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Probing the Silk Road. 

Greek Contacts with the People’s Republic of China 

during the Early Post-Mao Era 

 

Bilateral Background and International Context 

On the occasion of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) President Xi 

Jinping’s state visit to Greece, in November 2019, the two govern-

ments signed a joint statement, reaffirming their ‘comprehensive stra-

tegic partnership’ established in 2006 as part of the general framework 

of relations between the rising Asian power and the European Union. 

The two sides also pledged to enhance co-operation at every level, 

paying tribute to the fortieth anniversary of the scientific and technol-

ogy co-operation agreement signed at the time of Greek prime minis-

ter’s Konstantinos Karamanlis’ visit to Beijing, in November 1979. 

During these forty years, the PRC has developed into a major trading 

partner of Greece, ranking 5th in terms of exports, helping to generate 

5.55% of Greece’s overall foreign trade, and, through a state-owned 

shipping and logistics services company, COSCO, methodically turn-

ing Piraeus into the primary hub of Europe’s trade with East Asia.1 

This article attempts to offer an introduction to relations between 

Greece and the PRC, decades before the ‘Red Dragon’ set its eyes up-

on the minor power of South-East Europe, strategically located at the 

intersection of three continents and a important waterways. The Sino-

Greek rapprochement occurred in the early 1970s, and it was a rela-

tively delayed manifestation of a general trend in relations between 

the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and non-communist states 

around the globe. The most famous example of the PRC’s emergence 
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from the isolation, into which it had sunk after its break with Moscow 

and the ‘Cultural Revolution’ of 1966,2 was the improvement in Sino-

American relations. This development, which was confirmed by Pres-

ident Richard Nixon’s visit to Beijing, in February 1972, led to a major 

shift in the Cold War balance of power.3 It also helped to stimulate con-

tacts between the PRC and a number of US allies, including Greece. 

Following the restoration of parliamentary democracy in Greece, in 

summer 1974, Sino-Greek relations remained in the back burner. Dur-

ing the first term of the conservative government under Karamanlis 

(1974-77), the lasting impact of the Turkish invasion and the de facto 

partition of Cyprus, the festering Greek-Turkish dispute over rights in 

the Aegean, and the ensuing difficulties in relations with the United 

States and the Atlantic Alliance kept Karamanlis’ hands full. The 

Greek prime minister’s energies were largely absorbed by his primary 

foreign policy objective, that of securing Greece’s full membership of 

the European Economic Community (EEC), which Karamanlis envis-

aged as not only a zone of economic co-operation and co-prosperity, 

but also as a potential political agent, capable of guaranteeing its 

members’ democratic institutions and enhancing their external securi-

ty. At the same time, communist China was experiencing its dramatic 

transition into the post-Mao era, the so-called ‘interregnum,’ which 

began with the defeat of the hard-line ‘Gang of Four’ around the de-

ceased Chairman’s last wife, and the uneasy co-existence between the 

conservatives around Mao’s heir apparent, Hua Guofeng, and the 

forces of reform under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping.4 By late 

1978, while maintaining the Maoist façade, Deng’s ascending faction 

was determined to push through economic change as a matter of vital 

priority. Market-orientated reform and an ‘open door’ to foreign in-

vestment were the twin pillars of a policy aimed at combating stagna-
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cession to Mao and the End of Maoism,” in The Politics of China, ed. Roderick 
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tion and poverty. In this context, increased economic rapport with the 

West, the EEC member states in particular, was deemed essential.5 

Still, both countries mattered to each other’s foreign policy, though 

not for identical reasons or to the same extent. Having built up a self-

image for the PRC as the main target of Soviet ‘expansionism’ since 

the early 1960s, its leaders deemed the existence of a strong united 

front of anti-Soviet states stretching from the Baltic to the Iranian 

plateau as a vital counter against the perceived Soviet military pres-

sure. In this context, Chinese officials repeatedly indicated to both 

Athens and Ankara their interest in the settlement of Greek-Turkish 

disputes and the restoration of Allied unity, which had fractured fol-

lowing Greece’s withdrawal from the military command of the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), in reaction to the events in Cy-

prus, in August 1974. In the same vein, they would later express ap-

proval for Greece’s integration into the EEC.6 Rather than sharing the 

same threat perception from the Soviet bloc, Athens felt threatened by 

Turkey and was inclined to explore the path of détente to the full. It 

was also becoming aware of the PRC’s enhanced international role 

and its impact on important Greek foreign policy issues, including re-

lations with Albania (a regional ally of the PRC until 1978) and the 

Cyprus question, the course of which the PRC could influence, at least 

in theory, as a permanent member of the UN Security Council after 

1971.7 Publicly commenting on Mao’s death, in September 1976, Ka-

 
5 On the PRC’s transition from the Maoist era to the “reform and opening-up” 

course under Deng Xiaoping see Julian Gewirtz, Unlikely Partners: Chinese Re-

formers, Western Economists, and the Making of Global China (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 2017), 15-63. As its title reveals, the book also discusses 

Hua and Deng’s use of “foreign” economic ideas in their effort to extricate China 

from economic underdevelopment. On the EEC connection, see Harish Kapur, Chi-

na and the European Economic Community: The New Connection (Dordrecht et al.: 

Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1986), 23-43; Martin Albers, Britain, France, West 

Germany and the People’s Republic of China, 1969-1982: The European Dimension 

of China’s Great Transition (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 87-142. 
6 Dionysios Chourchoulis, “Greece and the People’s Republic of China in the Cold 

War, 1972-1989,” in Europe and China in the Cold War. Exchanges Beyond the 

Bloc Logic and the Sino-Soviet Split, ed. Janick Marina Schaufelbuehl et al. (Brill, 

2008), 63, 70-73. 
7 Chourchoulis, op.cit., 67, 69-73. 
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ramanlis predicted that, for good or ill, the PRC was destined to play a 

leading part on the international stage,8 a prospect which Greek di-

plomacy could not afford to ignore. 

For Karamanlis, there was a further, domestic, factor which would 

in time help to revive Sino-Greek contacts and raise them to the high-

est level. His government had taken over amidst widespread popular 

disenchantment with Greece’s Western allies, in general, and the US, 

in particular. The Americans were scapegoated for the disastrous 

course of events in Cyprus, including both the coup against President 

Makarios, engineered by the Greek junta, and the subsequent Turkish 

invasion. Moreover, the toleration and, after Nixon’s election, the co-

operation between Washington and Athens had persuaded most 

Greeks that the unpopular regime, if not masterminded by Americans, 

owed its seven oppressive years in power largely to US support. These 

assumptions were shared and exploited by the –fragmented and frac-

tious– Greek communist Left and, much more importantly, a new rad-

ical force, Andreas Papandreou’s Panhellenic Socialist Movement 

(PASOK), whose Marxist, tiers-mondist rhetoric blended with a mass-

appealing populist agenda. If the pro-Moscow communists dreamt of 

Greece’s inclusion in the Soviet camp, Papandreou preached a non-

aligned course of ‘national independence,’ which, among other things, 

antagonized Karamanlis’ policy of reintegration into NATO and full 

membership of the EEC.9 

Despite popular anti-Westernism and stiff opposition in parliament, 

Karamanlis did not hesitate to repeat that ‘Greece belongs to the 

West’. His pursuit of integration into the EEC, reintegration into the 

NATO military command and a new agreement on the status of the 

 
8 Statement by the Greek Ministry to the Government’s Presidency, 9 September 

1976. Athenian News Agency tel., 9 September 1976. At least once, Karamanlis 

quoted Chairman Mao, perhaps in an effort to dumbfound the leftist opposition. 

