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CHAPTER 5

From Polycentrism  
to Disarray?*,**

The East European communist states were born with serious defor-
mations. With the exception of Yugoslavia, the overthrow of capital-
ism in Eastern Europe was carried out primarily by the power of the 
Soviet army with little participation by the masses themselves. The 
transformation, therefore, was carried out bureaucratically from top 
down and was inevitably stamped with the Russian seal characterised 
by forced collectivisation of agriculture, mass hysteria whipped up 
around frame-up purge trials, police terror, regimentation of all aspects 
of art and culture, and the elimination of the most basic domestic free-
doms. Thus was born the monolith ruled by Stalin from the Kremlin 
with an iron hand that permitted no dissent and demanded complete 
conformity. In 1953, Stalin died and the monolithic political empire 
that he had dominated since the late 1940s began to crumble. The June 
1953 demonstrations of East German workers took the form of an 
uprising involving two million workers, which could be put down only 

* This is a review of The Communist States in Disarray, 1965–1971, edited 
by Adam Bromke and Teresa Rakowska-Harmstone (pp. 363). University of 
Minnesota Press, Oxford University Press.

** Lajpat Rai, ‘From Polycentrism to Disarray?’ Economic & Political Weekly 7, 
no. 48 (1972): 2333–2337.
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with the intervention of Soviet troops. During the 1950s, Khrushchev 
tried to consolidate the monolith on the so-called ‘liberal basis’ but 
without success. The 1960s saw the culmination of the process leading 
to the fall of the monolith and the rise of polycentrism with differ-
ent brands of communism contending with each other over a whole 
range of political–ideological questions and vying with each other for 
supremacy in the world socialist camp. The book under review, a col-
lection of essays by different writers, professors and experts, deals with 
this polycentric commonwealth of socialist nations which, according 
to its editors, have moved from imposed unity to cross-roads and 
finally to disarray.

The 1960s saw the emergence of four brands of communism over 
the ruins of the communist monolith. At one extreme, Albania adheres 
to the militant Chinese type of communism, while Yugoslavia had 
developed its own version at the other, the most moderate of all and 
one most resembling Western social democracy. The Romanian 
brand stands in the middle and permits it to remain on good terms 
with both China and Yugoslavia. The remaining East European 
countries follow the Soviet model while Cuba, North Korea and North 
Vietnam, having emerged as distinct entities, have been projecting 
their own militant nationalist brand of communism with emphasis on 
anti-imperialism and independence on the controversial ideological 
and political issues dividing the communist camp. Four causes have 
been identified for the emergence of polycentrism in the world com-
munist movement and the group of socialist states. First, there has 
been a marked decline in the role of ideology. Doctrinal pluralism in 
turn has led to pragmatism. Second, there has been a noticeable growth 
of nationalism. National traditions have been revived and communist 
governments have shown greater concern for national interests. Third, 
there has been a steady widening (despite occasional reverses and 
zigzags) of personal freedom. Finally, there has been a gradual resto-
ration of East Europe’s relations with the West, with practically all 
countries of the area expanding their economic, cultural and political 
contacts with the Western world. The most recent development in 
the field is the Sino-American deterrent, non-official US overtures to 
Cuba and the official contacts between North and South Korea over 
the question of reunification.
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There are, however, currents flowing ‘in the opposite direction to 
polycentrism, seeking to “unite” the communist camp under Soviet 
hegemony’. Czechoslovakia and Poland are still apprehensive about 
Germany and look to Russia for protection; the ruling communist 
elites have a vested interest in maintaining close bonds with Moscow; 
and, at last, there is the reality of the preponderant Soviet power, espe-
cially in Eastern Europe. Indeed, since the invasion of Czechoslovakia, 
the direct Soviet threat has been considerably intensified. It is now 
enshrined in the Brezhnev doctrine of limited sovereignty—a doctrine 
which is being opposed by the communist states both overtly (by 
Yugoslavia, Romania) and covertly (by most others). In the last two 
decades, of the eight communist states in Eastern Europe, three have 
successfully defied the USSR: Yugoslavia, Romania and Albania. Of 
the remaining five, four have tried to do so but failed! East Germany 
in 1953, Poland and Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968. 
Thus, even after two decades of Soviet hegemony in the area, the will 
of the East Europeans for independent national existence has by no 
means been extinguished; the Polish political crisis and working-class 
riots in December 1970 are a testimony to this widespread feeling.

