
1953: STALIN DIED



POWER STRUGGLE, 1953

• PRESIDIUM, 1952-1966

• “COLLECTIVE LEADERSHIP”

• LAVRENTIY BERIA, 1899-1953

• VYACHESLAV MOLOTOV, 1890-

1986

• GEORGY MALENKOV, 1902-88

• NIKITA KHRUSHCHEV, 1894-1971

• JUNE 1953: BERIA ARRESTED

• 1956: MALENKOV LOST TO 

KHRUSHCHEV

• “VIRGIN LANDS” PROPOSAL



NIKITA KHRUSHCHEV (R. 1953-64)

• ENTHUSIASTIC

• OPEN-MINDED

• MERCURIAL

• 1956: 20TH CPSU CONGRESS

▪ PEACEFUL CO-EXISTENCE

▪ SECRET SPEECH

• “THE THAW” OR DE-
STALINIZATION, 1956-64

• GULAG DISMANTLED

• BUT… SMASHED HUNGARIAN 
REVOLUTION OF 1956: 

• 2500 HUNGARIANS KILLED

• 13,000 WOUNDED



KHRUSHCHEV’S INTERNAL REFORMS

• AGRICULTURE: “VIRGIN LANDS”

• HOUSING CRISIS: KHRUSHCHOVKA

• 1957: B. PASTERNAK, DOKTOR ZHIVAGO

• NOV. 1962: A. SOLZHENITSYN, ONE DAY IN THE LIFE OF IVAN 

DENISOVICH

• PERSECUTED ORTHODOX CHURCHES, FROM 15,000 (1951) TO 8000 

(1963).

• ALLOWED SOME DISPLACED PEOPLES TO RETURN, BUT NOT CRIMEAN 

TATARS.



NIKITA KHRUSHCHEV (R. 1953-64)

• WARSAW PACT FORMED, 1955

• SINO-SOVIET SPLIT (1960): 
• MAO “GALOSHES”

• NIKITA THE “BULL”

• U-2 INCIDENT (MAY 1960)
• PILOT GARY POWERS

• AUGUST 1961: BERLIN WALL 
CONSTRUCTED.

• OCT. 1962: CUBAN MISSILE 
CRISIS

• JUNE 1963: “HOT LINE”

• AUG. 1963: PARTIAL TEST BAN 
TREATY (PTBT)



HUNGARIAN REVOLUTION 1956





HUNGARIAN UPRISING, 1956

•A REVOLUTION AND REVOLT AGAINST THE 

STALINIST GOVERNMENT OF HUNGARY

•THE GOVERNMENT HAD IMPOSED SOVIET POLICIES 

ON THE COUNTRY THAT OPPRESSED THE 

HUNGARIAN PEOPLE DURING STALIN’S REIGN

• THE UPRISING HAPPENED BETWEEN 23RD 

OCTOBER UNTIL NOVEMBER 10TH



HUNGARY

Capital: 

Budapest



• HUNGARY BECAME COMMUNIST IN 1948. STALINIST 
GOVERNMENT RAN THE COUNTRY

• STALIN DIED IN 1953 AND NIKITA KHRUSHCHEV TOOK 
OVER. IN A SPEECH (CALLED ‘THE SECRET SPEECH), HE 
CALLED STALIN A RUTHLESS, BRUTAL DICTATOR.

• KHRUSHCHEV APPEARED TO WANT A PEACEFUL 
COEXISTENCE WITH THE USA



• IN HUNGARY, THE SECRET POLICE (AVO) WERE FEARED AND SOVIET 

TROOPS STILL REMAINED IN THE COUNTRY

• KHRUSHCHEV’S SPEECH ENCOURAGED HUNGARIAN PEOPLE TO BELIEVE 

THEY COULD GET RID OF THERE OWN STALINIST LEADERS.

• THE COMMUNIST HUNGARIAN LEADER RAKOSI WAS MADE TO RESIGN IN 

JULY 1956



THE UPRISING

• IT BEGAN AS A DEMONSTRATION OF STUDENTS AND 
WORKERS WHICH ATTRACTED THOUSANDS AS IT 
MARCHED THROUGH CENTRAL BUDAPEST TO THE 
PARLIAMENT BUILDING.

• A STUDENT DELEGATION ENTERING THE RADIO BUILDING 
IN AN ATTEMPT TO BROADCAST THEIR DEMANDS WAS 
DETAINED. 

• WHEN THE DELEGATION'S RELEASE WAS DEMANDED BY 
THE DEMONSTRATORS OUTSIDE, THEY WERE FIRED UPON 
BY THE STATE SECURITY POLICE (ÁVH) FROM WITHIN THE 
BUILDING. THE NEWS SPREAD QUICKLY AND DISORDER 
AND VIOLENCE ERUPTED THROUGHOUT THE CAPITAL.



• THE REVOLT SPREAD QUICKLY ACROSS HUNGARY, AND THE 

GOVERNMENT FELL. THOUSANDS ORGANIZED INTO MILITIAS, 

BATTLING THE STATE SECURITY POLICE (ÁVH) AND SOVIET 

TROOPS.

• THE HUGE STATUE OF STALIN IN BUDAPEST WAS PULLED 

DOWN.





