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Introduction 

As far as we were concerned, we weren't responsible for what our tsars had 
done, but the lands gained from those tsarist treaties were now Soviet territory. 
We weren't the only socialist country which had to administer and defend the 
territory inherited from a pre-Revolutionary regime. 

We were afraid that if we started remapping our frontiers according to 
historical considerations, the situation would get out of hand and lead to conflict. 
Besides, a true Communist and internationalist wouldn't assign any particular 
importance to the question of borders, especially borders between fellow socialist 
states. 1 

Nikita Sergeevich Khrushchev 

There are too many places occupied by the Soviet Union .... The Russians 
took everything they could. Some people have declared that the Sinkiang area 
and the territories north of the Amur River must be included in the Soviet 
Union .. 

The Soviet Union has an area of 22 million square kilometers and its 
population is only 220 million. It is about time to put an end to this allotment. 

About a hundred years ago, the area to the east of [Lake] Baikal became 
Russian territory, and since then Vladivostok, Khabarovsk, Kamchatka, and 
other areas have been Soviet territory. We have not yet presented our account 
for this list. 2 

Mao Tse-tung 

At the end of the twentieth century, the Sino-Soviet boundary was the longest 
militarized border in the world and territorial disputes had dominated the last 
century and a half of Russo-Chinese relations. In the mid-nineteenth century, 
however, the Russo-Chinese frontier was a backwater for both empires. At that 
time neither country had more than a very vague idea about the basic geography 
of these areas. How the Russo-Chinese frontier evolved from being a remote 
periphery to a central concern for both countries is the subject of this work. 

The importance of the boundary issue transcends territorial matters. 
Internationally, the evolving boundary line was the East Asian reflection of the 
new European balance of power caused by the Industrial Revolution. Regionally, 
the disposition of the border determined the geopolitical configuration in the Far 
East. Bilaterally, it constituted the overriding issue forever plaguing Russo­
Chinese relations. Domestically, the maintenance of empire-the factor which 
first pitted Russia against China-conferred the status of a great power so crucial 
to the continuing legitimacy of the ruling houses of both Russia and China. 

Each of these facets of Russo-Chinese relations will be discussed at length in 
this chapter and throughout this work. Simultaneously, there will be a careful 

1 



2 INTRODUCTION 

examination of the myths3 which soon became intertwined with Russo-Chinese 
relations. Originally they ranged from slight exaggerations to deliberate 
falsifications, which, through repetition, grew and became accepted truths despite 
the evidence to the contrary. These false beliefs became the prism through 
which Russians and Chinese viewed each other; they underlay assumptions 
concerning the nature of Russo-Chinese relations; they became justifications for 
policy choices; and they even affected how other countries perceived Russia and 
China. 

What follows is a diplomatic history; it is not a geographic survey of border 
markers. 4 It focuses on what factors precipitated changes of the border line, the 
nature of these changes, and their consequences. In the process, it attempts to 
put bilateral Russo-Chinese relations in the international context of the changing 
European and East Asian balance of power. In addition, it attempts to examine 
Russo-Chinese relations in the context of each country's strategy for security. 
This entails tracing both the evolution of Russian imperialism and Chinese 
hegemony in the Far East. 

The period under consideration starts with the signing of the 1858 Treaty of 
Aigun and continues through the establishment of the Mongolian People's 
Republic in 1924.5 The boundary treaties negotiated in this period delimit the 
Sino-Soviet border in existence at the fall of the Soviet Union. 6 The previous set 
of treaties-the 1689 Treaty of Nerchinsk, the 1727 Treaty of Bura, and the 
1727 Treaty of Kiakhta-had remained in force for over a century, but in the 
mid-nineteenth century, new boundary and commercial treaties suddenly ruptured 
this stability: Russia took the Maritime Province, the northern bank of the Amur 
(Hei-lung-chiang), parts of the Pamirs and Sinkiang, and ultimately helped to 
detach Outer Mongolia from the Chinese sphere of influence. 7 

The 1858-1924 period is crucial for understanding contemporary Russo-Chinese 
relations for several reasons. First, it constitutes the formative period in modem 
Russo-Chinese relations: the issues that still bedevil contemporary relations came 
into being at this time. Second, these years encompass the evolution of the 
modern boundary which, due to its length and due to the size of the two countries 
involved, forms the keystone of the current balance of power in the Far East. 
Third, the tensions that arose from this repartition of the Far East set the tone for 
future Russo-Chinese relations; indeed, they go far in explaining such critical 
events as the 1960 Sino-Soviet split. Finally, these years provide the unique 
opportunity to examine the consequences of a major realignment of the balance 
of power in the Far East. This historical information is the only data available 
from which to extrapolate the possible consequences of the recent reversal in the 
balance of power between Russia and China. 

This work is divided into four sections which correspond to the four time 
periods and the respective geographic areas in which activities along the border 
were concentrated: (1) the Amur Basin, 1858-1864: Russian expansion to the 
Amur and Ussuri rivers; (2) Sinkiang, 1871-1881: the struggle for the Ili Valley; 
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(3) Manchuria, 18%-1905: Japanese containment of Russian railroad imperialism; 
and ( 4) Outer Mongolia, 1911-1924: Soviet absorption of the Chinese sphere of 
influence. 