During a parliamentary debate on foreign policy in May 1977, he recalled the PRC 

leader’s dictum to the effect that “politics is bloodless war and war is bloody poli-

tics:” Official Minutes of [Greek] Parliament (hereafter OMP), 1st Period, Session 

III, plenary meeting of 20 May 1977, 5396-5425. 
9 An overview of Papandreou’s attitude on Greece’s foreign relations and the even-

tual adaptation of his radical rhetoric to the requirements of pragmatic policymaking 

see in Van Coufoudakis, “Greek Foreign Policy Since 1974: Quest for Independ-

ence,” Journal of Modern Greek Studies 6, no. 1 (1988): 55-78, esp. 61ff. 
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US military bases essentially confirmed continuity in the country’s 

international position since World War II. At the same time, Karaman-

lis took care to stress that his government was seeking to diversify its 

foreign relations, to an extent, of course, compatible with Greece’s 

existing commitments and top priorities. His hope was that increased 

contacts with both the Soviet camp and non-aligned countries would 

not only improve Greece’s international status, enhance its position 

vis-à-vis its major regional rival, Turkey, and, perhaps, produce some 

economic benefits, but might also offset Papandreou’s criticism of his 

foreign policy as one of single-minded attachment to the West. The 

vigorous promotion of closer ties and regional co-operation with all 

Balkan states, brisk contacts with the Arab world, and, once Greece’s 

entry into the EEC looked secure, a series of high-level exchanges 

with communist states, including the Soviet Union and China, might 

help to give credence to Karamanlis’ claim that, while preserving 

Greece’s strategic orientation towards the West, his government was 

pursuing a diversified or ‘multidimensional’ foreign policy beyond 

ideological boundaries. Indeed, in his contacts with communist lead-

ers, the Greek prime minister liked to make a point of the need, in line 

with the spirit of détente, for increased rapport between countries with 

different politico-economic systems or foreign orientation.10 On this 

score, as will be shown later, he was at one with Deng, the rising star 

of the Communist Party of China. 

Significantly, Karamanlis’ high level contacts with the two com-

munist giants took place following his re-election in November 1977 

and the conclusion of his intense diplomatic campaign which, in May 

1979, led to the signing of Greece’s accession to the EEC as its tenth 

member state. That was a period of steady improvement in relations 

with most Soviet bloc countries, a development which apparently 

caused some unease to observers from the PRC, as did the occasional 

flare-ups of the Greek-Turkish controversy over Cyprus and, increas-

ingly, the Aegean Sea. Chinese diplomats and military officers are 

recorded to express their anxiety about the volatile situation in the 

Eastern Mediterranean and the opportunities arising thereof for greater 

 
10 Lykourgos Kourkouvelas, “Détente as a Strategy: Greece and the Communist 

World, 1974-9,” The International History Review 35, no. 5 (2013): 1053-5, 1058-9. 
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Soviet presence and influence. At the same time, as if they had the 

debilitated southern flank of NATO in mind, they stressed the need for 

increased Western vigilance against the perceived Soviet threat.11 

The PRC’s interest in a united Western front covering the Soviet 

approaches to South-East Europe and the Middle East inevitably pre-

supposed a powerful Turkey. This in turn dictated an attitude of ‘equal 

distance,’ at the least, when it came to the festering disputes between 

that country and its only Western neighbour and nominal ally, Greece. 

The Chinese position was made amply clear to Athens, though the lat-

ter was probably unaware of Beijing’s occasional attempts, as early as 

1974, to urge a more conciliatory attitude on Ankara, too.12 For the 

Greeks, it was unfortunate that, as permanent member of the UN Se-

curity Council, the PRC had not condemned the Turkish invasion and 

occupation of part of Cyprus in 1974. Equally unfortunate was the fact 

that, when confronted with the Greek-Turkish dispute over the deline-

ation of the continental shelf in the Aegean, Chinese officials urged 

bilateral negotiations, a method which Ankara espoused and Athens 

rejected in favour of recourse to the International Court of Justice.13 

A further complicating factor was the increased diplomatic activity 

of the PRC in the Balkans, which targeted both non-aligned Yugoslavia 

and Warsaw Pact member Romania – the latter under the Ceauşescu 

regime already following a policy of ‘pin-pricking’ Soviet hegemony. 

During 1977-78, there was a series of high level contacts between these 

two countries and the post-Mao regime. In the latter’s view, in addition 

to challenging Soviet influence, these moves might offset the loss by 

mid-1978 of the PRC’s regional outlet, Albania.14 This activity, com-

 
11 Konstantinos Karamanlis Foundation (hereafter KKF), Evangelos Averoff Papers, 

File 27/15, Averoff to (Greek) Ministry of Foreign Affairs (hereafter MFA), memo-

randum of conversation between Defence Minister Averoff and Chinese Ambassa-

dor He Yang, 18-10-1975; ibid.; Φ.30/15, memorandum of conversation between 

Defence Minister Averoff and Deputy Chief of the People’s Liberation Army of 

China, general Hu Chuan, 1-7-1977. Cf. Chourchoulis, op.cit., 70, 73. 
12 Diplomatic and Historical Archive of the MFA (hereafter DHA), File 4/3-1977, 

MFA to Washington et al., enclosure: Beijing Embassy memo. on Chinese foreign 

policy, 12-10-1976. Cf. Chourchoulis, op.cit., 71. 
13 Chourchoulis, op.cit. 
14 Chourchoulis, op.cit., 73; Michael Yahuda, End of Isolationism: China’s Foreign 

Policy After Mao (London: Macmillan, 1983), 191-192. There were also other in-
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bined with overtures to allies of the West, such as Greece, Iran and 

Turkey, caused unease in Athens, to the extent that it threatened to sow 

discord between Belgrade and Bucharest, on the one hand, and Mos-

cow’s surrogate, Sofia, on the other. It was a time when Karamanlis 

was pursuing his two-track policy of better relations between Greece 

and its communist Balkan neighbours and multilateral co-operation 

aimed at improving regional security and, possibly, furthering econom-

ic interdependence among the states of South-East Europe.15 

In the economic field, it was encouraging that the PRC established 

diplomatic relations with the EEC and signed a trade agreement with 

Brussels, in 1975 and 1978, respectively.16 At the same time, Beijing 

expressed support for the enlargement of the EEC southwards, to in-

clude Greece, Spain and Portugal.17 These were important develop-

ments, which Athens and Beijing ought to take into account in their 

bilateral contacts: Greece’s eventual integration into the Common 

Market was certain to alter its terms of trade with non-EEC states, and 

this prospect might have played a part in the PRC officials’ hesitance 

to reciprocate the eagerness of their Greek counterparts to expand 

economic relations. Besides, Greece was a small market and had little 

to offer in terms of technology and know-how in the sectors of civilian 

and defence industry as well as agriculture, which primarily interested 

the Chinese leaders in their effort to stimulate what still was a highly 

centralised, planned economy.18 

Athens, for its part, realized that the three agreements on civil avia-

tion, shipping, and commerce and payments, signed in May 1973, 

needed revision and adjustment to the changing international context. 