• SECRET POLICE WERE ATTACKED AND COMMUNIST LEADERS WERE HUNG 

FROM TREES

• TO MAKE THINGS MORE CALM, THE SOVIET TROOPS BEGAN 

WITHDRAWING AND IMRE NAGY CAME TO POWER. HE WAS A 

MODERATE COMMUNIST



• THE COMMUNIST PARTY BEGAN TO FALL APART BECAUSE FOR 

THE FIRST TIME COMMUNISTS AND ANTI-COMMUNIST PEOPLE 

JOINED FORCES TO END THE STALINIST RULE OF HUNGARY. 

ANTI-COMMUNISTS WANTED RID OF COMMUNISM 

ALTOGETHER OF COURSE.

• BY OCT 30TH 1956, NAGY APPEALED TO THE UN FOR HELP 

FROM THE WEST TO DEFEND HIS COUNTRY. HE GAVE IN TO 

THE DEMANDS OF THE REBELS. 

• 31ST OCT –HE ASKED USSR TO TAKES THEIR TROOPS OUT OF 

HUNGARY, 1ST NOV – HE ANNOUNCED THAT HUNGARY 

WOULD LEAVE THE WARSAW PACT AND BECOME NEUTRAL.



THE END?

• KHRUSHCHEV COULD NOT ACCEPT THAT HUNGARY HAD LEFT THE 

WARSAW PACT AND WANTED REVENGE. HE SENT SOVIET TANKS 

INTO BUDAPEST ON 4TH NOVEMBER NUMBERING AROUND 1000

• THE SOVIET RESPONSE WAS SWIFT AND DEVASTATING, 30 000 

HUNGARIANS DEAD IN BUCHAREST ALONE AND 200 000 SOUGHT 

POLITICAL ASYLUM IN THE WEST.

• OVER THE NEXT 5 YEARS THOUSANDS WERE EXECUTED OR 

IMPRISONED UNDER JANOS KADAR’S PUPPET REGIME WHO STATED 

THEIR PURPOSE WAS TO MR NAGY’S “COUNTER-REVOLUTION”



Soviet tanks 

arrive in 

Budapest



Hungarian refugees 

trying to escape

The extent of the fighting 

between Hungarian 

rebels and soviet troops 

is clear in this photo.



HOW DID SINO-SOVIET RELATIONS 
CHANGE DURING THE COLD WAR?



SINO-SOVIET RELATIONS IN THE COLD WAR

• AS TWO COMMUNIST NATIONS, YOU WOULD HAVE 

EXPECTED THE USSR AND PRC TO BE ALLIES DURING THE COLD 

WAR AGAINST AMERICAN ‘IMPERIALISM’.

• IN THE 1950S, BOTH NATIONS FORMED AN ALLIANCE 

PLEDGING MUTUAL SUPPORT FOR EACH OTHER. HOWEVER 

THE RELATIONSHIP DECLINED IN THE 1960S, CULMINATING IN 

A BRIEF BORDER WAR IN 1969. CHINA EVEN SOUGHT CLOSER 

RELATIONS WITH THE USA!

• IT WASN’T UNTIL THE LATE 1980S WHEN RELATIONS BEGAN 

TO FINALLY IMPROVE AGAIN. THEY KEY QUESTION FOR 

HISTORIANS IS WHY DID THE SINO-SOVIET RELATIONSHIP 

BREAK DOWN?



REASONS FOR THE BREAKDOWN IN 
RELATIONS

• HISTORICAL DIFFERENCES – RUSSIA HAD SEIZED CHINESE TERRITORY IN 19TH CENTURY, 

BOLSHEVIKS SEIZED OUTER MONGOLIA IN 1920S, MANCHURIA STRIPPED OF $2 BILLION IN 

EQUIPMENT AFTER WW2, USSR HAD SUPPORTED KMT IN 1920S/30S.

• IDEOLOGICAL DIFFERENCES – MAO AND STALIN DIFFERED OVER INTERPRETATION OF MARXIST 

REVOLUTION, STALIN OPPOSED MAO’S RISE IN CCP, ARGUED OVER ‘CONTINUING REVOLUTION’.

• POLITICAL DIFFERENCES - MAO OPPOSED KHRUSHCHEV’S ‘PEACEFUL CO-EXISTENCE’ POLICY, 

SOUGHT INDEPENDENCE FROM MOSCOW, USSR ONLY GAVE CONDITIONAL SUPPORT DURING 

KOREAN WAR, BOTH SOUGHT LEADERSHIP OF INTERNATIONAL COMMUNIST MOVEMENT.

• ECONOMIC DIFFERENCES – ARGUED OVER HOW TO DEVELOP CHINESE ECONOMY, GREAT LEAP 

FORWARD FAILURE, CHINA HAD TO PAY FOR AID

• MILITARY DIFFERENCES – USSR WAS RELUCTANT TO GIVE CHINA MILITARY AID AND NUCLEAR 

TECHNOLOGY, CHINA SUSPICIOUS OF THIS.



IDEOLOGICAL & PERSONAL 
DIFFERENCES

• STALIN AND MAO HAD A HISTORY OF DISAGREEMENTS 

EVEN BEFORE 1949. STALIN BELIEVED THAT THE KMT WERE 

BETTER PLACED TO RE-UNIFY CHINA AND SUPPORTED THEM 

EVEN IN THE 1940S. MAO BELIEVED THAT STALIN WANTED A 

WEAK CHINA THAT HE COULD DOMINATE.

• MAO’S INTERPRETATION OF MARXISM FOCUSED ON USING 

THE PEASANTS AS THE REVOLUTIONARY CLASS. STALIN 

BELIEVED THAT THIS WAS WRONG, REVOLUTION SHOULD 

BE BASED ON URBAN WORKING CLASS.