In the first period, the tsarist government took advantage of China's defeats in 
the Opium Wars (1839-1842, 1856-1860) and of its paralysis during the Taiping 
Rebellion (1851-1864) in order to negotiate two highly advaniageous border 
treaties. The 1858 Treaty of Aigun and the 1860 Treaty of Peking moved the 
border far to the south and set the present Manchurian boundary along the Amur 
and Ussuri (Wu-su-li-chiang) rivers. 

During the second period, the Russians deployed troops in 1871 on Chinese 
territory in the Iii Valley to prevent the Muslim Uprising (1862-1878) in Sinkiang 
from spreading across the border to Russian co-religionists. Only after the 
Chinese granted considerable trade concessions and an indemnity under the 
1881 Treaty of St. Petersburg did Russian troops finally withdraw from most of 
the occupied territory. 

In the period between the Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895) and the Russo­
Japanese War (1904-1905), the Japanese successfully not only prevented further 
tsarist expansion in Manchuria, but even forced Russia to give up the southern 
portion of its costly far-flung railway concessions in China. This put an end to 
Russia's attempt to absorb Manchuria surreptitiously under the cover of extending 
its railway system. 

The fourth and final section examines the expansion of Russian influence in 
Outer Mongolia from the fall of the Ch 'ing Dynasty in 1911 to the establishment 
of the Mongolian People's Republic in 1924. The Red Army, which entered 
Outer Mongolia during the Russian Civil War, stayed on to ensure the 
transformation of the region from a Chinese to a Soviet protectorate. 

The conclusion then summarizes the trends in the conduct of Russian and 
Chinese diplomacy; examines the paradoxical nature of Russian and Chinese 
imperialism; and discusses the possible ramifications of the recent shift in China's 
favor of the balance of power. 

International Issues: 
The Russian and Chinese Empires in the Industrial Age 

The Industrial Revolution caused a change in the balance of power not only 
between Russia and the more-industrialized West European countries but also 
between Russia and China. During the period under consideration, territory 
exceeding the size of India became Russian outright or, in the case of Outer 
Mongolia, a Russian protectorate. These enormous territorial changes were the 
Far Eastern echo of a major realignment of the balance of power in Europe 
caused by the Industrial Revolution. 8 The Industrial Revolution heralded a new 
age of commercial maritime empires in which control over geographically 
contiguous territory had become far less important than in the past. Yet, in the 



4 INTRODUCTION 

mid-nineteenth century, China, Russia, and the decaying Ottoman Empire 
remained traditional continental empires, struggling to survive in the new age. 

China and Russia were both empires of vast territorial extent whose original 
imperial designs had stemmed largely from the requirements of border defense. 
In both countries, expansion into Central Asia and Siberia had largely been a 
frustrating quest for defensible borders, under the constant threat of invasion or 
harassment by neighboring nationalities. In the case of Russia, it was a huge 
country with few clear natural boundaries, but with vast plains to defend, so 
historically there had been a tendency to expand outwards to protect a 
geographically vulnerable center. This led to the gradual expansion of what was 
considered Russia proper, which in turn required ever more far-flung buffer 
areas for protection. 

China, on the other hand, was surrounded by natural boundaries in three 
directions: mountains in the northwest, west, southwest, and south, and oceans 
in the east. At the height of Ch'ing expansion, the only area lacking such 
formidable natural boundaries was in the north, where China first came into 
contact with Russia.9 Although the decline of the Ch'ing Dynasty neutralized 
Russia's main potential rival in the Far East, marauding nationalities presented a 
constant irritation, if not an overwhelming threat, to Russians living on the 
frontiers. Predations by the native inhabitants on Russian property gave local 
Russian commanders both a motive and a pretext to expand their jurisdictions 
outward in order to end such lawlessness. 

Even though Russia continued to expand geographically throughout the 
nineteenth century, its relative economic base, technological level, and standard 
of living fell ever further behind those in Western Europe. From the Industrial 
Revolution onward, Russia was never able to match the economic achievements 
of Western Europe, the United States, or, later, of Japan. Therefore, it became 
increasingly strained in its efforts to keep up with the scale of foreign policy 
commitments required of a great power. For Russia, Chinese weakness presented 
all too tempting an opportunity, particularly when combined with traditional 
Russian insecurity about border areas. 

By the second half of the nineteenth century, despite the many limitations of 
Russian industrialization vis-a-vis the West, .Russia had become far more 
technologically advanced than China, causing a dramatic shift in Russia's favor 
of the relative balance of power with China. This put China in a position of 
double-jeopardy in its struggle not only to keep the Western capitalists at bay 
along the coast but also to obstruct Russian territorial ambitions along their 
mutual border. In the end, because Russia was stronger than China and because 
their mutual frontier was remote from the territorial interests of the Western 
powers, Russia was able vastly to expand its Asian domains at Chinese expense. 
Yet Russia expanded in Asia due not to national strength but to Chinese weakness. 

