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China in the Cold War 
 

Context 
In 1949: 

 China was second major country to become a Marxist state 

 Russia welcomed them as an ally, they signed treaty of friendship 

 America saw the treaty as a communist conspiracy directed by the Soviet Union 

 
Communist Revolution in China 
 
The Chinese Communist Party (CCP), started in 1921, was led by Mao Zedong. They were involved in a 
long civil war against the National Party in China. The war began in 1927 and only ended when the CCP 
captured Beijing. In 1949, Mao announced the establishment of the People’s Republic of China. The 
defeated Nationalist left mainland China to form a government on the island of Taiwan. 
 
China introduced changes similar to those of the Bolsheviks. China became a one party state under the 
leadership of Mao – who had enormous power.  The changes that took place were: 

 Collective farms replaced private ownership 

 A massive literacy drive ensured that 90% achieved basic literacy by the mid-1960s 

 Five Year Plan to industrialise the economy 

 Thousands of soviet scientists, technicians and engineers came to China to assist 
 
There were, however, ideological clashes between the Soviet Union and China, these include: 

  The USSR did the revolution through the proletariat. Mao did it through rural peasants. 

 Mao believed Marxism should be focused on the countryside and serve the peasantry rather 
than the urban population. 

 Mao believed that the revolution was a continuous process until the goal of a classless society 
was achieved. 

 

The Korean War 
 
After WWII, Korea split into North Korea and South Korea. In 1950, North Korea invaded South Korea. 
America thought this was an attempt to spread communism by the USSR. South Korea appealed to the 
UN for help. Truman1 put pressure on the UN to support South Korea. The USSR was boycotting the UN 
at this time, so when the UN voted it was in favour of sending a peacekeeping force to help South Korea. 
The operation was commanded by American General MacArthur.  
 
They managed to drive North Korean forces out of South Korea, but they were not finished there. They 
sensed an opportunity to unite the two Koreans under a pro-US government, so they invaded North 
Korea. This is when China got involved. China warned America that they would intervene but this was 
ignored. In October 1950, 300 000 Chinese soldiers entered North Korea. MacArthur threatened to 
invade China and even use nuclear weapons, he was dismissed by Truman who was not prepared to risk 
an all-out war with China and possibly the USSR.  
 

 

                                                           
1
 The American president at the time 
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Relationship between China and the USSR 
 
Initially:  

 When China was established Stalin welcomed it as a victory for communism 

 The two countries signed a Treaty of Friendship 
- Through this China got a significant amount of aid in the form of advisors, technicians, 
and industrial and military equipment. 
- This aid played a big role in China’s first 5 Year Plan (1953-1957) 

 Relations strengthened by China’s support for North Korea 

 Both countries saw the USA as their common enemy  
But, by 1960 there were issues: 

 Disputes over territory along the border between China and the USSR 

 China accused the USSR of revisionism and impure Marxism 

 USSR proposed ‘peaceful co-existence’ with the West 

 China supported ‘continuous revolution’ 

 China dissatisfied with Soviet aid – some non-communist countries got more aid than China 

 USSR critical of Mao’s ‘Great Leap Forward’ policy, believing it was unrealistic 

 China angered by USSR’s refusal to supply nuclear weapons 

 Both started competing with each other for influence in Asia and Africa 
 

Sino-Soviet split (1960) 
 
In 1960, the Soviet Union suddenly withdrew its advisors from China and cancelled all aid. This led to a 
period of bitterness: 

 China criticised of Khrushchev’s handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis 

 China developed its own nuclear weapons (1964) 

 China backed Pakistan while the USSR backed India in the Indo-Pakistani War of 1965 

 Armed border clashes 
 

Relationship between China and the West 
 
Initially: 

 West supported Nationalists in civil war 

 US recognised Taiwan as the government of China 

 For 20+ years, US blocked China’s membership of UN 

 Chinese troops clashed with American troops in Korean war (made up most of UN forces) 

 China supplied North Vietnam with aid in Vietnam War 
 
After the Sino-Soviet split: 

 US withdrew its opposition to China’s membership of the UN in 1970 

 Exchange of visits by leaders of both countries  

 After Mao’s death, relations improved even more: 
I. Established full diplomatic relations 

II. New leaders of China started ‘modernization’ of economy- encouraged West investment 
III. American firms such as Coca-Cola, Kodak and McDonalds gained trading rights in China 

 
Note: There were still tensions over Taiwan as America still recognized it and had trade links   
 


