic cam-
paigns in the first years of the PRC.9

Military Preparations further Accelerated

The issuance of the order to enter the Korean War made military
preparations a more urgent task than ever before. On the morning of
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October 8, immediately after their arrival in Shenyang, Peng and Gao
met with leading commanders of the 13th Army Corps, including
Deng Hua, Hong Xuezhi, Xie Fang, and Du Ping. Peng conveyed to
them the party leadership’s decision to send troops to Korea and asked
them to try their best to fulfill the tasks assigned by the party.10 That
afternoon, Peng and Gao had a meeting with the leading figures of
the CCP Northeast Bureau and the PLA’s Northeast Military
Region, informing them of the Politburo’s decision to enter the
Korean War. Peng stressed that it was crucial to “send troops to Korea
as soon as possible to fight against the enemy; otherwise, the conse-
quences could be disastrous.” Following the decision of the Politburo,
Peng also asked the Northeast Region to guarantee logistical support
for Chinese troops fighting in Korea.11 In the evening,Peng met with
Pak Il-yu, who had just rushed from Korea to Shenyang. Pak
explained battlefield situation to Peng, asking Chinese troops to enter
Korea in the shortest possible time and, as the first step, to guarantee
the control of Sinuiju and Hamhung.12

On October 9,Peng Dehuai summoned a conference in Shenyang,
attended by all army-level commanders in the CPV.The purpose of
the conference was “to introduce the current situation and the inten-
tions of the Central Committee, as well as to learn about the real
moral status of the troops.”13 Peng emphasized at the conference that
because enemy forces were moving rapidly toward the Yalu,“we have
to compete with the enemy.” Following the instructions of the CCP
leadership, he also made it clear that China “sent troops to Korea for
winning the war while at the same time being prepared to be defeat-
ed.” He asked his subordinates to “strengthen political mobilization of
the troops, helping the cadres and soldiers to establish the determina-
tion to win the war.” He ordered all armies to complete preparations
for battle within ten days, and some units to enter Korea even earli-
er.14 Considering that UN forces still controlled the air, Xie Fang,
now the CPV’s chief of staff, suggested that Chinese troops should
cross the river under darkness to maintain secrecy. Peng agreed.15

The same evening, Peng took a train to Andong, so that he could
be in a more direct position to monitor the movement of UN troops
and to discover any problem still existing in Chinese military prepa-
rations. Informed that UN forces had about 400,000 soldiers, includ-
ing around 10 divisions or 130,00 front-line troops, Peng concluded
that he needed reinforcements to enable his troops to overwhelm UN
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forces in the initial confrontation. He cabled to Mao on the evening
of October 9:“Originally we planned to send out two armies and two
artillery divisions. . . . Now we have decided to change our original
plan and to assemble all of our forces [four armies, three artillery divi-
sions, and three antiaircraft artillery regiments] at the south bank of
the Yalu River.” Mao approved this change immediately.16 Peng also
reported to Mao that the largest problem facing the CPV was the lack
of means of transportation.He estimated that the CPV needed at least
700 more trucks and 600 more drivers.17 At 8 p.m. on October 10,
Peng cabled to Mao again, informing him that he would meet Kim
Il-sung in Korea the next day to discuss coordination between Chi-
nese and North Korean troops.18 At this stage, the Chinese troops
were like an arrow on a bowstring—they could enter Korea at any
time.

Moscow’s Renege

The situation, however, changed suddenly at this juncture. At 8:00
p.m. on October 12, Mao sent an urgent telegram to Peng Dehuai,
Gao Gang and other leading figures in the Northeast, ordering them
to stop implementing the war order immediately. Mao directed that
all units of the 13th Army Corps should “stay where they were to
undertake more training, not to begin operations,” and that Peng and
Gao should come back to Beijing for further discussion about the war
decision.19 On the same day, Mao sent another telegram to Rao
Shushi and Chen Yi, respectively political commissar and commander
of the PLA’s East China Military Region, ordering the units under
their command that had served as the NEBDA’s reserve forces to stop
all actions and “stay in their current positions for rectification.” Mao
stressed also that they should “not give any new explanations to our
cadres and the democratic figures [from other parties]” for such a
dramatic change.20 Worrying that Mao’s telegram would not reach
Peng in time (it would take a few hours to translate the telegram from
confidential codes to texts), Nie Rongzhen hurried to the General
Staff ’s operation department to make a long-distance call to Peng,
informing him that he was to return to Beijing immediately to attend
a Politburo meeting which would “reconsider the decision to dispatch
troops to Korea.”21

Mao and the CCP leadership had stopped the movement of Chi-
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nese troops at this late stage because of Stalin. Since late September,
the CCP Politburo had based its decision to enter the war on the
understanding that China would provide the land forces and the Sovi-
et Union the air cover.Mao in his October 2 telegram to Stalin there-
fore requested that the Soviet air force enter Korea to cover Chinese
troops. On October 8, at the same time Mao issued the orders to send
Chinese troops into Korea, Zhou Enlai, together with Shi Zhe, the
interpreter, and Kang Yimin, the confidential secretary, flew to the
Soviet Union to finalize details of Chinese-Soviet military coopera-
tion in Korea, arriving in Moscow on October 10.22 Accompanied by
Bulganin and joined by Lin Biao, now in Russia to receive his med-
ical treatment,23 and Wang Jiaxiang, Chinese ambassador to the Sovi-
et Union, Zhou flew to southern Russia to meet Stalin at his villa on
the Black Sea on the same afternoon.24

The meeting was a long one—lasting from 7 p.m. until 5:00 the
next morning. Chinese participants at the meeting were Zhou Enlai,
Lin Biao, Wang Jiaxiang and Shi Zhe, and the Soviet participants
included Stalin, Malenkov, Beria, Kaganovich, Bulganin, Mikoyan,
Molotov, and N.T. Fedorenko (the Russian interpreter).25

Shi Zhe offers a detailed account of the meeting.The atmosphere
was tense at first because neither side knew the exact stand of the
other. Stalin initiated the conversation by discussing the general situ-
ation in Korea, emphasizing that the North Koreans faced serious dif-
ficulties and that the situation was most urgent. He wanted to know
the view of his Chinese comrades on the situation. Zhou responded,
stressing that China also faced serious difficulties resulting from years
of warfare, and he made it clear that China’s stand was that “it would
be better for us not to enter the Korean War.” Stalin seemed disap-
pointed. He stated that without outside assistance, the North Koreans
could survive for no more than one week. Instead of pressing the Chi-
nese too hard,however,Stalin asked Zhou to consider the tremendous
American menace to China’s security, to the Northeast in particular,
if UN forces reached the Yalu. He commented that American occu-
pation of the entire Korean peninsula would cause a very difficult sit-
uation for both the Soviet Union and China in East Asia. Stalin also
warned the Chinese that even the task of absorbing Korean refugees
could place a heavy burden on the Chinese and they should plan for
this immediately.

