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e are amply supplied with scholarship documenting the history of the 
Comintern, the USSR’s longest-lasting institutional attempt to export 
revolution globally.1 Less well studied is the role played by Maoist China in 

disseminating world revolution from the late 1940s to the late 1970s, although any 
historian of (for example) France, West Germany, Italy, Scandinavia, India, and Peru in 
the second half of the twentieth century will be well aware of these territories’ 
engagement with Maoist political practice and culture. Particularly during the 1960s and 
1970s, the culture and politics of Maoist China permeated global radicalism. Mao and his 
ideas of continuous, peasant revolution appealed to left-wing rebels, and civil-rights and 
anti-racism campaigners in the U.S., Australia, France, West Germany, Switzerland, 
Belgium, Italy, Norway, and Sweden. Across the developing world (in Asia, South 
America, and Africa) Maoist politics inspired post-colonial nations with idioms such as 
self-reliance, party rectification, revolutionary spontaneity, and so on. Even a Hollywood 
A-lister such as the actress Shirley MacLaine found a solution to her mid-life crisis during 
a six-week tour to China in the early 1970s, and wrote an adulatory account of the country 
in her 1975 book You Can Get There from Here.2   
 

                                                        
1 See, for example, Kevin McDermott and Jeremy Agnew, The Comintern: A History of International 

Communism from Lenin to Stalin (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996); Jon Jacobson, When the Soviet Union 
Entered World Politics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994); Alexander Dallin and Fridrikh 
Igorevich Firsov eds., Dimitrov and Stalin, 1934-1943, Letters from the Soviet Archives (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2000). 

2 Shirley Maclaine, You Can Get There From Here (New York: Norton, 1975). 
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In the past two decades, scholars including Chen Jian, Qiang Zhai, Anne-Marie Brady, 
Zheng Yangwen, Cagdas Ungor, and Alexander Cook have illuminated – using newly 
available published and archival materials – the ways in which Maoist China tried to 
increase its international influence and export global revolution through war, diplomacy, 
culture, and propaganda.3 In their 2013 article “Leadership transfer in the Asian 
revolution: Mao Zedong and the Asian Cominform” Zhihua Shen and Yafeng Xia, two 
leading archival historians of China and the Cold War, fill an important gap in our 
understanding of the Chinese institutions that furthered this goal. Their research sheds 
fascinating light on Mao Zedong’s attitude and efforts towards creating an Asian 
Cominform after World War II, and indicates the hard-power results of this policy. 
 
Shen and Xia argue that Mao was eager for a global revolutionary role even before 
Communist victory in China had been secured, cautiously petitioning Soviet Communist 
party leader Joseph Stalin for leadership of the Asian revolution in early 1949. After some 
hesitation, Stalin – at least according to Mao’s version of events –gave the green light to a 
China-led ‘League of Communist parties in East Asia’, a de-facto Asian Cominform, that 
summer. After relocating in spring 1949 from its civil war headquarters in Hebei to 
Beijing, the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) promptly began 
offering guidance to other Asian communist parties. By the end of July 1949, Asian 
communist leaders (from Vietnam, Thailand, the Philippines, Indonesia, Burma, 
Malaysia, and India) were able to visit China to take a one-year course in revolution 
taught by veteran Communists such as Zhu De, Deng Xiaoping and Chen Boda; the 
Collected Works of Mao Zedong served as the set text. In November 1949, Mao’s second-
in-command Liu Shaoqi (encouraged by Stalin) used his chairmanship of an Asian and 
Australasian Trade Union Conference in Beijing to declare that armed struggle “is the 
road of Mao Zedong [and an] inevitable path toward the liberation of other people in the 
colonial and semi-colonial countries.” The following year, he remade the point more 
explicitly:  
 

“After the victory of the revolution, the CCP should use all means to help the 
Communist parties and people among the oppressed peoples of Asia to fight for 
liberation. This is the unshakeable obligation of the CCP and the Chinese people, and 
it is also one of the most important means to consolidate the victory of the Chinese 
Revolution worldwide…We should provide fraternal assistance and warm hospitality 
to the Communist parties and revolutionaries from all countries; encourage them and 
modestly listen to their opinions; introduce them to details of the experiences of the 
Chinese Revolution [and] answer their questions carefully” (202-203; 208). 
 

                                                        
3 Earlier works include Peter van Ness, Revolution and Chinese Foreign Policy; Peking's Support for 

Wars of National Liberation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1970); Bruce D. Larkin, China and Africa, 
1949-1970: The Foreign Policy of the People’s Republic of China, Cecil Johnson, Communist China and Latin 
America, 1959-1967 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1970). 
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By the end of 1950, Mao informed one of Stalin’s emissaries to China that “all the 
Communist parties in the Asian countries are now looking for advice and help from the 
CCP…Beijing has gathered delegates from all the Asian Communist parties excluding the 
Communist Party of India” (205). That year, some four hundred revolutionary trainees 
gathered in Beijing to begin their revolutionary apprenticeships before being sent back to 
lead the revolution in their respective Asian countries.  
 
