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1. Alienation between China, the Soviet Union and the US 

 

1.1.	China’s	Ambition	for	Independent	Diplomacy	and	Ideology	Difference	between	China	and	the	Soviet	Union		

Since its establishment on October 01, 1949, the People's Republic of China sought active participation in global 
affairs and independent diplomacy, with the Soviet Union offering support during the communist revolution's early 
stages.1 China and the Soviet Union formed an alliance, formalized through the "Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship and 
Alliance."2 However, this assistance entailed directives and guidance from the Soviet Union regarding the formation of 
China's communist party.3 They stood in the position of world communist leader and attempted to decide China's 
development. China, a civilization with millennia of history, historically viewed itself as a global center. It resisted Soviet 
Union control and sought equal standing despite substantial Soviet assistance.4  

Nationalism surged as Mao perceived Soviet directives as counterproductive to China's communist ideals. He also 
contended that the United States did not regard China as a significant threat due to its relative weakness compared to the 
Soviet Union. In a fall 1955 speech, Mao articulated that given their vast resources and population, China should attain a 
position on par with the Soviet Union and the United States.5 Political tensions escalated between China and the Soviet 
Union as China aspired to reclaim its historical dominance in Asia. Mao's rejection of subservience to Soviet control 
stemmed from this desire for renewed autonomy.6  

 
1.2. Deteriorating	Relationship	Between	China	and	the	Soviet	Union		

The pivotal event leading to the estrangement of China and the Soviet Union was the June 20, 1959, meeting 
between the Soviet Union and the United States concerning the prohibition of nuclear weapon testing.7 The two 
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superpowers agreed to stop the competition for nuclear weapons. This also prevented the other countries from growing 
the technology and forming nuclear weapons. As a result, the Soviet Union retreated all their technology advisors from 
China, which paused the progress of China's first atomic bomb and other technological developments. Mao and the Chinese 
Communist Party were angry with the Soviet Union's attitude, which greatly disturbed their relationships.8Eventually, 
China developed the first atomic bomb on October 16, 1964, by itself.9  

The ultimate catalyst for the China-Soviet Union rupture was Khrushchev's July 1959 speech in Poland, wherein 
he criticized China's Commune activities.10 Mao’s indignation led him to counter the “opposition faction and skeptic 
faction” within the Soviet Union, underpinned by profound ideological disparities. His censure of Khrushchev as anti-
Communes marked the definitive rupture in Sino-Soviet relations. Subsequently, the deployment of one million Soviet 
troops near the Sino-Soviet border culminated in their severed ties during the 1969 military confrontation.11The dispute 
over the ownership of Ostrov Damanskiy Island culminated in a series of confrontations between China and the Soviet 
Union, resulting in China's triumph and the island's renaming as Zhen Bao Island, now under Chinese control. This incident 
catalyzed a latent conflict between the two nations, ultimately prompting China to reconsider its alliances and 
estrangement from the Soviet Union.12  
 

2. Ping-pong Diplomacy and the “Hands Shaking” between the U.S. and China 

 

2.1.	Main	Conflict	between	China	and	the	U.S.		

Following the Korean War, the central contention between China and the U.S. revolved around the Taiwan issue. 
The United States expressed readiness to protect the Republic of China (ROC) in Taiwan. Taipei asserted its jurisdiction 
over the mainland, and China, while asserting its moral right to reunify with Taiwan, avoided provoking a conflict with the 
United States.13  
 

2.2.	Willingness	for	Détente	between	China	and	the	U.S.		

Before China's shift in diplomatic strategy, on January 05, 1950, U.S. President Harry Truman announced a 
reversal in American support for the KMT, discontinuing substantial economic and military aid and refraining from 
involvement in China's civil conflict. In effect, the United States indicated it would not interfere with the Chinese invasion 
of Taiwan.14 The Korean War escalated tensions between China and the United States, deteriorating their bilateral 
relations and undermining the semblance of "friendliness" from the U.S.15  

Nonetheless, China's internal strife, including the failure of The Great Leap Forward, had profound consequences 
and altered the geopolitical landscape. The proportional relationship between the national economy and food shortage 
started to bother the Chinese citizens. From November 1959 to the middle of 1960, the Chinese government tried to solve 
the problem through diplomacy. According to Lengxi Wu, president of the All-China Journalists Association, during the 
meeting held by Mao from January 07 to January 17, 1960, the Chinese government decided to actively create new 
alliances through foreign diplomacy.16 One proposed solution entailed mitigating the tension stemming from the Taiwan 
Problem and existing between the U.S. and China. 