• STALIN ALSO WAS MISTRUSTFUL OF ANY RIVALS WITH THE 

COMMUNIST WORLD AND DID NOT WANT TO SPREAD 

SOVIET COMMITMENTS INTO ASIA AT A TIME WHEN WAR IN 

EUROPE SEEMED LIKELY AFTER WW2.



THE SINO-SOVIET TREATY OF 
ALLIANCE

• IN FEBRUARY 1950, MAO WAS INVITED TO MOSCOW 

WHERE A TREATY OF ALLIANCE WAS SIGNED. THE USSR 

PROMISED ECONOMIC ASSISTANCE TO CHINA AND 

PROTECT IN CASE OF WAR WITH JAPAN AGAIN.

• HOWEVER MAO WAS OFFENDED AT HIS TREATMENT. THE 

TREATY GAVE CHINA $300 MILLION IN LOANS BUT WAS 

REPAYABLE. MAO ALSO HAD TO RECOGNISE SOVIET 

CONTROL OVER OUTER MONGOLIA AND INFLUENCE IN 

MANCHURIA.

• KHRUSHCHEV LATER CALLED IT ‘AN INSULT TO THE 

CHINESE PEOPLE’. DESPITE THIS, THE USSR SENT OVER 

20,000 ADVISORS TO THE PRC AND HELPED CONSTRUCT 

OVER 200 INDUSTRIAL PROJECTS.



THE KOREAN WAR

• IN NOVEMBER 1950, THE RED ARMY OF THE PRC 

INVADED NORTH KOREA IN AN ATTEMPT TO PUSH 

BACK AMERICAN-LED UN FORCES WHICH THREATENED 

TO WIPE OUT THE NORTH KOREANS.

• DURING THE WAR, OVER 1 MILLION CHINESE TROOPS 

FOUGHT, WITH OVER 700,000 CASUALTIES. EVEN 

MAO’S SON WAS KILLED AND CHINA HAD TO PAY 

BACK TO THE USSR $1.35 BILLION IN WEAPONS IT 

HAD SUPPLIED TO CHINA.

• THERE WERE EVEN SUGGESTIONS THAT STALIN 

DELIBERATELY PREVENTED AN EARLY ARMISTICE IN 

ORDER TO EXHAUST THE CHINESE. THE ARMISTICE 

CAME QUICKLY AFTER STALIN’S DEATH!



KHRUSHCHEV AND DE-STALINISATION

• AFTER STALIN’S DEATH IN 1953, THE SOVIET UNION 

BECAME RULED BY MALENKOV, KHRUSHCHEV AND 

BULGANIN. TENSIONS EASED AS THE USSR BEGAN TO 

SUPPLY CHINA WITH LOANS AND TECHNOLOGY.

• HOWEVER BY 1956, NIKITA KHRUSHCHEV HAD BECAME DE 

FACTO LEADER OF THE USSR. IN FEBRUARY, HE GAVE A 

SPEECH CRITICISING THE PERSONALITY CULT OF STALIN 

AND HIS CRIMES, SUGGESTING STALIN HAD ‘PUT HIMSELF 

ABOVE THE PARTY’.

• MAO INTERPRETED THIS AS AN ATTACK ON HIMSELF TOO 

AS HE RULED CHINA IN A SIMILAR WAY TO STALIN. THIS 

INCREASED TENSIONS BETWEEN THE TWO.



KHRUSHCHEV AND ‘PEACEFUL COEXISTENCE’

• IN 1956, KHRUSHCHEV ALSO BEGAN CALLING FOR 

‘PEACEFUL CO-EXISTENCE’ AND BETTER RELATIONS WITH 

THE USA TO AVOID NUCLEAR WAR.

• THIS INDIRECTLY LED TO PROTESTS ACROSS EASTERN 

EUROPE AS MANY PEOPLE BELIEVED KHRUSHCHEV WAS 

PROMISING GREATER FREEDOMS. AN UPRISING IN 

HUNGARY IN NOVEMBER 1956 WAS VIOLENTLY CRUSHED.

• MAO WAS ANGERED BY THE FAILURE OF THE USSR TO 

CONTROL ‘REACTIONARY FORCES’ AND  FOR ALLOWING 

PROTESTS WITH THE USSR.



KHRUSHCHEV AND ‘PEACEFUL COEXISTENCE’

• MAO VIEWED PEACEFUL-COEXISTENCE WITH THE WEST 

AS ‘HERESY’ AND A BETRAYAL OF THE MARXIST-LENINIST 

NOTION OF THE INEVITABILITY OF WAR WITH 

CAPITALISM.

• MAO SINCERELY BELIEVED THAT ‘CONTINUING 

REVOLUTION’ WITH THE WEST WAS THE ONLY WAY TO 

ENSURE THE VICTORY OF COMMUNISM.

• BY NEGOTIATING WITH THE WEST ON ARMS 

REDUCTIONS IN THE 1950S, MAO BELIEVED THE USSR 

WAS BECOMING A ‘REVISIONIST’ AND BETRAYER OF 

TRUE COMMUNISM.
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THE 1957 MOSCOW CONFERENCE

• IN NOVEMBER 1957, KHRUSHCHEV CONVENED A SPECIAL 

MEETING OF WORLD COMMUNIST PARTIES IN MOSCOW TO 

CELEBRATE THE 40TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE BOLSHEVIK 

REVOLUTION AND TO TRY AND RESOLVE DIFFERENCES.