Then Stalin made it clear that the Soviet Union was not in a posi-
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tion to send troops to Korea because the Russian border with Korea
was too small and the Soviet Union had already announced a com-
plete withdrawal from Korea. If the Soviet Union sent troops there,
Stalin emphasized, a direct confrontation between the Soviet Union
and the United States could follow. He then suggested that China
send troops to Korea. In order to encourage the Chinese to enter the
war on Kim Il-sung’s behalf, Stalin promised that the Soviet Union
would provide sufficient military equipment and war material for the
Chinese. He mentioned that the Soviet Union had large amounts of
weapons and ammunition left over from the Second World War to
supply the Chinese, and stated that the Soviet air force would defend
China’s Northeast and coastal areas and also cover the Chinese troops
along the Korean side of the Yalu.The discussion then focused on if
and when Soviet air forces would enter Korea. Stalin insisted that
Soviet air force needed more preparations and was therefore unable to
cover Chinese troops in Korea, at least not at first. Zhou told Stalin
that he was not in a position to make the decision on when to enter
the war and that he needed to contact the CCP leadership in Beijing.
Therefore, the meeting was unable to reach any conclusion on
whether or under what conditions China would enter the war.26

Shi Zhe’s account, which outlines the Zhou-Stalin meeting, also
raises  a series of questions.The Beijing leadership had made the deci-
sion to enter the Korean War and conveyed the decision to the North
Koreans, and the Chinese troops gathering on the Chinese-Korean
border were ready to cross the Yalu.Why then did Zhou inform Stal-
in that the Beijing leadership preferred not to enter the war? Is Shi
Zhe’s account reliable? If not, what really occurred during the Stalin-
Zhou meeting? If yes, why did Zhou fail to inform Stalin of the true
intention of the Beijing leadership? In fact, Shi Zhe’s account is not
the only version of the story offered by Chinese sources, and Shi him-
self has been challenged for telling such a seemingly dubious and con-
tradictory story.27 Kang Yimin, the confidential secretary who also
accompanied Zhou to Moscow, for example, claimed that “Shi Zhe
could have been misled by his memory” and offered another version
of the story. He emphasized that the purpose of Zhou’s visit was “to
inform Soviet leaders that China had decided to send troops to resist
America and assist Korea, as well as to ask the Soviet Union to pro-
vide China with military support and send [Soviet] air forces to the
Northeast and such coastal cities as Beijing,Tianjin, and Shanghai.”28
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A brief discussion about the purpose(s) and contents of Zhou’s visit
is therefore in order.Shi Zhe insists that Zhou was to inform the Sovi-
ets that China would not enter the Korean War. After discussing the
matter with Shi Zhe and other researchers in Beijing and checking all
available documentary sources, I believe that Shi Zhe may have con-
fused the contents of Zhou’s statement to Stalin and the purpose of his
visit. In both Shi’s published memoirs and my extensive interviews
with him in August 1992, he also recalled consistently that the central
topic of the Zhou-Stalin meeting was to determine whether the Sovi-
et Union would offer the Chinese troops an air umbrella over Kore-
an territory and, to a lesser degree, if the Soviets could satisfy the mil-
itary needs of Chinese troops fighting in Korea. Several other Chinese
sources have confirmed that Zhou’s visit to the Soviet Union was to
work out the details of Soviet military support to China, especially
securing the Soviet air umbrella.29 One of Mao’s own recollections
helps to clarify the question. In a conversation with Kim Il-sung in
1970, Mao recalled the situation in October 1950:

Although we have placed five armies along the Yalu River, it was dif-
ficult for our Politburo to make the final decision. . . . Stalin was tired
and disappointed and said: “Let it go at that. [suan le ba ].” Then did
you [pointing to Zhou Enlai] visit the Soviet Union? Did you tell him
[Stalin] that we would not send troops to Korea? (Zhou replies: No. I
gave him two options and asked him to make the decision). Oh, yes.
When we were to send troops to Korea, we desperately needed to
make sure that they [the Soviets] would send their air forces to cover
us. At first Molotov agreed, but then Stalin telephoned us saying that
their air forces could not go beyond the Yalu River. Finally we made
the decision and telephoned him that whether the Soviets would dis-
patch its [air] forces to Korea or not, we would go ahead.30

Mao’s statement confirms the main purpose of Zhou’s visit—Zhou
went to the Soviet Union not to call off Beijing’s involvement in the
Korean War but to pursue the best possible deal from Stalin. It also
offers important clues to clarify why Zhou informed Stalin that Bei-
jing preferred not to send troops to Korea—this was possibly a trick
designed by Mao to place more pressure on Stalin. Shi Zhe agrees
with this view, and in our discussions about the Zhou-Stalin meeting
he repeatedly emphasized that by Zhou’s informing Stalin that China
would not enter the Korean War “Mao was intentionally playing with
[wan] Stalin.”31 Considering that during Mao’s visit to the Soviet
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Union he chose not to reveal his true intentions to Stalin, it is fully
reasonable to believe that Mao would repeat the same pattern in other
dealings with him.

Stalin, however, was certainly familiar with this kind of game. He
would not be easily pressed by the Chinese,especially because he must
have learned from the North Koreans that the Chinese had made the
decision to enter the war. He was thus able to carefully design and
stick to his basic stand. He strongly encouraged the Chinese to enter
the war, but he would not allow the Soviet air force to cross the Yalu
River at too early a time. Zhou had no way to further “play with”
Stalin. From a Chinese point of view, however, Stalin’s attitude violat-
ed the Soviet promise in the treaty signed with China eight months
earlier which stated that the Soviets would offer “all-out” support for
the Chinese if the latter entered a military confrontation with the
imperialist countries. It is easy to understand why Stalin’s decision was
viewed by Chinese leaders as nothing less than a betrayal at a time of
real crisis.

Now let us return to the Zhou-Stalin meeting. Probably because
the meeting could not overcome the barrier of air support and, final-
ly, failed to reach a deal acceptable to both sides, Stalin and Zhou
decided to send a telegram jointly to the CCP Central Committee.
The telegram made it clear to Mao and other Beijing leaders that “the
Soviet Union will fully satisfy China’s need for the supply of artillery,
tanks, airplanes, and other military equipment,”but “it will take at least
two or two-and-half months for the Soviet air force to be ready to
support the CPVs’ operations in Korea.”32 Zhou then flew back to
Moscow to wait for Beijing’s response.33

The Second Decision: October 13, 1950

Stalin’s sudden change angered Mao and CCP leaders while at the
same time it created tremendous pressures for them. After receiving
the telegram from Zhou and Stalin,Mao put the CPV’s movement on
hold.34 He and other CCP leaders in Beijing now had to decide if
they would intervene without direct Soviet air support—a very diffi-
cult question. Since early October, after the decision to enter the
Korean War, the chairman and his colleagues had been acting on the
assumption that Chinese troops would have sufficient support from
their Soviet comrades. According to the understanding of Mao and
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the CCP leadership, the Soviet Union would supply the Chinese with
military equipment and war materials, take the responsibility of pro-
tecting important industrial centers in China’s coastal area, and pro-
vide air cover for Chinese ground troops in Korea. When Chinese
troops were about to enter the Korean War, the last issue drew increas-
ing attention from Chinese military planners. For example, at the
October 9 conference attended by army-level commanders in
Shenyang, the officers questioned Peng Dehuai about whether their
troops would be well protected from the air after entering operations
in Korea.Unable to answer this question,Peng and Gao jointly cabled
Mao at 11 a.m., when the meeting was still underway, asking:“How
many bombers and fighters can the CMC send to Korea after our
troops are engaged in operations there? When will [the air force] be
dispatched and who will be in charge?”35

Lack of air cover was also a widespread concern among the low-
level officers and soldiers who were preparing to enter operations in
Korea. According to the memoirs of Jiang Yonghui, then associate
commander of the 38th Army, one of the CPV’s best units, while
responding to soldiers’ inquiries about air support, many platoon and
company commanders responded that with the backing of the pow-
erful motherland as well as the support from the brotherly Soviet
Union, they would get “as many cannons and planes as they want-
ed.”36 The Soviet air umbrella in Korea thus became an issue that
influenced the morale of the Chinese troops.