Already in autumn 1974, the Karamanlis government sought to extend 

 
centives behind these selective contacts with countries of South-East Europe. PRC 

leaders, including Deng, wished to explore the “secrets” behind the (officially pro-

jected) high growth rates of these two states: Gewirtz, op.cit., 31-34. 
15 See, inter alia, Kourkouvelas, op.cit., 1057-8. 
16 Kapur, op.cit., 37-43. 
17 Ji Pengfei (ed.), Appearances and Activities of Leading Chinese Officials during 

1978: a Reference Aid (Washington: National Foreign Assessment Center), 424. 
18 Gene Hsiao, The Foreign Trade of China: Policy, Law, and Practice (San Fran-

cisco: University of California Press, 1977), 71ff.; DHA, Tokyo Embassy Series, 

File 3/2 (Section 2), Chrysanthakopoulos (Beijing) to MFA, no. 3028/Φ. 32/Α 14, 

20-10-1980. 
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the shipping agreement in order to cover Greek-owned ships under 

‘convenience flags.’19 It also ratified the civil aviation convention of 

1973, and, a year later, it concluded a commercial and industrial trade-

mark agreement.20 During 1976, the Greek government succeeded in 

having the 1973 commercial agreement revised with a view to boosting 

bilateral trade, the value of which did not exceed a paltry four million 

dollars from 1973 to 1975.21 In January 1977, Athens was included in 

PRC Foreign Trade minister Li Qiang’s itinerary of western capitals. 

The Greek side expressed its interest in promoting the export of its 

principal agricultural product, tobacco, a difficult task given that the 

PRC was also a tobacco-producing country.22 The Chinese pressed for 

an increase of their overall exports. Though no agreement was signed, 

Li invited the Greek minister of Trade to visit the PRC. This duly hap-

pened in April 1978. Other than the export of a token 500 tones of 

Greek tobacco to the PRC, the visit reaffirmed a familiar pattern of 

good intentions and meagre results.23 

 

The Prelude to the 1979 Summit 

It was in this context that, on 21 September 1978, a foreign minister of 

the PRC officially visited Athens for the first time in history. Huang 

Hua’s visit, which took place at very short notice, was formally relat-

ed to the signing of an agreement of cultural co-operation, the first of 

its kind between the PRC and a West European state. However, the 

timing of the trip owed much to Sino-Soviet antagonism. Beijing had 

announced Huang’s despatch to Athens on 4 September, while Greek 

Foreign minister Georgios Rallis was visiting Moscow. Huang’s invi-

tation to both Rallis and Karamanlis to come to Beijing was also not 

unrelated to Rallis’ trip and the fact that the Soviets had already invit-

ed the Greek prime minister to visit Moscow. Finally, the formal 

break-up of Sino-Albanian relations in July of that year perhaps facili-

 
19 Law 73/1975, in Government Gazette of the Hellenic Republic (hereafter GGHR) 

no. 140/Α/16-7-1975. 
20 Law 242/1975, in GGHR, no. 295/Α/30-12-1975. 
21 Law 561/1977, in GGHR, no. 77/Α/12-3-1977. 
22 Greek Radio Television Archive (hereafter GRTA), document code 0000015897. 
23 Chourchoulis, op.cit., 73; Kathimerini (Greek daily), 22-9-1978. 
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tated a move which Beijing’s former Balkan ally was certain to view 

with suspicion. 

The Sino-Greek agreement of 22 September 1978 was in keeping 

with the increasing educational and cultural contacts between Greece 

and communist countries, which had culminated in the Greek-Soviet 

cultural convention signed by Rallis in Moscow, only eighteen days 

earlier. The Greek press chose to interpret it as symbolic of the two 

nations’ unique historic contribution to world civilisation.24 It provid-

ed a framework for the mutual exchange of scientists and artists over a 

five-year period which could be successively extended. It also aimed 

to facilitate co-operation between news agencies, electronic media and 

athletic teams. As a first step, the Peking Opera was to participate to 

the annual Athens festival and, in return, a Greek theatre company and 

a team of archaeologists and academics would tour China.25 

Huang, a seasoned diplomat trusted by Deng to enhance the PRC’s 

diplomatic profile, sought to present the agreement as a foretaste of 

bigger things, describing it as ‘a landmark for the further development 

of friendly relations and co-operation.’26 His meetings extended to the 

highest level, including receptions by Prime Minister Karamanlis and 

President of the Republic Konstantinos Tsatsos.27 Following these 

 
24 [Greek] National Audio–Visual Archive (hereafter NAA), document code D1847, 

subject code Τ8964, signing of Sino-Greek Agreement of Cultural Co-operation, 22-

9-1978; ibid., document code D1847, subject code Τ8962, meeting between minister 

of Foreign Affairs of the PRC Huang Hua and president of the Republic Konstanti-

nos Tsatsos, 22-9-1978; Law 931/1979, in GGHR, no. 148/Α/5-7-1979. 
25 Law 931/1979, in GGHR, no. 148/Α’/5-7-1979; The National Archives of the 

United States, Access to Archival Databases, Records of the Department of State, 

Record Group 59, Central Foreign Policy Files, created 7-1-1973–12-31-1979 (here-

after NARA, AAD, DS), D780535-0341, 1978ATHENS11237, Haratunian to Secre-

tary of State, “Annual Report of Specified Communist Information and Cultural 

Activities, 1978,” 27-12-1978. 
26 NARA, AAD, DS, D780391-1253, 1978ATHENS08348, McCloskey to Secretary 

of State, 25-9-1978. 
27 Kathimerini, 21-9-1978; Konstantinos Svolopoulos (ed.), Κωνσταντίνος Καρα-

μανλής: Αρχείο, Γεγονότα και Κείμενα (Konstantinos Karamanlis: Archive, Facts, 

Texts) (hereafter KKA) (Athens: Konstantinos Karamanlis Foundation-Kathimerini, 

2005), vol. 10, 329; NAA, document code D1847, subject code Τ 8962, meeting 

between Hua and Tsatsos, 22-9-1978. 
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contacts, Huang stated that the views of the two sides ‘coincide[d] on 

many major subjects’, both bilateral and international.28 

Huang’s statement fairly accurately reflects the record. Apart from a 

general willingness to promote bilateral exchange in various fields, both 

sides appeared to share a number of principles which they could inter-

pret in ways suiting their particular agendas: respect for the in-

dependence and territorial integrity of states, peaceful settlement of dis-

putes, and non-intervention in a state’s domestic affairs. At a time of 

Soviet and Cuban involvement in local wars in Angola and the Horn of 

Africa, Rallis specifically referred to the need for non-intervention in 

the affairs of African states and positively commented the role of non-

aligned states. Both references were designed to ingratiate his guest. 