In May 1960, at the behest of Chairman Mao, Zhou Enlai engaged in discussions with Bernard Law Montgomery. 

1718, the marshal of the British army. During this meeting, China expressed its willingness to seek a peaceful resolution to 
the Taiwan Problem with the United States.19 During their dialogue, the U.S. representative consistently asserted that the 
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revised version was mutually advantageous, respecting both parties' sovereignty and their right to address the 
issue.20Consequently, China conducted 136 meetings with U.S. counterparts in Warsaw over a 15-year span. These 
constituted the initial and most direct private engagements between the two nations' delegations. In June 1962, the 
Kennedy government proposed through the Warsaw Conference that The U.S. would not provide any military support to 
Taiwan's military that was planning to attack mainland China.21Without the support from the U.S., the Taiwan military 
force did not have a chance to pose a threat to Mao's government.  
 

2.3.	Desire	of	China	and	the	U.S.	for	Engagement		

Following China’s estrangement from the Soviet Union and its acquisition of nuclear capabilities in 196422, the 
United States recognized China's increased influence and potential to impact the Cold War dynamic, surpassing Taiwan.23 
The United States contemplated transforming China from a rival into an ally through diplomatic engagement, while China, 
seeking to mitigate the military threat from the Soviet Union, also aspired to establish a relationship that would alleviate 
this threat from its northern neighbor.24China found the United States an attractive partner due to its capacity to 
counterbalance the Soviet Union, while the United States viewed China as a strategic ally capable of challenging the Soviet 
Union's position in Asia. 

However, this was delayed by the different political ideologies and the happening of the Vietnam War. Though the 
two countries did not battle against each other directly this time, China supported North Vietnam and stood on the 
opposite side of the U.S. That made the relationship tense again and the former efforts were spoiled to some extent. The 
entering of the Vietnam War by the U.S. on the opposite side of China made the relationship tense again and the former 
efforts were spoiled to some extent.25  
 

3. Ping-Pong Diplomacy  
 

3.1.	Ping-Pong	Incident		

While the diplomatic meeting was not as successful as expected between China and the U.S., sports, the 
"unrelated" factor, created the opportunity to change the game. Since the mid-1960s, China tried to win friends by 
engaging in sports competitions with Third World countries.26In that period, the Chinese provided sports coaches to Africa 
and Latin America.  

Among the sports, an incident in the 31st World Ping-Pong Championship started the butterfly effect of breaking 
the barrier between China and the U.S. The World Ping-Pong Championship was held in Japan from March 28 to April 07, 
1971. China attended this match with the instruction from Zhou Enlai to meet different Ping-Pong delegations from around 
the world and create friendships. At the end of the first day's match, when the Chinese team was getting on the bus to their 
hotel, Glenn Cowan, an American Ping-Pong player, thumbed a lift and joined them.27The Chinese delegation welcomed 
him greatly on the bus and gave him a traditional Chinese-style brocade as a present.28  

The other day, Cowan brought a shirt with “Peace” and “Let it Be” signs on it as a return. The emergence of an 
athlete as an unexpected catalyst in thawing Sino-U.S. relations was a remarkable development. During an interview, 
Cowan, when queried about his desire to visit other nations, particularly China, expressed a keen interest in exploring 
China's culture and society. Subsequently, the U.S. Ping-Pong delegation extended an invitation to the Chinese Ping-Pong 
team, marking an unprecedented visit by American athletes to China. Given the heightened tensions of the Cold War, this 
event garnered significant attention and was promptly reported to Zhou Enlai.29Following consultations with Mao and the 
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China extended an invitation to the U.S. Ping-Pong team for a visit and friendly match, marking 
a pivotal thaw in relations between the two adversarial nations. The U.S. Ambassador to Japan promptly relayed the news 
to the United States Department of State, leading to President Nixon's late-night telegram approval of the visit, reflecting 
the significance of this development.30Nixon later remarked that he had never anticipated the China initiative would 
manifest through a ping-pong team.31  
 

