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The Interkit Story:
A Window into the Final Decades of the Sino-Soviet Relationship

James Hershberg, Sergey Radchenko, Péter Vamos, and David Wolff

The tumultuous relationship between the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of
China—from alliance to bitter falling out to violent border clashes to frigid standoff to wary
warming—uwas one of the main plotlines of the Cold War narrative; and the central drama in the
evolution of the communist world from mighty ideological and geopolitical monolith (at least on
the surface) and rival to the American-led “free world” to nasty schism to ultimate fragmentation
and collapse. Thanks to the progressive opening of both Chinese and Soviet (and Soviet-bloc)
sources and archives, the years since the Cold War’s conclusion have seen an outpouring of new
scholarly accounts of the creation, short life, and dissolution of the alliance forged by Joseph

Stalin and Mao Zedong in Moscow in February 1950.> Most recently, detailed studies by Lorenz

! For examples of important publications of new evidence on the Sino-Soviet relationship beginning in the early
1990s—not including broader studies of Chinese and Soviet foreign policy and history by such figures as Chen Jian
and Vladislav Zubok that, inter alia, deal with this subject—see, e.g., Odd Arne Westad, Cold War and Revolution:
Soviet-American Rivalry and the Origins of the Chinese Civil War, 1944-1946 (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1993); Sergei Goncharov, John Lewis, and Xue Litai, Uncertain Partners: Stalin, Mao, and the Korean War
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1993); Michael Sheng, Battling Western Imperialism: Mao, Stalin, and
the United States (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997); Odd Arne Westad, ed., Brothers in Arms: The
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M. Luthi and Sergey Radchenko, building on Chinese, Russian, and other records, have tracked
the story through the mid-1960s, bringing the tale beyond Khrushchev’s ouster and up to the
early stages of the Cultural Revolution’s chaos and concurrent sharpening of the Sino-Soviet
conflict and competition.

However, comparatively little fresh scholarship or published new evidence from
communist sources has emerged on Sino-Soviet relations during the second half of the post-
World War 11 superpower confrontation—from the shrill rhetoric and frenzied rallies of the
Cultural Revolution and the military buildups and bloody fighting along the remote, disputed
Ussuri River frontier in the late 1960s, to the rapprochement two decades later, epitomized by
the chaotic May 1989 summit in Be
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because of the financial and linguistic challenges inherent in scouring relevant archives in

various countries of the former communist realm, even if they have already been opened.

To stimulate and support scholarly inquiry into the largely untold story of the Sino-Soviet
rivalry and relationship during the latter decades of the Cold War, we have launched a project to
collect and assess archival sources from the now partially-open Russian archives and generally-

open archives of the Warsaw Pact
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Building on that study, we are taking a far broader approach. We aim to illuminate
relations between the entire Soviet bloc and China over more than a two-decade period rather
than focusing on one particular Warsaw Pact ally. Besides seeking records related to the Interkit
process itself, we recognize that it is also crucial to collect and disseminate evidence on higher-
level debates and exchanges such as records of summits and politburo meetings, cable traffic
between Soviet-bloc foreign ministries and their embassies in Beijing, and bilateral inter-party
exchanges. For at least the initial phase of this project, we are focusing on Russian and ECE
archives, since post-1965 Chinese archival records remain extremely difficult to access (the
Foreign Ministry Archives in Beijing has only processed and opened files until that date); for
that matter, the extent of Chinese awareness of “Interkit” remains uncertain, although the
outlines of its “differentiation” strategy are well known.

