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PREFACE

In the past decade or so great progress has been made in the
study of China’s foreign policy and international behaviour. Yet,
whereas Peking’s policy in Asia, Africa and even Latin America,
has been extensively treated, the role of the Middle East in its
foreign policy has not received adequate attention. One reason
for this, I believe, has been that China’s performance in the
Middle East since the 1950s has not secured for it any influence
comparable to that of other powers. While these powers have
been able to establish definite zones of influence and some presence
in the Middle East, China is still considered an outsider in the
area. By implication, therefore, it hasbeen assumed that the Middle
East has always played a marginal role in China’s calculations.

This study attempts to correct this view by providing a compre-
hensive analysis of China’s Middle East policy. It concerns not
so much China’s relations with the Middle East (though, neces-
sarily, these will be discussed as well) as the role of the Middle
East in China’s world outlook. The main argument is that,
although the Chinese, for many objective and subjective reasons,
which will be dealt with later on, have been unable or unwilling
to increase their influence and presence in the Middle East, they
have never lost sight of its importance in their strategy and
foreign policy considerations.

The term ‘Middle East” used in this study does not correspond
exactly to the Chinese usage. In fact, the Chinese themselves do
not have a precise definition of this term. Sometimes they use
Chin-tung (Near East) and sometimes Chung-tung (Middle East),
or even both together — Chung-chin-tung (Middle and Near
East). As they have explained, these ambiguous terms were
created by the Europeans, for whom the Far East included the
countries bordering the Pacific; the Near East included the
countries of South Europe, Northeast Africa and Southwest Asia,
where the three continents meet; and the Middle East comprised
the countries between the Far East and the Near East.? As in

xi
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many other fields in the early 1950s, the Chinese adopted the
Soviet definition which was not altogether different from the
European one: the Middle East included Iran and Afghanistan,
and the Near East Turkey, Syria, the Lebanon, Iraq, Israel,
Trans-Jordan, Saudi Arabia, the Yemen and South Arabia, Cyprus
and also Egypt and the Sudan.?

Nonetheless, the ambiguity remained. Sometimes the Chinese
regarded Iraq as part of the Middle East and Egypt and the
Sudan as part of Africa. Indeed, the publishers of a book on Near
and Middle East countries specifically noted that Egypt and the
Sudan had been excluded as being part of Africa.®

Officially, the Chinese usually adopted the term ‘West Asia’
(or even ‘Southwest Asia’). Middle Eastern affairs were handled
in China’s Foreign Ministry either by the Department of West
Asia and Africa (1956-64 and 1969-72) or, even more specifically,
by the Department of West Asia and North Africa (1964-9 and
since 1972), which covered the ‘Middle East’ exclusively.

As far as the management of China’s foreign relations is con-
cerned, combining the Middle East with Africa, let alone North
Africa, was logical as well as convenient, not only because of
their many common characteristics but also because Egypt,
which was the first country in the area to establish full diplomatic
relations with the People’s Republic of China (PRC), provided
the Chinese with an essential link between the Middle East and
Africa and a base of operations in both. Accordingly, Chinese
diplomats in the Middle East, as well as those in charge of Middle
Eastern affairs in the Foreign Ministry, were replaced until
recently more often by Africa-trained personnel (and vice versa)
than by diplomats with Asian experience. However, as far as
China’s strategic outlook is concerned, there is little doubt that
the Chinese perceived the Middle East from their own particular
vantage point, much more as “West” Asia and with definite impli-
cations for China’s security problems. This has been particularly
true of those periods when the Chinese have been especially
sensitive to possible encirclement, as in the early 1950s and since
the early 1970s, and is reflected in the background and experience
of China’s diplomats.

This work deals with China’s policy in the area bordered by
Turkey in the north, Iran in the east, South Arabia in the south,
and Egypt in the west, not including North Africa and the Sudan.
For mere convenience this whole area is referred to as ‘the Middle
East’.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the basic assumptions of this study is that the Chinese
have always been concerned with developments in the Middle
East not merely as an important centre of international activity
in its own right but primarily as a part of the general historical
development of the world which affected and involved China’s
own interests. The Chinese communists’ interest in the Middle
East, which had long preceded the actual establishment of rela-
tions, has been closely associated with their perception of the
world situation. In Mao Tse-tung’s view the world has been under-
going significant changes since World War 1. The traditional
‘old-colonialist” powers, such as Germany, Italy, Britain and
France, began to decline, having been forced to abandon their
overseas possessions. Instead, two antagonistic great powers
emerged, the United States and the Soviet Union which aimed at
overcoming each other. Both realised that this would not be
possible before gaining control over the vast area lying between
them, to which Mao referred in 1946 as the ‘intermediate zone’.
The competition between the superpowers (the First World) over
the intermediate zone (the Second and Third Worlds), according
to Mao, has been the essence of post-war international relations.

In the late 1940s and 1950s, while the Soviets were on the
defensive, it was the United States which started its ‘aggressive’
expansion in an attempt to ‘fill the gap’ created by the with-
drawal of the traditional powers. In the 1960s, the post-Stalin
Soviet revisionist leadership, instead of concentrating on driving
the Americans out of the intermediate zone, began to expand and
compete with the United States over the control of this area. In
the 1970s, after the United States had been forced to retreat
under the pressure of the national liberation movements in Asia,
Africa and Latin America, it was the Soviet Union which was
gaining ground in an attempt to ‘fill the gap’. For the Chinese,
who consider themselves part of the Third World, the super-
powers’ contest over the intermediate zone has always been a
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source of anxiety. In their view, control of this area by a hostile
power would not only precipitate a third world war but also, and
not less important from Peking’s standpoint, seriously endanger
the survival of the PRC. This theory, which intertwined the fate
of the world with that of China, provided the common ground
and interests on which China has been conducting its foreign
policy in the Second and Third Worlds.

China’s Middle East policy reflected these considerations and
particularly its sensitivity to external threats. Apparently, the
Chinese have always believed that the Middle East, though far
from China’s borders, was nevertheless a crucial link in any
attempt to encircle China and threaten the Chinese communist
regime. Actually, Peking conceived of the Middle East as much
more than merely a link. Because of its rich oil resources and its
strategic location at the crossroads of Asia, Africa and Europe,
the Chinese sometimes regarded this area as one of the main keys
for the control of the intermediate zone. At times they even
thought that the final outcome of the struggle between the United
States and the Soviet Union would be determined in this region.

China’s fundamental and consistent interest in the Middle
East has been, therefore, not only to obtain diplomatic recog-
nition and political support but, above all, to prevent the domina-
tion of the Middle East by a hostile power - be it Germany, the
United States or the Soviet Union. In the Middle East Peking
concentrated on urging the local governments and national libera-
tion movements to resist foreign intervention and drive the super-
powers out of the area.

This has been the ‘principal contradiction’. The Chinese hardly
seem to recognise the existence of any problem in the Middle
East (or anywhere else in the Third World) which has not been
created or sustained by foreign intervention to legitimise its
persistence. Peking’s interest in internal or inter-Arab issues was
primarily governed and motivated by international considera-
tions, i.e., in the light of the ‘principal contradiction’. Peking
reiterated that local problems should be settled by the local
peoples alone and that no Middle East problem could be settled
thoroughly before outside intervention, which had caused or
sustained it, was liquidated. Obviously, the Chinese were
primarily interested in the withdrawal of foreign powers rather
than in the settlement of Middle East problems.

These Chinese attitudes have never changed but China’s policy
has undergone several changes since 1949. This does not mean
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that the Chinese merely adapted themselves to the changing
circumstances in the Middle East. Rather, at any given time these
changes reflected China’s over-all analysis of the world situation
and its relations with the superpowers. As the Chinese have said,
the centre of world contradictions was not fixed and immutable
but shifted with the changes in the international struggles and
the revolutionary situation. Obviously, China’s position and policy
in the Middle East were also affected by local, as well as domestic,
developments, but China’s basic attitudes to the region were
governed by a more general appraisal of the global situation,
apparently made by Mao Tse-tung himself.

Thus, China’s policy in the Middle East corresponded to funda-
mental perceptions of international affairs. When they believed
that the world situation was becoming tense because of increased
attempts by one superpower or both to intervene in the inter-
mediate zone, the Chinese awareness of the importance of the
Middle East and its relevance to China’s security would increase;
they would also intensify their demands of Middle East govern-
ments or national liberation movements to join their side and
firmly resist the ‘enemy’. Simultaneously, the Chinese would
become less tolerant and more critical of local phenomena which,
in their view, could undermine such resistance and which, in
periods of relaxation, they would usually overlook (for example,
persecution of Arab communists, inter-Arab rivalries, neutralism
and non-alignment, and so on). All these were regarded as second-
ary matters which should await the settlement of the principal
struggle — that with foreign intervention. China’s intolerance,
militancy and interference, followed by disappointments, might,
during a period of tension, result in mutual Sino-Arab suspicions
leading to cool, sometimes deteriorating, relations.

On the other hand, when they believed the powers were on the
retreat, ready to relinquish some use of force, at least for the time
being, the Chinese tended to lose interest in the Middle East;
they would also become more tolerant of, or, more likely, in-
different to, internal or inter-Arab affairs.

This study is built chronologically around such a tension-
relaxation sequence. The shifts in China’s Middle East policy
have been so closely connected with Peking’s perception of the
world situation and international developments that I have found
the chronological, rather than the thematic, method of presenta-
tion more suitable in providing a faithful picture of China’s
Middle East policy.
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In the early 1950s, when the Chinese believed they were
threatened by a Western offensive, they were also concerned
about Western attempts to draw Middle Eastern countries into a
ring of military pacts surrounding China and the socialist camp.
Adopting a more rigid international behaviour, which corre-
sponded with the rather revolutionary mood at home, China
regarded most, if not all, of the Middle East governments as
lackeys of imperialism and its Middle East policy was governed
by mistrust and reservations.

In the mid-1950s, following the cease-fire in Korea and Indo-
china, the world situation seemed much more relaxed and the
domestic scene stabilised. By then, Peking had already realised
that some Middle Eastern governments, notwithstanding their
‘backward’ political nature, were capable of contributing to the
struggle against imperialism, and were also prepared to recognise
the PRC. Initial relations were established and the Chinese forgot
their previous reservations, though only temporarily.

In the late 1950s, however, the Chinese were once again
alarmed to perceive a new Western offensive. The fact that this
offensive centred on the Middle East, with threats to Syria, hos-
tility to the Iraqi revolution and landings in the Lebanon and
Jordan, further convinced Peking that this region was a key
battlefield for control of the intermediate zone. China’s reaction
was to urge the Arabs to overcome their secondary contradictions
in order to unite internally (including the communists) as well as
externally, both among themselves and together with the Soviet
Union and the socialist camp in order to adopt firm and un-
compromising opposition to the West. These demands and
evaluations, undoubtedly influenced also by the extremes of the
Great Leap Forward, were denied not only by the Arabs but also
by the Soviets, leading to a serious deterioration in Sino-Arab
(and Sino-Soviet) relations. Consequently, in the early 1960s China
lost much of its previous interest in the Middle East, not only
because of the disagreements with the Arabs but primarily be-
cause of a new Chinese analysis of a relaxed world situation,
growing interest in Africa, and the domestic retrenchment and
recovery following the debacle of the Great Leap Forward.

In the mid-1960s, facing the combined hostility of both the
United States and the Soviet Union, Peking responded in an
unprecedented effort to win and mobilise Asian, African, and
particularly Middle Eastern, governments against the two super-
powers, using a variety of political and economic appeals. As in
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the late 1950s, these efforts failed completely, causing China
more setbacks and disappointments, and by the late 1960s, as the
Cultural Revolution was sweeping across China, Peking once
more lost interest in the Middle East and Sino-Arab relations
continued to deteriorate.

From 1969 to 1971, China’s foreign policy was governed by the
growing Soviet military threat along its northern borders. The
Chinese, apparently under the influence of Lin Piao, concentrated
their attention on Asia, actually rejecting American attempts at
reconciliation. The Middle East still remained beyond the realm
of China’s immediate interests and, although formal relations
with Arab governments were restored, the Chinese also resumed,
and even gave preference to, their support for local national
liberation movements.

Following the downfall of Lin Piao in the summer of 1971,
Mao’s and Chou En-lai’s imprints were felt again in China’s
analysis of the world situation and in its international behaviour.
Publicly, Peking became less concerned with the immediate Soviet
threat to China and more with Moscow’s increased attempts to
control Europe, the Middle East, Africa and Asia, aiming at
encircling China also from the south and securing their rear for
an eventual attack. On the other hand, convinced that the United
States was on the decline and no longer endangering them, the
Chinese normalised relations with Washington and even began
to approve of its anti-Soviet policies. This political investment
paid huge dividends as the PRC was universally recognised and
admitted to the United Nations. In the Middle East, which they
now regarded as a main focus in the struggle between the super-
powers, the Chinese preferred to stabilise relations with estab-
lished governments, which in their view provided firmer opposition
to the superpowers, particularly the USSR, rather than to culti-
vate revolutionary groups.

It seems, therefore, that the Middle East was far from marginal
in China’s world outlook and foreign policy considerations. Its
achievements in the Middle East were, however, rather limited,
at least until recently. The PRC gained its first foothold in the
Middle East more than twenty years ago, in the mid-1950s. At
that time China, which had been an outcast in the world com-
munity and rejected by the United Nations, was offered full
diplomatic relations by only two Middle Eastern countries, Egypt
and Syria. Since then, and particularly since the early 1970s,
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China’s international position has improved tremendously. Main-
taining diplomatic, economic and cultural relations with most of
the Middle Eastern countries and, furthermore, being a member
of the Security Council, China has acquired an unprecedented
potential capacity for playing a more effective role in Middle
Eastern affairs.

Yet today, despite the most extensive Chinese network of
foreign relations, China’s real influence in and on the Middle East
is probably as small as it was in the mid-1950s. This shortcoming
can be attributed to several objective and, even more important,
subjective factors. Among the objective factors the most impor-
tant are:

One, the traditional and historical distance. Although there had
been cultural, commercial and diplomatic links between the
Chinese imperial dynasties and the Arabs, dating back to the
second century B.C., several hundred years before Islam emerged,
the Arabs were always on the periphery of the Chinese world
order. These scanty traditional relations could in no way provide
a suflicient basis, despite the Chinese communists’ attempts, for
renewing, improving or forming new relations between the PRC
and the Arab countries. This also applies to the Islamic com-
munity which has existed in China since the T’ang Dynasty.
The ten or so million Muslims of some dozen nationalities (less
than 2 per cent of the total population) which remained in the
PRC were too weak and detached from the main Islamic centres
to have been able to bridge the cultural and ideological gap
between Chinese communism and the Arabs. In fact, the existence
of a Muslim minority in the PRC could, and sometimes did, have
an adverse effect on Sino-Arab relations.

Two, the completely different cultural background and political
belief systems, especially the image of China’s commitment to
radical, revolutionary and militant communism. Apart from
vague anti-imperialist postures, there is very little in common
between the Arabs and the Chinese. The Arabs’ fundamental
hostility to communism and communists, particularly Chinese,
derived from religion as well as from nationalism, had not only
delayed the establishment of relations with China but later also
kept these relations at a distance, sometimes leading to serious
deterioration. Although Maoist doctrines and some of China’s
achievements were outwardly admired by the Arabs, particularly
the so-called radicals, they were basically rejected as unsuitable
for conditions in the Middle East. The Arabs’ suspicions of China
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made it difficult for the Chinese to operate in the Middle East,
particularly under the watchful eyes of the Arab bourgeois—
military regimes.

Three, China’s limited capabilities. Whereas the Arab countries
were still able to accord the PRC diplomatic recognition and
establish diplomatic relations with it, there was almost nothing
China could offer the Arabs in political, economic and military
terms. Consequently, there was not even one field in which the
Arabs were in any way dependent on the Chinese. As a result,
China never had a leverage on the Arab governments and could
never exert significant pressure on them.

Four, the influence and presence of the superpowers in the
Middle East. Unlike in some parts of Africa, where the Chinese
were able to step into a political vacuum created by the reluc-
tance of the great powers to become involved, the Chinese found
no room in the Middle East for such penetration. Parts of the
Middle East which had been under Western influence were, and
to some extent still are, basically hostile to the PRC. In other
parts, where the Soviets had become predominant, the Chinese
managed to establish correct diplomatic, economic and cultural
relations. However, as the Sino-Soviet conflict unfolded, it
damaged the Chinese position in the Middle East, rather than
Moscow’s. The erosion of the Soviet presence since the early
1970s, although hardly attributed to Chinese policy, can be
regarded as its initial success in the area.

In addition to these objective circumstances there were also
some very important subjective considerations which limited
China’s performance in the Middle East. Although the Chinese
undoubtedly sought influence in the Middle East as elsewhere,
their methods and aims were completely different from those of
the other powers. Fundamentally, the Chinese needed Arab
support not so much to enhance China’s position in the Middle
East, but more negatively, against the two superpowers. Unlike
these powers, China never showed any interest in territorial
expansion or in building overseas bases. Consequently, means for
such a venture (navy, strategic air force, extensive aid programme)
were never developed.

In principle, the Chinese tried to avoid military or even
political involvement in matters which had no direct bearing on
China’s national security. China’s foreign policy as well as revo-
lutionary strategy always stressed self-reliance, meaning that
Third World countries and national liberation movements should
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count primarily on their own resources in resisting foreign
domination and intervention. China’s support, whenever and
wherever required by the Arabs, was generally restricted to
rhetoric and symbolic material aid.

Finally, since the struggle against imperialism and social-
imperialism has become the central theme of China’s foreign
policy, Peking tried to avoid any identification with the super-
powers and refused to take part in any international or United
Nations’ initiative which invoked the United States and the Soviet
Union. This was particularly evident in the case of the Middle
East, where the Chinese consistently declined to use their new
potential as members of the United Nations and the Security
Council in settling its problems.

China’s peculiar methods and aims in the Middle East and its
primary concern with the superpowers were not always fully
understood and sometimes deliberately distorted. The Arabs,
who had experienced colonial rule and foreign, both Western
and Eastern, intervention for many years, interpreted China’s
Middle East policy in those terms and did not seem to under-
stand China’s different approach. For a long time the Chinese
were portrayed as a disruptive, subversive, dangerous and
irresponsible element in the Middle East. Allegedly they sup-
ported ‘radical’ and ‘left wing” Marxists secretly or openly, seek-
ing to overthrow the national-bourgeois governments of the
Middle East and promote a socialist revolution.

There is not much evidence to substantiate these allegations.
Usually the Chinese stepped in to defend Arab communism, to
condemn the Arab leaders, or to support local national liberation
movements, only in the context of opposition to foreign interven-
tion and only at times when they perceived imminent ‘aggres-
sion’ in the Middle East or elsewhere, occasions which required
firm resistance. Considering the distance between China and the
Middle East, China’s limited economic, military and transporta-
tion capabilities, the lack of common background and traditional
relations between Chinese communism and Arab communism
and all the other limiting factors mentioned above, Chinese sub-
version in the Middle East has never been a serious threat. Since
its foundation, China’s main concern in the Middle East has
always been with imperialism, social-imperialism, or both.



1: CHINA'S ENCOUNTER WITH THE
MIDDLE EAST

The beginning of China’s active policy in the Middle East is
generally linked to the Bandung Conference (April 1955), at
which Chinese and Arab leaders met for the first time. This meet-
ing led to cultural, economic and eventually diplomatic relations
between Peking and several Arab countries. Yet the origins of the
Chinese communists’ Middle Eastern policy can be traced back
to the early 1940s, long before the Bandung Conference or even
the establishment of the PRC.

The origins of China’s Middle Eastern policy

It was during World War 1 that Mao and his colleagues became
fully aware of the strategic importance of the Middle East. In
1941-2 they first realised that the control of this area by hostile
powers could determine the fate of the world, as well as the
survival of the Chinese communist movement and China’s future
as a national and independent entity. Seemingly isolated from
the rest of the world in Yenan’s caves and preoccupied with the
Japanese and the Kuomintang (KMT), Mao and the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) leaders, nonetheless, observed the inter-
national situation very carefully.

In the spring of 1941, and then the summer and autumn of
1942, some anxiety about German control of the Middle East
could be detected in Chinese communist publications. With the
collapse of the Allied offensive in the Balkans in April-May 1941,
the whole of southern Europe fell to the Germans. The next target
was the Middle East. Syria, then under a French Mandate, had
already submitted to the Vichy Government which had been
collaborating with Germany. Then, in early April, a pro-German
clique, headed by Rashid ‘Al al-Kaylani, seized power from the
pro-British government in Iraq. Prospects of German occupation
of the Middle East suddenly became very real.
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To the Chinese in Yenan, these developments were ominous
and irritating. The CCP had previously predicted (and, in fact,
expected) that because of the lull on the European front Allied
efforts would be channelled to the Far East, thus easing Japanese
pressure on China; instead, not only did the Middle East become
the main theatre of war, but an Axis victory there would imply
yet a further threat to China. German control over the Middle
East, with its oil fields and strategic crossroads, could lead to the
collapse of Britain and its colonies and thereby divert Axis efforts
towards the Pacific. The restlessness which accompanied the
deteriorating situation in the Middle East is reflected in Chinese
communist organs, which made extensive use of news agency
dispatches, as well as editorials and commentaries.*

In one of them, Chiao Kuan-hua, then New China News
Agency (NCNA) political commentator and journalist and later
China’s Foreign Minister (November 1974 to December 1976),
analysed the situation in the Middle East. In his view, the region
was becoming the crucial microcosm of the World War. He
expressed concern about possible German plans to use Syria as a
base in an imminent attempt to come to Iraq’s rescue against
British forces and simultaneously to attack Egypt. Although the
article had been written at a time when the Soviet-German Pact
was still in force, it was somewhat sympathetic to the Allies,
expressing relief about the United States’ decision to come to
their aid in the Middle East.?

A day after this article was published, an editorial (attributed
to Mao Tse-tung) appeared in Yenan’s Chieh-fang jih-pao
(Liberation Daily). Although much more in tune with the official
Soviet stand against Britain and the United States, it nevertheless
explicitly pointed to the undesirable effects of events in the
Middle East on China (something only implied in Ch’iao Kuan-
hua’s article), namely, the danger of Germany progressing
through the Middle East to the Far East and joining forces with
Japan.®

By August, however, the situation in the Middle East had
changed. The German advance had been arrested: a pro-British
government was re-established in Iraq in June 1941; British and
Free French troops occupied Syria in mid-July; in late August
Britain and the Soviet Union seized control of Iran; the North
African front was also stabilised. Although the Chinese com-
munists attributed these successes mainly to the transfer of Ger-
man troops to the Russian front and did not consider them a
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decisive turn in the war, they were, nevertheless, satisfied and
relieved. The German setback in the Middle East meant for them
that the land and sea supply routes (particularly the Persian Gulf)
would continue to be used by the British and Americans, and
that the German drive towards the Far East and the Baku oil
fields had been cut off *

The Germans, however, renewed their Drang nach Osten in
yet another pincer movement in the summer of 1942. In June they
reached al-‘Alamayn, only 80 km west of Alexandria. At the same
time their second offensive against the Soviet Union was launched
in an attempt to reach the Baku oil fields and thus block the
Soviets” Iranian supply route. Mao and the CCP leadership were
fully aware of the implications of both German campaigns on the
situation in the Far East:

Hitler launched an offensive of unprecedented fury on Stalingrad and the
Caucasus. He endeavoured to capture these two objectives at great speed
for the twofold pwrpose of cutting the Volga and seizing Baku, intending
subsequently to drive against Moscow to the north and break through to
the Persian Gulf in the south; at the same time he directed the Japanese
fascists to mass their troops in Manchuria in preparation for an attack on
Siberia after the fall of Stalingrad. Hitler vainly hoped to weaken the Soviet
Union to such an extent that he would be able to release the main forces of
the German army from the Soviet theatre of war for dealing with an Anglo-
American attack on the western front, and for seizing the resources of the
Near East and effecting a junction with the Japanese; at the same time this
would allow the main forces of the Japanese to be released from the north
and, with their rear secure, to move west against China and south against
Britain and the United States.5 [[talics added.]

This was written before the full extent of the victories of al-
‘Alamayn and Stalingrad became known. By late 1942, both
offensives had been repelled. In an interview Mao gave to foreign
and Chinese reporters in June 1944 he stated that the turning
point in the war had been the Allied initiative begun at the end
of 1942 in North Africa and the Pacific, and later continued with
the opening of the second front in Europe.®

Thus by 1941-2 Mao had realised that the outcome of the war
would be determined in key areas, such as the Middle East,
which lay between the major antagonistic powers of the time.
This realisation foreshadowed his 1946 ‘intermediate zone’ theory.

Analysing the new international situation following World War 11,
Mao observed that the main contradiction in the post-war world
lay not between Moscow and Washington but between US-led
Western imperialism and the Asian, African, Latin American and
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even some capitalist countries. Mao was convinced that an
American attack on the Soviet Union and the socialist camp was
inconceivable so long as the United States did not have complete
control over this vast intermediate zone. He, therefore, predicted
that in the coming years the United States would direct most, if
not all, its efforts towards the domination of the intermediate
zone, rather than elsewhere.” Lu Ting-yi, then Director of the
Department of Information of the CCP, elaborated:

The United States is far away from the Soviet Union with a large area lying
between. In this neutral area, there are capitalist countries, colonial and
semi-colonial countries of three continents, Europe, Asia, and Africa. In
addition to other conditions, it is very difficult for the United States to
attack the Soviet Union. .. We cannot say that the American imperialists do
not want to attack the Soviet Union; but the American imperialists cannot
attack the Soviet Union before they have succeeded in oppressing and
putting under their control the American people and all capitalist, colonial
and semi-colonial countries. To oppress and put under their control these
countries is impossible. Therefore, the contradiction between the United
States and the Soviet Union, though it is one of the basic contradictions, is
not an imminent one, not a dominant one in the present political situation.®

Mao’s intermediate zone theory was to become the cornerstone
of China’s Middle Eastern policy. In the late 1940s and early
1950s Mao believed that the United States and its ‘lackeys’ had
indeed launched an offensive against the intermediate zone in
general and China in particular. As was the case in the early
1940s, these perceived threats made the Chinese more aware of
the crucial importance of the Middle East and more concerned
about the ‘strategic link’ between hostile powers’ involvement
there and the security of the recently founded PRC. Therefore,
while being preoccupied with the American build-up in the Far
East, the Chinese were also watching ‘imperialist intervention’
and attempts to create an ‘aggressive bloc” in the Middle East:

The U.S.A. is trying to set up an aggressive Middle Eastern bloc by dragging
in Pakistan...the U.S. war-makers for a long time have been trying to
drag Pakistan into planned U.S. Middle East and South-East Asian aggres-
sive blocs and to convert Pakistan into an important war base for the U.S.A.
in this region. .. The U.S.A. is also urging Pakistan to conclude an alliance
with a member of the Atlantic Alliance, Turkey, to sow discord between
Pakistan and other Moslem states, to put pressure on those Arab states
reluctant to join the U.S. aggressive organisation... The U.S.A. is sparing
no effort to use Pakistan to link its aggressive power in the Middle East with
that in South East Asia. It wants to form a U.S. aggressive ‘bloc’ extending
from the Middle East to the Far East to menace peace-lovers in Asia to a
greater extent. .. The people of China are clearly following the activities by
the U.S.A. and Pakistan for a military alliance. Both eastern and western
parts of Pakistan are close to the south-western borders of China.®
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Several months later the Chinese coined the term ‘military
crescent’. They regarded this ‘military crescent’, which allegedly
stretched from Japan to the Middle East and included South
Korea, the Ryukyus, Formosa, Indochina, Pakistan, Persia and
Turkey, as a direct act of hostility not against the Soviet Union
and Eastern Europe but against China, and even more so against
the countries of the ‘crescent” themselves.?®

Peking’s Middle East policy had been based on the assumption
that, although a common enemy faced both China and the Middle
East, at any given time the latter was much more exposed and
vulnerable. For this reason the Chinese urged the peoples and
governments of the Middle East in the early 1950s not to parti-
cipate in American military pacts and encouraged what they
called the ‘national liberation movement’ in that area to drive
away any imperialist presence (both military and economic).™
This has remained China’s fundamental strategic interest in the
Middle East, though the policies adopted to accomplish it have
varied considerably over the years.

In the early 1950s, China’s Middle Eastern policy tended to be
inflexible and dogmatic. This was the combined outcome of the
domestic, regional and global situations. At home, the recent
revolutionary experience as well as the militancy which accom-
panied the enforcement of CCP rule over the entire Chinese
mainland made the Chinese suspicious and tenacious with regard
to the outside world. They were further disturbed by the submis-
sive attitude of the Middle Eastern countries and their lack of
firm resistance to Western encroachments. But, above all, it was
the perception of potential threats to their security, not to mention
the war in Korea and Indochina, that put the Chinese on the
alert.

Peking’s world seemed to have been rigidly divided into two
camps: that of the ‘enemies’ included the United States and its
‘lackey” governments in Western Europe and Latin America; that
of the ‘friends’ included three categories in strict order: first, the
Soviet Union; then, fraternal socialist countries in Asia (North
Korea, Vietnam, Mongolia) and Eastern Europe; finally, the
people’s anti-imperialist movements in Asia (Malaya, the Philip-
pines, Burma, Indonesia, etc.), the Middle East (mainly in Iran
and Egypt) and Africa, as well as the workers in the capitalist
countries.® ‘“These two camps’, the Chinese stressed, ‘include all
the world’s nations, all the world’s countries, all classes, strata and
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parties’.** Already in the early 1940s, again under circumstances
of international tension, Mao expressed this view of the ‘“two
camps’:

In the international situation of the 1940s and 1950s, the heroes and brave
fellows, whoever they may be, in the colonies and semi-colonies, must either
line up on the imperialist front and become part of the forces of world
counter-revolution, or line up on the anti-imperialist front and become part
of world revolution. They must do one or the other, for there is no third
way.14

Theoretically, this rigidly dichotomised world outlook applied
to the Middle East also: Peking regarded the people’s ‘liberation
movements” as the most effective force which could undermine
imperialist positions in the Middle East and thereby promote
China’s fundamental interest in that region. The Middle East
became a centre of resistance to imperialism, second at that time
only to Southeast Asia: ‘the victory of the Iranian people’s
struggle against imperialism and the blow against the war plans
of the aggressive imperialist bloc is not a small matter... The
Egyptian people’s struggle against imperialism is . . . a first step to
victory, a blow against imperialism, and is also serious enough.®
Both struggles, referring to Iran’s nationalisation of the oil indus-
try and Egypt’s abrogation of the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty,
and in fact any other act against imperialism in the Middle East,
were ultimately attributed by the Chinese to the people’s
‘pressure’ on the governments concerned. All Middle Eastern
governments were apparently considered subservient to the
West. In practice, however, despite this rather revolutionary
orientation, China’s attitude towards the main actors on the
Middle East scene was more pragmatic, flexible and ambivalent.

Although the Chinese condemned ‘Western imperialism’ in
general, they have always distinguished carefully between
secondary enemies, who were less dangerous and with whom
temporary alliances could be sought, and the principal enemy,
against whom the struggle should concentrate. The awareness of
these distinctions and the exploitation of ‘contradictions’ among
the enemy camp constituted one of the basic elements of China’s
Middle Eastern policy from the early 1940s on. At that time, the
Germans and Japanese were the principal enemies, a situation
that justified a united front with the Allies. After World War 11,
the United States became the principal enemy, trying to expand
in the intermediate zone at the expense of the former colonial
powers:



China’s encounter with the Middle East 15

England’s far-flung dependencies and colonies ~ Canada, South [Africa],
Australia, Atlantic Islands, Middle East, Palestine and Arabia, Egypt and
Mediterranean and finally India, Burma and elsewhere — are all scenes of
American imperialistic attacks on England under the American imperialist
policy of world domination. In certain places, these clashes have already
become or are brewing up armed struggles.1é

Thus as early as the 1940s the Chinese observed that the
Middle East had been subject to a fierce contest. Britain and
France were trying to secure the remnants of their traditional
spheres of influence, while the Americans now tried to increase
their control. The fact that Britain had been the main colonial
power in the Middle East did not lead the Chinese astray:

British imperialism is a dying beast which cannot stand up to a struggle. In
their struggle against Britain the peoples of Egypt and the Middle East
should not harbour any illusions about U.S. imperialism. America is the
imperialist Power that is now aiming at replacing Britain in aggression
against the Middle East. There are obvious contradictions between U.S. and
British imperialism in their fight to dominate the Middle East. To the
peoples of the Middle East the former is the more vicious enemy. But if they
harbour any illusions about America, this will bring painful and bitter
consequences in its train.1?

Similar flexibility characterised China’s attitude towards Middle
Eastern governments. Apparently, the Chinese maintained that
these governments were collaborating with Western imperialism
and belonged, therefore, to the forces of counter-revolution. Yet,
as we have seen, when the Chinese distinguished between
‘enemies’ and ‘friends’ they entirely ignored the governments of
the Middle East (as well as those of Asia and Africa) in their
classification. In other words, despite their insistence that non-
alignment was impossible, the Chinese could not, and perhaps
did not want to, commit themselves to identifying Afro-Asian
governments as either revolutionary or counter-revolutionary.

China’s ambivalence stemmed from the realisation that the
Western grip on the Middle East was particularly strong because,
as Peking put it, this area (with the exception of Egypt) was,
following World War 1, the last region to have become entangled
with modern imperialism.

Therefore, the most important method of imperialism to dominate the
Middle East was not through direct colonial rule but rather through buying
over rulers, grooming and backing up puppets, and concluding special
treaties indirectly with rulers. We know that the rulers of these countries all
represent feudal and tribal rotten elements of the upper classes who accept
imperialist support and [financial] contribution.18

After World War 11, old-style British and French imperialism
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was replaced by a new-style American imperialism which, by
pretending to defend the independence of the Middle Eastern
nations, deceived them and gained control over the most impor-
tant functions of their governments.’® As a result, Middle Eastern
governments were considered independent only in the formal
sense and still remained ‘oppressed nations’ (ya-p’e min-tsu) or
‘dependent countries’ (fu-shu kuo-chia). It was precisely for this
reason that the Chinese expected these governments, sooner or
later, to launch a struggle against the West. Indeed, in the early
1950s the Chinese detected initial signs of such resistance. Where-
as some governments were definitely pro-Western, like Turkey,*°
or a type of ‘direct puppet, like Trans-Jordan’, others represented
the type of ‘the opportunists, shifting and veering in the middle
of the road of opposing imperialism, like Iran and Egypt’.?* Thus,
although in theory the Chinese rejected the existence of a ‘third
road’ in international politics, in practice they acknowledged its
existence.

China’s analysis of the international and Middle Eastern situa-
tions was unacceptable to the Soviets, despite Peking’s insistence
that its foreign policy was ‘precisely the same as the Soviet
Union’s foreign policy’,? and that ‘the Chinese people take the
same positions as those of the Soviet Union and fully support the
Middle East people in their struggle against imperialism”.?® In
the first place, the Soviets rejected Mao’s intermediate zone theory.
For them, the fundamental contradiction in the world still in-
volved the United States and the Soviet Union directly; the
Middle East, Asia, let alone Africa — far from being the decisive
and primary arena in the socialist-imperialist struggle, as the
Chinese maintained - played a supplementary and secondary
role at best. Moreover, whereas the Chinese detected rivalries
and contradictions within the Western camp, and distinguished
between principal and secondary enemies, the Soviets still
regarded ‘imperialism” as a homogeneous phenomenon.
Implicitly, the Chinese were also more flexible and, indeed,
optimistic about the role of Middle Eastern governments in the
anti-imperialist front. They believed that the main problem in
the Middle East was not the political nature of governments but
outside interference and control. This, in their view, was the
ultimate source of all the evils in the Middle East (and elsewhere).
Unless foreign intervention was eradicated first, no ‘socialist’
revolution would stand any chance of success. Class struggle



Chind’s encounter with the Middle East 17

under the existing Middle Eastern circumstances was immature
and even harmful to the national liberation struggle, which was
much more important and urgent.?*

The Soviets, on the other hand, tended to judge Arab regimes,
especially Egypt, not according to their international orientation
but rather according to their domestic politics.?* From this angle,
all Middle Eastern governments, without exception, were cate-
gorised as ‘enemies” which could in no way contribute to the
struggle against imperialism. Consequently, Moscow was more
oriented towards an internal political transformation of the
‘reactionary” and ‘bourgeois” Middle Eastern governments, to be
carried out through a revolution led by local communist parties.

China was far less interested in the Middle Eastern com-
munists, not only because of the lack of previous relations, but
mainly because of the priority given to national liberation. In this
context, the ‘people’ has always been regarded as the dominant
factor, rather than the communist party. Unlike the Soviets, who
conceived of the ‘people’ in a stricter sense,?® the Chinese used
the term in its broadest meaning:

The key to victory in the movement of the peoples of Egypt and the
Middle East for independence and sovereignty lies in rallying and uniting
the broad masses of people within their respective countries and in joining
up with other peace-loving peoples throughout the world in resolute struggle
against both British and U.S. imperialism. In this struggle against imperial-
ism the masses are the foundation which must be relied upon.2?

Referring to Egypt, the Chinese noted that “all classes have raised
their level of national consciousness’ and were ready ‘to throw
out the foreign aggressors’.?® [Italics added.]

This does not mean that communist parties were totally ignored.
Occasionally, the Chinese paid tribute to the local communists
but only in the context of ‘national liberation’, and never mention-
ing revolution:

In Egypt, the Sudan, Iran, Iraq, Syria, the Lebanon, Israel and other coun-
tries, although the working class is not so large in number, yet they had
already begun to awaken, begun to organise, united all around the com-
munist parties, and began to play a leading role in the national indepen-
dence and liberation movement.2?

In telegrams sent to the congresses of the Young Communist
League and the Communist Party of Israel the Chinese expressed
respect ‘for their heroic struggle against imperialist colonial war
and enslavement’, and wished them ‘victory in the struggle for
national independence, democracy and liberty’.* In the same
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way, when Peking mentioned the Iranian communist Tudeh
(People’s) Party, it was done only in the context of the anti-
imperialist struggle.®*

Finally, Peking’s more tolerant approach towards the Arabs also
stemmed from the limited proportions of China’s Muslim prob-
lem, compared with that of the Soviet Union. Whereas the Soviets
feared that any improvement in their relations with the Middle
Eastern governments would stimulate nationalist and irredentist
sentiments among the Muslim (and Jewish) nationalities of the
Soviet Union,*? Peking approached the Middle East free of such
prejudice. As a result, the Chinese were much quicker than the
Soviets in exploiting Islam for improving relations with the
Muslim countries and regarded it as an asset rather than an
embarrassment.

When the communists came to power there were in China
about ten million Muslims divided among no fewer than ten
different ethnic groups, such as Uighur, Hui, Kazakh, Tatar,
etc.?® Although representing less than 2 per cent of the entire
population, their significance was far greater internally as well as
externally than their numbers seemed to warrant. Correctly
manipulated, the religious affiliation of China’s Muslims with
Islamic countries such as Pakistan, Afghanistan and Indonesia,
not to mention the Arab countries, could, in Peking’s view, contri-
bute towards the achievement of some of China’s foreign policy
aims.

Initially Peking was slow to perceive the relevance of Chinese
Muslims to its foreign policy. Muslims were primarily regarded
as an internal issue, and indeed, in the first years of the Chinese
communist regime, Peking could not conceal the maltreatment of
Chinese Muslims; several Muslim insurrections were ruthlessly
suppressed and their leaders executed.?

This could hardly have won China many friends, particularly
among the Arab countries where, to make things worse, Muslim
refugees who had fled from China were gathering. Thus, in 1950,
the ‘“Turkestani community” in Cairo complained to King Ibn
Sa‘ud that the occupation of Sinkiang had been followed by chaos
and a general attack on the Muslim inhabitants.** Again, in 1951,
in response to a wave of trials and executions of Chinese Muslims,
‘Turkestani circles’ in Cairo and Karachi were said to have
accused the Chinese communists of suppressing the ‘indepen-
dence movement’, closing Muslim schools, appointing new imams
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who had been taught communist doctrine, forcing women to
unveil, and so on.®®

Although undoubtedly betraying real concern about the fate of
China’s Muslims and reflecting basically anti-communist Arab
feelings, these reports must also be interpreted in light of the
situation in the Far East, and primarily the Korean War. Both
South Korea and Taiwan tried to exploit the Chinese oppression
of Muslims, as well as feelings of Islamic solidarity, to their own
advantage.®” Not surprisingly, Washington, too, believed that a
Middle Eastern Islamic pact including Turkey, Pakistan and
Egypt, apart from defending the Middle East, could have an
‘enormous impact’ on Muslims in the Soviet Union and China and
possibly help to create a fifth column in these countries.*®

It was perhaps to counter the wave of allegations of late March
and early April 1951, but probably even more in response to the
abstention of many Muslim countries in early February, when
China had been condemned as an aggressor by the United
Nations, that Peking began to exploit the Muslim issue to win the
sympathy of the Muslim and Middle Eastern countries. The
Chinese emphasised that, in fact, it was the Muslim peoples of
the Middle East and North Africa who had been oppressed by
imperialism; since China was fighting imperialism they, therefore,
all shared common interests and should be part of one united
front. The victory of the peoples of the Middle East, the Chinese
said, ‘is indivisible from the victory of the Chinese people in their
fight against American aggression and for aid in Korea’,*® and
‘Moslems in China cannot sit idly by and see Moslems oppressed.
We should oppose U.S. imperialism in unison with all Moslem
countries and oppressed nationalities.+®

From then on Muslim communities in China, as well as
prominent Chinese personalities from religious, academic and
political circles, were mobilised to serve China’s Middle Eastern
policy.** In order to enable the revolutionary theories of Mao
Tse-tung ‘to be universally made known to the peoples of the
Middle East and North Africa’, the Chinese began translating
several important Chinese communist documents into Arabic.*?

Peking also began to demonstrate that never had the condition
of China’s Muslims been better than under communist rule. In a
speech delivered by Burhén, then Chairman of the Preparatory
Committee of the China Islamic Association, at a reception in
honour of the Muslim delegates from various countries to the
Peace Conference of the Asian and the Pacific Regions on
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18 October 1952, he said: ‘China has about ten million Moslems
of ten nationalities . . . The establishment of the People’s Republic
of China... marked a milestone in the history of China’s
nationalities of Moslem faith and other nationalities. National
discrimination and oppression are gone, and a new, happy life
has unfolded before them.** Burhan himself was later to play an
important role in Sino-Arab relations.

In sum, Peking seems to have been much more aware than the
Soviet Union of the common interests the Middle Eastern national-
bourgeois governments shared with the socialist camp, on the
one hand, and of the ‘contradictions’ between them and the
West, on the other. In consequence the Chinese, long before the
Soviets implicitly regarded some of the Middle Eastern govern-
ments as potential, and at times actual, partners in the anti-
imperialist front.

Informal governmental relations

Although the Chinese paid considerable attention to the Middle
East as early as the early 1950s, formal relations between the
PRC and the countries of the region barely existed before the
Bandung Conference. No department in China’s Foreign Ministry
dealt exclusively with Middle Eastern affairs. Apparently, the
Middle East fell within the area of responsibility of the Depart-
ment of Asian Affairs, whose Director, Ch’en Chia-Kang, was
later to become China’s first ambassador to Egypt. When this
department was divided early in 1955, the Middle East, along
with the Indian sub-continent and non-communist Southeast
Asia, was assigned to the Second Department of Asian Affairs.**

China’s ‘relations’ with the Middle East in the first half of the
1950s were restricted mainly to the informal ‘people’s” diplomacy.
Since most, if not all, Middle Eastern governments adopted a
somewhat negative attitude towards the PRC, Peking could only
establish contacts with leftist and oppositionary personalities,
some of whom were in exile. Even economic transactions with the
Arab countries (mainly Egypt) were made only with private
‘industrial and commercial interests’.

Despite their reservations and suspicions of the Middle East
bourgeois-nationalist, not to mention feudal-reactionary, govern-
ments there were indications in those years that the Chinese were
willing to establish all kinds of formal relations with them. How-
ever, China’s willingness met with a reluctant and, in fact, nega-
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tive response. The best example is the case of Israel, with which
the Chinese held preliminary but futile negotiations.

Explorations with Israel

On 9 January 1950 Israel became the first Middle Eastern govern-
ment to recognise the PRC. The Israeli Foreign Minister sent
Chou En-lai the following cable:

I have the honour to inform Your Excellency that the Government of Israel
has decided to recognise your Government as the de-jure Government of
China. Gladly avail myself of this opportunity to express to Your Excellency
my Government’s sincere hopes for the prosperity of the Chinese nation as
well as my own best wishes.45

There was no indication in the recognition cable of any intention
to establish diplomatic relations with China. Chou En-lai’s reply
cable did not mention this possibility either.*® Nevertheless, the
Chinese apparently believed that Israel had implicitly expressed
the wish to establish full diplomatic relations with China,*” and
they kept repeating their conviction while holding negotiations
with Israel until early 1955.4®

China’s interest in Israel in the early 1950s derived mainly
from pragmatic considerations. Even before the PRC was pro-
claimed, Mao and China’s communist leadership had expressed
their readiness to establish diplomatic relations with any govern-
ment provided it would sever relations with the Chinese national-
ists and adopt a friendly attitude towards the PRC.* Israel never
had relations with the KMT and the recognition was undoubtedly
considered a friendly act.

Israel’s affiliation with the United States, of which the Chinese
have always been aware, did not bother Peking too much for
several reasons. Firstly, while continuing to foment anti-American
attitudes among the Middle Eastern governments (as well as
everywhere else), the Chinese never regarded such attitudes as a
prerequisite for establishing diplomatic relations. China main-
tained diplomatic relations with states which clearly fell within
the American sphere of influence and which, unlike Israel, even
joined American military pacts not only in Europe but in Asia as
well (Pakistan, for instance). Secondly, the Chinese, following
the Soviets, regarded Israel as a country which had succeeded in
gaining independence from Western colonial rule after a bitter
national liberation war. By late 1949 Moscow had reappraised its
attitude towards Israel; China, on the contrary, began adopting a
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much more flexible approach towards national-bourgeois govern-
ments, Israel included.

But the main reason for China’s repeated attempts to start a
dialogue with Israel was China’s quest for recognition, diplomatic
relations and political support (primarily in the United Nations).
This quest became even more urgent following the Korean War
and China’s growing isolation in the international arena.

From April 1950 to August 1955 no foreign government recog-
nised the PRC; on the other hand, there were six countries which
had recognised China as early as 1950 but did not establish
diplomatic relations. These were Britain, Ceylon, Norway, Israel,
Afghanistan and the Netherlands.®® One of China’s main foreign
policy aims during that period was to set up normal relations with
those countries so as to expand China’s network of diplomatic
representation. Indeed, relations with the three European coun-
tries were established in 1954; as for the Asian ones, the Chinese
later admitted: “During the past five years we have exerted efforts
for the establishment of normal diplomatic relations with Asian
countries that had recognised our Government, promoted friendly
relations and developed trade with them.* Although China
developed trade and friendly relations primarily with Ceylon and
Afghanistan, Israel was also part of the general effort.

Following its exchange of cables with Israel, Peking made
several attempts to contact Israeli diplomats, mainly in Moscow.
In June 1950 the Chinese chargé d’affaires visited the Israeli
Legation in Moscow and, according to a report sent to Jerusalem
on 20 June had asked, on instructions of his Government, whether
Israel was planning to send a diplomatic mission to China. No
clear answer could have been given to him on the spot, and he
asked to be informed as soon as the Israeli Government’s reply
should arrive.52

The fact that the Chinese initiative took place in Moscow was
of particular significance as the Chinese ambassador to the USSR,
Wang Chia-hsiang, was also China’s senior Vice Minister of
Foreign Affairs. It seems that China’s dialogues with Israel, either
in Moscow or elsewhere, were co-ordinated with the Soviets and
even China’s attitude towards Israel reflected, until the mid-1950s,
the ups and downs of Soviet-Israeli relations. The Chinese prob-
ably found it appropriate to consult Moscow as far as their
relations with Israel were concerned because the Soviet Union
had been the first government which accorded Israel a de-jure
recognition, and maintained diplomatic relations — except for a
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few months in 1953. Moreover, Peking held Moscow responsible
for the 1947 United Nations Partition Resolution on the basis of
which the State of Israel was proclaimed:

The Soviet Union, loyal to the defence of weak and small nations, did not
accept the imperialist oppressive policy and proposed to establish in Pales-
tine one Jewish—Arab independent and democratic state; if this plan could
not be realised, then two independent-democratic states should be established
— one state for the Jewish people and the other state for the Arab people.
On the basis of the Soviet proposal the United Nations formulated the
Palestine Partition Plan, and on 29 November 1947 the United Nations
General Assembly passed the Palestine Partition Resolution.5®

The timing of China’s initiative in Moscow is more difficult to
explain. Perhaps the Chinese (and the Soviets) wanted to clarify
their international position, bearing in mind both the Third
Plenary Session of the Seventh Central Committee of the CCP,
held at the beginning of June, and the forthcoming war in Korea.
It is also possible that China’s sudden interest was stimulated by
Israel’s activities in the United Nations in June. Israel, along with
eight other countries, supported a proposal (which was eventually
rejected) to invite the PRC to participate in the United Nations’
Conference for Technical Aid to Undeveloped Countries.®

Despite China’s marked interest in establishing normal rela-
tions, however, Israel’s response was practically negative. Already
at the end of January 1950 Israel’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs
informed its legation in Moscow that there was no intention of
opening a mission in Peking and, due to financial difficulties,
proposed to use Israel’s legation in Moscow for diplomatic com-
munication with China. At the end of June the legation was
informed that ‘the Government had decided in principle to estab-
lish diplomatic relations with People’s China, but nothing should
be done in this direction until the situation in the Far East be-
comes clear’.5

Apart from avoiding diplomatic relations, Israel’s attitude to-
wards China remained quite friendly. When the question of
Peking’s representation in the United Nations was voted on for
the first time, on 19 September 1950, Israel supported the reso-
lution to oust the delegates of the Republic of China (Taiwan)
and to admit those of the PRC. Almost a fortnight later the Israeli
minister attended a National Day reception at the Chinese
Embassy in Moscow. Peking’s awareness of Israel’s stand in the
United Nations was reflected in the long speech made by China’s
special representative, Wu Hsiu-ch’iian, in the Security Council
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on 28 November 1950. He named Israel among the sixteen coun-
tries which voted and ‘warmly’ (je-lich) supported the efforts to
admit China to the United Nations.®

This ‘cat and mouse’ process was interrupted — but not stopped
— by the United Nations debates on the Korean War from January
1951. While China favoured a proposal to convene a seven-nation
conference to solve the Korean problem, Israel put forward a
Truce Proposal which Peking interpreted as intended to allow
the United States time to reorganise its forces and to bury the
issue in endless discussion. Nevertheless, the Chinese were careful
not to reproach Israel directly: on 9 January 1951 NCNA released
a TASS dispatch under the title of ‘Malik Attacks Israeli Dele-
gate’s Truce Proposal’. Only later that year did the Chinese say
that the cease-fire proposal that had been produced conformed
to the demands of the United States and was ‘based on Israel’s
proposal’.s?

Indeed, on 1 February 1951 Israel, together with another 43
countries, voted to condemn China as an aggressor in Korea, but
Peking was careful not to blame those governments which had
already taken steps in favour of China, and tried to rationalise its
defeat: ‘Even those countries which voted for the calumnious
resolution do not wholeheartedly support America’s disastrous
adventure. It was under unprecedented pressure — open threat
and covert enticement — that they passed the U.S. resolution.”®

If Peking did not consider Israel’s vote for the condemnation
resolution (as well as for the embargo resolution of 18 May 1951),
as an obstacle to the continuation of the dialogue, neither did
Jerusalem. At the beginning of October the Israeli Foreign
Minister sent greetings for China’s National Day to Chou En-lai,
saying: ‘I have the honour to convey to your excellency and
Government and people of the Chinese People’s Republic con-
gratulations and best wishes in my own name and that of the
Government and people of Israel on the anniversary of the
foundation of the Chinese People’s Republic.”*® And, moreover,
on 6 November 1951, and again on 25 October 1952, Israel voted
against the American resolution to postpone the debate on Peking’s
representation in the United Nations.

Despite these gestures, in late 1952 and during the first quarter
of 1953, China’s attitude towards Israel became hostile. There
was little in Sino-Israeli relations to justify this hostility. Appar-
ently, it was China’s reflected reaction to the deterioration of
relations between Israel and the Soviet bloc. This deterioration
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started with the Slansky trial in Prague,® continued with the
alleged “doctors’ plot”in Moscow,** and culminated in an explosion
near the Soviet Mission in Tel Aviv, following which Moscow
severed diplomatic relations with Israel.

It was under these circumstances that the Chinese published,
for the first time, several strongly-worded original as well as
translated articles attacking Zionism in general, and Israel in
particular.®? Zionists, they said, ‘had tried to establish a bourgeois
republic in Palestine in order to take government and rule into
their own hands...but although nominally dominated by the
Zionists, in reality, as everybody knows, the ruling of this nation
rests in the hands of the American imperialists’.®* Israel was
regarded as ‘an outpost of the “American Democracy” in the
Near and Middle East’, and ‘as the most reliable aggressive base
in the Middle East, except for Turkey’. Peking, furthermore,
charged that

the first Israeli Government under the leadership of MAPAI [Israel Workers’
Party] headed by Ben-Gurion was extremely opposed to the Soviet Union,
communism, peace and the people. In the international arena they did not
cease from fabricating reactionary propaganda, urging generations of Jewish
people living in the Soviet Union and many in the People’s Democratic
countries ‘to return to the homeland’ (i.e., to destroy the unity among the
peoples of the Soviet Union and the People’s Democratic countries), or
through secret means and dirty tricks they seduced them ‘to serve Israel’
(i.e., to become engaged in spying activities).84

It is hard to determine whether it was intended as a retaliation
against China (or all the communist bloc), but when the proposal
to postpone the debate on China’s representation was put to the
vote at the United Nations General Assembly on 15 September
1953 Israel for the first time abstained, thereby setting up a pat-
tern which was followed with few exceptions until 1965.

Nevertheless, in late 1953, possibly because the Soviet Union
had resumed diplomatic relations with Israel, Peking attempted
a fresh start in its dialogue with Israel. Several meetings between
Chinese and Israeli officials, mostly at the Chinese initiative, took
place in Moscow, Helsinki and even in London.®® The most fruit-
ful dialogue started in January 1954 in Rangoon, Burma, between
the Chinese ambassador, Yao Chung-ming, and Israel’s minister,
David Hacohen. In their first conversation the Chinese ambassa-
dor officially informed the Israeli minister that the Government of
China had welcomed the establishment of an Israeli mission in
Burma and expressed willingness to have trade relations with
Israel.’ Although he did not mention diplomatic relations it
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seems that ultimately this is exactly what he meant. As Chou
En-lai explained later, China’s policy was ‘to promote business
relations . . . so as to improve mutual contacts and understanding
and create favourable conditions for the establishment of normal
relations’.®?