3.2.	American	Athletes	Visiting	China		

As the U.S. Ping-Pong team accepted the invitation from China, the visit was planned between April 10 and 17, 
1971. Cowans and ten other athletes became the first group of athletes to visit China after 1949.32They visited the 
Forbidden City and the Great Wall and appreciated Chinese traditional arts.33They also played several friendly matches in 
Beijing and Shanghai.3435Zhou Enlai warmly received the team at the Great Hall of the People and delivered a speech 
emphasizing the transformative potential of this event in Sino-U.S. relations. Shortly after the speech,36President Nixon 
initiated policy changes that dismantled barriers between China and the United States.37They extended an invitation to the 
Chinese Ping-Pong team for a visit to the United States.38A seemingly trivial Ping-Pong ball forged a profound 
transformation in Sino-U.S. relations. 
 
4.	Hands	Shaking	between	China	and	the	U.S.		

	

4.1.	Henry	Kissinger’s	Secret	Visit	to	China	and	Nixon’s	State	Visit	to	China		

To solidify Sino-U.S. friendship, on July 08, 1971, Henry Kissinger, then Assistant to the President for National 
Security Affairs, clandestinely traveled to Beijing.39Both governments agreed on keeping the visit private and secret from 
the world. Kissinger was welcomed by Zhou Enlai and they discussed the Taiwan issue for three days. Kissinger conveyed 
to Zhou that the United States would progressively reduce its military presence in Taiwan and disavow support for the 
"Two Chinas" or "China and Taiwan" concept.40Moreover, Kissinger promised Zhou that the U.S. was willing to cooperate 
with China against the Soviet Union. The fruitful meeting between Kissinger and Zhou Enlai laid the groundwork for 
President Nixon's state visit to China in 1972.41  

On February 21, 1972, President Nixon arrived at Beijing Airport, marking the first-ever state visit to China by a 
U.S. President. This historic event unequivocally signaled the burgeoning friendship between China and the United States. 
During his visit, Nixon held meetings with Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai, lauding their transformative efforts in China and 
the establishment of amicable relations with the United States.4243President Nixon told Mao that he had perused the 
Chairman's poetry and speeches, discerning his acumen as a seasoned philosopher. 44 Kissinger added on by saying that he 
previously assigned the Chairman's comprehensive writings to his Harvard University classes. Nixon asserted that the 
Chairman's writings had a transformative impact on the nation and the world. Mao humbly responded, saying that he had 
only been able to change only a few places in the vicinity of Peking, not the whole world.45  
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During their conversation about Taiwan and the Soviet Union, Nixon remarked, "Mr. Chairman, it is interesting to 
note that most nations would approve of this meeting, but the Soviets disapprove, the Japanese have doubts which they 
express, and the Indians disapprove. So we must examine why and determine how our policies should develop to deal with 
the whole world, as well as the immediate problems such as Korea, Vietnam, and, of course, Taiwan." In response to these 
sensitive queries, Mao opined that previously, the likelihood of aggression from either the United States or China was 
relatively low because there was no state of war between the two nations. However, it was a unique situation because the 
ideologies of the two countries had never been discussed in the past 22 years. In less than 10 months since the initiation of 
the table tennis diplomacy, or less than two years if the inception of President Nixon's suggestion in Warsaw is considered, 
a significant shift had occurred. Furthermore, he conveyed his willingness to cultivate friendship with the United States 
under President Nixon's leadership.46  

The fruitful dialogue among Nixon, Mao, Kissinger, and Zhou resulted in the signing of the Shanghai Communique, 
a published and globally significant document.47This marked a profound shift in the dynamics involving the Soviet Union, 
the United States, and China. Nixon's visit to China is a rare instance where a state visit catalyzed a seminal transformation 
in global affairs. The re-entry of China into the global diplomatic game and the increased strategic options for the United 
States gave a new vitality and flexibility to the international system.48  
 