Gao and Peng quickly returned to Beijing. The CCP politburo
held an emergency meeting on the afternoon of October 13 to dis-
cuss whether China should intervene without Soviet air support.37

Peng Dehuai reported on his talks with Pak Il-yu, the movements of
UN forces, and the status of CPV preparations, making it clear to the
participants that the CPV troops were ready to cross the Yalu.The dis-
cussion then focused on whether China should send troops to Korea
without direct Soviet air support. Reportedly, Peng became angry
when he learned that the Soviet Union would not send its air force
to Korea to cover the Chinese troops, and threatened to resign as the
CPV’s commander.38 Mao again dominated the discussion. He
emphasized to Peng and other participants that although Soviet air
force would not enter Korea in the initial stage of the war, Stalin had
promised air defense over Chinese territory as well as the supply of
large amounts of military equipment to Chinese troops. He asked
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Peng not to resign from his position.39 After weighing the pros and
cons, especially having evaluated the serious consequences of China’s
failure to send troops to Korea, participants reached a consensus that
even without direct Soviet air support in Korea, the Chinese were still
in a position to fight the Americans there.They would now depend
more on Mao’s principles of self-reliance, emphasizing that an army
with higher morale could beat an enemy with superior equipment.
They also believed that if the United States occupied the entire Kore-
an peninsula,China’s immediate security as well as the fate of the rev-
olution in the East would be in severe danger.As a result, the meeting
reaffirmed that, as Mao recalled to Kim Il-sung,“whether or not the
Soviets would dispatch its air forces to Korea, we would go ahead.”40

Peng immediately called his secretary, instructing him to send a most-
urgent telegram to Deng Hua, Xie Fang, and other CPV comman-
ders, ordering CPV units to “accelerate preparations for entering
operations in Korea.”41

After the meeting, Mao telegraphed to Zhou to respond to Zhou’s
and Stalin’s October 11 telegram by summarizing the reasoning and
conclusions of the Politburo meeting:42

(1) As a result of my discussion with the comrades of the Politburo,
we are still convinced that dispatching our troops to Korea would be
beneficial to us. In the first phase of the war, we may concentrate on
fighting the [South Korean] puppet army, which our troops are quite
capable of coping with. We may open up some bases in the moun-
tainous areas north of Wonsan and Pyongyang. This will surely raise
the spirits of the Korean people. If we can eliminate several divisions
of the [South Korean] puppet army in the first phase, the Korean sit-
uation would take a turn in our favor. (2) The adoption of the above-
mentioned active policy will be very important to the interests of
China, Korea, the East, and the whole world. If on the other hand we
sent none of our troops and allowed the enemy to reach the banks of
the Yalu River, the international and domestic reactionary bluster
would surely become louder; such a situation would be very unfavor-
able to us and it would be even worse for the Northeast. The whole
Northeast Border Defense Army would be tied down there, and the
electric power in south Manchuria would be subject to the control [of
the enemy]. In short, we believe that we should enter the war and that
we must enter the war. Entering the war can be most rewarding; fail-
ing to do so may cause great harm.43

The Road to Intervention202



While making it clear that China would enter the Korean War, Mao
continued to bargain with Stalin. He instructed Zhou Enlai in the
same telegram to clarify whether the Soviets would ask China to lease
or to purchase the military equipment that Stalin agreed to provide.
“If the equipment could be provided through leasing, and we would
therefore be able to devote 200 million dollars of our budget to eco-
nomic and cultural reconstructions, as well as to other general mili-
tary and administrative expenses, our troops would then enter Korea
without much worry.And we would be able to wage a prolonged war
while at the same time maintaining the unity of the majority of our
people at home.” Furthermore, the chairman wanted to make sure
that the Soviet air force would enter operations in Korea later. He
stressed in the telegram:“If the Soviet air force could, in addition to
sending volunteer pilots to support our military operations in Korea
in two to two-and-a-half months, dispatch units to Beijing,Tianjin,
Shenyang, Shanghai, Nanjing, and Qingdao, we then would not need
to fear the [American] air attack, although we still have to endure
some losses if the American air attack occurred during the coming
two to two-and-a-half months.” Mao Zedong instructed Zhou Enlai
to “stay in Moscow for a few more days, further consult with the Sovi-
et comrades, and solve the above-mentioned questions.”44

At first glimpse, it is surprising that the CCP leadership reaffirmed
its decision to intervene after Stalin reneged on air protection in
Korea. Considering Mao’s understanding of the relationship between
the Korean crisis and the CCP’s revolutionary commitment and the
new China’s security needs, however, the decision was a natural, or
even inevitable, development. Mao believed that Korea’s fate con-
cerned both the vital security interests of China and the destiny of an
Eastern and world revolution, of which the Chinese Communist rev-
olution was an important part. Moreover, the CCP leadership’s man-
agement of the Korean crisis had been strongly influenced by Mao’s
desire to use the crisis to mobilize the party and the entire Chinese
nation. Given Mao’s frame of reference, he had to enter the Korean
War.This is why even a dramatic shift (such as Stalin’s breaking his
promise to provide air support) did not alter Mao’s resolve. His deci-
sion to send Chinese troops into Korea was not an easy one; howev-
er, it was a decision consistent with the CCP’s specific revolutionary
commitments and security concerns.
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New Problems and Challenges to the War Decision

After receiving Mao’s telegram, Zhou telephoned Molotov to inform
him of the CCP Politburo’s decision.45 The next day Zhou cabled
Stalin from Moscow. Following Mao’s instructions, Zhou continued
to try to persuade Stalin to send the Soviet air force to Korea. He put
a series of questions before Stalin:“In addition to the dispatch of the
16 Soviet volunteer air regiments [to China], can [the Soviet Union]
continue to send bombers to Korea to support the operations of the
Chinese troops? . . . Besides sending volunteers to join operations in
Korea, can the Soviet government send more air units to station in big
cities in China’s coastal area?”46

Stalin continued to refuse to use Soviet air units in operations in
Korea when Chinese ground forces began operations, no matter how
much this might disappoint his comrades in Beijing. He did confirm,
though, that the Soviets would take the responsibility of safeguarding
China’s territory, that the Soviet air force might enter Korea later (but
no deadline was given), and that the Soviet Union would guarantee
China’s military supply.47 This ambiguous approach left a stamp on
the long-range development of Sino-Soviet relations. Stalin’s incom-
plete commitment made clear to Mao and the CCP leadership the
limitations of the Sino-Soviet alliance. Yet the Chinese desperately
needed Soviet support in any form at this moment, and Mao had no
other choice but to swallow the fruit of the Soviet “betrayal.” Mao,
however, would never forgive it.A seed of the future Sino-Soviet split
had thus been sowed in the process of China’s intervention in the
Korean War.

