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I. Introduction: Lost Chance in China?

Sino-American relations throughout the decade of the 1950s were characterized
by mutual suspicion and hostility. This antagonism was the result of policies adopted
by the United States and the Chinese Communist Party the preceding decade. The
former World War Two allies found themselves on opposite sides of the emerging Cold
War, and the rising tensions between the United States and the People's Republic of
China exploded into armed conflict in Korea a year after the Chinese Communists
gained control over the Chinese mainland. Were there missed opportunities for
friendlier relations between the two nations? Or, rather, were the United States and
China cast into their roles as enemies by larger forces which could not be reversed by
any amount of diplomatic wisdom?

‘While the United States turned in on itself in the boisterous 1920s and attempted
to isolate itself from the treacherous international political scene of the depression

i wracked 1930s, the Chinese Communist Party, after being founded in 1921 soon found

itself engaged in a bloody civil war with the Guomindang, or the Chinese Nationalist
Party. The United States recognized the Guomindang regime as the legitimate
government of China and generally supported its attempts to suppress the Chinese
Commumsts Although the United States did not particularly care about China's

«domestic politics, America had long identified itself as anti-communist and had even

pa ticipated in the Siberian campaign to smother the infant Russian Bolshevik

revolution in its crib. American anti-communism applied to China as well.

i . The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor rudely roused the United States from its
lumber. The United States was thrown into the war with Communist allies in the form

e Soviet Union and the Chinese Communist Party, but this cooperation did little to

ican fears of communism. Nevertheless, United States diplomats tried to

y the Chinese Communist Party with the reluctant Guomindang in order to

strengthen the anti-Japanese alliance. American support never went to the Chinese



Communist Party; only the Guomindang got precious American Lend-Lease aid. By
the end of the war, many American diplomats were calling for a fundamental change in
United States China policy. These men were convinced that the Chinese Communist
possessed the rﬁost effective military force in China, and that the future policy of China
would be determined by the Communist Party. They advised Washington to extend
Lend-Lease support to the Chinese Communists independently of the Guomindang.

High level American officials objected to the proposal, saying that it would be a
betrayal of faith to the Guomindang. The United States continued this policy of
exclusively supporting the Guomindang throughout the war with Japan. During the
Chinese civil war which followed, the United States continued to send assistance to the
rival of the Chinese Communist Party. This sﬁpport would carry grave implications for
United States relations with the Chinese Communists after the founding of the People's
Republic of China. ‘

Neither the United States nor the fledgling People's Republic of China was any
more inclined towards conciliatory policies than they had been during the civil war.
The United States refused to recognize the new government and considered it a puppet
of the Soviet Union. The Chinese Communists mistreated American diplomats who
had stayed behind to establish contact with the new Communist rulers and offended
American sensibilities with abusive propaganda about Washington's aims and actions in
China. The rift dividing the two governments only expanded, and in October 1950
distrust led to an undeclared war in Korea.

Until the late 1960s, American scholarship tended to place the origins of the
Sino-American confrontation in what was considered to be an antagonistic policy
adopted by the Chinese Communists after the establishment of the People's Republic of
China. This theory is primarily based on Mao's "lean to one side" speech of June,




1949.1 By allying itself with the Soviet Union in the emerging Cold War, the People's
Republic of China was intentionally setting itself at odds with the United States.

In his book China Crosses the Yalu, Allen Whiting defines the framework with
which the Chinese Communist Party approached foreign policy as consisting of three
components. The first, which he refers to as the Chinese component, combines
traditional Chinese tendencies towards expansionism with xenophobic attitudes. The
second component is the Marxist-Leninist ideology of the People’s Republic of China,
which focused the aggressive elements of the Chinese component and led to an alliance
with the Soviet Union. The third component, the experiences of the leaders of the
Chinese Communist Party, reinforced the Chinese Communist assumptions of
American hosti]iéy based on the first two components.2 This assumption of American
hostility led to a self-fulfilling prophecy of sorts in the 1950s, as Chinese fears of
American hostility led them to intervene in the Korean War, after which the United
States did become increasingly hostile to the People's Republic of China and

determined to contain Communist expansion.

Harold C. Hinton was even more critical of the People's Republic of China in
his book Communist China in World Politics. The hostility which arose during 1949
and the early 1950s was "more attributable to the Chinese than to American policy."3
Hinton claimed that any change in relations were contingent on a change of leadership
in Beijing, for there was little possibility of any policy change so long as Mao or any of
the other members of the "Long March” generation (that is, those leaders of the
Chinese Communist Party who participated in the Long March of 1934-1935) remained

in power.4

1Mao Zedong, "On the People's Democratic Dictatorship," Selected Works of Mao Zedong (Beijing:

Foreign Languages Press, 1969), Vol. 4 p. 415.
2Allen Whiting, China Crosses the Yalu (Stanford: Stanford University Press,.1960), p. 9.

