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CHAPTER 13

Vietnam and  
the Socialist World*

Abstract: While American bombs were killing and maiming chil-
dren, women and men, Nixon was being entertained in Peking 
and Moscow as an honoured guest. While the people of Vietnam 
were fighting a life and death struggle against the brutalities 
perpetrated by the US Administration, lavish banquets were 
spread before the arch perpetrator in Moscow and Peking. In 
Peking, while a band played ‘America the Beautiful’, Nixon and 
Chou roamed from table to table drinking toasts to friendship 
in the Chinese national drink, Maotai. In his formal toast, Nixon 
called upon the Chinese leaders to join him in a ‘long march 
together’. The extravaganza produced in Moscow yielded even 
greater results for Nixon than the Peking political operetta. 
In record time, nine agreements covering earth, air and space 
were signed between Nixon and the Soviet Communist Party 
chief. The Soviet mass media were pressed into service in an 
unprecedented way to carry the ‘message of peace’ from the 
man who had escalated the war in Indochina.

History will never absolve these traders in the blood of the people 
of Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia.

* Lajpat Rai, ‘Vietnam and the Socialist World’, Economic & Political Weekly 7, 
no. 30 (1972): 1431–1433.
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The Vietnam War has been the most crucial issue in world politics for 
more than a decade. It has involved all three of the main sectors into 
which the world is divided today: the colonial sector as represented 
by the insurgent people of South Vietnam, the socialist sector as rep-
resented by North Vietnam and the imperialist sector as represented 
by the wealthiest and most ruthless of all the industrialised powers, 
the United States. The assault launched by the United States has been 
a challenge to the entire socialist world. Apart from being a testing 
ground for the Pentagon’s horrific weapons of death, Vietnam has 
also been used by the United States as a testing ground to gauge the 
resolve and solidarity of the socialist world.

How has the socialist world met this challenge? How has the 
socialist world reacted to the heroism and the agony of Vietnam? 
How have the two great socialist powers—claimants to hegemony of 
the world socialist movement—reacted to US savagery in Vietnam, 
to the continuous escalation of the bombing of North Vietnamese 
cities, villages, hospitals, schools, dams and dykes and to the mining 
of North Vietnamese ports?

While American bombs were killing and maiming children, women 
and men, Nixon, the butcher of the Vietnamese people, was being 
entertained in Peking and Moscow as an honoured guest. While the 
people of Vietnam were fighting a life and death struggle against US 
brutality, lavish banquets were spread before the arch enemy of man-
kind in Moscow and Peking.

‘This magnificent banquet’, Nixon said in his toast on his last 
night in China, ‘marks the end of our stay in the Peoples Republic of 
China. We have been here a week. This was the week that changed 
the world’.1

The exaggeration was obviously for the benefit of US voters, who 
had already been subjected via television to a week of one superlative 
after another. From the standpoint of ordinary mortals all over the 
world, Nixon and Mao had agreed not to change the world, but to 
preserve the status quo.

The joint communique that emerged from the ‘historic’ talks and was 
released on February 27, 1972, repeated the often-expressed positions 
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of the two governments and could have been prepared separately in 
Washington and Peking without any consultations at all. The only 
concession that Nixon made to the Chinese, besides his acceptance of 
the five principles of peaceful coexistence, was a vaguely worded promise 
of eventual US withdrawal from Taiwan. The communique stated:

The United States acknowledges that all Chinese on either side 
of the Taiwan straits maintain there is but one China and Taiwan 
is a part of China… It affirms the ultimate objective of the with-
drawal of all US forces and military installations from Taiwan. In 
the meantime, it will progressively reduce its forces and military 
installations on Taiwan as tension in the area diminishes.2

The ‘tension in the area’ on which ‘ultimate’ US withdrawal from 
Taiwan will depend is centred on Indochina. Nixon’s communique 
promising ‘non-aggression against other states’ has not changed his 
goal of a military victory in Indochina. This goal was succinctly sum-
marised by T. D. Allman in the Far Eastern Economic Review:

Three years ago the US republican party’s Presidential candidate, 
Richard Nixon, assured a war-weary American electorate that he 
had a secret plan to end the war. It now appears that President 
Nixon wants to end the war by winning it. The communists are 
left with the choice of continuing the struggle or capitulating.3

As proof of the above, Allman cited the following facts:

With the Christmas raids against North Vietnam, Nixon further 
expanded the war. He has already invaded Cambodia and Laos, 
increased military aid to all three countries and scaled up the bomb-
ing of North Vietnam.’4