After the CCP Politburo reaffirmed that Chinese troops would go
to Korea without direct Soviet air protection, Gao Gang left Beijing
during the early morning of October 14 for Shenyang to convey the
decision to top CPV commanders, leading members of the CCP
Northeast Bureau, and the PLA’s Northeast Military Region.48

Meanwhile, Mao and Peng spent the day formulating new strategy
and redeploying the CPV in light of the changing situation on the
Korean battlefield as well as the changing attitude of the Soviet
Union. In two telegrams to Zhou Enlai, still in Moscow, Mao
informed him of a series of adjustments in the CPV’s operation plans
and war aims, based on his discussions with Peng. Intelligence reports
on recent developments in Korea suggested to Mao that after occu-
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pying Pyongyang and Wonsan, the UN forces would either stay where
they were or continue to march northward. While “it would take
some time” for the American units, most of which at the moment
“remained at the 38th parallel,” to reach and capture Pyongyang,“they
would need more time to take Tokchon from Pyongyang.” Mean-
while, Mao judged that “if the Americans did not attack Tokchon, it
would be quite difficult for the puppet forces at Wonsan to attack
[Tokchon] alone.” Mao believed that “our troops would gain time to
advance [into planned positions], prepare defense and complete
deployment.”49

Following these judgments and facing the cruel fact that Chinese
troops in Korea would not be protected from air attack, Mao decided
to restrict the CPV’s operational goals in the initial stage of the war.
Mao summarized the CPV’s new strategy for the initial fighting:The
CPV troops were to take a defensive position after entering Korea;
they would establish a defensive perimeter, composed of two or three
defense lines, north of Pyongyang and Wonsan in order to hold bases
as the starting point for future offensive operations. If UN troops
attacked the perimeter in six months, they planned to wipe out the
enemy before the perimeter; if UN troops did not initiate an offen-
sive, the Chinese would not either. Only after all preparations were
completed would a counteroffensive be launched toward Pyongyang
and Wonsan.50

However,Mao did not give up the hope that Chinese troops could
gain the initiative on the battlefield through a few victories over the
UN forces, especially over the South Korean “puppet” units, in the
initial contacts. Mao mentioned in his telegram to Zhou that both
Peng and he believed that “once we destroyed one to two, or two to
three, entire divisions of the puppet army, the situation would become
more flexible for us.”51 To regain the initiative, Mao decided that all
four armies and three artillery divisions of the CPV would start enter-
ing Korea on October 19. He also ordered the Ninth Army Corps to
continue to move into areas with easy railway access to the North-
east.52

The rapidly changing situation in Korea placed new pressures on
Mao and the CCP leadership in the next twelve hours. Early in the
morning of October 15, Mao learned that UN forces, including the
Americans, were preparing to seize Pyongyang. Confronted with the
accelerating northward march of UN forces, Mao cabled Gao Gang

China Crosses the Yalu 205



and Peng Dehuai, who had just left Beijing for the Northeast by
plane, instructing them to “have our advanced troops start off on the
17th so that they would reach Tokchon on the 23rd, rest for a day and
then start the construction of defensive works on the 25th to achieve
a superior position against the enemy.”53

Peng arrived in Shenyang shortly after the arrival of this telegram.
He found that besides Gao Gang and top CPV commanders, Pak
Hon-yong was there. Pak told Peng that the enemy troops had
approached Pyongyang, that the North Korean Communists needed
their Chinese comrades to assist them at the earliest time, and that
Kim Il-sung wished to meet Peng as soon as possible. Peng told Pak
that top CCP leaders had decided to send troops across the Yalu on
the 18th or the 19th. He invited Pak to join Gao Gang and himself to
travel to Andong the next day.54

On October 16, Peng chaired a conference attended by division-
level commanders from the CPV at Andong. He first conveyed the
final decision of the Politburo to send troops to Korea.Obviously hav-
ing sensed that reservations existed among the participants, Peng par-
ticularly explained the reasons for the decision to enter the Korean
War. He emphasized that if China “failed to support positively the
revolutionary government and people in Korea by sending its troops
there, the reactionaries at home and abroad would be increasingly
rampant, and those pro-Americans would become much more
active.” He warned his future subordinates that the American occupa-
tion of the entire Korean peninsula “would present a direct threat to
our country, causing an extremely unfavorable situation for our
national defense and border defense.”As a result, Peng anticipated, the
Chinese troops would have to fight the Americans in Chinese terri-
tory. So, Peng concluded,“to support Korea is also to consolidate our
own national defense.”55

Peng stressed also that all units needed to prepare for a difficult and
protracted war.He ordered that all CPV units should enter Korea in the
shortest possible time.56 When recalling this meeting, Du Ping com-
mented that “if the August 13 conference was one designed for mobi-
lization,the October 16 conference was one to pledge resolution before
going into operations.”57 After the meeting, a regiment of the 42nd
Army entered Korea in the night of October 16.58 The next morning,
Peng instructed Xie Fang to cross the Yalu to Sinnuiju to prepare for the
coming of the CPV’s main forces.59
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The influence of the Soviet withdrawal of direct air support, how-
ever, was demonstrated again at this final moment.When Peng trav-
eled back from Andong to Shenyang to solve the remaining logistical
problems for the CPV on October 17, he and Gao Gang received a
surprising telegram from Deng Hua, Hong Xuezhi, and other top
CPV commanders, which expressed strong reservation for entering
the Korean War at that moment:

After yesterday’s conference for the deployment of crossing the [Yalu]
River, many comrades have expressed the opinion through discus-
sions that our troops have only a few anti-aircraft artillery pieces and
have no air support at this moment, and that the enemy could con-
centrate large numbers of planes, artillery, and tanks to wage heavy
attacks against us without any worries. And as the Korean terrain is
mostly composed of mountainous areas and water rice fields, it will be
difficult to construct defensive works in the chilly weather and out of
frozen soil. If the enemy started an all-out offensive, it would be less
than possible for us to hold our ground. The opinion of the majority
is that as we have not been fully prepared and as political mobilization
is far from complete, it would be better if we send off our troops not
this winter but next spring.60

Peng and Gao understood the seriousness involved in the suggestion
of the telegram: some leading CPV commanders had not yet been
convinced of the necessity for China to send troops to Korea.They
reported these generals’ opinions immediately to Mao.