Despite the epochal change in the international balance of power caused by 
the Industrial Revolution, China continued to rely on its traditional formulas for 
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power, which, over the millennia, had proved to be so successful at keeping 
pre-industrial border peoples in check. These successes had created an arrogance 
among the Chinese which greatly inhibited their ability to comprehend the 
magnitude of the changes before them.10 By trying to maintain a hermetically 
sealed cultural world, the Chinese shut out the new intellectual currents developing 
in Europe necessary for an industrial revolution. Adapting to such a drastically 
changed international balance of power proved highly disruptive for China, a 
country preoccupied with upholding venerable traditions-not with sponsoring 
innovation-and one long accustomed to holding sway over all its neighbors, 
not to learning from them. 

It is hardly surprising that China could not change overnight; for a country of 
its size and regional diversity to have done so would have been little short of 
miraculous. Even Russia, which had long had intimate political, economic, and 
cultural contacts with Western Europe, had extreme difficulties in meeting the 
new challenges presented by the Industrial Revolution. Given that China lacked 
such long-standing and intimate contacts with Europe, the obstacles to 
industrialization were that much more formidable. 

Further undermining China's ability to adapt quickly was the fact that the 
ruling dynasty was not Han Chinese but Manchu and, therefore, was inherently 
vulnerable to charges of illegitimacy. 11 Indeed, the Manchus emphasized their 
role as upholders of Chinese traditions precisely to cement their mandate to 
rule.12 Yet the new world order brought on by the Industrial Revolution required 
the very break with Chinese traditions which the Ch'ing Dynasty-unlike the 
ethnically homogeneous Japanese ruling house and its breathtakingly successful 
reforms during the Meiji period (1868-1912)-was so ill-equipped to make. 

Even worse for China, the rising tensions with foreigners coincided with 
massive internal rebellions and accelerating dynastic decline. As the Ch'ing 
Dynasty began to Jose control over its own house, with the Taiping and Muslim 
rebellions, the Russians jumped to fill the vacuum and force a massive redistribution 
of territory. Thus, between 1858 and 1924, due to a reconfiguration of international 
balance of power caused by the Industrial Revolution and magnified by Chinese 
dynastic decline, Russo-Chinese relations changed radically and, as a result, 
reshaped the face of central and northeastern Asia. 

Yet neither country could fully come to terms with this formal territorial 
division of the Far East. While Russia could not justify its gains, China could 
not accept its losses. Instead, each fostered its own variant of the myth of 
original sovereignty. Both the Russians and the Chinese13 claim that the borderlands 
historically constituted an integral part of their empire. There is ample evidence 
that this was not the case, certainly in the time of the Romanov and Ch'ing 
dynasties. 14 Russians were not even in the vicinity until the seventeenth century 
and did not arrive in significant numbers before the completion in 1905 of the 
railway connecting European Russia to Tashkent and the linking of Russia's two 
coasts, between 1891 and 1916, by the Trans-Siberian Railway. 15 
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Even today Siberia remains under-populated and cut off from the rest of 
Russia. Indeed, a case can be made that, despite Siberia's administrative 
incorporation into Russia on paper, in practice, its remoteness prevented it from 
becoming completely integrated into the Russian empire until the Soviet period 
and therefore it cannot be said to have been historically an integral part of 
Russian territory. Tsarist tariff policy lends credence to this argument; tariff 
breaks at Cheliabinsk and Irkutsk treated Siberian grain like a foreign product. 16 

The case for Russia's historical links to Central Asia is even more tenuous. The 
native populations of the Soviet Central Asian republics bordering China bear 
no cultural or linguistic ties to Great Russians. It can be argued that the Central 
Asian republics never were completely integrated into the Soviet Union, but 
remain culturally and linguistically distinct. 

While China does possess the more ancient historical claim17 to ties with 
Central Asia and southern Siberia, the Han are as culturally and linguistically 
distinct from the native peoples inhabiting these regions as are the Great Russians. 
Moreover, Ch'ing sources are unclear regarding the extent of Chinese territories; 
they discuss a plethora of changing place names referring to areas of unknown 
extent and vague location. Since the Chinese did not master Western cartography 
until the twentieth century, earlier Chinese maps have more artistic than practical 
value. Ch'ing boundary negotiators before 1880 often did not have more than a 
very general idea about where allegedly integral territories were actually located. 
Court officials in Peking in the mid-nineteenth century displayed an astounding 
ignorance of the actual extent of Manchuria, the homeland of the Manchu or 
Ch'ing Dynasty: they knew virtually nothing about the lands north of the Amur 
and little about the Ussuri River coastal region. 

Nevertheless, some Chinese have gone so far as to equate tributary relations 
with sovereignty. Yet, on the eve of the foundation of the Ch'ing Dynasty, 
Manchu sources refer to China, Korea, Mongolia, and Manchuria as gurun 
(Manchu for country-or kuo [@l] in Chinese) and essentially accorded each and 
its respective rulers equal status. 18 In fact, the existence of tributary relations 
with the Russo-Chinese borderlands makes them no more nor less a part of 
China than were Russia, Burma, Korea and Vietnam, which all had sent tribute 
missions to Peking at one time or another. 19 

