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A BRIEF HISTORY OF
CHINA-U.S. RELATIONS
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FOREWORD
WARREN 1. COHEN

Many years ago, 1 invited my friend Luo Rongqu, a prominent
Peking University historian, to lecture to my class on John Hay’s
Open Door Notes. He proceeded to give a classic Marxist version that
contradicted virtually every point I had made in my own lecture the
day before. Tao Wenzhao’s A Brief History of China-U.S. Relations is
not a Marxist version. Much of it will be familiar to and acceptable
to American specialists in the field. Tao is a conscientious scholar
who tries to stick to the facts. Bu#, it is a Chinese version, often
based on Chinese sources, some unfamiliar to American histori-
ans, and as such should prove enlightening to readers in the United
States, especially those familiar with the writings of Michael Hunt,
Meredith Oyen, and Nancy Bernkopf Tucker and my own Awmerica’s
Response 1o China.

There is little in this volume to satisfy students who grew up on
a diet of American exceptionalism. When mistakes are made, espe-
cially after 1949, they are made by policy-makers in Washington. At
a 1986 conference in Beijing I asked Li Shenzhi, a prominent intel-
lectual leading the Chinese delegation, whether a// the mistakes in
relations between the People’s Republic of China and the United
States had been made by the Americans. He graciously said no, China
had made mistakes — but they were little ones. Pressed, he could not
think of even one. Readers of this volume will have comparable dif-
ficulty finding any.

Tao does an excellent job of explaining Chinese dissatisfaction
with American policy, with arms sales to Taiwan for example. He is
profoundly troubled by the U.S. media’s reporting on China. There
were some events in Beijing and elsewhere in June 1989, unmen-
tionable in China, that he insists were badly distorted in reporting by
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Americans determined to demonize his country. Nonetheless, he is
optimistic in his conclusions.

Tao sees China and the United States as having formed a com-
munity of interest. Certainly they are dependent on each other
economically. He views the Xi Jinping-Obama meeting in 2013 as
resulting in a commitment to build a “new big-country relation-
ship.” Yes, there will be competition and ideological differences, but
he bets that the leaders of the two countries will have the wisdom
to overcome these. The future will be marked by mutual respect and
win-win cooperation. Let us pray that he is right. In any event, he
provides us with insights into Chinese perspectives that may help us
to avoid conflict.

Warren 1. Cohen, University Distinguished Professor Emeritus, MSU and UMBC;
Senior Scholar, Woodrow Wilson International Center
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FOREWORD
J. StAPLETON ROY

China’s relations with foreign countries extend back thousands
of years, reflecting China’s long history as an independent nation.
The Chinese Buddhist monk Xuanzang brought back Buddhist
sutras from India in the middle of the seventh century, during the
early years of Tang Dynasty rule in China. Chinese merchant vessels
were frequent visitors to Calicut in southern India well before the
voyages of Zheng He to the Indian Ocean in the early Ming Dynas-
ty. Such activities occurred long before intrepid European seafarers
discovered the Western Hemisphere and established colonies there,
leading over time to the emergence of the United States as an inde-
pendent country.

Viewed in this context, Sino-U.S. relations are of relatively brief
duration. They can be traced back to the last two decades of the
18th century, when a U.S. merchant ship made its first voyage to
China five years before the United States was founded in 1789 un-
der its present constitution.

Over the ensuing 230 plus years, China’s relations with the
United States have had many ups and downs. The two countries
have been allies against common enemies and have fought bitter
wars with each other. During the 19th century, Chinese laborers
made vital to US. westward expansion, while U.S. medical and edu-
cational missionaries were helping to spread modern health care and
education to various parts of China. On the negative side, Chinese
have at times been subjected to harsh discrimination in the United
States and been barred from entry in violation of US. treaty com-
mitments. Americans, in turn, have been the victims of anti-foreign
riots in China. From the beginning, trade has been an important link
between the two countries, reaching enormous volumes in good
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times, and shrinking to near zero when bilateral relations have been
strained or hostile. Even when relations have been bad, the lure of
trade has provided an incentive to overcome difficulties and put the
relationship on a better footing.

More recently, distinguished Chinese-Americans have earned
Nobel Prizes for scientific achievement, risen to prominence in cor-
porate America, designed architectural monuments in both coun-
tries, become governors and vice governors of U.S. states, served in
the US. Senate and House of Representatives at the Federal level,
and represented the United States as ambassador in Beijing. Since
the establishment of diplomatic relations between the United States
and the People’s Republic of China in 1979, US. foreign direct
investment has flowed into China, bilateral trade is now in excess
of $500 billion per year, and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce in
Shanghai is now the largest in the world. As China’s economy has
grown and prospered, Chinese foreign direct investment in the
United States has also begun to rise rapidly and is widely distributed
throughout the United States.

Against this checkered background, Sino-U.S. bilateral relations
are as important as they are complex. With the realization of China’s
dream of restoring the nation’s position as a wealthy and powerful
member of the international community drawing ever closer, strate-
gic rivalry between China and the United States has been increasing,
If left unchecked, this rivalry could cast dark clouds over the future
of East Asia and the world. And yet, each country has frequently
viewed the other with admiration and respect. Americans are in awe
of China’s ancient culture, its respect for learning, the creativity of
its people — which gave the world such inventions as paper, printing,
gunpowder, and the compass — and its exquisite cuisine. Chinese
have admired the United States for its high levels of modernization,
its scientific advances, the freedom and openness of its society, and
the opportunities for people to better their situation in life.

Improved understanding of the history of bilateral relations
between China and the United States will better equip people in



both countries to recognize the opportunities and avoid the dangers
that lie ahead. Every country has its own particular view of its own
history, even though individual interpretations of that history may
vary widely. This reflects in part the way that history is taught in the
schools, and in part the natural tendency of human nature to inter-
pret your own country’s actions in the best possible way and to play
down or explain away instances of questionable or less honorable
behavior.

