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I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.

—Robert Frost
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and tyranny while standing up to the
dictators and their tanks and guns in East
Berlin and Beijing,

and to my Mother Birgid, who could not have
been more supportive over all these years,
and to Silvia, Caterina and Claudia, the
Italian Trouble I Like to be in,

and Finally to Alison Kyle, who loved my
cousin Michael and Tom Jones (in that order,
obviously).
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Chapter 1
Introduction—Actors, Theories, Policies
and Catastrophes

The German Democratic Republic (GDR)1 and China were always going to be
awkward partners and/or allies—admittedly that was the case for many countries
maintaining relations with China under Mao. Mao who propagated ‘eternal struggle’
and ‘eternal and constant revolution’ as the basis of China’s international relations
and interactions. Not exactly the basis for sustainable and stable relations with other
countries, when China under Mao focussed on exporting violence and revolution,
together with the export of weapons and capital to fund both real and self-declared
revolutionary movements, be it in Africa, Asia or South America. However, as long
as Moscow and Beijing got along and called themselves ‘allies’, so did East Berlin
and Beijing. To be sure, China under Mao never really had any close friends and/or
allies in Asia, Africa or South America. ‘Allies of convenience’ and/or ‘fair-weather
friends’ is the best Beijing under Mao had to show for over decades, and sometimes
semi-allies like North Korea even dared not to show eternal gratitude for Mao’s deci-
sion to join Pyongyang in its fight against alleged US imperialists on the Korean
Peninsula (from 1950 to 1953). This is, as David Shambaugh argues, also true for
China today, albeit for different reasons. In his book China Goes Global, David
Shambaugh argues that China today does not have any ‘real’ friends or allies and
points out that no country wants to copy the Chinese model of political and economic
governance (Shambaugh 2013). In other words, China is not a role model for anyone
today although the Chinese government and its propaganda organs (including the
Twitter accounts of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs) do certainly think and
propagate otherwise (continuously and aggressively practising what is referred to as
‘wolf-warrior diplomacy’). By the time of this writing (end of 2020/beginning of
2021), China and Russia are increasingly often referring to each other as very ‘close
friends’ and ‘allies’, but there remain (numerous) doubts about the sustainability of a
Sino-Russian alliance. In Central Asia, e.g., China and Russia are (much) more rivals
and competitors than allies and it remains yet to be seen whether joint opposition

1 Hereafter, always referred to as GDR. In German: Deutsche Demokratische Republik (DDR).

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2022
A. Berkofsky, China-GDR Relations from 1949 to 1989,
Contributions to International Relations,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-79337-1_1

1



2 1 Introduction—Actors, Theories, Policies and Catastrophes

and jointly vetoing everything the ‘West’2 does or says in international politics is a
sustainable and good enough basis for what Beijing and Moscow claim is already a
rock solid alliance.

The aforementioned David Shambaugh certainly had a point and was spot on
when he also referred to China as a ‘lonely’ power—the reason why his book and his
conclusions about China’s position and positioning in international relations were
at the time not very much appreciated in China—and that is putting it mildly.3 Like
Mao, current China’s current dictator and strongman leader Xi Jinping claims that
China is a role model and leader for the community of developing countries. Unlike
Mao, however, Xi is not exporting revolution or ‘class struggle’ but Chinese capital
and investments, claiming that developing countries cannot wait to copy China’s
economic and growth models. Reality outside the Chinese government propaganda
bubble, however, is decisively different. Developing countries want and take Chinese
investments and capital alright, but there is very little empirical evidence (if any) that
any of the recipients of Chinese investments are planning to copy and adopt China’s
economic and development models.

The analysis of Chinese-East German relations from 1949 to 1989 in this book is
not exhaustive: it does not cover everything on the bilateral East German–Chinese
agenda from 1949 to 1989. Economic and trade relations as well cultural rela-
tions, e.g., will not be dealt with in detail, as this book prioritizes political rela-
tions and interactions, which had an impact on Cold War politics and security. Is
the history of bilateral relations between Beijing and East Berlin ‘eventful’ or even
‘exciting’? Probably not. Not ‘exciting’ because much of what East German and
Chinese propaganda announced East Berlin and Beijing would over the decades be
doing and achieving jointly when fighting (and of course defeating) Western and/or
West German imperialism and militarism, was not done. Consequently, this book is
also an attempt to separate political propaganda, rhetoric and fiction from political
realities and the reality of bilateral East German–Chinese ties and interactions. This
is obviously fundamentally important when analysing the bilateral relations of two
authoritarian and non-democratic countries in which political propaganda was either
aimed at reminding and warning the people of the country’s external real and imagi-
nary enemies, or was meant to address the domestic audience as the implicit order to
cheer for the regime in question. Important as (megaphone-style) propaganda plays a
central role in dictatorships to among others seek to convince a domestic audience of
the successes and achievements of the government and the country’s political leaders.
In the case of China, such propaganda and around the clock good news reporting and
coverage on the real and imaginary achievements of Chinese leader Xi Jinping is a
(strong) case in point: Chinese state-run television CCTV is ‘offering’ coverage on
Xi Jinping’s policies and usually miraculous achievements 24/7 at home and abroad,

2 The ‘West’ as in above all the USA, often alone and sometimes with other Western European
countries.
3 Chinese policymakers and scholars with whom this author has discussed Shambaugh’s arguments
have confirmed that. In fact, Chinese interlocutors tended to become quite and very quickly upset
when Shambaugh’s above-cited book made it into the conversation.
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commented on by Chinese scholars and analysts—scholars and analysts who before
Xi took over power were a lot freer to express critical opinions and not obliged
to limit themselves to parrot Chinese government propaganda on Chinese TV talk
shows.

This book also charges itself with the task of putting propaganda and political
declarations and statements into a historical context, seeking to explain to the reader
what parts of the political rhetoric are and are not to be taken seriously—that as
objectively as possible, and the reader is obviously free and invited to disagree and
decide by himself or herself what parts and sorts of government propaganda should
be taken seriously or instead be dismissed as complete nonsense privy of relevance
and substance. But you might trust me on this: propaganda disguised as policies
and policy declarations in authoritarian regimes and non-democratic countries in the
past and present (much) more often than not describes reality on the ground in a
manner that does not at all correspond with reality. And that is putting it very mildly
when analysing (much of) East and Chinese government propaganda describing the
first good (1950s), then bad (1960s and 1970s) and then again (more or less) good
(1980s) times of bilateral East German–Chinese relations. That is why it is important
to underline that this book is also an attempt to separate fact from socialist/communist
fiction, as defined by the respective propaganda organs of the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) in Beijing and the Socialist Unity Party (SED) in East Berlin. A lot of
the declarations and self-celebratory statements were pure propaganda, and espe-
cially the East German archive material used for this book is not always an easy
read for a native German author, who worked himself through lots of nonsensical
and factually wrong statements presented in sometimes grandiose (when talking
about the allegedly fantastic achievements of socialism in the GDR and China) and
often aggressive (when talking about the ‘imperialists’ in Washington, Bonn or West
Berlin) language. Obviously, much of the propaganda and statements featuring in
East German archive material and newspaper articles do not in any way correspond
with reality, and this author has attempted in this book to explain why.

Who is ‘in’ the book and who are the protagonists? First, there is Chinese dictator
Mao Zedong. Equipped with grandiose-sounding slogans, violentMaoism and calls
to arms against alleged imperialists, militarists and all other enemies of the day, Mao
Zedong portrayed himself over the decades and until his death in 1976 as the leader
of revolutionary movements in developing countries all over the globe. Even more so
after the rift between Beijing and Moscow at the beginning of the 1960s and through
the course of China’s engagement in the Vietnam War. “Mao’s China commanded
greater political prestige,4 because it was seen as having originated the successful
formula for ‘asymmetrical’ guerilla warfare practiced in Vietnam”, Julia Lovell
writes, explaining China’s ‘revolutionary competitive advantage’ over the Soviet
Union (Lovell 2019, p. 276). Indeed, throughout the 1960s, Julia Lovell continues,
the “PRC had seized public opportunities to denounce the alleged toothlessness
of the Soviet response to imperialism and promoted itself, Elbaum recalled, as “a

4 Than the Soviet Union.
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new center for the world revolutionary movement (in a way that Cuban and Viet-
namese parties did not)… as the shining example and prime champion of liberation
movements waged by people of color all over the world” (Lovell 2019, p. 276,
see also Elbaum 2006, pp. 42–43). Such admiration for China’s revolutionary leader
and ‘ChairmanMao’, however, would evaporate amongmany ThirdWorld countries’
leaders when he unleashed theCultural Revolution, a campaignwhichmade sure that
China under Mao Zedong lost an entire generation to terror and violence and would
from the late 1970s onwards have enormous difficulties to recover economically and
socially. Two of Mao’s disastrous campaigns and the East German perception of
them will be analysed in this book: the Great Leap Forward (1958–1962) and the
Cultural Revolution (1966–1976). The way East Berlin, its propaganda organs and
its government mouthpiece newspapers interpreted and reported on the Great Leap
Forward and the Cultural Revolution was, as will be shown below, a serious attempt
to set a world record in false reporting that beggars all description.

After a honeymoon period of good and expanding Chinese-East German relations
in many areas throughout the 1950s until the early 1960s, bilateral relations turned
sour very quickly. The Sino-Soviet Split and East Berlin’s de facto obligation to
follow Moscow’s orders to transform a friend and ally into an ideological foe took
its toll. Beijing, however, did not give up on the GDR immediately and entirely and
thought that it could still and despite rapidly deteriorating relations drive a wedge
between East Berlin and Moscow. While Beijing was not able to do that, GDR
leader and dictator Walter Ulbricht for his part—albeit more often than not in a very
amateurish manner—thought he could play the so-called ‘China card’ in order to
squeeze concessions out of Moscow: ‘threatening’ Moscow to improve East Berlin’s
relations with Beijing at the expense of East Berlin’s preparedness to obey orders
from Moscow. As will be shown below, he tried this a few times over the years
but simply lacked the kind of charisma (in fact, he arguably had none whatsoever)
necessary to convince others to dowhat hewanted them to (the kind of (authoritarian)
charisma Cuban dictator Fidel Castro, e.g., had). Furthermore, the GDR was just not
important and influential enough to convinceMoscow to treat theGDRanybetter than
the rest of Moscow’s Eastern European vassal states just because Ulbricht thought
he could play the aforementioned ‘China card.’ Eventually as it turned out, the
importance of violence and violent struggle against alleged imperialism and what
Mao called the Western ‘bourgeoisie’5 was—at least on paper—at odds with how
the GDR under Walter Ulbricht wanted to practice socialism. The GDR was quite
simply not a ‘revolutionary country’, Mao therefore decided.

Mao in the 1950s—at least so it seemed—took a short break from exclu-
sively propagating armed struggle and supporting armed conflict against the imperi-
alist West. Between Stalin’s death in March 1953 up until the Great Leap Forward
in 1958 Beijing sought to diversify its foreign and foreign economic policies, due

5 Without ever defining what he meant with the term ‘bourgeoisie’ other than claiming that the
Chinese ‘bourgeoisie’ is seeking to overthrow the regime in Beijing. It is safe to assume and indeed
conclude that those who in China were accused of being part of the alleged ‘bourgeoisie’ did not
know that they belonged to that class of Chinese citizens as defined by Mao. It was a term that Mao
just took from somewhere else, and therefore, did not make in any way sense in a Chinese context.
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to above all economic and financial needs (to be sure, the Great Leap Forward in
1958 then would make it very clear that Mao’s idea of how to develop China’s
economy was a recipe for complete disaster and misery). Mao at the time talked
about conducting foreign policies applying the Principle of Peaceful Co-Existence,
albeit one that was fundamentally different from the one his dictatorship colleague
Nikita Khrushchev in Moscow announced in the mid-1950s. The (temporary and
short-lasting) application of the Principle of Peaceful Co-Existence Chinese-style
led among others to China’s participation in the Geneva Conference in 1954. Mao’s
Great Leap Forward and its disastrous outcome, however, de facto put an end toMao
seeking engagement in international politics (Möller 2005, pp. 49/50). That until the
early 1970s and US-Sino rapprochement.

Frank Dikötter writes that Mao claimed theGreat Leap Forward would transform
China from a socialist into a communist country: “In 1958, Mao had thrown his
country into a frenzy, as villagers were herded into giant people’s communes that
heralded a great leap from socialism into communism” (Dikötter 2010, p. 4). What
such alleged ‘transformation’ would entail and what it would lead to was not at all
clear at first. Then 40 million Chinese casualties later, it became clearer: millions of
Chinese citizens starving and/or being tortured to death was the result of what Mao
declared was the path from socialism to ‘real’ communism.

As we will see below, in 1958 and 1959 the East German political leadership
around Walter Ulbricht misread Chinese disastrous realities on the ground during
the Great Leap Forward at a time when even Beijing realized that the leap had not
produced massive amounts of steel and grain but instead nationwide starvation and
economic and societal collapse. East German newspaper reporting did at the time its
share to contribute to painting a completely inaccurate picture of the on-the-ground
situation in China during the leap, and like the government in East Berlin chose to
rely on and trust Chinese propaganda and statistics that had nothing at all to do with
reality. After a relatively brief period of an East German–Chinese honeymoon until
the very early 1960s when Beijing among others applauded East Berlin’s decision
to lock up its citizens and shoot at ‘border violators’ from 1961 onwards, the fair-
weather friendship ended abruptly and became a victim of the Sino-Soviet Split.
Relations would only recover in the 1980s when it was East Berlin’s turn to applaud
violence: when Beijing decided to shoot into the crowds of unarmed and peacefully
demonstrating students on Tiananmen Square in June 1989.

Against the background of the perceived rivalry with and hostility towards
the capitalist West Germany, Walter Ulbricht—in contrast to Mao Zedong—sold
socialism as an ideology and ‘way of life’ aimed at raising the standard of living in
order to catch up with Western German standards of living and purchasing power.
Indeed, East Berlin under Ulbricht was over the decades determined and indeed
obsessed with catching up economically with West Germany. To be sure, he meant
GDR-style socialism and a socialist ‘way of life’ which used violence and oppres-
sion as an integral and deeply embedded part of domestic policies and policymaking.
In conversations with Soviet and Chinese interlocutors Ulbricht declared over and
over again that theGDRwas on the right path towards achieving economic paritywith
West Germany. Nothing of course could ever have been further away from the truth.
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At no point was the GDR in any way close to being on the path towards achieving
economic parity withWest Germany. In fact, over the years and decades the distance
in economic performance and output became increasingly bigger and more than
once—in return for political concessions—was East Berlin saved from economic
collapse through massive West German economic and financial assistance. ‘Eternal
revolution’ and exportingMaoism came first for Mao,6 but the Chinese dictator real-
ized that economic growth and might is necessary to enable China to defeat ‘capi-
talism’ and ‘imperialism’, as he concluded in the mid-1950s. When he unleashed
the Great Leap Forward in 1958, he announced that the leap would make sure that
China’s steel production will overtake Great Britain’s production of steel within
15 years. China’s grain production too was to be increased dramatically and catch
up with and indeed overtake grain production in the USA in less than 15 years, Mao
declared at the time. Reality turned to be (very) different andwhat the leap ‘achieved’
and resulted in very quickly was the aforementioned nationwide famine, resulting in
up to 40 million casualties.

Mao’s near-complete ignorance was not limited to economic matters and
economics, but he knew next to nothing about other countries and international
politics either. The only country Mao visited in almost 30 years as Chinese leader
was the Soviet Union (twice). Regardless of Mao’s near-complete ignorance of other
countries, he in the early 1970s announced the so-called ThreeWorlds Theory, which
in his (distorted) view divided the world into three blocs of countries: the so-called
‘First World’ consisting of the superpowers USA and the Soviet Union, the ‘Second
World’, to which, Mao decided, belonged Europe, Canada and Japan, and the ‘Third
World’, towhichbelonged thewhole ofAsia (minus Japan),LatinAmerica andAfrica
(Lüthi 2011, pp. 152–179). Mao’s Three World Theory (first pronounced by Mao in
February 1974 and then presented by Deng Xiaoping at the UNGeneral Assembly in
April 1974) was arguably the very definition of bogus analysis presented as a theory
explaining international relations and politics. Against the background of what that
nonsensical theory entailed, there is really no other way of putting it. Take the fact
that Mao decided that the Soviet Union belonged to the First World because it had
thousands of nuclear weapons and was richer than the countries he decided belong
to the Second World: Japan, Canada and Europe. The Soviet Union had nuclear
weapons alright, but obviously Mao got it completely wrong when he claimed that
Japan, Canada and Europe were poorer than the Soviet Union. Maybe he would have
concluded something else if he actually had been to Europe, Japan and Canada, but
as we know he never did go anywhere. The Chinese historian Chen Jian argues that
Mao’s Third World Theory was important enough to have posed a challenge to the
existing world order at the time (Chen 2010). However, that is quite simply not plau-
sible. In fact, a theory of who and what country belongs to which zone or sphere of
influence announced by amanwhose only two foreign trips led him toMoscow twice
is arguably the very opposite of plausible.Why isMao’s awkward concept of dividing
the world into zones at all relevant for this book? Partially because Mao seemingly
and seriously believed that the concept and policies accompanying his Three Worlds

6 Successfully, e.g., to Vietnam and Cambodia in the 1960s and 1970s.
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Theory would lead to West Germany and the GDR breaking up its ties with the USA
and the Soviet Union, respectively. Why and when West Germany and the GDR
would do that was obviously never explained, mainly because it did not—like Mao’s
entire theory—make much sense. Luckily for Mao, he was never over the decades
asked and/or obliged by his peers and the public to add explanatory details to that and
his various other equally implausible theories on the state of international politics and
affairs. Also, falling under the category of wishful-thinking-while-ignoring-the-facts
was Mao’s hope that the Three Worlds Theory would be the basis for the successful
export of Chinese revolutionary policies.7 Revolutions in countries, which in Mao’s
view could not wait to go down the same path as China has done underMao’s chaotic
and violent leadership. Some indeed did, as it turned out when CambodianMaoists in
the 1970s took violentMaoism to the limit, torturing and killing millions of Cambo-
dians along the way. In conclusion, the Three Worlds Theory Mao dreamt up in the
early 1970s was just that: a theory that sounded plausible and made sense to Mao
and his followers in China and to them only (plus die-hard Maoists or self-declared
Maoists in Peru, Cambodia, India and elsewhere). It is difficult to make much sense
of how Mao thought international relations functioned and were organized, but it is
probably accurate to conclude that the Three Worlds Theory is a follow-up of what
Mao already in the late 1940s introduced as the so-called Intermediate Zone theory.
That ‘zone’, Mao defined all by himself at the time, included countries which are not
directly controlled by the two superpowers, the USA and the Soviet Union. China,
Mao proclaimed, belonged to that Intermediate Zone (Chen 2010; Mao 1963).

And then there are our second and third central protagonists: GDR leader Walter
Ulbricht, followed by—through a de facto coup d’état in the early 1970s—Erich
Honecker. Ulbricht was a Soviet-installed apparatschik who insisted that his ‘anti-
fascist wall’ (he meant the Berlin Wall, which he lied would not be built but then
ordered to erect on 13 August 1961) will keep West German ‘militarists’ from
invading the East German Socialist Workers’ Paradise (as East Berlin’s political
leaders called ‘their’ GDR). With this he meant the GDR, which the citizens were
ordered to like so much that attempts to escape from it were punished with the death
shot (Todesschuss) along the inner-German border. Walter Ulbricht will obviously
feature prominently in this book and until he was toppled by his chosen successor
Erich Honecker in the early 1970s was enthusiastic aboutMao’sGreat Leap Forward
and the idea of locking upmillions of Chinese peasants inPeople’s Communes. At the
time, Ulbricht ordered the country’s state-controlled newspapers to believe and prop-
agate false and completely unrealistic Chinese statistics, according to which China
produced more steel and agricultural products than the USA. Despite the sympathy
and indeed naïve admiration SED leader Walter Ulbricht expressed for Mao in the
late 1950s, it was very obvious that he was much less of a ‘revolutionary’ than Mao
and rather more interested in material than ideological or military victories. In fact,

7 When Mao developed and announced his peculiar Three Worlds Theory in the early 1970s and
ordered Deng Xiaoping to present it during the UN General Assembly in 1974, it is not—at least
not to this author—in any way clear what ‘successful revolution’ Mao was referring to. If he meant
the Cultural Revolution, then the word ‘successful’ is certainly inappropriate.
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as mentioned above, Ulbricht became obsessed with the objective to overtake West
Germany in terms of per capita income.8 To be sure, Ulbricht knew that the GDR
would never going to have a higher GDP per capita than their estranged cousins in
West Germany. In fact, the GDR’s dire economic reality and the permanent lack and
shortage of consumer goods motivated millions of GDR citizens to escape from the
GDRbefore the erection of theBerlinWall in 1961.9 Aswill be shownbelow,Ulbricht
admitted more than once to Moscow and Beijing that the GDR’s economic problems
were the reason why so many East German citizens left the country until 1961 and
the erection of the Berlin Wall. Certainly, Ulbricht exploited the mass exodus from
the GDR more than once before 1961 as a pretence to request additional economic
aid from Moscow. And Moscow at the time had little choice but to (more than once)
give in to Ulbricht’s ‘The-GDR-was your-idea-and-hence you pay-for-it’ logic in the
1950s.

Throughout the 1950s, China, in consultation with East Berlin and Moscow,
endorsedEastBerlin’s so-called ‘two-state theory’, i.e. theGDRunilaterally deciding
that the division of Germany after World War II gave birth not only to two German
states but also and indeed to two German nations. Given West Germany’s adherence
to theHallsteinDoctrine, East Berlin ‘inventing’ an imaginary secondGerman nation
was obviously an obstacle on the path towards normalization of relations between
China andWest Germany. Although theHallstein Doctrine preventedWest Germany
from adopting diplomatic relations with China, it did not prevent German multina-
tional companies from trading with China. In fact, trade betweenWest Germany and
China reached record levels in 1967 and 1968, the years the Cultural Revolutionwas
raging in China. German trade ‘realpolitik’, so to speak. Mao’s China in the early
1970s then became ‘flexible’ (translate: incoherent and fuzzy) on the definition of
‘nation’ and/or ‘state’ in the German case. And Bonn, as we will see below, clearly
liked what it heard at the time.

West German, US and Western politicians in general were throughout the Cold
War—at least as far as East Berlin, Beijing and Moscow were concerned—‘impe-
rialists’ or ‘militarists’ or ‘fascists’—or all of that together. To make it clear in this
book that not this author but instead the regimes in East Berlin, Moscow and Beijing
claimed that the Western world led by the USA was in essence a group of ‘mili-
tarist’, ‘imperialist’ and ‘fascist’ countries charged with the mission to defeat and
oppress ‘peace-loving’ socialist and communist countries, the words ‘alleged’ or
‘supposedly’ can often be found in this book—added to the unflattering descrip-
tion of how East Berlin, Beijing and Moscow described the allegedly ‘imperialist’
West. The terms ‘militarist’, ‘imperialist’ and ‘fascist’ feature indeed very promi-
nently in official declarations and press reports in state-controlled newspapers in the
aforementioned three countries—reports and warnings how the Western countries
were allegedly and continuously conspiring against socialist countries and global

8 Similar to Mao who became obsessed in the mid-1950s with wanting to overtake Great Britain in
terms of steel production by 1965.
9 Almost 3 million.
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socialism in general. Obviously, that means that the analysis of East German news-
paper articles and the analysis of documents of official bilateral exchanges in this
bookmay sometimes—or indeed quite often—sound very similar and repetitive. Not
least because they really were, due to the endless repetitions of the same arguments
and accusations, either against the West or—from the 1960s onwards—against each
other. That was the nature of propaganda in dictatorships like the GDR and China,
where the fact-checking in press reports was always done directly by the author
of such reports: the regime and its censors working overtime from 1949 to 1989.
However, this author has nonetheless undertaken an attempt to ‘squeeze’ as much
substance and contents out of state-controlled press reports, official declarations and
bilateral dialogues and other forms of exchanges as possible, seeking to separate fact
from socialist fiction.

Mao inChinaopted for repression, terror andviolencedomestically and externally.
His campaigns and purges in China against what he called ‘capitalists’, ‘revisionists’,
‘landlords’ and other ‘enemies of the day’, the catastrophic Great Leap Forward
(1958–1962), attacks on Taiwanese offshore islands (1957/1958), a border war with
India in 1962, the Socialist Education Campaign in the earlymid-1960s, theCultural
Revolution in 1966 andfinally the borderwarswith the SovietUnion in 1969 provided
ample (well, very ample) evidence for the fact that Chinese foreign policies over
the decades were the very opposite of constructive, coherent and result-oriented
(‘results’ as in results other than provoking conflict and war). The nature of Chinese
foreign policies under Mao obviously had an impact on Beijing’s policies regarding
the German and Berlin Questions discussed in this book. Through among others
the analysis of East German–Chinese official exchanges, articles of the Chinese
newspaper People’s Daily (Renmin Ribao) and other secondary sources, this book
examines Beijing’s position on the aforementioned Berlin and German Questions in
great detail. The transcripts of dialogues and exchanges between East German and
Chinese officials in particular have proven very useful for such analysis. However, a
note of caution is in order as regards Chinese sources and the exchanges between East
German and Chinese policymakers and officials. Chinese newspaper articles and the
transcripts of East German–Chinese exchanges are translations, and it can therefore
not be excluded that some linguistic or semantic nuances got occasionally lost in
translation. As we will see below, East Berlin could use all the support it could get,
even if East Berlin’s policymakers had to find out that China’s support for keeping
East Berlin’s fiction of a second German nation (inhabiting the GDR since 1949)
alive was not sustainable, subject to policy U-turns and in the early 1970s eventually
replaced by Beijing opting for West German economic aid and investments instead.
The same was true for Beijing’s support of Moscow and East Berlin’s plans to force
theWestern Allies out ofWest Berlin: initially Beijing was all for helping East Berlin
andMoscow to oblige theWestern Allies to leaveWest Berlin through blackmail and
threats, while it later—sometimes more, sometimes less wholeheartedly—supported
the Western Allies’ presence as a means to contain the Soviet Union. Indeed, the
available archive sources and Chinese newspaper articles examined for this book
reveal that Beijing’s positions on the Berlin Question and German Question were
subject to numerous policyU-turns. Then againBeijing’s influence on both theBerlin
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andGermanQuestionswas at no time in anyway significant enough to have an impact
on the status of West Berlin in the 1950s and 1960s. The same was true when the
GDR collapsed in 1989 and German reunification made it onto the agenda of global
politics. The nature, conditions and speed of German reunification were for the US,
its Western Allies and the Soviet Union in 1989 and 1990 to decide on, while China
was relegated to watch from a distance—which, as we will see further below, did not
keep China in 1990 and after German reunification from declaring that it had always
been in favour of and supporting German reunification.

In 1962, after the end of the Great Leap Forward, China was allowed to take
a short break from Mao, so to speak. In January 1962, China’s Communist Party
(CCP) held a party conference, during which the party elders called Mao’s Great
Leap Forward what it was: a humanitarian and economic catastrophe. Conference
chair and Chinese president Liu Shaoqi in particular blamed Mao personally for
the catastrophic outcome of the disastrous campaign, which among others foresaw
SovietUnion-style collectivization of agricultural production.Maowasmarginalized
within the internal power structure of the CCP, got the message and went into semi-
retirement in the countryside. However, Mao was not done yet (at all) and returned
to Beijing with a vengeance, targeting Liu Shaoqi and what he called the ‘Liu Shaoqi
clique.’ Soon after that he unleashed the Socialist Education Campaign and after
that in 1966, with the help of his wife Jiang Qing, the Cultural Revolution, which
threw the country into chaos and terror until late 1969. East Berlin’s policymakers
decided at the time that China had lost its ‘socialist character’ and was consequently
no longer a member of the family of socialist countries.

In the early 1970s East Berlin (and Moscow for that matter) saw itself confirmed
in its assessment that Beijing was out to conspire against Moscow and its allies
when Beijing in 1972 invited US President Nixon to Beijing. Indeed, as will be
shown below, the Nixon/Kissinger visit to China in 1972 led to another extensive
round of East German authorities and press smelling conspiracy and accusations that
Beijingwas seeking to drive awedge between the Soviet Union and the community of
socialist countries. As we will see below, the evidence for such and other conclusions
cited in East German newspapers was either all but completely lacking credibility
or—more often than not—quite simply did not exist.

In the 1980s then, East German–Chinese relations recovered and improved signif-
icantly, albeit for the wrong reasons. The Soviet Union under Mikhail Gorbachev
started to adopt political and social reforms while East Berlin under Erich Honecker
and Beijing categorically refused to even consider any of the reforms Gorbachev
was adopting at home and indeed encouraging its satellite states in Eastern Europe to
adopt. The beginning of the end of the system of Soviet-dominated Eastern European
socialist regimes, which later had no choice but to let the people take to the streets,
allowing them (obviously not voluntarily and instead under pressure from demon-
strating citizens) to choose their own system of governance. In May and June 1989,
Chinese students and ordinary citizens tried that too, but had to find out that Beijing
decided to do what it always had done: respond with violence and repression to
dissent and calls for reforms. East Berlin in turn applauded the violence, and sent a
number of delegations to Beijing throughout the year 1989 to congratulate Chinese
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Prime Minister Li Peng, Deng Xiaoping and their Politburo accomplices on their
‘achievement’ of having ended what the SED called a CIA-sponsored ‘counter-
revolutionarymovement’ on Tiananmen Square in June 1989. East Berlinwas clearly
in search of a new ‘best friend’ and outside help to keep East German citizens from
taking to the streets and topple the regime. Beijing was to become East Berlin’s
friend alright, but the GDR landed on the dustbin of history in November 1989
all the same. When in the 1980s East Berlin sought to patch up relations with
Beijing,Moscow’s economic, political and social reformswere perceived as ‘regime-
threatening’ in both East Berlin and Beijing. The sad high-point of bilateral relations
was East Berlin’s cheering for Beijing’s decision to violently end peaceful demon-
strations on Tiananmen Square in June 1989. Honecker and the SEDwere seemingly
so impressed by Beijing’s ‘efficiency’ to disburse demonstrators by shooting into the
crowds on the square that applying what in East Berlin was referred to as theChinese
Solution10 made it onto the SED Politburo’s policy planning agenda when peace-
fully demonstrating GDR citizens began marching for regime change in Leipzig,
East Berlin and Dresden in late 1989. As we will see below, the Chinese reporting
in turn on the events in the GDR in late 1989 and early 1990 was so detached from
reality that it would have won the prize for nonsensical reporting if there had been
such a prize to win. Indeed, as will be shown below, the Chinese reporters present in
and reporting from the GDR at the time gave quite simply the impression that they
had no idea whatsoever what they were reporting on and how to put the events into
an objective political and historical context. After German reunification in 1990,
Beijing then claimed to have always been in favour of German reunification and
all German people expressing their free will. However, that sounded very cynical
as Beijing had only six months earlier on Tiananmen Square made it very clear until
what extent it allowed its own people to express their free will: not at all, instead
choosing to shoot into the crowds of demonstrating students expressing their free
will on Tiananmen Square in June 1989.

Analysing and explaining in-depth why and to what extent East German and
Chinese political leaders believed their own propaganda goes beyond the scope of
this book. However, that question should remain in the back of our heads, i.e. we
should ask ourselves whether the SED Politburo in East Berlin sincerely believed
in the 1950s and 1960s that the GDR’s industrial production could overtake that of
West Germany in no time or whether China’s political leaders in general and Mao
Zedong in particular believed that the country’s grain and steel production would
really be able to overtake that of the USA in the 1960s. The question of whether
dictators believe their own lies is obviously directly linked to the question of whether
authoritarian regimes and dictators at some point and after a certain number of years
in power inevitably start believing their own made-up statistics, opinion polls and
their lies in general as long as they are repeated often enough (by themselves and their
yes men and sidekicks around them). Aswill be sought to show throughout this book,

10 Chinesische Lösung in German. That sounds even worse and cynical in German than it sounds
in English, due to the fact that it was not the first time in (relatively) recent history that a German
government talked about a solution. Nazi Germany’s final solution comes to mind.
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in the case of East German propaganda, this really seems to have been the case. Lies
often became reality, just like the ones Beijing spread during the above-mentioned
Great Leap Forward on the industry’s ability to produce more and better steel than
theUSA and Japan combined in no time. The same goes for East German propaganda
such as East Berlin claiming that the Berlin Wall would protect the GDR from West
German militarists’ attempts to reunify West with East Germany through military
force. A lie, pure and simple. This book does not provide a complete and exhaustive
analysis of Chinese domestic and foreign policies from 1949 until 1989. However,
it is very useful and indeed necessary to provide the reader with some background
analysis of a selected set of Chinese domestic and foreign policies when examining
the events, trends and quality of bilateral Chinese-East German relations from 1949
to 1989. Take Mao’s Great Leap Forward for example. When examining the East
German position on and assessment of the quality and outcome of the disastrous leap
for the Chinese society and economy, it is necessary to explain what the leapwas and
resulted in order to be able to assess whether the East German authorities were ever
in any way well informed enough on the Chinese political and economic realities
on the ground during and after the leap (judging by the quality of East German press
reporting on the leap from 1958 to 1960, it seemed that they were not, as will be
demonstrated below).

Finally, a declaration of interest is in order to explain why the reader of this book
might at times get the impression that the author and his analysis of Chinese-East
German relations and the analysis of both Chinese and East German domestic and
foreign policies seem too opinionated. Put differently, this author’s conclusions on
the quality and impact of East German–Chinese relations from 1949 to 1989, the
reader might find at times, do not always sound fully scientific and/or academic. If
you are a friend or even fan of witty and entertaining language making the occasional
(and justified) fun of the stupidities East German and Chinese officials, policymakers
and scholars bombarded each other with over the years and decades, then that should
not be a problem. In fact, you might enjoy a witty, ironic and humorous touch
when reading about the follies and absurdities of bilateral relations presented as
‘policies’ by East German and Chinese comrades who turned into foes in the 1960s
and then back into comrades when they applauded each other for responding to
peaceful demonstrations with violence and oppression in 1989. To win over—or at
least not put off—those who expect this book to read like your standard academic and
scientific book, I could or indeed do say this: as a German Asia scholar I have read
enough stupidities, ill-fated, ill-tempered and aggressive East German and Chinese
propaganda to be able to put them into a factual and historical context. In other words,
the sometimes witty language does not come—trust me on this—at the expense of
substance and in-depth research conducted for this book.

But there is more is terms of declaration of interest. Against the background of the
political and economic facts on the ground in the GDR over the decades, it is objec-
tively difficult to identify anything positive about what the dictators in East Berlin
did for and to the GDR citizens over the decades. The same is undoubtedly true for
China under Mao’s dictatorship from 1949 to 1976. Viewed against the background
of such a conclusion, the author has chosen not to seek to relativize disastrous and
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oppressive East German andChinese domestic and foreign policies, hoping to be able
to identify the silver-lining and/or the ‘bright side’ of those policies. Put differently,
as far as the GDR is concerned, I have never been a friend of the ‘not-everything-was-
bad-in-the-GDR’ rhetoric among some die-hard (mostly East) German intellectuals
and former SED officials and party members. Such scholars, intellectuals and former
SED officials tend until the present day to e.g. point out that the East German welfare
state and the healthcare system were excellent, that socialism created societies de
facto privy of inequality and that the solidarity among the people was much more
developed than in capitalist West Germany. That always sounded very awkward and
indeed implausible against the background of the decades-long oppressive policies
imposed by the East German authorities onto the East German people. Praising the
allegedly ‘excellent’ quality of the East Germanwelfare state against the background
of the SED’s oppressive domestic policies from 1949 to 1989 sounds very cynical
too, not least because the welfare state was everything but ‘excellent’, the same way
that was not the case in the Soviet Union or Cuba, which often get mentioned in
the same context. In the case of China, I equally reject attempts to try to evaluate
positively—at least in parts—domestic, economic, social foreign policies propa-
gated and adopted by Mao Zedong. When Mao died in 1976, China found itself
in profound economic and social crisis and its regional and global foreign policies
continued to remain chaotic and incoherent. Years and indeed decades would pass
until China made it back into the group of countries with regional and global political
influence. The only thing that Mao’s China exported with success over the decades
was the violent ideology of Maoism, which led other countries like, e.g., Cambodia
to imitate Maoism (as we know with disastrous consequences, leading to millions
of casualties). To be sure, Maoism and Mao’s rhetoric of ‘continuous revolution’
was appealing also to West Germany’s radical student movements, which embraced
Mao’s view that violence is a necessary part of any revolution (Lovell 2019, p. 297).
Julia Lovell writes that the German terrorist group Rote Armee Fraktion (RAF)11 led
by Andreas Baader and Gundrun Ensslin12 too got inspired by the violent aspects of
Maoism. The RAF’s first manifesto—the so-called Urban Guerilla Concept—was,
Lovell writes, full of quotations fromMao, ‘explaining’ why the ‘revolution’—(with
‘revolution’ the manifesto must have meant the terror acts and murders committed
by the RAF)—must eliminate Western imperialism. Furthermore, RAF violence,
Baader and Meinhof claimed, was there to ‘serve the people.’ Think about it: Mao’s
so-called theories on what he decided all by himself were global revolutions fighting

11 More commonly known as Baader-Meinhof Group. The group received support from East Berlin
over the years and a number of West German terrorists sought and found refuge in the GDR up
until its collapse in 1989.
12 The so-called ‘first generation’ of the RAF. However, neither any of what Ensslin nor Baader
(who was everything but an intellectual but more and constantly really only about the violence, i.e.
someonewho seemed to have believed that violence and terror acts like killingWestGerman bankers
and industrialists could convince the West German public to support the RAF’s cause, whatever
that cause was) propagated, would result in a ‘revolution’ replacing West German democracy with
a Cuban or a Chinese-style socialist/communist society. Unsurprisingly, the West German public
was not and indeed never interested in such revolution (or in any revolution for that matter) either.
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imperialism, were already and always beyond nonsensical. A German terrorist orga-
nization then using Mao’s revolutionary gibberish for its manifesto, explaining why
it is allegedly legitimate and/or indeed necessary to kill West German politicians
and business leaders in its fight against alleged West German ‘imperialism’ and
‘fascism’ did not—to put it mildly—help to add sense and relevance to Mao’s ‘theo-
ries’ of ‘class struggle’ and ‘eternal revolution.’ Consequently—at least as far as
this author is concerned—seeking for ways and empirical evidence in order to come
to the conclusion that Mao’s rule and legacy was not all ‘bad’, applying a ‘not-all-
was-bad-in-China’ narrative does not do scientific justice to the analysis of Chinese
domestic and foreign policies from 1949 to 1976. Unless of course one is a die-hard
Maoist and/or China apologist subscribing oneself to the official Chinese ‘70/30
formula’ dating back to 1981: 70% of what Mao did was ‘good’ and 30% of what
he did not so good, i.e. bad, Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping decided at the time
Cynical mathematics and reality, Chinese-style.

Archive Sources13

This book is using a lot of archive material—speeches, reports, documents, minutes
and the like. The archive material is mostly from the GDR’s former Institut für
Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung, Zentrales Parteiarchiv (ZPA),14 the archive of the
GDR’s rulingSozialistischeEinheitsparteiDeutschlands (SED).15 This archivemate-
rial was made available in January 1992 when the German Bundestag (Germany’s
parliament) adopted a law suspending the usual thirty-year retention period for docu-
ments published by formerGDR authorities and party organizations. Since 1993, that
archive material belongs to Germany’s Bundesarchiv (Federal Archive) and is called
‘Stiftung Archiv der Parteien undMassenorganisation der DDR im Bundesarchiv.’16
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Chapter 2
The 1950s—Good and then Not so Good
(Bilateral) Times

Abstract Things between East Berlin and Beijing were going great, initially.
The enemies were all in the ‘imperialist’ West, while Moscow was running the
socialist/communist show in the East and Marx, and Lenin had all the recipes for
running socialist oppressive regimes. The dictators in East Berlin and Beijing agreed
that the peoples’ job is to produce one socialist economic miracle after the other and
keep their opinions and views on domestic and foreign policies to themselves or else.
The GDR and China thought they share and have all in common as regards ideology
and governance until Mao decided that the GDR’s dictator Walter Ulbricht was not
‘revolutionary’ enough.AndMao had a point: while hewanted and promoted ‘eternal
and global revolution’ all over the place, Ulbricht wanted to fill East German shelves
with consumer goods, coloured TVs and no queuing up for bananas and butter.

On 25 October 1949 Beijing sent a letter to the GDR’s then Foreign Minister Georg
Dertinger1 announcing China’s intention to establish diplomatic relations with East
Berlin. Zhou Enlai, Chinese Prime and Foreign Minister at the time,2 announced
that the establishment of the GDR is not only the “desire of the entire German
nation but indeed the desire of all peace-loving countries of the world.” To be
sure, when he said ‘entire German nation’ he must have meant the one governed,
oppressed and terrorized by its dictators in East Berlin. As it became very clear in
June 1953 when East Berlin called on Moscow’s Red Army to violently suppress
workers’ demonstrations, protesting against working conditions and the lack of on-
time payment of salaries. Furthermore, the German people inside the GDR soon
would see things very differently than their (at the time provisional) foreign minister
Dertinger when the Ministry for State Security (Ministerium für Staatssicherheit
(MFS)/Staatssicherheitsdienst (Stasi) was established in February 1950, overseeing
the world’s probably most sophisticated surveillance state—which on behalf of the
SED charged itself with the mission to terrorize the GDR’s citizens, repressing any
kind of political opposition running counter to the official ideology. The GDR and

1 Foreign Minister as part of a provisional government in East Berlin.
2 And later Prime Minister until his death in 1976.
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Dertinger replied to Zhou Enlai two days later, calling the invitation to establish
diplomatic relations with China a ‘great honour’ and again spoke for all German
people, saying that bilateral diplomatic relations between the German and Chinese
nations stood for a ‘turning-point.’ Without explaining what exactly that ‘turning-
point’ was and/or would be. Dertinger, however, at the time was ordered to jump on
the substance-free rhetoric train when speaking of relations with Beijing. Relations
between Beijing and East Berlin, Dertinger concluded, will be of great significance
for the maintenance and strengthening of global peace (People’s Republic of China
Documents on Relations with Foreign Countries, p. 15). That is quite a statement to
make against the background of what Mao’s China did and endorsed in the early and
mid-1950 at home and abroad. Anyway, Dertinger at the time must have meant the
kind of ‘global peace’ thatMao planned to achieve by endorsing and (with the deploy-
ment of hundreds of thousands of soldiers) supporting North Korea’s attack on South
Korea in June 1950. Indeed, roughly six months later, China’s leader Mao Zedong
would—together with the Soviet Union—encourage and support North Korea’s Kim
Il-sung’s invasion of South Korea. And East Berlin sought to give a helping hand at
the time. In early 1950, East Berlin founded theChina Export GmbH (China-Import–
Export Company), through which it helped Beijing pursue its economic and trade
interests in Western Europe. Furthermore, East Berlin made through that company
a direct contribution to the Chinese involvement in the Korean War by providing
supplies for Chinese soldiers fighting on the Korean Peninsula, including (or indeed
above all) the provision of rail tracks and locomotives carrying Chinese soldiers to
and from theKoreanPeninsula. In 1950, both theGDRandChinawere diplomatically
isolated and China dispatching hundreds of thousands of PLA soldiers to the Korean
Peninsula in October 1950 in support of North Korea’s attack on South Korea further
cemented Beijing’s international isolation (until in essence the late 1970s). Despite
the fact that Beijing fought against the United Nations on the Korean Peninsula
supporting an unprovoked invasion of another country, former East German diplo-
mats still claim today—in publications, speeches and autobiographies—that Beijing
had at the time been entitled to occupy a permanent seat at the UN Security Council.
That sounds awkward, to say the very least: China was in East Berlin’s view entitled
to become a member of an international organization it was fighting against on the
Korean Peninsula. Former EastGerman diplomat Peter Florin argued just that in 2004
and furthermore pointed out that Beijing appreciated the GDR’s support for Chinese
UN membership. Florin3 maintains that East Berlin actively supported Chinese UN
membership on numerous occasions. East Berlin’s support for Beijing’s position on
Chinese territorial integrity, i.e. China insisting that there is only one China, with
Taiwan an ‘inseparable’ part of that one China too was according to Florin appreci-
ated in Beijing. In October 1950s, China’s PLAwas ordered to fight alongside North
Korean military forces and until the end of the war lost up to one million men on the
Korean Peninsula. East Berlin in turn did its part to keep Mao’s ‘noble’ pursuit for
the aforementioned ‘global peace’ alive by falsifying history in support of Beijing
and Pyongyang, maintaining that the war in reality started with a joint USA—South

3 Who in the 1980s was based as GDR representative at the UN in New York.



2 The 1950s—Good and then Not so Good (Bilateral) Times 19

Korean attack on North Korea.4 Indeed, East Berlin repeating the false claim that
North was attacked by South Korea (as opposed to the other way round) made it
already very clear in 1950 that East Berlin was unable and not ‘allowed’ to conduct
an independent foreign policy. Instead, East Berlin—obviously like the other Soviet
satellite states in Eastern Europe too had to endorse and propagate the Soviet/Chinese
version of who attacked whom on the Korean Peninsula in June 1950. Mao in the
meantime displayed his near-complete ignorance of international relations and poli-
tics when he claimed that Pyongyang’s attack on South Korea would not trigger
US military involvement in hostilities on the Korean Peninsula. Washington, Mao
decided, would not risk World War III over a conflict on the Korean Peninsula. That
certainly also because Washington had at least on one occasion indicated that the
Korean Peninsula is not necessarily part of the US ‘defensive perimeter’ in Asia. This
when US Secretary of State Dean G. Acheson said at the National Press Club on 12
January 1950 that Washington’s ‘defensive perimeter’ in the Pacific is a line running
through Japan, the Ryukyus and the Philippines. US military protection of South
Korea on the other hand did not get mentioned as part of such ‘defensive perimeter’
(Matray 2002, pp. 28–55).

West Germany in the meantime, notwithstanding pressure from the USA, did
in 1949 not establish diplomatic relations with Taiwan in order to keep its China
policy options open, also in order not to jeopardize Beijing’s (on and off) support
for Bonn’s position on the German Question. In other words: Bonn did not—unlike
other Western countries and above all the USA—officially acknowledge that there
are two Chinas in order not to lose Chinese (as it turned out for Bonn unfortunately
in no way sustainable) support for Bonn’s position that West Berlin belongs to West
Germany and that there is only one German nation (regardless of the fact that since
1949 there are two German states, the so-called German Question as analysed in
detail elsewhere in this book). Such approach would later in the mid-1960s turn
out to be useful for Bonn (and eventually for German multinational companies with
business and investment interests inChinawhenBonn andBeijing started negotiating
the establishment of diplomatic relations. Put differently: if Bonn had in the 1950s
decided to recognize also Taiwan diplomatically, the adoption of bilateral diplomatic
relations (achieved in the early 1970s) could have turned out to be more difficult and
time-consuming than it eventually was. US-Sino disagreements over the so-called
Taiwan Question made sure that it would take more than seven years for the USA
and China to establish diplomatic relations (in January 1979) Certainly, in 1949,
another 15 years would have to pass before West Germany and China sat down to
tentatively start discussing the possibility of recognizing each other diplomatically.
Secret negotiations to adopt a bilateral trade agreement were first held only in 1964
in Bern, Switzerland, and at the time, it was hoped that a bilateral trade agreement
could prepare the ground for the adoption of official diplomatic relations later on.

4 The German radio station Deutschlandfunk cites a radio drama broadcast on the GDR’s state-run
national radio aired in August 1950. In that drama the protagonists claim that South Korean military
troops had crossed the 38th parallel, with the blessing and support of US advisers. Reality was very
different: North Korea attacked South Korea in June 1950.
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That was not to be and after five rounds of negotiations in 1964, they ended in
November of that year without results other than agreeing to disagree over the status
of West Berlin. West Berlin was until the very end of the GDR in 1989 a thorn in
East Berlin’s side: a prosperous neon light-illuminated city in the middle of East
Germany—a country whose political leadership was suffering from a permanent
inferiority complex, inventing an imaginary second German nation as (seemingly)
part of a ‘defencemechanism’ (in turn seeking to overcome such inferiority complex).

Right after Moscow ordered the establishment of the GDR in 1949, Ulbricht and
theSEDyesmen aroundhimclaimednumerous times that the birth of theGDRdealt a
serious blow to the allegedWestern attempt to turn thewhole ofGermany into a (from
their distorted perspective) aggressive and reactionary state (and therefore an enemy
of the community of socialist countries). For the democratic and peaceful camp in
the world under the leadership of the Soviet Union, Ulbricht and SED Politburo
colleagues claimed continuously, the founding of the German Democratic Republic
is therefore a great victory. Beijing agreed with all of that and in 1949 cheered with
East Berlin that the GDR was the ‘liberated’ part of Germany, while two-thirds of
German territory were instead occupied by the USA and fellow British and French
imperialists. However, Beijing was confident at the time that East Germany will
eventually be able to ‘liberate’ the entire German nation, just like China allegedly
‘liberated’ the entire Chinese nation during the Chinese civil war from 1949 to
1949.5 A comparison that—as it is also mentioned elsewhere in this book—was as
implausible as it gets. The result of the Chinese civil war was hardly the ‘liberation’
of China but instead the division of China, resulting in two Chinese states: Mainland
China with the capital in Beijing and the Republic of China (ROC)/Taiwan with
the capital in Taipei. Furthermore, Beijing decided to speak on behalf of the entire
German nation when it concluded that Germany’s future will not be determined by
the Western ‘imperialists’ but instead by the German nation, which receives support
from all over the world for its ‘just cause’ (Beijing obviously meant the German
‘nation’ inhabiting the GDR, which must be supported in its endeavour to ‘liberate’
the whole of Germany).6

In 1950, Beijing and East Berlin adopted a trade agreement and in 1951 a cultural
exchange agreement, but the Soviet Union’s near-complete control over East Berlin’s
foreign policies stood in the way of closer bilateral relations with China at the time
(Roesler, pp. 293–301). Although East German’s dictator Walter Ulbricht and Erich
Honecker after him always and staunchly denied that the level of East Berlin’s foreign

5 Minus obviously the Chinese people living in Taiwan who Beijing (until today) was not able to
‘liberate’, asBeijing’s policymakers put it today.Needless to say that the term ‘liberate’ soundedvery
awkward in this context, not least because Taiwan—unlikeMainlandChina—is since themid-1990s
a functioning democracy, which ‘liberated’ itself from its dictatorship through democratization.
What is more, opinion polls conducted in Taiwan today clearly indicate that the large majority of
the Taiwanese people consider themselves Taiwanese (and not Chinese). The same is true for Hong
Kong: the majority of Hong Kong’s population call themselves ‘Hong Kongers’ first and ‘Chinese’
second.
6 Mao’s victory over the US-sponsored former Chinese President Chiang Kai-shek during the
Chinese civil war (from 1945 to 1949) resulted in Mao’s view in China’s ‘liberation.’
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policy autonomy was not decided in Moscow, in reality it was. That would become
very obvious when Moscow and Beijing in the 1960s fell out over ideology and
turned from comrades-in-arms into arch-enemies. East Berlin, the order came from
Moscow,was to sidewithMoscow and everything the SED inEast Berlin earlier liked
about Beijing, it had to dislikewhenMoscowdid, period. That change ofmind in East
Berlin towards the by then former comrades was clearly reflected in the reporting on
China in East German newspapers in the 1960s. In fact, the speed with which East
German newspapers like Neues Deutschland, Neue Zeit or Berliner Zeitung at the
time changed their very positive to very negative reporting on China was indeed very
impressive.

In June 1951, East Berlin celebrated the Month of German-Chinese Friendship,
during which East Berlin insisted that the East German-Sino friendship is sustain-
able and strong. The celebrations, of course, did not keep East Berlin from lashing
out against the imperialist West. “The East German–Chinese friendship dealt an
important blow to American imperialism and its goal to divide Germany, enslave
the German people and start a new World War”, East Berlin announced at the time
(SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV 2/20/116). However, that was only one way of interpreting
what theUSAwas allegedly planning to dowith and inGermany. Realitywas distinc-
tively different: Germany was already divided, and East Germany was ruled by the
oppressive Soviet Union-trained dictator Walter Ulbricht, who together with the yes
men around him had embarked on a decades-long and indeed successful mission to
lockup the East German people in the GDR with the help of a wall dividing Berlin.
Furthermore, China underMao (and not theUSA), through its involvement in thewar
on the Korean Peninsula, i.e. its support for North Korea’s aggression against South
Korea, consciously accepted the risk of a World War III. In fact, Mao did not know
better and decided all by himself that ideology and the will to fight against US ‘impe-
rialism’ would be more effective and destructive than weapons, including nuclear
bombs. In dismissal of the destructive potential of nuclear weapons, Maomaintained
that nuclear weapons could not decide a war caused by what he referred to as a ‘bour-
geois world outlook and methodology’ (Ryan 1989). While dismissing the relevance
of nuclearweapons in deciding the outcome of amilitary confrontation,Mao from the
late 1950s/early 1960s onwards did nonetheless do everything to develop and deploy
nuclear weapons in China as quickly as possible. As a result of these efforts, China
conducted its first nuclear test in 1964. For Mao’s China, that was the costly entry
into an exclusive club of nuclear powers—an entry Mao wanted at all costs since
the early 1950s (Roberts and Westad 2012, p. 1053). Mao at the time was quoted as
saying on at least one occasion that China fighting a nuclear war would be a realistic
scenario. He seriously argued that because of China’s enormous population, in the
case of a nuclear war the number of Chinese survivors would always exceed the
number of survivors of China’s adversaries. The mad man Mao thinking out loud,
so to speak. Either way, East German-Sino auto-celebratory declarations of the early
1950s knew no limits: “For the first time in world history the peace-loving nations
under the guidance of the Soviet Union are fighting against the imperialist world
reaction”, East Berlin and Beijing announced during the aforementioned celebratory
ceremony. Calling Stalin the ‘leader of the global peace camp’ made it very clear
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that the authorities in both East Berlin and Beijing were in the business of creating
parallel and their very own versions of global history—versions, in which Stalin is
seemingly a pacifist and not the Soviet leader personally responsible for the death
of millions of his countrymen in the 1930s and 1940s. Certainly, it can be assumed
that even East German officials charged with formulating and spreading propaganda
must have had their doubts about the ‘Stalin-as-the leader-of the global-peace-camp’
claim. But then again who knows? The East German authorities and censors had
already become very good at brainwashing and indoctrination, turning fiction into
reality and obliging others to do the same thing-very often with the help of East
German Stasi-style ‘We-know-all-about-you’ interrogations.

High-level encounters between East Berlin and Beijing did not take place in the
early 1950s. GDR President Wilhelm Pieck was invited to China in 1952 but did
not go. Mao was invited to East Germany in 1957 but did not go either—which
was not really surprising as Mao never went anywhere in the years and decades
ahead (except to Moscow twice). In 1960, East Berlin and Beijing agreed on a state
visit of then Chinese president Liu Shaoqi (Krüger 2001, pp. 207–232). That visit,
however, did not take place either. TheGreat Leap Forward was in full swing and Liu
would—together with Deng Xiaoping and others in the party—focus their energies
on seeking to put an end to that disastrous campaign while at the same time bringing
the author of the campaign to account: Mao. East German intellectuals and writers
on the other hand went to China and had nothing but the very best to say about
the country. In the 1950s, some East German writers and intellectuals such as Anna
Seghers, Bode Uhse and Willi Bredel allowed themselves to be deceived by East
German and Chinese propaganda on the alleged spiritual and ideological ‘paradise’
one can find in China (Wobst 2004). Bodo Uhse’s7 account on China in particular
was breathtakingly nonsensical when during a visit he praised the Chinese people
and their culture together with the PLA, which, in his view, resisted successfully in
Korea from 1950 to 1953 againstWall Street’s attempt to take over world domination
(Uhse 1956). Yes, Wall Street. However, what Wall Street had to do with the Korean
War is—to put it mildly—unclear andUhse’s reporting on his visit to various Chinese
cities was not adding any added value to the understanding of the living conditions
in China in the early 1950s. In fact, the opposite was the case: an account lacking any
kind of credibility, certainly not reflecting in any way the actual living conditions in
China at the time. Ironically, many of the publications of the 1950s, in which China
and its alleged economic, political and social achievements were praised made it
onto the SED’s black list in the 1960s, when China—in the wake of the Sino-Soviet
Split—turned from comrade-in-arms into an adversary and indeed enemy.

The origins of the Sino-Soviet Split date back to the mid-1950s. In 1955, the USA
introduced tactical nuclear missiles in Taiwan. Mao of course wanted the nuclear

7 Controversial writer in the GDR, who in 1948 emigrated to the GDR (from Mexico). Until 1930,
Uhse was a member of Adolf Hitler’s National Socialist German Workers’ Party. He then joined
Germany’s Communist Party and fled to Paris in 1933. In 1940, he went to Mexico and settled in
the GDR in 1948. He became a proficient and well-known writer, and in 1963 was appointed to
editor-in-chief of the literary magazine Sinn und Form. Shortly after that Uhse, a heavy drinker and
smoker, passed away.
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bomb too and inMarch 1955Moscow andBeijing signed a secret agreement, through
which Moscow committed itself to delivering a Soviet bomb to China by the year
1959. For what it was worth, East Berlin was supportive of Moscow arming China
with nuclear weapons (not that it had much choice other than being supportive of
what Moscow decided to do with its allies, which China still was at the time). Soviet-
sponsored Chinese nuclear armament, however, never happened and judging by how
Khrushchev thought aboutMao—he in the 1950s and 1960s called him ‘crazy’8 on at
least oneoccasion inpublic—it canbe assumed that theSovietLeader never really had
the intention of delivering Soviet-built nuclear bombs to China. The reasons for the
Sino-Soviet Split of the early 1960s were of course more than one, but it can nonethe-
less be concluded that Moscow’s refusal to honour its commitment to provide Mao
with nuclear weapons and nuclear weapons technology was undoubtedly the issue on
the bilateral agenda that led Mao to decide to part from Moscow and turn to calling
Khrushchev a ‘revisionist.’ TheCubanMissile Crisis in 1962 andKhrushchev’s wise
decision to opt against World War III over his earlier very bad idea to deploy nuclear
weapons in Cuba was another confirmation for Mao that Moscow did not have the
guts and courage to stand up against the imperialist USA. However, as the Chinese
scholar Niu Jun writes, Mao at the time was yet reluctant to give up on Central and
Eastern European socialist countries entirely. Located in what he called the Interme-
diate Zone (for details, see elsewhere in this book), Mao concluded that they lack
independence anddependon theSovietUnion, and are therefore like theSovietUnion
‘revisionist’ countries. Out of tactical considerations, however, Beijing in the early
1960s chose not to confront Eastern and Central European countries directly, Niu
claims (Niu 2014). If that really had been the case, then it is not clear (and does not
get explained by Niu) what exactly Mao was seeking to achieve by trying to engage
Eastern andCentral European countries. In fact, it is (fromanon-Chinese) perspective
implausible and is not backed by any evidence that Mao continued trying to engage
Eastern and Central European countries after he de facto interrupted relations with
Moscow. All of this is arguably not untypical for Chinese scholars writing today on
Mao and his foreign policies, strategies and tactics. What Mao thought and said on
international politics and geopolitics is being reproduced and cited, often without
putting what he said and dreamt up into an overall context of actual Chinese foreign
policies at the time. In other words: Chinese scholars are often and seemingly taking
Mao’s words and announcements at face value, without critically assessing whether
they made any sense and/or led to any actual policies (i.e. policies going beyond
grandiose and/or belligerent declarations and battle calls). Furthermore, critical and
ideally objective analysis on whether any of what Mao said on foreign policies he
announced to implement is often missing in accounts on Mao’s policies written by
Chinese scholars. In fact, there still seems to be a certain reluctance among Chinese
scholars to be (much) more critical of and go ‘deeper’ into the analysis ofMao’s poli-
cies, maybe because an objective and sober analysis of Mao’s policies would reveal

8 Khrushchev did that when he commented onMao’sGreat Leap Forward andMao’s idea to reunify
Taiwan with Mainland China in 1958 with military force (when Mao decided to bomb Taiwanese
offshore islands).
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that Mao’s policies were almost exclusively driven and motivated by the objective
to create conflict and war. Coming to such an accurate conclusion on the quality of
Mao’s foreign policies seems to continue to remain an academic ‘no-go zone’ among
very many Chinese scholars today.9 And recently it has become worse, i.e. being
critical of and questioning (the from Beijing’s official perspective) ‘glorious’ era of
Chinese history under Mao’s leadership has become next to impossible for Chinese
scholars since Xi Jinping came to power at the end of 2012/beginning of 2013. Self-
censorship among Chinese scholars has—to put it bluntly—become the only game in
town, while criticising Mao and his violent policy legacy has the potential to destroy
careers in Chinese academia. Furthermore, Neo-Maoism and Neo-Maoists are back
in style in China today, and there is an influential group of scholars, policymakers
and other individuals in China today who want those who dare to ‘smear’ Mao’s
legacy to be treated as ‘traitors’ of the Chinese people. In his book China’s New Red
Guards, JudeBlanchette provides a very detailed andwell-researched account ofwho
the Neo-Maoists are and until what extent they can count on the (silent) approval
and support of Beijing’s policymakers to do what they do: worship Mao and his
legacy and dismiss critical Western accounts of what Mao did as a Western-driven
conspiracy to discredit China and its legacy under Mao (Blanchette 2019). China’s
Neo-Maoists therefore call on the Chinese people to defend Mao’s legacy against
domestic and more importantly foreign attempts to bad-mouth China (as they put
it). The fact that they are allowed to operate freely in China and propagate historical
revisionism which, e.g., claims that the number of casualties during the Great Leap
Forward amounted not to 40 but rather and ‘only’ to 4million at themost, and that the
Cultural Revolution only ended in failure because of Soviet-inspired ‘revisionism’ in
China means that the Xi-led Chinese government does not—to put it bluntly—have
a problem with the Neo-Maoists’ plan to white-wash Mao-inspired violence and
conflict. If it were different, China’s very efficient army of censors would have been
on their case a long time ago. Finally, conflict with the West in general and the USA
in particular is—and that goes almost without saying—as good as inevitable, as far
as Neo-Marxists are concerned.

Back to the past and speaking of war and armed conflict. TheGDR’s armed forces,
Joachim Krüger suggests,10 were in the 1950s ordered to copy and exercise some
practices of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army) (PLA). Furthermore, the intro-
duction of the obligation for SED party officials to participate in manual labour
campaigns, Krüger points out, were indications that East Berlin felt ideologically
close to their Chinese comrades (Krüger 2001). Indeed, East Berlin and China, at
the time comrades-in-arms against alleged Western imperialism and West German

9 A reluctance to be too critical about Mao’s foreign policy failures and disasters, possibly fearing
repercussions in China for allegedly ‘smearing’ the legacy of Mao Zedong, the ‘heroic’ founder
of the People’s Republic of China. More often than not, such ‘timidity’ to present an accurate—
and therefore inevitably very critical and negative assessment of Mao’s domestic and foreign policy
legacy—goes at the expense of academically and scientific accurate and objective analysis produced
by Chinese scholars today. The philosopher and novelist George Santayana comes to mind who
concluded in 1905 that “those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”
10 The Nationale Volksarmee (NVA).
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militarism, enjoyed a political and ideological honeymoon, that resulted in among
others theGDR’s very enthusiastic (initial)11 support forChina’sGreat LeapForward
(1958–1962). East Berlin andWalter Ulbricht chose at the time to prioritize ideology
over reality and, as will be shown below, ordered the country’s state-run media to
do the same by taking Mao’s declarations and cheering at face value that the Great
Leap Forward will turn out to be the most successful economic campaign in human
history. Beijing in turn returned the favour by supporting Ulbricht’s fantasy that the
division of Germany has not only created two German states but also two German
nations12: one peace-loving socialist German (he meant the GDR) and another capi-
talist and militarist German nation (he meant the Federal Republic of Germany,
FRG).13 However,Mao very quickly and impressively demonstrated his recklessness
by deploying hundreds of thousands of Chinese soldiers to the Korean Peninsula in
1950. Mao’s foreign policy ‘adventurism’ and his idea that military conflict is the
very essence of international relations in general and the successful fight against
alleged Western imperialism in particular, did obviously not go unnoticed in East
Berlin and Moscow. Mao was a ‘wild card’ in ColdWar politics and while he always
profited fromhis status and prestige as the founding father of the People’s Republic of
China (PRC), his reckless support for North Korea unleashing a war on the Korean
Peninsula made it very clear that he decided that conflict and violence, at home and
abroad, were to become the central components of Chinese domestic and foreign
policies Consequently, Mao celebrated victory over the Western ‘imperialists’ led
by the USA after US-led multinational armed forces equipped with a UN mandate
were pushed back beyond the 38th parallel on the Korean Peninsula.14 Obviously,
the GDR and the Soviet Union congratulated Beijing on its alleged glorious victory
over the US imperialists and its allies on the Korean Peninsula, but as the decades
ahead would show, they had—unlike Mao’s China—limits as to how far they were
prepared to go to confront the US and its fellow ‘imperialists.’

11 Support and enthusiasm would later be replaced by strong criticism of the Great Leap Forward
when it turned out that it led to famine and misery as opposed to record steel production quota as
dreamt up by Mao and his aides.
12 For further details on the German Question, see further below.
13 In this book always referred to asWest Germany.
14 The US-led UN multinational armed forces under the command of General Douglas MacArthur
had advanced on the Korean Peninsula beyond the UN mandate to liberate South Korea from the
North Korean invaders. They crossed the 38th parallel into North Korea, occupied Pyongyang and
were—until China’s PLA intervened in October 1950—about to defeat North Korea’s military
and end the war on US terms (with the objective of reunifying the Korean Peninsula under South
Korean/American terms). When the PLA intervened with initially roughly 250,000 troops, the US-
led UN forces were pushed back beyond the 38th parallel and back into South Korean territory.
Five million casualties later, the pre-Korean War territorial status quo was re-established.



26 2 The 1950s—Good and then Not so Good (Bilateral) Times

2.1 Not Too Much China, It Is Ordered

By the mid-1950s, the number of Chinese students studying at East German univer-
sities amounted to 127. By the end of the 1950s that number had gone up to 200. In
1955, East Berlin and Beijing adopted the Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation.
Throughout the 1950s, the GDR became China’s most important trading partner
(after the Soviet Union). The GDR delivered and constructed a number of industrial
plants in China and also became Beijing’s second most important investor. Despite
the officially prescribed socialist brotherhood relationship, in the 1950s GDR author-
ities were nonetheless careful to monitor and limit interactions between East German
andChinese citizens as they deemed necessary. In the early 1950s, SEDofficials were
concerned about the interest from parts of the East German population (academics
and intellectuals) to increase relations and interactions with Chinese counterparts
and colleagues. However, the East German authorities—like the authorities in other
authoritarian states/dictatorships—were very determined to control citizens’ access
to and exchanges with foreigners. This obviously to avoid losing control over what
East German citizens would be talking about with Chinese counterparts out of the
fear that East Germans could talk and/or complain about living conditions, polit-
ical oppression and other ‘no-go’ topics as defined by the regime in East Berlin.15

(Buckley 2013).
Exchanges with Chinese comrades and socialist brothers were no exception, and

in 1952, e.g., the SED turned down requests to form a ‘German–Chinese Friendship
Society’while around the same time the SEDordered the dissolution ofChinese asso-
ciations, established by Chinese residents in Germany already in the 1940s (Krüger
2002; Erlinghagen 2007). East Berlin wanted East Germans to interact with China
and the Chinese but on its terms. “In the SED worldview, the scripts of fraternal soli-
darity were dictated from the top down, not written from below. Safeguards regulated
unpredictable forms of transnational socialibility”, Quinn Slobodian writes (Slobo-
dian 2015, p. 640).16 Indeed, the SED decided what the East German citizens were
and were not allowed to discuss with Chinese students living in the GDR, and films
and literature on China were chosen and approved by the authorities and its censors.
The way it is done in any self-respecting dictatorship.

Scepticism about what the authorities feared could be ‘too much’ Chinese influ-
ence and presence in East Germany was later also at times complemented by
racism and xenophobia—xenophobia warning of the alleged ‘yellow peril’, i.e. the
alleged/imaginary threat from China and its (alleged) strategy and plan to impose the

15 The idea of having to ‘protect’ its citizens fromallegedly ‘dangerous’Western ideology andvalues
running counter to the regime’s official ideology lives on in China today. In 2013, Chinese President
Xi Jinping ordered the party’s Central Committee to publish a directive, in which Chinese party
officials and political leaders on each and every level were ordered to make sure that the Chinese
people are protected from the ‘contamination’ of ‘dangerous’ Western ideology and values (such
as democracy, human rights and the like).
16 The historian Quinn Slobodian has in 2015 published an excellent article in the journal Journal
of Contemporary History on China-GDR relations and interactions. Slobodian has used a lot of
German archive material for his research, and the article is cited a number of times in this book.
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terms and conditions of global socialism and communism onto the community of
socialist and communist countries. However, the East German authorities were in the
1950s and 1960s not able to suppress all sympathy for China and Chinese opposition
against what Ulbricht and his political masters in Moscow among others referred to
‘incorrect deviations’ from Marxism-Leninism. Even in the early 1960s and during
Sino-Soviet Split, there were SED party members and others who applaudedMao for
standing up to Moscow and not endorse the Soviet version of socialism (as ordered
by Moscow). China, some of them concluded, has decided to end its relations with
Moscow in order to end being patronised by the Soviet Union and the GDR should
do the same. Almost needless to say that those who argued publicly along those lines
were a very small minority, mainly because challenging the official SED party line
publicly had consequences the East German notorious Staatssicherheitsdienst (Stasi)
would ‘take care of’, to say it in gangster lingo. SED authorities were also concerned
that many party members listened to Chinese radio and read Chinese propaganda
distributed by the Chinese embassy in East Berlin. However, that was probably more
paranoia than a legitimate concern as the amount of Chinese propaganda material
circulating in the GDR was always relatively little—like most probably the interest
among GDR citizens in such Chinese material.

2.2 Dangerous China

In 1964, East Berlin turned to referring to Beijing as the ‘main danger within the
international communistmovement.’ The sudden shift fromChina being a rolemodel
of global socialism/communism in the late 1950s to becoming the aforementioned
‘danger to the international communist movement’ came apparently too abrupt for
some East German teachers. While in the late 1950s, they were ordered to teach
that both the Great Leap Forward and the People’s Communes had role model char-
acter for what the GDR should seek to do and achieve, they were then ordered
to teach the exact opposite of that in the early 1960s. On some instances, SED
party members too complained about the fact that not enough objective and accurate
information on China is available in the GDR. Some SED party members further-
more expressed admiration for China’s decision to have freed itself from Soviet
dominance and orders on how to interpret and apply Marxism–Leninism. Further-
more, some East German citizens were expelled from the GDR in the early 1960s for
their support for China in the course of the Sino-Soviet Split. East Berlin’s authori-
ties and censors in the meantime sought to confiscate all written material on China,
while the Chinese embassy in East Berlin still continued to distribute propaganda
material among teachers and factory workers as much as it could. Slobodian cites
archival evidence indicating that some party SED members at the time looked to
China as a country with the courage to oppose Soviet dominance and paternalism.
Slobodian concludes that “such statements expressed less support for the content of
China’s policies than a casual approval of their courage in defying Soviet hegemony
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but they still provided East Germans with a vocabulary for talking about the exis-
tence of imperial relations within the communist camp” (Slobodian 2015, p. 645).
To be sure, to no real avail whatsoever at the time as the SED dominated and all
but completely monopolized the debate and defined how to talk about whom and
what, in this case about China and its allegedly ‘misguided’ and ‘wrong’ version of
Marxism–Leninism. In other words, while it is indeed noteworthy to point out that
some SED party members dared to complain about East Berlin’s come-what-may
devotion and obedience towards Moscow, when relations between the Soviet Union
and China turned from bad to worse very rapidly in the early to mid-1960s, their and
anybody else’s dissent from East Berlin’s official position on China and its interpre-
tation and application of Marxism-Leninism did of course not make any difference.
No difference in the sense that their opinions did not have any measurable influ-
ence on the ‘official’ opinion and approach towards Beijing. “Sympathy, Slobodian
writes, “was especially strong among the group known as the ‘old comrades’ (‘alte
Genossen’), that is, people who had joined the German Communist Party (KPD) in
the 1920s. Relating the Sino–Soviet conflict to the clash between communists and
social democrats in theWeimar era, many ‘old comrades’ saw the Chinese version of
Marxism–Leninism as closer to the spirit of communism. They shared the belief that
fixating on the goal of peace and the notion of a ‘gradual growth into socialism’ was
an error” (Slobodian 2015, p. 645). However, the aforementioned ‘old comrades’
expressing their dissatisfaction with a too ‘tame’ East German version of socialism
and/or communism probably fell under the ‘nostalgic-group-of regulars-table-talk’
category more than anything else, also because it did realistically not matter what
they did or did not like about the Soviet/East German version of socialism. In fact,
among the ruling SED elites, it must be doubted whether it made any difference at all
what the ‘old comrades’ thought and said whenwhat they thought about how to inter-
pret Beijing’s decision to deviate from Moscow’s version of socialism/communism
was either ignored or—worse—punished by the authorities. To be sure, those in
the GDR who in the late 1950s and early 1960s admired China as a role model for
how to apply and live socialism and communism did most probably not know that
Mao’s Great Leap Forward resulted in near-complete economic and humanitarian
disaster, first and foremost among Chinese peasants as the historian FrankDikötter in
his book Mao’s Great Famine. The Story of China’s Most Devastating Catastrophe
analyzes in great detail17 (Akbar 2011). Aswill be explained in great detail elsewhere
in this book, Dikötter provides ample evidence that the country’s political leaders
and party officials ordered the destruction of one-third of all Chinese private homes
from 1958 to 1962 using the housing material as fertilizer. He furthermore docu-
mented that the CCP’s Public Security Bureau kept a detailed account of the acts
of violence committed towards peasants. He furthermore documents that party offi-
cials considered peasants to be ‘digits’ and/or a faceless workforce which can be
easily replaced and disposed of. The level of violence committed against peasants

17 Dikötter is arguably the world’s foremost expert on the Great Leap Forward. He is backing up
his research and conclusions with an enormous amount of archive material from the CCP party
archives (which were temporarily opened).
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during the Great Leap Forward, Dikötter is cited in the newspaper The Independent
in 2011, “was like the Cambodian communist dictator Pol Pot’s genocide multi-
plied 20 times over.” Indeed, those who out of desperation and hunger were caught
stealing food were punished in an unspeakably inhumane fashion.18 All of this had
arguably nothing at all to do with how some of the aforementioned East German
‘old comrades’ romanticized life in China and falsely believed that Chinese party
officials and political leaders had stood by and joined starving Chinese peasants and
people in solidarity during theGreat Leap Forward (allegedly a campaign indicating
the way towards ‘true’ socialism as Mao claimed). In fairness, the flow of accurate
information documenting the disastrous consequences of the Great Leap Forward
from China to East Germany and the rest of the world was imperfect, to say the
very least. Against the background of the lack of knowledge on what theGreat Leap
Forward (and alsoMao’s previous political terror campaigns and purges in the 1950s)
resulted in on the ground realities in China, it becomes understandable why parts of
the East German public in the 1950s and 1960s believed in Mao as a non-conformist
revolutionary prepared to defend the so-called Chinese ‘revolution’ against Soviet
Union alleged ‘revisionism.’ Parts of West Germany’s 1968 generation (like in other
European countries) too cheered for Mao Zedong and his allegedly ‘anti-imperialist
fight’, not knowing that they were cheering for the man responsible for arguably the
biggest man-made economic and humanitarian catastrophe in human history (Der
Spiegel 2005).

Slobodian writes that “historians have emphasized the relative moderation of
the East German response to the Chinese challenge in comparison to the Soviet
Union. The main scholarly discussion has been about why the SED took this stance.
Was there a genuine attraction within the East German leadership to the Chinese
position? What was the precise role of the Soviet Union in monitoring and control-
ling the Sino–East German relationship?” (Slobodian 2015, p. 637). Whether East
Berlin sympathized, as Slobodian wonders, with the Chinese way of interpreting
and applying socialism/communism can be doubted and East German leader Walter
Ulbricht lost little time in the 1960s to emphasize over and over again that the Soviet
Union’s interpretation and orders of how socialism is to be defined and applied must
be respected and followed—as Moscow and Moscow only was able to define the
‘correct’ version of Marxism–Leninism as far as East Berlin was concerned. True, as
will be shown below, East Berlin andUlbricht in particular showed initial enthusiasm
for the collectivization of agricultural production during theGreat Leap Forward, but
when it emerged that the leap resulted in mass famine and near-complete economic
collapse, Ulbricht did not lose much time to declare the Chinese model of agricul-
tural collectivization to be ‘unsuitable’ for the East German context. When Mao
launched the Great Leap Forward Ulbricht was indeed seemingly fooled by Mao’s
grandiose rhetoric on what the leap would achieve in terms of Chinese agricultural

18 For theft, e.g., parents were forced to bury their children alive, others were set on fire, Dikötter
writes. Furthermore, Chinese peasants were forced to work naked in the middle of winter. And there
was more 80% of all villagers in one region of a quarter of a million Chinese peasants were banned
from the official canteen because they were too old or sick to work, which meant that many of them
were left to starve to death.
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and industrial production. Even if East Berlin had a distinctively different perception
of its own influence on and role in international politics in general and within the
group of socialist and communist countries in particular, it must not be forgotten
that the GDR was still and above all a Soviet Union satellite country. Consequently,
East Berlin—at least initially and until relations with China became hostile in the
mid-1960s—seeking to maintain a relatively cooperative and not aggressive tone
when talking with and about China—can also be explained with the fact that the
GDR was quite simply not influential and powerful enough to confront China in a
more determined and self-confident fashion. Beijing for its part made it more than
once very clear that it considered the GDR an obedient and weak junior partner of
the Soviet Union without an independent foreign policy (which, as was as discussed
above, was an accurate assessment on the quality of East German foreign policies).

2.3 Testing the Friendship

The first real test of Chinese ‘friendship’ with its fellow oppressive regime came
in 1953. In June 1953, China supported the joint East German-Soviet decision to
end East German workers’ demonstrations with violence, from Beijing’s view a US-
inspired conspiracy to topple the regime in East Berlin.19 A test China under Mao
passed with flying colours, so to speak. After Soviet tanks and East German state
police20 had violently ended the East German workers’ uprising in East Berlin and
other German cities on 17 June 1953,21 China’s Prime Minister Zhou Enlai sent a
letter toGDRPrimeMinisterOttoGrotewohl, offeringEastBerlinmoral andmaterial
support for its fight against ‘American imperialists andWest German fascists bandits’
(SAPMO-BArch, NL90/477). Where exactly Zhou Enlai had identified ‘imperial-
ists’ and ‘fascists’ among ordinary East German workers demonstrating against low
wages and oppression was not explained by Zhou in his letter. Decades later in 1989,
East Berlin would return the favour by sending a delegation to Beijing in September
of that year to ‘congratulate’ Beijing on its decision to end peaceful demonstra-
tions on Tiananmen Square in May and June 1989 with military force. Zhou Enlai,
like the political leaders in the GDR at the time, of course must have known what
really happened in June 1953. The demonstrations in East Berlin and elsewhere
in the GDR had nothing to do with the interference of American ‘imperialists’ or
German ‘fascists’ but was instead a rebellion against oppression and demonstrations
for democratic elections in a regime that practiced the former and denied the East
German people the latter. Zhou Enlai in particular, who together with Deng Xiaoping

19 June 17 became a public holiday inWest Germany—theDay of GermanUnity (Tag der deutschen
Einheit) to commemorate the workers and demonstrators who were killed and imprisoned in the
GDR on that day in 1953.
20 The so-called Volkspolizei (Police of the People).
21 Ending the demonstrations with violence led to 50 casualties among demonstrators as well as
roughly 13,000 arrests.
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lived in France in the 1920s, was probably the best informed Chinese policymaker
on international politics and affairs. Consequently, he certainly must have under-
stood that the workers in East Germany were neither financed nor encouraged from
the outside nor were they planning to stage a West German-sponsored ‘counter-
revolution’ in the GDR. Zhou of course was not alone ignoring reality. East Berlin’s
violent response to the protests in June 1953 made it very clear that the SED and
East Berlin’s policymakers had decided that in order to survive it had to believe in
and defend the parallel reality it created—the sort of reality, in which the GDR finds
itself constantly threatened by West German ‘militarists’ and ‘fascists.’ In fact, East
Berlin, like other dictatorships in the past and present, had from the beginning of
its existence in 1949 boxed itself into a corner of that self-constructed reality. In
September of 1953, the GDR’s diplomatic mission in Beijing became an embassy.
That led some scholars to conclude that turning China’s diplomatic mission into an
embassy was to be understood as a gesture of Chinese support for East Berlin’s deci-
sion to respond to the June 1953 demonstrations with military violence. At the time,
it was certainly important for East Berlin to be able to count on Chinese support for
its decision to end—together with the occupying Red Army—the workers’ demon-
strations with violence. As it turned out, it indeed could count on such support and
responding with violence to dissent and peaceful demonstrations would remain a
specialty East German, Soviet and Chinese leaders had in common.

Later in 1953, Beijing’s diplomatic mission in East Berlin too became an embassy
(SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV 2/20/115).

East Berlin, of course, cheered when Mao Zedong at the time personally reas-
sured East Berlin on Beijing’s support for a ‘unified, independent and democratic
Germany’ (Dokumente zur Auβenpolitik der Regierung der Deutschen Demokratis-
chen Republik 1955A). To be sure, the part of GermanyMaowas planning to support
was neither independent (but instead dependent and controlled by the Soviet Union),
nor democratic and certainly was not fighting for German reunification (but was
instead in the process of consolidating the dictatorial regime in East Berlin). In fact,
while German reunification was nowhere to be found on the agenda of East German
political leaders, their Chinese counterparts would continue to talk about the fight by
the ‘Germannation’ for reunification. In that contextMaomentionedhis victory in the
Chinese civil war (1945–1949) as an example of how to reunify a divided country—
which of course could not have been anymore inaccurate as the Chinese civil war did
not result in a unified China but instead the coming into being of a second Chinese
state. East Berlin’s interest in intensifying relations with Beijing further increased
after the death of Soviet dictator Stalin and the arrival of Stalin’s successor Nikita
Khrushchev whose aforementioned Peaceful Co-Existence approach towards inter-
national relations would very quickly be perceived as regime-threatening in East
Berlin.
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2.4 Beijing Talking Reunification, a Bit

In the mid-1950s, Beijing began to make advances towards West Germany and
proposed the establishment of diplomatic relations. Bonn, however, applied theHall-
stein Doctrine and declined that proposal. Then Beijing turned to talking about
German reunification with East Berlin, obviously reunification on East German
terms. Indeed, what Zhou Enlai had in mind when he spoke about German
reunification in 1954 was a unified socialist Germany under the leadership of a
socialist/communist GDR-style government (Machetzki 1982, pp. 13–24). On his
way back from the Geneva Conference, Zhou Enlai visited East Berlin at the end
of July 195422 when then East German Prime Minister Otto Grotewohl seized the
occasion to emphasise that the meeting with Zhou Enlai was an encounter of two
countries on ‘equal footing’ to promote peace, friendship and democracy’ (Doku-
mente zur Auβenpolitik der Regierung der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik
1955 B). Upon his arrival Zhou Enlai was welcomed enthusiastically in East Berlin
and the press covered his visit intensively. And Zhou did not disappoint, making
all the right noises during his visit when he spoke about ‘profound friendship’ and
‘socialist brotherhood’ between Beijing and East Berlin. Furthermore, Zhou thanked
Grotewohl for his and the SED’s support for the Chinese position during theGeneva
Conference (in April 1954, which in July of the same year resulted in the Geneva
Agreements).23 However, his main speech in East Berlin on July 24 might have
spoiled the party for the hosts somewhat when he said that “I am convinced that
the adoption of economic and cultural relations between the People’s Republic of
China and the whole of Germany24 is not only beneficial for the relations between
our two countries but also for world peace in general” (Neues Deutschland 24 July
1954, Neue Zeit 24 July 1954, Neues Deutschland 25 July 1954 and Neue Zeit 25
July 1954). The East German press translated what he said in Chinese with ganz
Deutschland (whole of Germany), which implies that Zhou Enlai meant relations
with both East and West Germany, which were in his view “beneficial for both the
relations between Beijing and East Germany and world peace in general.” Against
the background of East Berlin’s constant fear of not being acknowledged and taken

22 He stayed in East Berlin from July 23 to July 26, 1954.
23 The Geneva Conference was attended by the USA, China, France, the Soviet Union and Great
Britain fromApril to July 1954. The conferencewas convened to resolve the conflict between France
and Vietnam’s nationalist forces led by Ho Chi Minh. In July of the same year, the talks in Geneva
resulted in the Geneva Agreements, through which France agreed to withdraw its military troops
from Vietnam. Furthermore, Vietnam was divided into North and South Vietnam along the 17th
parallel. A divided country pending elections within two years to elect a president for the whole
of Vietnam. These elections never took place, the USA did not sign the Geneva Agreements and
instead became entangled in the conflict between North and South Vietnam (until the US defeat in
1975).
24 The East German press translated what he said in Chinese with ganz Deutschland, which implies
that Zhou Enlai meant relations with both East andWest Germany, which from his perspective were
beneficial for both the relations between Beijing and East Germany and for what he referred to as
‘world peace’ in general.
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seriously as fully sovereign and independent country, it is indeed possible that East
German officials might have preferred if Zhou had spoken about Beijing’s relations
with the GDR only (as opposed to hinting at what Zhou called the ‘benefits’ deriving
from Beijing’s relations also with West Germany). Also because German reunifica-
tion was something the SED had nowhere near the top of its policy agenda. In fact,
it can in retrospect be concluded that East Berlin’s rulers at the time did not have re-
unification on their agenda at all: the GDR was founded only a few years earlier and
history has shown (and continues to show) that there is very little dictators like less
than the risk of having to give up power and privileges, let alone adopt reforms which
would replace them, orworse, land them in jail (like it indeed happenedwith a number
SED officials after the GDR’s collapse). From where East Berlin was standing and
judging by the declarations and propaganda coming out of East Berlin at the time, the
SED’s SocialistWorkers’ Paradise governed by Soviet-installed leaders had only just
begun to ‘shine’ as a role model and beacon of supposedly ‘peace-loving socialism’,
and reunifying with West German militarists and fascists was without much doubt
the last thing on the minds of the rulers in East Berlin.25

In a final joint communiqué on 25 July 1954, Zhou and Grotewohl jointly
complained about what they referred to as US-sponsored re-militarization of Japan
and West Germany and the alleged negative repercussions for peace and stability in
Europe and Asia. The joint communiqué furthermore maintained that West German
industry leaders were willing to establish trade relations with China and condemned
Bonn’s decision to cave in toUS pressure not to allowGerman companies to establish
business ties with Chinese counterparts. The fault of American so-called ‘monopoly
interests’ (the term used in German is Monopolinteressen, a term created by the
GDR leadership to warn of the alleged influence of US multinational companies and
their alleged self-assigned mission to dominate the world), as far as East Berlin and
Beijing were concerned.26

Finally, Zhou Enlai and Grotewohl confirmed in the same joint declaration their
endorsement for theGDR’s proposal to create a ‘confederation’ of bothGerman states
and the Soviet Union’s proposal to turn Berlin into what Moscow called a ‘demili-
tarized’ city (‘demilitarized’ as in the city of Berlin without US, British and French
but with Soviet military troops) (Lindner 2002). Both of which—as it is discussed in
detail elsewhere in this book—were two complete non-starters from the very begin-
ning. Indeed, West Germany had made it already very clear on various occasions
that the proposed ‘confederation’ was not an option for Bonn. Consequently, Beijing
endorsed something that was already obsolete and the Chinese political leadership

25 The same was without doubt true for the Korean Peninsula. North Korea, governed by its Soviet-
installed leader Kim Il-Sung, of course, never considered peaceful and consensual reunificationwith
South Korea an option. South Korea was—until it became a democracy in 1987—a dictatorship
and South Korea’s leader Syngman Ree—like his counterpart in the North Kim Il-sung—more than
once in the 1950s toyed with the idea of reunifying North and South Korean with military force.
Unlike Kim Il-Sung, however, Syngman Ree did not have the support of his allies in Washington
to strive for reunification through military force.
26 What is meant is the global economic and financial power and influence of multinational
companies.
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must have been aware of that. The same was true for Khrushchev’s proposal put
forward on 27 November 1957 to supposedly ‘demilitarize’ Berlin and end the city’s
Four Power Status. While the proposal was discussed between the Western Allies
and the Soviet Union (without any success), already on 29 November 1957, Berlin’s
then Berlin mayor Willy Brandt called Khrushchev’s bluff calling his proposal an
attempt to curb the rights of the Western Allies in Berlin under the pretence of a
de-militarized Berlin. “The Soviet Union is attacking the rights of the Allies here in
Berlin in order to achieve the radical solution to the Berlin question as propagated
in the Pravda. This is again about the existence of our city and millions of people
who have a right to choose their lives and their future according to their wishes. It is
disguised as ‘demilitarized, free city’, with the eastern sector of our city becoming
part of the so-called GDR and we, detached from the free part of Germany, should
be squeezed out like a lemon”, Brandt said at the time (Ulrich 2008).

The Chinese version of German reunification as suggested by Zhou Enlai in the
mid-1950s was repeated several times in the years and indeed decades ahead by
Chinese policymakers. Certainly, repeating an all but completely unrealistic version
of German reunification more than once did not make it any more realistic over the
decades and again: ZhouEnlai and other Chinese policymakersmust have known just
that. Then again a dictatorship like China had arguably nothing else to suggest but
for a reunified Germany to become a (fellow) socialist dictatorship. Put differently:
dictatorships then and today do not promote democratization and democracy but
authoritarianism and autocracieswith which to establish problem-free relations. That
was true then and is still true today. That iswhy it always sounds awkward todaywhen
the Chinese leadership under Xi Jinping today announces (over and over again) to
have embarked on a mission to ‘democratize’ international politics and institutions
(as part of the Chinese justification for promoting and engaging itself in international
fora and institutions other than the United Nations. Fora—like, e.g., the Shanghai
Cooperation Organziaton (SCO), a regional forum of largely non-democratic and
authoritarian countries dominated by Russia and China). Because that does indeed
sound awkward and lacks credibility, Xi and his aides today are usually very careful
not to add any details which would explain how and where exactly Beijing’s foreign
policy promotes the ‘democratization’ of international politics. Not least because
there isn’t anything to ‘explain.’

Beijing and Zhou Enlai at the time proposing the aforementioned German reuni-
fication on socialist/communist terms was probably part of a Chinese strategy of
presenting itself as a well-meaning mediator between East and West Germany.
When Bonn in 1955 dismissed the aforementioned Chinese proposal for reunifi-
cation, Beijing—joined by East Berlin and Moscow—accused Bonn of not wanting
reunification in the first place. Beijing only changed its approach towards and ideas
about unification in the late 1960/early 1970s when it resumed official contacts and
relations with West Germany. Then, the official Chinese line became that German
reunification must take place according to the ‘free will’ of all German people, and at
the timeBeijing presuminglymeant the people in bothEast andWestGermany.While
that sounded good on paper, it must have sounded very awkward and decisively
implausible to the East German people lockedup in the GDR, where the authorities
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in general and the aforementioned Stasi in particular invested enormous resources
into suppressing the ‘free will’ of East German citizens. Furthermore, it should not
go unmentioned that the decisively non-democratic Chinese dictatorship under Mao
Zedong would certainly not have welcomed German reunification if at the time it had
taken place according to the aforementioned ‘free will of the people.’ The ‘people’ in
West and more importantly East Germany (if they had had a chance) would certainly
not have opted for a socialist, non-democratic and oppressive reunified GDR-style
Germany but for the sort of country the ‘other’ Germany was: democratic and capi-
talist. Like they in fact did when East Germans marched through the streets of East
Berlin, Leipzig and Dresden in late 1989. Fortunately, for Beijing German reuni-
fication was in the 1960s all but completely unrealistic, and hence, Beijing could
generously leave the shape and style of reunification up to the ‘free will’ of the
German people.