The project grew out of an initial exploration of Interkit by Prof. David Wolff in 2003
when (not yet aware of Gardet’s work) he assembled Russian and East German archival records
(in particular a stenogram of the group’s second meeting, in Berlin in 1969, from SAPMO, a
depositary for the SED records) for a presentation at a conference in Budapest devoted to using
Central and East European archives on the Cold War in Asia; Wolff subsequently published his
early findings in Russian History.” Our efforts to look into this topic have benefitted, over the
years, from parallel endeavors by CWIHP and the Parallel History Project, including an oral
history conference on Sino-East European relations in Beijing in March 2004 and the posting of
pertinent materials on the PHP website.®

This new effort to collect a wider range of sources—not only documents from various
Warsaw Pact countries but also oral history evidence from participants—is overseen by Prof.
Wolff at the Slavic Research Center (SRC) of Hokkaido University in Sapporo, Japan, in
collaboration with the Cold War International History Project and other academic institutions. In

February 2010, the SRC, along with the Hungarian Academy of Sciences and CWIHP, organized

Quarterly on China and Europe Since 1978: A European Perspective (Cambridge University Press, 2002), did not
even substantially address Sino-E
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a second Budapest workshop, hosted by Dr. Péter Vamos and focused on Interkit and Sino-
Soviet relations, to gather international perspectives from archives in the region and beyond,
collect oral history testimony from Hungarian participants in the Interkit process, and brainstorm
future activities (See Appendix Ill for program). Hungarian, Polish, Czech and Mongolian
documents were added to the German and Russian materials available earlier. A second
workshop is now scheduled to take place in Freiburg, Germany—also hosted by Dr. Vamos—in
May 2011; there are also plans in the works for further documentary and oral history workshops.

In this working paper, we present an initial sampling of translated documents to outline
Interkit’s shadowy existence, together with a contextual introduction that outlines our current
knowledge of the group’s existence and raises some key questions about its function and
activities. Did it actually influence or even shape Kremlin policy toward China and perceptions
of what was happening there? Or was it primarily a transmission belt to spread propaganda,
coordinate policy, and enforce orthodoxy among Moscow’s allies? Was it an accurate barometer
of the shifting Sino-Soviet relationship, or did a particular faction—most likely the hard-line
Soviet China experts led by party stalwart Oleg Rakhmanin—sometimes dominate or distort
Interkit’s proceedings to advocate its own policies or maneuver in bureaucratic struggles over
how to deal with the PRC? To what extent, if at all, did non-Soviet China experts use the regular
gatherings to develop their own approaches, if not in the plenary sessions (where disagreements
tended to be smoothed over) then in more private bilateral talks? Were the effects of China’s
“differentiation” strategy evident in the Interkit proceedings? Did Beijing closely track the
organization, or try to influence its activities or outcomes, either directly (through contacts with
participants) or indirectly?

These are among the questions we will be exploring in our Interkit project, along with
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narrative also tended to dominate, or at least heavily influence, both policy toward and academic
studies of China in their own countries.

Mikhail S. Kapitsa, ' Oleg B. Rakhmanin,® Mikhail 1. Sladkovskii,® and Sergei L.
Tikhvinskii were the Big Four and maintained a firm hold on all studies of China, from the
commanding heights of four interlocking institutions. In addition, the last three names were
among a small group of “counselor-experts” selected to participate in various party analyses “of
the Chinese problem.” By the early 1980s, Kapitsa had become the deputy foreign minister
(after a long tenure as director of the Foreign Ministry’s Far Eastern Department), Rakhmanin
worked as first deputy director of the Department for Relations with Fraternal Countries (known
simply as THE Department), Sladkovskii oversaw several hundred specialists as director of the
Institute of the Far East, while Tikhvinskii trained diplomats as the head of the Soviet Union’s
Diplomatic Academy. During the final six years of the Brezhnev era, this quartet produced over
200 articles and books, providing unerring semi-official guidance to Soviet China experts,
academics and journalists regarding the party line.!* Two of the Sinological “gang of four,”
Rakhmanin and Sladkovskii, were also Interkit leaders. As the directors of China-policy in the
Central Committee and of the Institute of the Far East, these two individuals represented the two
streams of policy-oriented China-watching that would be merged into Interkit, shaping elite and
popular perceptions of the Middle Kingdom throughout the Warsaw pact.*?
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closest student of Soviet Sinology in the 1960s-1980s, has observed that: “Only after 1967 was a

concerted effort made to explain what had happened and was happening in the PRC...At the end
of the 1960s Soviet Chinese studies reached their maturity. From this time to 1982 they would be
marked by voluminous output, stable organization, and a consistent prevailing outlook on
Chinese society. This outlook was an amplification of emerging views from the mid 1960s; so
there was no fundamental change in thinking for about two decades under Brezhnev’s and