On the one hand, the denial by the Russians that a boundary issue existed 
(since they had taken allegedly empty lands) permitted them to delude themselves 
that the Chinese could not harbor any serious grievances against them. On the 
other hand, the exaggerated notions by the Chinese of their original patrimony 
fueled their hostilities toward the Russians. For these reasons, Russo-Chinese 
relations were much more acrimonious than the Russians imagined. As long as 
China remained weak, however, it was not in a position to reveal the depths of 
its anger. For Russia, the rude awakening came after the consolidation of 
communist power in China in the 1950s and became public knowledge with the 
Sino-Soviet split and the ensuing skirmishes on the border. 
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Regional Issues: The Militarization of the Russo-Chinese Frontier 

Russia's expansion eastward transformed it into a Pacific power. In doing so, it 
posed a permanent security threat to China, Korea, and Japan, and, thereby, 
transformed the geopolitical alignment in the Far East. Before the mid-nineteenth 
century, China had held sway in the Far East, militarily, economically, and 
culturally. The arrival of Russia on China's periphery, however, created a new 
and formidable rival, more dangerous than the other European powers, for Russia 
alone was primarily interested not in commerce but in the permanent acquisition 
of territory. The central issue in Russo-Chinese relations was strategic. While 
Russia directed its energy toward territorial expansion, China used all available 
means, however limited, in an attempt to forestall this eventuality. 

Despite Russian protestations to the contrary, Russia did not have significant 
commercial interests in China; its trade was minuscule compared to that of other 
European powers, Japan, or the United States. In fact, Russian commerce in 
China was not conducted primarily at the instigation of private entrepreneurs but 
rather was heavily promoted and subsidized by the government. Moreover, for 
Russia the costs of taking and then administering its Far Eastern possessions far 
exceeded any economic benefits derived from them. Profits were not the objective; 
rather, the Russian government hoped to promote its notion of national security 
and its vision of national prestige. To do so, it used commercial penetration as a 
precursor to territorial expansion. 

The Russian decision to build the Trans-Siberian Railway and, later, the Chinese 
Eastern Railway immeasurably heightened China's security concerns. The 
completion of these railways led to the militarization of the border and the 
beginning of an arms race in the Far East since, for the first time, Russia could 
relatively efficiently deploy troops along its Far Eastern frontiers. Because 
China lacked this capacity, its primary defense became encouraging internal 
colonization of its frontier areas with Han Chinese to make the lands less attractive 
targets for Russian annexation. Before long, the Russians began to raise the 
alarm about an impending "yellow peril" -their nightmare of China's teeming 
population overflowing across the border to overwhelm the sparse Russian frontier 
settlements. 

Japanese colonial ambitions in Manchuria further complicated the strategic 
equation. The success of the Meiji Period reforms made possible Japan's victory 
in the Sino-Japanese War and its consequent international recognition as a regional 
power. Thereafter until its defeat in World War II, it competed with Russia for 
control of China's northern frontiers. Russian unwillingness to moderate its 
territorial ambitions in the Far East or to reach a compromise with Japan fueled 
a Japanese arms race with Russia. Only after defeat in the Russo-Japanese War 
did Russia agree to Japan's long-standing request to delineate spheres of influence 
in Manchuria and Mongolia. But this humiliation at the hands of an Asian 
nation brought Russian visions of a "yellow peril" to a new pitch of paranoia. 
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Empire in Asia greatly complicated Russia's own defensive requirements 
because massive geographic extent entailed commensurate military expenditures. 
In the end, these burgeoning Far Eastern commitments, which had been undertaken 
to maintain the foreign policy of a great power, worked to undermine the 
foundations of the Romanov Dynasty. They did so in two ways. First, these Far 
Eastern policies and particularly the attendant costs-such as building the Chinese 
Eastern Railway; occupying Manchuria during the Boxer Uprising; and the 
resultant war with Japan-jointly absorbed too many of Russia's scarce financial 
resources and demanded burdensome military commitments. This meant that 
retention of the new territories actually deprived European Russia of funds and 
thereby played a role in retarding its economic development. 20 

Second, the loss of the Russo-Japanese War led to the Revolution of 1905; 
took away funds from the defense of European Russia; and left the Russian 
government with little latitude for policy choices on the eve of World War I. 
Indeed, from the Russo-Japanese War onward, the fear of a two-front war, one 
in Europe and the other in Asia, required an enonnous diversion of funds to the 
Russian Far East. 21 For Russia, therefore, its turn to the East had unanticipated 
strategic, military, and economic consequences. 

For China, the physical territorial losses were enormous: an area exceeding 
that of the United States east of the Mississippi River changed hands. In Chinese 
eyes, this represented a gross dereliction of the filial duty to retain all of the 
lands so carefully accumulated by previous generations and still considered to 
be part of China's rightful patrimony.22 Today, the world's most populace 
nation must live with the knowledge that just north across the border lies a vast 
and comparatively vacant land full of resources still waiting to be exploited-for 
although Russia had a seemingly insatiable appetite for land, it did nothave a 
corresponding ability to develop all of what it had, much less of what it took. 

These territorial losses, coupled with their many defeats by the other powers, 
have prompted the Chinese to see their modern history in terms of their own 
victimization. The Chinese are wont to claim that China has always been the 
innocent victim of the predations of rapacious foreigners and never an aggressor 
itself. This is the myth of Chinese moderation. Non-Han peoples, populating 
the regions bordering China proper, however, have a very different opinion. In 
fact, when the Chinese government had the power to do so, it was merciless in 
putting down insurrections by recalcitrant border peoples. The continuing 
unrest-some would argue genocide-in Tibet23 is but the latest chapter in a 
very long history of power politics over weak border peoples. Coercive Chinese 
policies in Sinkiang and Mongolia fed the ethnic unrest, which in turn contributed 
to the territorial losses there. 