An important factor in this process has been the Sino-Soviet schism. 
The conflict between the Soviet Union and China is an important devel-
opment not only because of its impact on the two nations themselves 
and because it further impaired the unity of the socialist camp but also 
because it afforded some leeway to the smaller countries of the Soviet 
commonwealth to take independent stances. The antagonism between 
the two socialist giants has developed into an all-inclusive conflict in 
which its components—ideological differences, material interests, 
personalities, race, etc., are inseparably interwoven. As one of the con-
tributors to this volume, John W. Strong, has put it: ‘the dispute had 
developed into a type of Hegelian phenomenon where the whole was 
greater than the sum of its parts.’ As to the causes of the great schism, 
Strong quotes Chairman Mao while giving the Chinese view of the 
origins of the conflict. In September 1962, Mao stated:

The roots of the conflict were laid earlier. They [Russians] did not 
allow China to make revolution. This was in 1945, when Stalin 
tried to prevent the Chinese revolution by saying that there should 
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not be any civil war and that we must collaborate with Chiang 
Kai-shek. At that time, we did not carry this into effect and the 
revolution was victorious. After the victory they suspected that 
China would be like Yugoslavia and that I would be a Tito.

In Chou En-lai’s view, the split between Moscow and Peking 
developed ‘because the Russian leaders took the road of revisionism, 
collaboration with US imperialism and peaceful co-existence with 
imperialism in general rather than continuing vigorous revolution….’ 
On the Russian side, the factors leading to the conflict are seen as 
follows: China’s proximity and its ever-growing demographic size, 
the Soviet concern at the development of Maoism as a rival ideology, 
the fears of a military bureaucratic regime taking over in China, the 
petty bourgeoisie adventurist political line emerging from ‘the semi-
natural, semi-feudal economy of the Chinese village’, the idea of 
continuous stages of revolution with its vague similarity to Trotsky’s 
concept of permanent revolutions, the Maoist disregard for the dangers 
of a nuclear war, etc. The dominant role of the PLA in the Cultural 
Revolution further led the Russians to believe that China under Mao 
had already become a ‘military–bureaucratic’ dictatorship and was no 
longer a socialist state.

Three important world issues which further aggravated the Sino-
Soviet schism were the situation in Vietnam, the Arab–Israeli war 
of 1967 and the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. Seen 
logically, one might have surmised that escalated war in Vietnam 
would have helped to [improve] Sino-Soviet relations. Instead, the 
contrary happened. The Chinese accused the Soviets of failing to 
give Hanoi and Vietcong sufficient aid. To the Chinese, this meant 
that the Soviets were in effect cooperating with the United States to 
prevent a communist victory in Vietnam. The reason for this, accord-
ing to Peking, was that the new communist regimes in Southeast Asia 
would naturally gravitate into the Chinese orbit. To the Russians, an 
American presence in Southeast Asia was preferable to Chinese influ-
ence in the region. The Soviets countered the Chinese accusations by 
retorting that Peking was doing little except paying lip service to the 
North Vietnamese. Worse than that, the Chinese were continually 
interfering with Soviet aid to Vietnam and actually stealing some 
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Soviet hardware being sent by rail across China to Hanoi. This, how-
ever, was repudiated by the Chinese and denied by Hanoi. All in all, 
the Vietnam War provides the Chinese leadership with visible proof 
(on the doorstep of China) of American aggressiveness and of China’s 
need to remain united and vigilant against further US escalation. The 
war also provided the Chinese an excellent propaganda weapon to be 
used against the USSR. It did not matter whether the Soviets did much 
or little for the Vietnamese, they were bound to be exposed to the 
Chinese criticisms which were embarrassing and difficult to answer.

