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Review by Priscilla Roberts, University of Hong Kong 

ince the early 1970s, the relations between China and the United States have gradually come to loom 
ever larger on the international stage. In the past decade, the relationship has often been characterized as 
the most important in the world.  Concepts such as that of “Chimerica,” a neologism coined by the 

historian Niall Ferguson, or the “Group of Two (G-2),” a related term popularized by Ferguson, the 
economist C. Fred Bergsten, and former U.S. National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, among others, 
implicitly assume that all other international relationships must take second place to that between the two 
economically strongest single nations in the world, the current superpower and that which is eventually 
expected to take over that role. 

Chi-Kwan Mark’s meticulously researched and carefully argued article is a timely reminder that the 
international system was and is very far from being that simple, with just two big players, and the remainder 
all consigned to minor supporting roles.  Mark focuses upon the convoluted negotiations involved in 1971 
and 1972 in upgrading Sino-British diplomatic relations to full embassy status, a major step above the level of 
a mission headed by a mere chargé d’affaires that had been in place since 1950, when Britain first accorded 
diplomatic recognition to the new People’s Republic of China.  Until the French decided to reopen relations 
with China in 1964, the only other Western representatives in Beijing were those of the Scandinavian 
countries, the Netherlands, and Switzerland.  This did not, however, mean that relations between China and 
Britain—or those other Western states who had accorded China diplomatic recognition—were 
overwhelmingly harmonious, warm, or friendly.  British diplomats in Beijing were subject to a variety of 
restrictions and harassment, including massive Chinese demonstrations to mark such occasions as the Suez 
crisis and assorted Chinese political campaigns.  Thanks to the relatively humble status of their official 
representation, a level the Chinese imposed to protest the fact that the United Kingdom also maintained a 
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consulate in Tainan in Taiwan, the home of the rival Republic of China, the British ranked rather low in the 
pecking order among Beijing’s diplomatic community.1  

In the early 1960s, one newly arrived British diplomat wrote: 

In Peking itself the diplomatists lead a separate and sheltered life in communities of their own, concentrated 
for the most part in the old Legation Quarter, and in a settlement (shortly to be duplicated) of neo-Stalinist 
grandeur situated on the eastern fringe of the city.  Conditions for all are, in all important aspects, non-
discriminatory.  Capitalist and socialist, black, white and yellow, committed and uncommitted alike, all are 
subjected to the same regime of restricted movement.  Most, regardless of ideology, enjoy the same restricted 
access to the minds of their Chinese hosts.  Comfortable, in so far as comfort can be achieved by taking 
thought, assiduously waited upon by numerous and experienced servants, the diplomatists of Peking 
sometimes seem to me to have been wrapped in cotton-wool by the Chinese and placed in a corner where, it 
is hoped, they will stay quiet and cause the minimum of disturbance. . . .  In the transaction of their official 
business they encounter a distant politeness clearly geared to the matter under discussion and their sources of 
information on what occurs in the country are kept, as a matter of principle, to a minimum.2 

By 1967, foreign diplomats in Beijing were looking back wistfully to the distant but relaxed froideur of the 
early 1960s.  In retaliation for the suppression of the 1967 riots in Hong Kong during the early Cultural 
Revolution, Chinese demonstrators attacked and set fire to the British chancery in Beijing, beating up and 
assaulting those British diplomats and their families forced out of the building, who took refuge in their flats 
in the diplomatic quarter.  In the days that followed, they endured further attacks from Red Guard mobs.  In 
practice, many were effectively held hostage until well into 1968, eyewitnesses as fighting and near civil war 
between rival Red Guard student factions engulfed Beijing that summer.  Other foreign diplomats who fell 
out of Chinese favor were hardly luckier. Thanks to the ongoing Sino-Soviet split, the ideologically suspect 
Soviet and East European embassies also became targets for chanting mobs, who played drums and loud 
revolutionary music twenty-four hours a day, making sleep or rest near impossible for their inhabitants. Not 
until late 1968 did Chairman Mao Zedong and the Chinese government finally regain control of the forces 
the chairman had conjured up and relegate the overenthusiastic and unruly students to labor in the 
countryside.3 