WhenWestGermany gained full sovereignty in 1955, Taiwan reached out toBonn,
asking for West German diplomatic recognition. Then West German Chancellor
Konrad Adenauer declined that request, thereby deciding not to cave in to US pres-
sure and requests to establish diplomatic ties with Taiwan (Weggel 1982). Arguably
West German ‘realpolitik’ at its best, which would in 1964 help West Germany
to initiate negotiations on a bilateral commodity/trade agreement with Beijing.27

In retrospect, a West German decision which had favoured West German–Chinese
trade and investment ties over the decades (without a Taiwan Question controversy
in the way), but it also did (like it did to other Western countries which opted for
problem-free investing in Mainland China) long-term damage to West Germany’s
(and today’s Germany) credibility as self-confident actor in international politics—
an actor that does not allow to let business rule over principle in interstate relations
in general and in relations with China in particular. Certainly, one could turn the
argument around and argue that Bonn showed self-confidence by not giving in to US
pressure to establish diplomatic relations with Taiwan at the time. Then again still
today, Chinese policymakers are aware that German policymakers are more often
than not (i.e. never) less than very outspoken and critical when human rights in
China, Chinese aggressive policies related to territorial claims in the South China
Sea, Beijing’s detaining and imprisoning of minorities in Xinjiang (and also Tibet)
make it onto the bilateral agenda. That because of West German business, trade and
investments ties with and in China (and the fact that 50% of overall EU trade with
China today takes place between Germany and China). What is more, and maybe
evenworse, Germanmultinational companieswithmassive investments in China like
Daimler-Benz or Volkswagen have over recent years more than once demonstrated
their de facto preparedness to align their views on Taiwan, Tibet, freedom of speech
and expression in China with those of the Chinese government.28

27 However, negotiations that did not result in a bilateral trade agreement. After meeting five times
in 1964, negotiations broke down in November 1964.
28 This in order to avoid any kind of controversy with the Chinese authorities, in turn avoiding
economic repercussions and Chinese economic blackmail politics. To be fair, German policy-
makers in general and the country’s Minister of Foreign Affairs Heiko Maas have in 2019 and 2020
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In 1955, Beijing asked Bonn to consider the possibility of establishing diplomatic
relations. China, in consultation with East Germany, offered to normalize relations
with West Germany in December 1955. Bonn, however, refused, citing theHallstein
Doctrine at the time. For many years, Moscow was the only capital hosting East
and West German embassies. Bonn’s Hallstein Doctrine would normally not have
allowed Bonn to maintain diplomatic relations with countries which had diplomatic
relations with the GDR. In the case of the Soviet Union, however, Bonn made an
exception and established diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union in 1955.

By the late 1950s, the GDR had become China’s second largest trading partner
after the Soviet Union (Erlinghagen 2009). East Germany—together with the Soviet
Union and other socialist countries—provided China with industrial and agricultural
machinery in the early days of the Great Leap Forward. At the time, it emerged
that East German companies were unable to provide China in time with all the
machinery China had ordered for the year 1958. East Berlin admitted that it was not
able to honour all the contracts it had adopted with Beijing and explained that an
internal lack of productivity and organization was to blame. East Berlin continued
to invest resources into its relations with Beijing, and in mid-1959, an East German
delegation, this time led by SED Politburo member HerrmanMatern, visited Beijing
(from the end of April until mid-May 1959) (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA NL 76/180).
During that visit the delegation met with Mao, who said that Beijing is currently not
able to change the what he called ‘situation’ in Taiwan, i.e. is not able to reunify
Taiwan with Mainland China. The what Mao called ‘US occupation of Taiwan’
continues to stand in the way of Beijing’s attempt to reunify Taiwan with Mainland
China. Washington conspires to guarantee what Mao feared would be the ‘eternal
occupation of Taiwan’.29 For what it was worth—as it turned out very little—East
Berlin supported the Chinese request to urgeWashington to withdraw its ‘aggressive
military troops’30 from Taiwan. The USA would withdraw its troops from Taiwan
only in 1979 when Washington and Beijing established diplomatic relations.

2.5 Dictatorship Lessons from China

SED leader Walter Ulbricht had to wait 11 years for ‘his’ wall to be built, but the
records show that he always had a plan on how to separate friends and families

becomemore outspoken about Chinese human rights violations and China violating an international
treaty (by interfering in Hong Kong’s judicial affairs)—also because it has indeed become much
harder to ignore these and other Chinese repressive and aggressive policies while at the same time
hoping that economic engagement will automatically and by default facilitate and promote political
engagement. It does not in the case of China.
29 In the late 1950s, roughly 40,000 US troops were stationed in Taiwan. In the 1970s, the number
of US military stationed in Taiwan was reduced to 4,000–7,000. US soldiers left Taiwan in 1979
completely when Washington terminated the Sino-US Mutual Defense Treaty.
30 The term in German is Aggressionstruppen, a term invented and frequently used by East German
propaganda to describe West German and US military troops.
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indefinitely from each other in Berlin and the GDR. Indeed, what Ulbricht had in
the early 1950s in mind was not necessarily the Berlin Wall he had erected in 1961,
but he had nonetheless plans to permanently separate East from West Berlin long
before 1961. In fact, the German historian Gerhard Wettig confirms that already
in May 1952 Ulbricht asked Stalin for support to close the inner-Berlin border for
good (Wettig 2011; Harrison 2012). Stalin, however, at the time did not react to
Ulbricht panicking about East German citizens leaving the GDR en masse. Ulbricht
tried again in the autumn of 1952, again to no avail. It was Khrushchev in 1961,
who gave in to Ulbricht’s demand to erect a wall between East and West Berlin.
Ironically, East Berlin did not even have the material to build the Berlin Wall without
outside help and was—out of all countries—obliged to buy the barbed wire needed
for the wall in West Germany (Dassler 2009). While in mid-June 1961 Ulbricht still
lied about not having any plans to close the border between East and West Berlin,
it emerged that already in the 1950s Ulbricht and the SED envisioned to solve the
Berlin Question with a wall which was dubbed ‘Operation Chinese Wall.’ That wall
foresaw to seal off West Berlin from the GDR, completely and indefinitely (Radio
Aref Kalenderblatt 2016). Ulbricht’s ‘Operation ChineseWall’—and the operation’s
name gave it away—might have emerged during Ulbricht’s visit to Beijing and his
meeting with Mao in 1956. During that meeting Mao wanted to know whether the
SED had cracked down hard enough on the ‘rebellious’ East German workers who
demonstrated against the regime in 1953: “Have you locked up many insurgents
after June 17 (1953)?”, Mao asked Ulbricht back then. Then Mao proposed, Jung
and Halliday write, the ‘Chinese model’ to Ulbricht: an East German version of the
ChineseWall. “Awall is very helpful to keep certain people away fromone’s territory,
fascists for example”, Mao informed Ulbricht at the time (Chang and Halliday 2005,
p. 501). With ‘fascists’ Mao—like Ulbricht too—obviously meant West German
‘fascists’, who without a wall would sooner or later seek to invade the GDR. Almost
needless to say that neither Mao nor Ulbricht mentioned the fact that dividing East
from West Berlin would not so much keep West German ‘fascists’ from sneaking
into the GDR but rather keep ordinary East Germans from leaving the country.

2.6 Officially Friends

In a letter to Wilhelm Pieck,31 then president of the GDR, dated 9 January 1955,
Mao promised East Berlin his support for its opposition against the Paris Agree-
ments/Paris Treaties32 (of October 1954), which in Mao’s view were aimed at facil-
itating West Germany’s plan to return to World War II-style militarism (Dokumente
zur Auβenpolitik der Regierung der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik 1955 C).

31 From 1949 to 1960, the GDR’s only president. In 1960, the GDR changed its constitution and
abolished the office of president. Instead, the so-called Staatsrat (roughly to be translated as privy
council) became the GDR’s formal head of state.
32 Through whichWest Germany again became a fully sovereign country. The agreement went into
force on 5 May 1955.
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In reality, the Paris Agreements/Paris Treaties adopted between West Germany,
the USA, France and the UK merely and formally ended West Germany’s mili-
tary occupation by terminating the so-called Statute of Occupation.33 Furthermore,
the Paris Treaties authorized Germany’s NATO and West European Union (WEU)
membership. In return, West Germany at the time governed by Konrad Adenauer
officially renounced the right to reunify Germany with military means. Although
Adenauer insisted that West Germany had after the signing of the Paris Treaties
become an independent country with the right to conduct internal and external poli-
cies without any outside interference, the Paris Treaties nonetheless stipulated that
West Germany would until reunification remain a state with restricted sovereignty.
AlthoughWest Germany was since 1955 treated as a de facto fully sovereign state by
its allies in the West, it legally and formally became fully sovereign only in March
1991 with the adoption of the Two-Plus-Four Treaty. What Mao in 1955 must have
been concerned about was West Germany’s NATO membership as ‘evidence’ that
Bonn was once again becoming an aggressive and militarist country. However, West
German NATO membership was arguably the very opposite of a return to German
militarism but instead a quasi-guarantee that Germany as a semi-sovereign country
and part of the Western defence alliance would no longer able to adopt aggressive
go-it-alone policies.34 All of this got lost on Mao and East Berlin where the state-
controlled government mouthpiece newspapers ordered to outdo each other with
warnings that West German NATO membership made an aggressive, militarist and
nuclear-armed out ofWest Germany in no time.35 While East Berlin, of course, knew
thatWest GermanNATOmembership would not result in the revival of Germanmili-
tarism, in view of Mao’s aforementioned profound ignorance on international affairs
and global history, it can probably not be taken for granted that he did not know
that NATO membership was an obstacle as opposed to facilitator for a replay of
German World War II-style militarism. Either way, warning of West German NATO
membership as the foreplay of West German militarism was what East German and
Chinese propaganda (unsurprisingly) opted for.

On 7 April 1955 Mao officially declared the end of the state war between China
and the GDR. In December 1955, GDRPrimeMinister Otto Grotewohl visited China
and during that visit Grotewohl claimed that not only the East but the West German
industry too is eager to establish trade and commercial relations with China (Doku-
mente zur Auβenpolitik der Regierung der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik,
1955 D). To be sure, Grotewohl did not provide his audience with any evidence
pointing to an interest of West German industry in establishing trade and commer-
cial relations with China. The West German government at the time did not have
such interest either. Bonn under Chancellor Adenauer had just adopted theHallstein
Doctrine36 as the guiding principle of West German foreign policy and diplomacy.

33 Besatzungsstatut in German.
34 Until a certain extent comparable with Japan as a partner of the US–Japan bilateral security
alliance treaty adopted in 1951.
35 In 1955, the East German press alone published more than one thousand articles on that topic.
36 Adopted in September 1955.
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As mentioned earlier, the doctrine stipulated that Bonn will not maintain diplomatic
relations with countries which have diplomatic relations with the GDR. Beijing,
however, tried in 1955 all the same to convince Bonn to consider negotiating diplo-
matic relations—unsuccessfully. As mentioned above, the exception was the Soviet
Union, with which Bonn established diplomatic relations in June 1955, a fewmonths
before the adoption of theHallstein Doctrine. Bonnmade that exception as Bonnwas
counting on Moscow as future facilitator of German reunification (Schäfer 2014).

In December 1955, Beijing and East Berlin further institutionalized their rela-
tions through the adoption of the bilateral Treaty on Friendship and Cooperation.37

While both Beijing and East Berlin at the time claimed that the treaty was the result
of the already excellent and steadily improving relations (the parties’ propaganda
departments went into high-gear in both countries at the time praising the treaty in
grandiose language), the treaty did in reality not say very much and did not instruct
or indeed oblige East Berlin and Beijing to domuch together in international politics.
In fact, the treaty (composed of eight articles) is hardly making more than a series
of general-sounding statements about expanding economic, scientific and cultural
ties.38 Furthermore, the treaty does not contain any concrete agreements or commit-
ments to militarily cooperate or defend each other. The closest the treaty comes to
expressing a joint commitment to cooperate with each other in international politics
and security is formulated in Article 2 of the treaty. That article stipulated that East
Berlin and Beijing will consult with each other on ‘important international issues
which concern both states. In that context particular importance will be assigned to
the necessity to protect the invulnerability of the integrity of their respective territo-
ries and security as well as the consolidation of world peace.’ That article, however,
does not specify in any way how East Berlin and Beijing were planning to actively
contribute to world peace and security, not least as neither East Berlin nor Beijing
were in the business of contributing to global peace and security. In fact, the very
opposite was the case: Beijing under Mao supported violent self-declared revolu-
tionary movements all over the globe, while East Berlin supported various terrorist
organizations, among them theWest German Red Army Faction. No bilateral cooper-
ation whatsoever that went beyond joint declarations of solidarity during the Korean
or Vietnam Wars and joint condemnation of US involvement in hostilities on the
Korea Peninsula (1950–1953) and Vietnam (from themid-1960s until then end of the
war and the US defeat in 1975) materialised. As will be shown further below, Beijing
had without doubt from East Berlin’s perspective violated the bilateral treaty when
in 1965 it rendered the transport of East German supplies (including ammunition)
through China destined for Vietnam deliberately difficult. Finally, worth mentioning
is also Article 7 of the treaty, which stipulated that the treaty ceases to exist in the
case of German reunification. ‘The treaty will endure until German reunification and
the existence of a peaceful and democratic German state or until both parties of the
treaty agree to change or revise the treaty.’ That Article 7 is indeed remarkable as it

37 InGerman:Vertrag überFreundschaft undZusammenarbeit zwischenderDeutschenDemokratis-
chen Republik und der Volksrepublik China.
38 Admittedly like many other similar treaties between states.



40 2 The 1950s—Good and then Not so Good (Bilateral) Times

suggested that East Berlin was not—at least on paper—excluding the possibility of
reunification with a country that in 1955 was the very definition of an arch-enemy
and in the eyes of East Berlin amilitarist and revanchist country conspiring to reunify
Germany with military force.

2.7 Two Germanys but Only One China

In December 1955, two East German delegations visited China—both of which
were led by East German Prime Minister Otto Grotewohl. During these visits, East
Berlin confirmed in a joint declaration39 its support for Beijing’s objective to end
what Beijing referred to as the ‘illegal occupation’ of Taiwan. What Berlin meant
with ‘illegal occupation’ was the presence of US military in Taiwan. For what
is was worth—little or indeed nothing as the GDR like West Germany became a
member of the United Nations only in September 1973—East Berlin called upon the
United Nations to grant Mainland China (and not Taiwan) its (allegedly) rightful
place as permanent member of the UN Security Council (UNSC) (Dokumente
zur Auβenpolitik der Regierung der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik 1955 E).
Against the background of the fact that the GDR was not a member of the UN at
the time, that was hardly more than a symbolic favour without consequences East
Berlin was doing Beijing. East Berlin supporting China’s quest for UN membership
was not—to put it simply—relevant to any of the interested parties, i.e. the Western
Allies led by the USA. In fact, if East Berlin’s voice in international relations had
been in anyway relevant, East Berlin calling for an end of the aforementioned ‘illegal
occupation’ of Taiwan would have been counterproductive in the sense that the more
an influential socialist/communist country urgedWashington to withdraw its military
troops from Taiwan, the more Washington would probably have been inclined not to
withdraw them. However, because East Berlin’s international influence in the mid-
1950s was all but completely non-existent, what it did and did not say did not even
have—to put it that way—the potential to be counterproductive. In other words, the
GDR’s relevance in international affairs was simply not there to promote or damage
what China (or any other socialist country for that matter) was aiming at achieving
(in this case international support for the withdrawal of US military from Taiwan).
Certainly, all involved and interested parties knew just that.

2.8 Reporting to Mao

In September 1956, SED leader Walter Ulbricht himself headed a GDR delegation
visit to Beijing, where the delegation had a two-hour meeting with Mao (SAPMO-
BArch, ZPA NL 182/220). The record shows that Mao did all the asking and Walter

39 Grotewohl’s Chinese counterpart signing the joint declaration was Zhou Enlai.



2.8 Reporting to Mao 41

Ulbricht had all the answers ready.40 Ulbrichtwas on a goodnewspropaganda roll and
displayed a near-obsession wanting to explain when and how the GDR will overtake
West Germany in terms of agricultural and industrial production. However, Ulbricht
then turned to the bad news part of his presentationwhen hewarned that theGDRwill
have to have higher living standards thanWest Germany by 1960. Otherwise, he said,
things could be become ‘dangerous’ as he put it. What he meant was the ‘danger’ of
even more East German citizens leaving the GDR to settle in West Germany—moti-
vated by economic hardship and equally importantly political oppression. This in
turn, Ulbricht warned, would lead to West Germany seeking to invade and ‘absorb’
the GDR on West German terms. During their meeting Mao and Ulbricht shared
the concern that 90,000 soldiers of the GDR’s National Peoples’ Army41 would be
no match for what Ulbricht and Mao both claimed would be 500,000 West German
soldiers equipped with nuclear weapons42 (Zank 1996;Wiegrefe 2018). In particular
Mao was concerned that if the USA, France and Great Britain decided to withdraw
their military troops from West Germany, the Soviet Union would have to do the
same in the GDR, which in turn would leave the GDR exposed to Western German
aggression. This was a clear indication that East Berlin (and the Soviet Union for
that matter) were never—as analysed elsewhere in this book—serious about turning
the whole of Berlin into what East Berlin and Moscow in 1958 falsely called a
‘demilitarized’ city. At the time, the Western Allies’ military troops were asked
to leave West Berlin while the withdrawal of Soviet troops from East Berlin was
never on East Berlin and Moscow’s policy agendas (for further details, see below).
Furthermore, Ulbricht assured Mao that the GDR authorities in general and the
Staatssicherheitsdienst (Stasi) in particular had been able to identify and punish the
conspirators of the 17 June 1953 demonstrations. Most of them, Ulbricht claimed,
were not counter-revolutionary GDR citizens but instead ‘foreign agents.’43 Ulbricht

40 The German translation of the questions Mao raised is not always of good quality. This could
mean that parts of the translation do not always fully and accurately reflect whatMao said and asked
during the encounter with Ulbricht.
41 Nationale Volksarmee in German.
42 In reality, the West German Bundeswehr was never 500,000 soldiers strong, and West Germany
was not equipped with nuclear bombs either. To be sure, at the end of the 1950s, German Chancellor
Konrad Adenauer was—together with France and also Italy—talking about jointly developing and
deploying nuclear weapons. In November of 1957 Paris and Bonn held secret talks about the
possibility of jointly developing a nuclear weapons programme. During the secret meeting in Bonn
on 17 November between Adenauer and French Undersecretary of State Maurice Faure, France
and Germany agreed to undertake efforts to jointly develop a nuclear weapons programme. The
bilateral plan to develop and deploy nuclear weapons became a trilateral one when Italy too became
interested in such a joint programme. Six months later in June 1958, however, French President
Charles de Gaulle called it off and decided that France would not be part of any joint nuclear
weapons programme with West Germany.
43 A standard ‘explanation’ and assignment of guilt by dictators then and now in times of rebellion
and demonstrations against them. The student demonstrations on Tiananmen Square in Beijing
in 1989 is another case in point—according to Beijing until today a ‘counter-revolution’ spon-
sored by the CIA and other ‘foreign agents.’ More recent cases are the demonstrations in Hong
Kong (2019/2020) against Mainland Chinese interference in Hong Kong’s judicial affairs (and the
adoption of Hong Kong’s new National Security Law), regular demonstrations against Russian
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furthermore claimed that West German agents and agencies—Ulbricht called them
members of the ‘old Hitler clique’—were working towards sabotaging the GDR.
Ulbricht then went into overdrive and overboard when he also claimed in his conver-
sationwithMao thatWestGermanmilitarists44 could not only seek to attack theGDR
but also—like in World War II—again invade France and Belgium. That assessment
was arguably as absurd as it gets, and it cannot not be verified whether Ulbricht
really and sincerely believed that West Germany in the mid-1950s was considering a
replay of German World War II militarism. At some point during their conversation
Mao mentioned—as mentioned above—the Chinese Wall, which according to Mao
was built to keep the Mongols out of China. It can today obviously not be verified
whetherMao bragging about theChineseWall provided Ulbricht with the inspiration
to build the Berlin Wall, but Ulbricht warning more than once during his meeting
with Mao that East Germans will continue to escape to West Germany unless the
GDR is able to raise the standard of living does allow for the conclusion that Ulbricht
already had a plan for how to keep dissatisfied East German citizens from leaving
the socialist GDR to seek refuge in Adenauer’s ‘fascist’ West Germany. The idea of
separating East fromWest Berlin with a wall might therefore indeed have been some-
thing Ulbricht returned back to East Berlin with. Mao furthermore advised Ulbricht
to work with the Social-Democratic Party in the GDR to convince its party members
to join the socialist cause, and both Mao and Ulbricht concluded that Adenauer in
West Germany prohibiting the Communist Party45 was taking away ‘freedom’ from
the West German people. Ulbricht added that Adenauer does not have any political
capital inWest Germany but only ‘butter.’ Ulbricht was wrong on the political capital
but right on the butter: West Germany had—unlike the GDR—consumer goods (the
‘butter’ Ulbricht mentioned) on offer in abundance, while Adenauer had due to his
firm commitment to defend West German interests in the framework and with the
help of the Western defence alliance also quite a bit of political capital in West
Germany46, and did not feel obliged—like Ulbricht in 1953—to call for help from
allies to end demonstrations with violent means (like it happened in East Berlin on
June 17, 1953). Adenauer for sure was no saint and his ambitions to develop and
deploy nuclearweapons inWestGermany in the 1950s certainlymade himvulnerable

president Putin’s domestic policies and most recently (August 2020) demonstrations against rigged
Belarussian presidential elections of 2020—all of which was encouraged and financed by ‘foreign
agents’/‘outside forces’, as far as Beijing, Moscow and Minsk are concerned.
44 He meant the West German government.
45 In German: Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands (KPD).
46 The Iron Chancellor Adenauer was not uncontroversial, but during his 14-year long reign (1949–
1963), he enjoyed overall broad public support for his foreign and economic policy choices.
Adenauer’s determination to makeWest Germany a reliable and firm partner and ally of the alliance
of Western countries led by the USA in particular was considered to have paved the way for West
Germany’s quick economic and political recovery after World War II. However, the building of the
Berlin Wall in 1961 made him vulnerable at the time to criticism that his commitment to the US-led
Western bloc of countries had turned out to be an obstacle to German reunification. To be sure,
the GDR under Walter Ulbricht was never in any way interested in reunification and dividing West
from East Berlin has been on his agenda de facto since the foundation of the GDR in 1949.
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to criticism of being a ‘militarist’ and/or going too far with West German rearma-
ment. However, he was governing a democratic country that was very quickly—with
the help of the Western Allies—recovering economically from World War II.

2.9 Agreeing on Ideology, in Parts and for a While

Parts of the literature suggest that in the mid-1950s China and the GDR increas-
ingly agreed on ideology and issues related to domestic and international policies.
That is not least noteworthy as East Berlin and Beijing agreed—at least sometimes
and temporarily—on issues Moscow had different views on. Both East Berlin and
Beijing, e.g., were very sceptical about or indeed strongly opposed to Khrushchev’s
de-Stalinization policies of the mid-1950s. Furthermore, East Berlin was without
doubt relieved when Mao in 1957 decided to end his Hundred Flowers Campaign
with violence, arresting and torturing thousands of intellectuals and ordinary citi-
zens in the course of the so-called Anti-Rightist Campaign following the Hundred
Flowers Campaign. Inviting intellectuals, writers and artists to criticize the govern-
ment and its governance the way Mao did in 1956, Ulbricht concluded from the
very beginning, would open up Pandora’s Box in the GDR, encouraging citizens to
give it another try after 1953 to seek to topple his dictatorship.47 Ulbricht certainly
still remembered very vividly what happened in June 1953 in East Berlin and other
parts of the country and encouraging citizens to express their frustrations with the
regime like Mao did in China in 1956 (well, pretended to do as it would turn out,
for details see below) was without doubt the very last thing on Ulbricht’s mind. The
difference between the GDR in 1953 and China in 1956 obviously was that East
German leaders did not encourage East German workers to criticize the government
and protest against the government’s inability to pay salaries in time—while Mao in
1956 actively encouraged intellectuals to criticize the government, i.e. provide the
party with what Mao hoped would be ‘constructive criticism.’

Martin Esslin argued in the journal ChinaQuarterly in 1960 that parts of the radical
agricultural collectivization that took place in East Germany in the 1950s had been
inspired by Mao’s plan to increase agricultural production by obliging peasants to
eat and live together like prisoners and/or slaves inMao’sPeople’s Communes during
the Great Leap Forward.48 “In recent months, there have even been indications that
the East Germans are toying with the idea of copying such radical Chinese devices
as the communes. The suddenness and brutality of the recent collectivisation drive
in the East Zone49 was attributed by some observers to the Chinese example. More

47 For details on that campaign followed by purges of thousands of intellectuals, students and
ordinary citizens see elsewhere in this book.
48 For details onEastGerman initial support for theGreat LeapForward and thePeople’sCommunes
see elsewhere in this book.
49 The term for East Germany that was widely used in German (in West Germany) was for many
years Ostzone (East Zone). A term that was to imply that the GDR was not to be recognized as a
legitimate and sovereign second German state.
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to the point perhaps is the recent drive in East Germany for the establishment of the
so-called Socialist House Communities,50 in which the families occupying a block
of tenements are grouped together by sharing cooking and eating facilities, even
bathrooms.51 Other practices that appear to have been copied from the precepts of
Mao Tse-tung are the workers’ meetings (Rote Treffs52) held after the day’s work
in factories, which are said to have been introduced by Mao Tse-tung as early as
1942, and the method of nationalising the remaining private business and industrial
undertakings by the government’s acquisition of shares”,Martin Esslinwrites (Esslin
1960, p. 87). As will be further discussed in detail below, when Ulbricht sounded
enthusiastic about the Chinese People’s Communes established during the Great
Leap Forward, East German farmers rebelled immediately and made it very clear
that the Chinese communes are a folly that they were not planning to copy and be
tortured with in East Germany. When Ulbricht was later asked about the communes
andwhether he considered the possibility of introducing them in theGDR, he claimed
that he never deemed them suitable for East German collectivized farming. Aswill be
shown below, the official record of what Ulbricht said about the Chinese communes,
however, says something else.

Walter Ulbricht’s support for Chinese domestic and foreign policies was not
entirely—or maybe not all—genuine or sustainable but rather a result of shared East
German—Chinese fears of regime change,MartinEsslin concludes. “There certainly
have been at times indications that Ulbricht and the Chinese leaders have been on
the same side in disputes on tactics and ideology, particularly since the emergence
of Khrushchev as undisputed leader of the Soviet Union. In the sphere of interna-
tional relations the reasons for this were clear enough: at times when Khrushchev
was working for a détente it was in the interests both of Peking and of Pankow to
keep the tensions high. If Communist China fears the consequences of a rapproche-
ment between the Soviet Union and the United States, Ulbricht has every reason to
dread the spectre (however remote it may be) of a settlement of the German problem
through free elections or any othermethodof self-determination” (Esslin 1960, p. 85).
As Esslin accurately concluded in 1960, the chances of free and democratic elec-
tions taking place in East Germany in the mid-1950s followed by regime change
had been indeed next to non-existent, but the East German political leadership under
Ulbricht (like the one under Erich Honecker after him) was paranoid enough to smell
conspiracy when Khrushchev in 1956 talked about Peaceful Co-Existence with the
West. Peaceful Co-Existence, together with De-Stalinization and later Détente were
from Mao’s perspective directed at damaging and containing China and therefore
East Berlin’s scepticism about Peaceful Co-Existencemust have been very welcome
in Beijing at the time. However, joint opposition toMoscow’s attempts to de-escalate
tensions with the West never led to any actual joint East German-Chinese policies
opposingwhat the SovietUnion pursued internationally (and ordered its socialist East

50 Sozialistische Hausgemeinschaften in German.
51 Such ‘Socialist House Communities’, however, were not—at least to the best of this author’s
knowledge—established in the GDR (while they existed in the Soviet Union).
52 Literally Red Meetings.
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European vassal states to endorse and follow). Agreeing on paper with each other
on how and why Détente and Peaceful Co-Existence with the West were allegedly
endangering global socialism is one thing, adopting and implementing joint policies
opposing both quite another as it turned out. A number of obstacles stood in the way,
among others priorities and autonomy, or the lack thereof. While Mao was in the
process of unleashing the disastrous Great Leap Forward campaign in China, East
Berlin under Ulbricht was far less free to adopt its foreign policies autonomously
than his political rhetoric and propaganda suggested. Furthermore, China was from
an East German perspective culturally and geographically too distant and the Soviet
Union’s influence on and authority over East German foreign policies was (far) too
strong and comprehensive for East Berlin to embark on adopting policies running
counter to Moscow’s policies and interests. Finally, even if East Berlin had been able
to adopt foreign policies not alignedwith those ofMoscow, it would—in view of East
Berlin’s near non-existent global reach and influence—not have mattered much—
or indeed not at all. In other words: what East Berlin thought and did in international
politics—if it had been allowed to do so independently—would arguably not have
interested many outside East German policymaking circles.

2.10 Flowers in Beijing and Pest Plants in East Berlin

InMay 1956,Mao gave a speech duringwhich he said: “Let a hundred flowers bloom,
let a hundred schools of thought contend.” The beginning of his Hundred Flowers
Campaign, which initially looked a semi-sincere invitation extended to the country’s
intellectuals to provide Beijing with constructive criticism. However, it turned into
a violent campaign against intellectuals, students and others who falsely believed
that Mao really wanted to hear their opinions on politics and governance in China.
What he was planning to do at the time was to invite intellectuals, artists, students,
etc., to put forward constructive criticism aimed at improving the governance of the
CCP. At the time Mao, parts of the literature suggest, believed that (constructive)
criticism brought forward by intellectuals and artists would improve and strengthen
socialism in China. As it turned out fairly quickly, however, what he meant with
‘constructive’ criticism was not the kind of criticism the country’s intellectuals had
in mind and voiced: calls for alternative forms of governance and regime change
in China. Mao, however, was initially optimistic that the intellectuals would opt for
improving as opposed to replacing Chinese-style socialism. The intellectuals and the
Chinese people, Mao concluded, will come to realize that socialism is superior over
all other forms of governance. These aspirations, however, did not become reality
and the campaign turned into a crusade against intellectuals, artists, students and
others, resulting in torture, imprisonment and executions when Chinese intellectuals
concluded that Chinese-style socialism is instead not superior over all other forms of
governance. In fact, the campaign to identify those who in any way disagreed with
what Mao had in mind in terms of governance turned out to be very comprehensive
and well-organized, which led (non-Chinese) scholars to suspect that Mao had never
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been sincere about asking intellectuals to provide the party with constructive criti-
cism, but instead had from the very beginning planned to use the campaign to identify
and ‘neutralize’ any kind of opposition among China’s intellectuals, writers, artists
and students. That probably also explains the fact that it took Chinese intellectuals,
writers and artists several months to come forward with their contributions and criti-
cism. There had been too many violent purges in China earlier in the 1950s, resulting
in punishment for any kind of dissent—real or trumped-up—for the intellectuals to
believe that Mao was in any way sincere when he invited them to criticize his way
of governing China (with an iron first, accompanied by purges and killings). Indeed,
Chinese intellectuals must have concluded that Mao’s invitation to criticize the party
was too good to be true—which in fact it was, as it turned out. Initially, theHundred
Flowers Campaign received some support from East German intellectuals and from
parts of the SED as the campaign was perceived as an opportunity to begin to write
and think more independently. In December 1956, Karl Schirdewan member of the
SED Politburo53 and later a victim of a purge ordered byWalter Ulbricht, praised the
HundredFlowersCampaign in an article inwhich he explained that the government’s
invitation to criticize the governance of the Communist Party meant “for research
work in literature, art and science… freedom to think independently, freedom of
debate, freedom of creation, freedom of criticism”. “Mao Tse-tung’s pronounce-
ment on ‘contradictions’ also led to a chorus of approval from the opposition in East
Germany where these contradictions between the rulers and the ruled are probably
more obvious than in any other member country of the Communist bloc”, Esslin
writes (Esslin 1960, p. 88). While what Schirdewan wrote sounded hopeful and
optimistic, reality turned out to be very different. Indeed, Mao’s Hundred Flowers
Campaign did not turn out to be what Chinese intellectuals and writers might have
hoped for. In fact, when they took up Mao’s offer to criticize the authorities and the
party, hundreds of thousands of themwere either imprisoned or publicly humiliated,
beaten and re-educated, obviously for their own ‘benefit’, as the party explained at
the time. In fact, given the scale and the ferocity with which the Chinese author-
ities publicly humiliated (in the infamous so-called self-criticism sessions, during
which the accused were obliged to admit their alleged crimes) and detained intel-
lectuals and writers, it can be concluded that Mao did not launch the campaign
to embrace constructive criticism but instead to identify and ‘neutralize’ those in
China who could threaten him and challenge his grip on power in China (Dreyer
2019, pp. 94–97). Consequently, in the summer of 1957 Mao put Deng Xiaoping in
charge of identifying and persecuting those whowere labelled as ‘rightists’, i.e. those
intellectuals and students, who took his invitation too literally to criticize the party
and its governance in China. Deng obeyed and identified half a million ‘rightists’—
students, intellectuals and other so-called ‘bad elements’—accused of wanting to

53 Karl Schirdewan, since 1953 a member of the SED Politburo, was dismissed from the Politburo
for—among others—support for German reunification. Already after Stalin’s death in 1953, Schird-
ewan urged theGDR leadership to critically assess Stalin’s policies and not dismissDe-Stalinization
in the Soviet Union as irrelevant and/or unnecessary. Walter Ulbricht, however, was not interested
in any of this and was the one who made sure that Schirdewan was kicked out of the Politburo in
1958.
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destroy the party. Physical punishment/torture, ‘self-confession sessions’ and forced
hard labour in the countryside followed. That was the same Deng Xiaoping who in
the late 1970s would take over power from Mao and whose role in and enthusiasm
for arresting and torturing intellectuals and students during the Hundred Flowers
Campaign are less well known (and less reported and written on) than his economic
and structural reforms of the late 1970s.

2.11 Not Happening in the GDR, Ulbricht Decides

Walter Ulbricht explained in an arguably very unconvincing and awkward-sounding
manner in January of 1957 why an East German version of Mao’s Hundred Flowers
Campaign (or anything similar to it) was not going to be replicated in the GDR.
A lengthy speech Ulbricht gave on the occasion of the 30th meeting of the SED
central committee on 30 January 1957 that was full of nonsensical statements and
explanations, which made it very clear that he and his like-minded colleagues in the
SED Politburo had a very peculiar perception of reality, to put it mildly (SAPMO-
BArch, ZPA IV 2/1/170). Indeed, the list of stupidities Ulbricht presented in that
speech is (very) long and amounts to painful reading for those who have undertaken
the effort to read it in German (like this author). The speech’s bottom line was that
Ulbricht needed a scapegoat to explain that encouraging citizens to give their opin-
ions on the governance of the SED is not in the offing, to say the least. Instead,
Ulbricht talked about counter-revolutionary54 movements in the GDR, identifying
the inner-SED so-called Harich Group as such a movement. This group was led by
WolfgangHarich, then editor-in-chief of the journalDeutsche Zeitschrift für Philoso-
phie.55 For his alleged ‘counter-revolutionary activities’, Harich was imprisoned in
1957 and released from prison in 1964. In Ulbricht’s view, the group endorsed the
ChineseHundred Flowers Campaign in order to conspire to abolish Stalinist policies
in the GDR. Furthermore, and here Ulbricht’s reasoning becomes outright absurd, he
warned that the aforementioned Principle of Peaceful Co-Existence (as propagated
by Khrushchev in the mid-1950s) is not applicable in the ‘field of ideology’ as he
put it56 (Möller 2005, pp. 49/50). What he (probably) meant was that ideologies in
socialist countries must not be allowed to co-exist peacefully, as there is only one

54 A counter-revolution had to be preceded by a revolution. However, there had not been one in the
GDR unless one chooses to refer to as ‘revolution’ the Soviet Union occupying East Germany and
installing Soviet-educated politicians like Walter Ulbricht to govern in East Germany on behalf of
the Soviet Union.
55 German Journal for Philosophy.
56 Between Stalin’s death in March 1953 up until the Great Leap Forward in 1958 Beijing sought
to diversify its foreign and foreign economic policies, in accordance with above all economic and
financial needs. The (temporary and short-lasting) application of the Principle of Peaceful Co-
Existence Chinese-style led among others to China’s participation in the Geneva Conference in
1954. Mao’s Great Leap Forward and its disastrous outcome, however, de facto put an end to
Mao’s interest in seeking engagement in international politics.
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‘correct’ application of Marxism-Leninism—obviously he meant the one practiced
in Moscow and followed by East Berlin. Then again he might have meant something
else and completely different, who knows. Either way, it just sounded too nonsen-
sical for there to be a academic obligation to undertake the effort to understand what
he might or might not have meant. What Mao and his Hundred Flowers Campaign
amounted to in his view was an invitation to challenge the aforementioned ‘correct’
version of Marxism-Leninism. Furthermore, like his Chinese comrades, Ulbricht
portrayed ‘civic ideology’ as the ideology that must not be allowed to be spread
in the GDR.57 Ulbricht in his speech further complicated things when he indicated
that he had something different in mind when he spoke of Peaceful Co-Existence:
he declared that Marxism–Leninism must not be allowed to peacefully co-exist with
what he called reactionary bourgeois tendencies and ideology (whatever thatmeant).
Ulbrichtwent on to explain the differencebetweenwhat hedescribed as the ‘situation’
in the GDR and the one China as regards the promotion of what he called ‘ideal-
istic thinking.’ He was referring to articles published in China in the wake of the
Hundred Flowers Campaign, which made Chinese intellectuals and writers falsely
believe that Mao had suddenly fallen in love with freedom of speech and expression.
Ulbricht had his very own solution to the problem of separating flowers that should
be allowed to ‘bloom’ (as Mao put it in May 1956) from ‘pest plants’ that in his view
needed to be eradicated. Following Ulbricht’s logic, the flowers in the GDR should
be allowed to bloom were those which promoted Marxism–Leninism Soviet Union-
style. ‘Pest plants’ on the other hand,Ulbrichtwarned,were ‘counter-revolutionaries’
like Harich. At the time, Ulbricht appointed Erich Honecker to investigate Harich
and the Harich Group.58 Ulbricht and Honecker declared of course to know what
the counter-revolutionaries’ alleged plan was. That plan, Ulbricht panicked, went far
beyond applying ideas of theHundred Flowers Campaign in the GDR. Following the
alleged ‘counter-revolutionary’ example of theHungarianPetofiCircle,59 he decided,
their plan was to let all flowers, including the pest plants cultivated by Harich and his
alleged fellow conspirators, ‘bloom.’ All of this, Ulbricht concluded all by himself,
is part of a conspiracy to join plans sponsored by NATO and West Germany to
topple the regime in East Berlin. That assessment was—we know the drill by now—
completely nonsensical and propaganda that sounded plausible in SEDpolicymaking
circles and there only. What exactly did Harich and his followers really want? Were
they planning to conspire with theWest and/orWest Germany to topple the regime or
was Ulbricht simply paranoid and afraid to be challenged by the group? The Harich

57 The term Ulbricht uses in German is bürgerliche Ideologie, which is probably closer to the term
bourgeois ideology in English.
58 In German Gruppe Harich whose members were arrested for being part of a ‘counter-
revolutionary group.’ On the same note, Ulbricht also accused the Social-Democratic Party in
the GDR—together with the Harich Group—of conspiring against the GDR. But he did not stop
there. Harich was also accused of collaborating with what Ulbricht called the ‘Konrad Adenauer
Group’ in West Germany to topple the government in East Berlin. As it turned out, trumped-up
charges with no basis in reality.
59 A group of young Hungarian intellectuals, who laid the intellectual foundations of theHungarian
Uprising.
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Group’s programme suggests it was the latter. What Harich wanted was in essence
to complement Marxist–Leninist theory. Complementing it with the thoughts and
ideas of Rosa Luxemburg and what Harich called ‘social-democratic thinkers and
theorists.’ Furthermore, Harich, and this is where the Chinese Hundred Flowers
Campaign comes back into the equation, urged the GDR leadership to embrace the
discussion on Marxist–Leninist theory that was taking place in China (SBZ-Archiv
1957). This is arguably very different from or indeed the exact opposite of what
Ulbricht accused Harich of. That of course did not matter to Ulbricht and he did
what a ‘good’ dictator would do in such cases: not bother about unfounded accu-
sations, and put Harich into jail all the same (where he would remain for seven
years).

Beijing on the other hand, at least initially and at least so it seemed, wanted to let
‘poisonous grass/plants’ too allow to grow. “We let the poisonous grass and plants
grow, as we cannot deny that they exist. In our socialist system, there are Marxists
and Non-Marxists. Those two categories will continue to exist in communist soci-
eties. The ideological fight between those two categories is a long-term struggle. If
one wants to fight that fight, work of persuasion must be conducted”, Chinese party
officials and policymakers explained on Mao’s behalf during a meeting with East
German officials in February 1957 in Beijing (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA NL 182/1218).
Eventually, however, it did not make much of a difference as Mao decided not to
allow alleged good flowers and alleged pest plant to co-exist when he—as soon as
he felt threatened by what Chinese intellectuals suggesting in terms of governance in
China—launched the so-called aforementionedAnti-Rightist Campaign, i.e. a violent
campaign to purge dissenting intellectuals. East Berlin remained obsessed with the
question of whether Beijing thought the ideas of the Hundred Flowers Campaign
would be applicable in other socialist countries too. In fact, GDR authorities seem-
ingly sought to speak to as many Chinese counterparts as possible on that campaign,
including to those who were neither particularly interested nor prepared to talk about
the topic. A meeting between the director of the department of literature and art of
the propaganda department of China’s CCP and a number of East German officials in
March 1957 e.g. started with the Chinese interlocutor asking his East German coun-
terparts what they wanted to discuss—according to the accounts of the conversation,
he did not have the time to prepare himself for the meeting and was unaware of what
would be on the agenda of that meeting (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA NL 182/1218). The
East German officials had an idea and suggested to talk about the Hundred Flowers
Campaign and its consequences and lessons for China. In the course of the conver-
sation, the Chinese interlocutor Lin Mo-han essentially sought to reassure his East
German counterparts that China does not think that allowing intellectuals to express
criticism or discuss the above-mentioned (undefined) ‘ideological co-existence’ is
also and necessarily to be encouraged in East Germany. East German conditions,
Lin Mo-han maintained, are different from the ones in China, concluding that the
“situation in the GDR requires special measures.” Walter Ulbricht—if he had been
present—could probably not have agreed more. The kind of ‘special measures’ Lin
recommended East Berlin to adopt were most probably the same ‘measures’ his own
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government adopted when Mao gave the order to put an end to theHundred Flowers
Campaign.

2.12 Reassuring East Berlin

A GDR delegation led by Prime Minister Otto Grotewohl visited China from 22 to
29 January 1959. A visit, during which Mao explained to his East German visitors
that those Chinese intellectuals who in 1956 took upMao’s offer to criticize the party
during the Hundred Flowers Campaign had all been ‘neutralized.’ 100,000 counter-
revolutionary and rightist elements, Mao was happy to report, were expelled from
the party. This, he claimed, had strengthened socialism in China and had neutral-
ized the ‘hostile elements’ among the large majority of the Chinese people, who
endorse socialismChinese-style, Mao added. All of this, Mao concluded on the same
occasion, provided the ideological basis for the increased industrial and agricultural
production achieved under the Great Leap Forward in 1958 (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA
NL 182/1219). The way Mao talked about the Hundred Flowers Campaign during
that meeting—and on other various occasions too—such as referring to the intellec-
tuals and writers as ‘counter-revolutionaries’ and ‘elements hostile to Chinese-style
socialism’—has led non-Chinese scholars60 to suggest that his Hundred Flowers
Campaign was never meant to be a sincere offer to intellectuals to criticize the party
but instead was—as mentioned above—a deliberate strategy to identify and punish
those inChinawhoopposedhis ideas of governance.Mao confirmed that suspicion by
cheering during the meeting that China had in 1957 and during theHundred Flowers
Campaign experienced ‘thousands of little Hungaries.’ All of this, Mao indicated,
was well prepared: “We allowed them61 to voice their anti-party and anti-people
rhetoric. In China, there are 34 universities and at all of those universities such kind
of criticism was articulated in a determined fashion. In some of those universities,
they were even a majority. They charged themselves with the task of replacing the
Communist Party, and in some cases, they were successful. After that the party initi-
ated a victorious counterattack. That lasted between two and three months.” Mao
then went on to explain that Peking University in particular was what he called a
‘little Hungary’ and that it was necessary to ‘cure’ and ‘heal’ universities that were
in his view ‘infected’ with the ‘rightist virus.’ Mao went on to say that despite
having successfully eliminated thousands of ‘rightist elements’, China still needed
thewhat he called ‘bourgeois intelligence’ like professors, doctors, artists andwriters

60 Frank Dikötter, e.g., provides ample evidence in his bookMao’s Great Famine and The Tragedy
of Liberation: AHistory of the Chinese Revolution 1945–1957 thatMaowas at no point prepared for
and open to anything resembling criticism, neither from fellow partymembers nor from economists,
intellectuals, etc. In fact, the opposite was the case from the beginning until the end of Mao’s reign
in China: those who sought to challenge him were either purged, arrested or killed or—if they were
‘lucky’—(like Deng Xiaoping) only purged, fired and sent to the countryside (like it happened to
him during the Cultural Revolution).
61 With ‘them’ he meant the intellectuals who were invited to articulate and publish criticism.
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in order to use them for the ‘socialist cause’, as he put it. It is not known—at least not to
this author—until what extent what Mao said on still ‘needing’ intellectuals in China
led to relief among the country’s intellectuals (because they were still ‘needed’).
However, given Mao’s unpredictability and habit of randomly putting blame and
accusing party officials, entrepreneurs and ordinary Chinese citizens of all sorts of
things, be it ‘capitalism’, ‘revisionism’, ‘conspiracy’ or all of that together, it can
be assumed that any such ‘relief’ among Chinese intellectuals and others who were
temporarily ‘needed’ must probably have been very short-lived. The meeting then
turned to international politics—or better what they defined as such—and both Mao
and Grotewohl agreed that the Western imperialists did not know what to do about
Taiwan or the divided Berlin and the German Question.62 All of which would turn
out to be inaccurate. Speaking of inaccuracy. NATO, Grotewohl and Mao further-
more decided and announced at the time, is about to collapse. Reality, of course,
was distinctively different. NATO was all but collapsing, and the Western ‘imperi-
alists’ had fairly or indeed very clear ideas about how to defend West Germany and
Taiwan. While West Germany became a NATO member in 1955, the same year the
US Congress adopted the so-called Formosa63 Resolution, which equipped then US
President Eisenhower with the authority to defend Taiwan and its offshore islands in
the case of a Chinese attack.64 Washington was prepared to defend Taiwan militarily,
which however did not keep Mao from bombarding the Taiwanese offshore islands
Jinmen and Mazu in 1958.65 Indeed, US President Eisenhower was determined to
defend Taiwan and when Beijing started bombarding the islands in 1958, he decided
to supply Taiwanese military troops on Jinmen and Mazu with military equipment.
That brought Chinese bombardments to an end.After that, Beijing andTaiwan agreed
to bomb each other’s garrisons on alternate days in order to avoid further escalation
of the conflict. Chinese pragmatism, exercised in both parts of China. True story and
one of the cynical ironies of global Cold War history.

As a result of the January 1959 visit to Beijing, East Berlin and Beijing adopted a
joint declaration,which confirmedbilateral cooperation to jointly fightWestern impe-
rialism and the West’s alleged colonial and aggressive policies. Both East Berlin and
Beijing therefore emphasised the need for East Berlin to adopt a peace treaty with
West Germany to keep Bonn from joining NATO’s policy of threatening the socialist
world with nuclear war, as it was apparently feared in East Berlin (as implausible as
it sounded, even by GDR propaganda standards). Beijing for its part endorsed East
Berlin’s (non-starter) proposal to create a united German federal state and ‘demilita-
rize’ Berlin, i.e. force Western military out of West Berlin while Soviet troops would
continue to be stationed in East Berlin. Furthermore, the East German delegation

62 Both the Berlin Question and German Question will be discussed elsewhere in this book.
63 The name Taiwan was given by Portuguese sailors in 1542—Ilha Formosa meaning beautiful
island.
64 Meant were the islands of Quemoy, two miles from the Mainland Chinese city of Xiamen, and
Mazu, 10miles from theChinese city of Fuzhou. Both are located roughly 100mileswest of Taiwan.
65 After having bombarded the islands already in 1954.
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gave itself impressed about the alleged progress of China’s industrial and agricul-
tural production achieved under the Great Leap Forward. The People’s Communes,
the Grotewohl-led delegation decided, were the basis for the impressive increase in
industrial and agricultural production in China. A completely unrealistic assessment,
as we will see in the next chapter. In sum, East Berlin made all the right noises in
China when it confirmed to support opposition against the US ‘Two Chinas’ policy
and the alleged US conspiracy to permanently pursue the alleged ‘unlawful occu-
pation’ of Taiwan. Finally, Beijing and East Berlin agreed to open an East German
consulate in Shanghai and to adopt a trade treaty on goods transported on ships.
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Chapter 3
East Berlin and the Great Leap Forward
(1958–1962)

Abstract This chapter examines the GDR’s perception and interpretation of Mao’s
Great Leap Forward. Probably the most disastrous and ill-fatedman-made economic
and campaign in reported human history. That however, as it turned out, did not
keep the regime in East Berlin from initially liking everything about it, including
Mao’s infamous People’s Communes which disowned and dehumanized millions of
Chinese peasants and their families in the late 1950s and early 1960s. East Berlin
and its mouthpiece state-controlled newspapers, including their correspondents on
the ground in China, believed and repeated Chinese propaganda on the leap’s alleged
results and fantastic in parrot-fashion when it in reality resulted in a nationwide
famine, 40million casualties, violence and the near-collapse of theChinese economy.
The leap’s disaster was there for all to see from the very beginning. ‘All’ as in minus
the SED Politburo in East Berlin, as it turned out.

When Mao’s Great Leap Forward was in full and disastrous swing at the end of
1959 and Moscow withdrew all of its scientists from China in early 1960, parts of
the literature suggest that Walter Ulbricht—due to an alleged ideological closeness
to Mao—warned that Moscow overreacted withdrawing all of its scientists from
China indefinitely (Ray 1963). To be sure, the kind of ‘ideological closeness’ at the
time, which had Mao and Ulbricht agreeing that obliging peasants to live and work
likes slaves in communes is the way towards ‘real’ socialism and the ‘freeing’ of
China’s productive forces. Ulbricht was initially enthusiastic about the Great Leap
Forward and the People’s Communes. In fact, as we will see below, Ulbricht even
flirted with the (insane) idea of introducing Chinese-style People’s Communes in the
GDR. However, Ulbricht’s concerns lay much closer to home, Nicole Stuber-Berries
concludes. Ulbricht and the SED leadership, she writes, perceived the Sino-Soviet
Split as an existential threat (Stuber-Berries 2004, pp. 330–336). An existential threat
aggravated by a lack of unity among socialist countries, which from East Berlin’s
perspective threatened the legitimacy of theGDR as a sovereign secondGerman state
(although East Berlin would of course never admit to that in public). Although there
is no direct and obvious connection between the two issues, East Berlin worried that
waning unity and consensus among socialist/communist countries could get other
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socialist countries (‘other’ as in those who might side with China) to question the
legitimacy of GDR statehood. Therefore, the Sino-Soviet Split was in the GDR and
among GDR diplomats stationed abroad like, e.g. Ingrid Muth referred to a disaster
for what she calls the socialist world system (Muth cited in Krüger 2004). Certainly,
what Muth and other East German diplomats really meant was a disaster for above
all the GDR, which was—as mentioned above—struggling with recognition as a
sovereign and independent state (as opposed to merely a Soviet vassal state occu-
pied by 500,000 Red Army soldiers). In reality, there never really existed a socialist
world system, which had adopted Soviet-style socialism/communism out of convic-
tion. Take European socialist/communist countries, onto which Soviet Union-style
socialism was imposed with force on more than one occasion—Budapest in 1956
and Prague in 1968, to name just a few examples of how Moscow would not allow
fellow socialist countries to challenge and - God forbid - leave the Soviet-controlled
community of socialist countries. Soviet Union propaganda of course was trying to
make believe over decades that the world’s socialist countries voluntarily and indeed
enthusiastically adopted socialist governance systems under Soviet supervision and
dominance. They did not and Moscow certainly did not ask East Berlin’s workers in
1953, or the people in Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968 either whether
they shared such ‘enthusiasm.’ The Sino-Soviet Split not only harmed the solidarity
among socialist countries, Ingrid Muth maintains, but also obliged the GDR at times
to act against its own foreign policy interests. That sounded very awkward and indeed
nonsensical against the background that the real ‘disaster’ of the time (and until the
fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War) was daily life and oppression
for ordinary citizens in socialist countries like the one Muth was representing. In
fact, one could be excused for concluding that the only thing that is ‘disastrous’ is
Ingrid Muth still repeating lame old Soviet propaganda in interviews published in
2004. Lame old propaganda suggesting that the people in Eastern European countries
and the GDR felt in good hands and protected by the Soviet Union and the occupying
Red Army forces, if you will. Indeed, the lack of ability by many former East German
officials and diplomats to acknowledge the fact that the domestic and economic poli-
cies pursued by socialist countries created societies deprived of anything resembling
material well-being and subject to oppression continues to surprise after so many
years after the GDR’s collapse. Years, during which former East German officials
hadmore than enough time to inform themselves on and acknowledge—put bluntly—
what kind of country the GDR really was from 1949 to 1989. Maybe a consequence
of toomany years of endless indoctrination have had the kind of side effect that cannot
even be cured by knowledge and efforts to get history and historical facts straight.
Who knows. Therefore, while the accounts of former East German diplomats and/or
politicians on East German domestic and/or foreign policies are of interest and rele-
vance for the purpose of this book, they also need to be taken with a (large) pinch of
salt as they are accounts by officials who were (very much) part of and on top of the
GDR system over years and indeed decades. The historian Gerhard Wettig is spot on
when he writes in a review of the aforementioned Joachim Krüger book that “even
though all involved (former diplomats) make an effort to critically elaborate what



3 East Berlin and the Great Leap Forward (1958–1962) 57

was done and what happened, what came out is obviously a subjective assessment
characterized by protagonism and exculpations.”1 (Wettig 2004).

Wettig furthermore points out that the sources the East German former diplomats
use in that book are of dubious quality—not least as they largely cite and refer to
their own propaganda formulated at the time. Indeed and while the book is useful
as a source of information on what East Berlin was pursuing in terms of policies
towards China, it cannot be considered an objective and/or critical analysis of GDR
policies towards China.

Before examining East Berlin’s position and interpretation of Mao’s Great Leap
Forward and its judgement and evaluation of the so-called People’s Communes,
which in 1956 preceded the beginning of the leap in 1958, it is necessary to explain
what the leapwas andwhat it led to. TheGreat LeapForward (1958–1962) goes down
as probably the most disastrous man-made and ill-fated economic policy campaign
in human history. The records and the empirical evidence—above all provided by
the aforementioned Frank Dikötter—show that up to 40 million Chinese citizens lost
their lives because of Mao’s ill-fated plan to increase China’s production of steel
and agricultural products through radical and all-comprehensive collectivization.
The point of departure for the leap was Mao’s idea that China should ‘walk on two
legs’: simultaneously developing the country’s heavy and agricultural industries, a
copy of what the Soviet Union under Stalin did in the 1930s. While that policy
and strategy produced (some) positive results in the Soviet Union, it did not in
China, to say the very least. In fact, at the end of the leap, China’s economy had
all but completely collapsed. China’s steelmaking efforts turned into a complete
failure and agricultural collectivization produced a gigantic and nationwide famine.
The beginning of the Great Leap Forward dates back to the winter of 1957/1958,
when Mao launched massive and almost from the very start entirely unsuccessful
and indeed disastrous water-conservancy projects. At the time, tens of millions of
Chinese peasants were forced to work day and night on water-conservancy projects
which were doomed from the start. Water irrigation projects to provide as many
regions and villages as possible with sufficient water for agriculture were—at least
as far asMao saw it—the key to success, i.e. the key to increasingChina’s agricultural
production. Tens of millions of peasants were recruited for the irrigation projects,
by October 1957 more than 30 million. Between 1957 and 1959, hundreds of dams
and water reservoirs were built (or attempted to be built) all over China. Peasants
were forced to participate in water-conservancy projects until the very early 1960s
and hundreds of thousands of workers died of exhaustion and hunger. Furthermore,
the large majority of the irrigation projects simply did not work and were simply

1 The book contains accounts of former East German diplomats who represented an oppressive state
and system. Consequently, their assessments and accounts of GDR foreign policy are to be read
against that background, i.e. against the background that they still defend the state they were repre-
senting internationally. Accounts of former officials who refuse to acknowledge historical facts and
the fact that they were part of an oppressive dictatorship. The historian GerhardWettig explains that
convincingly in a book review of 2004. Wettig calls the book and the diplomats’ accounts histori-
cally interesting and relevant, but urges the readers to take into account that the diplomats’ ‘analysis’
and opinions are anything but neutral and objective.



58 3 East Berlin and the Great Leap Forward (1958–1962)

abandoned when it became (very quickly) clear that they would never function.
Steel production, however, was Mao’s real obsession and from the very beginning
he grossly overestimated the country’s ability to produce quality steel on a large
scale. As it turned out, Chinese steel production targets were always and completely
unrealistic and the steel produced in Chinese backyards was of very low quality (as
it turned out, less than one-third of the produced steel could be referred to as ‘steel’
in the first place). An economic/industrial disaster from the very beginning but local
Chinese party officials—out of the fear of being punished—pretended that Mao’s
steel production targets could be and were met—in turn leading to false reporting
on a large scale with deadly consequences over the years. China’s steel production
in 1957 amounted to 5.3 million tons and Mao announced that in 1960 it would
be double that amount. He seemed to have believed that China would be able to
increase steel production to 10 million tons and did not bother to check whether
this was in any way possible. And it got worse. By 1962, Mao declared, China would
produce 100 million tons of steels and a few years later 150 million, thereby not
only overtaking Great Britain but also the USA in terms of steel production volume.
So far the theory, but the on-the-ground practice and reality could not have been
any different. Chinese backyard furnaces were clearly not up for the job to produce
anything resembling quality steel and the majority of them did often not produce any
steel at all. However, Chinese party officials boasted that 40 million steelworkers
were operating more than half a million small and very primitive furnaces. With the
pressure to reach unreachable production goals came the punishment and the violence
against workers and their families. Already in late 1958 it emerged that not even
one-third of the steel produced by backyard furnaces was in any way useable. The
famine and the starvation became even more dramatic when ever more farmers were
ordered to leave the fields and join steelmakingwork instead. InYunnan province, the
number of industrial workers increased from roughly 125,000 to 770,000 in 1957—
workers who were no longer able to cultivate their fields to feed themselves and their
families. When Mao and the political leadership could no longer ignore the grain
shortage and the widespread famine, he did in mid-1959 what he always did when
under pressure: putting the blame onto others for the problems hewas responsible for,
initially and mostly onto local party officials for their false reporting of production
quota. He then claimed that nobody contradicted him when he set high grain and
steel production quota and then also claimed that the People’s Communes had not
been his idea either. Among others, Mao explained himself by saying that in the late
1950s he was busy with foreign policy, including the bombing of Taiwanese offshore
islands. Seriously. In July 1959 Mao convened a party leaders’ meeting in Lushan
to discuss the Great Leap Forward and had to find out that senior party leaders like
Peng Dehuai2 were turning against him by blaming him directly for the Great Leap
Forward disaster. Peng pointed out correctly that it was Mao and Mao alone who
set the unrealistic steel production targets and is therefore directly responsible for
the disastrous outcome. In a letter he sent to Mao during the Lushan meeting Peng
Dehuai challenged Mao further by saying that bombing Taiwanese offshore islands

2 Who commanded the PLA troops during the Korean War from 1950 to 1953.
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and waging war in Tibet was certainly easier than managing China’s ailing economy.
Mao reacted by organizing a campaign of senior party officials against Peng while
Deng Xiaoping too turned against Mao by saying what other party leaders did not
dare to say: the man-made disaster Great Leap Forward took place on Mao’s watch
andwas his (bad) idea, including thePeople’s Communes. FromMarch 1959 onwards
Mao clearly understood that the food shortages bad become dramatic and that there
was widespread starvation all over China. Initially, Mao reacted by ordering local
party officials to reduce the grain production targets and pretended that he did not set
the unrealistic targets in the first place. The blame game was in full swing and Mao
took the initiative (and eventually cameout on top). Inmid-1959,Mao identified other
scapegoatswho should beblamed for the disaster: ‘rightists’ and an ‘anti-party clique’
who allegedly took advantage of the chaos to advance their ‘cause’ (what their alleged
coursewas, of course,Mao never explained).He then linked the same ‘rightists’ to the
‘revisionists’ in the Soviet Union and in particular suspected that the aforementioned
Peng Dehuai was directly conspiring with Moscow against Mao and the CCP. The
‘anti-rightist campaign’ that followed was massive and brutal targeting hundreds of
thousands of party officials and their families. Worse, Mao stubbornly refused to
learn from mistakes and the Great Leap Forward was not terminated but instead
continued, despite the widespread starvation, which from there on was referred to
as ‘collateral damage’ and a necessary sacrifice on the way to ‘true’ communism.
The first and most high-profile victim of punishment in the wake of the ‘anti-rightist’
campaign was aforementioned Defence Minister Peng Dehuai, who was replaced
by Lin Biao as the PLA’s commander-in-chief. Party members and officials all over
the country—either on the local or central levels—who had voiced doubts about the
success of theGreat Leap Forward were purged. In total, more than 3.5 million party
members met that fate. In sum, the aforementioned Lushan party meeting stood, as
Michael Dillon points out, for the polarization of Chinese politics and the end the
political consensus of the Yan’an period: "The political consensus of the Yan’an
period leadership was by now disintegrating and the conflict at Lushan was a dress
rehearsal for the final rift which would occur in the Cultural Revolution" (Dillon
2017, p. 318). Indeed, from then onwards it was Mao and his Defence Minister
Lin Biao in one and Deng Xiaoping with Liu Shaoqi in the other corner. Mao and
Lin Biao were going ‘fully radical’, determined to repeat the mistakes of the Great
Leap Forward while Deng and Liu wanted the collectivization to be stopped. As it
turned out, Mao and Lin Biao had the upper hand and Great Leap Forward-style
agricultural collectivization continued—which led Michael Dillon to conclude that
the leap continued until 1965 (whereas the literature usually dates the leap from 1958
to 1962).

In November 1960, Chinese farmers were—in essence in order to seek to contain
the ongoing famine as much as possible—again allowed to cultivate private plots
of land and sell some of their products on markets. Very slowly, China approached
the end of the beginning of the worst part of the famine. In May 1961, also Chinese
President Liu Shaoqi became very explicit about the causes and responsibilities of the
disaster. Not the weather, the floods or any other natural causes were to blame for the
famine and starvation, Liu concluded. Not even Mao dared to attack him at the time
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as the level of starvationmade it clear for everyone to see that Liu’s assessments were
accurate. Other party leaders like Li Fuchun came forward putting the blame on the
party and the mistakes made by the party but unlike Liu Shaoqi nobody else had the
courage to publicly lay the blame where it belonged: onto Mao. Mao quite literally
got away with murder, yet again. Liu would later pay for his decision to challenge
Mao. Mao took revenge, and had him—with the help of Zhou Enlai—thrown into
prison. Where he would be tortured and die.

3.1 The People’s Communes

The People’s Communes accompanied the Great Leap Forward. In a nutshell, the
People’s Communes obliged peasants to leave privacy, intimacy and indeed anything
resembling a ‘normal’ and dignified life behind to work day and night in the fields,
while at the same time seeking to produce steel using furnaces that were never going
to spit out anything resembling high-quality steel. It was that simple and that tragic.
Inmid-1956,Maowas given a report on the experiment ofmergingmany small farms
into one very big agricultural cooperative in the province of Henan. He immediately
decided to introduce the so-called Henan Model of agricultural collectivization all
over the country. In late 1957/early 1958 then the first People’s Communes were
introduced in Henan and Hebei provinces as part of a radical agricultural collec-
tivization campaign. To be sure, collective farming existed earlier in China—it was
first practiced during the massive Chinese water-conservancy campaigns that were
initiated in 1957. After the start of the water-conservancy campaign, more than
9,000 households were merged into one very big administrative unit. The People’s
Communes in the province of Hebei can be traced back to Xushui county. The CCP
local party official Zhang Guozhong in charge organized the irrigation project as a
military campaign. He recruited3 100,000 workers and divided them along the lines
of military units like battalions and platoons. Those workers no longer lived in their
villages but detached from them in camps and barracks. Collective farming was de
factomilitarized andMaowas enthusiastic. The experiment’s alleged successmade it
to the central government and farmers were from now on referred to as ‘militia’ while
Mao praised the People’s Communes and the idea of living, sleeping and cooking
together as a key to the leap’s success. By the end of the year 1958, the Chinese
countryside was completely collectivized with roughly 26,000 People’s Communes
in place. Mao claimed that the communes stood for a step towards ‘real’ communism
and Liu Shaoqi at the time was charged with the task of visiting communes all over
China, announcing the alleged ‘arrival’ of communism. That all sounded absurd,
but it constituted Mao’s vision of what needed to be done to promote the country’s
Great Leap Forward. Life for the peasants and workers on the ground, however,
turned to be very harsh and miserable from the very beginning. Life was ordered to
be organized along military lines and the terms and rhetoric accompanying indeed

3 ‘Recruit’ in the sense that the workers had no choice but to be recruited by the party official.
Forced recruitment, period.
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gave the impression that Chinese collectivized farmers were at war: terms like ‘front
lines’, ‘battalions’, ‘soldiers’, etc. were used to describe what the farmers would
from now on be doing day and night. Mao was back in his element—he knew next to
nothing about the economy and economics but a lot about warfare, he thought. The
peasants in turn not only worked on the fields but were also obliged to participate in
additional military training while food and sleep became scarce. Those who were not
able to master the work assigned to them were punished by beatings and deprived of
their pay. In fact, individual wages were later as good as completely abolished in the
communes as salaries were distributed to work teams and from there on distributed
to the individual workers. A point system was introduced assessing the workers’
performance, which de facto meant that many workers were often not paid at all.
When the workers and their families were beginning to starve, they slaughtered live-
stock, including dogs and cats.As everythingwas collectivized, therewaswidespread
fear of the loss of personal belongings and property, together with a dramatic turn
towards ‘dehumanizing’ human beings. Private houses were collectivized too and
a lot of houses were torn down and not replaced by new ones. That meant a lot of
people ended up sleeping in stalls and/or with pigs. Hunger and famine broke out,
Frank Dikötter writes, even before the establishment of the People’s Communes. In
fact, food shortages already occurred when peasants were forced to work on the
many irrigation projects in 1957. By April 1958 food shortages occurred all over
China. In Shandong close to 700,000 people were starving, in Anhui more than one
million. The food supply situation deteriorated very quickly and in Guangdong some
villagers sold their children for food and were among others forced to eat tree bark.
Peasants and villagers did not only starve but were also beaten to death when produc-
tion quota were not fulfilled or when the work for the above-mentioned irrigation
projects did not produce the results ordered by the party. The use of violence against
farmers and workers became commonplace and together with the starving the Great
Leap Forward quickly turned into one of humankind’s worst man-made catastrophe.
When high-ranking party officials like Zhou Enlai toured the provinces, he was
approached by local officials who had to confess that the earlier-announced grain
production quota were not reached and—because they were completely unrealistic
to start with—never would be. The extent of the humanitarian catastrophe was first
made public in October 1958 in a report sent to the central government in Beijing.
Mao decided to dismiss the report as irrelevant and instead praised those provinces
and countries, which produced the amount of grain foreseen by the production plans.
However, many (if not all) of the data was inflated, meaning that the shortage of food
and the starvation at the end of 1958was farmorewidespread than officially reported.
For Mao, Frank Dikötter, writes, theGreat Leap Forward was nonetheless necessary
and a military campaign, during which in his view some battles are inevitably lost
resulting in casualties and aforementioned ‘collateral damage’ (Dikötter 2010, p. 70).
Things became even worse in the countryside in 1959 when several big cities, among
them Beijing and Shanghai, alarmed the authorities that they do not get enough grain
to feed their urban populations. Mao responded by ordering the province and county
leaders to send even more grain to the cities, in turn further aggravating the starving
in the countryside. But that was not all. During the leap Beijing decided to export
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large amounts of grain, which meant that even less of the available grain remained
on the Chinese market.

3.2 Great Idea, East Berlin Cheers

WhenMao unleashed theGreat Leap Forward in 1958,Walter Ulbricht and the SED
were enthusiastic and—as will be shown below—ordered the country’s mouthpiece
newspapers to put themselves to the frontline of the leap’s cheerleaders and present
as it as a campaign, which would trigger and sustain a sustainable Chinese economic
boom. Indeed, throughout 1958 and 1959 East German newspapers and East German
officials took completely false and unrealistic agricultural and industrial production
quota at face value, repeating in parrot-fashion that China will produce more steel
than Great Britain, the USA and Japan in no time.

Although reality was decisively different, the German scholar Beda Erlinghagen
maintains that Walter Ulbricht and the SED considered the Great Leap Forward
a failed project as soon as it began to be accompanied by what Erlinghagen calls
‘economic difficulties.’ This, he argues, was only normal and understandable from
the point of view of the SED—which he maintains changed its assessments on the
leap as soon as it received information and data, which pointed to its negative conse-
quences (Erlinghagen 2007, p. 142, also Fabritzeck 1972). Apart from the fact that
this is not accurate, calling the SED’s reaction’s behaviour ‘understandable’ sounds
cynical against the background of what the Great Leap Forward led to and what
was already visible in terms of the leap’s catastrophic outcome in late 1959. For
starters, policymakers and political leaders in their right minds would not have been
(like Ulbricht) at any time enthusiastic about the basic ideas and concepts of the
Great Leap Forward (and the introduction of People’s Communes accompanying
the leap), and Erlinghagen claiming that Ulbricht and the SED did ‘in time’ under-
stand that Mao’s campaign leads to ‘economic difficulties’ does not correspond with
reality. Erlinghagen’s arguably very peculiar interpretation of what the leap stood
for, however, did not stop there. He argues that East Berlin decided to criticize the
Great Leap Forward when it realized that it would stand for China taking a path
of socialism which is no longer compatible with its own and ‘correct’ version of
socialism (‘correct’ as defined by Moscow obviously). An inaccurate conclusion as
it is not in anyway comprehensible and plausiblewhat theGreat LeapForward had to
do with a different or indeed any form of socialism. Again: it was a radical campaign
to collectivize agricultural production and turn Chinese peasants into steelworkers
without equipping them with the necessary skills and instruments. Not a trace of
socialism and/or Marxist-Leninism to be found in what the leap was and resulted in.
Obviously it is too late to ask Karl Marx or Friedrich Engels today for their opinions,
but it is probably fair to conclude that they would not have agreed that collectivizing
agricultural and industrial productionwhile setting completely unrealistic production
targets and de facto locking up millions of citizens in People’s Communes are part
of the kind of socialism or communism they envisioned. Indeed, certainly not the
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kind of socialism and/or communism Marx and Engels had in mind to protect ordi-
nary workers from supposedly ‘greedy capitalists.’4 In other words: identifying a
connection between China’s failed agricultural and industrial policy strategies and
the country’s choice as regards the quality and/or ‘version’ of Marxism–Leninism
it is applying and practicing in China is quite simply far-fetched, to say the very
least. Put differently, Erlinghagen seems to identify an ideological dimension of a
failed campaign where in reality there was none, unless one bases one’s conclu-
sion on SED propaganda (as Erlinghagen seems to have done). Finally, Erlinghagen
suggesting that Ulbricht was prepared to admit that the leap was a failure as soon
as data and information confirmed that, is simply not accurate either. In reality, the
leap’s disastrous and deadly consequences were there for all to see already at the
end of 1959, at a time when Ulbricht and his Politburo colleagues were still cheering
for the campaign and flirting with the idea of introducing People’s Communes in
the GDR. East Berlin furthermore politicized the leap and in commemoration of the
10th anniversary of the foundation of the PRC in October 1959 East Berlin cheered
its alleged significance for the alleged victory of socialism over capitalism (Neues
Deutschland 22 September 1959d). Either East Berlin’s representatives in Beijing
did really not understand the economic and social realities and consequences of
the Great Leap Forward or they choose—motivated by ill-fated come-what-may-
solidarity with its communist comrades in Beijing—to ignore the consequences of
Mao’s campaign of turning (starving and unskilled) peasants into steelworkers. At
the end of the year 1959 the East German embassy in Beijing realized that the
Great Leap Forward was a near certain path towards economic and social disaster,
but East Berlin, Erlinghagen writes, was still hoping that Mao could learn from
the disaster, and adjust the country’s agricultural and industrial policies5 (Erling-
hagen 2007, p. 143). Files from the SED Politburo from 1961 expressed (cautious)
optimism that China would, e.g. reconsider the existence and functioning of the
People’s Communes. Using analysis from the East German embassy in Beijing, the
SED Politburo concluded in cryptic German that ‘the foreseen changes in China
would bring the country more in line with the internal development of socialist
countries.’ The same SED document furthermore concluded—without providing
any evidence6—that the above-mentioned changes could have positive effects for

4 While Erlinghagen demonstrates in the aforementioned article from 2007 that he undertook the
effort to read and analyse numerous relevant sources, his assessments and conclusions on the SED
leadership’s ability to understand the consequences and repercussions of the Great Leap Forward
are inaccurate. East German newspaper reporting on the leap remained positive when the negative
repercussions of the campaign were there for all to see (for all, minus East German Beijing-based
correspondents, it seemed). Erlinghagen fails to acknowledge that.
5 Erlinghagen somehow gives the reader the impression that the SED and the embassy in East
Berlin were acting intelligently, seeking to present the facts and developments of the Great Leap
Forward while at the same time seeking to avoid a complete rupture with Beijing. The realities
and consequences of the Great Leap Forward with its up to 40 million casualties, however, do
not suggest that the SED and its representatives in Beijing acted intelligently but instead careless
and cynical when—most probably against better knowledge—they spoke about ‘difficulties’ and
‘supply shortfalls’ as a result of the Great Leap Forward.
6 As there was really and realistically no evidence to provide.
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the Chinese society as a whole. Such changes, the SED claimed, could be accom-
panied or lead to what the document calls Leistungsprinzip (merit principle or
achievement principle) in Chinese economic activity (SAPMO-BArch, DY/30/J).

What is meant was the so-called Sozialistisches Leistungsprinzip (Socialist Merit
Principle7) practiced in the GDR and the Soviet Union, the propaganda in both
countries suggested. Obviously the kind of merit that had nothing do with—God
forbid—the merit principle in capitalist countries, both East Berlin and Moscow
insisted. However, hoping that the end of the Great Leap Forward and the abolition
of the People’s Communes could result in the introduction of a merit/achievement
principle in Chinese economic activity is possibly the most misleading and nonsen-
sical conclusion one can draw from the Great Leap Forward. Put differently: how a
campaign that led to a nationwide famine and economic collapse has the potential to
introduce and promote the ‘merit principle’ in China is not in any way plausible. In
fact, it is the very opposite of that: nonsensical. What East Berlin’s political leader-
ship might have meant at the time is the aspiration that the failure of the leap and the
agricultural and industrial policies associated with it might motivate China’s political
leadership in general and Mao in particular to fundamentally change the country’s
agricultural and industrial policies. That, however, was not to take place until Deng
Xiaoping took over power in China in the late 1970s. To be sure, the East German
embassy in Beijing must have known that the situation on the ground in China at the
time did in no way suggest that Mao would after the leap’s dramatic failure change
the course of his ill-fated economic policies.

While it can probably not be determined with absolute certainty when exactly
Ulbricht officially referred to theGreat Leap Forward as a failure, he is on the record
calling it a ‘success’ when even Mao no longer did (at the end of 1959). It can be
assumed that the East German embassy in Beijing had heard aboutMao himself real-
izing that the leap led to a nationwide famine, and it can also be assumed that it ran
such information by Walter Ulbricht and the SED at the time. If Ulbricht and/or his
embassy personnel in Beijing had taken the effort to inform themselves on the actual
life in the People’s Communes in 1958 and 1959, they might have concluded that
the leap was doomed to fail and that the communes were not Club Med-style recre-
ation facilities for Chinese peasants but instead prisonlike collectives dehumanizing
Chinese peasants and their families.8 Ulrich Lau too writes—basing his conclusions
on documents issued by the SED Central Committee—that Ulbricht and the SED
were until mid-1960 still claiming that the Great Leap Forward could be economi-
cally successful (Lau 1992). Newspaper reports in 1960 in Neues Deutschland and
East Germany’s other state-controlled newspapers cited and analysed in this book
confirm that. However, it cannot be confirmedwith any degree of certainty—in fact, it
can probably not be confirmed at all—whether Ulbricht and the SED really believed
that the leap could in any way make a miraculous comeback and turn into a success.
Ulbricht was a long-life brainwashed party apparatschik, and therefore, it cannot be

7 This terms is not—at least to this author’s best of knowledge—used in English.
8 Or maybe they were informed accurately and chose to ignore the reports and warnings about
massive starvation and economic mismanagement.
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excluded that Ulbricht—in complete defiance of reality—did indeed and sincerely
believe that the leap would despite the difficulties enable China to produce more
steel and grain than the USA, as dreamt up by Mao.

In late 1958 when the leap began, Ulbricht’s main source of information on the
Great Leap Forward was the GDR’s embassy in Beijing (SAPMO-BArch, FBS
363/15324). Systematic research on China, the aforementioned Berlinghagen cites
Roland Felber, was only developed and funded in the GDR in the 1960s (Felber
1999). Erlinghagen emphasizing that Ulbricht had therefore to exclusively rely on
info and data provided by the East German embassy in Beijing, however, sounds
as if he is trying to justify Ulbricht who still in 1960 apparently believed that the
Great Leap Forward was going ‘great’, producing the desired and ordered results.
In other words, it somehow sounds as if Erlinghagen suggests that Ulbricht and the
SED could not have known earlier that the leap was a disaster because the East
German embassy in Beijing did not report that it was one. That, however, sounds
very implausible when already in late 1959 Mao himself admitted that the leap had
resulted in famine as opposed to record harvests. TheEastGerman embassy inBeijing
must surely have heard about that. And it indeed did although it did not use the term
‘famine’ to describe the massive famine all over China. Already at the end of 1958
the embassy reported about what it called ‘supply shortfalls’ in China, citing reports
from the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs (SAPMO-BArch, FBS 363/15322).
In retrospect, it is obviously impossible to know until what extent the East German
embassy understood exactly and in detail the extent to which collectivization of
agriculture and Mao’s insane idea to turn peasants into steel workers without any
training to speak of would lead to muchmore and worse than only temporary ‘supply
shortfalls.’ Either way, ‘temporary supply shortfalls’ was never and from the very
beginning the accurate term to describe what the leap led to-surely the 40 million
Chinese casualties would agree with the assessment that ‘supply shortfalls’ was the
wrong term to describe what the leap led to (if they had had a chance to do so, that
is).

The speed with which East Berlin and its mouthpiece newspapers then changed
from praising theGreat Leap Forward as an economic miracle accompanied by stag-
gering growth rates to calling it an enormous economic and humanitarian disaster
was truly impressive. In fact, initially East Berlin and the SED seemed to have liked
everything about the leap: the alleged inclusion ofwomen into the labourmarket9 and
the People’s Communes. In April 1958 the Neues Deutschland’s China correspon-
dent, e.g. reported that hundreds of millions peasants and workers not only worked
tirelessly to increase agricultural production but also built irrigation systems all over
China to increase the ground’s fertility.10 However, as it turned out that assessment
was fundamentally false: while indeed millions of peasants were obliged to work on
water irrigation projects all over the country, the time and the resources they were
able to dedicate to working on their fields were sharply reduced—one reason for the

9 In that case obviously not on a voluntary basis.
10 As it turned very quickly, the large majority of those irrigation systems were quite simply not
functioning.
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scarcity of food and later nationwide famine in China. In other words: peasants did no
longer have the time towork on their fields but were instead ordered towork on irriga-
tion projects, most of which were as mentioned above never completed. East German
Neues Deutschland correspondent in Beijing Lutz Zempelburg at the time reported
enthusiastically that China’s industrial production is running full steam. ‘Enthusias-
tically’ as the language and words the journalist was using had very little to do with
anything resemblingobjective reporting—inessence the kindof reportingof state-run
and state-censored newspapers. The production of steel, coal and cement, Zempel-
burg cited (false) Chinese statistics, was increased by 30% from 1957 to mid-1958.
Politically too, the paper cheered, things are going are great, not least due to what the
correspondent called ‘the political and ideological victoryover ‘rightist elements’ of
China’s bourgeoisie (without obviously explaining what ‘rightist’ means and what
exactly the alleged ‘victory’ would mean in concrete terms) (Neues Deutschland
24 April 1958a). Zempelburg followed up on the alleged successful re-education
campaign of China’s ‘bourgeois capitalists’ and concluded in August 1958 that the
majority of China’s capitalists ‘got in line’,11 and would therefore and from now on
be benefitting from the kind of political re-education which in his view accompanied
theGreat LeapForward. A transformation from ‘exploiter’ to ‘worker’, he concluded
on behalf of the government in East Berlin. In essence, the very definition of nonsen-
sical journalism in support of equally nonsensical government propaganda. Zempel-
burg, however, had more false and nonsensical reporting up his sleeve. Shanghai-
based Chinese capitalists with their 150,000 small- andmedium-sized companies, he
claimed in the aforementioned article, had developed so-called ‘self-transformation
plans’ to convert their capitalist into socialist companies (whatever that meant). This,
he wrote, does not only take place in Shanghai but also in other cities and is part of
a wider ‘self-re-education’ scheme in the country. Part of this campaign is physical
labour in the countryside, which however is only—as least as far as Neues Deutsch-
land was concerned—a first step on a long road towards what it called ‘detoxication
from capitalism’ (Neues Deutschland 7 August 1958b). What is remarkable but not
necessarily surprising is the fact until what extent East German newspapers were
prepared to repeat Chinese propaganda on the alleged success of ‘re-education’ of
alleged Chinese capitalists. Neues Deutschland then reported in October 1958 that
within two months of the launch of the Great Leap Forward 90% of Chinese peas-
ants decided voluntarily and indeed enthusiastically to live in thePeople’s Communes
(Neues Deutschland 2 October 1958c). That, however, was simply untrue. Working
and living in the People’s Communeswere ordered by the authorities and while peas-
ants initially and for a very brief period were given a choice on whether to join and
live in the communes, that choice was taken away from them indefinitely throughout
the course of the year 1958. In December 1958 thenNeues Deutschland claimed that
thePeople’s Communes promotedwomen’s emancipation to the Chinese countryside
(NeuesDeutschland 25December 1958e). Furthermore,NeuesDeutschland claimed
in the samemonth that theGreat Leap Forward and thePeople’s Communes had been

11 In his article, he used the term sich einreihen, i.e. getting in line.
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perceived positively in other countries, including India which dispatched a govern-
ment delegation to China to experience the progress in terms of agricultural and
industrial production the Great Leap Forward had allegedly made possible (Neues
Deutschland 25 December 1958e). Neues Deutschland also reported in December
of the same year that Mao during the CCP Central Committee meeting in Wuchang
decided to propose not to serve another term as China’s president (the official title
was Chairman of the People’s Republic of China) while remaining chairman of the
CCP. At the time he announced to want to spend more time studying and developing
Marxism–Leninism instead (Neues Deutschland 18 December 1958d). Sure. The
paper, however, does not mention that Mao’s partial withdrawal from Chinese front-
line politics was not exactly voluntary. Apart from the fact that in late 1958 it had
already become very obvious that theGreat Leap Forward had resulted in economic
andhumanitarianmisery, already in 1956CCPSecretary-GeneralDengXiaoping and
vice-party chairman Liu Shaoqi—on the occasion of the 8th CCP National Congress
in Beijing—adopted a political doctrine focussing efforts on economic reconstruc-
tion very much at odds with Mao’s concept of constant and violent class struggle.
Liu and Deng at the time were vehemently opposed to Mao’s ‘personality cult’
politics and instead were advocating what they called ‘collective leadership.’12 At
the time, Deng and Liu also had Maoism as the guiding ideology taken out of the
party’s new manifest (He 2015). A very clear indication that Maoism has in their
view not made any relevant and constructive contribution to governance in China,
and the Great Leap Forward later provided sample evidence that Mao’s policies and
ideology led to disaster, as Deng and Liu concluded.13 In Wuchang14 in December
1958 then Mao’s less than voluntary withdrawal from what the literature refers to
the ‘front line’ to the ‘second line’ of Chinese politics became official.15 Conse-
quently, the aforementioned Neues Deutschland reporting that the party’s central
committee accepted Mao’s ‘proposal’ to withdraw from Chinese front line politics
was entirely inaccurate. His proposal to renounce to serve another term as China’s
president was instead ’proposed’ to him, and he at the time had little choice but to
accept the ‘proposal’ to spend time ‘studying’ far away from Chinese frontline poli-
tics’—somehow the equivalent of the often-used formula of politicians and business
leaders today wanting to spend more time with the family when about to be fired
from their jobs.

12 A term, which former Chinese President Hu Jintao (2002–2012) and his Prime Minister Wen
Jibao (2002–2012) used to describe the kind of political leadership they strived for in China. Today
under Xi Jinping the concept of ‘collective leadership’ has all but completely disappeared from
the political discourse in China. ‘Collective leadership’ does very obviously stand in the way of
Xi Jinping’s ‘strongman politics’ and his by now very familiar habit of acting as the ‘Chairman of
Everything’ in China as the Economist calls him.
13 To be sure, Maoism was later re-introduced into the CCP’s party constitution.
14 The city of Wuhan today.
15 In April 1960 Liu Shaoqi formally took over China’s presidentship and by the mid-1960s his
authority and popularity reached a peak. Mao felt threatened and took revenge. Liu was imprisoned
in late 1966.
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In sum, the idea to achieve economic growth and overtake Great Britain’s steel
productionwas put forward by aman,whomore than once admitted that he knewnext
to nothing about the economy, let alone about how to run one. As mentioned above,
the East German embassy in Beijing must have been aware of Mao’s ignorance in
economicmatters andmust have known that the Chinese countryside and its peasants
were neither equipped with the know-how nor with the instruments and expertise
to produce steel, let alone high-quality steel, in small furnaces in their backyards.
Whether the embassy at the time knew and reported to the SED back home that the
political rhetoric and propaganda on the leap had very little, if anything at all, to do
with reality on the ground or whether it did not bother to report on the real conditions
on the (Chinese) ground in the first place, cannot be verified today. The fact remains
thatan embassy in Beijing in 1958 and 1959 must have have realised that Mao’s
Great Leap Forward would turn into an epic catastrophe the day it started.

3.3 Nice-Sounding Rhetoric and Scientific Gibberish

At the beginning of the Great Leap Forward in late 1958—based on
completely false information on the leap and its alleged positive consequences
for Chinese society—some East German intellectuals and China enthusiasts—
supported what Mao claimed is a policy of making sure that all Chinese people
had similar living standards rather than allowing some classes and groups in society
to have more than others. The Great Leap Forward, it was among others argued, is
the very definition of socialism. It takes a lot of imagination and goodwill in order
to understand the direct connection between the leap and socialism—in essence the
connection between a failing economic policy and an ideology. As alreadymentioned
elsewhere in this book, it simply did not make any sense and there was nothing
‘socialist’ about the leap. When Mao ordered the beginning of the Great Leap
Forward campaign in 1958, EastGerman students studying inChina toowere encour-
aged, sometimes obliged, to take part in the campaign. Like their Chinese counter-
parts, they were sent to the countryside to work in the fields and in factories (Gardet
2000, p. 41). This, Beijing claimed, as part of a policy to demonstrate that China
is an egalitarian society composed of citizens prepared to do manual labour. Apart
from the fact that a Chinese policy to create an egalitarian society did not exist in
China, those in the GDR—be it intellectuals or students—who were interested and
informed enough to conclude that China was an egalitarian society were probably
very few. As shown above, East German newspaper reporting on the Great Leap
Forward might have given the impression to East German readers that the leap stood
for the emergence of a completely egalitarian society producing good and indeed
enthusiastic socialist citizens. However, there were certainly enough East German
citizens in the 1950s who realized that socialism—be it the East German, Chinese
or the Soviet version of it—did not in any way produce egalitarian societies, to say
the least. It produced repression, and a scarcity of all sorts of consumer good as the
empty shelves in shops in East Berlin ‘impressively’ demonstrated over the decades.
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SED Politburo member Herrman Matern visited Peking on 6 October 1959 on
the occasion of China’s national day, congratulating Beijing on the alleged ‘success’
of the Great Leap Forward. It was obvious that Matern did not know much about
the Chinese realities on the ground when he said that “thePeople’s Communes seem
to have food in abundance and offer a better life to millions of peasants" He also
concluded all by himself that the communes have what he called an ‘appeal’ all over
Asia (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA NL 76/164). Based on what evidence he drew such a
conclusion does not get cited, naturally. High-ranking SED politician Horst Sinder-
mann16 too jumped onto the Great-Leap-Forward-is-fantastic train and concluded
in a propaganda booklet—which he had the courage to refer to as a ‘book’—that the
China scholars of the ‘imperialist countries’ were envious and got it all wrong: "Their
theories about China are wrong and pseudoscientific”, he concluded (Sindermann
1959).As it turned out, however,what he himselfwrote about theGreat LeapForward
was pseudoscientific at best when he cited Chinese statistics and argued that 1958
was what he called ‘The great year of the Great Leap Forward.’ According to those
statistics China in 1959 China produced 11 million tons of steel as opposed to the 7.1
million tons originally expected. The same (as it turned out doctored and falsified)
Chinese statistics he cited indicated that the production of grain was even double the
amount originally estimated. According to the Chinese statistics, the production of
grain reached 375 million tons. The rest of Sindermann’s propaganda booklet is an
exercise of praising an insane economic and industrial policy in grandiose language.

Thekindof language andpropaganda that for aGermanmother tongue readermust
as mentioned in the introduction of this book be classified as ‘painful.’ Sindermann
alsomade a (nonsensical) contribution to the interpretationofwhat happened inChina
in 1956 during Mao’s Hundred Flowers Campaign. In the aforementioned booklet
he wrote (or had written for him) Sindermann linked the Great Leap Forward to
the Hundred Flowers Campaign and claimed that millions/hundreds of millions of
Chinese peasants producing one record harvest after the other was the result of the
victory over what he called the ‘right elements’ (Mao would call them ‘rightists’),
who in 1956 in the course of the Hundred Flowers Campaign sought to overthrow
the socialist system.17 In mid-1960, however, East Berlin realized that Sindermann’s
account of the alleged success of the Great Leap Forward contradicted what East
Berlin at the time thought and propagated on the leap and put his booklet on the very
top of a list of literature on China that was no longer allowed to be distributed in
the GDR (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIV 2/3/696). It should not go unmentioned that the
book did not make it onto the authorities’ black list because Sindermann’s peculiar
and substance-free account of the Great Leap Forward was perceived as such but
rather because everything in the GDR that at the time was written and said on China
sounded remotely positive at the time was put onto that list. One must not forget that
East Berlin was initially very enthusiastic about the leap. If it had been different,
the SED would in 1958 and 1959 not have praised Sindermann’s pseudoscientific

16 From 1973 until 1976 Chairman of the Council of Ministers and from 1976 until 1989 President
of the East Berlin’s Volkskammer.
17 Sindermann in this context probably also referred to the events in Hungary in 1956.
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gibberish on the Great Leap Forward as the ultimate guide to understanding Mao’s
allegedly very successful agricultural and industrial policies.