Huang responded by praising Greece’s efforts to join the EEC and forge 

co-operation among the states of the Balkans and the Mediterranean. He 

particularly stressed the contribution ‘a united and powerful Europe’ 

could make as a factor of world peace and European security.29 As Ka-

ramanlis would tell the Americans a few weeks later, Huang had ‘open-

ly supported’ his foreign policy goals, including the reintegration of 

Greece in the military command of NATO.30 Rallis also apprised his 

guest of the Greek positions on relations with Turkey, the Cyprus ques-

tion, and the Greek drive towards the Balkans and the Arab world.31 

Apparently at the request of his hosts,32 Huang avoided explicitly anti-

Soviet statements in public. In private, however, he gave the Greeks ‘an 

earful about “socialist hegemonism.”’33 

Huang also gave his hosts a taste of the way his country was mov-

ing into the post-Mao era. Its new leadership, he confided, aimed to 

fully modernize industry and agriculture within the following twenty 

years and to attract foreign investment in new technologies including 

the defence sector. Cultural agreements of the kind just signed with 

 
28 NARA, AAD, DS, D780391-1253, ibid. 
29 NARA, AAD, DS, D780391-1253, ibid; Kathimerini, 22-9-1978. 
30 NARA, AAD, DS, D780434-1025, 1978ATHENS09189, McCloskey to Secretary 

of State, 23-10-1978. 
31 NARA, AAD, DS, D780391-1253, ibid; Kathimerini, 22-9-1978. 
32 NARA, AAD, DS, D790411-0346, 1979ATHENS08015, Mills to Secretary of 

State, 7-9-1979. 
33 NARA, AAD, DS, D780391-1253, ibid. 
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Greece were intended to facilitate the transfer of know-how from 

abroad. In this context, Huang made a point by visiting one of the few 

Greek industries which might have something to offer, the shipyards 

at Skaramanga which had a tanker building capacity.34 Both sides 

acknowledged the potential contribution of Greek shipping and ship-

building to the PRC’s increasing foreign trade needs. Tourism was 

also a sector in which the Chinese delegation appeared to be interested 

in Greek know-how.35 

The PRC foreign minister’s visit stirred considerable interest in the 

Greek media. In its report on the event, the US Embassy noted that 

Greek newspapers had universally welcomed Huang’s presence. The 

obvious exception was Rizospastis, the mouthpiece of pro-Soviet 

KKE, which virtually ignored the visit. The Americans also took care 

to note Papandreou’s reaction. While acknowledging the positive side 

of the visit, the leader of the main opposition party deprecated 

Huang’s anti-Soviet rhetoric during his recent trip to Yugoslavia, 

which Papandreou considered ‘destabilizing’ in the Balkan context. 

From a broader perspective, the PASOK leader claimed that the rap-

prochement between the PRC and the US was imperiling world peace 

in so far as it threatened Soviet security.36 It was a view echoing the 

official Soviet line, according to which the US was discarding détente 

in favour of a strategy of encirclement of the Soviet Union based on a 

common front between the US, Western Europe, Japan and China. 

This line would be repeated to Karamanlis during his visit to Moscow 

in October 1979.37 Yet it is equally valid to assume that Papandreou’s 

criticism was intended to detract from the government’s foreign policy 

record rather than consciously advance the Soviet line. 

Some forty days after Huang’s departure, Karamanlis chose to ex-

patiate on Chinese matters for the benefit of US deputy secretary of 

State Warren Christopher, who was visiting Athens. The Greek prime 

 
34 NAA, document code D1847, subject code Τ8965, visit by the PRC Minister of 

Foreign Affairs Huang Hua to the Skaramanga shipyards, 22 to 24-9-1978. 
35 Naftemboriki (Greek daily), 23-9-1978. 
36 NARA, AAD, DS, D780391-1253, ibid. 
37 NARA, AAD, DS, d790476-0764, 1979ATHENS09273, McCloskey to Secretary 

of State, 16-10-1979; ibid, D790506-526, 1979STATE287769, Secretary of State to 

Athens, 3-11-1979. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
176 Emmanouil Emmanoulidis – Ioannis D. Stefanidis 

minister described the exit of the PRC from isolation as ‘the single 

most important development of this period.’ He attributed this to both 

a realization that Maoist autarchic policies did not pay off and a ‘deep-

seated fear and hatred of the Soviet Union.’ The Greek leader spoke of 

the Sino-Soviet rivalry as a welcome diversion which eased Soviet 

pressure on the West. However, he sounded circumspect about the fu-

ture, warning of a ‘very difficult situation’ if the two communist gi-

ants ever patched up their differences. He mentioned the Lin Biao in-

cident (the suspicious death of the PRC minister of Defence and his 

entourage in a plane crash, in 1971) as indicative of both the existence 

of pro-Soviet tendencies within the Chinese communist party and the 

fear such tendencies inspired to its current leadership. In Karamanlis’ 

view, the West ought to do its best to keep the wedge between Mos-

cow and Beijing in place.38 

Karamanlis’ visit to the PRC was announced in late December 

1978. The Greek government spokesman placed it within the frame-

work of Greece’s overtures to Balkan, Arab and Eastern countries. He 

explicitly linked the eleven-month hiatus between the event and its 

announcement to the government’s preoccupation with the final stage 

of negotiations for Greece’s accession to the EEC. He also took care 

to note that these overtures did not prejudice the country’s commit-

ments vis-à-vis the Atlantic Alliance and its prospective EEC partners; 

rather, with its place secure within the Western fold, Greece aspired to 

serve as a ‘connecting link’ between East and West.39 Speaking in par-

liament a few weeks later, Karamanlis referred to the invitations to 

visit foreign capitals, such as Moscow and Beijing, as a sign of appre-

ciation for his ‘multidimensional’ foreign policy on the part of non-

western states. He also indicated that the PRC’s emergence from iso-

lation, which he once more described as ‘the greatest or most signifi-

cant development’ of recent times, was not an unmitigated blessing: 

Karamanlis noted the potential of Sino-Soviet antagonism spilling 

 
38 NARA, AAD, DS, D780434-1025, 1978ATHENS09189, McCloskey to Secretary 

of State, 23-10-1978. 
39 Kathimerini, 24-12-1978. 
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over into the Balkans, a threat which his policy of bilateral and re-

gional co-operation was meant to deter.40 

Karamanlis also discussed Sino-Soviet relations during his visits to 

Yugoslavia, Romania and Bulgaria, in March-April 1979. To both the 

Yugoslavs and the Romanians the Greek prime minister expressed his 

anxiety lest the support which the PRC flaunted for these two coun-

tries generated friction in their relations with Bulgaria, Moscow’s 

faithful satellite in the region. His hope was that Greek diplomacy 

might help defuse local tensions to the extent that it kept an open line 

with both Moscow and Beijing, particularly in view of Karamanlis’ 

forthcoming visits.41 However, his hosts did not seem to share his con-

cerns. Marshal Tito welcomed the increased Chinese activity in South-

East Europe,42 while in Nicolae Ceaușescu’s view such interest should 

provoke no-one. He even interpreted Soviet criticism of Chinese ‘pen-

etration’ in the light of Moscow’s tendency to treat the Balkans as a 

zone of exclusive interest. The Balkan states, he quipped, ‘should not 

ignore China just because its presence annoys Russia.’43 

Greek concern was more in line with the views prevailing in Sofia. 