As a next step in this direction Jerusalem proposed to send a
trade delegation to China and the matter was passed in February
1954 to Peking. Until late June there was no reply, but Yao
Chung-ming assured David Hacohen of China’s interest in
establishing trade and diplomatic relations with Israel,®® saying
that it was Chou En-lai himself who had to make the decision.®
Indeed, when Chou En-lai passed through Rangoon on his way
from Geneva, he met David Hacohen at a reception on 29 June
1954 and promised to take care of the proposed visit of the Israeli
delegation to China after his return.” On 14 September 1954
Israel received an official Chinese invitation to send a delegation
to negotiate trade as well as other questions regarding ‘the two
friendly countries’.™ Again, it seems that Sino-Israeli negotiations
in Rangoon were held with the complete approval and even
encouragement of the Soviets.”

There is little doubt that the Chinese interpreted their dialogue
with Israel optimistically. On 23 September 1954 Chou En-lai
stated at the First Session of the First National People’s Congress
that ‘contacts are being made with a view to establishing normal
(cheng-chang) relations between China...and Israel’.” In his
speech the Chinese premier chose to overlook Israel’s vote in the
United Nations three days earlier for the resolution to postpone
the debate on the China issue; Israel immediately made it known
that the vote had been a result of a misunderstanding and, in a
note passed to China’s ambassador in Rangoon on 23 September,
claimed that it had been made contrary to orders. At the time,
this explanation seemed fully acceptable to both the Chinese
ambassador and his Government.™

A week later, the Israeli premier again sent Chou En-lai a
message of greetings on the occasion of China’s National Day.™
Yet in November, when the Government of Israel finally decided
to send the delegation to China, its members were instructed to
confine the talks to trade alone, not to raise the question of diplo-
matic relations, and to give an affirmative but non-conclusive
answer if the Chinese should do so0.?

From 28 January to 21 February 1955, an Israeli delegation,
including representatives of trade and industry, as well as the
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Director of the Asia Department in Israel’s Foreign Ministry,
visited China. During the visit the Chinese expressed more than
once their friendliness and respect for Israel and the Jewish
people, and reiterated their willingness to develop trade relations.
As had been anticipated, diplomatic relations were also discussed.
Both Chang Han-fu, China’s Vice Foreign Minister, and the
Director of the Department of Asian Affairs in China’s Foreign
Ministry, with whom lengthy talks were held, showed obvious
interest in establishing full diplomatic relations with Israel. They
even went as far as to offer Israel a compound in Peking for an
embassy as compensation for Jewish property confiscated in
Shanghai.” Again, there is evidence that the whole visit had been
approved by the Soviets.™

Yet, despite the warm welcome extended to the delegation, its
visit was hardly mentioned by NCNA or China’s communication
media.” By early 1955 and even late 1954 the Chinese were much
more careful in their overt attitude towards Israel than they had
been in September 1954,%° and for good reasons: in the meantime
preparations for the Afro-Asian Conference were in full swing
and Peking definitely knew that under the pressure of the Arab
countries Israel had not been invited.

As will be shown later, the success of the Bandung Conference
became a cardinal objective of China’s foreign policy at that time.
Considering Israel’s reluctance to establish diplomatic relations
with the PRC, Peking did not find it too difficult to comply with
the Arab demands, particularly after initial progress had been
registered in Sino-Arab relations.

Reservations about the Arabs

Unlike Israel, none of the other Middle Eastern governments
extended diplomatic recognition to the PRC before mid-1956.
After the establishment of the PRC Egypt, as well as other Arab
governments, continued to regard the Nationalist Government in
Taiwan as the only legal representative of the Chinese people.
This view was reinforced when the Political Committee of the
Arab League decided on 20 August 1950 to recognise Nationalist
China.®* No wonder, therefore, that as a member of the Security
Council Egypt voted on 13 January 1950 against the Soviet pro-
posal to exclude Taiwan’s delegate from the Security Council on
the ground that he did not represent China. Peking, for its part,
immediately branded Egypt a ‘lackey of American imperialism’.52
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Later, however, Egypt began to abstain in the United Nations
votes on issues concerning China both directly and indirectly.
On 27 June 1950 Egypt abstained when the Security Council
asked member states to aid South Korea in repelling the North
Korean attack.®® Although they were not yet involved in the war,
the Chinese considered this vote a test of the degree of freedom
from American influence of Security Council members. Indeed,
Egypt’s abstention instantly triggered an angry American reaction
as well as indirect threats of retaliation.®* These threats were
probably effective because in December Egypt’s Acting Foreign
Minister told journalists that the Egyptian delegation to the
United Nations had been instructed to support United States
policy against Communist China, since the issue no longer was
the war in Korea but the open conflict between communism and
democracy.?s

Nevertheless, despite US pressure, from June 1950 to the end
of that year Egypt abstained in four other votes concerning China
in both the Security Council and the General Assembly.*¢ More-
over, rumours of imminent Egyptian recognition of China had
been circulating since May,*” and on 11-12 December 1950 the
Egyptian Parliament was engaged in a long debate about a pro-
posal calling the Government to improve relations with the
socialist bloc, including ‘Egyptian recognition of the Chinese
Communist regime’.®

Peking’s appreciation of Egypt’s stand was reflected in Chou
En-lai’s proposal of 17 January 1951, submitted to the First Com-
mittee of the United Nations, to convene a seven-nation confer-
ence to solve the Korean and other Far Eastern problems. The
seven countries he named were China, the Soviet Union, the
United States, Britain, France, India and Egypt.*® The Chinese
selected Egypt not only ‘as the biggest among the Arab countries’
or because ‘China wished that there would be one country to
represent the Arab bloc’,® but also because ‘Egypt is the leader
of Africa, is one of the non-permanent member states of the
Security Council, and since it had not supported the plan of
aggression in Korea raised by U.S. imperialism, it is not a lackey
of U.S. imperialism’.®

Thus within a year the Chinese had reversed their attitude to
Egypt and, furthermore, had begun to acknowledge its leading
role in the Middle East as well as in Africa. Cairo was flattered
by Chou En-lai’s proposal. Egypt’s Acting Foreign Minister,
Muhammad Salah al-Din, declared: ‘This choice is an evidence
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of honour to Egypt’s international position and her sound policy
towards the problems of the Far East.’?

Even before Chou En-lai’s proposal became known, and cer-
tainly afterwards, the Egyptian press generally disapproved of
the American intention to condemn the PRC in the United
Nations as an aggressor in Korea. Among the reasons given for
the disapproval were Egypt’s neutrality, the prospects of estab-
lishing relations with China and America’s support and friendship
for Israel.®s

Peking also began to pay attention to the role played by other
Arab countries within the United Nations, particularly after the
Fifth General Assembly had condemned China, on 1 February
1951, as an aggressor in Korea: an overwhelming majority of
forty-four countries voted for the condemnation (among them
Iran, Iraq, the Lebanon and Turkey); seven opposed it (including
the Soviet bloc, Burma and India); and among the nine that
abstained there were four Arab countries (Egypt, Saudi Arabia,
Syria and the Yemen) and another three Asian Muslim countries
(Pakistan, Afghanistan, Indonesia). Commenting on the resolution
the Chinese concluded: ‘Some growing number of nations,
especially the Asian and Arab countries, have broken away from
the voting machine controlled by the U.S. imperialists and
expressed dissatisfaction with America’s aggressive policy.®* A
People’s Daily editorial quoted the Egyptian delegate as saying:
‘The untimely U.S. [sic] resolution seriously undermines and
probably shuts off the remaining hope of a peaceful solution
[in Korea].’s®

In 1951 the Chinese perceived other signs of an ‘anti-imperialist
awakening’ among the peoples and governments of the Middle
East. One example was Iran. In April Peking praised the Persian
Government which - “in response to the demand of the people’,
to be sure — had passed an act for the nationalisation of the oil
industry; it had ‘vacillated and wavered’ for a time but finally
decided on immediate enforcement of the nationalisation and
announced the dissolution of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company.®®
However, towards the end of the year, the Chinese attitude
changed: indeed, the Persian Government had ‘followed the
struggle movement of the Persian people’ for oil nationalisation,
but it had become clear that the real requests of the people had
been ignored.®” Finally, early in 1952 the People’s Daily came to
the conclusion that the ‘Iranian ruling bloc’ was collaborating with
US imperialism while ‘suppressing the people’s progressive forces’.2®
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Another example was Egypt. In October 1951 the Chinese
praised the Egyptian Governments abrogation of the Anglo-
Egyptian Treaty of 1936 and the Sudan agreements of 1889 as
‘perfectly justified and reasonable’, and in keeping with Egypt’s
demand for full independence and sovereignty; the Egyptian
people, Peking said, had expressed their support for this step.*
In the same manner the Chinese noted, not without satisfaction,
that ‘with the support of the Egyptian people, the Government of
Egypt has rejected the proposal of the four countries’, referring
to the attempts by the United States, Britain, France and Turkey
to create a Middle East Command.*®

Bearing in mind Egypt’s steps towards greater independence,
the Chinese considered the 23 July 1952 coup d'état as a setback.
Following several days of ‘wait and see’ Peking seemed to have
adopted the official Soviet attitude. The Egyptian coup d'état
was interpreted as no more than a change of government similar
to other political upheavals that had taken place in Egypt, Syria,
and Iraq, all without exception attributed by the Chinese to
direct Anglo-American interference and contest for power. This
coup, however, caused more anxiety in Peking since it had
allegedly been engineered not by England (like the previous
ones) but by the United States.***

This was one of the earliest examples of China’s interest in
‘backward” governments, provided they demonstrated anti-
imperialist tendencies. The Chinese appreciated Egypt’s ancien
régime, which though under tight British control, could still have
challenged England. On the other hand they denounced the new
military clique as totally in favour of, and subservient to, US
imperialism, in addition to being a ‘fascist military dictatorship’
suppressing the people. The contrast between past and present
regimes was made quite clear, leaving no doubt about China’s
preference:

The Egyptian Government declaration in October 1951 on the abrogation
of the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty was the first important victory of the
Egyptian people’s patriotic movement. . . Around 1951, when Egypt declared
the abrogation of this Treaty, the Egyptian people had already started a
very resolute struggle against the British aggressors, and, moreover, pro-
ceeded with an armed struggle. Now, the Naguib dictatorial regime, with
the support of imperialism. . .hinders the Egyptian people’s movement fight-
ing for independence and freedom.102

For their part, Egypt’s Free Officers, at least in the first year
and a half of their rule, adopted a more negative stance towards
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the PRC, compared with that of the pre-July 1952 Egyptian
Government. Thus, in their first UN vote on the China issue after
assuming power, Egypt's new military leaders abandoned the
former abstention pattern and, together with Iraq, Iran, the
Lebanon and Turkey, supported, on 25 October 1952, the United
States-sponsored resolution to postpone consideration of any
proposal to exclude Taiwan from the United Nations (Syria, the
Yemen, and Saudi Arabia continued to abstain).

During 1953, however, both Peking and the Arabs, especially
Egypt, gradually and carefully began to reconsider their mutual
attitudes. The Indian Government played an important part in
stimulating Arab, and particularly Egyptian, interest in relations
with China. Panikkar, India’s ambassador to Egypt and to other
Arab countries and formerly India’s ambassador to the PRC,
tried to persuade officials in the Arab capitals to which he was
accredited that they should adopt a more ‘realistic’ attitude
towards Peking.>o?

From early 1954, both China and Egypt abandoned their
mutual rigid antipathy in favour of a more flexible approach.
The Chinese, indeed, continued to criticise Nasser and the
Egyptian Government:

In the Middle East there are some countries that in recent years came to
exercise fascist military rule, proclaimed the Communist Party illegal, dis-
solved several political parties, deprived the people of their democratic
rights, all these measures can only illustrate the weak and fragile basis of
their rule. Certainly, the development of the revolutionary movement of
some Middle Eastern countries is not even; there are revolutionary move-

ments in several countries that are still placed on a comparatively low
level.204

This attitude was maintained right up to the eve of the Bandung
Conference: ‘Nasser’s regime continued to carry out a suppressive
policy against the people. . . After obtaining the country’s supreme
power, Nasser made mass arrests of the Muslim Brethren Asso-
ciation and other politically alien elements.”*® Peking seemed to
have misinterpreted and misunderstood many Egyptian measures
throughout 1954, including the Suez Canal Evacuation Agree-
ment with Britain, as being harmful to the interests of the people,
and beneficial to “U.S. imperialism™ ‘the Egyptian rulers exert
pressure on the people of the country who seek peace, clarifying
that they wish to remain “neutral” in the “cold war””.2°¢ But, at
the same time the Chinese welcomed and appreciated the
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Egyptian Government’s rejection in principle of any plan to
create a military pact in the Middle East, and in particular, its
refusal to join any such pact.1*?

Cairo also adopted an ambivalent attitude: the domestic
campaign against communism continued and rumours of forth-
coming Egyptian recognition of the PRC were firmly denied.**®
When Chou En-lai arrived in Cairo on 24 June 1954 on his way
from Geneva to India, no Egyptian official came to greet him. In
his statement the Chinese premier totally ignored the Egyptian
Government, praising only the people: ‘It is a pleasure to me to
have the opportunity of passing through Cairo on my way to visit
India. The Chinese people have consistently been sympathetic
towards the struggle of the people of Egypt for independence.
I wish to avail myself of this opportunity to convey my greetings
to the Egyptian people.”*® However, the next day Egypt made an
attempt, acknowledged by Peking, to correct the bad impression.
Salah Salim, Minister for National Guidance, said on 25 June
that although there was no official contact with Chou En-lai in
Cairo, Egypt was grateful for his statement.°

Later, Peking reported on Egypts keen interest in Chou’s
meeting with Nehru and quoted an Egyptian official as saying
that Egypt supported any peace move and joined hands in fight-
ing imperialism.?** These indirect Egyptian gestures towards
Peking culminated in Nasser’s first public remarks on China in an
interview he gave late in August 1954. While still maintaining
diplomatic relations with Taiwan he nevertheless emphasised
that Communist China was a fact which should be universally
accepted, whereas to ‘recognise a few people in Formosa and
neglect Red China’s millions...is a sort of an international
joke’.12 And in another interview Nasser went on to say: ‘We
have been following very closely the developments in the Far
East and the position of Red China. We are still studying the
question of recognising Red China, even though we are against
Communism.”**® Later that month, Egypt abstained in the United
Nations China vote.

In the meantime, trade relations — always regarded by China
as an avenue to better mutual understanding that might lead to
normal relations — had already been established between China
and ‘industrial and commercial interests’ in Egypt.1** In early
January 1953 it was reported that China had been interested in
buying one million cantar (approximately 45,000 tons) of Egyptian
cotton, and an agreement to this effect was signed.’!® In 1953
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China bought more Egyptian cotton than in the record year of
1939, and in 1954 even more.}1®

Most of the Sino-Egyptian trade consisted of Chinese imports,
which increased steadily, as can be seen in Table 1. While Sino-

Table 1.  Sino-Egyptian Trade, 1951-5 (in million US dollars)

1951 1952 1958 1954 1955
Chinese imports 0.9 8.9 10.4 11.4 24.5
Chinese exports 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.9

Sources: Robert Loring Allen, Middle Eastern Economic Relations with the Soviet
Union, Eastern Europe, and Mainland China ( Charlottesville, Virginia: Woodrow
Wilson Department of Foreign Affairs, University of Virginia, 1958), p. 77. See
also ‘Amélioration des echanges commerciaux avec la Chine Communiste’, La
Bourse Egyptienne, 7 May 1954; Le Commerce du Levant (Beirut), 80 April 1955;
Communist China 1949-1969 (Kowloon, Hong Kong: Union Research Institute,
1961), part 1, p. 29.

Egyptian relations were gathering momentum, there were initial
hints that two other Arab governments were reconsidering their
China policy. Thus, the Chinese quoted the British Minister to
the Yemen telling journalists in August 1954 that ‘the Government
of the Yemen fully supports and whole-heartedly welcomes the
call for recognising the People’s Republic of China’**’ And in
October China participated, for the first time, in the Damascus
International Fair.!!®

Later, these three governments of Egypt, Syria and the Yemen
were the first in the Middle East to establish diplomatic relations
with the PRC.

Impartiality on Arab-Israeli relations

China’s stand on the Arab-Israeli conflict should be analysed
and understood in global-strategic, and in local-tactical, terms.
Whereas the strategic Chinese interpretation of the conflict has
remained fundamentally consistent to this very day, attitudes
towards the parties concerned have changed -considerably
according to the circumstances.

In global-strategic terms, the Chinese have always attributed
the origins of the conflict, as well as its persistence, to foreign
power intervention. These rival powers — Britain and the United
States in the 1950s - incited and then supported one client-party
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against the other, in an attempt to sustain or increase their own
influence and control in the Middle East.

Peking traced the roots of the dispute back to the contradictory
promises given by Britain during World War 1 and afterwards to
the Jews and the Arabs, concerning their national aspirations in
Palestine.’® After World War 11, when its rule in Palestine became
unstable, Britain tried to postpone solution of the problem and to
use the United Nations to maintain its power. However, the
Chinese claimed, the Soviet Union put forward the Palestine
Partition Resolution, which provided for the termination of the
British Mandate in Palestine, and the establishment there of a
Jewish state, an Arab state and an international zone. In accord-
ance with this resolution the Republic of Israel was proclaimed
on 15 May 194812

The Arab-Israeli War which erupted immediately afterwards
was regarded by the Chinese as a clear example of Anglo-
American incitement: ‘At the time when the establishment of the
Republic of Israel was first announced, England instigated the
Arab League states to attack Israel, while the United States was
aiding Israel in secret.”?! In Peking’s view this was the first indi-
cation of ‘Anglo-American contradictions’ in the Middle East;
Israel and the Arabs were thus sucked into a war which, in fact,
was an Anglo-American contest for power in the area.

While ‘contending” with each other the British and American
imperialists were also ‘colluding’ to exploit the Arab-Israeli con-
flict in order to curb the genuine people’s struggle: ‘In 1948
Anglo-American imperialism plunged Egypt into the Palestine
War, intending to weaken the Egyptian national liberation move-
ment.”?? Britain, anxious to preserve its power, diverted the
increasingly violent opposition to its presence: ‘In order to pre-
vent uprising British imperialism had recourse to a vicious
terrorist method . .. [it] induced Egypt to participate in the war
against Israel.??*

Arab-Israeli relations since 1948 have been interpreted by the
Chinese in a similar way: after the armistice agreements had been
signed, Anglo-American provocation caused frequent clashes in
the border areas, leading to an unprecedented deterioration in
Arab-Israeli relations.***

In tactical terms the Chinese originally maintained a neutral
and balanced stand on the Arab-Israeli conflict, slightly inclined,
until the mid-1950s, in favour of Israel. Peking held the Arab
governments not less responsible than Israel for the 1948 war and
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for the fact that the Partition Plan’s provision for an Arab state in
Palestine had not been implemented: ‘Places inhabited by
Palestinian Arabs were part of what had been occupied by
Jordan, Egypt, and Israel.

This stand was apparently based not only on the prospects of
establishing diplomatic relations but also on the assumption that
both Israel and the Arabs belonged, at least potentially, to the
anti-imperialist camp; both have been dominated for so long by
Western colonial rule, which had manufactured and sustained
the conflict between them. In China’s view, the principal contra-
diction in the Arab-Israeli conflict has been not between Jews
and Arabs but between both and the West: ‘War against the
Jews still could not divert the Egyptian people from their [real]
object of struggle.’12¢

The Chinese also distinguished clearly between the local
peoples, who resisted imperialism and desired peace, and their
governments, in particular the ‘reactionary’ Arab regimes and the
Arab League, which co-operated with imperialism and promoted
tension so as to consolidate their own power:

In 1948 the Anglo-American imperialists provoked a war between the Arabs
and the Jews in Palestine. The Arab League, using ‘Holy War’ [jihad] as a
slogan, called upon all the Arabs to participate in the war against the Jews.
They attempted to use the war to divert the people’s psychological hatred of
the foreign colonialists and the feudalism in their own countries, and as a
result to increase taxes and to build up modern troops.127

Israel’s role in the conflict was treated much more leniently for
two reasons: firstly, the Israeli Government, particularly after the
renewal of diplomatic relations with Moscow, undertook not to
join any Western-sponsored military-regional pact; secondly,
Peking believed that there were better prospects of establishing
relations with Israel, which had already recognised the PRC,
than with the Arabs.

Under these circumstances the Chinese advocated an ultimate
solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict along the lines of the United
Nations Partition Resolution. In order to seek a lasting peace,
they argued, the Arabs and the Israelis should negotiate directly
without interference from foreign countries.*?® This Chinese
formula remained intact throughout the later years, despite the
tactical shifts in China’s Palestine policy.

To sum up, when the Chinese came to Bandung to meet Arab
leaders, the Middle East was far from being terra incognita to
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them. On the contrary, not only had they followed Middle Eastern
events from 1950 (and in fact even earlier) with close attention
but, furthermore, some of the basic orientations and attitudes
characteristic of China’s Middle East policy after April 1955 had
already taken shape.

Apart from seeking recognition and political support, parti-
cularly on the Taiwan issue, China’s main interest in the Middle
East was to encourage an anti-imperialist ‘struggle” which would
undermine the imperialists’ vital strategic and economic interests
there and thereby disrupt what they thought were imperialist
plans to encircle and eventually attack China.

By the mid-1950s the Chinese had already concluded that at
least some Middle East governments (notably Egypt, Syria, the
Yemen and also Israel) were ready to establish informal or even
formal relations with China, or to support its claims with regard
to Taiwan and the United Nations. Some of these governments
also revealed a certain degree of opposition to Western schemes
of ‘aggression’. This was sufficient reason for China to ignore the
bourgeois or feudal character of these governments (about which
the Chinese harboured no illusions) and to seek their friendship.

At that time China definitely did not regard relations with
Israel and the Arab countries as mutually exclusive. China was
well aware of the Arab-Israeli conflict but attributed it, like all
other political, economic and social problems in the Middle East,
to imperialist instigation and interference. In China’s view, the
main ‘contradiction’ in the Middle East has been between the
local countries and imperialism of all kinds. All other ‘contra-
dictions” have been secondary and, therefore, could not be settled
before the main ‘contradiction’ was settled. This was, and still is,
the basic principle of China’s Middle East policy.



2:SINO-ARAB PEACEFUL CO-EXISTENCE

China’s encounter with the Middle East in the early 1950s did
not produce any regular and established relationship. At that
time, believing that the West was assailing Asia and Africa, the
Chinese were not inclined to compromise with Middle Eastern
governments, which they considered reactionary and subservient
to Western imperialism. In turn, these governments, which had
already opposed Chinese communism on national-religious
grounds as well as under the influence of their Western mentors,
became even more suspicious and hostile as a result of Peking’s
uncompromising international stance. However, from 19534 the
Chinese began to perceive certain changes in the world situation:
Western ‘imperialist aggression” had been checked; the socialist
camp had become stronger; and the Asian and African countries
began to resist outside intervention. All these developments
brought about a relative relaxation of international tension which
enabled both China and the Arabs to reconsider and revise their
respective attitudes and eventually to establish lasting relations.

China interpreted the settlement of the Korean and Indochinese
problems as a major setback to the West. All over the world there
were indications that the former colonial powers had been forced
to retreat. The United States, which tried to expand into Asia and
Africa at the expense of these powers, had to face not only their
resistance but also that of the Asian and African peoples and the
socialist camp.

The American advance further aggravated the ‘contradictions’
within the Western camp. Unlike the Soviet Union, China realised
that imperialism had become less monolithic as some Western
powers were beginning to drift away from American influence:
‘Prior to the present incident [Egypt’s nationalisation of the Suez
Canal], Britain and France had taken some rather wise actions
favourable to the relaxation of international tension. The Chinese
Government hopes that Britain and France will deal with the
Suez Canal question in the same spirit.



388 The Middle East in China’s Foreign Policy 1949-1977

The new relationships within the Western camp were parti-
cularly evident in the Middle East. Britain and France, reluctant
to give up their traditional spheres of influence there, disapproved
of the American penetration. These contradictions, which later
erupted in the Suez invasion of October 1956, gave the local
peoples, in China’s view, new opportunities to resist imperialism.

Indeed, the Chinese saw many signs of growing independence
in the Asian and African countries, which confirmed what they
had been implying, namely, that some of these countries, despite
being ruled by national-bourgeois governments or even by
feudal-type monarchies or aristocracies, offered (or had been
ready to offer) firm opposition to Western encroachments. Again,
the Middle East provided outstanding examples: apart from
Iraq, no Arab country joined the Baghdad Pact which China
watched with much anxiety; the Jordanian Government dismissed
General Glubb, British Commander of the Arab Legion; Saudi
Arabia persisted in its dispute with Britain over the Buraymi
Oasis; Egypt signed the arms deal with Czechoslovakia, national-
ised the Suez Canal and resisted the Anglo-French and Israeli
invasion; and three Arab countries, Egypt, Syria and the Yemen,
recognised the PRC and established diplomatic and other relations
with Peking. Ignoring — outwardly at least — the ‘reactionary’
character of most Middle Eastern governments,? the Chinese
considered them as basically hostile to Western colonialism: ‘In
Africa and in the Near and Middle East, the Arab countries
headed by Egypt are resolutely defending their national indepen-
dence, courageously resisting the activities of the imperialist
aggressive bloc to violate their sovereignty and creating division
among them.’

The Asian-African resistance to imperialism, and the setbacks
the latter suffered, in China’s view altered the world’s power
balance. The East was becoming fundamentally stronger than
the West: ‘The tremendous progress which the socialist states
have made in all spheres of construction testifies beyond all doubt
to the superiority of the socialist system ... With this change in
relative strength, the international situation is definitely tending
towards relaxation.™

The Chinese needed this relatively calm world situation, not
only because of the opportunity to consolidate and improve
China’s international position but also because of domestic neces-
sities. This link between domestic and foreign affairs was spelled
out very clearly by Mao Tse-tung:
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International conditions today are favourable to our accomplishing our
[economic] tasks during the transition period. .. To carry out these tasks, we
need a period of peaceful construction. Can we have this period of peaceful
construction? Our comrades in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in the Inter-
national Liaison Department, and in the army will have to exert themselves
before we can achieve it.5

At the Eighth Congress of the CCP Vice Premier Ch'en Yi
repeated: “To fulfil this gigantic task [“Building China into a
prosperous, strong and highly industrialised socialist state™], we
must strive to create an international environment of lasting
peace. It is precisely on this basis that we make our decisions on
foreign policy.’

China’s foreign policy in the mid 1950s indeed reflected these
considerations. It was at that time that Peking started the dialogue
with the United States and improved bilateral relations with
Europe. In their policy towards the Asian-African countries, the
Chinese adopted the five principles of peaceful co-existence as
the basis for conducting relations with countries of different
socio-political systems. This definitely did not mean that the
Chinese had abandoned the struggle against imperialism. On the
contrary, all along they insisted that Western aggression and inter-
vention in Asia, Africa and Latin America should be countered
not by peaceful negotiation but by firm resistance and struggle.
Therefore, China sought not only diplomatic recognition and
normal bilateral relations but also tried to organise these coun-
tries, on the basis of their common opposition to imperialism, into
a united front against outside intervention.

China did not regard Western intervention in the Middle East,
whether it was the Baghdad Pact or the Suez invasion, as a local
problem. Rather, such intervention was always regarded in the
larger Asian—African context and as involving China’s interests;
the Anglo-French invasion was ‘also a serious challenge to the
1,600 million people of Asia and Africa’; the Egyptian people’s
struggle was ‘compatible with our interests, as well as with the
interests of the oppressed people of the world, and with those of
the people in Asia and Africa.”” This message the Chinese re-
peatedly tried to convey not only to the Asian—African countries
but also to the New Soviet leadership. In their policy towards the
Soviet Union, the Chinese claimed their right to participate in
settling Asian—African problems and urged the Soviets to adopt
a vigorous stand vis-a-vis the West. These considerations and
premises provided the basis of China’s Middle East policy in the
mid-1950s.
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China’s evolving tactics in the Arab world

In late 1954 and early 1955, Peking started signalling the Arabs.
For the first time, Arab visitors came to China at the invitation of
various semi-official Chinese organisations. Whereas the visit of
an Israeli delegation was deliberately played down, the Arab one
received much publicity.

Simultaneously, a series of articles appeared in Chinese
periodicals, describing the historical relations between China and
the Arabs and expressing the hope ‘that the traditional friendship
between the peoples of China and the Arab world will not only
be fully resumed, but will continue to grow’.?

A further step in this direction was taken by the Chinese at the
(leftist) Conference of Asian Countries which opened in New
Delhi on 6 April 1955. Although less important than the forth-
coming Bandung Conference, the Delhi Conference was nonethe-
less used by China (whose delegation numbered forty and
included such prominent Muslims as Saifudin) to introduce its
new Middle East policy. Peking’s interest in forming relations
with the Arabs was spelled out clearly by Kuo Mo-jo, head of the
delegation:

The Chinese people and the Arab states are separated by high mountains
and vast oceans, but between us there has been a long-standing historical
friendship. We have conducted frequent trade dealings and exchanged ideas
and achievements in science and art. From the 15th century onward, con-
tacts between us began to lessen and finally ceased almost entirely. Today,
however, new and world-shaking changes are taking place. Many of the
Eastern nations have rid themselves of foreign domination. The peoples of
the Middle and Near East stand for peace, freedom and national indepen-
dence, and co-operation with others. The Chinese delegation pays its warm
respect to the delegations of Syria, the Lebanon and Jordan, and through
them to the peoples of these countries. Now we are restoring our cultural
and economic exchange. The Chinese people not long ago sent an exhibition
working group to Syria, which was received in a friendly fashion by the
people there. This marked a happy beginning in this direction.?

This laid the ground for the Bandung Conference, which un-
doubtedly narrowed the gap between China and the Arabs.
Personal acquaintances produced trade, cultural and eventually
diplomatic relations. Yet, in this respect, the conference’s impor-
tance should not be exaggerated. Those Middle Eastern govern-
ments, such as Turkey, Iran, Iraq, the Lebanon, Jordan and Saudi
Arabia, which had maintained a hostile attitude towards the PRC
prior to the conference, continued to oppose Peking afterwards
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as well. They showed no signs of having been impressed or
influenced by Chou En-lai’s so-called ‘brilliant performance’,
despite his support of the Palestine cause. As for Syria, the Yemen
and, in particular, Egypt, their governments had already begun
adopting a more sympathetic attitude towards the PRC in late
1954, so that the friendship they demonstrated towards the
Chinese delegation in Bandung should not have come as a great
surprise. Even these governments, as was proved later, were in
no hurry to recognise Peking.

Economic and cultural initiatives

Already at their first meeting in Rangoon, on their way to the
conference, Nasser had told Chou En-lai that he was unwilling to
discuss political matters such as recognition of the PRC or an
Egyptian vote for the admission of the PRC to the United
Nations.’® By that time, however, the Chinese had come to realise
that winning wider diplomatic recognition and political support
(especially on the Taiwan issue), which they were eagerly seek-
ing, should not be a prerequisite for, but rather the outcome of,
establishing economic and cultural relations. Chou En-lai, there-
fore, carefully and patiently followed Egypt’s lead. As Nasser’s
close associates disclosed, Chou En-lai made no attempt to raise
political issues in either Rangoon or Bandung.® Instead, he
offered China’s assistance in connection with two of Egypt’s
principal concerns: arms purchases, and the sale of cotton.

According to Muhammad Hasanayn Haykal (who accompanied
Nasser to Bandung) and other sources, Nasser asked Chou during
their first meeting in Rangoon whether the Soviets would sell
arms to Egypt. Chou promised to inquire; he later informed
Nasser that Moscow had agreed.’? There are two versions as
to the role played by China in the Czechoslovak arms deal,
announced in September 1955. One interpretation suggests that
it was indeed Peking which triggered the deal and thus ‘opened’
the Middle East to Soviet penetration. The other view suggests
that Peking merely helped to persuade the Kremlin to supply
Nasser with arms after mutual suspicion had caused a deadlock
in Soviet-Egyptian negotiations. These negotiations, of which the
Chinese had been unaware, had allegedly already begun in early
1955, that is, before the Nasser-Chou meeting.?

Neither of these versions can be sufficiently documented and
verified. Yet, whichever view be preferred, it is clear that China
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played some, albeit indirect, role in producing the first major
arms deal between the socialist camp and a Middle Eastern
country. Consequently, China became associated in Nasser’s
mind with arms (although he probably realised that Peking was
as yet incapable of supplying home-made arms), and as a poten-
tial leverage against Moscow.

No less important than its mediation in the arms deal was
China’s readiness to buy Egyptian cotton. On the eve of the
Bandung Conference, and even earlier, the Chinese had explored
the prospects of developing trade with Arab countries.* These
prospects were negotiated during the conference,® and trade
delegations were subsequently exchanged. Within one year of
the conference, the Chinese signed no fewer than ten trade agree-
ments with the Arab countries, the most important being with
Egypt (22 August 1955), Syria (30 November 1955) and the
Lebanon (31 December 1955). Each agreement provided for most-
favoured-nation treatment and for the exchange of government
trade agencies,’® but the one with Egypt was broader than any
similar agreement concluded previously between China and an
Asian-African country.?”

From Cairo’s point of view, these agreements were economically
important, mainly because in 1955 Egypt’s cotton crop (its main
export) was unexpectedly large, while the world market price
dropped considerably. In 1955 China imported from Egypt noth-
ing but cotton, valued at $24.5 million (out of a total trade turn-
over of $25.4 million). It was referred to as ‘the biggest cotton deal
in Egyptian history’.*® Indeed, in 1955, the value of China’s
cotton imports from Egypt was more than double that of 1954,
although it represented only 8 per cent of the total value of
Egypt’s cotton exports. In 1956 China’s share in Egypt’s cotton
exports fell to 6.3 per cent.?®

As the trade balance implies, the Chinese motives in signing
these agreements were less economic and more political. On the
strategic level, trade was regarded as a means of detaching the
Arab countries from the West and drawing them closer to the
socialist bloc. The cotton agreement with Egypt thus ‘enabled
that country to break the yoke of the imperialist monopoly of its
major agricultural product’?® An editorial in Ta-kung pao
explicitly expressed the hope that trade between China and
Egypt would not only further mutual friendship but have a
favourable effect on the fight against colonialism as well.2 On the
tactical level, trade was exploited primarily to improve relations
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with the Arab countries and prepare the ground for an eventual
diplomatic recognition of the PRC.?? This does not mean, how-
ever, that China did not need cotton at all. For the Chinese,
cotton was an essential commodity and China has been one of the
greatest cotton-producing countries. Yet the poor quality of
Chinese cotton and the priority given to food crops, combined
with the enormous growth in consumption, made it necessary to
import cotton.?* As the Chinese Minister of Foreign Trade put it:
‘It is true that we have increased our own cotton production
substantially in recent years. But our 600 million people are
living better than ever before, and need ever greater amounts.
We are therefore willing to buy some of the cotton our friends
have for sale.’?*

Still, China’s total cotton imports amounted to only a small
percentage of its own output and, while Egypt’s share in these
imports reached about 80 per cent (50 per cent in 1958), it was
only 1 to 1.5 per cent of China’s own cotton production, as can be
seen in Table 2. Thus China’s imports of Egyptian cotton, prob-

Table 2. Chinese Production and Import of Cotton, 1955-7 (in
thousands of tons and in per cent)

China’s imports Egypt’s share
China’s output
— = (% of (%of  (%of
(tons) (tons) output) (tons) import) output)
1955 1,5618.4 82.83 5.4 28.7 28.8 1.5
1956 1,445.2 42.5 3.0 14.2 33.4 1.0
1957 1,640.0 88.5 5.0 27.4 32.8 1.6

Sources: United Nations, Food and Agriculture Organisation, Trade Yearbook,
vol. 1959 (Rome, 1960), p. 272; Helen Yin and Yi-chang Yin (comps.), Economic
Statistics of Mainland China (1949-1957) (Cambridge, Mass.: Center for East
Asian Studies, Harvard University, 1960), pp. 30-1; Nai-Ruenn Chen, Chinese
Economic Statistics, A Handbook for Mainland China (Edinburgh University Press,
1966), p. 408.

ably at prices above those of the world market, were governed
mainly by political considerations. For similar reasons Peking
decided to sell Egypt 60,000 tons of steel, desperately needed in
China itself for the first Five Year Plan, at prices 20 per cent
lower than those on the world market.?

In addition the Chinese carefully kept the balance of trade in
favour of the Arab countries, a fact never fully admitted.?¢ Chiang
Ming, Deputy Minister of Foreign Trade, said on 4 September
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1956 when the first year’s agreement with Egypt was due to
expire, that ‘during the year the execution of the agreements was
satisfactory. By the end of July this year, China had imported
goods from Egypt amounting to £10 million, and exported to it
goods worth close to £7 million.”?” This meant a turnover of less
than £17 million instead of the £20 million agreed on in August
1955, with a Chinese deficit of more than £3 million. Yet even
these figures were misleading: according to Egyptian sources,
exports to China in 1955 and 1956 were more than four times as
large as imports.?® Henceforth, trade was manipulated by Peking
to maintain or improve political relations, as well as to indicate
China’s dissatisfaction: to maintain friendly relations and to win
Arab support, the Chinese were ready to increase the volume of
imports and pay dear for goods they did not really need. This
readiness disappeared once Peking realised that the Arab govern-
ments had rejected China’s interpretation of the Middle East
situation, and the policies it was advocating. Political considera-
tions were also evident in the appointment of China’s ‘commercial’
representatives to the Middle East. Whereas the chief repre-
sentatives handled trade relations, their deputies were experienced
diplomats.2?

Cultural relations and agreements, like trade, served political
purposes. Throughout their exchanges with the Arabs, from
Bandung on, the Chinese made extensive use of Islam; they
invited Muslim leaders to China to witness the condition of
China’s Muslims,* and appointed Chinese Muslims as leaders
and members of cultural delegations sent to the Middle East.
These delegations and pilgrimages often remained in the Middle
East for several months, visiting most of the countries in the area
and meeting not only religious personalities but also high-ranking
political leaders.

Worth noting is the role played by Burhan Shahidi (Pao Erh-
han), Chairman of the China Islamic Association and the holder
of impressive political credentials as well.?* He first came to Egypt
in February 1956, heading a cultural delegation which toured the
Middle East. Immediately afterwards he assumed the leadership
of the Muslim Hajj (pilgrimage) mission which had already
arrived in the area. He again toured the Arab countries and was
received by King Sa‘ud of Saudi Arabia and King Husayn of
Jordan (both of whom maintained diplomatic relations with
Taiwan), as well as by the premiers of the Lebanon, Syria and
Egypt. Apparently, these meetings had political overtones. When
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in Syria, Burhdn called on President Nazim al-Qudsi and ‘Ali
Biiz@i, the Minister of the Interior and Acting Foreign Minister.
They exchanged opinions concerning not merely cultural links
between the two countries but also the establishment of diplo-
matic relations.*? In Cairo, Burhin had an interview with Amir
(Prince) al-Badr, premier of the Yemen, and with his brother.**
Four days later, the Yemen recognised the PRC through the
Chinese ambassador in Cairo.

Political consequences

Despite Peking’s commercial and cultural initiatives, Sino-Arab
political relations developed rather slowly until mid-1956.
Realising that the key to their political progress in the Middle
East was as always Egypt, the Chinese indeed concentrated their
efforts on that country, hailing its “influential role in international
affairs” and ‘rising international prestige’.** Yet Nasser was in no
hurry to recognise the PRC or even to vote for its admission to
the United Nations at the Tenth General Assembly in September
1955.* In that month the two Departments of Asian Affairs in
China’s Foreign Ministry, created early in 1955, probably in
anticipation of a forthcoming expansion in the foreign relations
network following the Bandung Conference, were reunited.*®
China’s disappointment, however, did not last long: on 16 May
1956 Egypt became the first Arab country to recognise the PRC.
It seems that Nasser’s decision was a rather sudden one,’’
although expected for some time. Usually, this move has been
explained as an expression of Nasser’s final disillusionment with
the West, and particularly as a retaliation against Washington’s
refusal to aid Egypt. This, however, gives only a partial explana-
tion of Nasser’s recognition of the PRC. His attempts to appease
the Americans having been rebuffed, Nasser had also become
concerned about the sincerity of the Soviet attitude towards
Egypt. He was aware of the fact that the Soviet leadership, deter-
mined to ease tension with the West, had not only begun to
improve relations with Israel but also seemed to approve of an
arms embargo on the Middle East.*® According to Haykal, Nasser
was worried that, if the Soviets were to join a United Nations
embargo, Egypt’s arms supplies would be cut off. On the other
hand, China, which had helped to provide for the first arms deal,
‘was not a member of the United Nations so it would not be
bound by any embargo. .. If other sources were cut off, China
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would provide the loophole. So in the spring of 1956 Nasser
extended diplomatic recognition to Communist China.’®

This account is corroborated by others. Al-Jumhiiriyya of
22 May 1956 said: ‘Jamal ‘Abd al-Nasir recognised China and
dealt a blow to the projected Western blockade of the Arab
states. . . People’s China is the biggest producer of armaments at
present and can supply the Arabs with all the war material they
need.” Humphrey Trevelyan, then Britain’s ambassador to Cairo,
was told by Nasser that the idea of recognising the PRC had
originated in Moscow. The Russians admitted that they could not
oppose an arms embargo once confirmed by the United Nations.
They, therefore, advised Nasser to recognise Peking in order to be
able to get arms through China and thus circumvent an undesir-
able embargo. ‘It is difficult to see any other reason for his recog-
nition of Communist China at that moment.’*

Possibly Nasser’s recognition of China was also intended to
pressure Moscow into retreating from the idea of an arms embargo
(which the Chinese detested and strongly rejected). However, all
the evidence suggests that Nasser really believed that, in the
event of an embargo, China could not only provide a transit
channel for Soviet weapons but also an independent source of
supply of conventional, and eventually of nuclear, weapons as
well. To a certain extent, this accounts for the appointment of
Hasan Rajab as Egypt’s first ambassador to China. As a Major
General in the Egyptian Army and Deputy War Minister, he had
been in charge of armaments and war industries, and had played
a central role in almost every Egyptian arms deal with both East
and West.#*

It was, of course, far beyond China’s capabilities (and inten-
tions) to supply large quantities of arms to the Middle East at that
stage (or for that matter at any other time). It is however possible
that, in order to win Egypt’s recognition, the Chinese had made
vague promises of military aid to Egypt. Thus, on the same day
that Chou En-lai invited Nasser officially to visit China (18 May
1956), Peng Teh-huai, China’s Defence Minister, invited his
Egyptian counterpart, ‘Abd al-Hakim ‘Amir, to send a government
military delegation to China. Both invitations were accepted.*
Shortly afterwards the embargo plan was abandoned and Moscow
concluded a second arms deal with Egypt.

Although it is difficult to determine the precise Chinese role in
the second deal, it seems that Nasser had succeeded in manipu-
lating the Chinese, once again indirectly, into persuading Moscow
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to supply arms to Egypt.*® Thus, long before the Sino-Soviet
divergence was exposed, Nasser had already adopted the tradi-
tional Chinese principle of using barbarians against barbarians.

In terms of bilateral relations, Egypt’s recognition of the PRC
meant very little. As Chou En-lai put it:

The temporary absence of diplomatic relations between two countries is no
hindrance to contacts between their governments... Before diplomatic
relations were formally established between China and Egypt, visits had also
been exchanged between respunsible members of government departments of
the two countries, and moreover the two governments had concluded cul-
tural and trade agreements.4¢

But, in terms of China’s short- and long-range foreign policy aims,
the recognition could and did mean not only a major boost in
prestige but also some substantial political gains.

Immediately, it meant a break in China’s isolation. For more
than six years after April 1950, no government had recognised
the PRC (except for Nepal, on 1 August 1955) until Egypt did so,
in May 1956. This act was especially significant because Egypt
held a central position in the Arab world, a fact which had instant
repercussions: on 4 July 1956 Syria recognised Peking, and on
21 August the Yemen followed suit. Moreover, having an embassy
in Cairo, the Chinese could establish further links with North and
East, as well as with sub-Saharan Africa.*> Another tactical gain
for Peking was that Egypt withdrew its recognition of Taiwan.
This setback for Chiang Kai-shek was deliberately underlined
both in the NCNA reports from Cairo and in Chou En-lai’s mes-
sage to Nasser of 18 May 1956. Consequently, the Chinese could
confidently expect Arab support for their admission to the United
Nations and for the exclusion of Taiwan. Indeed, on 16 November
1956 Egypt, Syria and the Yemen opposed, for the first time,
postponement of the China debate.

Strategically, these votes, let alone the act of recognition,
promoted China’s fundamental long-term interest in the Middle
East, namely the reduction of Western predominance. Willingly
or not,*® Egypt and the other Arab countries drifted further away
from the West, the inevitable outcome being increased economic,
military and political relations with, and therefore dependence
on, the socialist countries. China assured the Egyptians that the
United States” refusal to offer them a loan would not hamper
Egypt’s industrialisation. The United States, Peking said, ‘has
forgotten that the backward countries at present have real friends
and can receive sincere and unselfish support without losing their
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independence and freedom’#’ Outwardly, the Chinese have
always reminded the Arabs of the advantages of maintaining
friendly relations with Moscow: ‘In the Middle East, as elsewhere,
the Soviet Union never seeks to obtain any privileges, special
interest or spheres of influence.’®

At the same time, although they welcomed closer Soviet-Arab
relations, the Chinese were suspicious of Soviet motives. As will
be shown later, there is strong evidence that Peking disagreed
with the Soviet gestures towards the West from the beginning
of 1956, or even earlier. Having direct and official access to the
authorities and the public in the Arab countries, the Chinese
could not only foster firm opposition to ‘colonialism’ but also
attempt to modify, offset, or even undermine, Soviet policies of
accommodation with the West.

To take full advantage of these gains, Peking appointed Ch’en
Chia-k’ang, a senior Foreign Ministry official, formerly Director
of the Asia Department and Assistant Foreign Minister, as first
ambassador to Egypt. He arrived in Cairo within seven weeks of
the announcement of the decision to establish diplomatic relations
with China (29 May 1956). Egypt was in no hurry. Its ambassador
presented his credentials to Mao Tse-tung only on 17 September.
A similar pattern was to be repeated several times thereafter,
indicating that a presence in the Middle East was far more
important to China than a presence in China was to the Arabs.

On 26 July, four days after the Chinese ambassador had pre-
sented his credentials to him, Nasser announced the nationalisa-
tion of the Suez Canal Company. It seems highly improbable that
the Chinese had anything to do with the nationalisation, but their
instinctive reaction was sympathetic and enthusiastic. Yet it was
not until 30 July that the People’s Daily published a relevant edi-
torial, and only on 15 August, some three weeks after the event,
was an official Chinese Government statement issued. The delay
undoubtedly indicated that the Chinese were waiting to study
the Soviet response. But it also betrayed, at least at the begin-
ning, a sense of perplexity as to the possible effects of the
nationalisation on the freedom of navigation.

Peking drew a clear distinction between two aspects of the
problem. One, the management of the canal, regarded as an
internal affair of Egypt — the only nation sovereign over the canal.
And two, free navigation in the canal, which was anchored to an
international obligation agreed on in 1888 and which concerned
all maritime nations.® Still, the Chinese were puzzled. Asked on
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4 August 1956 whether freedom of navigation would include ships
bound for Israel, Chou En-lai replied: ‘Freedom of navigation
would include everybody.” When told that Egypt had prevented
tankers bound for Israel from using the canal and that Nasser’s
promised freedom of navigation was therefore suspect in certain
quarters, Chou said that that specific question should be discussed
by the parties.®® To remove any doubt China’s Foreign Ministry
immediately refuted the allegation that Chou En-lai was in favour
of internationalisation of the canal.*

China regarded the nationalisation, in the words of Liu Shao-
ch’i at the Eighth Party Congress, as a ‘world-shaking event’.*
It won Mao’s sympathy and full appreciation as reflected in his
opening address before the Party Congress on 15 September
1956: “We firmly support the entirely lawful action of the Govern-
ment of Egypt in taking back the Suez Canal Company, and
resolutely oppose any attempt to encroach on the sovereignty of
Egypt and start armed intervention against that country.”s® More-
over, he announced, when the Egyptian ambassador presented
his credentials, that ‘the Government and people of China will do
their utmost to support the heroic struggle of the Egyptian people
in defending their sovereignty over the Suez canal’.®* Similar
pledges of support came from the Government, the army and
other quarters in China.® However, apart from rhetoric China’s
support for Egypt was of little significance. The Chinese prepaid
Egypt 20 million Swiss francs soon after its deposits had been
frozen and continued to buy cotton and to provide Egypt, without
payment, with large quantities of necessary goods.>®

These gestures demonstrated the dramatic change in China’s
position in the Middle East between May and October 1936.
Three Arab governments established diplomatic relations with
Peking following trade and cultural exchanges. Not less impor-
tant, Nasser’s nationalisation of the Suez canal, the Arab rejection
of Western-sponsored military pacts and similar ‘anti-imperialist’
expressions, had moved the Middle East, in China’s world out-
look, to the forefront of the battle against colonialism.

To adapt to this situation, a new department was created in
China’s Foreign Ministry: the Department of West Asia and
Africa.’" Its Director, K'o Hua, had formerly been Director of the
Protocol Department and later became more closely associated
with Africa than with the Middle East. Apparently it was Ho
Kung-k'ai, Deputy Director of the new department from 1956 to
1963, who was in charge of Middle Eastern affairs within the
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department. From 1963 to 1966 he was counsellor and chargé
d’affaires in China’s embassy in Cairo. In late 1969 he was identi-
fied again as Deputy Director of the West Asia and Africa Depart-
ment, and then as Director of the Africa Department.>® In addition
to this reorganisation, Peking radio launched new transmissions
in English to Egypt and Central Africa (which began on
15 September 1956) and to Southwest Asia (which began on
18 October).?®

Thus, when in late October Israel, Britain and France invaded
Egypt, China was far better prepared. The initial reaction to the
outbreak of war was cautious. News of the Israeli attack was first
given on 30 October, at the end of the main news bulletins. How-
ever, within the next few days, the Middle East crisis gradually
became the leading news item. In contrast to its delayed reaction
to the nationalisation of the canal, the Chinese Government this
time responded quickly, on 1 November condemning the aggres-
sion and expressing support for the Egyptian people.®® Peking
warned that such aggression would not be tolerated and that
‘a chain reaction will spring up in Asia and Africa which will put
these old imperialists in deep trouble and accelerate their destruc-
tion’.®* The Chinese Government also felt obliged ‘to lodge a
grave protest with the British and French Governments and serve
them[with] a serious warning . .. [that] they would certainly be
taced with inestimably grave consequences’.®* Finally, following
the Soviet warning, another Chinese Government statement of
7 November said: “The Chinese Government and people cannot
stand idly by while Egypt’s sovereignty and territory is [sic] sub-
jected to any form of encroachment. .. The Chinese Government
and people, in response to the appeal of the Egyptian Govern-
ment, are willing to adopt all effective measures within our ability,
including the supply of material aid, to support Egypt’s struggle
and oppose the British and French aggression.™® [Italics added. ]

The phrase ‘within our ability’ stripped this otherwise un-
precedentedly firm and unequivocal statement of any operative
value. During the crisis, no commitment to specific action was
ever made by the Chinese Government, other than the decision
to offer Egypt a gift of 20 million Swiss francs in cash (about
$4.7 million). All other offers of support, undoubtedly approved
and even encouraged by the Government, were nonetheless made
unofficially and, therefore, did not commit the Government to any
action.®* These activities encompassed the press and radio;
demonstrations; a Chinese People’s Committee to Support



Sino-Arab peaceful co-existence 51

Egypt’s Resistance against Aggression; the Sino-Egyptian Friend-
ship Association; the accelerated manufacture of goods for export
to Egypt ahead of schedule; the donation of 170,000 Swiss francs
from the Chinese Red Cross; and even the alleged registration of
250,000 volunteers to help Egypt. Most of these initiatives had no
more than symbolic significance.®®

This noncommittal attitude was perhaps the most obvious
indication so far of Peking’s inability and unwillingness to become
involved in conflicts which had no direct bearing on China’s
national security. Nevertheless, China’s stand with regard to the
Suez crisis was fully appreciated by the Arabs, even more so
because its hitherto relatively flexible attitude towards Israel
became, as a result of the war, more rigid.

The effects on Sino-Israeli relations

China’s alienation from Israel began neither as a result of its
determined preference for the Arabs, nor under their pressure.
Rather, like other turns in China’s Middle East policy, it con-
cerned China’s fundamental strategic outlook since it was related
to a perceived attempt by foreign powers to reinstate their
presence in the Middle East, with the collaboration of Israel.
Until then, the Chinese apparently intended to maintain their
essentially impartial attitude towards Israel and the Arab-Israeli
conflict. There is no evidence to suggest that they decided, at that
stage, to exploit the conflict or the Arab hostility towards Israel
to their own advantage, notwithstanding the expansion of Sino-
Arab relations or the Bandung Conference.

When the question of those to be invited to Bandung was
discussed in December 1954 at the second meeting of the
Colombo Powers at Bogor, Indonesia, the Chinese found them-
selves unintentionally supporting the Arab side. On 20 December
the Secretary General of the Arab League submitted a note to the
conference sponsors which read, among other things: ‘It is known
that this conference will be a regional one. It has been the policy
of the Arab states not to participate in any regional conference
where Israel is represented. The Arab States do not have any
doubt that Israel will not be invited to this conference and [that
Israel] will not participate therein.”®

This Arab dictate was strongly seconded by Pakistan which
was, on the other hand, opposed to inviting the PRC. However,
Pakistan withdrew its opposition under the pressure of India and
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Burma and to avoid the undermining of Asian solidarity. ‘As a
consolation prize for agreeing to the inclusion of Peking, the
others agreed to her demand to exclude Israel.”

Apparently Peking reacted half-heartedly to this resolution:

The Asian—African conference should not be an exclusive regional bloc. ..
The five Prime Ministers declared that in seeking to convene the Asian—
African conference, they were not activated by any desire for exclusiveness
in respect to membership in the conference. We support this statement.
Based on this statement, we consider that the door of the conference is open

to those Asian and African countries that were not invited to it.58 [Italics
added.]

China’s comments could have represented no more than lip
service to the principle of universality, once Peking itself had
already been invited. Yet, even if they felt genuine unease, the
Chinese were in the final analysis interested first and foremost in
the success of the conference and in demonstrating Asian—African
‘solidarity’. To achieve these objectives, they tacitly approved of
‘certain variations and minor modifications’ such as the non-
participation of Israel, and certainly of South Korea and Taiwan.

