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Lips and Teeth: Sino-North Korean Relations in the Cold War
(1949 - 1992)

Sitthiphon Kruarattikan®

Abstract

During the Cold War, Sino-North Korean relations were often
described by Chinese leaders as “lips and teeth”, showing the sealed-
in-blood friendship between the two countries which fought the
American imperialists together in the Korean War (1950-1953). As a
matter of fact, the so-called lips and teeth relations were mere
rhetoric. This article shows that, in the 1960s, China used the 1961
alliance treaty with North Korea to contain the American and Soviet
influences on the Korean Peninsula. As a result, China made a
concession to North Korea in the case of border demarcation.
However, the process of Sino-American normalization of relations
against the Soviet Union in the 1970s made China less receptive to
North Korean demands, including its refusal to support Kim Il Sung’s
plan to launch the second Korean War in 1975. In addition, Deng
Xiaoping’s institution of reform and opening-up policy in the late
1970s led to the rise of economic ties between China and South
Korea. By 1989, the Sino-Soviet normalization made North Korea less
strategically important in Chinese eyes, which in turn resulted in the
establishment of Sino-South Korean diplomatic relations in 1992 and

the de facto demise of the Sino-North Korean alliance.

Keywords: China, North Korea, Cold War, alliance

? Ph.D. (Integrated Science), Lecturer, College of Interdisciplinary Studies, Thammasat University

Email: kositthiphon2@yahoo.com
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** Daniel Goma, “The Chinese-Korean Border Issue: An Analysis of a Contested Frontier,”
Asian Survey 46 (November/December 2006), pp. 869-871.

» Zhihua Shen and Yafeng Xia, “Contested Border: A Historical Investigation into the
Sino-Korean Border Issue, 1950-1964,” Asian Perspectives 37 (January-March 2013). p 4.
* Chae-Jin Lee, China and Korea: Dynamic Relations (Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution
Press, 1996), p. 100.
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*" Zhihua Shen and Yafeng Xia, “Contested Border,” pp. 26-27.
* Dae-Sook Suh, op.cit., p. 181.
? Ibid., pp. 185-186.
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** Choon Heum Choi, op.cit., pp. 40-41.
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* Chen Jian, “Limits of the ‘Lips and Teeth’ Alliance,” p. 7.
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* Chen Jian, “Limits of the ‘Lips and Teeth’ Alliance,” p. 8.
** Chinese - Korean Friendship, op. cit., p. 47.
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* Don Oberdorfer and Robert Carlin, The Two Koreas: A Contemporary History, 3rd edition
(New York, NY: Basic Books, 2014), p 188.
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* Huang Hua, Huang Hua Memoirs: Contemporary History and Diplomacy of China (Beijing:
Foreign Languages Press, 2008), p. 383.

“ Deng Xiaoping, Selected Works of Deng Xiaoping, Volume Il (1982-1992) (Beijing: Foreign
Languages Press, 1994), p. 21.

' Hwang Jang Yop, Hwang Jang Yop’s Memoirs (Seoul: Zeigeist Publishing House, 2006),
chapter 5, at <http://www.dailynk.com> (searched date: 3 July 2013).
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2 “Memorandum of Conversation between Erich Honecker and Kim Il Sung (31 May 1984),”

at <http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/113198> (searched date: 3 July 2013).
* Deng Xiaoping, op. cit., pp. 88-89.
“ Don Oberdorfer and Robert Carlin, op. cit., p. 30.
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