In August 1950, the CCP took another important organizational step towards building the 
world revolution by setting up the International Liaison Department (ILD, Zhonglianbu), 
the institution that took responsibility for coordinating interactions with fraternal, 
Communist parties. Within China the organization was, and remains, so secretive that 
knowledge of its exact location during the 1950s-1970s is, apparently, still not in the 
public domain.  
 
Fortunately for historians, the ILD’s foreign liaisons have proved less discreet than their 
Chinese sponsors. Chin Peng, the ethnically Chinese leader of the Malayan Communist 
Party (MCP), found himself exiled in Beijing after the collapse of MCP resistance 
following the first Malayan Emergency of 1947-60. Flying in to Beijing airport in early June 
1961, he was met by Liu Ningyi, the chief of the ILD. “I was given,” he remembered, “a 
substantial bungalow next to Peking’s highly secret Liaison Department building.  

 
Close by was the Chinese Military Museum and the Railway Department building. The 
Liaison headquarters then comprised such a secret operation that it hid behind a high 
stone wall and there were no signs announcing its functions. Within the Liaison 
compound was a separate mini-compound of houses, enclosed behind yet another 
wall, for the families of those working for the department. Strict regulations forbade 
any family members strolling into the office section. All matters in the Liaison offices 
were handled on an appointment-only basis. My bungalow formed part of an 
accommodation section set aside to house officials of fraternal communist parties 
operating in Peking. It was located on a broad boulevard leading straight into 
Tiananmen Square in the heart of the Chinese capital…Burmese, Siamese, Lao, 
Cambodian and Indonesian comrades…all maintained important training facilities in 
China at this time.”4 
 

Mao-era China, therefore, had its own version of Moscow’s Hotel Lux (the inappropriately 
named hostel that housed trainee foreign revolutionaries and a colony of rats between the 
1920s and 1940s). The site in west Beijing is now occupied by a 4-star hotel, the Wanshou 
Binguan (Hotel of Longevity).  
 
By 1952, Shen and Xia relate, the CCP had developed an undergraduate-length training 
program in revolution: a three-year course at the Institute of Marxism-Leninism in 

                                                        
4 Chin Peng, My Side of History (Singapore: Media Masters, 2003), 426-428. 
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revolutionary theory, hosting students from southeast Asia, Australia, New Zealand, 
Japan, and Pakistan. A support infrastructure of schools and nurseries was set up to 
ensure that parents could devote themselves to learning the theory and practice of 
revolution. Beijing-based leaders of particular Communist Parties passed on instructions 
and advice from Chinese authorities to local cells in their native countries.   
 
Shen and Xia argue that the PRC’s open-handed policy towards Asian revolution, and its 
belief in the global relevance of ‘the road of Mao Zedong’ had an immediate impact on the 
course of the Cold War. Without military support from China, the North Korean leader 
Kim Il-sung would not have been able to contemplate trying to unify Korea by force. 
Justifying his decision to mobilise exhausted Chinese armies to fight in Korea, Mao 
argued that “it will benefit China, Korea, Asia and the world” (204).  
 
China’s influence on the Vietnamese communist revolution was similarly decisive. Right 
from the start, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) was diplomatically beholden 
to the People’s Republic of China (PRC). It was largely thanks to Chinese lobbying that 
the USSR recognized the DRV in 1950. (In a decision that is highly revealing of the way in 
which the USSR and the PRC carved up regional influence and control between them, 
Stalin agreed that the Chinese embassy in Moscow could serve on North Vietnam’s 
behalf.) In the two and a half decades of the unification war in Vietnam, China sent vast 
quantities of military and moral support south over the border: military advisors, 
gunners, dynamiters, roads, bullets, uniforms, soy sauce, ping-pong balls, mouth organs 
and scented soap. According to the Beijing government’s own figures, Chinese aid to 
Vietnam between 1950 and 1975 came to some $20 billion. China also educated and 
trained Vietnamese students who later returned to their home country to join the war 
effort. Without this accumulated help, Vietnamese victory against French colonial armies 
in 1954 and North Vietnam’s drawn-out resistance to U.S. attack through the 1960s and 
1970s would have been implausible.  
 