3Harold C. Hinton, Communist China in World Politics (Boston: THe Houghton Mifflin Company,

1966), p.492.
4Ibid., p. 498.




History was to prove Hinton wrong, as Mao himself was the Chinese leader
during the Sino-American rapprochement in 1972. In a later work, China's Turbulent
Quest, Hinton backed off from his earlier assertions of Chinese hostility. In the
preface, he stated that one of the difficulties in the study of Chinese foreign policy was:

the rather strange emotional climate, or rather climates, in which
discussion of China and of policy toward China is often conducted,
notably in the United States and in American academic circles. On the
right, there is a surviving although probably diminishing tendency to see
China as a malevolent threat. On the left, there is a growing tendency to
see it as an awkward giant driven to misbehavior by uncomprehending
American hostility.5

This is an excellent summation of the two primary schools which dominated the

debate on Sino-American relations following the establishment of the People's Republic

of China. Hinton's own earlier views were typical of the former. But in China’s
Turbulent Quest, Hinton was critical of both the United States and the People's
Republic of China, blaming the Chinese Communist leadership for turning the United
States into Japan's successor as the leading imperialist threat to China and the United
States for reinforcing the adversarial relationship by inaugurating the famous
"containment doctrine” during the Korean War.6 -

The paradigm attributed by Hinton to the right was clearly outlined by Frank
Trager and William Henderson. "The tendency (of the People's Republic of China) to
resort to the sword, in defiance of the settled consensus of the international community,
is already disturbing and wﬂl continue to become progressively more so as Communist
China inevitably waxes in strength and military power."” They concluded that the
foreign policy pursued by the People's Republic of China after 1949 presented a major
threat to the interests of the United States in East Asia, which they defined as "the

SHarold C. Hinton, China.'s Turbulent Quest, 2nd ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1972), p.

X1.
6Ibid., p. 264-265.



Prevention of a hegemony in Asia under the leadership of a power or concert of powers
hostile to the United States".” This they considered to have been amply demonstrated
by China's policies in the first decade of Communist rule.

The history of the Korean War was being revised almost before it was written.
In 1952, LF. Stone's book The Hidden History of the Korean War challenged the idea
that China had acted as an aggressor in Korea. He asserted that America had provoked
the People's Republic of China into intervention in order to protect its national defense
interests.8 This argument gained in popularity among leftist scholars during the
Vietnam War era. The wave of revisionism reversed the traditional model of Chinese
aggression and replaced it with a model of American aggression. Rather than the anti-
American rhetoric of the People's Republic of China andl Mao's "lean to one side
speech” provoking the United States, American hostility towards Communism was seen
as provoking the Chinese Communists into an anti-American campaign.

A more refined version of Stone's argument can be found in Bruce Cumings'
The Origins of the Korean War. While Cumings was primarily concerned with Korea's
colonial past and the developments on the Korean peninéula following V-J Day, he
suggested that the Chinese decision to enter the conflict was based on concerns over the
safety of Manchuria and jointly operated Chinese-North Korean hydroelectric plants on
the Yalu, and the prevention of a United States-Japanese "Co-Prosperity sphere” in
northeast Asia.” Cumings likened the American action to that of the sixteenth-century
Japanese ruler Toyotomi Hideyoshi, who after unifying Japan launched two
unsuccessful attempts to conquer Korea and the mainland.

TWilliam Henderson and Frank N. Trager,ed., Communist China, 1949-1969: A Twenty Year Appraisal
(New York: New York University Press, 1970), p. 317.

8LF. Stone, The Hidden History of the Korean War, 1950-1951 (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company,
1952), p. 184. :

9Brue; Cummings, 7The Origins of the Korean War,vol. 2 (Princeton: Priceton University Press, 1990), p.
733-734.




Critical studies of Chinese foreign policy gave way to sympathetic ones. Joseph
Camilleri was particularly critical of the United States in his work Chinese Foreign
Policy. Camilleri observed that China had acted as a "dissatisfied power” for most of
the twentieth century, intent on changing the existing world order. 10 This led it into
conflict with both the United States and the Soviet Union, the two dominant world
powers. 1l Camilleri subscribed completely to the model of American hostility

provoking Chinese defensive policies:

Chinese fears, it should be noted, were aroused not only by American
actions but also by the inflammatory statements of several American
leaders.... American diplomacy had become so obsessed with the alleged
expansionary and subversive tendencies in Chinese foreign policy as to
lose sight of its own imperialist thrust into Asia. America's
misconceptions of the true nature and consequences of its actions and
was thus subtly- but unmistakably projected on to the Chinese perceptions
and behavior. 12

Camilleri took a position diametrically opposed to Trager and Henderson, who place
the blame for hostility on China, by accusing the United States of arousing Chinese
hostility.