Back to the parallel and/or ‘alternative’ realities as defined by East Berlin and
Beijing. 1959 began how 1958 ended as regards East Berlin’s support for Mao’s
Great Leap Forward. The Leipzig Spring Fair in February 1959 hosted an exposition
on the Great Leap Forward, including very dubious and in essence substance-free
explanations of how China was able to double its production of steel within one
year (Neues Deutschland 25 February 1959a). The Chinese pavilion at the Leipzig
Spring Fair displayed the (alleged) achievements of China’s heavy industry produc-
tion of the year 1958 (Neue Zeit 7 March 1959a). Also in March 1959 the Berliner
Zeitung reported that the production of steel and farmproducts had increased somuch
that East German companies have difficulties in keeping up providing China with
the kind and number of machinery China was ordering (Berliner Zeitung 5 March
1959a). That, however, was above all true because East German companies—due to
inefficiencies and factors related to productivity (or lack therefore)—were unable to
provide China with the ordered machinery in time. And that was already the case
in the mid-1950s when the East German authorities had to admit that East German
companies had enormous difficulties keeping upwith the Chinese orders, resulting in
delays and the cancellation of orders (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA NL 182/1217, SAPMO
BArch, ZPA JIV 2/2J/76). In other words, the problem was not so much an enor-
mous demand from China but rather East German delays and inefficiencies. The
aforementioned Berliner Zeitung article repeated the non-credible claim that China
from mid-1958 to mid-1959 was able to increase its industrial production by 65%.
That included the production of steel, textiles, coal andothers, the false reportingwent
(Berliner Zeitung 22 August 1959b). That of course was far too good to be true—and
of course it was. In fact, the numbers and statistics were falsified and fabricated to
the extent that one has to wonder whether any of the country’s economists and/or
economics scholars ever dared to speak up and offered any expertise and advice.
To be sure, China was not the only socialist dictatorship which falsified economic
statistics—only that it took it to the very limit during the Great Leap Forward.
The GDR too over decades did its fair share of false reporting and sugarcoating of
economic data and statistics. In fact, until the very end of its existence in 1990, and
along the way the regime in East Berlin did all in its might to e.g. hide the fact that
it had—due to economic mismanagement—to be bailed out financially more than
once by their estranged cousins inWest Germany. Based on the aforementioned false
information and data provided for by Chinese propaganda the East German leader-
ship and Ulbricht in particular concluded throughout 1959 that thanks to the Great
Leap Forward China would achieve its goal to produce more steel than Great Britain
not within 15 but already within 10 years. It really could not get any more unre-
alistic and implausible than this. Government propaganda in stubborn defiance of
reality.Without providing any explanatory details, Ulbricht furthermore claimed that
Mao was able to apply Marxism–Leninism in what he called a ‘creative manner’ in
accordance with the conditions in China. Ulbricht was clearly on a roll praising
the comrades in Beijing—albeit at the expense of acknowledging reality. China’s
Communist Party, Ulbricht cheered during the commemorations of the 10th anniver-
sary of the PRC, has successfully fought for the ‘purity’ of the Marxist-Leninist
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thought and teaching. However, and you guessed it, he did not in any way specify
how exactly the party had allegedly done that (Neues Deutschland 2 October 1959f).
Indeed, it was a high-on-rhetoric but low-on-substance speech praising China, mixed
with grandiose-sounding propaganda not adding any value to the understanding of
howMao had supposedly been able to improve, apply and practice Marxist–Leninist
thought and theory in a Chinese context (Neues Deutschland 2 October 1959f).

In October 1959, on the occasion of the 10th anniversary of the PRC, Neues
Deutschland continued its praise for the leap citing East German scientists who
visited and worked in China and reported on their experience in Chinese universi-
ties and their exchanges with Chinese counterparts. One engineer praised China’s
Communist Party’s success ofmobilizing theChinese people to increase the country’s
steel production. The scientist reported enthusiastically about the level of motivation
amongChinese peasants-turned-steel producers. The report went something like this:
the workers were working day and night with a smile on their faces and did not have
a problem working double and triple shifts as farmers and steelworkers, the engi-
neer claimed (Neues Deutschland 1 October 1959e). The newspaper Neue Zeit still
predicted in August 1959 that China will overtake Great Britain’s steel production
within 10 years but acknowledged that flooding and droughts in large parts of China
in 1958 had put the objective to reach the goals of China’s five-year economic plan at
risk. However, the paper claimed that China will nonetheless reach those goals well
before the end of the plan in 1962 (Neue Zeit 28 August 1959c). Obviously, the paper
does not cite any evidence it bases its optimism on other than citing announcements
and propaganda from the Chinese government.

Upon his return from a trip to China in October 1959 SED Politburo member
Hermann was quoted as saying in the newspaper Neue Zeit said that “words cannot
describe what the Chinese people have in 1958 and 1959 achieved in terms of agri-
cultural and industrial production. Victory belongs to the Chinese people” (Neue
Zeit 9 October 1959d). Of course the paper and Hermann did not in any way explain
who the Chinese peasants and steelworkers have allegedly defeated, but it can be
assumed that the capitalist West was meant. Obviously, the GDR’s state-controlled
newspapers were ordered to report on theGreat Leap Forward as a ‘good news story’
and there was no room for questioning and verifying Chinese government statistics
on agricultural and industrial production.

And there was (much) more. In August 1959, the Neue Zeit complained that the
Western press is spreading false information on the People’s Communes to deceive
the Western public, not allowing it to learn about the allegedly ‘tremendous success’
of the communes (Neue Zeit 5 August 1959b). The paper’s journalist complained that
the Western press had fabricated false accounts about peasants whose names were
replaced with a number and whose personal property and belongings had been taken
away from them—all of which, he claimed, are lies. In reality, however, there is
ample evidence that this is exactly what happened in the communes. Furthermore,
the journalist’s reporting that workers had enough free time and energy to enjoy
the communes’ libraries, theatres and other recreation facilities did not in any way
correspond with the facts on the ground in the communes either. Fathers did certainly
not have time to play with their children, cooking and eating in common kitchens
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was not voluntary and workers did neither have the energy nor the time to take
dancing and theatres classes after work like the paper claims. Instead, workers and
peasants in the communeswere required and obliged to work very long hours—12 to
15 hours or more per day—and therefore hardly had the time or physical strength to
spend time in libraries and cinemas. Interestingly, the paper’s correspondent pointed
out that the communes are ‘China-specific’, suggesting that such communes could
not be introduced in theGDR.However,Ulbricht in late 1958 untilmid-1959 sounded
enthusiastic about the communes and at times gave the impression that he was indeed
flirting with the idea of introducingPeople’s Communes style in the GDR (something
he vehemently denied later).

In November 1959, the Berliner Zeitung’s Beijing correspondent reported on the
frantic construction of hundreds of small blast furnaces—by his account the smallest
of their kind in the world (Berliner Zeitung 26 November 1958). That was accurate,
they were indeed very small. In fact, so small that they did not produce good enough
steel fit for domestic use, let alone for export. The article furthermore reported that the
Chinese peasants needed to be reminded not to work too much and sleep eight hours
per night as many thousands of them voluntarily decided to join the steelmaking
profession after hours and after an ordinary working day in the fields. Overtaking
Great Britain in terms of steel production, the Berliner Zeitung reported, is what
workers motivates to sleep decisively less than eight hours and opt for producing
steel until the early hours of the day. Chinese reality on the ground as defined by
East German newspaper reporting and propaganda without any basis in reality. And
that kind of reporting without a basis in reality went on (and on). Neues Deutschland
reported in January 1960 that China is bound to achieve the goals of its second five-
year plan by the end of the plan’s second year, i.e. three years before the official
deadline. As implausible as it sounded, China’s state-controlled media reported that
China had increased its industrial production by more than 30% from 1958 to 1959.
Equally implausible was the claim that China’s agricultural production had increased
by 17% over the same period (Neues Deutschland 22 January 1960b). Obviously,
the East German press relied on (falsified) data provided by the Chinese authorities.
Later, that did not keep the press and their political masters in East Berlin from
claiming that they were misled by the government’s data and statistics. That the data
and statistics published and announced by the government, however, were wrong
and unrealistic had been far too obvious for East Berlin to be able to credibly claim
later of having been misled by Chinese statistics and data. Furthermore, when the
Western press in 1958 and 1959 reported the obvious, i.e. the fact that the Chinese
agricultural and steel production targetswere completely unrealistic, theEastGerman
press went on the offensive complaining that the Western press had been ordered
to report negatively on the Great Leap Forward in order to discredit the leap and
the policies accompanying it. Several articles in Neues Deutschland, Neue Zeit or
Berliner Zeitung declared that the reporting of the Western media on the Great Leap
Forward was negative because Western political leaders were envious of the leap’s
economic success. From almost the very beginning of the campaign, however, there
was nothing to be envious of but instead a lot to be very concerned about.
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NeuesDeutschland reported in January 1960 about aGDRgovernment delegation
visiting aPeople’s Commune inWuhan consisting of 11.800 families. The delegation
was reportedly and (of course unsurprisingly) very impressed with what it saw. Not
onlywas the delegation very impressedwith the alleged efficiency and productivity of
agricultural production but also cheered that the communehosted numerous hospitals,
schools, kindergartens, libraries and more than 350 kitchens. The delegation was
equally impressed by the reportedly massive blast furnaces, which were not only
built in record time but also produced record-breaking amounts of high-quality steel
(Neues Deutschland 19 January 1960a). All of which, however, did not correspond
with the facts on the ground of that or any other People’s Commune in China at the
time.

3.4 Still Believing the ‘Fantastic’ Statistics

TheNeues Deutschland aforementioned correspondent Lutz Zempelburg’s reporting
from China in 1960 amounted—put bluntly—to evidence that he and his political
masters in East Berlin had all but completely lost touch with reality when the paper
in April 1960 reported that China’s steel production would amount to more than 18
million tons in 1959—more than Japan produced in the same year. Zempelburg trav-
elled even further into a parallel universe where life and reality is what you make it
(up) when he claimed that China had increased its industrial production by 300%
over the last three years. Yes, 300%. Finally, he reported that People’s Communes
were not only established in the countryside but also in the cities, enabling women in
particular to contribute to the supposedly spectacular growth of industrial production.
The increased involvement of women, Zempelburg wrote, in turn helped to achieve
the 30% increase in steel production China foresees for the year 1960. Other than
that, the article is full of economic growth data cheering the completely implausible
increase of steel, coal and farm goods production in China. The data is hardly worth
mentioning as it was quite simply false and did not in any way correspond with
what the Chinese heavy industry and agricultural sector actually produced (Neues
Deutschland 31 March 1960c).

Neues Deutschland reported in June 1960 that there were 1,000 People’s
Communes in Chinese cities, hosting 42 million workers in 60,000 factories (Neues
Deutschland 8 June 1960e). Also, in June of the same year Neues Deutschland
claimed thatChina had already overtaken theUSA in terms of grain production.Obvi-
ously that was reporting based on completely false data—false data which local CCP
party officials transmitted to the central government in Beijing—the same false statis-
tics the East German press took at face value and cited in its articles (Neues Deutsch-
land 9 June 1960f). East Berlin’s praise of the leap continued even in 1962. Neues
Deutschland reported on the 10th plenum of the CCP Central Committee which
took place in late September 1962. Despite floods and droughts, the paper claimed,
China was able to increase its agricultural production in 1961 and 1962. The same is
true for China’s industrial production, the paper claimed without citing any sources.
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The CCP Central Committee acknowledged that the leap is confronted with difficul-
ties but, the article reads, the CCP committee confirms that the Chinese people still
believe in theGreat Leap Forward. Again of course without citing any sources which
would provide evidence that the Chinese people had faith that the leapwill eventually
produce the amount of steel and grain it wouldwhenMao launched it in 1958. Finally,
the newspaper complained on Beijing’s behalf that the imperialist West finds plea-
sure in the fact that China experiences difficulties with the leap. Needless to say that
it did not get mentioned in the article that the ‘difficulties’ the paper reported on took
shape in the form of massive China-wide starvation accompanied by torture, murder
and also cannibalism (as a result of food shortages and famine) (Neues Deutschland
4 October 1962). Arguably much more than your usual ‘economic difficulties’, to
put it this way.

3.5 East Berlin and the People’s Communes

When Mao launched the Great Leap Forward Ulbricht spoke enthusiastically about
Beijing’s People’s Communes. Moscow, on the other hand, was seemingly much
better informed on the immediate negative and outright disastrous impact of theGreat
Leap Forward on Chinese society and therefore did not share East Berlin’s initial
enthusiasm about the communes. In July 1959, the SED ordered Neues Deutsch-
land to put its approval for Mao’s leap and the communes on paper. It used the
term Great Leap18 declaring that the GDR’s great leap of agricultural produc-
tion is being made possible by the Agricultural Production Cooperatives (Land-
wirtschaftliche Produktionsgenossenschaften (LPG) in German) (Neues Deutsch-
land July 11 1959b). In July 1959Khrushchev, on the other hand, publicly condemned
the People’s Communes while Ulbricht in the GDR still spoke positively or indeed
enthusiastically about the communes. In fact, the records show that Ulbricht was
indeed initially flirting with the idea of introducing Chinese-style communes in
the GDR. When East German farmers became aware of that, they rebelled against
that (crazy) idea. Ulbricht and the SED took immediate action and quickly empha-
sized that the People’s Communes were what they called a ‘national peculiarity’ and
‘China-specific’ (Berkofsky 2021;Wünsche 1959). Indeed, Ulbricht in particular had
to eat his words later when he said that the communes can only work in a Chinese
context. That probably against the background of East German citizens leaving the
GDR towards West Germany in already the hundreds of thousands, and it can be
assumed that East German workers would have been joined by additional thousands
or hundreds of thousands of East German farmers if Ulbricht had decided to go down
the path of introducing Chinese-style People’s Communes in the GDR at the time.

As mentioned above, in 1959, East Berlin at times used the term Great Leap
Forward to describe what should be achieved and implemented in the GDR (Neues
Deutschland 8 September 1959c). That somehow suggested that East Berlin’s author-
ities also endorsed Mao’s People’s Communes as a form of organized living and

18 Der Große Sprung in German.
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working as a role model for the GDR. Something the political leadership in East
Berlin later denied. Why, one is allowed to ask, would the authorities in the GDR
use the term Great Leap Forward in German—Der Große Sprung—if they did
not—to put it bluntly—like and endorse—the leap’s complete ‘deal’, including
the People’s Communes? Those in the GDR who at the time feared the introduc-
tion of commune-style structures in the GDR, were proven right when Ulbricht did
indeed—as mentioned earlier—consider the possibility of introducing Chinese-style
communes in the GDR at one point. To be sure, those in the GDR who thought that
Mao had a ‘good idea’ to oblige Chinese peasants to dine, sleep, shower and work
together have certainly not seen, not to mention experienced, daily life in Chinese
communes. If they had, it can be assumed that East Berlin’s enthusiasm for the the
communes would without much doubt have been a lot more muted. Interestingly,
East Berlin endorsed the establishment of communes in 1959 when the Soviet Union
under Khrushchev already in December 1958 called the People’s Communes reac-
tionary and a deviation fromMarxism–Leninism.Certainly, it is not plausible how the
communes were a ‘deviation’ from Marxism–Leninism, but maybe Soviet agricul-
tural and industrial collectivization under Stalin in the 1930s was enough cautionary
tale for the Soviet leader to advise against a repeat in China.

East Berlin’s perception of the communes then changed in 1960. The GDR’s
Agricultural Production Cooperatives (Landwirtschaftliche Produktionsgenossen-
schaften (LPG) in German), East Berlin set the record straight in an article in
Neues Deutschland in June 1960, were not in any way to be understood as the
pre-stage to Chinese People’s Communes (Neues Deutschland 17 June 1960g).
That when a Chinese representative in East Germany was quoted in a local
newspaper as describing the LPG as a transitional stage to China-style People’s
Communes. The SED protested fearing that the impression was given that East
Berlin was planning to adopt Chinese-style agricultural collectivization, including
the introduction of People’s Communes. East Berlin was—through Neues Deutsch-
land—reacting to a Chinese representative during an agricultural fair in the GDR
who said that “also in the People’s Republic we have taken the path towards the
People’s Communes through land reform and agricultural production cooperatives.
The People’s Communes are the highest form of agricultural production cooper-
atives.” East Berlin responded in kind: “We feel obliged to intervene in view of
the (Chinese) attempt to convey the impression that the path China has taken from
agricultural production cooperatives towards thePeople’s Communes is applicable in
other countries too. The Soviet Union and other East European countries have chosen
the path to develop and expand the Agricultural Production Cooperatives.We must
not give the impression as if the GDR would introduce People’s Communes”, the
aforementioned article in Neues Deutschland read. Two days after publishing that
article, East Berlin had a word with the Chinese ambassador to the GDR tomake sure
the message got through: the GDR’s Agricultural Production Cooperatives were not
about to turn into Chinese-style People’s Communes, the ambassador was informed
by the authorities in East Berlin. A SED party official was furthermore charged
with the task of conveying further clarification to the aforementioned director of the
Chinese pavilion at the agricultural fair who claimed that the People’s Communes are
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the ‘highest form’ of the GDR’s Agricultural Production Cooperatives (SAPMO-
BArch, ZPA IV 2/20/115). Chinese ambassador Wang Guoquan then was seemingly
ordered to assure the East German authorities that the Chinese director had been
misquoted. From now on, the ambassador said, Chinese comrades based in the GDR
were only allowed to speak to the press with the embassy’s approval (which probably
meant that they were told to keep their mouths shut unless told otherwise). However,
the SED party official had a second request during the meeting with the Chinese
ambassador. He urged ambassador Wang to make sure that Chinese brochures in the
GDR are only distributed with the explicit approval of the GDR authorities (which
de facto meant that they were not allowed to be distributed at all). That request was
made after the Chinese embassy distributed a brochure titled Long Live Leninism,
which propagated a version ofMarxism–Leninism,which deviated from the ‘official’
Soviet version Marxism–Leninism, as far as East Berlin was concerned.

In June 1960, Ulbricht returned to the topic of the People’s Communes. During a
conference of communist and socialist countries in Bucharest he insisted on setting
the record straight declaring that the “People’s Communes are completely wrong
for people’s democracies” (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIV 2/202/272). Chinese People’s
Communes, Ulbricht decided at the time, will not be introduced in the GDR and
the same is true for other socialist countries. During the same speech, Ulbricht also
urged Beijing not to continue—as he put it—provoking a pointless discussion on the
right version of global socialism/communism. Ulbricht was referring to the afore-
mentioned Long Live Leninism brochures distributed by the Chinese embassy in
East Berlin. The brochures, Ulbricht complained, were aimed at provoking a discus-
sion that no one in the GDR is interested in and which contradict what is written
in the 1957 Moscow Declaration adopted by socialist and communist countries in
November 1957 (including by China) (Declaration of the Communist and Workers’
Parties of the Socialist Countries). Therefore, UIbricht suggested that East Berlin
and Beijing sign a joint declaration endorsing the ideas of theMoscow Declaration.
Ulbricht must have been well aware that Mao and his comrades in Beijing had no
intention whatsoever to sign such—or any other declaration for that matter—with
East Berlin jointly defining the ‘correct’ version ofMarxism–Leninism.Anon-starter
and Ulbricht obviously knew that.

East Berlin as it turned out was not yet done insisting that the Chinese People’s
Communes were under no circumstances a role model for the GDR’s Agricultural
ProductionCooperatives. InMarch1961, Peter Florin, then headof theSED’s foreign
policy and international relations department, urged a Chinese embassy official to
consider ‘updating’ a Chinese photograph exhibition in the GDR displaying what
China referred to as the achievements and successes of thePeople’sCommunes. Florin
complained that the exhibition propagates and promotes the People’s Communes in
the GDR without East Berlin’s approval. Without explaining why that would the
case, Florin claimed the exhibition jeopardizes the socialist countries’ fight against
Western imperialism. Allowing the country’s peasants to organize themselves in
Agricultural Production Cooperatives, Florin explained, is an integral part of the
fight against the ‘class enemy’ from the West and the exhibition on the People’s
Communes, he claimed, created confusion among East German farmers and hence
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have a negative impact on their ability to defend the regime against such ‘class enemy’
(SAPMOBArch, ZPA NL 182/1221). Arguably, it takes a lot of imagination to try to
understand why and how photographs of Chinese People’s Communes would create
the kind of confusion among East German farmers mentioned by Florin—confusion,
which then in turn would supposedly hamper their ability to defend the GDR against
West German ‘imperialists.’ In turn it is not obvious and/or plausible either to the
outside observer why a Chinese photograph exhibition would or could encourage
GDR peasants to want to transform their Agricultural Production Cooperatives into
Chinese-style People’s Communes. While Florin insisted that he and the SED did
not want to judge on the quality and results of People’s Communes, he nonetheless
did just that when he advised the representative of the Chinese embassy to ‘update’
the photograph exhibition.

The Chinese embassy official replied to all of this by saying that China did not try
to impose theChinesemodel ofPeople’sCommunes onto anyother country, including
the GDR. Furthermore, he said that in the past the East German press together with
SED party officials had praised the People’s Communes and had concluded that
the communes were the basis for the increase of Chinese agricultural production.
And that was indeed accurate as the above-cited newspaper articles prove (in fact, it
seemed that Beijing and its representatives in East Berlin had followed very closely
what Walter Ulbricht, the SED in East Berlin and its mouthpiece newspaper had
written and announced on the Chinese People’s Communes earlier). As elaborated
above, the East German press had indeed praised the communes as places where
workers produced agricultural and economic miracles while spending their spare
time in the communes’ libraries and cinemas. Such earlier praise was indeed very
different from later insisting that GDR-style Agricultural Production Cooperatives
(and not China’s People’s Communes) follow the ‘correct’ Lenin-style agricultural
production processes.

In sum, the Chinese representative was not impressed by Florin and East German
requests to ‘update’ and ‘adjust’ the photograph exhibition and concluded that the
texts under the photographs would not be changed. The entire exchange between
Florin and the Chinese embassy representative was somehow surreal and the Chinese
refusal to take the term People’s Communes out of the text describing People’s
Communeswas understandable from a Chinese perspective. Or: the GDR authorities
requesting the Chinese embassy not to use the term People’s Commune when the
Chinese exhibition is putting Chinese People’s Communes onto display could really
only have led to Beijing’s refusal to give in to East Berlin’s request. Either way,
East Berlin insisted that putting photographs of People’s Communes onto display
would harm the morale among citizens in the GDR while the Chinese embassy
official sought to conclude the surreal and nonsensical exchange on a reconciliatory
note: “Our countries are both socialist countries, which means that the people in
the GDR have a certain level of education. Therefore, we will not ask for Chinese
‘things’ to be introduced into the GDR.” Against the background of the catastrophic
consequences of the Great Leap Forward and the miserable working and living
conditions in the People’s Communes, the Chinese embassy official was spot on,
albeit involuntarily: nobody with half a brain—not even policymakers in the GDR—
who have initially sought to portray the People’s Communes as a potential role
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model for the GDR—should consider the possibility of introducing Chinese-style
communes in the GDR. To be sure, that was not what the embassy official was trying
to say at the time.
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Chapter 4
The Berlin Wall and China

Abstract In this chapter, we find out that it was Beijing and its propaganda organs’
turn to misinterpret and distort history when in 1961 East Berlin’s dictator Walter
Ulbricht decided to permanently separate German families through a wall, which in
his view was in reality a ‘border security measure’ keeping West German ‘fascists’
andmilitarists from sneaking into and invading the GDR. Beijing, as wewill see, was
all for lockingup millions of East German citizens in the Socialist Workers’ Paradise
(the GDRwas meant) and shoot at those who dared to escape to the ‘decadent’ West.
Chinese reporting and propaganda at the time charged itself with the mission to set
an all-time record for false and distorted newspaper reporting. They came very close.

Walter Ulbricht is on the record lying on 15 June 1961 when he said that “no one
has the intention to build a wall.”1 That was when he replied to a West German jour-
nalist during a press conference, answering in his high-pitched voice dismissing (as
it turned out well-founded) rumours that he was planning to separate East fromWest
Berlin indefinitely. Ulbricht had in the past more than once been (very) economical
with the truth (i.e. he quite simply was a notorious liar), but the idea of permanently
separating East from West Berlin must have seemed too surreal and/or too crazy to
the Western Allies that maybe they believed Ulbricht when he denied the rumours
of wanting to separate East fromWest Berlin with a wall. In August of the same year,
Nikita Khrushchev had decided to give in to Ulbricht’s years-long begging to build a
wall keeping East Berlin citizens from escaping from the Socialist Workers Paradise
in order to live with West German ‘imperialists’ and ‘militarists.’ Khrushchev met
Ulbricht on 1 August 1961—a meeting, during which they discussed their plan
to close the border between East and West Berlin for good. (History and Public
Policy ProgramDigital Archive.WilsonCenter Digital Archive International History
Declassified). However, it should not go unmentioned that the reckless Ulbricht in the
autumn of 1960 had already unilaterially changed the procedures along the sectoral

1 “No one has the intention to build a wall”, Ulbricht lied during a press conference when he was
asked by a West German journalist in June 1961 on his plans to separate East from West Berlin
with a wall.
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borderline between West and East Berlin. He decided that Western government offi-
cials would from on have to apply for a permit at the GDR Ministry of Foreign
Affairs to enter East Berlin and GDR territory. Previously, Western officials were
allowed to freely travel into GDR territory, authorized by the Four Power Status. The
Soviets were reportedly ‘surprised’ about Ulbricht’s go-it-alone initiative and were
concerned that the Western Allies could retaliate by rendering Soviet access to
West Berlin more difficult (Harrison 2012). During the aforementioned meeting with
Ulbricht Khrushchev claimed that the West German government was in the process
of preparing support for a popular uprising in the GDR that would take place in the
autumn of 1961. From the conversation between Khrushchev and Ulbricht emerged
that Ulbricht had already very detailed plans on how to close roads, where to put
wire barriers along the inner-German border, and where to close subway stations in
East Berlin. Ulbricht claimed that churches in the GDR are receiving support from
Bonn to convince farmers to withdraw from cooperative farms in the GDR. He said
that while the actual likelihood of the aforementioned uprising was low, he warned
that there still might be acts of what he called ‘sabotage’ in the GDR. During the
conversation it did obviously not emerge where he had the information about West
German support for an uprising in the GDR obtained from, but Khrushchev did not
seem to mind that Ulbricht did not cite any sources.2 Ulbricht furthermore suggested
to register all regular border crossers, who he estimated to be around 75,000. He
explained that registering the border crossers would take about two weeks. Among
others, Khrushchev also decided that Moscow and East Berlin must publish a joint
statement as evidence that the closure of the border between West and East Berlin is
in the interest of all socialist countries in general and the Soviet Union in particular.
Khrushchev urged Ulbricht not to make any statements on the border before actu-
ally closing it as this would lead to a near-certain additional mass exodus of GDR
citizens leaving East Berlin. Furthermore, Khrushchev said that the border controls
must obviously not be limited to Berlin but will have be extended to the entire
GDR territory. Khrushchev furthermore claimed that the USA and the West German
government will be ‘content’ as the closed border will stop the mass exodus from
East intoWest Berlin. “When you establish the border posts, all will be satisfied. And
in addition, they will then feel your power”, Khrushchev reportedly said to Ulbricht.
To be sure, not ‘all’ in West Germany were satisfied, especially not those whose
families were separated and torn apart when the Berlin Wall was built. The West
German government and West Berlin’s mayor at the time Willy Brandt in particular
were not ‘satisfied’ either. Whether the US administration under President Kennedy
was fully ‘satisfied’ can be doubted too, but it was certainly until a certain extent
relieved as the Berlin Wall put an end to Moscow’s Berlin Ultimatum and reduced
the possibility of armed conflict between Washington and Moscow at the time.

2 That is all the more remarkable as Khrushchev told Ulbricht during the same conversation that
the reports he relied on—he claimed that he read reports from Western secret services—indicated
that Bonn was not actively supporting an uprising in the GDR. That is because, as Khrushchev
explained, the West was afraid that Moscow would intervene with military force in the GDR (like
it then did in June 1953).
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Already back in January 1961, Ulbricht blamed Moscow for East German
economic hardship, which in turn resulted in East German citizens fleeing East
Germany, as far as the East German dictator was concerned. In a letter to Khrushchev,
he complained that Moscow’s post-war reparations and Moscow dismantling indus-
trial facilities in East Germany after the end of World War II had from the outset
weakened the East German economy. The USA, Ulbricht pointed out, gave West
Germany a head start through the Marshall Plan. That was undoubtedly true, but
Ulbricht failed—for obvious and from his perspective understandable reasons—to
mention that East German’s Soviet Union-style planned economy was doomed from
the start, its industrial output and productivity remained hopelessly behind West
German levels and it did not produce the sort of consumer goods West Germany
and other West European capitalist economies produced. In short: there was no East
GermanWirtschaftswunder (Economic Miracle3) in East Germany in the 1950s and
1960s and there never would be one.4 Obviously, Ulbricht also failed to mention
that not only economic hardship but also political repression did its fair share to
encourage East German citizens to leave the GDR in the millions. Ulbricht and his
SED comrades of course could not have failed to see that oppression, psychological
terror and the suppression of anything resembling freedom of thought and expres-
sion ‘overseen’ above all by the GDR’s Stasi were factors pushing East German
citizens towards risking their lives to leave the GDR. However, Ulbricht and his
Politburo comrades were until 1989 in a position not to have to worry too much
about of all that, i.e. the GDR citizens’ possible protests against the oppressive
regime. The near absolute power over East German citizens—‘helped’ above all by
the Stasi—and the fact that GDR citizens were de facto locked up in the GDR made
sure that the people did not have much of a choice but to live with the aforementioned
kind of repression in the GDR. However, the fact that Ulbricht was the one whomore
than anybody else wanted to build a wall separating East from West Berlin, made it
very clear that he understood that the East German people would continue to want
to leave the country at all costs.

In the early 1960s theGDR’s economic situation continued to deteriorate andGDR
citizens continued to seek to leave political repression in theGDRbehind.At the same
time Ulbricht complained about Moscow’s reluctance to solve the Berlin Question,
i.e. about its reluctance to give him the go-ahead to close the border between East
andWest Berlin to halt the mass exodus to West Berlin andWest Germany. Ulbricht,
Scholtyseck writes, decided to seek to put Moscow under pressure and play what the
literature refers to as the ‘China card’ in the very early 1960s. As part of that ‘playing-
the-China-card-strategy’, Ulbricht must have thought that sending a delegation to
Beijing in early 1961 (without having consulted with Moscow) would do the trick

3 The German term that was to become the trademark of West German economic recovery after
World War II. Italy, and more importantly, Japan experienced similar economic miracles.
4 Empty shelves in East German shops and supermarkets were there for all to see, including for
West German visitors visiting East Berlin over the decades. West German visitors were allowed to
visit East Berlin with one-day visiting permits issued by the East German authorities at the border.
West Germans were obliged to exchange a certain amount of West German currency and often did
not knowwhat to do with the money in East Berlin—as there was little to buy in East Berlin’s shops.
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(of putting pressure ontoMoscow to give in to Ulbricht and allowing him to close the
inner-Berlin border one way or the other). But it did not and when Moscow wanted
an explanation for the trip to China without a heads-up for Moscow, Ulbricht backed
off and went great lengths to reassure Moscow that the East German delegation was
merely given the task to discuss East German–Chinese trade and economic ties. So
much for East German and Ulbricht’s courage to play the ‘China card’ and so much
for East Berlin’s foreign policy autonomy. Indeed, Ulbricht (and Erich Honecker
after him) tended to—to put it bluntly—talk a big game about GDR foreign policy
independence and sovereignty while bothweremore than once reminded byMoscow
that the level of foreign policy autonomy was not to go beyond a level acceptable to
Moscow.

In early to mid-1961 Ulbricht returned to his plan to build a wall permanently
dividing East fromWest Berlin comewhatmay and grew impatient withKhrushchev,
who for his taste spent toomuch time on talking about disarmament andwas too naïve
about Konrad Adenauer’s intentions. Adenauer, Ulbricht claimed numerous times,
wants rearmament (including nuclear armament) and cannot wait to attack and annex
the GDR. As mentioned above, parts of the literature suggest that Ulbricht had at
the time enough leverage over Moscow to successfully play the aforementioned
‘China card’ in order to put pressure onto Moscow to give East Berlin the go-ahead
to seal off the inner-German border for good and indefinitely. To be sure, ‘parts of
the literature’ as in accounts written by former East German officials and diplomats
(mentioned elsewhere in this book), who until today claim that East Berlin was able
to take foreign policy decisions without Moscow’s approval. In reality, it is unlikely
that Moscow approved Ulbricht’s plan to build a wall because it was concerned
about an East German ‘China trump card’, not least as Moscow too realized that not
closing the border between East and West Germany would have had repercussions
for Moscow too. East Berlin would have continued to be confronted with millions of
East German citizens leaving theGDR, in turn unambiguous evidence that the regime
Moscow had installed in East Germany was not able to keep its citizens from leaving
the country. In other words, evidence that socialism is not ‘superior’ over capitalism,
if one chooses to use the kind of rhetoric and propaganda spread inMoscow and East
Berlin.

In March 1961 then, Ulbricht decided that he must act quickly to stop the GDR’s
rapid depopulation. During a meeting of Warsaw Pact countries Ulbricht requested
the immediate ‘closure’ of West Berlin as he put it. He called for ‘border security
measures’ which in his view had to be taken. That request, however, fell on deaf ears
among fellow socialist countries and also badly and quickly backfired on Ulbricht.
When the East German population heard about that speech and Ulbricht’s idea to
lock up East German citizens in the GDR, even more of them decided to leave the
GDR as fast as they could. In April 1961 alone 30,000 GDR citizens left the GDR to
settle in West Germany. Between 1949 and mid-1961 a total of roughly 2.7 million
East Germans fled from the GDR. The running joke among East European diplomats
based in East Berlin at the timewas that because somany East Germans left theGDR,
the only ones left will soon beWalter Ulbricht and his mistress. That sounded funny,
but all of that was really no laughing matter. The records show that Ulbricht was
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in August 1961 prepared to risk a military confrontation with the Western Allies
stationed in West Berlin in case of a Western in reaction to the erection5 of the
Berlin Wall. Moscow of course had little to laugh about either and was concerned
about the state and stability of its East German vassal state. Moscow warned several
times over the course of the year 1961 that the GDR was of great importance to
the stability of the entire camp of socialist countries. The GDR was what Moscow
called the ‘main front’ of the struggle between the two systems. “The GDR is the
Western outpost of the socialist camp. The GDR is the country that has to prove
that Marxism-Leninism is working and that Marxism-Leninism is the better and
superior social order in industrialized countries. We cannot afford bankruptcy6 and
if socialism is not victorious in the GDR, if communism did not turn out to be viable
and superior, then we have lost”, Deputy Soviet Prime Minister Mikojan concluded
at the time (Scholtyseck 2003, p. 21). As it was already demonstrated in 1953, the
500,000 Soviet soldiers stationed in the GDR were prepared to ‘help’ East Berlin to
‘convince’ the East German population—one way or the other (i.e. including with
violent means)—that socialism and the oppression that comes with it was the only
game in town, like it or not.

The records show that Soviet intelligence at the time concluded that the Western
powers were not prepared to go to war with the Soviet Union over West Berlin. And
theywere spot on, as it turnedout. Instead,USSecretary ofStateDeanRusk suggested
at the time to impose economic sanctions onto Moscow’s satellite states such as
Poland and Czechoslovakia, and to speed up the nuclear armament of NATO coun-
tries, including West Germany’s. Today, it is well documented that the closing of
the sectoral border between West and East Berlin was only the first step of what
Ulbricht had in mind as regards West Berlin. He and his sidekicks in East Berlin
celebrated the absence of a more forceful Western reaction to the construction
of the wall as a political triumph. Erich Honecker, who was in charge of over-
seeing the wall’s construction works, declared during a meeting with diplomats
of socialist/communist countries that West Berlin was bound to become a ‘small
village.’ How wrong Honecker turned out to be, and some Czechoslovak diplomats
present at the meeting in East Berlin at the time believed that rather the opposite is
more likely, i.e. that West Berlin would instead turn into a very cosmopolitan city
hosting international meetings, conferences etc. Indeed, that is what happened—
West Berlin did indeed become a powerful symbol of West German and Western
determination to support a democratic, liberal and prosperous city surrounded by a
non-democratic, illiberal and economically weak and ailing country.

Ulbricht at the time undoubtedly sought to use the mass exodus from the GDR
as an instrument to put pressure onto Khrushchev, securing Moscow’s support for
Ulbricht’s plan to seal the border between West and East Berlin indefinitely. The

5 The author is aware that the term ‘erection’ in this context is suggestive and/or funny. But maybe
the term is not so far off as Walter Ulbricht was really very satisfied when he got the go-ahead from
Moscow to build that wall. That does not sound very academic, in fact it does not sound academic
at all, but somebody had to make that joke at some point. And there you go.
6 What he meant was the GDR’s economic collapse.
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aforementionedEastGerman ‘threat’ to expand relationswithBeijing—the ‘playing-
the China-card’ fantasy—was to be understood in that same context: the SED would
intensify its exchanges with their comrades in Beijing if Moscow remained reluc-
tant to support Ulbricht’s plan to close the border between East and West Berlin
(Wentker 2007, p. 168). So far the theory, but whether such a threat had ever been
credible in the 1960s must be doubted. As explained above, East Berlin simply did
not have the kind of leverage over Moscow to exert any kind of pressure. Not neces-
sarily a surprise for an economically weak country, occupied by half a million Soviet
soldiers.7 The margins of manoeuvre in terms of East Berlin’s political and foreign
autonomy were always very limited and all interested parties knew just that. Further-
more, the argument sometimes put forward in the literature that in the very early
1960s there existed an ‘ideological axis’ between Beijing and East Berlin was a case
of wishful-thinking more than anything else dreamt up in East Berlin and Beijing
and quite simply did not correspond with reality (Ray 1960, pp. 819–825). Even if
Ulbricht had as mentioned above expressed some sympathy or indeed enthusiasm
for, e.g. the Chinese People’s Communes at a time when Moscow did not, this did
not mean that East Berlin was anywhere near to or on the verge of changing its
ideological ‘affiliation’ and opt for Chinese-styleMarxism–Leninism/Maoism when
Beijing announced (during the course of the Sino-Soviet Split) to pursue its own and
allegedly ‘correct’ version of Marxism–Leninism. Not least as it was not at all clear
what East Berlin would have been obliged to pursue as an alleged Chinese version
of Marxism–Leninism, like it was never defined how a Chinese version ofMarxism-
Leninism differed from the Soviet version of Marxism–Leninism (admittedly as it
was not defined either how Marxism–Leninism as practiced in the Soviet Union
would translate into concrete Soviet policies on Soviet ground beyond concentrating
all power and resources in the hands of Moscow’s socialist/communist party). At the
risk of sounding too blunt and/or trivial, what socialism/communism (regardless of
the various ‘versions’) as practiced in the Soviet Union, China, and the GDR had
in common was the fact that it was interpreted as a form of dictatorial governance
equipping the respective regimes’ leaderswith the authority and instruments to install
themselves in power indefinitely for the alleged ‘benefit’ of the proletarian class. Karl
Marx and Friedrich Engels probably had something very different in mind when they
envisioned and propagated socialist/communist forms of governance.

One month after the construction of the Berlin Wall Ulbricht justified the wall
claiming that the “experiences of the past have proven that it is not possible that
a socialist country such as the GDR can carry out a peaceful competition with an
imperialist country such as West Germany with open borders.” (Cited in Koehn
2011). What Ulbricht really meant, however, was that the GDR was not and would
never be able to compete with West Germany economically and would therefore not
be able to keepEastGerman citizens fromfleeing the country. EvenKhrushchevmust
have realized that Ulbricht was not making any sense—accusing West Germany of

7 When Germany was reunified in 1990, roughly 340,000 Soviet troops were withdrawn from the
GDR. Until 1989 more than 500,000 Soviet troops and civilians were at times stationed in more
than 3,950 Soviet military bases and facilities on GDR territory.
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being an imperialist country sounded nonetheless plausible in the GDR’s Politburo
(and arguably there only).

Did the Berlin Wall make life easier for Khrushchev? The above-
cited scholar Jodi Koehn argues that it indeed did when she writes that the Berlin
Wall saved the GDR regime from collapse at the time and eased the pressure on
Moscow to support East Berlin from keeping East German citizens from leaving the
GDR in the hundreds of thousands. Furthermore, the wall made sure that Ulbricht’s
power remained limited to East Berlin. Koehn furthermore argues that the Berlin
Wall was evidence for the bloc of socialist/communist countries that Moscow was
able and willing to stand up to the Western ‘paper tigers.’ After the Berlin Wall was
built, however, Khrushchev warned Ulbricht not to undertake any actions that would
further aggravate the already tense situation in Berlin. He did that because ‘further
action’ is exactly what Ulbricht had in mind. The records indicate that Khrushchev
was concerned about Ulbricht opting for further go-it-alone policies concerning the
status of Berlin that would go beyond the division of the city. Indeed, Ulbricht made
no secret of his desire to incorporate also West Berlin into the GDR’s national terri-
tory and more than once he urged Moscow already in the 1950s to endorse such plan
(Wolfrum and Arendes 2007, pp. 129/130). To be sure, Ulbricht must have known
that the Western Allies were ready and equipped to counter any such initiative. But
he was prepared to overplay his foreign policy hand anyway, probably still drunk
with power after he had ‘his’ wall built with theWest standing idly by. To be sure, his
threat to do more than ‘just’ build a wall between East and West Berlin—‘more’ as
in e.g. attempting to occupy and incorporate West Berlin into GDR territory—set off
the alarm-bells in Moscow. Ulbricht, like his successor Erich Honecker in the 1970s
and 1980s, was constantly overestimating his influence and political weight among
the community of socialist countries. As we will see below, Erich Honecker thought
e.g. in the 1980s that he could portray himself as a ‘mediator’ between Moscow
and Beijing—in times when Moscow did not need and Beijing did not want such
mediation.

WalterUlbrichtwrote toMao in January 1961 admitting andwarning that theGDR
de facto depends economically onWestGermany. Furthermore,UlbrichtwarnedMao
that West Germany is still able to recruit East German workers to work in the West
(SAPMO-BArch, ZPA NL 182/1216). At the same time the regime in East Berlin
voiced warnings and accusations that West German ‘agents’ and ‘human traffickers’
were facilitating the escapeofEastGermans to theWest,while apparently ‘forgetting’
to mention the fact that East Germans were voluntarily leaving to escape political
oppression and economic misery as long as it was still possible.

InOctober 1961 thenKhrushchev toldUlbricht to back off, so to speak.Hewarned
Ulbricht that Moscow would not tolerate any provocations on the part of the GDR
in or against West Berlin. Any actions regarding West Berlin, Ulbricht was told, had
to be approved by Moscow. Consequently, there were no further ‘actions.’
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4.1 Fake News Chinese-Style

Oneday after the erectionof theBerlinWall thePeople’sDaily reported (on14August
1961) that citizens from the GDR would from now on need a special permit to travel
toWest Berlin (People’s Daily 14 August 1961a). Why the newspaper suggested that
GDR citizens were still able to go to West Berlin—albeit with a special permit—
when Ulbricht had the Berlin Wall built in order to keep GDR citizens from doing
just that, could have had two reasons: either the Chinese newspaper deliberately
spread false information seeking to help the regime in East Berlin sell it its bogus
explanation that the wall is merely a measure of ‘self-defence’ keepingWest German
‘revanchists’, ‘fascists’ and imperialists from entering the GDR. Or—although that
is probably very unlikely given that the People’s Daily correspondent in East Berlin
must have understood that East Berliners were no longer allowed to cross the border
to West Berlin—Beijing did not check the facts and really believed GDR citizens
were still allowed to travel to and back from West Berlin.

On 18 August1961, the People’s Daily concluded that ‘life in the democratic
sector of Berlin goes on as usual’ (the paper meant East Berlin when it spoke of the
‘democratic sector’) (People’s Daily 18 August 1961b). Without calling the Berlin
Wallwhat it was, i.e. a very solid concrete wall (alongwhich hundreds of people were
shot at and murdered over the years) it instead spoke of ‘security measures along
the border’ and claimed that the population of East Berlin was satisfied with the
police’s efforts to defend the city from West German ‘provocations.’ If that sounds
implausible and indeed absurd, so does the newspaper claiming that West Berlin has
become a theatre of chaos and turmoil. Without citing any sources, the newspaper
falsely claimed that West Berlin citizens withdraw money from the banks, buy flight
tickets and transport furniture out of Berlin. China’s Xinhua news agency took up
the disinformation campaign and took bad and false reporting to new heights. On
18 August 1961 Xinhua claimed that more and more West German citizens from
Bavaria and the Rhineland were seeking political asylum in the GDR, among them
those who, as the Xinhua reported, refuse to serve in West Germany’s ‘revanchist’
military (the West German Bundeswehr was meant). Xinhua furthermore falsely
reported that countless West German working-class families had emigrated to the
GDR because of anxiety about what Xinhua called their ’future’ in West Germany.
The People’s Daily reported in late August 1961 that West Germany’s Ministry for
All-German Affairs—in collaboration with the US Secret Services—was actively
engaged in human trafficking, i.e. the smuggling of East German citizens to West
Berlin (People’s Daily 24 August 1961c). The US Secret Service, Xinhua reported,
in particular was active in human trafficking in West Berlin and was collaborating
with various organizations such as the Association for Free Lawyers together with
teachers’ and students’ organizations and farmers’ associations. Almost needless
to say that the article did not cite any evidence for those allegations. Furthermore,
the article claimed that West German companies together with the West German
employers’ association are attempting to recruit East German workers and engineers
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to work in West Germany and are also encouraging East German workers to orga-
nize themselves in ‘illegal organizations’ (without obviously defining the nature of
such ‘illegal organizations’). The article concluded by claiming that millions of East
German citizens and workers protested against the alleged above-mentioned human
trafficking and held demonstrations in solidarity with the government’s decision to
protect the GDR from West German ‘fascists’ and ‘imperialists’—with the help of
the ‘anti-fascist’ wall.8 In reality, however, such demonstrations did not take place.
Soon after building the Berlin Wall, East Berlin authorized and indeed ordered its
border troops to shoot at and kill those East Germans who sought to overcome the
‘anti-fascist wall.’ A week later the People’s Daily wrote a similar article in tone
calling West Berlin a ‘hotbed for US-sponsored fascists, militarists and imperial-
ists who consider West Berlin their basis of the Cold War’, from which democ-
racy and socialism in the GDR are attacked (People’s Daily 30 August 1961d). The
article concluded by saying that it is now time to remove the ‘cancer’ of Western
fascism and imperialism fromWest Berlin. Some of these and similarPeople’s Daily
articles furthermore featured fictive interviews with West and East Berliners, who
supposedly applauded East Berlin’s decision to build the wall and protect the Eastern
part of the city from West German militarists like West German Chancellor Konrad
Adenauer and West Berlin’s mayor Willy Brandt.9 In sum, if the Chinese public
were looking for an informed and informative overview and analysis of the conse-
quences of the division of Berlin, it could not find any of that in the Chinese press.10

In September 1961 then East Germany’s ambassador to China Hegen met China’s
Politburo member Chen Ji. Chen approved of East Berlin’s decision to shoot at East
German citizens trying to cross the inner-German border. Chen also concluded that
due to the fact that theWest had by now not reacted to the building of the Berlin Wall,
it must have accepted the fact that Berlin is a permanently divided city (interestingly
neither Chen nor Hegen ever mentioned the word ‘wall’ during their conversation.
Instead, they used the term ‘border measures’) (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV 2/20/123).

Admittedly (or sadly) Chen had a point as Washington and its allies did indeed
not do anything to stop Ulbricht from building the wall in August of 1961. As we
know, Berlin remained a divided city until the SED finally ran out of cash and lies in
1989. Chen added that the ‘measure’ (he meant the construction of the Berlin Wall)
was the right one to adopt as West Berlin belonged to the GDR, as he decided all by
himself. Out of tactical considerations, Chen agreed, it is advisable not to push for
reunification on GDR terms and push the Western Allies out of West Berlin just yet.
Achievingwhat he called the ‘normalization’ of the situation has prioritywhile reuni-
fication will be strived for later. Chen went on to conclude that the West’s decision
not to intervene in Berlin in August 1961 was evidence that Western imperialism is a

8 Deutscher Arbeitgeberverband in German.
9 East Berlin typically referred to both of them as such (especially to Adenauer and especially
when he in the 1950s flirted with the idea of developing and stationing nuclear weapons in West
Germany).
10 That leaves the questionwhy thePeople’s Dailywas investing resources into an East Berlin-based
correspondent when the paper was seemingly not in any way interested in reporting accurately on
the facts and developments from a divided Berlin.
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mere ‘paper tiger.’ TheWest, Chen concluded, is afraid of war and its defeats in both
Korea and Vietnam have proven that the West is only capable of conspiring against
the socialist countries (as opposed to winning wars, he must have meant). After that
very Chinese and very peculiar (’peculiar’ as in nonsensical) interpretation of Cold
War history, Chen turned to congratulating East Berlin on its decision to render itself
economically independent from West Germany. Deciding for the GDR to become
economically independent from West Germany, however, was one thing, achieving
that goal was quite another, Chen failed to mention. In effect, the GDR’s dependence
on tradewithWest Germany accompanied by economic and financial assistance from
its estranged cousins inWest Germany did not decrease but instead increased over the
years and decades. Indeed, in the 1980s in particular massive West German financial
assistance kept the GDR from collapsing financially more than once. Chen became
very explicit about his approval for East Berlin’s practice to oppress and terrorize its
citizens. “I am in total agreement with your measures regarding political-ideological
education andmeasures of suppression. Also internally, one has to resort to sanctions
and punishment. Therefore, I completely endorse the police shooting at those who
violate the border.”11

Asmentioned above, the records show that for Ulbricht the BerlinWallwasmeant
to be an ‘intermediate stage.’ What he really wanted was to get rid of the Four Power
Status of Berlin in order for theGDR to gain control overWest Berlin, i.e. incorporate
the whole of Berlin into GDR territory without any interference from the Western
Allies. Khrushchev, however, did not give in to Ulbricht’s aggressive plans and with-
drew the below-mentioned Berlin Ultimatum in October of 1961, thereby reducing
the danger of a military conflict with the US (which Ulbricht seemed to have been
prepared to accept as a result of his reckless policies). Khrushchev, Joachim Scholty-
seck writes, de facto deprived Ulbricht at the time of the possibility of unleashing
a military conflict with the Western Allies. Moscow, Scholtyseck concludes, had no
appetite for further confrontation with the Western Allies in Europe. At the time, he
argues, Moscow was more concerned about and busy dealing with Mao’s attempts
to challenge Moscow’s role as the leader of socialist and communist countries. To
be sure, Beijing for its part of course neither had the resources nor a set of poli-
cies available to challenge Moscow’s leadership among socialist and/or communist
countries in the 1960s. Mao of course begged as we know to differ, but in retro-
spect, the colossal failure of the Great Leap Forward and the equally disastrous
Cultural Revolutionmust have made it very clear to the outside world in general and
socialist/communist countries in particular that China under Mao’s leadership was
not a country able to challenge the Soviet Union and offer a viable alternative version
of Marxism–Leninism and socialism to the community of socialist countries.

11 East Berlin called those who were trying to cross the border border violators (Grenzverletzer
in German) and invested significant resources into training East German border troops on how to
stop (i.e. shoot at and kill if deemed necessary) East Germans trying to escape to the West. East
German border guards failing to hit their ‘targets’ (i.e. unarmed East Germans) were subject to
severe punishment.
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Chapter 5
The Rollercoaster Relations of the 1960s

Abstract In this chapter, we examine the few ups and the many downs of bilateral
East German–Chinese relations in the 1960s. The Sino-Soviet Split and Moscow
and Beijing turning into full-fledged enemies mainly talking about as opposed to
each other, clearly took a toll on bilateral ties. While Mao had made up his (very
reckless) mind that East Berlin and Moscow’s political leaders are ‘revisionists’
or worse (e.g. ‘capitalists’, ‘bourgeois, ‘rightists’ or all of that together), Walter
Ulbricht, Nikita Khrushchev and Leonid Brezhnev called the bluff of Mao’s ‘incor-
rect’ version of Marxism–Leninism and ‘class struggle’ as the basis for anything
resembling coherent and result-oriented regional and global foreign policies. To be
sure, East Berlin fearing that the rift betweenMoscow andBeijingwouldweaken and
indeed threaten the very existence of the Soviet-dominated community of socialist
countries got East Berlin to put on a brave face, trying to patch up ties with Beijing on
more than one occasion in the 1960s. However, the we-are-all-on-the same-socialist-
trip train already had left the station when Moscow ordered East Berlin to make
enemies out of the (former) comrades in Beijing in the early 1960s.

The GDR embassy in Beijing reported in March 1962 of what it called a ‘complex
situation’ inChina. TheGreat LeapForward, an embassy report read, is evidence that
China has created an ideological platform that runs counter to Marxism–Leninism
(SAPMO-BArch, DY/30/J IV 2/2J). That sounded awkward and did not in any way
correspond with what the leap was and did to China. The Great Leap Forward did
quite simplynot create an ideological platformof anykind.On the (disastrous) ground
in China not ideology but bare survival was what mattered, which also explains why
East Berlin (and Moscow for that matter) never explained what such an ideological
platform accompanyingMao’sGreat Leap Forward consisted of in their view. As we
have already seen and as we will continue to see, the GDR’s mouthpiece newspapers
in essence limited themselves to repeating and spreading government propaganda
without bothering to ask for details and explanations. In this case, e.g. asking poli-
cymakers in East Berlin how and where exactly theGreat Leap Forward ran counter
to the ‘correct’ platform of Soviet-imposed Marxism–Leninism.
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What East Berlin and Beijing united in the early 1960s was the fact that many
countries did not recognize the GDR and the PRC diplomatically—arguably not the
best trait to have in common when finding themselves at the receiving end of inter-
national isolation. Martin Esslin therefore concludes that “for both Eastern Germany
and Communist China are countries to whom official recognition by a large number
of other countries is still denied, who are still barred from membership of most
international organisations. The main aim of East German foreign policy, as far as a
dependent state of its type can have a foreign policy at all, revolves round the struggle
for recognition” (Esslin 1960, p. 85). So far so good, but the fact that both East Berlin
and Beijing had the same problems with diplomatic recognition did not mean that
they in the 1960s felt the need to pool their resources to fight global imperialism,
spread global socialism together, or whatever else was on the menu of the playbook
of global real and—more often than not—imaginary socialist solidarity. In fact and
eventually the opposite was the case and Moscow and Beijing falling out with each
other at the beginning of the 1960s made sure that East Berlin and Beijing too turned
from friends into enemies when Beijing and Moscow did.

Esslin furthermore argues that East Berlin and Beijing at the time shared a fantasy
of how they envisioned German and Chinese reunifications: German reunification on
East German terms and the unification of Mainland China with Taiwan on Mainland
Chinese terms. “The parallels run even more closely: in a way, from the East German
perspective China appears as divided as Germany. The East German leaders certainly
would like to believe that Adenauer is as much an American puppet as Chiang Kai-
shek and thatWestern Germany will one day as surely be liquidated by incorporation
into East Germany as Formosa1 will be when Mao Tse-tung’s victorious forces land
there”, Esslin writes (Esslin 1960, p. 85). However, putting Konrad Adenauer and
Chiang Kai-shek into the same category sounded plausible probably only in East
Germany and Beijing, and while German reunification eventually took place onWest
and not East German terms in 1990, Chinese policymakers (and scholars likewise)
still—as we will see further below—today compare German reunification with what
one day should—at least in their view—be Chinese reunification. That comparison,
however, was and still is today simply nonsensical.

5.1 Further Downhill

Already in December 1960 upon his return from a visit to Moscow Ulbricht declared
that ‘there is no Chinafied Marxist–Leninism.’ That was after and in reaction to
Mao announcing to have developed and applied his very own version of Marxism–
Leninism in China. After that, Ulbricht declared Maoism to be no longer a comple-
mentary part of socialism and communism but instead a dangerous departure from
socialism—the kind of ‘departure’ as defined by the Soviet Union obviously. Mao
Zedong Thought,2 the centre-piece ofMaoism, Ulbricht concluded, was no longer a

1 Taiwan.
2 Also referred to as ‘Maoism’, ‘Chinese Communism’ or ‘Chinese Marxism.’ Mao’s very own
interpretation of Marxism–Leninism, more often than not privy of coherency and details. A version
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complementary part of what he and his comrades inMoscow defined as the ‘socialist
truth.’ That was arguably fairly easy to conclude, not least as it remained impossible
to comprehend what Mao Zedong Thought consisted of. This in turn had created
the advantage for Mao of not in any way feeling to be obliged to define what Mao
Zedong Thought is. The definition of what it was and it propagated was ‘changeable’
and could be adjusted to the changing circumstances on the ground.3 Mao was aware
of that and boasted on more than one occasion about the ‘advantage’ to be able to
adjust Mao Zedong Thought according to the circumstances at hand (in essence the
same as today with Xi Jinping Thought, which is—to put it bluntly—nothing and
everything at the same time, and this author is not aware of any serious and systematic
attempt in China today to explain what exactly Xi Jinping Thought does and does
not consist of). Details, however, did not seem to matter to Ulbricht at the time and
he had the luxury—like other dictators yesterday and today—not to fear a free press
and civil society asking for further details and explanations why and how exactly
Maoism and/or Mao Zedong Thought cannot be complementary parts of the afore-
mentioned ‘socialist truth’ as defined in Moscow. In the early 1960s, East Berlin had
de facto no choice but to support Moscow’s conclusions on who is to blame for the
conflict and the split with Beijing (Spittmann 1964, pp. 248–255). When Moscow
withdrew all its scientists and students from ChinaMao’s (so-called4) ‘works’ disap-
peared from East German book shelves and in August 1960 the SED ordered to
interrupt the distribution of Chinese publications too. The visit to embassies in East
Berlin became subject to approval by the authorities—a restriction that was indeed
above all meant to control and prohibit visits to the Chinese embassy (Fabritzeck
1972, pp. 828–836). For some time in the early 1960s, East Berlin might have tried
to avoid getting directly and immediately involved in the Sino-Soviet Split and the
exchange of insults and threats between Moscow and Beijing, but given its near-
complete dependence on and obligation to obey Moscow’s foreign policy directives,
East Berlin was eventually obliged to followMoscow’s antagonistic policies towards
China, which, as we have seen above, were perceived as ‘disastrous’ among GDR
diplomats, who feared that the Sino-Soviet Split would have a negative impact on
the GDR’s legitimacy of a fully sovereign country (fearing that disunity within the
camp of socialist/communist countries will be exploited by theWest). However, East
Berlin—at least judging by the official declarations and East German press reporting
on China—had not yet given up completely on Beijing. In fact, while it became
very obvious that the worsening of relations between East Berlin and Beijing took
place in parallel with the rapid worsening of relations between Moscow and Beijing
in the 1960s, East Berlin—at least at times—gave the impression that it wanted to

of Marxism–Leninism which Mao and his followers reduced to the formula ’class struggle, class
struggle, class struggle’ as Julia Lovell cited in this book writes.
3 The same is arguably true for the so-called Xi Jinping Thought enshrined in China’s current
constitution.
4 ‘So-called’ because what Mao did over the decades was to copy and paste from the works of
Marx, Engels and Lenin, selling what he copied and pasted as his own and original work. For why
Mao was not in any way an original thinker but instead someone who pretended to be one—for
details see Julia Lovell’s book on Maoism cited in this book.
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save what was left to save in terms of constructive bilateral relations and exchanges.
Whether this is also a result—as it is sometimes argued in the literature—of East
Berlin’s desire to prove that it can adopt its very own foreign policies free from influ-
ence and pressure from the Soviet Union, cannot be concluded with certainty today.
What is probably accurate to conclude is that East Berlin was since the second half
of the 1960s concerned about the fact that the deterioration of Sino-Soviet relations
does inevitably lead to the weakening of the community of socialist and communist
countries, whichwould be exploited by theWest in general and theUSA in particular.
This in turn—and that was undoubtedly East Berlin’s central concern—would have a
negative impact on the status of the GDR as a fully sovereign second German state—
a concern, which accompanied East German policymakers over decades and de facto
until the collapse of the GDR in 1989/1990. As it turned out and as it will be anal-
ysed elsewhere in this book, East Berlin’s concerns were justified as Washington did
indeed exploit the Sino-Soviet Split to seek to resume relations with Beijing under
President Nixon in the late 1960s/early 1970s.

As discussed elsewhere in this book, Beijing supported Ulbricht’s idea of
dividing East from West Berlin with an ‘anti-fascist wall’ and shoot at those East
Germans who over the decades sought to overcome that wall and make it to West
Berlin (or elsewhere inWest Germany). This led Beijing’s ambassador in East Berlin
to confirm in October 1961 that the GDR and China will continue to maintain close
relations. East Berlin and Beijing, the ambassador cheered, are jointly fighting West
Germanmilitarists and also confirmedBeijing’s support for EastBerlin’s fight against
the Western German militarists (Neues Deutschland 1 October 1961a A). In return,
Walter Ulbricht referred to Mao’s Great Leap Forward as a success when it already
had resulted in tens of millions of starving and starved to death Chinese peasants and
their families. Ulbricht defied reality in China in order to get Beijing to applaud his
great idea to separate East andWest Berlinwith awall, it seemed. In the sameOctober
East Berlin still—in complete defiance of the realities on the Chinese ground—
praised—through its mouthpiece Neues Deutschland—China’s alleged economic
success deriving from theGreat Leap Forward (Neues Deutschland 1October 1961b
B).That is obviously the result of reporting dictated by the SED leadership in East
Berlin as opposed to reporting dictated by the realities on the ground. At the time,
however, East Berlin chose to congratulate Beijing on the alleged achievements of
the leap and, the article made that very clear, hoped to be able to continue counting
on China’s support for Ulbricht’s decision to protect the GDR from West German
‘militarists’ through a wall he ordered to erect in August of that same year. The
article falsely claimed that the Berlin Wall was built with the support of all coun-
tries of the socialist and communist bloc of countries, including China.5 In reality,
however, there is no evidence which would prove that Eastern European countries,
i.e. Moscow’s satellite states, were asked for their opinions on the sense or nonsense
of dividing Berlin with a wall. It is hoped, the article read, that Beijing will continue
to support East Berlin’s position on the Berlin and German Questions. In order to

5 There is no evidence which would prove that East European countries, i.e. Moscow’s satellite
states, were asked for their opinion on the sense (or nonsense) of dividing Berlin with a wall.
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make that decision easier for Beijing, East Berlin confirmed in the same article the
what it called ‘fact’ that Taiwan is an ‘inseparable part’ of Mainland China and that it
fully supports Mainland China fully resuming its legitimate role and position in the
United Nations (instead of Taiwan, obviously).

5.2 More Tit-for-Tat

In September 1960 Beijing complained about the treatment of a Chinese delegation
travelling to East Berlin to attend the funeral of deceased GDR President Wilhelm
Pieck.6 The delegation, Beijing lamented, did not receive the attention and friendly
treatment it expected and thought it deserved as a socialist brother country.At a public
event during the funeral, the Chinese delegation complained that it was seated behind
what the delegation called the ‘Yugoslav traitors.’ ‘Being seated behind the traitors
was very painful for our comrades’, the delegation lamented (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA
IV 2/20/123 A). Crocodile tears, maybe? And Beijing had more to complain about.
A Chinese delegation visiting the GDR in October 1961 on the occasion of the 12th
anniversary of the foundation of the GDR complained during a meeting between
Chinese and East German officials in China’sMinistry of ForeignAffairs that nobody
from the SED Politburo showed up at the airport to welcome the Chinese delega-
tion. None of the other delegations, the leader of the Chinese delegation complained,
were treated like this. Furthermore, unlike the other foreign delegations, the Chinese
one was not offered the possibility to speak during the anniversary ceremony. This,
the Chinese delegation complained, was a clear indication that East Berlin was not
interested in what a high-ranking Chinese official from the country’s Ministry of
Foreign Affairs called ‘Chinese support for the GDR’ (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV
2/20/123 B). The East German officials, however, sought to take the heat out of the
arguably very cumbersome exchange, calling what happened to the Chinese delega-
tion in East Berlin ‘protocolary’ mistakes as opposed to what it probably really was:
a deliberate snub directed at the Chinese delegation. Citing ‘protocolary mistakes’
was probably indeed only an excuse and obviously the Chinese ministry officials did
not buy into any of that and instead concluded that the treatment the Chinese dele-
gation was subject to in East Berlin was an expression and result of what he referred
to as ‘general political attitude of the SED and GDR towards the People’s Republic
of China.’ Beijing in turn responded in kind and GDR ambassador to China Hegen
complained that after the October incident his contacts and exchanges in Beijing
were reduced to the very minimum—nobody wanted to talk to him anymore and
his access to Chinese officials had become next to non-existent, Hegen complained.
Crocodile tears again, this time shed by the East German comrades. Clearly, Beijing
took revenge for what it called the ‘maltreatment’ its delegation experienced in East
Berlin in October 1961. Hegen lamented that his encounters with Chinese officials
in Beijing officials take place at the lowest possible level and are usually very short
meetings. Hegen for his part instructed the embassy personnel in Beijing to ignore

6 President from 1949 to 1960; the only president of the GDR. The office of president was abolished
in the GDR in 1960.
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the difficulties and pretend that everything is business as usual. Hegen explicitly
instructed the embassy staff to avoid getting involved in discussions with Chinese
interlocutors on what happened to the Chinese delegation in East Berlin in October
1961 (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV 2/20/123 C). And then it was again East Berlin’s turn
to protest against Beijing ‘misbehaving.’ In January 1962 East Berlin’s ambassador
toChina complained that Beijing did not participate in the annual Leipzig Spring Fair.
This, East German ambassador Hegen explained, was particularly regrettable as the
NATOMilitary Committee had called on NATOmembers to boycott the fair in order
to isolate the GDR internationally—obviously implying that Beijing is teaming up
with NATO to damage East Berlin. Beijing in turn denied that there is a link between
its absence in Leipzig and NATO calling to boycott the fair. Instead, the Chinese
authorities explained, China did not participate in the fair because it was short of
foreign currency and therefore unable to finance its presence at the fair (SAPMO-
BArch, ZPA IV 2/20/124). Beijing furthermore complained that while since the
Bucharest Conference in June 19607 East Berlin sided with the Soviet Union against
China and while the Chinese delegation was treated inappropriately during its visit
to the GDR on the occasion of the GDR’s 12th anniversary in October 1961, Beijing
has chosen (generously) to ignore what it called ‘discomfort’ during that visit.8 All
of this sounded rather petty, but this in essence was how and what East Berlin and
Beijing talked to and said about each other at the time. And things did not get any
better in the months and years ahead.

1963 onwards East German–Chinese relations deteriorated, slowly but indeed
very surely. The Sino-Soviet Split was clearly taking its toll on bilateral relations
and although East Berlin somehow and at times sought to put on a brave face
pretending that relations are still intact and/or repairable despite the Sino-Soviet
Split, relations were in reality turning sour fairly quickly. The East German news-
paper articles analysed below suggest that the order was given (in Moscow) to fall
in line with Moscow’s antagonistic policies towards Beijing. That said, however,
East and Beijing continued to have exchanges although part of those exchanges
was reminding each other to ‘correct’ their respective policies and to practice the
‘correct’ version of Marxism-Leninism. In other words, confrontational exchanges
paired with insults and certainly not the ones between friends and/or comrades.
During the SED Politburo session in January 19639 Ulbricht announced to invite an
extraordinary Yugoslavian delegation to the 6th SED party conference in January
1963. In the case of Chinese disturbances and unwanted interventions targeting the
delegation from Yugoslavia, Ulbricht gave the order to intervene immediately and
stop Chinese interventions: as it turned out, that were orders to turn off the stereo-
phonic sound system to hinder Chinese delegates from intervening and insulting the
comrades from Yugoslavia (SAPMO BArch, ZPA JIV 2/2/864). Shutting up others
can be so simple, Ulbricht must have thought. During the party conference Ulbricht

7 Also referred to as Bucharest Conference of the World Communist and Workers’ Parties.
8 In German the wordUnannehmlichkeitenwas used to describe what the Chinese delegation expe-
rienced when visiting the GDR at the time. A very formal expression expressing discomfort or
inconvenience.
9 Which took place from 15 January to 21 January 1963.
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defended the Principle of Peaceful Co-Existence as propagated by Moscow citing
what has been agreed during the above-mentioned Bucharest Conference in June
1960. ‘The world’s communists jointly promote and strive for peaceful co-existence.
They fight for the prevention of war. Communists must continue to serve under
the masses in order to prevent that the possibility of world war and the possibility of
peaceful co-existence will not be underestimated. At the same time communists must
not underestimate the possibility of war.’10 Ulbricht claimed to have been obliged to
cite in length what was agreed in Bucharest in 1960 because Albania and those who
support Albania—and he obviously meant China—do not act according to what
was adopted by the world’s socialist and communist countries in 1960 (Protokoll
der Verhandlungen des VI. Parteitages der Sozialistischen Einheitspartei Deutsch-
lands 1963 A). Albania, Ulbricht complained, in essence limits itself to attacking the
Soviet Union and its Principle of Peaceful Co-Existence. This, he concluded, had
turned Albania into an opponent of Marxism–Leninism. Ulbricht went on to explain
why East Berlin refrained from commenting on the Sino-Indian border dispute of
1962. Which border dispute? The one provoked by Mao in October 1962, which
did a lot harm to Mao’s (albeit always implausible) plan of becoming the leader of
the Third World.11 That because after his decision to unleash a border conflict with
India, he was confronted with the accusation of having attacked a fellow Third World
country. The origins of the Sino-Indian border conflict go back to 1950 when Mao
decided to invade and annex Tibet and when Indian PrimeMinister Jawaharlal Nehru
offered the Dalai Lama political asylum in India. Furthermore, Nehru provided the
Tibetan government with some military support. Nehru at the time agreed to provide
Tibet with arms and ammunition. However, Tibetan armed forces were no match for
Beijing’s PLA troops and by late 1950 China controlled large parts of Tibetan terri-
tory. In turn Nehru advised the Dalai Lama to negotiate with Beijing and complywith
some of Beijing’s demands. Mao was Mao and hence did not trust Indian mediating
and instead referred to Nehru as ‘imperialist agent’ conspiring with Great Britain
and the USA. In 1954, Mao and Nehru then agreed to negotiate on the status of Tibet
even if it was very clear that Mao was in no way prepared to grant Tibet the level of
pre-war autonomy. After the 1959 Tibet Uprising12 and India continuing to grant the
Dalai Lama political asylum, Mao provoked a series of clashes at the Sino-Indian
border along the Himalaya in October 1962, and the GDR, unlike the Soviet Union,
initially supported Beijing, which some scholars saw as evidence that East Berlin
was able to make its foreign policy decisions independent fromMoscow (Ray 1969,
pp. 3–27). That of course did not at all matter, not least as the Sino-Indian border
ended fairly quickly, which de facto meant that East German support went as good

10 What Ulbricht said sounded very awkward indeed and the original version in German sounds
equally (if not more) awkward.
11 In October 1962 Mao ordered Chinese troops to attack Indian border posts along the disputed
Chinese–Indian border in the Himalayas. On November 22nd of the same year a ceasefire was
agreed and Chinese troops were ordered to withdraw.
12 A Tibetan revolt against the Chinese occupation, which erupted in Lhasa on 10 March 1959.
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as completely unnoticed.13 East Berlin, Ulbricht claimed at the time, supportedChina
in order not to further deteriorate the already tense relations with Beijing. The GDR,
he claimed, limited itself at the time to hoping that the border conflict would be
resolved quickly. However, that was only partially true, as it emerged in Ulbricht’s
speech. In fact, he made it fairly clear that he—like the leaders of other socialist
countries as he claimed—disapproved of the fact that Beijing did not consult with
other socialist countries before unleashing a border conflict with India. In fact, he
claimed that China’s decision to fight a border war with India was a violation of the
Principle of Peaceful Co-Existence as defined by the Soviet Union “We hope that the
Chinese comrades will respect and honour the Principle of Peaceful Co-Existence
towards India when dealing with issues related to border conflicts”, Ulbricht said.
That of course rang very hollow and was all but a completely irrelevant call on Mao
to control and contain his belligerent instincts. In fact, Mao saw no need whatso-
ever to consult with other socialist/communist countries and unleashing the border
clashes with India in the Himalayas was very much in line with how he sought to
distract attention away from domestic difficulties caused by policies and campaigns
he was directly and indeed exclusively responsible for. That was already the case
in 1958 when he decided to order the bombing of Taiwanese offshore islands. In
1958, China was about to experience the deadly consequences of Mao’s Great Leap
Forward and when in 1959 and 1960 it became clear that the campaign did not lead
to exponential growth of Chinese steel production but instead to widespread famine
and near-economic collapse, a number of high-ranking party officials like, e.g. Liu
Shaoqi came forward accusing Mao of having bombed Taiwanese islands to distract
from his economic mismanagement at home. In 1962 then, Mao had—after a brief
interruption and a retreat to his native province of Hunan—returned to Beijing, and to
make sure that everybody understood that he was back and back in charge in China,
he decided to provoke a border conflict with India.

The Chinese delegation present at the above-mentioned party conference in turn
responded in kind to Walter Ulbricht’s accusations that Beijing acted in violation
of the Principle of Peaceful Co-Existence (Protokoll der Verhandlungen des VI.
Parteitages der Sozialistischen Einheitspartei Deutschlands 15. bis 21. Januar 1963
4. bis 6. Verhandlungstag B). The Chinese delegate Wu Xiuquan complained that
India does not only receive support from the imperialist USA but also from “those
who refer to themselves as Marxists-Leninists.” With ‘those’ the Chinese delegate
obviously meant the Soviet Union and continued to complain that they (‘they’ as in
the Moscow’s leadership in general and Khrushchev in particular) side with India’s
anti-China policies. The Chinese delegate, however, was not done yet and went on to
denounce what he called the ‘modern revisionists’ represented by the ‘Tito clique’
who have caved in to imperialist pressure and now undermine the unity of the global
working class. ‘The Tito clique’, he concluded, ‘betrays the fight against imperialism
and imperialist oppression. Under the disguise of the policy of a non-aligned country
Yugoslavia undermines the solidarity among socialist countries.’ ButwhyYugoslavia

13 Which did notmean that the border conflictwas resolved. In fact, it remains unresolved until today
and Chinese and Indian border troops are still clashing militarily with each other on a worryingly
frequent basis.
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anyway? In the mid-1950 the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia patched up their relations
and Tito did his share to make it back into Moscow’s good books by endorsing
Moscow’s violent intervention inHungary in 1956. Furthermore, in 1957,Yugoslavia
recognized East Germany diplomatically. In 1958, Mao in turn started to refer to
Tito as a ‘revisionist.’ In the 1960s China’s only remaining European ally, Odd
Arne Westad writes, was therefore Albania. “China’s only remaining ally was a
European country, Albania, whose communist leaders had fallen out with all of its
neighbours. Mao was quick to hold up Albania as a beacon of world revolution, but
the fact that Beijing was obliged to turn to small Albania as its main European ally
was an indication of how isolated China was in international affairs at the time.”
(Westad 2013, p. 358). Andrew Nathan and Andrew Scobell confirm that when they
write that “under Mao Zedong, Beijing’s ties outside of Asia were limited to a few
governments and political parties that had put themselves at odds with Moscow and
often with Washington as well. In Eastern Europe, the PRC maintained relations
with two of the three countries that had broken from the Soviet bloc, Albania and
Romania but not with Yugoslavia, whose regime was too liberal for Mao’s taste”
(Nathan and Scobell 2012, p. 171).

The Chinese verbal rampage against alleged Soviet and Yugoslav ‘traitors’ and
‘revisionists’ during the aforementioned SED party conference was enough for the
East German host to intervene and interrupt the Chinese speech with a request to
end the verbal attacks against the Yugoslav delegation. “The Yugoslav people are
helping to construct and develop global socialism and are fighting for peace. The
SED party convention must not be used as a venue for provocative and ill-equipped
remarks against a nation and a party that is fighting on behalf of socialism and
peace.” The Chinese representativeWu again replied by saying that the ‘Tito Clique’
is a ‘special unit’ of American imperialists helping them to realize the imperial-
ists’ global counter-revolutionary strategy. That exchange indicated very clearly that
East Berlin and Beijing had very little to talk about to each other in 1963 and the
Chinese presence at the SED Party convention in January 1963 did not—to put it
mildly—contribute to present the camp of global socialist and communist countries
and parties as united. In fact, it did the very opposite. Ulbricht complained in a
letter to Mao that the Chinese press had published ‘insulting articles’ on the SED
party convention in January 1963 (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA, JIV 2/202/284). Ulbricht
furthermore complained in very plain words that from what he read in the Chinese
press, he is inclined to conclude that China’s Central Party Committee plans to prop-
agate a misguided and wrong version of Marxism–Leninism. Ulbricht gave himself
profoundly offended by how the Chinese delegation behaved in East Berlin at the
aforementioned SED party convention in January 1963 and complained about the
very straightforward attacks against the SED. He urged Mao to change tone and
attitude and endorse the kind and version of socialism practiced and promoted by
the Soviet Union. As if Mao cared at all about a letter from Walter Ulbricht and
his ’instructions’ on how to be a good socialist and/or communist. Instead, he gave
the order to fire back in kind at Ulbricht’s accusations that China is deliberately
sabotaging the Soviet Union’s version of socialism/communism (SAPMO-BArch,
ZPA NL 182/1222). In tit-for-tat fashion, Beijing replied to Ulbricht complaining
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that East Berlin did not seem to want to limit itself to having insulted and inter-
rupted the Chinese delegation present at the SED party convention in January, but
has obviously chosen to continue insulting China and China’s communist party by
following-up with a letter. The Chinese reply naturally complained about every-
thing what happened to the Chinese delegation in East Berlin in January 1963,
referred to Chinese socialists/communists as the ‘real’ communists and explained
that the Chinese delegation decided to leave the room when the Internationale was
sung because the Chinese delegation was not prepared to sing side-by-side with the
‘traitors’ from Yugoslavia. Towards the end of the letter Beijing concluded that the
SED party convention was from Beijing’s view not the venue for exchanges between
fellow fraternal socialist/communist parties but rather the venue in which the ‘father’
(Moscow) dictated the ‘son’ (Moscow’s socialist vassal states) what to believe, adopt
and propagate in terms of global socialism and communism. The Chinese letter made
it furthermore clear that it remains open to discussing on how to overcome differ-
ences and disagreements but will continue to reserve the right for itself to judge on
the prospects of such discussions by the facts on the ground, i.e. East German efforts
to ‘repair relations’ as far as Beijing was concerned. Finally, Beijing emphasized
that it was against ‘fake solidarity’ among socialist countries and parties and it was
fairly clear that the door to East German–Chinese exchanges and friendship was
closing (fast) at that point. In sum, a very tedious and borderline ridiculous exchange
between two former-friends-turned-enemies who apparently had too much time and
resources on their hands to invest into substance-free exchanges.

InApril 1963China’sMinistry of ForeignAffairs then reported that East Germany
still has a chance to ‘correct’ its course and again improve relations with Beijing.
Using awkward and indeed cryptic language, the ministry concluded that ‘over the
last three years, theSocialistUnityParty ofGermanyhas served asKhrushchev’s anti-
Chinese vanguard. Their attitude toward us has been most harmful. They continue to
uphold their erroneous position with one face, while another face is done up to look
friendly. They wish to solidify foreign relations, but this seems to reflect Germany’s
desire, in light of the upcoming talks between China and the Soviet Union, to get a
leg up toward improving relations with us. Faced with this, we must grasp the flag of
harmony, while still adopting a cold attitude. We must further elevate our alert so as
not to be fooled. If Germany approaches all of our offices in thismanner, our response
could be:China has always valued its friendshipwith you.Wehave actively supported
your struggles, fulfilled your desires as much as possible, and never done anything
unfair toward you. But you have rewarded virtue with grievances: in the border
issues between China and India you have neglected proletarian internationalism
and openly attacked us’ (History and Public Policy Program Digital Archive, PRC
FMA). That was a long list of complaints and grievances, but almost needless to
say that it fell on deaf ears in East Berlin, at least officially. In June 1963 East
Berlin and Beijing still signed a bilateral Cultural Cooperation Plan and during
the signing ceremony Ulbricht was not so much interested in cultural exchanges
but rather eager to inform his Chinese interlocutors that a solution to the Berlin
Question had to be found. Necessary also in Ulbricht’s view in order to render the
GDR economically independent fromWest Germany, as he said. Ulbricht admitted to
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Mao on that occasion that this is easier said than done while also informingMao that
the GDR suffers from a shortage of foodstuffs. He therefore urged Mao to maintain
the delivery of foodstuffs necessary to produce margarine (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV
A 2/20/221). Yes, margarine, which suggested that East Berlin was not even able to
provide their citizens with the ‘toppings’ for the bread the regime was able to feed its
populationwith (most times). And as it turned out, rendering theGDR less dependent
on economic and trade ties with West Germany was not only easier said than done
but indeed never took place. Until its collapse in 1989/1990, the GDR was more
than once bailed out financially by West Germany and Bonn in turn was ‘pragmatic’
enough to use economic and financial aid to squeeze political concessions out of
East Berlin over the decades. German ‘realpolitik’ helping the flat broke cousins in
the East, shall we say?

In July 1963 then East Berlin switched to attack mode. The SED Central
Committee warned that China’s dismissal of Moscow’s Principle of Peaceful-
Existence is in essence the same as caving in to theWest and allowing the community
of socialist countries’ ability to successfully fight against Western imperialism and
militarism to be put in jeopardy. China, the SED complained, is creating disunity
among the camp of socialist/communist countries. However, at the time the SED still
gave itself—like it has done several times before—confident that the disagreements
with China can be overcome if only China ‘corrected’ its course (Neues Deutschland
31 July 1963a). To be sure, China would not do such a thing as the following years
in general and Mao’s Cultural Revolution in 1966 in particular would demonstrate.
And of course East Berlin knew that much from the beginning, i.e. it knew that urging
Beijing to ‘correct’ its course would not lead to Beijing actually changing, let alone
‘correcting’, its course the way East Berlin (andMoscow) requested. In fact, it would
have the opposite effect, i.e. Beijing insisting that there was nothing to ‘correct’ in the
first place. In July 1963Mao deployedDengXiaoping toMoscowwhere he onMao’s
behalf accused the SovietUnion of attackingChina in “an increasingly sharp, increas-
ingly extreme form, in an increasingly organized manner, on an increasingly large
scale, trying, come what may, to crush others”, East Berlin complained (SAPMO-
BArch, DY-30, JIV2/207 698).Moscow in turnwas concerned about Beijing not only
increasing its influence in Asia and Africa at the expense of Soviet influence in both
regions but was also worried about Chinese attempts to destabilize Soviet hegemony
in Central and Eastern Europe and reduce Soviet influence over Western European
communist parties. As it turned out, such concerns were in essence baseless.Moscow
had its satellite states firmly under control, while Beijing under Mao moved from
one internal crisis and disaster to another and Western European communist parties
were at the time firmly aligned with their political masters in Moscow. Political
‘stability’ among the community of socialist countries as ordered by Moscow.

In August 1963 then Beijing accused Moscow of recognizing West Germany
as the sole representative of the German people when it—together with the US
and Great Britain—signed the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty in Moscow on 5 August
1963.14 Both West Germany and the GDR acceded to the treaty, but Washington,
London and Bonn insisted that East Berlin’s accession to the treaty did not change

14 Official title: Treaty Banning Nuclear Weapons Tests in the Atmosphere, in Outer Space, and
Under Water.
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anything about their diplomatic non-recognition of the GDR.15 This led Beijing to
claim that Moscow ‘betrayed’ East Berlin by accepting the West’s condition that
East Berlin’s signature under the treaty does not result in the USA, Great Britain and
West Germany officially recognizing the GDR. “The Soviet leaders have in order to
flatter the US imperialists given up on their original view that both German states
must be recognized and have therefore agreed with the US imperialists that this
treaty does not result in the GDR’s diplomatic recognition. This de facto stands for
the annulment of the international legitimate status of the GDR and the recognition
of the government in Bonn as the sole representative of the German nation. An act
of betrayal”, the People’s Daily concluded on behalf of the Chinese government
on 23 August 1963 (People’s Daily 23 August 1963a). In an article published by
the same newspaper one week later, the paper repeated its claim that Moscow was
collaborating with the ‘Western militarists’ at the expense of East German interests
and independence. The ‘betrayal’ of East German interests is, the article concluded,
comparable with Moscow’s ‘betrayal’ of the Chinese peoples’ interests as regards
the Taiwan Question (People’s Daily 30 August 1963b). The article most probably
referred to Moscow’s lack of support for Mao’s decision to bomb islands Taiwanese
offshore islands in August 1958. Russian historian Czeslaw Tubilewicz writes that
Khrushchev was at the time opposed to Mao’s plans to bomb and occupy the islands
Quemoy and Matsu in the Taiwan Strait, referring to the bombing as a deliberate
attempt to drag the Soviet Union into the conflict, in turn and almost inevitably
leading to a military conflict between Moscow and Washington. Khruschev had a
point and he can be forgiven for calling Mao’s decision to bomb Taiwan the ‘fruit of
Mao’s sick fantasy’(Tubilewicz 2005). The conclusion that Mao wanted to provoke a
conflict or indeed a nuclear conflict between the USA and the Soviet Union was also
supported by Andrei Gromyko, Moscow’s Minister of Foreign Affairs at the time
(Gromyko 1989, pp. 150/151). Mao of course declared victory and cheered when
Moscow in September 1958 felt obliged to take sides and declare that a US attack on
China over the bombing of the aforementioned Taiwanese offshore islands would be
considered an attack on the Soviet Union. This was a result ofWashington’s decision
to reinforce its naval forces in the region and the arming of 100 US jet fighters
stationed in Taiwan with air-to-air missiles. Mao cheered because he thought he got
Moscow and Washington close to the brink of military conflict, while at the same
time forcing Khrushchev to display support for Mao’s belligerence and recklessness.
Citing the German scholar Roland Felber who studied in China at the time, Frank
Dikötter concludes that the Taiwan Strait crisis of 1958 was exploited by Mao to
promote and further enforce the militarisation of the Chinese society (Dikötter 2010,
pp. 45/46). The sort of militarization to get the population to endorse and participate
in the Great Leap Forward. Part and result of what Roland Felber refers to as Mao’s
Kasernenkommunismus, i.e. casern communism (Felber 1979).

15 While theWest German ambassadors inWashington, London andMoscowwere granted the right
to sign the treaty on behalf of the West German government, the East German government signed
the treaty only in Moscow as it had no embassies in London, Washington and Bonn.
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On the occasion of the 14th anniversary of the PRC in October 1963 Ulbricht
changed tune and struck a reconciliatory tone, confirming theGDR’s on paper friend-
ship with China. Taiwan, Ulbricht flattered his comrades in Beijing, is an ‘insepa-
rable part’ of China (Neues Deutschland 1 October 1963a). Then later in October
Neues Deutschland urged Beijing not to pursue the development and stationing
of nuclear weapons and instead focus on economic development and recovery.
Economic recovery which became necessary after what the paper called ‘wrong
economic policies’ spearheaded by the Great Leap Forward.’ The economic diffi-
culties, the paper suggested, were not caused by the flooding and draughts Beijing
typically cited by the government in Beijing, but instead are the result of the agri-
cultural and industrial policies of the The Great Leap Forward. The same leap,
however, as we have seen above, East Berlin in general and Walter Ulbricht in
particular cheered for in 1958 and 1959. Finally, the article points out that there is
only one ‘correct’ version of Marxism–Leninism, i.e. the one prescribed and ordered
by the Soviet Union and therefore practiced by GDR (Neues Deutschland 3 October
1963c). There can be little doubt that East Berlin was well aware that urging Beijing
to give up its nuclear ambitions and its (admittedly accurate) conclusion that the
Great Leap Forward was a man-made disaster did not—to say the least—contribute
to the above-cited ‘profound friendship’ East Berlin was (at least so it said) prepared
to maintain with Beijing. In fact, it probably did the very opposite of that. And from
there on bilateral relations went again further downhill.

In May 1964 Neues Deutschland expressed its concerns about China’s decision
to replace Marxism–Leninism withMaoism in order to intensify the ‘cult of person-
ality’ around Mao. Furthermore, the paper lamented the fact that China under Mao
refuses to endorse Moscow’s Principle of Peaceful Co-Existence, which East Berlin
argues goes back to the godfather of socialism/communism: Lenin. China, Neues
Deutschland concluded, does all of this in order to get other socialist countries to
endorse the Chinese version of Marxism–Leninism, i.e.Maoism, which in Beijing’s
view is the ‘highest’ and ‘purest’ version of Marxism–Leninism (on what basis
Beijing under Mao came to that conclusion was not explained16). China, East Berlin
warned, is also doing that in order to drive a wedge between the Soviet Union and
the rest of the socialist countries. This in turn is aimed at allowing China to take
over Moscow’s leadership role among the community of socialist and communist
countries (Neues Deutschland 16 May 1964c). On behalf of the government in East
Berlin the Berliner Zeitung concluded in April 1964 that Beijing is attacking the
Soviet Union in order to distract from the failures of theGreat Leap Forward and the
enormous damage it had done to the Chinese economy and society (Berliner Zeitung
4 April 1964a). InMay 1964, Otto Braun, former advisor toMao and former member
of the CCP and German Comintern representative in China in in the 1930s17 (and
according to his own accounts participant of the Long March of 1934/1935) wrote

16 What was typically cited in this context is an essay Mao published in July 1943 called Mao
Zedong Thought (Mao Zedong Sixiang).
17 Who after the LongMarchwasmarginalized byMao and his followers during the so-called Zunyi
Conference in January 1935.
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in Neues Deutschland that the Great Leap Forward had been an enormous mistake
and a radical campaign that was not endorsed as a collective decision taken by the
party leadership. Instead, Braun wrote, it was a reckless decision taken by Mao and
Mao alone, in complete disregard of what the party leadership deemed necessary
and appropriate in terms of collectivization of agriculture and industrial production.
That was undoubtedly true when even high-ranking comrades like Zhou Enlai and
CCP Secretary-General Deng Xiaoping did not have the courage to openly oppose
the campaign that. To be sure, Deng did that later, and in return was later branded a
‘revisionist’ and ‘rightist’, was purged and ended up in the Chinese countryside for
years in order to ‘learn from the masses.’

Mao, Braun concluded, had replaced the ‘correct’ version and application of
Marxism–Leninism with a petty and nationalist ideology refusing to acknowledge
and learn fromwhatBraun calls the positive experiences of other socialist/communist
countries (Neues Deutschland 27 May 1964d). While what Braun meant with ‘posi-
tive’ experiences of socialism remained unexplained, he undoubtedly was spot on
when he suggested that Mao was exploiting Chinese xenophobia and nationalism in
the mid-1960s to sell his version of Marxism–Leninism to the Chinese people. That
was in particular the case from 1966 onwards when Mao unleashed the Cultural
Revolution and exploited and manipulated the Red Guards, encouraging nationalism
and xenophobia in general and nationalism directed at Soviet alleged ‘revisionists’
in particular.