4.2.	China	Established	Diplomatic	Relations	with	the	U.S.	and	the	State	Visit	of	Deng	Xiaoping	to	the	U.S.		

President Nixon's State Visit successfully fostered friendship between China and the United States. However, Mao 
Zedong49 and Zhou Enlai50passed away in 1976, four years after the State Visit by Nixon. Deng Xiaoping's ascendancy in 
China in 1978 marked the continuation of efforts to foster amicable ties with the U.S. After eight years of persistent 
diplomacy; China officially established diplomatic relations with the U.S. on January 01, 1979.51President Jimmy Carter 
formalized the relationship with a declaration stating that the United States of America and the People's Republic of China 
mutually agreed to recognize each other and establish diplomatic relations on January 01, 1979.52This pivotal move in the 
Cold War era ultimately facilitated the collaborative political strategy of China and the United States to counterbalance the 
Soviet Union. 

Symbolizing the burgeoning Sino-U.S. friendship, Deng Xiaoping embarked on an official state visit to the United 
States on January 28, 1979, becoming the first Chinese leader to do so.53He reaffirmed China's commitment to the core 
concept of Reform and Opening Up while expressing China's willingness to engage in political and economic cooperation 
with the United States.54  
 
5.	Impacts	of	China’s	Reselection	of	Allies	

	

5.1.	Impact	on	the	Soviet	Union		

The formation of diplomatic ties between China and the United States significantly impacted the Soviet Union. The 
loss of a communist ally in close proximity, possessing nuclear technology and atomic bombs, was of paramount 
significance. China and the United States devised a strategy to counterbalance the Soviet Union's superpower status, 
effectively forging allies. This strategy played a pivotal role in the eventual decline and collapse of the Soviet Union.55  
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5.2.	Impact	on	the	U.S.		

The United States transformed a former adversary into an ally, playing a crucial role in the end of the Cold War 
through the collapse of the Soviet Union. The friendship with China encouraged trade, which benefited both countries 
economically.56The U.S. gained an important ally in Asia, which was both influential and had great potential in the 
future.57Establishing diplomatic ties between China and the United States proved to be a mutually beneficial strategy. 
 
5.3.	Impact	on	China		

Following the establishment of diplomatic relations with the USA, China reengaged in global affairs and mitigated 
Soviet military threats. Under Deng Xiaoping's leadership, China's core strategy of Reform and Opening Up facilitated rapid 
development, with political and economic support from the United States.58Furthermore, aided by the United States, the 
People's Republic of China secured accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO), propelling economic growth in the 
early twenty-first century.59China's accession to the WTO, coupled with the Reform and Opening Up policy, elevated its 
development and served as a foundation for its emergence as the world's second-largest economic entity.60  
 

6. Conclusion  

The estrangement between China and the Soviet Union, coupled with the triumphant diplomacy between China 
and the United States, imparted a momentous transformation to the Cold War dynamics. The Soviet Union's loss of a 
crucial ally instilled apprehension about China's burgeoning influence in Asia. Meanwhile, China reasserted its global 
presence through the initiation of the Reform and Opening Up policy. The United States, by converting a former adversary 
into an Asian ally, consolidated its status as the world's sole superpower. Ultimately, China's recalibration of alliances 
played a pivotal role in bringing the Cold War to its conclusion. 
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and Asia.  
cxlvi. Weidenbaum, Murray. “United States-China-Taiwan: A Precarious Triangle.” Challenge 43, no. 5 (2000): 92–106. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40722032.C 

cxlvii. Annotation: [Secondary Source] 
cxlviii. This book talked about China's relationship with the U.S. regarding the Taiwan problem. There were potential 

solutions at that time to the Taiwan problem, which brought China and the U.S. closer.  

cxlix. LEE, SHAORONG, YUQIN HAN, and YONG PENG. “THE ROLE OF CHINA IN EAST ASIA AFTER CHINA ENTERING 

THE WTO.” The Journal of East Asian Affairs 15, no. 2 (2001): 369–95. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23255914.  