Similarly, in the Chinese view, the Arab cause has been sacrificed at 
the altar of Soviet–American collusion. Peking feels that the Russians 
actually have little interest in the Arab nations’ struggle but are simply 
using it to increase their own imperialistic ambitions in the Arab world. 
As the Peking Review of January 18, 1970 stated: ‘Social imperialism 
has always worked with US imperialism against the Palestinian people. 
It has viciously slandered and abused the Palestinian people’s armed 
struggle as “terrorist operations” thus revealing its fear and hatred 
of the Palestinian people’s armed struggle….’ The Chinese (after a 
period of hesitation and silence) denounced the Soviet invasion of 
Czechoslovakia as a ‘revival of old Russian imperialism’. In an article 
titled ‘Down with the New Tsars’ published in Peking Review, the 
Chinese said:

They [the Soviets] have ruthlessly plundered and brutally oppressed 
the people of some Eastern European countries at will, and even 
sent some hundred thousand troops to occupy Czechoslovakia and 
turned a vast expanse of land in East Europe into their sphere of 
influence in an attempt to set up a Tsarist-type colonial empire.

In Czechoslovakia, Peking again saw evidence of Soviet–American 
collusion. The latter had become almost an obsession with the 
Chinese. A Chinese comment on the Soviet–Czechoslovak Treaty of 
October 1968 stated that the treaty ‘met the needs of US-Soviet col-
lusion in re-dividing the world and intensifying their global counter-
revolutionary collaboration’.

As to the future of the Sino-Soviet relations, according to the 
author, they will remain in a ‘State of hostile co-existence, characterised 
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by bitter propaganda polemics, limited border disputes and mutual 
national suspicions, fears and hatreds’, a state of ‘no peace no war’. 
He rules out a full-fledged atomic war between the two neighbours.

The combined effect of de-Stalinization, which began with the 
20th Congress of the CPSU, and the Sino-Soviet schism has been the 
undermining of the very legitimacy of the Soviet system and its claims 
to universality. The impact, tentative but spreading in the Khrushchev 
era, has now resulted in a general malaise of communist elites which 
have begun to question ideological and institutional orthodoxy and 
to search for a new legitimacy and novel ways of building a socialist 
society. This search for a new legitimacy in the socialist camp and the 
problems arising therefrom have been dealt with in an outstanding 
contribution by Teresa Rakowska-Harmstone under the heading 
‘Patterns of Political Change’. According to the author, the crisis of 
legitimacy and the Chinese challenge combined have released forces 
of change which inexorably press forward towards ever greater dif-
ferentiation in the domestic and foreign policies of communist states, 
undermining the unity of the international communist movement, 
rendering questionable the Soviet interpretation of the Marxist dogma, 
the Soviet model of economy and society, and the very principle of 
Soviet leadership. ‘There is no going back to status quo ante’. The crisis 
of legitimacy started with the 20th Party Congress. The shattering 
impact that the denigration of Stalin had on Communist intellectuals 
may best be compared to the shock a believer experiences when the 
certainties of his faith are suddenly declared invalid. The impact of this 
sudden shattering of faith among communist intellectuals is described 
vividly through a letter written by the East German scientist Robert 
Hanemann, a lifelong party member (since expelled), published in the 
Free German Youth periodical Forum:

Before the 20th Party Congress I was a Stalinist My complete turn-
ing away from this mental attitude resulted from the revelations 
of the 20th Congress in 1956…. The foundations of my belief 
crumbled under the impact of its earthquake. Before the 20th 
Congress everything the party said was sacred to me. The party had 
the right to censor and to suppress all those ideas which it did not 
share. Today, I know the party leadership does not have the right 
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of censorship. I know that everyone of us, inside and outside the 
party, has the right and the duty to form an independent judgment, 
to have an independent view.