• DESPITE APPROVING A DECLARATION THAT PROMISED 

FUTURE CO-OPERATION, MAO MADE A SERIES OF SPEECHES 

WARNING MOSCOW TO ABANDON ‘REVISIONISM’ AND TO 

RETURN TO THE TRUE MARXIST-LENINIST PATH. 

• IN A SERIES OF SPEECHES, DENG XIAOPING DEMOLISHED 

THE SOVIET SPEAKER, MIKHAIL SUSLOV, BY ARGUING THAT 

WORLD REVOLUTION WAS ONLY POSSIBLE THROUGH 

ARMED STRUGGLE. THIS ANGERED AND HUMILIATED 

MOSCOW.



KHRUSHCHEV’S VISIT TO BEIJING 1958

• IT WAS CLEAR FROM THE 1957 MOSCOW CONFERENCE 

THAT MAO WAS ATTEMPTING TO CHALLENGE THE USSR 

FOR LEADERSHIP OF THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNIST 

MOVEMENT.

• THIS WAS A THREAT TO THE USSR AS IT USED THE 

INTERNATIONAL MOVEMENT AS A WAY OF SPREADING 

SOVIET INFLUENCE IN THE WORLD.

• IN AN ATTEMPT TO IMPROVE THESE RELATIONS, 

KHRUSHCHEV VISITED BEIJING IN JULY 1958. MAO TOOK 

HIS CHANCE TO HUMILIATE KHRUSHCHEV FURTHER BY 

ARRANGING MEETINGS IN HIS SWIMMING POOL!



KHRUSHCHEV’S VISIT TO BEIJING 1958

• KHRUSHCHEV WAS ALSO PUT IN A HOTEL WITH NO AIR 

CONDITIONING. THE TALKS FAILED DRAMATICALLY.

• THE USSR PROPOSED TO CREATE WITH CHINA A JOINT FLEET 

OF SUBMARINES AND RADIO STATIONS ON THE CHINESE 

COAST. MAO INTERPRETED THIS AS AN ATTEMPT TO ‘BRING 

CHINA UNDER SOVIET MILITARY CONTROL’.

• DENG XIAOPING AGAIN ATTACKED THE USSR, STATING 

THEY WERE ARROGANT FOR ONLY VIEWING THEMSELVES 

AS THE ONLY TRUE MARXIST-LENINISTS. HE EVEN ACCUSED 

SOVIET TECHNICAL ADVISORS IN CHINA OF BEING SPIES!
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THE TAIWAN CRISIS 1958

• IN THIS UNDERLYING ATMOSPHERE OF MISTRUST AND 

ENMITY, A CRISIS ERUPTED OVER TAIWAN IN AUGUST 1958. 

• CHINA BEGAN BOMBARDING THE NATIONALIST 

CONTROLLED ISLAND OF QUEMOY OFF THE CHINESE 

COAST AND MOBILISED ITS ARMY FOR WAR. THE USA 

RESPONDED BY MOBILISING THE 7TH FLEET AND PREPARED 

FOR WAR.

• MAO LAUNCHED THE ATTACK SHORTLY AFTER KHRUSHCHEV 

HAD LEFT BEIJING. IT SEEMED AS IF MAO WAS TRYING TO 

PROVE HIS INDEPENDENCE FROM THE USSR AND TO TEST 

THE USSR’S SUPPORT FOR CHINA. HE WAS ALSO TESTING 

THE US COMMITMENT TO TAIWAN.



THE TAIWAN CRISIS 1958

• THE CRISIS TRIGGERED A BREAKDOWN IN SINO-SOVIET 

RELATIONS. MAO REALISED HE DIDN’T HAVE THE FULL 

SUPPORT OF THE USSR AS IT TOOK THE USSR NEARLY TWO 

MONTHS BEFORE THEY WARNED THE USA OF RETALIATION.

• KHRUSHCHEV ARGUED THAT HE WAS UNWILLING TO PUT 

THE USSR AT RISK BY ‘TESTING THE STABILITY OF THE 

CAPITALIST SYSTEM’. HE DENOUNCED MAO AS A 

‘TROTSKYIST’ WHO HAD LOST SENSE OF REALITY.

• IN RESPONSE THE USSR WITHDREW ALL ITS TECHNICAL AND 

SCIENTIFIC ADVISORS FROM CHINA IN 1959 AND ENDED 

ALL MILITARY COOPERATION, INCLUDING NUCLEAR.



THE GREAT LEAP FORWARD 1958-61

• WITH RELATIONS DECLINING, A WAR OF WORDS BETWEEN 

THE TWO NATIONS SOON DEVELOPED. THE INCREASING 

FAILURE OF MAO’S ‘GREAT LEAP FORWARD’ ECONOMIC 

PLAN WAS CRITICISED BY THE USSR. IT HAD LED TO FAMINE 

AND ECONOMIC COLLAPSE WITHIN CHINA.

• THE SOVIET PRESS CALLED IT ‘FAULTY IN DESIGN AND 

ERRONEOUS IN PRACTICE’ AND DENOUNCED MAO. THIS 

ENRAGED MAO WHO WAS FURTHER ANGERED BY 

RUMOURS THAT MARSHAL PENG DEHUAI HAD PASSED ON 

DETAILS OF THE FAMINE TO THE USSR. 

• HE WAS PURGED BY MAO DURING THE JULY 1959 LUSHAN 

CONFERENCE.



