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The birth of Communism in Russia began in 1917 under the leadership of Vladimir Lenin. Three 
years later, a Soviet agent named Grigorii Voytinskii arrived in China and began to help build the 
Communist Party there. Although the same philosophy guiding the Russian revolution guided 
China, differences of opinion existed from the beginning. These grew over time, eventually 
leading to a major political rift known as the Sino-Soviet split. 
 
Early Ideological Differences 
The early Communist Party in China adhered closely to Russian political philosophy. However, 
Mao Zedong, a founding member of the Chinese Communist Party, disagreed with the concept of 
a workers' revolution in China. Reasoning that the majority of the Chinese population were 
peasants, Mao refocused the goal of Chinese communism toward the concept of a peasant 
revolution. Despite this, the two nations still shared fairly similar values until the 1950s, when a 
major ideological rift developed. During this time, the Soviet Union advocated coexistence with 
capitalism. China, meanwhile, remained determined to pursue a policy of aggression, labeling the 
United States in particular as an imperialist enemy and declaring an intent to assist with 
revolutionary struggles of people oppressed by imperialism. 
 
Policy Under Khrushchev 
After Joseph Stalin died in 1953, Nikita Khrushchev came to power in the Soviet Union. 
Khrushchev began to immediately modify government policy, attempting to guide the country 
away from the extreme oppression that had existed under Stalin. In 1956, Khrushchev made a 
speech denouncing the former dictator and began a campaign to remove the traces of Stalin's 
legacy from the country. The Chinese government opposed this stance, spoke in favor of Stalin's 
foreign policy and leadership style and continued to enhance the cult of personality building 
around Chairman Mao. 
A Widening Gap 
As China and the USSR began to split, the Soviet Union became less repressive. During the so-
called Khrushchev Thaw from 1953 to 1964, the USSR saw a reduction in censorship. At the 
same time, the China restructured its government and eliminated much of its culture during two 
movements known as the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution. During the Great 
Leap Forward, which took place from 1958 to 1961, the government took land from peasants, 
who were then organized into farming cooperatives, a policy that ultimately lead to famine. The 
Cultural Revolution was a state-sponsored eradication of traditional Chinese culture that took 
place from 1966 to 1976 and resulted in the destruction of temples and schools as well as the 
murder of people associated with traditional values. 
Adaptation 
One of the largest differences between Soviet and Chinese Communism is that Chinese 
Communism lasted but Soviet Communism did not. After Mao's death, China restructured its 
government, providing its citizens with greater freedoms and changing its economic policy to 
favor a market economy open to foreign trade instead of one that was centrally managed. During 
the 1980s, the Soviet government remained unwilling to make reforms it viewed as capitalistic, 
and the resulting economic decline lead to the Soviet downfall. Since then, Russia has attempted 
to shift to a market-based economy with mixed results. At the same time, China shifted to a 
system known as market socialism, which differed from the USSR in its reliance on a free 
market. This system is still in place in China, which now has one of the world's strongest 
economies. 