The same idea was given expression to by Fidel Castro when he called 
upon the Cubans to ‘follow their own line’ and to ‘make their own mis-
takes’. ‘The saddest thing in the world’, he said, was ‘to make someone 
else’s mistakes’. He also called for ‘thinking with one’s own brains’. 
One result of this new attitude was the questioning of the credibility 
of the Soviet model of society, the questioning of old formula, the 
questioning even of the Marxist dogma itself.

The late sixties saw new efforts (though cautious ones) being made 
in a number of communist countries to evolve one’s own ‘national 
model’ of a socialist society. Among communist elites, ‘apparatchiks’ 
still survived, but the groups now in ascendancy were the pragmatists, 
who represented a strong nationalist commitment. Younger and fre-
quently better educated than the old-style leaders, they were impatient 
with the ‘Byzantine murkiness’ and the appalling inefficiency of the 
system and they attempted to run their countries in more efficient 
ways, giving first priority to national needs and demands. Ideology and 
proletarian internationalism were distinctly of secondary importance. 
In this search for a new legitimacy, these ‘reformers’ made efforts to 
broaden the popular base of support in their own countries. This has 
led to economic reforms as a part of the new model in most of the 
communist states. These economic reforms have come increasingly to 
serve the purpose of new legitimation, reflecting the leader’s preoc-
cupation with improving the standard of living and thus satisfying 
the material demands of the hitherto deprived and restive popula-
tions. The primacy of politics, enforced under the Stalinist model of 
economy, through centralised planning and the party’s control over 
supply, distribution, wages, prices and currency, gave shape to a model 
which was characterised by general stagnation and waste, decline in 
productivity, and shortages and poor quality of consumer goods. The 
new economic models fathered by Libermann and Ota Sik and many 
other lesser known economists call for a degree of decentralisation and 
what is now called ‘planning from below’, which allows greater scope 
tor the interplay of the market forces on the one hand and greater 
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decision-making authority for the individual enterprises or groups 
of enterprises on the other. In most cases, however, (exceptions are 
Yugoslavia, Hungary and Dubcek’s Czechoslovakia) reforms have 
consisted of half-measures, the leaders in each country being caught 
‘between demands of economic rationality on the one hand and the 
imperatives of party’s monopoly of power on the other’. The reforms 
are being sabotaged by the ‘apparatchiks’ because if such reforms are 
carried to their logical end, they would threaten the power of the 
machine. The leaders face a serious dilemma. ‘In order to remain in 
power, the regime must change and evolve, but in order to preserve 
itself everything must remain unchanged.’ This simplistic statement 
contains an element of truth in it and partly explains the limited nature 
of reforms in the socialist countries.