The weeks before Nixon’s departure for Peking saw a major escalation 
of the air war in Indochina to be followed after his return by another 
big step in escalation, the mining of Haiphong and other North 
Vietnamese ports. In fact, a debate had been going on for some time 
among American ruling circles about whether or not to take the step 
of mining North Vietnamese harbours. The last document in this 
debate was written in March 1968 by the so-called ‘Clifford Group’, 
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consisting of officials who undertook a total review of Washington’s 
war strategy, following the major US setback in the Tet Offensive and 
recommended a turn in war policy towards ‘Vietnamisation’. Arguing 
against the mining of Haiphong Harbour, the document stated:

Politically, moreover, closing the port of Haiphong continues 
to raise a serious question of Soviet reaction. US Ambassador to 
Moscow Thompson and Governor Harriman and others believe 
that Soviets would be compelled to react in some manner—at a 
minimum through the use of minesweepers and possibly through 
protective naval action of some sort.5

But this was in 1968. In 1972, on the eve of the Moscow summit, 
Nixon had no fears of any possible Soviet reaction. An understanding 
had already been reached and the likely Soviet reaction or non-reaction 
was already known to American ruling circles. The Soviet Union with 
the largest minesweeping fleet in the world (twice as big as that of the 
US) did not dare even to attempt to sweep away the American mines.

As for assessing the Chinese, the generalities contained in the joint 
US–China communique are of less significance than the manner of 
Nixon’s reception. The diplomatically correct but restrained tone of 
the greeting accorded to the imperialist chieftain at Peking airport 
soon gave way to enthusiastic hospitality. Less than four hours after 
his arrival, Nixon was closeted with the great helmsman himself. It 
is practically unprecedented for a visiting head of state to be received 
by Mao on the first day of a visit. That evening, Chou En-Lai played 
host to Nixon at a gala banquet attended by some 1,000 guests. While 
a band played ‘America the Beautiful’, Nixon and Chou roamed from 
table to table drinking toasts to friendship in the Chinese national 
drink, Maotai. In his formal toast, Nixon called upon the Chinese 
leaders to join him in a ‘long march together’ and demonstrated his 
proficiency at quoting Mao’s thoughts by reading a long quotation 
from the great helmsman.

In a February 22 editorial, the New York Times summarised the 
atmosphere: ‘One might have thought the Peking banquet a reunion 
of old friends rather than the first social meeting of the leaders of two 
nations that have been bitterly hostile for more than two decades.’
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On February 22, the Chinese Government atoned for the lack 
of fanfare at the airport by devoting the entire front page of Renmin 
Ribao, the official Communist Party newspaper, to Nixon’s visit, with 
photographs of Mao and Chou Enlai with Nixon and party. Similar 
attention was devoted to the visit in other Chinese papers and on 
television and radio. Stanley Karnow wrote from Peking: ‘Attention 
being paid to Nixon in the media is incomparably bigger than that 
accorded Romanian President Nicolae Ceausescu who came here last 
June, even though relations between China and Rumania are close.’6

Karnow added that Nixon’s party was

delighted when Mao’s wife Chiang Ching emerged alongside 
Chou Enlai to lead the Nixon group to a cultural performance…. 
The move to associate Chiang Ching with the President’s visit was 
interpreted as a strong endorsement by Mao of the current attempt 
to reach a Sino-American reconciliation.7

Chiang Ching, it might be added, was a ‘Leftist’ during the Cultural 
Revolution. ‘One of her public remarks during that period was: 
“Peaceful coexistence corrupts.”’ That winged phrase is not likely to 
be inscribed on Peking wall posters in the coming future.

The Cuban press had an ironic comment on the Peking festivities. 
Granma, the official Cuban Communist Party newspaper, divided 
its front page into two parts. The first banner headline stated: ‘B-52 
Planes Are Bombing Vietnam’. The other headline read: ‘Cordial 
Meeting Nixon–Mao. The Paper Tiger Makes a Honeyed Speech 
in Peking’. But significantly all irony disappeared from the Cuban 
newspapers later when reporting the Nixon festivities in Moscow. 
Instead, Fidel Castro eulogized the beauties of peaceful coexistence 
during his own visit to the Soviet Union, just after the great summit 
had taken place in which the Russian bureaucrats had outdone their 
Chinese rivals in fawning on Nixon.