Furthermore, in early April 1955 China, for the first time, sup-
ported a resolution which sympathised with the Palestinians and
condemned Israel. The resolution, adopted by the leftist Confer-
ence of Asian Countries in New Delhi, was much more forcefully
worded than the rather moderate Bandung resolution on the
same issue.®® However, these Chinese gestures did not contradict
or alter China’s previous views. Kuo Mo-jo, leader of the Chinese
delegation to New Delhi, still insisted that international problems
including, particularly, the relations among the Middle East
countries, should be solved on the basis of the Five Principles of
peaceful co-existence.” These principles underlay China’s stand
on Arab-Israeli relations also at the Bandung Conference, despite
Arab attempts to extort a more radical Chinese commitment.

In the first two days of the conference the Palestine issue was
raised by at least seven speakers. In addition, Chou En-lai was
undoubtedly further indoctrinated in his private conversations
with Nasser and with Ahmad Shuqayri (then Deputy Secretary
General of the Arab League and vice-chairman of the Syrian
delegation to Bandung, who in 1964 became Chairman of the
Palestine Liberation Organisation). In Bandung it was Shuqayri
who unfolded the Arab arguments on the Palestine problem,
making considerable efforts to acquaint Chou En-lai with its
details.™
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Chou En-lai, however, seemed to remain uncommitted, at least
in public. In his prepared speech (as distributed to the delegates
on 19 April 1955) he stated briefly that ‘the problem of Arab
refugees of Palestine still remains to be solved’.”? He completely
ignored the problem in the speech he actually delivered, which
was much milder. Moderation distinguished his comments also
when the Palestine question was raised in the secret sessions of
the Political Committee (consisting of the heads of delegations
only) on 20 and 21 April. The debate centred on the draft reso-
lution proposed by the Afghani delegation: ‘In view of the exist-
ing tension in the Middle East caused by the situation in Palestine
and of the dangers of that tension to world peace, the Asian—
African Conference declares its support of the rights of the Arab
people of Palestine and calls for the implementation of the United
Nations resolutions on Palestine.”

Chou En-lai allegedly said that he was inclined to support this
resolution except for the call to the UN, since China, not being a
member of the UN, did not know the full contents of its reso-
lutions (although all UN resolutions on Palestine had been distri-
buted to all the delegates). He then suggested that the conference
call to the UN be replaced by a ‘world appeal’ for the cause of
the Palestine Arab refugees. He also pointed out that the problem
of Palestine was essentially the outcome of foreign intervention.”

To draft the final resolution, a sub-committee consisting of
delegates of eight countries, including the PRC, was set up. Chou
En-lai used the occasion to reiterate China’s fundamental inter-
pretation that the Palestine question, like that of Formosa, would
be settled only when outside factors responsible for the ‘Palestine
tragedy’ had disappeared.” His interpretation was apparently
rejected. The only change in the Afghani draft resolution approved
by the sub-committee was an addition at the end: ‘and the
achievement of the peaceful settlement of the Palestine ques-
tion”.

China’s role in the Palestine issue at the Bandung Conference
has been largely misinterpreted. It has been suggested that, in
order to win their goodwill, the Chinese outdid the Arabs in their
attempts to condemn Israel and uphold ‘Palestinian rights’ and
that they urged the adoption of a more radical resolution than the
one introduced by Afghanistan and supported by the Arab
states.” This Chinese stand was said to have been especially
appreciated by the Syrian delegation,” as well as by the former
Mufti of Jerusalem, Hajj Amin al-Husayni. He appeared at the
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Political Committee meeting on 20 April and later joined the
Yemeni delegation and, allegedly, told Chou En-lai: ‘I thank you
heartily for your defence of the Palestine question which was put
forth in your excellent speech at the General Assembly and to the
Political Committee.” Chou En-lai allegedly replied: “We support
all Arab problems in general and that of Palestine in particular as
we do support the struggle of all enslaved peoples.™

The Arab applause could not, however, change the fact that
China’s attitude on the Palestine problem throughout the confer-
ence, as well as afterwards, remained consistently uncommitted.
There was no sign of Chinese encouragement to the demand that
‘Palestine must be returned to the Arabs’. In fact, in its dispatches
from the conference, the NCNA omitted such extremist expres-
sions.” And a People’s Daily editorial, summing up the confer-
ence, reiterated that ‘the rights of the Arab people in Palestine
should be respected, and the question of Palestine should be
peacefully settled according to the principle of the settlement of
disputes by the people themselves’.”

The insistence on this principle reflected China’s conviction,
not shared by the Arabs, that the principal contradiction in the
Palestine problem has emerged not between Israel and the Arabs
but between both and the Western powers. It was primarily from
this perspective that the Chinese interpreted the Arab-Israeli
conflict. As in the past, they blamed Britain and the United States:
in order to strengthen their positions in the Middle East, they had
not only instigated the conflict but later exploited the refugee
problem so as to increase hostility between Israel and the Arabs,
which eventually led to armed incidents. ‘It was precisely in view
of this kind of situation [i.e., foreign intervention] that the Asian-
African Conference declared support of the rights of the Pales-
tinian Arab people and, furthermore, of seeking the implementa-
tion of the UN resolutions in order to reach a peaceful settlement
of the Palestine problem.’*

Thus, despite their association with the Arabs at the Bandung
Conference, the Chinese still maintained that foreign ‘imperialist’
interference had been the ultimate cause of the Palestine problem;
that the plight of the Palestinian refugees was not the fault of
Israel alone but of some Arab countries as well ‘because the
territories which, according to the UN Partition Plan, belonged
to the Palestinian Arab state had been occupied by Israel, Jordan
and other countries [Egypt, which the Chinese for obvious
reasons preferred not to mention]’;** and that a possible settle-
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ment should follow the lines of the UN Partition Plan through
peaceful and direct negotiations instead of the use of arms, and
without outside interference.

Altogether, the Palestine issue was of minor importance to
China in the context of the Bandung Conference. Only once and
very briefly did Chou En-lai refer to that issue in his long report
on the conference: ‘In the Resolution on Other Problems,” he said,
‘the Asian-African Conference supported the right of the Arab
people of Palestine.®* This and similar vague and evasive state-
ments have been misinterpreted as Peking’s approval of the Arab
arguments in the Arab-TIsraeli conflict.

It was China’s perceived identification with the Arabs over the
Palestine issue in Bandung that finally persuaded the Govern-
ment of Israel to agree to establish diplomatic relations with
Peking. On 29 April 1955, Daniel Lewin, Head of the Asia
Division in Israel’s Foreign Ministry, informed Ch’en Chia-k’ang,
then Director of the Asia Department in China’s Foreign Ministry,
that Israel ‘desires to establish full diplomatic relations with the
Government of the People’s Republic of China at the earliest
convenient moment’. The timing of Israel’s initiative was, how-
ever, unfortunate. It was inconceivable that China would have
established relations with Israel so soon after the Bandung
Conference, at which China, for the first time, had concluded
negotiations with prominent Arab leaders. Indeed, on 21 May
Ch’en replied, in a polite but noncommittal manner, that the
Israeli proposal had been reported to his Government.®* Yet this
diplomatic refusal did not mean that Peking was no longer
interested in relations with Israel. Such interest was signalled
thereafter on several occasions.

Only two days after Ch’en Chia-k’ang sent his letter, Yao
Chung-ming, China’s ambassador to Burma who had joined Chou
En-lai on his way home from Bandung, assured the Israeli
ambassador that Chou En-lai had no intention of alienating Israel
in Bandung. He said that Chou En-lai tried to evade the Palestine
issue and did not mention Israel by name, but would not forestall
unanimity by dissociating himself from the resolution. Further-
more, the ambassador stated that rapprochement between China
and the Arab countries would not be accomplished at the expense
of Israel, with which China still wished to maintain relations of
friendship.®* This attitude was reaffirmed at other meetings
between Israeli and Chinese officials.

In July 1955 the new Israeli ambassador to Moscow arrived in
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China for a visit, though private, at the invitation of the Chinese.
During his visit he held meetings with the President of the
Chinese People’s Institute of Foreign Affairs as well as with
China’s Vice Foreign Minister. Both were surprisingly familiar
with Israeli affairs but, when the question of diplomatic relations
was raised, they replied that the time was not ripe for such
relations. They added, however, that co-operation should con-
tinue in various fields and that the time would come, perhaps
soon, to establish diplomatic relations.?

A similar message was conveyed by Yao Chung-ming at several
meetings with Israel’s chargé d’'affaires in Rangoon between July
and October 1955.2¢ It seems that Israel afterwards desisted and
did not renew the initiative for establishing diplomatic relations
with the PRC.

China’s attitude became potentially more responsive from late
1955 onwards. In several sympathetic commentaries the Chinese
expressed particular satisfaction with Israel’s refusal to enter
regional Western-sponsored military pacts.®” Israel’s stand could
hardly have been a novelty for the Chinese at that particular time.
China’s comments could, therefore, be interpreted as a signal to
Israel. One reason for this change was China’s possible disappoint-
ment with the Arabs. As we have seen above, Peking probably
began to realise late in 1955 that there had been very little diplo-
matic progress with the Arabs since April of that year. Despite
personal, trade and cultural exchanges with several Arab coun-
tries at, and after, Bandung, none had yet recognised China.
Moreover, they continued to abstain in the vote on the China
issue in the United Nations even in September 1955. Thus, the
Chinese were still looking later that year for a diplomatic break-
through.

The sudden improvement in Moscow’s relations with Israel in
mid-1956, particularly from April to July, could have been
another reason for China’s change of attitude. In his report on
China’s foreign policy presented in late June 1956 (after Egypt
had already recognised the PRC), Chou En-lai declared: ‘We
have not let slip any opportunity to increase contacts and improve
our relations with countries which have not yet established diplo-
matic relations with us.” At that time there were only two govern-
ments that had already recognised China but not yet established
diplomatic relations with the PRC, and they were Ceylon and
Israel. He continued by saying: ‘“We are against placing our
friendly relations with certain countries on the basis of excluding
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other countries.”®® This could mean that Peking did not consider
its relations with the Arabs as a barrier to developing relations
with Israel.

Remarks in the same spirit were repeated during the Eighth
CCP Congress, held in September 1956. In his political report,
Liu Shao-ch’i said: ‘Our country is prepared to establish normal
diplomatic relations with all of those countries which have not
yet established diplomatic relations with our country. We believe
that the establishment of such relations is beneficial to both
sides. .. Our policy of peaceful co-existence based on the five
principles does not exclude any country.®® But apparently no one
in Israel monitored China’s signals and there was no response.
Peking had only one explanation for this: ‘Owing to outside
pressure, some countries are still temporarily prevented from
establishing normal diplomatic relations with us. We are con-
vinced, however, that this situation will not last long.

China’s previous attitude towards the Arab-Israeli conflict also
remained basically unchanged. The conflict attracted a good deal
of Chinese attention in 1956:

One of the most dangerous factors in the Middle East region is the deteriora-
tion of the Arab-Israeli conflict. .. The Chinese people very much hope
[that] together the parties concerned would be capable of achieving a peace-
ful settlement of the Palestine problem, with respect for and in line with the
national interest standpoint of both the Arab and the Israeli sides, without
letting the colonialists seize the opportunity to interfere in the Near East.?1
[Italics added.]

A year after Bandung, the Chinese still held the imperialists
responsible not only for creating, but also for aggravating and
prolonging, the antagonisms between the Arabs and Israel. It
was necessary, Peking stressed, to avoid military conflict: in the
absence of foreign intervention the parties concerned should
negotiate and settle the Palestine question peacefully on the basis
of equality, according to UN principles and the wishes of the
countries of the Middle East. ‘All who are interested in peace in
the Middle East believe that, if efforts are made along these lines,
the Palestine question can be settled peacefully.

This argument was repeated in a book, published in June 1956,
in which the Chinese produced probably the most extensive
account yet published in China of Israel, Zionism and the Arab—
Israeli conflict.** The book condemned Zionism for maintaining
relations with capitalist countries and with leaders like Wil-
helm II, the Turkish Emperor, the Pope, Neville Chamberlain,
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Mussolini and even Hitler.?* Nonetheless, it admitted at the out-
set that ‘before the Christian Era, Palestine was originally the
place where Jewish people lived together’ and that there had
been an Israeli and Jewish kingdom in Palestine long before the
Arabs occupied the land.?® After reiterating their argument that
imperialist intervention and rivalry had been the main source of
the Arab-Israeli conflict, the Chinese said: “The people of Israel
is peace-loving ... from their own experience in struggle [they]
fully recognise that if they want to negotiate an agreement to
settle Israel’s relations with the neighbouring Arab states, the
two sides should follow the method of direct negotiation [chih-
chien hsieh-shang] without the interference of foreign imperialist
countries.*®

It is quite obvious that at that time China regarded the Arab—
Israeli conflict as an embarrassment and as one of the major
pretexts used by ‘Western imperialism’ to penetrate the Middle
East. The persistence of the conflict contradicted China’s basic
interest in the Middle East, namely, the withdrawal of the West.
China was, therefore, sincerely in favour of a peaceful settlement
of the conflict as soon as possible. Outside interference could
lead only to war, which in turn would lead to further interference:
‘Originally, the Arab-Israeli conflict, provided it remained under
the direction of a correct national policy, could have been solved
completely. However, being under the conspiracy and provoca-
tions of Anglo-American imperialism, Arab~Israeli relations will
only worsen more and more, [leading] eventually to the outbreak
of war.”®” This was written at least half a year before war actually
broke out on 29 October 1956. Consequently, China’s hitherto
rather moderate attitude towards Israel became more ambivalent,
though not yet as uncompromising as in the mid-1960s.

From late 1956, China began to regard Israel as an instrument
of Western imperialism for exerting pressure on the Arab coun-
tries and for maintaining tension in the Middle East. Even before
the Anglo-French-Israeli invasion of Egypt, the Chinese had
argued that Israel’s hostilities against Jordan were a case of “pull-
ing the chestnuts from the fire for the Western colonialist coun-
tries, particularly Britain’®® Once the war started and was
followed by Anglo-French intervention, as Peking had previously
predicted, there was no reason to maintain a cautious attitude
towards Israel.®® For the first time the Chinese named Israel as a
‘tool’ (kung-chii) of imperialist aggression,’® and strongly con-
demned Israel’s attack on Egypt.
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What really irritated the Chinese was Israel’s refusal to with-
draw from Sinai and Gaza. They dismissed the suggestion that
the Israeli withdrawal should be preceded by granting Israel
free navigation in the Suez Canal: “The USA has deliberately
confused the pulling out of Israeli troops with the Suez Canal
and Palestine question to complicate the Middle East question
and to keep up tension in that area.*** However, six weeks later,
the Chinese themselves made a similar confusion: a commentary
on Peking radio denounced the United States and Britain for
trying to force Egypt to grant passage through the Suez Canal to
Israeli ships, without first trying to solve the question of Arab
refugees in the Middle East.?

This led the Chinese to renew their interest in the Palestinians.
A leader of a trade union delegation visiting Egypt said, for
example, that the Chinese people were with the Palestinian Arabs
in their struggle for human rights.*** The joint statement repeated:
‘The Chinese trade unions ... sympathize with and support the
struggle for human rights of the Arab people in Palestine.”**

Altogether, however, Peking interpreted Israel’s role in the
Suez affair as merely ‘unwise’ and marginal compared with the
role played by Britain and France. China’s analysis of the Arab—
Israeli conflict remained fundamentally unchanged. In an extra-
plenary session on the Middle East at the World Peace Council
Meeting in Colombo, Burhan Shahidi, one of the most important
operators of China’s Middle East policy, reaffirmed that, to settle
the dispute, all the resolutions of the Bandung Conference and
relevant resolutions adopted by the United Nations in the past
must be strictly observed by the parties concerned.**® In addition,
China still distinguished between the Government and the people
of Israel. Referring to Israel’s “armed provocation against Egypt’
in October 1956, the Chinese indicated that ‘the people of Israel
resolutely opposed the actions of the Government of Israel which
was serving as a messenger of the imperialist countries, and reso-
lutely demanded improvement of relations with the Arabs’.20°

Therefore, although the events of late 1956 and early 1957
increased Peking’s suspicions of Israel, they did not lead to a com-

lete Chinese rejection of relations. True, Peking no longer
signalled Israel to establish diplomatic relations with the PRC
(which did not necessarily mean that China had lost all interest
in them).**” But Israeli students did join a group which visited
China from early April to early May 1957 at the invitation of the
All-China Students’ Federation. And relations were still maintained
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with the Israeli left: Israeli guests attended the 1 May celebrations
in Peking in 1957 and, at the end of May, the Central Committee
of the CCP sent its ‘warm, fraternal greetings’ to the Thirteenth
Congress of the Communist Party of Israel.’*®

The November 1957 conference of communist leaders in Mos-
cow was the scene of a very curious episode between Mao Tse-
tung and Shmuel Mikunis, Secretary General of the Communist
Party of Israel. On the advice of Maurice Thorez and Palmiro
Togliatti, Mikunis met Mao and asked him to influence Khrush-
chev to allow the rehabilitation of Jewish culture and the supply
of Jewish religious necessities in the Soviet Union. Mao, having
revealed some familiarity with the history of China’s Jews, carried
the message to Khrushchev, who changed his attitude by early
1958.1® The Soviets, however, have not always seen eye to eye
with the Chinese regarding Middle Eastern affairs.

Concealed disagreement with Moscow

As early as the mid-1950s the Middle East had begun to play a
significant role in Sino-Soviet relations. A series of Western ‘acts
of aggression’ in the Middle East between 1955 and 1959 pro-
vided China with opportunities to test Soviet policies. Gradually,
Peking became aware of two modes of Soviet international be-
haviour. Firstly, despite their readiness to extend economic, and
even military, aid to independent national-bourgeois govern-
ments, the Soviets were unwilling to exercise their own power to
deter Western intervention. Moscow declined, therefore, to
support genuine ‘struggles against imperialist aggression’ at their
most critical stages. Secondly, on several occasions Moscow denied
or ignored China’s claimed right to participate in settling Afro-
Asian problems, including those of the Middle East. Both
observations led the Chinese to modify their foreign, as well as
domestic, policy. Internationally, China began to identify
increasingly with the peoples of Asia and Africa, advocating firm
resistance to imperialism and encouraging self-reliance and per-
sistent struggle. At home China made an unprecedented attempt
to develop as quickly as possible its economic, military and
nuclear capabilities (along with the purification of its society), to
‘leap forward’ in independence and strength.

Probably China’s leaders’ first opportunity to discuss Middle
Eastern affairs with Soviet leaders was when a Soviet delegation,
including Khrushchev, Bulganin, Mikoyan, Shepilov and others,
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visited China in September 1954. At that time, the West was
trying to establish a new military pact in the Middle East to
eventually link SEATO and NATO into one system encircling
the socialist camp. The protection of the Soviet Union, the other
socialist countries and China was, as Khrushchev later related,
China’s principal anxiety.*® Although they probably differed on
the aims of Western encroachment, the two sides apparently
agreed on the proper response. The Chinese could not but fully
appreciate Khrushchev’s call, at that time, for a more resolute
Soviet policy in Asia and the Middle East, even at some risk of a
confrontation with the West.

These views were not entirely shared by ‘official’ Soviet foreign
policy makers, represented by Foreign Minister Molotov. Being
Europe-oriented, he disapproved of overstraining the limited
Soviet economic and military potential by extending aid to the
new Middle Eastern regimes which he still suspected. Moreover,
out of conviction that the Soviet Union was weaker than the West,
he precluded risking a confrontation when no direct national
interest of the Soviet Union had been violated. The Chinese, who
had historical reasons to dislike Molotov, did not agree with his
views and supported Khrushchev’s, thus interfering not only in
Soviet Middle Eastern policy but also in the internal power
struggle in Moscow.

It is possible that in late 1954 and early 1955 China’s growing
influence within the Socialist bloc and implicit approval of
Khrushchev’s policies enabled him to start negotiations with the
Arab countries, particularly Egypt, preparing the ground for an
arms deal. These negotiations had apparently lost momentum by
March-April 1955, when the Soviets and Egyptians suspected
each other’s motives and sincerity. Allegedly, it was the Chinese
who helped to break the deadlock. As we have seen, at Nasser’s
request they pleaded his cause in Moscow and convinced the
Soviet leadership of Egypt’s genuine interest in obtaining arms
only from the Soviet bloc. China’s intervention paved the way for
the Czechoslovak arms deal but, in addition, it enhanced Khrush-
chev’s position in the Kremlin, leading to what appeared as a
firmer Soviet Middle Eastern and Asian policy.*'*

The fact that China had to convince the Soviets to adopt such
a policy indicated, as early as 1955, the existence of Sino-Soviet
divergence. Very soon Peking realised that the new Soviet leaders
hesitated to share China’s trust in the revolutionary and anti-
imperialist potential of the Afro-Asian countries. They also
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declined to acknowledge China’s claim to play a special role in
Asia and Africa. This claim was based obviously on geographical
and historical arguments, but even more on Peking’s belief that
Asian-African peoples were facing domestic and external prob-
lems similar to those of China rather than the USSR. The Chinese,
therefore, regarded their own revolutionary experience rather
than that of the Soviets as the only one applicable to the colonial
and semi-colonial countries. China’s prominence at the Bandung
Conference, in which the Soviets had not been invited to parti-
cipate,**? further consolidated Chinese arguments and thereby
created a crack in what was later to become a Sino-Soviet rupture.

The Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union (CPSU) in February 1956 added a few more cracks. Among
other things, it increased Peking’s anxiety that Moscow’s deter-
mination to reach peaceful co-existence with the United States
would be accomplished at the expense of assisting the peoples of
Asia and Africa in the fight against imperialism. Because they
regarded the Middle East as a major battleground in this fight,
the Chinese carefully watched Soviet policies and attitudes to-
wards this region. It seems that they had been disturbed even
earlier by Moscow’s passive reaction to Western accomplishments
in the Middle East ~ the creation and expansion of military pacts
and the deployment of troops and bases.

Soviet attempts to accommodate the West continued to irritate
the Chinese. A Soviet delegation led by Khrushchev reached a
common understanding with the British Government on the
Middle East and particularly on the need to place an arms
embargo on the area.’* Such an ‘understanding’ was totally un-
acceptable to Peking. More than once had the Chinese stressed
that the fate of the Middle East could no longer be determined
in London, Paris or Washington, even with Soviet participation.
‘The Middle East countries’, they said, ‘are capable of managing
and settling their own affairs’.** Moreover, the Chinese were
opposed in principle to any arms embargo. They regarded arms
as a necessity for guarding the people’s independence against
imperialism, and arms deals as a legitimate and ‘a normal com-
mercial transaction between two countries’ in which no one had
any right to interfere.*® Peking also rejected as inconceivable the
Western demands that Egypt and seven other Arab states should
maintain a military power equal to that of Israel, in spite of the
fact that the Arab nations had a combined population and area
many times larger than Israel’s.’*® China has always considered
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Western imperialism rather than Israel as the principal threat to
the Middle East: any ‘understanding’ with the imperialists, let
alone on an arms embargo, would weaken the peoples of the
Middle East and thereby increase the Western presence and
influence.

For these reasons Peking expected firm Soviet support for
Egypt, following Nasser's nationalisation of the Suez Canal.
Instead, the Chinese could barely hide their disappointment at
the Soviet Union’s participation in the London Conference, con-
vened by the West to discuss the nationalisation. Chou En-lai
pointed out that the conference proposed by Britain, the United
States and France aimed at discussing matters concerning the
sovereign rights of Egypt, and that this would be ‘impermis-
sible’.21” The Egyptian Government’s rejection of the invitation
to take part in the London Conference was the first item in
Peking radio’s main news bulletin on 13 August, an indication of
importance rarely accorded to an item of foreign news.

The Egyptian Government’s refusal to attend the London conference arises
from its concern to uphold its national sovereignty and dignity. This will
certainly be understood and supported by all countries and people that
respect Egypt’s independence and sovereign rights. .. The canal belongs to
Egypt which has every right to nationalise the Suez Canal Company, and
no country should or has any right to interfere in this.218 [Italics added.]

On 15 August an official Chinese Government statement further
explained China’s disapproval of the conference:

Many countries concerned have been excluded from the conference. The
Government of the Soviet Union specifically pointed out that at least 22
other countries, including the Chinese People’s Republic, should share the
discussions connected with the freedom of navigation through the Suez
Canal. .. Obviously, a conference like this [i.e., of restricted participation]
has no right to make any decision on the Suez Canal, and still less has it
any right to discuss any question relating to the sovereignty of Egypt. ..
The Chinese Government holds that the exercise by Egypt of its sovereign
right in nationalising the Suez Canal Company allows no interference by any
foreign country.11? [Italics added.]

It seems likely, therefore, that the Chinese considered Moscow’s
participation in the conference in spite of the absence of Egypt
and China as an insult to both and as a capitulation to the West.
Peking claimed to be fully entitled to join in settling the question
of free navigation in the canal for two reasons. One was China’s
increased use of the canal, as illustrated by China’s Minister of
Communications, Chang Po-chiin:
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The Suez Canal is one of the world canals with the biggest volume of trans-
port. It links the Mediterranean and the Red Sea, and plays a very great
role in developing trade between East and West. Trade relations between
the Chinese People’s Republic and Egypt and other Arab countries are
developing. At the same time, economic exchanges with the Western coun-
tries are increasing every year. China is a maritime country which makes
wide use of the Suez Canal. With the development of national economic
construction the importance of the Suez Canal to China will certainly grow
with each new day. In consequence, we cannot but express great concern
over the peaceful settlement of the issue.120

Indeed, the Suez Canal was relatively significant in China’s
limited volume of foreign trade. In 1955 eight Chinese-flag ships
had passed through the canal. From 1955 to 1958 nearly 5.5
million tons of freight passed through the canal en route to China
(about 4 per cent of all cargo shipments, making China the sixth
most important destination east of the canal). For several import
and export items, China’s use of the canal was quite respectable.
In 1958, for example, out of the total quantities of fertilisers and
fabricated metals shipped through the canal, 43 per cent and
27 per cent, respectively, went to China. Forty-two per cent of all
transported quantities of rice and 40 per cent of all oil seeds
came from China. Seventy-four per cent of China’s total tea
exports and 20 per cent of its rice exports passed through the
canal.’? This was one reason why China felt entitled to parti-
cipate in settling the canal issue.

Far more important, however, was the other reason, which
concerned China’s perception of its role in the world, particularly
in Asia and Africa: “The emancipated Chinese people fully realise
their position in the world community of nations and their respon-
sibility to defend Asian and world peace. We will never allow
the imperialists to threaten and undermine at will the peace in
Asia and the rest of the world.”?? This was another reminder to
Moscow of China’s special position in Asia and of its contention
that the centre of the struggle against imperialism was not in the
West (Europe) but in the East (Asia or, to be precise, China): ‘At
present, the Egyptians and the peoples of other Arab countries
stand on the western advance line of struggle against colonial-
ism."128 [Ttalics added.]

China interpreted the Suez and other Middle Eastern events
primarily in Afro-Asian terms. While emphasising the support
given to Egypt by Asia, Africa and Latin America, Soviet support
was hardly mentioned, if at all, and apparently referred to as
‘other parts of the world” or ‘elsewhere’. In his speech at the
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Eighth Party Congress, Chu Teh said: “The recent heroic move
on the part of Egypt to nationalise the Suez Canal Company has
been greeted with strong support by the people in Asia, Africa
and other parts of the world, a fact which shows that the powerful
tides of the widespread struggle against colonialism have con-
tinued to mount.”*** And Mao said: “We people who love peace in
Asia, Africa, Latin America and elsewhere must continue to give
strong support to the righteous struggle of Egypt in nationalising
the Suez Canal Company.*? [Italics added.]

Although tacitly criticising Soviet passivity over the Suez Canal
issue the Chinese definitely had neither the intention nor any
interest in seeing this issue deteriorate into an armed conflict.
They insisted, however, on a proper response to the West, mean-
ing that threats should be met by counter-threats and armed
intervention by armed resistance. For the Chinese it was incon-
ceivable to offer or accept negotiations and peaceful settlement of
any problem where ‘imperialist aggression” had been committed:

The colonialists have brought many heavy burdens and evil consequences to
the world of today. This evil system must be eliminated. The people wish to
solve such questions by peaceful consultation. But this does not wholly
depend on the people. It also depends on the attitude of the colonialists.
Armed threats can only bring serious consequences to those who apply
them. The Egyptian and the entire Arab people are not isolated. If they
are forced to resist aggression, they will have widespread support.126

China’s attempts to commit the Soviets to a more militant and
resolute policy vis-a-vis the West in the Middle East failed.
Following the Anglo-French-Israeli invasion of Egypt in late
October 1956, the Chinese fully realised that whatever Soviet
support there had been had come too late and even then was
more pretended than real.

Throughout the Suez crisis the Chinese played down the Soviet
role, although they did not dismiss it altogether. Outwardly,
China paid its regular tribute to the Soviet stand, especially after
Moscow’s threat ‘to use force in order to crush the aggressors and
restore peace in the Middle East’. The Chinese said that the
Soviet Union, ‘a true friend of the people in the Middle East’,
was not indifferent to the situation in Egypt: ‘In face of the Soviet
draft resolution and warning, Britain and France are confronting
not only moral restraint but a practical threat.” These actions
fully proved, Peking added, that the Soviet Union was the most
steadfast defender of world peace and of the freedom and inde-
pendence of the Asian and African countries, as well as the most
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sincere and reliable friend of the Middle Eastern countries in
their struggle for independence.*?”

Yet the Chinese implicitly indicated their dissatisfaction with
the Soviet response to the invasion even after the warning. They
regarded the Soviet’s tardy contribution to a cease-fire as in-
sufficient and irresolute:

In order to smash the intrigues of the aggressors, all people in the world
who desire peace [a common Chinese allusion to the Soviet Union and the
socialist countries] must redouble their efforts. They must continue to exert
pressure on the aggressors and demand the immediate withdrawal of the
Anglo-French aggressive forces from Egyptian soil so as to realise a genuine
cease-fire in Egypt.128 [Italics added.]

The Chinese went on to say:

The indignant protests of the people throughout the world who cherish
peace and uphold justice, and particularly the people of Asian and African
countries, and the just stand of the Soviet Union to resolutely safeguard
peace in the Middle East have compelled the British, French and Israeli
aggressors eventually to agree to a cease-fire. This powerfully demonstrates
that the strength of the peace-loving people of the world who support
Egypt in their just struggle is incomparably great. Nevertheless, the British,
French and Israeli aggressive troops are still occupying Egyptian territory
and continuing military action. The imperialists are still attempting to carry
out their political conspiracy. To effect a genuine cease-fire and restore
peace, it is necessary for the peace-loving people throughout the world to
make continued efforts and resolutely support Egypt's struggle against
aggression.12? [Italics added.]

China’s concern over the Middle East (as well as Hungary)
was also indicated in the urgent meeting of the second plenum of
the Eighth Central Committee between 10 and 15 November
1956. In his speech on the last day of the session, Mao referred
twice to the Middle East. The communiqué said, among other
things: ‘Liu Shao-ch’i pointed out that all the countries in the
socialist camp must firmly strengthen their unity behind the
leadership of the Soviet Union in order to counter the aggression
by the imperialists in the Middle East and their subversive
activities against the socialist camp.#°

In other words, while the Chinese criticised the Soviet role in
the Suez crisis (as well as in later Middle Eastern crises), they
always stopped short of challenging in public Moscow’s presumed
leadership of the Afro-Asian anti-imperialist struggle (let alone of
the socialist camp) — at least until the early 1960s. One reason
could have been that China, lacking the economic and military
power to support other countries, simply could not substitute for
the Soviet Union as a leader; later on, however, these limitations
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did not prevent the Chinese from attempting to assert their
leadership. The main reason was that Mao, while he was fully
aware of what he believed were Soviet mistakes, had no doubt at
that time that the unity of the socialist camp was vital to with-
standing what he perceived as “Western aggression’. A Chinese
bid for leadership could have aggravated the ‘contradictions’
among the socialist countries and weakened them vis-a-vis the
West. This is why the Chinese tried, until the early 1960s, to
maintain the unity of the bloc at all costs by publicly aligning
with Moscow’s policies and attitudes, even though they disagreed
with many of them. Soviet behaviour in the Middle East was only
later to become an issue in the open polemic between the two.

On the one hand, the Soviets insisted that they had actively
supported national liberation wars and rendered them compre-
hensive aid: ‘It is sufficient to refer to such instances as the
support for Egypt during the Suez adventure of the Anglo-French-
Israeli aggressors.”*! They also said:

At critical moments when the aggressive circles have brought the world to
the brink of war, the Soviet Union, without hesitation, has thrown all its
international weight, all its military might to stay the hand raised by the
aggressor. . . This was the case in the period of the Suez crisis and it was the
case during the events around Syria and Iraq in 1958.182

And Khrushchev later recalled: ‘when we delivered our stern
warning to the three aggressors... They took us very seriously
... twenty-two hours after the delivery of our note the aggression
was halted. We only had to issue our warning once — unlike the
Chinese variety, which has to be repeated about a thousand
times before it has any impact.

On the other hand, the Chinese, who during the crisis declared
that ‘the powerful pressure of the world forces of peace and the
stern warning of the Soviet Union compelled the British, French
and Israeli aggressors to announce a cease-fire’,'** later refuted
Moscow’s claim that Soviet power (particularly nuclear) had
played the decisive role in defeating the Anglo-French aggression
against Egypt in 1956. The defeat, Peking said, had resulted
primarily from the struggle of the Egyptian people. The firm
support given to them ‘by the people of the world, including the
Soviet people, also played an important part’.** [Italics added.]
Following the June 1967 War in the Middle East, the Chinese
tried to exploit what they called ‘the Soviet betrayal’ of the
Arabs and again raised the Soviet role in ‘checking’ the Suez
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invasion: ‘During the Suez crisis in 1956, the Soviet revisionist
ruling clique, seeing that Britain and France had to withdraw
their troops because of the contradictions between them and the
United States, hurried forward to make political capital out of the
situation by uttering a few high sounding words.”*¢ In early 1973
Chou En-lai shed more light on China’s arguments in a long
interview with the Egyptian journalist Muhammad Hasanayn
Haykal. He repeated China’s view that the Soviet ultimatum over
the Suez war had been no more than ‘an empty gun’. He then
revealed that Khrushchev himself admitted to Mao, in November
1957 in Moscow, that he had known all along that the United
States would in any case compel Britain and France to withdraw,
so that no risk had been involved in the Soviet warning to inter-
vene by force.2*

While underrating Moscow’s part in the Suez conflict the
Chinese again reiterated the important role played by the Asian
and African countries. In the final Chinese analysis the main
deterrence against American intervention in the conflict, as well
as the main cause of the collapse of the Anglo-French-Israeli
attack, was found not in the power of the Soviet Union, which
had already been committed to peaceful co-existence with the
West, but in Afro-Asian solidarity.

To avoid any misunderstanding the Chinese connected the
Suez crisis with the Bandung Conference, at which the Soviets,
of course, had not been present:

The armed aggression by the Anglo-French invaders. . .is an open challenge
to the solemn resolutions of the Asian—African conference. The Asian—
African countries and their people cannot allow the Anglo-French aggression
to go on unchecked. As a participant in the Asian—African conference,
China has the duty to carry out the resolutions of the conference by adopt-
ing all possible measures to defend peace in the Asian—African region and to
oppose colonialist aggression in order to support the righteous struggle of
the Egyptian people and to strike a heavy blow at the outrage of the aggres-
sors. The paramount task now of all in the world who desire peace, especially
the people of the Asian and African countries, is to strengthen unity, to
adopt various measures that will effectively bring about the immediate
cessation of the aggression by Britain, France and Israel, and force the
aggressors back to where they came from.138 [Italics added.]

Peking made it clear that ‘the unity of the Asian and African
countries and their resistance to aggression in any form form the
main guarantee for the defence of independence and sovereignty
and the safeguarding of peace in Asia and Africa’**® [Italics
added.]
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Summing up the Middle East events, Chou En-lai failed to
mention the role of the Soviet Union. He admitted, on the other
hand, that China had not realised earlier how ‘powerful a force
for peace’ were the Asian—African countries:

The strength and role of the solidarity of Asian and African countries were
demonstrated most clearly in the Egyptian event.., With the support of
the mass of people of Asia and Africa and all peace-loving forces of the
world, the Egyptian people, by waging resolute struggle, have beaten back
the colonialist aggression. They have gained initial victory in their struggle
to defend their sovereignty and territorial integrity and safeguard peace in
Asia and Africa. This fact has given us Asian and African peoples great
encouragement. At the same time it is a great revelation to us, showing that
although the Asian and African countries are not powerful in material
strength, all aggression by the colonialists can be frustrated, as long as we
maintain our solidarity and firmly unite with all peace-loving forces of the
world and wage a resolute struggle.140



3: THE STRUGGLE AGAINST IMPERIALISM

In China’s analysis of the world situation, the Anglo-French
military invasion of Egypt in October 1956 marked the end of a
period of relative tranquillity in international affairs. But the
Chinese were not so much concerned about the Anglo-French
campaign itself. Although this was the first large-scale use of
force by the West since the war in Korea and Indochina, Peking
considered Britain and France as declining powers and the Suez
episode as their desperate and anachronistic attempt to regain
some of their traditional control over the Middle East. Less
worried about the invasion itself, the Chinese became much more
concerned about its outcome — the increased American involve-
ment in the Middle East.

Mentally, the Chinese were fully prepared for such an even-
tuality. Mao had maintained all along that the United States, not
Britain or France, was the principal imperialist enemy; that Asia
and Africa, not the socialist camp, would provide the first and
main target of imperialist ‘aggression” and, therefore, the main
battlefield on which to fight it; and that imperialism’s expansion
would only aggravate and expose its own weaknesses, or ‘contra-
dictions’, thus offering better prospects for national liberation.
Undoubtedly, Mao regarded the developments in the Middle
East in 1957-9 as a confirmation of his theories. Consequently,
his influence on China’s foreign policy was felt very strongly in
1957-9. In no other period did Mao reveal so much interest in
Middle Eastern affairs or talk so much about them:

An incident broke out on the Suez Canal. This is a peculiar thing. Nasser
wanted to reclaim the canal and Eden dispatched troops to prevent him
from taking it... The result is to turn the Middle East over to the U.S. The
greatest contradiction [of Britain] is with the U.S., not with Nasser. The
U.S. is trying to manoeuvre Britain out of the Middle East, for it harbours
sinister designs of taking over the Middle East. .. Under the pretext of anti-
Soviet and anti-communism, imperialism is scrambling for the Near East and
the Middle East. The two camps of imperialism are fighting for colonies. . .
The U.S. is ready to use its military forces to defend Taiwan. It plans to use
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both civil and military tactics in the Middle East. The crises they are stirring
up are beneficial to us.

...The intemal contradictions of imperialism in scrambling for colonies
are great. We can make use of their contradictions to accomplish our ends.
This is strategy.?

This short and straightforward analysis provided the frame-
work of China’s Middle East policy from early 1957. At that time
the Chinese regarded the Eisenhower Doctrine, which had been
intended to legitimise American intervention in the Middle East,
as the beginning of a US-led Western offensive in Asia and Africa,
concentrated in the Middle East. Mao interpreted this offensive
according to his ‘intermediate zone” theory, to which he referred
very often in this period.? Indeed there had been sporadic Westem
attempts to undermine the unity of the socialist camp (such as
the revolt in Hungary), but the socialist countries were regarded
as far too strong to have been attacked directly by the West.
American aggression was not directed against socialism. ‘As we
see it now, their attack is directed against nationalism, that is . . .
against Egypt, the Lebanon and other weak Middle Eastern
[countries] ...they want to overthrow Nasser, destroy Iraq,
subjugate Algeria, and so on.”®

Western concentration on the Middle East led the Chinese to
conclude that the region had become extremely crucial in
imperialist attempts to dominate Asia and Africa:

The present complicated and intensive struggle in the Middle East is a
continuation of the fierce struggle in this area since the end of the second
world war. . .

Following the second world war, there appeared in the world a number
of nationalist countries, in addition to the socialist and imperialist countries.
Most of the nationalist countries are following a policy of peace and
neutrality. They have formed a tremendous power for peace and created
great difficulties for the imperialist policy of expansion and aggression. To
carry out its aggressive policy smoothly, the U.S.A. wants, first and fore-
most, to suppress and eliminate in the Middle East the nationalist countries
adhering to peace and neutrality and the national independence movements
there. The Middle East is of great significance in the American plan for
aggression.

If the people of the Middle East obtain independence, it will be impos-
sible for the imperialists to maintain their remnant colonies not only in Asia
but also in Africa. Under this influence, the national independence move-
ment of the Latin American people will also grow. It is therefore crystal
clear that the U.S.A. evaluates the Middle East as a key position for it to
establish a world colonial empire. . .

The conclusion of the Suez war was seen by the U.S.A. as a good oppor-
tunity for its expansion in the Middle East and Africa. Consequently it put
forward the ‘Eisenhower Doctrine” to ‘fill the vacuum’... The struggle
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between the imperialist Powers for control of the Middle East is becoming
ever sharper. This places the Middle East in the focus of the current contra-
dictions of the imperialist bloc.4

In Mao’s view, the situation of tension or crisis (chin-chang
chii-shih) created by imperialism, and the continued deployment
of its troops in the Middle East and elsewhere, offered many
advantages to China and to the peoples concerned. On the one
hand, crisis situations helped to make a clear-cut distinction
between enemies and friends, to mobilise the masses ~ including
‘middle-of-the-roaders” — and to raise the people’s vigilance and
determination. ‘The Iraqi revolution, for example, wasn’t it
generated by a crisis situation?’® On the other hand, Western,
particularly American, imperialism, in addition to its internal
political and economic difficulties, had overstretched and dis-
persed its military bases all over the world. It thus became more
and more vulnerable.® Furthermore, America’s supersession of
the other powers in the Middle East and elsewhere deepened
the already existing rivalry within the imperialist camp, resulting
in a lack of unity and determination. This was an opportunity to
be seized.

Under these circumstances China’s foreign policy, particularly
in the Middle East, became more militant. It reflected primarily
China’s perception of the changes in the international and Middle
Eastern scene from early 1957; at the same time the domestic
outbreaks of radicalism following the launching of the Great Leap
Forward could only reaffirm and further stimulate China’s un-
compromising attitude on foreign affairs.

Regarding the Middle East, China’s activism was mainly
rhetorical, but an attempt was also made for the first time (and
apparently the last) indirectly to undermine the American
presence in the region. There is by now some evidence to suggest
that the Chinese bombardment of Quemoi and Matsu which
started on 23 August 1958 had been motivated, at least partly,
by the situation in the Middle East. Already in April 1955, at the
Bandung Conference, Chou En-lai linked Taiwan and the Middle
East as two fronts of the same struggle. Later, Mao very often
associated these issues as the most outstanding examples of
Western aggression. In 1959 he admitted: “Three days after the
United Nations called them [the Americans] to withdraw their
troops [from the Middle East], we started our bombardment.”
The incident, he said, had been welcomed by the Arab countries:
‘Because of what we've done, the American pressure on them is
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lighter®* And in 1965 he told a visiting Palestine Liberation
Organisation (PLO) delegation: ‘Our artillery shelled Quemoi to
engage the imperialists during the revolution in Iraq and the
American landing in the Lebanon... The enemy should be
engaged on all fronts.”®

Yet China’s main efforts, as we have said, were rhetorical.
Peking urged the Arab peoples to seize the opportunity and resist
firmly any Western encroachment. In the face of growing imperial-
ist intervention and aggression, the Chinese saw no room for
compromise. They made it clear they could no longer tolerate
what they had been able to ignore when world affairs had been
relatively peaceful: the persecution of Arab communists; hostility
among the Arab countries; friendly relations between the Arabs
and the West; positive neutralism and non-alignment, and so on.
Instead, Peking insisted that the Arab countries should implement
the ‘three unities’

Internal unity in the Asian and African countries, unity between the various
Asian and African countries and unity between the Asian and African
countries and the socialist countries are the basic guarantee for the Asian
and African people in striving for and protecting national independence,
and a serious barrier against the imperialists in their aggression and expan-
sion in the Asian and African area.10

Co-operation with the socialist camp was undoubtedly the
most important of these unities, but the Chinese themselves were
not yet ready to assume the leadership of the Afro-Asian world in
the fight against imperialism. In their view, this was primarily the
duty of the Soviet Union. Even before the trumpeting of Soviet
technological accomplishments, the Chinese had been convinced
that the Soviet Union and the socialist camp were stronger than
the West.** China, therefore, regarded the Soviet role in repelling
the imperialist intervention in the Middle East as crucial. Since
early 1957 Peking had urged Moscow to render the Arab coun-
tries all necessary support and to deter Western aggression by
threats of retaliation.

Gradually, however, the Chinese realised that the Arabs as well
as the Soviets had rejected their analysis of the world situation
together with the measures they believed had been essential to
resist the West. The outcome was a growing Chinese impatience
with the Arab nationalists and implicit criticism of the Soviet
Union, which led to strained relations with both.



74  The Middle East in China’s Foreign Policy 1949-1977

Discord with the Arabs

The climax reached in Sino-Arab relations in late 1956 apparently
continued in the following year when the Chinese praised Egypt’s
‘victory” in the Suez Canal affair. They noted that

in the rising anti-colonial struggle of the Middle East people, Egypt and
Syria are playing an especially important role. . . Developments in the Middle
East situation since the Asian—African conference effectively show that
Egypt and Syria have become the core of Arab nationalism and the bulwark
of the anti-colonial struggle in the Middle East.12

Peking also acclaimed the Egyptian people’s defence of their
sovereignty over the Suez Canal and their defeat of a series of
imperialist conspiracies as ‘a glorious model of fighting against
colonialism and struggling for sovereignty and independence’.*®

China’s trade with Egypt, both exports and imports, nearly
doubled in 1957 compared with the previous year. The value of
China’s imports from Egypt in 1957, which was more than twice
the value of its exports, made China the second most important
of Egypt’s customers, next to the Soviet Union.** A new protocol
for the third year of the Sino-Egyptian Trade Agreement (of
August 1955) was signed in Peking towards the end of 1957.
It provided for trade amounting to £26 million, just over 8 per
cent more than the previous trade protocol (which had provided
for £24 million of trade, or 20 per cent more than the first
one).*s

It should be noted, however, that, although both sides fre-
quently expressed satisfaction with the execution of these agree-
ments, their actual trading was inconsistent with the agreements’
provisions. China’s imports from Egypt were lower in 1956 and
1958 and much higher in 1957 than specified; exports to Egypt
were always very much lower; and the total actual trade was
lower than what had been agreed on.

In 1957 China became more interested in Syria, as a result of
the growing tension along Syria’s borders with Israel and Turkey.
Peking, believing that Syria would become the next target of
imperialist ‘aggression’, declared its support for Syria and urged
the frustration of imperialist schemes. In a message to the Syrian
President, Mao said: ‘At a time when the U.S.A. is pushing Turkey
to carry out provocations against Syria in a plot to start a war of
aggression, I reiterate the firm stand of the Government and
people of China to support resolutely the just struggle of the
Syrian people to defend its independence and peace.™®
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Earlier, on 26 September 1957, a Syria~China Friendship
Association was founded in Damascus; four days later, a China~
Syria Friendship Association under the leadership of Muhammad
Ta P’u-sheng, vice-chairman of the China Islamic Association, was
launched in Peking. In October 1957, almost 16 months after
Syria had recognised the PRC and a year after a Chinese ambassa-
dor had arrived in Damascus, Syria sent a chargé d’affaires, not
even an ambassador, to Peking.

In the field of trade, there was in 1957 a more than six-fold
increase in China’s imports from Syria, against a less than 70 per
cent increase in China’s exports, as compared with 1956. Conse-
quently, a huge deficit was created in China’s trade balance with
Syria, with imports twenty times greater than exports.

In 1957 China also revealed particular interest in Jordan, the
Yemen and Oman. Peking considered Jordan as being basically
hostile to the West even earlier, in 1956. This judgement seemed
to have been reaffirmed when in November the Jordanian Parlia-
ment unanimously recommended the abrogation of the alliance
with Britain and recognition of the PRC.** On 23 March 1957,
according to a Middle East News Agency report, the Jordanian
premier, Sulayman al-Nabulsi, declared that the Jordanian
Government intended to recognise the PRC shortly and to co-
operate closely with the Chinese Government.'® Shortly after-
wards Nibulsi was forced to resign and in August Jordan
established diplomatic relations with Taiwan. Thereafter, China
began to encourage the Jordanian people’s resistance to imperial-
ism.

The Yemen and Oman provided China with another example
of a ‘people’s struggle against imperialism’. After the Yemen’s
recognition of China in August 1956, there were no major develop-
ments in their mutual relations. China continued in 1957 to sup-
port the Yemen’s claim to Aden and its opposition to Britain.
Oman caught China’s attention in July 1957 in the wake of
Britain’s attempts to suppress the local rising. As usual, Peking
interpreted the insurrection as a struggle for independence and
against Britain’s desire to seize the oil reserves: “We Chinese,
who sympathise [with] and support all struggles against colonial-
ism, pledge our firm support to the heroic Arabs who are fighting
against British enslavement and plunder in Oman’*® China’s
sympathy and ‘resolute opposition to British armed intervention’
were also conveyed to Omani officials who met Ch’en Chia-Kang,
China’s ambassador in Cairo, on 9 August and 21 September
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1957, as well as to the Arab League in reply to a memorandum
soliciting support for Oman from the Bandung countries.?®

Altogether, Sino-Arab relations in 1957 remained friendly.
Despite China’s anxiety there was no armed Western intervention
in the Middle East that year. Similarly, there was no substantial
change in the attitude of the Arab governments to justify a change
in China’s policy. The next year, however, brought with it changes
in both respects. Accordingly, China’s Middle East policy became
more militant and uncompromising.

China and the UAR: the showdown

In 1957 and 1958 Sino-Egyptian relations seemed as friendly as
ever: Egypt was consistently praised by the Chinese; in early
January 1958 the Egypt-China Friendship Association was
formed (some 14 months after its Chinese counterpart had been
created), and in April-May a long-awaited UAR military mission
finally visited China.

Yet, underlying this friendship, tension was beginning to
develop which led to a serious deterioration of Sino-UAR relations.
This tension resulted from different interpretations of the inter-
national and Middle Eastern situation. China, whose world out-
look was further radicalised by events at home (the Great Leap
Forward), and by perceptions of Western offensive, became more
sensitive and critical regarding the possible response of some
national-bourgeois regimes. Particular attention was paid to
Egypt, since in China’s view the Middle East was to be the main
battlefield in the new imperialist assault. Egypt was regarded not
only as the leader of the Arab world but also as the pillar of Afro-
Asian solidarity, as well as a base for Chinese operations in the
Middle East and Africa. If Nasser deserted the anti-imperialist
front in face of the West this could mean multilateral failure for
the Chinese. Indeed, Nasser’s actions and policy, although not
affecting China directly, were regarded by the Chinese as wholly
inappropriate in view of their analysis of the international situa-
tion and its implications in the Middle East. In 1957 and 1958
China disapproved, though not yet publicly, of all three levels of
Nasser’s policies — his internal policy; inter-Arab policy; and
international policy.

Regarding Egypt’s internal politics, China was particularly
concerned about the lack of unity among the people as mani-
fested by the persecution of communists. Peking insisted that
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communists should have fully participated, if not actually taken
the lead, in the struggle against imperialism at that time of crisis:
An important condition for defeating imperialism is maintenance of the unity
of all patriotic and democratic forces within a country and especially the
mobilising of the revolutionary enthusiasm of the masses of workers and
peasants. Many facts have shown that the broader the unity of various
patriotic and democratic forces and the fuller the mobilisation of the
strength of the masses of workers and peasants, the more assured is the
victory of the struggle against imperialism. Any nation can place itself in an
invincible position if it unites the forces of the entire people and at the same
time engages in joint struggle alongside all anti-imperialist forces in the
world. . . Communists in every country are real patriots because they have
no interests of their own apart from the interests of the people. It is under-
standable therefore that communists in the oppressed nations are always in
the forefront of national struggle.22

Until late 1957 China had revealed a very limited interest in
the Arab communists. There have never been traditional links, or
even regular communication, between the CCP and the Arab
communist parties. China had practically no say, let alone influ-
ence, in Middle Eastern communist affairs. Apart from casual
contacts and several Chinese attempts in 1954 to criticise Nasser’s
persecution of the Egyptian communists, Arab communism was
largely ignored by Peking, for several reasons: the Chinese have
been aware of the traditional affiliation between Arab communists
and European communism, as well as of the communists’ weak
position vis-a-vis the Arab regimes. Moreover, the Chinese
believed that the role of communists in colonial and semi-colonial
countries should first be determined by the principal contradiction
— that with Western imperialism rather than with local govern-
ments, however reactionary they might be. Therefore, as long as
the Middle East was not threatened directly by the West, China
could afford to overlook the maltreatment of local communists.

But, once the Arab countries became a major target of
‘imperialist aggression’, China began insisting on close co-
operation between all strata of Arab society, including the com-
munists. This pattern was already well established. Whenever the
Chinese paid tribute, however casual, to Middle Eastern com-
munists, it was always within the context of the struggle against
imperialism.? It seems, therefore, unlikely that the Chinese
harboured subversive or revolutionary intentions either behind
their protests against the persecution of communists in the Middle
East or in their call for communist participation in the anti-
imperialist front.

Internal unity was, in China’s view, a basic pre-condition in the
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fight against imperialism. Paradoxically, it was precisely for this
reason that the Chinese had some reservations about Egypt’s
union with Syria in February 1958.2% Peking anticipated that the
union would mean the abolition of all political parties, parti-
cularly the Syrian Communist Party, which had been the largest
and best-organised communist party in the Arab world.?* Such
tears were reflected in Chou En-lai’s report to the National
People’s Congress on 10 February 1958:

Recently, a united Arab republic was proclaimed by Egypt and Syria. We
warmly greet the founding of this new state and sincerely hope that the
United Arab Republic will rely on the patriotic and democratic forces in
Egypt and Syria to greatly encourage the Arab countries to strengthen their
solidarity, smash all schemes designed to split the Arab peoples and win
even greater victories in their common struggle to safeguard national inde-
pendence and oppose colonialism.25 [Italics added.]