In fact, Chinese casualties at the hands of European forces during the Opium 
Wars do not compare to the wholesale slaughter during China's campaigns 
against its ethnic minorities. While China was certainly a victim _of imperialism, 
when it occupied a position of power relative to its weak minorities, its own 
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policies were often less benevolent than those of the West, which it has so 
thoroughly criticized. Moreover, its mismanagement of its own border peoples 
played into the Russians' hands when abused minorities appealed to Russia for 
protection from China. China has used the myth of Chinese moderation to avoid 
facing up to the dark side of its domination of non-Han peoples and to avoid 
re-examining its harsh policies regarding minorities. Instead, it has assumed the 
role of the forever-righteous victim. Scholars in the West have unwittingly 
helped prolong the life of this Chinese myth by publishing voluminously on 
European imperialism in China, on the Opium Wars, and so on, while writing 
very little about the fate of China's many ethnic minorities. Before the 1989 
Tiananmen Massacre, broadcast throughout the world, many Westerners also 
viewed China with an equally uncritical eye. They did not dwell on the harsh 
side of communist rule. 

Bilateral Issues: The Nature of Russo-Chinese Relations 

The Russo-Chinese border gradually assumed a symbolic importance beyond its 
obvious strategic significance as a line of dispute between two often antagonistic 
empires. For the Chinese, the boundary became the physical incarnation of 
China's failure to fend off the predations of European civilization, while for the 
Russians, their expanded boundary enshrined their country's great power status. 
Thus, the border became a potent, but antipodal, symbol for both countries- for 
the one it represented failure, for the other, success. 

In the case of China, many of its history books present the modern period a<i 
beginning with the defeats in the Opium Wars, followed by a century of 
uninterrupted concessions and humiliations before foreigners. The psychological 
devastation of these unmitigated defeats of a civilization which many Chinese 
continue to believe is superior to all others24 is evidenced in a variety of expressions 
such as "the humiliations caused by foreign powers" ( jf.fij), "to wipe out the 
national shame and recover the fatherland" ( ~lWiffi:I~). "the loss of economic 
rights to foreigners" (:¥Utl5'1-~). and "to guard against the insults of foreign 
powers" ( ~#ii). 

According to conventional Chinese and Western historiography, modern history 
marks the first time that China had ever been completely unable to sinicize the 
outsiders, but had instead been forced, however reluctantly and painfully, to 
adapt to the world beyond China. The boundary symbolizes this defeat and 
explains the later resolve never again to relinquish even the smallest part of 
Chinese territory. This development was brought home to the Soviets in the 
pitched battles in 1969 over islands in the Amur River. 

The border assumed a very different symbolic importance for the Tsarists and 
later the Soviets. For them, China served as a parade ground to demonstrate 
Russia's great power status. Although Russia and later the Soviet Union could 
not keep up with the great powers economically or, in the end, militarily, the 
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country would prove itself to be a great power in the Far East. 25 For both tsarist 
Russia and the Soviet Union, therefore, the period of Russian territorial, and 
later Soviet ideological, expansion in the Far East became a great source of 
national pride. These periods were considered heroic eras in the quest by the 
Russian people to secure its neighbors in the embrace originally of civilization 
and then of communism. 

These perceptions fostered the development of two myths. Russians have 
consistently misinterpreted Chinese outward expressions of friendship and 
hospitality, which are actually reflections of Chinese norms for etiquette and 
treatment of guests. In reality, these expressions did not emanate from any 
abiding sentiments or from genuine friendship. Out of this developed the myth 
of Russo-Chinese friendship. Based on platitudes exchanged in formal settings, 
the Russians- both tsarist and Soviet-have consistently argued that their 
country's relations with China, in contrast to those enjoyed by the other powers, 
have always been genuinely friendly and that the Chinese have long held them 
in warm regard. For example, Russian diplomats in the nineteenth century 
consistently speak of two hundred years of uninterrupted friendship between the 
two countries. 26 

Russian delusions of Chinese goodwill allowed them to claim that their relations 
with China had a moral character absent from those of the Western powers. 27 

Because of their supposedly uniquely cordial relations, the Russians insisted that 
they had a special civilizing mission there, which the Chinese recognized and 
for which the latter were grateful. This moral high ground then became a 
justification for further Russian involvement in China. The myth of Russo-Chinese 
friendship also gained currency in third countries,28 most recently during the 
1950s at the height of the Cold War, but the myth has its origin in the nineteenth 
century. 

The Chinese documentary evidence, however, is overwhelming on this score. 
Ch'ing officials were clearly aware that the Sung (960-1279) and Ming (1368-
1644) dynasties had fallen when they could no longer defend the northern frontiers 
from invading barbarians, namely, the Mongols in the case of the Sung and the 
Manchus in the case of the Ming. After the Opium Wars, many Chinese gradually 
came to consider Russia the most dangerous European power because Russia 
came to China not simply for trade, as in the case of the others, but to absorb 
territory permanently. Only after defeat in the Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895) 
did the Chinese begin to look upon the Japanese with equal hostility. 

