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From Pro-China’ to ‘Pro-Soviet’

The Process and Causes of

North Korea’s Diplomatic Realignment, 1964-1965

Shui, Tianchen (Peking University)

In the mid-1960s, the intensification of the Sino-Soviet dispute
significantly constricted the diplomatic space North Korea had
previously maneuvered within, rendering increasingly unstable its earlier
posture of balanced or “neutral” diplomacy. Consequently, Pyongyang
underwent a structural reorientation from a predominantly pro-Chinese
stance toward closer alignment with the Soviet Union —a shift that
unfolded gradually rather than through an abrupt rupture between 1964
and 1965. Three mutually reinforcing factors propelled this transition.
First, recurrent and widening disagreements between Beijing and
Pyongyang over Korean unification strategy, ideological agendas, and
positions in international fora steadily eroded the foundations of their
prior cooperation. Second, amid a volatile regional environment,
Pyongyang grew uncertain about the reliability of China’s security

guarantees, whereas Moscow’s restoration of unconditional military
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assistance provided a more credible and operational sense of security.
Third, mounting difficulties in the Seven-Year Plan and the structural
limits of the self-reliance line heightened North Korea’s dependence on
external resources; Soviet support in energy supply, industrial
construction, and credit matched Pyongyang’s most urgent economic
needs. These structural pressures and pragmatic considerations drove a

gradual convergence toward a pro-Soviet orientation.
Keywords: North Korean foreign policy, diplomatic realignment,

Sino-Soviet dispute, ideology, security guarantees, economic

aid
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