Yet China’s hopes for a united domestic front in the UAR were
frustrated as Nasser continued his assault on the communists in
Egypt, and even more so in Syria. Peking was still careful not to
criticise Nasser in public, but there were indications of China’s
anxiety and resentment:

In Asia, Africa and Latin America, national independence movements are
forging ahead. Though the imperialists are trying to undermine these move-
ments by underhand means and by force, and though certain sections of
the bourgeoisie in those nations are trying to restrict the growth of the
people’s forces which are most resolutely opposed to imperialism [i.e., the
communists], facts have proved that they cannot hold back the historical
advance of the people’s national and democratic struggles.26

By early 1959, however, Nasser’s anti-communist campaign had
gathered momentum. The printing houses which had been
founded a year earlier to print Soviet and Chinese publications in
Arabic for distribution throughout the Arab countries, and which
were financed by the Soviet and Chinese embassies in Cairo, were
now closed. In Damascus the Government removed most Soviet
and Chinese publications from news-stands.?” It was at that time
that China began to report, still without comment, on the arrests
of, and hostility towards, communists in the UAR.2?

Egypt’s inter-Arab politics have also been subject to severe
Chinese criticism. Peking was particularly concerned about
Egypt’s attempts to attain hegemony over the Arab countries,
thereby undermining their independence and destroying their
unity. Since early 1957 the Chinese underlined the vital need for
Arab unity: ‘Only by maintaining unity can the Arab states safe-
guard their independence. Otherwise, the Arab states will fall
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into the colonialist trap of divide and rule. .. The foremost task
today of the Arab states wanting to uphold their independence is
close unity.” By calling for independence through unity, in con-
trast to ‘union’, Peking meant unity among independent countries,
and not an imposed union whereby the independence and free-
doms of one or some of the parties is lost. This was another
reason why the Chinese remained suspicious towards the
Egyptian-Syrian union.

But the major obstacle, in China’s view, to reaching inter-Arab
unity was the rift between the UAR and Kassem’s Iraq. The
Chinese totally disapproved of Nasser’s hostility towards the
Iraqi revolution but refrained from direct charges, blaming, as
usual, imperialist instigation:

The imperialists are well aware that the victory of the national liberation
struggles of the Asian and African peoples stems from their unity which is
being strengthened from day to day. That is why the imperialists are cooking
up and resorting to all sorts of despicable means to sow discord among the
Asian and African peoples, incite dissension within and between their

countries, seeking thus to undermine their unity so as to smite their countries
one by one.3°

This was also an indirect warning to Nasser that inter-Arab dis-
putes were only serving the imperialists.

Finally, in the realm of international politics, the Chinese were
annoyed by Nasser’s growing positive neutralism which was,
according to their analysis of the situation, rather negative: it
meant compromise with the West, friendship with Tito whom
they detested, and hostility towards the socialist countries. In the
mid-1950s, when they believed that Western imperialism was still
licking its Korean and Indochinese wounds, the Chinese tolerated
neutralism and non-alignment in order not only to gain recog-
nition and establish diplomatic relations but also to diminish
imperialist influence and control in the Asian—African countries
and to unite them. In the late 1950s, however, China had already
accomplished part of its diplomatic aims and, what was more
important, the world situation had changed. Neutralism, which
had been tolerated in peacetime, could no longer be approved in
face of persistent Western aggression. The Chinese insisted that,
in order to withstand and defeat the West, firm opposition and
armed struggle were imperative; since the Afro-Asian countries
were too weak to carry the burden alone, they were advised to
abandon their middle-of-the-road position and co-operate closely
with the Soviet Union and the socialist camp.
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It seems that the Chinese considered unity between the Arabs
and the socialist countries as the crucial pre-condition for effective
resistance to the West, even more than internal and inter-Arab
unity:

Experience shows, that when the Arab people resolutely stand up against
imperialism, they are able to rely on the close co-operation of the socialist
camp, the extensive unity of the patriotic and democratic forces of their own
countries and on co-operation on an equal basis among the Arab countries
to overcome any imperialist aggression by force. Most important among
these factors is the Arab people’s close co-operation with the socialist camp.
It is not only because the socialist camp is stronger than the imperialist
camp but also because the support extended by the socialist camp to the

people resisting aggression and its defence of peace are sincere and selfless.31
[Italics added.]

It is possible that China began to suspect Nasser’s international
orientation immediately after the Anglo-French-Israeli invasion
of Egypt, when Nasser agreed to the stationing of the United
Nations Emergency Force on Egyptian soil. The Chinese, who
interpreted the Suez invasion, and particularly the Eisenhower
Doctrine which followed it, as the beginning of the new Western
offensive in the Middle East, saw no room for concession and
compromise, definitely not under the disguise of the United
Nations: ‘UN forces. .. have no right to occupy one inch of
Egypt’s territory on behalf of the aggressive forces of Britain,
France and Israel.’s?

In the face of repeated Western encroachments on the Middle
East in 1957 and 1958, China expected Egypt to lead a firm Arab
opposition and strengthen relations with the socialist countries.
Instead, there were indications that Egypt was tending to make
accommodations with the West and to adopt anti-communist and
anti-Soviet terminology, as well as policies. These indications
were of particular significance because of Egypt’s prominent
position within the Afro-Asian bloc, and particularly in the newly-
created Afro-Asian People’s Solidarity Organisation (AAPSO).
Indeed, the fact that the AAPSO’s first conference took place in
Cairo (December 1957), that its secretariat was afterwards
situated in Cairo, and that its Secretary General was an Egyptian,
gave Egypt the great advantage of direct supervision and influ-
ence at the expense of the communist representatives, particularly
the Chinese, who played a relatively subordinate role.**

At the beginning, however, China’s attacks were directed against
neutralism in general, and Yugoslav neutralism in particular.
Although Nasser was not mentioned, the Chinese were un-
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doubtedly well aware of his close association and personal friend-
ship with both Tito and Nehru. Thus, when the Chinese criticised
Tito’s two-month trip to Asia and Africa in early 1959,*¢ Nasser
was also offended, not only because of his friendship with Tito
but also because, at his request, Tito was also representing Egypt
on his voyage.*® There is little doubt that by early 1959 the
Chinese were deeply disappointed with Nasser’s domestic, inter-
Arab and international policies.

The real deterioration in Sino-Egyptian relations came after
the abortive Egyptian-engineered Shawwiaf coup d'état against
Kassem in early March 1959. Until then, both Egypt and China
cautiously avoided public protests and denunciations. Nasser’s
attacks were directed against communism at home and its sup-
porters abroad, implicating the Soviet Union but not China. The
Chinese concealed their grievances and made indirect accusations.

Following Shawwaf’s failure, Nasser’s attacks on world com-
munism, which had definitely supported Kassem, became even
more furious, but, still within the previous pattern, with no refer-
ence to China.®® However, it was the Chinese who regarded
Nasser’s subversion of the new revolutionary regime in Iraq as
unforgivable and, therefore, could no longer afford to remain
silent. In a burst of anger Peking took the unprecedented step of
attacking, in the strongest terms ever, both the UAR and Nasser
personally:

President Nasser, who once won the people’s respect, has recently made
vicious attacks on Iraq, the Communist Parties and the Soviet Union. ..
President Nasser’s frenzied abuse against the Kassem government is already
in harmony with the imperialist tune... The anti-Communist press of the
UAR is currently making much noise over the slogan of ‘Neither West nor
East’. This is only a deliberate attempt to confuse the socialist with the
imperialist countries, to confuse friends with enemies. It is tantamount to
saying ‘Neither enemies nor friends’. But those who want no friends will
naturally not be feared by any enemy. On the contrary, this will become a
step towards going over to the enemy.37

This was not only the CCP’s view but also the Government’s. In
his ‘Report on the Work of the Government’, Chou En-lai said:

A complicated situation has arisen recently in the Arab national independence
movement. Some people in power in the United Arab Republic have
launched an attack on the Republic of Iraq, and then also attacked the
Soviet Union, the great friend of the Arab peoples. Obviously, such actions
are injurious to the cause of independence of the Arab nation.38

China’s onslaught instantly triggered a frantic Egyptian
response, which fully exploited the coinciding anti-Chinese revolt
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in Tibet. The Egyptian communications media (as well as those
of all the Arab countries, except Iraq) openly sympathised with
the Tibetan revolt,*® and warned against similar Chinese com-
munist intervention in Iraq. China was accused of interfering in
Arab internal affairs by supporting the local communist parties
and thereby undermining Arab independence, freedom and
security.*® In early June 1959 the UAR ambassador in China was
recalled and the newly-appointed ambassador did not arrive until
early 1960. In July and August another wave of anti-Chinese
propaganda erupted in Egypt after the Chinese had been accused
of inciting and fomenting the Kirkuk incidents. This, in turn,
provoked further Chinese reaction, accusations and protests over
the persecution of Arab communists.

The repercussions of the Sino-UAR rift were also felt in the
Yemen which, as of March 1958, had become part of a symbolic
federation with the UAR. Initially, China’s relations with the
Yemen developed smoothly. In January 1958, Muhammad al-
Badr, Crown Prince, Deputy Premier, Foreign Minister and
Defence Minister of the Yemen became the first Arab leader to
visit China. During his visit the Chinese signed their first (and
only) Treaty of Friendship with an Arab country, as well as a
Treaty of Commerce and an agreement on scientific, technical
and cultural co-operation.*? China also offered the Yemen a long-
term loan of $16.38 million (the largest till then to any Arab
country) and undertook to build the Sana-Hudayda highway and
several factories. Protocols for the implementation of these agree-
ments were signed in January 1959, though Chinese experts and
technicians had arrived in the Yemen earlier.

However, in September 1959 press reports said that the Imam
warned the Chinese working in the Yemen not to interfere in the
country’s internal affairs and to avoid contacts with its population.
In November it was disclosed that twenty-five Chinese experts
had been expelled.*® This was probably an outcome of the
deterioration of China’s relations with the UAR. Still, Sino-
Yemeni relations did not suffer greatly and there were still several
hundred Chinese working in the Yemen in 1960.

The Bakdash affair

By the autumn of 1959 Sino-UAR relations had almost reached
their breaking point. On 28 September, at China’s Tenth Anniver-
sary celebration in Peking, Khalid Bakdash, Secretary General of
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the (banned) Syrian Communist Party, made a speech in which
he strongly attacked the UAR and Nasser personally. Among
other things he said:

Now, comrades, the east Arab is going through a difficult time. Events have
shown that the anti-communist movement openly initiated by Nasser early
this year was merely the backdrop to a dangerous policy. This policy is
menacing the important victory won by the Arab nations in their liberation
movement over recent years. The attempt to merge Syria and Egypt, the
intrigues of the ruling clique of the UAR against the Iragi Republic, the
understanding between Nasser and King Saud and King Hussein, the open-
ing of the door to imperialist capital, and the slanders against the Soviet
Union and People’s China ~ all this shows to the people and the broadest
section of the patriots of the Arab states that the bourgeois monopoly
clique of Egypt are actively distorting, under an anti-Communist smoke-
screen, the slogan of Arab unity and exploiting this slogan for carrying their
policy based on narrow-minded and selfish class ambition. Their policy is to
gather together the forces of reactionaries and imperialist agents in the
Arab world, to split the national movement, to strangle democracy, to
deprive the people of their elementary freedom, to seek understanding with
U.S. imperialism, and to undermine the friendship with the countries of
the socialist camp. . .

The Arab people today are subjected to a dictatorship of terror which is
resorting to Fascist tactics against all patriotic and democratic forces.
Hundreds of patriots, including Communists, trade unionists, democrats and
vouth, are now subjected to diverse forms of brutal oppression in prisons in
Egypt and Syria. . .

Today Syria is suffering from a despotic and chaotic system never before
witnessed in her modern history. Nasser wants to carry out in Iraq,
Lebanon and other Arab countries what he is carrying out today in Syria,
but this policy is doomed to failure.+4

These words caused the gravest crisis in Sino-UAR relations.
The UAR chargé d’affaires was ordered home immediately and
the Egyptians boycotted China’s anniversary celebrations both in
Cairo and in Peking. In a memorandum handed to the Chinese
ambassador, the Egyptian Government strongly protested against
the incident, condemning it as a rude deviation from diplomatic
convention, a violation of the principles of peaceful co-existence,
and an interference in the internal affairs of the UAR.** Summing
up, Nasser stated: “We do not accept insults from anybody and
we consider what happened in China as an insult. We will accept
no intervention from anybody - and we consider what happened
as intervention in our internal affairs.’®

While the UAR official protests were confined to the Bakdash
speech itself, the Arab media, in the three weeks following the
incident, unleashed a wave of bitter accusations and slanders
against the Chinese communists, who were depicted as ruthless,



84 The Middle East in China’s Foreign Policy 1949-1977

barbarian and aggressive, both at home and abroad, the Arab
world included. China was compared to Hitler’s Germany and
accused of attacking its neighbouring countries in search of
lebensraum with the aim of establishing a zone of influence in
the Arab world with the help of local communists. According to
the Egyptian press, the Chinese wanted to turn the people of the
UAR into slaves, flood their country with blood, cover it with
corpses and victoriously wave the red flag above it.*"

By 25 October the crisis had subsided. China apologised and
the UAR accepted as satisfactory the Chinese explanation that
Bakdash had been invited not by the Chinese Government but by
the CCP.#® Later, Chou En-lai allegedly told Nasser that this
had been the only time that China had ever allowed itself to
apologise to anybody.*®

Yet many questions remained unresolved. Why did the Chinese
invite Bakdash in the first place and introduce him as the Secre-
tary General of the Syrian Communist Party, knowing, un-
doubtedly, that this party had been officially banned and that,
furthermore, Syria was no longer an independent entity but rather
an integral part of the UARP As one Egyptian put it, this was
tantamount to inviting Chiang K'ai-shek’s representative to Cairo
in order to attack the PRC and Mao personally in front of the
Chinese communist ambassador.

Despite China’s apologies, this incident cannot be brushed
aside as a mere misunderstanding, as if Peking had been unaware
of the consequences and could not have anticipated Egypt’s fierce
reaction. In fact, it is most likely that the Chinese had prior know-
ledge of the full content of the Bakdash speech and apparently
did not attempt to modify it in any way or play it down. On the
contrary, Peking, as if deliberately, repeated the speech in the
press and radio for several days after the UAR protest. That
China approved of, and identified with, the Bakdash speech was
demonstrated in November, when an article of his was reprinted
in China, repeating his charges and arguments, only in greater
detail >

China’s rude behaviour should be analysed in view of con-
temporary international developments and the events in the
Middle East. In early 1957, when they believed that the West
was increasing its attempts to penetrate the Middle East, the
Chinese became alarmed to see the anti-imperialist front splitting
instead of uniting. This split occurred not only among the Arab
states, engaged in internal rivalries and mutual hostility, but also
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among the Asian—African countries and even in the socialist camp,
where disagreement between China and the Soviet Union could
hardly be concealed. Giving Bakdash the floor should be regarded,
therefore, as the culmination of China’s attempts to turn the
wheels back and remind Egypt, as well as Iraq and Moscow,
that the main enemy was waiting not within but beyond the
Arab countries.

China’s attack on the UAR appeared to have been a well-
calculated risk, based on a sober and realistic distinction between
secondary short-term expediency, such as China’s position and
image in Egypt and the use of that country as a base of operation
in both the Middle East and Africa, and primary long-term
achievements, meaning Egypt’s recognition of the PRC, its diplo-
matic relations with Peking, and its support of the PRC on the
Taiwan and United Nations issues.

It is unreasonable to think that the Chinese would have con-
sidered the newly established, largely unknown, and still isolated
Iraqi Republic as a substitute for their well-established base of
operations in Egypt. In fact, all the evidence suggests that the
Chinese held back from publicising their grievances against Egypt
for as long as possible (until early 1959), probably to avoid losing
their position. When it finally unleashed its attacks, China’s
position and image in the UAR had already been eroded for some
time and its freedom of action restricted. As a result the Chinese
had very little to lose in this tactical respect. On the other hand,
they were probably quite confident of the Arabs’ fundamental,
long-term interest in relations with the PRC. Otherwise they
would not have allowed themselves, or Bakdash, to attack the
UAR and Nasser.

This self-confidence emanated undoubtedly from Mao himself,
who realised that anti-Chinese activities were sporadic and
ephemeral and, far from signalling bilateral crises, were clung to
on various pretexts, such as the questions of Tibet and the Sino-
Indian border.’* Thus, Chou En-lai stated:

The imperialists, with the U.S.A. at their head, whipped up a vicious anti-
Chinese wave, designed to prevent the spread of China’s influence and to
isolate China in international affairs. Although this scheme was joined in by
the reactionaries, revisionists and their echoers in various countries and
there was a hue and cry for a time, the result went contrary to their wishes. . .
Solidarity and friendship of the peoples of other countries is the main

stream of our relations with other countries, while anti-Chinese activities are
but a backwash.52

These arguments were basically correct. Despite the slanders
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against China, the UAR continued to support the PRC in the
United Nations and on the Taiwan issue, without severing diplo-
matic relations,*® though complete normality was not restored
for a long time.

China and Iraq: frustrated expectations

One of the main reasons for the collapse of Sino-Egyptian rela-
tions was China’s criticism of Nasser’s hostility towards Kassem’s
Iraq. For the PRC, the July 1958 revolution in Iraq was of the
utmost importance, primarily from the international point of view.
This does not mean that the Chinese ignored the domestic impli-
cations of the revolution - the overthrow of one of the most
reactionary governments in the Middle East; the establishment of
national democracy; and the decisive role played by the Iraqi
communists in the revolution and particularly in its consolidation
thereafter. But it seems, in retrospect, that the Chinese were not
misled to believe that Kassem’s regime was anything more than a
military-bourgeois dictatorship, still very distant from revolution-
ary socialism.

Peking was mainly interested in the international significance
of the Iraqi revolution and it was usually from this angle that the
Chinese analysed the situation in Iraq:

The founding of the Iragi Republic is especially significant for the Asian
and African peoples, because the Faisal monarchy of Irag was the initiator
of the Baghdad Pact and a cornerstone of U.S. and British imperialist
aggression in the Middle East. Now this cornerstone has fallen with a bang,
and, moreover, Iraq has become an anti-imperialist forefront.

The founding of the Iraai Republic not only helps the struggle of the
Lebanese people directly, but it fundamentally alters the situation in the
Middle East and greatly accelerates the process of complete destruction of
the colonial forces in the Middle East and even in the world as a whole.54

The particular timing and nature of the revolution fit in per-
fectly with China’s strategic set-up. It erupted in the face of
growing Western pressure in the Middle East and at a time when
Nasser was showing an inclination to accommodate the West.
China, therefore, regarded the Iraqi revolution not only as a
major blow to Western imperialism, but also as an example which
might have persuaded Nasser to resume his position on the anti-
imperialist front, both at home and abroad, as well as persuading
Moscow to become more firmly committed against Western inter-
vention in the Middle East.

China moved towards Iraq very quickly. Recognition was
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extended on 16 July, only two days after the revolution, and
within ten days diplomatic relations were established and two
NCNA correspondents arrived in Baghdad. By the end of August,
Ch’en Chih-fang, who had been China’s ambassador to Syria
from October 1956 to February 1958, was appointed ambassador
to Iraq and had already arrived there. In late September the
China-Iraq Friendship Association was founded in Peking with
Liu Ning-yi, President of China’s Federation of Trade Unions,
elected as chairman. In the following months several delegations
were exchanged and agreements signed, and the Chinese fre-
quently praised the Iraqi revolution.

This sudden and enthusiastic Sino-Iraqi friendship weakened
China’s position in the UAR, Kassem’s adversary. The Chinese
could not have been unaware of the signs of a growing breach
between Egypt and Iraq, but these were, at least publicly,
ignored. However, following Nasser’s abortive attempts to under-
mine the new Iraqi republic, the Chinese publicly defended
Kassem. This support, the Chinese presence and activities in
Iraq, and the fact that Kassem himself relied heavily in the first
months of his rule on the local communists, led to a fundamental
misinterpretation of Peking’s role in Iraq.

Allegedly, China regarded the Iraqgi revolution as the first
genuine revolution in the Middle East and, moreover, as an oppor-
tunity to establish a Maoist People’s Republic in the Arab world,
‘to undermine the neutralists in that area and replace them with
out-and-out communist regimes which could be satellites, not of
Moscow, but of Peiping’.®® It was also alleged that the Iraqi
Communist Party had split into rival pro-Soviet and pro-Chinese
factions, and China was accused of having manipulated and
supported the ‘leftist” communists, even by supplying arms, thus
encouraging a communist takeover of Iraq. The Chinese, in parti-
cular Burhan Shahidi and Ma Chien, who had spent some time in
Iraq in 1959 on a cultural mission, were further accused of having
actually incited, planned and organised the Mosul and Kirkuk
incidents (March and July 1959), in which the communists used
brutality and caused bloodshed.

Most of these allegations, which were raised by biased circles
hostile to communism, to the PRC and to Kassem,* are ground-
less. There is no evidence to substantiate the allegation that China
supported and directed the leftist faction within the Iragi Com-
munist Party, nor that Chinese had been involved in the Mosul
and Kirkuk massacres. To begin with, there is no trace in the late
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1950s (and, for that matter, in the 1960s as well) of any “Chinese
wing” within the Iraqi Communist Party. Secondly, there is no evi-
dence of Chinese infiltration or influence in the Iraqi Communist
Party at that time, nor at any other time.>” China was not only
too far from Iraq but also lacked the means to support and defend
a ‘pro-Chinese’ communist regime there (there were transport
problems even in initiating Sino-Iraqgi trade). Furthermore, the
Chinese were newcomers to Iraq and did not have previous
relations either with the country or with its communists. To assume
that within a few months they could have succeeded in gaining
such influence over the Iraqi Communist Party, or any part of it,
is to overestimate China’s capabilities and underestimate the
independence of the Iraqi Communist Party.

True, in the first months of the Iraqi republic, the communists
enjoyed unprecedented liberty (in Middle Eastern terms) and
provided one of Kassem’s major sources of support. But the
Chinese never considered the Iraqi revolution as anything more
than a national-democratic one. They indeed appreciated
Kassem’s alignment with the ‘democratic and patriotic forces’
(i.e., the communists) but primarily as a contribution to opposing
imperialism, a task which seemed to them the most urgent: “The
Communist Parties of the Asian, African and Latin American
countries are becoming the core of national unity in their struggle
for national independence.’®

China, therefore, supported Kassem not because of his socialist
or communist outlook (which was superficial, at best), but because
of his firm stand against imperialism. Some time later Mao said of
Iraq and the UAR: ‘Both are to the right of the centre, but both
oppose imperialism.’®

Very soon it became clear that Kassem had accepted the
alliance with the communists only half-heartedly and as a short-
term political necessity. From mid-1959, when he felt that he no
longer needed the support of the communists, who had become
instead a threat to his rule, Kassem turned against them as ruth-
lessly as Nasser had done before him. Iraqi communists were
arrested and communist literature was banned, including Mao
Tse-tung’s On the Correct Handling of Contradictions Among
the People, Liu Shao-ch’i’s On the Party and Hu Chiao-mu’s
Thirty Years of the Chinese Communist Party.®

China’s enthusiasm for Kassem began to subside following his
assault on the Iraqi communists. There was no public Chinese
criticism since Kassem, unlike the neutralists. still retained his
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strong anti-imperialist posture. By late 1959, however, Sino-Iraqi
relations had become lukewarm and shortly afterwards the
Chinese lost interest in Kassem.

Emerging conflict with Moscow

From early 1957 to the end of 1959 the Middle East became a
theatre of growing Sino-Soviet disagreements which could barely
be concealed. China and the Soviet Union held different views
not only on the role of the Middle Eastern communists and
national-bourgeoisie, but primarily on the nature of Western
aggression in the Middle East and the proper ways to deal with it.

In the past, the Chinese were far from satisfied with the Soviet
response to the West. As we have seen, they knew perfectly well
that the Anglo-French-Israeli invasion of Egypt in October 1956
had been repulsed as a result of American, rather than Soviet,
pressure. It was precisely this development, American interven-
tion in the Middle East, which worried the Chinese. They
interpreted the Eisenhower Doctrine as the signal for an
American-led offensive in the region, which required an un-
compromising Soviet reaction.

In early 1957, Chou En-lai cut short his tour in Asia and hurried
to Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. His main concern was
undoubtedly the crisis within the socialist bloc but, presumably,
he also wanted to ensure that a firm Soviet attitude would be
adopted on the Middle East question. On 18 January 1957, during
his stay in Moscow, a joint Soviet—Chinese declaration was issued.
Among other things it condemned the Eisenhower Doctrine and
announced the readiness of the two governments to support the
peoples of the Middle East to prevent ‘aggression’ and inter-
ference in their internal affairs.®

It seems, however, that the Soviets had second thoughts and
perhaps found even this ambiguous commitment too far-reach-
ing. On 11 February 1957 Moscow put forward its own Middle
East proposals.®? Placating the West, Moscow noted that it had
no intention of establishing or obtaining any privileges in the
Middle East and called for joint Soviet, American, British and
French guarantees to the Middle Eastern countries, including a
ban on arms supply. This was an obvious retreat from the joint
Sino-Soviet declaration of 18 January.

Although the Chinese outwardly supported the Soviet pro-
posal,®® there is little doubt that they were very much annoyed.
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Peking could not tolerate the idea of joint and legitimised inter-
vention of the Western powers in the Middle East, even with the
participation of the Soviet Union. Whenever praising the Soviet
proposal, the Chinese indicated that ‘the main force which will
determine the end of events in the Near and Middle East is the
countries there, not London or Washington’.¢* And, in his report
on his visit to Asia and Eastern Europe, Chou En-lai, while
expressing support for the Soviet proposal, nonetheless stressed
‘the principle of non-interference by great powers in the internal
affairs of the countries in the Near and Middle East’. The affairs
of this region, he said, ‘should be decided by the peoples in that
area themselves’.®®

The Sino-Soviet differences increased in the summer of 1957
when the Chinese perceived an imminent American attack on
Syria and called for immediate action. Yet, in China’s view,
Moscow’s reaction was as irresolute and cautious as ever. Out-
wardly the Chinese endorsed all Soviet notes regarding the new
development in the Middle East, but there were again many
hints of China’s dissatisfaction with the Soviet response. Com-
menting on these statements the People’s Daily said that all peace-
loving countries, which showed concern for peace, should act
immediately, support the just struggle of the Syrian people and
resolutely check the US aggression against Syria.®® A joint state-
ment by four Chinese organisations appealed ‘to all those who
cherish peace and safeguard justice, to unite still more closely
and, with the maximum efforts and effective measures, to stop
and smash the American conspiracy to push Turkey to attack
Syria, and to safeguard peace in the Middle East and the world
resolutely’.¢” [Italics added.]

China’s implicit criticism of Soviet behaviour during the Syrian
crisis exposed a basic disagreement between the two regarding
the ways to counter Western ‘aggression’ in the Middle East.
This disagreement emerged primarily from a different evaluation
of the balance of power between the two camps. Peking has never
had any doubts in the long term and fundamental superiority of
the socialist camp, especially in a united front with the colonial
and semi-colonial countries. This view was greatly reinforced
following the successful Soviet launching of an intercontinental
ballistic missile and two Earth satellites. For the Chinese this
represented not so much a sudden shift in favour of the East as a
confirmation of its superiority, of which they had been confident
long before.
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Peking was quick to exploit Soviet technological accomplish-
ments in its comments on the Middle East. Washington was
warned to stop its ‘dangerous game’ and properly appraise the
strength of the world’s anti-aggressive forces.®® The Chinese were
even more explicit:

The Soviet warning should have made the U.S.A. understand that in the era
of intercontinental guided missiles, should it dare to instigate a war, it
would not escape heavy blows as it did during the last two world wars. ..
The aggressive group in the U.S.A. and its Turkish followers should recog-
nise that times have changed. The world forces of peace are powerful
enough to deal the war-makers devastating blows. 9

China further maintained that the Western powers were fully
aware that the East was more powerful. For this reason, Peking
argued, the West preferred to avoid a military confrontation with
the socialist camp and to concentrate its efforts not against the
Soviet Union, China or Eastern Europe, but against the weaker
peoples of Asia, Africa and Latin America. However, warned the
Chinese, once the West was to gain control over this ‘intermediate
zone’, it would feel strong enough to wage a major war against
the socialist bloc. It was, therefore, the duty of the East to frus-
trate Western intervention in the Third World and thereby reduce
the danger of a new world war: “The Syrian struggle against U.S.
aggression involves the question not only of Syria’s interests. This
is a struggle between peace and war. If the U.S. adventurist plan
[to invade Syria] becomes a reality, it will be difficult to confine
the armed conflict to a limited scope.””® The Chinese press pointed
out that both world wars had started with local military action.
When in Moscow in November 1957, Mao Tse-tung put it plainly:

The U.S. imperialists obstinately try to interfere in the internal affairs of
other countries, including those of the socialist countries. .. They are parti-
cularly rabid in interfering in the internal affairs of those countries situated
in the area between the U.S. and the socialist camp. The U.S. is still plan-
ning to invade independent Syria through Turkey or Israel, it is still con-
spiring to subvert the anti-colonialist Egyptian Government. This maniac
aggressive policy of the U.S. has not only precipitated a crisis in the Middle
East, but has also created the danger of a new world war.™

His message was crystal-clear: to avoid a new world war, Western
attempts at military intervention in the Third World, and
especially in the extremely important Middle East, should be
prevented and stopped uncompromisingly — primarily by the
Soviet Union as the powerful leader of the peace-loving coun-
tries, both socialist and nationalist.

Thus, in November 1957, despite grave doubts about Soviet
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intentions of supporting Asian and African countries, including
China, in their confrontation with the West, Mao nonetheless
upheld the Soviet Union’s leadership within the socialist camp.
Allegedly, he also categorically refused to share with Moscow
the burden of responsibility for national liberation movements in
Asia and Africa, let alone bear it exclusively.™

By urging the Soviets to restrain Western ‘aggression’, Mao did
not mean that they should intervene by armed force or become
directly involved in local conflicts. According to his analysis of
the balance of power, there was no need for such intervention.
What was needed was firm Soviet commitments and straight-
forward threats which, in Mao’s view, would have been enough
to deter Western ‘aggression’.

Khrushchev, on the other hand, still regarded the socialist
camp, despite the Soviet technological achievements, as inferior
to the West. Contrary to Peking’s view, he feared that firm Soviet
commitments and threats to stop Western aggression by inter-
vention would not prevent a new world war but rather precipitate
it. On the basis of this judgement the Soviets refused to become
physically involved in Middle Eastern crises or even to give a
serious warning to the West; instead, Moscow declared its peace-
ful intentions and readiness to renounce the use of force and
always resorted to the United Nations for reaching a settlement.

The Chinese found this kind of reaction hard to accept. In their
view, any manifestation of Soviet weakness would only invite
further Western interference and subvert a real settlement. It
seems likely, therefore, that the Chinese regarded Moscow’s
tolerance of the previous Western encroachments in the Middle
East as an incentive to what they perceived as serious imperialist
intervention and aggression in the Lebanon and Jordan in the
spring and summer 1958. Western-oriented, both governments
were confronted in mid-1958 by external (mainly UAR) threats
and intimidation, as well as internal insurrection (particularly in
the Lebanon). Following the revolution in Iraq, US and British
troops came to their rescue at their request.

From the beginning, Peking regarded the Lebanese events as a
domestic issue in which no foreign country had the right to inter-
fere, and explicitly warned against using the United Nations as a
cover for new imperialist aggression.”® China urged the Soviet
Union to demonstrate its power (including its nuclear potential)
to deter Western aggression in the Middle East by making it an
unbearable risk to the West: ‘Under the historical conditions of
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the present age, any war unleashed by imperialism anywhere in
the world will not be a localised one. It will meet with blows
from the peace forces of the world.”*

The only ‘blows’ came in the form of several TASS statements
denouncing ‘attempts at armed interference by Western powers
in the Lebanon’s internal affairs’ and announcing that the USSR
did not intend to look with indifference on foreign intervention in
any Arab country. And, although the Chinese insisted that ‘the
peace-loving forces of the world’ would never allow the imperial-
ists to launch an aggressive war in the Lebanon, US and British
troops landed in the Lebanon and Jordan, immediately after the
revolution in Iraq.

China watched the Soviet response to the invasion very care-
fully, reiterating Moscow’s statement that the Soviet Union would
not remain indifferent to aggression in a region neighbouring it
and that it would have to take the necessary measures dictated
by the interests and security of the Soviet Union and the preser-
vation of world peace. Yet there was a basic disagreement be-
tween Moscow and Peking concerning the nature of those
‘necessary measures’. Very soon the Chinese realised that the
Soviets had no intention of taking firm action.

Nasser learnt the same lesson. When the crisis erupted he was
visiting Moscow and immediately tried to mobilise Soviet help.
Khrushchev, however, refused even to deliver an ultimatum to
the West (as he had done during the Suez crisis) saying that the
Soviet Union was ‘not ready for a confrontation [with the United
States]. We are not ready’, he allegedly said, ‘for World War
Three” The most the Soviet Union could do was to declare
military manoeuvres along the Bulgarian-Turkish border, he told
Nasser, ‘but, I am telling you frankly, don’t depend on anything
more than that’.”®

But the Chinese definitely expected more than that. On 20 July
they began to apply pressure on the Soviet Union. An editorial in
the People’s Daily contained an urgent and barely concealed
appeal to Moscow to take resolute action:

History has demonstrated time and again that resolute blows must be dealt
to aggressors, and that peace and national independence can only be
achieved by determined struggles against imperialist aggressors... If only
the people of all countries take action, the aggression of the imperialists can
definitely be defeated, and their war schemes stopped. ‘Nothing can be
saved by yielding to evil, and coddling wrong only helps the devil’. .. the
only course left to the people of the world is to hit the aggressors on the
head!
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... The imperialists have always bullied the weak and been afraid of the
strong. The only language they understand is that of force. Only by carrying
out determined struggle can we teach these imperialist pirates a lesson. . .

We want peace, but we certainly are not afraid of war. If the imperialist
aggressors, who have lost their senses, insist on a test of strength, then all
those who refuse to be slaves must make the necessary preparations.?®

Yet, despite their criticism, the Chinese were not yet ready to
challenge directly and publicly either the leadership of the Soviet
Union or Soviet behaviour in the Middle East crisis. They con-
sidered the unity of the socialist camp to be extremely important
at that particular stage and, therefore, twisted in public to endorse
faithfully and consistently the shifts in Moscow’s position.

Thus on 21 July Peking hailed Khrushchev’s proposal for a
five-power summit conference in Geneva as providing a realistic
path to stop aggression and preserve peace in the Middle East.
But then, on 22 July, came the Anglo-American proposal to hold
a summit conference within the framework of the Security
Council. As this proposal was rejected (at that time) by Khrush-
chev, Peking also opposed it, using the opportunity to attack the
United Nations and the Security Council:

Instead of the seriously composed summit conference as proposed by the
Soviet Union, the British planned that the ‘special meetings’ would consist
mainly of Security Council members. Most of the present Security Council
members are American-controlled, including the Kuomintang man who
represents nobody except the moribund Chiang Kai-shek and the delegate
of the former Iraqi regime who represents the dead King Faysal.7”

Unfortunately, on the same day Khrushchev changed his mind
and accepted the Western proposal, framing it as a Soviet idea.
After a day of embarrassed silence the Chinese welcomed Mos-
cow’s agreement to convene the summit conference within the
Security Council as a major step for peace.

There is little doubt that, while outwardly approving the Soviet
motion, the Chinese were deeply disturbed and implicitly dis-
approved of the Security Council meeting. They pointed out that
the Soviet proposal had won preliminary success, but it could in
no way mean that the aggressors had shown willingness to accept
peace or abandon their aggressive designs. This could be
achieved, Peking argued, only by maintaining vigilance and
waging resolute struggle.

Indeed, on 28 July the Soviets withdrew their agreement to
holding a summit meeting within the Security Council and re-
newed their former proposal for a five-power summit. Meanwhile,
as tension was mounting both in the Middle East and in the
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Taiwan Straits, Khrushchev flew to Peking for what was then
described as an unscheduled emergency visit (31 July—-3 August).
Back from China he abandoned the entire idea of a summit
conference. It has been argued that the Soviet about-face occurred
under Chinese pressure or at least in order to appease Peking.
But it seems unlikely that Khrushchev, who had consistently
rejected China’s arguments, should suddenly have changed his
mind as a result of Chinese direct or indirect pressure. It is more
likely that he did not regard the Chinese as entitled in any way
to participate in settling Middle Eastern affairs which, he believed,
they had never really understood. By now there is also enough
evidence to suggest that his visit to China concerned Sino-Soviet
military relations and that the Middle East and Taiwan were
hardly discussed.™

This, however, does not mean that Sino-Soviet differences on
the correct response to “Western aggression” in the Middle East
(or elsewhere) were settled. On the contrary: the Mao-Khrushchev
controversy on military affairs and the fact that they did not
discuss Taiwan and the Middle East could suggest that, by that
time, the gap between their conceptions of war was unbridgeable.
To Khrushchev, Mao’s outlook on the problem of war appeared
extremely ‘childish’ and ‘hopelessly outdated’, whereas Mao
blamed Khrushchev for having been overcautious (in his relations
with the West) and unbalanced.™

On the day Khrushchev left, the People’s Daily published an
editorial which could be regarded as reflecting Mao’s disappoint-
ment with Khrushchev’s stand. It said that peace could only be
secured through struggle:

In this way, some people will not regard efforts for peace as pacifism, which
paralyses the people’s will to struggle and causes them to be panic-stricken
in a tense situation, giving the enemies of peace a chance to make trouble.

... In order to ease international tension and maintain peace, we must not
merely depend on the well-meaning wishes and unilateral efforts of the
peace-loving countries and peoples. We stand for peace, but we are by no
means afraid of the war provocations of imperialism. We must have firm
determination and full confidence to put out the flames of imperialist
aggressive war.80

In the following weeks the Chinese repeated their argument
that talks were not enough to repel the aggressors. They accused
the revisionists, explicitly the Yugoslavs and perhaps implicitly
the Soviets, in their desire to solve all issues through the
imperialist-manipulated United Nations, of bowing to the
imperialists at the expense of the just cause of the working class
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and peace-loving people.®* Unfortunately again, on the same day
and apparently without Peking’s knowledge, Khrushchev put
forward his latest proposal to convene a special emergency
session of the United Nations General Assembly to settle the
Middle East problem. In the next few days the Chinese
manoeuvred to support and justify this new and unexpected
Soviet move, but with obvious reservations and conditions.

The Chinese Government statement of 8 August, which appar-
ently supported the Soviet proposal, emphasised at the same time
that an immediate withdrawal of the Anglo-American troops
from Jordan and the Lebanon should precede any move towards
a settlement. It also raised some doubts about the prospects of
achieving a settlement within the United Nations: ‘It is yet
another test of historic significance whether an emergency special
session [sic] of the UN General Assembly will be held in accor-
dance with the Soviet proposal and, if held, whether it will realise
the eager desire of the people of the world.”® To make their point
crystal-clear the Chinese accompanied their statement with a
strongly-worded People’s Daily editorial which described Mos-
cow’s turning to the United Nations, and its flabby reaction to the
crisis, as begging for peace instead of defending it through
struggle, and as a compromise with the imperialists which would
end in submission. In sharp criticism of Soviet behaviour, the
editorial said that, if people indulge only in the illusion of peace
and the horrors of war, actual war will fill them with panic and
confusion:

The imperialists like to frighten the nervous with the choice between sub-
mission or war. Their agents frequently spread the nonsensical idea that
peace can be achieved only by currying favour and compromising with the
aggressors. Some soft-hearted advocates of peace even naively believe that
in order to relax tension at all costs the enemy must not be provoked. They
dare not denounce the war provokers, they are unwilling to trace the respon-
sibility of war and war danger and to differentiate between right and wrong
on the issue of war and peace. Some groundlessly conclude that peace can
be gained only when there is no armed resistance against the attacks of the
imperialists and the colonialists and when there is no bitter struggle against
them. But countless historical facts have proved that the stand of these
peace advocates is useless.53

China’s efforts to commit the Soviet Union to a firm struggle
against the West in the Middle East context failed completely.
Henceforth, the gap between Chinese and Soviet views on global
and revolutionary strategy grew ever wider.
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The decline of China’s interest in the Middle East

From early 1960 to mid-1963 China’s relations with the Middle
East were at a standstill. Diplomatic, cultural and economic
exchanges were on the decline and the Chinese made no serious
attempt to improve the atmosphere and regain the goodwill of
the Arabs. This stagnation reflected not only the deterioration of
Sino-Arab relations in the late-1950s and China’s growing interest
in the newly independent states of Africa but also, primarily, a
new Chinese analysis of the world situation.

In 1960 the Chinese began to detect a certain degree of re-
laxation in the international arena: ‘It is by no means fortuitous
that some of the ruling forces in the United States and other
Western countries were compelled to accept some relaxation and
relinquish some tension. It was the inevitable outcome of the
change and development in the balance of forces in the inter-
national struggle.’s

China’s interest in the Middle East had always been related to
the Chinese perception of ‘aggression’ and tension in international
relations. Now, following China’s unpleasant experience with the
Arabs, and with the changing world situation, there were clear
indications that the Middle East was losing much of its impor-
tance for the Chinese. From early 1957 they had treated the
Middle East as the centre of anti-imperialist struggle and as a
main battlefield where the domination of the intermediate zone
would be determined. In the early 1960s, however, their analysis
was different: ‘Africa is now both the centre of the anti-colonialist
struggle and the centre for East and West to fight for the control
of the intermediate zone, so that it has become the key point of
world interest.®®

The prominence of Africa in China’s world outlook harmed
China’s relations with the Middle East, particularly with Egypt.
Between late 1958 and late 1962, China established diplomatic
relations with ten African countries. Consequently, the Chinese
probably believed they were no longer dependent on Egypt as
their base of operation in Africa, particularly after their freedom
of action had been curtailed by the Egyptian authorities. In
addition, Cairo’s importance as a centre of Afro-Asian activity
seemed to be declining.

Partly due to Chinese pressure, the second Afro-Asian People’s
Solidarity Conference was held in April 1960 in Conakry, Guinea,
where Egypt’s influence was limited. Despite the decision that
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the organisation’s Secretariat would stay in Cairo and that the
Egyptian Yasuf al-SibaT would remain Secretary General, the
role of Egypt within the organisation was permanently reduced
as a result of the reorganisation of the AAPSO.#¢ Soon, however,
Peking came to realise that Cairo was still at the crossroads of
Africa, and maintained considerable influence in Afro-Asian
circles.

In fact, Sino-Egyptian relations seemed to return to a normal
pattern after early 1960. On 22 January 1960, after a delay of
almost eight months, a new UAR ambassador, Salah al-Din al-
Tarazi (a Syrian), presented his credentials in Peking. Indeed,
the ramifications of the Bakdash affair were still being felt: Nasser
increased his anti-communist campaign and articles and com-
mentaries against China’s policies and behaviour (although not in
the Middle East), continued to appear in the Egyptian press.®’
But Nasser no longer seemed concerned about the likelihood of
Chinese subversion in the Arab world. Asked in an interview if
the possibility of Chinese volunteers joining the National Libera-
tion Front in Algeria had been worrying him, he replied: ‘I am
certain that no Communist elements will, whatever happens,
influence Arab nationalism in the Arab countries, including
Algeria. On the contrary, the ideas of Arab nationalism will finally
prevail and will always prevail.’®® This confidence underlay
Nasser’s address to the United Nations General Assembly in New
York in September 1960, when he called emphatically for the
admission of the PRC to the United Nations.®

The Chinese were slower in changing their attitude towards
Egypt. For example, in February 1960 Chou En-lai and Ch’en Yi
were absent from the UAR National Day reception in Peking in
which they had participated regularly since 1956. (They were
present again for the February 1961 celebrations.) Compared
with previous years, very few Chinese delegations visited Egypt.
Among them was a military goodwill mission which arrived in
September 1960, more than two years after a similar Egyptian
mission had visited China.

Generally, the Chinese ceased their direct and public accusa-
tions against Nasser and the UAR,®° although they still remained
disillusioned about ‘peaceful neutralism’ and the unreliable
nature of national-bourgeois leaders, Nasser included. Their
analysis of the situation in the Kung-tso t'ung-hsiin (Bulletin of
Activities) revealed this disappointment. Without mentioning
Nasser, the Chinese reiterated that ‘peaceful neutralism is...a
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transitional form” and added: ‘We must . . . isolate the bloc includ-
ing Nehru in India and Tito in Yugoslavia and oppose American
imperialism.* They did, however, mention Nasser in their analysis
of the situation in Africa: ‘Africa itself looks like the seven powers
of [China’s] Warring States [403 to 221 B.c.] with its Nasser,
Nkrumah, Hussein [sic], Sekou Touré, Bourguiba, and Abbas
each with his own way of leading others. In general everyone is
trying to sell his own goods.”?

On 28 September 1961 Nasser’s way of leading Syria ended
when Syria withdrew from the UAR and regained its indepen-
dence. Two days later the Syrian Foreign Ministry requested
China’s recognition. Peking, which had tacitly disapproved of
Syria’s union with Egypt from the very beginning, considered
the request for some ten days and finally granted recognition on
11 October. Salah al-Din al-Tarazi, the Syrian who had been the
UAR ambassador to the PRC, was reappointed by Damascus as
the Syrian ambassador (he was replaced later, in January 1962).
But the Chinese, contrary to their practice in the past, were in no
hurry. Wang Ch’ung-li, formerly China’s consul-general in
Damascus, was appointed chargé d’affaires on 23 October 1961.
Hsii Yi-hsin, the new Chinese ambassador who had previously
been ambassador to Norway and Albania, was appointed only in
early March 1962 and did not arrive in Damascus until late in
May.

l\gor were the Egyptians in any particular hurry to restore their
diplomatic representation in Peking following the Syrian seces-
sion. Only in March 1962 did Cairo appoint Zakariya al-‘Adli
Imam, formerly Director of the Department of East European
Affairs in the Foreign Ministry, as ambassador to China. But he
did not present his credentials until 11 July, after his post had
been vacant for nearly ten months.

By 1961, the lukewarm political relations, as well as China’s
economic difficulties, began to affect Sino-Arab trade. In 1959
and 1960, China’s trade with Egypt had fallen short of the annual
two-way £15 million agreed on, but China’s imports still exceeded
exports. In 1960, for example, Sino-Egyptian trade totalled £22.3
(instead of 30) million, with £15.5 million in imports and only
£6.8 million in exports. But, in 1961 this pattern was reversed
dramatically. Whereas China’s exports to Egypt remained virtually
the same, imports from Egypt slumped from more than £15
million in 1960 to £5 million in 1961. The main cut was in cotton
imports (from 44,350 to 11,555 tons), throwing China from the
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position of Egypt’s second largest cotton customer in 1959-60 to
the ninth in rank in 1960-1.2

Unlike previous years, the Chinese carefully ensured a favour-
able trade balance from 1961 to 1964 with Egypt (as well as with
the other Arab countries). Each year the total two-way Sino-
Egyptian trade was about half of what had been agreed on. These
were additional manifestations of Sino-Arab disagreements.

The existence of disagreements was further illustrated in
October 1962 when war broke out along the Sino-Indian frontier.
Although this war had nothing to do with the Middle East it
shattered the residues of China’s good image in Arab public
opinion. The Arabs, particularly the Egyptians,® had little doubt
about Peking’s responsibility for the hostilities. It was not long
before this conviction was turned into a fact and began to be
regarded as decisive ‘evidence’ of Chinese aggressiveness. This
attitude to a great extent governed Arab policy towards China
until at least the end of the Cultural Revolution. Paradoxically,
the mediatory role played by Egypt in the Sino-Indian dispute,
a role basically detrimental to China’s interests, nevertheless
convinced the Chinese that Nasser was still a major figure to be
reckoned with in the non-aligned and Afro-Asian world. This
attitude, which regarded Arab and Egyptian co-operation as
essential for achieving China’s foreign policy ends, governed
much of China’s Middle East policy in the mid-1960s.

Nasser’s initial reaction to the outbreak of hostilities along the
Sino-Indian border was cautious. Privately, he seemed to have
concurred with Nehru's view that China had chosen the road of
war and violence not only to gain territories but also to humiliate
India and wreck non-alignment. Later, on 12 February 1963,
Nasser wrote to Tito: “We felt without the least doubt that China
had, premeditatedly or otherwise, committed a grave error. ..
I did not conceal my opinion from China in numerous messages I
exchanged in that period with Premier Chou En Lai [sic].*®

Yet of all the non-aligned and Afro-Asian leaders, Nasser was
the only one acceptable to both sides. He had a long acquaintance
with Nehru as well as with Chou En-lai and was, therefore, best
qualified to mediate. He had to maintain neutrality, at least out-
wardly: ‘Despite our clear view of China’s policy in the problem,
we avoided releasing a statement strongly condemning the aggres-
sion so that the situation might not get more involved and we
might not block the road completely before every endeavour was
made to find a way out of the crisis.”®
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On 21 October 1962, following a massive Chinese attack on
India, Nasser cabled Chou En-lai and offered to mediate. Within
a few days both India and China agreed and on 26 October
Egypt put forward its proposals.®” However, as the Egyptians
themselves admitted,®® their proposals greatly resembled India’s
demands. Under these circumstances on 2 November 1962
Peking rejected the Egyptian proposals as reflecting the Indian
position.?®

Peking’s rejection unleashed a wave of slanders against China
in Egypt’s press and radio which until then had been greatly
restrained, though obviously sympathetic to India. For the first
time Peking was labelled as an “aggressor” and was openly accused
of having provoked the crisis and of expansionism.’*® Simul-
taneously, intensive diplomatic activity between China and the
Arabs, particularly Egypt, continued and culminated on 6 Decem-
ber 1962 with a special visit to Cairo for talks on the Sino-Indian
conflict by Huang Chen, the Chinese Vice Foreign Minister. The
details of his mission are unknown but it seems that, while he
turned down another Egyptian proposal,’** he was apparently
trying to persuade the reluctant Egyptians to participate in the
forthcoming Colombo Conference.

On 10 December 1962, the day Huang Chen left, the Colombo
Conference opened in an attempt to find a settlement to the Sino-
Indian conflict. Of the six participants the most active were the
UAR, which pleaded the Indian cause, and Burma, which sup-
ported the Chinese. As could have been anticipated, they rejected
each other’s proposals and on 12 December an ambiguous
compromise was reached.

Because of this ambiguity, the conference’s participants visited
Peking and Delhi in the following weeks, offering ‘clarifications’.
One who refused to go to Peking despite having been invited
twice was ‘All Sabri, the Egyptian premier and representative at
the conference. China’s marked interest in his visit suggests that
the Chinese by then considered Egypt, notwithstanding its hostile
attitude, to be an influential factor in the Afro-Asian world. It
was only in April 1963, when a new phase of Chinese policy in
the Middle East was beginning to evolve, that ‘Ali Sabr1 finally
visited China.

China’s relations with Iraq were as cool and formal as those
with Egypt. In April 1960 the first Iraqi ambassador to the PRC,
‘Abd al-Haq Fadil, presented his credentials — some eighteen
months after the first Chinese ambassador had arrived in Baghdad.
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Several Iraqi delegations visited China, including a trade union
delegation which met with Mao Tse-tung on 9 May 1960, and a
military delegation in September—October.*** Several agreements
were signed, while Kassem still continued his anti-communist
campaign.

The Chinese also made some friendly gestures. In February
1960 the last batch of a Chinese gift of vehicles and other equip-
ment for civil defence purposes was officially delivered to the
Iraqi authorities. Commenting on this gift Baghdad radio
(20 February), however, did not forget to add that the United
States had granted Iraq aid on an unprecedented scale and that a
US-Iraqi cultural agreement was shortly to be concluded.**®

There is little doubt that the Chinese were annoyed by the
domestic and external developments in Iraq. Yet the international
circumstances, as perceived by Peking, were different and the
Chinese spared their public criticism, though not entirely. In
some cases they accused Kassem indirectly by reproducing, with-
out comment, Iraqi opposition protests.*** In other cases China’s
protests were more direct, for example, when ‘Chinese lawyers’
expressed concern about ‘Iraqi patriots’ (i.e., communists)
sentenced to death.**

Sino-Iraqi relations became more complicated after Kuwait
had been granted independence in mid-June 1961. Kassem’s
immediate reaction was to declare Kuwait an integral part of
Iraq, to which Kuwait responded by inviting a British force to
stay and defend the country against a possible Iraqi attack.