China's preoccupation with Russian foreign policy is indicated by the 
distribution of the archival materials concerning Ch'ing foreign policy: nearly 
half of all these materials relate to Russia, while less than a third deal with Great 
Britain, and less than a tenth concern Japan or the United States. 29 In these 
archival documents, Chinese officials, over and over again, describe Russian 
designs on Chinese territory, using such terms as: "gnawing away like a silkworm" 
(l!hi:), 30 "gobbling up" (#f::a=),31 "eyeing predatorily like a tiger" (!!Ul),32 
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"drooling at the mouth" (~llil;), 33 "insatiable" (t.-'1-Hl!R), 34 having "evil intentions" 
(l/,\1,C,,), 35 "desiring that which belongs to others" ( J!llltfi!l), 36 and "unfathomable" (@: 

liltl>37 behavior. Such documents show clearly that Russo-Chinese relations were 
deeply troubled from the start. The extent of the divergence between Russian 
and Chinese perceptions of their relations also reflects the depth of their 
misunderstandings. 38 

A parallel myth, to that of Russo-Chinese friendship, is one of more recent 
origin; it proposes that the Soviet foreign policy in the Far East was a radical 
departure from the imperialistic policies of the tsars. This myth of the discontinuity 
between tsarist and Soviet foreign policy is actually the Soviet variant of the 
preceding myth: since the Soviets considered the tsarist era to be the incarnation 
of evil, naturally they claimed that their policies were very different.39 In fact, 
the Soviet achievement of detaching Outer Mongolia from the Chinese sphere of 
influence, thereby creating a pliable buffer state of its own, was a direct continuation 
of the emerging tsarist policy for Mongolia; the tsars simply had not dared go 
through with it for fear of creating an international uproar. 

Only while the Russian Civil War raged in Siberia did the Bolsheviks make 
conciliatory overtures to China: during a few uncertain years, the Soviet 
government offered to annul all unequal treaties and immediately to return the 
Chinese Eastern Railway to China Once the Bolsheviks took Siberia, however, 
Soviet diplomats denied ever having made the original offer.40 Soviet resistance 
to returning the railway, which cut through the heart of Manchuria, or the naval 
base at Lti-shun (Port Arthur) and the harbor city of Ta-lien (Dairen or Dalny)-all 
of which the Soviet Union had regained after Japan's defeat in World War 
II-continued for a quarter of a century until 1953-55, despite heated Chinese 
demands for their immediate restitution. 

In the end, the Soviet Union did not return its railway concession to China 
until several years after the Chinese communists had come to power and long 
after the other European nations had relinquished control over their concessions. 41 

Such treatment of a fellow communist state helps undermine the Soviet fabrication 
that it honored its communist allies and never engaged in imperialistic policies. 
In fact, its allies were its primary victims. Even so, the myth of the discontinuity 
between tsarist and Soviet foreign policy had many adherents in the West. 42 

The fact that Soviet foreign policy in the Far East was a direct continuation of 
tsarist policies also exposes the chimera of a Sino-Soviet monolith. During the 
height of the Cold War, one of the factors making the Soviet Union so threatening 
to the West was the supposed existence of this monolith. But the Soviets, by 
recreating the Russian empire in the 1920s, also reproduced the same tensions 
with China that had existed under the tsars. Thus, from the very beginning, 
there was an absence of the long-term harmony of interests necessary for the 
existence, let alone the survival, of a Sino-Soviet monolith. This fact, however, 
wa<; disguised by the myths of Russo-Chinese friendship and of the discontinuity 
between imperial Russian and Soviet foreign policy. 
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Domestic Issues: Political Legitimacy and Economic Backwardness 

Before the arrival of the Russians, Chinese expansion differed fundamentally 
from that of Russia in that the absorption adjacent territories occurred largely 
due to spontaneous demographic pressures from below, 43 whereas Russian 
expansion was a policy consciously promoted by its leaders at the highest levels. 
Also unlike China, Russia had great difficulty populating, never mind developing, 
the lands it took. In the case of China's northern frontiers, the Ch 'ing government 
actually had tried to limit any Han infiltration until Russian expansion compelled 
it to reverse this policy. 

Although similar in geographical extent, the Russian and Chinese empires 
were fundamentally different in how they were administered. Russia was an 
imperialist empire, meaning that it maintained an empire wherein it controlled 
both the foreign and domestic policies of all its constituent parts. Russia was the 
sum of its territories and its history was the process of gradually incorporating 
adjoining territories into the Russian provincial system.44 By contrast, China in 
the mid-nineteenth century was a hegemonic empire; that is, it controlled the 
foreign, but not necessarily the domestic, policies of its various parts. 45 Relations 
with its periphery were maintained through the tributary system. Unabated 
Russian expansion, however, forced the Ch'ing Dynasty to integrate its periphery 
into the Chinese provincial system, thereby transforming China into an imperialist 
power. Thus, boundary relations led to important administrative changes in 
China. 