In September 1963, China’sMinistry of ForeignAffairs sent a note to East Berlin’s
embassy in Beijing, in which it urged the GDR to endorse the Chinese version of
Marxism–Leninism in order to fight and defeat West German and American imperi-
alism (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV A 2/20/223). Which East Berlin obviously was not
willing to do. And then Mao himself did his share to seek to drive a wedge between
East Berlin and Moscow—albeit in a very amateurish fashion. Indeed, what he said
could notmake any sense to anybodywho—put bluntly—informed himself or herself
on European post-war politics for more than five minutes. During a meeting with
a delegation from The Socialist Party of Japan (SPJ) in Beijing in July 1964 Mao
maintained that East Germany too was a target of Moscow’s territorial expansionism
and accused Moscow of having ‘cut off’ a piece of (East) Germany after the end
of World War II. Mao was referring to former German territories east of the Oder
Neisse Line,18 which after World War II Germany was obliged to render to Poland
and the Soviet Union respectively. What could or indeed should have been brushed
off as Mao displaying his ignorance on why formerly annexed and occupied terri-
tories were rendered to Poland and the Soviet Union after World War II, instead
led to protests in East Berlin. In fact, GDR ambassador in Beijing Liebermann took
it a step further when he informed his political masters in East Berlin at the end
of July 1964 that Chinese diplomats were spreading the rumour that Khrushchev
and Ulbricht are plotting to change the territorial status quo in Eastern Europe. The
Polish city of Szczecin, Liebermann cited Chinese diplomats as saying, would be

18 Which since 1937 belonged to the German Reich and the Oder Neisse Line today is the border
between Germany and Poland.
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given to the GDRwhile Polandwould in return receive a piece of territory close to the
Lithuanian city of Vilnius (SAPMO-BArch, ZPANL 182/1222).Neues Deutschland
was then seemingly ordered to calm the waters and ignore Mao’s bogus claim that
Moscow allegedly plans to change the territorial status in and around its vassal states
in Eastern Europe. The paper suggested in an article on December 31 that Beijing
is supporting East Berlin’s position on the Berlin Question, i.e. East Berlin’s posi-
tion that West Berlin does not belong to West Germany but instead to the GDR
(Neues Deutschland 31 December 1964i). The paper at the time cited Vice Foreign
Minister Liu Hsiao who declared as much on the occasion of the 9th anniversary of
the Chinese—East German Treaty on Friendship and Cooperation adopted in 1955.

From 1964 onwards, the SED referred to China’s deviation from the ‘socialist
truth’ as a danger to the international movement of global socialism and commu-
nism. East Berlin’s U-turn degrading Beijing from role model to arch-enemy of
international socialism also, as Slobodian writes, confused parts of the East German
public at the time. East German high school teachers, e.g. were still using textbooks
which described the Great Leap Forward as a laudable achievement when the SED
had already concluded that the leap was an economic and humanitarian disaster
(Slobodian 2015, p. 644). East Germany’s (very) efficient censors of course made
sure that the textbooks were replaced immediately and the censors also removed
Mao’s writings together with other Chinese literature from East German libraries
and bookstores. Furthermore, as mentioned also elsewhere in this book, Beijing was
no longer allowed to distribute its propaganda publications to in East Germany and
East German documentary films on China were banned from East German cinemas
(Wobst 2004). East Berlin, so it seemed at the time, wanted a ‘clean break’ from
China, probably in order to protect itself from accusations (coming from Moscow)
of being too close to China whenMoscow’s relations with Beijing were turning from
bad to worse (and eventually resulting in the Sino-Soviet border clashes in 1969).

In June 1964, Walter Ulbricht gave a speech in the Kremlin, during which
he accused China of seeking to divide the international proletarian move-
ment. To be sure, what he meant with ‘proletarian movement’ were oppressive
socialist/communist governments locking up and oppressing workers in their respec-
tive countries. Against that background, Ulbricht maintained, it is necessary that
all socialist and communist countries unite and speak up against China’s what he
called go-it-alone policies. Furthermore, Ulbricht accused Mao’s China of violating
the principles of Marxism–Leninism and of seeking to reduce and indeed abolish
responsibilities and rights of the working class. This, Ulbricht claimed, took, e.g.
shape in Beijing’s decision not to allow labour unions to seek to improve the condi-
tions of Chinese workers. Allowing labour unions to operate, Ulbricht cited Chinese
sources, is considered in China a ‘dangerous deviation’ from socialism. Instead,
China obliged Chinese workers to simply obey orders, which in his view is counter-
productive for the development of modern socialist society. The Chinese approach
towards the principle of Peaceful Co-Existence, Ulbricht went on, too is misguided,
be it towards anti-imperialist countries in Africa or towards the imperialist enemies
in the West. The USA, Ulbricht concludes, was obliged to opt for dialogue and
engagement with the socialist and communist countries, because those countries
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act—following the principle of Peaceful Co-Existence—together in a united front
againstWestern imperialism.The sort of cooperation,whichWashington and its allies
could in Ulbricht’s (arguably distorted) view not afford to challenge (Neues Deutsch-
land 12 June 1964e). In July 1964 Neues Deutschland got some outside help when it
cited the Communist Parties of Argentina and Cyprus, which both called for consul-
tations on the disagreements between the CCP and the communist/socialist parties
of other communist/socialist countries. Both Argentina and Cyprus’s Communist
Parties, Neues Deutschland reported, oppose what they call China’s ‘splittist activ-
ities’, which is a threat to the solidarity among communist/socialist countries and
supports Western imperialism. TheMongolian People’s Revolutionary Party too, the
newspaper reported, strongly condemns the CCP’s attacks against the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union and is in favour of consultations among all communist
and socialist parties. Finally, the article cited the leader of the Communist Party of
Canada Tim Buck, who urges the community of communist and socialist countries
not to allow Beijing to divide the solidarity and brotherhood among them (Neues
Deutschland 25 July 1964f). Not that any of that really mattered in any tangible
way as the leader of Canada’s Communist Party—like the leaders of the communist
parties in Argentina orMongolia—did obviously not have any influence on Beijing’s
policies whatsoever. East German newspaper reporting from 1966 to 1969 on the
Cultural Revolution cited in this book cites party leaders of allied communist parties
in Western countries such as the USA, Canada, Great Britain and others on a regular
basis, probably to create the (false) impression that there was significant support in
Western (capitalist) countries for the policies of socialist/communist parties led by
the Soviet Union. However, what difference could it really make that the communist
parties of Canada or the UK supported Moscow’s policies towards Beijing in the
1960s? Arguably very little and citing the leaders of socialist/communist parties in
Western countries was arguably nothingmore than seeking to give the (false) impres-
sion that therewas significant socialist/communist opposition against the ‘capitalists’
and ‘imperialists’ within Western countries.

5.3 Inevitable Conflict

Early 1963, East German–Chinese bilateral relations were in tatters but they were to
become even worse when East Berlin resisted all of Beijing’s amateurish attempts
to drive a wedge between East Berlin and Moscow. From the mid-1960s onwards
Moscow and Beijing’s mutual antipathy turned into straightforward enmity, resulting
in armed conflict along the Sino-Soviet border in 1969. China continued to propagate
its version of Marxism–Leninism as the ‘correct’ one and continued to refer to
Moscow and its allies as ‘traitors’ and ‘revisionists’—and that over and over again. In
1966 then, the Chinese supposedly ‘correct’ version of socialism/communismwould
result in the catastrophic Cultural Revolution. In fact, the amount of misery, terror
and destruction the Cultural Revolution brought upon China had (very) obviously
nothing to do with how Marx, Lenin or Engels wanted a socialist society to look
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like. Which of course did not keep Beijing from claiming the very opposite: the
leap is the very definition of Marxism–Leninism (with Chinese characteristics). East
Berlin, of course, agreed and sided with Moscow on all contemptuous issues while
defending itself against Beijing’s attempts to propagate Maoism in the GDR. As
mentioned elsewhere in this book, East Berlin’s determination to contain Chinese
attempts to spread Chinese propaganda in the GDR manifested itself among others
in its decision to forbid the Chinese embassy in East Berlin to distribute Chinese
propaganda material the GDR, while at the same time taking Mao’s writings (and
his so-called ‘works’) out of circulation in the country.

In April 1964 Neues Deutschland then reported in a rather dramatic fashion that
it has become evident that conflict and confrontation with China was ‘inevitable’
(Neues Deutschland 19 April 1964a). Those countries which follow Marxism–
Leninism Soviet Union-style have made ‘good progress’ while those who did not
did not make any progress at all and indeed suffered significant setbacks, the
paper concluded. And that, the paper pointed out unsurprisingly, is especially the
case in China. The basis for the ‘correct’ application of Marxism–Leninism, the
paper pointed out, is the Moscow Declaration adopted in 1957. China on the other
hand, had chosen to adopt dogmatic positions which are not in accordance with the
Marxist–Leninist positions adopted by socialist and communist countries all over
the world in 1957. The newspaper article went on to criticize Beijing’s strategy to
opt for ‘revolution’ and ‘revolutionary struggle’ against the Western imperialists as
opposed to following and applying the ‘correct’ version of the Principle of Peaceful
Co-existence in international relations as propagated by the Soviet Union. Chinese
sources cited in that article warned that socialist and communist countries must never
adopt any agreements with capitalist countries. In that context the same Chinese
sources referred to the aforementioned Partial Nuclear Test Ban Treaty (1963) (also
referred to as theMoscow Treaty) as an act of ‘deceit.’ All of that while East Berlin
maintained at the time that the treaty allowed the GDR to focus on the develop-
ment of socialism as opposed to further rearming itself in preparation of a military
conflict with theWestern imperialists. Furthermore, the article (falsely) claimed, East
and West Germany both signing the treaty have kept West Germany from pursuing
nuclear armament.19

Speaking of nuclear armament: in October 1964 China successfully conducted
its first nuclear test. At the time the SED’s department of international relations
expressed its relief in a report that Beijing’s first nuclear test was not accompanied
by any declarations of ‘triumph’ or direct verbal attacks against the Soviet Union
(SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IVA2/20/222). The reportsmerely noted that China’s nuclear
test is what it called ‘negative per se’ and points out that Beijing has again complained
about the adoption of the above-mentioned Moscow Treaty (suggesting—without
explaining why—that the treaty is making a ‘paper tiger’ out of nuclear weapons).
The report hoped that Beijing could change approach and policies towards Moscow
after the ‘coup d’état’ against Khrushchev. East Berlin gave itself cautiously opti-
mistic in the report that Beijing could opt for a more reconciliatory line towards

19 That treaty prohibited all test detonations of nuclear weapons, except underground nuclear tests.
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Moscow. East Berlin, of course, could not have been anymore wrong about hoping
for Chinese domestic and foreign policies to become the basis for more reconcilia-
tory relations between Moscow and Beijing. In fact, the opposite was the case as the
years ahead would show. Either way, East Berlin, the report concluded, will refrain
from openly criticizing China, and continue—through its embassy in East Berlin—to
uphold dialogue with China, also in order to seek to deter Beijing from expanding its
dialogue and relations with West Germany. Keeping Beijing from talking to Bonn
was without doubt a central concern of that report even if this sounded unreal-
istic, naïve and indeed something someone would say who ran out of options. ‘Our
comrades in our diplomatic representations (and those in China in particular) should
address positive Chinese remarks, keep dialogue channels open and make sure that
Chinese counterparts stick to the positive remarks they have made on the GDR.
Through that we create obstacles for Chinese contacts with West Germany’, the
report concluded. All of that when Bonn and Beijing were already (throughout the
year 1964) negotiating about adopting a bilateral trade agreement.

At the beginning of 1965 bilateral relations bounced back (a bit) when Beijing
insisted that there are two German states and that the existence of the GDR cannot
be denied. The West German militarists, Beijing recommended, should wake up
from their dreams, acknowledge reality and stop blackmailing other countries with
the threat to interrupt relations should they maintain diplomatic relations also with
East Berlin. That recommendation came together with the one to get rid of the
Hallstein-Doctrine20 and—as Beijing put it—‘expose the doctrine in a museum
instead.’21 In the meantime, the paper reassured East Berlin, Beijing would stand
by East Berlin fighting against West Germany’s strategy to internationally isolate
the GDR. Undoubtedly music to East Berlin’s ears although Bonn as we know did
not follow Beijing’s advice and applied the Hallstein Doctrine until 1969 and until
Willy Brandt—in the course of his Ostpolitik—abolished it as a gesture of political
goodwill (Garver 1994, pp. 135–172). In the 1960s the Hallstein Doctrine remained
an obstacle to West German—Chinese political rapprochement, which however did
not keep West German business from trading with and doing business in China. In
fact, at the height of the Cultural Revolution in 1967 and 1968 the West German–
Chinese trade volume reached record highs22 (Brick 1985, pp. 773–791). However,
it must not go unmentioned that despite the increase, the nominal volume of bilateral
trade was comparatively low given the disastrous state of the Chinese economy at
the time.

In the mid-1960s then East Berlin became very concerned that the Sino-Soviet
Split and Beijing’s policies to reach out to Western countries—West Germany and
France at the time—would inevitablyweaken theGDR.ZhouEnlaimetGDRForeign

20 Adopted in 1955. It stipulated that West Germany would not maintain diplomatic relations with
countries which grant the GDR diplomatic recognition. West Germany, however, made one excep-
tion: the Soviet Union. It adopted diplomatic relations with Moscow in 1955, which obviously
maintained diplomatic relations with East Berlin.
21 Arguably, ‘displaying’ a doctrine is difficult/impossible, but it is clear what Beijing meant: get
rid of the doctrine.
22 Already in 1955 China offered Bonn the adoption of diplomatic relations.
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Minister Lothar Bolz on 4 October 1964 while Ulbricht met Zhou on 10 November
1964.What emerged from bothmeetings is that both East Berlin andBeijing declared
to be willing to improve relations (Wentker 2007, p. 273). But talk was cheap and the
aforementioned West German–Chinese negotiations in Bern on a trade/commodity
agreement were ongoing (without however producing any results, as it is discussed
elsewhere in this book).

Starting in the mid-1960s Beijing again invested resources into seeking to drive a
wedge between East Berlin and Moscow—albeit and again in an amateurish fashion
and to no avail. Beijing, e.g. called the relationship between East Germany and the
Soviet Union one of a ‘colonizer with a colonized country’ while for East Berlin and
Moscow it was obviously one of ‘friendship’ and ‘socialist brotherhood.’ Beijing
in 1965 continued its own crusade against the Soviet Union and the support for
East Berlin’s obsession to be acknowledged as fully sovereign country took a back
seat. GDR ambassador Kohrt in Beijing complained during a meeting with Chinese
CCP and government officials in May 1965 that Chinese officials falsely claimed
the USA and the Soviet Union were conspiring with each other to jointly domi-
nate global politics affairs. Where he had such (bogus) information from was not
explained. Kohrt also reported that his Chinese interlocutors expressed support for
East Berlin opposing to allowWest Berlin to become a constitutionally formal part of
West Germany. In June 1965 then, East Berlin accused Beijing of conducting differ-
entiation politics (Differenzierungspolitik) towards European socialist countries. The
term sounded awkward, but what East Berlin meant with that were Beijing’s alleged
policies of getting other socialist countries to support Beijing’s strategy to seek to
drive a wedge between Moscow and its East European satellite/vassal states. This,
East Berlin, explained in bellicose terms, is possible due to ‘the special situation and
combat conditions23 in Germany’ (SAPMO B-Arch, ZPA NL 2 182/1221). Worse,
from East Berlin’s perspective, Beijing seeks to provoke an ‘open confrontation
between the SovietUnion and theUnited States over theBerlinQuestion’, East Berlin
warned. What East Berlin meant with ‘combat conditions in Germany’ did not get
explained, but it can be assumed that Bonn’s alleged attempts to take over the GDR
with force is what kept East Berlin’s political leaders up at night. Then again maybe
it did not (i.e. deprive East German political leaders from their sleep) in view of
how ridiculous that sounded (probably even to East Berlin’s policymakers). Without
offering any explanations or details, East Berlin was also warning that Beijing was
aiming not only at driving awedge betweenEast Berlin andMoscowbut also at desta-
bilizing the ‘situation in Europe’ in general and undermining East Berlin’s position
on the Berlin Question in particular. East Berlin complained about Beijing’s accu-
sations that Moscow did not have the courage to react to Bonn holding a Bundestag
session in West Berlin on 7 April 1965. In reality, however, the Chinese accusations
were baseless as Moscow (and East Berlin) instead reacted furiously and forcefully

23 Judging by the political rhetoric and propaganda coming out of East Berlin over the years and
decades, East and West Germany found themselves in a permanent state of war. The GDR, East
Berlin claimed, was protecting its ‘workers paradise’ from the ‘ultras and fascists’ and their attempts
to invade and absorb the GDR.
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to Bonn’s decision to allow a Bundestag session to convene in West Berlin at the
time. The GDR and the Soviet Union sustained that West Berlin is not part of West
Germany and therefore claimed that the Bundestag session is illegitimate. When
the session in question—the German War Graves Commission—in West Berlin’s
congress hall was held, Moscow reacted by ordering low-flying Mig 19 and Mig 21
to fly over the congress hall and other parts of West Berlin. The GDR authorities for
their part reacted by slowing down and de facto (temporarily and in violation of agree-
ments with the Western Allies) interrupting the transit traffic to West Berlin through
GDR territory in protest of Bonn’s decision to allow a Bundestag session to take
place in West Berlin. The Western Allies in turn urged Bonn to in the future refrain
from holding parliamentary sessions in West Berlin in order not to give Moscow and
East Berlin an excuse to react the way they did in April 1965. With the adoption
of the Four Power Agreement 1971 the Western Allies committed themselves to not
allowing Bonn to hold Bundestag sessions in West Berlin.

By (deliberately) not mentioning the fact that Moscow reacted by deploying
Soviet Mig fighter jets over West Berlin, East Berlin concluded, Beijing is seeking to
discredit Moscow’s commitment to defend East Berlin’s interests and sovereignty.
Finally, East Berlin lamented the fact that while Chinese officials portray China as a
defender of the GDR’s sovereignty when talking to East German officials, the same
officials suggest that the GDR is not a sovereign country but rather one occupied by
Moscow’s Red Army on other occasions when East German officials are not present
(maybe—just maybe—Chinese officials were just ‘forgetful’ or ‘distracted’, who
knows). Seriously, all of this sounded like a (bad) joke and very petty and like the
kind of rhetoric one would expect from a political leadership deeply insecure and
paranoid about not being acknowledged and respected as a sovereign country. The
year 1965 ended on a negative note for East German–Chinese relations. In December
1965, the GDR authorities complained that Beijing had deliberately rendered the
transit of aid deliveries (including weapons and ammunition) through China and on
to Vietnam difficult. Beijing, East Berlin complained, obliged East Berlin to sign
a protocol allowing East German goods and ammunition to be transported through
China. Throughout the 1960s the GDR provided North Vietnam with weapons and
ammunition worth roughly $200 million. Among others, this included the provision
of automatic rifles, mines, grenades, vehicles, engines and anti-aircraft guns. The
GDR-made T-mine PPM-2 in particular was exported to Vietnam on a large scale
(Grossheim 2014). Furthermore, East Berlin trained North Vietnamese officers and
the East German Stasi trained and equipped Hanoi’s secret service personnel. During
the VietnamWar the GDR offered to send volunteers from the East German air force
to train North Vietnamese counterparts. Hanoi, however, turned that offer down but
still asked for assistance to build a new air defence system. However, that aid and
assistance did not come for free. North Vietnam agreed at the time to deploy cheap
labour to theGDR, i.e. North Vietnamese contract workers. Up to 60,000Vietnamese
workers would be sent to the GDR until 1989 (which in turn and over the years led to
resentments and racism among the East German population towards the ‘imported’
Vietnamese workers).
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Beijing in turn refused to acknowledge that it was obstructing the transit of East
German weapons through China and on to Vietnam and instead suggested to East
Berlin to transport goods and aid to Vietnam via sea route. East Berlin refused to do
that, citing the possible (but in reality unrealistic) interference by the US Seventh
Fleet (SAPMO-BArch, NL 182/1222). East Berlin continued to protest officially, but
to no avail. Beijing accused the GDR and the Soviet Union of not being interested
in helping Vietnam in a sincere manner. If that were the case, Beijing pointed out,
both East Berlin and Moscow would choose to send aid via sea route. The Chinese
ambassador to the GDR pointed out that transporting goods via railway is currently
complicated due to the poor quality of the Chinese railway track system (SAPMO-
BArch, ZPA NL 182/1222). This is as hard to believe as believing that—contrary to
all scientific evidence—pigs might really learn to fly one day.

5.4 Spreading the (Chinese) Word

When in the early 1960s it became clear that Beijing and Moscow were well on their
way to become ‘proper’ enemies, some in EastGermany, Slobodianwrites, expressed
admiration for China’s courage to stand up to and refusing to be patronized by
Moscow (Slobodian 2015, p. 645). China, it was concluded among China apologists
in the GDR, was turned into a scapegoat by the GDR leadership because it refused
to obey Moscow—yet more evidence for the critics of the regime that Ulbricht and
his Politburo colleagues adjusted East Berlin’s foreign policies according to instruc-
tions from Moscow. While East Berlin did at the time everything it could to keep
Chinese propaganda from reaching East German citizens, the authorities nonetheless
worried about East Germans tuning in to Radio Peking (the predecessor of today’s
China Radio International24) and getting access to propaganda material provided
by the Chinese embassy in East Berlin. The East German authorities responded
by confiscating Chinese pamphlets, books and everything else Beijing—through its
embassy—was trying to smuggle into and distribute in the GDR. Beijing reacted by
launching a campaign to smuggle Chinese propaganda into the GDR (as well as into
other countries) in order to spread what Beijing referred to as an ‘anti-revisionist
message.’ Beijing, however, tried to continue spreading its message among East
German citizens and turned to printing propaganda material in its embassy in East
Berlin. That material was clandestinely distributed in schools and factories, albeit
with very limited success. Only very few East German teachers and workers were
interested in such material and in following the Chinese call to support Chinese
anti-Soviet propaganda (and the Chinese version of socialism). . Certainly, even if
more East German teachers had been interested in Chinese propaganda material, it
would not have meant that the Chinese embassy in East Berlin would have been able
to distribute more material. The East German authorities would undoubtedly have

24 A state-controlled radio station broadcasting in English. A radio station that is broadcasting
government-approved propaganda only.
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done everything in their (near-limitless) might to stop such distribution. In fact, the
GDR’s state security organs in general and the Stasi in particular made sure that the
number of those who decided to follow Chinese calls for rebellion against alleged
Soviet ‘revisionists’ were kept to a very minimum. In early 1968 then East Berlin
made it illegal for East German citizens to enter the Chinese embassy without the
explicit permission from the East German authorities. The East German authorities
kept up appearances of the rule of law and interested citizens were still allowed
to apply for a permission to visit the Chinese embassy. A permission, however,
that was probably never granted.25 Disapproval of Mao’s China and its attempts to
spread Chinese propaganda in East Germany led at the time also to anti-Chinese
sentiments. Like in the West there was e.g. talk of the yellow peril (gelbe Gefahr)
inside and outside SED party circles and nonsensical and racist talk suggesting that
a sort of ‘clash of civilizations’ between the white and yellow races is about to break
out.26 “In group discussions East Germans explained the Chinese attitude toward
war as the cultural product of an Asian ‘mentality’ or a demographically-motivated
desire ‘to stop their rapid population growth.’ Workers in Halle personified the threat
in racist stereotype, saying: ‘Look at the yellow peril, smiling to your face with a
dagger behind its back, that is the Asian grimace’ Some went even further, seeing
the Chinese position as confirmation of the attitude of both the imperialists and
Nazis. One party member said that Europe must join together under a single flag to
defend against the ‘yellow peril’, regardless of socio-economic system”, Slobodian
writes (and cites East Germans) (Slobodian 2015, p. 249).

To be sure, the kind of the aforementioned ‘regulars-table-talk’ trash-talking
(under the influence of a beer or two) amongmoderately intelligent East German ‘Joe
Sixpacks’ as opposed to opinions and assessments that were to be taken seriously by
the authorities in East Berlin (or anywhere else for that matter). While racism and
racist trash-talk warning of a threat from China was probably not officially endorsed
or encouraged at the time, the East German authorities did at the time seemingly not
do anything to suppress them either.

At the time Beijing still took advantage of the possibility of calling the harbours of
a fellow socialist country to spread the Chinese message and propaganda. In August
1967, a Chinese vessel called the East German port of Rostock (SAPMO-BArch,
ZPA NL 182/1222 C). The vessel’s crew decorated the ship with banners quoting
MaoZedong inGerman and distributedMao’s Little Red Book among the local popu-
lation. The East German authorities reacted by refusing to allow the vessel’s captain
to travel on the Chinese embassy in East Berlin. When the authorities searched the
Chinese vessel, they found anti-aircraft guns, machine guns, pistols and grenades
(Slobodian 2015, p. 654). East Berlin at the time warned more than once that Beijing
was seeking to export the violence of the Cultural Revolution into the GDR. In late
1967, parts of East Germany’s youth shared some of the enthusiasm (and sometimes
hysteria about) of Mao’s Cultural Revolution, which led the Chinese authorities

25 Like the applications East German citizens filed and submitted over the decades to leave the GDR
and emigrate to West Germany. Much more often than not unsuccessfully.
26 Vietnamese citizens living in the GDR became the target of such racism.
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to send Chinese magazines and newspapers to the GDR. Furthermore, the Chinese
embassy inEastBerlin distributed free copies ofMao’sLittleRedBook. Some schools
in the GDR displayed posters with the slogan ‘Long Live Mao Zedong’ (Slobodian
2015, pp. 654/655). Some pupils formed so-calledMao troops27 inspired by the Red
Guards in China and roughly 1,000 East German citizens managed to make it into
the Chinese embassy in East Berlin throughout the year 1967. There is no doubt
that the Cultural Revolution had some appeal among East Germans in general and
East German students in particular, especially among those who sought to oppose
the oppressive SED regime. However, mainly (probably) because they did not know
much or indeed anything at all about the disastrous consequences of the Cultural
Revolution. Objective information and accounts on the realities of the Cultural Revo-
lution on the ground in China were hard to get by for outsiders and the non-Chinese
media—the outside world was simply not well enough informed on the violence
and terror of the Red Guards. That is arguably and in retrospect the reason why
the Cultural Revolution had also global appeal among students in various Western
countries (at least I hope so, i.e. I hope that the students cheered only for Mao’s
Cultural Revolution because they did not know that millions of Chinese ordinary
people lost their lives during and because of the Cultural Revolution). Including
in West Germany, where some students in November of 1966 were wearing Mao
badges and calling themselves Red Guards. How little did they know about what the
Red Guards were doing on Mao’s orders to and in China. Mao’s slogans and call to
arms and armed revolution also instigated the Rote Armee Fraktion (RAF), the West
German terror organization initially led by Andreas Baader, Gudrun Ensslin and
Ulrike Meinhof. To be sure, the knowledge among East and West German students
on the level of chaos, terror and destruction brought upon by theRedGuards in China
was without doubt very limited—if they had known about and/or experienced at first
hand the chaos, terror and killings of Mao’s Red Guards, they might have thought
twice before cheering for Mao and his Cultural Revolution (minus probably the
aforementioned RAF terrorists who made it clear through their actions and killings
that violence is an acceptable means to achieve political goals, although it was at
no point clear what those political goals and objectives were). And that was also
the case for students and other groups and movements opposing the authorities all
over the world, including in the USA. In the USA the violence that accompanied
Maoism was especially appealing to the Black Panther Party. In fact, a number of
Black Panther Party leaders admitted that while they knew next to nothing on the
on-ground realities, impact and consequences of Maoism in China, Mao’s calls to
arms, violence and violent campaigns on behalf of the allegedly oppressed people
was a role model for how they themselves should be opposing oppression, racism
and injustices in the USA at the time.

At the very end of the 1960s, Moscow got its vassal states to ‘officialize’ their
solidarity with the Soviet Union. In December 1969, the ambassadors of Hungary,
the GDR, Czechoslovakia, the Soviet Union, Poland and Mongolia met in Beijing to
express their joint solidarity with the Soviet Union (with the Soviet Union obviously

27 Maotruppen in the East German press.
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expressing solidarity with itself on the same occasion) and opposition to Chinese
antagonist policies towards theGDRandother socialist countries (Note onExchanges
of Opinions by the Ambassadors and Acting Ambassadors of Hungary, the GDR,
Czechoslovakia, theUSSR,Bulgaria, Poland, andMongolia 29December 1969). The
ambassadors presented a long list of what they did not approve of as regards China’s
policies towards socialist countries in general and the Soviet Union in particular. East
Berlin’s ambassador Gustav Hertzfeldt complained during that meeting that Beijing
does not acknowledge enough the GDR’s alleged ‘escalating struggle against West
German imperialism.’ That, however, might also have been the case because there
were no West German policies towards the GDR which could have been referred to
as ‘imperialist.’

Put differently: there was nothing to identify and panic about in terms of West
German aggressive policies towards the GDR, not even for the usually very ‘creative’
Chinese propaganda apparatus. All of that of course got lost on Hertzfeldt who also
gave himself concerned about the possibility of Beijing establishing relations with
West Germany at the expense of China’s ties with their comrades in East Berlin,
giving up indefinitely and irreversibly its support for the East German assertion that
the division of Germany has not only created twoGerman states but also twoGerman
nations (the so-called German Question which will be discussed in detail elsewhere
in this book). Furthermore, Hertzfeldt complained about the Mao Group’s policy
(he meant Chinese policymakers) to exploit the division of Germany and play off
the GDR against the Soviet Union. To be sure, the ‘evidence’ Herzfeldt presented to
demonstrate that Beijing in 1969was trying to drive awedge between East Berlin and
Moscow lacked credibility and ultimately any relevance. “Sometimes the Chinese
side talks about support in the struggle against West German militarism and asserts
the Soviet Union would betray the interests of the GDR (for instance, in the context
of the West German Federal President’s election in West Berlin, or the Soviet Union
congratulating Willy Brandt for his election as Federal Chancellor28)”, Hertzfeldt
complained. He went on suspecting that Beijing’s positive attitude is merely tactical
and not in any way sincere. “The Chinese seemingly display sympathy for the GDR
due to Poland’s willingness to negotiate with Bonn. The Chinese leadership wants to
play a role in global politics, and the so-called German question is part of that. For
the Chinese, the GDR’s problems are a means towards that end. At the same time, the
establishment of Chinese relations with West Germany cannot be excluded. For that
the reason, Chinese reiterations of “support for the GDR” are even more needed as
camouflage”, Hertzfeld concluded. It is arguably very difficult to try to squeeze any
sense out of the last citation, other than concluding that East Berlin was again and as
usual suspecting conspiracy and a Chinese deception strategy: Beijing is pretending
to continue supporting East Berlin on theGermanQuestionwhile on the other hand is
having its eyes on the price: diplomatic relations with West Germany and with them
economic and financial aid and support. Any other and more substantive evidence
which would actually have pointed to Chinese policies aimed at driving a wedge

28 What is written in the brackets sounds very awkward and indeed out of context. But that is what
he said.
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betweenEastBerlin andMoscowwere absent fromHertzfeldt’s remarks in defence of
his comrades inMoscow. Hertzfeldt, on behalf of his political masters in East Berlin,
displayed a good portion of paranoia about any socialist country (in this case China)
paying too much attention to West German domestic politics such as presidential
elections in West Germany. China under Mao for its part can in 1969 be accused
of many things—throwing the country into complete chaos through the Cultural
Revolution and picking a fight and unleashing a military conflict with the Soviet
Union over disputed borders—but getting involved in the so-calledGermanQuestion
at the time as Hertzfeldt in Beijing claimed, was certainly not one of them. Indeed,
China in 1969 found itself in the middle of the Cultural Revolution and borders
clashes with the Soviet Union and the German Question was arguably the last item
onChina’s foreignpolicy agenda at the time.Besides,China’s foreignpolicies, at least
those of constructive nature as opposed to those focussed on fighting Moscow over
disputed borders, were next to non-existent: China was all but completely isolated
in international politics and having—as mentioned elsewhere in this book—to rely
on Albania and Romania—at the time (like today, no offence) both countries with
indeed very limited relevance and weight in international politics and relations—as
allies, does not exactly point to a position of Chinese global strength and influence on
international politics. In fact, the opposite was the case and China under Mao only
had itself to blame for China’s next to near-complete irrelevance in international
politics.

1969was also the year when the SED’s then up and coming star Politburomember
Erich Honecker29 decided to launch a first official verbal attack onto China. In
April 1969 he reported on the occasion of the 10th convention of the SED’s central
committee on the ‘situation’ in China and pulled no punches when he presented his
(very) own analysis of Mao’s governance in China. In his speech titled ‘On the state
of the People’s Republic of China’ Honecker started off by saying that the GDR
condemns what he called the “bloody provocations committed by the ‘Mao Zedong
group’ against the Soviet Union along the Soviet-Chinese border” (Neues Deutsch-
land 29 April 1969). Honecker, however, did not stop there but concluded that the
‘Mao troops’ committed their provocations at a time whenWest Germany organized
what he called a ‘peace-threatening provocation in the heart of East Berlin.’ What he
meant with ‘provocation’ was Bonn assembling the so-called Federal Convention30

in West Berlin to elect West Germany’s president. Already in 1959 and 1964/1965
the Soviet Union and the GDR joined (military) forces in protest of Bonn’s decision
to elect theWest German president in the divided Berlin. In April 1965, as mentioned
elsewhere in this book, Soviet jet fighters flew over Berlin at the velocity of sound
as an act of intimidation when the German Bundestag convened in West Berlin for a

29 Who would get the go-ahead from the Politburo in the early 1970s to topple Walter Ulbricht. A
fate Honecker

himself would meet in 1989 when he was toppled by his Politburo colleague Egon Krenz.
30 Bundesversammlung in German. The Bundesversammlung’s only task was (and still is today)
to elect West Germany’s president every five years. The convention consists of all members of
the German Bundestag (the parliament) and the same number of representatives appointed by the
parliaments of Germany’s federal states.
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commission meeting. In 1969 Moscow again ordered jet fighters over Berlin and the
GDR authorities decided in February of that year to block over land access for West
German parliamentarians to West Berlin. Instead, the parliamentarians were forced
to reach West Berlin by plane (Stahl 2016). At the time, East Berlin took advantage
of the fact that there was no legally binding transit agreement, i.e. an agreement that
unambiguously grantedWest German citizens and authorities the right to reachWest
Berlin crossing East German territory over land. Such an agreement was signed only
in December 1971, but that was not—as it turned out and as West Germans trying
to reach West Berlin had to find out and experience until 1989—the beginning of
trouble-free transiting through the GDR.31 Honecker, however, had more to say on
why China was in his view jeopardizing the global fight against imperialism. At a
time when socialist countries should be united in fighting the imperialists in Bonn
and Washington, Honecker complained, Beijing threatens that unity and indirectly
supports the US war in Vietnam and Israel’s what Honecker called ‘aggression’
against Arab countries. Honecker also said that Mao’s Cultural Revolution is threat-
ening and indeed destroying socialism in China as it is also accompanied by and
led to the dismantlement of the China’s Communist Party as many high-ranking
party officials became victims of the Red Guards’ terror and violence. Honecker
concluded his reckoning with Mao and his policies by saying that it is the duty of all
socialist and communist parties to fight against such Chinese policies. In June 1971
Honecker then changed tone and approach declaring that the GDR does not consider
the Chinese people enemies and favours normalization of bilateral ties between East
Berlin and Beijing (Bericht des Zentralkomitees an den VIII. Parteitag der Sozial-
istischen Einheitspartei Deutschlands 1971). Honecker, however, must have been
aware that his comments on and approach towards Mao’s China were very unlikely
to be interpreted as a well-meant attempt to patch-up bilateral relations (unless he
thought that his patronizing tone and attitude would go down very well in Beijing.
It did not.). Who knows what he thought, but throughout his dictatorship career
Honecker certainly did not suffer from a lack of self-confidence and/or arrogance
paired with the ability to deny reality, and therefore he really might have believed
that lecturing Beijing and Mao on international relations could lead to Beijing do
all of what Honecker urged Beijing to do in terms of domestic and foreign policies.
Later on, Honecker de facto appointed himself to first secretary of the party’s central
committee after having obliged Walter Ulbricht in a coup d’etat to sign a pre-written
letter of resignation in April 1971.32

31 The agreement was signed in December 1971. West German travellers received a visa when
crossing the border into East Germany. While the visa was free for travellers, the West German
government agreed to pay for the transits. From 1972 to 1975 Bonn paid East Berlin roughly 235
million deutschmarks for the transits of West German citizens. The agreement, however, did not
mean that transiting the GDR became hassle-free for West Germans. East German police continued
to reserve the right for itself to torment travellers with random checks and controls on the (only)
designated highway leading to West Berlin. Often travellers were obliged to pay fines for allegedly
looking onto maps, which East Berlin referred to as ‘spying.’ Obviously, fines had to be paid in
deutschmarks, generating hard currency revenue for East Berlin.
32 InApril 1971Honecker—togetherwith armedpolice—showedup atUlbricht’s summer residence
and forced Ulbricht to sign his letter of resignation. Earlier Ulbricht had fired Honecker from the
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5.5 Hooking up with the Other Germany

In an apparent effort to include some Western countries in its strategy to isolate the
Soviet Union, Beijing in 1963 turned to seeking diplomatic recognition from France
and West Germany. In the case of France, this resulted in the establishment of diplo-
matic relations already in 1964, while Bonn and Beijing decided (also in 1964) to
hold secret negotiations in the Swiss capital of Bern. For Bonn, the decision to nego-
tiate with Beijing was also motivated by the hope that China—naïvely as it turned
out—would support Bonn’s position on the German Question and endorse the kind
of German reunification Bonn had in mind: turning West and East Germany into
one democratic country. Indeed, a case of wishful thinking as it turned out as China
under Mao—to put it bluntly—didn’t do ‘sustainable’ and/or predictable (Majonica
1971). Rather, policy U-turns were Mao’s ’thing.’ In retrospect it indeed seems that
West German policymakers had been very naïve for having believed that it could
be counting on China ruled by Mao Zedong in the 1960s to be sticking to his word
on anything that involved relations and interactions with Western ‘imperialist’ coun-
tries, including West Germany. Furthermore, Mao was in 1964 about to unleash the
so-called Socialist Re-Education Campaign (which preceded the Cultural Revolu-
tion) and while the quality of domestic policies and campaigns does not necessarily
and automatically allow for conclusions on the quality of a country’s foreign poli-
cies, in the case of China under Mao in the 1960s it indeed did: chaos and violence
also or indeed above all inside the country while Mao’s foreign policies were driven
by aggression and the desire to pick fights (with Taiwan in the late 1950s, with
India in 1962 and the Soviet Union in 1969). Put differently: the Socialist Re-
Education Campaign and theCultural Revolution that would follow in 1966 onwards
left next to no doubt that Mao’s foreign policies too would very likely and indeed
almost inevitably lack any trait of well-defined objectives and a strategy. And that
is putting it very mildly. To be sure, the question remains until today whether what
Mao adopted and implemented in terms of regional and global foreign policies can be
referred to as actual ‘policies’ in the first place. Certainly not the kind of foreign poli-
cies with well-defined strategies and objectives going beyond to objective of seeking
conflict with real and imaginary enemies. Indeed, after Mao unleashed a border war
with India, Third World countries—in Mao’s view China ‘natural’ allies—too began
to perceive Mao’s policies as narrow-minded and nationalistic in the 1960s, Odd
ArneWestad points out: “The real problems in China’s Third World policy, however,
ran deeper than the conflict with India. Very few Chinese communist leaders had
any experience whatsoever in working with foreigners, and their reference points
were their own experiences and their ideology, just as in the cases of the United
States and the Soviet Union. The onset of the Cultural Revolution—Mao’s final

Politburo after Honecker sought Soviet support for Ulbricht’s dismissal. Under Soviet pressure,
Ulbricht was obliged to re-appoint Honecker to the Politburo and by then Ulbricht’s days at the top
of the SED were numbered. Honecker’s coup d’état took place with Soviet approval. Both Ulbricht
and Honecker of course at the time denied that Ulbricht had been under pressure obliged to sign
his resignation. Both were lying.



120 5 The Rollercoaster Relations of the 1960s

attempt at catapulting China into the socialist modernity that he envisaged to be his
greatest legacy—took Sino-centric attitudes to new heights, with the Chinese insis-
tence that all other Third World countries would have to learn from Maoism if they
were to be successful.” (Westad 2007, pp. 162/163). That obviously turned out to be
a case of wishful-thinking. A Cultural Revolution Chinese-style was, again putting
it mildly, neither an experience that other countries should strive to repeat nor was
it the successful implementation and result of Maoism. Unless of course Maoism’s
goal was to create destruction, terror, chaos and the all but complete collapse of the
country’s economy and foreign relations. Then again it should not go unmentioned
that Cambodia took violent Maoism in the 1970s to the limits, more than probably
even Mao himself could have hoped for.

5.6 Talking Trade

As mentioned above, it was only in 196433 that Bonn and Beijing undertook a first
attempt to normalize relations during bilateral talks in Bern, Switzerland. While
the talks in Bern were officially and above all about discussing the possibility of
adopting a bilateral trade agreement, it was hoped in both Bonn and Berlin—at least
so it seemed—that the trade talks could also be the beginning of talks on future
bilateral diplomatic relations. The 1964 talks, however, did not lead to any results
and after the talks ended with no results in November of the same year, Bonn and
Beijingwould only resume talking about diplomatic relations in the early 1970s. And
that only after Bonn under Chancellor Willy Brandt ratified the Eastern Treaties34 as
the result of Brandt’sOstpolitik, i.e. West Germany’s policy of normalizing relations
with Eastern European countries in general and the GDR and the Soviet Union in
particular. Brandt’s Ostpolitik initiated in 1969 was originally inspired by a speech
of Brandt’s State Secretary Egon Bahr in July 1963. Bahr’s speech ‘Change through
Rapprochement’ in the early 1960s laid the foundations forBrandt’s successful policy
of seeking engagement with the GDR and the Soviet Union (like with other Eastern
European countries, Poland in particular) in the early 1970s.35 The literature at the
time suggested that Beijingwas concerned that Bonnwould through itsOstpolitik get
too close to Moscow, i.e. would improve its relations with Moscow and its Eastern
European vassal states at the expense of relations with Beijing.

West German—Chinese tentative (but ultimately unsuccessful) rapprochement in
1964 startedwith Beijing declaring its interest in establishing a trademission in Bonn
(and then Bonn establishing a trade mission in Beijing as part of a bilateral trade
agreement, it was hoped). At the beginning of 1964 Beijing hoped and proposed
that West Germany could establish trade missions like it adopted agreements and
established trade missions with other Warsaw Pact countries previously. The West

33 The year France and China established diplomatic relations.
34 Among them the Treaty of Moscow and the Treaty of Warsaw and the Basic Treaty.
35 Tutzinger Rede (Tutzinger Speech) calledWandel durch Annäherung.
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German embassy in Bern was on 23 May 1964 officially charged with the task of
hosting negotiations between Chinese and West German officials. Right from the
beginning, however, Bonn instructed their negotiators to make it clear to Beijing that
a possible bilateral trade agreement would not change Bonn’s position on the Taiwan
Question: Bonnwill continue to leave it undefined, not spelling outwhether in its view
the government in Beijing or the one in Taipei represented the Chinese people (those
in Mainland China and Taiwan, that is). That obviously was not helping Bonn’s plan
to secure Beijing’s support on the Berlin and German Questions. In fact, hoping that
improving relations with Beijing and agreeing to adopt a bilateral trade agreement
could convince Mao to change China’s position on the Berlin Question sustainably
turned out to be naïve. The hope in Bonn was that Beijing would—like other East
European states earlier in 1963/196436—agree that West Berlin would be covered
by a bilateral trade agreement. The inclusion of West Berlin in a West German-
Chinese trade agreement would obviously have supported Bonn deciding that West
Berlin is an integral part of West Germany—which in turn would have meant that
Beijing would have endorsed Bonn’s position that West Berlin is an integral part of
West Germany. Bonn gave itself optimistic that Washington would not be opposed
to a trade agreement with Beijing. Washington, however, was just that and during a
meetingwithWest GermanChancellor Ludwig Erhard and ForeignMinister Gerhard
Schröder,37 US Secretary of State Rusk summed it up for the German delegation:
the US involvement in the Vietnam War and Chinese involvement in support for
the Vietcong in North Vietnam mean that any attempt to establish contacts and
relations with Beijing is to be understood as support for Washington’s enemy, i.e.
China. Bonn got the message and Erhard took a policy U-turn and insisted that he
never had the intention to adopt a formal trade agreement but merely a so-called
‘commodity agreement’ with Beijing. How that was in any way different and how a
‘commodity agreement’ would in Washington have been perceived differently and
any less ‘threatening’ to US interests was not explained. Then again that became
irrelevant as negotiations broke downwhenBeijing inNovember 1964 denied to have
agreed to a ‘Berlin clause’, i.e. denied to have agreed that West Berlin would be part
of a trade agreement with China. Instead, Beijing claimed that it had always insisted
that West Berlin did not belong to West Germany and that therefore a bilateral trade
agreement with Bonn would never have covered alsoWest Berlin. That, however, did
not correspondwithwhatBeijing said in January 1964.At the timeChinese diplomats
in Bern told their West German counterparts that a ‘Berlin clause’ would not be an
obstacle if Beijing and Bonn adopted the kind of trade agreements Bonn adopted
with East European countries earlier. At the time Erhard—in an obvious attempt to
reassure Washington that Bonn would not in any way institutionalize relations with
Beijing without US ‘approval’—added that Bonn was neither in a rush to conclude

36 When Bonn adopted trade treaties with Poland, Romania, Hungary and Bulgaria. However, due
to Moscow’s refusal to acknowledge West Berlin as part of West Germany, the inclusion of West
Berlin in the trade agreements was not made not official and instead West Berlin was referred to as
DM-West (standing for Deutschmark-West) in the agreements. Admittedly a very awkward way of
referring to West Berlin.
37 Foreign Minister from 1961 to 1966.



122 5 The Rollercoaster Relations of the 1960s

such agreement nor was West Germany planning to establish any formal and/official
relations with Beijing at all. Beijing, of course, understood something else as regards
Bonn’s preparedness to improve relations and adopt a trade or commodity agreement
in an attempt to indeed further institutionalise bilateral relations in the future. All
of that, however, no longer mattered when negotiations broke down for good in
November 1964.

Needless to say that West German—Chinese first secret and then official negoti-
ations in 1964 led to irritations in East Berlin and—as was to be expected—accusa-
tions of ‘betrayal.’ Hermann Matern, member of the SED Politburo, summed it up
when he accused Beijing of de facto collaborating with NATO countries as opposed
to siding with fellow socialist countries. Matern furthermore accused Beijing of
endorsing and supporting West German ‘militarists’ and ‘Bonner Ultras’38 in their
alleged quest for nuclear weapons. What nuclear weapons, however, had to do with
any of this was not clear. The list of accusations (listed in an article for the Berliner
Zeitung) goes on and Matern concluded that Beijing’s policy of rapprochement with
Bonn is aimed at weakening the Soviet Union’s solidarity with socialist countries
and exposing the GDR to attacks from the ‘imperialist’ West (Berliner Zeitung 23
April 1964b). East Berlin was seemingly in a state of panic and went into its by then
familiar propaganda overdrive, accusing Beijing of helping West Germany to ‘re-
conquer’ GDR territory. In a Neues Deutschland article the Secretary-General of the
Communist Party of (West) Germany (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands, KPD)
Max Reimann39 picked up on the ‘West-Germany-is planning-to-reunite-Germany-
by-force-paranoia’ and claimed on behalf of his political masters in East Berlin that
Mao including West Germany in what Mao defined as the aforementioned Interme-
diate Zone in international politics facilitated and motivated West German (aggres-
sive) imperialism and Bonn’s alleged policies to seek to re-conquer lost territories in
Poland and Czechoslovakia, aimed in turn at re-creating a ‘Greater Germanic Reich’
(Neues Deutschland 22 May 1964c). Yes, ‘Greater Germanic Reich.’ In conclusion,
Bonn was aware that Beijing’s attempts to improve relations with highly industrial-
izedWestern European countries (according to Mao countries which belonged to the
so-called Intermediate Zone) were also aimed at driving a wedge between the highly
industrialized countries in question and the USA. Such aspirations, however, turned
out to be very naïve and again confirmed that Mao in essence knew next to nothing
about the policies and commitments of Western European countries. In fact, the idea
that China in the early 1960s would be able to create conflict and disagreements
between Western European countries and the USA was all but completely nonsen-
sical and also a result ofMao overestimating his andChina’s appeal as an interlocutor,

38 A term the East German authorities used to describe the allegedly violent and militarist
government in Bonn. A government allegedly dead set on sabotaging the GDR and violating its
borders.
39 Reimann became Secretary-General of the KPD in West Germany in 1948 and had to emigrate
to the GDR in 1954 to avoid his arrest for having refused to acknowledge the Occupation Statute
for West Germany, instead referring to it as an agreement stipulating the ‘colonization’ of West
Germany. When the KPD was banned in West Germany in 1957, Reimann continued to head the
illegal KPD from his exile in the GDR.
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let alone partner, in international politics. In sum, Bonn’s hope that improving rela-
tions with Beijing and agreeing to adopt a trade agreement could convince Mao to
change China’s position on the Berlin Questionwas equally naïve and Bonn wrongly
assumed that China under Mao was a rational foreign policy actor adopting policies
serving the country’s interest, at least every once in while (as opposed to foreign poli-
cies nurturing his fantasies about defeating Western ‘imperialism’). As mentioned
above, the inclusion ofWestBerlin in aWestGerman-Chinese trade agreementwould
have supported Bonn’s legal conception that West Berlin is an integral part of West
Germany. The worst-case scenario for East Berlin, further undermining the GDR’s
struggle to be recognized as a fully independent and sovereign country. As it turned
out, East Berlin’s worst-case scenario would become true in the early 1970s when
Bonn and Beijing adopted diplomatic relations.

5.7 Defending East German Interests, Beijing Claims

In a People’s Daily article in early September 1964 Beijing portrayed itself as the
defender of East German interests protecting the GDR from West German attempts
to reunify Germany with military force. The Soviet Union, the article claimed, was
planning to make a ‘deal’ with West Germany to sell out the GDR (People’s Daily 8
September 1964). Unsurprisingly, East Berlin identified this as part of a Chinese
‘dual strategy’: on the one hand seeking to drive a wedge between East Berlin
and Moscow while at the same time portraying itself as a country committed to
protecting East German interests. However, calling what Beijing and its propaganda
tried to achieve in terms of the above-mentioned objectives a ‘strategy’ is—put
bluntly—not doing justice to the term ‘strategy.’ In fact, spreading rumours and
publishing articles, in which Beijing explains its alleged achievements of its fight
against West German and/or US ‘imperialism’ is hardly a strategy. What is more,
the above-mentioned People’s Daily article accusing Bonn of conspiring to reunify
West with East Germany by force came at a time when Bonn and Beijing were
(tentatively) negotiating the above-mentioned bilateral trade/commodity agreement
in Bern. Although one should probably not assign too much importance to an article
in the People’s Daily (dictated by the propaganda department of the Communist
Party), it is nonetheless remarkable until what extent the article attacked Bonn’s
policies (including those ‘imaginary’ policies, which according to Beijing entailed
a military strike to forcefully reunify Germany) towards the GDR at a time when
Bonn and Beijing were negotiating and when Bonn thought that informal meetings
with Chinese diplomats in Bern were creating the basis for Beijing to change its
approach towards the Berlin Question.Maybe—and that is indeed possible given the
chaotic state of Chinese domestic politics at the time—Chinese government ‘anti-
imperialist’ propaganda got carried away, while Chinese diplomats were at the same
time attempting to negotiate with the West German imperialists in Switzerland. A
case of ‘the-left-hand-doesn’t-know-what-the right-is-doing’ policies, maybe.
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Only one month later, East Berlin took a policy U-turn and ordered the Neues
Deutschland, to strike an optimistic tone and point to the silver lining of relationswith
Beijing.China, the regime’smouthpiece newspaper concludedonChina’s behalf,will
not hook up with the Western capitalists and imperialists. The ‘alleged’ evidence the
paper cites for that conclusion (and the way it is formulated in German) set an
impressive standard for nonsensical reporting and journalism. While accusing the
leader (and later West German Chancellor) of the Social-Democratic Party Willy
Brandt of seeking to encourage the Chinese political leaders to increase tensions
and disunity between China and other countries’ visions of the global communist
movement in order to obtain concessions from Beijing on its approach towards the
Berlin Question, Neues Deutschland concluded that China is not prepared to allow
itself to get corrupted by West German ‘monopoly capital’ (Neues Deutschland 29
October 1964g). All of this in one (very peculiar sounding) sentence, suggesting that
there is a connection between the first and second part of it. Semantic inconsistencies
and overall awkwardness aside, a display of the SED’s seemingly insatiable appetite
for warning the public that the GDR and the Soviet Union find themselves fighting
a just (and from their perspective successful) fight against Western imperialism in
general and West German attempts to reunify Germany with force in particular. Or
something like that as I am not entirely sure that I was able to make some sense
of the kind of nonsense the Neues Deutschland article sold as journalism in that
article. Yet another ‘incident’ in this book when East German propaganda sounded
too ridiculous and implausible to be taken seriously, sorry. In fact, former Neues
Deutschland journalists and editors have in various documentaries on the history of
the GDR onGerman television confirmed that their reporting and editing had nothing
to do with anything resembling ‘real’ journalism.40 To be sure, nobody forced any
of those journalists and editors to become journalists and/or editors for East German
newspapers, and they surely knew that they were not given the chance to pursue a
career in investigative and/or quality journalism when they signed up with Neues
Deutschland.

Ten days later, Beijing agreed with all of this. On the occasion of the Inter-
national Peace Manifestation41 in East Berlin in early December 1964 the leader
of the Chinese delegation Cheng assured East Berlin that China and the Chinese
people will continue to fight alongside their ‘German brothers’ against US imperi-
alism and West German militarism (Neues Deutschland 11 November 1964h). East
Berlin, however, was not fully convinced about the sincerity of Beijing’s assur-
ances of China’s socialist fraternal embrace. Indeed, East Germany’s embassy in
Beijing complained one day before Cheng’s above-mentioned promise to jointly
defeatWestern imperialism that Chinese ForeignMinister Chen Yi did not talk about
two German states but instead merely about ‘two parts of Germany’ when talking

40 See e.g. a number of very good and in-depth documentaries produced by the programme ZDF
History on Germany’s Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen (ZDF).
41 Internationale Friedenskundgebung in German. That gathering of socialist and communist coun-
tries took place in East Berlin in December 1964. The GDR pointed out that the meeting took place
in Berlin as opposed to in East Berlin. The GDR regime never used ‘East Berlin’ when referring to
its capital. West Berlin, the regime insisted, is not a part of West Germany.
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to Western journalists. The East German embassy concluded and reported back to
East Berlin in same-old-same-old fashion that Beijing could therefore be prepared
to neglect and/or ignore East Germany’s interests42 at the expense of expanding
its ties with West Germany (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA NL 182/122). Hence, from an
East German perspective, not mentioning the (imaginary) existence of two German
nations was equivalent to refusing to defend East German interests. That is one
way of interpreting a Chinese foreign minister who does not get himself to repeat
the East German claim that the end of World War II has miraculously given birth to
a second German nation. And who can blame him. Neues Deutschland must have
been instructed to end the year 1964 on a positive note and suggested in an article
on December 31 that Beijing is after all supporting East Berlin’s position on the
West Berlin Question, i.e. East Berlin’s position that West Berlin does not belong to
West Germany but instead to the GDR (Neues Deutschland 31 December 1964i).
As mentioned above, Neues Deutschland cited Vice Foreign Minister Liu Hsiao
who declared just that on the occasion of the 9th anniversary of the aforementioned
Chinese—East German Treaty on Friendship and Cooperation adopted in 1955.

In early 1965 Beijing continued to confirm that there are two German states,
and urged Bonn to abandon the Hallstein Doctrine.43 The Chinese people, Beijing
declared, will continue to fight alongside the GDR against the West German mili-
tarists’ attempts to isolate the GDR (Peking Rundschau 23 February 1965). Interest-
ingly or ironically, it should have been the other way round at the time. China was in
1965 all but completely internationally isolated, and would in the years ahead—due
to the chaos caused by the Cultural Revolution—not maintain anything resembling
‘normal’ foreign relations with any country. Either way, West Germany did not take
that advice and would continue to adhere to the Hallstein Doctrine until 1969-the
doctrine remained an obstacle standing in the way of the normalization of relations
between China andWest Germany until Brandt abolished the doctrine in the wake of
hisOstpolitik (Garver 1994, pp. 135–172). In sum, it was one thing for East Berlin to
be concerned about Beijing getting too close to Bonn at the expense of relations with
Moscow’s vassal and satellites countries, but yet another to claim that the occupied
West Germany is—with the help ofMao’s China—seeking to re-create the aforemen-
tioned ‘Greater Germanic Reich.’ Mao was unpredictable and more often than not
not in his right mind when formulating and adopting Chinese foreign policies, but
accusing him of helping to re-create a new ‘Greater Germanic Reich’ was too crazy,
even by Mao’s standards.
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Chapter 6
East Berlin and the Cultural Revolution
(1966–1976)

Abstract The Cultural Revolution ended in disaster because of the Soviet Union’s
‘revisionist’ interference. That is what Mao and his wife Jiang Qing concluded when
in 1969 they allowed China’s PLA to take over and arrest Mao’s Red Guards who
had tortured, terrorized and killed all over China throughout the previous three years.
East Berlin and Moscow—you might have guessed it—saw things very differently
but their interpretation of what the Cultural Revolution was and led to was equally
implausible. The Cultural Revolution, they decided , was a campaign propagating
the ‘wrong’ version of Marxism–Leninism and was aimed at replacing the Soviet
Union as the leader of the global community of socialist and communist countries.
Judging by the state China found itself in after the Cultural Revolution—millions of
casualties, the country’s near-complete international isolation and the economy again
at the brink of collapse—Beijing under Mao was not in the position to challenge,
let alone, replace anyone taking over a global leadership role. East Berlin, however,
chose to ignore the facts on the Chinese ground and kept on warning about plans of
Chinese global hegemony. Reality is seen from a regime with ideological blinkers.

‘Create great disorder under heaven in order to create order under heaven’, Mao
writes to his wife Jiang Qing on 8 July 1966 (cited in MacFarquar and Schoenhals
2008, p. 52). That plan as we know worked only in parts: disorder accompanied by
terror, torture and killings was created on a large scale, the aforementioned ‘order’ on
the other hand did not follow. In August 1966, Mao ordered a million students
on Tiananmen Square to go on a rampage terrorizing, torturing and killing fellow
Chinese citizens, occupying and closing schools, universities and factories. All of
that, Mao and his Red Guards decided, took place to advance socialism/communism
in China and eliminate and cleanse China from its enemies: capitalists, revisionists,
(so-called) ‘rightists’,1 landlords and other real and imaginary enemies. Even North
Korean dictator Kim Il-sung—whose idea to attack South Korea did not—to put it
bluntly—fall into the category of ‘brilliant’—called the Cultural Revolution a ‘crazy
idea’2 (Lee 1971, pp. 39–54).As it turned out, it reallywas that, a ‘crazy idea’, costing

1 This author does not knowwhoandwhat ‘rightists’were inMao’sworldview.Maonever explained.
2 The reason why Mao’s Red Guards referred to Kim as ‘fat revisionist.’
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millions of lives, causing a year-long economic and social crisis and catapulting the
country into international isolation.Aswill be shownbelow,EastBerlin, however, got
the focus of its reporting on the Cultural Revolution all but completely wrong when
its state-controlled newspapers were ordered to depict the Cultural Revolution as a
campaign above all directed against the Soviet Union and the rest of the community
of socialist countries. In other words: the East German press gave in its reporting the
impression that the regime was trying to exploit the terror and chaos of the Cultural
Revolution for political purposes taking it as evidence that China has chosen and is
practicing the ‘wrong’ version ofMarxism–Leninism. Citing theCultural Revolution
in this context sounded awkward to say the least and was against the background
of what Mao’s Red Guards did in terms of terror and violence to ordinary Chinese
people from 1966 to 1969 quite simply nonsensical. East German newspapers like
Neues Deutschland or Berliner Zeitung, maybe in parts also because their journalists
and correspondents were not fully informed on the Red Guards’ terror and violence
on the Chinese ground, above all portrayed the revolution as a Chinese attempt to
challenge Soviet dominance among the community of socialist countries.

From 1968 to 1971, China lived through what Frank Dikötter calls the ‘Black
Years’ (Dikötter 2016, pp. 183–191). Chinese Prime Minister Zhou Enlai, until his
death in January 1976 Mao’s obedient lieutenant who only survived politically (and
was not like others close toMao imprisoned, tortured and/or killed) because he never
openly challenged Mao, in September 1967 announced on Mao’s behalf a campaign
to settle the accounts with the country’s alleged ‘traitors’ and ‘spies.’ This resulted
in millions of persecuted, arrested and killed ordinary Chinese people throughout
1968, 1969 and beyond. Frank Dikötter provides in his aforementioned book a very
detailed and excellent account of what happened in China in the late 1960s and what
the Red Guards were doing on Mao’s behalf during those years. After Zhou Enlai
opened the door to mass arrests and killings in September 1967, China’s President
Liu Shaoqi—together with 5,000 CCP party officials—were very swiftly identified
as traitors. No doubt a part of Mao’s late revenge for having been personally made
responsible by Liu for the failures of the Great Leap Forward in the early 1960s.
In February 1968, other high-ranking party officials made it onto the list of traitors,
among them Deng Xiaoping and Peng Dehuai (both of whom were considered allies
of Liu and hence conspirators against Mao, as far as Mao was concerned ). Mao’s
(vicious) wife Jiang Qing3 got on the case too and made sure that Liu Shaoqi was
branded a ‘rightist’ and claimed without citing any evidence that Liu’s wife Wang
Guangmei was spying for the USA, Japan and Taiwan. By then Jiang Qing was—
to put it bluntly—on a vicious roll and looked for more targets of her absurd and
deadly accusations. She found them in Peng Dehuai and Deng Xiaoping, who were
purged and became like Liu Shaoqi ‘capitalists’, ‘revisionists’ and ‘rightists.’ As
the months went by in 1968, more and more party officials were labelled as ‘spies’
and ‘traitors’ and thousands were arrested, tortured and executed at random. Unlike
other purges in socialist and communist countries, theCultural Revolution looked for

3 In a non-flattering nutshell: a former mediocre B-movie actress who through her marriage with
Mao got to live out her violent fantasies.
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targets also within the party, the army and the government—all of this until the end of
December 1969. In Beijing alone, more than 100,000 alleged spies and traitors were
identified and punished. On top of spying for foreign governments they were either
‘capitalists’, ‘revisionists’, ‘counter-revolutionaries’ or all of that together, Mao and
Jiang Qing and their sidekicks decided. In order to oblige him to prove his credentials
prepared to followMao’s orders no questions asked,Mao put Zhou Enlai in charge of
eliminating Liu Shaoqi politically in 1967. Liuwas arrested in 1967 andwhen he died
in captivity in November 1969, Zhou Enlai, as Dikötter writes, celebrated his death
with a banquet. The purges, of course, did not end there and Zhou Enlai put himself
on the frontline to continue the campaign against alleged ‘counter-revolutionaries’ all
over China. The result was the arrest of more than 730,000 Chinese citizens accused
of corruption, ‘rightism’, ‘capitalism’ and other trumped-up crimes. Among others,
the ‘revolutionary committees’ (staffed with Red Guards) propagated the return to
Chinese Great Leap Forward-style agricultural production, an indication of how
disastrous and indeed insane the ideas were that were circulating among Chinese
policymakers close to Mao and the Red Guards at the time. The return to Great
Leap Forward methods and agricultural policies was, e.g., practised outside Wuhan,
where privately owned land had again to be given up and People’s Commune-style
kitchens and dormitories were re-introduced. That return to the failed policies of the
past, however, did not last long when the local military forces put an end to ill-fated
Great Leap Forward-style land cultivation shortly after they were re-introduced.

In late 1969 then even Mao realized that China’s economic decline and its catas-
trophic social and humanitarian situationwould become permanent if theRedGuards
were not stopped. Mao gave another order, this time to the PLA to reign in the Red
Guards.4 The worst part of the Cultural Revolution ended when the Red Guards
were arrested and sent to do hard manual labour in the countryside, but the killings,
persecutions and interruption of China’s economic activities continued. In fact, the
‘official’ end of the Cultural Revolution is typically dated 1976, but it is again the
aforementioned Michael Dillon who—like he did in the case of the Great Leap
Forward—added an additional few years to the ‘official’ end of the Cultural Revolu-
tion: the year 1980 when the infamousGang of Four led by Jiang Qing was convicted
and imprisoned. The Cultural Revolution was not only accompanied by terror and
killings but also and again like during the Great Leap Forward led to hunger and
famine. In 1970, China was again—like during the Great Leap Forward—starving
and had to import 6.5 million tons of fertilizer and more than 5 million tons of grain.
To counter the hunger and indeedwidespread starvation, peasantswere again allowed
to cultivate their own small plots of land to create some level of self-sufficiency for
themselves. However, by 1976 roughly 20% of China’s population, at the time more
than 200 million people, suffered from malnutrition.

Already in November 1966, Walter Ulbricht had put his reckoning with Mao’s
China and theCultural Revolution during aSEDpartymeeting onto the record (Neues
Deutschland 14 November 1966i). During that meeting, Ulbricht blamed Beijing

4 That was after Mao in 1967 ordered roughly 2.8 million Chinese soldiers to support the Red
Guards.
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among others for the ‘imperialists’ involvement in Southeast Asia (he meant the US
involvement in the Vietnam War). China’s ‘policy of division’/’policy of splitting’
(he used the term Spalterpolitik inGerman), Ulbricht claimed, facilitatedUS involve-
ment in the war in Vietnam. Mao’s foreign policies, Ulbricht concluded, were char-
acterized by extremism, great power chauvinism, xenophobia and nationalism—all
of which had in Ulbricht’s view weakened global socialism and communism. While
acknowledging what he called ‘revolutionary achievements’ of the Chinese people
and while emphasizing the (what he claimed were) good party-to-party relations,
Ulbricht was worried about the excesses and violence of the Mao troops (he meant
theRedGuards) aimed at cadres of the communist party. Furthermore, Ulbrichtmade
it clear that the kind of socialism and communism as propagated by the Soviet Union
was for all other socialist and/or communist countries to follow: “Communists all
over the world know that the history of Lenin’s party—the communist party of the
Soviet Union—has assigned the role of pioneering the progress of humanity and the
vanguard of the international communist movement to the Soviet Union”, Ulbricht
declared. Needless to say that Beijing was irritated and responded in kind—we know
the drill by now. Nine days later, Beijing ordered its ambassador in East Berlin to read
outBeijing’s response during ameetingwith SEDofficials (SAPMO-BArch, ZPANL
182/1218). In that letter, Ulbricht was among others accused of ‘defaming the Great
Proletarian Cultural Revolution and attacking Mao’s, the most-loved leader of the
Chinese people’ (SAPMO-BArch, ZPANL 182/1222 A). Ulbricht’s speech in Halle,
the Chinese ambassador furthermore claimed on behalf of Beijing, was the result
and continuation of Ulbricht joining the ‘Soviet clique of revisionists anti-China
campaign, which has led to a serious deterioration of relations between China and
the GDR.’ The GDR, the Chinese ambassador furthermore concluded, is not an inde-
pendent foreign policy actor and is instead forced to team upwith the ‘revisionists’ in
Moscow.What hemeant with ‘revisionism’ remained unclear and was not explained,
of course. Unsurprisingly, the SED party official heading the party’s China section
Berthold replied in kind during themeeting.What Ulbricht said during themeeting in
Halle was an internal party affair and hence not for Beijing to comment on, Berthold
decided. Chinese foreign policies, Berthold furthermore said, “directly support West
German imperialism directed at the GDR.” Berthold then went deep into conspiracy
theory territory when he concluded that Beijing is helping Bonn to prepare a military
attack onto the GDR in order to achieve reunification on Bonn’s terms. Unsurpris-
ingly, the Chinese ambassador denied that Beijing was helping Bonn to prepare
a military attack onto the GDR in support of Bonn’s plan to reunify Germany by
military force. Instead, he falsely claimed that Beijing had always been supportive
of East German policies in defence against West German alleged imperialism and
militarism.While the Chinese and East German accusations and counter-accusations
were of course predictable, they sounded very awkward indeed, even by East German
and Chinese (propaganda) standards. Bonn was neither planning to attack or invade
the GDR nor was it in any way clear how Beijing’s policies—domestic or foreign—
supported alleged West German ‘imperialism.’ ‘Testy’ verbal exchanges, supported
by government propaganda, not in anyway reflecting reality. And it went on (and on).
In November 1966, Ulbricht maintained that Beijing’s ‘divisive’ policies enabled the
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USA to attack North Vietnam (Neues Deutschland 14 November 1966i). Ulbricht
confirmed that he remains committed to maintaining good party-to-party relations
with the Chinese CCP while at the same time he gave himself concerned about the
Mao troops (he meant the Red Guards) who had turned to attacking CCP party
officials.5 Beijing of course reacted promptly in tit-for-tat fashion, dispatching its
ambassador in East Berlin to the GDR’s foreign ministry to protest against East
Berlin dismissing the alleged success of the Great Proletarian Revolution. The
ambassador was seemingly ordered to go into combat mode and accused East Berlin
of conducting an anti-China campaign. All of this despite the fact that Mao is the
‘greatest Marxist–Leninist of all times and that his theories and works serve as role
model of communists and socialists all over the world’, as the ambassador explained.
Beijing’s ambassador really had nothing of substance to say, which might also have
had to do with the fact that he was representing a country, whose political leader had
only a few months earlier unleashed a campaign, which would in the years ahead
result in and be accompanied by terror, killings and all other thinkable forms of
destruction. GDR State Secretary Hegen replied by complaining that China has for
some time been trying to portray East Berlin as dependent on Moscow, which in turn
helped theWest German imperialists in their fight against the GDR (SAPMO-BArch,
ZPA NL 182/1222 A). Clearly a conversation, during which the Chinese and East
German interlocutors talked at cross purposes.

6.1 Attacking East German Diplomats

The madness of the Cultural Revolution also had consequences for the safety and
security of Beijing-based East German diplomats. In February 1966, GDR foreign
minister Otto Winzer reported to the SED Politburo warning that China is preparing
for war. The alleged evidence he cites is that China is working on a tunnel and
channel system under Beijing. Furthermore, Winzer reported that he was informed
by theGDR’s embassy inBeijing that bunkers are being built in Shanghai andCanton.
Relations betweenMoscow and Beijing, Winzer warns, were very tense and military
troops are facing each other along the Sino-Soviet border (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA
NL 182/1222 G). In August 1966, GDR defence minister Heinz Hoffmann wrote
to Politburo member Erich Honecker reporting that the GDR defence attaché in
Beijing Kautzsch had been stopped and interrogated by Red Guards in Beijing. He
and his wife were harassed, for which Beijing later apologized when it realized that
they were East German and not Soviet Union citizens (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIV
2/202/359). And there was more to come in terms of harassment, intimidation and
violence. In late 1966 East Berlin’s embassy in Beijing, e.g., protested against the
treatment of its embassy personnel and their families in Beijing, which included

5 The article in Neues Deutschland called it Spalterpolitik. There is no good equivalvent in English
for that term, and what is meant are Chinese policies aimed at destroying the unity and solidarity
among socialist and communist countries.
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an attack on the ambassador’s car and verbal and physical attacks against embassy
personnel (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA NL 182/1222 E). While East Berlin’s Ministry
of Foreign Affairs protested and urged Beijing to respect the rules and norms of
international diplomacy, China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs brushed off all the
protests as irrelevant and unjustified. Sung Dschau-dji6 from China’s Ministry of
Foreign Affairs decided that the East German authorities had no right whatsoever
to protest against how they were treated in China. That is, Sung explained, because
East German diplomats (like their Soviet counterparts obviously) are ‘revisionists’
and are sabotaging Chinese ‘revolutionary activities.’ He went on to argue that East
German diplomats do not perform normal diplomatic work but are instead engaged
in provocative campaigns aimed at discrediting China through distorted reporting.
At the time—late 1966 and early 1967—chaos and anarchy began to rule in China
and hence it did not come as a surprise that Beijing had few problems breaking the
rules of international diplomacy at the expense of the safety of foreign diplomats
based in China. “Therefore I would like to remind all employees of the embassy
that they have to subordinate themselves to China’s revolutionary order. If they
continue to pursue the course of Soviet revisionism and assume a hostile attitude
towards the People’sRepublic ofChina,we cannot guarantee for your security”, Sung
warned his East German interlocutors. The East German embassy’s first secretary
concluded the aforementionedministry report by pointing out that not only theGDR’s
embassy in Beijing but also embassies from other socialist countries have had similar
experiences of harassment in Beijing at the time.

6.2 East Berlin Retaliating

In February 1967 then it was Beijing’s turn to protest against the treatment of its
embassy personnel in East Berlin. Beijing accused East Berlin of having deployed
a group of hooligans to destroy showcases displaying photographs at the Chinese
embassy in East Berlin. What Beijing described as ordinary ‘hooligans’ was instead
a group of henchmen deployed by the GDR’s Stasi. The East German policemanwho
guarded the embassy was sent away while the Chinese embassy personnel filmed the
destruction of the vitrines (Der Spiegel 20 February 1967a). The GDR authorities
claimed that because the East German public had been upset about China’s hostilities
against the GDR, police forces had to be dispatched to protect the Chinese embassy
fromEast German citizens expressing their anger in front of the Chinese embassy. To
be sure, that was only one version of what happened in front of the Chinese embassy
in East Berlin in June 1967. Yet another—obviously the Chinese version—was that
the police were deployed to make sure that East Germans were able to protest in
front of the embassy without any interference from Chinese embassy personnel.
The by now very familiar tit-for-tat East German-Chinese exchanges, while it was

6 The transcriptions of Chinese names in East German documents and the East German press do
not correspond with the conventional transcriptions of Chinese names.
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indeed very clear that the East German authorities had allowed East German citizens
to protest in front of the Chinese embassy and the claim that the authorities had
to lead the protesters away from the embassy in order to keep the protesters from
expressing their anger with violence did not in any way sound credible. What was
the fuss about in the first place and what did the vitrines display to motivate East
Berlin to send thugs employed by the Stasi to destroy them? On display in the
vitrines were among others a portrait of Mao Zedong together with photographs of
a clash between Soviet police and Chinese students who were demonstrating at the
Lenin mausoleum in January 1967. The scene in East Berlin echoed one in Moscow
from twoweeks earlier when ‘ordinary Soviet citizens’ asMoscow’s state-controlled
press claims used electric saws and axes to remove display cases from the Chinese
embassy. Sure enough the aforementioned ‘ordinary citizens’ were everything but
that—instead, like itwas the case inEastBerlin in February, theywere officials helped
by ‘ordinary thugs’ sent to the embassy to destroy the vitrines. The photographs
also showed Chinese support for the war in North Vietnam and photos showing
Chinese students being attacked bySovietUnion authorities during demonstrations in
Moscow. Beijing accused East Berlin of having orchestrated that assault and decided
to deliberately damage relations with China. The act was, at least as far as Beijing
was concerned, to be understood as a ‘folly in support of Soviet revisionism.’ Beijing
concluded that—in violation of international law—East Berlin is not able to protect
Chinese citizens and property on GDR territory (Xinhua News Agency 18 February
1967). The West German newspaper Die Zeit reported that the Chinese embassy
exploited the incident to portray itself as a victim of East German violence: one
Chinese embassy personnel sacrificed himself and ‘volunteered’ to be beaten up by
theEastGerman Stasiwhile aChinese embassy colleague took pictures of the beating
from a safe distance (Zeitspiegel (Die Zeit) 24 February 1967). Chinese embassy
personnel as it turned out were good not only in East Berlin at portraying themselves
as victims of brutality. After an attack by Chinese students on the American embassy
in Moscow in 1965, journalists from China’s state media took pictures of allegedly
injured Chinese students after they put make-up on them to make them look ill and
injured (Lüthi 2009, pp. 411–426). Bilateral East German-Chinese relations took
yet another turn for the worse, and Beijing, e.g., declined an invitation to the 7th
SED party convention, pointing out that East Germany’s anti-China and its alleged
revisionist and counter-revolutionary policies would hinder China from participating
in the party convention. East German attacks against China’s Great Proletarian
Cultural Revolution together with memories on how the Chinese delegation was
treated at the previous SED party convention, a letter from the Chinese Communist
Party’s Central Committee to theGDR’sMinistry of ForeignAffairs concluded rather
pathetically, made it impossible for China to send a delegation to the upcoming
SED party convention (Schreiben des Staatssekretärs Josef Hegen an Mitglieder des
Politbüros). And the tit-for-tat East German–Chinese exchanges continued. In mid-
February 1967, Red Guards stopped the car of East German ambassador Martin
Bierbach in Beijing, attacking him and partially destroying his car. The Red Guards
poured blackpaint over the car and also the ambassador. That attackwaspreceded and
took place in retaliation for the intrusion of Soviet police into the Chinese embassy
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in Moscow earlier in February 1967. Among others, the police at the time destroyed
showcases displaying anti-Soviet propaganda. That intrusion in turn was preceded
by the harassment of the wives of Soviet embassy personnel in Beijing (also in
February 1967) (Der Spiegel 13 February 1967b). Also in February 1967, Chinese
students inMoscowwere attacked by Soviet soldierswhen they demonstrated against
Soviet alleged ‘revisionism’ in front of Lenin’s tomb in Moscow. Finally, in June
1967 Chinese sailors whose vessel called the East German port of Rostock, Beijing
lamented, were harassed and interrogated by GDR police when they tried to reach
East Berlin. In reaction, Chinese authorities warned their GDR counterparts not to
continue with what they referred to as their ‘anti-China campaign’ (SAPMO-BArch,
ZPA NL 182/1222 C). Beijing, however, ‘forgot’ to mention that the East German
authorities found anti-aircraft guns, machine guns, pistols and grenades when they
searched the Chinese vessel in Rostock.

6.3 Fatal Accident in East Berlin

In 1967, East Berlin too provided evidence that it was capable of and prepared
to violate the rules of international diplomacy. On 26 June 1967, a vehicle of the
Chinese embassy was involved in a fatal accident in East Berlin. The accident killed
the Chinese ambassador and three other embassy personnel. Beijing of course lost
no time accusing East Berlin of having provoked the accident and called the GDR
authorities ‘murderers’ and ‘revisionists’ (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA NL 182/1222 I).
In reaction to the accident, Chinese embassy personnel displayed photos of the
killed embassy personnel together with posters which read ‘The killings of our
comrades must be explained and blood must be paid with blood.’ In return, roughly
250 East German university students were ordered to demonstrate in front of the
Chinese embassy (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA NL 182/1222 F). Given that East German
university students—like students of all the other socialist/communist dictatorships
at the time—were not allowed to demonstrate against their own governments—it
can be assumed that the students who demonstrated in front of the Chinese embassy
were encouraged (maybe ordered) to demonstrate on behalf of the government in
East Berlin. East Berlin’s authorities then explained to their counterparts in Beijing
that they had to intervene to keep the students from becoming even angrier and
turning to violence. On 1st July 1967, the Chinese ambassador in East Berlin Liu
protested that autopsies were performed on the corpses of the Chinese embassy
personnel who died during the car accident in East Berlin without the knowledge of
and against the will of the Chinese authorities. State Secretary Hegen responded that
the autopsies would probably not have been performed had the Chinese embassy not
displayed a pamphlet that read ‘Blood must be repaid with blood!’ in front of the
Chinese embassy (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA NL 182/1222 C). The connection between
the autopsies and the Chinese wanting revenge, of course is not obvious unless one
suspects that the autopsies performed by East German authorities was an act of ‘retal-
iation’ reacting to the Chinese pamphlets displayed at the Chinese embassy—which,
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judging by what Hegen said—it probably was. Furthermore, the GDR authorities
claimed that China’s provocative behaviour led to the public protests in front of the
Chinese embassy. East Berlin claimed that the public was outraged by the above-
mentioned Chinese pamphlets, and therefore decided to act in ‘self-defence’ by
protesting in front of the Chinese embassy. Claiming that the East German authori-
ties charged with the task to protect the Chinese embassy were not—or not imme-
diately—able to keep protesters from protesting—lacked credibility and sounded
cynical against the background of the ability and (violent) decades-long determina-
tion of EastGerman authorities and police to nip any sort of public protests against the
EastGerman government and its authorities in the bud at any time and very quickly. In
other words, if the police station in front of the embassy had been ordered to stop the
protests, they would have been very able to stop them immediately. Furthermore, the
Chinese ambassador complained that the GDR authorities disassembled the Chinese
embassy car involved in the fatal accident without the knowledge and presence of the
Chinese embassy. That was, at least as far as the Chinese embassy was concerned,
done to render it impossible to understand the cause of the accident. And indeed,
so it seemed: it was a Chinese embassy car and the Chinese authorities present in
Berlin should under normal circumstances have been involved in disassembling the
car in order for them to draw their own conclusions about the cause of the accident
(SAPMO-BArch, ZPA NL 182/1222 B). While bilateral relations at the time could
hardly have been any worse, at the very end of the 1960s East Berlin still gave itself
optimistic to be able to address the conflicts with China through diplomatic chan-
nels. When East Berlin’s new ambassador in China Gustav Hertzfeldt received his
credentials in Beijing inApril 1969, Beijing hoped that East Berlin’s representative in
Beijing would invest resources and the political will into improving East Germany’s
relations with China. Hertzfeldt replied that he would do just that, but was not told
when or whether Beijing would once again deploy a Chinese ambassador to East
Berlin (something Hertzfeldt asked during the conversation) (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA
NL 182/1222D). The previous Chinese ambassador had beenwithdrawn and accom-
panied back to Beijing by Mao’s Red Guards in February 1967. ‘Accompanied’, of
course, is only one way of putting it. Yet another is to say that the Red Guards
travelled to East Berlin and forced the ambassador to return with them to Beijing.

6.4 East German Reporting on the Cultural Revolution

As will be shown below—above all through the analysis of East German news-
paper articles—East Berlin decided to present the Cultural Revolution as evidence
that Beijing chose the ‘wrong’ version of socialism and is threatening the unity
among socialist and communist countries. This in turn, East Berlin claimed, jeop-
ardized the socialist countries’ efforts to defeat US-led imperialism. In fact, as was
alreadymentioned above, East Berlin’s mouthpiece newspapers seemed to have been
instructed to focus on what the Cultural Revolution allegedly meant for and did to
the community of socialist and communist countries—as opposed to focussing on
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what it did to Chinese society and the Chinese people. Against the background of
what the Cultural Revolution did and led to in China, this is indeed remarkable.
Put differently: East German newspapers focussed on something that was all but
irrelevant for the reader who wanted to learn something about the consequences
and implications of the Cultural Revolution. In mid-1966, the East German press
began reporting on the consequences of the Cultural Revolution and Mao’s deci-
sion to allow the Red Guards to identify, arrest and execute alleged enemies such
as ‘capitalists’ and ‘counter-revolutionaries’ within the party. The Berliner Zeitung,
e.g., in June 1966 reported that the ‘exposure’ of inner-party rivalries had only just
begun (Neue Zeit 29 June 1966a). That would indeed turn out to be very true when
the Cultural Revolution and the Red Guards’ nationwide terror campaign against
all sorts of alleged ‘enemies’ were gathering pace in 1966. Anything resembling
coherent and informative reporting on the Cultural Revolution, especially during
the years from 1966 to 1969, was certainly very difficult to get hold of in view of
the chaos and destruction all over China at the time. In other words, it was prob-
ably very difficult for reporters and observers to make sense of and explain in a
coherent manner the objectives and motivations of the Red Guards’ acts of destruc-
tion and terror from 1966 to 1969. This especially when the Red Guards turned to
deciding autonomously (‘autonomously’ as in deciding without consulting with any
party authorities, in turn giving themselves the facto right to terrorize and mishandle
whomever they wanted) on who was an enemy of the ‘revolution’ and therefore in
their view a legitimate target of their violence. This confusion about what took place
in China at the time was indeed reflected in the reporting of the East German press
on the Cultural Revolution. Later in 1968 and 1969—the East German reporting on
the Cultural Revolution suggested that East Germany’s state-controlled newspapers
decided—obviously under the instructions of their political masters in East Berlin—
to continue portraying it above all as a campaign to discredit the Soviet Union and in
East Berlin’s view ‘correct’ version of Marxism–Leninism. In fact, the reporting and
the many articles published by the newspapers Neues Deutschland, Neue Zeit and
Berliner Zeitung on the Cultural Revolution emphasized numerous times the alleged
‘anti-Soviet’ element of what Mao allowed and indeed ordered the Red Guards to
do in China from 1966 to 1969.

In mid-August 1966, Neues Deutschland reprinted a report from the Pravda on
the 11thCentral Committeemeeting of theChineseCommunist Party, inwhich it was
reported that the CCP had decided to continue the political, economic and ideological
‘cleansing’ in the cities and the countryside in accordance with the objectives of what
Beijing called the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. During that committee
meeting, it was reported that the CCP defined the party’s ‘general line’, i.e. the
committee decided on how to interpret and apply Marxism–Leninism. Those who
did not subscribe themselves to that line were labelled as ‘revisionists’ who had
to be purged and punished severely (Neues Deutschland 23 August 1966a). Neues
Deutschland reported in early September 1966 on the same party committee meeting
and emphasized that the meeting was used above all as a forum to discredit the Soviet
Union. In fact, the paper claimed that the committee rendered China’s antagonism
and hostility towards the Soviet Union official: a Chinese policy to be pursued on
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all levels, including during encounters in foreign embassies (Neues Deutschland 2
September 1966b). The same newspaper followed-up on the reporting of the CCP
Central Committee meeting complaining about assaults on GDR embassy personnel
in Beijing—in violation of international law as the paper emphasized. The newspaper
article—likemany other articles from the same newspaper in the 1960s—warned that
China’s alleged anti-Soviet Union policies threaten the success of the struggle against
Western imperialism (Neues Deutschland 4 September 1966c). In September 1966,
Neues Deutschland continued to report on the Red Guards but desisted from judging
on the Red Guards’ behaviour and actions, which at the time included among others
the burning of books, physically assaulting people labelled as ‘bad elements’ and
occupying local party offices. In fact, the paper limited itself to citing the Chinese
peoplewho disapprove ofwhat theRedGuards did and stood for (NeuesDeutschland
7 September 1966d). In defence of East German newspapers reporting from Beijing
in September 1966, i.e. one month after Mao authorized and indeed spurred the
students-turned Red Guards to destroy and terrorized at random, the newspapers and
their reporters were not necessarily able to understand the extent of the chaos and
terror the Red Guards were about to unleash onto the country. Later on, of course,
the East German press—like essentially the rest of the global media—would know
more and would have more detailed information on what the Red Guards were in
China doing on Mao’s behalf. However, the reporting in the state-controlled East
German press on the Cultural Revolution and its consequences continued to remain
fundamentally different compared to the reporting in the Western press. Indeed, the
articles appearing in East German newspapers on the Cultural Revolution in 1968
and 1969 above all—as mentioned above—warned about the alleged danger that
the Cultural Revolution will weaken the socialist countries’ resolve to fight Western
imperialism. And that over and over and over again.

NeueZeit identified inSeptember 1966LinBiao7 as theRedGuards’main sponsor
and biggest cheerleader—accurately as this was the role Mao had indeed assigned
to Lin Biao (Neue Zeit 8 September 1966b). Not that Lin Biao needed to be forced
in any way into that cheerleading role. His devotion to Mao—regardless of whether
it was genuine or rather not so genuine—was remarkable if not disturbing (obvi-
ously when Lin Biao too became a victim of Mao’s random purges Lin Biao’s admi-
ration for Mao decreased somewhat, to say the least). Before that, he had called
Mao a ‘genius’ and the ‘greatest Marxist alive’ on more than one occasion. Again,
today it cannot be verified with certainty whether Lin Biao really believed in Mao’s

7 Until his fall from grace, Lin was unconditionally loyal to Mao and referred to him as a military
and intellectual ‘genius’ continuously. He fell out with Mao when he became too powerful and
popular among Chinese policymakers (after he led the PLA to reign in and arrest the Red Guards
in late 1969). Lin Biao eventually met the same fate as Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping and many
others who dared to criticize Mao and voice doubts about his sanity and ability to make rational
decisions. To be sure, Lin Biao fell out with Mao because he seemed to have been more radical
than his boss himself. More Maoist than Mao himself, so to speak. He was e.g. deadly opposed to
the kind of rapprochement towards the USA Mao was considering in the late 1960s. The way Lin
Biao hysterically cheered for the Cultural Revolution in 1966 and ordered everybody else to do the
same was maybe already an indication that Lin Biao’s ability to think straight and make rational
decisions had been very limited from very early on.
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alleged genius and ability to turn water into wine, but his enthusiastic praise for his
chairman had no boundaries—at least until Mao and his wife turned against him,
accusing him of being a ‘revisionist’ and ‘traitor.’ SED Politburo member Gerhard
Schürer wrote in Neues Deutschland in September 1966 that China’s Communist
Party had neglected the country’s proletarian class and that it therefore cannot and
no longer refer to itself as party for the proletarian class as there are no prole-
tarians in the party’s central committee or any other leading CCP party organs.
While that was certainly true, the same was true for the equivalent central party
committees in East Berlin and Moscow. They were certainly no ordinary proletar-
ians or workers represented in those committees—instead in East Berlin, Moscow
(and all other socialist/communist countries) they were staffed with privileged party
members and party fat cats ‘allergic’ to manual labour beyond doing their gardening
in the privileged suburbs of East Berlin and Moscow. All of this of course did
not matter to Schürer who concluded that China’s CCP is dominated by ‘petty
bourgeois-nationalist’ elements who have ‘great power’ aspirations to replace the
Soviet Union as the leader of the socialist/communist global movement. That claim
was repeated over and over again in the East German press over the course of 1966
(and the years after that too). China under Mao, Schürer furthermore complained,
had failed to transform the country’s ‘wartime communism’ led by the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA) into ‘civilian’ socialism/communism, applying the ‘correct’
version ofMarxism–Leninism. China’s ‘wartime-communists’, i.e. PLA soldiers and
their officers, were unable to practice socialism/communism applying and exercising
‘collective leadership’ and ‘democratic centralism’, Schürer concluded.

For that reason, Schürer said on behalf of the SED, the GDR and other
socialist/communist countries will unconditionally continue to endorse and support
the Soviet Union’s global leadership role in the camp of socialist countries (Neues
Deutschland 20 September 1966e). Of course, he would conclude just that as any
other conclusion short of praising Moscow’s unchallenged and unchallengeable
position among the community of socialist/communist countries would have met
with resistance in Moscow. ‘Good’ vassal states would not do anything else and
Moscow insisted and expected just that, which it had impressively demonstrated in
East Berlin in 1953 and later in Budapest (1956) and Prague (1968). Almost the
entire reporting of the GDR state-controlled press on the Cultural Revolution was
focussed on and indeed obsessedwithmaking sure that East Berlin’s politicalmasters
in Moscow understood that the SED and its regime supported Moscow uncondition-
ally. Some (albeit not very many) scholars and historians conclude that the GDR had
over the decades created space for itself to adopt foreign policies without instruc-
tions or indeed orders fromMoscow.However, there isn’t really any tangible evidence
pointing to East German foreign policy autonomy and independence. In fact, there
is no trace of East German foreign policies over the decades, which ran counter to
Soviet foreign policies or which were adopted against Moscow’s will. In fact, East
Berlin only developed some foreign policy autonomy when it was too late and when
it should rather have followed Moscow’s lead on domestic and foreign policies:
follow the example of introducing reformist policies avoiding regime collapse when
socialist regimes in Eastern Europe were collapsing in the 1980s. That happened
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in the second half of the 1980s when Soviet leader Gorbachev introduced social
and economic reforms in the Soviet Union. The GDR under Erich Honecker at the
time refused to adopt any reforms whatsoever, and therefore it is no surprise that
East Berlin in the 1980s turned to Beijing for help and support, as we will see else-
where in this book. Like East Berlin, Beijing too categorically refused to consider
adopting the kind of reforms then Soviet leader Gorbachev was adopting, which
is—as we will also see further below—obviously less than surprising after Beijing’s
violent response on Tiananmen Square in June 1989.