The Chinese found themselves in an ambivalent position. On
the one hand, they tended to recognise any country which gained
independence from colonialism but, on the other hand, such an
act could have destroyed their already fragile relations with Iraq.
Peking chose neither; instead of extending diplomatic recognition,
Chou En-lai only sent congratulations to Kuwait’s ruler on the
attainment of independence.*®®

Peking interpreted Kuwait's independence, as many other
events in the Middle East, primarily in terms of a victory over
imperialism which, therefore, deserved every sympathy and
support. Accordingly, the Chinese concentrated their attention in
the Kuwait issue not on Iraq’s claims but on the British ‘armed
intervention’ which, from Peking’s standpoint, was the real and
the main problem.**” A People’s Daily editorial admitted that the
Kuwait question was complicated and had two sides. One was
the Kuwait people’s demand for liberation from the colonial rule



The struggle against imperialism 103

of imperialism and for independence and freedom; the other was
the existence of different views among the Arab countries on the
question of Kuwait’s sovereignty. The Chinese left little doubt
that they regarded the people of Kuwait as fully entitled to
independence and freedom. Referring to the issue of sovereignty,
they said that not all the Arab countries had agreed to Iraq’s
claim on Kuwait, but that at any rate this issue was an internal
Arab affair which could and should be settled by the Arab coun-
tries through peaceful negotiation and in which imperialism had
no right to interfere.’*®

Ten days later, at a reception given in Peking celebrating the
third anniversary of the Republic of Iraq, the Iraqi ambassador
warned against establishing any relations with Kuwait: ‘Kuwait
is a part of the Republic of Iraq just as Taiwan is a part of China
and Goa is a part of India, and no conclusion of private pacts,
formation of artificial governments or process of time can change
this fact”2%® In his reply Vice Foreign Minister Huang Chen
repeated Peking’s view that the main issue was foreign interfer-
ence and strongly condemned the British armed ‘occupation’ of
Kuwait. He evaded altogether the question of Kuwait's sover-
eignty by saying: ‘The Chinese people resolutely support the
proper demand of the Arab peoples: British troops must be with-
drawn from Kuwait.”*®

China’s economic interest in Iraq was similarly very limited.
Trade began to develop slowly in 1959 and increased until by
19624 it had reached about 20 per cent of China’s total trade
with the Middle East. Although China was one of Iraqg’s largest
purchasers of dates, the value of Chinese imports from Iraq was
always one-quarter to one-half of China’s exports. There are no
indications that China was interested in Iraq’s oil, except in the
context of the struggle against imperialism. In early 1962 the
Chinese fully supported the Iraqi Government's measures con-
cerning oil,*** as ‘just actions aimed at liquidating the vestiges of
colonialism and upholding national sovereignty’.?*? The Chinese
have probably been buying insignificant quantities of crude oil
from Iraq since 1960.** In early July 1962 a Chinese delegation
headed by Liu Fang, Vice Minister of the Petroleum Industry,
left Peking to participate in Iraq’s National Day celebrations.
The delegation returned on 27 July but Liu Fang did not leave
until 14 August, after having visited many oil installations and
having allegedly conducted secret talks of which no details were
revealed.’™
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On 8 February 1963, shortly after China and Iraq signed a new
economic agreement, Kassem was overthrown in a bloody coup
d’état along with his regime. Although the new Iraqi regime
immediately started a systematic persecution of communists, it
gained China’s recognition within four days.’*® The Chinese, to
be sure, duly protested: ‘History has proved that the reactionary
rulers of any country who suppress the people ruthlessly will only
reap the whirlwind of their own sowing.’*¢ But these protests
were rather irresolute and did not come from the Government or
the CCP: by that time, as Mao said later, the Iraqi Communist
Party was opposing China, following the conductor’s (Moscow’s)
baton and practising peaceful transition.’*” The persecution of
the Iraqi communists became an issue in the 1964 Sino-Soviet
polemics. Peking held the Soviets responsible for the misfortune
of the Iraqi Communist Party:

The comrades of the Communist Party of Iraq were once full of revolution-
ary ardour. But acceptance of Khrushchev’s revisionist line was forced on
them by outside pressure, and they lost their vigilance against counter-
revolution. In the armed counter-revolutionary coup détat, leading com-
rades heroically sacrificed their lives, thousands of Iragi Communists and
revolutionaries were massacred in cold blood, the powerful Iragi Com-
munist Party was dispersed, and the revolutionary cause of Iraq suffered a
grave setback. This is a tragic lesson in the annals of proletarian revolution,
a lesson written in blood.118

On the other hand, the Soviets accused the Chinese of exploit-
ing the difficulties of the Iraqi Communist Party:

How Peking understands proletarian solidarity can be judged by the CPC
Central Committee’s attitude towards the Baathist nationalists’ repression of
Salam Adil and other leaders of the Communist Party of Iraqg. In conversa-
tions with foreign delegations, the Chinese leaders rejoiced openly and
maliciously at the brutal murder of the Iragi comrades. Immediately after
the Baath take-over they began to seek contacts with the assassins. As has
now become clear, the Chinese representatives in Iraq wanted to take
advantage of the fact that the Iraqi Communist Party had become leader-
less to create their own schismatic group there.119

China did not care much about the socio-political nature of
Arab governments as long as they adhered to the struggle against
imperialism or when the international scene was relatively calm.
This was proved again shortly after the Iraqi coup d'état when on
15 March 1963 Peking recognised a new Syrian regime within a
week after a coup détat had taken place. Earlier, the Chinese
adopted a similar procedure towards the Yemen. On 21 September
1962 they greeted Muhammad al-Badr on his accession to the
throne after the death of Imam Ahmad.'?® A week later, on
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28 September, the new Imdm was overthrown and the Arab
Republic of Yemen was proclaimed. On 6 October the PRC
recognised the new Yemeni Republic, sending ‘Abd-Allah al-
Sallal, the new leader, a message of greetings almost identical to
the one they had sent al-Badr only a fortnight earlier.’>
Finally, a few words should be said about China’s attitude
towards Israel throughout this period. Following the Suez
invasion, Peking seemed to have lost interest in relations with
Israel. In 1957-9 Chinese attention was concentrated on the
Arabs and their response to Western challenges. But after late
1959, when China’s interest in the Arabs had declined, there
were curious hints of renewed Chinese sympathy towards the
Jewish people, including the people of Israel. Chinese expressions
of hostility against Zionism became rare.’?2 In December 1959
the Chinese commemorated one of the greatest Jewish writers.’**
The next month Peking condemned anti-Semitism'** and in Tel
Aviv an exhibition on modern China was opened. In May 1961 an
Israeli woman writer visited Peking on the invitation of the Union
of Chinese Writers,?* and later that month the CCP Central
Committee sent unprecedentedly warm greetings to the Israeli
Communist Party, and through it to the people of Israel. It said:

The Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, on behalf of all
the members of the Communist Party of China and all the people of China,
extends its fratermal greetings to the Fourteenth Congress of the Com-
munist Party of Israel, and through your Congress, wishes to convey its
sincere respects to the Communist Party of Israel and to the people of
Israel. . .

The Communist Party of China and the Chinese people are at all times
in sympathy with and concerned about the struggles of your Party and
your people and rejoice with you in every success which you have won.
May your Party gain new successes in further uniting the labouring people
of your country and all patriotic democratic forces in the struggle for world
peace, democracy and socialism. May your people win new victories in
defending democratic rights, struggling for a better life and realising social
progress, 126

China’s more flexible attitude towards Israel should be under-
stood not only against the background of the cool Sino-Arab
relations and China’s modified world outlook, but probably also
as an early Chinese attempt to explore the position and win the
support of communist parties in the approaching split with the
Soviet Union.



4: THE STRUGGLE AGAINST
IMPERIALISM AND REVISIONISM

In late 1963, after several years of limited interest, the Chinese
increased their activity in the Middle East to an unprecedented
level. The fact that at that time there was no particular develop-
ment in the Middle East to have justified such an offensive rein-
forces the view that China’s Middle East policy reflected
primarily its perception of the global situation, rather than the
local one.

In the summer of 1963 there were indications of a serious
deterioration in China’s relations with the Soviet Union. Dis-
agreements with Moscow were as old as the Chinese communist
movement. Yet, despite their growing misgivings, the Chinese
had always tried to uphold the concept of unity and to follow
Moscow’s twists and turns, as far as was publicly possible. Even
after 1960, when the controversy intensified, Mao still emphasised
unity: ‘We must unite with the Soviet Union, with fraternal
parties . .. no matter what charges they make against us... No
matter what their attitude, we should adopt a policy of unity.”

However, in the summer of 1963, after the Soviets together
with the United States had signed the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty,
the Chinese began to perceive Moscow as their enemy, though
not yet as a short-term threat to China’s security. The immediate
threat came from the growing US involvement in Southeast Asia,
particularly in Vietnam and Laos. This involvement, and what
the Chinese believed to be the Soviets™ tacit approval, made the
world situation explosive. Consequently, the United States and
the Soviet Union were seen as the chief enemies of China as well
as of the rest of the world and were, therefore, to be firmly resisted:
‘We are now principally in a struggle against imperialism and
revisionism.’

To accomplish this end the Chinese tried to mobilise the
governments of Western Europe (primarily against the United
States) and the communist parties all over the world (against the
Soviet Union). But China’s main field of activity remained in Asia
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and Africa. Even before the failure of their campaign in Europe
and within the communist movement, the Chinese channelled
most of their energies and efforts into Asia and Africa in an
attempt to persuade their governments to hold a second ‘Ban-
dung’ Conference and unite in the struggle against both the US
and the USSR.

As early as 1961 the Chinese revealed their interest in holding
a second Afro-Asian conference, though it was from late 1963
that most of China’s foreign policy endeavours were devoted to
enlisting the support of Asian and African governments for such
a conference. Peking’s main demands were that the second
‘Bandung” Conference would exclude the Soviet Union and
would adopt a militant and uncompromising attitude towards
the United States. China’s Middle East policy in the mid-1960s
should be interpreted against this background.

In their Asian-African offensive the Chinese paid special atten-
tion to the Arab countries, and particularly to Egypt, for three
main reasons: firstly, having detected the beginning of a new
American onslaught, particularly in Southeast Asia, the Chinese
once again became aware of the crucial position of the Middle
East in a possible American encirclement of China: “U.S. aggres-
sion against the Arab world occupies an important position in its
“global strategy”. The Arab world is rich in oil resources. It
lies astride the three continents of Europe, Asia and Africa. And
what is more important is the fact that this area forms a vital
link in the chain of the U.S.-controlled NATO, CENTO and
SEATO.®

Secondly, the Chinese could not fail to observe that the Middle
East had become one of the principal targets of Soviet foreign
policy. They realised that despite the ups and downs in Soviet—
Arab relations the Arabs had become increasingly dependent on
Soviet support, in political, economic and military terms. It was,
therefore, particularly important for Peking to gain Arab approval
for the exclusion of the Soviet Union from the forthcoming Afro-
Asian conference.

Finally, the Arabs, and particularly Egypt, provided the bridge
between Asia and Africa, not merely in geographical terms, but
in political terms as well. They represented, or so the Chinese
believed, one of the most coherent and homogeneous groups
within the Afro-Asian world. Furthermore, despite Nasser’s
hardly concealed pro-Indian outlook, the Chinese had apparently
been quite impressed by his role as mediator in the Sino-Indian
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border conflict and by his considerable influence in Afro-Asian
circles.

In other words, the Arabs and Egypt held the trump card
to the success or failure of China’s foreign policy in the mid-
1960s. Under these circumstances, Peking needed their support
vitally: “The Chinese government and people are ready to
make joint efforts with the governments and people of the
United Arab Republic and other Asian-African countries to
carry through the spirit of the Ist Asian-African Conference . ..
and prepare for the successful holding of the 2nd Asian-African
Conference.

The Chinese offensive

Diplomatic and economic endeavours

In late 1963 China launched its most energetic campaign ever in
the Middle East. This campaign, which gathered momentum as
the Afro-Asian conference approached, consisted of diplomatic
and political efforts, as well as of various economic appeals.

During two years, from the summer of 1963 to the summer of
1965, intensive Sino-Arab activity took place. China did almost
everything it could to please the Arab governments. Arab National
Days were celebrated profusely in China; Chinese messages of
support and greetings were sent frequently to Arab leaders,
organisations and conferences; China’s communication media
praised the Arabs lavishly and backed them on almost every
issue, such as independence for South Yemen, opposition to West
Germany and changing the course of the Jordan River. Inevit-
ably, Peking also became more hostile to Israel: “We Chinese
people resolutely oppose U.S. imperialist efforts to make Israel a
tool of aggression against the Arab countries. Therefore, whe have
had nothing to do with Israel, neither will we have anything to
do with it in the future.”

Scores of Arab visitors, leaders and delegations, were invited to
China. Most prominent among them were the Egyptian premier
‘Al Sabri, who came in April 1963, ‘the first UAR leader to have
paid a visit to China’,® and ‘Abd-Allah al-Sallal, the Yemeni
president, who came in June 1964. During Sallal’s visit a new
Sino-Yemeni Friendship Treaty was signed to replace the one
signed with the royalist regime in 1958. It is still China’s only
Friendship Treaty with a Middle Eastern government. Altogether,



The struggle against imperialism and revisionism 109

China signed more agreements with the Arab countries in 1964
than in any other year.®

In mid-August 1964 an Egyptian scientific delegation arrived
in China to take part in a scientific symposium held in Peking.
Many delegations participated but the Egyptians were accorded
special treatment. They met Nieh Jung-chen, Vice Premier and
Chairman of China’s Scientific and Technological Commission,
and at the end of the visit a joint communiqué on scientific and
technical co-operation was signed between China’s Scientific and
Technological Commission and Egypt's Ministry of Scientific
Research.®

This visit triggered widespread speculation regarding a possible
Sino-Egyptian nuclear deal. Indeed, in November 1964, following
China’s first nuclear test, Nasser sent to Chou En-lai a private
message, wherein he expressed his enthusiasm and congratula-
tions about China’s success in building its own atomic weapons.
Allegedly, Chou En-lai replied that China would not try, like
others, to maintain a monopoly on its scientific accomplishments
but would ‘share” its knowledge with ‘everyone’.*

On the basis of the August joint communiqué and, perhaps, in
view of Chou En-lai's November message, an agreement on
scientific co-operation between China and Egypt was signed in
Cairo in early 1965.11 After Chou En-lai’s visit to Egypt in April,
on the eve of the forthcoming second ‘Bandung’ Conference, it
was reported that Egyptian atomic scientists would visit China
‘to become acquainted with the various aspects of progress
achieved by the Chinese scientists in the field of atomic research’
and to visit Chinese research centres which had been inaccessible
to other scientific delegations.*

Apparently the Chinese exploited Egypt’s nuclear hunger for
political purposes. The prospect of China eventually sharing its
nuclear knowledge with Egypt seems to have been very poor
considering not only the circumstances in the Middle East
(political instability, Soviet presence, distance from China, etc.),
but also China’s stand on nuclear proliferation. True, the Chinese
doctrine held that, as long as the superpowers refused to destroy
their nuclear weapons, the more other governments acquired
such weapons, the better. In practice, however, Peking showed
no sign of willingness to offer nuclear aid.** In September 1965
Vice Premier Ch’en Yi admitted that

As for the peaceful use of atomic energy and the building of atomic reactors,
China has already been approached by several countries, and China is ready
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to render them assistance; as for the request for China’s help in the manu-
facture of atom bombs, this question is not realistic. . . Any country with a
fair basis in industry and agriculture and in science and technology will be
able to manufacture atom bombs, with or without China’s assistance.1*

This vague statement reflected China’s reluctance to share its
nuclear technology. It is, of course, possible that the Chinese
could have offered nuclear sharing in order to win Egypt’s support
for their policy, or even to get an opportunity to inspect Egypt’s
Soviet-built atomic reactor.’® But, as soon as the Chinese became
convinced that Egypt had rejected their demands regarding the
Afro-Asian conference, they declined to co-operate with the
Egyptian scientists and refused to reveal China’s nuclear secrets.*®
This was demonstrated after the June 1967 war when Nasser
wrote to Chou En-lai reminding him of his November 1964
promise to share China’s nuclear knowledge and asked for
Chinese help in developing Egypt’s nuclear technology. The
Chinese replied that the Egyptians would have to do it by them-
selves in the same way the Chinese had done.'”

From late 1964 more Arab delegations visited China. A visit by
an Egyptian economic and industrial delegation, headed by Vice
Premier ‘Aziz Sidqi, produced the first agreement for economic
and technical co-operation between China and Egypt (more
details below). In March 1965 a PLO delegation led by Ahmad
Shugayri arrived in China, as well as a Syrian delegation led by
Foreign Minister Hasan Muraywid. In early April, Nasser’s
adviser on foreign affairs, Husayn Dhi'l-Figar Sabri, arrived in
China. Numerous other Arab delegations and visitors came to
China in those years, many of whom, quite contrary to China’s
practice in the past, were received by Mao Tse-tung.

Compared with the flow of Arab delegations to China, the
number of Chinese delegations to the Middle East was rather
small. The main burden of China’s political offensive in the
Middle East fell on Premier Chou En-lai and Foreign Minister
Clh’en Yi.

In December 1963 Chou En-lai started his grand tour of Africa,
undoubtedly one of China’s greatest diplomatic initiatives up to
that point, in Egypt. This was meant as a tribute to the first
country in Africa and the Middle East to have established diplo-
matic relations with the PRC, and as an acknowledgement of
Egypt’s prominence in Africa, the Middle East and the Afro-
Asian movement. In his first official visit to Egypt, Chou En-lai
did his best to please his hosts by expressing China’s support for
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Arab unity, neutralism and non-alignment and by trying to
belittle, or even ignore, previous Sino-Egyptian differences.

As the date of the Afro-Asian conference drew near, Chou
En-lai’s visits to the Middle East and meetings with Arab leaders
became more frequent and intensive. In November 1964, when
in Moscow, he had an opportunity to meet Marshal ‘Abd al-
Halkim ‘Amir, Egypt’s Vice President, who also happened to be
there.® On 1 April 1965, Chou En-lai again arrived in Cairo.
During his two-day visit he managed to meet Premier ‘Ali Sabri,
President Nasser and PLO chairman Shuqayri, and also to be
interviewed by the Middle East News Agency.*®

In June 1965, when the Afro-Asian conference was due to take
place but had to be postponed because of the coup d'état in
Algeria, China’s leaders were rushing around in Asia, Africa and
the Middle East. On 3 June, on his way to Tanzania, Chou En-lai
made a stop-over in Iraq for talks with ‘Abd al-Salam °‘Arif; the
next day the Chinese premier landed in Cairo for two hours, and
met ‘Al Sabri; on his way back from Tanzania, on the night of
8 June, he again passed through Cairo and met the Egyptian Vice
Premier as well as Nasser’s adviser on foreign affairs; before dawn
on 9 June his plane made a stop-over in Damascus, where, within
three hours, he met President Amin al-Hafiz, Vice Premier Dr
Hasan Muraywid and Secretary General of the ruling Ba‘th Party,
Munif al-Razzaz. In this visit Chou En-lai was particularly respon-
sive to Syria’s anti-Israel and anti-Zionist stand, and reiterated
that China was against any compromise over Palestine.*

Ten days later, on 19 June, Chou En-lai and Ch’en Yi, who
were on their way to the conference in Algeria, paid another
twelve-day friendship visit to Egypt. On the day of their arrival
Ben Bella was overthrown by Boumedienne and the convocation
of the conference as planned became questionable. There is little
doubt that the Chinese urged the Egyptians and other parti-
cipants to hold the conference without delay. This was Chou
En-lai’s fifth visit to Egypt since January 1964. After June 1965, it
was Ch’en Yi who travelled to the Middle East {(as well as to Asia

and Africa) trying to persuade the governments to hold the confer-
ence on China’s conditions.

China’s intensive diplomatic activity in the Middle East in 1963-5
required some reorganisation and reinforcement of its Foreign
Ministry and diplomatic network in the Middle East. These
changes reflected not only the growing importance of the Middle
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East in China’s foreign policy, but also its anti-Soviet stimuli.
One change concerned the areas of responsibility of the two Vice
Foreign Ministers, Chi Peng-fei and Tseng Yung-ch’iian. Both
had been responsible for Soviet and East European affairs, with
vast experience in these fields. From 1964, in addition to their
previous responsibilities, Chi Peng-fei was assigned African
affairs and Tseng Yung-ch’iian Middle Eastern and North African
affairs. This was probably the first time that the Arab world came
under the specific responsibility of a Vice Foreign Minister.

Another important change occurred when the Department of
African and West Asian Affairs, established in 1956, was divided
into a Department of African Affairs and a Department of North
African and West Asian Affairs. Although the new departments
were created only in September 1964, the decision had probably
been reached as early as February when Wang Yii-t'ien, Director
of the former Department of African and West Asian Affairs, was
appointed ambassador to Kenya.”* As a result of this reorganisa-
tion China’s Foreign Ministry had, for the first time, a department
dealing exclusively with the Arabs. Ch’en Ch’u, who was
appointed Director of the new department, also had rich experi-
ence in Soviet affairs. He had been attaché in Moscow from early
1959 to 1963 and previously Director of the Soviet and East
European Department in China’s Foreign Ministry.

To reinforce the Foreign Ministry, as well as China’s repre-
sentation in the Middle East, exchanges of personnel were under-
taken. For example, Ho Kung-k’ai, who had been the senior
Deputy Director of the Department of Africa and West Asia
since September 1956, was sent to Egypt in June 1963 as counsel-
lor and chargé d’affaires. And, in early 1964 Peking found it
expedient to appoint Wang Jo-chieh, as first ambassador to the
Yemen, where the PRC had been represented since 1957 only by
a non-resident diplomat (Ch’en Chia-k’ang, concurrently ambassa-
dor to Egypt).

The Foreign Ministry was also reinforced. Lin Chao-nan, who
had been counsellor and chargé d’affaires in Egypt since 1956,
took up his new appointment as Deputy Director of the Depart-
ment of Africa and West Asia in April 1964. He retained the same
post when the new Department of North Africa and West Asia
was formed in September of that year. Earlier, Kung Ta-fei, who
had been Deputy Director of the Department of Africa and
West Asia from July 1959 to August 1960, and was most familiar
with Iraqi affairs, was recalled in September 1963 from his post
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of counsellor in Morocco to reassume his previous post as Deputy
Director. (For more details and sources see Appendix 1.)

In addition to diplomacy and politics, economics also played a
role in China’s mid-1960s offensive in the Middle East. Usually,
the Chinese established economic relations with the Arab world
mainly in order to realise their political aspirations. When in
need of Arab support the Chinese were prepared to increase
their Middle Eastern trade, particularly their imports, disregarding
pure economic considerations. On the other hand, when Peking’s
interest in the Middle East declined, so did trade and aid.

In 1963 the Chinese began to employ economic means to secure
Arab support for their political aims. For example, although
trade with Egypt constituted only 1.2 per cent of their total
foreign trade that year, the Chinese sent their Vice Minister of
Foreign Trade especially to sign the 1963 protocol.?2 Previously,
the annual Sino-Egyptian trade protocol had been concluded and
signed at embassy level.

Furthermore, in 1965 Sino-Egyptian trade more than doubled
compared with 1964 (from 15 million to 31 million) with a
massive increase in Chinese imports from Egypt (from £7.2
million to £19.6 million). After four years of balanced trade with
the Arabs, China again had a negative trade balance, most prob-
ably in a deliberate attempt to win the goodwill of the Arab
governments. To this end Peking also used aid.

In 1964, China’s aid offers to Third World countries reached
an unprecedented peak. This was also a record year for Soviet
foreign aid.?* Thus both countries were competing to gain the
support of the Asian and African governments. Until the end of
1964 China had offered non-communist countries aid of $786.5
million. Of this sum, $337.8 million, about 43 per cent, was offered
in 1964 alone. Much of this aid offensive was directed towards
the Middle East. Of the $143.1 million offered by the Chinese to
the Arabs since 1956, almost 76 per cent, or $108.5 million, was
offered in 1964. And if we regard 1963 as the beginning of this
offensive and take into account the aid offered by the Chinese in
that year,?* then in 1963-4 the Arab countries were offered 85 per
cent of China’s entire aid to the Middle East over the period
from 1956 to 1964.

Another indication of China’s special interest in the Middle
East was the latter’s growing share in China’s aid offers compared
with Asia and Africa. Until the end of 1963 the Middle East was
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allocated 8 per cent of China’s aid offers (with 61 per cent going
to Asia and 31 per cent to Africa). In 1964, however, the Middle
East share reached 32 per cent (compared with 34 per cent for
Asia and Africa equally).?®

China’s aid was offered to Syria, the Yemen, and Egypt. Syria
had already been offered 70 million Swiss francs (about $16.3
million) in 1963. The Yemen, in which the Chinese had been
engaged in extensive aid operations since 1958, was offered
$200,000 in 1963 and another £10 million (about $28.5 million) in
1964.2¢ But particular attention was paid to Egypt.

In December 1964 the Egyptian Vice Premier visited China.
At the end of his visit the parties signed an agreement for eco-
nomic and technical co-operation according to which the Chinese
undertook to supply Egypt with industrial equipment, valued at
345 million Swiss francs ($80 million), in support of its Second
Five Year Plan.?” This sum was offered as a loan without interest
to be repaid in ten annual instalments starting in 1972.2¢ It was
immediately announced that a first group of Chinese experts
would arrive in Egypt before the end of February 1965.2 In 1964,
this was the highest Chinese aid offer to any country and its
terms were much easier than Soviet foreign aid terms.

Relations with the Palestinians

Until the mid-1960s, while maintaining a hostile attitude towards
Israel, the Chinese never tried to exploit the Arab-Israeli conflict
and the Palestine problem in order to improve their own position
in the Arab world. Since 1964, however, Peking has not only
adopted the Arab stand against Israel almost without reservation,
but has also established relations with the PLO, newly created by
the Arab governments at that time. Although China’s interest in
the Palestinians, particularly later, derived from long-term
strategic and revolutionary considerations, it had originally been
motivated by short-term tactical expediency: this was one of the
important means employed by Peking to secure Arab goodwill.
In their initial exchanges with Arab leaders in 1963, the Chinese
apparently remained unaware of the political value of the Pales-
tine issue. Their few remarks on this issue were rather brief and
vague, and neither implicated nor even mentioned Israel; e.g.,
“The Chinese side reiterated its support.. for the rights of the
Arab people in Palestine.*® While visiting Egypt in late 1963,
Chou En-lai sounded somewhat apologetic as he made the one
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brief remark on the Palestine issue in his long press conference:
‘The Chinese people have always stood firmly behind the Arabs
in Palestine in their just struggle for their legitimate rights. Our
diplomatic actions [sic] have testified to this.* The joint com-
muniqué that concluded his visit stated that “The Chinese side
declared its full support to the people of Palestine in restoring
their legitimate rights and in returning to their homeland.™*

Gradually, however, China’s stand underwent considerable
change. The Palestine problem came to be regarded no longer as
merely an international dispute over refugees, but as a mani-
festation of the national liberation struggle of a distinct Pales-
tinian people. The significance of this struggle extended far
beyond the Middle East, having become part of the front against
US imperialism. Typically, the Chinese analysed the Palestinian
struggle from the standpoint of their own peculiar interests ‘as a
great assistance to themselves in their opposition to U.S. imperial-
ist aggression’.** And when a PLO delegation visited China in
March 1965, Mao allegedly told its members: ‘Imperialism is
afraid of China and the Arabs. Israel and Formosa are bases of
imperialism in Asia. You are the front gate of the great continent,
and we are the rear. They created Israel for you, and Formosa
for us.’s*

China’s attitude towards Israel also changed. Whereas until the
late 1950s the Chinese left a slightly open door for possible rela-
tions with Israel, in the mid-1960s they were no longer interested.
The last known official Chinese communication with Israel came
in August 1963 when Premier Chou-En-lai sent all Heads of
Government a letter concerning the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty and
other nuclear matters. In his reply, submitted to the Chinese
ambassador in Stockholm, the Israeli premier not only upheld
the Chinese proposals but also conveyed Israel’s interest in
establishing normal relations with the PRC.** As there was no
Chinese response he sent Chou En-lai another letter, on 16 July
1965. In it he reviewed briefly Sino-Israeli exchanges in the past
and invited Peking to send a delegation to visit Israel and provide
a basis for normalised relations: ‘such normalisation,” he wrote,
‘might not only be of direct advantage to both countries but would
also contribute to better conditions in the Middle East as a
whole’. Peking, however, did not bother to reply.

By that time, China’s concept of the Arab-Israeli conflict had
been reformulated. In the 1950s the Chinese believed that the
ultimate instigators of the conflict had been the Western powers;
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therefore, the principal contradiction existed between them, on
the one hand, and Israel and the Arabs, on the other; indeed,
both Israel and the Arabs shared some of the blame for not com-
plying with the 1947 United Nations Partition Plan but the
contradictions between them were perceived as secondary and
non-antagonistic. Consequently, Peking held in the 1950s that the
Palestine problem could and should have been settled politically
and peacefully through direct negotiation between the parties
concerned without foreign interference and according to UN
resolutions, primarily the 1947 Partition Plan.

In the mid-1960s, however, Israel was no longer considered a
part of the Afro-Asian community but rather as an extension of
US imperialism. Hence the principal and antagonistic contra-
dictions existed now between the Arabs on the one hand, and
Israel together with the United States on the other. Since
antagonistic contradictions were in their view irreconcilable, the
Chinese now rejected any suggestion that the Palestine question
should be settled peacefully,*® and advocated instead a people’s
armed struggle as the only way to settle the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Obviously, under these circumstances, China no longer
approved of the United Nations as suitable for, and capable of,
contributing to the settlement of the Palestine question. In China’s
retrospective view, the United Nations had been manipulated by
Western imperialism not only to create the Palestine problem but
also to prevent its settlement.*

These new concepts provided the basis for a significant change
in China’s relations with the Palestinians. In the past Peking
confined itself to rare and casual verbal support of the Pales-
tinians’ right to return to their homeland. Any Chinese gesture
towards the Palestinians was made indirectly through the Arab
governments. However, beginning in the mid-1960s, China dealt
directly with the Palestine liberation movement, to which it
extended regular verbal as well as material support.

China’s interest in the Palestinian liberation movement emerged
after the First Arab Summit Conference of January 1964 had
recommended the formation of a distinct Palestinian entity. Chou
En-lai, then in Somalia, acclaimed the decision: “We are glad to
see the growing spirit of solidarity and co-operation among the
Arab countries. China has always supported the Palestine people’s
just struggle for the restoration of their proper rights and for
return to their homeland.*®* Ahmad Shuqayri, who had been
entrusted by the Arab leaders with organising the Palestinians,
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immediately called on the Chinese ambassador in Cairo to convey
the Palestine people’s gratitude for China’s support of the Pales-
tine cause.®®

In March 1964 China’s press began to express extensive support
of the Palestinians, and huge demonstrations were held in Peking.
Among those present were two Palestinian guests who later be-
came well known: they were Khalil al-Wazir and Yasser Arafat,
leaders of Fatah in its early organisational stages in Algeria.*
In May 1964 the PLO was established; and in March 1965 its first
delegation, headed by Shuqayri, arrived in China. Throughout
the visit the Chinese communication media discussed Middle
Eastern, and particularly Palestinian, affairs in numerous articles
and commentaries. China’s top leaders, including Mao Tse-tung,
met the delegation for talks. Judging from the wording of the
joint statement published during the visit, China’s commitment
was quite considerable: ‘The two parties agreed that the PLO
shall set up a mission in Peking to strengthen mutual co-opera-
tion. The Chinese people will make every effort to support the
Arab people of Palestine in their struggle to return to their home-
land by all means, political and otherwise’** [Italics added.]
This was probably the strongest public commitment ever made
by Peking towards the Palestinians. In addition to their approval
of the opening of a PLO office with quasi-diplomatic status in
Peking, the Chinese privately agreed to provide the PLO with
arms and training. On 15 May 1965, Palestine Day was celebrated
in China for the first time; the celebrations took place thereafter
annually until 1971.

China’s demonstration of friendship and support for the new-
born PLO seemed somewhat exaggerated. In 1965 the PLO was
not yet a ‘national movement’ and, more important, it was not yet
engaged in a genuine liberation war. Moreover, the PLO deliber-
ately eschewed any socialist pretensions and the image of its
leader, Ahmad Shuqayri, was far from that of a revolutionary or
a socialist leader. The Chinese were fully aware of the PLO’s
shortcomings. In 1965 they classified the peripheral Oman and
Aden as centres of people’s armed struggle, but not Palestine.*?
Mao also indirectly criticised Shuqay:i and the PLO leadership
for giving priority to revolutionary training and indoctrination,
instead of immediately launching an armed struggle and people’s
war. Although he regarded the Chinese revolution as a model to
be followed in Asia, Africa and Latin America, Mao rejected the
blind imitation of China’s revolutionary experience by other
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national liberation movements. Speaking to the PLO delegation,
he also dismissed the need to come from abroad for a long train-
ing in China:

All things can be divided. Imperialism is also a thing, it also can be divided,
it also can be extinguished bit by bit. .. This principle is very simple, there
is nothing deep and mysterious about it. There is no need to read boring
books. Those who fight must do away with reading books. All the time we
fought we did not read books. Read only a little, much reading is no good.

The battlefield is a school. I am not opposed to military schools. They can
be conducted. However, they should not last too long. If they go for two or
three years, that is too long. Several months is enough... The important
thing is battlefield training. . .

There are some foreign people studying military matter in China. We
advise them to go back, there is no need to study too long. Several months
is quite enough, all classroom lectures are of no use. To go back and take
part in fighting is more useful.#?

According to another account he said:

Do not tell me that you have read this or that opinion in my books. You
have your war and we have ours. You must make the principles and ideology
on which your war stands. Books obstruct the view if piled up before the
eye. What is important is to begin action with faith. Faith in victory is the
first element of victory — in fact, it may mean victory itself.4¢

Yet, despite the fact that the Chinese were aware of the PLO’s
shortcomings, they responded positively to the emergence of the
Palestine liberation movement and to its specific requests. This
enthusiastic response reflected the perceived international situa-
tion, developments in the Afro-Asian community, the Middle East
and China itself, and was based on short- as well as long-term
considerations.

In a long-term view the Chinese, who had already concluded
that the Palestine problem was the crux of the Middle East ques-
tion and the key to the settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict,
recognised the PLO as the true representative of the Palestinian
people. Furthermore, although in 1965 the PLO had not yet
become a full-fledged liberation movement, the Chinese were
convinced that it had strong national and revolutionary potential,
particularly with regard to China’s two main enemies, the United
States and the Soviet Union.

In the first place, the Palestinians were firmly opposed to the
United States at a time when Peking was deeply worried about
the escalation of American involvement in Southeast Asia and
elsewhere. The PLO, committed to armed struggle against Israel,
the United States” “tool of aggression’, could not only cause con-
cern but could even harm and undermine American interests in
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an extremely important and sensitive area and thus help to
alleviate the pressure on China. Not less important was the fact
that the PLO repeatedly tried to obtain the approval and support
of the Soviet Union, but was consistently rejected or ignored.*®
Furthermore, the Soviets not only disapproved of the PLO and
its methods but still maintained full diplomatic relations with
Israel. Thus, willingly or not, the PLO was relatively independent
of direct influence and pressure from both Moscow and Washing-
ton. The Chinese, whose fundamental interest in the Middle East
was to diminish foreign-power intervention, considered this inde-
pendence a revolutionary achievement and intended to sustain it,
in order particularly to undermine Moscow’s predominant position
in the Middle East.

In addition to these long-term considerations, China’s sudden
interest in the Palestinians can be better explained and under-
stood as a short-term expediency. Peking knew, of course, that
the PLO had not emerged spontaneously but had been sponsored
and created by the Arab governments and apparently enjoyed
their unanimous approval. As the only non-Arab country to have
so acted, China’s alignment with the Arab governments on the
Palestinian issue was clearly intended to please them and gain
their support for one of China’s most urgent objectives — the
convening of the second ‘Bandung’ Conference which, without
Soviet participation, would have urged armed struggle against
“US imperialism’ throughout the Third World.

The failure

China’s mid-1960s” policy in the Middle East, as well as in Asia
and Africa, ended in total collapse and bitter disappointment.
Despite China’s extreme efforts, the Arab governments implicitly
rejected its demands for the exclusion of the Soviet Union from
the proposed Afro-Asian conference. Under these circumstances
the Chinese declared that they would not participate and the
conference was finally postponed indefinitely.

Much of the Arabs’ rejection of China’s Middle East policy in
1964-5 derived from a misunderstanding or simplified interpre-
tation of China’s foreign policy and the Sino-Soviet conflict. The
Arabs, who identified with China’s anti-imperialist impulses,
could not understand China’s anti-Soviet policy, at least not in
the Middle East context. China’s campaign against both the
United States and the Soviet Union was a completely new
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phenomenon in international politics. The Arabs tended to inter-
pret it in the traditional terms to which they had been accus-
tomed under Western colonial rule, as well as under Soviet
patronage, namely, that China wanted to replace both the Soviets
and the Americans in the Middle East. Some of this misinterpre-
tation is reflected in one of Haykal’s important articles, where he
wrote:

I am one of the people who watch the existing conflict between the Soviet
Union and China in the heart of the Marxist-Leninist world, and follow its
causes., Among other things the conflict results from the fact that China
opposes the Soviet policy of co-operation with the national-revolutionary
states which pursue a policy of non-alignment in the cold war between the
communist East and the capitalist West.

China’s point of view, which is in my opinion wrong, is that the Soviet
Union should restrict its support only within the limits of the Eastern camp,
and refuse to help any country which does not hoist the flags of Marxism—
Leninism.

The leaders of the Soviet Union firmly resisted this narrow-mindedness
and their view — which is in my opinion right — is that national revolutions
are part of the world revolution against colonialism.48

Thus, much of the Arab attitude towards China was based on a
misconception, undoubtedly encouraged by the Soviets.

The Chinese apparently underestimated the Arabs’ pre-
disposition towards the Soviet Union and the grudge they bore
China. As Sino-Soviet differences grew deeper, the Arabs moved
closer to the Soviet stand. They had many reasons for resisting
China’s anti-Soviet attitudes. Apart from the massive political,
economic and military support they were obtaining from the
Soviets, and which the Chinese could never match, the Arabs on
balance preferred Moscow’s Middle East policy to Peking’s.

Arab reservations about China’s mid-1960s’ policy could be
detected at a very early stage. Chou En-lai’s visit to Egypt in
December 1963, which the Chinese described as a great success,*’
failed in fact to fulfil China’s expectations.*® Nasser’s absence
from Egypt when the Chinese premier arrived was regarded as
an indication of Cairo’s coolness towards Peking if not an insult.*®
The message Nasser left Chou En-lai, in which he explained his
urgent visit to Tunisia, could not have changed this impression,
although the Chinese premier was said to have understood per-
fectly.®

Indeed, after his return Nasser made little effort to compensate
his guest. His speech at the reception for Chou En-lai contained
some barely concealed hints of criticism of China’s Middle East
policy in the past. Nasser condemned, for example, the outside
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forces which had tried to destroy the 1958-61 Egyptian-Syrian
union (of which the Chinese disapproved) and also pointed out
that dictatorial regimes would ultimately collapse, as had been
the fate of that of Kassem (whom the Chinese had allegedly
supported against Nasser). On the other hand, Nasser did not
forget to mention Moscow’s valuable contributions to Egypt:
‘The high dam is being built. . .with generous assistance from the
Soviet Union, for which we are grateful.”*

There is little doubt that Nasser was unwilling to approve of
the exclusion of the Soviet Union from the Afro-Asian conference.
‘The Chinese party were told in Cairo they had no chance what-
ever of getting their way.”® Egypt’s stand was reaffirmed in May
1964, some four months after Chou En-lai’s visit, when Khrush-
chev arrived in Cairo. He was welcomed more warmly and
cordially than the Chinese premier. In the joint communiqué the
Egyptians praised the Soviet role in Africa,*® thus persisting in
their opposition to the exclusion of Moscow from the conference.
In a2 memorandum written a few weeks before his death, Palmiro
Togliatti, the Italian communist leader, described Khrushchev’s
visit to Egypt in May 1964 as one of the most important victories
obtained by the Russians over the Chinese.**

The Egyptians had already undergone the unpleasant experi-
ence of Sino-Soviet controversies within the AAPSO. Cairo was,
therefore, far from enthusiastic about the possibility of the second
‘Bandung’ Conference becoming an arena for Sino-Soviet propa-
ganda and clashes. In April 1964, at the preparatory meeting for
the conference, Egypt (as well as Iraq and India) argued that the
time was not yet ripe for such a conference and proposed to post-
pone or even cancel it. Peking, on the other hand, wanted to
convene the conference, and as soon as possible.?® In the end, the
conference was scheduled to begin on 18 April 1965, ten years
after the Bandung Conference (China insisted on September
1964), and was later postponed to 29 June. More important, a
sub-committee in charge of invitations decided not to invite the
Soviet Union, but the joint communiqué of the meeting stated
that no agreement had been reached on this question.®

As for the Chinese, while trying to win the Egyptians’ goodwill,
they continued to offend them. China, provoked by Soviet-
Egyptian co-operation in the Afro-Asian movement, began to
form rival organisations which excluded both the Soviets and
the Egyptians. In June 1964, for example, the Asian-African
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Economic Seminar met in North Korea, under Peking’s auspices.
Delegates from thirty-four countries were present but neither
Egypt nor the Soviet Union had even been informed of the
event.’” In October 1964, at the second conference of the non-
aligned countries in Cairo, Nasser was reportedly strongly hostile
to the Chinese.’® He continued to reject China’s demands when
Chou En-lai visited Egypt in April 1965. Summing up Chou
En-lai’s ‘successful’ journey in Rumania, Albania, Algeria, the
UAR, Pakistan and Burma, the People’s Daily mentioned the
leaders of all these countries by name, except for Nasser.>®

Despite the Egyptian stand, or perhaps because of it, the
Chinese were very anxious to convene the conference at all costs
and as soon as possible, as long as the issue of inviting Moscow
remained unsettled. This is why the Chinese were so quick to
recognise the new Boumedienne regime in Algeria, after a coup
d’état had ousted Ben Bella on 19 June, just a few days before
the conference was due to open.

China’s haste to endorse the regime which had just deposed a
leader who was said to have been one of China’s best friends in
the Afro-Asian world was regarded by many Asian and African
leaders as unscrupulous and opportunistic. Yet there was nothing
extraordinary in China’s prompt recognition of Boumedienne.
Ben Bella, who had undoubtedly respected and admired the
Chinese, could by no means be regarded as China’s protégé.
Moreover, as we have seen, it was always Peking’s practice in the
past to accord recognition to new regimes shortly after they had
seized power. In this case, the Chinese probably decided that the
recognition of the new regime in Algeria was particularly justified
in order to ensure that the change of government would not
prevent or delay the holding of the conference: ‘Some people
hesitate to go to Algiers for the conference because they have
reservations about the new Algerian Government. We hold that
the change of leadership in Algeria is her internal affair in which
no foreign state should interfere.’s

However, most of the countries that were to take part in the
conference, and particularly Egypt, regarded the coup d'état as a
pretext for postponing the conference.’® Chou En-lai was already
in Egypt when the Algerian coup d’'état occurred. To his dismay,
the conference was postponed to late October 1965.

In the meantime, Egypt moved even closer to the Soviet Union.
In August 1965 Nasser arrived in Moscow. This was another blow
to the Chinese. Nasser had been invited to visit China several
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times since 1956. In the past it had been announced that he would
be coming to China ‘soon’.%? During his visit to Egypt in Decem-
ber 1963, Premier Chou En-lai renewed the invitation: ‘We
eagerly look forward to your visit to our country, Mr. President,
in your capacity as a great Arab and African leader and for the
sake of the welfare of the UAR people, the development of
friendship between the UAR and CPR peoples, and world soli-
darity.”®® In early August 1964 NCNA reported from Peking that
Nasser would visit China at a suitable time on the invitation of
Liu Shao-ch’i and Chou En-lai.** Yet, despite these repeated
invitations, Nasser never came to China.

In early September 1965 Nasser completed his visit to the
Soviet Union. In the joint communiqué Cairo and Moscow stressed
their identity of opinion on many international questions.
Furthermore, ‘the UAR Government declared that the U.S.S.R.’s
participation at the [Afro-Asian] Conference would enable the
Conference to achieve its objectives successfully”.¢® In addition
to this outspoken statement Nasser also wrote to Chou En-lai,
reiterating that the Soviet Union was an Asian and not only a
European country,®® and that the Asian and African nations
would only benefit from the Russians’ presence at the conference.
Allegedly, Chou En-lai’s reply left no doubt about China’s
position: ‘If the conference should be forcibly convened as
scheduled in violation of the principle of consensus through
consultation in spite of the opposition of China, the Kingdom of
Cambodia and other countries, the Chinese Government will be
compelled to absent itself from such a conference which will lead
to a split.’s”

Following these developments, the Chinese made a last-minute
attempt to turn the wheels back. Disillusioned with the Egyptians,
they concentrated their efforts on trying to enlist Syria’s support.
In early September 1965 Foreign Minister Ch'en Yi cut short his
visit to Mali and hurried to Damascus. Although he was expected
in Algeria on 5 September he did not leave Syria until the 7th.
On his way back from Africa, skipping Egypt, he again made a
24-hour stop-over in Damascus between 18 and 19 September. If
these visits had indeed anything to do with the forthcoming
conference, they were too late. The Syrians had clarified several
times that they regarded the Soviet Union as ‘a reliable and trusty
friend of the Arab peoples and that they would not let anyone
destroy their friendship’.®®

On 12 September the Chinese publicly confirmed they would
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not take part in a conference convened in disregard of China’s
views.®® A few days before the conference was due to open,
Peking called for another postponement.? But, as the Arab and
some Asian and African countries insisted on opening the confer-
ence as planned, the Chinese officially announced their with-
drawal.” Without China it seemed impractical to hold the confer-
ence and it was finally postponed indefinitely.™

In fact, all the means employed by the Chinese to persuade the
Arabs to support Peking’s views had failed. China’s diplomatic
endeavours were rebuffed. The intensity and scope of the diplo-
matic effort invested by the Chinese in the Middle East in the
mid-1960s have never been matched. In the decade since Septem-
ber 1965, not even one high-ranking Chinese official has visited
the Arab countries. The economic offensive also failed. Cairo, for
example, declined to use China’s 1964 aid offer of $80 million,
which by the end of 1973 was still unused. By late 1965 China
was still unable, or unwilling, to implement its $16.3 million loan
offered to Syria in February 1963.

Finally, China’s anti-Israel attitude and its support for the
Palestinians also failed to secure the Arabs’ goodwill, at least as
far as the Afro-Asian conference was concerned. Basically, Peking
misinterpreted the Arab governments’ stand on the Palestine
issue. The Arab governments, which had monopolised, and in
fact neglected, the management of Palestinian affairs since 1947,
had no intention in the mid-1960s of providing their new creation,
the PLO, with unlimited freedom of action and exclusive respon-
sibility to liberate Palestine. There was no unanimous agreement
among the Arab leaders on the PLO’s future course of action and
they, particularly Nasser, preferred to keep it under close control.

The Arab leaders still remembered China’s intrigues and
slanderous interference in Arab internal affairs in the late 1950s
which had led to a serious deterioration in Sino-Arab relations.
They could not but suspect Chinese motives in supporting the
PLO. The generous offer of political indoctrination and of military
aid made by China to the PLO in order to gain the goodwill of
the Arab governments was, therefore, counter-productive. It not
only threatened to reduce the PLO’s dependence on the Arab
governments, but had also been made in an unforgivable way,
without consulting senior Arab leaders, primarily Nasser. For
example, when Shuqayri was in Peking, he instructed the Chinese
to deliver arms shipments for the PLO directly to Alexandria,
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without first obtaining Nasser’s approval. The Egyptian ambassa-
dor in China warned Shuqayri of the seriousness of his action.
Nasser was indeed furious, and refused to receive Shuqayri after
the latter’s return from China.™

In December 1965, following the collapse of their Middle
Eastern policy, the Chinese recalled their ambassadors from the
three main Arab capitals — Cairo, Damascus and Baghdad. This
step reflected China’s displeasure and indignation with the Arab
governments rather than with the ambassadors; Ch’en Chia-k'ang
and Hsii Yi-hsin, China’s ambassadors to Egypt and Syria respec-
tively, were promoted Vice Foreign Ministers immediately on
their return to China.

The consequences

In late 1965 the Chinese revised yet again their analysis of the
world situation to reflect the changes in international affairs,
China’s international experience in the preceding years, as well as
the growing radicalism at home. As a result of the events of the
mid-1960s — the failure to convene the Afro-Asian conference;
the setbacks in Africa; the Indo-Pakistan war; the abortive coup
in Indonesia; and primarily the increased US involvement in
Vietnam - the Chinese believed not only that the world’s contra-
dictions had become sharper but that their focus had moved to
Asia, very near to China.

China maintained that the Soviet Union, by refusing to take
firm measures against US aggression and even more by con-
tinuing to pursue the policy of détente with the United States at
that critical juncture, was in fact collaborating with the Ameri-
cans and encouraging their intervention, particularly against
China. The Chinese maintained further that the governments of
Asia and Africa, let alone Europe, which were the target of Soviet—
American plots, did not realise this situation and were not pre-
pared to form a united front to resist both.

Consequently, from 1966 on China’s foreign policy became
more oriented towards national liberation movements and revo-
lutionary organisations which were still committed to the struggle
against imperialism and, by implication, against Soviet revision-
ism as well. These assumptions were expounded in great detail in
Lin Piao’s famous 1965 article ‘Long Live the Victory of People’s
War’.™ This radical world outlook was influenced by the Cultural
Revolution (1966-8). The domestic onslaught against revisionism
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and bourgeois thinking in the CCP, in the society and the political
system in general, not only disrupted the daily operation of
China’s external relations, but also affected the concepts and
perceptions underlying its foreign policy. There is little doubt
that the Cultural Revolution reaffirmed and reinforced China’s
reliance on world revolution and its urge to armed struggle. It
also increased Chinese hostility, particularly towards the Soviet
Union but also towards orthodox communist parties and Third
World governments.

Concentrating their attention on Southeast Asia, the Chinese no
longer regarded the Middle East as a ‘storm centre’. In 1966 this
area remained beyond the perimeter of China’s immediate
interests; it was not even mentioned in Lin’s article. Only from
mid-1967, following the Arab-Israeli war, did the Chinese revive
their interest in the Middle East.

China’s Middle East policy reflected its basic analysis of the
world situation and the lessons of China’s setbacks in 1963-5.
The first lesson was that Soviet influence was entrenched in the
Arab countries to a much greater extent than Peking had realised.
China’s offensive in the Middle East was repulsed not so much
because of American resistance but primarily because of Soviet
opposition. Thus, although the United States still remained,
particularly with its increased involvement in Vietnam, the main
direct threat to China’s security, it was the Soviet Union which
had gradually become the major obstacle to China’s policies in
Asia and Africa. This realisation brought about a change in
China’s tactics. Whereas in the past Peking generally refrained
from direct and public attacks on Soviet policy in the Middle
East, from 1966 onwards such attacks became frequent and
intensive.

The second lesson was that the Arab governments could not be
expected to take an active part in the struggle against imperial-
ism as long as they were under Soviet influence. For the Chinese,
this was but another confirmation of their long-held belief that
national-bourgeois regimes could not be trusted at times of crisis
and, therefore, while being respected, should also be suspected.
A very similar view was adopted by the Arabs towards China.
Consequently, China lost much interest in cultivating relations
with the Arabs; its relations with the Arab governments deterior-
ated, though formal exchanges did continue.

The third lesson was that, under these circumstances, national
liberation movements and revolutionary organisations remained
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the only force which could persist in the struggle against Ameri-
can imperialism and Soviet revisionism. Thus from 1966 onwards
the Chinese increased their support, rhetorical and material, to
the national liberation movements in the Middle East, particularly
to the Palestinians.

As the Cultural Revolution intensified, these policies became
more radical, leading to deeper hostility towards the Soviet
Union’s role in the Middle East; to conflicts and incidents with
the Arab authorities; and, finally, to greater expectations of revo-
lutionary activity from the Palestine liberation movement.

Deterioration in governmental relations

Arab, and more particularly Egyptian, reservations about China
grew in autumn 1965 following the abortive communist coup
détat in Indonesia. China’s alleged encouragement of the
attempted coup was said to have damaged the remnants of its
prestige in the Afro-Asian world.” As a result of the events in
Indonesia, Nasser decided to tighten his grip on those dissident
communists who, unlike the orthodox communists, had refused
to join the Arab Socialist Union (the only party permitted in
Egypt) and continued to oppose the Government.”

In November 1965, several such groups were arrested, includ-
ing members of the so-called ‘Arab Communist Party’ led by a
certain Mustafa Agha. Allegedly, they had ‘pro-Chinese’ sym-
pathies, and they were said to have plotted to overthrow Nasser
and his regime and to have associated with Chinese officials in
Cairo from whom they received financial help. Rumour held that
an NCNA representative in Cairo was asked to leave the country
following these arrests. It was also hinted that, because of his
alleged connections with the Agha group, Ch’en Chia-K'ang,
China’s ambassador in Egypt for almost ten years, left on
26 December 1965, earlier than planned.”

Moscow called the Agha group ‘political adventurers’ and
denied having any connection with them.” At that time the
Soviets only alluded to China’s relations with Agha, but later they
were explicit.” The allegation that Peking was involved in sub-
versive communist activities in Egypt seems, in fact, doubtful
and requires consideration.

In the late 1950s China’s Middle East policy suffered irrepar-
able damage as a result of similar accusations, whether justified
or not. To ensure that this would not happen again, the Chinese
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did their utmost at the beginning of their political offensive in the
Middle East and throughout it in the mid-1960s to placate the
Arabs and assure them that ‘China respects the sovereignty of
the Arab countries” and that it ‘never interferes in the internal
affairs of any country’.#® Peking had to adopt this policy not only
to assure the Arabs of China’s good intentions but also to warn
them of other outside interference, presumably by the United
States and, notably, the Soviet Union: “The Chinese government
and people. . .hold that the sovereignty of the Arab countries
should be respected by all other countries and that encroachment
and interference from any quarters should be opposed.™*

Adopting this policy to improve their prospects with the Arab
governments, the Chinese, in the mid-1960s, ignored completely
not only the persecution of communists in the Arab countries but
also the existence of so-called ‘radical” and ‘extreme left” factions
which had split from the orthodox communist parties. Such fac-
tions as the Socialist Revolution Party (Hizb al-Thawra al-
Ishtirakiyya) in the Lebanon, or the Iragi Communist Party
Central Command (al-Qiyada al-Markaziyya), were said to have
opposed the Soviet Union as well as the Arab national-bourgeois
regimes and very often were labelled by both as pro-Chinese.®
There is, however, no evidence that China maintained any
relationship or even identified publicly with these factions. More-
over, although these groups were basically opposed to Moscow
and more radical on questions of Arab internal and external
policy, they did not consider themselves pro-Chinese.**

It seems, therefore, odd that the Chinese should suddenly
decide to support a small group of communist dissidents in a
country like Egypt, where communism had been least developed
and most strictly controlled, and had virtually no chance of
success. True, such behaviour could have been a manifestation of
China’s fury over Egypt’s role in rejecting its demands and there-
by cancelling the Afro-Asian conference. Yet this was hardly
China’s style.

If the Chinese were indeed involved in Agha’s subversive
attempt, this would have been a far more serious offence to Egypt
than the Bakdash affair in 1959. Certainly, Cairo would have
reacted firmly and mercilessly. In fact, Egypt has never officially
implicated China in the Agha affair and apparently did not con-
sider China’s links with the group, if there were any, as sub-
version. On the contrary, in his speech at the opening of Egypt’s
National Assembly in late November 1965, Nasser made some
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favourable comments on China and on Egypt’s relations with it.
He said:

We believe in the importance of the great role played by the Chinese
People’s Republic, and the potentialities of that role... We work con-
tinuously to strengthen friendly relations between the UAR and this great
Asian country. .. We believe that the continued exclusion of this people. ..
from their lawful seat in the United Nations is a flagrant wrong to them, to
the United Nations and to world peace.8¢

This does not mean, however, that Sino-Egyptian relations be-
came friendly again. Even if China had not been involved, or
had not been seriously involved, in the Agha affair, and despite
Nasser’s comments,*® Peking still had many reasons to mistrust
and suspect the Egyptian regime, and vice versa.

While China’s relations with Egypt remained lukewarm, there
was an impression in late 1965 of renewed friendship between
China and Syria. As we have seen, China’s last-minute attempt
to secure Syria’s support for the Afro-Asian conference failed,
but it gained Syria’s sympathy in the context of the Arab-Israeli
conflict. Of all the Arab countries the Syrians were the most
impressed by China’s firm stand in favour of the Palestinians and
against Israel:

We like the Chinese because they are revolutionaries and because they have
never stabbed us in the back, nor plotted against us and did not attempt to
hinder the construction of the Euphrates Dam. They did not lend us a
friendly hand, while hiding a dagger in the other. . .

The Chinese openly said they were supporting us against Israel and,
indeed, they are standing by our side on the Palestine problem. They said,
moreover, that they regarded our frontier with the enemy as China’s first
line of defence against Zionism and world imperialism.