The continuous existence of reservations to entering the Korean
War, together with the fact that Zhou Enlai would return to Beijing
on the 18th, made Mao reluctant to issue the final order. He decided
to postpone again the CPV’s entry into Korea until he and the Polit-
buro could meet with Zhou and receive a first-hand report on Stal-
in’s stand. In a telegram to Peng and Gao on October 17, he ordered
the advanced units of the CPV to continue “preparing to”enter Korea
and wait for a “formal order” which would be issued the next day. He
also asked Peng and Gao to return to Beijing again for discussions.61

The Final Decision: October 18

Peng and Gao flew to Beijing on the early morning of October 18
and top CCP leaders met again that day. Peng reported on the reser-
vations expressed by CPV commanders, especially their worries about
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the consequences of the lack of proper Soviet air support in Korea.
Zhou made it clear that although Stalin would not send Soviet air
forces directly into Korea, he did promise to supply the Chinese with
as much military equipment and ammunition as they needed in the
Korean conflict, and that Soviet air forces would provide the Chinese
with an umbrella over China’s territory, especially important industri-
al centers in coastal areas. It was also possible that the Soviet air force
would enter operations in Korea later. Listening to Peng’s and Zhou’s
reports, Mao’s mind was dominated by the worries that “the enemy
troops were now attacking Pyongyang and in a few days they could
reach the Yalu River.”He told his comrades that “no matter how many
difficulties were there, we should not change the decision to send our
Volunteers to cross the [Yalu] River to assist Korea, and we should not
delay the time of action.” Following Mao’s suggestions, the meeting
finally established the evening of October 19 as the deadline for the
CPV to cross the Yalu.62

At 9 p.m. on October 18, Mao personally cabled Deng Hua and
other CPV commanders (Peng and Gao were then still in Beijing) to
order CPV troops to cross the Yalu:

It has been decided that the four armies and three artillery divisions
will follow our original plan to enter northern Korea for war opera-
tions. These troops will start to cross the [Yalu] River from the
Andong-Ji’an section tomorrow (the 19th) evening. In order to main-
tain strict secrecy, the troops should start to cross the river after dusk
every day and stop [crossing] at four o’clock the next morning; by five
all troops should be completely under cover, which should be care-
fully checked. In order to gain experience, only two to three divisions
will cross the river on the first night (the night of the 19th), and the
number can be increased or decreased on the second night according
to the situation. Details will be conveyed to you in person by Gao
Gang and Peng Dehuai.63

In the early morning of October 19, Peng and Gao flew back to
Andong. They immediately convened a meeting of top CPV com-
manders to guarantee that Mao’s decision would be implemented.
Peng stressed that he would not tolerate any further opposition and
reservation to the war decision. Peng met also with Pak Il-yu, who
learned with excitement that the main forces of Chinese troops
would enter Korea “today, after dark.”64

In order not to reveal prematurely the CPV’s movement into
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Korea,Mao ordered the entire country, especially the public media, to
adopt a policy of “only act and not talk.” He made it clear that “no
open propaganda about what we are doing should appear in our
newspapers” and that “only high-ranking cadres of the party will be
notified of the actions undertaken.”65 Mao also ordered CPV soldiers
to dress in the uniforms of the Korean People’s Army in the initial
stage of their operations, so that they would be in a position to take
the UN forces by surprise when the first encounter occurred. In
accordance with Mao’s instructions, CPV solders were not allowed to
send personal letters to families or friends before their departure for
Korea.66 Chinese troops were now ready to cross the Yalu.

The week between October 12 and 19 witnessed the final stage of
Beijing’s path to the Korean War.The decision to enter it was chal-
lenged from both within (especially by the doubt cast by several CPV
commanders) and, more seriously, without (Stalin refused to give
operations in Korea an air umbrella); and the challenges continued
until the moment the Chinese troops were to cross the Yalu. Mao’s
determination to enter the war, however, proved to be much firmer
and deeper than these challenges. He again played a central role in
convincing his fellow CCP leaders in Beijing that for the sake of
China’s security interests as well as the promotion of the Eastern rev-
olution, China had no choice but to enter the war. Consequently, the
war decision stood the test.

After dark on the evening of October 19,massive numbers of CPV
troops began to cross the Yalu River.67 Around midnight,General Nie
Rongzhen reported to Mao that Chinese troops were smoothly
entering Korea. For the first time in many days, Mao had a sound
sleep.68
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The Chinese Experience During the War

China’s entry into the war immediately altered the balance of power
on the Korean battlefield.With Mao’s approval, Peng adopted a strat-
egy of inducing the enemy troops to march forward and then elimi-
nating them by superior forces striking from their rear and on their
flanks. On October 25, the CPV initiated its first campaign in Korea,
suddenly attacking South Korean troops in the Unsan area. In twelve
days, South Korean troops were forced to retreat from areas close to
the Yalu to the Chongchun River. According to Chinese statistics,
about 15,000 South Korean soldiers were killed in this campaign.1

This setback should have sent a strong warning to UN forces, but
General MacArthur was too arrogant to heed it. He, like many poli-
cymakers in Washington, underestimated the size and determination
of his Chinese adversaries. In mid-November, he decided to initiate a
new “end the war” offensive. Considering MacArthur’s aggressiveness
and the fact that the CPV’s heavy equipment remained on the north
bank of the Yalu River, Peng adopted a strategy of “purposely show-
ing ourselves to be weak, increasing the arrogance of the enemies, let-
ting them run amuck, and luring them deep into our areas.” He
ordered all CPV units to retreat for about 30 kilometers, to occupy
favorable positions, and to wait for the best opportunity to strike.2 In
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late November, advancing UN forces entered areas where CPV troops
had laid their trap. Starting on November 25, Chinese troops began a
vigorous counteroffensive. Under tremendous pressure, UN troops
had to undertake what the political scientist Jonathan Pollack has
called “the most infamous retreat in American military history.”3 By
mid-December, the CPV and the reorganized KPA troops had
regained control of nearly all North Korean territory.

In light of the achievements of the CPV’s first two campaigns in
Korea,Mao reemphasized the original goal of “eliminating the enemy
troops and forcing the Americans out of the Korean peninsula.” He
refused to consider any proposal about ending the Korean conflict
through negotiations, and was determined to solve the Korean prob-
lem by winning a clear military victory. On December 21, he ordered
Peng “to fight another campaign” and “to cross the 38th parallel.”4

On the last day of 1950, the Chinese troops started the third cam-
paign, and UN forces again retreated. Seoul fell to Chinese and North
Korean troops on January 4, 1951. Concluding that Beijing’s war
effort was progressing smoothly, the Soviet air force entered the Kore-
an War on a limited scale in early January.5 Both North Korean lead-
ers and Soviet advisers in Korea pushed Peng to develop the offensive
into one “to end the war by a total victory.”6 With their supply lines
extended and casualties increased, however, the Chinese offensive
gradually bogged down.Peng then ordered the Chinese-North Kore-
an forces to halt offensive operations and consolidate their gains.7This
decision angered Kim Il-sung,who had hoped to drive the Americans
out of the Korean peninsula.8

Before the Chinese and North Koreans had the opportunity to
coordinate their strategies, the UN forces began a counteroffensive in
mid-January. On January 27, Peng, with his troops exhausted and
short of ammunition and food, proposed a tactical retreat to Mao.The
chairman, however, was not willing to consider anything short of a
total victory.The next day he ordered Peng back on the offensive.9

Peng, again, had to obey Mao’s order; but the Chinese counteroffen-
sive, as Peng had predicted, was quickly repulsed by the UN forces. In
late February, Peng returned to Beijing to convey to Mao in person
the real situation on the battlefield. Peng believed that the CPV
should shift to the defensive, that new troops should be sent to Korea
to replace those units that had suffered heavy casualties, and that
preparations should be made for a counteroffensive in the spring. In
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the light of Peng’s report, Mao’s ideas on Chinese strategy in Korea
began to change subtly.He now acknowledged that the war would be
prolonged and that the best strategy was to rotate Chinese troops in
and out of Korea. Still, Mao believed that the Chinese could force the
UN forces out of Korea in a war of attrition: he believed that the
Americans lacked the heart to sustain heavy losses.10

After two months of readjustment and preparations, the Chinese-
North Korean high command gathered twelve armies to start an
overall offensive in late April, planning to destroy the bulk of UN
forces and to establish clear Communist superiority on the battlefield.
Without adequate air cover and reliable logistical supply, this offensive
failed too. In the last stage of the campaign, several Chinese units that
had penetrated too deeply into the UN front were surrounded by
counterattacking UN forces. One Chinese division, the 180th Divi-
sion, was totally lost.11

The cruel reality forced Beijing leaders to reconsider China’s war
aims. Becoming willing to accept a ceasefire, Mao and the Beijing
leadership began to place tight controls on the scale of the CPV’s war
operations. On July 10, 1951 Chinese and North Korean representa-
tives and U.S./UN delegates met for the first time at Kaesong to dis-
cuss conditions for an armistice. Neither the Chinese nor the Ameri-
cans, though, would trust the value of negotiations unless they them-
selves could be in a position of strength. It would take two long years
for the two sides to reach an agreement. Fighting ended on July 27,
1953,with each side holding approximately the same positions as they
had three years before.

