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ach Fredman’s “’The Specter of an Expansionist China’: Kennedy Administration 
Assessments of Chinese Intentions in Vietnam” is an article worth reading and one 
that is likely to cause reflection and debate among Chinese readers in particular. 

 
The article analyzes in detail the Chinese ‘specter’ which had been lingering in the 
Kennedy administration’s Vietnam policy. It cites the memoirs of Secretary of Defense 
Robert McNamara, and points out that the misjudgment of ‘Chinese expansionism’ was a 
crucial factor in the troubled Vietnam policy of the U.S. governments (including that of 
the John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson administrations).1 
 
The author then discusses the domestic political factors that led to a ‘Chinese 
expansionism’ misjudgment. First, major historical events had formulated a political 
psychology in the American mind called the “CHICOMPLEX.”(115) The article 
summarizes some important decisions of Mao Zedong in the beginning of the founding of 
People’s Republic of China (PRC), the Korean War, McCarthyism and the China lobby, 
etc., all of which had played an important role in shaping the ‘China complex.’ China’s 
intention of ‘expansionism’ in Southeast Asia had become one of Americans’ ‘doctrines.’ 
What Freedman considers particularly important is that almost without thinking, the 
Kennedy administration inherited this ‘doctrine,’ making ‘Chinese expansionism’ a 
premise of Vietnam policy-making that lasted a long time. 
 

1 Robert McNamara with Brian Van Der Mark, In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam 
(New York, 1995), 32–33. 
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Fredman argues that during Kennedy’s governance, China was in its ‘Great Leap Forward’ 
movement and its foreign policy was turning radical. The above coincidence caused a 
noteworthy impact on the Kennedy administration, providing an important impetus for 
the United States to take a “cautious escalation” (117) action in Vietnam. The author 
makes a fairly detailed analysis on the Kennedy administration's observance, discussion, 
and judgment of the behavior of China, thus providing a picture that is more complex 
than that offered by past research. Kennedy's team had been displaying a certain degree 
of caution in analyzing China’s policy. Many of the judgments of U.S. intelligence 
agencies were valuable as well. What they observed and analyzed included the main 
aspects of China's foreign policy, such as Sino-Soviet relations, the relations between 
China and North Vietnam, the ‘Great Leap Forward’ movement’s impact on China’s 
foreign behavior, and so on. The article emphasizes the Kennedy administration's 
understanding of the complexity of China's policy, which was quite impressive. The level 
of analysis of Kennedy’s team was also impressive. 
 
Another important contribution of this article is that it proves that the Kennedy 
administration had paid close attention on the Sino-Soviet split. Earlier studies have left 
an impression that the U.S. government knew little of the Sino-Soviet rift that started in 
the fall of 1958, and that there was a lack of sensitivity of the intensified Sino-Soviet 
disputes later. Freedman discusses the Kennedy administration’s detailed assessment of 
Sino-Soviet relations, and how it analyzed the impact of Sino-Soviet relations on the 
Vietnam situation. The article also impressively proves that the Kennedy administration’s 
thinking on such issues was complex and meticulous. Of course, all these facts are used to 
strengthen the crucial question as to why the specter of an expansionist China still so 
deeply dominated President Kennedy's judgment that he and his successor, Johnson, did 
not get out of the shadow of an ‘expansionist China.’ Shrouded in the fears of ‘Chinese 
expansionism’, their policy options were significantly narrowed. 
 
In order to evaluate the Vietnam policies of both the Kennedy and Johnson 
administrations, one needs to undertake a more penetrating excavation and usage of U.S. 
diplomatic archives, as well as to analyze and study more systematically and in-depth 
China’s Vietnam policy as well as its Southeast Asia policy during this period. This article 
points out that the limited opening of Chinese diplomatic archives have greatly confined 
research in this area, in spite of the fact that some improvements have been made in 
recent years and Chinese scholars have achieved some noteworthy findings.2 However, it 
is necessary to point out here that the newly released files are just one part of the 
problem, because in forty years of the Cold War, China’s Indo-China policy changed 
amazingly; it is not enough for a single period study to summarize the main contents and 
characteristics of China’s policy. 
 