During his meeting with Karamanlis, in April 1979, a resentful Todor 

Zhivkov accused his Romanian counterpart of false bravado: despite 

his flirting with Beijing, he told Karamanlis, Ceaușescu would not 

dare to leave the Eastern bloc.44 During his visit to Moscow, on 2-4 

October 1979, Karamanlis listened to his Soviet counterpart, Alexei 

Kosygin, to blame Sino-Soviet differences on the Chinese misinter-

pretation and misapplication of Marxist-Leninist tenets. As examples 

of this, he cited Chinese claims on Soviet territory plus the view, 

echoing both Mao and Stalin, that war was inevitable if communism 

was to prevail worldwide. Karamanlis seemed to share the Soviet dis-

like for Chinese inroads in the Balkans, even if for different reasons.45 

 
40 Svolopoulos, op.cit., vol. 11, 20. 
41 Kathimerini, 7-3-1979. 
42 KKF, Konstantinos Karamanlis Archive (hereafter KKF, KKA), File 52Β, Kara-

manlis’ talks in Yugoslavia, 16 to 18-3-1979. 
43 KKF, KKA, Karamanlis’ talks in Romania, 19 to 26-3-1979. 
44 Ibid, Karamanlis–Zhivkov talks, 29-4-1979. 
45 Ibid, minutes of talks between Greek and Soviet delegation in Moscow, 2 to 4-10-

1979. 
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He was also impressed by the Soviets’ apparent preoccupation with 

the spectre of a quadrilateral ‘front’ among the United States, Western 

Europe, Japan and the PRC.46 This impression he subsequently tried to 

convey to both the Americans and the Chinese. At the same time, his 

government was determined to avoid taking sides in the Sino-Soviet 

rivalry, as indicated by its refusal to contemplate anti-Chinese allu-

sions in the Moscow visit communiqué.47 

There is also evidence that, at a time when it was negotiating its re-

turn to the NATO military wing, Athens appreciated the potential of 

the PRC to counterbalance Soviet influence elsewhere, especially in 

the Far East. Talking to the political counselor at the US Embassy on 

the eve of Karamanlis’ visit to Beijing, the official in charge of Far 

Eastern and Pacific Affairs at the Greek Foreign Ministry, Ioannis Re-

talis, described the Chinese attack on Vietnam, in February 1979, as a 

useful ‘lesson’ for the Vietnamese which could well be repeated, if 

Hanoi did not terminate its intervention in Cambodia. The same offi-

cial described Karamanlis’ impending trip to China as a ‘natural de-

velopment’, along the path taken by Nixon and other Western lead-

ers.48 According to another Greek diplomat, the timing of the visit was 

not unrelated to the Moscow trip. It was intended to balance relations 

with the two communist great powers.49 Finally, Retalis took care to 

dismiss press speculation to the effect that the visits to Moscow and 

Beijing put into question Greece’s close ties with Washington.50 

Last but not least, Athens remained keen to explore the ‘huge’ pro-

spects which the opening of the Chinese market seemed to offer. High-

ranking Greek officials, such as the Governor of the Bank of Greece, 

had already spoken optimistically of Greece’s chances to serve as a 

‘natural bridge’ or gateway for commerce between Western Europe and 

 
46 NARA, AAD, DS, d790476-0764, 1979ATHENS09273, McCloskey to Secretary 

of State, 16-10-1979; ibid, D790506-526, 1979STATE287769, Secretary of State to 

Athens, 3-11-1979. 
47 NARA, AAD, DS, D790411-0346, 1979ATHENS08015, Mills to Secretary of 

State, 7 September 1979. 
48 Ibid. 
49 NARA, AAD, DS, D790524-0397, 1979ATHENS10279, McCloskey to Secretary 

of State, 13-11-1979. 
50 NARA, AAD, DS, D790411-0346, ibid. Cf. Kourkouvelas, op.cit., 1061. 
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the Middle and Far East, especially once the country attained full 

membership of the EEC.51 

 

Karamanlis in China 

The strengthening of Greece’s overall diplomatic position and the fur-

thering of economic interests, especially in the fields of shipping and 

energy were paramount in Karamanlis’ mind as he arrived at Beijing 

on 12 November. The visit was preceded by a stop-over at Bangkok 

and it came six weeks after his well publicised tour of Moscow, Pra-

gue and Budapest. In the Chinese capital, he had two lengthy meetings 

with Deng, whose official title as ‘chairman of the Chinese People’s 

Political Consultative Conference’ obscured his leading role in the 

CPC and the state. According to Greek sources, Deng ‘seemed very 

sure of himself’ and both surprised and impressed his guests with his 

frankness. By contrast, Hua Guofeng, chairman of the Chinese Com-

munist Party and premier, who subsequently received his Greek coun-

terpart, appeared ‘much more circumspect.’52 With hindsight, one is 

tempted to interpret this contrast as reflecting not only a difference of 

personalities but also the diverging political fortunes of the two men 

and their respective factions after December 1978, when Deng’s re-

formists decisively outmanoeuvred their conservative rivals within the 

CPC Central Committee.53 

At the outset of their talks, both sides rather stereotypically referred 

to the contribution of their nations to world civilization. They also re-

affirmed their interest for greater exchanges in the political, economic 

and cultural fields. Deng, in particular, sought further affinities be-

tween the two nations in their struggles for liberty and against fascism. 

Like Huang a year earlier, he stressed his country’s interest in scien-

 
51 Speech by Angelos Angelopoulos, governor of the National Bank of Greece, to 

the General Meeting of Shareholders, Naftemboriki, 25-5-1978. Greece would in-

deed become a “bridge” or “hub” for European-Chinese trade, following strategic 

investment by the PRC company, COSCO, in the port of Piraeus, under a 35-year 

lease agreement approved in 2009. Of course, from the perspective of 1978, all this 

looked a rather long shot. 
52 NARA, AAD, DS, D790553-0871, 1979ATHENS10741, McCloskey to Secretary 

of State, 28-11-1979. 
53 MacFarquhar, op.cit., 317-322. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
180 Emmanouil Emmanoulidis – Ioannis D. Stefanidis 

tific and technological co-operation. He then turned to international 

issues. As anticipated by his guests, Deng played up the theme of So-

viet ‘hegemonism’ and warned that, through arms limitation schemes, 

Moscow was trying to lull the West ‘into a false sense of security.’ 

Egged on by Karamanlis, he forcefully rejected any prospect of recon-

ciliation between the Soviet Union and the PRC. In addition to Soviet 

hegemonism, Deng cited the Soviets’ going back on their agreement 

to discuss the border disputes which had led to the clashes of 1969. He 

added, however, that China did not claim territories ceded in times 

past; rather, it was seeking not merely peaceful co-existence but solid 

co-operation even with countries with a different socio-political sys-

tem. The Chinese leader also expressed concern with the Soviet-aided 

military build-up of Vietnam. Karamanlis asked Deng whether he 

would envisage some form of co-operation between his country, the 

US, and Japan, perhaps modeled on the EEC. The Chinese leader pro-

fessed readiness to co-operate with both countries as well as Western 

Europe, though, he added, even this might not suffice to deter a ‘pro-

vocative’ Soviet Union. To that end, Deng even appeared willing to 

countenance Japanese rearmament.54 

At Beijing, Karamanlis was gratified to hear both Deng and Hua 

expressing themselves strongly in favour of Greece’s entry into the 

EEC, particularly as a contribution to European security. This tallied 

with the Greek leader’s long-standing approach of the EEC as a factor 

of not only economic but also political significance. Deng was in turn 

happy to hear that Greece, as EEC member, would continue ‘to op-

pose and speak out against Soviet expansionism.’ Moreover, Kara-

manlis did not fail to stress the potential role of the PRC as a balanc-

ing factor in world politics.55 

 
54 MacFarquhar, op.cit., 317-322; Kathimerini, 13-11-1979; KKF, KKA, File 52Β, 

minutes of Sino-Greek talks of 13 November 1979; ibid, minutes of Sino-Greek 

talks of 14 November 1979; ibid, Note, “Prime Minister’s meeting with Hua 

Guofeng in Beijing,” 15-11-1979. 
55 NARA, AAD, DS, D790553-0871, 1979ATHENS10741, McCloskey to Secretary 

of State, 28-11-1979; KKF, KKA, File 52Β, minutes of Sino-Greek talks of 14-11-

1979; ibid, Note, “Prime Minister’s meeting with Hua Guofeng in Beijing,” 15-11-

1979. According to the Greek minutes of the meetings, Deng seemed perplexed by 
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Even though a complete identity of views was unrealistic, both 

sides appeared to share a desire for easing international tensions, es-

pecially the East-West confrontation, and the need for universal re-

spect of the principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity of states. 