Revolution Versus Containment:
Origins of the Confrontation

The pursuit of an overall explanation of the origins of the Sino-
American confrontation in Korea requires an understanding of the
environment in which Beijing and Washington found themselves.
One encounters two sides interacting with little understanding of
each other’s rationales.

As suggested by this study, three fundamental and interrelated
rationales had dominated Beijing’s formulation of foreign policy and
security strategy: the party’s revolutionary nationalism, its sense of
responsibility toward an Asian-wide or worldwide revolution, and its
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determination to maintain the inner dynamics of the Chinese revolu-
tion. Beijing’s management of the Korean crisis cannot be properly
comprehended without an understanding of these rationales and the
mentality related to them.

Mao and his fellow CCP leaders grew up in an age when China
had lost the status as the “Central Kingdom” and the very survival of
the Chinese nation was at stake.Their conception of China’s nation-
al interests was deeply influenced by the unequal exchanges between
China and the foreign powers; and their commitment to Communist
revolution in China grew out of the belief that the revolution would
revitalize the Chinese nation and lead to the destruction of the “old
world,” and that China’s position as a “Central Kingdom” would be
resumed in the emergence of the “new world.” Mao’s concept of rev-
olution reflected his generation’s emotional commitment to China’s
national liberation as well as of its longing for China to take a central
position in world politics. Not surprisingly, with the Communist
seizure of power in China the CCP’s revolutionary nationalism
became a persistent driving force for changing China’s weak power
status and pursuing a prominent position in the world. All of this
played a crucial role in defining Beijing’s sense of security (or insecu-
rity), strongly influencing the PRC’s foreign policy in general and
Beijing leaders’ management of the Korean crisis in particular.

Closely related to the CCP’s revolutionary nationalism was the
Beijing leaders’ lofty aspiration to promote an Eastern revolution or
even a world revolution following the Chinese model.With the vic-
tory of the Chinese revolution, Mao and the CCP leadership were
more confident than ever before that the Chinese revolution had
established for other “oppressed peoples” in the world a brilliant
example of national liberation. Mao believed that it was the duty of
Chinese Communists to support Communist revolutions and nation-
al liberation movements in other countries. Communist China’s for-
eign policy was in essence revolutionary: Mao and the other CCP
leaders made it clear that the “new China” would not tolerate any of
the diplomatic legacies of the “old China,” that Communist China
would lean to the side of the Soviet Union and other “world revolu-
tionary forces,” and that, in the final analysis, Communist China
would not be bound by any existing norms and codes of behavior in
international relations.Again, Mao’s perception of the significance of
the Chinese revolution was interwoven with Chinese ethnocentrism
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and universalism. He believed that the rejuvenation of China’s posi-
tion as a central world power would be realized through the promo-
tion of Asian and world revolutions following the Chinese model.The
Korean crisis presented a test case for this rationale.

In a deeper sense, the CCP’s foreign policy in general and its atti-
tude toward the Korean crisis in particular were shaped by the deter-
mination on the part of Mao and the CCP leadership to maintain the
inner dynamics of the Chinese Communist revolution. When the
Chinese Communists achieved nation wide victory in 1949,Mao and
his comrades were worried that their revolution, which had merely
accomplished the “first step in its long march,”might lose its momen-
tum. How to maintain and enhance the inner dynamics of the great
Chinese revolution thus became Mao’s central concern.When Mao
first encountered this problem as the ruler of the new China in 1949,
among other things, his train of thought developed in terms of
emphasizing the continuous existence of outside threats to the revo-
lution. While identifying the United States as the PRC’s primary
enemy, Mao and the CCP leadership did not necessarily perceive
Washington as an immediate threat to China’s physical security (in
fact, after the summer and fall of 1949, they concluded that the Unit-
ed States lacked the capability to engage in major military conflicts in
East Asia in the near future); but they did continue to emphasize the
seriousness of the “American threat” and prepared for a long-range
confrontation with the United States.After the outbreak of the Kore-
an War, Mao and the CCP leadership found that the Korean crisis
challenged China’s national security while at the same time offering
them a possible means to mobilize the Chinese nation under the
CCP’s terms.That the CCP’s understanding of China’s security inter-
ests was defined by the perceived necessity of maintaining and pro-
moting the momentum of the Chinese revolution explains to a large
extent the uncompromising character of Beijing’s management of the
Korean crisis. In this sense, it is legitimate to believe that China’s road
to the Korean War started long before the outbreak of the war itself.

Indeed, Communist China was a new type of international actor.
As a revolutionary country it intended to break with the existing
principles and codes of behavior in international relations, which, in
the minds of Beijing leaders,were the product of Western domination
of international relations. Communist China’s foreign policy had its
own language and theory, and behaved according to its own values
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and logic. Accordingly, the CCP leadership consistently treated the
Untied States as China’s primary enemy and prepared throughout
1949–1950 for the coming of an inevitable confrontation.

The Chinese Communists encountered an America that was not in
a position to understand either the rationale or the mentality galva-
nizing Mao and the CCP leadership. Profound divergences in politi-
cal ideology and perceived national interests did exist between Beijing
and Washington;and suspicion and hostility between the CCP and the
United States were further crystallized as the result of Washington’s
continuing support for the GMD regime and the CCP’s determina-
tion to “make a fresh start” in the new China’s foreign policy. But
what made the situation more complicated was American policymak-
ers’ superpower mentality. President Truman, Secretary of State Ache-
son,and other American policymakers of their generation came to the
political scene in an age when the United States had emerged as a
prominent world power and American interests abroad were expand-
ing continuously.This fact, combined with a long-existing belief in
America’s special destiny in the world as well as traditional American
hostility toward revolutionary changes, made it easier for this genera-
tion of American policymakers to assume that American values held
universal significance.12 In the case of China, this assumption took on
greater importance because of a long-held notion of America’s “spe-
cial relationship” with China based on the “Open Door” ideology.13