Why should we, therefore, hate the Chinese? Why shouldn’t we co-operate
and maintain cultural and technical relations with them for mutual benefit —
aren’t they revolutionaries like us?88

Subsequently, a Syrian Army mission visited China and it was
reported that ‘hundreds’ of Chinese experts had arrived in
Damascus. This allegedly aggravated the disagreements between
‘pro-Soviet’ and ‘pro-Chinese” elements within the ruling Ba'th
Party.®” When the February 1966 coup d’état took place in Syria,
it was said to have been engineered by so-called ‘pro-Chinese’
elements.®®

There is no evidence to substantiate any of these reports.
Indeed, a'few among the officers who seized power in February
had been known as Marxist, and even as sympathisers of the
Viet Cong and China.®® Basically, however, Syria’s ‘pro-Chinese’
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inclination was largely rhetorical: “Public opinion knows well that
the Ba‘th Party is a national-socialist party which does not
identify with Peking in its struggle with Moscow. It is also known
that the talk of Chinese influence in Syria is no more than a
dream.”® Indeed, Syria could not afford to give up Soviet eco-
nomic and military support. Very soon after the February coup
d’état it became obvious that the new regime, although intending
to seek a balanced position between Moscow and Peking, was in
fact leaning towards the Soviets.®* Syria’s ‘radicalism’ had nothing
to do with China: “The ruling officers did not concern themselves
much with ideology; their understanding of it is limited... To
proclaim extreme revolutionary slogans came to be a ritual, be-
hind which were hidden personal ambitions and rivalries.”
Mahmid Riyad, Egypt’s Foreign Minister, later expressed the
opinion that ‘the Chinese would never secure any permanent
influence in Syria, because all the politicians and officers there
were totally opportunistic, latching onto any issue of ephemeral
interest or drawing in any outside power to overthrow their
rivals’.®?

The Chinese were not led astray by Syria’s revolutionary uproar
and treated the Syrian internal, as well as external, policy with
some reservation. As far as Syria’s internal politics were con-
cerned, the Chinese avoided any public hint of criticism, although
they apparently disliked, among other things, the predominance
of the military in the Syrian political and social system. A “pro-
Chinese’ faction in the Lebanon described the Syrian regime as

a petty-bourgeois regime consisting of two strata, a progressive one and a
reactionary—opportunistic one... The Syrian regime is indeed opposing
imperialist policy in the area but its seizure by the military prevents the
revolutionary public from taking an active part in the success of the revo-
lution. [This is] because the military mentality fears the masses’ activity and
consciousness which contradict the interests of this military class and its
sheer existence as a representative of the petty-bourgeois class.?4

Although there is no evidence of any Chinese association with
this faction, the above description could very well reflect China’s
concealed attitudes towards Syria.

As far as Syria’s foreign policy was concerned, the Chinese
were not absolutely convinced about Syria’s determination to fight
imperialism in the Middle East. There were also some Chinese
hints of dissatisfaction with Syria’s fragile stand against Israel:
‘According to the experience of the Chinese revolution, one must
give imperialism and all reactionaries tit for tat and fight for
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every inch of land. Since the aggressors have taken up swords,
the oppressed have to follow their example. Before wild beasts,
one must not in the least show one’s cowardice.”®® In addition,
Peking undoubtedly disapproved of Syria’s close relationship with
the Soviet Union. China most probably considered Soviet influ-
ence an important factor responsible for Syria’s weak reaction to
Western imperialism.

Sino-Arab relations had already gone from bad to worse when the
Cultural Revolution erupted — and the worst was still to come.
From late 1966 to mid-1967 Peking recalled all its ambassadors
from the Arab capitals except for Huang Hua, China’s ambassador
to Egypt. He had been appointed in January 1966°¢ and was the
only Chinese ambassador to remain at his post during the Cultural
Revolution.?” This, however, did not shield the Arabs from the
effects of the Cultural Revolution. During these years, parti-
cularly in early 1967, several incidents occurred which further
damaged Sino-Arab relations. On the one hand, these incidents
were the outcome of Chinese ‘radicalism’. Yet some of the blame
for provoking these incidents should be put on the Arab govern-
ments, whose somewhat irrational fear of the Chinese had no
doubt been exacerbated by Red Guard extremism. Even more
important, in order to protect their relations with the Soviet
Union, and probably under Soviet pressure, they prevented the
Chinese from demonstrating their grievances against Moscow.
This led to several incidents. In Iraq, Chinese students tried to
deliver a message of protest to the Soviet embassy in Baghdad in
reaction to an incident in which Chinese students had been beaten
in Moscow. This was prevented by Iraqi officials, and a week
later the Chinese students were ordered to leave Iraq.®® At the
same time, seventeen Chinese students were told to leave Syria.
Subsequently, the car of the Syrian ambassador in Budapest was
attacked by several Chinese, and Damascus retaliated in February
1967 by imposing a ban on NCNA reports from Syria.®® In Egypt,
the authorities had been informed in advance of Chinese plans to
demonstrate in front of the embassies of the Soviet Union and
other East European countries. Measures were taken to prevent
these demonstrations.?® When two Chinese officials defected, one
in Damascus in July 1966, and the other in Cairo in February
1968, both governments refused to extradite them. These refusals,
particularly the Egyptian one, infuriated the Chinese and added
more fuel to the already inflamed Sino-Arab relations.*** It should
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be stressed however, that normal cultural and economic ex-
changes and mutual visits between China and the Arabs con-
tinued, though on a small scale, throughout the Cultural
Revolution. Although the Cultural Revolution undoubtedly had
some negative effects on Sino-Arab relations, the deterioration of
these relations, as we have seen, had very little to do with the
Cultural Revolution itself. Despite the disturbances of the
Cultural Revolution, the daily management of China’s relations
with the Arabs was not much interrupted. In any case, the
Chinese remained well informed of the situation in the Middle
East and the world as a whole.

China’s alertness to the situation in the Middle East became
evident in May-June 1967. From the very beginning the Chinese
interpreted the growing tension in the region not so much in
terms of Arab-Israeli relations but primarily as a reflection of
global power politics. China’s firm and unreserved (though mostly
rhetorical) support of the Arabs during the 1967 crisis should,
therefore, be understood not merely as an attempt to regain the
friendship of the Arabs and improve China’s position in the
Middle East, but mainly within the larger context of Peking’s
fundamental foreign policy concerns: the struggle to prevent the
powers hostile to China, the United States and even more notably
the Soviet Union, from seizing control over this strategic cross-
roads of the intermediate zone. In accordance with their funda-
mental analysis of Middle Eastern affairs, the Chinese regarded
the June 1967 war as part of an American imperialist scheme to
reassert its predominance in the Middle East and subvert national
liberation and anti-imperialist movements. In this task the
Americans had been assisted, in Peking’s view, by the Soviets,
whose aims were perceived as very similar. China had accused
the Soviet Union of having betrayed the Arabs well before the
fighting even started.’*? As tension mounted, culminating in war
and eventually in an Arab defeat, Peking’s attacks on the Soviet
Union became more vituperative and fierce, to the point of
accusing Moscow of collaboration with Washington in engineer-
ing the assault on the Arabs.

The Chinese interpreted the outcome of the war in the very
same context as its origins had been analysed, that is, from the
fundamental, strategic and long-term point of view. Referring to
the Arab defeat as no more than a temporary setback, they said:

The Arab people’s struggle against imperialist aggression will be a pro-
tracted one. Looked at in essence and from a long-term point of view, the
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Arab people are really powerful. U.S. imperialism, British imperialism,
Soviet revisionism, Israel — all are paper tigers. It is only a temporary
phenomenon that Israel, by relying on the assistance of U.S. and British
imperialism and Soviet revisionism, has been able to occupy some Arab
territory by force of arms. The Arab people will sooner or later liberate all
their territory now under forcible occupation by imperialism and its lackey.
Without fail, the debt owed by imperialism to the Arab people will be
repaid. No force on earth can stop the Arab people from exercising their
sacred right... The reverses and setbacks which the Arab people will
encounter in the course of their anti-imperialist struggle can under no
circumstances halt their continuous advance.108

By this, however, the Chinese did not mean that final victory
would be automatically guaranteed. Rather, it would depend on
the drawing of correct lessons from the 1967 war, as well as from
all previous ‘acts of aggression’ in the Middle East. The Chinese
summed up these lessons in an important article published in the
CCP organ Red Flag.*** Analysing the war in the larger perspec-
tive of imperialism’s world-wide attacks on ‘the surging national
liberation movement’, the Chinese set forth four fundamental
lessons. In the same manner as China had always perceived the
Middle East, these lessons proceeded from the general, global
and external, to the particular, local and internal, context.

The first lesson was that ‘U.S. imperialism’ had remained and
would always remain the Arabs’ ‘sworn, number-one enemy’.
Indicating again the crucial importance of the Middle East in
world affairs and the history of American ‘aggression’ in the
Middle East, the Chinese concluded that ‘no illusions should be
entertained about this ferocious enemy, U.S. imperialism, nor
should any idea of winning easy victories through good luck be
entertained; the only correct policy is to cast away illusions,
prepare for struggle, give tit-for-tat and carry out a protracted
and repeated trial of strength with the enemy’.

The second lesson was that Soviet revisionism had become ‘the
number-one accomplice of U.S. imperialism in every sense of the
term’. Referring to the Soviets as traitors whose aid had only
served their own ‘neo-colonialist policies” and the ‘counter-
revolutionary line’ of ‘collaboration with the U.S. for world
domination’, the Chinese urged the Arabs not to be deceived and
to carry through to the end the anti-imperialist and anti-revisionist
struggle.

The third lesson was that ‘to defeat the armed attacks of
imperialism and its lackeys, the oppressed nations and people
can only rely on the theory, strategy and tactics of people’s war;
any other strategy and tactics will not work’. Once again the



134  The Middle East in China’s Foreign Policy 1949-1977

Chinese reiterated that people, and not modern weapons, were
the decisive factor in war. They urged the Arabs to abandon
conventional warfare, to unite their forces and employ the
strategic principles of protracted war so as to carry on the struggle
for a long period of time.

China’s fourth lesson, which concerned the internal situation
in the Arab world, was probably the most important since it
summed up the Chinese rationale of the Arab defeat. ‘“Why did
the Arab countries with 100 million people over more than 10,000
sq. km. of land suffer a setback in the war?’ Peking’s answer was
that all the mistakes made by the Arab governments in the June
war, as well as in previous crises (illusions about the principal
enemy, dependence on the Soviets and the adoption of wrong
strategy) had ultimately emanated from socio-political backward-
ness. In short, the Chinese believed that the Arab countries had
not yet reached the stage of national-democracy and were still
engaged in the national-democratic revolution:

The bourgeoisie in the Arab countries has a dual character. On the one
hand, it suffers from imperialist oppression and has contradictions with the
imperialists. In a given stage and to a certain extent it can take part in the
anti-imperialist struggle. But on the other hand, being weak economically
and politically, it vacillates and is prone to conciliation with the enemy.

Discrediting the leadership of the Arab bourgeoisie, the
Chinese paid high tribute to ‘the popular masses, first and fore-
most the workers and peasants, [who] are the basic motive force
of the national-democratic revolution of the Arab countries’
[italics added]. China’s fourth lesson, which undoubtedly reflected
the extremes of the Cultural Revolution, was far-reaching and
inconsistent with previous Chinese conceptions of Arab politics
and society. It indirectly urged Arab workers and peasants to
seize control, unite all the revolutionary forces in their societies,
and lead the revolution - otherwise the Arab countries would
never reach the stage of national-democracy, let alone of social-
ism, and would suffer more defeats:

Now the revolutionary situation is excellent throughout the world. Like-
wise, the revolutionary situation in the Arab region is also excellent. So
long as they adopt the correct policy, unite all the forces that can be united
and, together with the people of the world, concentrate their attacks on
neo-colonialism headed by the United States and on its running dogs, the
Arab proletariat and other revolutionary people will surely be able to lead
their revolutionary cause against imperialism from victory to victory. [Italics
added.]
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To sum up, the Chinese expected that the events of May and
June 1967 in the Middle East would produce a thorough trans-
formation in the Arab world, both externally and internally.
They predicted that ‘new-born forces will come to the fore from
the masses. These new-born forces will grow, and become the
mainstay of the Arab nations.”**®

It was not long before the Chinese realised that their lessons of
the June war fell on deaf ears. The Arabs continued to regard
Israel as their principal enemy, rather than the United States (let
alone the Soviet Union). This view was spelled out clearly, for
example, by Yasuf al-Siba‘i, Secretary General of the AAPSO and
chief editor of the Egyptian weekly Akhir Sd‘a. In his view, Arab
hostility towards the United States had little to do with the
American involvement in Vietnam, Asia, Africa or Latin America.
Rather, its chief cause was America’s support for Israel, ulti-
mately the Arabs’” arch-enemy.2*® This stand was shared by many
Arabs despite their anti-American rhetoric, as later events were
to prove.

Similarly, although there were bitter expressions of disappoint-
ment at the Soviet attitude during the June 1967 crisis, the Arab
governments refused to relinquish their dependence on the Soviet
Union. As soon as the war was over, attempts began to exonerate
the Soviets and to justify their ‘responsible’ reaction to ‘America’s
war provocations’. Praising Soviet support of the Arabs, an
editorial in al-Ahram condemned the campaign to alienate the
Arabs from the Soviet Union and thereby distract their attention
from the real enemy.*” Haykal, the editor of al-Ahram and
Nasser’s close associate, continued to defend the Soviet Union,
arguing that Moscow could not afford to abandon the Arabs
because this would give the United States ‘overwhelming strategic
supremacy’ and China a great ‘revolutionary advantage’?°® He
firmly denied China’s accusations that the Soviet Union had
betrayed the Arabs: ‘The UAR has a viewpoint which differs
from that which China has on the U.S.S.R. and Yugoslavia. The
Soviet Union stood on our side during the crisis and her aid to us
has been inestimable. Yugoslavia, too, tries sincerely to do her
utmost.™%®

The Arab governments also rejected, in practice if not in theory,
China’s advice to adopt the strategy of a people’s war as the only
way to victory. In their view, ‘the confrontation between the
regular armies on the front line will continue to be the primary
and decisive factor in the war*® whereas a people’s war continued
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to be regarded as a supplementary strategy, at best. After the
1967 war Nasser allegedly tried to explain to the Chinese that a
people’s war could not be applied in the Arab-Israeli conflict.
When talking to Palestinian guerrillas who had been trained in
China, Nasser was said to have criticised Chinese methods as
unsuitable for the Arabs and for the conditions of the Middle
East.”* In numerous articles, undoubtedly reflecting Nasser’s
views, Haykal repeated this argument:

Those in the Arab world who consider that the main burden of the
[Palestine] problem could be solved by fidd’iyin activity, only make it easy
for themselves and prepare the ground for escaping responsibility. Fida'iyin
activity would not be able to get Israel out of the West Bank [of the Jordan
River], the Syrian Heights or the Sinai Desert.112

The Arab leaders not only rejected China’s call for people’s war
but also disagreed, implicitly or explicitly, with China’s presump-
tion that war was the only way of settling the Arab-Israeli conflict.
This was another indication that the Soviet Union still exerted
much influence on the Arab governments. When Nasser was in
Moscow in 1968, he allegedly said:

We gave and shall still continue to give any chance for a political solution
because we are convinced that war is not needed for its own sake but only
when there is no other alternative to guard the peace and freedom of states.
Although I know that a military solution has many advantages, particularly
for the morale of the Arab nation, I stll give the priority to the fundamental
objective itself, namely — the liquidation of the consequences of aggression.
If I will manage to accomplish it in a political way — the better, but if the
accomplishment of this objective would call for war, this would be a sacrifice
my homeland would not hesitate to offer.113

Finally, China’s hopes for a socio-political transformation in
the Arab countries were also frustrated. In no way could the
Arab ‘proletariat’ and ‘revolutionary people’ seize control over
the state apparatus: the Arab governments, particularly those
which were pro-Soviet, showed no sign of willingness to permit
greater political participation and suppressed groups and indi-
viduals who dared to criticise the Soviet role in the June 1967 war.
Indeed, there were indications of disillusionment and disappoint-
ment with Moscow within the Arab communist movement. In the
Lebanon, the ‘pro-Chinese’ Socialist Revolution Party published
a manifesto condemning the Soviet stand on the Palestine prob-
lem ‘which is not different from the stand of any imperialist state
in the world’.*** The statement also strongly attacked the Soviet
Union as well as the orthodox communist parties for having
represented ‘the distorted capitulationist line” (al-khat al-tahrifi
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al-istislami) and turned into ‘obedient puppets and followers of
the Soviet deviationists’.11®

The defeat also revived anti-Soviet feelings among the Syrian
communists. It was reported in late June 1967 that the Syrian
authorities had arrested the leaders of a ‘pro-Chinese’ communist
faction, the Socialist Workers™ Party (Hizb al-‘Ummal al-Ishtirdki),
following its public statement accusing the Soviet Union of ‘co-
ordinating its actions with the United States against Arab interests’
during and after the war.’*® In early 1968, a new ‘pro-Chinese’
communist party, the Arab Marxist-Leninist Party, was said to
have been formed in Syria.’” Later that year, members of the
new party were arrested by the Syrian authorities.’*®* There were
also indications of a ‘leftward turn’ in the Iragi Communist
Party .12

Again, there was no evidence of any connection between China
and these factions, most of which, in fact, refused to be called
‘Chinese’ communists and claimed that their relations with China
were limited to adopting Mao Tse-tung’s doctrines.’®® It seems
highly unlikely that the Chinese had pinned their hopes on the
emergence of these offspring as the ‘new-born forces’ which were
to become ‘the mainstay of the Arab nation’.

On the other hand, the orthodox communist parties in the
Middle East firmly aligned themselves with the Soviet Union
and, in fact, intensified their attacks on the Chinese:

The propaganda of Mao Tse-tung’s bloc against the cease-fire actually
amounted only to one thing, i.e.: to let Israel take full advantage of her
aggression to occupy more Arab lands and even invade the Suez Canal -~
and that is precisely what American imperialism wants.

[The Chinese]l would like the Arabs to embark upon adventures without
any preparation and without taking into consideration the possible conse-
quences of their action — and that is exactly what is wanted and hoped by
the American imperialists and the rulers of Israel.121

Much of this anti-Chinese campaign was undoubtedly inspired
and encouraged by Moscow to counter the Chinese anti-Soviet
offensive. This offensive, though largely unsuccessful in the
Middle East, managed to upset the Soviets’ confidence in their
position in the Arab countries.’?? It seems less likely that the
Soviets really believed that the Chinese would be able to replace
them physically in the Middle East. More probably they feared
that Chinese ideas would replace Soviet ones and lead to what
they considered disastrous consequences. To avert such a pos-
sibility Moscow intensified its efforts in the Middle East in the
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following years. Thus, China’s anti-Soviet offensive was, to a
great extent, counter-productive as it motivated the Soviets to
increase their presence and influence in the region.

The Chinese had failed yet again. They did not have the
power, the influence or, indeed, the means to impose their
‘lessons’ on the Arabs or to retaliate when these ‘lessons’ were
rejected. For example, in August 1967 the Chinese cancelled their
participation in the Damascus International Fair after thirteen
years of uninterrupted presence. Allegedly, this was done in
protest at Syria’s continued leaning towards the Soviet Union
after the war.?® It was also reported that the Chinese withdrew
their $10 million ‘gift’ in hard currency offered to Egypt immedi-
ately after the war,?* allegedly because the resolutions of the
Khartoum summit conference (convened by the Arab leaders
after the June 1967 war) ‘had not been revolutionary enough’.12
Both allegations should, however, be treated with much reserve
since there is no substantial evidence to confirm either. There was
also a marked drop in Sino-Arab trade. China’s trade with the
Middle East reached a record in 1966 — some $140 million. In
1967 and 1968, however, the annual average was only $80-90
million. This trend was particularly evident in China’s trade with
Egypt. In 1965 and 1966 the average annual trade stood at $72
million, whereas from 1967 to 1970 it was less than half — around
$35 million each year.

Thus Sino-Arab relations, damaged in the mid-1960s, further
deteriorated during the Cultural Revolution. But at the same
time there was a growing Chinese interest in local national
liberation movements, particularly the Palestinians.

Orientation towards the Palestinians

In 19645 the Chinese failed in their attempt to secure Arab
support for the Afro-Asian conference by embracing the Pales-
tinian cause. This failure, however, did not discourage Peking
from preserving its relations with the Palestinians.

Although Arab leaders did not consider Chinese support for
the Palestinians a sufficient incentive for submitting to China’s
conditions regarding the conference, they nevertheless appreciated
China’s hostility towards Israel. During the Cultural Revolution
there was not much else China could have done to maintain a
good image in the Arab world. The Chinese, therefore, continued
to remind the Arabs of their attitude: “The Chinese people are
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the most loyal and most dependable friend of the Arab people.
We have consistently supported the Palestinian and Arab peoples
in their struggles against imperialism and old and new colonial-
ism, and for winning and safeguarding national independence.”2¢
But, as we have seen, China’s sudden interest in the Palestinians
in 1964-5 was not based on short-term expediency alone; at a
very early stage the Chinese had also realised the long-term
revolutionary potential implicit in the Palestinian problem and,
therefore, in the Palestine liberation movement.

Peking regarded the Palestinians, rather than the Arab govern-
ments, as the only force in the Middle East whose aims and
methods contradicted the increased American involvement in Asia
and the growing Soviet influence in the Third World:

The policy of U.S. imperialism and its collaborators, the Soviet modern
revisionists, to preserve the status quo [in the Middle East meant] forbidding
the Arab people to create ‘disturbance’ in the Middle East so as to make it
possible for the U.S. to concentrate its forces to go on with the war of
aggression in Vietnam in line with the eastward shift of the centre of
gravity of U.S. strategy and with its needs of ‘containing’ China. .. There-
fore, the struggle of the Palestinian people and the Arab people is linked up
with the anti-U.S. struggle of the Viemamese people and other revolutionary
people of the world.127

China was fully aware of the ‘disturbances’ that Palestinian
activities could cause: ‘Just because the U.S. has a big stake in its
oil, and because it has “strategic interests” in the Middle East,
any single spark of revolution or any anti-imperialist outcry in
this region will send cold shivers down the backs of the Ameri-
cans in the White House.2®

In addition to contributing to the struggle against American
imperialism, China’s support of the Palestinians and uncompro-
mising stand against Israel were one of its very few advantages
over the Soviet Union in the Middle East, and Peking certainly
had no intentions of giving it up. Throughout their offensive in
the Arab world in 1964-5 the Chinese muted their grievances
against Soviet policy towards Israel and the Palestine problem.
This was probably done to avoid unnecessarily offending the
Arabs. However, from 1966, after their offensive had failed any-
way, the Chinese felt completely free to condemn publicly what
they regarded as the subversive role played by the Soviets with
regard to the Palestine problem. The Chinese accused the Soviet
‘revisionist leading group’ of having pretended to be the ‘friends’
of the Arab people and having hypocritically professed support
for the Palestinian and Arab peoples while, in fact, acting in
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collusion with US imperialism and Zionism, playing the despic-
able game of selling out the national interests of the Arab people.
In China’s view, therefore, the Soviets had become accomplices
of US imperialism in its aggression against, and oppression of, the
Arab people.12®

Peking no longer regarded Anglo-American machinations as the
sole obstacle to the settlement of the Palestinian question. From
mid-1966 the Chinese began to stress Soviet-American collusion
as the primary reason for the persistence of the Arab-Israeli
conflict:

U.S. imperialism ... uses its softening tactics, trying by every means to
bring the Arab people to a ‘reconciliation” with the Zionists and an accept-
ance of the status quo of Israel, in other words, an acceptance of the
humiliating position of the victimised Palestinian Arabs.

It must be pointed out that the revisionist leading group of the Soviet
Union is a partner of the U.S. in the latter’s criminal plan against the Arabs.
It is a well-known fact that the Soviet revisionists are linked with the Israeli
Zionists. . . Obviously, a conspiracy is afoot in which the Soviet revisionists
leading group works hand in glove with the U.S. imperialists in betraying
the Palestinian and Arab peoples’ interests and their anti-imperialist
struggle.180

As early as February 1966 it was reported that Peking’s Foreign
Languages Press had published and distributed in the Middle
East a booklet in Arabic entitled Dawr al-Ittihad al-Sufiyati fi
Khalq Israil (The Role of the Soviet Union in the Creation of
Israel). Allegedly, this booklet contained strong accusations
against the Soviet Union as the principal state which had contri-
buted to the establishment of Israel. It also contained quotations
in favour of Israel from speeches of Gromyko, Malik, Zarapkin
and other Soviet statesmen.’® More than a month later, NCNA
denied any connection between China or the PLO and this book-
let.**? Indeed, it seems unlikely that the Chinese would have gone
as far as publishing such blatantly anti-Soviet accusations for
distribution in the Arab countries. Nonetheless, the contents of
this booklet faithfully reflected China’s line of argument. Peking
tried to belittle or deny any Soviet contribution towards the
settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict. The 1947 United Nations
Partition Plan, which in the mid-1950s had been accepted by
Peking as a basis for settlement, was no longer attributed to the
Soviet Union. From 1964 it was completely rejected as an Anglo-
American fabrication. Accordingly, the Chinese firmly persisted
in their outright rejection of a peaceful settlement to the Arab-
Israeli conflict. Although they had never denied in public Israel’s
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right to exist, some of their own comments?** and certainly their
quoting of Palestinian statements** suggests that at that stage
Peking would have welcomed a total Palestinian victory.

In sum, the Chinese believed that their relations with the
Palestinians were of considerable international value. In 1966,
they began to implement their March 1965 commitments to the
PLO. Despite the upheavals of the Cultural Revolution, the
Chinese carefully watched developments in the Middle East and
continuously encouraged the Palestinians. Initial shipments of
Chinese arms (mainly rifles, mines, explosives, grenades and
machine-guns) reached Palestinian hands, and the first groups of
Palestinian guerrillas (probably no more than a few dozen)
returned to the Middle East after training on Chinese soil.***

Despite Chinese assistance, the PLO cautiously avoided too
great an identification with Peking. Usually, it was the Chinese
who quoted anti-Soviet remarks allegedly made by rank-and-file
Palestinians: ‘The Chinese people are the true friends of the
Palestinian people. The Soviet revisionist group also professed
support for Palestine, but in words only. It is colluding with Israel
politically, economically and diplomatically.”*?¢ PLO leaders,
however, were more careful. Ahmad Shuqayri often praised Soviet
support for the Palestinian cause,’®” and Shafiq al-Hat, chairman
of the PLO Beirut Office, argued in early 1967: ‘If Peking un-
restrictedly supports the Arab right to restore Palestine in theory
there is, however, no doubt that in practice it is Moscow that can
translate this support into a language of international value.**
[Ttalics added.]

The Chinese expected that such comments would disappear
after the June 1967 war which, in their view, had disgraced the
Soviets and changed the situation in the Middle East in many
respects. As we have seen, the Chinese regarded the war as an
indisputable confirmation of their repeatedly stated analysis of
the Arab-Israeli conflict and the Palestine problem: the war
proved that Soviet-American interference in the region had been
undermining the Arab position against Israel and had prevented
a settlement of the Palestine problem; it also proved that the
conventional strategy employed by the Arab governments in
compliance with Moscow’s dictates had failed completely. Thus,
a self-reliant people’s war led by the Palestinians, enjoying the
co-operation of the Arab governments, was the only way to settle
‘successfully’ the Arab-Israeli conflict and defeat Soviet American
schemes.?*®
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Thus far, although the PLO had been created in 1964-5, its
military activity against Israel remained sporadic and ineflicient.
Paradoxically, the Arab defeat in June 1967 provided the Pales-
tinians with an essential asset for a people’s war — a potential base
inside enemy-occupied territory. As early as 1965, the Chinese
Chief of Staff, with remarkable insight, had advised a visiting
PLO delegation that it should have a base inside Israel because
operations from outside would only enrage Israel and lead to
retaliation campaigns against the Arab countries.*® Israel’s
occupation of large Palestinian-inhabited areas was thus of
immense revolutionary significance from Peking’s point of view.
Therefore, it was only in June 1967 that the Chinese, for the first
time, endorsed the PLO as a national liberation movement and
regarded Israel as a ‘target of revolution’:#

The Arab people of Palestine and the Palestine Liberation Army have taken
up their fighting posts and, together with the entire Arab armed forces and
people, they are giving play to the spirit of courage in battle and fearing no
sacrifice, and are dealing head-on blows at the aggressors. . .

1 believe that, having taken up arms, the revolutionary Arab people of
Palestine and the entire Arab people will not lay down their arms and, like
the heroic Vietnamese people, will fight on unflinchingly, resolutely and
stubbornly until final victory. . .

Today, the just war of the Arab States and peoples against aggression by
U.S. imperialism, British imperialism and Israel is a fine beginning of the
struggle to liberate Palestine.142 [Italics added.]

This opportunity to launch a genuine armed struggle based on,
and assisted by, the local population coincided with the revo-
lutionary outbursts in China as the Cultural Revolution was
reaching its climax. All these developments raised China’s ideo-
logical and revolutionary expectations from the Palestine libera-
tion movement.

Yet very soon it became evident that the Palestine liberation
movement had neglected some of Mao’s most fundamental
stipulations for a people’s war — unity, independence and perse-
verance. One result of the 1967 war was the gradual disinte-
gration of the Palestine liberation movement into smaller factional
organisations. Some of these factions, particularly the People’s
Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) and the People’s
Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PDFLP),
claimed to be Marxist-Leninist. For many reasons, however,
China always preferred to deal with the principal organisations,
the PLO and, after the 1967 war, also Fatah. The radical and
leftist groups were somewhat ignored because they never regarded
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Mao Tse-tung’s thoughts as the only or exclusive guide to revo-
lution. Moreover, instead of concentrating on the liberation of
Palestine and the struggle against imperialism, they gave first
priority to the overthrow of the existing Arab regimes and the
launching of a social and political revolution. Drawing the
lessons of previous experience, the Chinese believed that such a
revolution was not only premature at that stage, but would also
divert the movement’s efforts from the main target — the struggle
against imperialism. In addition to these shortcomings, the radical
organisations were small, detached from the masses, often perse-
cuted and outlawed, and had the effect of deepening the splits in
the Palestine liberation movement.

Fatah, on the other hand, never pretended to bear the standard
of Marxism-Leninism. It was ready to learn from the Chinese
revolutionary experience,™*® but also from the Vietnamese, the
Cuban and other models, and even claimed to have an ‘original’
revolutionary experience which had preceded the Chinese.'**
Moreover, the Chinese were well aware that Fatah provided a
major source of friction within the Palestine liberation movement
by criticising and challenging ShuqayrT’s PLO,*® an organisation
with which they had maintained close relations since 1965.

The Chinese, who harboured no illusions as to the shortcomings
of the PLO and its leader, realised that, despite having been
‘imposed from above’, Shuqayr’’s PLO demonstrated a certain
degree of independence from the Arab leaders, particularly
Nasser. Contrary to Arab views and those of the Soviet Union,
Shuqayr1 instructed PLO delegates at various Afro-Asian and
other conferences to support the Chinese stand or at least to avoid
offending China.**® For these reasons the Chinese were apparently
disturbed by Shuqayri’s forced resignation in December 1967.
Nonetheless, it was Fatah that later, particularly since 1969,
received much of China’s attention, support and encouragement,
because of its large popular base and its primary concern with
the national (i.e., anti-imperialist), rather than the socio-political,
task.

However, within a few months after June 1967, Israel’s reprisals
and counter-measures brought guerrilla activities inside the
Israeli-administered territories to a virtual standstill. Palestinian
raids from outside Israel’s borders, followed by Israeli retaliations,
were thereafter curbed and in some cases stopped altogether by
the Arab governments themselves.

Fundamentally, the Arab governments could not be reconciled
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with either a people’s war strategy or with the Palestinians play-
ing the central role in the struggle against Israel. These views
were repeated again and again after June 1967. Haykal, un-
doubtedly reflecting Nasser’s views, continued to underplay the
significance of the Palestinian organisations, stressing their
marginal and secondary role in the Arab-Israeli conflict.**” The
Arab governments were also unwilling to take the risk and pay
the price of uncontrolled Palestinian operations against Israel.
And due to internal political considerations, Arab leaders could
not permit the stationing of independent Palestinian troops in
their countries. The result was that, while the Palestinians had
been unable to establish permanent guerrilla bases inside the
territories occupied by Israel, they became even more dependent
on the Arab regimes. Some organisations were no more than
agents or extensions of certain Arab governments, while practi-
cally all of them operated under their auspices, and often at their
mercy. Disillusioned, N&'if Hawatma, leader of the PDFLP,
admitted that “in its present conditions, the resistance movement
is more like a bargaining card in the hands of the Arab regimes
rather than a revolutionary vanguard capable of liberating Pales-
tine, let alone the Arab homeland’14#

By late 1968, therefore, the Chinese had many reasons to be
disappointed with Palestinian revolutionary accomplishments and
politico-ideological inclinations. Apparently, China’s military
assistance to the Palestinians had scarcely increased since June
1967 and, according to some reports, had even ceased altogether.*®
Nevertheless, Peking continued to recognise the PLO as the true
representative of the Palestinian people. In the following years
China maintained its moral and material support to the Pales-
tinians within the limits of its revolutionary strategy and military
potential and according to the existing circumstances in the
Middle East and, more important, in the world as a whole.



5: THE STRUGGLE AGAINST
SOCIAL-IMPERIALISM

The end of the Cultural Revolution is usually regarded as the
beginning of the pragmatic phase in China’s foreign policy and
its ‘return’ to the family of nations. This process allegedly started
in the summer of 1968 when the Chinese began to view the Soviet
Union as their principal enemy, and culminated in Peking’s
admission to the United Nations, and the Sino-American thaw.
Yet, if we examine these developments in light of China’s Middle
Eastern policy, two different processes are revealed. In the first,
which started in late 1968 and early 1969, the foundation was laid
for a more pragmatic foreign policy, but its implementation was
frustrated, apparently by Lin Piao and the radicals. Therefore,
although diplomatic relations were restored, preference was still
given to revolutionary organisations rather than governments and
the Sino-American rapprochement was delayed until the summer
of 1971, when Lin Piao disappeared. It was only from that time
and early 1972 that China’s foreign policy indeed became prag-
matic, under the influence of Mao, Chou En-lai, Teng Hsiao-p’ing
and Hua Kuo-feng.

In both periods the struggle against the Soviets was central
but, whereas in the first they were depicted mainly as an immedi-
ate threat to China itself, in the second they were attacked as the
main threat to the world, primarily to Europe and the Middle
East and more recently to Africa. Accordingly, the role of the
Middle East in China’s foreign policy has changed: between 1969
and 1971 it played a marginal role, relations with governments
remained tense and support to national liberation movements
increased; from 1972 on, however, the role of the Middle East
became much more important, preference was given to relations
with established governments, while interest in revolution declined
considerably.

The marginal role of the Middle East

In late 1968, when the Cultural Revolution was subsiding, a new
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phase in China’s foreign policy began to emerge. Whether it was
the end of the Cultural Revolution that relieved China’s leaders
of domestic pressures so as to enable them to watch and analyse
the international situation more carefully; or whether it was their
perception of changes in the world situation which, among other
things, led to the termination of the Cultural Revolution — in
either case it seems that China’s modified world outlook reflected
primarily perceived global developments, particularly the
orientation of the two superpowers.

Around the November 1968 elections in the United States,
initial signs came from Washington of American willingness to
improve relations with the PRC and, what was more significant,
to reduce its military involvement in Southeast Asia. Conse-
quently, the Chinese were gradually relieved of the fear of
American ‘aggression’, so deeply rooted in China’s foreign policy
since 1949. However, as the American threat was reduced, a new
one emerged. Following the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in
August 1968, the Brezhnev Doctrine and the Soviet military
build-up along China’s northern borders, the Chinese began to
regard the Soviet Union as their principal enemy and as the most
imminent threat to China’s security.

Basically, China interpreted these developments in a local
Asian perspective. Although the Chinese continued to criticise
Soviet policy vigorously all over the world, they concentrated
most of their efforts on preparing against possible Soviet attack on
China. Similarly, the United States’ new Asia policy was still
suspected by Peking. Therefore, China was very slow in re-
sponding positively to the American initiative and continued
to encourage anti-imperialist struggles all over the world:
while restoring normal governmental relations which had been
suspended during the Cultural Revolution, the Chinese con-
tinued and in some cases even increased, their support of
national liberation movements and people’s wars, particularly in
Asia.

Though it is difficult to substantiate, it seems that these per-
ceptions were influenced or even articulated by Lin Piao, who
emerged as the most powerful political figure in China after the
Cultural Revolution. The Political Report he delivered at the
Ninth CCP Congress in April 1969, which provided the basis for
China’s foreign policy until 1971, hardly mentioned Afro-Asian
national-bourgeois governments and regarded China and the
world’s proletariat and ‘revolutionary people” as the only force
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capable of resisting the United States and the Soviet Union. He
laid particular emphasis on the Soviet threat to China.!

China’s Middle Eastern policy in the first three years after the
Cultural Revolution resembled, in these respects, pre-Cultural
Revolution patterns. Distracted by the situation along their
northern frontier and in Southeast Asia, the Chinese considered
the role of the Middle East as rather marginal in their analysis of
the international situation. Still, as in the past, Peking continued
to interpret the situation there in terms of superpower involve-
ment; although the Soviet Union had become China’s principal
enemy, the Chinese still laid the blame for the tension in the
Middle East equally on the United States and the Soviet Union.
Any Soviet-American plan or proposal to settle the Middle East
problem was uncompromisingly rejected by Peking.

China’s relations with the Arab governments, although formally
restored, nevertheless remained lukewarm. On the other hand,
the Chinese renewed their support, both verbal and material, to
the local national liberation movements: the Palestinian organisa-

tions and the People’s Front for the Liberation of the Occupied
Arabian Gulf.

The restoration of suspended relations

In 1969 the Chinese began to restore their relations with the Arab
countries, where all China’s embassies, except for that of Egypt,
had been operated by chargés d’affaires since 1966-7. Ambassa-
dors were dispatched first to Syria (in June 1969), then to the
Yemen (July 1969), Egypt (June 1970), the post having been vacant
from July 1969) and Iraq (December 1970). In July 1969 a chargé
d’affaires was sent to China’s newly established embassy in South
Yemen; he became ambassador in December 1970. Thus, by the
end of 1970 all China’s main diplomatic posts in the Middle East
were filled.

The renewal of Chinese activity in the Middle East, and even
more so the new analysis of the world situation, required a re-
organisation of Middle Eastern affairs in China’s Foreign Ministry.
From September 1964 China’s Middle East policy was super-
vised and executed by the Department of West Asia and North
Africa. This department, which had been created to cope with
China’s intensive diplomacy in the Arab countries in the mid-
1960s, became superfluous following the Chinese debacle, and
apparently fell into oblivion during the Cultural Revolution.
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From 1966 to 1969 there is almost no information on its staff or
activities.

In September 1969, or probably earlier, the Department of
West Asia and North Africa was recombined with that of Africa
to form the Department of West Asia and Africa. This indicated
a decline in importance of the Middle East in China’s foreign
policy. Still, after the upheavals of the Cultural Revolution,
China’s relations with the Middle East and Africa had to be
restored and consolidated. To succeed in this, the best qualified
diplomats in these fields were mobilised: Ho Ying, who became
Director of the new department, and Ho Kung-k'ai and Kung
Ta-fei, who became his deputies, had already held these positions
in the past in addition to several diplomatic posts in both the
Middle East and Africa.? Their assignment was not easy. China’s
relations with the Arab governments after the Cultural Revo-
lution were governed by mutual suspicion inherited from the past,
by their reserved attitude towards the Palestinians, whom the
Chinese favoured, and particularly by the degree of their asso-
ciation with, and submission to, the Soviet Union.

When the Cultural Revolution ended and the Chinese were re-
appraising the international situation, their relations with Egypt
were at a low ebb. In mid-July 1969 Peking recalled Huang Hua,
its ambassador to Cairo, precisely when new ambassadors were
being dispatched to other capitals. He left his office some three
and a half years after his appointment (compared with almost ten
years of his predecessor), allegedly for his encouragement and
support of the student riots in Alexandria in November 1968 and
also as a result of pressure by the Soviets, who did not like his
influence and connections with African liberation movements.®
Whether these reports were true or, as is more probable, exag-
gerated, Huang Hua was recalled only to be promoted to a higher
post. His office in Cairo stood vacant for almost a year until, in
late June 1970, Peking appointed a new ambassador to Egypt.
This delay could be regarded as a diplomatic retaliation: in July
1968 Cairo had recalled its ambassador from Peking; he was not
replaced until fourteen months later, in September 1969.

One of the main reasons for the cool Sino-Egyptian relations
was the Soviet-Egyptian alliance, which time and again Peking
sought to undermine. In early 1970 the Chinese tried to exploit
what seemed to be growing strains in Soviet-Egyptian relations.
In a letter to Nasser, Chou En-lai briefly reviewed the latest
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US-backed Israeli attacks on Egypt and other Arab countries. He
implied that similar support for the Arabs had not, and would
not, come from the Soviet Union and urged Nasser to launch an
armed struggle: ‘In the common struggle against imperialism, the
Chinese people will forever remain the most reliable friend of the
people of the UAR, Palestine and other countries. [Italics added.]
Nasser’s reply came more than a fortnight later. In polite and
diplomatic style, he told Chou En-lai to mind his own business:
‘The people of our country believe that the forces of the UAR
and the Arab nation will triumph eventually. They have faith in
their own principles as well as in their friends.” [Italics added.]
Speaking shortly afterwards, Nasser again implicitly denied
Chinese arguments by firmly defending and justifying Egypt’s
friendship and co-operation with Moscow and by insisting on the
need to find a political settlement to the Arab-Israeli conflict. He
expressed deep appreciation and gratitude for Soviet support,
particularly military aid: “The truth is that the Soviet Union is
the only power that can help us to realise our aims. It is the only
power that wanted to help us therein, otherwise the enemy and
his associates could have imposed their conditions upon us.”
Nasser was also furious about China’s anti-Soviet propaganda
among the Palestinians and particularly about China’s allegations
that Egypt was selling-out the guerrillas to Moscow. In March,
following his exchange of letters with Chou En-lai, Nasser told
Arafat, who was about to leave for China, to inform the Chinese
premier that he (Nasser) was not selling-out anyone to the Soviet
Union.” But he continued to irritate Peking. In June 1970 he
accepted the Rogers Plan which the Chinese had rejected as a
‘superpowers’ plot to impose a Middle East Munich’; they also
rejected the cease-fire agreement along the Suez Canal which
came into force, following Nasser’s approval, on 8 August 1970.
These Sino-Egyptian disagreements, as well as the controversies
of the past, were probably responsible for what appeared as
China’s restrained reaction to the death of Nasser in late Septem-
ber 1970.2 China’s message of condolence was nothing more than
mere formality and Kuo Mo-jo, China’s special envoy to the
funeral, was a secondary figure compared with other countries’
envoys. Consequently, Egypt’s interim president, Anwar Sadat,
did not meet with him although he managed to meet other
leaders. Several months later Chou En-lai reportedly blamed the
Soviets for Nasser’s death: “They deceived him. They pushed him
into a situation and they left him. They allowed his heart to be
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broken.® He was speaking to an Egyptian goodwill delegation
led by the Speaker of the National Assembly that visited China
from 26 to 29 January 1971. Although this delegation, the first
after several years, was regarded as an Egyptian gesture to
improve relations with Peking, the Chinese did not seem very
enthusiastic. Apparently, the main disagreement during the visit
concerned the Palestinians, whom the Chinese mentioned
repeatedly and who were completely ignored by the Egyptian
delegation. Chou En-lai made no speech in honour of the dele-
gation.'?

China’s relations with Syria also reflected the degree of the latter’s
dependence on the Soviet Union. Although Syria has always been
regarded as more radical and militant than the other Arab coun-
tries, the Chinese did not seem impressed. In practice, Syria was
not less, but probably more, dependent on Moscow than the
other countries. Similarly, despite Syria’s unreserved rhetorical
support of the Palestinians, Peking was undoubtedly aware that
their activities in and from Syria were kept under strict control.

However, by the spring of 1969 there were indications of a
serious deterioration in Syria’s relations with Moscow, involving
not only Syria’s external posture (such as the refusal to abide by
the United Nations Security Council Resolution 242 and the
resultant Soviet retaliation of suspending arms supplies), but also
internal struggle between rival factions.’* As a result of this
deterioration President Nir al-Din al-Atasi cancelled his visit to
Moscow at the last minute. Instead, a Syrian military delegation
led by Major General Mustafa Tallas, then Chief of Staff of the
Syrian Army and First Deputy Minister of Defence, rushed to
Peking. Press reports during the visit (13 to 21 May 1969), and
for some time afterwards, suggested that China had agreed to
supply Syria with a variety of arms including light weapons,
tanks, aircraft and even missiles. The visit and the alleged ‘arms
deal’ were described not only as the culmination of the Sino-
Soviet conflict in the Middle East but also as the beginning of
large-scale Chinese penetration into the region and intervention
in the Arab-Israeli conflict.’?

These reports were grossly inaccurate. It is inconceivable that
the Syrians believed they would get weapons, particularly of
sophisticated types, from China. In fact, Syria’s President Atasi
admitted that news reports of Tallas’ visit had been exaggerated
and stressed that, aware of China’s limited capabilities, Tallas had
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had no intention of seeking military aid in Peking.* Moreover,
during the visit the Chinese themselves urged the Syrians and
the Arabs not to depend on outside sources of support: ‘We are
deeply convinced that so long as the Arab countries firmly rely
on their own people, carry out the policy of maintaining indepen-
dence and keeping the initiative in their own hands and relying
on their own efforts and steadfastly take the road of armed
struggle, they will assuredly win final victory.”** [Italics added.]

Rather than intending, or having the capacity, to replace the
Soviets in Syria, the Chinese used the visit to demonstrate their
sympathy with Syria’s rejection of a superpower-engineered
political settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict and to encourage
the Syrians to continue resisting Soviet pressure. In June,
immediately after the visit, the Chinese dispatched an ambassa-
dor to Syria, their first to the Middle East since the Cultural
Revolution.

Damascus, however, did not conceive of the visit to China as a
point of departure from Soviet patronage but, on the contrary, as
an attempt to force the Soviets to increase their commitments.
This was proved during the visit as well as by later events. Tallas
carefully avoided criticising the Soviets, and the Syrians omitted
Chinese attacks on the Soviets from the NCNA dispatches pub-
lished in Damascus.?® By July the Soviet-Syrian crisis was over
and a Syrian delegation, which included President Atasi and
Defence Minister Hafiz Asad, was cordially welcomed in Mos-
cow. Following this visit came a further improvement in Soviet—
Syrian relations and in late September Atasi paid another visit to
Moscow on his way to North Korea. He did not visit China.

South Yemen (the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen
(PDRY) since November 1970) provided another example of
China’s attempts to outmanoeuvre the Soviet Union in the Middle
East. The new South Yemeni regime tried from the beginning to
maintain a balance between Moscow and Peking, accepting
military aid mainly from the Russians and economic aid mainly
from the Chinese. However, until July 1969, when a new leader-
ship seized power, the Soviets had much more influence than the
Chinese and China’s relations with South Yemen made rather
slow progress. The situation changed later. In July 1969 a Chinese
embassy was established in Aden (an agreement on diplomatic
relations had already been reached in January 1968). Li Ch’iang-
fen, the Chinese chargé d'affaires, who in December 1970 became
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China’s first ambassador to South Yemen, had been counsellor and
chargé d’affaires in the Yemen since May 1961 and was thus very
familiar with the situation in the Arabian Peninsula.

The establishment of a Chinese embassy in Aden also improved
China’s relations with the People’s Front for the Liberation of the
Occupied Arabian Gulf (PFLOAG). This immediately triggered
Soviet criticism,'®* and enabled the Chinese to increase their
economic activities. A previous loan of $12 million (offered in
September 1968) began to be implemented and another loan of
$43 million was offered in August 1970, following the visit to
China by the South Yemeni president. China’s aid to South Yemen
consisted of the construction of various textile enterprises, salt
works and medical aid, but primarily the building of a strate-
gically important road to connect the third district with the fifth
(about 500 km), including wells and bridges along it. Several
hundred Chinese worked on these projects. Consequently, South
Yemen became the only country in the Middle East to receive
more economic aid from China than from the Soviet Union and
Eastern Europe together.

Increased interest in liberation movements

Following the Cultural Revolution Peking maintained a rather
radical policy in the Middle East. Despite the restored relations
with the Arab governments it was the national liberation move-
ments which attracted Chinese attention: “The Arab people’s
mass movement against imperialism and aggression, the Pales-
tinian people’s armed struggle and the armed struggle of the
people of the Dhufar area have now converged into a raging
storm of revolution striking at imperialism, revisionism and re-
action. It is the main current that decides the situation in the
Middle East.*” The fact that this ideological-revolutionary out-
look was endorsed by the Ninth CCP Congress reflected the
internal political struggle in China. Apparently, Mao did not share
these views. He made no statement in support of the Middle
Eastern liberation movements and received none of their numer-
ous delegations and representatives who came to China after the
Cultural Revolution.

Notwithstanding Mao’s presumed reservations, the Chinese
resumed their support of, and relations with, the two main libera-
tion movements in the Middle East, the Dhufar Liberation Front
and the PLO. Dhufar is the Southwestern district of the Sultanate
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of Oman, which had been under British colonial rule by treaty
since the end of the eighteenth century and still maintains special
ties with Britain. The Dhufar Liberation Front started its military
operations in June 1965 and from the beginning established close
relations with the National Liberation Front of South Yemen.
Soon after South Yemen gained independence, its sixth district,
adjacent to the Omani border and to Dhufar, became the main
base of the Dhufar liberation movement. In September 1968, at
the movement’s second congress, the old leadership was over-
thrown and the organisation changed its name and objectives to
‘The People’s Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian
Gulf’ (PFLOAG). The doctrines of the new Marxist-Leninist
leadership were very similar to those of the PFLP and parti-
cularly the PDFLP - all of them offspring of the same movement:
‘al-Qawmiyfin al-‘Arab’ (The Arab Nationalists). The PFLOAG,
whose aim by then was not merely to ‘liberate” Dhufar or Oman
but to establish an Arab People’s Republic in the entire Gulf,
officially remained uncommitted in the Sino-Soviet conflict and
apparently adopted the revolutionary principles of Cuba and
Che Guevara.’®

In June 1970 it was reported that a new organisation had been
founded, ‘The National Democratic Front for the Liberation of
Oman and the Arabian Gulf’ (NDFLOAG).*® It was particularly
active in Northern Oman and in December 1971 merged with the
PFLOAG to form the ‘People’s Front for the Liberation of Oman
and the Arabian Gulf’ (still PFLOAG).?

China’s interest in South Arabia dates back to the 1950s, but
was irregular and superficial. It was during the Cultural Revo-
luction, and especially afterwards, that China began to encourage
the Dhufar Liberation Front, and later the PFLOAG, more
systematically. From early 1969, the NCNA office in Aden main-
tained extensive coverage of the military operations of the
PFLOAG (previously, this coverage had been carried out from
Cairo), and NCNA correspondents were sent from Aden to report
directly from the battlefield?* China’s press and radio often
acclaimed the ‘Dhufari guerrillas’. Several PFLOAG delegations
visited China, the most important staying for five weeks in March—
April 1970. It was not received by Mao but held talks with Chou
En-lai. At that time the Chinese apparently approved of the
PFLOAG maximalist plans: ‘The excellent situation of the
victoriously developing armed struggle of the Dhufér people is
bound to promote and inspire the development of the national
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liberation struggle of the people of the entire Arabian Gulf
region.’?? [Italics added.]

Beyond the rhetoric, China’s material support to the PFLOAG
was rather small. In fact, only after July 1969, when a PRC
embassy was first established in Aden, did China’s relations with
the PFLOAG improve. Although exact details of China’s aid are
unknown, it seems that the Chinese provided the Dhufari revolu-
tionaries with no more than a few hundred rifles and machine-
guns. These were delivered either directly or, more likely,
through the South Yemeni authorities. According to some reports,
there were also several Chinese instructors at a PFLOAG base in
South Yemen near the Omani border. China’s support to the
PFLOAG was frequently acknowledged by its members and
leaders: “The PFLOAG expresses its heartfelt thanks to socialist
countries, particularly the People’s Republic of China, for their
moral and material support and aid to our revolution.”®

China’s relations with the Palestinians were much more compli-
cated. After the Cultural Revolution, and in fact since June 1967,
the Palestinians were the only group in the Middle East which
accepted China’s interpretation that the Palestine problem, not
merely the problem of the territories occupied during the war,
was the root of the Arab-Israeli conflict and the key to its settle-
ment. Not less important, they consistently opposed outside
intervention and rejected any peace or settlement formula which
emanated from the United States, the Soviet Union or the United
Nations. In China’s view, the Palestinians had become ‘an impor-
tant revolutionary force in the Middle East’, being the main
obstacle to the realisation of the superpowers’ schemes in that
region. There were many indications that after the Cultural
Revolution the Chinese considered the Palestinian struggle as
second in importance only to the liberation wars of Indochina.

China’s Middle East policy in that period definitely preferred
the Palestinians, notwithstanding its efforts to restore and re-
habilitate relations with the Arab governments. The consistent
Chinese support of the Palestinians between 1969 and 1971 pro-
vided a major source of friction in Sino-Arab relations. As we
have seen, again and again Peking tried in vain to persuade the
Arab governments to adopt the Palestinian strategy and to assist
the Palestinian struggle.