                                                       
1 See oral histories of Alan Campbell, January 19, 1996, and David Wilson, September 10, 2002, Churchill 

Archives Centre, Churchill College, Cambridge; James Tuck-hong Tang, Britain’s Encounter with Revolutionary China, 
1949-1954 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1992); Victor S. Kaufman, Confronting Communism: U.S. and British Policies 
Toward China (Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 2001); Patrick Wright, Passport to Peking: A Very British 
Mission to Mao’s China (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 33-41; Humphrey Trevelyan, Worlds Apart: China 
1953-6, Soviet Union 1962-5 (London: Macmillan, 1971), 22-167 passim; and Douglas Hurd, Memoirs (London: Little, 
Brown, 2003), 103-124. 

2 T.W. Garvey, “First Impressions of China,” Dispatch to Lord Hume, August 28, 1962, FO 371 164898, The 
National Archive of the United Kingdom, Kew, London. 

3 See esp. Percy Cradock, Experiences of China, new ed. (London: John Murray, 1999), 50-88; and the oral 
histories of Percy Cradock, November 4, 1997, and John Weston, June 13, 2001, Churchill Archives Centre; also 
Kaufman, Confronting Communism, 202-204. 
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A year can be a very long time in politics, however.  In March 1969, serious clashes began at Zhenbao Island 
on the Sino-Soviet border, when Chinese forces ambushed their Soviet counterparts.  The Soviets responded 
in kind.  Further clashes erupted later in the year, and Soviet officials rather ostentatiously enquired of their 
American counterparts whether the United States would object, should the Soviets use nuclear weapons 
against China.  At this point, China was virtually isolated internationally, with almost all its ambassadors 
withdrawn from their host countries for socialist re-education.  Even relations with many once friendly 
countries had deteriorated dramatically, in response to hostile Cultural Revolution-inspired demonstrations 
on foreign soil by Chinese diplomatic personnel.  However politically erratic Mao Zedong might on occasion 
be, he could recognize the urgent need to strengthen China’s position and regain or acquire international 
friends who might restrain the Soviets or facilitate Chinese access to technology, military and economic, that 
would strengthen China’s ability to resist Russian pressure.  As so often, to repair the damage wrought by his 
own policies, Mao turned to the dependable and much respected Zhou Enlai, China’s Premier from 1949 
until his death in 1976, a moderate pragmatist whose loyalty to the charismatic but often destructive 
Chairman never faltered.  From Mao and Zhou downward, from around 1970 top Chinese officials began 
trying to mend fences with existing partners, while making overtures to Western and other powers that—
more often than not in deference to the United States—had to date refused to recognize China. 

The story of how China sought to improve and upgrade relations with Great Britain was one that went in 
tandem with, and was indeed intimately interwoven with, the reopening of Sino-American relations.  Chi-
Kwan Mark’s account does an excellent job of making it clear that British and U.S. officials—especially the 
British—communicated closely with each other over their mutual negotiations with the People’s Republic.  
The British even delayed their resumption of full relations with China until after President Richard Nixon 
had visited China, a postponement that meant that nothing stole Nixon’s thunder.  Although decidedly 
miffed by not being in on the secret of National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger’s first, unannounced visit 
to China, and further annoyed that Britain was not informed of the details of these and subsequent Sino-
American talks, British Prime Minister Edward Heath and his Foreign Secretary, Sir Alec Douglas-Home, still 
saw advantages in cooperating with the United States.  Admittedly, collaboration only went so far.  British 
officials declined to emulate the United States in its final, unsuccessful last-ditch tactical maneuvers designed 
to prevent the complete expulsion of the Republic of China on Taiwan from the United Nations, as the 
People’s Republic replaced it in the Security Council and the General Assembly alike. 