SOVIET-ALBANIAN SPLIT 1961

• WITH THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE NATIONS IN 

TATTERS, MAO TOOK ANY OPPORTUNITY TO FURTHER 

EMBARRASS THE USSR AND TAKE LEADERSHIP OF THE 

WORLD COMMUNIST MOVEMENT.

• WHEN THE USSR BEGAN WITHDRAWING FINANCIAL AID TO 

ALBANIA IN JANUARY 1961, CHINA IMMEDIATELY STEPPED IN 

TO SUPPLY ALBANIA WITH TECHNICAL AND FINANCIAL 

ASSISTANCE.

• MAO WAS ATTEMPTING TO PROVE THE LEADERSHIP OF 

CHINA AS THE TRUE LEADER OF THE COMMUNIST WORLD. 

ALBANIA HAD ALSO CRITICISED KHRUSHCHEV FOR HIS 

‘REVISIONISM’.





THE END OF DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS 1961

• THE MOVE TO SUPPORT ALBANIA WAS A CLEAR CHALLENGE 

TO SOVIET INFLUENCE IN EUROPE. MATTERS CAME TO 

AHEAD AT THE 22ND CONGRESS OF THE CPSU IN MOSCOW 

IN OCTOBER 1961.

• KHRUSHCHEV ATTACKED ALBANIA’S LEADER, ENVER HOXHA, 

FOR HIS STALINIST WAYS WHICH WAS ALSO INTERPRETED 

AS AN ATTACK ON CHINA. IN RESPONSE, ZHOU ENLAI

DRAMATICALLY STAGED A REHEARSED WALK-OUT OF THE 

CONGRESS.

• THIS ENDED DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS BETWEEN THE TWO 

NATIONS. KHRUSHCHEV CALLED MAO AN ‘ASIAN HITLER’ 

AND MAO CALLED KHRUSHCHEV ‘A REDUNDANT OLD 

BOOT’.



THE SINO-INDIAN WAR 1962

• WITH DIPLOMATIC, ECONOMIC AND MILITARY RELATIONS 

ENDED BETWEEN THE TWO POWERS, IT WASN’T LONG 

UNTIL THE RIVALRY BECAME HOSTILE.

• IN OCTOBER 1962, A DISPUTE OVER THE TIBETAN BORDER

BETWEEN INDIA AND CHINA BROKE OUT INTO FIGHTING. 

THE WAR ENDED IN NOVEMBER WITH CHINA TAKING 

DISPUTED AREAS.

• ALTHOUGH OFFICIALLY ‘NEUTRAL’, THE USSR HAD 

SUPPORTED INDIA BY SELLING MIG FIGHTER JETS. MAO 

REFUSED TO ALLOW THE SOVIET NEGOTIATOR, KOSYGIN, 

TO MEDIATE THE CEASEFIRE.



THE CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS 1962

• IN THE SAME MONTH, THE CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS ERUPTED 

WHEN SOVIET BALLISTIC NUCLEAR MISSILES WERE SPOTTED 

BY THE US ON CUBA.

• AFTER A TENSE STAND-OFF, KHRUSHCHEV BACKED-DOWN 

BY REMOVING THE MISSILES. MAO TOOK THE OPPORTUNITY 

TO ATTACK THE USSR.

• HE ATTACKED THE USSR FOR ITS ‘ADVENTURISM’ IN PLACING 

MISSILES ON CUBA AND ITS ‘CAPITULATIONISM’ IN 

COWARDLY BACKING DOWN. FOR MAO, THIS WAS A 

FURTHER EXAMPLE OF THE USSR’S INABILITY TO LEAD 

WORLD COMMUNISM.



THE CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS 1962

• THE CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS HAD SHOWN MAO THAT THE 

USSR WAS WRONG IN ITS REVISIONIST POLICY OF 

‘PEACEFUL-COEXISTENCE’. BY BACKING DOWN, THE USSR 

WAS ‘HELPING’ THE IMPERIALIST POWERS.

• KHRUSHCHEV RESPONDED TO MAO BY STATING: ‘WE 

MIGHT ASK THE CHINESE: WHAT RIGHT HAVE YOU TO 

DECIDE FOR US QUESTIONS INVOLVING OUR VERY 

EXISTENCE AND OUR CLASS STRUGGLE? WE TOO WANT 

SOCIALISM, BUT WE WANT TO WIN IT THROUGH CLASS 

STRUGGLE, NOT BY UNLEASHING A WORLD 

THERMONUCLEAR WAR.’



THE NUCLEAR ISSUE 1963-64

• EVER SINCE THE 1950S, MAO WAS FRUSTRATED BY THE 

ATTITUDE OF THE USSR IN SHARING ITS NUCLEAR 

WEAPONS.

• THE USSR ONLY AGREED TO GIVE CHINA A NUCLEAR 

DETERRENT IF CHINA ALLOWED THE USSR TO CONTROL 

ITS USE. THIS MAO COULD NOT AGREE TO. 

• AFTER SOVIET NUCLEAR COOPERATION WAS 

WITHDRAWN IN 1959, CHINESE NUCLEAR PHYSICISTS 

MANAGED TO PIECE TOGETHER HUNDREDS OF 

SHREDDED DOCUMENTS ON NUCLEAR TECHNOLOGY!



THE NUCLEAR ISSUE 1963-64

• THIS KNOWLEDGE ENABLED CHINA TO PRESS AHEAD 

WITH DEVELOPING ITS OWN BOMB. HOWEVER IN 1963 

THE USSR AND USA SIGNED THE TEST BAN TREATY 

WHICH SUSPENDED THE ATMOSPHERIC TESTING OF 

NUCLEAR BOMBS.