This does not mean, however, that China’s attitude towards
the Palestinians was uncritical. From past experience the Chinese
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were well aware of the shortcomings of the Palestine liberation
movement. Thus, although they repeatedly urged the Palestinians
to adopt armed struggle and a people’s war, they could not fail to
observe that Palestinian military operations were at a standstill
from the late 1960s onward. They also did not approve of, let
alone inspire, terror and hijacking, which had been introduced by
both the radical and the so-called moderate Palestinian organisa-
tions, as a substitute for military activity.?* From the beginning
Peking almost completely ignored Palestinian acts of terror, in
itself an obvious sign of disapproval. Later, Chinese diplomats
and officials privately condemned Palestinian terrorism,**
although there was no public condemnation at that stage. It was
also reported that the Chinese had reproached the Palestinians
directly, stressing that terror and hijacking constituted a waste of
energy and resources which diverted the people’s attention from
the main targets and created hostile public opinion. As such,
terror contradicted Mao’s revolutionary doctrines.?®

Another development which damaged China’s relations with
the Palestinians was the latter’s growing association with Moscow.
As was the case with several other national liberation movements,
China’s connections with the Palestinians only stimulated further
Soviet commitment.2” Despite their reservations, the Palestinians
welcomed the Soviet gestures. Indeed, they criticised Soviet
pressure for a political settlement; in their view ‘the Soviet Union
was so far not convinced that the Palestinian people’s struggle to
restore their homeland and to drive out the gangster State of
Israel was a legitimate one’.2® In response to an article in Pravda
which had praised Nasser for ‘opposing extremist tendencies in
the Arab world’, Fath, the daily organ of the PLO Central Com-
mittee, said: “The Palestinian cause is our cause. Nobody else has
the right to interfere in it. If one wants to take an internationalist
stand, one should side with us, or else keep silent — otherwise one
should expect a reply if one knocks at the door.”® Nevertheless,
to China’s displeasure, the Palestinians realised that they would
not be able to further their cause without seeking the friendship
of Moscow. Even the so-called ‘extreme-leftist’ organisations,
which the Soviets in any case continued to ignore, were careful
not to alienate Moscow:

Imperialism and the reactionary forces are trying to find a loophole in the
relations between the progressive Palestinian and Arab nationalist move-
ments and the Soviet Union and the countries of the socialist camp. Our
duty is to prevent imperialism from succeeding in fulfilling this aim. The
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Soviet Union has been a main supporter of the Arab people in their war
against imperialism and its plans in our homeland.3°

Although there is no evidence of overt Chinese criticism of the
Palestinians’ overtures towards Moscow, Peking undoubtedly
considered it an example of failure to distinguish between enemies
and friends or between true and false friends:

Social-imperialism has always been colluding with U.S. imperialism and
hostile to the Palestinian people. It has wildly slandered and abused the
Palestinian people’s armed struggle and greatly discrediting itself. Recently,
it has changed its tactics and hypocritically pretended to ‘support’ the
Palestinian people’s armed struggle. It is clear to everyone that its aim is
merely to place the Palestinian armed forces under its control, using them
as capital in making dirty deals with U.S. imperialism in the Middle East,
so as to realise its criminal plot of stamping out the Palestinian armed
struggle and divide up the Middle East with U.S. imperialism.3t

Finally, the Chinese were undoubtedly disappointed by the
slow progress towards unity within the Palestine liberation move-
ment. In the late 1960s and early 1970s the Palestine liberation
movement further disintegrated. Although the various organisa-
tions formally co-operated under PLO auspices, each still retained
its independence and relied not only on different tactics but even
on a different strategy.

All these considerations underlay China’s relations with the
Palestinians in the three years following the Cultural Revolution.
Adhering to their consistently reiterated call for unity among the
Palestinians, the Chinese continued to regard the PLO as the
only organisation truly representative of the Palestinian people.
Most of China’s relations with the Palestinians were carried out
through the PLO, which still maintained a permanent office in
Peking, or through Fatah, which, despite some reservations, was
acknowledged by Peking as the backbone of the PLO.

As we have seen, China’s interest in Fatah was based not only
on its being the largest, most united and most powerful of all
Palestinian organisations. Paradoxically, China was also attracted
to it by its lack of socialist or Marxist inclinations. Contrary to the
commonly-held view, China never insisted that national libera-
tion movements should adopt Mao’s revolutionary doctrines or
copy China’s revolutionary experience verbatim et litteratim.
Rather, China insisted on adoption of only the fundamental
principles, primarily that of combining theory and practice and
adapting the revolutionary strategy to local circumstances. This
is exactly what Fatah claimed to be doing: “We acquaint our
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cadres, without complications, with world experience in national
liberation. We believe that we should benefit from such experi-
ences, but at the same time we believe that attaining victory
necessitates that we produce from our actual circumstances a
national experience which will also enrich world experience.’
Fartiq al-Qaddumi (alias Ab@ Lutf), one of Fatah’s important
leaders, enlarged on the topic:

There is an infantile leftism among those who propagate socialist thought by
applying the experiences of others. On this basis such movements can be
described as idealistic and infantile, because any movement must study the
given reality. These movements have not studied the given reality but
described it according to descriptions of other societies. As a result, their
understanding and description is abstract. Qur description is nearer to

reality. Thus Al-Fateh is the only actual revolutionary movement in the
Palestinian field.33

Rejecting the leftist organisations’ calls for class struggle to
precede the liberation of Palestine, Fatah insisted that national
tasks should take precedence over all other considerations and
should be implemented under a national (i.e., Fatah) leadership.
Apparently, China fully endorsed and approved of this view and
conducted its relations with Fatah and the PLO on this basis.
Consequently, there is little evidence of any Chinese preference
given to the Marxist organisations, or of relations with them. In
fact, the Chinese very rarely mentioned or praised military
operations by the radical groups. Although representatives of
these groups occasionally visited China, they came not indepen-
dently but rather as members of the PLO delegations.

Still, in the latter half of 1970 there were reports that the
Chinese had become more interested in the leftist organisations
and even offered them considerable military aid. These reports,
however, could not be verified. Most likely, the PFLP and the
PDFLP only received their share of one of the Chinese arms
shipments that reached the Palestinians via Damascus and
Latakia. Other reports said that the PFLP leader, George Habash,
had visited China in mid-October 1970 after visiting North Korea
(2-14 September);** but there was not even a hint from China
that such a visit did actually take place. Moreover, the Chinese
completely ignored Habash’s visit to North Korea, which was
highly publicised and extensively treated there. Some Beirut
newspapers reported that Habash had not been invited by the
Chinese.?® Even if there was a secret visit, during which the
Chinese allegedly criticised Habash for his ‘wrong tactics’ (this
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was immediately after the PFLP’s spectacular hijackings and the
fighting in Jordan), it seems that they continued to maintain their
reservations about the radical Palestinian groups. There is no
indication that China considered any group other than Fatah and
the PLO as capable of leading the Palestine liberation war.

Notwithstanding China’s preference for the Palestinians over
the Arab governments, there was evidence that the content,
intensity and scope of China’s rhetorical support as well as
material assistance to the PLO and Fatah had also declined after
the Cultural Revolution.** The most obvious indication was
China’s reduced coverage of Palestinian operations. To some
extent, this merely reflected the reduction in Palestinian activities.
Yet this selective coverage was probably another way of implying
Chinese disapproval of certain Palestinian actions and policies.
Similarly, quite often Peking referred cynically to ‘twists and
turns’, ‘difficulties’, ‘temporary difficulties’, ‘difficult circum-
stances’, or even ‘the most difficult circumstances’ that the Pales-
tinians were encountering in their struggle. Palestinian delegations
continued to visit China but none received the same treatment
or the firm commitment accorded to Shuqayri’s PLO delegation
in 1965. Arafat’s visit to China in March 1970 provided a good
example.

As we have seen, the Chinese were not particularly enthusiastic
about ShuqayrT's dismissal in late 1967, if only because Moscow
was obviously pleased about it. Apparently, China also had some
reservations about Arafat, who became PLO chairman in
February 1969, mainly because of his association with Nasser
(whose relations with Peking were very cool at that time), whom
he had accompanied on his visit to Moscow in August 1968.

Arafat, who had unofficially visited the PRC as early as March
1964, paid his first official visit to China, leading a Fatah (not a
PLO) delegation in March 1970, precisely five years after
Shuqayri’s visit. There were many differences between the two
visits. Arafat came to China after spending twelve days in Mos-
cow a month earlier — apparently with trifling results but, never-
theless, sufficient to make the Chinese suspicious. In China Arafat
was generally received by ‘deputies’ rather than by leaders of
high rank. Unlike Shuqayri he was not received by Mao, who
shortly afterwards met the presidents of the Sudan and South
Yemen. Chou En-lai met Arafat on 27 March but made no speech
in honour of the delegation. In his speech, Vice Premier Li Hsien-
nien completely ignored Arafat’s position as PLO chairman: “The
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Palestine National Liberation Movement [Fatah] led by Chair-
man Arafat has persevered in armed struggle, united with other
anti-imperialist armed organisations of Palestine and dealt
repeated blows at the enemy, thereby playing an active role in
promoting the liberation cause of Palestine.®” In addition, the
People’s Daily did not publish the customary editorial on such
occasions and no joint communiqué was issued.

It is difficult to determine what aid the Chinese offered Arafat
during his visit, if any. However, in August and September 1970
there were reports, mentioned above, on the arrival and distri-
bution of Chinese arms shipments to the Palestinian guerrillas.®®
As some of these reports had come from sources hostile to the
PRC, their accuracy should be suspect. Other reports suggested
that Chinese arms supplies ‘have accounted for only a small
percentage of the armoury of the Palestinian guerrillas’, and
questioned claims of Chinese participation in the fighting in
Jordan or in the training of Palestinian guerrillas in the Middle
East.?® Still, in October 1970 Arafat cabled the Chinese: ‘The
Central Committee of the Palestine Revolution [sic] expresses
acknowledgement of China’s great assistance which has the big-
gest influence in supporting our revolution and strengthening its
perseverance.’s

The next year, however, brought about a decisive change in
China’s attitude towards the Palestinians. As a result, China’s
interest in and support of, the Palestinians was drastically reduced
and they were no longer regarded as the core of the resistance to
the superpowers in the Middle East.

The central role of the Middle East

By late 1971 and early 1972 China’s stand on international affairs
had undergone a significant change. The previous analysis of the
world situation, apparently formulated by Lin Piao, had reflected
mainly regional developments — the Soviet threat to China’s
security; suspicions of American intentions in Southeast Asia;
continuing reservations about Third World governments, despite
normalising relations with them; the belief in the dominant role
of national liberation movements in the fight against imperialism.

It seems that the settlement of the first phase in the post-
Cultural Revolution political struggle, following the fall of Lin
Piao, enabled Mao and Chou En-lai to regain control and revise
China’s world outlook. In a typical Maoist manner the new
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analysis of the world situation reflected the situation in the world
as a whole with a clearer distinction between principal and
secondary enemies. Western Europe, rather than China, was now
regarded as the immediate target of Soviet military expansion.
Peking maintained that the Soviets, planning to dominate Europe,
channelled most of their efforts towards the countries of the
intermediate zone, in an attempt to seize control particularly in
key areas such as the Middle East and more recently Africa.
American signals to China were now no longer rejected. Washing-
ton’s determination to end its involvement in Vietnam and to
improve relations with Peking convinced the Chinese that the
United States finally was on the decline.

These changes were linked to a general historical trend and
were spelled out most clearly in a confidential document circu-
lated in the Chinese army:

Both Soviet revisionism and U.S. imperialism are our arch enemies. At
present Soviet revisionism is our most important enemy. After World
War 11, at first it was U.S. imperialism which lorded it over the world; so
we said that U.S. imperialism was the No. 1 enemy. Later, Soviet revisionist,
social-imperialism emerged. A situation presented itself in which the United
States and the Soviet Union contended for hegemony in the world and
demarcated spheres of influence. These two big villains carried out aggres-
sion, subversion, control and intervention everywhere and bullied the people
of all countries, turning the world into a very unpeaceful place. Since then,
U.S. imperialism and Soviet imperialism, the two superpowers, have been
the common enemies of the people of the world. The present situation is:
U.S. imperialism’s counterrevolutionary global strategy has met with
repeated setbacks; its aggressive power has been weakened; and hence, it
has had to make some retraction and adjustment of its strategy. Soviet
revisionism, on the other hand, is stretching its arms in all directions and is
expanding desperately. It is more crazy, adventurist and deceptive. That is
why Soviet revisionism has become our country’s most dangerous and most
important enemy.41

According to Peking, the fact that the United States was on the
decline created vacuum areas, particularly in Asia, and thus only
aggravated the contradictions between it and the expansionist
policies of the Soviet Union. A similar situation had existed in the
1950s, when the decline of Britain and France had, in China’s
view, aggravated the contradictions between them and the
expansionist policies of the United States. Then as now, Peking
believed that the ever-intensifying contest between the super-
powers offered new and better opportunities to the peoples and
countries lying between them to oppose superpower hegemony
and to achieve genuine revolution, liberation, and independence.

Indeed, since 1971-2 the Chinese perceived signs of increased
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resistance to the superpowers, particularly the Soviet Union.
Furthermore, since Peking considers that the Soviet-American
competition is bound to lead eventually to collision and to
another world war, the resistance of the Second World (the
developed countries other than the United States «nd the Soviet
Union) and the Third World (the developing countries of Asia,
Africa and Latin America) has become, in China’s view, the main
defence against such an eventuality 42

This new analysis of the world situation led to far-reaching
changes in China’s foreign policy. Its relations with the United
States began to improve gradually, culminating dramatically in
President Nixon’s visit to China in February 1972 and the opening
of semi-diplomatic missions. Not only have bilateral Sino-American
relations been normalised but China implicitly, and sometimes
even explicitly, also began to approve of US policy on certain
issues and in some areas, with a view to restraining and blocking
the Soviet advance.

Improved Sino-American relations, particularly after Henry
Kissinger’s first visit to China in July 1971, as well as China’s
belief in the crucial importance of Second and Third World
countries in resisting superpower hegemony, brought about a
decisive change in China’s position in the world. In October 1971
the PRC was admitted to the United Nations and seated as a
permanent member of the Security Council. In addition to the
governments which had already recognised the PRC, more than
thirty other governments did so within a short period after late
1970. Peking established full diplomatic relations with all of
them and ceased its support of revolutionary groups which
opposed them.

Thus China’s new foreign policy was designed not merely to
improve bilateral relations, and certainly not to increase the
‘Chinese presence” or ‘Chinese control’ in other countries;
primarily, the Chinese intended to use their extensive foreign
relations network and their new status in the world to convince
Second and Third World governments to unite in jointly opposing
the superpowers’ (particularly Moscow’s) attempts to gain control
over Europe, the Middle East, Asia and the rest of the world.
Accordingly, the Chinese supported and encouraged any sign of
independence and unity among these countries. On the assump-
tion that the United Nations was controlled by the superpowers,
they acted to limit its involvement in local affairs and disputes as
far as possible. They used the organisation to attack the United
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States and more particularly the Soviet Union, and to rally sup-
port against both.

The Middle East, which had played a rather marginal role in
China’s world outlook after the Cultural Revolution, became
extremely important to it after late 1971. China’s renewed
interest in the Middle East stemmed from its revised analysis of
the global situation, regional developments and also the stabilised
domestic political scene.

As in the past, the Chinese continued to regard the Middle
East as a major bone of contention among the superpowers be-
cause of its extremely important strategic location and rich oil
resources: ‘In the Middle East the main interest of Soviet revision-
ism is to contend with U.S. imperialism for oil and strategic
positions. . . The Middle East is situated at the junction between
Europe, Asia and Africa, and the Suez Canal connects the
Mediterranean, the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. The Middle
East is thus a pivotal area.** While having maintained this view
for many years, following the Paris peace agreements and the
settlement of the Indochinese problems, the Chinese anticipated
an intensification of the Soviet-American struggle in the Middle
East: ‘From Asia and Vietnam, U.S. imperialism has moved its
forces over to Europe and the Middle East. This has greatly
aggravated the contradictions between the United States and the
Soviet Union, putting the two dogs at loggerheads. This struggle
of theirs is advantageous to the revolution of ours and the world’s
people.™*

Although after 1971-2 the Chinese came to believe that the
Middle East and Europe had become the immediate targets of
Soviet expansionism, they were undoubtedly aware that the
success of this policy would ultimately be to China’s detriment.
Thus, as in the past, the developments in the Middle East were
linked by the Chinese with the impaired American position in
Asia and with the parallel increase in the Soviet potential threat
to China’s security: “We can see very clearly that all actions of
Soviet revisionism in Asia are intended to encircle China. Its
spearhead is pointed at us in an attempt to achieve a great strate-
gic encirclement of us.*®

Elaborating on this issue, the Chinese underlined the central
position of the Middle East, particularly the Suez Canal, in this
Soviet attempt, which not only threatened China but made the
Middle East a key to the control of the world. The way the
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Chinese described the Soviet scheme to encircle China was very
reminiscent of the way they had treated the German attempt to
join forces with Japan in the early 1940s, as well as the Anglo-
American attempt to organise a crescent of military pacts in
Asia, the Middle East and Europe in the 1950s:

At present, a noteworthy move of the Soviet revisionist Navy is its desperate
expansion in the Indian Ocean. Its intention is to use the Indian Ocean as
the ‘connecting point’, and to have two prongs of a naval pincer form an
arc-shaped sea lane connecting the three continents of Europe, Africa and
Asia. In the half arc in the Eastern Hemisphere, the Pacific Fleet based in
Vladivostok will be despatched to the Indian Ocean via the Sea of Japan,
the West Pacific Ocean and the Malacca Strait. In the half arc in the Western
Hemisphere, the Black Sea Fleet will be despatched to enter the Indian
Ocean via the Mediterranean Sea. (Because the Suez Canal is not open at
present, this fleet will have to sail around the Cape of Good Hope.) In this
way, Soviet revisionism will be able not only to have supremacy in the
ocean but also to effect complete strategic naval encirclement of our
country.48

China’s perception of the crucial position of the Middle East
in Soviet expansionist schemes is also confirmed by the length at
which the Chinese analysed Soviet Middle East involvement in
this confidential document. The space devoted to Soviet inten-
tions and activity in the Middle East equalled that which dealt
with Soviet intentions and activity in Asia and Europe together.
There is little doubt that in China’s mind Europe and the Middle
East are the most immediate targets of the Soviets prior to their
turning on China:

One of the two superpowers (the United States) is desperately trying to hold
to the many places it has occupied; the other (the Soviet Union) is reaching
out in every direction and worming its way into every crevice. Strategically,
Europe is the focus of their contention. At the same time their fierce con-
tention extends also to the Middle East, the Arab world, the Mediterranean
as well as the Indian Ocean.*?

An unnamed Chinese official, said to be ‘close to the latest think-
ing on the problem’, was quoted as saying that China would not
be attacked before the Soviet rear had been secured through the
control of Europe and the Middle East.*®

It should be stressed, however, that, despite their rapproche-
ment with the United States, which they perceive as being on
the defensive, the Chinese have never ceased — even though they
have greatly muted - their support and encouragement for the
struggle against ‘US imperialism’. The Middle East is regarded
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as one of those areas which the Americans would be the least
prepared to leave. Although in the short range the Chinese
implicitly prefer American supremacy in the Middle East rather
than Soviet, fundamentally they await the expulsion of both.
This is why Peking still insists on continuing the struggle against
the United States as well: “The Middle East has become an
important battlefield where the Arab people and the people of
the world strike at U.S. imperialism.

Finally, China’s renewed interest in the Middle East corre-
sponded to the growing resistance among Middle Eastern coun-
tries to superpower hegemony, and particularly to Soviet expansion
and patronage. These signs of independence were evident in
several fields: in the co-ordinated activity of the Organisation of
the Oil Producing and Exporting Countries (OPEC), which
included such governments as Iran, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia; in
the Persian Gulf where the local governments headed by Iran
rejected a Soviet-proposed Asian Collective Security Pact and
resisted Soviet intervention in the area; in the success of the Afro-
Arab conference; in the Arab Middle East where governments,
particularly Egypt and the Sudan, had become disillusioned
with the Soviets and took independent measures in both the
military fields (i.e., the October 1973 war) and the political (i.e.,
the acceptance of the United States’ diplomatic initiative); and,
no less significantly, in the recognition of the PRC by seven more
Middle Eastern governments. Under these circumstances, local
national liberation movements, particularly those in South Arabia,
but also the Palestinian organisations, were no longer regarded by
China as playing the central role in the struggle against the super-
powers. Instead, it is the Middle Eastern governments which
have become the main force capable, together with other Third
and Second World countries, of blocking the United States and
more particularly, the Soviet Union.

These considerations, and China’s foreign policy in general,
remained unchanged after the death in January 1976 of Chou
En-lai and in September of Mao:

The Soviet Union and the United States are the source of a new world war,
and Soviet social-imperialism in particular presents the greater danger. The
current strategic situation in their contention is that Soviet social-imperialism
is on the offensive and U.S. imperialism on the defensive... Soviet-U.S.
contention extends to every corner of the world, but its focus is still Europe.
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The Soviet Union has massed its troops in Eastern Europe and at the same
time accelerated its plunder of strategic resources and its scramble for
strategic bases in Africa and the Middle East in an attempt to encircle
Europe from the flanks by seizing the Persian Gulf in the east, thrusting
round the Cape of Good Hope in the south and blocking the main navi-
gation routes of the Atlantic Ocean in the west.5°

Although paying lip service to the Palestinians, the Chinese con-
tinue to cultivate relations with Middle Eastern governments,
primarily Egypt, the Sudan and Iran, praising their resistance to
superpower hegemony, in particular that of the Soviets.5* China’s
Middle Eastern policy has been conducted on the basis of these
principles since 1971-2.

Orientation towards governments

From 1971 on China’s position in the Middle East changed
decisively. In addition to the five Arab governments which
already maintained diplomatic relations with China (Egypt,
Syria, the Yemen, Iraq and South Yemen), another five Middle
East governments recognised the PRC in 1971. These were Kuwait
(29 March), Turkey (4 August), Iran (16 August), the Lebanon
(9 November) and Cyprus (14 December). On 14 April 1977
Jordan recognised the PRC and on 25 May 1978 Oman followed
suit. Full diplomatic relations were established with all these
countries.

These diplomatic successes were part of the general expansion
of China’s foreign relations which included the admission of the
PRC to the United Nations in October 1971. For the first time,
Peking had the opportunity of taking an active part in the
attempts to settle the Middle East’s problems. The Chinese
seemed very much interested in Middle Eastern issues in the
United Nations and their delegations included several well known
experts on Middle Eastern affairs. Huang Hua, China’s first
permanent representative to the United Nations, was ambassador
to Egypt from early 1966 to July 1969, the only one to remain in
his post during the Cultural Revolution. Ch’en Ch’u, permanent
representative to the United Nations since May 1977, who was
also Huang’s deputy there until February 1973, had been Director
of the Department of West Asia and North Africa in the Foreign
Ministry from 1964 to 1966. Chou Chiieh, who took part in the
debates on the Middle East in the 29th session of the General
Assembly in November 1974, has since 1970 been Deputy Director
and is now Acting Director of the Department of West Asia and
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North Africa. Lin Chao-nan, who participated in the October—
November 1977 debates, had been counsellor and chargé d’affaires
in Egypt from 1956 to 1964 and then Deputy Director of the
Department of West Asia and North Africa from 1964 to 1967,
an office he reassumed in October 1975. And Chang Shu, who in
April 1973 took office as Deputy Director of the Department of
Political and Security Council Affairs of China’s permanent mis-
sion to the UN, had been First Secretary and chargé d’affaires in
Iraq (April 1965-December 1971) and then Deputy Director of
the Department of West Asia and Africa (1972).

The sudden increase in China’s relations with the Middle East;
its access to Middle Eastern affairs in the United Nations; and
its perception of Soviet attempts to penetrate the Middle East,
the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean, called for another re-
organisation of China’s diplomatic apparatus. In April 1972 Ho
Ying, Director of the Department of West Asia and Africa, was
appointed Vice Foreign Minister. There is no doubt that his
sector of responsibility still covered the Middle East and Africa,®
two fields in which he is probably China’s most experienced and
competent diplomat. In August 1972 his former Department of
West Asia and Africa was again divided into a Department of
African Affairs and a Department of West Asian and North
African Affairs. The change was not merely an administrative one
but also reflected China’s renewed interest in the Middle East, as
well as a revised concept of its relative world position.

In the past the Middle East was very much associated in
China’s world outlook with Africa, both in terms of the anti-
imperialist struggle and even more so in the actual operation of
China’s foreign relations. Since 1972 the Middle East has again
been perceived as a link between Europe and Asia. This is evident
in both China’s strategic considerations and its diplomatic per-
formance. Thus, Ts’ao K'o-ch’iang, who was appointed Director
of the new West Asia and North Africa Department in August
1972, had acquired rich experience and familiarity with Asian
affairs. Similarly, whereas in the past China’s diplomats in the
Middle East usually had an ‘African’ background, many of the
second generation of its ambassadors to the Middle East since
the Cultural Revolution, appointed in 19734, had particularly
rich experience in Asia and Europe. (See Appendix 1.)

China’s orientation towards the Arab governments is best exempli-
fied in Sino-Egyptian relations. After several years of friction,
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Egypt became again the centre of China’s interest in the Arab
World. Following the death of President Nasser, whose close
association with the Soviet Union had been a thorn in China’s
flesh, the Chinese welcomed the remarkable flexibility of his
successor. In February 1971 President Sadat, without consulting
the Soviets and definitely without their approval, initiated
negotiations with the United States concerning an ‘interim settle-
ment’ with Israel. In early May, when American Secretary of
State William Rogers was in Cairo, Sadat dismissed Vice President
‘Al Sabri along with other top officials, including the Ministers
of War and the Interior and the Chief of Intelligence. All had
been associated in one way or another with Moscow and resented
Sadat’s orientation towards Washington.®

Both developments were a slap in the face for the Soviets.
Although the Chinese avoided public comment, it could be easily
understood from their extremely restrained reaction to Rogers’
visit and his ‘interim settlement’ proposals, compared with their
uncompromising opposition to previous American plans, that
they welcomed Sadat’s independent initiative.*

Shortly afterwards, compensating Moscow for the events of
May, Sadat signed a Treaty of Friendship with the Soviet Union.
Again, China’s reaction was extremely cautious. Peking, whose
1950 Treaty of Friendship with the Soviet Union was still in force,
did not take the Soviet-Egyptian treaty too seriously, as might
have been expected. China was always more concerned with the
actual, not the formal, aspects of foreign relations. The Soviet—
Egyptian treaty, as its abrogation in 1976 proved, was more
symbolic than real; indeed, in July 1971, less than two months
after Sadat had signed the treaty, he supported President
Numayri of the Sudan in quelling, with China’s reticent agree-
ment, a communist, probably Soviet-inspired, coup d’état.>

In March 1972 Mahmiad Riyad, Sadat’s special adviser on
foreign affairs and former Foreign Minister, visited China after
several delays. Although no joint communiqué was issued and
disagreements remained - apparently concerning the Palestinians
- Riyad had a series of talks with Chinese officials, including
two meetings with Chou En-lai. The Chinese advised him that
Egypt should not rely on superpower-sponsored negotiations,
which would only reflect the existing frontlines, but should rather
change the situation by force.

In view of the deadlock reached with the United States over
the ‘interim settlement’ issue, it seems — and the October 1973
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war later proved — that Sadat fundamentally concurred with the
Chinese advice. The Soviets, however, were reluctant or un-
willing to supply Egypt with offensive weapons needed for a
military operation. Gradually many people in Egypt, among them
Haykal as well as Sadat himself, reached the conclusion, which
the Chinese had reiterated since 1967 and even earlier, that the
Soviets indeed had no intention of changing the situation of ‘no
war, no peace’ in the Middle East.>® This conviction, among other
things, led Sadat to expel the Soviet military advisers from Egypt
in July 1972.

China completely approved of Sadat’s action, which Chou En-
lai, speaking at a reception in honour of the Yemeni premier in
Peking, described as the beginning of a new Arab policy ‘fully
independent from the superpowers who seek to serve only their
own interests’.*” Sadat’s tour de force further improved Sino-
Egyptian relations. Chinese leaders granted Egyptian journalists
interviews which were later published extensively in the Middle
Eastern press. In one of these important interviews Ho Ying, Vice
Foreign Minister in charge of Middle Eastern affairs, elaborated
on China’s stand on the Middle East:

We do not seek to replace others, nor do we want to change our relations
with other parties. What we are keen to do is to put our better experience
before your eyes so that you will be on your guard when dealing with out-
side forces.

In circumstances such as yours, foreign aid, especially the military aspect
of that aid, is a Question of vital importance to you. You must get your
needs from any source you can, however great the difficulties.’8

Ho Ying also stressed the need for unity among the Arab coun-
tries, as well as among the people within each country. In China,
he said, this unity had been accomplished by the Communist
Party. “You in Egypt have the [Arab] Socialist Union which can
play a similar role so as to achieve national unity among the
people’

Muhammad Hasanayn Haykal, who also visited China early in
1978, published a series of articles in February, including a long
interview with Chou En-lai. These articles infuriated the Soviets,
who accused Haykal of having written lies and fabrications about
Moscow’s Middle Eastern and Afro-Asian policy, and particularly
its military aid to the Arabs.*® On 12 March 1973, shortly after the
Soviet accusations were published, Egypt’s Foreign Minister,
Muhammad Hasan al-Zayyat, arrived in China for a four-day
visit, This was the first visit ever by an Egyptian Foreign Minister
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to China. Chou En-lai was reportedly absent from the capital so
that Zayyat only met Foreign Minister Chi P’eng-fei.

A completely different welcome was accorded by the Chinese
to Husayn al-Shafii, Egypt’s Vice President, who visited China
from 21 to 24 September 1973. Shafii, whose veiled criticism of
the Soviet Union the NCNA had already quoted earlier in 1973,
not only met with Chou En-lai but was also honoured by an
audience with Mao. He was the first Egyptian leader to see Mao
since the mid-1960s. During his visit Shafi'T again criticised the
superpowers’ role in the Middle East,® but his pilgrimage to
Peking probably had more to do with the planned Egyptian—
Syrian attack on Israel, which began just ten days after he had
left. It is unlikely that Shafi1 disclosed the secret of the attack to
the Chinese but it is possible that he tried to explore what China’s
reaction would be.

When the war broke out, the Arabs received China’s full bless-
ings.®* In China’s view, the most important aspect of the war,
disregarding territorial gains or losses, was that it had been
planned and executed by the Arabs independently and thus
terminated the long stalemate of ‘no war, no peace’ in the Middle
East. For precisely this reason the Chinese believed that the
Arabs had spoiled their initial advantage by accepting the cease-
fire agreement, which Peking regarded as the very first step under-
taken by the superpowers to reimpose a deadlock.

Following the war, it seems that China welcomed the Egyptian-
American rapprochement and the American initiative in the
Middle East which resulted in the disengagement agreements
between Israel and Egypt and Syria and caused the Soviets a
considerable setback. Yet, in China’s view, progress towards a
settlement in the Middle East has been too slow. Some two years
after the October 1973 war, the Chinese again argued that the
Arabs had lost their initiative. As a result there has been a return
to the superpower-controlled situation of ‘no war, no peace’.**

But then, in March 1976, the Egyptians abrogated their Friend-
ship Treaty with the Soviet Union and denied naval facilities to
Soviet warships. The Chinese could not hide their satisfaction.®*
Later that month it was reported that China had supplied Egypt,
free of charge, with thirty engines and thousands of spare parts
for its Soviet-built MiG jet fighters, as well as with other military
equipment.* Subsequently, Vice President Husni Mubarak visited
China from 18 to 26 April, heading a delegation which included
the Minister of State for War Production. He met with China’s
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political and military leaders and was also received by Mao. On
21 April, a protocol of military co-operation was signed. Although
no details were released, it appears that China was to supply
Egypt with spare parts and strategic raw materials to the value
of $10 million, under a reactivated 1964 loan of 345 million Swiss
francs.®® Although offered in 1964, it had remained untouched
until 1973. Only 28 per cent (97.4 million) was used between 1973
and early 1976.°¢ In May, another military delegation, headed
by War Minister and Deputy Premier General Jamasi, visited
China.

These visits and agreements were often described as the major
Chinese breakthrough and first foothold in the Middle East.®
Yet the Sino-Egyptian rapprochement is of little more than sym-
bolic value. The Egyptians, and even more so the Chinese, are
well aware of the fact that China’s military—economic capabilities
are extremely limited, compared with Egypt’s needs. Still, for the
first time the Chinese have been able to offer Egypt at least some
political support. This was exemplified by China’s sympathetic
though restrained reaction to the beginning of the Israeli-
Egyptian dialogue following Sadat’s visit to Jerusalem in Novem-
ber 1977. The Chinese reaction was sympathetic not only because
Sadat’s move had inflicted another blow to the Soviets, but also
because it conformed to China’s fundamental stand that the
Arab-Israeli conflict should be settled through direct negotiations
without outside interference. The reaction was restrained mainly
because public and straightforward approval of Sadat’s initiative
would have added more strain to the already lukewarm relations
between China and the so-called radical Arab governments, that
categorically rejected the initiative.

China’s relations with the other Arab governments were governed
mainly by its perception of their attitude towards the Soviet
Union and the degree of their independence. Generally, the
Chinese have been disappointed by the Arab regimes, with the
exception of Egypt and the Sudan. In December 1971, when
China’s recent foreign policy took shape, Chou En-lai said: ‘In
the Middle East the Soviet revisionists have enlarged their mili-
tary bases in Iraq, Syria, Yemen and South Yemen.” And in March
1978 he added: ‘Since the worsening of the relations between the
U.S.S.R. and Egypt, the Middle East policy of the Soviet revision-
ists has shifted from the management of key points to diversified
management. Lately, they have vigorously aided Syria and Iraq.”®
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Under these circumstances, there has been little improvement in
Sino-Syrian relations since 1971. In May 1972 a Syrian delegation
headed by Foreign Minister ‘Abd al-Halim Khaddam arrived in
China. The visit apparently had more economic than political
significance (Khaddam had previously been Foreign Trade
Minister) and China offered Syria an interest-free loan of $45
million, the first since 1963.

Unlike Egypt, which had adopted a more flexible foreign
policy, Syria remained rigidly oriented towards the Soviets. This
orientation changed slightly only after the October 1973 war
when Syria very reluctantly accepted Kissinger's step-by-step
diplomacy. China undoubtedly approved of this change and
welcomed the US-sponsored disengagement agreement between
Israel and Syria in May 1974 as a further setback to the Soviets.®®
More recently, however, the Chinese have obviously been
annoyed by the Syrian contribution to the deterioration in the
Lebanon.

China’s relations with the Yemen remained limited mainly to
the economic field. In July 1969 Wang Jo-chieh, China’s ambassa-
dor to the Yemen, returned to the same post which he had left
two years earlier. Subsequently, the Chinese resumed their work
on the Sand-Sa‘da Road disrupted not so much because of the
Cultural Revolution in China as because of the civil war in the
Yemen. In July 1972, during the visit to China of the Yemeni
Prime Minister, Peking offered the Yemen another interest-free
loan of $21 million. The Yemen received relatively little Chinese
attention in the early 1970s not only because of its relations with
Moscow but also because its role is marginal in the two poles of
attraction of China’s Middle East policy — the Arab-Israeli con-
flict and the Persian Gulf.

As a result of its growing interest in the Persian Gulf China’s
relations with Iraq assumed new significance. Whereas in the past
the Chinese perceived Iraq more within the context of the Arab-
Israeli conflict, from 1971-2 onwards Iraq was linked much more
to the situation in Asia, the Indian Ocean and particularly the
Persian Gulf. Within this context, China has become more con-
cerned about Iraq’s close association with Moscow, not so much
about its formal aspects (such as the Soviet-Iraqi Friendship
Treaty of April 1972) as about its concrete manifestations (such as
providing naval facilities to Soviet ships). Apparently, one of the
main reasons for China’s eagerness to consolidate its relations
with the Gulf states, particularly Kuwait and even more so Iran,
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was to create and support a balance against Iraq. Both Kuwait
and Iran have always been at odds with Iraq and their stand was
implicitly endorsed by Peking. When a high-ranking Iraqi dele-
gation visited China from 25 December 1971 to 8 January 1972,
no joint communiqué was issued. It was assumed that the Chinese
disapproved of some of the extremist Iraqi expressions against
Israel and also refused to support Iraq’s claims to several Persian
Gulf islands which had been occupied by Iran shortly before the
Iraqi visit.

On the other hand, China tried to improve relations with Iraq
so as to loosen its dependence on the Soviet Union. In June 1971
China offered Iraq, for the first time ever, an interest-free loan of
about $40 million, to be repaid in Iraqi products over a ten-year
period beginning in 1984. Only in November 1973 did the
Chinese begin to implement the offer by signing a protocol for
building a bridge over the Tigris River. This gesture, however,
did not improve Sino-Iraqi relations, particularly since Iraq be-
came the main supporter of the People’s Front for the Liberation
of Oman, contrary to China’s policy. However, since 1975 there
has been a significant change in Irag’s policy: as the Kurdish
revolt ended in March 1975, Iraq normalised relations with Iran
and loosened its ties with Moscow in favour of Western aid and
investment. In March 1976 it established diplomatic relations
with Oman.™

Peking’s quest for stability in the Persian Gulf with a view to
disrupting the Soviet advance into the Indian Ocean also affected
China’s relations with South Yemen. Whereas since 1969 the
Chinese had used South Yemen as a base for providing the
PFLOAG with material support, training and encouragement,
they ceased doing so in 1971. Furthermore, there were indications
that the South Yemeni authorities had become less militant and
had reduced their support to the PFLOAG, as well as to the
Eritrean Liberation Front, preferring greater stability in the area.
This was confirmed in March 1976 when South Yemen and Saudi
Arabia established diplomatic relations. These changes, which
apparently did not receive Moscow’s blessing, were probably
linked to the South Yemeni complaints about Soviet subversion
and the quantity and quality of recent Soviet aid.” The Chinese
undoubtedly welcomed both developments as signs of indepen-
dence. Yet in July 1978 China suffered a setback in South Yemen
when a Soviet-engineered coup d’état overthrew the pro-Chinese
leadership.
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By that time, however, the Chinese more than doubled their
diplomatic representation in the Middle East, following the
decision of seven Middle Eastern governments to recognise
Peking. In 1971, almost thirteen years after a Middle East govern-
ment had last recognised the PRC (South Yemen, as a new state,
was an exception), several other governments finally did the
same. Kuwait was the first, in March. As early as 1961 Peking had
implicitly supported Kuwait’s independence against Iraq’s claim
to the territory, but Kuwait preferred to establish diplomatic
relations with Taiwan. Nonetheless, Kuwait also developed trade
relations with Peking at the same time and the two countries
occasionally exchanged economic delegations. The NCNA had
set up an office in Kuwait as early as 1966.

The main obstacle to diplomatic relations with Peking had
been Kuwait’s refusal to give up its recognition of Taiwan as the
only legal government of China. In an interview, the Kuwaiti
foreign minister was asked about diplomatic relations with the
PRC. He replied that in the past Peking had sought diplomatic
relations with Kuwait on the condition that the latter severed
relations with Taiwan. This demand was rejected.” In March
1971, however, Kuwait gave in and a Chinese embassy was
immediately established. From the strategic point of view, China’s
relations with Kuwait were intended to contribute to further
stability in the Persian Gulf against intervention from the outside,
by the Soviet Union, or by local regimes (Iraq) or movements
(the PFLOAG). From the economic point of view, although
Kuwait had very little to offer China, it proved to be an enormous
market, relative to its size, for Chinese exports. In 1975, the value
of China’s exports to Kuwait was around $55 million, similar to
the figure for Iraq or Iran and more than any other country in the
Middle East. (Kuwait, Bahrain and Qatar in 1975 absorbed 28 per
cent of China’s exports to the region.)

In August 1971 Turkey and Iran extended diplomatic recog-
nition to the PRC. Probably because of the importance of the
Persian Gulf in their strategic outlook, the Chinese concentrated
their attention on Iran. Basically, China’s relations with Iran were
motivated by common fears of Soviet expansion. In recent years
Iran has become the most powerful state in the Middle East with
an unmistakable determination to play the dominant role in
the Persian Gulf and to deny such a role to any other state or
power. Although the Shah maintained close relations, particularly
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economic, with the Soviet Union, the fear of Soviet invasion or
subversion has always been a fundamental consideration in Iran’s
foreign policy. Soviet attempts to penetrate the Middle East, the
Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf, and particularly Moscow’s
association with Iraq, caused Iran to adopt a firmer stand to-
wards the Soviets. These were probably the basic motivations
behind Iran’s recognition of the PRC. China’s attitude towards
Iran had never been entirely hostile. In the 1950s the Chinese
approved of the nationalisation of Iran’s oil industry, and regarded
the country as a target of exploitation, first by Anglo-American
capitalism, and later by Soviet-American competition. China
itself imported Iranian oil from 1960 to 1966, about 200,000 tons
a year, or 1.4 million tons altogether.” Apparently the Chinese
had never interfered or become directly involved in Iran’s internal
affairs, although occasionally they quoted ‘articles’ of ‘Iranian
revolutionaries’ (probobly an offshoot of the communist People’s
Party, or Tudeh, which the Chinese considered reformist and
revisionist). Most of these ‘articles’, which were still quoted in
1969 and 1970, dealt mainly with the international situation
rather than with domestic developments.” Yet sometimes the
Chinese alluded, very briefly and cunningly, to the internal
struggle in Iran: “We hope that in this New Year [1345 according
to the Irani tradition] the heroic Iranian people may become
victorious against Zahak the Tyrant by keeping their traditional
standard and Kaveh’s flag flying.”* In pre-Sassanian mythology
Kaveh was a blacksmith who overthrew the tyrant Zahak. The
allusion to the Shah was unmistakable.

However, in 1971 Sino-Iranian relations began to improve,
leading to recognition and the establishment of diplomatic rela-
tions. There is little doubt that China considers Iran to be one of
the most serious obstacles to the expansion of Soviet influence and
presence in the Persian Gulf, as well as a major contributor to
organising and uniting the members of OPEC and other Third
World countries against ‘superpower hegemony’.

Suspecting Iraq as a possible outlet and outpost for Soviet
penetration into the Persian Gulf and Asia, the Chinese implicitly
endorsed Iran’s occupation of several Gulf islands, also claimed
by Iraq. China also ceased its support of the PFLOAG, estab-
lished normal relations with Kuwait, and later with Oman, and
improved relations with other Gulf states. Incidentally, unlike the
Arab countries which refer to the Gulf as ‘Arabian’, the Chinese
usually refer to it as “Persian’.”® Trade between China and Iran
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has developed steadily. Chinese exports, for example, rose from
$3.2 million in 1971 to more than $100 million in 1974. From
1974, the Chinese also imported 200,000 to 300,000 tons of oil
every year, paying hard cash at OPEC prices (in those years
China itself became an oil exporter). But probably the best indi-
cation of the importance of Iran in China’s foreign policy was the
visits to Iran of Foreign Minister Chi P’eng-fei (in June 1973),
of Vice Premier Li Hsien-nien (in April 1975) and of Chairman
Hua Kuo-feng (in August 1978). No Chinese leader of such high
rank had visited the Middle East or the Arab countries since 1965.
On 9 November 1971 the PRC was recognised by the Lebanon.
For many years the issue of recognising China was subject to
parliamentary and governmental debates in the Lebanon, under
the pressure of the opposition. However, diplomatic relations
with Taiwan did not prevent the Lebanon from exchanging dele-
gations and developing trade with the PRC. Indeed, in the late
1960s Beirut’s trade with Peking surpassed that with Taiwan and
the Lebanese authorities even became worried about Chinese
goods flooding the local markets. They were also concerned about
possible clandestine relations between China and radical groups
and the ‘spreading’ of Maoist doctrines. In fact, as we have seen,
there is no evidence that such relations or even intentions existed
although Chinese diplomats from Damascus often travelled to
Beirut to meet Palestinian, as well as Lebanese, personalities.
Usually, Chinese hostility towards the Lebanon was demon-
strated only when measures had been taken against the Pales-
tinians. In October 1969, for example, the Chinese blamed the
‘Lebanese reactionary authorities” for making ‘pincer attacks in
co-ordination with the Israeli aggressor forces against the Pales-
tinian guerrilla fighters on the southern borders of Lebanon’.”
Still, most of the blame fell on US imperialism and Zionism.
China’s diplomatic relations with the Lebanon had an un-
fortunate start. When the question of China’s admission to the
United Nations was put to the vote in October 1971, negotiations
between China and the Lebanon were already taking place in
Paris. Yet, in the United Nations the Lebanon first supported the
American resolution to regard the expulsion of Taiwan as an
‘important question” which required a two-thirds majority; and
then, after this resolution had been defeated and when China’s
admission seemed inevitable, the Lebanon still abstained on the
Albanian resolution.™
Beirut’s speedy recognition of Peking on 9 November was
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probably designed to offset the mistake in the United Nations,
even though it seems that for some time after the recognition the
Chinese continued to maintain a cool attitude towards Beirut.
Soon, however, relations did develop, particularly in the eco-
nomic field. China regarded the Lebanon not simply as a market
for its exports (which reached about $18 million in 1974), but
mainly as the financial and economic centre of the Middle East.
Already in early 1972 the Iraqi News Agency reported that
Peking decided to open a branch of the National Bank of China
in Beirut and to make full use of the city’s banking and free-zone
facilities.” Hsi Ming, China’s first ambassador to Beirut, who
arrived in March 1972, was particularly well qualified for the job.
He had rich diplomatic, as well as economic, experience as China’s
commercial representative in Italy (1965-6) and as China’s repre-
sentative to the PRC-Japan Memorandum Trade Office since the
early 1970s.

Later in 1972 Khalil Abi Hamad, the Lebanese Foreign
Minister, made his first visit to China (24 November-5 December).
The main visible results were again in the economic field. A new
trade agreement provided for mutual most-favoured-nation treat-
ment and mutual transit facilities, as well as the promotion and
expansion of mutual trade. If Peking indeed meant to use Beirut
as a centre for financial, economic and even political activity in
the Middle East, its plans were disrupted by the civil war which
erupted in 1976. True to form, the Chinese blamed the super-
powers, especially the Soviet Union, and indirectly criticised
Syria for inciting, complicating and sustaining the conflict, which
it felt should be settled by the peoples concerned without outside
intervention.

Jordan recognised the PRC only on 14 April 1977. As in the
case of the Lebanon, there has always been a group in Jordan
sympathetic to the PRC. Once, in 1957, Jordan came very near to
recognising Peking. With this attempt thwarted, there was very
little development in Sino-Jordanian relations thereafter. China’s
attitude towards the Jordanian Government became particularly
hostile during its clashes with the Palestinians in November 1968,
September 1970 and early 1971. While branding the Jordanian
Government as ‘reactionary’, the Chinese nevertheless laid most
of the blame for these incidents on the United States.®

Later in 1971 a visit to China by a Jordanian economic dele-
gation triggered reports that Jordan would establish diplomatic
relations in early 1972. These reports were immediately denied,®!
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but in the field of trade, despite the fact that Jordan maintained
diplomatic relations with Taiwan, imports from the PRC by far
exceeded those from the island (Chinese exports in 1976 reached
almost $14 million).

On 25 May 1978 the PRC was recognised by Oman. This is
probably the most striking example of the transformation in
China’s position in the Middle East. It was only in 1971 that
Peking ceased supporting the PFLOAG, determined to subvert
Oman and seize power there. Since then China has changed
course and became an eager champion of stability in the Persian
Gulf, so much so that even the Sultan of Oman considered it in
his interest to establish normal relations with Peking.

There are still five Middle Eastern states which do not main-
tain diplomatic relations with the PRC. Four are in Arabia -
Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia.
China’s interest in the stability of the Gulf area, based on firm
anti-Soviet motivations, has already paved the way for recog-
nition. This is particularly true in the case of Saudi Arabia, whose
independent stance in international affairs the Chinese have
approved in the past (against American imperialism) as well as
more recently (against Soviet social-imperialism). After years of
hostility to pro-Soviet regimes in the Middle East in general, and
in the Arabian Peninsula in particular, Riyad now aims at contain-
ing Soviet influence in the area by establishing diplomatic relations
(e.g., with South Yemen in March 1976), and by providing funds
and arms to substitute for Moscow. There is little doubt that Peking
is pinning its faith on Saudi Arabia and is willing to establish full
diplomatic relations with it as soon as it agrees. This much, how-
ever, cannot be said about Israel, the fifth Middle Eastern country
which still does not maintain diplomatic relations with Peking.

In 1950 Israel was the first country in the Middle East to recognise
the PRC; it had never recognised Taiwan and, moreover, it
expressed its readiness, particularly in recent years, to establish
normal relations with Peking; Israel’s role in containing Soviet
penetration in the Middle East is beyond doubt. Nevertheless, the
Chinese have consistently refused to have any form of relations
with Israel. For example, it was reported from Jerusalem in June
1971 that direct telephone communications between Israel and
the PRC were about to be established. This report was firmly
refuted by the Chinese: ‘The question of China instituting tele-
phone communications with Israel simply does not exist... The
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Chinese Government and people have no contact whatsoever
with the Israeli Zionists. This has been the case in the past and
will remain so in future. This stand of the People’s Republic of
China is firm and unshakable.? This refusal derives not only from
the decision not to antagonise the Arabs and thereby lose their
support (on which the Chinese in any case no longer rely), but
mainly from the realisation that such a step is unnecessary so long
as the Chinese cannot influence the situation in the Middle
East.

Yet China’s new analysis of the world situation, primarily from
the standpoint of the perceived Soviet expansion, did bring about
a change, though as yet a very subtle one, in Peking’s attitude
towards Israel. Hints of such a change were spelled out not only
in private talks but even in public pronouncements. Despite their
continuing support of the Palestinians, the Chinese have always
been very careful not to identify themselves with the latter’s
maximalist aims or, in fact, with any specific “plan’, Palestinian or
otherwise. There is little doubt that fundamentally the Chinese
regard Israel as a fait accompli. While they reiterate, particularly
in the United Nations, and contrary to the facts, that ‘ever since
the founding of the People’s Republic of China we have refused
to have any contact with the Israeli Zionists who persist in aggres-
sion’,*® they immediately made it clear that they were not opposed
to the Jewish people or the people of Israel but only to ‘Israeli
Zionist policies of aggression and expansion’.®* Such a distinction
between the Government and the people of Israel, very rarely
expressed in the 1960s, was also made by Chou En-lai immedi-
ately after China’s admission to the United Nations. He was
quoted as saying: ‘Among the 76 countries which voted for the
Albanian resolution there are, of course, some countries which
cannot have official governmental relations with China although
their peoples are friendly with the Chinese people. One example
is Israel. This does not mean that we cannot become friendly with
the Jewish people.”®*

From the early 1970s the NCNA began to report quite fre-
quently and with unprecedented familiarity on the situation in
Israel, trying to underline the so-called ‘widening gap’ between
the Government and ‘the broad masses of the Israeli people and
particularly the labouring people [who] are bitterly disappointed
at the existing state of affairs’®® Such an attitude could be re-
garded as preparing the ground for Chinese ‘people’s diplomacy’
towards Israel.
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Indeed, there were some intentional or unintentional exchanges
between Israeli and Chinese officials. In July 1971 it was reported
that an Israeli member of the leftist United Workers Party (which
participated in the coalition government) had met privately with
Chinese officials in Paris during the preceding three years.®” Since
1972, Israel’s representatives in the United Nations have met
several times with Chinese officials in the organisation. And in
May 1973 came the incredible story of China’s ambassador in
Greece who had attended a Twenty-fifth Anniversary reception
in the Israeli embassy in Athens, thus triggering widespread
speculation. He later said he had thought he was visiting the
Kuwaiti embassy (though no such embassy existed in Athens).*®
These ‘meetings’ were followed by a wave of ‘reports’ about an
alleged rapprochement between China and Israel. Most of these
rumours apparently came from Soviet sources in an unmistakable
attempt to drive a wedge between China and the Arabs:

Despite loud anti-Israel propaganda from Peking and protestations of
friendship towards the Arabs, the Chinese leaders are playing a dishonest
double game; their only contribution to the Palestinian struggle has been a
supply of books of quotations and Mac badges. Israel started a series of
broadcasts of sketches from the History of Jews in China, in a tone friendly
to Peking and the latter reciprocated by pronouncements in the United
Nations which were welcome to Israel.s?

However, all these reports and allegations were firmly denied by
the Chinese and so far nothing has come of these ‘contacts’.
Similarly, nothing as yet has come out of the Israeli Govern-
ment’s marked willingness and repeated attempts to initiate a
dialogue with Peking with a view to normalising relations. Shortly
after Israel voted for the admission of the PRC to the United
Nations, an Israeli consulate was established in Hong Kong. As
there was no progress in relations with China, the consulate closed
down three years later. After the October 1971 vote, Israel also
asked a number of personalities who were invited to China to
raise the issue of Sino-Israeli relations during their visits. These
visitors included, among others, Anthony Wedgwood Benn, Pierre
Mendés-France, Pietro Nenni, Giuseppe Medici, Georgio
Macovescu, James Schlesinger and even the late Emperor Haile
Selassie of Ethiopia. China’s response was not as negative as
might have been expected. All these visitors shared the impres-
sion that the Chinese admitted, sometimes in marked embarrass-
ment, that, although the estabhshment of the State of Israel had
been a grave mistake from the very beginning, Israel’s right to
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exist must now be reckoned with and recognised post-factum.*
As far as relations with Israel were concerned, the Chinese implied
that their current negative attitude might be modified in the
future once a solution to the Middle Eastern crisis could be
reached in a way satisfactory also to the Arabs.®* A similar mes-
sage was brought back by Mahmid Riyad, President Sadat’s
adviser on foreign affairs and formerly Foreign Minister, after his
visit to China in March 1972. He was also under the impression
that the Chinese disapproved of the annihilation of Israel but
would not recognise Israel before the Arab-Israeli conflict had
been settled.®?

Public opinion in Israel today generally tends to sympathise
with the Chinese, despite their support of the Arabs and the
Palestinians, even as far as regarding China as Israel’s tacit ally
against the Soviet Union. While these views reflect more wishful
thinking than objective realities, it is nonetheless true that the
changing international situation has affected China’s attitude
towards Israel, and for the better.

Dissociation from liberation movements

China’s appreciation of the Middle East governments’ resistance
to superpower hegemony, and particularly to Soviet intervention,
led to a significant change in its attitude towards the local national
liberation movements. Continued Chinese support for some
revolutionary struggles became incompatible with Peking’s new
orientation.

The Chinese had come to realise that some governments which
were threatened by national liberation movements made a
valuable contribution to uniting Third and Second World coun-
tries against the superpowers, and provided a more reliable and
effective barrier against their expansion than the revolutionaries
who fought against them. In the Middle East, for example, this
was notably true of Oman and also of Iran, Kuwait, the Lebanon
and Turkey, where the Chinese had previously supported, to a
greater or a lesser degree, opposition and insurgent elements.
This was also the case of Israel, the continued existence of which
is now implicitly regarded by the Chinese as conforming with
their short-term interests.®®

The Chinese had additional reasons to suspect national libera-
tion movements. Very often, China’s relations with them, far
from excluding the Soviets, only motivated them to increase their
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commitment to these movements, which they had otherwise been
reluctant and unwilling to support. Furthermore, after gaining
independence, some liberation movements, which had been
supported by Peking, made way for Soviet expansion and permit-
ted a Soviet presence in their countries. In South Yemen, whose
struggle for independence the Chinese had encouraged for many
years, the authorities not only began to rely heavily on the Soviets
but also granted them naval facilities. The Chinese are very
sensitive to the issue of the Soviet naval build-up in the Indian
Ocean which, in their view, is directed ultimately against China.
For this reason, perhaps, the Chinese do not seem very enthusi-
astic about a possible ‘Palestinian State’ and apparently prefer a
different settlement of the Palestinian problem.**

Under these circumstances the Chinese became more careful
and selective and less committed in their support of national
liberation movements, and in some cases withdrew such support
entirely.*® Accordingly, the Chinese adopted a more flexible stand
on armed struggle. Implicitly, they began to advise liberation
movements to hold negotiations while persisting in armed
struggle. There was nothing extraordinary in this approach which
conformed with China’s revolutionary doctrines, based on the
CCP experience. ‘Political bargaining was an intrinsic part of the
military and political struggle.”®® The above-mentioned considera-
tions and assumptions are evident in China’s relations with the
two main liberation movements in the Middle East —the PFLOAG
and the Palestinian organisations.