2 The main Chinese contributions are included in Behind the Bamboo Curtain, China, Vietnam, and 
the World beyond Asia, edited by Priscilla Roberts, (Stanford: Stanford University, 2006). 
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China decided to support Vietnam in its ‘Anti-French Resistance War’ in March 1950, 
intervening in the First Indochina War before the Korean War broke out. This paper 
could have offered a more in-depth analysis on the impact of this event, which might also 
be an important source of the Americans’ “CHICOMPLEX.” Later, at the Geneva 
Conference in 1954, China facilitated a truce in Indochina through diplomatic efforts. 
American’s military intervention starting from mid-1960s and China's internal political 
turmoil resulted in China’s large-scale implementation of supporting Vietnam in the 
‘Anti-American War’ (the Second Indochina War) for a decade starting in 1963, which was 
China’s largest military operation outside its borders. On the one hand, the Indochina-
U.S. confrontation was considered to prominently reflect the contradictions and conflicts 
between the two countries on both global and regional levels; on the other hand, the 
Sino-Soviet competition in the Third World was spreading to Indochina, making the 
situation there extremely complicated. The result was that all-out ‘supporting Vietnam’ 
had become the priority of China’s foreign strategy at the time, because this policy could 
reflect and meet a variety of needs – it could effectively defend China’s southern border 
security by resisting U.S. military intervention, highlight Mao’s revolutionary orientations 
in foreign affairs and carry out the slogan of the Chinese support for world revolution, 
and facilitate competition with the Soviet Union’s influence in the Third World; in 
addition, it could inspire people to devote more enthusiasm to the Cultural Revolution 
movement domestically. In this sense, the study of China’s Vietnam policy in this period 
can be of great research value. 
 
After the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Vietnam in 1973, contradictions between China 
and Vietnam were uncovered at same time, including historical and geopolitical frictions, 
a long-term disagreement on U.S. policy between China and Vietnam, as well as negative 
effects caused by Sino-Soviet competition at the region, which was regarded as main 
threat to China since 1969. Changes in China's foreign aid policy in 1975 ripped the last 
string that tied their bilateral relations. Although the driving force of the shift of China's 
foreign aid policy came from domestic politics, and was not so much related to Indochina 
situation, this shift led to serious consequences, namely, the rapid deterioration of Sino-
Vietnamese relations. In 1979 China launched a war against Vietnam. Throughout the 
1980s, China's policy toward the United States and the Soviet Union was severely affected 
by the progress in Indochina, and China's relations with Vietnam did not return to 
normal until the end of the Cold War. 
 
The somewhat simple description above is meant to illustrate that China’s Vietnam policy 
was extremely complicated; it was sometimes related to the judgments of Chinese leaders 
on the security situation globally and in Southeast Asia. For example, during the Korean 
War, Chinese leaders had a ‘domino-effect’ logic in their strategic thinking - they were 
concerned that if they did not react to the surrounding crisis or conflict, a greater range 
of security threats would rise. This was exactly the same for the logical thinking of the 
U.S. on the Southeast Asia issue which began with the Dwight D. Eisenhower 
administration and was later inherited by the Kennedy administration. Meanwhile, 
China's domestic politics also had significant and intricate effects. It is indeed difficult to 
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determine in a particular period, including the period discussed in this paper, which 
factors determined China's Vietnam policy in the end, and what the intention of Chinese 
policy was.  
 
Therefore, to evaluate the Kennedy administration's Vietnam policy more reasonably, 
apart from analyzing American foreign policy-making, scholars will need a more in-depth 
and systematic discussion of China’s policy-making, in which respect there is certainly a 
long way to go. 
 
Niu, Jun, a Professor in School of International Studies, Peking University, received his 
Ph.D. from People's University of China in 1988. His research is focused on China’s 
foreign policy making since 1949, and the United States foreign policy and the Sino-U.S. 
relationship. His main recent publications include: From Yan’an to the World: The Origin 
and Development of Chinese Communist foreign Policy (Norwalk: Eastbridge, 2004); 牛軍

著、真水康樹訳『冷戦期中国外交の政策決定』（東京：千倉書房，2007 年）（China’s 
Foreign Policy Decision Making during the Cold WAR）  The Introduction of Foreign 
Relation of PRC since 1949 (Beijing: Peking University Press, 2010); The Cold War and the 
Origins of PRC’s Foreign  Relations 1949-1955 (Beijing: Sheke wenxian Press, 2012); The 
Cold War and Chinese Foreign Decision Making (Beijing: Jiuzhou Press, 2013); and China’s 
Foreign Policy Analysis: Theory, History and Prospect (Beijing: Shijie zhishi Press, 2013). 
 
 
© 2014 H-Net:  Humanities and Social Sciences Online 

 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. 

4 | P a g e  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