• MAO SAW THIS AS ANOTHER BETRAYAL OF THE USSR

AND AN ATTEMPT TO ENSURE THAT CHINA COULD NOT 

DEVELOP ITS OWN WEAPONS.

• DESPITE THIS, IN 1964 CHINA DETONATED ITS FIRST 

ATOMIC BOMB. IT WAS NOW A SUPERPOWER. THE 

BOMB WAS CODENAMED ’59/6’ AFTER THE YEAR AND 

MONTH THAT SOVIET ATOMIC ADVISORS HAD BEEN 

WITHDRAWN!
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THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION 1966

• AFTER KHRUSHCHEV WAS FORCED TO STAND-DOWN FROM 

OFFICE IN 1964, HE WAS REPLACED BY LEONID BREZHNEV 

WHO WOULD RULE UNTIL 1982.

• BREZHNEV CONTINUED TO TRY AND ISOLATE CHINA WITHIN 

THE WORLDWIDE COMMUNIST MOVEMENT, ACCUSING IT 

OF SENDING SUPPLIES TO THE USA IN VIETNAM.

• DURING THE ANARCHY OF THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION, THE 

USSR ARGUED THAT IT WAS JUST ANOTHER EXAMPLE OF 

CHINA’S ‘FANATICISM’ THAT THREATENED TO DESTROY THE 

WORLD.



SINO-SOVIET BORDER WAR 1969

• BY THE END OF THE 1960S, THE SINO-SOVIET RELATIONSHIP 

HAD BECOME INCREASINGLY BELLIGERENT. BOTH SIDES 

NOW HAD NUCLEAR WEAPONS AND BOTH CONTINUED TO 

CRITICISE EACH OTHER.

• IN 1967 CHINA DEVELOPED ITS FIRST HYDROGEN BOMB

AND THE USSR BECAME INCREASINGLY CONCERNED. THE 

USSR HAD STATIONED OVER 50 DIVISIONS ALONG ITS 

CHINA BORDER.

• ON 2ND MARCH 1969 TENSION BOILED OVER INTO 

FIGHTING ON THE ISLAND OF DAMANSKY IN THE USSURI

RIVER. THE FIGHTING INTENSIFIED THROUGHOUT THE 

SUMMER.



SINO-SOVIET BORDER WAR 1969

• MAO ORDERED THAT TUNNELS BE DUG AND 

PREPARATIONS MADE FOR NUCLEAR WAR. BOTH SIDES 

REALIGNED THEIR NUCLEAR MISSILES TO FACE EACH 

OTHER.

• THE USSR EVEN SECRETLY ASKED THE USA WHAT THE US 

WOULD DO IN THE EVENT OF A SOVIET NUCLEAR ATTACK 

ON CHINA!

• THE CONFLICT MARKED THE LOWEST POINT IN RELATIONS. 

IT FORCED CHINA TO CONSIDER BETTER RELATIONS WITH 

THE USA AS A WAY TO OFFSET THE SOVIET THREAT.



THE VIETNAM WAR

• ANOTHER SOURCE OF TENSION BETWEEN THE TWO 

NATIONS OCCURRED DURING THE VIETNAM WAR 

WHICH ENDED IN 1975.

• BOTH SIDES TRIED TO WIN SUPPORT AND INFLUENCE 

OVER THE VIETMINH. THIS WOULD GIVE EITHER SIDE 

INFLUENCE IN THE WORLD AS THE MAIN ‘CHAMPION’ 

AGAINST US IMPERIALISM.

• THE USSR GAINED THE MOST INFLUENCE AFTER 

SUPPLYING NORTH VIETNAM WITH MILITARY 

EQUIPMENT. IN 1978 THE USSR SIGNED A MILITARY 

ALLIANCE WITH VIETNAM.



CHINESE SUPPORT FOR CAMBODIA 1975

• CHINA ATTEMPTED TO MAKE UP FOR THIS STRATEGIC DEFEAT 

BY FORMING A CLOSER RELATIONSHIP WITH POL POT’S 

KHMER ROUGE PARTY IN CAMBODIA.

• THE KHMER ROUGE WERE A ‘MAOIST’ PARTY SUPPORTED BY 

THE PRC. BETWEEN 1975-79 THE REGIME MURDERED OVER 

2.5 MILLION PEOPLE. CHINA DIDN’T SEEM TO MIND.

• IN DECEMBER 1978, THE USSR-BACKED VIETNAM INVADED 

CAMBODIA STATING ‘REGIME CHANGE’ AS ITS AIM. 

VIETNAM EXPELLED ALL CHINESE PEOPLE. IN RETURN, CHINA 

CALLED THE INVASION ‘SOVIET EXPANSIONISM’.



CHINESE INVASION OF VIETNAM 1979

• IN RESPONSE TO THE OVERTHROW OF ITS PRO-CHINESE 

PUPPET STATE IN CAMBODIA, CHINA LAUNCHED AN 

INVASION OF VIETNAM ON 17TH FEBRUARY 1979 IN 

ORDER TO PROTECT CAMBODIA.

• AT THE UNITED NATIONS, BOTH SIDES DECLARED THE 

OTHER WAS THE AGGRESSOR AND THE USSR DECLARED 

ITS INTERVENTION WAS ON ‘HUMANITARIAN GROUNDS’.