Karamanlis particularly targeted the arms race as the root of tension 

and expressed pessimism in the capacity of the United Nations to offer 

practicable solutions to international disputes. He mentioned the Cy-

prus and Palestinian questions as examples of this, before turning to 

one of his favourite subjects, regional co-operation in the Balkans. Ka-

ramanlis was apparently encouraged by positive references of the 

state-controlled Chinese press to his Balkan initiatives and Greece’s 

potential as an intermediary in the region.56 Deng expressed the hope 

that the promotion of this policy might ‘have some effect on Bulgaria’, 

in the sense of attenuating its solid pro-Soviet orientation.57 The Greek 

prime minister had already singled out Bulgaria as a delaying factor to 

his Balkan project, owing to the Soviet fear of exactly the effect which 

Deng was wishing for. At the same time, however, he expressed con-

cern lest ‘extra-Balkan antagonisms’ –meaning the Sino-Soviet rivalry– 

disturb his efforts for multilateral co-operation. This project, he clearly 

implied, was corresponding to Deng’s position in favour of co-

operation between countries with different socio-economic systems or 

political orientation. 

Turning to Yugoslavia, Deng identified it as a possible soft spot 

where the Soviets might try their hand in case that Tito’s death un-

leashed nationalist antagonisms among its constituent republics, 

though he also appeared to trust in the ability of the Yugoslav com-

munist party to avert this. He added that the Western powers should 

do their best to prop up Yugoslav unity. This offered Karamanlis the 

opportunity to refer to the Macedonian question. Greece, he said, was 

prepared to do its best to support the stability of Yugoslavia, but the 

Yugoslavs kept harping on that issue which constituted a thorn in their 

 
European institutional proliferation, confusing the European Council with the Coun-

cil of Europe. 
56 KKA, vol. 11, 308, citing commentary in the European press. 
57 According to the Greek minutes of the meeting of 13 November, Deng described 

Bulgaria as the “local republic of the USSR”: KKF, KKA, File 52Β, minutes of Si-

no-Greek talks of 13 November 1979. 
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relations with both Greece and Bulgaria. If that issue was removed, 

the Greek prime minister assumed that Sofia might become more 

forthcoming on Balkan co-operation.58 

During his two tête-à-tête meetings with Deng, Karamanlis pro-

ceeded with a more detailed presentation of his foreign policy on is-

sues of particular Greek interest. He somewhat expanded on the Cy-

prus question, drawing a parallel between the Turkish invasion of the 

island in 1974 and the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, in 1978, 

which had triggered a ‘punitive’ Chinese operation a few months later. 

He further illustrated his argument telling Deng that, as a result of the 

Turkish occupation of its north, the Republic of Cyprus was facing a 

refugee crisis which, if adjusted to PRC demographics, would be tan-

tamount to the displacement of 300 million people. As Deng admitted 

little knowledge of the issue, Karamanlis went on to present the Greek 

case on the problem of the continental shelf which also bedeviled 

Greek-Turkish relations. Deng’s response reaffirmed the affinity of 

Beijing’s approach to that of Ankara, i.e. that small offshore islands 

belonging to neighbouring states were mere extension of the adjacent 

mainland. He urged his guests to be ‘flexible’ and consider negotiat-

ing with Turkey on the basis of the joint exploitation of underwater 

resources – an anathema to Greek foreign policy as was Deng’s link-

age between the settlement of the bilateral Greek-Turkish disputes and 

the solution of the Cyprus issue. 

Deng also seized the opportunity to warn Karamanlis that, by pro-

fessing support for the Republic of Cyprus, the Soviet Union was try-

ing to sow the seeds of discord between two NATO allies. The Greek 

delegation drew little comfort from Deng’s admission that the PRC 

was too distant from the scene to aspire to a role, besides its policy of 

improving relations with Turkey as well as Greece. It is not known 

whether the Chinese leader was impressed by Karamanlis’ retort that, 

if Turkey’s strategic position vis-à-vis the Soviet Union suffered on 

 
58 NARA, AAD, DS, D790553-0871, 1979ATHENS10741, McCloskey to Secretary 

of State, 28-11-1979; KKF, KKA, File 52Β, minutes of Sino-Greek talks of 14 No-
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account of the Greek withdrawal from the NATO military command 

in 1974, it only had itself to blame.59 

Criticism of the Soviet Union was a staple of the PRC leaders’ rep-

ertoire in their talks with foreign visitors. Deng attempted to reverse 

Moscow’s encirclement argument, interpreting the Soviet presence 

and influence in Eastern Europe, North Africa, the Middle East and 

Indochina as part of a design to hem in Western Europe, which, in his 

view, was the primary target of a Soviet offensive, followed by the 

PRC. In order to counter that threat, he repeated, the PRC supported a 

strong ‘united Europe.’ Karamanlis limited himself to pointing out 

that a united Europe and a resurgent China could alter Cold War bipo-

larity, by changing the balance of power between the superpowers. As 

he had done with foreign minister Huang a year earlier, he enquired 

about the likelihood of a Sino-Soviet rapprochement, only to provoke 

Deng’s categorical rejection of such a prospect. In the latter’s view, 

Soviet ‘hegemonism’ was the only threat facing his country and dis-

missed what Karamanlis referred to as Soviet warnings against the 

menace which a powerful PRC could pose for the West as a mere re-

hearsal of the discredited ‘yellow peril’ stereotype. Finally, both sides 

condemned Soviet support for anti-Western movements and regimes, 

especially in Africa and the Middle East. In the latter region, in partic-

ular, they agreed that a future settlement ought to provide for the secu-

rity of Israel, its recognition by the Arab states, and the right of the 

Palestinian people for a national homeland in the (occupied) western 

bank of river Jordan.60 

Karamanlis met premier Hua once, on 15 November. The latter 

sounded even more alarmist than Deng in his tirades against the Sovi-

et Union. Repeating that his country had no territorial claims against 

the Soviet Union, Hua accused Moscow of seeking to dominate the 

entire South-East Asia as part of a strategy for global hegemony. 