The history of the PRC’s role in spreading global revolution is not publicly acknowledged 
in China today, primarily because it uncomfortably contradicts contemporary China’s 
projected self-image in international politics. For the past ten years, as the rise of China to 
superpower status has started to seem viable, China’s rulers have advanced the theory of 
China’s “peaceful rise”, arguing that China will not behave as a hegemon after its re-
emergence as a global power. China’s new strength and influence, they insist, will be a 
force for international harmony rather than of militant nationalism. History is an 
important corroborating part of this narrative: it is often repeated that (unlike the 
modern West) China has never interfered in the sovereign affairs of other countries. The 
idea of a virtuously neutral China thus contrasts with the actions of the aggressive 
imperialist West. The Chinese state’s latest campaign for global influence is the so-called 
‘China Dream,’ designed to market globally the idea of a strong, successful China. Its 
book-length manifesto argues that “China has a tradition of cherishing peace and 
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harmony and it never seeks to pillage others or establish spheres of influence.”5  
 
Under these particular geopolitical circumstances, it is not surprising that China does not 
want to shine a spotlight on its yearning for leadership of the world revolution during the 
Maoist period, a time when it energetically exported not only ideology, in the form of 
hundreds of millions of copies of the Little Red Book, but also harder currencies of 
revolution (money, weapons and training for global insurgencies, especially in the 
developing world). A senior mainland diplomatic historian has expressed the 
embarrassment that this past causes China’s contemporary rulers. “The CCP today doesn’t 
want people to talk about this history…Their interference in foreign countries back then 
was truly excessive.”6  
 
Given such high-level Chinese discomfort with this history, it is challenging to research. 
The ILD has not opened its archives, and there seems to be no likelihood of this 
happening in the near future. As a result, there is no unified archive for the topic, and 
primary sources are scattered across speeches, telegrams, minutes of meetings (many of 
which are not in the public domain), and memoirs and oral histories in a wide variety of 
languages. (Shen and Xia’s article, for example, moves between published and archival 
Russian and Chinese sources, and oral history.) By carefully documenting the enthusiasm 
of, and active role played by Mao and his lieutenants in supporting Asian revolutions 
from the 1950s, Shen and Xia have begun to clarify this still murky history, and have 
further refined our understanding of the Cold War as it played out between the USSR, 
Europe, and Asia. They enable us to make more sense of the bitterness of the Sino-Soviet 
split after 1960 – a bitterness fuelled by rivalry between the CCP and CPSU (Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union) for leadership of the world communist revolution. Shen and 
Xia also help us comprehend the troubled course of China’s relations with other 
southeast Asian countries from the Cold War to the present today – relations clouded, 
amongst other things, by memory of the PRC’s revolutionary interventions in the 1950s-
1970s.  
 
Much more work needs to be done before we properly understand the scale of China’s 
ambitions to ‘export revolution’: for example, the extent to which a coordinated central 
plan existed for a global strategy, and across what period.7 If such a plan did exist, to what 

                                                        
5 Ren Xiaosi, The Chinese Dream: What It Means for China and the Rest of the World, “Foreword” (no 

page number) (Beijing: New World Press, 2013). 

6 Private communication. 

7 Moving beyond this review’s focus on Asia, Matthew D. Rothwell’s Transpacific Revolutionaries: The 
Chinese Revolution in Latin America (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013) narrates the nature and extent of contacts 
between China and Latin American radicals. In 1959, the CCP founded to the north of Beijing a training school 
for Latin American communists, running six-month courses in Maoist revolution – their most infamous 
alumnus was Abimael Guzman, later leader of Peru’s violent Maoist insurrection, the Shining Path. 
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extent did Chinese strategists genuinely hope to generate lookalike revolutionary regimes 
across the world; or alternatively, to what extent were they hoping merely for cosmetic 
“recognition” by foreign revolutionaries as the leaders of the world revolution?8 We also 
need to know more about the experiences of individual revolutionaries who visited China 
for training, their interactions with their Chinese sponsors and their subsequent careers 
after leaving the PRC. By unpicking the institutional history of this phenomenon, and by 
explicating some of its hard-power results, Shen and Xia suggest the richness of the 
subject and indicate new paths of enquiry.    
 
 
Julia Lovell received her Ph.D. at the University of Cambridge, and currently teaches 
Chinese and world history at Birkbeck College, University of London. Her books include 
The Politics of Cultural Capital: China’s Quest for a Nobel Prize in Literature (Hawai’i: 
Hawai’i University Press, 2006) and The Opium War: Drugs, Dreams and the Making of 
China (London: Picador, 2011). She is working on a global history of Maoism, to be 
published by Bodley Head in 2017. 
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8 Chen Jian, for example, in his Mao’s China and the Cold War (North Carolina: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2001) argues strongly that Mao frequently used foreign policy to shore up his domestic prestige 
and goals. 
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