Neues Deutschland concluded at the end of September 1966 that what is taking
place in China is not in any way aGreat Proletarian Revolution but instead a ‘carica-
ture’ of a revolution andmore than anything else the exploitation of disoriented young
people to eliminate the ‘correct’ version of Marxism–Leninism in China (Neues
Deutschland 23 September 1966f). While the paper’s conclusion on what Chinese
youth and students are doing onMao’s behalf toMarxism–Leninism in China did not
make much sense,8 the paper indeed had a point when it spoke of ‘disoriented young
people’ who allowed themselves to be manipulated by Mao’s hysterical rhetoric
and propaganda.9 Admittedly, it was difficult not to come to such a conclusion in
light of what Red Guards were doing in China and to ordinary Chinese people from
1966 to 1969. Also in September 1966, Neues Deutschland cited the then chairman
of the American Communist Party Henry Winston as saying that China’s antago-
nism towards Moscow is undermining the global fight against Western imperialism.
Mao,Winston concluded, used theCultural Revolution as a pretence for hostile poli-
cies towards the Soviet Union. Furthermore, Winston warned that the campaigns
and struggle in the USA to put pressure onto Washington to withdraw its troops
from Vietnam will be weakened if the global socialist movement were obliged to
fight not only the Western imperialists but also Mao’s attempts to destroy the global
community of socialist and communist countries (Neues Deutschland 25 September
1966g). Whether what Winston said does or does not make sense (it admittedly
did not), is probably not relevant. Rather, it was seemingly important for an East
German newspaper to cite a communist politician/activist in a capitalist country in
order to seek to convey the message that there is (some) ‘resistance’ against capitalist
countries/capitalist within capitalist countries.

8 As mentioned a few times in this book, not least because it is not clear/not in any way plausible
what Marxism-Leninism had to do with any of what Mao was practising in terms of political and
economic governance in China.
9 The level of hysteria among students participating in the encounter with Mao on Tiananmen
Square in Beijing on 18 August 1966 was high, to say the very least. The gathering on the square
(reportedly one million students), during which the students-turned-Red-Guards de facto received
Mao’s blessing to start their destruction and killing rampages in Beijing and indeed all over China.
In the West, girls and young female adults fell unconscious during Beatles and Rolling Stones
concerts throughout the 1960s, while millions of their Chinese counterparts did that in August 1966
when Mao showed up on Tiananmen Square in August 1966, ordering students to terrorize and kill
their fellow Chinese citizens.
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In October 1966, the Berliner Zeitung reported on the impressions of an East
German tourist group visiting China. Certainly, China in late 1966 was a very pecu-
liar destination for an East German tourist group to visit—the Cultural Revolution
was officially launched in August of that year and East Germans were—due to the
near-complete interruption of official ties between Beijing and Moscow—probably
not the most popular foreign visitors in China.10 Either way, according to a report
in the Berliner Zeitung the East German tourists saw Red Guards terrorizing the
rural population working in the fields. They reportedly furthermore witnessed the
destruction of Chinese sights and culture heritage. All of this, the paper concluded,
had nothing to do with anything resembling a ‘conventional revolution’ but rather
and merely amounted to chaos and destruction on display in China in late 1966
(Berliner Zeitung 6 October 1966). At the end of October 1966, Neue Zeit reported
on demonstrations in front of the Soviet Union’s embassy in Beijing. At the time,
Chinese Red Guards demonstrated against the expulsion of Chinese students from
the Soviet Union while the paper, like other East German newspapers at the time
too, reported that Chinese students were merely asked to interrupt their studies in
the Soviet Union for one year as opposed to being expulsed with no prospects of
being allowed to return and resume their studies in the Soviet Union. Their return
would be possible,Neue Zeit reported, if andwhen the Chinese authorities reinstalled
the previously established mechanisms and procedures for the exchange of students
(Neue Zeit 25October 1966c). To be sure, thatmessagewas all but completely lost on
the demonstrating Chinese students at the time, and it is safe to assume that none of
the students who left their studies at Soviet universities to contribute to the Cultural
Revolution, returned to the Soviet Union.

NeuesDeutschland reported fromBeijing inmid-November 1966 describingwhat
it called an ‘incredible chaos’ in the streets of Beijing. Hundreds of thousands of Red
Guards, the paper reported, were rampaging in the city. This, the paper pointed out,
takes place against the will of the CCP’s central committee. The article cited Zhou
Enlai’s October 1966 announcement on the suspension of classes (in schools and
universities) until the summer of 1967. That, the paper cited a Red Guard, would
give the Red Guards 10 months to complete the Cultural Revolution as he put it
(Neues Deutschland 11 November 1966h). Interestingly, the Neues Deutschland
article limited itself to citing the student, without attempting to add any analysis or
attempting to put what the student said into a context. Arguably, failing to seek to
provide readers with an analysis on what in this case the interviewed student could
have meant when he spoke about ‘completing the Cultural Revolution’ was part of a
simplistic ‘he said, she said journalism’ as ordered by the authorities in East Berlin.
Again: the kind of reporting and journalism one finds in state-controlled newspapers.

At the end ofNovember 1966,NeuesDeutschland reported about clashes between
workers and Red Guards. The workers, the paper reported, wanted to end what it
called the ‘so-called’ Cultural Revolution and attacked the Red Guards who over
months terrorized Beijing’s population. After that, East German newspaper articles
always added the term so-called when reporting on the Cultural Revolution, indi-
cating that what was taking place in China at the time did in East Berlin’s view not

10 Which also leads to the question why the East German authorities allowed East German tourists
to visit China in the first place at the time.
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have to do anything with a ‘normal’ revolution. Such and similar clashes between
factoryworkers andRedGuards hadbeen going onovermonths, the article concluded
its report from China. (Neues Deutschland 27 November 1966j). Neues Deutschland
reported accurately in December 1966 about the conflict between Mao Zedong and
Defence Minister Lin Biao on the one and China’s president Liu Shaoqi and his
followers on the other side of the fence. The paper pointed out that Liu Shaoqi who
was labelled a ‘bourgeois revisionists’ byMao and Lin Biao, enjoyed support among
Chinese workers who were incited to oppose the Red Guards (Neues Deutschland 20
December 1966l). That for a change was accurate reporting and at the time Liu was
indeed next in line to be purged and imprisoned on Mao’s orders. Also in November
1966, Neues Deutschland cited a Pravda article which in turn cited Lin Biao, who
announced that Maoism stood for what he called the ‘highest level of Marxism–
Leninism’ (Neues Deutschland 29 November 1966k). Based on what evidence Lin
Biao came to that conclusion was never explained, but it did not reallymatter because
nobody—above all Mao—never bothered or felt obliged to explain the supposedly
Chinese version Marxism–Leninism, i.e. Maoism. As mentioned elsewhere in this
book, simply claiming thatMaoism is the ‘highest form’ of Marxism–Leninism did
not add any value to the understanding of the alleged difference between Marxism–
Leninism and Maoism. Within China and among the general public, however, that
was all but completely irrelevant. The very large majority of the Chinese popu-
lation at the time was simply not taking part in any discussions on ideology or
policies, let alone in discussions about the difference between Marxism-Leninism
and Maoism.11 Arguably like it is still the case in China today where the large part
of the Chinese population is (understandably, if you will) much more interested in
material prosperity and buying an apartment or going on a shopping spree in Tokyo
or Milan than getting involved in or opposing state-imposed thinking and ideology.
Also because the government led by Xi Jinping has made it over the last 8 years very,
very clear that resistance is—to put it this way—futile.12 Bread-and-butter-issues like
putting a meal onto the table was undoubtedly a much larger concern for large parts
of China’s population in the 1960 (and 1970s). And that was—to put it bluntly—the
‘beauty’ of it: Mao could count on the silent support (‘silent support’ as in ‘indif-
ference’ or ‘disinterest’) of large parts of the Chinese population, which did neither

11 Which is still the case in China, albeit for different reasons. The (large) majority of the Chinese
people today are—to put it that way—‘strongly encouraged’ not to challenge the monopoly of
power of the CCP. An ‘invitation’ extended to the Chinese people to play by the rules of what is
referred to as the ‘grand bargain.’
12 Part of what in the literature is called the ‘grand bargain’ the Chinese government/the CCP
is offering to the Chinese people: the state does everything in its might to create the basis for
material prosperity, facilitates job creation and allows the people to freely travel and buy themselves
houses, and a BMW (if they can afford one). In return, the same people do not challenge the party’s
‘monopoly of power’, i.e. do not question the party’s absolute power and influence over all aspects of
Chinese society. A ‘win–win outcome’ as far as the party is concerned. Needless to say that Chinese
propaganda is presenting it as such to the Chinese people and the outside world, among others
via Twitter (which is not—like Facebook—accessible to the ordinary Chinese citizen). Ironically,
China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ spokespersons are very actively using Twitter to distribute
Chinese propaganda and disinformation.
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have the time nor the intellectual background and skills to challenge and contradict
him and his implausible and pseudo-scientific theories and gibberish. Among fellow
Chinese policymakers and party officials, Mao—due to his decades-long habit of
responding to being challenged and criticized with purges and violence—had the
luxury of preaching to the converted, i.e. either to genuine followers of his beliefs
and theories (the minority), or to those who allowed themselves to be ‘converted’
in order to avoid becoming a target of Mao’s accusations followed by purges and
imprisonment (probably the majority of Chinese policymakers and officials at the
time).

The records show that Mao was simply not the kind of scholar, intellectual and
indeed genius he thought and declared himself to be. In fact, hewas none of all of that.
In the 1930s, Julia Lovell writes, Chinese communists were trained and indoctrinated
inMoscow, butMaowas not among andone of themat the time. Leader of theChinese
delegation to Moscow in the late 1930s was Wang Ming13 while Mao was, as Lovell
calls him, merely a ‘rudimentary’ Marxist. “He had almost no time for Marx’s more
careful historical and economic analyses, condensing the message of the Communist
Manifesto down to: ‘Class struggle, class struggle, class struggle!”, Lovell writes.
“Some of Mao’s closest colleagues listening to his lectures were embarrassed by his
bêtises and blatant plagiarism from Chinese translations of Marxists texts. Perhaps
as a result of all this, Mao harboured a sense of inferiority towards intellectuals that
no doubt shaped his harshness towards them once in power” (Lovell 2019, p. 47).
Indeed,Maohadquite obviously no ideawhat hewas talking aboutwhenhe cited (and
copied)Marx, Engels and Lenin, which was unambiguously reflected in his speeches
and declarations citing Marxism over the decades. Put differently: Mao was copying
and pasting Marx and Engels into his speeches and writings without understanding
or being able to explain what he was copying and re-producing.

In January 1967, the East German press was seemingly ordered to become more
interested in publishing more detailed accounts and reports on what the chaos of the
Cultural Revolution meant for Chinese daily work life. The Berliner Zeitung, e.g.,
reported in January 1967 that Chinese factory workers went on strike in Beijing,
Shanghai and other cities protesting against what the paper called the ‘Mao troops’
(the Red Guards were meant). The paper reported that the workers organized them-
selves in so-called Red Workers’ Groups to jointly fight the Red Guards (Berliner
Zeitung 11 January 1967a). That reporting was accurate and workers’ protests
against the Red Guards did indeed take place. In January of 1967, the Berliner
Zeitung again and like in 1966 decided and reported on Beijing’s claim that Chinese
workers’ opposition to the Cultural Revolution is a result of Moscow’s alleged ‘revi-
sionism’ (Berliner Zeitung 31 January 1967b). This of course was quite simply
nonsensical: the workers protested because of the Red Guards’ attempts to inter-
rupt work and production processes in factories depriving factory workers of their
livelihood. ‘Soviet revisionism’ was not part of the equation when Chinese workers
were instead much more interested in bread-and-butter issues such as being able

13 Part of a group of Chinese communists belonging to the group of the Soviet-trained ‘28
Bolsheviks.’
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to continue to work in their factories. In July 1967, Neues Deutschland reported
on increased attacks against Chinese president Liu Shaoqi, who sympathized with
Chinese factory workers opposing the Cultural Revolution, i.e. opposing the Red
Guards who were responsible for the fact that many of factory workers had lost their
factory jobs (Neues Deutschland 28 July 1967a). In August 1967, Neues Deutsch-
land published another Pravda editorial, in which Moscow again complained about
China’s conclusion thatMaoism stands for the aforementioned ‘highest possible level
of Marxism–Leninism’ (Neues Deutschland 8 August 1967b). At the time, Neues
Deutschland and other East German newspapers published a series of articles on
clashes between the Red Guards on the one and individuals and groups close to
Liu Shaoqi on the other side of the fence. Not exactly an expression of the ‘highest
possible level of Marxism-Leninism’, the articles all agreed. They admittedly had a
point.

In February 1967, East Berlin’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs informed the SED
leadership that the remaining Chinese students studying at East German universi-
ties were planning to leave the GDR in order to contribute to the Great Proletarian
Cultural Revolution. As if it in anywaymattered, theministry emphasized that China
is entirely responsible for the consequences of the students interrupting or perma-
nently terminating their university studies (in total there were roughly 25 students
studying at East German universities as of February 1967) (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA
NL 82/1222 H). Certainly, the Chinese authorities and/or the government—or better
whatwas left of theChinese government in themidst of the chaos and terror campaign
taking place in China since August 1966—probably could not have cared any less
in early 1967 about the East German government’s announcements that Chinese
students who are leaving the GDR in order to be part of and contribute to theCultural
Revolutionmight not be able to graduate from their East German host universities. If
it had not been so tragic and violent, East Berlin’s announcementwould have sounded
almost comical: after a violent contribution to a violent campaign, Chinese students
were informed that theymight not be able to graduate fromEast German universities.
The kind of propaganda reasoning that was absurd and surreal enough to feature in
a Stanley Kubrick movie. In August 1968, then the East German authorities gave
their approval to once again host Chinese students if students desisted from political
activities running counter to the interests of the GDR (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIV
2/3/1438). Chinese students returning to the GDR in 1968 to resume their university
studies, however, was all but completely unrealistic. Speaking of returning to China:
in February 1967, of group Mao’s Red Guards14 were provided with the funds to
travel to East Berlin to order and ‘accompany’ (‘accompany’ as in ‘forcing’) the
Chinese ambassador Zhang back to China—evidence that China’s foreign relations
could not in any way be referred to as ‘conventional’ (to say the very least).

14 During the first three years of the Cultural Revolution (from 1966 to 1969) the Red Guards
travelled for free on Chinese trains. To be sure, financing return flights to East Berlin adds an
additional element of madness to Mao’s idea of allowing Red Guards to interfere in and/or taking
over Chinese domestic and foreign policies.
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In October 1967, the Berliner Zeitung reported that students in Beijing who
interrupted their university studies were slowly returning to the classrooms. The
wall newspapers and posters in the city, which incited radicalized students to attack
and terrorize party members opposing the Cultural Revolution began to disappear.
However, the chaos in China was far from over as the paper reported. In several
provinces, so-called ‘revolutionary committees’ had taken over governance from
conventional governing bodies. The ‘revolutionary committees’ became operational
in the summer of 1968 and charged themselves with the mission to ‘cleanse’ the
party from alleged ‘spies’ and ‘traitors.’ In the majority of provinces, however, the
Mao troops as East German newspapers called the Red Guards, were not able to
take over power. In three cases a kind of truce and/or ceasefire, the Berliner Zeitung
cited Western news agencies, had been agreed between the Red Guards and local
politicians supported by the military (Berliner Zeitung 12 October 1967c).

In 1968, the reporting in East German newspapers on the Cultural Revolution
ebbed down significantly. The few articles that covered the Cultural Revolution
in essence limited themselves to arguing that the Cultural Revolution is above all
an expression and the result of anti-Soviet policies while there was essentially no
reporting on what was actually happening on the ground in China at the time. Such
reporting, i.e. reporting that did not reveal any details on the implications of the
Cultural Revolution on Chinese ground, continued at the beginning of 1969. The
alleged anti-soviet element of the Cultural Revolution clearly was what the East
German press was still most interested in. What the press also mentioned numerous
times is that theMao troops orMao gang (the Red Guards were meant) had in 1967
and 1968 been on a mission to destroy the communist party on the local and national
levels (Berliner Zeitung 20 March 1969; Neue Zeit 20 March 1969a). In 1969 then
the East German press dedicated a lot of its China reporting to the Sino-Soviet border
conflict and clashes, which it also portrayed as a result of the inner-Chinese chaos:
Mao is picking a fight with Moscow in order to distract from the fact that the country
in 1969 found itself in complete chaos, Neues Deutschland e.g. concluded (Neues
Deutschland 27 April 1969a). The paper pointed out that it was Mao who started the
hostilities with Moscow over the ownership of Damansky Island (Zhenbao Island
in Chinese) along the Ussuri River15 when he on 2 March 1969 ordered the PLA to
occupy the island. And that was true. At the time,Moscow responded immediately to
China’s act of aggression and defeated the PLA forces. OnMarch 15 then, it came to
a secondmilitary clash onDamansky Island between the PLA and the RedArmy, and
the Red Army prevailed again. The official in charge of ordering and coordinating
the Chinese attacks was Prime Minister Zhou Enlai who after the Chinese defeat on
March 15 was given the order to stop attacking Soviet forces on Damansky Island.
Moscow, however, retaliated all the same and attacked China in Xinjiang in August
1969. Moscow had further plans for a full-fledged attack on China, including with
nuclear weapons. It did not come to this attack but in the months to come Mao urged
the Chinese people over and over again to ‘prepare for war’ against the Soviet Union.
What Mao did at the time was triggering a border war with Moscow when China

15 Since 1991 part of Chinese territory.
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found itself in the middle of near-complete internal chaos. The moment and timing
to start a conflict with a nuclear-armed country were quite simply not—to put it
very mildly—the best. However, Mao prevailed internally, and there was no or not
enough opposition against Mao’s internal and external follies, costing millions of
lives in China and making an international pariah state out of China—de facto until
the end of the 1970s when Deng Xiaoping took over power in the country.

In June 1969, the newspaper Neue Zeit cited Gerhard Danelius, chairman of the
Socialist Unity Party of West Berlin,16 who concluded that Beijing had replaced
Marxism–Leninism with what he referred to as ill-fated Maoism, against which
all socialist and communist parties are in his view obliged to oppose themselves
(Neue Zeit 11 June 1969b). Technically, that was not entirely accurate. At the end of
March 1969, during the 9th CCP Party Congress, what was referred to asMarxism–
Leninism Mao Zedong Thought was introduced as the party’s official and obligatory
ideology. However, what exactly Marxism–Leninism Mao Zedong Thought stood
for and how it was different from ‘conventional’ Marxism–Leninism was never in
any way specified—like Mao never specified what Maoism is and stands for. As
mentioned above, on numerous occasionsMao cheered that the lack of the obligation
to explain the details ofMaoism was an advantage. Not least as the vast majority of
the Chinese people,Mao declared numerous times, does neither have the faintest idea
of nor any interest whatsoever in finding out or discussing whatMaoism is and is not.
The day-to-day concerns of large parts of the Chinese population were others at the
time and doubting Mao’s political and ideological leadership was certainly not one
of them. Those in power with him or around him on the other hand did not—out of
the fear of being branded ‘rightist’, ‘revisionist’ or accused of belonging to the ‘anti-
party clique’17—dared to questionMao’s alleged ‘wisdom’ or ‘genius’ and therefore
seemingly chose not to ask for further or indeed any explanations whatsoever on the
actual contents of Maoism. Those who did—like Liu Shaoqi and also—albeit in a
less outspoken and less in-your-face manner—Deng Xiaoping—had to pay a heavy
price for their belated courage to call Mao what he was throughout his career until
his death in 1976: reckless, violent and propagating ideology and policies which led
to humanitarian, societal and economic disaster more than once during his reign. To
be sure, both Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping speaking out against Mao came fairly
(or indeed very) late and until they did, they had been part and indeed accomplices
of Mao’s various domestic campaigns such as the aforementioned Hundred Flowers
Campaign and the Great Leap Forward. Comparable with former high-ranking East
German party officials who in German television talk shows or documentaries in the
1990s pretended to have always and all along been against the oppressive regime in

16 Sozialistische Einheitspartei Westberlins (SEW). The SEW was a communist party with its
headquarters in West Berlin. It was affiliated with and financed by the SED. It had between 3,000
and 11,000 members (estimates vary significantly depending on the sources). Over the years it was
voted by between 2.7% and 0.6% of West Berlin’s electorate.
17 All of which Mao accused his real and imaginary opponents over the decades. Liu Shaoqi, Deng
Xiaoping and Lin Biao were the targets of such accusations, which were accompanied by purges
(Deng), imprisonment and torture (Liu Shaoqi).
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the GDR led by Ulbricht and later Honecker. Claims with very limited—if any—
credibility, not least as they—like their former Chinese comrades Deng and Liu
in China—have been part of the oppressive regime and policymaking they later
claimed to have been resisting against. Indeed, a lot of crocodile tears have been
shed on German television programmes featuring people like Egon Krenz, Günter
Schabowski and others over the years after the GDR’s collapse in 1989. Borderline
pathetic accounts of former party fat cats portraying themselves as victims of the
‘system’ who merely followed orders.

Back to China again. Unfortunately, at the time criticism from Mao’s peers like
Deng or Liu did not really seem to matter in view of Mao’s overall power, influence
and above all his seemingly uncontrollable ability to pursue and punish those who
display the slightest indication of dissent with him and his views. What is more,
Mao equipped himself with the slogans and buzzwords, which—if repeated often
enough—became more often than not the ‘sacred truth’ in China. Chairman Mao’s
word was not to be challenged and those who did over the years and decades usually
only did so only once. High-sounding and/or aggressive propaganda more often than
not (i.e. always) dominated over substance and plausible explanations of the contents
of policies. That was true yesterday in China underMao and—one is after eight years
of Xi Jinping’s dictatorship allowed to conclude—under Xi Jinping is true in China
today. Xi and his obedient followers are—among others through slogans and high-
sounding and grandiose rhetoric and propaganda—able18 to portray China as a land
of milk and honey run by the near-infallible leader Xi. A country where people
are encouraged to dream dreams that actually come true, so to speak, as George
Magnus explains: “Xi will continue to articulate to citizens the Chinese dream of
the ‘great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.’ Couched in general terms of the spirit
of the nation, patriotism and innovation, his ambition is for the Party to lead China
towards greater prosperity’s better quality of life, and dominance in modern indus-
tries and technologies” (Magnus 2018, p. 3). To make sure that this message comes
through and sticks with the Chinese people, the ‘Chairman of everything’ president
Xi, however, tours the country’s state-run media on a regular basis, ordering jour-
nalists to report positively come what may be about China and his leadership.19 To
be sure, all of this was also true for GDR propaganda back then as the analysis of
numerous East German newspaper articles for this book has demonstrated. Good
news shouting out the achievements of East German socialism were ordered. An
array of government propaganda with terms and slogans, which got repeated contin-
uously without adding substance and contents to the slogans. That is obviously an
‘advantage’ socialist governments and dictatorships have always had over demo-
cratic governments accountable to the public and a civil society checking on the
government and its policies.

18 At least according to China’s state-run media, which claims nonstop and 24/7 that the Chinese
people are unanimously satisfied with or indeed enthusiastic about Xi’s leadership and policies.
There are no independent and therefore no objective opinion polls in China.
19 Indeed, Xi is ‘visiting’ Chinese newspaper newsrooms and television stations on a regular basis
to ‘remind’ journalists to stay on message. The official CCP message is meant.
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Chapter 7
The German and Berlin Questions

Abstract This chapter analyses a quasi-miracle of evolution and world politics: the
birth of a new nation. The end of World War II and the division of Germany, Walter
Ulbricht decided on behalf of all Germans in 1949, had not only created a second
German state but also a second German nation. A divine intervention announcing
the birth of a (new) nation, as dreamt up by the regime in East Berlin. Two German
nations: one vicious, revanchist and militarist (West Germany) and another one,
the peace-loving and socialist GDR—the land of socialist milk and honey, Walter
Ulbricht cheered. Beijing thought this sounded plausible and was going out of its
way to endorse Ulbricht’s two-German-nations gibberish. Until Beijing decided—
beginning with the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution—to replace ill-fated and
nonsensical come-what-may socialist brotherhood with West German technology
exports and investments. Germans, Beijing now confirmed, were one nation living
temporarily in two separate states. All of that when deal-makingWest German politi-
cians showed up on behalf of and with BMW, Siemens and Volkswagen executives
in Beijing in the 1970s.

When the German Democratic Republic (GDR) was founded in 1949, East Berlin
created the fiction that the division of Germany did not only create twoGerman states
but gave also miraculously birth to a second German nation. That fictional second
German nation, the GDR’s political leadership around Walter Ulbricht decided, was
socialist, anti-imperialist andmost importantly ‘anti-fascist’ (the reasonwhyUlbricht
would in 1961 call the Berlin Wall the anti-fascist wall). This sounded just like what
the doctor, i.e. their political masters in Moscow, ordered, but in reality the GDR
was suffering from an ‘inferiority complex’, always and constantly worried that
the international community—including the socialist brother countries—could not
take the GDR seriously as a fully independent and sovereign country as opposed
to one which owes its existence to the Soviet Union (which was indeed the case).
Indeed, East German policymakers never failed to point out that East Berlin had
its very own and independent foreign policies, insisting that the 500,000 Soviet
troops stationed all over GDR territory were not there to control and check on their
socialist brothers and comrades but instead stationed in the GDR to protect the
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state from Western ‘imperialists’ and West German ‘militarists’ and/or ‘fascists’—
together obviously with those East German citizens—Moscow and the SED branded
them ‘counter-revolutionaries’—who on 17 June 1953 were gunned down in East
Berlin by the Red Army for their allegedly ‘counter-revolutionary’ activities.

In March 1954, Moscow issued a declaration acknowledging the GDR’s (at least
on paper) full sovereignty. Among others, the declaration (generously) granted East
Berlin the right to autonomously decide on its domestic and external affairs. At
the time, Moscow replaced its East Berlin-based Soviet high commissioner with
an ambassador, evidence for East Berlin that Moscow acknowledged the GDR as a
sovereign country. However, that did not change anything about the fact that East
Berlin’s foreign policy was formulated in andmonitored by the Soviet Union. In fact,
the opposite was the case. East Berlin merely enjoyed ‘sovereignty at the mercy of
Moscow’, Joachim Scholtyseck writes (Scholtyseck 2003, see also Roesler 1993).
Indeed, most of the research on the GDR’s foreign policy position and positioning
concludes that because East Germany was Moscow’s ‘prize’ for its victory over
Nazi Germany, East Berlin was obliged to act in international politics in complete
alignment with orders and directives from Moscow (Childs 1983). The Chinese
scholar Zhong Zhong Chen disagrees and argues that the available archive material
today reveals a different picture, showing that the GDR was not always the obedient
junior partner simply following orders from Moscow (Zhong Zhong 2014). Zhong
Zhong concludes that both Ulbricht and Honecker after him were often able to
“carve out substantial diplomatic freedoms for the GDR.” That was especially the
case in the early 1980s and during Deng Xiaoping’s Reform and Opening policies,
Zhong Zhong concludes. However, in reality before the arrival of the reform-minded
Soviet leader Gorbachev, East Berlin confined itself to—or indeed was obliged to—
to stick to what Moscow ordered in terms of foreign policy for the GDR (like it
was the case in the other Soviet satellite countries in Eastern Europe). Zhong Zhong
is apparently basing his conclusions on what East German political leaders like
Ulbricht and Honecker after him said and announced on the record as regards East
Berlin’s foreign policy autonomy. Talk, however, was cheap and claiming to have an
independent foreign policywas not the same as actually having one, at least not for the
GDR. Indeed, the fact that East Berlin portrayed itself in speeches and declarations
as an autonomous foreign policy actor did not in any way mean that East Berlin
was actually autonomous and independent when taking foreign policy decisions. Put
differently: high-sounding government propaganda is one thing, actual foreign policy
on the ground yet another and both Ulbricht and Honecker after him did not lack
the confidence (to be sure, in defiance of reality) to overstate the GDR’s influence in
international politics and affairs. And even if East Berlin had been able to formulate
and adopt its own independent foreign policies, the question remains whether how,
where and to what extent it would have mattered at all, given East Berlin’s very
limited weight as global political and economic actor from the beginning until the
end of the GDR’s existence. What is more, as will be shown below, when East Berlin
in the second half of the 1980s refused to follow Gorbachev’s example of adopting
social and political reforms and instead turned to China in a desperate attempt to find
a like-minded new ‘best friend’ within the socialist camp of countries (one prepared
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to suppress popular protests with violence), it was clearly too late for the regime in
East Berlin to develop anything that would resemble a foreign policy with an impact
on the system of international relations and politics.

Where stood Beijing under Mao Zedong and later Deng Xiaoping on both the
German and Berlin Questions and what motivated and drove Beijing to change
positions and policies more than once over the decades? We will find that out further
below, but so much for now: Beijing’s opinion on the Berlin Question and German
Question mattered a great deal to the SED in East Berlin. West Berlin was until
the very end of the GDR in 1989 a thorn in East Berlin’s side: a prosperous neon
light-illuminated city in the middle of East Germany, providing its citizens with
consumer goods and the ‘good (material) life’ GDR citizens were condemned to
watch from a distance on (illegal West German) television. However, as will be
shown below even some or indeed very many of the Chinese official declarations and
much of the ‘analysis’ of what West Berlin is, whom it belongs to and who should
be withdrawing their military troops from either West or East Berlin are simply
nonsensical and amount to ‘painful’ reading (because nonsensical reasoning and
propaganda bordering more often than not on the absurd). Why then was East Berlin
so much interested in and—as will be shown below—indeed obsessed with Chinese
endorsement for its assertion that the Western Allies—put bluntly—had no business
in West Berlin and that the division of Germany not only created two German states
but also two German nations—one allegedly capitalist/imperialist and fascist West
Germany and another socialist and peace-loving East Germany? Speaking of real
as opposed to imaginary fascists. GDR citizen Bernd Heller, who in the 1950s and
1960s investigated the past of SED party officials, concluded in 1956 that more
than 40% of the members of the GDR’s Volkskammer (East Berlin’s rubber-stamp
parliament) were former members of Adolf Hitler’s Nationalist-Socialist Party.1 In
the early 1960s, Heller continued to investigate the past of numerous SED party
members and officials, an investigation for which he spent one and a half years
in prison. ‘We decide who is and who is not a Nazi’, he was informed during an
interrogation by the Stasi at the time and right before being locked up. As it turned
out, the allegedly ‘anti-fascist’ East German leadership and the SED allowed former
Nazis to join the SED from the very beginning of the GDR’s existence in 1949. Those
with a Nazi past were allowed to join the SED and were referred to as only ‘nominal
Nazis’, i.e.Naziswithout actually having been accused of having committed a crime.2

Not exactly an East German anti-fascist role model approach, to say the very least.
As indicated above—and it is important to stress that again—Chinese foreign

policies under Mao—due to the aforementioned Great Leap Forward, the Cultural
Revolution and many other domestic and foreign policy campaigns accompanied
by terror and violence were anything but conventional or predictable and Chinese
policy U-turns on the Berlin Question orGerman Questionwere therefore not neces-
sarily surprising. Then again—and also that is important to stress again—what China
did and did not do, supported or proposed on the Berlin andGerman Questions in the

1 National Sozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei Partei (NSDAP).
2 Without defining the term ‘crime.’
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1950s and 1960s was for what was actually done and decided on Berlin and Germany
of very limited relevance.3 Much (Chinese) ado about nothing, eventually.

7.1 The Beginnings

In the eastern part of Germany occupied by the Soviet Union, Moscow, Norman
Stone writes, found itself between the desire to take revenge for Nazi Germany’s
attack on the Soviet Union on the one and wanting to present East Germany as a
role model country for modern socialism on the other hand. The ‘revenge part’ was
the looting and raping committed by the invading Red Army in Berlin, followed
by the dismantlement of a quarter of the industrial installations in East Germany.
The ‘role model for socialism’ part was the initial idea to turn East Germany into
what Moscow called ‘another Finland’: a neutral country not hostile to the Soviet
Union (Stone 2011, pp. 30/31). Already in April 1945, Stalin told East German
officials to ‘organize their own state’ and create an army defending a ‘dangerous’
border with West Germany (with, as he pointed out, the help of the Soviet military)
(Wettig 1992). Already in 1948, the Soviet Union sought to render overland access
to West Berlin difficult assuming (and hoping) that the Western Allies would not
resist and leave West Berlin rather sooner than later (Cradock 2002). That, however,
turned out to be a case of wishful thinking on the part of the Soviet Union. When
issuing the Berlin Ultimatum in 1957 Stalin’s successor Khrushchev misinterpreted
and underestimated Western determination to defend West Berlin against Soviet-
East German attempts to de facto kick the Western Allies out of West Berlin (and
then incorporate West Berlin into the GDR, they hoped). Attempting to leave the
GDR became a crime in 1952 while East Germany’s authorities began to close the
border between East andWest Germany with barbed-wire fences. Watchtowers were
erected. The border betweenWest and East Berlin remained open and crossing it was
still possible. East German citizens determined to escape the oppressive reality in the
GDR were hence still able to reach West Germany via West Berlin. Once arrived in
theWest, East German citizenswere automatically grantedWest German citizenship.
In fact, Bonn supported those who emigrated to the West financially (Kendall 2017,
p. 246). In 1952, SED leader Walter Ulbricht realized that East German citizens
have become resistant and/or immune to his lies about the benefits of the alleged
‘socialist paradise’ in the GDR and therefore proposed to the Soviets to also close
the border between East and West Berlin. East Germans were leaving the country
by the hundreds of thousands, Ulbricht panicked, but Moscow did in 1952 not give
in to Ulbricht’s request to close the country’s borders indefinitely. Moscow, Bridget
Kendell writes, did not want to hand theWest a ‘propaganda victory’ having to admit

3 On the Chinese foreign policy front the bombing of Taiwanese offshore islands in 1958, the border
conflict with India in 1962, the border wars with the Soviet Union in 1969 and Chinese support—in
the name ofMaoism—for supposedly revolutionary violent movements, ‘revolutions’ and ‘freedom
fights’ in Cuba, Indonesia, Cambodia, Angola and elsewhere.
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that only closing the country would keep the people from seeking a better life in the
West. That had consequences: by 1956, over one million East Germans had left the
GDR and the number grew to 2.8 million by 1961 (until the Berlin Wall was built in
August 1961). By 1961then Khrushchev had given in to Ulbricht’s obsession to stop
emigration to the West and approved his secret plans to build a wall between East
and West Berlin. As mentioned above, still in June 1961 Ulbricht claimed that ‘no
one has any plans to build a wall’, but that turned out to be a lie. On 13 August 1961
East and West Berliners woke up to East Berlin cutting off access to West Berlin
with barbed-wire fences and later a wall that would separate both parts of Berlin
until 1989. Furthermore, East Berlin created the so-called death strip (Todesstreifen)
parallel to the Berlin Wall and East German police and soldiers were given the
authority and indeed order to shoot at everyone trying to cross the border along the
death strip. Until the GDR’s collapse in 1989, roughly 40,000 East German border
troops were given the task to keep East German citizens from escaping from the
‘workers socialist paradise.’ Ulbricht called the wall the anti-fascist wall protecting
the GDR from allegedWest German fascists. Khrushchev on the other hand admitted
that the Berlin Wall was built to keep the East German economy from collapsing:
“You can easily calculate that when the East German economy would have collapsed
if we hadn’t done something soon against the mass flight. There were, though, only
two kinds of countermeasures: cutting off air traffic or the wall. The former would
have brought us to a serious conflict with the USA which possibly could have led to
war. I could not and did not want to risk that. So the Wall was the only remaining
option” (Khrushchev cited in Kendall 2017, p. 250). His gamble paid off although
Khrushchev could at the time not know that for certain, i.e. he could not know that
the USA would choose not to intervene with military force, deterring East Berlin
and Moscow from building the Berlin Wall. Khrushchev must have been convinced
that Kennedy was really the kind of ‘lightweight’ he called him earlier and that he
would not act on his warning to use force to defend free access toWest Berlin. When
during the June 1961 Geneva Summit Khrushchev threatened to cut off access to
West Berlin, Kennedy on July 25 announced that he was preparing for the possibility
to use force to defend free access to West Berlin. “So long as the communists insist
that they are preparing to end by themselves unilaterally our rights in West Berlin
and our commitments to its people, we must be prepared to defend those rights and
those commitments. We will at times be ready to talk, if talk will help. But we must
also be ready to resist with force, if force is used upon us. Either alone would fail.
Together, they can serve the cause of freedom and peace”, Kennedy said at the time
(ColdWar in Berlin).WhenKhrushchev gaveUlbricht the go-ahead to build thewall,
Kennedy did not reply with force, proving Khrushchev right that Kennedy would not
risk World War III over access to West Berlin. Against the background of Kennedy’s
July 1961 announcement to react to Moscow unilaterally blocking access to West
Berlin, Berlin-based US diplomats at the time initially expected a strong reaction
from Kennedy when Ulbricht ordered to erect a wall between West and East Berlin
on 13 August 1961. As we know, that did not happen, but for what it was worth,
Kennedy made it back into the West Berliners’ good books in June 1963 when he
announced that he was one of them: “Ich bin ein Berliner”, he said on June 26 of that
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year on a visit to West Berlin. That sounded very grandiose and statesman-like, but
some West Berliners might have thought that Kennedy’s declaration of love for the
city of West Berlin came two years too late.

7.2 A Soviet Non-starter

Soviet dictator Josef Stalin first raisedwhatwould then become known as theGerman
Question in 1952, ‘offering’ German reunification on his terms—terms, which he
must have known would be immediately rejected by all parties involved, except
East Germany obviously. And the kind of reunification he had in mind was rejected
alright by the Western Allies and West Germany. Reunification made it back onto
the agenda after Stalin’s death and both Great Britain and West Germany believed
that their choice to push for West German integration into the European Defence
Community (EDC)was the right choice (Dunbabin 2013, pp. 203/204).West German
ChancellorAdenauer said in 1949 that hewas aiming for the creation ofWestGerman
armed forces within four years and in December of that year he announced that West
Germany would be prepared to make a contribution to the creation of a European
army. In fact, for him German rearmament was the path towards achieving full
sovereignty for West Germany. Consequently, in the summer of 1950 Adenauer
proposed to establish a paramilitary police force of 150,000 troops.4 Adenauer then
proposed aWest German contribution to the above-mentioned European army along
with fundamental changes to the occupation regime in West Germany. While France
was initially opposed to that West German proposal, Washington was in favour and
even went a step further: Washington would be committed to NATO only if NATO
accepted the contribution of German armed forces. After months of negotiations
France and the USA settled their differences and agreed thatWest Germanywould be
allowed to contribute 12,000 troops to NATO units. In July 1951, it was furthermore
agreed to establish the European Defence Community (EDC).5 In July 1952, the
EDC Treaty was signed and the involved parties confirmed their commitment to re-
establish West Germany’s full sovereignty and independence. The EDC, however,
never went into force as the French parliament refused to ratify the treaty. Instead,
West Germany was admitted to NATO in 1955.

Back to 1952. InMarch 1952, Stalin proposedwhat he called a ‘unified democratic
and peace-loving German government in accordance with the Potsdam provisions
with all foreign troops withdrawn from its territory.’ Germany, Stalin proposed,
would be permitted armed forces on a scale necessary for the defence of the country,
but would not be allowed to join any military alliance. However, it is very unlikely

4 Comparable to e.g. Japan’s National Police Reserve established in July 1950 (75,000 troops). East
Germany at the time maintained armed forces of roughly 50,000 troops.
5 Composed of 12 German, 14 French, 12 Italian and 5 divisions from the Benelux countries, all
under international command at army and corps level. France, it was agreed, would contribute
another six divisions under exclusive French command.
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that Stalin was in any way serious about ‘sacrificing’ East Germany at the expense
of German unification. Moscow was since 1951 working on a peace treaty with East
Berlin, which in January 1952 resulted in a formal Soviet offer for a peace treaty. At
the time, Soviet foreign minister Gromyko proposed to Stalin to adopt a peace treaty,
which in his view would be instrumental for the fight against West German rearma-
ment. When it was agreed to allow West Germany to rearm and make a contribution
to European defence through the above-mentioned EDC, alarm bells went off in
Moscow prompting Stalin to make an ‘offer’ for German reunification. Stalin reacted
by proposing reunification, in March 1952 envisioning the aforementioned ‘unified
democratic and peace-loving German government in accordance with the Potsdam
Declaration with all foreign troops withdrawn from German territory’ (Soviet Draft
of a German Peace Treaty- First ‘Stalin Note’). Stalin proposed to allow Germany to
maintain the aforementioned armed forces ‘necessary for the defence of the country’
while he wanted the reunified Germany not to be allowed to join any kind of coalition
or military alliance directed against any of the powers that fought in the World War
II. In other words, Stalin did not want West Germany to join NATO (which it did in
1955).West Germany’s Chancellor Adenauer refused that ‘offer’ out of hand, as he—
and the Allied Powers too—did not trust Stalin, who had made it earlier very clear
that he cannot be trusted when he was planning to incorporate the whole of Germany
into the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence. The scholar J P D Dunbabin claims
that many historians today argue that Adenauer at the time wasted an opportunity of
early German reunification by dismissing Stalin’s ‘proposal’ out of hand (Dunbabin
2013, pp. 203–205). However, such conclusion6 does not correspond with reality
and ignores the fact that the kind of German reunification Stalin had in mind would
have turned a reunified Germany inevitably into yet another Soviet satellite country.
In other words: Stalin was never interested in a democratic, unified and independent
Germany outside the sphere of Soviet influence. And that is really not a surprise at
all: the Western Allies had no illusions whatsoever about the possibility of Stalin
planning to allow the creation of a reunified democratic and independent country.
As it turned out, Stalin submitted the aforementioned proposal knowing perfectly
well that the Western Allies and West Germany would turn it down out of hand.
Stalin, however, reportedly hoped that the proposal would disrupt efforts to adopt
the European Defence Community (EDC) and at the same time topple the Adenauer
government in West Germany (Dijk 1996). Unsurprisingly, the Western response to
Stalin’s ‘proposal’ was negative and instead the Western powers at the end of March
1952 suggested free elections in both German states, supervised by a commission

6 Dunbabin claims that many historians have come to that conclusion. Leaving aside that Dunbabin
does not cite any such historians in his aforementioned book, such a conclusion does not stand on
firm ground against the background of what Stalin actually proposed in terms of reunification in
the 1950s. The declassified documents documenting how Stalin explained the motives for his idea
of a peace treaty and reunification proposed to East German officials in the early 1950s make it
indeed very clear that he was in no way interested in promoting an independent reunified Germany,
let alone a democratic one. Besides, non-democratic countries/dictatorships like the Soviet Union—
especially the one governed by Stalin—are not in the business of encouraging other countries to
strive for democracy.
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reporting to the UN Assembly. Also unsurprisingly, Moscow rejected that Western
proposal (it can be assumed that the Western Allies knew that Moscow would reject
the proposal to allow free elections) like Moscow also rejected the Western proposal
that a reunified Germany would be allowed to join any ‘association compatible with
the principles of the United Nations, including the EDC.’ And that was, at least as far
as Stalin was concerned, the end of the prospects for a reunified Germany. Indeed,
the UK, USA and West Germany at the time certainly remembered Stalin’s idea of a
reunified Germany in the mid-to-late 1940s and there were quite simply no indica-
tions whatsoever that the Soviet leader had in the meantime changed his mind about
the shape and status of the kind of a reunified Germany he envisioned. Already in
1946, Stalin let it be known that he intended a reunited Germany to become commu-
nist—Stalin reportedly told the leaders of Bulgaria and Yugoslavia that “all Germany
must be ours, that is, Soviet, Communist.” Until 1948 Stalin also spoke of what he
called a ‘special German road to socialism.’ Furthermore, already in June 1945 Stalin
announced to German communists that “the unity of Germany is to be ensured by a
unified KPD, a unified Central Committee, a unified part of labour and in the middle
point a unified party.” Therefore, Moscow decided in 1946 to force the Commu-
nist Party of Germany (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands, KPD) and the SPD to
merge into the Socialist Unity Party (SED) in the Soviet-occupied part of Germany.
Another indication that Moscow’s earlier assurances to want to allow and endorse
peaceful and voluntary German reunification could not in any way be trusted. To be
sure, it was indeed of course always unrealistic to expect support for democracy and
self-governance from Stalin, who had ruled with terror and oppression over decades
in the decisively non-democratic Soviet Union.What is more, Stalin’s ‘approval’ and
active support for North Korea’s attack onto South Korea in 1950 made it very clear
that he was not—to put it bluntly—in the business of promoting reconciliation and/or
peaceful reunification. In fact, he was in the business of promoting and financing the
very opposite.

Speaking of Korea and bringing China back into the equation. There is no doubt
that China’s direct involvement in the KoreanWar with Soviet support favouredWest
German rearmament. Certainly, West German rearmament would have taken place
in any event, but Beijing’s apparent preparedness to risk a major military conflict
with the USA gave Bonn and its allies one more reason to go ahead with West
German rearmament and then in 1955 West German NATO membership. Already
in 1950, the reckless Mao had demonstrated that he was prepared to confront the
US militarily when in November and December of 1950 he ordered hundreds of
thousands of Chinese PLA troops to cross into North Korea, forcing US and UN
troops back into South Korea. The commander of US and UN military forces on the
Korean Peninsula General Douglas MacArthur was reportedly prepared to risk an
all-out war with China when he urged then US President Harry Truman to bomb
Mainland China with nuclear bombs and involve Taiwan armed forces in the conflict
against Mainland China. MacArthur asked for the authority to stage attacks onto
the PLA deployed in Manchuria, arguing that US sea and air attacks could pose an
important obstacle toChinesewar efforts.WhileMacArthur never formally requested
the permission to use nuclear weapons against China in theKoreanWar, USPresident
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Truman nonetheless suspected that MacArthur wanted to hit targets in China using
nuclear bombs. Ordered by MacArthur, the US Air Force (USAF) began at the
time transferring nuclear components to Guam in preparation for a potential nuclear
assault against China. As a consequence, Truman decided to fireMacArthur and turn
over command of the US Eighth Army to GeneralMatthey Ridgway.7 In late October
1950, the intervention of China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) ended the US/UN
offensive, resulting in the UN forces’ withdrawal back beyond the 38th parallel on
the Korean Peninsula. In 1950, the US defence establishment had yet to work out the
elaborate system of development, and mobilization which divides nuclear weapons
by type and purpose. Furthermore, nuclear weapons had yet to be integrated into US
conventional warfighting plans. IfWashington had followed the kind of hawkish (and
indeed reckless) advice put forward by MacArthur at the time, US strategic nuclear
attacks would have been launched onto, e.g., Chinese industrial sites in order to
discourage Mao’s further involvement in hostilities on the Korean Peninsula. Mao,
however, was—at least judging by what he declared when he ordered Chinese troops
to be deployed to the Korean Peninsula in October 1950—prepared for a full-scale
military conflict with the USA (Farley 2018). The refugee crisis that erupted after
the first months of war on the Korean Peninsula might have further convinced Mao
to intervene militarily on the Korean Peninsula. That was in August and September
of 1950 during massive US air bombardments onto North Korean cities that led to a
wave of Korean refugees crossing the border into China (Kovach 2015, 2016).

7.3 Offering a German Confederation (Another
Non-starter)

In July 1957, the GDR’s Council of Ministers proposed to establish a German
‘confederation’, i.e. a ‘confederation of two German states.’ Successful bilateral
negotiations, East Berlin proposed, should result in an international treaty, which
foresees that neither party of the treaty had the right to rule over the other (Deutsch-
landpolitik und deutsch-deutscher Konflikt 1955–1961). East Berlin proposed to
establish anAllGermanCouncil, whichwas to be composed of parliamentarians from
both countries. All of this was—as it turned out—an immediate non-starter and was
dismissed out of hand by Bonn. The authoritarian regime in East Berlin depending on
the equally authoritarian Soviet Union, Bonn concluded (unsurprisingly), cannot be
part of any kind of ‘confederation’ with the democratic Federal Republic of Germany
(FRG). In retrospect, it is indeed hard to imagine how Bonn (and theWestern Allies)
could not have interpreted East Berlin’s All German Council proposal as anything
other than a joint East German–Soviet attempt to turn the whole of Germany into
another Soviet Union-dominated vassal and satellite state. Put differently: a one-
party dictatorship in East Germany dependent on and ‘reporting’ to another one-party

7 Ridgway was in 1951 given the command over all UN troops in Korea and oversaw the war efforts
until becoming Supreme Allied Commander, Europe for NATO in May 1952.
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dictatorship (i.e. Moscow) proposing to a democratic and economically prosperous
country to form a confederation was the very definition of a non-starter from where
Bonn and its allies were standing.8 East Berlin certainly knew that Bonnwould refuse
to consider such a proposal in view of the fundamentally different political systems
in the GDR andWest Germany: again, an authoritarian one-party dictatorship versus
a functioning and consolidated democracy, arguably the worst precondition for a
confederation of states of any kind. All of this obviously left the Berlin and German
Questions unresolved, leading to Moscow pulling no punches and opting for solving
the two issues on its own terms in the late 1950s.

Those who today claim that Bonn had at the time lost an opportunity to create
the basis for reunification early on fail to realize that the GDR was in no position
whatsoever to make the country an independent one free from Soviet dominance
and control. And not that it really wanted to either: Ulbricht’s GDR and the hostile
rhetoric and policies towards West Germany from the very beginning of the GDR’s
existence suggested that the 1957 proposal of a German ‘confederation’ was the very
opposite of a serious and sincere offer. East Berlin certainly knew that Bonn would
refuse to consider such a proposal in view of the fundamentally different political
systems in the GDR and West Germany. Furthermore, Walter Ulbricht and his SED
comrades were obviously not interested in reunification with a democratic country,
as they would have had to fear that reunification with a democratic and economically
much more powerful West Germany would mean a democratic reunified Germany.
This in turn would have meant the end of their authoritarian political careers. Such
a scenario would as we know become reality only in 1989/1990.

In March 1959, in a People’s Daily article Beijing lamented that West Germany
and the Western countries had refused various attempts by East Berlin in the past
seeking rapprochement between the two German states (People’s Daily 20 March
1959). What Beijing was referring to at the time was most probably the aforemen-
tioned 1957 proposal to establish a ‘confederation’ between the two German states.
In the above-cited People’s Daily newspaper article, there was obviously no mention
of the fact that Khrushchev’s Berlin Ultimatum was accompanied by the threat of a
military conflict in case the Western Allies decided to let Khrushchev’s ultimatum
pass without giving in toMoscow’s blackmail. However, Khrushchev was seemingly
not prepared to risk a military conflict with the West over Berlin either. On at least
one occasion he said that “the worthless outpost Berlin is not worth a nuclear disaster
which would destroy Western Europe and hit America hard” (Wettig 2011).

An article in the People’s Daily on 30 November 1958 cited then Chinese Vice
Prime Minister Chen Yi who declared that Beijing supports Moscow’s proposal to
turn Berlin into what Moscow made belief would become a ‘free and demilitarized’
city (People’s Daily 30 November 1959). However, Chinese talk was cheap and
while Chen spoke about a Soviet ‘proposal’ to change the status of Berlin, he like
his comrades in East Berlin and Moscow ‘forgot’ to mention that such proposal
was preceded by Moscow’s ultimatum issued to the three Western Allied Powers to

8 Similar to how Beijing declares today that reunification with Taiwan—voluntarily or not so
voluntarily—is a realistic option which will be embraced by the people of Taiwan.
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accept Moscow’s blackmail tactics or lose access to West Berlin. Chen concluded
that Moscow’s idea of turning Berlin into a ‘demilitarized’ city would contribute to
the reduction of political tensions in Europe. More importantly, Chen pointed out
that in the case of a ‘demilitarized’ Berlin there would be no justification for US,
French and British military troops to be stationed in West Berlin. Tellingly but not
surprisingly he did not mention whether this would apply also to Soviet military
troops in the eastern part of the city. Hence, Beijing, East Berlin and Moscow were
without much doubt in 1958 in full agreement that a ‘demilitarized’ city Soviet-
style would mean a city without US, French and British military but with Soviet
troops stationed in East Berlin continuing to protect the GDR against alleged West
German militarists. Unfortunately for East Berlin and Moscow the West did not—
to put it that way—play ball and China would—as mentioned above—later change
its mind and welcome the presence of US and its Western Allies’ military troops
in West Berlin—when (early in the early 1960s onwards) the Sino-Soviet Split had
turned former allies into enemies and Beijing agreed with the Western Allies that
Western military needed to stay in West Berlin to contain the Soviet Union. Chinese
Vice Prime Minister Chen then decided in January 1961 that the Berlin Question
and the Taiwan Question have much in common and he wished that the Americans
would—as he put it—‘just let go’, i.e. allow the two parts of the divided city to
overcome their division. Just like he wished that Washington would accept what
he called the fact that there is only ‘one China’ and that Taiwan is not a country
but instead a renegade Chinese province to be reunified with Mainland China at
all costs. However, Chen admitted that this was currently unrealistic, not least as
Taiwan is hosting US military bases of strategic importance to Washington (which
it would maintain in Taiwan until 1979). And yes, unrealistic it was. What is more,
overcoming the kind division of Berlin, Chen ‘forgot’ to mention, would obviously
take place on East German/Soviet terms: nothing short of the incorporation of West
Berlin into GDR territory with West Germany losing any control over West Berlin.
East Berlin’s ambassador to China Wandel confirmed during the conversation with
Chen that the Berlin and Taiwan Questions do indeed have much in common but
pointed out that a solution to the Taiwan Question was less urgent than one to the
Berlin Question. Berlin is on the ‘frontline’ of the Cold War and the theatre where in
his view a hot war could break out, Wandel warned. Chen concluded by saying that
Beijing fully supports the GDR’s Berlin policies. East Berlin’s Berlin ‘policy’ was as
it turned out later in 1961 to build a wall to stop East German citizens from leaving
the GDR (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV 2/20/123 A).

Furthermore, Chen simply claiming without explaining what the Berlin and
Taiwan Questions have in common is unconvincing, probably not least as it was
not obvious at all what the status of Berlin and the status of Taiwan actually had
in common. Berlin was a divided city, the Western Part belonged to the Federal
Republic of Germany while the eastern part belonged to the GDR. Taiwan on the
other hand was (and still is) a country that emerged from a civil war between the
nationalist and communist forces in China from 1945 to 1949. In defiance of reality
and the fact that history, in this case determined by a Chinese civil war, created
new realities on the ground, Beijing claims until today that Taiwan is a ‘renegade’
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Chinese province. Consequently, the status of Berlin and the status of Taiwan had
realistically next to nothing in common. That however did Chinese political leaders
not keep from falsely claiming during and after German reunification in 1989/1990
that the Chinese people—including those in Taiwan—are ‘longing’ to achieve the
same thing as the German people: reunification of a divided country.

In February 1961 East Berlin’s ambassador to China Wandel complained that
the ‘enemy’ is still exercising strong ideological pressure onto GDR citizens in
general and intellectuals in particular. However, in the same context he points to
the real reason why thousands of East Germans are leaving the GDR per day: West
Germany had entered a period of rapid economic growth and is recruiting East
German scientists, technicians and engineers (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA NL 182/1222
A). Wandel went on to say that 1961 will be an important year and that East Berlin
wanted to solve the Berlin Question in a peaceful manner. Wandel then struck a very
self-confident note saying that the West will rather sooner than later be obliged to
adopt a peace treaty with the GDR in order to be granted problem-free access to
West Berlin transiting through the GDR. And the Taiwan Question too made it back
onto the agenda. Given that West Berlin is situated in the middle of GDR territory,
the ambassador continued his geopolitics-for-beginners lecture, its position is more
advantageous than that of Taiwan (which is physically separated from Mainland
China, he explained to his Chinese interlocutor who—it can be assumed—knew that
already). Wandel concluded by saying that West Berlin is a small and weak base of
the imperialists who will not risk war to defend the city. However, Wandel warned,
the West will exert political and more importantly economic pressure on the GDR
and West Berlin will remain what he called a ‘base of the Cold War.’

7.4 East Berlin, China and Moscow’s ‘Berlin Ultimatum’

In the mid-1950s Khrushchev committed himself to conduct a policy of Peaceful
Co-Existence, which unlike the Chinese idea of peacefully co-existing would also—
at least in theory—reach out to the USA in an attempt to reduce Cold War tensions.
Mao’s very own version of peacefully co-existing on the other hand referred to
socialist and communist countries and those only. The USA and the rest of the
‘imperialist’West should inMao’s view not be invited to co-exist peacefully but must
instead be defeated. The reason why Mao decided in the early 1960s that Khruschev
had become a ‘revisionist’ (Wang 2006). Mao exploited attacks on alleged Soviet
revisionism for domestic political purposes, especially in 1962 after his return to
Chinese frontline politics, as Lorenz Lüthi explains. “Mao exploited both the Soviet-
Albanian fallout in August of 1961 and the subsequent decision of the twenty-second
CPSU Congress to remove Stalin’s body from the Lenin Mausoleum in Moscow to
push his anti-revisionist and anti-Soviet positions at home. Mao’s political use of the
Soviet-Albanian split and his attacks on Soviet revisionism for domestic purposes
ultimately helped him to regain pre-eminence in decision-making in the summer of
1962” (Lüthi 2020, p. 83). At the same time Moscow patched up its relations with
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Yugoslavia, another ‘revisionist’ country as far as Mao was concerned. In fact, in the
late 1950s Beijing sought to promote itself as the leader of a global ‘anti-revisionist’
movement andTito’sYugoslavia became a central target for Beijing of that campaign.
In retrospect, however, it turned out that Khrushchev reaching out to the West and
the USA was more tactical and the very opposite of sincere. The Soviet Union’s
violent suppression of protests in Hungary 1956 and Khrushchev’s 1958 Berlin Ulti-
matum could not have made this anymore clearer. On the occasion of the ‘Second
World Congress of Communist Parties’ in Moscow in November, e.g., 1960, Beijing
attacked Moscow’s ally Yugoslavia while Moscow did the same with Beijing’s
ally Albania. Tit-for-tat exchanges between socialist brothers-turned-enemies who
were originally charged with the mission to defeat Western imperialists/militarists
together.9 That congress took place after Moscow’s withdrawal of all Soviet scien-
tists from China in September 1960. In October 1961, on the occasion of the 22nd
party convention Khrushchev then openly called for Albania’s dictator Hoxha to
be removed from office. Beijing’s delegation led by Prime Minister Zhou Enlai in
Moscow left the convention prematurely and reacted to Soviet antagonism towards
Albania by providing Tirana with additional technical assistance and aid.

Certainly, already in the mid-1950s it became unequivocally clear to the Western
Allies that Khrushchev and his idea of Peaceful Co-Existence, i.e. the aspiration
that capitalist and socialist countries can co-exist without having to resort to mili-
tary means to determine who is ‘right’ and ‘superior’, could not be trusted. Indeed,
Khrushchev’s idea of Peaceful Co-Existence quickly turned into a farce as the 1956
‘double crisis’ in Poland and Hungary, i.e. the Soviet decision to respond with mili-
tary violence to popular uprisings against the regimes in Warsaw and Budapest,
demonstrated. Indeed, as it turned out, Peaceful Co-Existence Soviet-style did not
mean that Moscow was not and no longer willing to use military force to—putting
it bluntly—keep its Eastern European satellites from co-existing too peacefully with
the West and embrace Western ideas and concepts such as democracy, freedom of
thought and expression. Without any doubt much to the relief of Mao Zedong in
Beijing andWalter Ulbricht in East Berlin who found themselves agreeing on tactics
and ideology at a time when Khrushchev ‘threatened’ to become too cosy with the
West as Martin Esslin wrote in 1960: “At times when Khrushchev was working for
a détente it was in the interests both of Peking and of Pankow to keep the tensions
high. If Communist China fears the consequences of a rapprochement between the
Soviet Union and the United States, Ulbricht has every reason to dread the spectre
(however remote it may be) of a settlement of the German problem through free
elections or any other method of self-determination” (Esslin 1960, p. 87).

In October 1958, US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles visited Taiwan and
assigned the US commitment to the defence of Taiwan the same importance as
Washington’s commitment towards defending West Berlin. Ulbricht went into his
usual verbal overdrive when West Berlin made it onto the agenda and feared the
worst. “By comparing West Berlin with what he called China’s offshore islands”,
he told Moscow’s ambassador to the GDR Mikhail Pervukhin, “Dulles unmasked

9 Also referred to as the International Meeting of Communist and ‘Workers’ Parties.
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the essence of the psychological war, directed from West Berlin. The point is that
as soon as the issue of the Chinese islands is removed from the front burner, the
next will be Germany”, the scholar Vladislav Zubok cites Khrushchev. Khrushchev,
however, Zubok argues, probably came to a different conclusion. Under sufficient
pressure, Washington might recognize the ‘principle of two Germanys’ the way it
had recognized the ‘principle of two Chinas (Zubok 1993).

Khrushchev, so it seemed, was ready to test that scenario. On 27 November
1958, he announced the Berlin Ultimatum and convinced the Western Allies that
the Soviet leader talked the talk but failed to walk the walk of Peaceful Co-Existence.
Khrushchev issued the Western Allies a 6-month ultimatum to force them out of
West Berlin, allowing it to become what he called a ‘demilitarized city.’ Khrushchev
also decided that after six months Moscow would turn over the right to control
and restrict transit routes through GDR territory to and from West Berlin to the
East German authorities (Department of State, Office of the Historian). That would
have meant that the Western Allies would have had to ask for permission to access
West Berlin. Khrushchev furthermore warned the West to either accept the Soviet
proposal of a peace treaty with both East and West Germany within six months or
else: ‘else’ as in Moscow adopting a peace treaty with the GDR unilaterally and
interrupting Western access to West Berlin. If the West instead decided to give in to
Soviet blackmail and adopt a peace treaty with the GDR, Berlin would be turned into
the aforementioned ‘demilitarized city’, i.e. a city without US, British and French
military troops, Khrushchev promised. As mentioned above, Khrushchev did not
mention anything about Soviet troops too leaving East Berlin, and it can be assumed
that his idea of a ‘demilitarized’ did not foresee also the withdrawal of Soviet troops
from the city. While West Berlin, Moscow decided (all alone), would be allowed
to keep its ‘capitalist system’, the city’s level and quality of interactions with the
outside world, however, would be managed (and restricted) by the government in
East Berlin. All of which was indeed unsurprisingly dismissed as completely unac-
ceptable by the Western Allies. The Berlin Crisis triggered by Khrushchev broke
out at the same time as the rift between Moscow and Beijing emerged, which—as it
is sometimes argued—in turn encouraged East Berlin to play what in the literature is
referred to as the ‘China card.’ What is meant with ‘playing the China card’ was the
idea that East Berlin could squeeze more support out of Moscow for its plans to build
a barrier or wall between East and West Berlin by ‘threatening’ to expand relations
with China at the expense of East Berlin’s relations with Moscow. However, in view
of the absence of empirical evidence that East Berlin was really able to play a ‘China
card’ in its relations with Moscow and given East Berlin’s very limited authority
and instruments to oppose Moscow, all of that remains speculation. My informed
guess is that East Berlin was just overplaying its foreign policy hand pretending to
put pressure onto Moscow (when in reality it could not).

Khrushchev for his part wasn’t done yet, continued to overestimate himself and
thought to have more credible threats up his sleeve. Should the Western Allies try
to re-open the transit routes with military force, he warned, Moscow would interpret
this as an act of aggression against its East German ally, to which it would respond
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with the kind of military force it deemed necessary. A nuclear conflict, he dramat-
ically warned, could be the result. Threatening with nuclear war, Khrushchev must
have thought, would frighten the West into giving in to Soviet brinkmanship. The
West, however, was not impressed, called Khrushchev’s bluff and the Soviet leader
has proven one more time his inability to accurately predict the West’s reaction and
response to aggressive Soviet policies seemingly put forward in the belief that the
Western Allies were prepared to ‘sacrifice’ West Berlin for the sake of avoiding a
war with the Soviet Union. The German historian Gerhard Wettig concludes that
Khrushchev at the time was not interested in Berlin or the West’s official recognition
of the GDR as second German state, but was rather planning to use the 1958 Berlin
Ultimatum and the resulting crisis to give Moscow the upper hand in the East–West
confrontation by challenging NATO’s credibility. Khrushchev, Wettig writes, made
it his (ill-fated) mission to attempt to reduce NATO’s credibility and determination
to protect and defend West Berlin. According to Wettig an attempt to take revenge
for US/Western determination to defend its Western Allies like the West did during
the 1948/1949 Soviet Berlin Blockade. The USA and its Western Allies, Khrushchev
hoped, would cave in to his 1958 ultimatum, which in turn would have dramati-
cally weakened NATO’s credibility and its inability to resist Soviet pressure (Wettig
2011). As it turned out, he was wrong, at least in 1958. The USA and its allies
allowingMoscow and East Berlin in 1961 to erect a wall dividing Berlin on the other
hand would later confirm the Soviet leader and his accomplices in East Berlin that
the US/Western determination to risk military conflict over ‘hassle-free’ access to
West Berlin had its limits. Unsurprisingly, the Western Allies refused to accept the
ultimatum and insisted on their right to free access to and from West Berlin. Then
Khrushchev came to his senses, decided not to unleash World War III and withdrew
his ultimatum in May 1959, opening up the possibility for negotiations. The foreign
ministers of the four involved countries got together and negotiated from May to
August 1959 in Geneva, albeit unsuccessfully. In September 1959, then Khrushchev
met with US President Eisenhower in Washington and after the meeting both Eisen-
hower and Khrushchev gave themselves optimistic that they could solve the Berlin
Question through negotiations. Optimism, however, gave way to new tensions when
Moscow shot down a US U-2 reconnaissance plane over Soviet territory on 1 May,
1960. The spy plane was shot down by Soviet air defences but Khrushchev still
insisted on an apology from Washington—arguably the last thing Washington was
willing to offer Moscow. Khrushchev still travelled to the Paris Summit scheduled
for May 16 but did not negotiate with Eisenhower on the Berlin Question. Instead,
he demanded that Eisenhower must stop further US reconnaissance flights over or
close to Soviet territory. The US President, however, only agreed to temporarily
suspend spy plane fights, which made sure that Khrushchev and Eisenhower were
done talking to each other in Paris. Eisenhower’s scheduled trip to Moscow in June
of the same year too was cancelled. Khrushchev then met with newly elected US
President Kennedy at the Vienna Summit in June 1961—only to reissue his 1958
ultimatum threatening to sign a separate peace treaty with East Berlin and terminate
Western access toWest Berlin. Kennedy didn’t cave in to Soviet pressure and instead
issued a request to the US Congress to free an additional $3.25 billion for military
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spending and in July of the same year gave the order to increase active US armed
forces from 875,000 to roughly one million men. All of this while he continued to
insist that he wasn’t looking for a fight with the Soviets.

One more time back to 1958 and China’s take on the aforementioned Soviet Ulti-
matum. In an article in the newspaper People’s Daily in December 1958 Beijing cited
Khrushchev who concluded that “West Berlin has already become a cancer. Unless
it is removed, there will be dire consequences.” ‘All nations’, the newspaper further
claimed, ‘agree that ending the status of occupation of West Berlin and transforming
Berlin into a free city is the least painful operation freeing the world from that cancer’
(People’s Daily 14 December 1958). However, the above-cited ‘all nations’, were
really only the Soviet Union and the GDR and Moscow never had the intention to
allowWest Berlin to become a ‘free city’, i.e. a city free to govern itself and without
Soviet military troops ready to intervene if the city opted for too much freedom for
Moscow’s taste. While the article’s added value to the understanding of the contents
and consequences of Moscow’s ultimatum and the Berlin Crisis is very limited (if
at all existent), China’s assessments and conclusions as presented in the aforemen-
tioned People’s Daily must nonetheless be mentioned. The article, e.g., claimed that
also parts of the Western press urge policymakers to regard the (aforementioned)
Soviet proposal as a serious and sincere attempt to ease tensions in Berlin. The
paper, however, failed to mention that Khrushchev’s ultimatum accompanied by a
threat with military conflict was the reason why tensions increased in Berlin in the
first place. Somuch for the claim that theWest was to believe that Khrushchev was in
the business of easing tensions when he in reality threatened to do the very opposite.
Furthermore, it simply does not correspond with reality—like the aforementioned
People’s Daily article claimed, that some of West Germany’s media outlets (like
Der Spiegel, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung or Die Zeit) endorsed Khrushchev’s
proposal (and ultimatum), and obviously the paper does not cite any evidence or
sources as proof that the West German press urged West German policymakers to
consider the aforementioned Soviet ‘proposal’ to ‘demilitarize’ Berlin The People’s
Daily article furthermore called the West ‘hysterical’ when it talks about a Berlin
Crisis, the Western ‘commitments towards Berlin’ and about Moscow’s ‘unilateral
abolition of the Four Powers Agreement.’ However, replace ‘hysterical’ with ‘spot
on’ and it must be concluded that Moscow did indeed do all of what the West was
from Beijing’s view ‘hysterical’ about: Moscow’s ultimatum was indeed a crisis
with the potential of leading to military conflict. Refusing to accept Moscow’s ulti-
matum was indeed a test case for the West’s commitment to defend West Berlin’s
freedom when Moscow unilaterally and recklessly challenged the status quo of the
Four Powers Agreement. Beijing furthermore claimed that Khrushchev unleashed the
Berlin Crisis in 1958 over concerns about alleged West German pressure onto the
GDR and allegedWest German ambitions for nuclear armament. In 1958 and almost
10 years after theGDR’s foundation, however the existence of twoGerman stateswas
a fait accompli. And there is more (propaganda) and more of the entirely inaccurate
description of theWest’s reaction toMoscow’s attempt to kick theWestern Allies out
of West Berlin. Finally, the article claimed that the West is not sincerely interested in
defending the freedom of the people inWest Berlin but instead determined to use the
division of the city to further inflame the tensions of the ColdWar, is dismissive of the
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kind of German reunification the German people want10 and is instead planning to
let Germany join the US-dominated NATO. In March 1959, a People’s Daily article
then lamented thatWest Germany and theWestern countries refused various attempts
by East Berlin in the past to strive for rapprochement between the two German states
(People’s Daily 20 March 1959). What Beijing was referring to was obviously the
GDR’s July 1957 non-starter proposal to establish the above-mentioned confeder-
ation of two German states. In 1958 Beijing still welcomed the Soviet proposal to
convene a peace conference in order to adopt a peace treaty with Germany (both with
East and West Germany as it were). For that to happen, the aforementioned People’s
Daily from December 1958, concluded, Western military troops will have to leave
West Berlin immediately and indefinitely. Tellingly, the article did not talk about the
departure of Soviet troops from East Berlin as a precondition for Berlin to become
the kind of ‘free’ and ‘demilitarized’ cityMoscow claimed Berlin should become. So
much for proposals and ideas about West Berlin the Western Allies and Bonn were
asked to take seriously (and quite simply could not). And other proposals too would
continue to fall under the category of immediate ‘non-starters.’ Like the one on the
aforementioned German confederation proposed by the GDR (with the obligatory)
blessing from Moscow. In sum, the available documents and Chinese press reports
leave next to no doubt that ‘solving’ the Berlin Question in essence meant allowing
Moscow and East to Berlin to take over both parts of Berlin and forcingWesternmili-
tary forces out of West Berlin. China’s position and rhetoric on the Berlin Question
and German Question changed when the Sino-Soviet Split and antagonism between
Beijing and Moscow (and by default also antagonism between Beijing and East
Berlin) intensified in the second half of the 1960s. When West Germany and China
opted for rapprochement through high-level exchanges and visits in the early 1970s
resulting in diplomatic relations (1972) and Beijing’s policymakers turned to say
what West German political leaders wanted to hear on the Berlin and German Ques-
tions, it became clear that Beijing’s position on West Berlin and Germany had very
clearly moved beyond what would in any way be acceptable to East Berlin.

In the autumn of 1960, West Germany terminated an inner-German trade agree-
ment with the GDR11 when East Berlin introduced the obligation for West Berlin’s
citizens to apply for a permit in order to be able to visit East Berlin. East Berlin
called the cancellation of the agreement an ‘economic blockade’—‘blockade’ as in
East Berlin indirectly admitting its great dependence on imported goods from West
Germany. Beijing too agreed that scrapping the agreement amounted to economic
sabotage and endorsedMoscow’s ‘brilliant’ idea to counter the blockade bybecoming
economically less dependent onWest Germany—‘brilliant’ as in ‘not so brilliant’ as
the very opposite happened over the years and decades ahead: the GDR’s economic
dependence on West Germany steadily increased until the GDR’s collapse in 1989.
Khrushchev told Ulbricht in November 1960 that he would adopt a peace treaty with
East Berlin as quickly as possible, also as a reaction to Bonn cancelling the afore-
mentioned trade agreement with East Berlin. Ulbricht, of course, was all ears and

10 Obviously without citing evidence pointing to what the German people—in both East and West
Germany—wanted in terms of reunification.
11 Adopted in 1951.
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also in January 1961 ordered the SED Politburo to make sure that Western television
broadcasting could no longer be watched in the GDR. ‘Exposure’ of East German
citizens to West German material well-being and ‘decadence’ should be limited as
much as possible, Ulbricht and his sidekicks in East Berlin decided. That however
never fully worked: East German citizens—albeit not all of them and not always—
were able to clandestinely watch West German television despite the East German
authorities’ best efforts to make that impossible. West German ‘soft power’, so to
speak.

Ulbricht concluded all by himself that history had already decided on what be
called the ‘national question.’12 Two German states and two German nations, one of
which had to be protected by a wall. Ulbricht’s successor Erich Honecker made all
of this official when he in 1974 ordered the Chamber of the People (Volkskammer)
to delete all passages in the East German constitution that mentioned the ‘national
question.’ Nationale Frage in German, a term that indicated—until it was deleted—
that there still is a national question to be resolved. That national question was
obviously German reunification, at least as far as West Germany was concerned.
Honecker on the other hand concluded at the time that this was no longer the case.
Certainly, in retrospect it can indeed and without much doubt be concluded that
German reunification was never on East Germany’s policy agenda, i.e. the GDR’s
SED was never interested in and aiming at German reunification, arguably ever
since the GDR’s foundation in 1949. German reunification, and the GDR’s political
masters in Moscow (Stalin in the early 1950s in particular) left no doubt about that,
would have to lead to a reunified socialist Germany with an authoritarian regime
taking and obeying orders from Moscow. Anything else, i.e. a democratic reunified
Germany, was simply not conceivable—neither inMoscow nor in East Berlin, whose
political leaders in general andWalter Ulbricht & Erich Honecker in particular owed
their positions and privileges to their preparedness to follow’s Moscow’s orders to
impose yet another dictatorship onto the people in East Germany. Out of the frying
pan and into the fire for East German citizens after having lived through the Nazi’s
dictatorship from 1933 to 1945. If on the other hand the people in East Germany
had been given the chance to choose on how to reunify Germany under what kind of
governance system, it is a safe to assume that they would have chosen a democratic
(and capitalist) reunified Germany; i.e. they would have opted for regime change in
East Berlin. The close to 3 million East Germans who were able to escape from the
oppressive GDR when they had a chance to do so from 1949 to 1961, confirm that
unambiguously.

The Berlin Crisis de facto ended on 13 August 1961 when Ulbricht gave the order
to erect the Berlin Wall overnight. When Khrushchev gave Ulbricht the go-ahead
to build the wall Kennedy did not reply with force, proving Khrushchev right that
Kennedy, as mentioned above, would not risk World War III over access to West
Berlin. US diplomat William R. Smyser interviewed by the German news magazine
Der Spiegel in 2009 points out that Kennedy was actually relieved when Khrushchev

12 TheGerman termEast Berlin used in this context was nationale Frage, a termwhich ismisleading
and does not accurately express the concept of what is meant.
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opted for allowing Ulbricht to erect the wall as opposed to going a step further and
interrupting US and allied access to West Berlin altogether. “After Kennedy left
Vienna, he thought that war was on the horizon. What the Wall showed him was
that Khrushchev was solving his refugee problem in a way that would not violate
American rights”, Smyser is cited as saying (Spiegel 30 October 2009). “It is not a
very nice solution, but the wall is a hell lot better than a war”, Kennedy concluded at
the time (McMahon 2003, p. 85). To be sure, to those who lived both in East andWest
Berlin referring to the wall as a ‘solution’ was nonetheless a slap in the face, one
that lingered on until 1989.13 Former US diplomat John Kornblum14 said in a BBC
documentary that President Kennedy was not as unhappy as he maybe should have
been about the the Berlin Wall as it defused the Berlin Crisis, making a military a
confrontation with the Soviet Union less likely (Discovery History The Berlin Wall:
A Secret History BBC Documentary). The US State Department at the time, the
aforementioned Smyser explained, even tried to sell the construction of the Berlin
Wall as a success as it showed that Moscow and East Berlin were only able to solve
the East German ‘refugee problem’ by building awall.15 “Thatwas one of the craziest
things US diplomats ever did. We tried very hard to tell them that this was exactly
the wrong message. Dean Rusk, Secretary of State at the time, wanted to say that the
construction of the wall represented a victory for theWest because it showed that the
Communists had to imprison their own people. But they only said it once or twice
and when everybody scoffed, they retracted it.” 48 hours later, i.e. two days after the
beginning of the construction of the wall, Kennedy realized that his timid reaction
had led to disappointment and negative reactions in West Germany, among the allies
and back in the USA too. He deployed additional US military to West Berlin, to
which Moscow reacted by not reacting in order to avoid further escalation. Kennedy
avoided a complete public relations and credibility disaster while the Berlin Wall
became and remained a reality for the next 28 years. Later in 1962 Kennedy’s strong
reaction to Soviet attempts to station nuclear weapons on Cuba further confirmed the
West that Kennedy was committed and prepared to defend the West against Soviet
aggression and expansionist policies. Unlike on 13 August 1961.

13 When Washington did not withdraw its troops from West Berlin and when Moscow insisted that
it does so in order to reunify the city, the two sides opened a foreign ministers’ conference in Geneva
in the summer of 1959 seeking to negotiate a new agreement on the status of garrisons out of West
Berlin Beeline 13 August 1961.m West Berlin and when Moscow insisted that they must in order
to re-unify the Berlin. Predictably, the talks in Geneva did not produce any results, also because
Moscow’s plans and strategy to control the whole of Berlin on Moscow and East Berlin were so
obvious and there for all to see. In the summer of 1961, Kennedy met again with Khrushchev
in Vienna and the Soviet leader was naïve or indeed ignorant enough to repeat his request for US
troops to leaveWest Berlin. Kennedy responded by activating 150,000 USmilitary reservists and by
increasing the country’s defence expenditures, in preparation for conflict with the Soviet Union over
Berlin. garrisons out of West Beeline 13 August 1961.m West Berlin and when Moscow insisted
that they must in order to re-unify the garrisons out of West Beeline 13 August 1961.mWest Berlin
and when Moscow insisted that they must in order to re-unify the garrisons out of West Beeline 13
August 1961.m West Berlin and when Moscow insisted that they must in order to re-unify the ci.
14 At the time stationed in West Berlin.
15 Those nearly 3 million East Germans who had escaped from the GDR from 1949 to 1961.
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7.5 Beijing Is on Board, at First

In mid-1961 East Berlin complained that the Chinese press failed to realize West
Germany’s alleged aggressive and militarist character. Indeed, in July 1961 East
Germany’s leadership displayed all of its paranoia and its inferiority complex when
it commented on how the Chinese press failed to realize thatWest Germanmilitarists
are about to invade the GDR. East Berlin’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued two
reports over twoweeks in July, 1961 lamenting that Chinese newspaper articles failed
to report that West Germany is already a full-fledged aggressive ‘militarist country.’
Chinese newspaper articles, the ministry complained, at the time spoke ‘only’ about
the ongoing ‘revival’ of West German militarism, suggesting that West Germany
has yet to become a ‘fully’ militarist country (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV 2/20/115 D,
SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV 2/20/115 B). The ministry pointing out that the Chinese
press fails to see the difference between a country that is on the verge of becoming
a militarist country and one that is already such a country amounted to semantic
hair-splitting by a seemingly deeply insecure East German leadership constantly
worried about not being recognized as fully sovereign state and acknowledged as
such within the community of socialist countries. The second ministry report issued
on the 24th of July 1961 struck a similar tone. It began by lamenting that the Chinese
press is not nearly enough explicit about the fact that the Western Allies violated the
Potsdam Declaration16 by not endorsing Moscow’s proposal for a ‘demilitarized’
Berlin. That was quite simply not accurate. The parties to the Potsdam Declaration
agreed in 1945 to establish a demilitarized and disarmed Germany under four zones
of Allied occupation. The protocol of the Potsdam Conference read that there was to
be ‘a complete disarmament and demilitarization of Germany; all aspects of German
industry that could be utilized formilitary purposeswere to be dismantled; allGerman
military and paramilitary forces were to be eliminated; and the production of all
military hardware in Germany was forbidden.‘ The report then went on to complain
that the Chinese press warns of the ‘re-emerging’ as opposed to what East Berlin
warned is already a ‘re-emerged’ West German militarism. The report’s second part
featured essentially the same complaint that featured in the first above-mentioned
ministry report: the Chinese press warned only of the ‘re-emerging’ as opposed to
what East Berlin feared is already a ‘re-emerged’17 West German militarism. East
Berlin, however, was not yet—aswewill see next—donewith its paranoia aboutwhat
it referred to as ‘misleading’ reporting in the Chinese press on the Berlin Question.

16 The parties to thePotsdamDeclaration agreed to establish a demilitarized and disarmedGermany
under four zones of Allied occupation.
17 The terms used in German are wiedererstehenden versus wiedererstandenen together with the
term Militarismus (militarism). This amounted to very pretty semantic hair-splitting applying the
nuances of the German language when warning that West Germany is allegedly about to stage an
invasion of the GDR. It is not possible to verify today how Beijing reacted to this East German
lesson in German semantics, but it is likely that policymakers in Beijing did not pay much attention
at all. And who can blame them? The East German discourse and reasoning was quite simply too
ridiculous.



7.6 Smelling Conspiracy 171

7.6 Smelling Conspiracy

The 1960s initially began like the 1950s ended as regards Beijing’s position on the
Berlin and German Questions: Chinese support for East Berlin’s position that West
Berlin does de facto belong to the GDR and that East Germany is inhabited by a
second German ‘socialist nation.’ The sounds of a broken record getting repeated
over and over again. East Berlin, of course, hadmore up its sleeve as regards paranoia
about what it referred to as ‘misleading’ reporting in the Chinese press on the Berlin
Question. When Politburo member Hermann Matern was invited by the People’s
Daily to write an article on the peace treaty and the Berlin Question he was reminded
to include the following issues in the article: (1) Emphasis on the danger of West
German militarism, (2) Reminding the readers that the Chinese press had in the
past not reported accurately on the state and danger of West German militarism (3)
Reminding the readers that Beijing has yet some difficulties supporting East Berlin’s
position on the existence of two German states. (SAPMO-BArch IV 2/20/115 C).
During a meeting between East German ambassador Hegen and Chinese Deputy
Foreign Minister Chi in Beijing at the beginning of December 1961 Hegen gave
himself confident that theWestern Allies leavingWest Berlin would only be a matter
of time (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV 2/20/123 B). However, both Hegen and Chi agreed
that US President Kennedy would not easily cave (or indeed not at all) in to Soviet
and East German pressure to withdraw Western military troops from West Berlin.
In fact, both must have realized that the chances of the Western Allies—with or
without pressure—leaving West Berlin were next to non-existent. Hegen then struck
a dramatic tone when he announced that ‘something big’ could happen in Berlin if
the situation escalated. What he must have meant was a strong US reaction applying
military force in case Moscow and East Berlin jointly decided to endWestern access
to West Berlin indefinitely. Neither the former nor the latter happened even if West
German citizens travelling to West Berlin continued to be stopped, searched and
questioned by the East German police and border guards until the fall of the Berlin
Wall in 1989.18

At the end of 1961, the GDR authorities began complaining that Beijing’s support
for the GDR’s statehood and indeed nationhood has become less than enthusiastic.
Labelled as ‘strictly confidential’, a Ministry of Foreign Affairs complained that
the Chinese press did not report enough on the 12th anniversary of the GDR. The
reporting on the anniversary, the report lamented, does not go beyond the reporting
of any other anniversary in other socialist countries (without explaining, however,
why that should have been the case). Against the background of the ongoing ‘West
Berlin problem’, Ulbricht and colleagues, the report indicates, had hoped for more

18 West German citizens driving through GDR territory to reachWest Berlin were subject to random
controls by East German police, which more often than not resulted in West German ‘harmless’
tourists or citizens visiting friends and relatives in West Berlin paying fines in hard currency.
‘Punishable’ was in essence everything: speeding, stopping along the way and yes: looking at
maps. Looking at maps led among others to accusations of spying. West German travellers paid the
fines in Western German deutschmarks in order to be able to continue their journey to West Berlin.
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andmore enthusiastic coverage on the anniversary in theChinese press. That sounded
very petty and indeed childish for a ministry report. Then the report became (a bit)
more serious when it complained that the Chinese press did not report on whether
Beijing would be prepared to adopt a separate peace treaty with the GDR should the
Western powers refuse to adopt a peace treaty with the two German states. The report
furthermore complained about the fact that there is more reporting in the Chinese
press on West than on East Germany (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV 2/20/115 A). At
the beginning of 1962, East Berlin grew increasingly disillusioned with Beijing and
concluded that Beijing does no longer support Moscow and East Berlin’s position
on the Berlin Question and does no longer endorse the peace treaty proposed by
Moscow to both German states (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV 2/20/115 D). TheMinistry
of Foreign Affairs complained in a report that Beijing accused East Berlin and
Moscow of caving in to US pressure to negotiate on the status of West Berlin. The
ministry cites a number of newspaper articles from the People’s Daily, which criti-
cize Moscow’s preparedness to negotiate with the USA on transit routes to and from
West Berlin and the presence of Western military in West Berlin as an indication of
‘subservience’ to the West. Furthermore, the report complained that the newspaper
articles do not call on Chinese policymakers to support East Berlin and Moscow’s
efforts to adopt the peace treaty proposed by the Soviet Union.

Beijing’s preparedness to support East Berlin’s fears and paranoia about being
invaded by theWest German Bundeswehr rather sooner than later remained in place,
at least for a while. And Beijing also continued to endorse East Berlin’s decision to
stop East Germans from leaving the GDR with deadly force. The Chinese press e.g.
reported on 13 August 1962 that GDR border guard Reinhold Huhn had been, as
the press put it, shot at by ‘bandits fromWest Berlin.’ Huhn was indeed shot at short
range on 18 June, 1962 by the West German citizen Rudolf Müller, who helped his
wife and his three children to escape from East Berlin. Müller was what East Berlin
called an ‘escape agent’19and dug a tunnel between East and West Berlin. In reality,
he was not a ‘bandit’ but somebody who got separated from his family when the
Berlin Wall was built in 1961. Müller claimed to have shot the border guard in self-
defence and was able to escape with his family to West Berlin. He was not indicted
for killing Reinhold Huhn until 1999 when he was convicted of manslaughter and
received a one-year suspended prison sentence.20

19 Fluchthelfer in German.
20 In 2000, the German judiciary transformed the verdict of manslaughter into murder, but the
one-year suspended sentence remained unchanged.
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After the so-called Sputnik shocks of October and November 195721 US Presi-
dent Eisenhower decided to deploy ballistic missiles in Italy, the UK and Turkey.
Khrushchev in turn announced the deployment of nuclear submarines outside Soviet
territory, for which he needed a base in the Pacific Ocean. Such a base in turn needed
a radio transmitter station and Khrushchev asked Mao to allowMoscow to construct
several long-wave radio stations along the Chinese coast. Mao reportedly exploded
when he heard that proposal, considering it an attempt to de facto occupy Chinese
territory. During a meeting with the Soviet leader in Beijing in August 1958, Mao
questioned whether Moscow ever really had the intention to establish a joint subma-
rine fleet. In fact, he accused Khrushchev of never having wanted to do that and
that he merely made an empty promise (in 1955, a ‘secret’ promise at the time)
to provide China with nuclear weapons in order to get Mao to support the idea
of installing Soviet radio stations on Chinese territory. In 1959 then the Soviet Union
denied China the promised nuclear technology- the de facto beginning of the Sino-
Soviet Split. The Sino-Soviet Split and Moscow and Beijing’s complete falling out
over ideology and policies in the early 1960s, which in 1969 would result in a series
of Sino-Soviet border clashes and Moscow considering the possibility of bombing
Chinese territory with nuclear weapons, inevitably had a negative impact on Sino-
East German relations. In fact, as mentioned above, at the beginning of 1962 East
Berlin concluded that Beijing no longer supports Moscow and East Berlin’s position
on the Berlin Question and the peace treaty proposed by Moscow to both German
states. East Berlin’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs complained in the aforementioned
report that Beijing accused East Berlin and Moscow of caving in to US pressure to
negotiate on the status of West Berlin. The ministry cited a number of newspaper
articles from the People’s Daily, which criticize Moscow’s preparedness to negotiate
with the USA on transit routes to and from West Berlin as cracking under pressure
from the West. Furthermore, the report complained that Chinese newspaper arti-
cles do not call for Chinese support for East Berlin and Moscow’s efforts to adopt
the peace treaty proposed by the Soviet Union (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV 2/20/115
A). In August 1963, then Beijing accused Moscow of recognizing West Germany
as the sole representative of the German people when it—together with the USA
and the UK—signed the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty in Moscow on 5 August 1963.22

Both West Germany and the GDR acceded to the treaty, but Washington, London
and Bonn insisted that East Berlin’s accession to the treaty did not change anything
about their diplomatic non-recognition of the GDR. As mentioned already above,
this led Beijing to claim that Moscow ‘betrayed’ East Berlin by accepting that East

21 In October 1957, the Soviet Union launched the world’s first earth satellite. The satellite was
powered with a rocket engine as powerful as an intercontinental ballistic missile. This, in turn, it
was feared inWashington at the time, meant thatMoscowwas able to mount a nuclear warhead onto
an intercontinental ballistic missile that could reach the USA. One month later Moscow launched
a second satellite, this time with a dog on board—the Sputnik II mission.
22 Treaty Banning Nuclear Weapons Tests in the Atmosphere, in Outer Space, and Under Water.
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Berlin’s signature under the treaty does not result in the USA, Great Britain andWest
Germany officially recognizing the GDR. ‘The Soviet leaders have in order to flatter
the US imperialists given up on their original view that both German states must be
recognized and have therefore agreed with the US imperialists that this treaty does
not result in theGDR’s diplomatic recognition. This de facto stands for the annulment
of the international status of the GDR and the recognition of the government in Bonn
as the sole representative of the German nation.’ This, the People’s Daily further
concluded on behalf of the Chinese government on 23 August 1963, is a ‘disgraceful
act of betrayal’ (People’s Daily 23August 1963a). In an article published by the same
newspaper oneweek later, the paper repeated its claim thatMoscowwas collaborating
with the ‘Western militarists’ at the expense of East German interests and indepen-
dence. The ‘betrayal’ of East German interests is, the article concluded, comparable
with Moscow’s ‘betrayal’ of the Chinese people’s interests on the Taiwan Question
(People’s Daily 30 August 1963b). The article most probably referred to Moscow’s
lack of support for Mao’s reckless decision to bomb Taiwanese offshore islands in
1958.23 A week later, China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs sent a note to East Berlin’s
embassy in Beijing, in which it urged the GDR to ‘correct’ its course and endorse the
Chinese version of Marxism–Leninism—in Beijing’s view the version necessary to
fight and defeat West German and American imperialism (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV
A 2/20/223). All of which East Berlin of course was neither willing nor able to do.