In the United States, the spectacle of Nixon being wined and dined 
in Peking was carried to millions of American homes by television. 
This had a telling effect on his election prospects. The Democrat can-
didates, most of whom were trying to capitalise on anti-war sentiment 
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by posing as ‘doves’, found themselves forced into a position of having 
to endorse the trip which Nixon had baptised as a ‘journey of peace’. 
The Moscow repeat performance reinforced this happy tendency, 
confirming Nixon as the ‘1972 Apostle of Peace’, journeying over 
Asia and Europe in quest of ‘peace and goodwill between men’. It 
also helped to foster the illusion that Nixon was going to find a peace 
solution for Vietnam along with the two great allies of the Vietnamese 
people—the Chinese and the Russians. Thus, the warmonger was 
given respectability, which is going to be his greatest asset in the 
coming elections in November.

The Mao government is well aware of the illusions about the 
Indochina War fostered by Nixon’s visit. This was revealed by an 
interview published in the New York Times, given to 15 American 
journalists and professors in Peking by Chou Enlai on January 31. 
Professor Richard Pfeffer II gave the following illuminating account 
of the interview in the New York Times of February 2, 1972: ‘While 
in public the Chinese press continued to hammer away at American 
imperialism and to openly denigrate President Nixon’s eight-point 
proposal, in private we had almost no serious discussion of the con-
nection between the improvements in Sino-US relations and the 
Vietnamese War.’8

On the effect of Nixon’s visit to Peking and the Sino-US detente on 
the American elections, Pfeffer had the following comments to make:

And when I pressed the point that Nixon’s visit to Peking had both 
hurt the anti-war movement in the United States and enhanced 
Nixon’s chances of election, I was firmly if diplomatically put in 
my place. Chou Enlai evasively indicated that whether the Nixon 
visit contributes to his re-election is a domestic US issue. ‘We are 
not concerned with it’ was his final statement on my question.9

The concern of the Chinese leaders seems to be not for the anti-war 
movement in the United States, not for the ending of the Vietnam 
War, not for the electoral victory of a president who has expanded the 
war to encompass all of Indochina, but for the petty diplomatic and 
political advantages that might accrue from the visit of an American 
president. The extravaganza produced in Moscow further improved 
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the chances of Nixon’s success in the coming presidential elections. 
It yielded even greater results than the Peking political operetta. In 
record time, nine agreements covering earth, air and space were signed 
between Nixon and the Soviet Communist Party chieftain. The 
Russian mass media were pressed into service in an unprecedented way 
to carry the ‘message of peace’ from the man whose hands were gory 
with the blood of the people of Indochina. The great ‘peacemaker’, 
Nixon, saluted Tanya, the 12-year-old Russian girl who had left a diary 
of the Nazi siege of Leningrad in which she perished. Speaking like 
the Buddha, he hoped that the Moscow talks would now safeguard the 
little Tanyas and their brothers and sisters from the calamity of war. 
But what about the little Tanyas of Vietnam. Such doubts deflected 
neither Nixon nor his dear hosts from their unswerving pursuit of 
self-interest. In the Bolshoi Theatre, Nixon was cheered by the audi-
ence and a lone foreign woman who shouted ‘long live Vietnam’ was 
quickly hustled away by the police.

With the example of the big brothers before them, the Polish 
‘communists’ went a step further in their welcome to Nixon, beating 
all records of the welcomes staged in Peking and Moscow.

George Sherman of the Washington Star reporting from Warsaw 
wrote:

Mr Nixon entered his car and had the roof removed. He stood 
up and the crowd cheered. Mr Nixon plunged out of the car and 
into the crowd. A crush of humanity followed, but the spirit was 
friendly. The crowd yelled ‘long life to Nixon and he in turn yelled 
long live Polish–American friendship’ in Polish.10

This ‘long life’ to Nixon slogan was the greatest infamy that has come 
out of the socialist world for quite some time. It was the cry of an 
atomised, de-politicised and demoralised mass of 1,432, an unthinking 
herd of people led by a cynical and a soulless bureaucracy. The great 
irony of contemporary times is that the imperialist chieftain is welcome 
only in the so-called socialist world, while the people of the capitalist 
world (including that of his own country) denounce him as the butcher 
of Vietnam. To the resurgent people of the ‘Third World’ who are 
fed on the slogans of ‘anti-imperialism’, ‘international solidarity’, ‘the 
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socialist family’ and the like by communist leaders, Nixon’s visit to 
Moscow and Peking and his fraternal reception there, while his bomb-
ers continued to pound the cities and villages of Vietnam, shall be an 
unforgettable lesson for the future.

That imperialism has exploited the schism between the two biggest 
socialist countries to the hilt is now beyond any doubt. Nixon did not 
create the split in the socialist camp, but he clearly knows how to take 
advantage of it. The Soviet bureaucracy responded to the Mao–Nixon 
rapprochement primarily by trying to surpass Mao’s concessions. And 
as a reaction to the Brezhnev–Nixon detente, the Maoists will be will-
ing to make further concessions in the future.