Suslov’s leadership...” Such was the fate of Soviet Sinology during the later ye
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Moscow’s wartime Western allies, the Comintern was reinvented in 1947 in the form of the
Cominform—an “information bureau” of the nascent communist bloc, employed by Stalin
effectively to bring the East Europeans into line with Soviet policies and punish transgressors (i.e.
Yugoslavia).

Most people who know something of Soviet history—or history of communism in
general—will have heard about these two institutions. Few have heard of the third—and last—
Soviet effort to institutionalize conformity through party channels. This introduction recounts the
rise and fall of the little known Interkit—the China International—a series of meetings held
interchangeably in the different capitals of the socialist bloc since 1967. The purpose of these
meetings was to force Soviet views of the Chinese threat on Moscow’s allies—the East
Europeans and the Mongols at first, but later the Cubans, the Laotians and the Vietnamese—and
to keep these allies in line with the confrontational Soviet policy in the face of tireless Chinese
efforts to split up the ranks of Soviet followers. Through the party channels the conclusions of a
small group of Soviet functionaries were brought to bear on the press and academia not only in
the USSR but also across the bloc and, for a generation, defined what, when, and how something
could be said about China.

Where had this initiative to coordinate China-related research and propaganda sprung
from? The origins of the Interkit process go back to the Sino-Soviet split, which had divided the
international communist movement. The Sino-Soviet rivalry was a defining factor in the
relations between the Soviet bloc and China during the second half of the Cold War. From the
late 1950s, the Chinese leadership made it increasingly clear that it was unwilling to remain a
subordinated member of an alliance led by the Soviet Union. At first, China’s pursuit of an
independent posture was disguised in ideological garb—Mao Zedong accused the Soviet
leadership of restoring capitalism and attempting to subvert the revolution through peaceful
cooperation with the United States. In the 1960s, however, some of this ideological phraseology
wore off, and the Sino-Soviet conflict deteriorated into a vitriolic power struggle that nearly

boiled over into a full-blown war over a border dispute in 1969.
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communist bloc and in the third world. Beijing of course aspired to win over Moscow’s closest
allies as well, courting in particular the GDR, Hungary, and Poland (Albania had already
defected from the Soviet-bloc to side with China in 1960-61, and a few years later Romania
began to stake out a more equidistant position, though Bucharest did not go so far as Tirana in its
warmth toward Mao’s regime).

Starting from the early 1960s, Beijing identified states as friendly, unfriendly, or hostile,
based on their relations with the PRC and their attitudes toward its enemies—in the case of East-
Central Europe and the Soviet Union. China distinguished among the socialist states based on
their degree of autonomy from the USSR, a policy referred to as a “differentiated” approach
toward the socialist community. In 1964, Liu Shaoqgi compared Beijing’s treatment of socialist
countries to how peasants planted rice: “each plant has to be treated separately.”** Using this
method, Beijing wanted to test the firmness of these countries’ alliance with the Soviet Union
and the Soviet capacity to control its satellites. The policy of differentiation played on the
various nuances and changes in the domestic political and economic situation of socialist
countries, and was characterized by Chinese attempts to penetrate into domestic life, to
undermine and shake the unity of the Soviet bloc, and to spread China’s influence in various
strata of the population, including the intellectuals and the young people.