American policymakers, who had fundamental problems adjusting to
the realities created by the Chinese revolution, were also unwilling to
understand the environment in which Beijing leaders made decisions.
As a result, there was little possibility that Washington might correct-
ly perceive the foreign policy behavior of the Chinese Communists;
nor would Washington’s China policy easily serve its perceived aims.
(For example,Washington’s “wedge strategy,” designed to force Bei-
jing’s detachment from the Soviet orbit, led only to Beijing’s increas-
ing hostility toward the United States.) Consequently, when Com-
munist China first faced the United States in the international arena,
no common language or common codes of behavior existed to bind
the two sides.14 It was easy for each side to misperceive the intentions
of the other; and it was difficult for both sides to avoid sharp collision
in a crisis situation. It is therefore hardly surprising that a confronta-
tion between Communist China and the United States finally
occurred.
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These observations, however, are not meant to deny the extremely
complicated circumstances involved in the Beijing leadership’s adop-
tion of a decision to go to war against an international coalition com-
posed of almost all the industrial powers; nor is it the conclusion of
this study that Beijing’s response to the Korean crisis had been prede-
termined or crystallized at its beginning. Rather, the decision to send
Chinese troops to Korea was certainly the most difficult one that Mao
and his fellow CCP leaders had to make in the early years of the PRC.
Top Beijing leaders were under intense pressure caused by cruel
domestic and international conditions while making the decision. In
fact, as revealed by this study, the opinion of the party leadership was
far from unanimous on the necessity of entering the Korean War. Lin
Biao and many others were worried that Beijing’s intervention in
Korea might hurt the newly established PRC.At the Politburo meet-
ing of October 4–5, the majority of CCP leaders,with Mao’s encour-
agement, expressed reservations about sending troops to Korea. Even
after Mao had issued the formal order to enter the war on October 8,
he twice postponed the deadline in the wake of the Soviet renege on
the promised air support. The historian Michael Hunt is certainly
right when he argues that “any effort to pin down the exact motive
behind Mao’s decision to intervene must enter a mind as complicat-
ed as the crisis it wrestled with.”15

Nevertheless, with the support of the insight gained from new
Chinese sources, it is still possible for historians to sketch out the main
considerations underlying Beijing’s decision to enter the Korean War,
thus identifying the basic tendency of this decision-making process.
For Mao and his colleagues, the Korean crisis had multiple implica-
tions from the beginning. It is apparent that American military inter-
vention in Korea and the Seventh Fleet’s movement into the Taiwan
Strait after the eruption of the Korean conflict endangered the PRC’s
security interests. It is also true that when the UN forces crossed the
38th parallel and marched toward the Yalu in early October 1950 the
PRC’s physical security, especially the safety of the strategically and
economically important Manchuria, was under immediate threat.
Mao and the other Beijing leaders could not allow American forces
to reach the Yalu River; nor would they be willing to see a friendly
neighboring Communist regime destroyed by a hostile imperialist
power.The motive of defending China’s territorial safety, as well as
safeguarding a neighboring country belonging to China’s traditional
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sphere of influence, certainly played an important role in bringing the
Beijing leadership to the decision to enter the Korean War.And, with
hindsight, it can also be seen that Washington’s decision to cross the
38th parallel provided a justification for Beijing’s entrance into the
Korean War.

To safeguard China’s physical security, however, was only one ele-
ment of Beijing’s policy.Beijing’s management of the Korean crisis has
to be understood in the context of the escalating confrontation
between the PRC and the United States in East Asia in 1949 and
1950: by the summer of 1950, each country had firmly perceived the
other as a dangerous rival.We should also take into our account the
CCP’s need to consolidate its rule in China while at the same time
mobilizing the Chinese population for a total transformation of Chi-
nese society. Moreover, we should not forget that Mao and his fellow
Beijing leaders were eager to revitalize China’s great power status
through the promotion of revolutions following the Chinese model
in East Asia and in the world.These complicated motives explained
why the magnitude of Beijing’s preparations for intervention had
reached such a degree even before the Inchon landing, and why the
Beijing leadership was so eager to win a total victory over the Unit-
ed States on the Korean battlefield.

Mao played a central role at every crucial juncture in the formula-
tion of Beijing’s war decision. In early July 1950, only two weeks after
the outbreak of the Korean War, the CMC followed Mao’s instruc-
tions to establish the Northeast Border Defense Army, which proved
to be a pivotal step toward China’s entry into the war. In mid-July, in
accordance with Mao’s ideas of crisis management, the CCP leader-
ship initiated the “Great Movement to Resist America and Assist
Korea,” starting to fit the entire country to a war orbit. When the
North Koreans’ position began to deteriorate continuously in August,
Mao came to the fore of Beijing’s decision-making. His speech to the
August 4 Politburo meeting and his August 5 and 18 telegrams to the
NEBDA established the deadlines for completion of China’s prepara-
tions for beginning military operations in Korea and revealed his
inclination to intervene.Facing doubts among top party leaders about
the wisdom of engaging China in a major military confrontation with
the United States, Mao’s address to the September 5 People’s Gov-
ernment Council meeting clarified that his ideas about confronting
the United States and his belief that China did not need to fear Amer-
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ica’s nuclear power. Consequently, even before the Inchon landing,
Mao used his credibility and authority within the party leadership to
establish the pattern for Beijing’s management of the Korean crisis,
which was based on the assumption that China would eventually
enter the war.During the first three weeks of October,when the Bei-
jing leadership made the final war decision, the chairman’s role
became even more important. At the October 2 Politburo Standing
Committee meeting, he argued that China had to enter the war, and
pushed top CCP leaders to make the primary decision to send troops
to Korea.At the October 4–5 Politburo meeting, he applied both his
authority and political wisdom to securing the war decision’s confir-
mation and implementation. Finally, when Beijing leaders faced a
severe challenge posed by Moscow’s withdrawal of its promise to pro-
vide air support in Korea,he again convinced his comrades that China
had to enter the conflict. Considering the above, it is clear that with-
out Mao’s leadership role,Beijing’s response to the Korean crisis could
have been dramatically different.

To understand Mao’s handling of the Korean crisis, one has to refer
to his challenge-oriented personality. The chairman regarded the
Korean crisis as both a challenge and an opportunity for the new
China to achieve greater domestic and international aims: if the PRC
could successfully meet the challenge posed by the United States, the
world’s number one power, it would not only greatly enhance the
CCP’s ruling position at home and push forward Mao’s perceived rev-
olutionary transformation of Chinese society; but it would also signal
revolutionary China’s reemergence as a prominent world power. Mao
surely understood the tremendous difficulties involved in sending
Chinese troops to Korea, but it was his deep-rooted eagerness to
change the challenge into the dynamics of the continuous progress of
the Chinese revolution that dominated his handling of the Korean
crisis.

The CCP’s foreign policy structure, in retrospect, gave Mao the
freedom to manipulate the party’s policy-making process. By the late
1940s, Mao had become the CCP’s paramount leader and key deci-
sionmaker.As the result of Mao’s repeating efforts to place the CCP’s
external activities under the tight and direct control of the party’s cen-
tral leadership, the new China’s external policies became a domain
reserved exclusively for the party’s top leadership and, particularly,
Mao himself. During the discussion on whether or not China should
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enter the Korean War,different opinions and reservations for the deci-
sion to intervene did emerge among top leaders. But none of this
went beyond the framework of “democratic centralism,” and there is
no evidence of factional opposition to Mao’s leadership or the deci-
sion to enter the war.