The collectivist aspects of the traditional cultures in the Asian 
communist states have minimised the pressure for European type 
of liberalisation. But their different political heritage and their mass 
peasant base made the search for new economic and political models 
even more imperative than in Eastern Europe. Here, the emphasis on 
nationalism is especially crucial for mobilisation of popular support 
in view of the peasant’s traditional identification with his locality and 
his memory of colonial domination. This ‘locality identification’ seeks 
the local charismatic leader and not a vaguely understood theory like 
Marxism–Leninism to give expression and outlet to the common 
man’s feelings, aspirations and hopes for the future. It is a Mao, Ho 
Chi-Minh or a Kim II Sung and not Marx, Engels, Lenin or Stalin, 
not to speak of the theory of Marxism–Leninism that can be the focal 
point of popular mobilisation for revolution or socialist construction. 
The origins of the personality cult lie in the peasant’s identification 
with the locality. In Asia, the nationalist communist alliance has 
characterised developments since the Second World War (and even 
before) because from the very beginning communist movements there 
identified themselves with the anti-colonialist struggle and hence the 
growth of fiery nationalism. This alliance has been at the roots of the 
popularity of Asian communist governments. It has also made them 
reluctant to obey Soviet dictates, adopt Soviet models and accept 
Soviet leadership. The same would apply more or less to Castro’s 
Cuba—another peasant-based society. Revisionism has been replaced 
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in China by permanent revolution (a la Mao, not Trotsky) and the 
individual rights and freedoms by collectivist mass participation in the 
building of a new society on Maoist foundation. Cultural revolution 
was only one expression of this trend. Also, masses in direct personal 
communication with the leader serve to combat the same twin evils 
of Stalinism, bureaucracy and privilege. Castro has used this direct 
leader–mass communication to the best advantage and has effectively 
utilised ‘direct democracy’ for the education and the mobilisation of 
the people. Both Castro and Kim II Sung have evolved a system of 
‘on-the-spot guidance’ by the leader with extensive tours of coopera-
tives, state farms, factories, schools, hospitals, military establishments, 
housing complexes, even places of amusement and recreation, thus 
setting into motion a process of double identity—identity of the masses 
with the locality and the identification of the leader with both.

Practically, all the Asian communist states and Cuba have laid 
emphasis on the formation of a ‘new man’, a new socialist man, unsul-
lied by the ideas of the consumer societies and unmoved by the lures of 
money and high living standards. They have denigrated the emphasis 
on economic incentives which create ‘men with $ sign on their hearts’. 
Instead they have emphasised austerity, simple living, voluntary labour, 
international solidarity and philosophical contempt for money, as well 
as resolute opposition to imperialism.

With regard to cultural freedom, the position remains frozen 
throughout the entire communist world. Intellectuals are persecuted. 
In most countries, following brief, limited and varying periods of thaw, 
repression and new emphasis on ‘ideological re-education’ were char-
acteristic of the late sixties. The seventies promise little change. The 
Soviet Union has had its writers’ trials, the expulsion of Aleksander 
Solzhenitsyn from the Soviet Writers’ Union, the resignation of 
Tvardovsky from the editorial staff of the one liberal journal, Novyi 
Mir, and his subsequent death described by Solzhenitsyn as caused by 
‘isolation, loneliness and a feeling of uselessness’, the arrest of Andrei 
Amalrik and the confinement of intellectuals in the so-called ‘psychi-
atric hospitals’ after being declared ‘unaccountable for their actions’. 
But, unlike in the days of Stalin, an opposition has emerged—with 
a ‘scientific opposition’ joining a ‘literary opposition’. The famous 
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Soviet nuclear physicist, Academician Andrei Sakharov, the President 
of Human Rights Committee and the author of Progress, Coexistence 
and Intellectual Freedom, heads this opposition along with a number 
of other well-known Soviet men of science.

The exuberance of the Prague Spring is no more. On the contrary, 
new purge trials of the intellectual under Gustav Husak’s regime have 
begun lately. The views of dissident intellectuals on freedom and 
human values are typified by a courageous letter (suppressed in the 
Soviet Union) by Solzhenitsyn written in response to his expulsion: 

It is high time to remember that we belong first and foremost to 
humanity. And that man has distinguished himself from the animal 
by Thought and Speech. And these naturally should be free. If they 
are put in chains we shall naturally return to the state of animals.

Recently, the Polish Communist Party Central Committee issued the 
following warning to the Polish Writers’ Congress held in Warsaw 
in February 1969: ‘The party will consistently oppose and eliminate 
from cultural life all that is politically hostile and ideologically alien 
to socialism and combat signs of antisocialist activities waged under 
a cloak of freedom.’ It appears that a new pattern will be the last to 
emerge in the field of cultural freedom in the communist world, but 
when it does it will produce far-reaching changes in the entire socio-
political structure of communist regimes.