As mentioned above (see Chap. 5 of this book), in September 1964 Beijing
portrayed itself as the ‘defender’ of East German interests, defending the GDR
against West German tactics to reunify Germany on West German terms. That
was quite a statement to make at the time and against the background of the fact
that it was never and in no way obvious, where and how Beijing under Mao was
allegedly ‘defending’ East German interests other than—as mentioned above—
having applauded the construction of the Berlin Wall and East Berlin’s decision to
shoot at those seeking to overcome the wall and escape to the West. The Soviet
Union, the already (in chapter 5 of this book) aforementioned People’s Daily
article from 8 September 1964 claimed, was seeking to cut a ‘deal’ with West
Germany at the expense of ‘selling out’ the GDR (People’s Daily 8 September
1964). East Berlin called the Chinese bluff and responded to the People’s Daily
article a few days later (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IVA 2/20/222). Chinese attempts, East
Berlin set the record straight, to drive a wedge between East Berlin andMoscow will
not be successful and Khrushchev’s upcoming visit to West Germany was not—
as Beijing (falsely) claimed—to be understood as Moscow deciding to ‘sell out’
East German interests. In fact, East Berlin instructed its diplomats in Beijing and
elsewhere to ‘sell’ Khrushchev’s scheduled visit to Bonn as evidence of Moscow’s
determination to fight against alleged West German imperialism and militarism.
Since Khrushchev did not get the chance to visit Bonn as he was toppled before the
scheduled visit, it cannot be verified whether East Berlin’s explanation on why the
Soviet leader was planning to visit West Germany was as implausible as it sounded.

23 Mao’s reckless decision in 1958 to bomb Taiwanese offshore islands, seeking to reunify Taiwan
with Mainland China through military force.
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Neues Deutschland added a few days later that the GDR-USSR Friendship Treaty
(of 195524) is the pillar of the fight againstWestern imperialism and is contributing to
peace and stability in Germany and Europe. The treaty is the confirmation, the article
read, that Chinese go-it-alone policies are misguided and ‘anti-revolutionary.’ In a
rebuff to alleged Chinese attempts to drive a wedge between East Berlin andMoscow
the article concluded on behalf of East Berlin that Beijing’s alleged ‘independence’
fromMoscow is aimed at isolating and dominating fellow socialist countries (Neues
Deutschland 18 September 1964a).

On the occasion of the aforementioned International Peace Manifestation in
East Berlin in early December 1964 the leader of the Chinese delegation Cheng
assured East Berlin that China and the Chinese people will continue to fight along-
side their ‘German brothers’ against US imperialism and West German militarism
(Neues Deutschland 11 December 1964b). East Berlin, however, was not convinced
about the sincerity of Beijing’s assurances of the socialist fraternal embrace. Indeed,
East Germany’s embassy in Beijing complained one day before Cheng’s speech
that Chinese Foreign Minister Chen Yi did not talk about two German states but
instead ‘two parts ofGermany’when talking toWestern journalists. The EastGerman
embassy reported back to East Berlin that Beijing could therefore have decided not
to defend East Germany’s interests25 at the expense of expanding its ties with West
Germany (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA NL 182/1222). In the 1970s, it turned out to be
simpler than that: being a de facto failed state devastated by decades of Mao’s disas-
trous governance in general and the at the time ongoing Cultural Revolution in
particular, Beijing opted for the ‘other’ Germany, pursued its very own interests and
decided to establish diplomatic relations with Bonn in order to get access to West
German technology, together with technical, economic and financial assistance.

7.8 Chinese Sticks and Carrots

In the 1950s and 1960s East Berlin got some carrots from Beijing: support for the
fiction thatWest Berlin did not belong toWest Germany, that the division of Germany
miraculously gave birth to a secondGermannation and that shooting at unarmed civil-
ians along the inner-German border is a legitimate act of self-defence (Berkofsky
2020). In the 1970s thenWalter Ulbricht and after him Erich Honecker ended upwith
Chinese sticks when Beijing decided to take the bait of West German capital and
investments and forego supporting East Berlin’s second German nation gibberish.
Did all of the above matter, i.e. did China’s position on the Berlin Question, the
German Question and eventually German reunification in 1990 make a difference
at all as to how history turned out and who had the upper hand and the prerogative
of interpretation as regards the status of West Berlin and German reunification? It

24 Adopted in 1955. Through the treaty, the GDR and Soviet Union agreed to treat each other as
equal partners and not to interfere in each other’s internal affairs.
25 How and against what or whom did not get explained in the embassy’s report.
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did not, but as was shown above, in the 1950s, 1960s and early 1970s it seemed to
have mattered enough to drive East German propaganda, anxiety and false and/or
completely implausible newspaper reporting into overdrive. TheWest German politi-
cians Helmut Kohl, Helmut Schmidt and Hans-Dietrich Genscher eventually took
advantage of Beijing’s zigzagging on the Berlin and German Questions to drink
to and cheer with Beijing about its choice to opt for relations with Bonn in return
for German aid, trade and investments in the 1970s. For what it’s worth, when the
GDR was collapsing in 1989, Beijing, as we will see further below, claimed that it
had always and at all times been supportive of Brandt’s reconciliatory Ostpolitik,
had always endorsed the ‘two-countries- but-one-German-nation’ concept and was
at all times a fervent promoter of German reunification in 1990. Reality was deci-
sively different, and the very definition of China being very economical with the
truth when Germany reunified in 1990 (Berkofsky 2017). In retrospect, Bonn hoping
that Mao’s China in the early 1960s would sustainably support West German insis-
tence of making West Berlin an integral and inseparable part of West Germany was
arguably naïve and something Bonn could have expected only from a ‘normal’ and/or
‘conventional’ state/government, i.e. a state very different from the one governed by
Mao Zedong.

Throughout the 1970s, Beijing—at least judging by the official declarations
coming out of Beijing—continued to have a very vague position on the question
of German unity and/or German nationhood. Chinese political leaders in essence
limited themselves to supporting ‘German unity’ and/or the ‘peaceful reunification
of Germany’ without adding many details. Talk was cheap and remaining vague was
the thing to do, Beijing might have decided at the time. Indeed, who could have been
against ‘German unity’ and ‘peaceful reunification’? The Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung (FAZ) in September 1974, however, cheered when it pointed out that ‘it is
not unimportant that another world power other than the USA supports the German
claim to a unified nation state.’26 Getting carried away and a little exaggeration can
be excused, but referring to China as a ‘world power’ in 1974—to put it bluntly—was
pushing it given that the country at the time found itself in the middle of trying to
overcome the worst consequences of the Cultural Revolution. Then again the fact
that China had by then adopted diplomatic relations with Japan and was, albeit on
an on–off basis, negotiating on the resumption of diplomatic ties with the USA did
its share to facilitate China’s return into the international community equipped with
(somehow) ‘normal’ foreign relations and foreign policies, i.e. foreign policies going
beyond the support for violent revolutions and alleged ‘national liberation struggles’
in Asia, Africa and Latin America. In July 1973 and nine months after the adoption
of West German–Chinese diplomatic relations, East Berlin must have realized that
Beijing’s support for its position on theBerlin andGermanQuestions could no longer
be counted on. East Berlin then decided to turn again to petty policies accompanied
by petty rhetoric in an attempt to assert its position as a fully sovereign country,

26 And not only the FAZ but also other German media outlets at the time stressed the importance of
China expressing its support forGerman reunification. They clearly overestimatedChina’s influence
in international affairs at the time.
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i.e. a country that is interacting with China without orders from Moscow. In fact, it
should be stressed again—like it has been elsewhere in this book—that East Berlin’s
policymakers and officials—never missed an occasion to point out and insist that the
GDR had its own independent foreign policy, free from interference from Moscow.
In fact, this was in East Berlin said so many times over the years and decades that
one can be excused for suspecting that GDR foreign policy was anything like that:
free from interference and orders from Moscow.

In July 1973, East German Foreign Minister Oskar Fischer urged SED Politburo
member Hermann Axen to convince Beijing not to open an official representation
in West Berlin (Letter from the Deputy Minister of the GDR Council of Ministers
to Comrade Hermann Axen 1973).27 Until the GDR’s collapse East German poli-
cymakers cited the Western Allied Powers USA, France and the UK when insisting
that West Berlin is not part of West Germany and is therefore not authorized to host
diplomatic representations (like e.g. consulates). “At no point, wasWest Berlin a part
of the Federal Republic of Germany. The three AlliedWestern powers had to take this
factual situation into account from the very beginning.Repeatedly they had to confirm
officially that West Berlin is not a part of the FRG, and is not governed by her”, Axen
fumed. That however is not accurate, at least not in the way East German propaganda
was suggesting.West Berlin was a de facto part ofWest Germany and even the Soviet
Union acknowledged thatmuch in principlewhen it signed theFourPowerAgreement
(Viermächteabkommen) in September 1971. The Four Power Agreement adopted by
the USA, the Soviet Union, France and the UK in September 1971 stipulated that
West Berlin continues not to be a constitutive part ofWest Germany and can therefore
not be governed directly by Bonn. However, given the special circumstances, West
Berlin’s legal status was far less straightforward than East Berlin sought to suggest.
While under international law West Berlin was occupied territory that was nonethe-
less governed by West German constitutional law, it was therefore also part of the
Federal Republic of Germany. According to Article 23 of the West Germany’s Basic
Law (Grundgesetz, West Germany’s constitution since 1949) West German law was
therefore applicable in West Berlin (clearly an indication that from a legal point of
view that West Berlin is part of the Federal Republic of Germany). Article 1 of West
Berlin’s constitution too stipulated that ‘Berlin is a state of the Federal Republic of
Germany. The Basic Law and the laws of the Federal Republic of Germany apply
in Berlin.’28 To be sure, the Western Allied Powers insisted that the Law of Occu-
pation (Besatzungsrecht) overrides Germany’s Basic Law in West Berlin, which in
turn was exploited by East Berlin as alleged evidence that West Berlin is not part of

27 The one-sentence summary of this letter published by theWilson Center says that the letter urges
China to acknowledge that West Berlin is a part of the GDR. That however is not accurate. The
letter instead merely insists that West Berlin is not in any way a part of West Germany. Not the
same thing even if East Berlin insinuated that West Berlin belonged to the GDR.
28 Article 87 of Berlin’s constitution, however, stipulated that Article 1 would only enter into force
when there are no longer restrictions as regards the application of Article 23 of West Germany’s
Basic Law.
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West Germany.29 In conclusion, while they were disagreements between the West
German government and the Allied Powers on the extent to which West Berlin was
under international (constitutional) law a part ofWest Germany, East Berlin claiming
thatWest Berlin was in no way part of the FRG did not correspondwith reality (while
it certainly fitted East Berlin’s decades-long and ill-fated insistence that West Berlin
had to be formally incorporated into the GDR). Oskar Fischer at the time wanted
the aforementioned Axen to let Beijing know that Beijing’s ambassador in Bonn
sending his business card (like he earlier sent his business card to other Minister
Presidents of West Germany’s federal states)30 to the mayor of West Berlin when
Beijing considered opening a diplomatic representation in West Berlin is unaccept-
able to East Berlin. Such type of diplomatic representation (a consulate of some sort),
Fischer warned, would suggest that Beijing acknowledges West Berlin as a consti-
tutional part of West Germany. Yes, the Chinese ‘threat’ of exchanging niceties and
business cards with West German officials was taken that seriously in East Berlin
at the time. But probably only there. In fact, East Berlin complaining about Beijing
getting in touch with West Berlin’s mayor is arguably the result and/or consequence
of a decades-long complex of inferiority paired with paranoia and fear that foes and
allies alike would not acknowledge the existence of the GDR as sovereign and inde-
pendentGerman state. Fischer’s ‘explanation’ as towhyWest Berlin does supposedly
not belong to West Germany is long and very detailed and read like an attempt to
enlighten Beijing’s ambassador in East Berlin on the history and status of the GDR
and West Berlin (probably like the kind of lecture the Chinese ambassador did not
fully (i.e. not at all) appreciate as a well-meant East German attempt to set the consti-
tutional and legal record straight). The tone Fischer struck in the letter to the Chinese
ambassador was seemingly too much even for the above-cited Hermann Axen. In
fact, Axen asked Fischer to tune down some of the letter’s language and change
its style when warning the Chinese ambassador that touching base with officials in
West Berlin would hand the West German ‘imperialists’ a propaganda victory in
their efforts to undermine the above-mentioned Four Power Agreement.31 In fact,
at one point Hermann Axen suggested to Fischer to instead let the East German
embassy in Beijing convey some of the letter’s messages and contents to the Chinese
government (he probably suggested conveying the message in a more diplomatic
fashion without the aforementioned lecture on international constitutional law). He
probably did that in the hope that the diplomatic personnel in the embassy in Beijing
would strike a more diplomatic tone. Fischer, however, ignored that advice and went
ahead with his straight-in-your-face lesson on international and constitutional law

29 Federal laws were therefore not automatically applicable in West Berlin and the city’s electorate
did not directly send parliamentarians to Bonn to represent the city. The city’s delegates (from the
city’s parliament) did not have full voting rights in the German Bundestag in Bonn.
30 The elected top representative of a German federal state (Bundesland) is referred to as Minister
President (Ministerpräsident).
31 In the original document in German Axen made hand-written comments in the document,
suggesting to rephrase some of the sentences. Without success, as it turned out. Fischer wasn’t
in any way interested in any of Axen’s suggestions to strike a more reconciliatory tone.
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presented to his Chinese by then semi-comrades—the German way: blunt, no diplo-
matic niceties and not taking any prisoners, if you will. Then again, the question
remains whether all of this and the fuss about the tone of the letter mattered at all or
in any way to anybody. In fact, whether in 1973 it really mattered whether the tone
struck by an East German official in a letter to the Chinese ambassador in Bonn was
harsh or less harsh was indeed secondary against the background of the already and
constantly tense relations between East Berlin and Beijing at the time. Furthermore,
it can be assumed that Beijing and its ambassador did not take any of this in any
way seriously. Also because the ambassador did not bother to react to that letter, as
it were.

In September 1975, East Berlin’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs put its instructions
on what to say on China to socialist comrades from other countries onto paper.
The ministry issued a directive ordering a ‘code of conduct’ for all GDR diplomats
stationed abroad. GDRdiplomatswere ordered to forcefully act against Chinese poli-
cieswhich contradict policies supported and adopted by ‘fraternal socialist countries’
(Letter from the Deputy Minister of the GDR Council of Ministers 1975). The list of
alleged Chinese violations of solidarity among socialist countries and policies was
(very) long. Among themwere: a Chinese foreign policy that is aligned with what the
directive called ‘Western imperialist doctrine’, support for military–political blocs
(NATO was meant), attempts to undermine the Principle of Peaceful Co-Existence
(as defined and propagated by the Soviet Union), policies aimed at undermining the
policies of the Non-Alignment Movement and overly assertively addressing terri-
torial disputes with Japan, Vietnam and the Soviet Union. Furthermore, and this
was certainly very close to the heart of East Berlin’s policymakers at the time, East
Berlin accusedBeijing of collaboratingwithWestGerman ‘neo-fascist’ forces—East
Berlin probably referred to the chairman of the Christian-Social Union (CSU) Franz-
Josef Strauß32 who was invited to China in January 1975 (for details on Strauß’s
two visits to China in the 1970s see below). Any contact between West German
and Chinese politicians from the 1970s onwards was in East Berlin categorically
referred to as ‘treason’ (like Richard Nixon’s visit to China in February 1972 was
in East Berlin referred to as Mao ‘betraying’ the socialist community of countries).
The report furthermore urged all GDR diplomats to rigidly coordinate opinions on
and actions towards China with the Soviet Union and its representatives abroad.
Such coordination, the report concluded, is aimed at fighting off Chinese attempts
to sabotage the Warsaw Treaty Organization, the Non-Alignment Movement, reduce
Chinese influence in developing countries and ‘unmask’ the real objectives of the
establishment of diplomatic relations between China and the European Economic
Community (in 1975).33 The directive also warned of Beijing’s alleged war prepara-
tions and claimed that between 20 and 40 million Chinese belong to what it referred

32 The CSU is the CDU’s (more conservative and much more provincial) sister party which only
operates in the state of Bavaria. Strauß was a controversial politician (involved in various corruption
scandals which forced him to resign as West German Minister of Defence in 1962) and although
he was and could be accused of many things, accusing him of being a ‘neo-fascist’ was a baseless
accusation.
33 In 1975.
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to as the People’s Militia. These military or paramilitary troops, the directive warned,
have been ‘educated in a strongly anti-Soviet spirit’ and are ready to strike against
the comrades in Moscow. Back to Berlin and West Germany. The bottom line is that
the GDR was until its collapse in 1989 never able to convince Beijing to endorse
sustainably the East German fiction of the existence of two German nations, which
allegedly emerged after World War II and the division of Germany. The scholar
Joachim Krüger argues that Beijing was not willing to endorse the fiction of two
German nations sustainably out of the fear that this could somehow be connected
with or lead to an unwanted discussion on the (possible) existence of two Chinese
nations, one governed by Beijing and the other governed by Taipei.

Tellingly and much to the chagrin of East Berlin, the aforementioned GDR-China
Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation adopted in 1955 contained a clause which
stipulated that the treaty would expire in the case of German reunification. Evidence
that Beijing was not and indeed never convinced that the division of Germany had
given birth to two German nations, maybe. The fact that East Berlin at the time did
not decide to oppose the adoption of a treaty, which was quite clearly a contradiction
to East Berlin’s official position that they are indeed two German nations, can be
explained by the fact that the GDR in 1955 was—due to the Hallstein Doctrine and
its de facto international isolation (as it was in essence granted diplomatic recog-
nition only by the community of fellow socialist/communist countries)—obliged to
remain committed to maintaining problem-free relations with Beijing. Insisting on
the omission of the German reunification clause in the treaty would without a doubt
have led Beijing not to sign the treaty. Former GDR officials and diplomats like
Peter Florin admit that accepting the clause was a mistake, for which there was a
price to pay (Florin cited in Krüger 2004, pp. 223/224, Wettig 2004). East Berlin,
Florin maintains, never really had any plans to try to convince Beijing to review
that clause, probably knowing that any such attempt would have been in vain. The
aforementioned IngridMuth and other former East German diplomats claim in inter-
views compiled by JoachimKrüger and cited elsewhere in this book that theGerman
Question and the Taiwan Question were comparable and were also understood as
such in Beijing. As mentioned already elsewhere in this book, that however is quite
simply nonsensical.
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Chapter 8
The 1970s—Nixon, Ostpolitik
and Beijing Toasting with Bonn

Abstract This chapter is about how some things fall to pieces, while others fall
in place. The former are relations between the GDR and China, while the latter
are Beijing’s ties with the ‘imperialist’ West in general and the USA in particular.
Beijing under the increasingly frail and sick Mao Zedong needed engagement with
the West after the Cultural Revolution to get back onto a path of engagement in
international politics and the international economy. The USA in turn needed to get
out ofVietnam in the 1970s, andChinesemediationwas hopedwould facilitate amore
or less dignified US withdrawal from Vietnam (it did not as we know). East Berlin
and its mouthpiece newspapers, in turn, went into propaganda overdrive smelling
conspiracy everywhere. Beijing and Washington, East Berlin panicked, had become
accomplices jointly conspiring against the community of socialist countries. But not
all was suddenly roses between China and the West in general and West Germany in
particular. Mao did not like Willy Brandt’sOstpolitik and suspected that the German
chancellor’s policy of reconciliation with socialist countries in Europe and defusing
Cold War tensions was aimed at China. After all, Mao was still Mao.

In August 1970, Bonn under Chancellor Willy Brandt signed a treaty with the Soviet
Union: theMoscow Treaty. Through the treaty, Bonn andMoscow renounced the use
of force as a means to resolve bilateral conflicts and agreed that Europe’s existing
borders were permanent and inviolable. That included the border between West and
East Germany. Later in 1970, Bonn signed a similar treaty with Poland. In December
1972, West Germany and the GDR adopted the Basic Treaty (Grundlagenvertrag),
arguably the ‘crown jewel’ of Brandt’sOstpolitik. Among others, the treaty stipulated
thatWest and East Germany officially recognize each other as separate and sovereign
German states and that both Bonn and East Berlin renounce the use of force against
each other. Furthermore, Bonn and East Berlin committed themselves to increase
bilateral trade and exchanges. China in the 1970s in the meantime—first under Mao
Zedong and later underDengXiaoping–would becomemore interested in developing
ties withWest Germany than continuing to agree with East Berlin thatWest Germany
is governed by a group of ‘militarists’ and ‘fascists’ on the verge ofwanting to reunify
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East with West Germany by force, as East German hysterical propaganda continued
to warn.

That trend, i.e. Beijing putting ideology, at least in parts and at least sometimes,
onto the backburner and instead seeking dialogue with the (greedy) capitalists and
vicious imperialists inWashington and Bonn, was confirmedwhen in the early 1970s
Washington and Beijing reached out to each other. When Nixon met Mao in Beijing
in February 1972, East Berlin and Moscow accused Beijing of teaming up with the
USA in order to realize its ambitions for what East Berlin warned are ambitions for
global hegemony, supported by nationalist and xenophobe policies. Hence, already
in February 1972 East Berlin probably knew that this—putting it bluntly—is not
going to end well. ‘This’ as in East German attempts to patch up relations with
Beijing keeping Mao and his successors from teaming up with the West (against
the ‘East’ as East Berlin and Moscow). When Bonn and Beijing adopted diplomatic
relations later that year (in October), East Berlin (by then led by Erich Honecker)
must have lost all hope to be able to engage Beijing. But first in the 1970s, it was
again Beijing’s turn to cry wolf, i.e. smell conspiracy. In 1970, the Soviet Union and
West Germany adopted the aforementioned treaty on the normalization of bilateral
relations (theMoscow Treaty).1 This led Beijing to claim that Moscow is selling out
the GDR’s sovereignty (Möller 1996, pp. 706–725). In reality, however, Moscow
did the very opposite of what Beijing was claiming as West Germany officially
acknowledged the statehood of the GDR through the treaty. At the time, however,
whether or whether not Beijing endorsed an international treaty between Bonn and
Moscow in 1970 was secondary at best against the background of the chaos and
destruction in China in 1970. In other words, the opinion of a country devastated by
the consequences of the Cultural Revolution and internationally all but completely
isolated did only matter so much (i.e. next to nothing) in international politics at the
time. Even more so when that opinion was voiced by somebody like Mao Zedong
whose foreign policies until then consisted above all of attempts to provoke and
wage war and export violent ideology to other countries. This of course did not
keep Mao from portraying China as a ‘revolutionary’ country supporting global
revolutions and national liberation movements, implying very explicitly that China
in Mao’s view had indeed global influence on international politics—however the
sort of influence that comes with the export of violence as opposed to constructive
policies for the benefit of other countries. However, China had in the 1970s little
to offer beyond slogans and battle calls even if Western terrorist organizations (like
the RAF elsewhere mentioned in this book) used and repeated Mao’s slogans and
battle calls in parrot-fashion to justify the rationale of and motivations for their
terrorist attacks. The country’s economic and financial resources were—due to the
Cultural Revolution—all but completely exhausted. Furthermore, the countries that
followed Mao’s call to arms and adopted radical versions of Maoism experienced
similarly disastrous consequences as in China. Cambodia’s Khmer Rouge adopting
and practising a radical and even more devastating version of Chinese-styleMaoism
in the 1970s is a tragic case in point.

1 The Treaty of Moscow was signed in August 1970.
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8.1 West Germany’s (Threatening) Ostpolitik

In 1966, Willy Brandt, former mayor of West Berlin, became German foreign
minister. His track record of having stood up to the Soviets as mayor of West Berlin
(1957–1966) provided him with the credibility to reach out to Eastern European
countries and the Soviet Union. Indeed, he was taken seriously and respected in both
Moscow and Washington (Westad 2017, pp. 385/386). Furthermore, Willy Brandt’s
biography–his resistance against the Nazi regime in Germany and his time in exile
in Norway2 where he emigrated to in April of 19333 to work as a journalist—added
to his credibility as someone who fought against tyranny all throughout his adult
life. In 1969,4then Brandt became West German chancellor, which provided him
with more impetus and authority to adopt what would be coined Ostpolitik, a policy
centred around the concept of what Brandt called Wandel durch Annäherung, i.e.
Change Through Rapprochement (Wilke 2020). That policy consisted of policies to
promote reconciliation with Eastern European countries through dialogue, cultural
exchanges and trade. Brandt and his closest policy advisor Egon Bahr were aware
that the policies to improve relations with Eastern European countries in general,
and the GDR in particular had to be endorsed by Moscow, and hence Brandt in 1970
negotiated a peace treaty with Soviet leader Brezhnev. Through the aforementioned
Moscow Treaty of 1970 both Bonn andMoscow officially recognized Europe’s post-
war borders, including the border between East and West Germany and between
West Germany and Poland.5 Soviet leader Brezhnev, however, was less interested in
sustainableEast–WestGerman reconciliation and insteadmore eager to have a neutral
and reunified Germany, which, as Odd Arne Westad argues, could in Brezhnev’s
view tip the Cold War balance in Moscow’s favour. Indeed, Brezhnev was a hard-
line party apparatchik who, as the Brezhnev Doctrine named after him had provided
ample evidence of, considered himself and the Soviet Union entitled to keepWarsaw
Pact countries aligned with Moscow, if deemed necessary with force (as the Prague
Spring of 1968 and Soviet military intervention had ‘impressively’ demonstrated).
While Brandt wanted a reunified and independent Germany, Brezhnev maintained
that such a Germany could not be as independent and ‘self-determined’ as Brandt

2 Where he was arrested in 1940 by occupying German military forces. He was able to escape to
Sweden, where he continued to work as a journalist.
3 And where he changed his name from Herbert Ernst Karl Frahm to Willy Brandt to avoid being
detected and arrested by the Nazis. Brandt returned to Berlin in 1946 working for the Norwegian
government. In 1948, he again became German citizen (the Nazis revoked his German citizenship
in 1938) and joined the Social-Democratic Party (SPD).
4 After two failed attempts and two lost elections earlier in the 1960s. He resigned in 1974
when one of his closest aides (Günter Guillaume) was exposed as an agent for the East German
Staatssicherheitsdienst (Stasi).
5 In December 1970, shortly before the adoption of the Warsaw Treaty between Poland and West
Germany, Willy Brandt knelt down in front of the memorial commemorating the victims of the
Warsaw Ghetto. Arguably the most conciliatory and indeed very noble gesture of a German politi-
cian in post-war Germany, in turn paving the way for sustainable Polish-German reconciliation.
Ironically, and this made his kneeling even more credible, Brandt too was a victim of the Nazi
regime which forced him to emigrate to Scandinavia in the 1930s.
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foresaw. Instead, he suggested that Germany needed the Soviet Union more than
vice versa. However, when he said ‘Germany’ he clearly must have meant East
Germany and East Germany only, as West Germany did not in a way depend on the
Soviet Union. It was indeed not entirely clear what Brezhnev meant with ‘depended
on.’ By 1970, the West German economy was roughly 40% bigger than the French
and 65% bigger than the UK economy. Hence, he could not have meant ‘depend
economically’ and to suggest that the alleged ‘dependence’ is of political nature
is not plausible either. In fact, it is the very opposite of plausible. Besides, no West
German government at the time (or indeed ever) would have been prepared to give up
any of its sovereignty and/or independence in return for Moscow ‘allowing’ German
reunification on Soviet terms and Brezhnev clearly overestimated the (arguably non-
existent) appeal of the Soviet Union as a country that West Germany could rely on as
trustworthy ‘facilitator’ of German reunification. The kind of German reunification
Stalin had in mind in the 1950s certainly was still fresh enough in the memory of
West German policymakers for them to be very suspicious about anything Moscow
proposed in terms of German reunification. Furthermore, the West German public
and the very large majority of German politicians at the time were (understandably)
deeply suspicious of the Soviet Union, and were aware that Soviet offers to help
West German efforts to reunify Germany came at an (unacceptable) price—unac-
ceptable as it was perceived as a Soviet ‘offer’ driven by Soviet plans to ‘neutralize’
a reunified Germany in a Europe dominated by the Soviet Union. ‘Neutralize’ as
not foreseeing a reunified German as member of NATO. West German deep-seated
(and indeed justified) distrust towards the dictatorship in Moscow would only ease
and indeed turn to sympathy and support with the arrival of Mikael Gorbachev in
the 1980s. To be sure, the US policy of Détente and the attempt to defuse the Cold
War tensions with the Soviet Union partially ‘neutralized’ Brandt’s critics inside and
outside of Germany, who at times accused Brandt of ‘treason’ for his engagement
policy towards the Soviet Union. Furthermore, Brandt could still count on his creden-
tials as a pro-American politician not prepared to undermine the Western defence
alliance for the sake of achieving German reunification. The West German peace
treaty with the Soviet Union in 1970 was followed by a peace treaty with Poland in
1971, through which Bonn recognized previously disputed borders between Poland
andWest Germany. While Brandt’sOstpolitik demonstrated that West Germany was
not the kind ofmilitarist and revanchist country East Berlin’s propaganda hadwarned
of over the previous 20 years, Ulbricht and his SED Politburo comrades became
increasingly concerned about the ‘side-effects’ of Brandt-style reconciliation: his
popularity and sincere efforts to improve relations with Eastern European countries
including the GDR did of course not go unnoticed among the population in the GDR.
For Ulbricht, this was obviously a worst-case scenario as he had since the founding
of the GDR in 1949 invested enormous resources into depicting West Germany as
a militarist and revanchist country working feverishly on attacking and reunifying
Germany with military force. Furthermore, Ulbricht felt that he was excluded from
important events and negotiations when Bonn negotiated with Moscow and Warsaw
without East Berlin’s direct involvement. Indeed, West German peace treaties with
both the Soviet Union and Poland, Ulbricht believed and claimed, directly touched
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uponEast Berlin’s interests, butMoscowat the timemade itmore than once very clear
that Ulbricht was a political lightweight and not someone who commanded enough
respect in Moscow (and other socialist countries for that matter6) to be involved in
the aforementioned negotiations. Ulbricht at the time reacted by deciding to seek
to directly negotiate with West Germany and Brandt. His precondition for nego-
tiations, however, was that Bonn officially recognizes the GDR as a separate and
sovereign German state. That, however—and Ulbricht was undoubtedly aware of
that—was in contradiction to what West Germany’s constitution (the German ‘Basic
Law or ‘Grundgesetz’ in German) stipulated. Consequently, Brandt did not accept
Ulbricht’s precondition. East Berlin caved in and at the end of 1969 West–East
German negotiations started, eventually resulting in the so-called 1972 Basic Agree-
ment between Bonn and East Berlin. (Grundsatzabkommen in German, adopted in
December 1972). However, it took some time andMoscow’s intervention to convince
East Berlin to endorse and sign that agreement in 1972.Among others, the 1972Basic
Agreement obliged Bonn and East Berlin to acknowledge each other as sovereign
actors in international politics and affairs. In December 1969 during a meeting in
the German city of Kassel, East Berlin proposed a draft Treaty on the Establishment
of Relations on an Equal footing between the German Democratic Republic and the
Federal Republic of Germanywhile Brandt proposed a document titledFundamental
Points andElements of a Treaty for theManagement of Relations on anEqual Footing
between the Federal Republic of Germany and the German Democratic Republic.
Brandt’s proposal contained 20 points and was therefore referred to as the 20 Points
from Kassel. The proposal submitted by Brandt, however, was not acceptable to East
Berlin as the draft treaty foresaw that it managed the relations between the ‘two
states in Germany’—a phrasing, which implied that there is one German nation,
which is temporarily divided, living in two separate German states. As we have seen
above, that was in contradiction to East Berlin’s claim that the end of World War
II had miraculously given birth to a second nation and hence was not acceptable
to East Berlin. Brandt’s proposal furthermore foresaw the non-interference in each
other’s internal and external affairs and respective territorial integrity but that was
not good enough for Ulbricht either. Eventually, it took Moscow’s intervention to
‘convince’ East Berlin to endorse the Basic Treaty with Bonn. In May 1970 theWest
German government and Moscow issued a joint paper (the so-called Bahr Paper,
named after the aforementioned Egon Bahr), through which Bonn declared itself
prepared to adopt an agreement with East Berlin which defines relations between the
two German states. Moscow and Bonn issued that joint paper when they adopted the
Moscow Treaty between Moscow and Bonn in August 1970. Bonn recognized the
GDR under international law, but continued to insist that Germany is one nation
and that hence the GDR cannot be referred to as a ‘foreign country.’ Under instruc-
tions from Moscow, East Berlin had to swallow that (bitter) pill and also had to

6 Ulbricht was not—to put it that way—an impressive or charismatic personality. His voice was
high-pitched and sounded comical. Then again he had throughout his dictatorship career been a
cynical and ruthless politician, who in 1961 was prepared to risk military conflict with the Western
Allies when he ordered the construction of the Berlin Wall.
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accept Bonn’s decision not to establish formal diplomatic relations with East Berlin.
Consequently, it was Moscow and not East Berlin which decided that the GDR
must establish the kind of formal and institutional relations Bonn foresaw between
both German states. That indeed put to rest East Berlin’s claim that it conducted
an independent (as in free from Soviet influence) foreign policy when it turned out
that Moscow and Bonn de facto decided on the shape and state of bilateral rela-
tions between East Berlin and Bonn. The SED of course could not share Bonn’s
interpretation that the treaty is a step towards sustainable reconciliation with West
Germany and instead declared that it is an ‘important step towards the enforcement
of Leninist policies of peaceful co-existence, strengthening socialist development.’
In September 1974, East Berlin (governed by then by Erich Honecker who replaced
Walter Ulbricht in a de facto coup d’état in May 1971, obliging Ulbricht to sign
his letter of resignation Honecker had ‘kindly’ drafted for him7) decided—through
constitutional revision—to take all references pointing to the concept of ‘oneGerman
nation’ out of the East German constitution. In the years that followed East Berlin
continued awhat the literature refers to as ‘dissociation course’8 fromWestGermany.

Back to China. Although Beijing later vehemently denied that, Willy Brandt’s
Ostpolitik was perceived as a threat in China: in essence a policy aimed at—at least
so it was feared in Beijing—isolating China. In short and as usual, Mao smelled
conspiracy. Brandt’s Ostpolitik was from Beijing’s perspective jointly developed to,
as Martin Albers writes, “hand over the socialist GDR to the Western imperialists”
(Albers 2016, p. 53). Mao again demonstrated his near-complete ignorance of inter-
national politics and affairs as it was in no way plausible how and why Brandt’s
reconciliatoryOstpolitik could have been perceived as threatening in Beijing. Mao’s
reaction to Brandt’sOstpolitik was exemplary in the sense that Mao thought—to put
it that way—that everything was about him and/or had to do with him, including
Willy Brandt’s sincere attempts to work on preparing the ground to help East Euro-
pean countries to free themselves from Soviet domination and oppression. Hence,
Brandt’s Ostpolitik must have been in China’s interest—i.e. a policy that reduced
the Soviet ability to dominate East European countries, for which reconciliation
with capitalist West Germany came with capitalist perks such as increased trade
and investment ties. But Mao—to put it bluntly—did seemingly not understand the
essence of Brandt’s Ostpolitik and interpreted it as directed against China. CCP
publications at the time, Albers writes, referred to any kind of reconciliatory or
Détente policies as ‘militarist policies’ and plans to topple and replace the regime
in the GDR. Leaving aside that Détente was not anything like that, given the quality
of Chinese official government propaganda at the time (and still today), it is not
surprising that Beijing saw the Ostpolitik in a negative light and perceived it as
directed against itself. Back then (again, like today) Chinese policymakers in general
and Mao in particular thought in zero-sum game terms, i.e. the gain of one side
(here: improved relations between West Germany and the GDR and other Euro-
pean countries) necessarily had to come at the expense of China. However, Albers

7 ‘Else’ as in not granting Ulbricht the opportunity to retire and disappear from front-line politics
peacefully if he had chosen not to sign his resignation letter ‘prepared’ for him by Honecker.
8 Abgrenzungungskurs in German.
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concludes, it would probably go too far to identify an elaborated Chinese strategy
when Beijing opposed Brandt’s Ostpolitik. “Rather than following an elaborate
strategy, Beijing’s attacks onOstpolitik were probably simply aimed at harassing and
destabilizing the process of détente in Europe”, Albers writes (Albers 2016, p. 53).
Chinese foreign policies ‘normalized’ later, albeit arguably only in the late 1970s
when Deng Xiaoping took over power in China. At the time, Deng announced that
China would keep a low profile in international politics and focus on the country’s
economic and social recovery. A necessary choice after the Cultural Revolution
which, however, did not keep him from as he put it ‘teaching Vietnam a lesson’ in
1979 for Vietnam’s conflict with China’s ally Cambodia—the country whose polit-
ical leaders—the Khmer Rouge in the 1970s—were mad enough to terrorize the
country with a radical version of Maoism leading to millions of casualties. In view
of the absence of rational policies and Chinese policies under Mao that were largely
and over decades detrimental to the country’s interests, smelling conspiracy when
talking about Détente and/or Ostpolitik was all what Mao had to offer at the time.
In retrospect, anything else but Mao’s opposition against Détente and/or Ostpolitik
could not be expected. As the above-cited Julia Lovell has demonstrated, Maoism
had some global appeal, but none of that appeal contributed to anything constructive
in global politics. Instead, Mao contributed to encouraging and promoting violence
and oppression, be it in Vietnam, Cambodia, Cuba, Angola, India, Nepal or Peru.
Furthermore,Maoismwas also used as an ideology and justification by terrorist orga-
nizations in Germany and Italy in the 1960s and 1970s to use violence against alleged
enemies such as imperialists and fascists ‘disguised’ as politicians or industrialists.
Mao portraying himself as the leader of developing countries fighting againstWestern
imperialism was appealing—at least temporarily—for self-proclaimed Third World
socialist and communist countries. Mao’s mass mobilization strategy, the ‘power of
people’ rhetoric and his battle calls were endorsed and propagated for a while and by
some fellow self-proclaimed ‘revolutionary’ countries. However, the Cultural Revo-
lution and the evidence that demonstrated how Mao practised ‘revolution’ at home
made sure that large parts of that global appeal got lost (in violence) over the years.
To be sure, the information on the consequences of the Cultural Revolution coming
out of China and reaching fellow developing countries in Asia, Africa and elsewhere
was certainly scarce enough not to immediately give leaders in self-proclaimed revo-
lutionary countries in Asia, Africa and South America the full picture of theCultural
Revolution’s consequences, terror and chaos.

The good news for Brandt and hisOstpolitik was that China’s opinion on Brandt’s
Ostpolitik mattered only so much as China’s global impact and credibility as foreign
policy actor at the time was indeed very limited. Put (very) bluntly, whether or
whether not Beijing endorsed Ostpolitik did not have an impact on whether it would
take place and succeed (as it did). In fact, when it turned out that Brandt’s Ostpolitik
did indeed contribute to the improvement of relations between the Soviet Union and
West Germany, Beijing in turn sought to put economic and political pressure onto
West German business in order to get Bonn to play (Chinese) ball. In the very early
1970s, German companies with investment interests in China were informed that
in order to maintain and expand business operations in China, the West German
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government had to adopt a more ‘reconciliatory’ policy towards China, as Beijing
put it. The Chinese tactics to politicize trade had an impact and under pressure
from German business, Bonn and its then Foreign Minister Walter Scheel indeed
reacted by expressingBonn’s in principle interest in establishing diplomatic relations.
However, Bonn remained cautious as regards the timing of the establishment of
diplomatic relations and the exchange of ambassadors. Ostpolitik and the Eastern
Treaties9 were Brandt’s priority at the time. Not least as Beijing had more than once
insisted that Brandt’s Ostpolitik is a part of a Western conspiracy against itself and
other socialist/communist countries. In retrospect and given the state of the Chinese
economy in the early 1970s, it is not plausible why the West German government
felt obliged to respond to and give in to Chinese pressure. Money to be sure talked
(and still does) among Germany’s business executives of companies like BMW,
Volkswagen andSiemens, but itwasChina at the timewhich needed investments from
West Germany and other highly industrialized countries (much) more than the other
way round—West German multinational companies were interested in investing in
China but not nearly as much as they are today. Money, it seems, today talks more
than ever and business is—with the approval of the government inBerlin—verymuch
ruling over principle when Germany’s business and investment relations with China
make it onto the agenda.10 Like we have seen at the very end of 2020 when German
business heavily invested in China exerted pressure on the German-led European
Commission to adopt a trade and investment agreement with China at all costs and
despite well-documented Chinese human rights violations in the Chinese province
of Xinjiang and Chinese unlawful interference in Hong Kong’s political and judicial
affairs at the time (Financial Times 31 December 2020).

Back to the past. Bonn’s Ostpolitik did not specifically foresee the normalization
of West German relations with Beijing, undoubtedly the reason why Beijing was
investing significant resources into warning that Brandt’s Ostpolitik was in reality
aimed at driving a wedge between the community of socialist countries. Mao was
in his element and his all too familiar ‘if-you-are-not-for-me-you-are-against-me’
pouting from a distance. Bonn’s primary concern under Chancellor Brandt was to
create a basis for a sustainable improvement of relations with the Soviet Union and
Eastern European countries and East Asia was at the time not on Brandt’s geograph-
ical radar, so to speak. Furthermore, Brandt was undoubtedly aware that seeking
to approach Moscow and Beijing simultaneously could have led to problems in
Bonn’s relations with Moscow, and opting for turning one enemy into a friend and
partner at a time was therefore the obvious choice for Brandt. Brandt nonetheless
made a contribution to facilitate the normalization of West German relations with
China. Henry Kissinger’s trip to Beijing in the summer of 1971 coincided with

9 Ostverträge in German.
10 Germany has insisted on the adoption of the EU-China Comprehensive Agreement on Investment
(CAI) at the very end of the German EU presidency in December 2020 despite the many well-
documented European concerns about the disastrous state of human rights in China in general and
in the Chinese province of Xinjiang in particular. The EU Commission led by (the German) Ursula
von der Leyen, it seemed, was on 30 December 2020 prepared to ignore all of that and respond
positively to the pressure of German multinational companies eager to increase their investments
in China.
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Brandt formally abolishing the Hallstein Doctrine in October of the same year. This
removed earlier formal barriers for Bonn and Beijing to normalize bilateral rela-
tions. At the same time, Brandt chose not to take the bait of criticizing Beijing for its
contempt for his Détente policies towards Moscow and its Eastern European satel-
lites. Brandt wrote in 1976 that at the time he avoided to approach China in ways
which in Moscow could have been perceived as an attempt to play the ‘China card’
to obtain Soviet concessions and/or advantages when negotiating with the Soviet
Union (Brandt 1976, pp. 420–424). However, Mao continued to dislike Brandt and
hisOstpolitik all the same. In 1972, Beijing invited a member of the political opposi-
tion to Beijing in 1972—Gerhard Schröder, at the time deputy chairman of the CDU
(Christian Democratic Union11). Schröder went to Beijing in July 1972when Beijing
decided all by itself that he deserved the honour of getting invited to China—and that
not least because Schröder was a fervent opponent of Brandt’s Ostpolitik and also
because he earlier had made himself popular in Beijing by making reconciliatory
remarks about West German policies towards China. To be sure, it was during the
tenure of the government led byWillyBrandt—in coalitionwith the Free-Democratic
Party (FDP—that Bonn and Beijing established diplomatic relations—which in turn
laid to rest Mao’s paranoia that Brandt’s Ostpolitik was aimed at isolating China. At
least it should have, but then again who knows what went through Mao’s head at the
time—especially when he himself did not always seem to know that—this at least
judging by what he said on the aforementioned (alleged) ‘dangerous’ consequences
for China of Brandt’s Ostpolitik.

8.2 Cheering and Drinking with Bonn

When Bonn and Beijing opted for rapprochement in the early 1970s and Beijing’s
policymakers started to flatter Bonn’s government and the opposition likewise telling
both what they wanted to hear on West Berlin and West Germany, it became clear
that Beijing’s position on West Berlin and Germany had moved beyond what would
in any way be acceptable to East Berlin. In September 1972, one month before
the establishment of West German–Chinese diplomatic relations, Chinese Prime
Minister Zhou Enlai summed it up declaring that “no one can deny the German
people the eventual realization of a unified Germany. Perhaps we can say through
the Basic Treaty the relations between the two German states have taken a step
forward” (Cited in Brick 1985, p. 780). And then in October of the same year, Bonn
and Beijing established diplomatic relations. When they did on 11 October 1972,
the so-called Taiwan Problem was all but completely marginalized and did not seem
to have been a problem during the negotiations either. In fact, the West German–
Chinese joint communiqué of October 1972 did not even mention Taiwan. After
that, China resumed talking on the issue of German reunification, more than once
drawing parallels to Taiwan and Beijing’s strive for Mainland China’s reunification
with what Beijing referred (and still does refer) to as ‘renegade province.’ In essence,

11 From 1961 to 1966Minister of Foreign Affairs, and thenMinister of Defence from 1966 to 1969.
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China back then (and still today) denying that history—in this case, the Chinese civil
war from 1945 to 1949—had changed the facts on Chinese (and Taiwanese) ground.
The scholar Bernd Schäfer points out that West Germany never forfeited the claim
of a continuous existence of one German nation encompassing both German states.
“Such thinking was actually not too far from the “One China” concept propagated
by Beijing (and at times by Taipei as well)”, he writes (Schäfer 2014). However,
while the cases of the divided Germany and China’s One China Principle can be
compared in principle, they are not at all comparable. Taiwan or the Republic of
China (ROC) was established after Chiang Kai-shek’s defeat against Mao’s commu-
nists in the Chinese civil war which ended in 1949. The ‘separation’ of Taiwan
fromMainland China came hence from within China, whereas German division was
imposed onto Germany from the ‘outside.’ After the ratification of the Basic Treaty
between Bonn and East Berlin in December 1972, Beijing decided to recognize the
status of Berlin ‘in accordance with the on the ground-situation’ as Beijing put it at
the time. In response and/or as a ‘reward’ for Beijing honouring Bonn’s desire for
other countries to acknowledge that West Berlin is a de facto part of West Germany,
Bonn’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs urged then Minister for Economic Cooperation
Erhard Eppler not to guarantee German aid for Taiwan in the future. Arguably the
very definition of German foreign policy pragmatism, i.e. the kind of foreign poli-
cies ‘suggested’ by Germanmultinational companies with massive business interests
in China (‘suggested’ by German companies to the German government, then and
today, that is). If that sounds familiar, it probably is if one looks at German foreign
policies towards China today and the very often near-complete absence of guts and
courage to be critical about human rights violations in China unless somebody else is
first (the EU in Brussels, e.g.).12 Bonn’s ForeignMinistry at the time caved in further
and decided to no longer allow German government ministers to travel to Taiwan.
With that, Bonn decided that it had solved what it referred to at the time as the ‘China
problem.’ In retrospect, it can be asked whether it was necessary for Bonn at the time
to make concessions to China on Taiwan for the sake of pleasing Beijing’s policy-
makers (together with West Germany’s business community13). Not least as China

12 Nowadays Berlin—at least the one governed by Angela Merkel—has never taken the initiative
to call Beijing out on human rights violations, de facto ethnic cleansing in Xinjiang and numerous
other issues on China’s domestic and foreign policy agenda Western democracies should be (very)
critical about before other European countries or the EU in Brussels did.
13 Germany’s bigmultinational companies invested inChina today tend towant to continue avoiding
to ‘offend’ Beijing, i.e. play by the Chinese rules and follow the orders dictated by Beijing as regards
the for Beijing ‘acceptable’ level of ‘outspokenness’ on the (poor) state of human rights in China.
That includes avoiding to mention what Beijing warns are ‘sensitive issues’ such as challenging
China’s take on human rights/human rights violations, Chinese territorial claims all over Asia and
Asian territorial waters, Tibet, Taiwan, Xinjiang, Hong Kong, you name it. German business leaders
from companies like Siemens and Daimler-Benz turned to the same arguably very lame argument
that economic ties and engagement facilitates political engagement and dialogue.While that sounds
good and visionary, in the case of China it has not worked at all in the past, and the more powerful
China becomes economically, the less it will work in the future. And why should China give in
to Western—sometimes less, sometimes more timidly presented—complaints about human rights
violations in China if it doesn’t have to? In other words: why should Beijing give in to and comply
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at the time was in desperate need of economic engagement with and aid from highly
industrialized countries, and it is safe to assume that Beijing would still have been
interested in high-tech and machinery from West Germany if Bonn had not decided
to cave in to Chinese government andWest German corporate pressure to let Taiwan
drop like a hot potato at the time.14 Bonn choosing to de facto agree with Beijing that
Taiwan is not a country but instead and merely a renegade Chinese province bound
for reunification with what Beijing’s propaganda called (and still calls) the ‘beloved’
Chinese motherland looked like a choice of convenience for Bonn at the time. To be
sure, a policy choice whichmade sure that Bonn ended up in China’s good books, and
Taiwan at the time did not have the political clout and economic resources andweight
to retaliate against Bonn’s decision to let business rule over principleswithout (much)
hesitation. Realpolitik at its best or at its worst, depending on where one is standing,
i.e. either in Bonn or Taipei. Among the countries which established relations with
Beijing by the end of 1972, West Germany—under pressure from German business
hoping to take advantage of the increasingly lucrative Chinese market—was the only
country able to de facto completely avoid the Taiwan Questionwhen interacting with
Beijing.

Already in July 1972, the chairman ofWestGermany’s parliament15 ForeignRela-
tions Committee Gerhard Schröder from the Christian Democratic Union (CDU)16

travelled to Beijing and met with Chinese Prime Minister Zhou Enlai. In the wake
of his visit to China the East German authorities wondered what Schröder—in their
view a ‘revanchist’ and ‘militarist’ on amission to drive a wedge between East Berlin
and Beijing—wanted in Beijing. A newspaper article did exactly that with an article
titled ‘What does he want in Beijing’? (Neues Deutschland 26 July 1972d). To be
sure, the paper had the answer to that question ready when it claimed that Beijing
has found an accomplice in Schröder, who like his fellow conspirators in Beijing,
is seeking to challenge the existing territorial status quo in Europe. Schröder, the
paper claimed, had always opposed the Moscow Treaty and Warsaw Treaty and is
seemingly looking for and indeed finding an ally in Beijing to support his and his
party’s opposition against the current territorial status quo in Europe. All of that
without having had any actual details whatsoever on the contents of the meetings

with Western requests to address the many shortcomings as regards human rights in China if the
West does not have the means and political courage to put sustainable and effective pressure onto
Chinese policymakers to do so?
14 To be sure, it cannot be concluded with absolute certainty that China under Mao would not have
decided to interrupt all trade and investment ties with West Germany if Bonn’s policymakers had
continued to treat and deal with Taiwan as before. That is mainly because there were—as Mao’s
Cultural Revolution have shown—next to no limits as regards Mao’s madness and his ability to
make decisions privy of anything resembling good sense and rationality. In fact, Mao has during
his reign from 1949 to 1976 proven over and over again that he was willing to sacrifice economic
recovery and development and instead opt for conflict and confrontation with the Soviet Union,
the USA, Taiwan and India. Then again, at the time Beijing found itself in serious economic dire
straits and trade and investment ties with countries like West Germany were of vital importance to
facilitate—at least until a certain extent—China’s economic recovery.
15 The German Bundestag.
16 A member and co-founder of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) and among others
Germany’s Foreign Minister from 1961 to 1966 (under Chancellor Konrad Adenauer).
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Schröder had in China. The paper admitted not to have all the details on the meet-
ings whereas in reality it did not seem to have had any details whatsoever—which
is probably not terribly surprising as neither Bonn nor Beijing were inclined to feed
the East German press with the minutes of the meetings Schröder had in Beijing. But
that did not really seem to matter as the article’s author was clearly too busy ripping
Schröder’s alleged anti-Soviet attitude and policies apart and did not bother in his
reporting to attempt to report on what was actually discussed between Schröder and
his Chinese interlocutors.

Schröder’s visit to China was then followed by the visit of West German Foreign
Minister Walter Scheel17 to Beijing in October 1972. During that visit and Scheel’s
meeting with Zhou Enlai, Beijing endorsed Bonn’s interpretation of the German
Question: one indivisible (German) nation temporarily living in two separate states.
ZhouEnlai describedChina’s tieswithWestGermany toWalter Scheel as ‘abnormal’
and expressed Beijing’s solidarity with what he called ‘divided lands’ (Brick 1985,
pp. 773–791). During their encounter, Scheel and Zhou Enlai adopted a joint
communiqué, which foresaw the exchange of ambassadors. Beijing at the time
announced that different political systems do not have to be an obstacle to rela-
tions based on the (Chinese version of) Principle of Peaceful Co-Existence. The
state of ‘abnormal’ West German-Chinese relations’, Zhou said at the time, will
have to end. In order to avoid controversies, Bonn and Beijing did at the time not
discuss the status of Taiwan, i.e. the Taiwan Question. Taiwan, at least as far as Bonn
was concerned, is not a problem as West Germany does not maintain diplomatic
but only cultural relations with Taiwan. (Der Tagesspiegel 12 October 1972). That
conclusion seemed to have been convincing enough for Beijing to accept to nego-
tiate with West Germany—negotiations which in China were above all motivated
and driven by the need to secure access to West German technology. In retrospect,
it can be argued that West Germany—like other Western countries in the 1970s—
had missed an opportunity to resist Chinese pressure not to challenge Beijing’s
insistence that Taiwan is to be acknowledged and referred to as Chinese province
(as opposed to a country, which it really is). At the time, China was in desperate
need of Western economic aid and investment ties and as mentioned above West
Germany could have used Beijing’s economic and social state and situation (caused
by the follies of the Cultural Revolution) as a means to oblige China not to insist
on Bonn obliging to abide by the so-calledOne China Principle, the Chinese version
of Bonn’s aforementioned Hallstein Doctrine if you will. While the literature typi-
cally suggests that Taiwan and Chinese sovereignty over Taiwan (or better, what
Beijing claims is Chinese sovereignty over Taiwan) were always non-negotiable for
Beijing and that China would always have been prepared to sacrifice economic and
financial perks over the Taiwan Question, this is in reality not possible to know or
verify today. Not least because it was never tried, not even when China in the early
1970s economically depended on theWest (and Japan) to avoid permanent economic
collapse.

17 From the Free Democratic Party (Freie Demokratische Partei, FDP), the SPD’s coalition partner
of what was referred to as the Social-Liberal Coalition (Sozialliberale Koalition). He would later
become West Germany’s president.
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Needless to say that Beijing endorsing West and not East Germany’s concept of
the German nation was not—to put it mildly—appreciated in East Berlin, and also
later attempts (in the 1980s) to persuade Beijing to endorse East Berlin’s theory of
the existence of two separate German nations turned out to be futile. It just did not
make any sense and Beijing certainly did not want to get caught confirming that there
is a second German nation when it continued to remain under pressure to convince
others that the people in Taiwan are not part of a second Chinese nation but instead
Chinese people living in the Chinese ‘province’ of Taiwan. East Berlin was therefore
left with picking up the pieces of what was left of Chinese support for its antagonist
policies towards Bonn, and in December 1972, East Berlin’s ambassador in Beijing
was ordered to set the record straight and react to what Zhou Enlai earlier said on
reunification and the German Question. For what it was worth, the ambassador said
that there are two German sovereign states: one socialist and peace-loving and a
second capitalist and imperialist German state, as far as East Berlin was concerned.
Hence, calling for the resolution of the German Question and calling for German
reunification is therefore obsolete, East Berlin decided (SAPMO B-Arch, ZPA JIV
2/2/1/1427).

In December 1972 East Berlin’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs reacted to Zhou’s
declaration that the division ofGermany is not ‘normal.’ Theministry insisted that the
division ofGermany is instead a fait accompli, and claimed that theGermanQuestion
had been settledwhen theGDRwas founded in 1949. East Berlin repeated againwhat
it had claimed many (many) times before: the alleged fact that there are two German
sovereign states: one socialist and peace-loving and another capitalist and aggressive
German state. Consequently, East Berlin went on, Beijing is misguided to continue
talking about an ‘unresolved’ German Question. Chinese rapprochement policies
towards Bonn in order to establish diplomatic relations with Bonn, the ministry’s
statement concluded, have led Beijing to question the (allegedly) undisputed fact that
socialist East Germany and imperialist/capitalistWest German are ‘incompatible’, as
East Berlin put it (that sounded very awkward, and East Berlin did not undertake any
further efforts to explain what it meant with ‘incompatible’ in this context) (SAPMO
Barch, ZPA JIV 2/2/1/1427).

In January 1973, East Berlin continued to remain obsessed with concluding that
China is doing everything it can to drive a wedge between the Soviet Union and the
community of socialist countries. At the time East Berlin gave itself alarmed that
Beijing was supporting and propagating what East Berlin referred to as ‘reactionary
theory of one unified German nation based on the right to self-determination of the
German people.’ East Berlin complained that Beijing is still calling that the German
Question is unresolved and that it urged \ East and West Germany to adopt a peace
treaty. Beijing obviously responded in kind, saying that China has every right to
suggest the adoption of a peace treaty between the two German states, which, as
Beijing asserted, is in the interest of both East Berlin and Bonn (SAPMO-Barch, ZPA
IV B 2/20/582). In October 1974 East Berlin complained that Beijing—like ‘revan-
chist and aggressive groups in West Germany’—is using the term ‘East Germany’
when referring to the GDR. Beijing using the term ‘East Germany’, East Berlin
decided, does not do justice to the 25 year-long diplomatic relations between the
GDR and China. Beijing responded by pointing out that East Berlin had given up
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the goal of German reunification as the GDR continues to insist that there are not
only two German states but also two German nations (SAPMO B-Arch, ZPA JIV
2/2/1532). What? East and Beijing were evidently talking at cross-purposes, one is
allowed to conclude.

In September 1974 then chairman of the Christlich-Demokratische Union (CDU)
Helmut Kohl spent 9 days in China and upon his return to Bonn he was able to
report that Beijing supports Bonn’s position on the Berlin and German Questions.
The kind of treatment Kohl received in China reassured him that Beijingwas ‘leaning
to one side’,18 this time to the Western Part of Germany. Beijing told Kohl what he
wanted to hear at a timewhenChinese policymakers regarded him as a counterweight
and ‘antidote’ to Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik. Beijing was—as mentioned above—
concerned at the time that the Ostpolitik had brought West Germany too close for
comfort to Moscow—at the expense of China’s ties withWest Germany. Beijing was
clearly preaching to the converted on the Berlin/German Questions but there was
no free lunch either as Kohl’s Chinese interlocutors made it clear that they expected
Kohl to lend an ear to Beijing’s its anti-Soviet propaganda campaign during his visit
to China.

Kohl must have done just that and while he received VIP treatment in China
and his Chinese interlocutors—above all Vice-Prime Minister Teng and Vice-
Foreign Minister Qian—urged him among other things to demonstrate ‘strength
and resilience’ towards the GDR as East Berlin depended completely on the Soviet
Union, Kohl was encouraged ‘not to give up on Germany’s national identity and
insist on the right of self-determination and reunification.’ Furthermore, US military
presence in Europe, in the Pacific and the Indian Ocean, Beijing assured Kohl, was
necessary to deter Soviet territorial expansionism. The same was true for further
Japanese and West European rearmament, Beijing added: Beijing, it seemed, was
no longer opposed to Japanese and European rearmament as long as it served to
contain the Soviet Union. Finally, Beijing was not even opposed to what it referred
to as ‘NATO bloc-building’, again if it served to contain the Soviet Union. The
highlight of Kohl’s visit was undoubtedly Beijing reassuring that there is only one
single German nation. In his banquet toast for Kohl Chinese Vice-Foreign Minister
Qian Guanhua drank ‘to the friendship between the Federal Republic of Germany
and the People’s Republic of China and a single German nation’ (Martin 1974).
Furthermore, Kohl reported back to Germany that his Chinese interlocutors assured
him that Beijing remained firmly committed to supporting the position that there is
only one German nation. Talking about two German nations, Beijing’s interlocutors
informed Kohl, amounts to ‘nonsense’ and decided that Karl Marx himself would
have concluded that East Berlin’s claim that there are (now and since the founda-
tion of the GDR in 1949) two German nations is absurd. What Karl Marx and his
theories had to do with theGerman Question remained unexplained and unclear, but
Kohl’s interlocutors sought to add some more substance to their strategy of bringing
German thinkers and philosophers into the equation when posing the rhetorical ques-
tion which German nation Marx, Engels, Kant, Goethe and Hölderlin would belong

18 The termMao used in 1949 to explain his decision to support and side with the Soviet Union and
not the capitalist and (from his view) imperialist bloc of countries led by the USA—at least until
the Sino-Soviet Split in the late 1950s/early 1960.
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to (Martin 1974, p. 600). The answer is Germany, the Chinese hosts and the visiting
Kohl must have agreed. To be sure, Helmut Kohl did not have to be reminded of the
fact that there was only one German single nation—one half living in freedom and
the other half behind a wall under indefinite ‘house arrest’—but Beijing dismissing
East Berlin’s Two German nations theory as nonsense over drinks must surely have
pleased him all the same. Then again it must have sounded almost comical for a
West German leader to get a confirmation from a Chinese dictatorship that there
is only one German nation. To be sure, one should not forget that the division of
Germany after WorldWar II was arguably absurd to begin with (just like the division
of the Korean Peninsula was) and hence awkward-sounding statements and reassur-
ances of what Germany is and is not were part of Cold War rhetoric and lingo over
decades. Furthermore, Kohl was just that kind of politician: not always aman of great
substance and in-depth thinking and eloquent statements but someone who enjoyed
the flattering and grandiose rhetoric confirming his views over a drink. In sum, in
Beijing Kohl, like the Bavarian politician Franz-Josef Strauß after him, just made
the right noises to get into Beijing’s good book at the time.

Almost needless to say that East Berlin reacted immediately, smelling—you
guessed it—betrayal and conspiracy.Neues Deutschland took journalistic action and
deliberately distorted and misreported what Kohl’s Chinese interlocutors said on the
German Question. While the aforementioned Vice-Prime Minister Teng and Vice-
ForeignMinister Qian unambiguously said that there are twoGerman states (but only
one German nation),Neues Deutschland chose to change what both Chinese officials
said by claiming that China denied the existence of two German states and obviously
two German nations. However, while that was false reporting, it was probably also
Kohl himself who had encouraged the Neues Deutschland to misquote Chinese offi-
cials during the meeting with him. When speaking to the German press, (the through
his career gaffe-prone) Kohl said that he was surprised about the conflicts between
the two socialist countries GDR and China and then added that Beijing refuses to
endorse East Berlin’s thesis about the existence of two German nations and states.
Whether Kohl’s surprise was genuine or whether it was instead a deliberate tactical
move to undermine East Berlin’s determination to be recognized as fully sovereign
German state cannot be verified today. What on the other hand we can say with
certainty is that all of this sounded rather petty and like an enormous waste of time.
Not so for Moscow, of course, which joined its comrades in East Berlin when it
ordered Radio Moscow to assert that the above-mentioned Chinese officials during
their encounter with their West German counterparts went as far as not recognizing
the GDR as a second German state and instead ‘dared’ to refer to West Germany
as the sole legitimate German state. Radio Moscow, however, had more dramatic-
sounding false reporting up its sleeve. It claimed that China was with its policies
actively supporting the re-emergence of a militarist and imperialist West German
state. It claimed (much) more in terms of West German–Chinese alleged conspiracy
theories, but as the purpose of this book is not to produce an exhaustive list of Soviet,
Chinese and East German propaganda depicting a reality that is fictional more than
anything else, the rest of what Radio Moscow had to contribute to the topic of the
German Question does not get listed here.
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8.3 West Germans and One Bavarian Knocking at Chinese
Doors

In the early 1970s parts of West Germany’s business community began hoping that
the normalization of bilateral West German–Chinese ties would create the basis
for a rapid expansion of trade and commercial ties. While bilateral trade roughly
doubled from1972 to 1977 (from roughly 870million to 1.780 billion deutschmarks),
the trade volume with the Soviet Union was still 75% bigger at the end of the 1970s.
19 To be sure, political and business leaders that time had by then turned to argue
that even if the bilateral trade volume with the Soviet Union was much bigger, the
potential of China as a market for German multinational companies is very signif-
icant. The normalization of bilateral ties should therefore be pursued.20 Above all
southern German, i.e. Bavarian, business leaders sponsored by Franz-Josef Strauß
argued along those lines, as it turned out. In the early 1970s to mid-1970s some
West German conservative politicians (from the CDU and CSU21) made the (very)
obscure claim that West Germany and China were de facto ‘allies’ destined to jointly
fight against the Soviet Union. On the forefront of such a West German funda-
mental political U-turn among conservatives was Franz-Josef Strauß, then leader
of the conservative Bavarian Christian Social Union (CSU), who as it seemed was
at the time prepared to say almost everything to his Chinese interlocutors in order
to open up the Chinese market for Bavarian multinational companies like BMW.
Given the circumstances—China in the middle of the disastrous Cultural Revolution
and West Germany governed by Willy Brandt whose Ostpolitik produced important
results pointing to a significant improvement of Bonn’s relations with Moscow, East
Berlin, Warsaw and other Eastern European countries—German opposition politi-
cians referring to Bonn and Beijing as ‘allies’ sounded awkward, to say the least.
While German Christian Democrats and/or Christian Social Democrats had politi-
cally and ideologically arguably next to nothing in common with the communists in
Beijing, this did seemingly not keep German conservatives from exercising ‘your-
enemy-is-my friend’ policies when dealing with China. Two ‘enemies’ for China to
be precise: the Soviet Union and Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik. And Strauß as it turned
out was ready to get his very own China show on the road.

Franz-Josef Strauß’s first visit to Beijing in January 1975 was probably a combi-
nation of both an expression of opposition against West German engagement poli-
cies towards the Soviet Union and an instrument to promote West German and/or
Bavarian business and commercial interests in China. Strauß, however, was maybe
not such a grand political visionary, but on more than one occasion during his career
a man—to put it bluntly—‘about the money.’ Well, in retrospect and in view of
Strauß’s taste for slush funds, his visits to China were probably always and entirely
more about the money than politics, let alone ideological rapprochement. Indeed,

19 In 1982, bilateral West German–Chinese trade amounted to roughly 3.3 billion deutschmarks.
Bilateral trade was characterized by a large trade deficit in West Germany’s favour.
20 Today, 50% of the EU’s overall trade with China takes place with Germany.
21 The Christian Social Union (CSU) and its (as it turned out corrupt) leader Franz-Josef Strauß.
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Strauß has over decades cultivated very close and (very corrupt) relations with
a number of West German business leaders who paid the Bavarian politician in
return for political favours. In fact, corrupt business leaders paying Strauß knew
where to send the money to as Strauß had for such payments established a special
account (Sonderkonto in German22). And the money kept coming in large amounts
making Strauß a very wealthy man over the years.23 Hence, given Strauß’s years-
long practice and experience of doing political favours for (a lot of) money, his
ability to make friends in communist China did not really come as a surprise to those
who have spent more than five minutes looking into Strauß’s record as facilitator,
friend and host of a number of dictators (such as e.g. the ruthless Chilean dictator
Agosto Pinochet). The passionate former anti-communist Strauß was received by
Mao Zedong, almost nine months before West German Chancellor Helmut Schmidt
received that ‘honour’ (Weggel 1975). Before Schmidt’s meeting with Mao was
confirmed, Strauß had already gone to China for a second time in mid-October
1975, this time invited by the China Council for the Promotion of Foreign Trade.
Strauß was again showered with all thinkable honours and met with Chinese Foreign
Minister QiaoGuanhua andDengXiaoping during his visit. Strauß’s photographwas
displayed in showcases in Beijing and the running joke at the timewas that only three
Germans received that honour in Chinese history: the intellectuals Marx and Engels
and now the not-so-intellectual and feisty Bavarian who only ten years earlier trav-
elled to Taiwan promoting Taiwanese–German trade ties. Pragmatic Realpolitik,
Chinese–Bavarian-style this time.

West German Chancellor Helmut Schmidt24 met Mao in October 1975. Chinese
hopes for a conservative electoral victory in West Germany in 1974 did not become
reality and Beijing had to settle for Schmidt, so to speak. Schmidt was not as accom-
modating and ready to do deals with Beijing the way Strauß was, but he was nonethe-
less aware of China’s future economic weight and potential and vowed to continue
seeking to engage China economically. Schmidt too was a pragmatist and became
(much) more comfortable with engaging China economically in the late 1970s when
Deng Xiaoping took over power in China. Germany is today is by far China’s
largest trading partner in Europe, and the aforementioned Bavarian politician and
Helmut Schmidt’s political ‘pragmatism’ towards China throughout the 1970s and
1980s have without doubt laid the foundation for today’s strong German–Chinese
trade and investment ties. The sort of ‘pragamatism’ supported by the increasingly

22 For an excellent and very informative documentary on the controversial politician Strauß see this
documentary: Franz Josef Strauß—Ein Doppelleben; Westdeutscher Rundfunk (WDR); https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=XegVAwIqj7g.
23 He and his family, of course, denied all of this vehemently. Strauß for his part had an impeccable
talent of presenting himself as the victim of West Germany’s political left and far-left sponsored
by e.g. the weekly magazine Der Spiegel, as he claimed. Sadly, Strauß is until today the hero and
eternal poster boy for the CSU in Bavaria and is being treated as a near-saint by CSU politicians.
The list of corruption and cronyism-related scandals he was involved in is very long, but he never
spent a single day in prison. Finally, Strauß also became infamous for being a convinced—albeit
obviously very ill-informed—supporter of General Pinochet’s dictatorship in Chile.
24 From the Social-Democratic Party (SPD).
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hollow-sounding German slogan ‘Wandel durch Handel’ (‘Change through Trade’),
implying that themore China gets engaged economically, themore it will be prepared
to get engagedpolitically.Apolitical pipe dreamas it turnedout asBeijing’s prepared-
ness to respond (positively) to (the occasional and timid) request fromGermany (and
other countries too) to address the state of human rights in China has not increased
but instead decreased over the years.25

Back to 1975. West German Chancellor Helmut Schmidt’s visit to China took
place only nine months after Strauß’s first visit to China (and shortly after his second
visit).26 China’s leaders clearly liked Strauß better than they liked Schmidt, but
Schmidt was the chancellor and therefore in charge of West German foreign and
foreign economic policies. Originally, Schmidt’s visit to Beijing was scheduled for
April 1975 but was put off a couple of times and was only confirmed when Beijing
confirmed that Schmidt would meet Mao Zedong. When Schmidt finally went to
Beijing in October 1975, he did not receive the kind of enthusiastic reception his
countryman Strauß did earlier. Instead, Mao made no secret of his opposition to
West Germany’s ruling coalition’s (SPD and FDP27) Détente policies and made it
clear that China would continue to consider the Soviet Union an enemy and not a
country ‘worthy’ of engagement. But the money and technology China needed badly
were in West Germany (and other Western highly industrialized countries) and Mao
therefore continued Beijing’s charm offensive greeting Schmidt in Beijing saying
that ‘the Chinese are people deeply sympathizing with and supporting the German
people’s firm opposition to a permanent division of the German nation and their just
desire for national unification’ (Peking Review 7 November 1975). And there was
more evidence in the offing that Beijing preferredWest German cash and investments
over East German socialist brotherhood and East German ‘two German-nations’
gibberish. German Foreign Minister Dietrich Genscher too got a taste of Chinese
hospitality on a visit to China in 1977 on the occasion of the fifth anniversary of
West German—Chinese diplomatic relations. Genscher urged his Chinese hosts to
express support for German reunification and Beijing played ball when Chinese
Vice-Prime Minister Li Xiannian declared that “the Chinese people always respect
theGerman peoples’ righteous aspirations for national unification.” That was aChina
forgetting what it thought and said about German reunification 10 years ago, but that
was undoubtedly and exactly what Genscher must have wanted to hear from his
Chinese hosts. Genscher was obviously well aware that China under Mao had over
previous decades been opposed to the aforementioned Ostpolitik, had cheered the
building of the Berlin Wall and had (at times, at least more or less) endorsed East
Germany deciding that Planet Earth is since 1949 inhabited by two German nations.

25 German company representatives (e.g. from Siemens) or lobbyists claiming over years that
economic engagement with Beijing favours the improvement of the human rights situation in China
and the country’s preparedness to adopt Western concepts and norms of the rule of law always
lacked credibility and was rather an excuse to continue investing in and trading with China without
being accused of ignoring human rights violations and Chinese oppressive domestic policies.
26 Chancellor Helmut Schmidt went from 29 October to 2 November 1975, while Strauß’s second
visit to China took place from 12 to 24 October 1975.
27 Social-Democratic Party (SPD) and Free Democratic Party (FDP).
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Genscher, however, was ‘realpolitik-prone’ enough to take what was handed to him
in Beijing at the time. Erich Honecker in the meantime it seemed had not received the
memo that Beijing had chosen West over East Germany, meaning that his continued
calls for the normalization of relations between the GDR and China had by then
become a lost cause. Not least as Honecker decided that normalization will have
to take place on East Berlin’s terms and only after China fundamentally changed
political course. China, Honecker explained, had entered a new phase of what he
called an ‘anti-Leninist course’ and by now collaborated with what he called the
‘international monopoly capital’ (Dokumente XXIV, pp. 95–96). China, Honecker
concluded all by himself, would have to revise its preparedness to be engaged by
the US imperialists and return to policies based on Marxist–Leninist principles and
abandon its hostility towards other socialist countries. That was a lot to ask for from
where Beijing was standing, and it goes almost without saying that Beijing was
not prepared to consider normalization talks with East Berlin on the basis of such
preconditions.

8.4 China, USA and Nixon—The (Angry) View from East
Berlin

Already in 1969 when US President Richard Nixon announced what was to become
the Nixon Doctrine during a press conference in Guam he created an opening for
an improvement of US relations with China. The doctrine foresaw a reduction of
US military commitments in Asia and—albeit indirectly and not explicitly—laid
out the vision and preparedness to reconsider and revise US containment policy
towards China. That—probably as a message of goodwill—was confirmed when the
US Navy ceased naval patrolling the Taiwan Strait after the announcement of the
Nixon Doctrine.28 The Nixon Doctrine was evidence that Washington was serious
about improving relations with Beijing, not least as it needed Chinese support for
envisioned negotiations with Ho Chi Minh’s North Vietnam. The Sino-Soviet border
clashes of late 1969 too helpedNixon’s plan to engageMao’sChina. Chinese tensions
with Moscow, Washington undoubtedly hoped, could be exploited to engage China
through offers of political and economic support. Washington’s efforts to engage
China resulted in Nixon’s visit to Beijing in 1972 and the adoption of so-called
Shanghai Communiqué.29 That communiqué was signed on 28 February 1972 and

28 Nixon stated during his speech in Guam that the USA could no longer afford to defend its allies
fully while it would continue to uphold all of its defence treaty obligations (above all with Japan and
South Korea). US allies, Nixon declared, would in turn have to contribute more to their own defence
while at the same time the USA would continue to assure its allies that it will use its nuclear arsenal
to protect them. Nixon’s idea to move from confrontation to dialogue with socialist/communist
countries obviously laid the foundations for improved relations with China.
29 The US needed improved relations with China in order to end the country’s disastrous military
campaign in Vietnam. China in turn needed US support for its antagonistic policies towards the
Soviet Union and neededWashington to overcome its self-imposed international isolation as a result
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called for the normalization of Sino-US relations and—from a Chinese perspective
equally importantly—got Washington to acknowledge that Taiwan is part of China
(as opposed to a separate and sovereign country): ‘The United States acknowledges
that all Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Straits maintain there is but one China
and that Taiwan is a part of China’, the communiqué read30 (Office of the Historian,
203).

Nixon’s decision to approach China was—at least so the textbook history goes—
inApril 1971 facilitated by a group ofUS table tennis players invited to play inChina:
referred to as ‘ping pong diplomacy’ in the history books. In retrospect, maybe too
much was made of the friendly encounter between US and Chinese table tennis
players as facilitators of US–Chinese rapprochement. Ironically, table tennis is the
one sports Americans do not (at all) excel in, and one has over the decades never
again heard of American table tennis players having any impact on world sports or
world politics for that matter. Either way, a peculiar and/or unexpected outcome of a
‘harmless’ table tennis encounter between American and Chinese athletes, breaking
the ice betweenWashington andBeijing. Presenting and analysing in-depth the events
andSino-USnegotiations that resulted inNixon’s visit toBeijing in 1972goes beyond
the scope of this book. Instead, the focus of the Nixon visit is—you guessed it—the
GDR’s frantic and panicky reaction to Nixon’s charm offensive visit in China.

When Nixon’s visit to China was officially confirmed in early 1972, the East
German press was seemingly ordered to give it all it got and go into propaganda
overdrive. Various state-controlled newspapers published one article after the other
from April 1971 (when it emerged that the Nixon visit would take place early 1972)
right up until the actual visit in February 1972, warning of the alleged act of China
‘betraying’ global socialism and teaming up and conspiring withWashington against
Moscow. As will be shown below, the reporting on Nixon’s visit before and during
the actual visit to China was lacking substance and depth, also because much of
what was discussed between US President Nixon & Henry Kissinger and Mao &
Zhou Enlai was not made public during the various bilateral encounters in Beijing
and Shanghai. What was then made public did not sound very spectacular, which
however did not—aswill be shown below—keep the East German press from fearing
the worst for the future of the community of socialist countries thanks to an alleged
US-Sino conspiracy against the Soviet Union and its allies (well, vassal states). To
be sure, East German newspapers were undoubtedly under orders to identify and
report on the alleged anti-Soviet element and results of the US–Chinese encounter.
The bottom line for the East German press always was—and that really did not come

of the Cultural Revolution. The Shanghai Communiqué was the result of that temporary Sino-US
‘marriage of convenience.’
30 To be sure, such wordingmust not have pleased Taiwan, to say the very least. For starters, how did
US President Nixon know that all Chinese people, including the Chinese/Taiwanese people living
in Taiwan, agree that there is only one China? The Taiwanese people begged to differ back then and
still do so today. Taiwanese opinion polls today speak a very clear language: a very large majority
of the Taiwanese people consider themselves Taiwanese first and Chinese second (if at all). And
who can blame the Taiwanese people for not wanting to give up democracy and see it replaced by
living under a Chinese dictatorship?
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as a surprise at all—that Nixon andKissingermet withMao and Zhou Enlai to further
‘institutionalize’ a conspiracy against the Soviet Union and its socialist allies.

All of this began in mid-April 1971. Neues Deutschland reported at the time
that US President Nixon was considering to ease restrictions on trade with and
travel to China. At the same time Bonn too, the paper reported, became interested in
expanding trade and business ties with China. Clearly not a coincidence, the paper
suggested (Neues Deutschland 16 April 1971a). One day later on April 17, Neues
Deutschland reported that the politician responsible for the expansion of the US
military aggression in Southeast Asia—Nixon was meant—was considering to ease
visa restrictions for Chinese visitors to the USA and allow US oil companies to
sell oil to Chinese vessels transporting goods (except for vessels transporting goods
to Vietnam, North Korea or Cuba). This together with the easing of other import
and export restrictions. Furthermore, Neues Deutschland reported about possible
exchanges betweenUSA and Chinese nuclear scientists and research institutions. All
of this, the paper concluded, in support of US policies and aggression in Vietnam and
Laos,whichChinawas nowcomplicit of, the paper concluded (NeuesDeutschland 17
April 1971b).Needless to say that theEastGermanpress continued to keep a close eye
on how Bonn reacted to Washington’s policy of reaching out to Beijing. As it turned
out in a number of articles reporting on Bonn’s reaction to US-Sino rapprochement,
it all made perfect sense to East Berlin: Bonn is all too happy to join a Sino-US
conspiracy to damage global socialism and communism. However, East Berlin’s
concerns lay also close to or indeed right at home. Neues Deutschland reported on
17 April 1971 that Bonn turning to improve and intensify ties with Beijing facilitated
by Sino-US rapprochement could also have an impact on Beijing’s position on the
Berlin and German Questions. Aforementioned CDU Deputy chairman Schröder’s
visit to China at the time, the paper warned, could already be evidence that Bonn is
planning to seize the occasion of talking Beijing into endorsing Bonn’s position on
West Berlin and the German Question (Neues Deutschland 17 April 1971c). And
maybe it really was, but it did not really matter as Beijing policymakers’ position on
the Berlin and German Questions in the early to mid-1970s was already formulated
and pronounced in accordance with the preferences of the country, which was able
and prepared to provide China with technology, know-how and investments. And
that country was not the GDR but the ‘other’ Germany.

After the aforementioned Chinese–US table tennis encounter in April 1971 and
when Henry Kissinger and Zhou Enlai were beginning to talk31 about an official
US–Chinese encounter in China, the paper Neue Zeit claimed that China is seeking
to provoke a confrontation between the Soviet Union and the USA. This, the paper
warned, is taking place in parallel with a Chinese plan aimed at undermining the
good relations between the Soviet Union and the community of socialist countries.32

Part of this policy was the US granting China (as well as other socialist countries,
the East German press claimed) loans and credits, buying itself good relations with

31 First secretly and later not so secretly.
32 The kind of ‘good relations’ the people in Czechoslovakia had to be reminded of in the spring of
1968.
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Beijing and Chinese support for anti-Soviet policies. Furthermore, the paper pointed
out that 80% of China’s overall trade takes place with capitalist countries while
only 20% with socialist countries. Obviously, the paper failed to mention that there
were reasons for that—socialist countries, the GDR included, simply were not able
to offer China what China needed and wanted in terms of goods and technology.
Consequently, China’s main trading partners were Japan, West Germany and Great
Britain (and not theGDR,Bulgaria or Poland, e.g.). In the course of its rapprochement
policies towards the USA, China, the paper feared, will no longer join the Soviet
Union and other socialist countries in providing aid for North Vietnam. Washington,
Neue Zeit concluded, is in turn not prepared to withdraw its troops from Taiwan but
is prepared to acknowledge the fact that there are two Chinas in return for Beijing’s
preparedness to end its support for North Vietnam (Berliner Zeitung 25 April 1971).
A very bad deal for China, the paper concluded on China’s behalf. Reality, however,
was distinctively different. China had already—afterMoscow and Hanoi in 1968 had
signed an agreement which allowed the Soviet Union to provide North Vietnam with
large-scale economic andmilitary aid—withdrawn its personnel fromNorthVietnam
and no longer provided the Vietcong with military equipment and supplies. The
Sino-Soviet Split of course had done its share to divide Moscow and Beijing over its
policies towards North Vietnam and later in the 1970s. China not only not supported
Vietnam but instead would even go to war with Hanoi, ‘teaching Vietnam a lesson’
as Deng Xiaoping would put it in 1979 (for Vietnam’s decision to attack and occupy
China’s ally Cambodia). To its credit, the East German press, however, was right
about US military stationed in Taiwan. US troops would only be withdrawn in 1979
when Washington and Beijing adopted diplomatic relations. If they had adopted
diplomatic ties earlier, US military troops would obviously have been withdrawn
(much) earlier. In fact, the controversy over the status of Taiwan and the quality of
US-Taiwanese relations—together with the USwar in Vietnam—was the reasonwhy
it took Washington and Beijing seven years after the Nixon visit to Beijing in 1972
to adopt diplomatic relations (on 1st January 1979).

At the end of July 1971, Neues Deutschland complained again (and for the
umpteenth time) that Beijing had invited Nixon to China despite the US ‘aggres-
sion’ in Southeast Asia. In reality, however, the paper claimed, China is considering
the USA an enemy, not least because of US military presence in Taiwan and US
commitment to defend Taiwan in the case of a military conflict between Mainland
China and Taiwan. However, China, the paper concluded, is seemingly prepared to
ignore all of that and is instead determined to conspire against the Soviet Union.
This in turn is a slap in the face of Third World countries, allowing Washington in
turn to expand its hegemony, the paper warned (Neues Deutschland 29 July 1971d).
While the last bit of East Berlin’s accusations, i.e. Washington’s alleged strategy to
hook up with Beijing to establish global hegemony, was nonsensical, the paper had
a point when it pointed out that Beijing was prepared to negotiate with a country
which had its military troops stationed in Taiwan—in Beijing’s view part of Chinese
territory, de facto meaning that it was negotiating with a country that occupied a
part of Chinese territory. Not necessarily negotiations from a Chinese position of
strength and indeed the very opposite of how Mao conducted foreign policy until
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then—it seemed thatMao—due to his age and illness—had lost much of his ‘eternal-
revolution-spirit’, leaving foreign policy pragmatism up to Zhou Enlai. Furthermore,
the East German press was not far off suggesting that US rapprochement policies
towards China initiated by Henry Kissinger and executed by Richard Nixon were
tactical, more than anything else—tactical because it is difficult to imagine that
Washington had developed a genuine desire to collaborate with a dictatorship which
found itself in the middle of the insane Cultural Revolution. All of this was close to
ironic and comical as Richard Nixon had throughout his controversial and scandal-
prone political career proven not to have had much sympathy for communists, real
and imaginary. Nixon was in the 1950s an enthusiastic ‘contributor’ to US Senator
Joseph McCarthy’s crusade against ‘real’ and imaginary communists and socialists
in the USA. When he then became president and inherited the US war in Vietnam,
he took Henry Kissinger’s advice at the end of the 1960s/beginning of the 1970s
to exploit the Chinese–Soviet enmity as a means to approach China, realizing that
Chinese support for negotiations between Hanoi and Washington to end the war was
instrumental.

The Chinese–US rapprochement was indeed one of mutual convenience and
necessity and East Berlin could not be blamed for suspecting that an anti-Soviet
element was part of that equation—Washington opening up to China was indeed not
only about Vietnam but also about exploiting the Sino-Soviet enmity for a political
purpose, i.e. in order to win over China as ‘contributor’ to US containment policies
towards the Soviet Union. East Berlin of course accused China also of striving for
hegemony, based on ‘evidence’ produced in the Soviet Union. In January 1971 the
Berliner Zeitung cited a study from the Academy of Sciences of the Soviet Union
as such evidence. The study concluded that Chinese foreign policies are driven by
‘chauvinist thinking aimed at establishing global hegemony.’ Arguably not much
of an academically sound study and such a conclusion presented by Moscow was
neither surprising nor was it new. What was new was the study’s conclusion and
warning that Beijing is now teaming up with Washington conducting anti-Soviet
policies and seeking to divide socialist countries. The Berliner Zeitung claimed in
January 1972 that Beijing is seeking to decouple its foreign and foreign economic
policies from those of other socialist countries in favour of expanding economic ties
with capitalist countries. ‘Reactionary’ policies, the paper claimed (Berliner Zeitung
4 January 1972a).

East Berlin andMoscow were obviously aware of the fact that Beijing neither had
the resources nor the instruments to strive for hegemony—neither regional (Asian),
let alone global hegemony. In fact, accusing China in the early 1970s of striving for
regional political and/or military dominance lacked credibility and indeed sounded
like Soviet-East German propaganda without any basis in reality (of global politics
at the time). In other words: regional, let alone global, hegemony is arguably the last
thing that comes to mind when thinking about the capabilities, resources and reach
of Chinese foreign policies at the beginning of the 1970s. The Berliner Zeitung cited
other Soviet media outlets, which warned that Beijing is supporting Washington’s
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aggression in Vietnam and seems to sincerely believe that Washington is planning
to withdraw its troops from Vietnam and the rest of the Southeast Asia.33

In August 1971, the Berliner Zeitung complained again that Beijing’s charm
offensive towards Washington—again for the umpteenth time—is aimed at driving a
wedge between Moscow and the community of socialist countries (Neues Deutsch-
land 13 August 1971e). Neues Deutschland continued to warn about the alleged
consequences of Sino-US rapprochement in August 1971, claiming among others
that Beijing is allowingWashington to conduct its imperialist policies on the Taiwan
Question and is using rapprochement with the USA to continue pursuing its nuclear
weapons programme at a time when Washington and Moscow discuss the reduction
of their respective nuclear weapons arsenals, Furthermore, the paper warned, China
is establishing relations with the imperialist countries of the European Economic
Community (EEC34). All of this, Neues Deutschland concluded, is undermining
‘proletarian internationalism’ and the fight against global imperialism. Finally, the
paper concluded, rapprochement with Washington will not help China to overcome
its status of an isolated country (NeuesDeutschland 14August 1971, NeuesDeutsch-
land13August 1971e).While itwould take a couple of additional years—Washington
and Beijing established diplomatic relations in 1979—US-Sino rapprochement was
instead and indeed a crucial step towards helping China to overcome its self-imposed
international isolation. And Beijing under Deng Xiaoping did at the very end of the
1970s indeed go to great lengths to signal that it was serious about entering an align-
ment of convenience with the West in general and the USA in particular in return for
economic aid, engagement and investments. To be sure, such kind of alignment with
the West and the USA endorsing Western containment policies towards the Soviet
Union would not be accompanied by any political and social reforms in China in the
years ahead (like it was also falsely hoped among some Western policymakers that
awarding Beijing to host the 2008 Olympic Games would promote democratisa-
tion in China). Deng Xiaoping’s categorical refusal to adopt political reforms when
he had a chance and the authority in the early 1980s to do so would come to haunt
him and China’s leadership in the mid-1980s—culminating in the Tiananmen Square
Massacre in 1989. But also Deng’s foreign policies turned to bad old Chinese foreign
policy aggressiveness backed up by propaganda. In 1979, China increased its propa-
ganda campaign against the Soviet Union, together with warnings of the alleged
‘dangers’ of US-Soviet Détente policies in numerous speeches and newspaper arti-
cles (Beijing Review 15 April 1979b; Beijing Review, 3 March 1979a). For what
it was worth—arguably very little in view of China’s next to irrelevant role in and
impact on international politics at the time—Beijing among others announced to
support NATO calling for more effective defence forces in the light of the Soviet
Union’s military build-up, endorsed European integration while at the same time

33 Certainly, it can be doubted that Beijing believed that Washington would withdraw its military
from South Vietnam.
34 Created in 1957 through the adoption of the Treaty of Rome.
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(for some implausible reason) referred to the Helsinki Process35 as the ‘Finlandiza-
tion’ of Western Europe. Beijing even suggested that theHelsinki Process could turn
out to be ‘another Munich’—i.e. a Western and West German attempt to ‘appease’
Moscowbound to fail (PekingReview20October 1978a; PekingReview10February
1978b). That however was a very poor comparison and sounded plausible in Beijing
policymaking circles and probably there only.