Asked by his guest to define ‘hegemonism,’ Hua responded that the 

Soviets were using the ‘family of socialism’ as a pretext in order to 

control all socialist states. He even invoked the alleged concurrence of 

West European leaders with his view that Moscow was methodically 

 
59 KKF, KKA, File 52Β, minutes of Sino-Greek talks of 13 November 1979. 
60 Ibid and minutes of Sino-Greek talks of 14 November 1979. 
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building up positions in Asia and Africa, whence it planned to domi-

nate Europe without war. The two men accepted the conventional 

arms build-up in Western Europe as inevitable response to Soviet pre-

ponderance, though, as Deng had indicated, the Chinese were in prin-

ciple averse to the deployment of new nuclear weapons anywhere on 

the globe.61 Finally, like Deng, Hua ruled out any prospect of Sino-

Soviet rapprochement and dismissed as groundless the Soviet preoc-

cupation with the spectre of a quadrilateral front comprising the USA, 

Western Europe, Japan and the PRC. Soviet conventional forces, he 

claimed, outnumbered those of the other four powers combined.62 

With regard to economic matters, which should be high on the 

Greek agenda, the PRC leaders appeared reluctant to enter into de-

tailed discussion. According to a Greek diplomat, Deng admitted that 

his country was only beginning to ‘come out of a period of economic 

chaos’ and, therefore, he could see ‘little room’ for economic ex-

change. The Greek side still hoped for some concrete steps which 

could pave the way for future co-operation, such as the opening of a 

PRC office for chartering Greek shipping and the use of Greek con-

struction firms for joint ventures.63 It also wished to explore the possi-

bility of importing petrol from China, at a time of renewed global en-

ergy crisis. Although Chinese petrol was of poor quality in compar-

ison with what it imported from Iraq, Libya and, increasingly, the So-

viet Union, Athens was seeking to diversify its sources, build up de-

posits, and, hopefully, secure better prices.64 

Karamanlis also mentioned a possible deal on maritime transport 

and ship-building, sectors in which Athens perceived comparative ad-

vantages. He further suggested that Greek construction companies, 

already active in Arab countries, might be contracted for public works 

in the PRC. He even raised the issue of Greek tobacco exports – an 

issue dear to his heart given his descent from a tobacco-trading family 

 
61 KKF, KKA, File 52Β, minutes of Sino-Greek talks of 13 November 1979. 
62 KKF, KKA, File 52Β, Note, “Prime Minister’s meeting with Hua Guofeng in Bei-

jing,” 15-11-1979. 
63 NARA, AAD, DS, D790553-0871, 1979ATHENS10741, McCloskey to Secretary 

of State, 28-11-1979. 
64 Press conference by Minister of Co-ordination Konstantinos Mitsotakis, Kathi-

merini, 21-12-1978. 
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in a tobacco-producing region of Greek Macedonia. He finally turned 

to the issue of oil, apparently hoping that its obvious political ramifi-

cations might attract his hosts’ attention. Karamanlis elaborated on the 

likely impact of rising oil prices on the western states’ finances, their 

ability to sustain defence spending, and, hence, their capacity to match 

the alleged Soviet military preponderance. He recommended that the 

PRC exercise a moderating influence on the Arab states which were 

leading the latest energy crunch, and enquired about the likelihood of 

the PRC increasing its own oil production and exporting some quanti-

ties to western countries, including his own. No record of Hua’s re-

action has been found. Deng, for his part, was evasive: though the 

PRC oil reserves were estimated at 65 billion tones, current produc-

tion scarcely satisfied local needs. Having already manifested his pre-

dilection for high policy topics, he chose to relegate economic matters 

to a bilateral committee of experts. Making a virtue out of necessity, 

Karamanlis declared: “I have not come for commercial business. I am 

here to make your acquaintance, to exchange thoughts on the inter-

national situation. We are not so developed in order to trade like the 

big (countries).”65 

The Greek government did not expect the visit to be crowned by a 

joint communiqué.66 Indeed, there was none. The Greek delegation 

did not fail to notice that, during the talks, their Chinese hosts made 

no reference to two long-standing issues: Beijing’s ‘one China’ policy 

which claimed Taiwan as an integral part of the PRC; and its claim to 

the British colony of Hong Kong.67 The immediate result of Karaman-

lis’ visit was a scientific and technological co-operation agreement. In 

this connection, a Greek diplomat apparently surprised a US col-

league, when he appeared optimistic that Greece might be able to sup-

ply ‘high technology’ of the sort the Chinese were interested in. More-

 
65 KKF, KKA, File 52Β, minutes of Sino-Greek talks of 13 November 1979; ibid, 

minutes of Sino-Greek talks of 14 November 1979. Tea is not mentioned in the 

minutes. Until recently, the consumption of this staple Chinese export was con-

spicuously low in the scale of Greek drinking habits. 
66 NARA, AAD, DS, D790411-0346, 1979ATHENS08015, Mills to Secretary of 

State, 7-9-1979. 
67 NARA, AAD, DS, D790553-0871, 1979ATHENS10741, McCloskey to Secretary 

of State, 28-11-1979; Kathimerini, 13-11-1979. 
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over, Athens continued to hope for more concrete steps which could 

pave the way for future co-operation, such as the opening of a PRC 

office for chartering Greek shipping and the use of Greek construction 

firms for joint ventures.68 

Following Karamanlis’ return, Petros Molyviatis, the prime minis-

ter’s diplomatic adviser, and Stavros Roussos, the deputy director 

general of the Greek Foreign Ministry, briefed the US ambassador, 

Robert McCloskey, on the trip to Beijing. The latter interpreted this as 

‘another step’ in Karamanlis’ effort to build up his image as a ‘world 

statesman’ and as more than a balancing act in relations with the two 

communist giants – an allusion to the future potential of Sino-Greek 

contacts.69 Last but not least, according the Greek diplomats, Kara-

manlis’ team left Beijing particularly impressed by Deng’s perfor-

mance and with considerable ‘admiration for the Chinese, whom 

Roussos described as ‘a people with a purpose.’70 

Reporting on Karamanlis’ visit to Beijing, foreign newspapers 

drew attention to the sustained effort of his government to diversify 

Greece’s foreign relations with overtures towards the Arab world, the 

Eastern bloc, and the PRC. Their general view was that such moves 

were benefiting Greece and added to its value as a prospective EEC 

partner. Le Monde did not fail to notice Beijing’s support for Greece’s 

membership of the Community, while West German newspapers drew 

a parallel between the Greek Ostpolitik and its German precursor. Fi-

nally, the Turkish Milliyet contrasted the diplomatic spree of the Ka-

ramanlis government to the introversion of its Turkish counterpart. It 

also expressed the hope that the former would not exploit its recent 

contacts, particularly with communist countries, to the detriment of 

Turkish interests.71 
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Appraisal and Aftermath 

For Karamanlis, his visit to Beijing, like the preceding one to Moscow 

and the frequent contacts he enjoyed with Balkan and Arab leaders, 

was clearly meant to diversify Greece’s foreign relations, promote un-

derstanding of its positions and objectives on a number of inter-

national issues, and explore paths to mutually beneficial, mainly eco-

nomic, co-operation, within the context of the country’s pro-Western 

orientation. The disputes between Greece and Turkey over Cyprus 

and, more recently, the Aegean continental shelf, the strains on Greek 

–American relations bequeathed by the bitter legacy of the military 

dictatorship and the dramatic events of summer 1974, plus the thorny 

issue of Greece’s reintegration into the military command of NATO, 

wove the backdrop of security dilemmas facing Greece. Ironically, the 

so-called ‘peril from the North,’ which combined long-standing dis-

putes between competing Balkan nationalisms with the more recent 

legacy of Soviet bloc involvement in the Greek civil war, had receded 

into the background. This was the result of Greece’s acute sense of 

threat from Turkey and the dramatic improvement in its relations with 

Bulgaria, Romania and the Soviet Union itself. And while repeating 

Greece’s fundamental attachment to the West, its conservative gov-

ernment was apparently not averse to cultivating an impression of 

having other options open, primarily vis-à-vis a domestic public re-

ceptive to Papandreou’s anti-Western rhetoric, but also as an element 

of calculated uncertainty in its negotiations with the United States, 

NATO and even the EEC. 