China’s attitude towards the PFLOAG changed dramatically
not only because of the revised Chinese world outlook but also
because the local situation had changed. After suffering several
defeats by the Sultan of Oman and his supporters, the PFLOAG
began to decline.®” In addition, the Arab governments, including
South Yemen and, since 1975, also Iraq, probably became dis-
illusioned by the possible disruptive consequences of PFLOAG
activities against the independent states of the Gulf.*® As a result
of these attitudes and its own failures, the PFLOAG in August
1974 shortened its name as well as its aim to “The People’s Front
for the Liberation of Oman’ (PFLO), and adopted the new
strategy of political, along with armed, struggle.?® By late 1975 it
was virtually defeated.

These developments apparently received Peking’s blessing.
From 1971 on the Chinese began to regard the Persian Gulf
governments, particularly Iran and Kuwait, as a potential and



182  The Middle East in China’s Foreign Policy 1949-1977

effective obstacle to Soviet expansion and as a balance against
Iraq. By establishing full diplomatic relations with both Kuwait
and Iran, and eventually with Oman itself, and by endorsing the
independence of the Persian Gulf states, Peking in fact rejected
the PFLOAG maximalist plans to dominate the entire Gulf area.

China’s relations with the Gulf states, particularly with Iran,
which in late 1973 sent several hundred troops to help the Sultan
of Oman against the insurgents, became incompatible with con-
tinued relations with the PFLOAG. Consequently, China ceased
entirely its encouragement and coverage of the PFLOAG opera-
tions; Chinese instructors with the Dhufari guerrillas were with-
drawn; and the Chinese discontinued their supplies. ‘Chinese
support is now insignificant.**® When he was in Iran in June
1978, Foreign Minister Chi P’eng-fei declared that China had not
been involved in the operation of leftist rebels in the Gulf and
said that ‘China believes that Iran is correct in strengthening its
forces to combat subversive activity in the Persian Gulf” and that
it was ‘Iran’s duty to do everything possible to combat this serious
threat’.1**

Certainly, China’s Foreign Minister did not regard the PFLOAG
as a ‘serious threat’. Rather, he probably had in mind the Soviets,
who had become the main supporters of the insurgents. Remote
as this possibility was, the last thing the Chinese wanted to wit-
ness in the Persian Gulf was a repetition of their experience in
South Yemen; they probably preferred a British-backed Sultanate

of Oman to a Soviet-controlled People’s Democratic Republic of
Oman.

The change in China’s attitude towards the Palestinians was not
as acute as that towards the PFLOAG. Basically, unlike its experi-
ence with the Persian Gulf states, China’s new orientation towards
the Arab governments has so far not been jeopardised by its
simultaneous cultivation of relations with the Palestinians. This is
because the Arabs and the Palestinians have a firm common
interest in fighting Israel, with which Peking has no intention of
normalising relations.

However, despite their common interest, Arab and Palestinian
views on both the ends and means of the struggle against Israel
have never been identical. Whereas in the past the Chinese had
approved of the Palestinian strategy and rejected that of the Arab
governments, since late 1971 the opposite seems to have been
true. Encouraging independent Arab policies, such as Sadat’s,
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the Chinese no longer press the Arab governments to adopt the
Palestinian strategy. In fact, there are indications that the Chinese
believe that it is no longer possible to achieve a complete restora-
tion of the Palestinians’ ‘rights’. From 1971 the Chinese became
more outspoken in their criticism of the Palestine liberation move-
ment. Already in May 1971, at a meeting with Arab journalists,
Chou En-lai expressed his disappointment at the lack of unity
among the guerrillas and the prolonged stagnation in their
activities. He was quoted as saying that he did not understand
the meaning of ‘the temporary retreat in the Palestinian struggle,
which could imply that there was no conflict with the enemy’.2°?
Later he repeated: “The struggle of the Palestinian guerrillas is
beset by pressure and difficulty. This is induced by the disunity
of the Arabian countries.”*® The Chinese undoubtedly regard the
fragmentation of the Palestine liberation movement as its main
disadvantage: “The protracted struggle of the Palestinian people
proves another truth: the Palestinian revolution will advance when
the unity within the Palestinian revolutionary ranks and their
unity with other parties are reinforced; otherwise, it will suffer
setbacks. 1t [Italics added.]

The Chinese also no longer concealed their disapproval of
Palestinian terror. Ho Ying, China’s Vice Foreign -Minister in
charge of Middle Eastern and African affairs, told a visiting
Turkish journalist that, although China supported the Palestinians,
it did not approve of hijacking and terrorism.?*® These views were
also expressed publicly. Ch'iao Kuan-hua, then China’s senior
Vice Foreign Minister, who in October 1972 headed China’s
delegation to the United Nations, declared there: ‘The Chinese
Government has always opposed assassination and hijacking of
individuals as a means for waging political struggles and is also
opposed to terrorist acts by individuals or a handful of people
divorced from the masses, because they are harmful to the cause
of national liberation and people’s revolution.’°®

Under these circumstances, China’s material support to the
Palestinians was further reduced. Some Palestinians admitted
that the Chinese had not fulfilled their pledges, even the minor
ones, and sources in Beirut said that actual Chinese aid was less
than a quarter of what had been promised.’*’ In May 1971 a
Palestinian delegation visited China to participate in the ‘Palestine
International Week’ which had been organised by the Chinese;
neither Palestine Day, celebrated in China every year since 1965,
nor Palestine Week, were held after 1971. That the Palestinians
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were in difficulties and that China’s support was not forthcoming,
at least not as they had expected, was confirmed in the visit of yet
another Fatah delegation to China in September 1971. Its leader,
Khalil al-Wazir (alias Aba Jihad), Arafat’s closest friend and
second-in-command, said among other things:

It is our ardent wish that the militant friendship between the Palestinian
Revolution and the Arab people and the Chinese people will be deepened
and that their revolutionary unity will be strengthened so that the struggle
in our region will be pushed forward more resolutely and with greater
confidence. . .

In the past the great Chinese Revolution stood on our side with the
ardour of a revolutionary, with the sincerity of a close friend. Today, at a
mest difficult time, we have come to you again.108

This was shortly before the PRC was admitted to the United
Nations. On the eve of China’s admission, the Palestinians
expressed their belief that China’s membership of that body
would promote the Palestinian cause. Indeed, in all the debates
on Middle Eastern issues the Chinese remained very consistent in
their views that the full restoration of Palestinian ‘rights” was the
first step towards the settlement of the Middle East conflict. A
Palestinian leader described as being ‘in close touch with the
Chinese Government’ admitted that China’s attitude towards the
Palestinians ‘has changed for the better since China took its
natural place on the United Nations rostrum, because its un-
swerving attitude became stronger, more influential and more
efficacious in favour of the Palestinian revolution’.**®

Sino-Palestinian bilateral relations, however, did not improve
much. China’s attitude towards the Palestinians in the context of
the October 1973 war was remarkably different from its attitude
in the previous war. In June 1967 Chou En-lai had met the PLO
representative in Peking along with the other Arab ambassadors,
and sent messages of support to the heads of the Arab states, as
well as to PLO Chairman Shuqayri. In 1973, on the other hand,
the PLO representative was not present at Chou’s meeting with
the Arab ambassadors and no message of support was sent to
Arafat (messages were sent to Presidents Sadat and Asad). The
Chinese, to be sure, did not ignore, and even praised, the role
played by the Palestinians in the war. Yet, whereas the 1967 war
had confirmed China’s disappointment with the Arab govern-
ments and consolidated its orientation towards the Palestinians,
the 1973 war only confirmed China’s disappointment with the
Palestinians and consolidated its orientation towards the Arab
governments.
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Modified stand on the Arab-Israeli conflict

China’s new orientation, motivated by the drive against the
Soviets and the thaw with the Americans, led to a modified stand
on the Arab-Israeli conflict. This conflict has consistently been
linked by the Chinese to the global situation: in the 1950s and
1960s more in Marxist-Leninist terms, as a struggle of oppressed
people against Western colonialism and neo-colonialism which
had created the conflict and sustained it; in the 1970s more in
terms of power-politics, as a struggle of oppressed people against
two great powers which are preventing a settlement in order to
perpetuate and increase their control.

Contending and at the same time colluding in the Middle East, the two
superpowers, taking advantage of the temporary difficulties of the Pales-
tinian and other Arab people on their road of struggle, have tried to make
political deals by sacrificing their national rights and territorial sovereignty
so as to grab strategic areas and oil resources in the Middle East. Here lies
the root cause of the fact that there has been no reasonable settlement of
the Middle East issue for the past five years.110

While the Chinese have condemned both superpowers for
complicating the Arab~Israeli conflict, there is little doubt that in
recent years they have concentrated their attacks on the Soviet
Union. This reflects China’s conviction that the Soviets, by pro-
fessing to be the Arabs’ friends, have been able to gain consider-
able influence and were therefore in a position to undermine any
Arab intentions to change the status quo. This is why the Chinese
were so satisfied with the Arab attempts to free themselves from
Soviet patronage.

Consequent to the growing Arab disillusion with Moscow since
1971, Peking has greatly reduced its opposition to American
initiatives in the Middle East. In late October 1973 the Chinese
tacitly justified the alert of American forces: ‘“The Soviet Revision-
ists were forced under U.S. pressure to give up their attempt to
send troops to the Middle East unilaterally.” Peking also did not
oppose, and in fact privately approved of, Kissinger’s step-by-step
diplomacy, not only because of the progress it had made towards
a settlement, but primarily because of the setbacks it inflicted on
the Soviet position in the Middle East:

[Soviet] relations with Egypt have rapidly deteriorated and some of its
vested positions in the Middle East are in danger of being replaced by the
United States.

Both superpowers have had a number of big trials of strength there since
the last October’s Middle East war, with the United States taking the lead
again and again.111
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Because of the superpowers” involvement, Peking consistently
and systematically opposed any ‘plan’, ‘proposal’ or ‘resolution’
for a political settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict and urged
the Arabs instead to rely on themselves, to unite and persist in
armed struggle. This Chinese stand was very often misunder-
stood. It was alleged that Peking considered the status-quo situa-
tion of ‘no war, no peace’ in the Middle East as advantageous to
China’s interests since it engaged the United States and parti-
cularly the Soviet Union in an area far away from China’s borders,
kept the Suez Canal closed and thus reduced the threats to China’s
security. It was also alleged that Peking was opposed in principle
to a political and peaceful settlement, including even a cease-fire
agreement, and instead glorified armed struggle as the one and
only way to settle the Middle East problem. Finally, it was alleged
that on the basis of both convictions Peking had attempted to stir
up the Middle East situation, hoping to embroil the two super-
powers in a confrontation (preferably nuclear) which would lead
to their destruction and eventually to China’s supremacy.

These allegations deserve detailed consideration. There is little
reason to believe that Peking considered continued stagnation in
the Middle East, which could stabilise and consolidate definite
spheres of superpower influence, as conforming to its long-term
interests. In fact, this is exactly what the Chinese had always tried
to prevent by urging the local people to persist in struggle so
as to achieve eventually a complete withdrawal of the super-
powers.

True, since the June 1967 war the Chinese consistently rejected,
and refused to take part in, any attempt to reach a political settle-
ment of the Arab-Israeli conflict: they opposed Security Council
Resolution 242 of November 1967; the Rogers Plan of December
1969; the cease-fire agreements between Israel and Egypt in
August 1970, as well as that of October 1973; and also most
United Nations and Security Council resolutions on the Middle
East, even those commonly regarded as pro-Arab. For all these
motions without exception failed to stipulate what China regarded
as basic preconditions for a settlement: an immediate Israeli
withdrawal from all the occupied territories and a full restoration
of Palestinian ‘rights’. They also failed to condemn Israel firmly
and to distinguish between aggression and resistance. Funda-
mentally, China believed that all these ‘resolutions’ and ‘plans’
were defective because they had been designed and manufactured
by the superpowers, not in order to settle the Middle East conflict
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but rather to sustain it and thereby prolong the stalemate and
maintain their presence and influence.

Therefore, the Chinese in principle rejected peaceful settlement
or political negotiations whenever the superpowers were directly
or indirectly involved. Thus, when they opposed the cease-fire
resolution in October 1978, it was not, as some people believed,
because they wanted the war to continue for its own sake; it was
because China regarded the resolution as a deal between the two
superpowers, which not only ignored and offended the other
Security Council members (i.e., the PRC) but also aimed to re-
impose on the Middle East the situation of ‘no war, no peace’,
temporarily terminated by the war.**? China also opposed the
dispatch, and later the extension of the mandate, of the United
Nations Emergency Force. Such a force, in China’s view, would
be under superpower manipulation and, therefore, subservient to
their schemes.?!3

China’s opposition to these resolutions did not necessarily entail
the use of its veto power. As a rule the Chinese preferred not to
participate in the votes rather than veto them or abstain, thereby
antagonising the Arabs who had believed they needed and, there-
fore, accepted these resolutions.*** The Chinese explained their
refusal to vote as a response to Arab appeals: “Out of respect for
the countries concerned, we would give consideration to that
draft resolution [of 23 October 1973, on supervising the cease-
fire]... If the countries concerned - I repeat, the countries
concerned — want such a thing, we have no alternative, but the
maximum we can do is to refrain from opposing it.”** And with
regard to the resolution to dispatch a United Nations Emergency
Force, the Chinese said: ‘It is only out of consideration for the
requests repeatedly made by the victims of aggression that China
feels not in a position to veto it.11¢

China’s opposition to any superpower-controlled settlement in
the Middle East was also manifested and reinforced by its con-
sistent encouragement of armed struggle. Again, this is not
regarded as an end in itself but rather as a symbol of indepen-
dence and a reaction to outside intervention. So long as the
United States and the Soviet Union remained involved, any
political settlement would, in China’s view, reflect the existing
inferior Arab positions. Under these circumstances the only way
the Arabs could change the situation in their favour was by
military means. This message was delivered very clearly to
Mahmiad Riyad, then Sadat’s adviser on foreign affairs, who
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visited China in March 1972. Foreign Minister Chi P’eng-fei told
him that ‘the Chinese Government believes that it is impossible
to gain at the conference table what one cannot win on the battle-
field’ 117

Consciously or unconsciously, it was exactly on the basis of this
assumption that Egypt and Syria attacked Israel in October 1978.
As the Chinese had predicted, the Arabs’ military gains were not
only confirmed but also extended when the political agreements
were concluded. The Chinese were very pleased with the results
of the war, with the degree of unity achieved not only among
the Arab countries but among Afro-Asian countries in general,
and with the variety of weapons employed, particularly the oil
embargo: ‘“The war of resistance of the Arab people, including
the Palestinian people, against the Israeli aggressors upset the
prolonged state of “no war, no peace” created by the superpowers
in the Middle East, and exerted a positive influence on the struggle
of the Asian and African peoples against imperialism and hege-
monism. 8

In China’s view, war was necessary because the superpowers
had continuously prevented a just settlement. The only alter-
native to war was to reject and drive out any outside intervention
and to settle all conflicts locally. This, and not armed struggle,
has in fact been the essence of China’s Middle East policy.



CONCLUSION

China’s Middle East policy has been analysed in this study as an
interaction between continuity and change. Apparently, the
considerable changes in this policy, particularly the transforma-
tion of the Cultural Revolution’s radicalism, which won China
almost universal hostility, into the moderation of recent years,
which won China almost universal respect, could very easily be
misinterpreted as opportunism. Yet to understand China’s Middle
East policy only in terms of these changes would be totally mis-
leading.

One of the main conclusions of this study is the rather remark-
able continuity and consistency of China’s fundamental attitudes
towards the Middle East. From a very early stage, even before
they seized power, let alone established relations with Middle
Eastern countries, the Chinese had revealed a considerable
interest in the Middle East situation. This interest stemmed from
the belief that the Chinese revolution was not an isolated pheno-
menon but a part of a world-wide historical trend. Therefore,
China’s enemies were also the enemies of the rest of the world,
particularly the colonial and semi-colonial countries, and they all
shared the same common interest: the struggle against imperial-
ism and outside intervention, and for independence.

Thus, despite the changes in China’s Middle East policy, at
any given time China’s primary, continuous and long-term
interest in the Middle East has been to encourage and support
opposition to hostile global powers. To some extent, this interest
has been even more important than gaining formal diplomatic
recognition although, in China’s view, recognition of the PRC
certainly implied opposition to imperialism and increased inde-
pendence.

The continuous interest in the Middle East by the Government
of the PRC - a government which did not exist before 1949, had
had no previous relations with this area, and which has been
facing enormous problems both at home and abroad since then —
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should be regarded as an outstanding phenomenon in inter-
national politics. Furthermore, the nature of China’s interest in
the Middle East was also outstanding. Unlike the other powers,
whose interest was to acquire territories, bases, spheres of influ-
ence and economic benefits, China’s interest was to urge the local
governments and peoples to resist these powers without itself
becoming involved or intending to replace others.

China’s attitudes were different not only from those of the
Western powers but also, at a very early stage, from those of the
Soviet Union. Unlike the Soviets, the Chinese regarded the inter-
mediate zone, in which the Middle East occupied an extremely
important strategic position, as the main battlefield against the
West. Whereas the Soviets were reluctant to use or advocate the
use of force in the Middle East, fearing a deterioration to a world
war and damage to their already consolidated interests, the
Chinese urged them and the Arabs firmly to resist the West
precisely to avoid another world war. Earlier than the Soviets
and to a greater extent, the Chinese believed in the potential,
long-term force of Arab nationalism as partner in the anti-
imperialist front. Unlike the Soviets, they revealed little interest
in the socio-political nature of the Middle Eastern regimes. This

approach was based on a principle Mao had articulated as early
as 1940:

No matter what classes, parties, or individuals in the oppressed nations join
the revolution [i.e., the proletarian—socialist world revolution], and no matter
whether they are conscious of the point mentioned above [that such revo-
lution has the proletariat of the capitalist countries as its main force and the
oppressed peoples of the colonies and semi-colonies as its allies], or whether
they understand it subjectively, so long as they oppose imperialism, their
revolution becomes part of the proletarian-socialist world revolution, and
they themselves become its allies.?

Accordingly, the Chinese tended to judge the Middle East
governments in view of their attitude towards ‘imperialism’ or any
outside intervention. Unlike Moscow, Peking did not bother itself
with ideological definitions and classification of the Arab regimes.?
However, from the very few remarks Peking did make on this
issue, it seems that the Chinese were not misled by the slogans of
Arab socialism and, in fact, believed that the Arabs have not yet
reached the stage of national democracy, let alone socialism.?

This Chinese attitude towards the Middle East, which until
recently was largely misunderstood, was far from a mere
rationalisation of the distance between China and the Middle
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East or China’s limited economic and military capabilities. Rather,
it was deeply rooted in China’s fundamental world outlook. It is
only within this framework that the changes in China’s Middle
East policy, far from being regarded as opportunistic, become
meaningful and systematic. This is also evident in the way
decisions on the Middle East were formulated.

Very little is known of the foreign policy-making process in
China. Yet, if we take the Middle East as an example, China’s
policy, within the framework mentioned above, was the result of
the interaction of three major ‘inputs’: the basic analysis of the
world situation; the interpretation of the situation in the Middle
East in light of the basic analysis; and the domestic situation in
China.

Despite the isolation imposed on them by the international
community until the early 1970s, the Chinese always watched
carefully and soberly what was going on in other parts of the
world. As we have seen, the general analysis of the world situation
has always provided the basis for China’s Middle East policy.
Very often it was made, in a brief but exhaustive manner, by
Mao Tse-tung himself. Typically, he looked at the situation as a
whole and perceived the fundamental trends in the world in a
long-term and optimistic perspective.*

The analysis of the situation in the Middle East, although
sometimes incorporated in Mao’s general analysis, was usually
made by other Chinese statesmen, notably Liu Shao-ch’i and
Ch'en Yi, but particularly Chou En-lai. His regular ‘reports’ on
the international situation and the work of the Government pro-
vided the link between theory and practice by applying Mao’s
general remarks about the international situation to the concrete
circumstances in the Middle East (as well as other parts of the
world) and by taking into account China’s domestic needs.

The relationship between China’s domestic situation, on the
one hand, and its world outlook and foreign policy, on the other,
is much more problematic. The Chinese themselves regarded
this relationship as a two-way process:

Foreign policy is an extension or expansion of domestic policy, and it is
impossible to have a foreign policy that is completely isolated from the
domestic policy. It is closely co-ordinated with the economic, cultural and
military policies. On the other hand, though the formulation of a foreign
policy is based on the [domestic] character of the country concerned, it is
also necessary to analyse the immediate international situation, i.e., to decide
from this objective matter its diplomatic action and steps. Consequently,
the foreign policy also affects in turn the domestic policy.®
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The influence of each of the ‘inputs’ on the final product of
China’s Middle East policy varied. Usually, the analysis of the
world situation was the predominant ‘input’ but sometimes the
Middle East situation or China’s domestic situation provided the
major contribution to the decision-making process. For example,
the events in the Middle East from early 1957 and throughout
1958 offered Peking the rationale for a re-evaluation of the world
situation, which in turn affected China’s foreign, as well as domes-
tic, policy. In the mid-1950s, on the other hand, all three ‘inputs’
contributed to a tolerant and moderate policy of peaceful co-
existence: the perceived relaxation in international tension caused
by Western setbacks; the emergence of anti-imperialist tendencies
in the Middle East; and China’s Five Year Plan, which required
a period of peaceful transition.

Finally, if we try to evaluate Chinese achievements in the
Middle East in traditional terms of power politics, then China’s
Middle East policy must be admitted a complete failure. Yet, if
we bear in mind that Peking has never sought direct involvement
and presence in the Middle East, nor economic or other gains,
the conclusion would be somewhat different.

As far as China’s long-term ends are concerned, the Chinese
had never anticipated easy and swift victories in the struggle
against foreign intervention in the Middle East. For many years
the Arab governments did not accept China’s point of view and,
when they had taken measures against imperialism or social-
imperialism, this derived from local circumstances and pressures,
and probably had nothing, or very little, to do with Chinese
encouragement and support.

However, in recent years there have been indications that some
Middle East governments have begun to grasp the nature of
China’s Middle East policy and the peculiarities of its attitudes
as corresponding to their own interests. Considering the fact that,
ever since relations with the Middle East were established, the
Chinese have been unable to apply any kind of pressure on the
local governments, this change should be regarded as an initial
success.



APPENDIX I

THE MIDDLE EAST IN CHINA'S FOREIGN
MINISTRY: STRUCTURE AND PERSONNEL

China’s foreign policy has been implemented in the Middle East,
as elsewhere, by many organisations and agencies. These include
Friendship Associations; the Chinese People’s Institute of Foreign
Affairs; the Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with
Foreign Countries; the CCP International Liaison Department;
the Foreign Affairs Bureau of the Ministry of National Defence;
the New China News Agency; and so on. As implied by their
names, each of these organisations has a separate and specific
function in China’s foreign relations system. However, the main
burden falls naturally on China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The purpose of this Appendix is to supplement background
information on the departments and officials connected with
China’s Middle East policy, some of whom have already been
discussed in this study. The additional information reaffirms the
remarkable degree of flexibility of the Foreign Ministry and its
adaptability, in terms of both structure and personal qualifications,
to the changes in China’s world outlook and Middle Eastern
policy.

The data were assembled from scattered references in China’s
press and NCNA reports, as well as from biographical compila-
tions which complemented one another.

Note. In this Appendix PE refers to previous experience and
LE to later experience.

DEPARTMENTS

First period: Department of West Asia and Africa
(September 1956-September 1964)

DIRECTORS

K’o Hua (September 1956-~January 1960)

PE: Director, Department of Protocol (March 1955-September 1956)

LE: Ambassador, Guinea (March 1960-May 1964)
Director, Department of Africa (September 1964—-July 1967)
Ambassador, Ghana (September 1972—August 1974)
Director, Department of Asia (April 1975-December 1975)
Ambassador, the Philippines (December 1975-April 1978)
Ambassador, Britain (September 1978~ )
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Ho Ying (January 1960-February 1962)
PE: Counsellor, Indonesia (January 1952—October 1952).
Deputy Director, Departinent of Asia (October 1952-September
1954)
Ambassador, Mongolia (September 1954-September 1958)
Deputy Director, Department of Asia 1 (March 1959-January
1960)
LE: Ambassador, Tanganyika (February 1962-July 1964)
Ambassador, Uganda (April 1963—-April 1964)
Ambassador, Tanzania (July 1964-1967)
Director, Department of West Asia and Africa (September 1970-
April 1972)
Vice Foreign Minister (April 1972~ )
Wang Yii-t'ien (June 1962-January 1964)
PE: Attaché and chargé d’affaires, East Germany (1953-1956)
Deputy Director, Department of Protocol (August 1956—January
1958)
Director, Department of Protocol (February 1958—January 1959)
Director, Department of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe
(January 1959-June 1959)
Ambassador, the Sudan (June 1959—March 1962)
LE: Ambassador, Kenya (February 1964-1967)
Ambassador, Congo-Brazzaville (June 1969-December 1972)
Ambassador, West Germany (February 1973-September 1974)

DEPUTY DIRECTORS

Ho Kung-k'ai (September 1956-June 1963)
PE: Deputy Director, Department of West Europe and Africa
(P-August 1956)
LE: Counsellor and chargé d’affaires, Egypt (August 1963-1967)
Deputy Director, Department of West Asia and Africa (July
1970—-August 1972)
Director, Department of Africa (August 1972— )
Kung Ta-fei (July 1959—August 1960)
PE: First Secretary, Burma (August 1953-1957)
LE: Counsellor, Morocco (August 1960-1963)
Deputy Director, Department of West Asia Africa (September
1963-September 1964)
Deputy Director, Department of Africa (September 1964-1969)
Deputy Director, Department of West Asia and Africa (October
1969-December 1970)
Ambassador, Iraq (December 1970-December 1972)
Ambassador, Zaire (January 1973-July 1978)
Meng Ying (March 1961-March 1964)
PE: Counsellor, Mongolia (1956-1961)
LE: Ambassador, Zanzibar (March 1964-July 1964)
Deputy Director, Department of Africa (September—December
1964)
Ambassador, Central African Republic (December 1964-1966)
Li Chiin (August 1961-January 1962)
PE: Unknown
LE: Counsellor, Tanganyika and Uganda (1962-?)
Hsieh Feng (October 1962—September 1964)
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PE: Deputy Director, General Office of the Foreign Ministry (1956)
Counsellor, Hungary (1956-1962)
LE: Deputy Director, Department of Africa (September 1964—PApril
1967)
Kung Ta-fei (September 1963-September 1964)
See above
Lin Chao-nan (April 1964-September 1964)
PE: Counsellor and chargé d’affaires, Egypt (1956—1964)
LE: Deputy Director, Department of West Asia and North Africa
(September 1964-December 1967, October 1975 )
Alternate Representative, UN (September—November 1977)

ASSISTANT DIRECTORS
Shih Ku (January 1961-June 1963)
PE: Deputy Chief, China’s Trade Agency in Syria (August 1956—
December 1958)
Consul General, Damascus (December 1958-April 1960)
LE: Counsellor, Tanganyika (June 1963-?February 1965)

Second period: Department of West Asia and North Africa
(September 1964-October 1969)

DIRECTORS

Ch’en Ch'u (September 1964—January 1966)
PE: Director, Department of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe
(1955)
Counsellor and attaché, Soviet Union (January 1956-1963)
LE: Ambassador, Ghana (January 1966—November 1966),
Director, Department of Information (August 1970—October
1971)
Deputy Permanent Representative, UN (November 1971~
December 1972)
Ambassador, Japan (February 1973~April 1977)
Permanent Representative, UN (May 1977- )

DEPUTY DIRECTORS

Lin Chao-nan (September 1964-December 1967)
See above
CHen T’an (April 1965-January 1966)
PE: ?Director, General Office, Ministry of Railways (1959)
LE: Ambassador, Syria (January 1966-April 1967)
Ambassador, Guinea (March 1971-August 1974)
Wang Jen-san (September 1964~?April 1966)
PE: Deputy Director, Propaganda Department, Kiangsu CP
Committee (1958-1961)
First Secretary, Suchow CP Committee (1961-71964)
LE: Ambassador, Chad (April 1973~-May 1977)
Ambassador, Liberia (July 1977- )
Chao Yiian (May 1967-September 1969)
PE: Counsellor and chargé d’affaires, Guinea (December 1959-1963)
LE: Deputy Director, ?PDepartment of West Asia and Africa (October
1969-?)
Deputy Director, Department of Africa (April 1973-1975)
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Chargé d’affaires, Mozambique (June 1975-1977)
Ambassador, Mauritania (May 1978~ )

Third period: Department of West Asia and Africa
(October 1969~August 1972)

DIRECTORS

Ho Ying (September 1970-April 1972)
See above

DEPUTY DIRECTORS

Ho Kung-Kai (July 1970-August 1972)
See above
Kung Ta-fei (October 1969-December 1970)
See above
Chao Yuiin (October 1969-?)
See above.
Chou Chiieh (November 1970~August 1972)
PE: Unknown
LE: Deputy Director, Department of West Asia and North Africa
(August 1972—August 1974)
Acting Director, Department of West Asia and North Africa
(August 1974— )
Ts'ui Chien (May 1972-July 1972)
PE: Unknown
LE: Ambassador, South Yemen (August 1972~-May 1977)
Ambassador, Tunisia (August 1977—
Chang Shu (January 1972—-May 1972)
PE: First Secretary and chargé d’affaires, Irag (April 1965-December
1971)
LE: Deputy Director, Department of Political and Security Council
Affairs, Permanent Mission, UN (April 1973- )

OTHER OFFICIALS

Chu CR’i-chen (October 1971-August 1972)
PE: First Secretary, Egypt (January 1965-7)
LE: Deputy Director, Department of West Asia and North Africa
(August 1972~PJanuary 1973)
Minister and chargé d’affaires, Australia (1973-1977)
Deputy Director, Department of America and Oceania (June
1977-
Chao Wei (October 1970-October 1971)
PE: Consul, Calcutta (August 1956-January 1960)
Attaché, Tanganyika and Tanzania (October 1962-?)
LE: Secretary, PRC delegation to UN (November 1971- )
Chu Hsien-sung (November 1971-PAugust 1972)
No details available
Lin Ai-li (October 1970~August 1972)
PE: Unknown
LE: Deputy Director, Department of West Asia and North Africa
(August 1972-?July 1974)
Chargé d’affaires, Iran (February 1976~ )
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Fourth period: Department of West Asia and North Africa
(August 1972- )

DIRECTORS
Ts'ao K'o-ch'iang (August 1972—-August 1974)
PE: Counsellor, North Korea (January 1956-May 1960)
Deputy Director, Department of Asia o (February 1961-January
1970)
Deputy Director, Department of Asia (April 1970-March 1971)
LE: Ambassador, Syria (August 1974— )

ACTING DIRECTOR

Chou Chiieh (August 1974— )
See above

DEPUTY DIRECTORS

Chou Chiieh (August 1972—~August 1974)
See above
CHh’eng Yuan-hsing (September 1974— )
No details available
Wang P'u-ch’ing (October 1973-November 1974)
PE: First Secretary, Finland (July 1958-November 1959)
Cultural Counsellor, Cuba (June 1964-1965)
Deputy Director, China~Latin America Friendship Association
(1966-?)
LE: Counsellor and chargé d’affaires, Syria (January 1975- )}
Lin Ai-li (August 1972-?July 1974)
See above
Lin Chao-nan (October 1975~ )
See above
Chu CHh'i-chen (August 1972-?January 1973)
See above
Wen Yeh-chan (June 1976— )
PE: Attaché, the Sudan (July 1959-?)
Deputy Director, Department of Africa (December 1972~
November 1973)

AMBASSADORS

EGYPT

CHen Chia-Kang (June 1956-December 1965)
PE: Deputy Director, Department of Asia (May 1950—August 1952
Director, Department of Asia (August 1952-1954)
Assistant Foreign Minister (PNovember 1954~June 1956)
LE: Vice Foreign Minister (January 1966-7)
Disappeared during the Cultural Revolution
Huang Hua (January 1966-June 1969)
PE: Director, Department of West Europe and Africa (October 1954
September 1956)
Director, Department of West Europe (September 1956-January
1959)
Ambassador, Ghana (August 1960—December 1965)
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LE: Ambassador, Canada (July 1971-November 1971)
Permanent Representative, UN (November 1971-November 1976)
Foreign Minister (December 1976— )
CHai Tse-min (June 1970-September 1974)
PE: Director, Communications Department, Peking Municipal CP
Cormmittee (1959-1960)
Ambassador, Hungary (May 1961-July 1964)
Ambassador, Guinea (August 1964-1967)
LE: President, Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with
Foreign Countries (September 1974—August 1975)
Ambassador, Thailand (Jaauary 1976-May 1978)
Chief Liaison Officer, USA (May 1978- )
Chang T'ung (September 1974-May 1977)
PE: Colonel, Military Attaché, India (August 1956-1960)
Chargé @ affaires, Congo- Stanleyvﬂle (July 1961-September 1961)
Deputy Director, Department of Asia 1 (May 1962—September 1964)
Director, Department of Asia 1 (September 1964—-1967)
Ambassador, Pakistan (June 1969—-August 1974)
LE: Ambassador, West Germany (August 1977— )
Yao Kuang (July 1977- )
PE Counsellor, Poland (November 1957-October 1963)
Deputy Director, Department of Asia i (April 1964—August 1964)
Director, Department of Asia i (August 1964-1969)
Ambassador, Poland (August 1970-December 1971)
Ambassador, Canada (February 1972-September 1973)
Ambassador, Mexico (September 1973-May 1977)

SYRIA

CHh’en Chih-fang (October 1956-February 1958)
PE: Deputy Mayor, Canton (January 1955-April 1956)
LE: Ambassador, Iraq (August 1958-September 1960)
Director, College of Diplomacy (June 1962-February 1964)
?Vice President, Chinese People’s Institute of Foreign Affairs
(June 1962-71964)
Ambassador, Uganda (April 1964—-1967)
Ambassador, Switzerland (December 1970-August 1975)
Ambassador, Vietnam (September 1977—
Hsii Yi-hsin (March 1962-December 1965)
PE: Deputy Director, Department of the Soviet Union and Eastern
Europe (June 1950-August 1952)
Director, Department of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe
(August 1952—June 1954)
Ambassador, Albania (June 1954-May 1957)
Ambassador, Norway (April 1958~March 1962)
LE: Vice Foreign Minister (January 1966-November 1970)
Ch’en T’an (January 1966-April 1967)
PE: PDirector, General Office, Ministry of Railways (1959)
Deputy Director, Department of West Asia and North Africa
(April 1965-January 1966)
LE: Ambassador, Guinea (March 1971-August 1974)
CHin Chia-lin (June 1969-May 1974)
PE: Chargé d’affaires and Counsellor, London (June 1957-October
1962)
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Deputy Director, Information Department (October 1962-1964)
Director, Information Department (March 1965-1969)
LE: Director, Department of Information (1974-?1976)
Ambassador, Denmark (August 1977- )
Ts'ao K'o-ch'iang (August 1974~ )
PE: Counsellor, North Korea (January 1956-May 1960)
Deputy Director, Department of Asia i1 (February 1961-January
1970)
Deputy Director, Department of Asia (April 1970-March 1971)
Director, Department of West Asia and North Africa (August
1972-August 1974)

YEMEN

Wang Jo-chieh (February 1964—January 1967, July 1969-December 1972)
PE: Director, Political Department, Chekiang Military District
(November 1955~January 1960)
Major General (January 1960~ )
LE: Ambassador, South Vietnam Provisional Revolutionary
Government (June 1973-21976)
Ambassador, Mauritius (September 1977-)
Chang Ts'an-ming (February 1973-July 1975)
PE: Deputy Director, East China Office of Trade Unions (February
1952-October 1955)
Director, Consular Department (October 1955-May 1957)
Ambassador, Ceylon (May 1957—August 1962)
Ambassador, Mongolia (September 1963-1966)
LE: Ambassador, Finland (September 1975- )
Chao Chin (September 1975~
PE: Counsellor, Mongolia (1960-1964)
Ambassador, Bulgaria (March 1971-July 1975)

IRAQ

Ch’en Chih-fang (August 1958-September 1960)
See Syria.
Chang Wei-lich (September 1960-December 1965)
PE: Second Secretary, CP Committee Hainan (1955-~1956)
Counsellor, Soviet Union (October 1956-1959)
LE: Vice Chairman, PRC~Cuba Friendship Association (July 1970-?)
Ambassador, Morocco (February 1971-May 1974)
Ambassador, Mongolia (October 1974-April 1978)
Ambassador, Thailand (July 1978— )
Ts'ao Ch’'th (January 1966-May 1967)
PE: Mayor and CP Secretary, Ch’angsha (1949-1964)
Director, United Front Work Department, Hunan CP Committee
(1960-?)
LE: Ambassador, Nepal (September 1972-November 1977)
Ambassador, Cyprus (December 1977- )
Kung Ta-fei (December 1970-December 1972)
PE: First Secretary, Burma (August 1953-?1957)
Deputy Director, Department of West Asia and Africa (July
1959-August 1960)
Counsellor, Morocco (August 1960-1963)
Deputy Director, Department of West Asia and Africa (September
1963-September 1964)
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Deputy Director, Department of Africa (September 1964—-1969)
Deputy Director, Department of West Asia and Africa (October
1969~December 1970)
LE: Ambassador, Zaire (January 1973-July 1978)
Hu CHeng-fang (February 1973-May 1974)
PE: Deputy Director, Department of Asia 1 (September 1960—
November 1962)
Counsellor, Czechoslovakia (December 1962—-1966)
LE: Ambassador, Chile (March 1978- )
Chao Hsing-chih (August 1974-November 1976)
PE: Consul General, Geneva (April 1963-January 1971)
? in the Department of West Asia and Africa (February 1971~
May 1971)
Ambassador, Camercon (August 1971-May 1974)
LE: Vice Chairman, Shanghai Municipal Revolutionary Committee
(February 1977- )
Hou Yeh-feng (September 1977- )
PE: Member, Council of the China-Japan Friendship Association
(October 1963-P1965)
Deputy Director, Department of Africa (November 1965-?)
Ambassador, Tunisia (February 1972-May 1977)

SOUTH YEMEN

Li CRiang-fen (December 1970-June 1972)
PE: Director, Liaoning Provincial Office of Foreign Affairs (June
1955-71959)
Deputy Director, Department of Asia 1 (April 1959-1960)
Chargé d’affaires and Counsellor, Yemen (May 1961-?1967)
Chargé d’affaires, South Yemen (July 1969-December 1970)
LE: Ambassador, Zambia 1972-September 1977)
Ts'ui Chien (August 1972-May 1977)
PE: Deputy Director, Department of West Asia and Africa (May
1972-July 1972)
LE: Ambassador, Tunisia (August 1977- )
Huang Shih-hsieh (November 1977- )
PE: Counsellor, Ghana (1965-1966)
Ambassador, Rwanda (June 1972-August 1977)

KUWAIT

Sun Sheng-wei (August 1971-May 1977)
PE: Counsellor, Burma (April 1960-October 1970)
LE: Ambassador, Sri Lanka (June 1977— ) and the Maldives
(October 1977— )
Ting Hao (September 1977- )
PE: Member, 3rd CC, Chinese Communist Youth League (1957)
Counsellor and chargé d’affaires, Denmark (September 1964—
1968)
PDeputy Director, Department of West Europe (?)
Counsellor and chargé d’affaires, Chile (January 1971-March
1978)

TURKEY
Liu Ch'un (May 1972-May 1976)
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Chargé d’affaires, Laos (July 1962-September 1962)
Ambassador, Laos (September 1962-January 1967)

Director, Department of Asia (October 1969-March 1972)
Ambassador, Tanzania (May 1976— ) and the Seychelles (April
1978- )

Wei Yung-ch'ing (May 1976-September 1978)

PE:

IRAN

Assistant Director, Department of Protocol (June 1962-March
1965)

Chargé d’affaires, Mauritania (September 1965-February 1969)

Member, Council of the Chinese People’s Institute of Foreign
Affairs (September 1971~ )

Chargé d’affaires, Ghana (June 1972-1976)

CWen Hsin-jen (March 1972-November 1974)

PE:

LE:

Ambassador, Finland (1954-1958)

President, Chinese People’s Institute of Foreign Affairs
(December 1958-November 1961)

Deputy Director, College of Diplomacy (November 1961-P)

Member, Chinese People’s Institute of Foreign Affairs (September
1971)

Ambassador, The Netherlands (January 1975~July 1978)

Ambassador, Philippines (September 1978~ )

Hao Te-ch'ing (December 1974-January 1977)

PE:

LE:

Secretary, CP Committee, Ch’engtu (1954)

Ambassador, Hungary (September 1954—April 1961)

Ambassador, North Korea (July 1961-November 1965)

Deputy Director, General Office of Foreign Affairs (November
1965-?)

Vice Chairman, Commission for Cultural Relations with Foreign
Countries (April 1966-P)

Ambassador, Norway (February 1971-September 1972)

Ambassador, The Netherlands (October 1972-October 1974)

President, Chinese People’s Institute of Foreign Affairs (March
1977~

Chiao Jo-yii (February 1977- )

PE:

Deputy Mayor, Shenyang (November 1948—August 1954)

Secretary, Shenyang Municipal CP Committee (August 1954—
1965)

Political Commissar, Shenyang Military District (June 1960-1985)

Ambassador, North Korea (November 1965-1967)

Ambassador, Peru (December 1971-January 1977)

LEBANON
Hsii Ming (March 1972~September 1978)

PE:

Counsellor, East Germany (January 1955~August 1960)

Deputy Director, Department of the Soviet Union and Eastern
Europe (May 1960-1964)

Commercial Representative, Italy (February 1965~1966)

Council Member, PRC~Japan Friendship Association (July 1970—
February 1972)

Member, Council for Promotion of International Trade (1971)

Representative, PRC~Japan Memorandum Trade Office (February
1971-December 1971)
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CYPRUS

Taz Lu (August 1972—October 1977)
First Secretary, North Vietnam (June 1959--July 1960)
? in the Department of Asia r (September 1961-1962)
First Secretary, Economic and Cultural Mission, Laos (January

1962-February 1963)
Chargé d’affaires, Laos (March 1963~1965)
Counsellor, North Korea (September 1971-March 1972)
LE: Ambassador, Uganda (March 1978~ )

Ts'ao Ch’ih (December 1977- )

See Iraq

JORDAN

Ku Hsiao-po (December 1977- )
PE: Member, Presidium, 8th Executive Committee, All-China
Federation of Trade Unions (December 1957)
Deputy, 2nd NPC (April 1959)
Ambassador, the Sudan (April 1962-November 1965)
Ambassador, Benin (June 1973-October 1977)
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APPENDIX II

THE MIDDLE EAST IN CHINA’S
ECONOMIC RELATIONS

China’s relations with the Middle East provide one of the best
examples of the use of economic policies for political ends. The
primary motive for China’s continued interest in the Middle East
was to mobilise and encourage the local peoples and governments
to resist imperialism, social-imperialism, or both. Economic con-
siderations probably played an extremely marginal role in this
interest, if any. Although China has maintained economic rela-
tions with the Middle East since the early 1950s, these relations
have been uneven and correlated not so much with the fluctuations
of the Chinese economy as with those of China’s Middle East
policy.

China’s economic relations in the Middle East have been
treated in this study along with, and as part of, the political
changes. The purpose of this appendix is to provide a more general
picture of these relations with the Middle East and a comparison
between these relations and China’s economic relations with other
groups of developing countries.

Trade

China’s trade with the Middle East, apart from its (limited) eco-
nomic value, had an important dual political function. Trade
relations with countries which had not yet recognised the PRC
were exploited as sub-diplomatic ties to bypass the question of
recognition and at the same time create a favourable atmosphere
for it. “Under international custom, trade treaties and agreements
can be conducted between two states which have not yet estab-
lished diplomatic relations. Therefore, concluding trade treaties
and agreements can lay the groundwork for the establishment of
diplomatic relations. China’s [diplomatic] relations with Ceylon
and Egypt were developed in this way. More recent examples
of this practice are Kuwait, the Lebanon and Jordan which had
maintained extensive trade relations with Peking, which exceeded
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those with Taiwan, long before they decided to recognise the
PRC.

The other function of China’s Middle East trade, particularly
imports, was to enlist Arab goodwill and support. Egypt, which
the Chinese have usually regarded as a key government, not only
in the Middle East but in Africa and the Afro-Asian context as
well, provides the best example of China’s political manipulation
of economic relations.

In 1957-60, China’s trade with Egypt reached an annual average
of more than $61 million, approximately one-third in exports and
two-thirds in imports. In other words, in order to consolidate
their political position the Chinese were ready to sell less and
buy more, not necessarily according to their economic needs. The
negative trade balance they accumulated in these years reflected
the relatively friendly relations between the two countries.

However, as soon as Sino-Egyptian relations deteriorated, trade
patterns changed. In 1961-4 China’s trade with Egypt fell to an
annual average of $37 million, of which more than half was
exports and less than half imports. In other words, when the Arab
governments rejected China’s Middle East policies the Chinese
reacted, among other things, by cutting their trade, particularly
imports. Again, the case of Egypt is outstanding: China’s imports
decreased drastically from $44.5 million in 1960 to $14.6 million
in 1961.

This trend was reversed in the mid-1960s. Whereas in 1964
Chinese imports from Egypt were still as low as $16.7 million,
they jumped to $45.1 million in 1965, reflecting China’s efforts to
win the support of the Arab governments for the convention of
the second Afro-Asian conference. In 1965-6, Sino-Egyptian trade
reached an annual average of more than $72 million, twice the
annual average of the previous four years.

During the Cultural Revolution trade dropped yet again. It
was resumed as a part of China’s attempts since 1969 to restore
relations with the Middle East governments. However, it was
only in 1972, when China’s interest in these governments became
explicit, that its trade with Egypt approached the volume of the
1965-6 period. In March 1972, a Chinese trade delegation headed
by Pai Hsiang-kuo, Minister of Foreign Trade, came to Cairo to
sign the annual trade agreements. Considering the fact that a
year earlier Sino-Egyptian trade had constituted less than one
per cent of China’s total foreign trade, the visit should be inter-
preted in the political rather than the economic context.
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China’s economic policy in the Middle East after the Cultural
Revolution became more rational and ‘economic’. The establish-
ment of diplomatic ties boosted already existing economic rela-
tions, particularly China’s exports: these increased steadily from
about $80 million in 1970-1, to $125 million in 1972 (50 per cent
increase), $175 million in 1973 (40 per cent), and about $300
million in 1974-5 (70 per cent). On the basis of this policy, China
gradually succeeded in eliminating the $150 million deficit
accumulated in its Middle East trade before 1965-6. In fact, in
1972-5, China’s exports to the Middle East surpassed imports by
more than $400 million.

Still, despite the improvement in absolute terms in China’s
Middle East trade, its volume relative to the growth of China’s
total trade has constantly declined. In 1957 China’s trade with
non-communist countries reached $1,090 million, about 30 per
cent of China’s total trade. The share of the Middle East was
7 per cent. In 1965, when China’s trade with non-communist
countries was 2.5 times larger than in 1957 ($2,570 million), the
share of the Middle East dropped to 5 per cent. In the mid-
1970s, China’s trade with non-communist countries constituted
more than 80 per cent of its total trade, yet the Middle East share
fell to 3-4 per cent. However, its share in China’s trade with
developing countries, which declined from 17 per cent in 1968
to 12 per cent in 1970 and to 8 per cent in 1971, reached 14 per
cent in 1974.

Aid

If China’s trade with the Middle East has greater political than
economic significance then even more so has its aid policy. Until
1968, Chinese aid offers to the Arab countries amounted to the
very modest sum of $18 million, extended to Egypt (in 1956), and
the Yemen (in 1958-9). Then in 1963-4 China agreed to give
Arab countries $125 million in loans, an unprecedented offer
which was undoubtedly meant to win Arab goodwill for the
Afro-Asian conference. As we have seen, this gesture did not
persuade the Arabs to support China’s demands, and Sino-Arab
relations deteriorated further.

In fact the Arabs, and particularly Egypt, which had been
offered the largest loan of 345 million Swiss francs ($80 mil-
lion), were very reluctant to use Chinese aid. Moreover, it seems
that the Chinese themselves, disappointed by the Arabs and
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preoccupied with the Cultural Revolution, were in no hurry to
tulfil their promises. In January 1969, the four-year period within
which the $80 million aid offer to Egypt had to be used expired,
and the loan remained unused. China then agreed to change the
conditions and extended the offer for another three years, to the
end of 1971.2 However, in March 1971 the Egyptians revealed
that only 45 million out of the 1964 offer (about 13 per cent) had,
in fact, been used.® There was no further progress until 26 June
1978 when a Sino-Egyptian protocol for building a sand brick
factory was signed. In 1976, following the Sino-Egyptian rap-
prochement, the 1964 loan began to be extensively exploited.*
Still, by early 1977, only 162.3 million Swiss francs had been used,
with 182.7 million left. Other Arab countries were also slow in
using China’s aid offers.

Whereas in terms of offers Egypt is still the largest recipient of
Chinese aid, in terms of consumption the Yemen and the PDRY
have been the primary beneficiaries of Chinese aid in the Middle
East. In both countries China has been engaged in extensive
road-building in addition to textile enterprises and medical, edu-
cational and agricultural aid. Chinese aid was particularly
successful in these countries not only because of the generous
terms (loans are usually free of interest with a long grace period
and could be repaid in local currency or even goods), but also
because the Chinese, unlike the Soviets, adapted themselves to
the local way of life, maintained a low living standard and never
refused hard work.

These principles of foreign aid, which had been first formulated
in 1964,° were reiterated by Vice Premier Teng Hsiao-p’ing in his
speech at the Special Session of the United Nations General
Assembly in April 1974:

We hold that economic aid to the developing countries must strictly respect
the sovereignty of the recipient countries and must not be accompanied by
any political or military conditions and the extortion of any special privi-
leges or excessive profits. Loans to the developing countries should be
interest-free or low-interest and allow for delayed repayment of capital and
interest, or even reduction and cancellation of debts in case of necessity.
We are opposed to the exploitation of developing countries by usury or
blackmail in the name of aid.

We hold that technology transferred to the developing countries must be
practical, efficient, economical and convenient for use. The experts and
other personnel dispatched to the recipient countries have the obligation to
pass on conscientiously technical know-how to the people there and to
respect the laws and national customs of the countries concerned. They
must not make special demands or ask for special amenities, let alone engage
in illegal activities.®



The Middle East in China’s Economic Relations 207

Altogether the Middle East’s share in China’s aid offers was
rather small, except for 1964 and 1976 when about one-third of
China’s total aid was offered to Arab countries. In 1970, still a
record year for China’s aid offers ($709 million, some 20 per cent
of China’s total aid offers to 1976), the share of the Middle East
was merely 6 per cent, compared with Africa’s 64 per cent and
Asia’s 30 per cent. Since then, China’s aid offers have declined
steadily, to a level of $88 million in 1976. The Middle East share
was 31 per cent ($27 million offered to the Yemen). In the previous
two years it had not been offered any Chinese aid. Apparently,
the reduction in China’s aid offers is also related to a more rational
approach to economics in general and economic relations in
particular. In the words of Vice Premier Li Hsien-nien: ‘It is our
bounden internationalist duty to provide such aid as we can to
Third World countries. However, since China is also a develop-
ing country with limited capabilities, our aid is but modest. With
the further development of our socialist revolution and construc-
tion, we hope we shall make a greater contribution.”

Finally, although China’s aid to the Arab countries as a whole
is very small, 8 per cent compared with 52 per cent by the Soviet
Union and 40 per cent by Eastern Europe, it is considerable in
the case of the Yemen and particularly of South Yemen, where
China’s aid offers almost equal those of the Soviet Union and
Eastern Europe together.
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Table3. Chind’s trade with developing countries, 1968-75: the share of the Middle East (in million US dollars

and per cent)
1968 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975
$ % $ % $ % $ % $ % $ % $ % $ Yo
Middle East 120 17 126 9 121 10 125 9 181 10 274 10 518 14 418 11
Asia 403 58 962 70 886 70 906 62 1,064 59 1,816 64 2,147 56 2,820 61
Africa 162 28 278 20 285 19 870 26 878 21 630 19 698 18 721 19
Latin America 11 2 11 10 1 60 4 176 10 202 7 449 12 817 9

Total 696 100 1,366 100 1,252 100 1,461 100 1,783 100 2,822 100 3,812 100 8,776 100




Table 4. Chind’s aid offers to the Middle East, 195678 (in million US dollars)
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1956 1958 1959 1963 1964 1967 1968 1970 1971 1972 1973 1976 Total %
Egypt 4.7 80.0 21.0 28.0 1837 35
Syria 16.3 45.0 61.3 16
Yemen 127 0.7 0.2 28.5 21.0 1.0 27.0 91.1 24
South Yemen 12.0 48.0 55.0 14
Iraq 40.0 40.0 11
Total 4.7 12.7 0.7 16.5 108.5 21.0 12.0 43.0 40.0 66.0 29.0 27.0 381.1 100
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Table 5.

Chind’s aid offers to developing countries, 1956-76: the share of the Middle East (in million US

dollars and per cent)

1956-65  1956-76 1964 1970 1971 1972 1978 1974 1975 1976

$ % $ % $ % $ % $ % $ % $ % $ % $ % $ %
Middle East 143 17 881 10 109 382 43 6 40 85 66 13 29 7 - - - - 27 381
Asia 438 51 1,027 28 114 84 212 30 89 19 89 18 64 15 25 138 81 80 3 3
Africa 269 82 2,068 57 115 384 464 64 295 68 210 42 835 78 172 87 182 67 567 65
Latin America - - 144 4 - - - - 4 95 89 18 -~ - - - 10 38 1 1
Europe - - 46 1 - - - - - - 46 9 - - - = - - - -
Total 845 100 8,665 100 38388 100 709 100 468 100 499 100 428 100 197 100 273 100 88 100
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Table 6. Aid offers by communist countries to the Middle East,
1954-76: the Chinese share (in million US dollars and
per cent)

Eastern
China 9, Europe 9, USSR 9% Total %

Egypt 184 6 796 36 1,800 58 2,280 100
Syria 61 5 778 59 467 36 1,806 100
Iraq 40 4 419 36 699 60 1,158 100
Yemen 91 44 17 8 98 48 206 100
South Yemen 56 48 21 18 89 84 115 100
Total 881 8 2,081 40 2608 52 5015 100
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