Neues Deutschland reported in late August 1971 that the self-declared ‘anti-
imperialist’ Zhou Enlai did during his meeting with Kissinger not urge Washington
to approve Hanoi’s 7 Point Peace Plan (a plan that among others stipulated the
complete withdrawal of USmilitary fromVietnam). Furthermore, Zhou Enlai,Neues
Deutschland lamented, did not ask the USA to withdraw its troops from South
Vietnam until the end of the year 1971, i.e. before the official US-Sino meeting
in Beijing in early 1972. Neues Deutschland cited US journalist and Mao admirer
Edgar Snow who was asked by the French newspaper l’Express why Mao agreed to
meet Nixon in China in 1972 in the first place: “Nixon is representing the monopoly
capital but history has shown that evil people can turn into good people through
learning”, Snow cited Mao. That was probably meant to sound conciliatory and/or
wise but was still in sharp contrast to how Mao spoke of the US imperialists over
previous decades, Neues Deutschland claimed (correctly). The paper had a point.
Like Nixon’s approach towards Beijing was determined by tactics as opposed to
substance, Mao too undoubtedly played nice withWashington out of tactical consid-
erations. Furthermore, the paper reported, the countries which received material and
ideological support from Mao over the years and decades had to realize that they
had been betting on the ‘wrong prophet’, so to speak. Countries that were incited to
apply and practice violent Maoism, Neues Deutschland concluded, now had to find
out that Mao is collaborating with the enemy—the ‘chauvinist’ China teaming up
with the reactionary USA (Neues Deutschland 21 August 1971h). From the point
of view of socialist countries, which until the meeting between Nixon and Mao in
February 1972 were able to count on China to fight and not interact with the USA
on an official level, the disappointment among them was arguably understandable.
Then again, East Berlin through Neues Deutschland complaining about the envi-
sioned encounter between Nixon and Mao as a de facto act of ‘betrayal’ of former
allies lacked credibility: numerous East German newspaper articles in late 1971 and
early 1972 which voiced the aforementioned or similar complaints reported that
Washington and Beijing’s attempt to improve relations is positive as such and is

35 The Helsinki Process (begun in 1972) stands for a series of developments that followed the
Conference for Security and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE), now the Organization for Security
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). The process resulted in the signing of the Helsinki Accords
in 1975. The Helsinki Accords were the result of attempts to reduce tensions between the Soviet
Union and the Western bloc countries through the common acceptance of the post-World War II
territorial status quo in Europe. The accords were signed by all the countries of Europe (with the
exception of Albania), the USA and Canada. The agreement acknowledged the inviolability of the
post-World War II borders in Europe and called on all 35 signatory countries to respect human
rights and fundamental freedoms. To be sure, the Soviet Union and its socialist satellite states
agreeing on paper to respect and protect fundamental freedoms and human rights did not result in
the actual protection and respect of the aforementioned rights in those countries.
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hence to be welcome. In fact, the structure and storyline of countless articles in
the East German were very similar, indeed repetitive and went something like this:
‘While we are welcoming the improvement of Sino-US relations in principle, it is
very obvious that the rapprochement is driven by anti-Soviet/anti-socialist attitudes
and policies.’ Arguably the very opposite of the aforementioned ‘welcoming US-
Sino rapprochement.’ The message and the conclusions were indeed always almost
identical before, during and after the visit: the improvement US-Sino of relations is
aimed at containing the Soviet Union and the community of socialist countries. That
indeed sounded like a broken record, and in late 1971 and early 1971 there was not
a single newspaper article in the East German press which had a different message.
State-controlled press at its very best (or worst, depending on the perspective).Neues
Deutschland reported in August 1971 that the GDR andMoscow had always been in
favour of normalization of relations between Beijing and Washington and therefore
welcome an official Chinese–US encounter in principle.36 However, the paper also
suggested that Washington and Beijing jointly endorsing the attempt to try Peaceful
Co-Existence with each other was not genuine but instead an attempt to create an
anti-Soviet coalition of two countries in for both countries difficult times. China was
devastated by the Cultural Revolution and US caught in the Vietnam War disaster
looking for a way out (with China’s help). In rare defence of East German newspaper
reporting and analysis presented by East German authorities, one has to admit that
the paper’s analysis was not that far off: China was indeed devastated by theCultural
Revolution and the USA was indeed in need of Chinese support to end its disastrous
military campaign in Vietnam. The press also suggested on more than one occasion
that Beijing is planning to use the rapprochement with the USA to establish itself as
the world’s ‘third world power’ (Neue Zeit 4 August 1971). In September 1971, the
SED added its contribution to the subject and concluded that Beijing was teaming up
with the American ‘imperialists’ undermining global socialism and the fight against
US-led imperialism (Bericht des Politbüros 1971).

In January 1972 when it was decided that the Nixon-Mao meeting would take
place in February of the same year, the Berliner Zeitung reported that Washington is
resuming the bombing of North Vietnam with Beijing’s silent approval, giving the
USA a de facto ‘free hand’ in Vietnam as the paper put it. Zhou Enlai, the paper
claimed, could have stopped the bombing by threatening not to receive Nixon and
Kissinger in Beijing. Furthermore, Zhou hence must have known in advance of the
bombings, the paper suspected (Berliner Zeitung 7 January 1972b). Obviously, the
paper made those claims without any evidence that a. Washington would not have
resumed the bombing of North Vietnam if Beijing had threatened to cancel the visit
in Beijing and b. that Zhou Enlai knew in advance of the resumption of US bombing
of North Vietnam. In reality, neither was realistic nor plausible. Beijing’s influence
on Nixon’s strategy North Vietnam ‘bombing strategy’ was without much doubt very
limited, if at all existent. If it had been different, Beijingwouldmost probably have set
the end or at least interruption of the bombing of North Vietnam as the precondition

36 In German the term im Prinzip was used—a term, which implies that in reality East Berlin did
not (really) welcome US-Chinese rapprochement.
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for Nixon’s visit in Beijing. Nixon and his military generals did very obviously not
see themselves obliged to interrupt the bombing before and during the Nixon visit to
China. Furthermore, as mentioned elsewhere in this book, by the early 1970s China
had de facto ended its material support for Vietnam (which in turn received massive
aid from the Soviet Union) and therefore was probably less concerned about US
bombing of North Vietnam than East Berlin (and Moscow).

Neues Deutschland reported on 19 January 1972 that China is receiving support
for its ‘militant nationalism’ from the USA. This, the paper warned, is the begin-
ning of an alliance betweenWashington and Beijing (Neues Deutschland 19 January
1972a). Certainly, the East German press at the time was not alone in speculating
about the emergence of an alliance between Washington and Beijing in the wake
of the Nixon visit to China. Parts of the Western media, including some newspaper
outlets in West Germany, cheered that the Nixon visit to Beijing stands for the
beginning of a US–Chinese friendship and a decision to jointly contain the Soviet
Union. Reality, however, was less rosy and/or less spectacular. Joint containment of
the Soviet Union—albeit within limits, not backed by anything resembling a joint
strategy on how to systematically contain the Soviet Union maybe yes, but certainly
not the beginning of a US-Sino friendship and/or alliance. Indeed, Washington and
Mao’s China would not become anything resembling allies and it would take another
seven years before bilateral negotiations would eventually result in diplomatic rela-
tions. Put differently, allies typically have similar approaches towards international
politics and security and have indeed similar political and economic systems. None
of this was the case for the USA and China in the 1970s.

In January 1972, the Berliner Zeitung reported that the US Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA) and Beijing had been conspiring on the Indian subcontinent arming
and training the Indian Naga regiment, an infantry regiment of the Indian armed
forces engaged in fighting Bangladesh’s armed forces (Berliner Zeitung 10 January
1972d).Neues Deutschland concluded on 22 January 1972 that Beijing is conspiring
with Washington against the Soviet Union and the socialist community of countries
in general (Neues Deutschland 22 January 1972b). For those in China who plan to
demonstrate during Nixon’s visit, the paper also reported that the Chinese authorities
have created sufficient space in prisons all over the country (Berliner Zeitung 22
January 1972). Where the paper got that information from was not revealed. The
Nixon visit, the paper furthermore pointed out, is taking place in Beijing at a time
whenWashington is intensifying its bombing of North Vietnam (Berliner Zeitung 22
February 1972f). In January 1972, Alexander Haig,37 then Deputy Assistant to the
President for National Security Affairs of the USA, led a delegation for a preparatory
meeting in China. Neues Deutschland pointed out that the Chinese hosts during that
visit failed to mention the resumption of the bombing of North Vietnam. An act of
‘betrayal’ of the comrades in Hanoi as far as Neues Deutschland was concerned. In
January 1972, a great number of articles appeared in the East German press with
the same message: China hosting US President Nixon is an act of ‘betrayal’ and

37 From 1974 to 1979, Haig served as Supreme Allied Commander Europe, commanding all NATO
forces in Europe. He became a target of the German terrorist group Rote Armee Fraktion (RAF).
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an expression and the result of anti-Soviet and anti-socialist policies. That together
with the same endless number of articles insisting that the USA had no intention
whatsoever to withdraw its troops from either North or South Vietnam. The Berliner
Zeitung reported, e.g., on 19 January 1972 that the Maoists in Beijing are supporting
the ‘pipe dream’ that Washington will withdraw its troops from Vietnam. Beijing,
the paper claimed, rehabilitates Washington’s aggressive foreign policy, which in
turn means that the Third World will inevitably be turning against Beijing (Berliner
Zeitung 19 January 1972e).

During the Nixon visit to Beijing in February 1972 then the East German press
had very little to report on as regards the actual contents of the meetings between
Nixon/Kissinger and Mao/Zhou Enlai as it was not made public what was being
discussed during the meetings. The paper Neues Deutschland was obliged to limit
its journalistic coverage on the visit reporting that views on various issues were
exchanged in order to understandwhere theUSAandChinadisagree (NeuesDeutsch-
land 26 February 1972c). After the Nixon visit, the East German press continued
to report on the visit’s alleged repercussions for the community of socialist coun-
tries. On March 1st, the Berliner Zeitung lamented that Beijing is doing everything
it can to establish relations with Washington while not doing anything to improve
relations with Moscow (Berliner Zeitung 1 March 1972g). The Berliner Zeitung
again complained in early March after Nixon’s return to the USA about the lack of
clarity of what had been discussed between Beijing and Washington. Rapproche-
ment between Beijing and Washington, the paper then concluded, must nonetheless
be welcome (Berliner Zeitung 2 March 1972h). That sounded disingenuous, to say
the very least. US–Chinese rapprochement was arguably the last thing East Berlin
(and Moscow) welcomed at the time as such rapprochement was inevitably and by
default in East Berlin’s view to be interpreted as directed against the Soviet Union
and the group of socialist/communist countries. Furthermore, the paper lamented
that the Vietnam War and the US bombing of North Vietnam did not seem to have
made it at all onto the agenda of Sino-US talks during the Nixon visit. In fact, the
paper points out that Beijing did not in any way talk about the US ‘aggression’ in
North Vietnam and did not in way condemn that aggression. The so-called ‘Viet-
namization’ of the conflict initiated by Nixon in 1969, the paper concluded, seemed
therefore to have been in China’s interests. The US instigating what the paper called
‘Asian people’ against each other (the paper meant North Vietnamese against South
Vietnamese people) seemed to have been approved by Beijing during the week-long
Nixon visit to China, the paper concluded. On 25 March 1972, the Berliner Zeitung
argued that China had by now become a de facto US ‘accomplice’ helping Wash-
ington to become a ‘sheep in wolf’s clothing’, as the paper put it. Both Washington
and Beijing talked about Peaceful Co-Existence while the USA has moved away
from its decades-long policy of not recognising China diplomatically. However, that
has in the paper’s view not changed anything about the fundamentals of US foreign
policies. Washington continues to strive for global hegemony and dominance, the
paper decided (Berliner Zeitung 25 March 1972i).

Already in January 1972 and before Nixon had set foot in Beijing, the GDR’s
Ministry of Foreign Affairs published its assessment on Beijing’s policies of
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rapprochement (The International Activities of the Chinese Leadership 1972.) A
report that pulled Beijing’s supposedly ‘treacherous’ foreign policies to pieces. The
report accused Beijing of many things, among them: 1. using the diplomatic opening
towards Washington to realize its plans for ‘world domination with nationalistic and
anti-socialist policies’, which in turn leads to the further deterioration of relations
with Moscow and ‘collaboration with imperialism’, 2. undermining the unity and
cohesion of the international communist movement led by the Soviet Union by taking
advantage, the report claims, of ‘nationalistic, as well as rightist and leftist oppor-
tunism.’ All of this, the report pointed out, is accompanied by China re-establishing
diplomatic relations with 21 imperialist countries since the end of 1970, including
five NATO countries. The report also lamented that China rejected all of the (alleged)
attempts undertaken by the Soviet Union in 1971 to improve and normalize relations
with Beijing. The report pointed out that the turmoil caused by what it called the
‘MaoGroup’ in the course of theCultural Revolutionwas also responsible for the fact
that Beijing showed itself unable and unwilling to reconcile relations with Moscow.
This, the report concluded, also led to Beijing’s refusal to engage in constructive
border negotiations with Moscow after the Sino-Soviet border clashes of 1969 (trig-
gered by China, as the paper pointed out—admittedly correctly as it was indeed
Mao who unleashed the conflict along the Sino-Soviet border—an undeclared war
that lasted from March to September 1969). The ministry report went on to warn of
China’s attempts to expand its influence in Asia, Africa and Latin America in order to
become the ‘representative’ of countries in the above-mentioned regions. The report
also mentioned China’s growing economic ties with Japan and concluded—indeed
accurately38—that Chinese–Japanese rapprochement would lead to Japan changing
its policies towards Taiwan. Japan did indeed that in September 1972 after signing
the Joint Communiqué with Beijing. Through that declaration Tokyo and Beijing
established diplomatic relations while Tokyo no longer recognized Taiwan as an
independent country but instead as an ‘inalienable part of China.’ At the time, Japan
under its pragmatic and hands-on39 Prime Minister Tanaka Kakuei seized the occa-
sion of US-Sino rapprochement, approached Beijing and proposed negotiations on
the establishment of diplomatic relations. This resulted in Sino-Japanese diplomatic
relations in September 1972.40 In essence, Tokyo, like Washington too, dropped
Taiwan like a ‘hot potato’ in the early 1970s in favour of normalizing relations with

38 Tokyo and Beijing established diplomatic relations in 1972 and Japan from then on abided by
Beijing’s One-China Principle and terminated diplomatic ties with Taiwan. In retrospect, arguably
an enormous strategic mistake Japan (and the West) made caving in to Chinese pressure and
conditions in return for a slice of China’s market and the country’s cheap labour force.
39 And as it turned out, also a very corrupt politician and after his fall from grace over years the very
powerful and influential ‘grey eminence’ of Japanese politics.
40 At the time, Tanaka Kakuei turned a crisis into an opportunity. President Nixon in July 1971
officially announced to visit China and failed to inform his allies in Tokyo in advance and did not
stop over in Tokyo before landing in Beijing in February 1972. The so-called ‘Nixon Shock’ for
Japan, which thought that Washington was an ally who would—to put it bluntly—run things by
Tokyo in advance. ‘Things’ as in a visit to China in this case.
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Beijing. Finally, almost needless to say that the report also warned of West German–
Chinese rapprochement and alleged Western Germany ‘reactionary forces.’ ‘Reac-
tionary forces’ which according to the report promote the establishment of bilateral
West German–Chinese diplomatic relations at the expense of relations between East
Berlin and Beijing. In essence East German zero-sum thinking, implying that Beijing
establishing officials ties with Bonn automatically and inevitably goes at the expense
of the quality of East Berlin’s relationswithBeijing (well, it probably did in this case).
In the 1970s, however, it was simpler and more trivial than this: West Germany had
on offer for Beijing what East Berlin did not: technology, technical assistance and
investments.
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Chapter 9
The 1980s—Best Friends Again. One Is
Shooting, the Other Is Collapsing.

Abstract This chapter is about catching up with old comrades, trying to make new
friends and pretending that all is good and getting better in a parallel reality of socialist
feel good brotherhood. At least that was what the GDR under Erich Honecker had
planned for in the 1980s when he ordered the resumption of political, trade and
cultural relations with China. To be sure, all of that not because Beijing had all of a
sudden become East Berlin’s natural choice for a like-minded socialist friend. Rather
because both East Berlin and Beijing panicked: Moscow under Mikhail Gorbachev
was promoting and adopting reforms, which both East Berlin and Beijing feared
stood for the end of socialism as they knew it. Moscow’s ‘socialism with a human
face’, the very opposite of what Beijing practised on Tiananmen Square in June 1989,
so to speak. However, the GDR had very little to offer of what Beijing wanted in
terms of goods and technology and was quite simply not taken seriously enough to
earn itself the title of Beijing’s ‘best friend.’ All of that changed in June of 1989
when Beijing ordered the PLA to shoot into the crowds on Tiananmen Square and
Honecker’s GDR applauded the suppression of what Beijing and East Berlin agreed
was a foreign-sponsored ‘counter-revolution.’ As it turned out, that was the last time
Honecker would have anything to celebrate and applaud in 1989.

When SED Secretary-General Erich Honecker visited Beijing in October 1986, the
Soviet Union and China had no political relations to speak of due to the Sino-Soviet
Split of the late 1950s/early 1960s. Moscow and Beijing would only re-establish
high-level political relations in the very early 1990s after the collapse of the Soviet
Union (when the GDR had already become part of the reunified Federal Republic of
Germany, FRG). Therefore, Honecker’s visit to China in 1986 was always going to
be observed with suspicion by his political masters inMoscow. To be sure, the Soviet
Union of 1986 led by Gorbachev had become fairly uninterested in exerting political,
let alone, ideological, control over East Berlin after the reform-minded Gorbachev
took over power in Moscow. Certainly also a matter of resources and priorities for
Moscow under Gorbachev. He wanted reforms at home in the Soviet Union, leaving
him with less resources to control Moscow’s soon-to-become former East European
vassal states. When the GDR ‘congratulated’ Beijing’s political leaders for having
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ended peaceful demonstrations on Tiananmen Square in June 1989 through military
force, Moscow under Mikhail Gorbachev saw what was coming (for the GDR) and
was—apparently unlike Honecker and his sidekicks in the SED Politburo—well
aware that the GDR was on the verge of collapse. Moscow obviously knew that the
GDR had more than once avoided financial collapse thanks to massiveWest German
aid and support over decades. Like all other socialist bloc countries in Eastern Europe
(minus the dictatorship in Romania, which like the GDR would at the end of 1989
end up in the trash can of history), Moscow condemned Beijing’s decision to end the
students’ demonstrations on Tiananmen Square with military violence. Gorbachev
more than once in the second half of the 1980s acknowledged and declared that
the Eastern European countries had the right to what he called ‘self-determination.’
Following this logic, Gorbachev must presumingly have welcomed East German
citizens protesting against East Berlin’s repressive leadership in the late 1980s as the
ultimate expression of that right. In fact, Gorbachev sought more than once before
the demonstrations in the GDR in 1989 began to convince Honecker to endorse or at
least not oppose the kind of social–political reforms he was adopting in the Soviet
Union. East Berlin’s endorsement of Beijing’s decision to ‘defend’ (‘defend’ as in
shooting at them) itself against unarmed students with military force turned the GDR
(together with Romania) into the ‘oddman out’ within the camp of socialist countries
at the time. To be sure, East Berlin’s ill-fated support for Beijing, which had opted for
violence to end what it claimed was a Western-sponsored ‘conspiracy’ to overthrow
the Chinese state, was the ultimate expression of its political helplessness and a
desperate attempt to ally itself with Beijing at a time when Moscow was enacting
political and economic reforms East Berlin perceived as ‘regime-threatening.’

The signs that the domestic and foreign policies of the Soviet Union under the
reformist Mikhail Gorbachev in the mid-1980s were about to fundamentally change,
including Moscow’s relations with its East European satellite states, were there for
all to see— except apparently for Erich Honecker and the policymakers in Beijing.1

Gorbachev, of course, was not only pursuing domestic reforms but also was—admit-
tedly because he realized that the Soviet Union would in no way be able to continue
the arms race with the USA against the background of the disastrous state of the
Soviet economy—also pushing for disarmament in general and nuclear disarma-
ment in tandem with the USA under Ronald Reagan in particular. In the run-up
to the Geneva Summit in 1985, Gorbachev announced to offer to reduce 50% of
the Soviet Union’s nuclear weapons—obviously in return for the USA doing the
same thing. At the summit, Gorbachev repeated that offer but also urged Reagan
to abandon his ‘Strategic Defense Initiative (SDF) (which Reagan refused to do).
In January 1986 then Gorbachev announced to want to initiate the so-called ‘peace
offensive’, a policy aimed at creating a nuclear-free world by the year 2000 (Reeves
2006, pp. 281–282). Washington remained unwilling to give up on SDI but accepted

1 Honecker’s ability to fully understand the political developments and reality around him in the
mid-1980s was negatively influenced by a series of personal health problems as well as the demise
of his granddaughter Mariana in 1985 caused by decades-long massive environmental pollution
in the GDR. His granddaughter’s death in particular is said to have had a devastating impact on
Honecker.
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Gorbachev’s invitation to a summit in Reykjavik to discuss nuclear disarmament.
However, Gorbachev’s preparedness to accept the reduction of the number of nuclear
weapons continued to depend on US preparedness to confine SDI research back to
the laboratory for 10 years. Washington continued not to accept that precondition
and Reagan instead confirmed his plans to test the system in space. The conces-
sion Reagan made at the time was the assurance not to deploy the system—to be
sure, an easy assurance to make given that the system was not (and would never
be) in any way operational (which Moscow obviously did not know at the time).
In December 1986, the USA and the Soviet Union signed the Intermediate-Range
Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF Treaty2), which among others foresaw the elimination
of all ground-launched missiles with a range of 500–5,500 km. Regardless of the
adoption of the treaty, however, Gorbachev continued to increase the Soviet Union’s
defence budget until 1987. Shortly after that, he decided to end further increases and
made fundamental changes to the country’s military strategy: above all, replacing the
decades-old offensivemilitary strategywith the concept ofwhat he called ‘reasonable
sufficiency’3 (Philipps and Sands 1988).

On the occasion of the XXVII Party Congress of the Communist Party of the
SovietUnion (CPSU) inFebruary 1986,Gorbachev announced his intention to funda-
mentally revisit the Soviet Union’s foreign policy, renouncing central elements of
Marxist–Leninist ideology as a basis for Moscow’s international relations and poli-
cies. Honecker and the GDR’s political leadership, however, continued to pretend
to believe that Gorbachev was ‘only’ planning to modernize socialism as opposed
to dismantling it altogether. Honecker’s categorical refusal to adopt economic and
political reforms in the GDR and his inability to understand that Gorbachev wanted
to end the Cold War with the West made sure that the GDR and its so-called ‘real
existing socialism’ would land in the dustbin of history when East German protesters
and activists started marching for democracy and against the regime in Leipzig and
Dresden in late 1989. And all this, as we will see below, led to a short-lived and
ultimately ill-fated ‘best friend’ relationship between the dictators in East Berlin and
Beijing.

2 The abbreviation for Treaty Between theUnited States of America and theUnion of Soviet Socialist
Republics on the Elimination of Their Intermediate-Range and Shorter-Range Missiles.
3 Gorbachev’s efforts to end traditional ColdWar dynamicswent further when he in 1988 proposed a
pan-European disarmament summit and in December of the same year announced unilateral Soviet
disarmament policies. NATO responded by proposing the reduction to a joint ceiling in armament,
which as a result would have eliminated the Warsaw Pact’s superiority in tanks (which at the time
stood at three to one). In 1989, communist regimes in Eastern Europe started to collapse and in
the same year Czechoslovakia and Hungary urged the Soviet Union to withdraw its military troops
from their respective territories. The Soviet Union agreed to do that within one year.
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9.1 Patching up Relations

In the very early 1980s, East German university professors began to return to Chinese
universities4 while at the same time official party relations between the SED and
China’s CCP resumed. Furthermore, East Berlin decided in 1981 to terminate the so-
called ‘solidarity week’ for Vietnam and ordered an East German publishing house
to stop the publication and circulation of publications critical of China.5 In February
1981 during the 10th SEDparty conventionHonecker announced that theGDRwould
be—under certain conditions—prepared to normalize relations with Beijing: “As far
as the GDR is concerned, it remains prepared to normalize relations with the People’s
Republic of China based on the principles of equality, respect for sovereignty, terri-
torial integrity and non-interference. We are convinced that peaceful and normal
relations are also of interest to the Chinese people.” (Protokoll der Verhandlungen
des X. Parteitages 1981, p. 42). While this sounded conciliatory, it was only the very
last paragraph ofHonecker’s speech on relationswith China that struck a conciliatory
tone. The previous paragraphs of that speech had quite a different tone and focused
on the alleged disadvantages of China establishing relations with the ‘imperialist’
USA: “For the fight against imperialism it would [be] crucially important if such a
big country as China made its contribution. However, it turned out that the opposite
was the case. Chinese cooperation with the USA helps the policies of confrontation
among the most reactionary forces of global imperialism. That in particular is true
for Beijing’s anti-Soviet attitude and its [hostility] toward the community of Socialist
countries.”

Only a few weeks after Honecker’s somewhat ‘semi-conciliatory’ China speech,
an official East German delegation travelled to Beijing. Composed of officials from
the department of international relations of the SED’s Central Committee and headed
by Bruno Mahlow, the delegation met a group of officials from China’s Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and the Institute for International Relations.6 This visit took place
in July 1981 and was followed by the visit of two officials from the CCP’s Central
Committee to East Berlin, the first official Chinese visit to East Berlin since the mid-
1960s. Notably, the protocol of the visit stressed that the current relations between
China’s Communist Party and East Germany’s SED were not discussed.7 However,
it did not provide any information on what the attending officials actually talked
about over the course of the visit from 16 July to 23 August 1981 either. The lack
of details in the protocol pertaining to the issues Chinese and East German party

4 These were the first of such official exchanges since the Sino-Soviet Split in the late 1950s/early
1960s.
5 Publications critical of China were taken out of circulation as much as possible in the GDR.
6 An institute affiliated with China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
7 The protocol limited itself to, e.g., emphasizing that the Chinese visitors were interested in the
economic situation and development of the GDR. The protocol furthermore mentioned that the
Chinese embassy in East Berlin covered all costs for the Chinese visitors in Berlin, probably in
order to emphasize that it was not an official invitation important enough for the GDR to cover the
costs for the visiting delegation.
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officials discussed during a visit that lasted five weeks is remarkable (and indeed
very awkward). While due to a lack of verifiable information one can only speculate
as to why the protocol did not provide any details on the contents of the talks, it
can nonetheless be taken for granted that Chinese and East German officials did
during the five-week official visit also talk about bilateral relations—in fact, it is
hard to imagine that they did not. Put differently, five weeks is a pretty long time
for the discussion of the state of bilateral relations not to have made it onto the
agenda at some point. However, the GDR’s decision not to publish any information
on what was discussed in East Berlin could have been related to concerns about what
Moscow thought about such a long official GDR-Chinese encounter at a time when
Moscow and Beijing were not, put bluntly, talking to but almost exclusively about
each other (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIV 2/20/139). Indeed, Moscow was apprehensive
about theChinese–EastGerman encounter at the time and a secret notemost probably
written by an official from the CPSU Central Committee in June 1982 indicated
that it was worried about possible Chinese attempts to improve relations with East
Berlin at the expense of relations between Moscow and East Berlin. As one official
stated, “typical for Beijing’s tactics are urgent requests towards the GDR to intensify
bilateral relations with Beijing while at the same [time] attempting to harm relations
between the GDR and Soviet Union.” (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV 2/2.035/64). As
alleged evidence that Beijing was trying to drive a wedge between Moscow and East
Berlin, the official further cited Beijing’s proposal to resume exchanges between
East German and Chinese university students and professors, journalists and writers.
Furthermore, the officials wrote that the Chinese ambassador to East Berlin proposed
at the end of 1981 to resume and increase bilateral trade and scientific relations.

9.2 Neutralizing Beijing

East Berlin of course denied having been exploited by Beijing and tricked into
improving relations with China at the expense of its relations with Moscow. In fact,
East Berlin claimed that the very opposite was the case, offering its very own (and
very peculiar) explanation of what the expansion of bilateral ties with Beijing stood
for: ‘neutralizing’ China in order to later reintegrate China into what it dramati-
cally referred to as the ‘global anti-imperialist fight.’ In a letter to the CPSU Central
Committee, the SED Central Committee claimed that all instruments—trade and
economic ties, scientific ties, cultural ties and sports ties with China—would be used
towards such end. Meanwhile, ties and cooperation strengthening China’s military
capabilities, the document emphasized, would not be discussed or established. The
SED Central Committee presented itself as very concerned that China’s rapproche-
ment with the USA would impose what it referred to as a ‘two-front war’ onto the
community of Warsaw Pact countries, creating an anti-socialist coalition consisting
of the USA, China,Western Europe and Japan (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIV 2/2/1960).
Reality, of course, was distinctively different and the fear of a ‘two-front war’ with
China fighting alongside the USA was completely nonsensical. East Berlin’s claim
that the expansion of trade, scientific and cultural ties would serve to ‘neutralize’
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Beijing and keep it from intensifying relations with the ‘imperialist’ West also
sounded very implausible and must have been perceived as such in Moscow. In
fact, the above-mentioned letter from the SED Central Committee to their comrades
in the Soviet Union exhibits such a surreal tone that one is allowed to assume that
East Berlin’s political elites were already and completely out of touch with polit-
ical realities in China at the time. Indeed, China’s economic opening-up and Deng
Xiaoping’s economic and structural reforms made sure that China’s trade relations
with and technology imports from the West in general and the USA and Japan in
particular, had become far more important than ties with and imports from the GDR
in the 1980s.

Following the phase of its (imaginary) ‘neutralization’, the letter continued, China
would be included in ‘dealing the final blow to the imperialist enemy.’8 That sounded
very dramatic but nonetheless must have sounded plausible to GDR policymakers
who aimed at ‘freeing China from a complot’ with the USA, as the letter read. China,
the letter also noted, should be treated like any other ‘imperialist trading partner.’
While the use of such dramatic and arguably over-the-top language and terms in offi-
cial documents published by the GDR authorities and propaganda organs was not
unusual—in fact, it was over decades the norm of East German propaganda targeted
at the West in general and West Germany in particular—the arguments and conclu-
sions lacked really any kind of credibility. They were at the time rather an expres-
sion of political helplessness and an attempt to portray East Berlin’s rapprochement
with Beijing as beneficial for Moscow too. Confirming in the same letter that the
GDR had successfully kept Beijing from supporting allegedWestern German ‘revan-
chism’9 towards the GDR falls under the same category. In reality, West German
policies towards the GDR were instead conciliatory in the early 1980s, although
Bonn had nonetheless and always exploited the GDR’s economic dependency on
economic and financial aid from West Germany to squeeze political concessions
out of East Berlin over the decades. The Soviet Union was obviously aware of the
fact that Bonn’s financial aid towards East Berlin in particular was instrumental
for keeping the regime in East Berlin from economically collapsing, and rhetoric
speaking of West German ‘revanchist policies’ towards the GDR must therefore
have sounded somehow hollow to Moscow in the early 1980s. In sum, the letter’s
tenor, terms and nuances resembled those of an underage son telling his father what
he wants to hear as a confirmation of unconditional loyalty and devotion (to the
socialist cause, that is).

8 Hauptstoβ, the term used in German, is a dramatic term describing what China would be part of
in the future in East Berlin’s view. Part of a conspiracy among socialist countries to eliminate the
‘imperialist enemy’, East Berlin had in mind.
9 Revanchism is a term that the GDR had over the decades reserved for the description of Bonn’s
policies toward East Berlin. It was, however, never really made clear in East Berlin what exactly
West Germany would seek revenge for. It sounded dramatic but it did not make any sense although
high-ranking SED politicians like Egon Krenz accused Bonn (and later Berlin) of taking their
revenge on himself and Honecker. In reality, what the German government after reunification did
was holding them and others at the top of the regime in East Berlin to account for their crimes
(above all for authorizing and ordering the East German border police to shoot at East Germans
along the inner German border).
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The intensification of relations between East Berlin and Beijing over the course of
1982–1984 further confirmed the conclusion that the aforementioned ‘neutraliza-
tion’ or anything like that was not what the GDR was pursuing with respect to China
at the time. In 1983, East Berlin and Beijing adopted their first bilateral agreement
in the sector of telecommunications, and in April of 1984, a newly established joint
committee covering economic, trade and scientific cooperation started meeting on a
regular basis. Through such agreements and official encounters, the GDR committed
itself to helpwith the construction and development phases ofmore than 40 industrial
projects in China. Such resumed economic and industrial cooperation was accompa-
nied by the resumption of official bilateral visits in 1984, 1985 and 1986.10 Between
the summers of 1982 and 1985, in fact, relations between the GDR andChina intensi-
fied to a level that cannot by any account be described as part of the above-mentioned
‘neutralization.’ Rather, the quality and quantity of exchanges between East Berlin
and Beijing suggested that East Berlin was looking to charm an old friend and
former comrade (to be sure, a ‘friend of convenience’) in case it needed one in the
years ahead. As East German and Chinese universities also resumed exchanges, East
German athletes took part in an athletics competition in Beijing in the summer of
1982 and the East German media was ordered to increase their coverage on China
without criticizing the country in any way. Kurt Vogel, a high-ranking official of the
GDR journalists’ union was ordered to take that very literally11 and returned from a
visit to Beijing in the winter of 1982, writing in the news magazine Horizont that his
visit was “an emotional reunion with former comrades and comrade-in-arms from
1950 who have never lost faith in the correctness and superiority of the socialist
Weltanschauung”12 (Cited in Meiβner, p. 349). That was laying it on pretty thick,
and it seemed that East Berlin was at the time not in the business of doing things

10 These visits involved several GDR politicians and policymakers such as Margot Honecker, Erich
Honecker’s wife and Minister of Education, Gerhard Schürer, chairman of the State Planning
Commission, and members of the Politburo (Günther Kleiber and Horst Sindermann). Margot
Honecker was what was referred to as ‘Minister of the People’s Education’ (Ministerin für Volks-
bildung) from 1963 until the collapse of the GDR in 1989. Above all, if not exclusively, Margot
Honecker is remembered for her hardline Stalinist policies and her (successful and more often than
not brutal) policy tomilitarize theGDR’s education system. She exploited her relationshipwithErich
Honecker to make her Stalinist policies fantasies come true and in 1965 introduced the so-called
Uniform Socialist Education System (Sozialistisches Einheitserziehungssystem), which included
military training in schools and campaigns of ideological indoctrination.What she didwas somehow
comparable to what the Nazis in Germany’s Third Reich did and called Gleichschaltung (literally:
render everything equal) in schools, universities and public life from1933 to 1945.MargotHonecker
was Erich’s second wife, but by the 1980s, they were no longer a ‘happy couple’, so to speak. Erich
had reportedly a weakness for pornographic movies imported from West Germany while Margot
was no-stay-at-home and had a number of lovers on the side over the years. ‘Different interests’
that stood in the way of a happy marriage, one is allowed to conclude.
11 General-Secretary of the Central Committee of the DDR-Journalistenverband.
12 The German term Weltanschauung (also at times used in English) is used here as the equivalent
of the English term ‘ideology’, which does not accurately describe what Kurt Vogel meant.
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by the halves, including the flattering of comrades with whom it had exchanged
far more insults than niceties over previous decades. Let bygones be bygones, East
Berlin must have thought at the time and what followed in terms of visits and official
exchanges in 1984 and 1985 somehow gave the impression that Bejing was slowly
but very surely moving up on East Berlin list of best friends, a list, on which Beijing
would find itself almost all alone by the very end of the 1980s.

East Germany’s Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs Herbert Krolikowski, for
example, travelled to Beijing in May 1984, a trip after which the SED’s Central
Committee issued a comprehensive catalogue on how to intensify relations and
exchanges with Beijing in the years ahead. This catalogue included the continua-
tion of bilateral political dialogue and the preparation of a bilateral meeting between
the East German and Chinese foreign ministers, marking the resumption of offi-
cial relations between East Berlin’s Chamber of the People (Volkskammer, East
Berlin’s rubber-stamp parliament) and China’s National People’s Congress (NPC)
as well as leading to various other agreements in the areas of health, non-commercial
payment transactions, scientific and technology cooperation and trade and commerce
(SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIV 2/3/3671). Krolikowski’s visit to Beijing was followed by
a visit of CCP Politburo member Li Peng13 to East Berlin in the summer of 1985—
without a doubt a high-level visit of sufficient importance to induce Honecker and
his colleagues to believe that East Berlin really mattered to Beijing as a partner with
whom to trade goods and coordinate political views and actual policies14 (Nathan
and Link 2001). However, what really mattered to Beijing at the time (and indeed
already since the late 1970s when Deng Xiaoping took over power in China) were
its trade and investment ties with the ‘other’ Germany. Indeed, the bilateral trade
volume between China and West Germany was at the time more than ten times
bigger than the respective volume between Beijing and East Berlin and Bonn was a
central source for technology and know-how for China. Regarding China’s relations
with West Germany, it is accurate to conclude that what Li Peng said to Honecker on
China’s relations with West Germany during his aforementioned visit to East Berlin
in 1985 was not—to put it mildly—what East Berlin wanted to hear. Li promised that
China would not interfere in bilateral relations between East Berlin and Bonn and
told East German officials that Zhao Ziyang, a high-ranking CCP official (and later
CCP Secretary-General) would convey the same message during his visit to Bonn
taking place at roughly the same time. Most probably due to its trade and commer-
cial relations with West Germany China chose not to explicitly support East Berlin’s
hardline policies towards the ideological enemy in the West. Before heading back
to Beijing, however, Li Peng granted East Berlin something resembling a ‘consola-
tion prize’, stating that he favoured student exchanges with East over West Germany
since the GDR was equipped with the ‘right ideology’ (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIV
2/2A/2758 and SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIV 2/20/22). And off he was back to Beijing,

13 Li Peng was to have a key role in Beijing’s decision to end peaceful student demonstrations on
Tiananmen Square in June 1989 through violent means.
14 This occurred roughly at the same time when high-ranking CCP official Zhao Ziyang visited
West Germany.
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leaving East Berlin almost empty-handed, except for Beijing’s confirmation that the
GDR was equipped with the ‘right ideology.’

The mid-1980s saw more official East German–Chinese encounters, e.g. the
meeting between Gerhard Schürer, chairman of the GDR’s State Planning Commis-
sion, and Hu Yaobang, then CCP Secretary-General in Beijing, in July 1985
(SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIV 2/20/22). Hu said during the encounter that China
supported the concept of Peaceful Co-Existence between the two German states
while he warned Bonn during his encounters with West German leaders in the same
year not to ‘swallow’ the GDR. To be sure, West Berlin never had the intention
to do so, meaning that Hu’s warning was inconsequential and in essence was bad
old decades-old propaganda repeated over and over (and over)—in essence base-
less warnings of West German militarists attacking and absorbing the GDR. And
Hu himself, as it turned out, did not actually believe that Bonn was in the planning
stage to attack and annex the GDR. Based on his own experience, Hu judged that
‘revanchist forces’ in West Germany did not seem to have great influence. In an
obvious attempt to please his East German interlocutors, Hu again confirmed that
China would not do anything in its relations and interactions with West Germany
that would damage its relations with the GDR. However, by essentially denying the
existence of what East Berlin claimed were ‘revanchist forces’ in West Germany, Hu
made it unambiguously clear that Beijing valued economic and trade relations with
West Germany over political and ideological relations with a country that had very
little, if anything at all, to offer in terms of technology and know-how. Hardly the
kind of East German–Chinese encounter East Berlin could sell as ‘success.’ To be
sure, however, Honecker pulled no punches and did just that later in 1986.

9.4 Honecker Overplaying His Hand

In 1985, worried that ongoing hostilities between Moscow and Beijing would
continue to lead to geo-strategic disadvantages for the Warsaw Pact countries,
Honecker decided to assume a role as what he called ‘mediator’ between Moscow
and Beijing. A visit to China, Honecker decided, would be the occasion to display his
‘mediation’ skills. That visit would take place from 21–26 October, 1986 (Scholty-
seck 2003, pp. 42–44). Honecker decided that this visit would be the first test case
of his alleged ‘mediation skills’ to help Beijing and Moscow improve relations for
the sake of the socialist cause as Honecker announced in grandiose language before
boarding the flight for Beijing.While that sounded statesman-like, his plan tomediate
between China and the Soviets produced very little, if any, tangible results. Honecker
and his propaganda apparatus, of course, would interpret the quality and output of the
talks with his Chinese counterparts very differently upon his return to East Berlin.
The visit was, the propaganda went, a ‘stunning success.’ In reality, however, neither
Beijing nor Moscow took the by then hapless Honecker seriously and East Berlin
was simply a foreign policy actor and protagonist too irrelevant to be taken seriously
and acknowledged as mediator.
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To be sure, Honecker can be excused for feeling ‘tricked’ into believing that his
visit to China was really important to Beijing. Upon his arrival, he was received with
all honours in Beijing and his Chinese hosts seemed indeed prepared to exchange
views with the man, whose eyes according to the Chinese magazine Liaowang
displayed ‘wisdom’ and ‘self-confidence’ (Der Spiegel 27 October 1986). Then it
seemed it was Beijing’s turn to laying it on thick, but although Honecker in 1986
was many things, ‘wise’ and ‘self-confident’ were arguably not among them. If he
had been in any way ‘wise’, he would have opted for (or least considered opting for)
economic and political reforms in the 1980s in an attempt to avoid the near-inevitable
regime collapse of 1989.

CCP Secretary-General Hu Hu Yaobang added on the same occasion that
Honeckers’s visit is a ‘big event.’ Returning the compliments, Honecker praised the
‘diligent Chinese people’ and the ‘beautiful country.’ By Honecker’s own account,
his visit to China was not coordinated with Moscow and was—at least as far as
Honecker was concerned—an expression of the GDR’s foreign policy independence
and the ability to act as a mediator and/or ‘honest broker’ between Moscow and
Beijing. Leaving aside that the terms ‘mediator’ and ‘honest broker’ do not sit well
with what the hardline SED party apparatchik Honecker represented over decades,
the interpretation of what Honecker had allegedly achieved in Beijing in October
1986 was Honecker’s and his alone. In retrospect and against the background of
what would occur in the GDR in the very late 1980s, one can indeed conclude that
his visit to China was borne out of desperation and the need to look for a new ally
and ‘best friend’ who would, like Honecker, remain staunchly opposed to the kind
of allegedly ‘regime-threatening’ political and social reforms Gorbachev was advo-
cating and adopting in the Soviet Union in the 1980s. In Beijing in 1986, Honecker
pulled no punches and the GDR propaganda organs portrayed his visit to Beijing
as the result of Honecker’s years-long—and in his view successful—efforts to over-
come the Sino-Soviet Split that would pave the way for normalization between the
two countries. Indeed, Honecker praised himself as the ‘forerunner of normalization’
(Wegbereiter der Normalisierung) between Beijing and Moscow.

WhileHonecker clearly overstated the impact and significanceof his trip toBeijing
and the consequences for the GDR’s relations with China, however, it did, at least
according to Günter Schabowski, member of the SED’s Politburo, help to encourage
other socialist countries too to seek to improve relations with Beijing at the time15

(Schabowski 1991, p. 210). Yet such a conclusion was not so much a realistic assess-
ment of what the Honecker visit to Beijing did for the GDR and other socialist coun-
tries but more a result of Honecker’s tendency to overstate his personal influence on
global politics (the kind of propaganda Schabowski was seemingly obliged to repeat
in parrot-fashion). In reality, in Beijing Honecker had very little to offer to China

15 Günter Schabowski was a high-ranking GDR official and member of the Politburo. Hence, he
was on top of a system, which he has (in more than one book authored by himself) later strongly
criticized. The credibility of former officials of authoritarian states writing and commenting on the
authoritarian system they were part of and benefitted from, however, is arguably very limited. Such
books more often than not read like the authors’ attempts to distance themselves in hindsight from
the authoritarian regimes they obediently served. Krenz and Schabowski’s ‘books’ do indeed read
like that. Not falling under the category of ‘recommended reading’, to say the least.
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beyond high-sounding rhetoric which talked about ‘brotherhood between socialist
countries’ and a joint ‘struggle against the imperialist and revanchist West.’ Finally,
Honecker claimed that his talks in China were an impetus for intensifying bilateral
trade and business relations. This was not accurate either. Shortly after the visit,
for example, Beijing announced that it would reduce the annual export of Chinese
commercial vehicles from 10,000 to 6,000 in the years ahead, and in turn East Berlin
denied the Chinese request to establish a joint venture to build a carbo-chemical
industrial complex in the Chinese city of Wuhai.

9.5 China’s Take

Honecker’s Chinese interlocutors in Beijing in October 1986 put on a brave face and
promised that Beijing would maintain relations with both Germanys based on the
principle of Peaceful Co-Existence. Beijing re-assuring East Berlin that it will not
allow Bonn to reunify Germany by force might have sounded reassuring to Honecker
during his visit to Beijing, but that was probably nothing more than something the
Chinese leadership said to ease Honecker’s constant anxiety about his economi-
cally collapsing GDR being ‘swallowed’ by West Germany. Honecker and Chinese
Supreme Leader Deng Xiaoping16 agreed during a bilateral meeting that Honecker’s
visit was not about resuming but instead expanding bilateral relations, as Beijing,
even amid the Sino-Soviet border conflicts in the 1960s, had never closed its embassy
in East Berlin, Beijing pointed out. After how East Berlin and Beijing talked to and
about each other over the previous 25 years, that sounded very awkward indeed and
did quite simply not correspond with reality. As we have seen above, East Berlin and
Beijing talked much more about than to each other in the 1960s and 1970s, and on
the rare occasions when they actually talked to each other, they did not exchange
diplomatic niceties but instead mostly accusations and insults. And that is—as we
have seen elsewhere in this book—putting it mildly in view of the mutual and (very)
frequent insults East Berlin and Beijing exchanged over the previous 25 years.

Honecker’s (timid) initiative to promote Gorbachev’s idea of improving Sino-
Soviet relations as suggested during the US-Soviet Union Reykjavik Summit of
October 1986 was censored and not reported by the Chinese press. Beijing suggested
toHonecker not to rely toomuch on the two superpowers and instead conduct policies
more independently from the Soviet Union.What was remarkable about the visit was
the fact that Beijing spoke of the ‘nation of the GDR’, which led the West German
ambassador in Beijing Per Fischer to call China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs in
protest, clarifying that there was only one German nation. Yes, that was still an issue
in the 1980s, which got West German politicians and policymakers onto the case and
to protest about Beijing seemingly forgetting what it—as was discussed above—
had already agreed to in the 1970s: the fact that there really is only one German
nation, temporarily living in two separate German states. While the East German

16 Deng is typically referred to as such in the literature. At the time, Dengwas in semi-retirement but
continued to call the shots from behind the curtains in China. He no longer had an official assignment
and was therefore referred to as China’s Supreme Leader.
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delegation on the other hand must have been delighted about Beijing talking about
the ‘nation of the GDR’, Beijing chose to play down the alleged political signifi-
cance of the term and declared it to be an ‘idiomatic’ concept rather than a statement
declaring that there were two German nations. More importantly, however, Beijing
sought to use the visit for its own purposes in the context of what the German
scholar Joachim Krüger calls a ‘Policy of Differentiation’ (also ‘Policy of Diver-
sification’). Beijing attempted to improve relations with the GDR at the expense
of relations between the GDR and Soviet Union, he argues (Krüger 1994). Also
because as Eberhard Sandschneider argues, Beijing was really never interested in
or committed to seeking to patch-up relations with the Soviet Union in the mid-
1980s (Sandschneider 1987). Especially not with the Soviet Union ruled by the
reform-minded Gorbachev, Beijing must have concluded for itself by then. Like in
the GDR, Gorbachev’s reforms were perceived as regime-threatening in Beijing, and
it therefore is not at all surprising that Gorbachev had become a ‘traitor’ of global
socialism and communism, as far as Beijing was concerned. Giving up socialism
and allowing democracy, Beijing concluded, led to the demise of the Soviet Union.17

However, that is only one way of interpreting of what happened in the course of the
collapse of the Soviet Union. Yet another—and arguably the one that makes much
more sense than theChinese version—is that near-complete economic collapse paired
with the collapse of the Soviet-controlled system of East European satellite states led
to the collapse of the Soviet Union. Back to Beijing and 1986. During the aforemen-
tioned meeting between Honecker and Hu Yaobang, then CCP Secretary-General
suggested that Beijing had no intention whatsoever to improve relations with East
Berlin at the expense of East Berlin’s relations with Moscow. In fact, Hu said that
China would never do anything to undermine relations between socialist countries
and the Soviet Union: “We fully respect the particular good relations, which have
over decades developed between the socialist countries and the Soviet Union. We
will not declare or do anything that might negatively influence the relations between
Eastern European socialist countries and the Soviet Union” (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA
JIV 2/2/2191). In a second conversation with Hu, Honecker expressed his interest
in seeing improved relations between Beijing and Moscow, once again portraying
himself as the aforementioned mediator and Moscow’s well-meaning ‘messenger.’
Hu told Honecker that Deng Xiaoping would be willing to consider the possibility
of visiting the Soviet Union if Vietnam (which at the time received financial and
political support from Moscow) withdrew its troops from Cambodia. Hu, however,
complained in the same conversation with Honecker (in Nanjing) that Moscow was
apparently not considering to respond positively to that Chinese request. Further-
more, Hu complained that Gorbachev had not addressed the conflict in Cambodia
during a speech in Vladivostok in July 1986. During a bilateral meeting between
the Chinese and the Soviet Union’s vice-foreign ministers in October of the same
year, it was again Hu who lamented the fact that Moscow had not addressed Chinese
concerns about the Soviet Union’s ongoing support for China’s arch-enemyVietnam.
Honecker in turn sought to assure China that Gorbachev was not only to be fully

17 A view that is undoubtedly shared by current Russian President Vladimir Putin today.
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trusted but also someone prepared to meet the Chinese leadership any time: “I know
comradeGorbachev as amanwhoseword canbe trusted andwhohas a sincere interest
in improving relations between the communist parties in China and the Soviet Union.
We, I told Gorbachev, are interested to see improved relations between the Soviet
Union and the People’s Republic of China and the best way to do that is to talk to our
Vietnamese comrades. I know that comrade Gorbachev is at your disposal to meet
you anytime. We would be very happy to see outstanding problems resolved and I
am saying this as a Communist.” Honecker was a communist alright, but not one
with nearly enough clout and influence to mediate between Moscow and Beijing.
The ruthless Honecker, like his (equally ruthless) predecessorWalter Ulbricht, might
have called the shots at home, but internationally hewas a political lightweight whose
behaviour was an unfortunate mixture of provincialism and German rigidity. In other
words, and like his predecessorWalter Ulbricht, Honecker was not nearly statesman-
like enough to play the role of a mediator and/or facilitator between Moscow and
Beijing (or anyone else for that matter). To be sure, Honecker always and until the18

end of his dictatorship career saw that very differently. Consequently, Honecker’s
attempt to get Moscow and Beijing to talk to each other did not produce any results.
Hu Yaobang told Honecker during his first meeting with him that China would no
longer speak of ‘US imperialism’, ‘Japanese militarism’ and ‘West German revan-
chism.’ That must have hurt Honecker who had built his entire career on talking and
warning about alleged West German ‘militarism’ and ‘revanchism.’ He probably
could live with being informed that there are no more imperialists in Washington
and far fewer Japanese militarists than in the 1930 and 1940s, but still there had to
be West German militarists out there to give his life and policies a meaning, one is
tempted to conclude (against the view of the fact that Honecker never grew tired of
warning about an ‘immediate’ attack by theWest Germanmilitarists). Either way, the
message was clear: DengXiaoping’s economic pragmatism accompanied by policies
to attract as much Western foreign direct investment as possible had in the 1980s
priority over an ideological confrontation with the West in general and the USA in
particular.

9.6 Disillusion

WhenMikhail Gorbachev becameSecretary-General of theCPSU in 1985,Honecker
and other SEDofficials realized and indeed feared that the kind of political reforms he
announced (and later adopted) in the second half of the 1980s would become a threat
to the entire community of socialist countries. Indeed, anxiety about Gorbachev’s
alleged ‘system-threatening’ reforms shaped Honecker and the GDR’s domestic and

18 Honecker died in exile in Chile, reunited with his wife Margot, who like Erich escaped from
criminal prosecution and settled in a country that over the decades had hosted numerous former
Nazis and deposed dictators like Erich and Margot Honecker. One irony of history is that the self-
declared staunch ‘anti-fascist’ Honecker sought refuge in a country in South America that became
the preferred ‘retirement home’ for former Nazis and German World War II war criminals.
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foreign policy thinking from the mid-to-late 1980s, leaving very little or indeed
no room at all for the aforementioned GDR’s ‘mediating’ role between Moscow
and Beijing. Already in November 1986, Gorbachev decided to abandon Moscow’s
Brezhnev Doctrine through which the Soviet Union had since 1968 authorized itself
to intervene militarily in popular protests and demonstrations in Warsaw Pact coun-
tries.19 The end of the Brezhnev Doctrinemust have set off further alarm bells in East
Berlin, which also feared that the doctrine’s termination would perpetuate Moscow’s
strategy of rapprochement with West Germany driven by economic and financial
necessities. At the time, however, East Berlin pretended not to notice that Gorbachev
pursued fundamental political and economic reforms and even pretended to be inde-
pendent enough to dismiss Moscow’s plan to fundamentally revise the contents
and goals of Moscow’s version of socialism as irrelevant and as no threat to the
GDR’s regime (and its survival). As it turned out, the East German regime could not
have been more wrong about that: Honecker’s defiant attitude towards Gorbachev’s
Moscow and his refusal to follow Gorbachev’s advice to consider economic and
social reforms confirmed the Soviet leader that Honecker could not be counted on as
reformed-minded interlocutor. Beijing was aware that policymakers in East Berlin
wanted improved relations with Beijing in order to strengthen the GDR’s position in
the context of its bilateral relations with Moscow and enable Honecker to conduct
foreign policies less dependent on Moscow. However, Chinese policymakers must
also have been aware that theGDR in 1986 had entered a state of permanent economic
crisis and that the country had very little (if anything) to offer of what Beijing needed
and wanted in terms of know-how and technology. As mentioned above, China’s
economic policies in the mid-1980s needed to display economic pragmatism, which
called for the intensification of relations withWest and not East Germany. All of that,
however, did not seem to matter to Honecker who called his 1986 visit to Beijing
an ‘extraordinary success’ upon his return to East Berlin. That conclusion, however,
would turn out to be inaccurate and far too optimistic. FromaChinese perspective, the
GDR was probably simply no longer (or maybe never was) important enough to be
courted and recruited as an ‘ally’ against the Soviet Union. That would change, albeit
briefly, after June 1989, as we will see below. At that time, Beijing was obliged—due
to lack of alternatives—to take all it could, including East Berlin as a temporary ‘best
friend of convenience.’

The first two years after the Honecker visit to China made it clear that the bilat-
eral encounter in Beijing did not turn out to be the beginning of the ‘big bang’
of GDR-Chinese relations of the mid-1980s. Indeed, from the second half of the
1980s onwards, East Berlin had very little to offer in terms of goods and products
China needed and instead decided to get elsewhere (above all from East Berlin’s
arch-enemy, Bonn). For example, Beijing announced in 1987 that it no longer felt
obliged to honour the agreement adopted in the early 1980s to buy 10,000 GDR-
made commercial vehicles. Instead, Beijing said that it would limit the acquisition

19 The doctrine was also adopted to retroactively justify the Soviet Union’s invasion of Czechoslo-
vakia in 1968—The Prague Spring, during which the Soviet military intervened in pro-democracy
and anti-regime protests with military force.
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of vehicles to 2,000. Beijing under Deng Xiaoping clearly put commercial inter-
ests before ideology and (what was left of it) communist ‘comradeship’ at the time,
opting for technology and investments from West Germany instead. Furthermore, it
can also be assumed that Beijing did not fully trust East Berlin to take on its self-
proclaimed role as ‘honest broker’ between Beijing and Moscow. From Beijing’s
perspective, Moscow and East Berlin had over decades been too close and too united
in its antagonism towards Beijing for Honecker to be the kind of ‘mediator’ he
presented himself to be at the time. What is more, China in 1986 surely did not feel
obliged to pay too much attention to the economically collapsing GDR.20 Finally,
Beijing—like East Berlin in 1986—was probably not yet concerned enough about
Gorbachev’s reform drive to turn to the GDR as an ‘ally’ against a Soviet Union
ready to adopt the kind of political reforms Beijing was determined to oppose at all
costs.

As mentioned above, East German propaganda of course portrayed Honecker’s
trip to and talks in China as the long-awaited breakthrough of ties with Beijing.
However and unfortunately for East Berlin, China’s political leadership did not share
such enthusiastic assessment of what the visit was and led to. While Chinese semi-
retired21 Supreme Leader Deng Xiaoping found time to meet Honecker during his
visit to Beijing, he did not show any particular interest in discussing in-depth interna-
tional politics and the state of bilateral relations, instead referring to Hu Yaobang and
Zhao Ziyang as interlocutors with whom to discuss politics and bilateral ties. “I am
no longer taking care of such concrete issues. My task today is to meet you and my
second task is to invite you for dinner”, Deng told Honecker(SAPMO-BArch, ZPA
JIV 2/2/2/2192). Not only did he explicitly limit his role to hosting the comrade from
East Berlin for dinner, but he also showed no interest in reciprocating Honecker’s
visit to Beijing with a visit to East Berlin either. The SED Central Committee in turn
put up a brave front and referred to the conversation between Deng and Honecker
as an ‘encounter’22 as opposed to ‘talks’, possibly to play down the importance of
a meeting that was in terms of substance and results fairly superficial. The other
meetings Honecker had with Zhao Ziyang and Hu Yaobang were instead referred
to as ‘talks.’23 This represented a subtle but nonetheless important difference and
most probably was a decision taken by the East German authorities in order to avoid
the impression that Deng Xiaoping did not really take the meeting with Honecker
seriously and that he had very little to discuss with Honecker as regards the substance
of bilateral Chinese-GDR relations. Which in fact was the case as the protocol and
summary of the encounter demonstrate: a lot of nice-sounding diplomatic and casual

20 Beijing’s policymakers were without a doubt aware that it was West German economic and
financial assistance that kept the GDR from collapsing over the decades.
21 Who would come out of semi-retirement in 1989 to order the PLA to shoot into crowds on
Tiananmen Square. ‘Poor’ Deng, who probably thought that he had already done his fair share to
create ‘order’ in China throughout the previous decades.
22 Begegnung in German.
23 Gespräch in German.
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niceties as opposed to anything resembling real substance were to be found in the
meeting’s protocol.

In sum, if Honecker’s China visit really had been the kind of success Honecker
claimed it was, Deng Xiaoping, Chinese President Li Xiannian, and Hu Yaobang
would probably have decided to reciprocate Honecker’s visit to Beijing with a visit
to East Berlin. None of them, however, expressed any interest in visiting East Berlin
and it was only CCP Secretary-General Zhao Ziyang who later accepted an invitation
to East Berlin and met with Erich Honecker in June 1987 (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIV
2/2A/3030). Ironically, Zhao was probably the most reform-minded Chinese high-
level Politburo official who must have agreed far less with Honecker’s categorical
refusal to consider Soviet Union-style economic and political reform than his other
Politburo colleagues. As will be discussed further below, Zhao decided to break with
the party ranks in 1989 and went to talk to the students on Tiananmen Square in
1989, urging the demonstrating students to end their hunger strike. With this act of
‘disobedience’ towards the CCP Zhao de facto signed the end of his political career
and life as a free man. After the Tiananmen Square Massacre, Zhao would spend the
rest of his life (until 2005) under house arrest.

In April 1988, another SED Politburo member went to Beijing seeking to make
the best of what was left of GDR foreign policy and diplomacy. Beijing welcomed
Herrman Axen upon his arrival in China by praising the recent ‘achievements’ of
the GDR, without specifying what these ‘achievements were.’ This was at a time
when Moscow had turned to complaining about the SED’s categorical refusal to
reform.While it might be tempting to detect a Chinese strategy to applaud the alleged
achievements and state of GDR-style socialism as a side blow toMoscow’s criticism,
it can also be assumed that Beijing’s leaders said what they did in order to please
their guest in Beijing: a gesture of (well-meant but eventually ill-fated) socialist
brotherhood exchanged during an official meeting between two countries deadly
opposed to what both Beijing and East perceived to be regime-threatening reforms
adopted in the Soviet Union under Gorbachev. John Garver maintains that Hermann
Axen might have requested Chinese leaders during his visit to issue a statement
which supported East Berlin’s claim that each and every socialist country has the
right to define and practice its own version of socialism. Praising the results of East
Berlin’s version of socialism, John Garver writes, might have been a result of that
request (Garver 1994, p. 136). Not that it really would have mattered in any way:
it would have been a joint declaration on the freedom to choose to reform or rather
not to reform issued by two countries in profound crisis more than anything else.
Either way, Beijing announced and decided during Axen’s visit that socialism was
here to stay in the GDR and Hermann Axen must have reported just that back to
East Berlin, reassuring Erich Honecker that his own visit to Beijing in 1986 had
indeed laid the foundations for Beijing and East Berlin to expand relations. Whether
Axen—like his colleagues in the SED Politburo—really believed their own words
and whether they—supported by their Chinese interlocutors—really believed that
the GDR had a future as a state when the rest of Moscow’s satellite/vassal states
around the GDR were reforming and/or collapsing, cannot be verified today.
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John Garver points out that the GRD in 1987 and 1988 found itself under strong
and continuously increasing pressure fromMoscow to reform. However, Gorbachev
was in 1987 and evenmore in 1988 aware that Honecker had no intention whatsoever
to adopt reforms of any kind, and the records show that Moscow under Gorbachev
already in 1987 had decided to leave the GDR up to its own devices, allowing East
Berlin to head for all but certain collapse if it chose to do so (by refusing to reform). To
be sure, Gorbachev encouragedHonecker on various occasions to follow his example
and adopt reforms but Honecker refused to do that. He was simply unable to read the
sign of the times and declined every timeMoscow’s ‘invitation’ to reform. Like other
dictators before and after him he was seemingly suffering from an acute ‘dictatorship
syndrome’, which kept him from understanding the changing realities around him
and outside the GDR political leadership bubble composed of like-minded yes men
feeding each other with rallying calls in denial of reality over decades.

In 1988 then Beijing finally honoured East Berlin with a high-level to East Berlin.
Qiao Shi, at the time member of China’s Politburo’s Standing Committee (PSC),
visited East Berlin in October 1988. East Berlin’s policymakers were still living in
their self-created universe of distorted reality when they informed Qiao Shi about
the alleged success of East German (non-existent) political and economic reforms
and spoke with their Chinese visitors about how to guarantee and maintain political
stability while at the same time adopting reforms. While the topic of East German
political and economic reforms was probably covered fairly quickly—not least as
therewas nothing to report on given the complete lack of any reforms—EastGerman–
Chinese consultations on how not to lose the grip on power during the process of
adopting reforms must have been discussed in more length. This however in vain,
at least in the GDR as it turned out at the end of 1989 when the GDR regime was
collapsing.What aboutWest Germany? Did Bonn have reason to be concerned about
East German-Chinese rapprochement at the expense of Chinese support for Bonn
on the aforementioned German Question? Probably not as Germany’s Chancellor
Helmut Kohl’s visit to China in July 1987 had already put an end to remaining
West German concerns about the repercussions of improved ties between China
and the GDR at the expense of West German–Chinese relations. When asked by
West German television during his visit to Beijing whether he was concerned about
Chinese-GDR rapprochement, Kohl said that this was not at all the case. “Regarding
the unity of the nation, there is the same opinion over there as it has been all along.
Deng Xiaoping told me today that the Germans are one nation. I cannot wish any
better comment on it even in Berlin” (Kohl cited Garver 1994, p. 143). In retrospect,
that sounded fairly ridiculous: the political leader of then the world’s third-largest
economy expressing his satisfaction that a communist dictatorship confirms the fact
that there is only one German nation. As if Bonn needed a Chinese confirmation that
the people in East and West Germany are part of one single nation. But Kohl, so it
seemed at the time, was not capable of more, i.e. a more statesman-like response to
a question that called for a for a statesman-like response.

Anyway, what the not-so-statesman-like Kohl said in 1987 was probably the best
he could do and while the events of 1989 and the GDR’s collapse were certainly not
foreseeable in 1987 and while it was always important for a West German politician
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to hear that Beijing understood that a divided country is not the same as a divided
nation, Kohl’s reply certainly displayed a notion of weakness and insecurity. While
Deng Xiaoping in 1987 assured Helmut Kohl of Beijing’s backing for German reuni-
fication, other Chinese politicians and officials were instead telling Erich Honecker
at the same time that Beijing will support East German policies aimed at protecting
theGDR’s sovereignty and independence. Admittedly, such apparent inconsistencies
did at the time not really come as a great surprise: Beijing’s political leadership under
Deng Xiaoping was clearly interested in tellingWest German counterparts what they
wanted to hear to make sure—to put it bluntly—that German technology and invest-
ments kept on coming to China. Then again, China’s ‘official’ friends and ‘official’
anti-imperialist comrades-in-arms still sat in East Berlin and not Bonn and some
policymakers in Beijing it seemed felt obliged to keep up (socialist) appearances.

Whether or whether not Beijing in 1987 was well-informed enough (above all
through its embassy in East Berlin) to fully understand that the East German regime
under Honecker was increasingly under pressure and a lame duck run by an ailing
dictator unable to consider reforms, cannot be verified today. Not that it really
mattered as Beijing was equally unwilling and unable to consider the kind of political
reforms parts of China’s civil society (e.g. students groups and movements all over
China) in the 1980s wanted (but did not get). Instead, those who among China civil
society representatives insisted on political reforms, got something else: persecu-
tion, imprisonment, and prison sentences, and Deng Xiaoping personally made sure
that they would be very long, like in the case of Chinese former Red-Guard-turned-
democracy-activist Wei Jinsheng, who would spend 18 years in jail for his attempts
to call for and promote democracy in China.

In sum, what was much more important for China were West German tech-
nology and investments in China in the late 1980s and Deng telling Kohl that Beijing
was supportive of German reunification helped to continue paving the way for bilat-
eral smooth trade and investment ties. It was really that simple, as business very
much ruled over principle and socialist brotherhood and comradeship in China at
the time. Until June 1989 and the Tiananmen Square Massacre, that is. Tiananmen
in 1989 led to Western sanctions and everything else but smooth trade and invest-
ment ties between the West and China, i.e. economic and political sanctions. Sanc-
tions that Beijing until today describes as political discrimination and the result of
a Western conspiracy to suppress and hinder the development and growth of the
Chinese economy. That was and still is as implausible as it gets, an act of futile
self-defence from a regime that sought to blame others for allegedly having been
‘obliged’ to shoot into the crowds on Tiananmen Square in June 1989.

9.7 Tiananmen 1989—Applauding the Violence

On 9 October 1989, roughly 70,000 East German citizens demonstrated in Leipzig,
a demonstration that was decisive for what would happen in the GDR in November
of the same year. Decisive as the police and the Stasi were not ordered to make use
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of what was called the Chinese Solution (Chinesische Lösung), i.e. were not ordered
to respond with violence to peacefully demonstrating citizens in Leipzig and other
East German cities. Instead, the demonstrators were ‘allowed’ to march peacefully
through the streets chanting Wir sind das Volk.24 And they really were the ‘people’
marching in protest against the regime in East Berlin although they were well aware
that the Chinese Solution was very much on the agenda of the SED leadership. But
they marched anyway and all the same and this time the rest of the world world
did not have to be concerned about too many Germans marching at the same time.
Those Germans who did in the GDR wanted to get rid of a dictatorship and not
invade another country (for a change). While East Germans marched peacefully at
the end of 1989, their regime in East Berlin had decided to applaud Beijing’s violent
response to peacefully demonstrating students in June of the same year.

During ameeting betweenOskar Fischer, East Berlin’sMinister of ForeignAffairs
and Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen in June 1989, Fischer confirmed the
GDR’s solidarity with the Chinese people. To be sure, what he meant with ‘Chinese
people’ were the country’s political leaders who 10 days earlier ordered Chinese
PLA soldiers to shoot into the crowds on Tiananmen Square in an effort to what they
cynically called ‘normalize’ the situation and, as Beijing put it, continue with the
‘development of socialism’ in and beyond China. Furthermore, both ministers talked
about an East German–Chinese agreement, aimed at supporting efforts to accelerate
nuclear disarmament ( Neues Deutschland 13 June 1989k). As if it mattered in any
way what East Berlin and Beijing did or did not endorse in terms of nuclear and
conventional disarmament in June 1989. The GDR was on the verge of collapse and
China had just boxed, well shot, itself into the corner of an international pariah state
subject to European, Japanese and American political and economic sanctions.

Either way, in July 1989 in defiance of China’s international isolation and the
GDR’s looming collapse, various East German delegations travelled to China to sign
bilateral agreements to increase trade and commercial relations. In East Berlin’s
defence, the GDR’s collapse at the end of the year was not necessarily foresee-
able in July 1989 and therefore seeking to adopt bilateral trade and commercial
agreements can be referred to—if one chooses to put a positive spin onto it—as
‘business-as-usual’ trade and investment policies. Needless to say that the SED’s
mouthpiece newspaperNeuesDeutschland enthusiastically reported that the Chinese
interlocutors thanked East Berlin for its solidarity during what is called the ‘recent
events’ in Beijing (Neues Deutschland 8 June 1989i). Given that none of the bilateral
cooperation agreements in the areas of technology, transport, commerce which were
discussed and signed in the second half of 1989 were acted on (as the GDR collapsed
a few months later), it is not necessary to list and/or analyse any of them here. The
Chinese media too was ordered to report on East Berlin’s decision to side with the
government when the order was given to shoot at unarmed students on Tiananmen

24 Citizens who participated in the demonstrations reported later that the demonstrating crowds
were afraid that the authorities would indeed turn to violence to end the demonstrations. However,
theymarched anyway and no blood was shed in the coming weeks when the demonstrations became
increasingly larger.
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Square on June 4, 1989. On 14 July 1989, Xinhua News quoted SED Politburo
member Günter Schabowski as saying that what happened in June on Tiananmen
Square was an ‘internal Chinese affair’ and that Beijing had every right to react to
and handle the ‘activities’ how it deemed right and necessary. And that came from an
East German official, who in the 1990s more than once claimed on German televi-
sion to have been an innocent bystander of East Berlin’s cynical support for Beijing’s
decision to end peaceful demonstrations with violence.

It was also in July that the CCP’s new Secretary-General Jiang Zemin announced
that Beijing would from now invest more resources into educating Chinese students
on socialism and patriotism in order to avoid further such ‘incidents’ (‘educating’ as
in ‘brainwashing’ is what he meant, as it turned out. Chinese party officials on all
levels would receive the same kind of ‘re-education’ in the months and years ahead).
And he was a man of his word: right after the Tiananmen Square Massacre Chinese
CCP officials—both on the national and local levels—underwent a nationwide re-
education campaign to make sure that ALL CCP party officials would from now
on stay on message come what may. Jiang Zemin was your typical hardline CCP
apparatchik and was selected to head the party because he was an uncompromising
hardliner, unable to display anything resembling empathy for the demonstrating
students who demonstrated for a legitimate cause on Tiananmen Square. Just the kind
of ice-cold and ruthless party leader the party needed to pretend that the situation
was under control and that the PLA had put an end to a foreign-inspired ‘counter-
revolution.’ An act of self-defence Chinese-style, if you will With his East German
friends, Jiang Zemin expressed his gratitude as well as he could. ‘A friend in need
is a friend indeed’, Jiang said, adding that East Berlin and Beijing had the same
‘Marxist point of view.’ What he meant with that is unclear—maybe he meant that
both Beijing and East Berlin have—as a result of having the same ‘Marxist point
of view’—the right to respond to peacefully demonstrating and unarmed students
with military force. Frankly, nothing else comes to mind, and Beijing was clearly
licking its wounds and East Berlin joined in, licking with and for Beijing’s Politburo
repeating its lies in parrot-fashion. Schabowski then moved on to Shanghai where he
dined with the city’s mayor (and later Prime Minister) Zhu Rongji. After confirming
that the GDR fully supported Beijing’s (violent) response to the alleged ‘counter-
revolutionary activities’ in Beijing in June, Schabowski even employed one of Mao
Zedong’s favourite terms when he announced that China will be able to overcome
its ‘contradictions.’25 What his hosts thought of their East German guest putting
his fingers into the wound of China’s ‘contradictions’ and/or ‘difficulties’ at a time
when the Chinese authorities announced that the situation was under control with
the ‘counter-revolution’ suppressed and the ‘counter-revolutionaries’ neutralized, i.e.
killed or arrested, cannot be verified today (Shanghai City Service 22 July 1989).
Certainly, the SED Politburo members who travelled to China in 1989 must have
assumed that East Berlin, with the help of the East German Stasi, the police and
the armed forces, would in the case of Tiananmen-style demonstrations in the GDR

25 Whenever Mao needed an excuse to purge and/or kill his rivals, he cited ‘contradictions’ that
needed to be addressed and solved. This in essence until his death in 1976.
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respond the way Beijing ordered the PLA to do in June of that year. That both East
Berlin and Beijing exploited the various encounters in the second half of 1989 to
express their mutual solidarity with each is understandable from their respective
points of view—so is East Berlin congratulating Beijing on its victory over alleged
‘counter-revolutionaries’ in Beijing in June 1989. Accomplices do that. The fact that
not the alleged ‘counter-revolutionaries’ but instead the regime in East Berlin was
defeated and toppled by the end of the same year, however, made all of this next
to irrelevant and a footnote of a very dark chapter of German (well, East German)
history. Later in 1989, East Berlin copied Chinese propaganda when it called the
demonstrators in Leipzig andDresden ‘counter-revolutionaries’. Thatmade even less
sense in an East German context than it did in a Chinese one. Unlike in China, there
was never revolution in theGDR26 at any point during the short history of the country,
and former Stasi officers (in, e.g., German television shows and documentaries in
the 1990s and 2000s) referring to those who marched and demonstrated for freedom
and the end of an oppressive regime as ‘counter-revolutionaries’ is therefore simply
nonsensical (Das Ministerium für Staatssicherheit. Alltag einer Behörde). Former
high-ranking Stasi officials interviewed for German documentary films years after
the collapse of the GDR, however, did just that: remain unapologetic (and cynical)
and found nothing wrong about ‘collecting information’ on what they refer to as
‘common enemies of state’ as part of the job of a ‘normal’ state ministry in charge
of defending the GDR’s internal security.27 Typically, they would point out—they
were Germans after all—to have ‘only’ done their jobs following orders from above.
However, there are ‘jobs’ and ‘jobs’ even in dictatorships and Stasi officers could have
opted for a different career, such as the targets and victims of their profession and jobs
did: dissident, political activist, artist, writer, many of whom spent weeks and years
undergoing ‘We-know-all-about-you-style’ interrogations in the Stasi headquarters
in East Berlin over the decades.

The records show that Erich Honecker was indeed prepared to opt for the Chinese
Solution on 9 October 1989. In fact, his instincts (those of an ageing and increasingly
desperate dictator) probably told him to end the demonstrations using violence, but

26 To be sure, it is also debatable whether what took place in China between 1945 and 1949 can be
referred to as ‘revolution.’ Rather, it can be argued that what took place was ‘merely’ a civil war,
which resulted in the victory of the communists over the Chinese nationalists led by Chiang-Kai
shek.
27 Just like written and spoken GDR propaganda, listening to media interviews with former Stasi
officers is at times a ‘painful’ exercise for a German mother tongue like this author. The level of
cynicismdisplayed by former Stasi officers in the above-mentioned documentary, togetherwith their
refusal to acknowledge that their profession in essence consisted of oppressing and terrorizing East
German citizens, is quite simply ‘impressive.’ ‘We were just following orders and doing our jobs’ is
the kind of apologetic rhetoric that typically accompanies such interviews. At one point during the
interviews, an official claimed that ‘informal collaborators’ (informelle Mitarbeiter, abbreviated as
IM in German) who were given the task (often under pressure) to monitor and denunciate friends
and also family members were making a contribution to the functioning of East German society as
‘concerned’ and ‘loyal’ citizens. That, however, is only one (very cynical) way of interpreting what
East German citizens were by the Stasi blackmailed and pressured into doing over the decades.
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at the time Honecker’s power base was severely weakened, his own health was dete-
riorating and he could not be certain that the SED party committee in Leipzig would
carry out his orders to shoot at demonstrators. When Beijing on 4 June 1989 decided
to order the PLA to shoot into the crowds, Honecker followed the gut instincts of a
dictator unfettered by normal epistemic constraints, and ordered the SED Politburo
to declare that Western reports about soldiers having shot at unarmed students on
Tiananmen Square were fabricated and mere ‘horror stories.’ The Chinese govern-
ment, the Politburo concluded, confronted ‘anti-constitutional elements’ which had
exploited peaceful student demonstrations in order to stage a ‘counter-revolutionary
rebellion’ (Weggel 1989, p. 863–869). Arguably among the top ten most nonsensical
descriptions of historic events in reported history. However, such a description and
statement was predictable from the diehard dictator Honecker although he and his
colleagues—like some of their counterparts in Beijing—seemed to have acknowl-
edged that the students were protesting peacefully, until—at least in their view—they
were hijacked by (obviously foreign) ‘counter-revolutionary elements’ conspiring
against the state. The fact that there were peacefully demonstrating students on
Tiananmen Square, however, did not protect them for being shot by PLA soldiers
firing into the crowds at random during the night of June 4. ‘Collateral damage’
Chinese-style, so to speak.

On 11 June 1989, the GDR’s Chamber of the People28 (Volkskammer) issued a
statement describing the events on Tiananmen Square with very similar words used
by the political leadership in Beijing. A declaration that was clearly aimed at pleasing
the GDR’s fellow oppressors in Beijing. Later in June 1989 SED Politburo member
and GDR Minister for Propaganda Josef Herrmann said that the GDR valued the
friendship it maintains with China and said the trust and friendship between the
GDR and China have in 1989 been further deepened—a hapless statement from
a hapless party apparatchik presenting platitudes from better times. When Jiang
Zemin replaced Zhao Ziyang as CCP Secretary-General in June 1989, Honecker
congratulated Jiang Zemin saying that the ‘unbreakable friendship’ between the
GDR andChina would be intensified and that both countries would continue working
together on the ‘road to socialist construction.’ East Berlin and Beijing continued to
flatter each other in July of the same year when the aforementioned SED Politburo
member Günter Schabowski during his visit to Beijing was told that the GDR had
displayed ‘fraternal support’ in times of crisis in China earlier in 1989. In times of
difficulties, Jiang Zemin addressed his East German comrade, one finds out who is
and who is not one’s friend (what he really might have meant was ‘partner in crime’
and/or ‘accomplice’ when he talked about ‘friendship’ under the circumstances at
the time). As it turned out, East Berlin was Beijing’s only ‘friend’/’partner in crime’
when it decided to end student demonstrationswith violence—a friend, however,who
would only six months later cease to exist. Günter Schabowski was dispatched to
Beijingwith the task to find out, as ErichHonecker requested, what ‘really’ happened

28 The chamber for SED ‘parliamentarians.’ To be sure, all of them were parliamentarians from the
SED as East German voters had no choice but to vote for candidates from the SED. The norm in
dictatorial regimes, resulting in the SED typically gaining 99% of the votes cast over decades.
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in Beijing in June 1989. Schabowski did just that (well, at least he thought he did
that) and upon his return he assured Honecker that what happened in Beijing in May
and June was ‘China-specific’ and could not take place in the GDR. Why Honecker
dispatched Schabowski to Beijing in June 1989 could have been motivated by two
reasons: either he did not trust the Western media to have reported the truth about
the Tiananmen Square Massacre and their reporting that the Chinese PLA received
and executed the order to shoot at unarmed demonstrating students. Or he did not
trust the official Chinese account of the events that the state defended itself against
a group of misguided students supported by ‘foreign agents’ and ‘conspirators.’
Schabowski—togetherwith EgonKrenz—later claimed that they agreed that a lesson
from the ‘drama in Beijing’ must be never to respond with military force against
demonstrating citizens (Die Zeit 4 June 2009). Whether Schabowski really drew that
lesson from his visit to Beijing in June 1989 and whether this really convinced his
Politburo colleagues including Honecker’s successor EgonKrenz not to end peaceful
demonstrations in the GDR in October and November 1989 with military violence,
must be doubted. Not least as Egon Krenz and the rest of the SED Politburo agreed
in June 1989 that Beijing’s decision to order the PLA to shoot into the crowds
on Tiananmen Square was the only and appropriate method to stop a USA/CIA-
financed ‘counter-revolution.’ The simple truth is that Schabowski, like his Politburo
accomplice Egon Krenz, lied. Egon Krenz, SED Politburo member and GDR leader
for six weeks in late 1989 in particular, was as it turned out the champion of spreading
falsities in attempts to whitewash his record as ruthless SED party fat cat ordering
border guards to shoot at East German citizens trying to get away from the state
governed by him and people like him. An order, for which Krenz spent four years in
prison from2000-2003.Against the backgroundofKrenz’s habit of falsely portraying
himself as a force of stability in times of turmoil in theGDR inOctober andNovember
1989, his version of howErichHonecker’s reign at the end of 1989 came to an end can
indeed be doubted. Put differently: it can be doubted given that Krenz in essence lied
every timeheopenedhismouth and spoke about his role and involvement in the events
of 1989 leading up to the GDR’s collapse.29 He claimed that he did his share to have
Honecker resign in order to avoid the aforementioned Chinese Solution Honecker
was considering in order to end the demonstrations in the GDR in late 1989.30 Krenz
claims until today that Honecker’s fall from power was therefore inevitable and not a
coup d’état he was responsible for. Whatever it really was, Krenz is on the record of
actively ‘helping’ Honecker to resign. Either way, in November 1989 he got the SED
Politburo to nominate him as party Secretary-General, but throughout his 6-weeks
short reign in the GDR all of his attempts to present himself as a reformer were
futile as the people in the GDR had quite simply had more than enough of the SED-
led repression and state terror and the regime’s categorical refusal to reform. More
than once did he try to address East German citizens during demonstrations against
the regime after he took power and more than once was he booed and ridiculed by

29 On e.g. the occasion of interviews conducted for documentary programmes onGerman television.
30 Krenz claims until today that Honecker’s falling from power at the time was inevitable. Maybe
it was, but Krenz is on the record of actively ‘helping’ Honecker to resign.
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the East German people.31 Schabowski too—likeKrenz—portrayed himself onmore
than one occasion as someone who had at the time done everything in his power to
prevent Honecker from option to end the demonstrations in the GDR in late 1989
with violence.32

Back to Beijing 1989. What can be confirmed is that during his aforementioned
visit to Beijing Schabowski did not seem to have been overly shocked about what
he saw and what he was told by Chinese officials. According to his own accounts,
Schabowski above all travelled to China in order to ‘learn fromBeijing’, which in his
view was in economic terms, the ‘better GDR.’ Furthermore, Schabowski reportedly
did not see any reason to doubt the account of CCP Secretary-General Jiang Zemin,
who told him that the events on Tiananmen Square ended ‘relatively peaceful.’ Jiang,
however, admitted that roughly 400 students and soldiers died in streets surrounding
the streets around Tiananmen Square—‘relatively peaceful’ therefore as defined by
Beijing. Schabowski in turn claimed to have detected feelings of uneasiness and
guilt in Jiang Zemin’s face during their encounter. Feelings of uneasiness maybe
because Jiang Zemin quite simply lied about the reasons why the party’s former
aforementioned Secretary-General Zhao Ziyang was sacked from his post and was
put under house arrest (until his passing away in 2005). In his version of events, Jiang
Zemin maintained that Zhao was guilty of having assigned all responsibility for what
happened in Tiananmen Square to Deng Xiaoping and did not take responsibility as
the party’s Secretary-General for the events himself. In an interviewwith the Chinese
press Zhao reportedly said at the time that everything that will happen in Beijing and
China from now on will be happening on Deng’s watch. In Jiang Zemin’s view—and
that seemingly made sense to Schabowski—Zhao’s ‘crime’ of blaming the country’s
Supreme Leader Deng was a grave act of subordination and had to be punished the
way it was punished. Schabowski later in 2009 maintained that Zhao did what he
did to wash his hands clean off the responsibility and be able to blame Deng. That,
however, could not have been any further away from the truth as Zhao did at the very
time do the very opposite of looking for scapegoats somewhere else. Instead, he acted
as a responsible leader, he took the students’ concerns and requests seriously and
eventually went onto Tiananmen Square to talk to the students, undoubtedly being
aware that this would be the end of his political career (as it would indeed turn out to
be). Arguably the very opposite of what Schabowski concluded, who was obviously
still basing his conclusion on the falsities and propaganda Jiang Zemin fed him with
during his visit to Beijing in 1989 (remarkable indeed as 20 years had passed between
1989 and 2009, and Schabowski had enough time to replace the ‘facts’ as defined
by East German government propaganda with the actual facts of what happened in
Beijing in June 1989 and the aftermath of theTiananmenSquareMassacre). In reality,
Zhao was at the time the only member of the Politburo who acted responsibly and
accusing him of trying to put the blame onto others for what happened on Tiananmen
Square does quite simply not correspond with reality. Zhao was the only one who
took the students’ complaints and protests seriously, and it was he who urged the

31 His speeches at the end of 1989 trying to engage the public can e.g. be watched on YouTube.
32 He has done that during a number of television interviews for documentaries.
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students to end their hunger strike and clear the square, knowing that the leadership
was about to declare martial law and end the peaceful demonstrations with military
violence. Zhao was right as it turned out, as it was indeed Deng who gave Li Peng the
order to shoot at the students on Tiananmen Square in June 1989.33 In sum, the way
East German newspapers and the regime reported on and interpreted the tragic and
violent events on Tiananmen Square somehow gave the impression that East Berlin
wanted to return Beijing’s favour of false and absurd reporting. The kind of false
reporting Beijing’s mouthpiece newspapers—as we have seen above—produced in
the aftermath of the construction of the Berlin Wall in August 1961.

Speaking of getting itwrong.DengXiaoping later claimed that the student protests
on Tiananmen Square in 1989 reminded him of the turmoil and the Red Guards
during the Cultural Revolution. Here is a victim of the Cultural Revolution—Deng
was purged by Mao and sent to the countryside for close to 6 years to do hard
labour and ‘learn from the masses’—who claimed that Mao’s Red Guards killing,
purging anddestroying all overChina from1966 to 1969 are comparable to peacefully
demonstrating students in Beijing on hunger strike inMay/June 1989. A very cynical
comparison from somebody who clearly should have known better. Should have but
apparently did not allow himself to.

9.8 Repeating Gibberish in Parrot-Fashion

Erich Honecker and the SED took one final occasion to make the wrong call and
firmly positioned themselves on the wrong side of history: Honecker’s decision to
congratulate the Chinese leadership on its decision to shoot at and kill unarmed
students on Tiananmen Square in June 1989. At the time, the GDR’s political lead-
ership described in parrot-fashion what the Chinese called the demonstrations in
Tiananmen Square: ‘counter-revolutionary disturbances by a small group of people
determined to topple the country’s political leadership’ (Der Spiegel 12 June 1989).
WhatBeijing andEast Berlin agreed onwas that a ‘small group ofmisguided counter-
revolutionaries’ were in reality up to 100 million Chinese people all over China, who
in 1989 protested for what the government under Deng Xiaoping in the 1980s failed
to deliver: political reforms in China. In fact, Deng Xiaoping who would have been
equipped with the authority and power to consider the adoption of political reforms
did not take that opportunity and in 1989 found himself confronted with students
and workers who expected that Deng would complement economic with political
reforms theChinese public (and not only students allegedlymanipulated by theWest)
wanted. Deng made it clear very quickly in the early 1980s that he was not interested
in political reforms, which he—at least so the official record goes—feared would

33 Zhao has over decades been one of Deng’s closest ally, but Deng—without doubt out of convic-
tion—chose at the time to listen to hardliners like PrimeMinister Li Peng, who replied to legitimate
and peaceful protests the way the CCP had always done since 1949: with violence and repression,
blaming either Moscow or the CIA but never the CCP and its governance in China.
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threaten the success of the economic reforms he adopted in China. In fact, Deng
very quickly emerged as dead set on suppressing any calls for political reforms and
political pluralism throughout the 1980s. The demonstrations on Tiananmen Square
in 1989 were without doubt the result of Deng’s categorical and as it turned out very
short-sighted refusal to consider complementing economic with political reforms.
The narrative—asmisguided and implausible as it sounds—that political reforms and
political pluralism threaten the success of economic reforms and economic prosperity
(in turn leading to political chaos) is still very much alive in China today. Taiwan and
South Korea, however, provide evidence to the contrary: political reforms and later
democracy further facilitated economic growth and prosperity in both countries from
the mid-1980s onwards.

Unsurprisingly, as will be shown below, the East German press did not bother
to engage in anything resembling serious and/or investigative reporting on the
causes andmotivations of the Tiananmen Square demonstrations. Newspaper articles
published by Neues Deutschland in April, May and June 1989 do not cite any inter-
views with students and other demonstrators and the paper—like other East German
newspapers—wasvery obviously ordered to limiting itself to paraphrasing the official
Chinese assessments of what the students/demonstrators were, what they wanted and
who provided them with support: ‘counter-revolutionaries’ who—with the support
from ‘external conspirators’ planned to topple the government. It was that simple, at
least as far as Beijing and East Berlin were concerned. Neues Deutschland took
the lead and reported on April 20 that students were mourning the death of former
CCP Party Secretary-General Hu Yaobang. While doing that, the paper claimed,
some students decided to cause ‘disturbances.’ Referred to as ‘agitators’ Unruhes-
tifter in the German press, a term that in German does not do any justice to the
seriousness of the students’ cause. In fact, the term Unruhestifter suggests that the
students’ main or only purpose was to cause public disturbances when occupying
TiananmenSquare. Those studentswere later hindered fromentering theCCP’s head-
quarters behind Tiananmen Square (Neues Deutschland 20 April 1989a). One day
later Neues Deutschland reported the same thing claiming that the above-mentioned
‘agitators’ were hindered from entering the headquarters of the CCP located in the
Zhongnanhai district in downtown Beijing (Neues Deutschland 21 April 1989b).
On May 18, Neues Deutschland reported that CCP party leaders urged students to
end their hunger strike on Tiananmen Square. Citing the People’s Daily the news-
paper reported that the party had a constructive dialogue with the students. Such
dialogues and exchanges would continue if the students left the square and returned
to their classrooms (Neues Deutschland 18 May 1989c). However, the dialogues
between students and party leaders, including Prime Minister Li Peng, were never
perceived as constructive by the students as the party leaders did not in any way
address any of the students’ requests.34 And that from the very beginning, and Prime

34 Video footage on Li Peng’s meeting with the student leaders is available on YouTube. Watching
the meeting, it becomes very obvious that Li Peng was in no way interested in and prepared to listen
to the students’ requests. Li Peng, at least so it seemed, thought it was a meeting, during which he
was in charge and charged with doing all the talking while the students’ task was to listen in silence.
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Minister Li Peng in particular was always dismissive of the students’ concerns and
the records reveal that he was the one who convinced Deng Xiaoping to authorize
the declaration of martial law, in turn authorising the armed forces to end the demon-
strations with military force. Not that Deng Xiaoping needed much convincing, as
his track record of oppressing and imprisoning democracy activists throughout the
1980s had demonstrated impressively (the case of the aforementioned Wei Jinsheng
comes to mind).Neues Deutschland reported onMay 24 1989 that theWestern press
reported about the deployment of military troops into downtown Beijing. These
reports, Neues Deutschland concluded, were unfounded as the Chinese press had
not reported on the deployment (Neues Deutschland 24 May 1989d). In reality,
however, PLA troops were indeed deployed to downtown Beijing (on May 19)
but were—after being blocked by Chinese students—forced to withdraw on May
24. What is more (and what was not reported in the East German press), the first
encounters between the students and the military in May were peaceful and the
photographs and those encounters reveal that many soldiers sympathized with the
students at the time and on the ground. OnMay 26 then Neues Deutschland reported
that the PLA troops who were deployed to downtown Beijing had shown enormous
restraint when having been confronted with demonstrating students. That, however,
the paper reported, does not mean that the military would not be able to respond
with force if necessary. The ‘if’ turned into a ‘when’ when the government decided
to order the armed forces to use violence in order to re-install what it called ‘order’
in Beijing and elsewhere in China, i.e. in roughly 250 Chinese cities all over the
country—which does put to rest the Chinese claim that those who were demon-
strating was a small group of ‘counter-revolutionaries’ in Beijing and Beijing alone.
Either way, the paper concluded that Prime Minister Li Peng declared a state of
emergency only in order to guarantee ‘order’, i.e. Tiananmen Square without demon-
strating students. The state of emergency later became ‘martial law’ and the order
for the PLA to end the demonstrations with violence. Li Peng also claimed that
the ‘disturbances’ in Beijing would not change anything about China’s (alleged)
opening-up and reforms (Neues Deutschland 26 May 1989e). That of course would
turn out to be very wrong even if that is still—and clearly against better knowledge—
the official conclusions of the violent events on Tiananmen Square in China today.
‘Official conclusions’ which are not allowed to be challenged and questioned. On
May 30 Neues Deutschland reported that China’s All Federation of Trade Unions
called upon all workers to help re-establish public order. China’s workers, the feder-
ation announced on Chinese state television, must oppose what the federation called
an ‘extremely small minority’ upsetting the public order. The article claimed that
the central committee of the Communist Youth Union and the All-Chinese Women’s
Federation too supported the re-establishment of public order. Finally, the paper
claimed (wrongly) that large parts of Beijing’s population sympathized with the
PLA troops and urged the students to clear Tiananmen Square (Neues Deutschland
30May 1989f). The records, however, show that this is simply not true: large parts of
the urban population sympathized with the students’ cause and there was a dialogue
between the students and the military troops as also many Chinese soldiers supported
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the students’ objective to establish a real dialogue with the government (which the
government at no point was in any way interested in).

