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Improbable Diplomats

In 1971, Americans made two historic visits to China that would trans-

form relations between the two countries. One was by US  of�cial Henry 

Kissinger; the other, earlier, visit was by the US table  tennis team. His-

torians have mulled over the transcripts of Kissinger’s  negotiations with 

Chinese leaders. However, they have overlooked how, alongside these 

diplomatic talks, a rich program of travel and exchange had begun with 

ping-pong diplomacy. Improbable  Diplomats reveals how a diverse cast 

of Chinese and Americans – athletes and physicists, performing artists 

and seismologists – played a critical, but to-date overlooked, role in 

remaking US-China relations. Based on new sources from more than a 

dozen archives in China and the United States, Pete Millwood argues 

that the signi�cance of cultural and  scienti�c exchanges went beyond 

reacquainting the Chinese and American  people after two decades of 

minimal contact; exchanges also powerfully in�uenced Sino-American 

diplomatic relations and helped transform post-Mao China.

Pete Millwood is a Postdoctoral Fellow in the Society of Fellows in the 

Humanities at The University of Hong Kong. His writing has appeared 

in History Today and The Washington Post. This is his �rst book.
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