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n 2008, M. Taylor Fravel published Strong Border, Secure Nation, which examined the People’s Republic 
of China’s (PRC) previous and existing land and sea border disputes and explored their common patterns 
of diplomacy and conflict management.1 According to Fravel, “Since 1949, China has participated in 

twenty-three unique territorial disputes with its neighbors on land and at sea. Yet, it has pursued compromise 
and offered concessions in seventeen of these conflicts.”2 Fravel’s main argument is that Beijing’s decisions 
about whether to use force in border disputes, or, by contrast, to compromise, are not products of shifts in the 
balance of power, but rather, above all, of the state of domestic security.3 Since its publication, Strong Border, 
Secure Nation has been positively reviewed in major academic journals.4 

Eric Hyer’s new book is another comprehensive survey of the PRC’s border disputes and boundary 
settlements. His main research question is how the PRC’s strategic environment “influences its policy on 
boundary disputes.” Hyer “analyzes China’s approach to its boundary disputes in the context of international 
systemic forces” (4).  The book consists of four parts: the Strategic and Historical Context, the Sino-Indian 
Dimension, the Sino-Soviet/Russian Dimension, and Contemporary Settlements and Disputes.  

                                                      
1 M. Taylor Fravel, Strong Borders, Secure Nation: Cooperation and Conflict in China’s Territorial Disputes 

(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2008). 

2 Fravel, 1-2. 

3 Fravel, 5. 

4 Reviews of the book have appeared in Foreign Affairs, Journal of Asian Studies, Pacific Affairs, International 
Affairs, International Studies Review, Journal of Peace Research, China Journal, among others. 
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Part I discusses the historical legacy of the PRC’s territorial claims. Hyer examines “the ideological aspects of 
this legacy and the impact of international politics on Beijing’s contemporary territorial and boundary 
policy.” (22) Part II (chapters 2-6) discusses China’s boundary settlements with Burma, Nepal, Pakistan, and 
Afghanistan from 1960 to 1963. The context of Beijing’s decision to settle border disputes with these South 
Asian neighbours was the deterioration of Sino-Indian relations and the evolution of Sino-Soviet relations 
from divergence to rupture in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Part III (chapters 7-10) considers China’s 
border disputes and settlements with North Korea in October 1962, Mongolia in December 1962, and 
Vietnam (the land boundary in 1999, and the delimitation of the Gulf of Tonkin in 2000). Hyer also traces 
the evolution of Sino-Soviet border disputes in the 1950s and 1960s, especially the failed 1964 border 
negotiations. As for the Sino-Japanese Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands dispute, Hyer reveals that China and Japan 
agreed to shelve the disagreement over the sovereignty of the islands in the 1970s because China was eager to 
improve relations with both the United States and Japan for China’s more urgent strategic interests and 
modernization projects, and that the dispute has become a major obstacle for Sino-Japan relations since the 
1990s. Part IV (chapters 11-12) deals with the final resolution of China’s border disputes with three Soviet 
successor states in Central Asia (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan) in the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
and the on-going South China Sea disputes. 

For each of his cases, Hyer traces the origins of the dispute, the international context, and the negotiation 
process and final settlement (or the history and current status of unsettled cases). Hyer’s findings are similar to 
those of Fravel’s. Hyer points out that “Beijing has been much more pragmatic in approaching territorial and 
boundary disputes than many had assumed. In fact, China obtained less than 30 percent of the territory it 
claimed in the already concluded settlements, and is seeking only 25 percent of the disputed territory in its 
outstanding disputes with India and Bhutan” (7). 

Hyer’s main thesis, which he repeats in every chapter, is that “Beijing’s consistent behaviour in different 
boundary disputes is the larger strategic context of such behaviour. Understanding China’s grand strategy 
facilitates the analysis of how China’s changing strategic environment influences Beijing’s boundary 
settlements” (10). At times, Hyer’s argument homogenizes China’s actions to fit the book’s explanatory 
scheme. For instance, in discussing the Sino-North Korean border disputes, Hyer notes that China “accepted 
Korea’s claim to the peak of Mount Changbai out of ‘consideration’ for Korean national sentiments.” (157) 
But China’s generosity was only able to keep Pyongyang in its side during the Sino-Soviet split for about two 
years. After Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev’s fall from power in October 1964, Pyongyang moved closer to 
Moscow than to Beijing. (157-158)  

In the case of the Sino-Mongolian boundary treaty, Hyer notes, “The boundary treaty was a desperate, 
unsuccessful attempt by China to win favour with Mongolia and encourage Mongolian neutrality in the Sino-
Soviet dispute” (176).5 Although Beijing made huge concessions to Ulaanbaatar, the Mongolian leaders 
continued to criticize the Chinese in the Sino-Soviet disputes. With new Chinese archival documentation, 
Chinese historian Li Danhui has given a fuller treatment of the Sino-Soviet border disputes, especially the 
failed 1964 border negotiations. Although the negotiations were bogged down in meaningless ideological 
debates in the first few rounds, the Chinese and Soviet negotiators were able to discuss practical problems and 