American policymakers fail to understand the fundamental
assumptions underlying the CCP’s policies toward the Korean crisis.
From the early stage of the crisis,Washington fixed its eyes on possi-
ble reactions from Moscow and paid little attention to the implica-
tions and logic of Beijing’s behavior. Members of the Truman admin-
istration consistently underestimated the political-military capacities
of Communist China. In retrospect, it is ironic that American policy-
makers, while publicly warning about the danger of Communist
expansion in East Asia, misjudged Communist China’s determination
and capacity to act in Korea. In the final analysis, all of this was a nat-
ural result of Washington’s mentality: if all important clues of China’s
intervention had been ignored, this was simply because policymakers
in Washington did not view the Chinese Communists as a qualified
challenger to the strategic interests of the United States.

Revolution Enhanced:The Aftermath of the War

A superficial glance would suggest that the effect of the Korean War
on China was largely adverse. China’s participation in the war caused
the loss of tens of thousands of its soldiers on the battlefield, forced the
expenditure of billions of dollars on military purposes at the expense
of China’s economic reconstruction, prevented Beijing from recover-
ing Taiwan, made Beijing, at least in the short-run, more dependent
upon Moscow than before, and excluded Beijing from the UN until
the early 1970s.

But from Mao’s perspective, China’s gain was considerable. China’s
involvement in the Korean War stimulated a series of political and
social revolutions in China that would have been otherwise incon-
ceivable during the early stage of the new republic. In the wake of
China’s entrance into the Korean War, as Mao had anticipated, the
Communist regime found itself in a powerful position to penetrate
into almost every cell of Chinese society through intense mass mobi-
lization. During the three years of the war, along with the “Great
Movement to Resist America and Assist Korea,” three other nation-
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wide campaigns swept across China’s countryside and cities: the
movement to suppress counter-revolutionaries, the land reform
movement, and the “Three Antis” and “Five Antis” movements.16

When the war ended in July 1953, China’s society had been different:
the reactionary resistance to the new regime had been destroyed; land
had been redistributed and the landlord class had disappeared; the
Communist cadres who were believed to have lost their revolution-
ary momentum had been either “reeducated” or removed from lead-
ing positions; the national bourgeoisie was under the tight control of
the Communist state, and the “petty-bourgeoisie” intellectuals had
experienced the first round of Communist reeducation. Consequent-
ly, the CCP had effectively strengthened its organizational control of
Chinese society and dramatically increased its authority in the minds
of the Chinese people. Never before in modern Chinese history had
a regime accomplished so much in so short a period. Mao was there-
fore more confident and enthusiastic than ever before to take a series
of new steps to transform China, including the collectivization of
agriculture, the nationalization of industry, the anti-rightist campaign,
and the Great Leap Forward. Mao and the CCP would have under-
taken these tasks even without the “Great War to Resist America and
Assist Korea.” However, the Korean War experience made the timing,
magnitude, and depth of the CCP’s designs to transform Chinese
society more ambitious than they would have been otherwise.

The Korean War also symbolized China’s rise to prominence in the
international arena. The simple fact that Chinese troops forced the
UN forces to retreat from the Chinese-Korean border areas to the
38th parallel allowed the Beijing leadership to call its involvement in
the Korean War a great victory. For the first time in its modern histo-
ry China had succeeded in confronting a coalition of Western powers
and emerging undefeated.At the Geneva Conference of 1954, which
was designed to solve both the Korea and Indo-China problems, and
attended by such big powers as the United States, the Soviet Union,
Britain, and France, China played a crucial role.17 Mao and his fellow
Beijing leaders then had powerful grounds on which to claim that
international society—friends and foes alike—had accepted China as
a real world power. Moreover, China’s performance in Korea
enhanced the image of Beijing as a leader in the revolutionary strug-
gle against Western domination in Asia and other parts of the world,
and Beijing would play a central role at the Bandung Conference of
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1955.This remarkable change in China’s international status further
stimulated the Chinese people’s patriotism, revolutionary nationalism
and, in turn,gave Mao and the CCP leadership more freedom in esca-
lating the transformation of China’s state and society.

Mao lost his eldest son,Anying, during the Korean War.18 But this
personal pain was mitigated by the fact that the war further strength-
ened his leading position in the CCP and in China, leaving him
unchallengeable. If Mao’s comrades in the CCP Politburo previously
had doubts about Mao’s determination to involve China in the con-
flict in Korea, they had to recognize at the conclusion of the war that
Mao had a much greater vision than they had.Mao’s decision to enter
the Korean War was widely praised as a “brilliant decision” [yingming
juece], and Mao’s name became tightly linked with “truth” and “cor-
rectness.” A pattern thus emerged: the new China’s state building
became increasingly entangled with the development of Mao’s per-
sonal cult. Enjoying political power with fewer checks and balances,
Mao was in a freer position to carry out his utopian plans to transform
Chinese society, so that it would turn into a land of universal equali-
ty and justice. A Mao with unlimited power would finally lead the
country toward such disastrous experiments as the “Great Leap For-
ward” and the “Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.”

In retrospect, the Korean War experience offered the Beijing lead-
ership invaluable opportunities to test and redefine China’s security
strategy with three particularly important consequences. First, Mao
and his fellow CCP leaders would feel a strong need to reexamine
China’s alliance with the Soviet Union and, in a broader sense, the
relationship of maintaining self-reliance and seeking alliance as a prin-
ciple dominating the PRC’s foreign policy.They could not forget that
as the result of Stalin’s “betrayal” at a crucial juncture, China had to
begin military operations in Korea without Soviet air support, thus
making China vulnerable in pursuing its initial goals of “driving the
Americans out of Korea.”They could also see that even with a shared
ideology, Beijing’s security interests frequently contradicted with
those of Moscow’s.The reliability of the “lean-to-one-side” approach,
the cornerstone of Communist China’s early foreign policy,was called
into question.As a result,Mao and the other Beijing leaders would put
more emphasis on “self-reliance” as the fundamental principle in
maintaining China’s security interests. China’s experience during the

Conclusions222



Korean War thus turned into the prelude of the future Sino-Soviet
split.

Second, the Korean War experience further convinced Mao that
mass mobilization was an effective way to maintain and enhance
China’s security status. During the Korean War, the successful mobi-
lization of the Chinese population on the home front, as Mao and the
other CCP leaders viewed it, strengthened the ruling basis of the Chi-
nese Communist regime, thus making the Communist power more
consolidated than before. On the Korean battlefield, the Chinese had
pushed the Americans back to the 38th parallel from the Chinese-
Korean border by outnumbering the UN forces and possessing, in
Mao’s belief, a higher morale as the result of successful political mobi-
lization.Mao would thereafter take political mobilization as one of the
most important means in pursuing China’s national security interests.

Third, in contemplating the lessons of the Korean War, Mao could
not ignore the role played by modern technology and equipment in
a modern war.The American technological superiority cost hundreds
of thousands of Chinese lives on the battlefield, and consequently, the
Chinese did not achieve the total victory that Mao had so eagerly
pursued largely because of their technological backwardness. In the
years to come, Mao would still emphasize the importance of the
“human factor” in modern warfare, but he would also call for the
development of China’s own atomic bomb and other advanced arma-
ments, so that China’s “spiritual atomic bomb” would be reinforced
by the real bomb.The Korean War, seen here in fresh historical per-
spective, deserves credit for leaving an indelible stamp on China’s for-
eign policy and security strategy.
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