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BOOK REVIEW

Revisiting Ideology’s Role in the Sino-Soviet Split

Lorenz M. Lüthi, The Sino-Soviet Split: Cold War in the Communist World. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2008. xvii + 375 pp. Essay on sources, index. $30.95
(paper).

When Deng Xiaoping finally met Mikhail Gorbachev in Beijing on May
16, 1989, he acknowledged that in the past “there was a lot of empty talk on
both sides.”1 The author points out that Deng, who is often cast as the prag-
matic sponsor of post-Mao Zedong modernization, was, himself, part of the
heated polemics of the 1960s. Such grand irrationality in the relations between
parties and between states begs for explanation. The author reflects on the
question of ideology and argues that it was the most important cause of the
Sino-Soviet split.

The book provides elaborate new detail on the split based on a wide reading
of new international sources that are often in the vernacular. However, the
author acknowledges that it became necessary to adopt some “imaginative”
research strategies in light of the inability to get timely access to the Russian and
Chinese central archives (p. 357).

The author defines “ideology” as “a set of beliefs and dogmas that both
construct general outlines—rather than a detailed blueprint—of a future politi-
cal order, and define specific methods—though no explicit pathways—to achieve
it” (p. 8). Lüthi thinks that “most previous authors” have underestimated “the
disruptive role of ideology” (p. 9). The book’s discussion of ideology deals
substantively with three very pressing issue areas concerning competing strate-
gies for economic development: de-Stalinization, peaceful coexistence, and
world revolution. The coverage of “specific methods” by which goals are
thought through and achieved, however, is less developed.

The analysis argues that the strategic Sino-Soviet-U.S. triangle did not play
a role in the split. It also questions the importance of “national interest.” Much
of the blame for the split is squarely placed on Mao’s shoulders. Nikita Khrush-
chev may have been rash and unsteady, but Mao was the principal antagonist.

1. Deng Xiaoping, “Let Us Put the Past Behind Us and Open Up a New Era,” in Selected
Works of Deng Xiaoping, vol. iii. (Beijing, 1994), 284.
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His radicalism, as expressed in “the splendid isolation of a solitary model
society,” did not fit with any rational consideration of China’s own “national
interest.”

The basic assumptions underlying this interpretative approach are arguable.
John Gittings, for example, in his tribute to Zbigniew Brzezinski’s study, The
Soviet Bloc: Unity and Conflict, noted the essentially “symbiotic” relation between
“national interest” and “ideology” in Chinese policy thinking.2 To an extent, this
older sinological viewpoint converges with contemporary Chinese historiogra-
phy that sees a continuous focus on national independence in the diplomatic
thinking and strategy of Mao, Zhou Enlai, and Deng Xiaoping.3 “National
independence and keeping the initiative in our own hands” was essentially part
of Mao Zedong thought as it modified Marxism-Leninism to fit the specific
national context of Chinese revolution. In short, Mao’s “ideology” was a dia-
lectical exegesis on a distinctively Chinese national praxis.

The author sees Mao, unlike Khrushchev (who is into “sheer power without
principle”), as essentially quixotic in his approach to ideology. At moments Mao
is supremely “instrumental” in using ideology just to promote his own power,
but at other times he is a “true believer” (p. 300). The author then concludes that
Mao personally oversaw “the complete collapse of Sino-Soviet party relations”
as “the necessary prerequisite for the start of the Cultural Revolution” (p. 301).

Indeed “ideology” can be “disruptive” in its intended and unintended conse-
quences, but, in the Chinese case, it also involved a deliberate calculation of
political alignments that supports China’s place in the world and its prospects for
development. Chinese ideology included epistemological calculation of the com-
peting requirements of “proletarian internationalism” and national revolution.
This was the key issue in the history of the “communist world.” From within
their respective ideological positionings, the Communist and Workers’ parties
attempted to determine their national positions on the basis of an understanding
of the contradictions that inform their own changing “objective reality.”

China played a key role in the advocacy of equality based on national praxis.
Mikhail Suslov, secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist party of
the Soviet Union (CPSU), spelled out, in his February 14, 1964, report, the
related issue of leadership. He complained that the Chinese “deck themselves
out as knights of equality” while attacking the CPSU for “clinging to the role of
father party.” The Chinese Communist party, he thought, harbored its own
ambition to play “father” when the role had, itself, already passed into history.4

2. John Gittings, comp. and ed., Survey of the Sino-Soviet Dispute. A Commentary and Extracts
from the Recent Polemics 1963–67 (London, , 1968), preface, xii. Also see Zbigniew K. Brzezinski,
The Soviet Bloc: Unity and Conflict, rev. ed. (Cambridge, MA, 1967).

3. See, for example, Ye Zicheng, Xin Zhongguo waijiao sixiang: cong Mao Zedong dao Deng
Xiaoping (New China’s Diplomatic Thinking from Mao Zedong to Deng Xiaoping) (Beijing,
2004).