The morning after the massacre on 5 June 1989 Neues Deutschland reported that
the PLA successfully suppressed what it called a ‘counter-revolutionary uprising.’
The ‘counter-revolutionaries’ and ‘rioters’, the paper warned, had aimed at toppling
the ‘socialist order.’ The paper concluded its false reporting by claiming that a small
minority of demonstrators committed brutal acts of violence against Chinese soldiers
(Neues Deutschland 5 June 1989g). This obviously together with omitting the fact
that some demonstrators reacted to Chinese soldiers’ shooting into the crowds of
unarmed demonstrators (in obvious self-defence under the circumstances). A day
later on June 6 the same newspaper continued to play the role of the devil’s advocate
and cited the authorities and the military saying that they had no choice but to end the
‘tumult’ on the square with force. If they had not done so, the paper claimed, more
blood would have been shed and the demonstrators could have been able to topple
the government, erasing the sacrifices the Chinese people had made over the decades
as the paper put it (Neues Deutschland 6 June 1989h). Ending the demonstrations
the way the authorities did, the paper cited Beijing, was therefore in the interest of
the Chinese people (minus obviously those who were killed by the PLA during the
night from 4 to 5 June 1989). Neues Deutschland, however, was not done yet with
its false reporting defending the indefensible. The paper cited Beijing as saying that
the majority of the students on the square supported the armed forces’ intervention.
Again, it must have meant the ‘majority’ of students minus the thousands of students
whowere gunned downby the PLA in the night from June 4 to June 5—minus also the
millions of other ordinary citizens all over China supporting the students’ cause. The
paper went on to warn on Beijing’s behalf that the ‘counter-revolutionary’ activities
were not over yet and that there might be more ‘disturbances’ committed by the
(alleged) small minority of demonstrating students and their leaders. In the years
ahead such fear and paranoia resulted in amassive and all-encompassing re-education
campaign imposed onto CCP party officials. Hundreds of thousands of party officials
had to undergo ‘re-education’ in re-education camps, arguably the typical reaction
of an authoritarian regime constantly in fear of being challenged and replaced. The
Berliner Zeitung on June 6 cited the Chinese authorities as saying that a very small
minority of ‘counter-revolutionaries’ received support from foreign hostile forces
and in return provided these foreign organizationswithChinese state secrets (Berliner
Zeitung 6 June 1989). What kind of state secrets students were able to reveal and
pass on to ‘foreign agents’ and/or ‘foreign conspirators’, however, was of course
not explained. On June 8, Neues Deutschland reported that the CCP’s ‘Discipline
Commission’ is asking all party members to support the party and its reaction to the
‘disturbances’ on Tiananmen Square andmaintain what the newspaper cited as ‘strict
party discipline’ (NeuesDeutschland8 June 1989j). ‘Asking’ of coursewas thewrong
verb, because what the party did was ordering all party members to stay on message
and not question any of what the PLA did on behalf of the party during the night of
4 June 1989. On June 16 Neues Deutschland reported that a number of high-ranking
Chinese party officials thanked the PLA for its ‘heroic actions’ to re-establish order in
the capital. The army, the paper cited the officials, acted like the ‘army of the people’
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(Neues Deutschland 16 June 1989m). On July 3rd, Neues Deutschland called—
like Beijing did—the Tiananmen Square demonstrations an ‘anti-socialist uprising’
(Neues Deutschland 3 July 1989o). After that, the Tiananmen Square Massacre all
but completely disappeared as an ‘event’ the East German press reported on. It made
a short comeback when Egon Krenz in September was dispatched to Beijing to
congratulate his Chinese comrades for having killed thousands of unarmed Chinese
citizens earlier in June. During his visit to Beijing Krenz honoured the ‘heroes’ of
the Chinese people, and he obviously did not mean the students who paid with their
lives for demonstrating against an oppressive regime (Neue Zeit 26 September 1989).

In complete defiance of reality and of what actually took place in Beijing
in May and June 1989, East Berlin’s Allgemeiner Deutscher Nachrichtendienst
(ADN, General German News Service) declared on 5 June 1989 that China’s
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) had suppressed a ‘counter-revolutionary upheaval’,
thereby adopting Beijing’s terminology as to who the students on Tiananmen Square
allegedly were and what they did in May and June 1989. The alleged ‘counter-
revolutionaries’, Honecker, Egon Krenz and the rest of the SED Politburo agreed,
were financed and instigated by the imperialists in general and the CIA in partic-
ular. On 8 June 1989 East Berlin’s Volkskammer followed-up on Honecker’s ill-fated
declaration of unconditional solidarity with Beijing and declared its unconditional
solidaritywith theChinese leadership and its decision to end peaceful demonstrations
with military force on 4 June 1989 (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIV 2/2/2231). That decla-
ration was announced at a time when the large majority of Eastern European coun-
tries andmost importantly the Soviet Union did not express any such support, instead
condemning Beijing’s violent response during the night of 4 June 1989. The Volk-
skammer’s declaration concluded with the claim that Beijing had been ‘obliged to
re-establish order and security through force. Unfortunately this led to a number of
casualties and deaths.’35 While such a declaration made it unambiguously clear how
far East Berlin’s leadership was by then detached from reality and good (political)
sense of any kind, it also could be understood as a desperate attempt by the GDR
leadership to align itself with China out of fear that it could be next in line after
Beijing to be confronted with protests and demonstrations aimed at toppling the
regime (as it indeed happened in late 1989). Next to the GDR, the only Eastern Euro-
pean country which praised Beijing’s order to shoot into the crowds on Tiananmen
Square was Romania, whose dictator Nicolae Ceausescu did what Beijing’s leader
did in 1989: shooting into the crowds of demonstrators (in December 1989).36 Unlike
Beijing’s leaders, however, Ceausescu was removed from power and—together with
his wife—executed in public on 25 December 1989.

As East Berlin lost no time at all pronouncing its support for Beijing’s violent
response on Tiananmen Square in June 1989, there was some talk of an ‘East
Berlin–Beijing axis’ aimed at counterbalancing the Soviet Union’s political and
social reforms. However, in reality not much of an axis ever materialized beyond
East Berlin applauding Beijing for ending student demonstrations in Beijing in June

35 Needless to say that the Volkskammer declared what the SED ordered it to declare.
36 For which he and his wife were executed on December 25 of the same year.
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1989 with violence. An axis and/or alliance is arguably something very different
and applauding violence committed by a fellow dictatorship gets you only so far in
terms of ‘alliance-building.’ A report by the SED Central Committee on 23 June
1989 claimed that the Western media had produced ‘horror news’ on what happened
on June 4 on Tiananmen Square, instead urging the citizens in the GDR to inform
themselves of what ‘really’ happened through declarations and reports published
by the CCP. The advice to consult those who have just given the order to shoot
at unarmed students on what ‘really’ happened on Tiananmen Square is—to put it
this way—probably not the best path towards getting access to objective informa-
tion. And the SED recommending to read Chinese propaganda to get to the bottom of
what ‘really’ happened on Tiananmen Square, must have known that such advice was
not, inside and outside the GDR, taken in any way seriously. Based on that bogus
information and Chinese propaganda, the SED nonetheless concluded, just like the
CCP did in China earlier that year, that ‘counter-revolutionaries forces’ turned a
peaceful demonstration into a campaign to topple the Chinese government—the all
too familiar propaganda distributed by the country’s state-run media. Also like its
comrades in Beijing, the SEDmaintained that what happened in Beijing in June 1989
was strictly an internalChinese affair andhencenot for outsiders to interfere in (Neues
Deutschland 23 June 1989n). What is remarkable about all of this is the fact that the
SED thought it would be plausible to cite the CCP as opposed to outside sources to
explain what had happened and why in Tiananmen Square on 4 June 1989.37 Then
again not that ‘remarkable’ as East Berlin had clearly charged itself with the mission
to defend the indefensible, andBeijing for its part showed incredible gratitude for
East Berlin’s solidarity and as mentioned above, dispatched its Minister for Foreign
Affairs Qian Qichen to East Berlin roughly one week after the Tiananmen Square
Massacre. Notably, the violent events in Tiananmen Square did not evenmake it onto
the agenda of his visit to East Berlin. Instead, East Berlin and Beijing spoke about
further expanding relations and confirmed their solidarity defending themselves and
each other against allegedWestern attempts and policies to drive awedge between the
community of socialist countries ( NeuesDeutschland 13 June 1989l). That was obvi-
ously an attempt to pretend and send a message to the outside world that the events
on Tiananmen Square were no longer a concern in East Berlin and Beijing. However,
reality does not disappear by ignoring it and East Germany’s public and civil society
reacted very differently to Beijing’s violent response to the student demonstrations
on Tiananmen Square than its seemingly autistic regime in East Berlin. Two weeks
after the Tiananmen Square crackdown the protestant church in Saxony published a
note protesting against the violence committed against the peaceful protesters during

37 Unfortunately, that is still practiced in China today as the spokespeople of China’s Ministry of
Foreign Affairs demonstrate on a daily basis. Take the case of the detention of Chinese Muslim
citizens in so-called ‘re-education camps’ in the Chinese province of Xinjiang.More than once have
the ministry’s spokespeople in 2020 and 2021 cited Chinese sources and Chinese documentaries
as alleged evidence that there are no human rights violations committed against detainedMuslims in
Xinjiang. Chinese documentaries with English subtitles for the consumption of foreign journalists
attending ministry press conferences. Government propaganda in English for the consumption of
foreign journalists, more than anything else.
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and after the events of 4 June 1989: “With great consternation havewe heard and later
seen how a non-violent movement was crushed with violence, events followed by the
persecution of involved people.” (Rein 1990, p. 180). In July 1989, the East German
protestant church published another report protesting against the response of the
regime in East Berlin and attempted to deliver a protest letter to the Chinese embassy
in East Berlin. Those East German citizens who attempted to deliver that protest note
to the embassy were arrested along the way and shortly detained. Another attempt
to deliver that letter two weeks later—this time by roughly 50 protesters—again
ended in beatings and arrests. The protestant church, however, did not give up and
instead continued to organize events protesting against Beijing’s brutal response in
June 1989. It also organized church services during which it spoke out against the
violence on Tiananmen Square. One service in the Samariter Church in East Berlin
was attended by 1,500 people, composed of churchgoers as well as civil and human
rights activists. This event took place in July 1989 when the SED and the GDR
leadership were already all but irreversibly weakened and on the verge of all but
inevitable collapse. At the service, it was stated (as cited in Rein 1990, p.180): “The
SED’s cynical justification of the Chinese armed forces’ violent response to China’s
democracymovement, themorbid solidarity with the Chinese leadership, with which
we are presented in the mass media every day, have only increased the anger and
mourning of critical young people. Never was the discrepancy between official SED
opinion and how common citizens viewed reality so immense. The SED’s message
to the GDR population was clear: this is how we will treat counter-revolutionaries.
Those who think this is an exaggeration may refer to a neo-Stalinist statement of
Minister Margot Honecker during the Pedagogical Congress carried out around the
same time.MargotHonecker, wife of the SEDSecretary-General, urged the country’s
youth on June 13 to look for enemies, ‘traitors and counter-revolutionaries.” Unsur-
prisingly, the GDR leadership ignored the church’s protests and continued to pretend
that it was still in full control.

9.9 Egon Krenz Making Friends in Beijing

A few days after the crackdown and shootings on Tiananmen Square Egon Krenz,
at the time in charge of the GDR’s internal security, told the West German politician
Oskar Lafontaine38 during a symposium in the West German city of Saarbrücken
that China’s political leadership had merely taken the necessary steps to restore
‘order’ in Beijing and other cities in China. Krenz dismissed the Western German
television coverage of the Tiananmen Square Massacre as vicious and misleading
propaganda. This was the same Egon Krenz who in September 1989 was dispatched
to Beijing to congratulate his Chinese comrades for having crushed ‘counter-
revolutionary’ elements among the peacefully demonstrating students on Tiananmen

38 Then a member of the Social Democratic Party (SPD), he is currently a member of the political
party Die Linke, the SED’s successor party.
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Square. Krenz’s mission in Beijing was to express East Berlin’s solidarity with the
Chinese leadership. Krenz and Qiao Shi, at the time member of China’s Politburo’s
Standing Committee (PSC), jointly agreed on who was to blame for the violence on
Tiananmen Square in June 1989: the USA and the West, together with ‘reactionary
forces’ in Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macao, all intent on toppling socialism in China
(SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIA 2/2A/3247 A). Beijing accusing and including ‘reac-
tionary forces’ from Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macao in its crusade against domestic
and foreign alleged ‘counter-revolutionary’ forces was quite a stretch, but desperate
times called for desperate measures it seemed, in this case in the form of bogus
information and baseless accusations. Qiao maintained that any Western-sponsored
attempts to introduce capitalism in China were bound to fail, to which Krenz replied
with a lame platitude about how it is impossible to challenge what he referred to
as the ‘power of the people’ (to be sure, what he really meant was the power of
the ruling parties in both China and the GDR). In the months ahead and during his
short-lived reign as SED Secretary-General Krenz developed an impeccable talent
of saying the wrong thing at the wrong time and more than once was he booed and
laughed at for his attempts to portray himself as a statesman equipped with the skills
and empathy to govern what was left of the GDR in late 1989.

Anything else butKrenz expressing solidaritywithBeijingwhile blaming theWest
for what happened in June 1989 in Beijing would obviously have been a surprise
during that visit. In fact, the literature suggests that both Krenz and his Chinese
interlocutors really believed that their interpretation of the causes of the events on
Tiananmen Square in June 1989 was accurate. In retrospect, however, such a conclu-
sion is hardly plausible as it must have been very difficult for politicians like Krenz
and Qiao, both at the top of their respective regimes, not to understand what really
motivated the students to protest in Beijing in May and June 1989. Either way when
they discussed the internal problems China was confronted with, they seemed to have
been in perfect agreement that the ‘imperialist’ West and its campaign to topple the
Chinese statewas to blame. Shi reassuredKrenz that Chinawould not change policies
and positions and that Western economic and political sanctions would not be able
to put the country under pressure. Krenz’s encounter with the newly appointed CCP
Secretary-General Jiang Zemin struck the same tone, and what was said during that
meeting was so completely out of touch with reality that it cannot be assumed that
Krenz and his Chinese interlocutors did not realize that their description of events and
trends in international politics at the timemust have sounded completely implausible
to anybody outside of East German and Chinese policymaking circles—or maybe
they really believed in what they said to each other in Beijing at the time. Decades
of propaganda, indoctrination, paired with the occasional brainwashing campaign
might have worked well enough for East German and Chinese policymakers to
believe the mutual reassurances that the West in general and the US in particular
had conspired to topple the government in Beijing in May 1989. Either way, when
Jiang Zemin thanked Krenz for the GDR’s solidarity after the events in Beijing in
June 1989, Krenz went out of his way to flatter Jiang Zemin saying that East Berlin’s
support for Beijing was a ‘matter of honour and duty for fellow socialist countries’
(SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIV 2/2A/3247B). Later, Krenz sought to relativize all of that,
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claiming that what he said in Beijing was merely ordinary diplomacy, following the
diplomatic protocol of an official visit. He would later and over the years repeat that
same lame claim over and over again. Indeed, Krenzwas on a (cynical) roll and deter-
mined to shower Jiang Zemin with praise for all the alleged Chinese achievements
related to the promotion of global socialism. Krenz’s characterization and praise of a
country’s leadership which had only a few months earlier shot possibly thousands of
its own citizens during (largely) peaceful demonstrations were as repulsive as it gets
from a humanitarian point of view. This became even more true when after the fall
of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the GDRKrenz (falsely) maintained that it was
thanks to his orders not to shoot at peacefully demonstrating East German citizens in
late 1989 that no violence broke out in East Berlin, Leipzig, Dresden and other East
German cities at the time. While that turned out to be false and something Krenz
very obviously said to present himself as the one who made sure that protests in East
Germany in 1989 did not result in bloodshed, his conversations with his Chinese
counterparts in September 1989 did indeed suggest that he not only endorsed what
Beijing did in June 1989 but also that he would have considered acting in the same
way if the people in the GDR attempted to topple the regime in East Berlin. “The
counter-revolutionary forces claimed to want freedom and democracy, while their
real objective was to topple the Communist Party and the State”, Krenz decided all by
himself (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA JIV2/2A/3247C). Ironically, EgonKrenz had a point,
although from the Chinese students’ point of view the connection between freedom
and democracy and the Chinese Communist Party was distinctively different: the
CCP and the oppressive state stood in the way of the kind of freedom and democracy
the students were demonstrating for.

And Krenz had more on offer in terms of nonsensical analysis. On various occa-
sions during his talks with his Chinese interlocutors Krenz maintained that nobody
should be allowed to ‘play with the power of the people’ when he elaborated on
why China’s armed forces were supposedly obliged to end the demonstrations on
Tiananmen Square with violence. Such a statement was void of any sense, good and
common, and what Krenz must really have meant was that the people (he spoke of
the Chinese people but he obviously also had the East German people in mind) must
not be allowed in anyway to challenge themonopoly of power of the party (SAPMO-
BArch, ZPA JIV 2/2A/3247 D). Indeed, demonstrators taking part in demonstrations
against the regime in East Berlin and Leipzig in October and November 1989 had to
fear that EgonKrenz (whoby thenwas about to toppleErichHonecker at the top of the
SED) would opt for the aforementioned Chinese Solution: ending peaceful demon-
strations with military force and violence. After Krenz confirmed to his Chinese
comrades that the GDR’s support for their violent response was a matter of what he
called ‘class solidarity’39 and ‘class duty’,40 he also decided that Beijing had every
right to ‘re-establish order’ in China the way it did. Based on what Krenz said in
Beijing, he undoubtedly made himself a proponent of theChinese Solution to end the
demonstrations with violent means in the GDR in late 1989. Krenz of course denies

39 Klassensolidarität in German.
40 Klassenpflicht in German.
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all of this and claims until the present day that it was he himself who stood in the
way of theChinese Solution. However, against the background of how quickly things
evolved in the GDR in October and November 1989, it can instead be concluded that
Krenz and his Politburo accomplices at the time did not have the courage to opt for
a violent response to end the demonstrations taking place all over the GDR. Indeed,
the GDR authorities must have been surprised about the fact that their threats to inter-
vene to end the demonstrations with violence and the possibility of opting for the
above-mentionedChinese Solution did not impress and deter the demonstrators from
demonstrating and marching on the streets of the GDR. In retrospect, from a GDR
‘public relations’ point of view deploying someone like Egon Krenz to flatter the
dictators in Beijing in September 1989 was a smart move. Krenz was—and there are
really and objectively no two ways about it—constantly very, very economical with
the truth. The kind of quality East Berlin at the time needed to stay in Beijing’s
good books when nobody else did and wanted to after the Tiananmen Massacre.
After the GDR’s collapse Krenz then showed himself very ‘flexible’ and prepared
to deny everything he said a few months earlier when got down to work polishing
up his record and portraying himself as someone who had always been opposed to
to violence and in favour of peaceful co-existence between the two German states.41

And he did that from the very beginning to the very end of his fiveminutes in the polit-
ical limelight in late 1989: when he staged a de facto coup d’état ousting Honecker
from power in October 1989 to his very short-lived 6-weeks long tenure as the SED’s
Secretary-General from mid-October to the beginning of December 1989. And after
that, Krenz’s career took a turn for the worse. Krenz’s cardinal lie was his claim that
there existed no ‘firing order’42 along the border between East and West Germany,
i.e. no standing order to shoot at everybody who was trying to overcome and cross
the border between East and West Germany. Of course that order existed and Krenz
of course knew just that. In fact, Krenz would spend four years in jail from 2000
to 2003 for having endorsed and indeed ordered the infamous ‘firing order’ (Zeit
Online 30 November 2009). In 1999, the existence of the ‘shooting order’ was offi-
cially proven: GDR border troops had the order to shoot without exception at those
who were trying to escape from the GDR. At the time, a Stasi document revealed
that soldiers were ordered to shoot even at adults with children.43 Between 1961 and
1989, 133 people were murdered along the Berlin Wall alone. If there had been no

41 After the collapse of the GDR, German television gave Krenz numerous occasions to portray
himself as the one who decided not to respond to protests and demonstration with military violence.
The controversial but also media-savvy Krenz guaranteed good audience rating and was therefore
a frequent guest of documentary programmes on German television. The programme Zeugen des
Jahrhunderts (Witnesses of the Century) aired by the German television network ZDF (Zweites
Deutsches Fernsehen) interviewed Krenz in May 2016 for about three hours, during which Krenz
was given the opportunity to present viewers with his objectively false and self-righteous accounts
of the events in the GDR at the end of 1989. For the interview see this link: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=-Wa2ZbaYt8A.
42 The infamous Schiessbefehl in German.
43 The Stasi order from 1973 read: ‘Those who try to escape are to be stopped and liquidated. Do
not hesitate to use your weapons, including on adults who are with children. Those traitors have in
past on several occasions used children as shields.’
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order to shoot at those people, these people would still be alive today. “There was no
killing order, or as you call it, ‘firing order.’ Such an order would have been in viola-
tion of GDR laws”, Krenz lied. Such an order, however, did exist and that Krenz as a
member of the Politburo did not know of the existence of such a document and order
is very implausible. Krenz arguing that such an order would have violated GDR laws
is equally absurd, not least as those who were responsible for shooting at and killing
the 133 GDR citizens who were murdered along the Wall from 1961 to 1989 were
not punished (by the GDR authorities). In fact, the very opposite was the case: not
shooting at escaping GDR citizens would have led to punishment. Like Egon Krenz,
the aforementioned Günter Schabowski too would be convicted of manslaughter.
After Krenz spent four years in prison, he again toured German television and talk
shows insisting on his innocence (Der Spiegel Online 15 December 1999). Until
today, Krenz insists that he had done nothing wrong. Not unsurprisingly of course,
as Krenz chose to hang on to the myth he created of himself as innocent bystander
of what happened in terms of violence and terror in also his name over decades in
the GDR.

9.10 Someone to Blame

An inner-SED report on the student demonstrations in Beijing in May and June 1989
sought to analyse, at least to a certain extent, the real causes of the student protests in
Beijing. Naturally, according to the report,Washington—togetherwith other ‘foreign
conspirators’—were responsible for the escalation on Tiananmen Square and hence
Beijing had every right to respondwith violence to end the students’ alleged ‘counter-
revolution.’ Furthermore, the GDR leadership also joined their comrades in Beijing
by putting the blame onto then CCP Secretary-General Zhao Ziyang. Beijing clearly
needed a scapegoat and the CCP Secretary-General, who went onto Tiananmen
Square at the time and urged the demonstrating students to interrupt their hunger
strike and go home, was made that scapegoat. Since Zhao had talked to the students,
Beijing decided, the division and disagreement among Beijing’s policymakers on
how to deal with the demonstrating students was Zhao’s fault. ‘Responsible for
the uncontrolled and snowballing escalation of anti-socialist forces is the former
General-Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party Zhao Ziyang
and other party officials, supported by parts of the mass media and other institutions’,
the report concluded (SAPMO-BArch, ZPA IV2/2.035/33). What Zhao really did on
Tiananmen Square was obviously nothing like that. Instead, the record shows that
Zhaowas genuinely concerned about the demonstrating students’well-being asmany
of themwere on a hunger strike waiting for the authorities tomake an effort to initiate
a dialogue with them (in vain, as it turned out). To be sure, Zhao talking to the
students on Tiananmen Square without official authorization from the Politburo was
undoubtedly a sign of the aforementioned ‘division’ among Beijing’s policymakers
the CCP accused Zhao of having incited. The sort of ‘division’, however, in this
case motivated by the objective to avoid violence by urging and indeed begging the
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demonstrating students to leave the square. As it turned out in vain as the students
remained on Tiananmen Square until the PLA was ordered to open fire.

The SED report also concluded that the violence escalated on Tiananmen Square
on June 4 because of the Chinese leadership’s misjudgement of the significance of
the demonstrations, its reluctance to act earlier and because China’s armed forces
were ill-prepared for what the leadership was asking them to do on that violent night
in Beijing.44 Furthermore, the report pointed out that the leadership was divided on
how to respond to the protests and concluded (correctly) that during the night of 4
June 1989, due to divisions within the army’s leadership, there was a possibility of
armed clashes between different army units: clashes between soldiers and officers
who were and others who were not prepared to follow the order to shoot into the
crowds of demonstrating students on Tiananmen Square. These assessments were
indeed accurate and the records show that there was indeed resistance within the
Chinese PLA to follow the order given by the party to ‘clear’ Tiananmen Square
with military force. Unfortunately not enough resistance and courage among the
armed forces to oppose the Chinese leadership and Deng Xiaoping’s order to kill
fellowChinese citizens. Undoubtedly also one of the reasonswhy ‘thanking’ the PLA
for following his orders was one of the very first things Deng did almost immediately
after the massacre. Furthermore, it is not a coincidence either that the PLA’s annual
budget was increased by between 15 and 18% throughout the 1990s (and beyond
and in essence until the present day). Loyalty to the dictators in Beijing came at a
price and had to be bought, as it were. A lot of PLA officers began to make a lot of
money in the 1990s as the defence budget’s increase also directly reached the pockets
of individual officers, leading to enormous systemic corruption and PLA generals
with an officially moderate salary driving around downtown Beijing and Shanghai
with fancy German and even fancier Italian cars (ironically cars with number plates
reserved for PLA vehicles and cars).

Throughout the summer of 1989 relations between Moscow and Beijing became
tenser when Moscow under Gorbachev joined the West in condemning Beijing’s
violent crackdownon students onTiananmenSquare. JohnGarver explains thatwhile
Gorbachev is on record of having condemned the Tiananmen Square Massacre, his
initial statements on the massacre “implicitly supported the Chinese government’s
stance.” In August 1989, however, that changed when Gorbachev called the PLA’s
order to shoot at Chinese students ‘deplorable’ (Garver 1994, p. 158). Today, it is
impossible to verify until what extent or whether at all Gorbachev was prepared to
tolerate or even endorse Beijing’s violent response on Tiananmen Square in June
1989, but the fact that his above-mentioned conclusion on Tiananmen resulted in
calling the events ‘deplorable’ makes it hard to believe that he ever really endorsed
Beijing’s violent response in June 1989. His first statement on Tiananmen might
have been ambiguous and did not immediately condemn the violence on Tiananmen
Square, which however might also have to do with the fact that some of the (violent)

44 That night is often referred to as ‘tragic’ in the literature. The term ‘tragic’, however, does
somehow indicate that the violence on Tiananmen Square was an act of nature beyond control. It
was the very opposite of that.
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details of what happened during the night of June 4 came to light only days later.
Moscow’s condemnation of the Tiananmen Square Massacre moved China and
the GDR closer together although the what John Garver calls ‘political alignment’
between Beijing and East Berlin for the rest of the year 1989 did not lead to anything
of substance as the GDR was collapsing and China was getting ready to declare, i.e.
lie, that it had always been in favour of peaceful German reunification. Evidence
if you will that jointly agreeing to shoot at peacefully demonstrating students was
legitimate is not necessarily a sustainable basis for an alliance between two morally
bankrupt dictatorships. Sometimes history offers us a silver-lining: six months later,
East Berlin was not able to use the same violence in Leipzig and East Berlin Beijing
has used against demonstrating students on Tiananmen Square. In other words, the
Chinese Solution which for East Berlin in late 1989 looked like an appealing ‘solu-
tion’ for how to end demonstrations against the regime was fortunately not part of
how history unfolded in the GDR in late 1989.

9.11 Too Little, Too Late

Had Beijing and East Berlin fully realized that Gorbachev was planning to adopt
political and economic reforms in the Soviet Union in the mid-1980s, they would
possibly have found more common ground during their bilateral encounters in the
mid-1980s and might have invested more resources and political capital into inten-
sifying bilateral relations in a more substantive manner. But who can know that for
certain today? Either way, it is probably accurate to conclude that neither Honecker
nor the Chinese political leadership could have imagined the scope, quality and most
importantly the consequences of Gorbachev’s reforms at the time. While China’s
political leaders had next to no contact with their political counterparts in the Soviet
Union, Honecker, like other dictators before and after him, failed to understand the
reality outside his direct sphere of influence and refused to acknowledge that the
political and, more importantly, economic foundations of the GDR had in the 1980s
de facto collapsed. At least twice in the early 1980s, East Berlin was facing default
and was obliged to ask West Germany for massive loans. In 1983, e.g., the GDR
was granted one billion deutschmarks by Bonn and the deal was brokered between
Alexander Schalck-Golodkowski,45 a corrupt East German politician and head of
‘Kommerzielle Koordinierung’ (‘Commercial Coordination’, a department within
East Germany’s Ministry of Trade), and the aforementioned Bavarian politician and
former West German Minister of Defence Franz-Josef Strauß.

If East Berlin had not been on its path towards certain collapse in 1989, the
regime’s above-mentioned support for Beijing’s violent response to the students’

45 Schalck-Golodkowski systematically misused ministry funds over years and indeed
decades. In December of 1989 he left East Berlin and settled in Bavaria where he died in June
2015. A party fat cat who preached socialism while filling his own pockets with West German
deutschmarks.
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demonstrations in Tiananmen Square in 1989 could perhaps have been the basis for
a ‘best-friend’ relationship between East Berlin and Beijing at a time when the West
(and Japan) were imposing economic sanctions onto Beijing. However, that was not
to be as peacefully marching East German citizens made it very clear in late 1989
that they were no longer willing to be locked up and terrorized by a collapsing
dictatorship.

The last chapter of the GDR’s ill-fated and cynical reaction to the Tiananmen
Square Massacre in June 1989 was a late (and quite frankly pathetic) apology
published by the DDR’s Volkskammer in June 1990 (Tagung der Volkskammer der
DDR am 7. Juni 1990). The GDR’s rubber-stamp parliament apologized for the
declaration regarding the events on Tiananmen Square it had published in June 1989
and announced its intention to mourn for the victims. That apology, however, came
precisely one year too late and many of those parliamentarians who apologized in
1990were the same politicianswho had endorsed the above-mentionedVolkskammer
statement of June 1989 congratulating Beijing on its violent response to the demon-
strations on Tiananmen Square. An apology Chinese student demonstrators and their
families—if they had been asked—certainly could have done without.
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Chapter 10
GDR Falling Apart, China Watching
from a Distance

Abstract This chapter examines the last act of East German and Chinese false
reporting, the denial of reality and the ability not to see what the rest of the world had
been seeing and hoping for over months: the GDR’s irreversible collapse, German
reunification and the indefinite end of the ‘second German nation’ gibberish East
Berlin’s propaganda had been spreading over decades. The end of a regime the East
German people had already lost faith in 1953 when Walter Ulbricht invited Soviet
tanks into East Berlin to end workers’ protests with violence. Beijing continued
to resist and ordered its mouthpiece newspapers to switch to the usual propaganda
overdrive reporting on disillusioned East German citizens returning back to their
‘beloved’ East Germany after not finding affordable housing and job security in the
‘decadent’West. Escaping back to Alcatraz as ‘reported’ by Chinese state-controlled
newspapers, so to speak. When German reunification had become a fait accompli,
Beijing claimed that it had always been in favour of promoting German reunification,
in accordancewith the ‘freewill of theGermanpeople.’ Sure.Allwas good that ended
well then? Not quite as only the East German dictatorship collapsed. The other is
still around and, at least as far as China’s government under Xi Jinping is concerned,
is not going anywhere anytime soon.

Both China and the GDR celebrated their 40th anniversaries in 1989. China did that
on October 1st of that year and the GDR was the guest of honour. SED Politburo
member Egon Krenz and SED Central Committee member Wolfgang Rauchfuss
led the GDR delegation visiting Beijing and were assigned a seat next to Deng
Xiaoping on Tiananmen Square (Berkofsky 2020). New CCP Secretary-General
Jiang Zemin—an uncharismatic party apparatschik who tended to move like a robot
on the national and international stages until he was replaced by his successor Hu
Jintao in 2002—thanked theEastGermanguests for their support forChina’s decision
to use brute force to stop what both East Berlin and Beijing claimed was a ‘counter-
revolutionary putsch’ in China earlier that year. Beijing in turn reportedly understood
the difficulties the regime in East Berlin was confronted with, blaming ‘foreign
hostile forces’ for the attempt to topple the socialist regime in the GDR. Egon Krenz
concluded his speech in Beijing by promising to do his very ‘best’ to consolidate
and defend socialism in the GDR. One of those times when your best was simply
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not good enough, as it turned out by the end of 1989. In retrospect, it is obviously
impossible to know whether Krenz and his colleagues believed in what they were
saying and promising their Chinese comrades during their visit to Beijing. Krenz
claimed in numerousWest German television interviews and talk shows appearances
throughout the 1990s that he had always been able to separate fact from fiction,
i.e. reality from government propaganda as he had—at least according to his own
accounts of reality—demonstrated during his short-lived tenure as SED Secretary-
General in 1989. That was a case of being economical with the truth, to say the very
least. To be sure, Krenz was in good company among his SED comrades. In fact,
SED officials until the collapse of the GDR stubbornly repeating obvious falsities
about the state of East German politics and the economy in parrot-fashion somehow
suggests that decades of propaganda accompanied had done too much damage to
their ability to tell fact and fiction and instead go with the nice-sounding fiction,
depicting the GDR as the land of milk and honey. Krenz clearly excelled in that
discipline.

Then on October 7 it was the GDR’s turn to celebrate, at least that was the
plan among the comrades in East Berlin. Honecker, however, was clearly not well
and the visiting Soviet leader Gorbachev did not tell Honecker what he wanted to
hear. The GDR, Gorbachev said in a nutshell, will end up on the wrong side of
history unless it changes political course dramatically.1 “Those who arrive late will
be punished by life”, GorbachevwarnedHonecker on that occasion, urging him to opt
for reforms as amatter of self-preservation. Thatmessagewas as clear as it could have
been, but since Gorbachev had renounced Moscow’s previous policy of ordering its
vassal and satellite states what to do no questions asked, Honecker chose not to take
Gorbachev’s advice. In fact, the rift between the reform-minded Gorbachev and the
stubborn socialist dinosaur Honecker was there for all to see in East Berlin in October
1989. In short, after the October encounter and Honecker’s refusal to even consider
the benefits of political and social reforms (‘benefits’ as in helping the regime in East
Berlin to survive and not collapse like it did a few months later), Gorbachev accused
Honecker of seeking to establish an anti-Perestroika front from Prague to Beijing
and informed the East German dictator that Moscow would not intervene in support
of the East German regime in the case of protests against the regime. Ironically,
Gorbachev at the time saw what Honecker did not: the fact that only himself and a
few others around him were in festive mood, celebrating the anniversary of a country
that was on the verge of collapse. Gorbachev’s body language during his visit in East
Berlin too spoke a very clear language. Video footage of Gorbachev standing next to
Honecker during the celebrations shows an obviously uncomfortable Soviet leader,
not in any way sharing the East German’s (fake) enthusiasm during the celebrations.
Honecker too looked very frail and tired during the celebratory parade but did his
best to pretend that after 40 years of its existence the best was yet to come for the
politically and economically bankrupt GDR. At that point in history and given the
state of the GDR, he was right: the best was indeed yet to come, albeit not the kind
of ‘best’ Honecker had in mind: the ‘best’ as in collapse and reunification with West
Germany.

1 Honecker was probably suffering from kidney cancer at the time.
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Gorbachev did initially (reportedly) not believe that political and social reforms
will necessarily lead to the demise of socialism, let alone the collapse of the Soviet
Union. Instead, he urged Eastern European countries to find what he called a ‘third
way’ between Stalinist socialism and Western capitalism (whatever that meant and
would translate into in terms of governance and policies). Honecker for his part
was immediately alarmed and made it clear that he was not planning to want to
follow Moscow’s lead to reform. In May 1988, he declared in an interview with
the Danish newspaper Jylland Posten that there is not one ‘model’ or ‘pre-defined’
path to follow as regards economic and political governance. The GDR is therefore
not obliged, Honecker concluded, to copy the kind of economic and social reforms
adopted in theSovietUnion (NeuesDeutschland21April 1988).However, the trouble
was (for) Honecker that he chose not to consider any kind of political and social
reforms whatsoever and completely failed to acknowledge the extent to which the
country’s economy was in (permanent) crisis. Honecker—putting it bluntly—never
got it—even after he escaped imprisonment in Germany and was allowed to join his
wife Margot Honecker in exile in Chile.2 In an interview with German television
in Moscow in 1991, Honecker showed himself unwilling and/or maybe unable3 to
understand that his failure to endorse and embrace social and economic reforms
when he still had a chance in the second part of the 1980s to do so led to the
all but inevitable collapse of the GDR.4 While reports coming out of Gorbachev’s
USSR that socialism in the mid-1980s is in crisis and confronted with numerous
problems (above all problems of economic and financial nature) were suppressed
and/or censored in the GDR press, the problems were there for all to see. As already
discussed elsewhere in this book, East Berlin sought to use its improved relations
with China onemore (desperate) time to putMoscow under pressure.Which however
never (really)worked from themid-1980s to 1989 even if on some occasionsMoscow
expressed some concerns about the implications of improved Chinese–East German
relations for the relationship between Moscow and East Berlin. Certainly, hardly
more than an also-ran concern without actual consequences.

The GDR’s final months, however, were to become (even) more surreal. In
commemoration of 40 years of diplomatic ties between China and the GDR, East
Berlin’s city government organized the ‘China Weeks’ from 7–25 September 1989.
Beijing returned the favour by organizing and hosting GDR films weeks at the begin-
ning of October 1989. On November 13 then, four days after the fall of the Berlin
Wall, a dance group of China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) performed in East

2 Honecker’s daughter’s husband was from Chile.
3 And unwilling too. Honecker was defiant and like other dictators before and after him, he was
unable to see any problems with how he governed in the GDR. At least this is the impression he
was trying to give at the time.
4 Whether it is the former or the latter is impossible to verify today. Honecker in 1991 continued
to display an incredible level of self-righteousness and ability to get facts and political events
deliberately and completelywrong in an ill-fated attempt to portray himself as an innocent bystander
of an alleged conspiracy against the GDR in the late 1980s. The interviewing journalist must be
admired for his patience and tolerance allowing Honecker to present his distorted views of GDR
history in general and the history of and events leading to the GDR’s collapse in particular. See this
interview with Honecker on You Tube at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MAEpwcHuJN8.
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Berlin. One is allowed to wonder what the Chinese comrades at the time thought
they were doing and/or celebrating in November of 1989. Beijing and East Berlin’s
hapless attempt to display a business-as-usual attitude in November 1989 when one
of themwas collapsing was surreal and indeed very comical. Whether or whether not
theChinese authorities in general and the PLA in particular did understand (or instead
deliberately chose to ignore) the importance and more importantly the fundamental
consequences of the events in the GDR in November 1989 cannot be verified, but
sending the PLA to East Berlin (albeit ‘only’ a PLA dance group) after the fall of the
Berlin Wall was something regimes completely out of touch with reality would do.
Maybe China’s political leaders still believed Egon Krenz’s earlier assurances that
the GDR would continue to exist as a sovereign state even if the signs that this was
not at all a realistic scenario were there for all to see—except, so it seemed at least,
for the Chinese leadership at the time. Indeed, the Chinese leadership—as the East
Berlin-based Chinese newspaper correspondents reported—seemed to have taken a
number of speeches by Egon Krenz in October and November 1989 at face value
when Krenz talked about overcoming the GDR’s ‘governance crisis’ by promising
reforms in a last desperate attempt to hang on to power—reforms as it turned out
nobody in the GDR was any longer interested in as Krenz had to find out during
public speeches in November and December 1989. He got booed and ridiculed by
his East German audience on more than one occasion.

On 17 November 1989, the message of profound and irreversible changes in
Moscow’s East European satellite countries finally arrived in Beijing too. All of a
sudden, Chinese PrimeMinister Li Peng talked about what he referred to as ‘remark-
able changes’ in Eastern European socialist countries, including in the GDR, during
a press conference on a state visit to Brazil. However, it is probably accurate to
conclude that the developments in the GDR in late 1989 did for the Chinese political
leadership still not mean that the regime in the GDR was inevitably on the verge of
collapse. Given that the Berlin Wall fell on November 9 and given that it was obvious
that theGDR regime had by then all but completely collapsed, it is hard to believe that
Beijing’s political leaders were really convinced that Krenz and his SED Politburo
comrades would be able to keep the regime from collapsing. Or maybe they—like
the leaders of other dictatorships before and after them—did believe just that as a
result of decades of government propaganda deciding that socialism/communism is
superior over capitalism and will therefore inevitably prevail. Then again the ability
not to see the obvious and reality must have been at a very advanced stage if China’s
political leaders really believed that the crisis in the GDR at the end of 1989 would
not lead to collapse.

10.1 Beijing Joining the Party

A Chinese Communist Party delegation which visited East Berlin on the occasion
of the GDR’s 40th anniversary celebrations in early October 1989 gave itself very
supportive of Honecker’s (desperate) attempt to resist the (by then strong) winds of
change and hold on to power come what may. The Chinese delegation which was
led by Politburo Standing Committee member and Vice Premier Yao Yilin agreed
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with their East German hosts and counterparts that both China and the GDR would
continue to pursue the ‘road towards socialism’ and would resist pressure from
the outside to reform. With ‘pressure from the outside’ he must also have meant
Gorbachev’s reformist policies. For what it was worth Yao reportedly ‘understood
the complicated situation’ in theGDRand expressed his gratefulness for EastGerman
support when Beijing ordered the PLA to shoot into the crowd on Tiananmen Square
in June 1989 (Garver 1994, p. 162). Honecker returned the favour and said that
any attempt to destroy the achievements of socialism in the GDR would not be
tolerated and that the demonstrations in East Germany at the time resembled what
he called the ‘counter-revolutionary activities’ that took place in China in May and
June 1989. Yao and Honecker then concluded together that the lesson from both
“counter-revolutionary riots and the defamation campaign against the GDR was
that socialist values should be staunchly upheld” (Cited in Garver 1994, p.162).
Those words, however, rang very hollow indeed as Honecker and his SED were fast
losing control over the events in the GDR and one month later in November Deng
Xiaoping accused the SED along with the socialist/communist parties in Hungary
and Poland of deviating from the alleged ‘correct’ version of Marxist–Leninism.
One cannot emphasize enough how much out of touch with reality and in defiance
of the historic events sounded what Deng had to say on the events in the GDR and
all over Eastern Europe. Then again what else could he have said after having boxed
himself and the CCP into the respond-with-violence-come-what-may corner in June
1989. John Garver writes that Deng was at the time de facto accusing his comrades
in the GDR, Poland and Hungary of having failed to suppress demonstrations with
violence against unarmed civilians in order to save socialism, or better, in order to
uphold their respective repressive regimes. Maybe that is indeed what Deng had
in mind, also because it turned out that brute violence would have been the only
way of stopping what was happening in East Berlin, Warsaw and Budapest at the
time. Indeed, Deng Xiaoping—in the name of the ‘correct’ version of socialism—
encouraged his Eastern European comrades5 to shoot at those who in his view (he
meant the people) had profited from the achievements of the kind of socialism that
had to be defended against peacefully demonstrating citizens—arguably the very
definition of an implausible and very cynical interpretation of the causes of the
changes in the Eastern Europe at the time. Deng was prepared to order the PLA
to shoot at Chinese citizens in June 1989 and what he said to some of his Eastern
European and East German comrades indeed suggests that he was encouraging the
regimes in East Berlin, Warsaw and Budapest to opt for the aforementioned Chinese
Solution as a means to suppress dissent and protest. Fortunately, none of what Deng
said and incited mattered as none of the above-mentioned regimes opted for the
Chinese Solution in response to demonstrations. Finally, John Garver concludes that
China’s support of and endorsement for aChinese Solution in the GDRwas the result
of support for what Deng called the GDR’s right to ‘self-determination’, although in
this case what he really meant was the ‘right’ of the regime to hang on the power and

5 He must have meant Romania under its dictator Nicolae Ceausescu, next to the GDR China’s last
remaining friend and ally in Eastern Europe.
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not allow the people to challenge and/or topple the regime. To be sure, this is not what
Beijing and Deng said they had meant after the collapse of the SED regime when
explaining the Chinese position on German reunification: after the GDR’s collapse
and when there was no more need to flatter and support East German leaders, Beijing
concluded that reunification was the result of the peoples’ expression of free will.
This conclusion in turn is quite remarkable when taking into account that this was
the same Deng Xiaoping who complained only a few months earlier about East
Berlin’s lack of determination and preparedness to crack down on demonstrators
with violence, i.e. the very definition of not granting the East German people to
express their free will. The same Deng Xiaoping who in the history books is above
all or indeed almost exclusively remembered for his post-Mao era economic and
structural reform, paving the way for China’s decades-long economic growth. His
track record of having done all in his might to suppress calls for political reforms,
freedom of speech and expression and democracy in China in the 1980s on the other
hand is less well known.

Would Beijing have endorsed and supported East Berlin opting for the Chinese
Solution, i.e. responding to peaceful demonstrations with military violence, during
the protests and demonstrations in October and November 1989? Basing his conclu-
sion on the analysis of the available reports and archive material, John Garver’s
answer in his aforementioned article is ‘probably.’ Then again Chinese endorse-
ment for GDR authorities opting for violence in Leipzig, Dresden and East Berlin
in October and November 1989 to end demonstrations would obviously not in any
way have helped East Berlin to gain international support for a violent response
to East German citizens protesting against and seeking to topple the regime in East
Berlin. Including, or indeed above all, from fellow socialist countries, which (with the
exception of Romania) had earlier in 1989 all condemned China’s violent response
to student demonstrations on Tiananmen Square. China was—due its quasi inter-
national ‘pariah status’ as a result of the Tiananmen Square Massacre—at the end
of 1989 arguably the last country on earth, which could have provided East Berlin
with anything resembling legitimacy for responding with violence to marching East
German demonstrators holding candles in their hands. In fact and consequently,
Beijing must eventually have been relieved that East Berlin was forced to forego
a violent response to peacefully marching citizens, freeing China’s political leaders
from the obligation to support the kind of policy and violence that resulted in China’s
international isolation and sanctions after June 1989. However, even if Beijing had
decided to support East Berlin’s decision to end demonstrations with violence, the
question remains what kind of support Beijing would have been able and willing
to provide East Berlin with. Support going beyond verbal support endorsing East
Berlin using violence against unarmed civilians? Probably not.

10.2 Collapse, German Reunification and Chinese False
Reporting at Its Best

“Who sleeps now, must be dead”, one East German border-crosser was filmed and
cited when the border between West and East Berlin was opened on 11 November
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1989. Indeed, and Chinese journalists reporting on the ground on the other hand
must have been asleep. At least judging by the kind of nonsensical reporting on the
events in the GDR along its borders onNovember 11 and the following days. Chinese
policymakers, of course, led the way of wrongly interpreting the events in theGDR in
late 1989. Chinese Prime Minister Li Peng said one week after the fall of the Berlin
Wall that China will stick to its Principle of Non-Intervention. Apart from the fact
that China had since 1949 interfered numerous times in domestic affairs of other
countries, the question remains what Beijing would have done if it had decided not
to stick to its pointless Principle of Non-Intervention? Would China have somehow
intervened in the GDR to keep the regime from collapsing and GDR citizens from
leaving the GDR? Obviously, such and similar scenarios would have been all but
very unrealistic and indeed unthinkable. That in turn means that Beijing at the time
claiming to want to abide by the Principle of Non-Interference/Non-Intervention as
regards its policies towardsWest and East Germanywas all but completely irrelevant.
Put bluntly: historywas taking place,with orwithoutBeijing applying or not applying
its Principle of Non-Interference/Non-Intervention. Against the background of Egon
Krenz assuring the Chinese leadership in September 1989 that the GDR was in full
control of the state and more importantly of its marching and protesting people,
the GDR’s collapse only a few months later took many Chinese policymakers and
party officials by complete surprise. At least so it seemed. However, those within
China’s policymaking circles who were surprised or indeed shocked by the fact
that peacefully demonstrating East German citizens brought down a dictatorship
must have chosen to completely ignore reality at the time. Alternatively, they may
have chosen to take Erich Honecker’s assurances in early October 1989 during the
aforementioned celebrations of the 40th anniversary of the GDR at face value that
the GDR would be able to hold on to socialism come what may.

When thousands of GDR citizens sought refuge in theWest German embassies in
East Berlin, Budapest and Prague in October and November 1989, Beijing’s state-
controlled newspapers were seemingly ordered in its reporting to ignore and
distort the actual facts and developments on the ground as much as humanly
possible. The response of the Chinese government to spread completely false infor-
mation on the situation in the GDR arguably reached its climax when the People’s
Daily portrayed the opening of the inner-German border on November 11 as a
sovereign decision taken by East Berlin’s political leadership. The paper must not
have understood—or rather was obliged by the authorities in Beijing not to under-
stand—the historical significance of the opening of the inner German border at the
time. In reality, it was a decision that East Berlin had no choice but to take as the
East German people were in the hundreds of thousands rushing to the border posts,
literally pushing themselves over the border.6 Instead of reporting on the histor-
ical dimension of what was taking place in the GDR, the aforementioned People’s
Daily article warned that East German refugees would become competitors for West

6 There is ample video footage available on YouTube showing how East German border guards
were confronted with thousands of ordinary East German citizens trying to make it onto the ‘other
side’ of the border. Admittedly goose bumps video coverage for this (German) author.
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German citizens competing for jobs and housing in West Germany. This was inves-
tigative reporting Chinese-style, e.g. reporting not backed up by any evidence and
detached from reality. We know the drill by now. This type of Chinese journalism
and reporting continued. Another article published in the same People’s Daily on
5 November 1989 reported that two East German citizens who decided to move
to West Germany could not find the conditions they hoped they would and even-
tually decided to move back to the GDR only a few months later. The People’s
Daily cited an interview with the two German citizens featured in the GDR news-
paper Junge Welt (Young World), in which they said that they were not able to find
well-paid employment, were confronted with high living costs and were unable to
afford decent accommodation. They then concluded that life in West Germany was
‘chaotic’ and decided to leave when it turned out that the GDR authorities would
allow them to return ‘home’ to the GDR. By the time the Chinese leadership finally
realized and acknowledged that the GDR was about to become history, a newspaper
article in theGuangming Ribaomaintained—obviously on behalf of the leadership in
Beijing—that the end of the GDR did not stand for the end of global socialism per se.
Socialism, the newspaper insisted unsurprisingly, was still superior over capitalism.
Despite the fact that the GDR was about to collapse, the article concluded that an
analysis of the history and development of both German states over the decades had
revealed that ‘the contradictions within the capitalist system have in West Germany
become evident and stronger while the socialist system (in the GDR) has over the
course of the years solved problems efficiently’ (Guangming Ribao 6 November
1989). Quite a statement to make in view of the fact that the GDRwas about to cease
to exist and be reunified with the capitalist West Germany. While Beijing in various
official statements after the collapse of the GDR declared that it will respect the free
will of the German people to reunify Germany, in May and June 1989 Beijing had
demonstrated ‘impressively’ how and until what extent it was willing to respect the
free will of its own people: not at all. Consequently, Beijing’s input and opinion on
German reunification lacked credibility and—fortunately—any relevance for how
German reunification would unfold in the months ahead. Indeed, when German
reunification talks came under way, it was clear that the involved parties—East and
West Germany, the USA, UK, France, the Soviet Union—were not and indeed never
planning to make China a part of the negotiations. In fact, against the background of
how Beijing responded to peacefully demonstrating students on Tiananmen Square
just six months before the fall of the Berlin Wall, China participating in talks and
negotiations on German reunification—the result of the kind of peaceful demonstra-
tions in the GDR China responded to with military violence in Beijing in early June
1989—was indeed all but completely unthinkable. The Chinese historian Li Wei
on the other hand assigns more importance to what China thought and endorsed as
regards German reunification. He suggests that Bonn wanted to make sure to be able
to count on Beijing’s goodwill before German reunification in October 1990. West
Germany, he writes, therefore avoided at the time contacts with the Dalai Lama in
order to secure what he writes “China’s support on the global stage” (Li 2009). As
evidence for his claim that Bonn wanted to remain in Beijing’s good books, Wi Lei
cites the fact that former German Chancellor Helmut Kohl declined to receive the
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Dalai Lama in Bonn in December 1989. In retrospect it is obviously difficult if not
impossible to verifywhether Helmut Kohl did not receive theDalai Lama in order not
to give Beijing, a permanent member of the UN Security Council (UNSC), a justi-
fication and pretence not to endorse German reunification.7 However, in retrospect
that seems rather unlikely. China in December 1989 was internationally discredited
and diplomatically isolated, a country subject to Western sanctions depending on
Western preparedness to resume allowing once again business to rule over principle
facilitating trade and investment ties with China (without again asking too many
questions on human rights, freedom of speech and expression and the rule of law
in China). Then again who knows for certain what went through Kohl’s head at
the time. German reunification was clearly his ‘baby’ and maybe Chinese support
for reunification might have been part of his reasoning on why he decided not to
receive the Dalai Lama at the time. Kohl’s aforementioned enthusiasm in 1987 when
Deng Xiaoping confirmed to him that there is only one German nation somehow
supports Li Wei’s claim that Kohl was indeed concerned about China’s endorsement
for German reunification. As mentioned above, Kohl in 1987 displaying a somewhat
out of place—out of place for the leader of then the world’s third biggest economy
having to offer much more in terms of trade and investment to China than vice
versa—gratitude for Deng’s position on German nationhood looked awkward and
like the very opposite of statesman-like behaviour. To be sure, the events of late
1989 and German reunification in 1990 became the very core of Kohl’s political
career and political legacy, and therefore one can be allowed to conclude that the
German ‘Chancellor of Unity’ (Kanzler der Einheit in German8) went great lengths
to avoid anything or alienate anybody—including China—rendering ‘his’German
reunification more complicated than it already would turn out to be.

Beijing initially tried to be part of the reunification talks, but was never invited to
the negotiation table (Pomfret 2016, p. 520). Indeed, the records show that the West
did at no time consider to invite China to talks and negotiations on German reunifi-
cation. The Tiananmen Square Massacre had made sure that China ‘enjoyed’ inter-
national quasi-pariah status at the time, and while its economic power and reach
today makes China a by default an influential contributor to all international fora it
is member of and contributor to, in 1989/1990 that was clearly not the case. Conse-
quently, the aforementioned LiWei clearly overestimates the kind of influence China
had in 1989/1990 on international politics and affairs. Probably the result of the fact
that a Chinese scholar back then—and even more so today—was very reluctant to
refer to China’s role as next to irrelevant or insignificant in international relations.9

7 Despite being a permanent member of the UNSC, China has over the decades made a habit out of
complaining that the United Nations is a US-dominated organization, which is seeking to impose its
will and policies onto other countries, which do not share US/Western concepts of and approaches
towards global governance. That Chinese approach towards the United Nations is unchanged today.
The UN today is from a Chinese perspective a US/Western-dominated institution, which obliges
China to promote its own concepts of global governance, supported by the establishment of China-
dominated institutions like, e.g. the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO).
8 As he is referred to in Germany until the present day.
9 He confirmed as much in an interview with this author in Beijing in 2018. He was very explicit
about the fact that it was then and even more today very difficult for scholars in China not to present
the country as a globally influential, successful and coherent foreign policy actor.
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In October 1990 then German President Richard von Weizsäcker demonstrated that
Berlin was able and prepared to resist Chinese pressure and propaganda. In October
1990 he, unlike Helmut Kohl earlier, received the Dalai Lama in Berlin, which of
course led to Chinese protests, accusing the reunified Germany of interfering in
Chinese domestic affairs. Bonn, as Beijing concluded (wrongly), was supporting the
Dalai Lama’s strive for independence.10

In the aforementioned article11 Li Wei is also seemingly suggesting that the fall
of the Berlin Wall and German reunification is a case study of and a role model for
the unification of Mainland China with Taiwan. Of course he was not the only one
in China at the time who (after 20 years after German reunification) claimed that
German reunification was similar to what will happen in terms of Chinese reuni-
fication one day if and when Beijing gets its way (on reunifying Mainland China
with Taiwan on its terms, that is). Why that is in essence nonsensical daydreaming
and government propaganda, typically depicting Chinese reunification as ‘allowing’
the Chinese people living in Taiwan to return ‘home to the motherland’, has been
explained already elsewhere in this book. Indeed and again, German reunification
and the relations between the GDR andWest Germany before reunification have next
to nothing in common with the relations between Taiwan and Mainland China. The
way Li in the following quote compares German reunification with what he hoped
will one day be Chinese reunification sounds therefore plausible in a Chinese context
and Chinese context only. "20 years ago, the Chinese people were looking forward
to seeing Hong Kong and Macau return “home” to China. Today, the Chinese people
are longing for reunification of the land on both shores of the Taiwan Straits.12 There
are increasingly few Chinese people who remember the fall of the Berlin Wall as
evidence of “radical changes in Eastern Europe. The fall of the Berlin Wall as the
event of German reunification on the other hand remains unforgotten. 20 years ago
the German people rushed to the Berlin Wall and proceeded towards reunification.
Until today, we remember the enthusiasm and the joy on their faces. The Chinese
nation hopes that it can like the German nation 20 years ago soon experience the
joy of reunified father country” (Li 2009). Apart from the fact that this—with due
respect to Li Wei—sounds rather grandiose and is arguably not the kind of sentence
that belongs in an article published by the German Goethe Institut in Beijing at the
time, it must be concluded that what he writes was certainly felt by the German

10 Wrong also because the Dalai Lama was and still is not striving for formal Tibetan independence
but instead for the right of the Tibetan people to speak their language, to practice their religion and
to preserve their customs and traditions. All of which Beijing does not grant the Tibetan people.
11 The article—by the time of this writing—is no longer available on the Goethe Institut’s website. It
was available until mid-2020. An important article for this book although not always academically
sound and certainly an awkward sounding account of the events on Tiananmen Square 1989 and
German reunification. Awkward also because it is an article that the Chinese government could have
written, describing how Beijing and its propaganda organs interpreted the events in the GDR and
other Eastern European countries in late 1989 and early 1990. This author has met the author and
historian Li Wei in Beijing in 2018, who gave him the impression that the article does not reflect
his own views.
12 ‘Today’ as in 2009 when the article was published.
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people in both East and West Germany in 1990, while that would very unlikely be
felt by the Taiwanese people in the case of Chinese reunification on Chinese terms. In
the case of German reunification, a democratic and economically prosperous country
(West Germany) absorbed an authoritarian, non-democratic dictatorship, which had
collapsed morally, politically and economically. If Mainland China got its way, a
non-democratic and authoritarian country (China) would be reunited with a demo-
cratic and economically prosperous Taiwan. All of this, of course, under Chinese
terms with Taiwan at the receiving end of Beijing’s ideas and concepts of reunifica-
tion, as far as Beijing is concerned. That such kind of reunification is not—to say the
very least—very appealing to the Taiwanese people goes almost without saying. Ask
the people of Hong Kong in 2020 about their opinions of how Beijing is applying the
so-called One Country, Two Systems formula in the city—the same formula Beijing
foresees for Taiwan. In Hong Kong after Beijing’s (unlawful and in violation of an
international treaty adopted with Great Britain in 1984) interference in Hong Kong’s
political and judicial affairs, the One Country, Two Systems formula is arguably no
longer worth the paper it is written on—hardly the kind of formula and model of
reunification Taiwan would want to see adopted and practiced in Taiwan. Either way,
it is hard to imagine a non-Chinese historian presenting the case of German reunifi-
cation as comparable to and as a role model for reunification of Mainland China with
Taiwan. In fact, from aGerman perspective in general and from a perspective of those
in East Germany who at the time successfully rebelled against the oppressive regime
in East Berlin and marched and demonstrated for freedom and against oppression in
particular, such a comparison must have sounded very implausible, to say the very
least.

Beijing reported with a two-day delay on the opening of the inner German border
(on November 11). Late against the background of the historical significance, and
the kind of Chinese reporting that did not reflect reality, to say the very least. In fact,
what China’s mouthpiece newspapers would produce the days following the fall
of the Berlin Wall was again—you guessed it—obsolete. China’s state-controlled
news agency Xinhua at the time failed to report on what the rest of the world had
already been reporting on for days: the de facto opening of the inner German border
and hundreds of thousands of East Germans travelling to West Berlin and West
Germany (many of them obviously leaving the GDR in the morning and returning
back in the evening). When Xinhua and other Chinese state-controlled media began
reporting on the GDR’s collapse, Chinese media did obviously not mention any of
the reasons that led to the collapse of the East German regime. In November and
December of 1989 then Beijing’s state-controlled newspaper People’s Daily was
seemingly ordered to report negatively on the prospects of German reunification. A
People’s Daily article of December 1989, e.g., decided that Helmut Kohl’s so-called
Ten Point Plan13 on German reunification would lead to chaos. Without explaining
why, the paper referred to the plan as ‘arrogant’ and claimed that it will make the

13 Submitted by Helmut Kohl at the end of November 1989. The plan foresaw a multi-step plan for
reunification. The first step foresaw cooperation betweenWest and East Germany. Such cooperation
would be followed by the formation of a German confederation. After that, Germany would become
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GDR an ‘annex’ ofWest Germany. Kohl’s plan, the article concluded, ‘threatened the
continued existence of the sovereign, socialist democratic Germany’ (Garver 1994,
p. 164). The paper had a point: it indeed did just that although that was arguably
the whole point of Kohl’s plan for German reunification. In retrospect, it is hard to
believe that Beijing and its state-controlled newspapers really believed that the GDR
as a sovereign state could still be saved from collapse at the end of 1989. While
policymakers and their propaganda organs in Beijing might be forgiven for feeling
obliged to stick to hang-in-there-cheerleading tactics and rhetoric when interacting
with their East German comrades, the People’s Daily’s journalists on the ground in
West and East Berlin surely must have seen what was in the cards for the regime
in East Berlin and would have reported just that if they had worked for conven-
tional newspapers as opposed to party organs disguised as newspapers. Indeed, John
Garver explains that Chinese newspapers at the time had clear orders and direc-
tives on how to report on the events and demonstrations in Eastern Europe in 1989.
Under the Minister of Propaganda Wang Renzhi,14 Garver writes, Chinese newspa-
pers were ordered to report on the facts of the events while remaining ‘sympathetic’
to the socialist regimes in Eastern Europe, which found themselves under increasing
pressure to allow history to take its course towards liberation from Soviet oppres-
sion (Garver 1994, p.164/165). ‘Selective’ reporting in Chinese newspapers, Garver
writes, was to be part of this. Orders on what and how to report in Eastern Europe
were obviously also a result of the re-indoctrination campaigns China’s Communist
party ordered Chinese journalists and party officials to undergo after the Tiananmen
Square demonstrations and massacre. The lack of control and allowing newspapers
to report ‘too freely’, the party concluded at the time, played a role in encouraging
students and others to demonstrate against the Chinese regime in May 1989.15 By
mid-November 1989, however, China’s political leaders began to distance them-
selves from the SED leadership realizing that the GDR’s collapse was by then all
but inevitable. During a visit to Pakistan in mid-November Chinese Prime Minister
Li Peng—the same prime minister who urged Deng Xiaoping to end demonstrations
on Tiananmen Square in June 1989 with violence—said that China was concerned
about the changes in the GDRwhile asserting that China would adhere to its ‘sacred’
Principle of Non-Interference. But again: whether or whether not China in 1989
or 1990 voiced an opinion on and/or opposition to German reunification was all
but completely irrelevant. Either way, after having dragged its feet for a couple of
months finally in February 1990 Beijing was suddenly all for German reunifica-
tion. At the time China’s Foreign Ministry fell in line with pretty much the rest of

a reunified country very quickly. As we know, history was in a rush and had no time for intermediate
steps and time-consuming phases of German reunification. Kohl’s plan became obsolete.
14 Who was appointed after the Tiananmen Square Massacre in June 1989.
15 Today, Chinese President Xi Jinping is on a regular basis ‘visiting’ Chinese newspapers and
CCTV state-controlled television, reminding journalists to report ‘correctly’ on China. In fact,
Xi’s ‘visits’ are (much) more than reminders but rather orders issued to journalists to spread and
propagate China good news stories, reflecting the government’s policies and propaganda—and that
24/7 and enthusiastically while distorting reality like typical and self-respecting state-run media in
dictatorships do.
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the world endorsing the de facto end of the Cold War in Europe and announced
to understand the desire of the German people to reunify the divided Germany. In
March of the same year Chinese Prime Minister Li Peng made China’s new and
official position on reunification public and there were no surprises either. During a
speech at China’s National Congress (NPC) he said while China is concerned about
the changes in socialist countries in Europe, he maintained (well, lied) that since
China has never interfered in other countries’ internal affairs16 and understands the
German peoples’ wish to reunify, Beijing favoured a solution that benefits the people
and peace and stability in Europe. That sounded wise and reconciliatory, but did not
in any way correspond with reality and sounded very cynical—especially to those
who demonstrated and were shot at on Tiananmen Square in June of the same year.

The collapse of the GDR, of course, also had an impact on Sino-Soviet rela-
tions and Beijing, to put it bluntly, in 1989 gave it all it got to discredit Moscow
and Gorbachev describing him as a ‘traitor’ of global socialism. Beijing missed a
good chance to keep it mouth shut when it complained that Moscow’s pressure onto
East Berlin to follow the Soviet example of reforms violated the agreement between
Moscow and Beijing pronounced in May 1989. During the Sino-Soviet Summit in
Beijing in May 1989, it was agreed between them that there are various ways to
achieve and practice socialism and that no socialist country should be allowed to
impose its version of socialism onto another country. In reality, however, nothing
could have been further from the truth as it was instead East Berlin’s refusal to
follow Moscow’s example to reform, which led to the protests and the regime’s
collapse at the end of 1989. Beijing—possibly against better knowledge—misinter-
preted reality the same way it did when it claimed that Moscow’s alleged ‘inter-
ference’ in internal affairs of various Eastern European countries caused enormous
damage to what Beijing referred to as the ‘international working class movements’
and the loss of ‘state power of the proletariat’. Or (even)more to the point: Gorbachev,
Beijing decided, ‘betrayed’ socialism when propagating what he called ‘humane and
democratic socialism.’ That is still the official Chinese very unflattering version of
Gorbachev’s legacy today.

China’s official lingo referred to what happened in terms of reforms and rebel-
lion against oppressive regimes in Eastern Europe in the late 1980s as ‘Dong’ou
jubian.’ To be translated as ‘Changes in Eastern Europe.’ The non-communist/non-
socialist world on the other hand called it what it was: the oppressed people in
the Soviet Union satellites rebelling against their oppressors, who thought that the
people they oppressed would sit still and stop protesting after a while. When turmoil
broke out in Romania in December 1989, Beijing again referred to the Principle of
Non-Interference saying that the Romanian people17 are perfectly capable of dealing
with the situation and crisis alone. As we know, the Romanians did just that and

16 A false claim which Chinese policymakers until today repeat (constantly) when explaining the
quality of China’s entirely ‘peaceful’ and ‘harmonious’ foreign policies, as Chinese propaganda
puts it.
17 With ‘people’ he obviously meant the oppressive Romanian government and not the Romanian
citizens subject to decade-long oppression.
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got rid of their dictator Ceausescu and his wife by executing both on 25 December
1989. While the political situation and circumstances in Eastern Europe and the
Soviet Union were changing quickly and fundamentally, Beijing was seemingly in
complete denial of reality, opting instead for lame old rhetoric and propaganda in
denial of the actual events and developments in 1989 in the GDR, Eastern European
countries and the Soviet Union.18 Beijing, however, was not yet done reporting falsi-
ties and later in 1989 and in 1990 accused Gorbachev of being directly responsible
for the collapse of various socialist countries and pursuing a path that was incom-
patible with the ‘correct’ version of Marxism–Leninism. To be sure, Beijing never
bothered to explain how exactly Gorbachev’s policies had been incompatible with
Marxism–Leninism, maybe also because it did not make any sense at all. Arguably
the same way it is inexplicable and void of sense when China’s leaders today insist
that the Chinese version of Marxism–Leninism can still be found in the way China
is governed politically and economically. Because it simply is not plausible, i.e.
not plausible how Marxism–Leninism is part of or indeed the guiding ideology
and principle of political and economic governance in China today.19 The lesson
China’s Communist Party believed to have learned for itself throughout the 1990s
from the collapse of socialism/communism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union
was clear: the necessity to order uncompromising campaigns of ‘re-education’ and
‘re-indoctrination’ whose main goal it was to conclude—to put it bluntly—that the
collapse of the Soviet Union was Gorbachev’s ‘fault’ and could have been avoided
if he had not allowed ‘too much democracy too quickly.’ Indeed, Beijing throughout
the 1990s invested enormous resources into hammering the supposedly ‘correct’
version of what happened in East Germany, Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union
into Chinese peoples’ and officials’ heads as a reminder of what must under no
circumstances happen in China. That brainwashing campaign was comprehensive
and vigorous, the kind of campaign Mao would probably have been proud of.

John Garver concludes accurately in his aforementioned article that the Chinese
approach towards German reunification was reactive. Indeed, one can conclude that
Beijing’s policies and policy rhetoric were hapless and opportunistic and/or what
Garver described as characterized by ‘ad-hocism’, reacting to developments and
trends as opposed to having anything resembling a coherent position and policy

18 Authoritarian regimes’ propaganda arguably never does.
19 Numerous Chinese scholars this author has spoken with over recent years indeed admit that it
is very difficult or indeed impossible to detect traces of Marxism–Leninism in Chinese political
and economic governance today (like it has admittedly always been, as was mentioned elsewhere
in this book). China is a one-party dictatorship practicing very well-organized state capitalism,
arguably the kind of capitalism Karl Marx was so vehemently against. That Marxism–Leninism is
practiced in China, however, sounds plausible in Beijing’s policymaking circles and there only and
many of this author’s Chinese interlocutors argued that it does not really matter whether or whether
not actual elements of Marxism or Marxism–Leninism can be found in Chinese domestic and/or
economic policies. The important thing is, this author’s Chinese interlocutors emphasised, that the
government and the CCP are able to continue to facilitate economic growth and development for the
Chinese people. In other words: China can seemingly be and remain Marxist–Leninist in terms of
official state ideology without in reality and on the ground having to adopt actual Marxist–Leninist
policies—as long as the party is able to facilitate economic growth and material prosperity.
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towards German reunification (Garver 1994, p. 136). Beijing’s policymakers were
quite simply not prepared and able to formulate a constructive policy response, not
least because what happened in the GDR in late 1989—peacefully demonstrating
citizens toppling an oppressive regime without shedding any blood—was the very
opposite of what Chinese policymakers allowed to take place in Beijing and other
Chinese cities earlier in the same year (demonstrations obviously took place but
were ended with military violence when the regime decided that they were longer
allowed to take place). After Tiananmen of June 1989, China’s overall foreign policy
priority was to leave its international quasi-pariah status behind as the economic
sanctions imposed onto the country had an impact onDengXiaoping’s plan to resume
China’s economic reforms and focus on the kind of economic development and
growth Mao andMaoism rendered de facto impossible from 1949 to Mao’s death in
1976. Eventually and even during the events in East Germany in 1989, Beijing found
itself in an arguably ‘comfortable’ situation if one chooses to use that term for that
historical context: Beijing supported the GDR regime with (cheap) political rhetoric,
encouraging East Berlin to resist pressure from Moscow and use force against its
own people the way Beijing did in June of the same year against the Chinese people.
When the GDR’s collapse became all but inevitable in late 1989, Beijing could then
easily turn to (as it in fact did) declaring that it had always supported the German
peoples’ desire for reunification—minus obviously the aforementioned one time it
in 1989 expressed its disappointment about and frustration with Erich Honecker
not opting to use force to end peaceful demonstrations in the GDR in October and
November 1989.

John Garver points out that Beijing’s official policy towards German reunifica-
tion was driven and defined by two approaches: 1. Beijing granting the German
people the right to determine the time and mode of German reunification and 2.
Applying China’s Five Principles Peaceful Co-Existence,20 which—at least from a
Chinese perspective—gave East Germany the right to protect its independence and
sovereignty (as the five principles state that China denies itself the right to interfere in
other countries’ internal affairs) (Garver 1994, p. 137). In sum, what China presented
as its policy towards German reunification can really not in any way be referred to as
such but rathermust be referred to as general-sounding statements privy of substance,
which do not in any way oblige China to adopt any new policies towards the GDR
and/or reunification of both German states. Then again and arguably it was the best
of both worlds from a Chinese perspective: claiming and pretending to have policies
addressing and dealing with the events and consequences of what happened in the
GDR in late 1989 and early 1990 while on the other hand being able to sit on the
fence and observe the events in the GDR from a safe distance. Nobody could be and
was opposed to China ‘granting’ the German people in both East andWest Germany
the right to decide on the quality of and procedures on German reunification. That
is not to say that Beijing did initially not try to pretend that its policies towards East

20 The Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, one of the main principles framing Chinese foreign
policy since the mid-1950. They were first adopted in 1954 as part of the Chinese-Indian agreement
of 1954 (also known as the Panchsheel Treaty).
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Berlin mattered, at least initially when the GDR regime stumbled towards all but its
inevitable collapse in October and November of 1989. In late 1989 Beijing encour-
aged East Berlin’s hapless dictators to resist against and react to the East German
people calling for regime change. By then, however, it was already too late for that,
especially when the regime in East Berlin was completely thrown off guard and was
seemingly too paralysed to instantly respond with the all too familiar violence used
to oppress dissent and protests against the regime over previous decades. Not that
the GDR—by then governed by Egon Krenz—was not trying to put on a brave
face portraying itself as being in control and able to continue to govern (despite the
obvious evidence suggesting the very opposite: loss of control and near-certainty
of not being able to continue governing). China’s state-controlled media, however,
must nonetheless have taken Egon Krenz’s nonsensical and indeed false assessment
of the situation and crisis in the GDR at face value when he in late 1989 insisted
that the future of socialism in the GDR was going to be ‘bright.’ That sounded
very surreal and completely out of touch with reality, but Beijing seemingly and—
if we believe the official records—thought it sounded plausible all the same. What
happened in the streets of East Berlin, Leipzig and Dresden, it was reported in China,
was really what Krenz said it was: not a departure but instead a reinforcement of
socialism. How Beijing was able to reach such a conclusion against the background
of what was happening in the GDR is a reflection of how detached from reality
Beijing’s policymakers must have been at the time.

To the Chinese leaders, the aforementioned Li Wei writes, ‘China and Eastern
European socialist regimes were facing a common possibility of being toppled by
external forces.’ On 9 June 1989, then Chairman of the Central Military Committee
(equivalent to the PLA’s commander-in-chief) Deng Xiaoping gave a speech when
he met with PLA officers directly involved in the violent crackdown on 4/5 June
1989. He decided that, “this storm will come sooner or later. This has been decided
by the big climate at the international level and the small climate within China. It
will come. It is not something that can be swayed by human will” (Cited in Li 2009).
With ‘big climate’ Deng must have meant the events and changes in Eastern Europe
and the Soviet Union and with ‘small climate’ he probably referred to the student
demonstrations against the regime in China. On the 9th of September, Li Peng said
that “China wants a relationship with the West, but we must also be on alert about
external efforts to topple our government.”21 Little ofwhat Li Peng claimed, however,
corresponded with reality outside the CCP’s propaganda department. For starters,
Eastern European socialist regimes in the 1980s did not collapse because of outside
threats and interventions but because they imploded from within. Secondly, Deng
speaking to the military on June 9, i.e. a few days after the crackdown on Tiananmen
Square, seemed to have ‘forgotten’ that the aforementioned ‘storm’ had already come
to China in May and June 1989. The ‘big climate’ and ‘small climate’ Deng talked

21 Cited in Li Wei. The Goethe Institut in Beijing maybe should have taken the effort to edit
this article and get it peer-reviewed. Li Wei is a respected historian with a Phd. from Humboldt
University in Berlin, but this article is—to put it that way—probably not the best piece of research
he has produced throughout his career. In fact, the article reads like one that Chinese censors would
not—putting it bluntly—have had a problem with.
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about sounds in retrospect like a hapless attempt to disguise the fact that the people
in the GDR and the Chinese people in 1989 were taking to the streets in order to get
rid of their respective oppressive regimes. Chinese Premier Li Peng too seemed to
have lived and reasoned in a parallel universe in the second half of the year 1989
when he warned that China must be careful not to collapse under pressure from
the outside. Li Peng was the one in June 1989 who was the strongest proponent of
using military force against the demonstrators on Tiananmen Square. Li Peng, also
referred to as the ‘butcher of Beijing’, must have realized that the PLA did not shoot
at and kill foreign conspirators from the ‘outside’ but instead at Chinese students
and citizens on Tiananmen Square in June 1989. Deng decided on behalf of the
Politburo and Politburo Standing Committee—and with this on behalf of a billion
Chinese people as far he and his Politburo comrades were concerned—that ‘external
forces’ had been responsible for what happened on Tiananmen Square in June 1989.
That until today is the official conclusion of who encouraged Chinese students to
demonstrate on Tiananmen Square.

It is not possible to verify today whether what the above-mentioned Li Wei writes
on the convictions and beliefs of the Chinese leadership in regard to the events and
changes in socialist countries in themid-to-late 1980s and in China inMay/June 1989
is what Chinese leaders really believed in or were convinced of. Put differently: we
cannot know today whether the above-cited Deng Xiaoping sincerely believed the
kind of (arguably nonsensical) assessments he presented as ‘analysis’ attempting
to explain the nature and consequences of resistance against oppressive regimes in
Eastern Europe and China in the 1980s. If he did, it would not—to put it that way—
do justice to the word ‘analysis.’ Unless one agrees that making unfounded and
substance-free claims can qualify as ‘analysis’ (as it clearly did in Beijing). Blaming
the aforementioned ‘external forces’22 continues until the present day to be the very
central part of Beijing’s strategy to explain the nature and quality of internal revolts
and resistance against oppression and/or Beijing’s heavy-handed interference and
policies. ‘External forces’ are in Beijing blamed for having incited and sponsored
the protests in Hong Kong in 201923 (and also those of 2014, 2020 and 2021, accom-
panied by the arrest and imprisonment of democracy activists and ordinary citizens).
Protests against oppression in the Chinese province of Xinjiang and in Tibet too
are—at least as far as Beijing is concerned—sponsored and supported by ‘external
forces.’ Chinese policymakers andChinese PresidentXi Jinping himself seemunable

22 Typically, the US government in general and the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in particular
feature very prominently and on top of its list of what Beijing refers to ‘hostile external forces’,
which supposedly encouraged and financed Chinese students to topple the Chinese government.
23 At the time, the US consulate in Hong Kong was among others accused of logistically and
financially supporting the protesters. Baseless accusations as it turned out. In reality, today there
is ample evidence that the Chinese government charged the country’s secret service and its spies
to provoke, incite and execute violence during the demonstrations to change the demonstrations’
message and narrative in its favour. Such evidence was provided by a Chinese secret service agent
who operated in Hong Kong in 2019 and defected to Australia where he went public with his
knowledge to protect himself and his family. For his story and his accounts, see the Australian
television programme titled China’s Spy Secrets aired at the end of 2019; https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=zdR-I35Ladk.
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to understand that putting the blameonto ‘external forces’ for protests and demonstra-
tions within China sounds—to put it (very) bluntly—very implausible if not outright
ridiculous to ears outside Chinese propaganda and policymaking circles. Even more
so when one recalls—and history is our guide here—that the 1953 uprising in East
Germany, the 1956 protests in Hungary, the 1968 uprising in Prague and also the
1989 Tiananmen demonstrations were—at least as far as East Berlin, Moscow and
Beijing were concerned at the time—all incited and sponsored by ‘external forces.’

“If East Germany had been able to save socialism through reforms”, the afore-
mentioned Li Wei writes, “it will cause more Chinese to believe that the reform
policies implemented in China by Deng Xiaoping are right” (Li 2009). This again
quite simply does not make any sense and distorts reality up to a point where it
becomes almost comical. Firstly, the East German people in 1989 took to the streets
because East Berlin under Honecker categorically refused to consider the adoption
of reforms. Secondly, the students demonstrating on Tiananmen Square in May/June
1989 demonstrated also against Deng’s decision not to complement economic with
political reforms and tackle problems like corruption, unemployment and the nega-
tive repercussions of economic reforms and the restructuring of China’s economy
in the 1980s (like e.g unemployment). In essence and although there are obviously
differences, the people in East Germany and China in 1989 were taking to the streets
for the same reasons at a time when the regimes in East Berlin and Beijing remained
adamantly opposed to reforms, which they feared would threaten the stability of their
respective regimes. Li Wei is trying to create a connection where there quite clearly
was none. “On the issue of Germany’s reunification”, he writes, “the Chinese govern-
ment was able to shield itself from being influenced by its ideology. This is primarily
due to the following reasons: firstly, East Germany had already collapsed. It was
no longer credible to cite East Germany to illustrate the superiority of socialism. If
East Germany was to be utilised in the ideological arguments, it will have to be cited
as a source for learning from mistakes” (Li 2009). The last sentence in particular
sounds awkward and leaves room for interpretation for what Li Wei means with the
term and concept of ‘mistake’: ‘mistake’ as in East Berlin failing to adopt economic
and more importantly political reforms or rather ‘mistake’ as in failing to do what
Beijing did in June 1989: ending peaceful demonstrations with violence? If it is the
former, then Beijing is accusing East Berlin of the same ‘mistake’ it has made, i.e.
the kind of mistake, which led Chinese students and workers to demonstrate in 1989
in the first place: failing to honour the commitment to allow for and adopt social and
political reforms. If it is the latter—and given how Beijing reacted to demonstra-
tions on Tiananmen Square in 1989—it indeed seems to have been the latter—then
Beijing criticized East Berlin for not having reacted with violence to end non-violent
demonstrations. What Deng Xiaoping (see above) said on the demonstrations in the
GDR and other socialist countries in 1989 confirm just that.

Finally, China’s state-controlled media defined the changes in East Germany (and
other East European countries in the 1980s) in 1989 and 1990 as a transforma-
tion of socialist into capitalist regimes. The socialist regime in East Berlin at the
time, China’s media suggested, was replaced by a capitalist one. In reality, however,
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when the East German dictatorship collapsed in 1989, it was—through unification—
reunited with a democratic country. Beijing quite clearly mixed up the terms ‘capi-
talism’ and ‘democracy.’ Capitalism is not a form of political but instead economic
governance and in East Germany (as then part of a reunified Germany) capitalism
came together with democracy by default. Hence, the GDR became part of a demo-
cratic and capitalist country. All of this displayed a stubborn refusal on the part of the
Chinese leadership to acknowledge reality and the fact that the regime in East Berlin
was irreversibly collapsing at the end of 1989. Certainly, after what had happened
in Beijing in May and June 1989, China’s political leadership probably had little
choice but to seek to downplay the dramatic events and the consequences of citizens
peacefully marching in East Berlin and other East German cities, probably hoping
that the collapse of the GDR and the successful peaceful regime change that took
place in the GDR in 1989 would not motivate the Chinese people to attempt again to
challenge the CCP and the government any time in the near future (or ever for that
matter as far as Beijing under Xi Jinping’s rule today is concerned). Furthermore,
Beijing at the end of 1989 found itself in the middle of a comprehensive campaign
of ‘re-educating’ CCP party officials to secure their unconditional loyalty to the
party through bad old indoctrination and brainwashing in remote locations (military
camp-style facilities, e.g.), isolated from friends and family. This not least or indeed
above all because the highest ranking CCP official Zhao Ziyang broke ranks with
the party in 1989 (Shambaugh 2008). Zhao’s decision to go onto Tiananmen Square
apologizing to protesting students for the failure to maintain the party’s commit-
ment to at least consider social and even political reforms was still very fresh in the
memories of Beijing’s hardline policymakers like Prime Minister Li Peng. Allowing
students and ordinary citizens to protest for weeks instead of responding with the
usual violence instantly, Beijing’s policymakers decided after June 1989, was not
to happen again.24Especially, the CCP decided, when the protesters were incited
by ‘foreign conspirators’, like it was allegedly the case in Beijing in 1989. Even-
tually, Beijing decided to put a positive spin on how the collapsing government in
East Berlin reacted to the crisis, claiming that East Berlin’s non-violent response to
demonstrations respected the peoples’ right to demonstrate and express their dissat-
isfaction with their government. After how Beijing reacted to Chinese peacefully
demonstrating students in May and June 1989, Beijing praising East Berlin’s non-
violent response was very cynical indeed. In defiance of reality, East Berlin and
Beijing agreed at the time that socialism in the GDR was not defeated. Both were
wrong of course, but Beijing at the time went the extra out-of-touch reality mile
by proclaiming that the changes in the GDR did not mean the end of socialism but

24 And it never did happen again after 1989. In today’s China any kind of protest against the
government—including criticism voiced online—is interrupted instantly and often and very quickly
punished severely. With the result that there is very little protest—let alone demonstrations against
the government or government policies—to interrupt and punish. This in turn has the Chinese
government led to concluding and announcing—above all to an international and non-Chinese
audience—that the absence of protests is evidence that the Chinese people are happy and satisfied
with the governance of the Chinese Communist Party. It is that simple, at least as far as the Chinese
government is concerned.
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instead the strengthening of it. How it came to that conclusion against the background
of protests all over the GDR and near-certain regime collapse is indeed a mystery.
To be sure, actual history would set the record straight a few months later.

As discussed above, China’s state media reported after the fall of the Berlin
Wall that the SED would still be able to continue to stick to and practice gover-
nance defined by Marxist–Leninist ideology. Such reporting seemed not only very
awkward but indeed very clumsy: while Chinese reporters on the ground saw thou-
sands of GDR citizens leaving the collapsing GDR and hundreds of thousands GDR
citizens celebrating the state’s collapse, Chinese journalists still reported from East
Berlin that the GDR leadership continues to be able to hang on to power practicing
Marxism–Leninism. Such reporting by China’s state-run media at the time gave the
impression that Chinese reporters on the groundmight have found themselves caught
in a dilemma of feeling the urge to report in an accurate and objective manner (as
professional journalists) on what was happening in the GDR, while on the other
hand being obliged to stick to the official message and instructions to report that
the collapse of the GDR will not necessarily mean the collapse of socialism in the
GDR (and elsewhere in Europe). Beijing policymakers ‘helped’ their reporters on
the ground by insisting that Chinese socialism is not the same as GDR socialism
(obviously to emphasize that the collapse of East German socialism does not mean
that Chinese socialism too is collapsing) Indeed, Deng Xiaoping’s Socialism with
Chinese Characteristics, Beijing insisted, is not the same as or compatible with the
kind of socialismEast Berlin had opted for and practiced. From aChinese perspective
such a conclusion in 1989—when the GDR’s version of socialism and the state was
collapsing—is understandable as Beijing’s policymakers must have thought that if
they declared the Chinese and East German versions of socialism to be identical, then
Chinese socialism too would be in danger of collapsing if the Chinese people—like
they already tried in May and June 1989—questioned the alleged merits and bene-
fits of Chinese socialism. Consequently, Chinese Premier Li Peng and his Politburo
colleagues insisting that China will not change in any way its form and mode of
governance against the background of the developments in Eastern Europe and the
GDR is what they had to say in order to underline that Chinese-style socialism is
not next in line to be relegated to the dustbin of history. And—as it turned out—
Li Peng was right after all as the CCP is still in power today—in fact, under its
strongman25 leader Xi Jinping more than ever, at least so it seems today. Not least
because the Chinese leadership under Xi Jinping, together with the country’s very
efficient army of censors, continues to allow the Chinese people to consume only
selective parts of Chinese contemporary history. Obviously, the allegedly ‘glorious’
parts of Chinese history, of which Mao’s numerous catastrophic economic, social
and political campaigns and Deng Xiaoping’s Tiananmen Square Massacre are not
part of. The kind of government-prescribed history diet that ‘protects’ the Chinese
people from stomach ache and asking too many uncomfortable questions, landing
them in detention awaiting trial without access to a lawyer for months or indeed
years.

25 As in ruthless dictator who from since he took over power at the end of 2012/beginning of 2013
was—at least so it seems—able to eliminate all opposition against him and his policies.
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In February 1990, Beijing was—as mentioned above—all for German reunifica-
tion. When East Berlin—by then led by the hapless Hans Modrow—announced a
concept which Modrow called ‘For a United Fatherland’, Beijing in turn declared
to understand the German desire for national reunification. In mid-1990 China’s
mouthpiece media was ordered to change and whitewash parts of Beijing’s ColdWar
history and started to paint a very positive picture of West Germany’s efforts in the
1970s to attempt a process of rapprochementwith East European countries, including
the GDR. Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik, Beijing’s state-controlled media reported, laid
among others the foundations for West and East Germany to feel like ‘one nation.’
As was shown above, however, Beijing at the time feared Brandt’sOstpolitik like the
devil feared holy water and perceived it as a West German-Soviet conspiracy against
Beijing.

Beijing’s ability to deliberately misinterpret historically fundamentally important
events was truly ‘outstanding’ at the time. China’s political leaders hoped that the
reunifiedGermanywould not support what it called ‘separatist forces’withinChina if
China supported and endorsed German reunification.With ‘separatist forces’ Beijing
meant alleged ‘separatists’ in Tibet and Taiwan. Such an assessment and conclu-
sion, however, were as nonsensical as they get, due to a number of reasons. Firstly,
whether or not China was supportive of German reunification was at the time next
to irrelevant as the country enjoyed since Tiananmen Square in June 1989 the status
of an international outcast. Secondly, the Tiananmen Square Massacre was still a
fresh enough memory among the international community for it not to consider in
any way Beijing’s opinion on the merits or disadvantages of German reunification.
Chinese political leaders of course saw all of this very differently and the events on
Tiananmen Square were in their view nothing more than an unpleasant ‘hick-up’ or
‘disturbance’ caused by what they still today refer to as ‘a small group of misguided
students’ (Lim 2014). In fact, the ‘official’ term officials and Chinese scholars (on
the record26) are obliged to use to describe the events on Tiananmen Square in May
and June 1989 is ‘Tiananmen disturbances-’ Thirdly, the West German government
at the time did most probably not in any way feel obliged to change its Tibet policy in
order to be able to count onChinese support for German reunification.27 Compared to

26 Since Xi Jinping took over power in China in 2012/2013, the pressure on Chinese scholars
to ‘stay on message’ and defend government policies has increased enormously. In fact, many
Chinese scholars the author has interacted with from 2013 until the present day sound at times more
‘official’ than officials, seeing themselves obliged to defend government policies and react in a
very determined, or indeed often aggressive, manner when confronted with criticism and/or critical
assessments on the quality of Chinese domestic and foreign policies voiced by Western scholars.
In fact, academic exchanges and discussions between Chinese scholars and Western counterparts
have since 2013 become very cumbersome and often very unproductive as Chinese scholars do
not—to put it bluntly—sound like scholars but like government officials on a mission to defend
China against Western criticism at all costs.
27 That unfortunately would come later when China grew economically into a superpower able
to put its trading and commercial partners under pressure. Germany became such a commercial
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today, China’s global and economic influence at the time was very small indeed and
Western democracies felt far less obliged than today to ‘adjust’ and/or re-formulate
their positions and policies towards Tibet (or Taiwan or anywhere else) at the Chinese
‘request’ to do so. Today, those who do not ‘comply’ with Chinese requests of non-
interference in China’s alleged ‘internal affairs’ have to fear Chinese economic and
political retaliation (like South Korea, Mongolia, Australia, Canada, the Philippines
and others have experienced in recent years).28

And there you go: the end of an attempt to analyse 40 years of bilateral relations
between two ill-tempered dictatorships, one of which was relegated to the dustbin of
historywhen it was running out ofmoney and energy to keepmarching East Germans
from taking over power in the GDRwithout any bloodshed. The Chinese dictatorship
on the other hand is still around and seems—thanks to its enormous resources and
the kind of high-tech surveillance state techniques and thought control policies the
East German Stasiwould be envious of—more consolidated and in control than ever.
The kind of country under a leader who made it his mission to suppress any sort of
dissent and opposition, purging and arresting those who are not convinced that ‘Xi
Jinping Thought’ is the stroke of genius. Sounds familiar?
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