Greek foreign policy-makers could also hope to gain some tangible 

benefits from dealing with both sides of the divide within the com-

munist world. As a US Embassy official quipped on the eve of Kara-

manlis’ trips to Moscow and Beijing, ‘[t]he Greeks have rather enjoyed 

the attention the two communist giants have showered on their country 

recently.’72 At the same time, Karamanlis was anxious to ensure that the 

Sino-Soviet antagonism did not upset his policy of Balkan co-operation. 

As indicated by his personal involvement in the negotiation process 

leading to Greece’s accession to the EEC, Karamanlis valued summit 
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meetings as an instrument of foreign policy. If anything, he believed 

that they contributed to a clearer understanding of each party’s posi-

tions. Summing up the results of his Eastern tour in parliament, he ex-

pressed appreciation for the opportunity to have first-hand accounts of 

both the Soviet and the PRC positions and for being able to present 

Greece’s case on matters of national interest.73 Finally, the dense pro-

gramme of high level meetings at home and abroad, in stark contrast 

with their near complete absence during the preceding seven-year dic-

tatorship, added to the prestige of Karamanlis and his country. The 

exchanges with the Soviet Union and the PRC, in particular, were 

breaking new ground for Greek diplomacy and helped defuse domes-

tic criticism of the conservatives’ ‘unidimensional’ pro-Westernism. 

However, when faced with the leftist opposition’s demands for strong-

er ties with non-western, especially non-aligned, states, Karamanlis 

did not hesitate to dismiss such an alternative to his strategic choice to 

try and meet Greece’s security dilemmas within the Western camp.74 

Conversing with the Greek prime minister for three days in autumn 

1979, the PRC rulers, and Deng in particular, apparently considered 

that no country was too small to be neglected in the escalating contest 

with the Soviet Union for influence across the globe. Greece already 

played a significant role in the Balkans, where Chinese diplomacy had 

gone into high gear during the preceding few years. The Chinese sup-

ported Karamanlis’ initiatives for Balkan co-operation to the extent 

that this policy could curb Soviet influence by encouraging the auton-

omous course of Yugoslav and, especially Romanian foreign policy, 

and facing pro-Soviet Bulgaria with the dilemma of participation or 

isolation.75 Above all, the PRC rulers appreciated Greece’s Balkan 

and Mediterranean status in so far as that country remained part of the 

Western bloc and, as such, constituted an obstacle to the expansion of 

Soviet influence. As they amply made it clear to their Greek counter-

parts, they wanted Greece fully integrated into both NATO and the 

EEC, which they viewed as indispensable counters to the perceived So-

viet military preponderance. To that end, Beijing advocated the patch-

 
73 OMP, 2nd Period, Session III, plenary meeting of 11 January 1980. 
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75 Kathimerini, 23-9-1978. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Balkan Studies 54 (2021) 189 

ing up of Greek-Turkish differences in favour of NATO cohesion and 

effectiveness. 

At the same time, there were inherent limits to the ability of both 

governments to promote co-operation in practical, especially econom-

ic, matters. The Greek Ministry for Foreign Affairs had no Sinologist, 

and its Chinese counterpart probably faced a similar problem. The 

post of commercial attaché at the Greek Embassy in Beijing was cre-

ated only in August 1978, more than five years after the establishment 

of diplomatic relations.76 As late as October 1980, the outgoing Greek 

ambassador was complaining that he was obliged to act as his own 

secretary and typist.77 Greece would soon have to reappraise and ad-

just its terms of foreign trade to the EEC rules and the PRC was facing 

the rigours of economic reform after the stagnation and setbacks of the 

Maoist period. The same Greek ambassador estimated that the transi-

tion of the PRC from ill-conceived autarchy to a mixed type of econ-

omy would be a long process and no breakthrough should be expected 

in its ability to trade for many years to come.78 On that score, he clear-

ly underestimated both the potential of the country and the determina-

tion of its leaders. 

Finally, both sides were apparently prepared to live with the fact 

that each of them avoided to take sides on issues which the other con-

sidered paramount: the Greeks on the Sino-Soviet controversy, the 

Chinese on Greek-Turkish disputes. It was the unavoidable price that 

needed to be paid in order to facilitate a rapprochement based on stra-

tegic and economic considerations, rather than the, arguably obsoles-

cent, ideological divide of the early Cold War decades. 

Some six months after his trip to the PRC, Karamanlis moved on to 

the presidency of the Hellenic Republic. Under his successor, Rallis, 

no major developments occurred in Greek-PRC relations, until, in Oc-

tober 1981, Papandreou’s PASOK replaced the conservatives in pow-

 
76 Presidential Decree 615/1978, in GGHR, no. 132/Α/26-8-1978. Until then, the 

PRC was handled through the commercial bureau of the Tokyo Embassy, as were 

the Philippines, South Korea and Taiwan. 
77 DHA, Tokyo Embassy Series, File 3/2 [Section 2], Chrysanthakopoulos (Beijing) 

to MFA, no. 3028/Φ. 32/Α 14, 20-10-1980. 
78 Ibid. 
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er. By then, Greece had become the tenth member of the EEC and was 

reintegrated in the military command of NATO. 

Despite his past anti-Western rhetoric, Papandreou did not deviate 

from the main contours of his predecessors’ foreign policy.79 However, 

on an ad hoc basis, he chose to differentiate Greece’s attitude from that 

of its European and transatlantic partners. The examples included the 

military coup in Poland, in 1981, the shooting down of a Korean airliner 

by Soviet air defences, in 1982, and Papandreou’s active part in the so-

called ‘six-nation initiative’ for peace and disarmament in 1984.80 In 

that context, the PASOK government played up its contacts with non-

western states, including the PRC, in order to project Greece’s profile 

as a ‘socialist’ country within Western economic and security struc-

tures. 

Papandreou became the second Greek premier to go to China in 

April 1986. His visit was reciprocated by prime minister Zhao Ziyang 

three months later. Karamanlis’ successor in the presidency, Christos 

Sartzetakis, also visited the PRC in April 1988, about a year before 

political instability in Greece, the Tiananmen crackdown in the PRC 

and the EEC reactions to it prevented further high level contacts until 

the mid-1990s.81 Meanwhile, despite inherent handicaps owing to the 

low complementarity of their products and the restrictive EEC policy 

vis-à-vis non-market economies, the value of trade between Greece 

and the PRC rose from $20 million in 1979 to a non-negligible $104.8 

million in 1989. It was this field that held much promise for the future, 

at a time when the international environment, transformed by the end 

of the Cold War, dictated new priorities for both Beijing and Athens. 

 

 
79 For an early and perceptive appraisal of Papandreou’s foreign policy during his 

first two terms in office, see: Theodore A. Couloumbis, “PASOK’s Foreign Policies, 

1981-1989: Continuity or Change?,” in Richard. Clogg (ed.), Greece 1981-1990, the 

Populist Decade (London: The Macmillan Press, 1993), 113-30. 
80 Eirini Karamouzi–Dionysios Chourchoulis, “Troublemaker or peacemaker? An-

dreas Papandreou, the Euromissile Crisis, and the policy of peace, 1981-86,” Cold 

War History 19, no. 1, 39-61, DOI: 10.1080/14682745.2018.1497014 
81 Chourchoulis, op.cit., 76-81; Yingchao Qian, “PASOK’s Foreign Policy during 

the 1980s” (Post-graduate diss., Department of Political Science, Aristotle Universi-

ty of Thessaloniki, 2013), 62-77. 