cl. Annotation: [Secondary Source] 

cli. The book discussed China’s influence and power in Asia and how China gradually replaced the role of the 

Soviet Union.  
clii. Ciuriak, Dan. “China after the WTO.” American Journal of Chinese Studies 9, no. 1 (2002): 59–93. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/44288690. 

cliii. Annotation: [Secondary Source] 
cliv. This explained how China's economy benefited from entering the WTO and how getting into world affairs 

changed China.  

clv. Ping-Pong Diplomacy: The Secret History Behind the Game That Changed the World By Nicholas Griffin 

December 12, 2014 

clvi. Annotation: [Secondary Source] 

clvii. The book suggested the importance of Ping-Pong diplomacy and its role in the Cold War, which changed the 

Allies' formations.  

 
 

Appendix  

 

"Transcript of Conversation between Zhou Enlai and Bernard Law Montgomery," September 21, 1961, History and Public 

Policy Program Digital Archive, Zhou Enlai Waijiao wenxuan [Selected Diplomatic Papers of Zhou Enlai] (Beijing: 

Zhongyang wenxian, 1990), pp. 311–315. Translated by Simon Schuchat. 

https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/260514  

Conversation between Zhou Enlai and Bernard Law Montgomery  

 

 
 

Newspaper from The People’s Daily 1970, May 20  

The title stated that “Mao claimed to support people around the world to oppose the ‘evil American Imperialism’”  

This shows the tension between China and the U.S. during the Vietnam War and how Ping-Pong diplomacy changed the 

whole situation.  
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Glenn Cowan exchanged handshakes with Chinese player Zhuang Zedong after getting off a bus for Chinese players during 
the 31st World Table Tennis Championships in Nagoya, Japan, on April 04, 1971. 
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/bus-ride-opened-long-road-to-beijing-ln7mxzp6q  
 

 
This picture presents the Chinese Ping-Pong delegation's visit to the U.S., which is an essential primary source.  
Connie Sweeris (right) played one of the Chinese players in 1972 on their return visit to the US. [Photos/Provided to China 
Daily] 
 

 
 
This was from the Time Magazine as the US table tennis players visited the Great Wall.  
US table tennis players at the Great Wall in 1971. The long-haired man (left) sitting on the ground is Glenn Cowan. 
[Photos/Provided to China Daily]  
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This was a picture taken in Shanghai when the US table tennis delegation played a friendly match with China in Shanghai.  
The US ping pong delegation members Glenn Cowan (right) and Errol Resek (left) took photos with Shanghai players Yao 
Zhenxu (second from right) and Wu Xinmin on April 15, 1971, when they arrived in Shanghai.  
 

 
 
This was the picture when Cowan shook hands with a news agency showing friendship.  
This April 1972 image, disclosed by China's Xinhua News Agency, captures Zhuang Zedong (right) engaging in a handshake 
with U.S. table tennis player Glenn Cowan during his visit to the United States. Zhuang, a pivotal figure in the historic 1971 
“ping-pong diplomacy” between China and the U.S., passed away in Beijing at the age of 72. 
Xu Bihua/AP 
 

 
 

A photograph featuring American table tennis player Glenn Cowan was published on a magazine cover. 
[File Photo] 
http://www.china.org.cn/international/china-us/2009-01/07/content_17071140_4.htm  
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The China-US ping pong friendly match was staged at Beijing Capital Gymnasium on April 13, 1971. Xinhua  
 

 
 
U.S. President Richard Nixon says goodbye to China’s Premier Chou Enlai at Shanghai Airport on Monday, February 28, 
1972, before departing for Alaska, winding up his eight-day China visit.  
(Image: AP Photo) 
 

 
 

The conversation between Mao and President Nixon during the State Visit.  
"Memorandum of Conversation between Chairman Mao Zedong and President Richard Nixon," February 21, 1972, History 
and Public Policy Program Digital Archive, Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library, National Security Adviser Trip Briefing 
Books and Cables for President Ford, 1974-1976 (Box 19). https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/118064 
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