To be sure, China focused its struggle on the Soviet Union. Chinese foreign policy
considered relations with individual states and with the whole socialist camp as a derivative of
Sino-Soviet relations, and subordinated its bloc-policy to its policy toward the Soviet Union. The
relationship between China and the Soviet satellites was probably best described by Hungarian
leader Janos Kadar in April 1970: “as to the essence of the issue, the crucial question is what the
Chinese intend to do in relation to the Soviet Union. In their eyes, we are only puppets.” Of
course, the Chinese would have felt justified in doubting ECE independence had they read a
1972 internal Polish party report [Document 12] flatly declaring: “The fundamental principle of
our policy toward China is to fully cooperate with the Soviet Union—our main ally.”

The Soviet attitude toward the development of relations between its satellites and China

was first reactive and later preemptive. During the first phase of ideological debates, Moscow

Y Hungarian MFA, 4" Territorial Department, China Desk, Gydrgy Ujlaki’s report: Foreign Policy of the PRC and
Sino-Hungarian relations during the past year. Budapest, 7 July 1964 HNA, X1X-J-1-j-Kina- 26-00153/1964,.
> Minutes of the HSWP Politburo Meeting on 7 April 1970 HNA, p. 12, M-KS-288f-5.a-515. R.e.,.
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showed great sensitivity toward each Chinese move and reacted immediately. By the second half
of the sixties, however, the Soviet leadership, convinced that the radicalism of the Chinese
Cultural Revolution effectively scared off most would-be adherents of Maoism on the
international stage, merely felt the need to take prophylactic measures in order to avoid
unexpected situations. One of the most effective preventive methods was the close coordination
of China policies with allies in the socialist camp.

The Soviets intended to control all spheres of cooperation between their satellites and the
PRC, from economic and cultural relations to more sensitive scientific and technological
cooperation, not to mention military or party-to-party contacts. Even the annual bilateral trade
agreements with the detailed list of export and import goods were subject to Soviet approval. The
close coordination of China policies was implemented on different levels, including meetings of
the top leaders, ministers and deputy ministers in Moscow or in other capitals, meetings of
“friendly” ambassadors in Beijing, regular meetings of Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Party
Central Committee International Department officials, meetings of China specialists from
government organizations and research institutes, and consultations of Soviet diplomats with
government officials and party workers. ECE diplomats were summoned to Moscow for
consultations, and one of the main tasks of the satellites’ diplomats in Beijing was to coordinate
their countries’ steps with their allies, primarily with the Soviet Union. The Soviets stressed the
importance of mutual exchange of information, and of the united resistance to China’s
differentiation strategy.

When all hell (later to be known as the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution) broke
loose in China in the summer of 1966, the Soviets, like the rest of the world, were stupefied by
the pointlessness of the violence and the overwrought adulation of Mao’s image, but they were
also horrified and outraged by the vitriolic anti-Soviet (and anti-Russian) fervor that
accompanied the chaos.*® By that winter, the venomous insults and accusations hurled at Soviet
leaders, along with frenzied round-the-clock protests around the Soviet embassy in Beijing and
harassment of Soviet diplomats, generated serious concern in Moscow (where Chinese students

passing through the capital even protested in Red Square in front of the Holy of Holies, Lenin’s

16 On the Cultural Revolution, see in particular Roderick MacFarquhar, Origins of the Cultural Revolution, vol. 3:
The Coming of the Cataclysm (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997); and MacFarquhar and Michael
Schoenhals, Mao’s Last Revolution (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006).
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Tomb). Was China’s tumult simply a domestic crisis? Or did Mao’s actions imply a serious
military threat in addition to the now open competition for leadership of the communist (and
post-colonial Third) world? Amid rising fears of war, facing a new and evidently more serious
challenge from their erstwhile ally, the Kremlin leaders took a series of steps. After a period of
restraint following Khrushchev’s ouster two years earlier, they returned to open criticism of Mao
and his policies—in December 1966 party boss Leonid Brezhnev took off the gloves and
resumed polemics in a major speech to a CPSU CC plenum, and two months later, when he met
in London with British leader Harold Wilson, Prime Minister Aleksei Kosygin—as he was being
hung and burned in effigy by protesters in Beijing—seemed “obsessed” by the Chinese (their
“bacilla of hatred”) and spoke of them “the way Pakistanis talk about Indians.” Rallying
communists around the world to try to isolate the CCP virus, the Soviet leaders stepped up
efforts to organize a collective of like-minded fraternal parties that could collectively denounce
Beijing. Amid eased relations with the West with the settlement of the Berlin and Cuban crises
(despite intensified tensions over Vietnam), they quietly built up Soviet military forces along the
Sino-Soviet border and, after 1967, in Mongolia.'’