                                                      
5 For a different perspective, see Zhihua Shen and Julia Lovell, “Undesired Outcome: China’s Approach to 

Border Disputes during the Early Cold War,” Cold War History 15:1 (2015): 106-107. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14682745.2014.932350.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/14682745.2014.932350
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made substantive progress by late June 1964. The Soviet Union agreed to follow international law in drawing 
the boundary along the mid-point of the main channel of the rivers between the two countries. Based on this 
principle, the Soviet Union agreed to cede to China some 400 disputed islands (including Zhenbao—
Damansky—Island) and 600 square kilometers of disputed waters in the Amur and Ussuri rivers, and an 
island of about 200 square kilometers in the Argun River. They also agreed on the land borderline along 
Manzhouli, Heilongjiang and Jilin provinces. The ownership of Heixiazi Island (Blind Bear Island) was still at 
issue. An agreement on the eastern sector of the Sino-Soviet border was reached and ready to be initiated.6 
The eastern sector of the Sino-Soviet border (the border stretching along Ussuri, Amur, and Argun rivers) was 
close to being settled.   

Had the Chinese and the Soviet Union signed the boundary agreement in 1964, China’s strategic 
environment would have greatly improved. But for domestic political reason, Mao intentionally sabotaged the 
Sino-Soviet border negotiations. In his meeting with a visiting Japanese Socialist Party delegation on July 10, 
1964, Mao opined that “the Soviet Union occupies too much land …” He said, “About a hundred years ago, 
the area east of Baikal became Russian territory, including Khabarovsk, Vladivostok, and Kamchatka. We 
have not yet presented the bill for this list…” 7 Mao’s first open discussion of the Sino-Soviet border issue 
caused a strong reaction from the Soviet Union. The Soviet delegation broke off talks halfway through and 
returned home. For the sake of launching the great domestic political revolution that he was devising, Mao 
could not lessen the diplomatic pressure, with Khrushchev as his target. He could not allow gradual 
improvement in Sino-Soviet relations through border negotiations. The Sino-Soviet border issue had become 
Mao’s tool in a broader ideological conflict. Readers may argue that all three cases do not fit well with Hyer’s 
thesis.  

One dissatisfaction I have with the volume is the lack of Chinese archival sources. Hyer relied primarily on 
published government sources, books and articles, and digital sources in both Chinese and English. But he 
has not used documents from Chinese Foreign Ministry Archives (CFMA).8 From 2004 to 2008, the CFMA 
declassified more than 40,000 folders of documents generated by the Foreign Ministry from 1949 to 1965. 
Those documents include background information on China’s border disputes prepared by the Foreign 
Ministry and Central government guidelines for dealing with border disputes. Additionally, Chinese 
provincial and municipal archives are more accessible to researchers. Chinese scholars have been able to locate 
important documents such as the “Ministry of Foreign Affairs communiqué on border issues” in Jilin 
Provincial Archive, and the “Ministry of Foreign Affairs Report on the Borders Committee’s Work” and the 
“Central Party Committee Directive on Intensifying Border Work” in Guangxi Autonomous Region 

                                                      
6 Tang Jiaxuan, chief ed. Zhongguo waijiao cidian [Diplomatic Dictionary of China] (Beijing: Shijie Zhishi 

Chubanshe, 2000), 725; and Wang Taiping, chief ed., Zhonghua renmin gongheguo waijiaoshi, 1957–1969 [Diplomatic 
History of the People’s Republic of China, 1957–1969] (Beijing: Shijie Zhishi Chubanshe, 1998), vol. 2, 255. 

7 For details, see Shen Zhihua, ed., ZhongSu guanxi shigang, 1917-1991 ZhongSu guanxi ruogan wenti zai tantao 
[History of Sino-Soviet Relations, 1917‒1991] (revised edition) (Beijing: Xinhua chubanshe, 2011), 386-398. Also, 
Shen and Lovell, 108. 

8 In his bibliography, Hyer does include two of these Chinese Foreign Ministry documents, which have been 
translated into English and publicized in the Wilson Center’s Digital Archive. See Hyer, 319.  
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Archive.9 These new documents should shed much new light on China’s settling of border disputes. In light 
of new documentations, future research should analyze Chinese leaders’ decision-making behaviour regarding 
each case in depth. 

Hyer has produced an important volume that, despite the critiques above, is likely to become the reference 
book on the PRC’s land and sea border disputes and settlements. The comprehensive bibliography and 18 
detailed maps provide readers with additional sources for further study. The book is highly recommended for 
all students of Chinese foreign policy and Asia-Pacific security. It will be useful for undergraduate and 
graduate courses on Modern East Asia, and Contemporary Chinese foreign relations. 
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9 Zhihua Shen and Julia Lovell have used some of these documents in their article. See Shen and Lovell, 

“Undesired Outcome: China’s Approach to Border Disputes during the Early Cold War,” Cold War History 15:1 (2015): 
89-111. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/