• THE PLA WAS FORCED TO WITHDRAW UNDER HEAVY 

CASUALTIES AFTER MONTHS OF FIGHTING. IT WAS A 

MAJOR PROPAGANDA DEFEAT FOR CHINA.



THE INVASION OF AFGHANISTAN 1979

• IN 1979 THE USSR HAD INVADED AFGHANISTAN 

TO PROP-UP ITS INFLUENCE IN THE AREA. CHINA 

RESPONDED BY SENDING SUPPLIES TO 

MUJAHIDEEN FIGHTERS WHO WERE RESISTING 

THE SOVIET INVASION.

• DESPITE THE FACT THAT MAO HAD DIED IN 1976 

AND WAS REPLACED BY THE MORE MODERATE 

DENG XIAOPING, FEARS OVER SOVIET 

ENCIRCLEMENT OF CHINA PREVENTED ANY 

MOVES TOWARDS A BETTER RELATIONSHIP.



SINO-SOVIET DÉTENTE 1985

• BY 1985, NEW SOVIET LEADER MIKHAIL 

GORBACHEV HAD COME TO POWER, PROMISING 

TO REFORM THE USSR AND END TO OCCUPATION 

OF AFGHANISTAN.

• GORBACHEV’S POLICIES LED TO NEW 

NEGOTIATIONS WITH CHINA. IN 1986 TRADE 

AGREEMENTS WERE SIGNED AND IN MAY 1988 A 

CULTURAL EXCHANGE AGREEMENT WAS 

COMPLETED.

• GORBACHEV WAS FINALLY INVITED TO BEIJING

IN 1989 AFTER ANNOUNCING THE WITHDRAW 

OF SOVIET TROOPS FROM AFGHANISTAN.



TIANANMEN SQUARE MASSACRE 1989

• SINCE 1985, SINO-SOVIET RELATIONS HAD IMPROVED 

AS BOTH NATIONS HAD EMBARKED ON GOVERNMENT 

REFORMS AND BOTH WISHED TO END HOSTILITIES.

• GORBACHEV’S POLICIES OF ‘PERESTROIKA’ (ECONOMIC 

RESTRUCTURING) AND ‘GLASNOST’ (POLITICAL 

FREEDOM) UNLEASHED FORCES WITHIN THE USSR THAT 

LED TO ITS EVENTUAL COLLAPSE IN 1991.

• DENG XIAOPING’S ‘FOUR MODERNISATIONS’ SOUGHT 

TO INTRODUCE STATE-CONTROLLED CAPITALISM INTO 

CHINA. HOWEVER THE VIOLENT CRUSHING OF THE 

TIANANMEN SQUARE PROTESTS SHOWED THAT CHINA 

WAS UNWILLING TO ALLOW ‘DEMOCRATIC REFORM’.



CONCLUSIONS - INTERPRETATIONS

• THE SINO–SOVIET SPLIT IS ONE OF THE MOST DIFFICULT 

AREAS OF TWENTIETH CENTURY HISTORY TO STUDY, 

LARGELY BECAUSE HISTORIANS HAVE HAD LITTLE ACCESS 

TO DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE AND THUS HAVE BEEN 

FORCED TO RELY ON OFFICIAL STATEMENTS FROM THE 

TWO PROTAGONISTS. THIS SITUATION IS NOW 

BEGINNING TO CHANGE AND THE BOOKS IN THE 

READING SECTION REFLECT THIS.

• THE LACK OF CLEAR EVIDENCE ABOUT THE ORIGINS OF 

THE SPLIT HAVE LED TO A NUMBER OF THEORIES BEING 

DEVELOPED TO EXPLAIN WHY IT TOOK PLACE. YOU 

SHOULD, HOWEVER, BE WARY OF ANY MONO-CAUSAL 

EXPLANATION WHEN EXAMINING THE CAUSES OF THE 

SINO–SOVIET SPLIT IN THE 1950S AND HOW ITS 

WIDENING IN THE 1960S AFFECTED INTERNATIONAL 

RELATIONS.



CONCLUSIONS - INTERPRETATIONS

• THERE ARE FIVE WAYS MAJOR IN WHICH THE SINO-

SOVIET SPLIT CAN BE PERCEIVED:

1. AS THE INEVITABLE RESULT OF SINO-SOVIET RIVALRY 

IN EAST ASIA

2. AS AN IDEOLOGICAL CLASH OVER THE CORRECT 

INTERPRETATION OF MARXISM-LENINISM

3. AS PART OF A DIFFERENT TRADITION OF CHINESE 

OPPOSITION TO IMPERIALISM

4. AS THE RESULT OF DIFFERENT POLICIES TOWARDS 

THE WEST IN THE COLD WAR

5. AS A RESULT OF RIVALRIES BETWEEN MAO AND 

KHRUSHCHEV



CONCLUSIONS - INTERPRETATIONS

• INTERPRETATIONS OF THE SINO–SOVIET SPLIT CAN ON THE WHOLE BE 

DIVIDED BETWEEN THOSE THAT SEE IT AS THE RESULT OF A TRADITIONAL 

CLASH OF GREAT POWER INTERESTS AND THOSE THAT SEEK A MORE 

THEORETICAL APPROACH AND LOOK AT FACTORS SUCH AS CLASHES 

OVER IDEOLOGY AND THE NATURE OF IMPERIALISM. 