And, puzzled and alarmed by Beijing’s enmity and its ferocity, they decided to found a
closed institute (zakrytyi institut) to study the Far East, mainly China. Its importance was such
that a number of nomenklatura appointments were involved, valiuta (hard currency) was allotted
to purchase Western literature on China, and a new building was constructed, standing to this
day in somewhat dilapidated state near the Profsoiuznaia Metro station. The Institute of the Far
East was set up in 1966—partly to help the Soviet leadership understand what was happening in
China, and partly as a place of employment for numerous China experts who had become
redundant now that Sino-Soviet relations had been downsized to the long-distance barrage of
hostile propaganda. Within a few months of the Institute’s founding, a second China-related
move was undertaken. The leading China specialist, Oleg Rakhmanin hosted a delegation of
heads and deputy heads of party CC International Departments from ECE socialist countries and

Mongolia in Moscow in December 1967 to coordinate China policy.

17 On these steps, see esp. Radchenko, Two Suns in the Heavens, chap. 4; Kosygin’s attitude was recounted by
British officials to U.S. officials in U.S. embassy (London) telegram no. 6315 (Bruce), 6 February 1967,
SUNFLOWER folder, box 255, National Security Files, Country Files, Vietnam, Lyndon B. Johnson Presidential
Library, Austin, TX.
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The initiative for what was later institutionalized as Interkit may have actually come
from Poland. Although the Polish leader Wladislaw Gomulka had earlier opposed tough Soviet
policies on China (for example, he resisted Khrushchev’s efforts to bring Mongolia into the
Warsaw Pact in 1963, which would have been a slap in the face for the Chinese),® by 1967 he
was in no mood to defend Beijing. “There are absurd things happening” in China, the Polish
leader told Brezhnev as the Cultural Revolution intensified; the disturbed Soviet leader agreed

that the “Chinese problem must be

www.cwihp.org 12
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The Germans and Mongolians came out strongly for this agenda for forging a common front to
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leadership feared that the Soviet leadership might apply the Brezhnev doctrine to China as well,
and began to consider an attack from the North as the greatest threat to its national security.?

After the invasion, East Central Europe appeared in Chinese propaganda in two contexts.
On the one hand, Beijing virulently attacked those countries which participated in the action,
terming them collaborators of Soviet revisionists—even though Mao had little sympathy for the
goals of the Prague Spring (which in essence represented the very opposite of Mao’s continuous
revolution). But at the same time, the Chinese press described the Warsaw Pact and Comecon
member states as victims of the exploitative and oppressive policies of Soviet imperialism. In
early 1969, China launched renewed propaganda attacks against Soviet neocolonialism in
Southeast Asia and Eastern Eur
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delegation’s desire to please, and possibly an understanding that Sinology in the Warsaw Pact
was often strongest beyond the borders of the USSR. “We are of the opinion,” stated
Rumiantsev, “that the publication of documents and articles provided by the fraternal parties
about the Chinese question was and is extremely significant. We consider this form of
coordination and mutual aid in our shared affairs to be most important and promising.”?

Eager to avoid the tensions regarding the appropriate approach to China that marked
discussion among the Warsaw Pact allies throughout the early 1960s, the Soviets listened
attentively to reports from the other countries’ delegates. But numerous details make clear the
Soviet initiative and continued enthusiasm for this project. For example, when the head of the
East German International Department within the Central Committee, Paul Markovski,
welcomed the heads of the guest delegations punctually at 10 AM on January 28, he addressed
them in alphabetical order in German, starting with Bulgaria (Bulgarien in German) and ending
with Hungary (Ungarn in German). Tellingly, when three days later, a protocol was adopted
unanimously by all present, the list of signers, while still beginning with Bulgaria, continued
with Hungary and Germany, for in Russian “Vengerskaia Narodnaia Respublika” and
“Germanskaia Demokraticheskaia Respublika” come before Mongolia. Clearly a translation
from the Russian, the meeting’s conclusions had been drafted by the Russians for approval by
their allies.