Another important aspect of the changing political pattern in 
the communist world is the emerging new relationship among the 
communist parties. Since 1917, the CPSU has insisted that the 
material interests of the Soviet state are identical with the interests of 
the world communist movement. Early defiance by national parties 
was suppressed and all such rebellious acts were forbidden by Stalin, 
even though the first successful challenge was made by Yugoslavia 
in 1948. No concession in this respect was granted to the national 
requirements of states within the Soviet bloc until the fifties. The 
establishment of the Red Chinese regime, the death of Stalin, the 
rapprochement with Tito and events in 1956, all compelled the CPSU 
to recognise, however reluctantly, that each communist country had a 
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right to pursue its own road to socialism ‘provided it does so within the 
framework of proletarian solidarity’. The Sino-Soviet conflict, char-
acterised by fierce competition between the two great socialist states, 
has offered the smaller states their first opportunity to take advantage 
of this right to pursue their own brand of socialism. Polycentrism is 
now a permanent fixture despite Moscow’s attempt at unity under 
Soviet hegemony—attempts which are only successful when backed 
by armed Soviet might. It was out of this sense of independence that 
Fidel Castro declared: ‘This revolution will follow its own independent 
line, its own independent course. This revolution will not be a stooge, 
a “yes man” of anyone, however mighty or powerful.’ In the same 
speech, Castro also declared that Cuba would follow its own road to 
socialism and would insist on building socialism and communism in 
its own way: ‘Let there be no mistake. You follow your own road to 
socialism, we shall follow our own!’ This spirit of independence was, 
however, not to last very long. The famous Brezhnev doctrine of lim-
ited sovereignty, formulated to legalize intervention in Czechoslovakia, 
put severe limits on the concept of ‘our road to socialism’ and made it 
difficult to distinguish it from the Soviet conception of ‘our way’. In 
other words, ‘proletarian internationalism’, as penned by the Soviets, 
takes precedence over the attempt of a nation’s ‘our road to socialism’, 
especially in Eastern Europe. But even there Romania, Yugoslavia 
and Albania have been able to hold their own positions, either in 
cooperation with China or by developing relations with the West 
and the non-communist world. The search for material advantage has 
made even the ‘loyal’ states seek relations with the West in the hope 
of acquiring economic and technological benefits and pursue national 
goals regardless of the needs of ‘fraternal’ states and their common, 
Soviet-inspired policies. On the Asian continent, North Vietnam and 
North Korea have stuck to their independent postures, thanks to their 
ability to utilize the Sino-Soviet differences for maintaining independ-
ence as well as taking material aid from both. The repercussions of 
Soviet intervention in Czechoslovakia indicate that despite a temporary 
halt in the process of increasing freedom in the socialist camp, future 
trends point to the same direction. Relieved of their ideological strait-
jacket, preoccupied with economic needs and increasingly responsive 
to national demands for popular approval, each nation state and party 
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is found to follow its own independent course. This progress towards 
the goal of independence can be stopped or temporarily reserved but, 
in the long run, cannot be checkmated.

The book under review is a valuable contribution to the under-
standing of the problems facing the communist bloc countries. It is a 
composite of some really outstanding essays such as by Adam Bromke, 
John W. Strong, Philip Urcti and Teresa Rakowska-Harmstone, some 
just good but lacking in depth, while some others, especially on the 
Asian communist states and Cuba, pedestrian and dealing mainly with 
obvious and superficial aspects. In the case of the essays on the Asian 
communist states and Cuba, the authors have completely failed to 
bring out the ideological differences of these countries with the two 
great socialist states and their efforts to chalk out their own road inde-
pendently despite their economic dependence and relative weakness as 
well as their efforts to join together in a ‘bloc within the bloc’ to realise 
their aim. The range of the topics discussed and problems touched 
upon concerning the socialist states, however, make the work indis-
pensable for serious students of the problems of world communism.