4. “CPSU Central Committee on Restoration of Equality in Sino-Soviet Relations,” in
John Gittings, comp. and ed., Survey of the Sino-Soviet Dispute, 57.
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The book highlights Mao’s claim that China is at the “centre of world
revolution” and that Mao took Chinese historical experience as “the model for
the entire socialist world” (pp. 193, 270, 273, 277). This assumption of a single
Chinese model conflicts with Mao’s own ideological fix on the legitimacy of
different national praxis, and one has to ask how firm and consistent was this
claim to leadership? It would have been preferable to draw all of this together,
confirming Mao’s “leadership” in a series of related official statements over time.
The book notes how Mao often abused ideology in his pursuit of personalized
politics. However, Mao sometimes used a barn-burning rhetoric that was
designed to distract enemies and to generate internal political commitment.
This strategic rhetoric did not necessarily reflect his immediate tactical thinking
concerning the realities of power. Sometimes the rhetoric of radicalism overlaid
an internally rational calculation of power based on his study of contradictions
in politics.5

This Sino-Soviet leadership question, particularly as it concerns peaceful
coexistence and leadership of world revolution, is interesting in light of subse-
quent depiction of modern Chinese foreign policy as having a low posture that
deliberately eschews claims to leadership in world affairs. The author assumes
that, in the context of the Sino-Soviet split, the Chinese did claim world
leadership and draws the following conclusion on the Soviet perspective on this
claim: “Of course, no great power would have ceded leadership of its domain to
an ally that was militarily less powerful, economically weaker, and run by a
radical megalomaniac” (p. 352). Did Mao not know of China’s weakness? What
resources was he prepared to commit? Was Mao, in the context of the split,
really prepared to go beyond pushing the Soviets towards “correct” positions to
make a claim to world leadership that contradicted his own ideology as well as
China’s role as the “knight of equality”?

Equality had been featured in Chinese foreign policy since the early- to
mid-1950s elaboration of the “five principles of peaceful coexistence.” How did
the latter fit with the various definitions of “peaceful coexistence” offered by
Khrushchev, Imre Nagy, and Josip Broz Tito? The book’s focus on ideology
highlights party-to-party relations, and the five principles were largely, although
not exclusively, designed to promote state-to-state relations on the basis of
equality. Zhou had argued that on the basis of “seeking common ground while
reserving differences” these principles would reject the export of revolution in
favor of a principle of non-interference that respects national sovereignty. At
times Chinese diplomacy stressed the relevance of these principles not only to
the relations between capitalist and socialist states, but also to the relations

5. For example, referring to confrontation in the Taiwan Strait, Mao talked on December
1, 1950, about the United States as a “paper tiger.” This was meant in a very loose sense that
some day the United States would be defeated. At the same time, Mao insisted that, in the
immediate objective reality, the United States was a “real tiger” capable of “devouring people.”
See Ronald C. Keith, The Diplomacy of Zhou Enlai (London, 1989), 110.
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among socialist states.6 This emphasis on equality is perhaps harder to track in
the relations between parties, who generally recognized the historical prece-
dence of the October Revolution in Soviet Russia, but it is generally consistent
with the post-Stalin trend towards ideological pluralism in the Socialist world.

Of critical importance to this issue of equality based on recognition of
national independence and sovereignty were the Spring/Summer 1956 foreign
policy debates. Mao and Zhou agreed that they could not support either “para-
sitism,” whereby China would depend on the Soviets for its national economic
development, or “isolationism,” which claimed that China could do everything
itself without any outside support and participation in the international division
of labor. Mao had talked about learning from the outside world, which included
learning from capitalist states. These debates and related statements were later
used to support the post-1978 open door policy.

The book refers to the issues of peaceful coexistence, but there is need for
more systematic analysis of the calculation of national interest within ideology
that focuses on national independence and China’s own approach to develop-
ment. Such analysis could highlight the related chronological tension between
the five principles and proletarian internationalism over the development of the
Sino-Soviet split within the socialist world.

There is not that much that is new in this book concerning the relevance of
ideology. No doubt Mao’s radicalism contributed greatly to the development of
the Sino-Soviet dispute. There is, however, room for further controversy as
ideology is seen much too exclusively as a matter of disruptive behavior, and it
is not well correlated with specific dialectical methods of observation and cal-
culation that “symbiotically” inform the relation between ideology and national
interest. In 1989, the two sides subscribed to the five principles of peaceful
coexistence as the basis of Sino-Soviet normalization. Was the act of normal-
ization premised on the end of all ideology or the end of the export of ideology?

The concluding chapter considers “counterfactuals” as “argumentative
devices” (p. 350). A series of “what ifs” are addressed, such as what might have
happened if Stalin had lived longer or had Mao died earlier. Historians will likely
disagree on the explanatory value of counterfactuals, but, quite apart from this
issue, it would have been appropriate not only to extend the analysis of the
Sino-Soviet split to explain the relevance of ideology from a contemporary
policy viewpoint but also to identify what related policy elements, or “specific
methods,” survived or did not survive to inform the long-term development of
Sino-Soviet and Sino-Russian relations.

6. The variation in the usages of the five principles is a complicated history. An earlier
interpretation is discussed in Keith, “ ‘Peaceful Coexistence’ and the Sino-Soviet Split,” in
Diplomacy of Zhou Enlai, 88–116.
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