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In the new Cold War context of the early 1950s, when the People’s Republic of China and
Japan had no official relations, Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai developed his so-called “People’s
Diplomacy;” a strategy of creating informal channels between China and Japan that could
serve to build a network of personal ties outside the immediate government sphere, ties that
would ideally become so strong they would result in official diplomatic relations. A central
position in this strategy was reserved for the Japan Group; an unofficial network within the
Chinese government, centred on Zhou Enlai’s close confidant Liao Chengzhi, that was to
manage Zhou’s Japan policy. This group, many of whom had a background in intelligence
work, was charged with training the Chinese government’s Japan specialists; managing all
interactions with Japanese; as well as with actively cultivating ties with a wide variety of
Japanese, especially outside of Japanese leftist circles. This thesis traces the establishment
and inner workings of the Japan Group in the 1950s and 1960s, based on published records
of, and interviews with, group members. The main focus is on the core of the group, made up
of a small number of trusted Japan hands around Liao Chengzhi. Since this same core group
of people was involved in all interaction with Japanese, they provided the continuity
necessary for cultivating the informal personal ties that had to lead to the long-term goal of
Sino-Japanese rapprochement. This networking process, which transcended the immediate
concerns of particular negotiations and exchanges, will also be explored.

China’s People’s Diplomacy towards Japan as it developed from the early 1950s was aimed at
creating favourable circumstances for a Sino-Japanese diplomatic normalization. The fact
that Japan had been pressured to forego relations with the PRC in favour of relations with
the ROC in 1952 meant that nominally people-to-people ties were the only avenue open to
the Chinese for achieving their goals. The term People’s Diplomacy is perhaps somewhat
confusing when we see the tight government control the Chinese exerted over these
supposedly nongovernmental exchanges. The strategy of “using the people as government
officials” was born out of necessity and did not imply a freewheeling interaction between
Chinese and foreigners. The people that were to engage in the exchanges had to be schooled
in the government’s aims and principles regarding Japan, which in turn necessitated the
creation of the Japan Group. The Japan Group members could serve as a vanguard
managing People’s Diplomacy; they were well aware of its goals and were in charge of
overseeing all contact. The Japan Group mechanism was in place by the mid-1950s, before
projects like promoting cultural exchange, one of the case studies in the dissertation, were
embarked upon. In order for an increase in people-to-people exchange with Japan to have the
desired effect, careful deliberation and oversight was essential. A lot of thought went into the
management of the Chinese that were to partake in the exchanges and the Japanese that
were the desired targets for it. For the Chinese participants, Japan Group members would



always be among visiting groups to Japan and take care of the long-term contacts made on
these visits. For the Japanese participants in the exchanges, a painstaking process of
recruiting “pipes” started paying off from the late 1950s, when loyal “Japanese friends” like
Nakajima Kenzo and Saionji Kinkazu could be relied upon to serve as channels facilitating
the type of exchanges the Chinese leadership desired. As for the political contacts that were
made by the late 1950s, especially with Matsumura Kenzo and his network, these were
responsible for the most eye-catching successes of People’s Diplomacy like the trade liaison
offices and the Journalist Exchange. The latter is the subject of another case study in the
dissertation. In addition to the Japan Group mechanism and the Japanese connections that
it made, the use of media to enhance understanding on both sides was a target for the
Chinese and many Japanese journalists from the mid-1950s. Delving more deeply into the
background of the Chinese journalists, we will see that their training before they embarked
on their mission was similar to that of the Japan Group, and some members of the
journalists and the Japan Group even overlapped. This shows that all activity in this period
was steeped in the principles of People’s Diplomacy and was guided by Liao Chengzhi and
Zhou Enlai. An overall concern for the Chinese leadership was clearly to widen their network
beyond the leftist circles that were already sympathetic to them.