With the advent of the Industrial Revolution, the Romanov and Ch'ing dynasties 
became caught in the glare of economic inferiority in a world setting no longer 
hospitable to continental empires lacking a modem economic base. Thereafter, 
they both struggled to maintain the legitimacy of their continued rule. They did 
so even a<, their countries' statuses in the world were severely eroded by their 
more industrialized rivals, whose economic and military successes they could 
not match. This struggle made them cling to past images of their international 
status. Since both had historically considered themselves to be great powers, 
neither could easily abandon these pretensions without undercutting its mandate 
to rule. For a government to acknowledge that its country had fallen from the 
ranks of the great powers would have been an admission of a gross dereliction of 
duties, making it vulnerable to charges of having failed to carry out its principal 
responsibility, namely, the preservation of national security. 

Neither China nor Russia could effectively use economic or military 
justifications for greatness. China could and did claim a greatness based on 
cultural achievements which had made it the most influential civilization in the 
Far East. Russia, however, could not successfully make such a claim, since its 
strong historical connections to Europe had rarely provided a correspondingly 
strong cultural influence: traditionally it had absorbed West European ideas, not 
the other way around. 46 In fact, both countries made a central claim to greatness 
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based on geographic extent. 47 This meant that the maintenance of empire was 
inextricably linked to the perpetuation of the legitimacy of the ruling dynasty in 
both countries. 

Therefore, when faced with growing domestic criticism, the Russian autocracy 
sought to secure it,;; mandate to rule by pursuing the foreign policy of a great 
power-as proof that Russia remained one-despite the mounting economic 
evidence to the contrary. Because Russia was unable to pursue such a policy in 
Europe and in much of the Near East due to the resistance of the industrialized 
countries, it had only two possible arenas left to act out its role of great power: 
Persia 48 and China. 

China was in the even more unenviable position of having foreign powers 
swamping its government with unprecedented demands for what it perceived to 
be intrusive trading relations. The inability to ward off these intrusions severely 
eroded the mandate of the Manchus to rule in Han China. This, coupled with a 
rapidly unraveling domestic situation, put the Manchus in a precarious situation. 
Therefore, like the Russian government, the Chinese clung to the pretensions, in 
their case, of an enduring superiority despite the accumulating conflicting evidence. 
For all of these reasons, the boundary was not an issue on which either government 
would willingly compromise. This meant that when the Russian government 
directed its attention to the Far East in the mid-nineteenth century, conflicts 
immediately arose with China and have been with us ever since. 

The fragility of rule in both Russia and China made pretenses of governmental 
prestige all the more important for sustaining governmental legitimacy. 
Conversely, damage to prestige could threaten that legitimacy. When Russian 
membership in the league of great powers was threatened by defeats in the 
Crimean War in 18.56, at the 1878 Congress of Berlin after the war with Turkey, 
and, most seriously of all, by the defeat in the Russo-Japanese War in 1905, the 
autocracy scrambled to repair the damage. In the case of China, this happened 
when Western trade and diplomatic demands undermined it<; tributary system for 
managing relations with foreigners. The very act of so publicly and so radically 
changing the supposedly immutable 49 tributary system undercut the Chinese 
myth of enduring cultural superiority, which in tum undermined Manchu credibility 
as effective guardians of Han China. 

The fragility of rule also made national dignity, in the case of Russia, and 
"face," in the case of China, assume a disproportionate importance. Since weak 
governments cannot afford many embarrassments casting doubts on their policies, 
a facade of imperviousness was required, especially in cases of poor judgment 
This led to a rigidity in Chinese foreign policy, particularly in the mid-nineteenth 
century, which wore off to a degree as the Chinese learned how to use to their 
advantage international law and European-style balance-of-power politics. Russia, 
however, became ever more mired down in its Far Eastern commitments, which, 
once made, it felt unable to renounce for reasons of national dignity. Thus, for 
both governments, domestic weakness limited flexibility on foreign policy. 



14 lNTRODUCTION 

To "save face" while explaining away these foreign policy failures, the Chinese 
have conjured up another myth. This myth has been shared equally among 
Chinese historical figures and among the historians describing their activities. 
Although many Chinese scholars blame foreign imperialism for initiating conflicts, 
they have frequently attributed China's failure to cope with these foreign threats 
to domestic mismanagement by a few individuals. In the case of the Ch'ing 
government, acceptance of the responsibility for failure would have meant a 
"loss of face" for the emperor and, by extension, for the whole Manchu ruling 
house. In the case of Chinese historians, blaming a limited number of individuals 
removed the need for a far deeper and more critical examination of their cultural 
heritage. Therefore, Chinese historiography has mirrored the tendency to make 
individual unsuccessful Chinese diplomats scapegoats for what were, in fact, 
pervasive and fundamental institutional failings. With the passing of the Manchu 
dynasty in 1911 and with China's continuing integration into the global economy, 
the importance of "face" has eased somewhat. Nevertheless, the penchant by 
the Chinese government to blame individuals as a way to deflect attention from 
systemic failures has not altogether disappeared. One of the more notable examples 
of this occurred in 1976 with the arrest of the so-called Gang of Four who were 
made personally responsible for the devastation of the Cultural Revolution. 