As Hinton suggested, there are significant flaws in both approaches to the
question of the Sino-American confrontation of the 1950s. The first, which for the
sake of convenience will be referred to as the "traditional school,” reads like an
indictment of the Chinese Communist foreign policy during this period, and suggests
that the United States was unable to alter China's innate hostility in any manner after
the Communist Party came to power. The second school, which will be referred to as
the "revisionist school,” reverses the indictment, and blames the United States for
consistently antagonizing the generally passive People's Republic of China.

Neither of these schools offers a satisfactory explanation for the Sino-American

10Joseph Camilleri, Chinese Foreign Policy (Oxford: Martin Robertson and Company, 1980), p. 3.
111bid., p. 46.
12[bid., p. 28-29.



confrontation in the 1950s, however. This is not to impugn the quality of some of the
authors; it is testament to Whiting's work that China Crosses the Yalu remains the
authoritative work on the Chinese decision to enter the Korean War in spite of the

' dramatic changes which have overtaken scholarship in this field since 1960. Cumings
treatment of Korea's colonial heritage is of similar merit. However, Whiting's book is
an analysis of the Korean War, not Chinese foreign policy throughout the fifties and
does not deal with the Taiwan Straits Crisis later in the decade. Cummings, on the
other hand, deals with the tension between Washington and Beijing only tangentially,
being primarily concerned with events on the Korean peninsula.

 Both schools indicate that, had either government adopted different policies,




II. Sibling Rivalry.

The Chinese Communist Party was established in July of 1921 with the
assistance of the Comintern (Communist International), the international Communist
organization founded by Lenin and others in 1919 to encourage communist revolutions
throughout the world. Chen Duxiu was elected as the first secretary-general of the
Chinese Communist Party, despite the fact that he was unable to attend its first session.
Comintern influence remained strong within the Chinese Communist Party, however,
and in 1923 the Comintern advisers strongly advised members to join the Guomindang
and support its attempts to reunify the country,
~ Chen was unenthusiastic about the proposed alliance. He distrusted the

b

(}-,‘} mmdang s influence upon members of the Chinese Communist Party. 13
Nevertheless, the Chinese Communists joined the Guomindang in what became known
aslthe Un;ged Front. In 1926, this coalition of Nationalist and Communist forces

lan%ehgd ‘the Northern Expedition to recover the north-eastern provinces of China




The split devastated Communist strength in China's urban centers. Chen Duxiu
was forced to take responsibility for the disaster, despite his original opposition to the
alliance; the leaders of the Comintern were not about to accept responsibility
themselves. 15 The Guomindang itself split over the issue of the Communist purge; the
left wing in Wuhan maintained its ties to the Communists and condemned Jiang, while
Jiang set up his own government in Nanjing with supporters from the Guomindang
right wing.

Even as the Communists in the cities were being destroyed, the seeds of a new
power base were being planted. Following in the wake of the Northern Expedition, a
young Chinese Communist named Mao Zedong (Mao Tse-tung) returned to his home
province of Hunan to write a report on peasant unrest in the area. He soon became
impressed with the peasants and recognized their potential as a source of support for a
revolution, noting in his "Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in

Hunan" in March 1927:

All the wrong measures taken by the revolutionary authorities against the
peasant movement must be speedily changed. Only thus can the future
of the revolution be benefited. For the present upsurge of the peasant
movement is a colossal event. In a very short time, in China's central,
southern, and northern provinces, several hundred million peasants will
rise like a mighty storm, like a hurricane, a force so swift and violent
that no power, however great, will be able to hold it back. 16

This criticism of Party policy was not well received. Nevertheless, Mao later
organized a small army of peasants and in September of the same year he launched an
attack on the provincial capital of Changsha. This became known as the "Autumn
Harvest Uprising.” It was quickly crushed by local security forces, and Mao was
forced to retreat to the Jiangxi—Hunan' border region to lick his wounds. For this

155onathan Spence, The Search for Modern China(New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1990), p.

359. :
16Mao Zedong, Selected Works of Mao Zedong (Beijing: Foreign Language Press, 1967), Vol. 1 p. 23.
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