Rumiantsev suggested the removal of the word “Secret” from the first page of the joint
protocol. In a show of trust, he insisted that each party should make its own decisions on the
document’s use, not limited by the strict rules on the circulation of classified documents.?
Rumiantsev may also have assumed that Beijing would get the document anyway. It is
impossible to say if the broader writ and tighter coordination of Interkit helped provoke the
Chinese attack at Zhenbao Island, but it could only have contributed to the spirit of combative
retaliation in the spring of 1969. The Chinese dubbed the Interkit “fanhua guoji”—*The anti-
China International.”

The bloody border clashes in March 1969 marked the nadir of relations between the two
countries. At the 9th CCP Congress in April 1969, convened after a thirteen-year interval, the

Chinese party denied the existence of the socialist camp and made anti-Sovietism part of its

2 RGANI F.4, 0p.19, d. 525, 1. 29, 107-110,.
23
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official policy which remained the key elements of Chinese foreign policy throughout the
seventies. But the Party Congress also set in motion processes that had positive effects on
relations between China and the Soviet bloc. Mao’s aim was to strengthen moderate forces
within the leadership, to break out from self-imposed isolation and to implement a more rational
foreign policy. During the next few months, most Chinese ambassadors returned to their posts
(which they had vacated during the Cultural Revolution) and the PRC established diplomatic
relations with countries such as Italy, Turkey, Austria and Canada. One of the results of the
Chinese opening was the Kosygin—Zhou Enlai meeting at the Beijing Airport on 11 September
1969. The most positive aspect of the meeting between the two prime ministers was that they
met at all. Relations returned from the battlefield to the conference table. Both sides set forth
their own positions, but could not reach an agreement on any disputed issues.
* * *

In the seventies, the orientation of anti-Soviet Chinese foreign policy shifted to a united
front strategy — or what Mao called a “horizontal line” — which was to include any country
opposing the Soviet Union, irrespective of ideological position. Even the United States, the once
number-one enemy, had a role to play in the united front along with Western European capitalist
countries and the Third World.

The basic Chinese attitude toward East-Central Europe was cautious openness. Beijing
attempted to establish semi-official channels of informal exchange first, primarily in scientific
and technological cooperation, gradually increased the amount of bilateral trade and initiated
small steps in other areas. The PRC denied the existence of the socialist community; the Soviet
Union and its closest allies were not considered socialist, but instead condemned as opportunist
and revisionist. China excluded the possibility of re-establishing inter-Party relations, but
showed willingness to improve state-to-state relations on the basis of Panch Shila, the five
principles of peaceful coexistence agreed to by China and India (i.e., Zhou Enlai and Nehru) in
1954.%* Only Albania was considered as truly socialist (even though in the 1970s Tirana

increasingly fell out of step with China’s foreign policy orientation). Socialist Vietnam, North

2 The five principles are: mutual respect for territorial integrity and sovereignty; non-aggression; non-interference in
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will be forced to use a not small portion of its economic and m
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consideration the indications and recommendations worked out by the [Interkit] meeting.” By

1973, when the group met again in Moscow, the Interkit mandate had been extended further with
the meeting’s agenda including “coordinating work in the fields of foreign policy, economic
relations, and propaganda, as well as the reconciliation of scientific research on the Chinese
question [Document 13].”

Soviet commitment to Interkit also increased with Moscow delegates prepared to push
their points in various ways. Moscow’s instructions encouraged Soviet delegates to be

optimistically aggressive and report to their Interkit comrades that “the Chinese leaders are
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I11. From Mao’s Death to the Death 