This tendency to blame individuals has given rise to the myth of the diplomatic 
incompetence of Ch'ing Dynasty and early Republican period (1912-1949) 
diplomats. ·50 Certainly one can make the argument that mid-nineteenth century 
Chinese officials involved in negotiating with Russia were ignorant of their 
northern neighbor, but within several decades this situation had changed. Yet, 
almost without exception, Chinese diplomats lost every set of negotiations with 
Russia. While Russia did not usually get everything that it wanted, it made 
consistent inroads, which the Chinese, try as they might, seemed incapable of 
stopping. 

Before the late nineteenth century, a crucial factor helping to explain this was 
China's enduring reluctance to reveal its negotiations with Russia to other 
countries, such as Britain. If it had overcome this reluctance, it could have 
formed mutually beneficial alliances to put pressure on Russia. Ultimately, 
however, as long as China remained unindustrialized, no amount of diplomatic 
virtuosity on its part could have made up for the fundamental change in the 
balance of power caused by the industrialization of its rivals. In the meantime, 
the progressive deterioration of China's own internal situation greatly impeded 
and finally precluded the implementation of a successful foreign policy. For 
these reasons, the problem resided not in the individual diplomats but in a 
plethora of problems riddling China's entire international and domestic situation. 
Not surprisingly, the Chinese still have mixed emotions about this unsettling 
chapter of their history. But these mixed, and generally negative, feelings have 
created a tendency among historians to dismiss the achievements of the diplomats 
of the late Ch'ing dynasty and the early Republican period. 
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*** 

A key factor in explaining the endurance of these five myths-original sovereignty, 
Chinese moderation, Russo-Chinese friendship, Soviet diplomatic discontinuity, 
and Chinese diplomatic incompetence-relates to the focus of available histories 
and the source materials on which they have been based. Despite the obvious 
international importance of Russo-Chinese relations, Russian and Chinese history 
have primarily been studied either in isolation or in relation to the West. Modem 
China has also been compared to Japan, but the role played by Russia in Chinese 
history has generally been minimized.51 The converse is even more pervasive: 
Russian histories usually treat China superficially or dismiss it altogether. In 
fact, relations with Russia proved critical for China from the mid-nineteenth 
century onward, while those with China have become a steadily growing concern 
for Russia. Indeed, it is impossible to imagine the twentieth-century history of 
either country without the other, so intertwined have their fates become. Yet 
only a handful of books rely on both Russian and Chinese sources. The consequence 
has been not simply to limit but-as indicated by the prevalence of so many 
myths-to distort our understanding of Russo-Chinese relations. 

The Russo-Chinese border remains the main strategic fault line in the Far East 
and essential linchpin of the contemporary international balance of power. In 
the mid-nineteenth century, the balance of power suddenly shifted in favor of 
Russia and did not begin to reverse itself until after the reunification of China 
under the communists in 1949. Due to the implosion of the Soviet empire in 
1991 juxtaposed against the successful economic reforms initiated by Deng 
Xiaoping ( ~,J\-'11-), this shift in China's favor has recently greatly accelerated. 
As of April 1991, 10 percent of the 4,600-mile-Iong border remained in dispute 
after decades of negotiations. 52 Within the next few years, Russia and China 
signed a series of border agreements delineating disputed segments of their 
boundary, yet apparently small but key parts were left to "future generations" to 
resolve.53 

As will be shown, the disposition of the Russo-Chinese frontier mirrored the 
changing relative balance of power between the Russian and Chinese empires. 
But this balance did not reflect a resurgence of Russia, for relative to the powers 
of its day, Russia continued to lose ground; rather, the changing balance reflected 
the collapse of Chinese power caused by the confluence of dynastic decline from 
within and the challenge of a technologically superior civilization from without. 
Therefore, Russia expanded in the Far East not because of strength but because 
of domestic and international weakness, which impelled it to play the role of a 
great power where it could, and because of Chinese weakness, which made 
China available a'> a stage for Russia's great-power ambitions. 

Today the situation has reversed. Russian power has imploded both at home 
and abroad. But unlike the nineteenth century, today China is resurgent and 
beginning to close the gap between standards of living. With the growing 
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with the rising tide of Muslim fundamentalism in the Middle East, and with the 
approaching potentially destabilizing leadership changes in China, ongoing border 
tensions seem likely. They will become particularly dangerous if the politically 
ambitious in either country attempt to raise the specter of national security to use 
continuing territorial disagreements as a vehicle to power. These tensions threaten 
to become particularly pronounced after the return of Hong Kong to China in 
1997 and of Macao shortly thereafter. At that time, Russia's territorial gains 
will be the only remaining territorial legacy of the age of imperialism in China. 
That is, the frontier will constitute the only area where Europeans still occupy 
formerly Chinese territory or spheres of influence. Therefore, on a whole range 
of issues-international, regional, bilateral and domestic-the Russo-Chinese 
border issue promises to cast a long shadow well into the next century. How 
this all began is the subject of the next chapter. 

Notes 
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!nl[l'J,y (A geographic study of the Sino-Russian border). For good collections of maps 
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nineteenth-century boundary and commercial treaties. It emphasizes the strong-armed 
tactics employed by the other great powers while it downplays similar tsarist policies. 
For the Soviet rebuttal of the Chinese position, see S. L. Tikhvinsk:y, "For a Scientific 
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Decline of the Chinese Empire, 5. For more information, see the Bibliographic Essay 
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