• THE BOOKS PRODUCED IN THE 1960S AND 1970S TENDED TO REFLECT 

THE FORMER VIEW AND WERE INFLUENCED BY THE ‘REALIST’ THEORY OF 

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS. HOWEVER, THE INCREASING AVAILABILITY OF 

CHINESE SOURCES, INCLUDING SECRET SPEECHES BY MAO, HAVE 

ALLOWED HISTORIANS TO CONCENTRATE MORE ON THE IMPORTANCE 

OF IDEOLOGICAL ISSUES AND THE STRESS PUT BY THE CHINESE ON THE 

STRUGGLE AGAINST IMPERIALISM.

• THE LATTER IS IMPORTANT NOT JUST BECAUSE IT LED TO DIFFERENCES 

WITH THE SOVIET UNION OVER POLICY TOWARDS THE USA AND THE 

NEWLY INDEPENDENT STATES OF ASIA AND AFRICA, BUT ALSO BECAUSE 

THE CHINESE COMMUNIST PARTY (CCP) INCREASINGLY ACCUSED THE 

USSR OF ACTING TOWARDS CHINA IN AN IMPERIALIST MANNER.



LORENZ M. LUTHI. (2008). THE SINO-
SOVIET SPLIT

“THE NEWLY AVAILABLE DOCUMENTS POINT TO THE ROLE OF 

IDEOLOGY IN THE SINO-SOVIET SPLIT. BOTH CHINESE 

COMMUNISTS AND THE SOVIETS WERE TRUE BELIEVERS IN 

MARXIST-LENINISM. THE DISCORD BETWEEN BEIJING AND 

MOSCOW AROSE OVER THE METHOD OF ESTABLISHING A 

SOCIALIST SOCIETY DOMESTICALLY, AND OVER THE JOINT 

POLICY OF THE SOCIALIST CAMP TOWARD THE CAPITALIST 

WORLD. FURTHER-MORE, WHILE IDEOLOGY WAS CENTRAL, IT 

INCREASINGLY BECAME ENTANGLED IN INTERNAL POLITICS. 

LEADERSHIP CONFLICTS LED MAO ZEDONG TO EXPLOIT THE 

WORSENING OF SINO-SOVIET RELATIONS FOR HIS OWN 

GOALS, ABROAD AND AT HOME.”



MAURICE MEISNER. (1999). MAO’S 
CHINA AND AFTER

“RUSSIAN ANGER OVER THE GREAT LEAP FORWARD 

AND THE CHINESE ABANDONMENT OF ‘THE SOVIET 

MODEL’ COINCIDED WITH CHINESE RESENTMENT 

OVER THE ABSENCE OF SOVIET SUPPORT IN THE 

QUEMOY-MATSU CRISIS OF 1958 AND BORDER 

DISPUTES WITH INDIA IN 1959. KHRUSHCHEV’S VISIT 

TO BEIJING IN 1959, COMING DIRECTLY AFTER HIS 

‘SUMMIT’ MEETING WITH PRESIDENT EISENHOWER, 

HIS PUBLIC RIDICULE OF COMMUNES, AND THE PENG 



GADDIS, J.L. (2008). THE COLD WAR: A 
NEW HISTORY

“THE SOURCES OF SINO-SOVIET TENSION LAY, FIRST, IN THE 

LONG HISTORY OF HOSTILITY BETWEEN RUSSIA AND CHINA, 

WHICH COMMITMENT TO A COMMON IDEOLOGY HAD ONLY 

PARTIALLY OVERCOME: KHRUSHCHEV AND MAO HAD ALL THE 

INSTINCTS AND PREJUDICES OF NATIONALISTS, HOWEVER 

MUCH THEY MIGHT BE COMMUNISTS.” (P. 140-141)

“…PICKING FIGHTS ABROAD – WHETHER WITH ADVERSARIES 

OR ALLIES – WAS [FOR MAO] A WAY TO MAINTAIN UNITY AT 

HOME, A MAJOR PRIORITY AS HE LAUNCHED THE GREAT LEAP 

FORWARD.” (P. 141)



RADCHENKO, S. (2010). THE SINO-SOVIET SPLIT. IN O. 
WESTAD, M. LEFFER (EDS), CAMBRIDGE HISTORY OF THE 

COLD WAR

“BETWEEN 1958 AND 1962, KHRUSHCHEV'S DISASTROUS HANDLING OF THE 

SOVIET RELATIONSHIP WITH CHINA HAD SERIOUSLY EXACERBATED THE 

TENSIONS IN THE ALLIANCE. HE HAD ANGERED MAO ZEDONG WITH HIS 

INCONSIDERATE PROPOSITION TO BUILD A JOINT SUBMARINE FLOTILLA AND 

A MILITARY RADIO STATION ON CHINA'S SOIL. HE HAD TACITLY SUPPORTED 

INDIA IN THE 1959 SINO-INDIAN BORDER WAR. IN 1960, HE HAD HASTILY 

WITHDRAWN SOVIET FROM CHINA IN A FIT OF RAGE. HE HAD RALLIED HIS

ALLIES IN EUROPE TO CRITICIZE CHINA IN INTERNATIONAL FORUMS. HE HAD 

PULLED OUT OF A DEAL TO DELIVER A PROTOTYPE ATOMIC BOMB TO THE 

AND HAD DESPERATELY TRIED TO STALL THE CHINESE NUCLEAR WEAPONS 

PROGRAM. FROM THE CHINESE PERSPECTIVE, THESE POLICIES CONSISTENTLY 

SPOKE OF KHRUSHCHEV'S HANDED ARROGANCE AND HIS CHAUVINISTIC 

DISDAIN FOR CHINA.”