For Britain and the United States alike, at this juncture the question of the status of Taiwan loomed 
extremely large in their dealings with mainland China.  British officials were not privy to Kissinger’s secret 
discussions with Zhou Enlai on Taiwan, and remained unaware of just what concessions the Nixon 
administration had made to Beijing over the island.  They did know, however, that for China, this was a 
particularly sensitive subject in the relationship with Britain.  The British government was willing to close its 
consulate in Tamsui and leave only a commercial office in Taiwan.  The real sticking point was the precise 
wording of the British announcement on the change in relations.  For more than two decades, Britain had 
cited the 1943 Cairo Declaration of the World War II allies to justify its contention that the precise status of 
Taiwan still remained ‘undetermined.’  With an indigenous Taiwan independence movement growing in 
strength around 1970, and Taiwan independence advocates demonstrating outside the United Nations during 
the debates on seating the mainland, this position was no longer acceptable to China.  British and Chinese 
negotiators devoted an inordinate amount of time to devising the precise semantics of a formula for the joint 
Sino-British communiqué announcing the upgrading of relations and the closing of the British consulate in 
Taiwan.  Privately, the British government promised that it would “not promote” the idea that the status of 
Taiwan was “undetermined.”  This broke the deadlock. The entire negotiation regarding Britain’s position on 
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Taiwan was also an index of just how hyper-sensitive mainland Chinese leaders were and would remain on 
any issue that seemed to them to have potential implications for the broader question of Taiwan’s relationship 
to the PRC government. 

Mark perceptively points out that diplomats from Canada and Japan, both of which opened embassies in 
Beijing in the early 1970s, rather ironically encountered fewer difficulties and demands from Beijing when 
switching diplomatic recognition from the ROC to the PRC than did Britain.  For two decades the British 
government had hedged its bets on China and Taiwan, carving out an idiosyncratic position that could be 
seen as endorsing a ‘two Chinas’ solution, something that was anathema to Mao, Zhou, and other top 
Communist leaders. In the same years, Canada and Japan had simply—and somewhat reluctantly—endorsed 
the position of the United States, their most powerful ally.  They were not alone.  By late 1972 China enjoyed 
diplomatic relations with 76 countries, as opposed to a mere 45 in 1966.  Sir John Boyd, who left Beijing in 
1967 and returned six years later, as second-in-command at the British embassy, noted that “suddenly all the 
big players were there.” The United States had its Liaison Office, while Japan, Australia, New Zealand, 
Canada, the West Germans, Italians, and others had opened embassies, all staffed with first-rank diplomats or 
important political appointees.  “The world and his wife had discovered China,” he recalled.  The big “street 
events” and demonstrations that had featured so heavily during the early Cultural Revolution had ended, and 
“[s]ome of the Chinese who had suffered so horribly . . . were starting to re-emerge.”4  

As Mark ably demonstrates, no one single pattern or template governed the processes whereby, after two 
decades of exceedingly limited contacts or sometimes none at all, China and an ever increasing flood of 
foreign states reopened relations.  By 1970 top Chinese leaders and diplomats were quite capable of 
discriminating among different allies and clients of the United States, Western and non-Western powers alike, 
adapting their own strategies to suit specific partner states, and, when opportunities offered, seeking to play 
different foreign powers off against each other. Mark’s article is a welcome reminder of the complexities of 
China’s international policies, as the leaders of Communist China gradually expanded their dealings with the 
non-Communist world during the 1970s.  There were, of course, many more than three parties—the United 
States, China, and Britain—involved in these relationships, the ramifications of which still in many cases call 
for further exploration.  The Cold War International History Project has led the way in mining archives from 
the former Soviet bloc for new insights into mainland China’s policies during the Cold War.  Australian 
archives, by contrast, contain a rich yet still largely under-utilized treasure trove of materials on the Cold War 
in Asia and beyond, with remarkable holdings on China, many of which are only now being examined and 
released.  The same is true of the official archival record in both Canada and New Zealand.  West European 
resources offer more rich pickings.  The same may well be true of non-Communist Asia’s archives, including 
those in Taiwan.  One hopes that other historians will follow Mark Chi-Kwan in looking beyond the bilateral 
Sino-U.S. relationship in the quest to discover and understand the full picture of China’s policies toward the 
rest of the world.   

Then and now, a great many characters besides the G-2 were part of the dance. 

Priscilla Roberts is Associate Professor of History at the University of Hong Kong, where she has taught since 
1984, and is also Honorary Director of the university’s Centre of American Studies. She earned her 
undergraduate and doctoral degrees from King’s College, Cambridge.  She has published numerous articles on 

                                                       
4 Sir John Boyd, oral history, February 17, 1999, Churchill Archives Centre, Churchill College, Cambridge. 
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