Many Americans are shocked to find how United States history
is taught in foreign schools, where the judgments on US. behavior
may be quite different from those at home. To cite one example,
the majority of Americans believe that the use of the two atomic
bombs against Japan in the final days of World War Two was justi-
fied by the enormous American casualties that would have resulted
if the United States had been forced to invade Japan’s home islands
in order to bring the war to a close.

I was surprised in the Soviet Union several decades ago to dis-
cover that Russians held a very different view. They believed that
Soviet entry into the war against Japan in its final stages had guaran-
teed Japan’s defeat, making use of the atomic bombs unnecessary.
In their view the sole purpose of the United States in dropping the
bombs on Japan had been to intimidate the Soviet Union by demon-
strating that the United States had a powerful weapon that Moscow
had not yet developed. I am unaware of any evidence in the histori-
cal record to support this interpretation of US. behavior, but such
differing assessments can foster animosity and mistrust.

Such considerations underline the importance of Professor Tao
Wenzhao’s brief but comprehensive history of China-U.S. relations.
The publication of this history in English will make it more accessi-
ble to American readers, who are generally unfamiliar with how U.S.
history is taught in Chinese schools.

Many if not most of the facts and interpretations in Professor
Tao’s book are consistent with U.S. histories of Sino-U.S. relations,
but in a variety of instances the emphases will be different. For ex-
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ample, many U.S. readers may be surprised to discover that Ameri-
cans were actively involved in opium trafficking in China in the early
19th century and that the U.S. government only belatedly began ac-
tively to discourage such trade when forced to do so by public opin-
ion in the United States. When I studied U.S. and Asian history as a
college student many decades ago, we learned that the British were
responsible for the opium trade with no mention of US. involve-
ment.

Such examples illustrate why the publication of Professor Tao’s
book is a welcome development. Serious readers will gain an im-
proved multidimensional understanding of the historical interac-
tions between China and the United States that can provide a better
base for managing the bilateral relationship in the future.

Ambassador J. Stapleton Roy is Founding Director Emeritus of the Kissinger
Institute on China and the United States at the Woodrow Wilson International
Center for Scholars in Washington DC and a Wilson Center Distinguished
Scholar. He served as Director of the Kissinger Institute from September 2008
untl August 2013 and continues to be a Senior Adviser to the Institute. His am-
bassadorial assignments included Singapore, the People’s Republic of China, and
Indonesia. His final post with the State Department was as Assistant Secretary for
Intelligence and Research.



FOREWORD
Davip M. LAMPTON

With this superb volume Professor Tao Wenzhao has created
a keystone in the intellectual edifice of an informed, balanced, and
historically grounded understanding of U.S.-China relations. He
stands with an exceptionally small group of scholars in both China
and America who have a command of the history between our two
countries and is simultaneously able to extract from that complex
flow of events the essential lessons for the management of this
critical relationship.

A Brief History of China-U.S. Relations is comprehensive, start-
ing with the mixed U.S.-China relationship in the 19th and first half
of the 20th centuries, moving through the era of Sino-American
cooperation in World War II and the much darker period of Sino-
American conflict during the Cold War, and moving on to address
both the normalization of relations under Nixon and Mao and the
bumpy progress made thereafter. This important volume concludes
where it should — with the challenges of managing the U.S.-China
relationship in an era when the power equation between the two
countries is moving toward greater balance. A Bref History comes
out at a moment when, for the first time, Asia must manage the
simultaneous strength and sometimes conflicting desires of China,
the United States, and Japan, not to mention significant middle pow-
ers. Never before have Beijing, Washington, and Tokyo been strong
at the same time.

Professor Tao’s book underscores the essential point that a con-
structive future requires that the U.S. and China must not only intel-
ligently manage their own bilateral relationship, but they must also
sensitively deal with all of the third-party relationships they each
have with consequence for the other. Taiwan is one such case of
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long-standing, being a most sensitive aspect of bilateral ties. Some-
what different examples of triangular relationships are North Ko-
rea, Japan, Vietnam, Philippines, and Pakistan. Even the U.S.-Russia-
China triangle is becoming a consideration once again.

Among the critically important points raised in this illuminating
and wide-ranging volume, three are particularly germane as we think
about today and the rapidly unfolding future:

To start, there is a need for the United States to recognize its
growing equality with China, as China needs to understand its mod-
ernization still has a long way to go in terms of per capita income
and quality of life for many citizens. To me, this says both China
and the United States need to be more realistic about their respec-
tive capabilities.

Second, the United States, irrespective of who its president is in
the future, will see America as a comprehensive Pacific power, with
economic, cultural, and military interests and sway in the region. As
Professor Tao says, this necessarily implies that not only is there an
essential need for Sino-American cooperation, but there also will be
important competitive dimensions to the relationship. A key part of
that future will be characterized by economic, security, and ecologi-
cal interdependence. Both nations need to guard against an exceed-
ingly narrow, military definition of security.

And finally, Professor Tao’s book is wise in admonishing read-
ers and foreign policy leaders in both nations not to be captives of
simplistic templates that some analysts would seek to impose on the
U.S.-China relationship. The U.S.-China relationship is not the An-
glo-German relationship of the 1930s; not the US.-Japan relation-
ship of the 1940s; nor is it the Soviet-American relationship of the
Cold War. This is a relationship that is distinct and far more hope-
ful in many respects. To start, nuclear and cyber powers have never
gone to war with one another. Moreover, climate change has the po-
tential to be a massive security problem that forces the two nations
(and others) to cooperate if this global danger is to be effectively
addressed. And finally, each nation has pressing domestic concerns