Harry Schwartz of the New York Times indicated in his February 21 
despatch that ruling circles in the United States could scarcely conceal 
their joy at the way Moscow and Peking allowed their disagreements to 
be exploited by US imperialism. The frankness with which Schwartz 
describes Nixon playing off one socialist state against the other is itself 
quite remarkable: 

The Kremlin has been wooing the President [Nixon] frantically, 
trying to get across the message that he doesn’t need to make a 
deal with Mao because he can do better in Moscow when he flies 
there in May.

This transparent Moscow bidding for Mr Nixon’s favour substan-
tially strengthens his hand in his talks this week with Chairman 
Mao and Premier Chou Enlai. Those two shrewd and practical 
leaders are fully aware of what the Kremlin is doing and they could 
hardly help feeling the pressure to provide the President with some 
tangible benefits that would encourage him to resist Moscow’s 
blandishments.11

Describing the position of President Nixon as that of a ‘lovely maiden’ 
courted by two fond lovers, Schwartz wrote: ‘The President is in the 
position of a lovely maiden courted by two ardent swains, each of 
whom is aware of the other, but each of whom is uncertain of what 
happens when the young lady is alone with his rival.’12

The Russian press described Nixon’s China visit as having ‘anti-
Soviet aims’ and coming to an understanding with the ‘sworn enemy’ of 



Vietnam and the Socialist World  195

the people. Charlotte Salkowski, a Polish journalist, wrote in Pravda: 
‘It is obvious that the announcement of the trip to Peking could not 
be interpreted in Hanoi as other than an attempt to reach a deal with 
the sworn enemy of the Asian people.’13

Salkowski condemned the preparations going on in Peking for the 
reception of Nixon while the US was escalating its bombing raids on 
North Vietnam. Such comments would have been more telling if the 
Russian leaders were not themselves preparing to receive Nixon with 
open arms in Moscow.

How did the Vietnamese look upon this infamous spectacle? This 
is how I. F. Stone, the well-known American progressive journalist, 
describes it:

To speak plainly, the chief running dogs of imperialism now seem 
to be Brezhnev and Chou Enlai. This is how it must look from 
Hanoi. Ignominious as Hitler’s appeasers were in the thirties, 
he was never dined as an honoured guest in Paris, London or 
Washington while he bombed Guernica and destroyed the Spanish 
Republic.14

In the Far Eastern Economic Review, Leo Goodstadt provided an apt 
comparison between the Nixon–Mao detente and an earlier summit 
meeting:

The massive build-up of American naval and air power in the Gulf 
of Tonkin is President Nixon’s bargaining counter for the Peking 
summit…. Hanoi is in the same position as Peking was when 
President Eisenhower met Nikita Khrushchev at Camp David in 
1959. Encircled by American bases, the Chinese then denounced 
the Kremlin for betraying the world revolutionary struggle in seek-
ing to defuse the Soviet confrontation with the United States.15

Because of their dependence on the Soviet and Chinese leadership for 
weapons, the North Vietnamese and the Provisional Revolutionary 
Government are not likely to engage in public polemics over the 
question of ‘peaceful coexistence’. They have, however, expressed 
their determination that the war will not be settled by deals either in 
Peking or in Moscow.
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David Boulton, a British television director, who had visited North 
Vietnam, wrote a detailed interview in the New York Times given by 
Hoang Tung, editor of the North Vietnamese Communist Party 
newspaper, Nhan Dan:

‘While Nixon gets his 21-gun salute in Peking’, Tung told Boulton, 
‘we will be giving him a different kind of salute in South Vietnam. 
There will be more than 21 guns. And they won’t be firing blanks. 
‘This war is going to be settled here in Hanoi, nowhere else. 
Nothing that is said anywhere else can make the slightest differ-
ence. Nixon believes that there are fairies in the moon. He hopes 
to win by talking in Peking what he has failed to win by fighting 
on the battlefield. He has gone to the wrong place.’16

On February 24, a National Liberation Front radio broadcast, in an 
obvious reference to the Peking trip, attacked Nixon for trying to 
‘capitalize on the internal disagreements of the socialist camp in order 
to further his interests’. Nixon, the broadcast said, was attempting to 
‘split countries in the socialist camp and the world communist move-
ment and perform the trick of peaceful evolution through economic 
cooperation and other manoeuvres’.17

But at what cost is this peaceful evolution between US imperial-
ism and the two leading socialist states? I. V. Stone gives the most 
apt answer:

But without the enormous resolution and courage of the 
Vietnamese what would Moscow and Peking have to offer Nixon? 
What would they have to sell? Peking bought its admission to the 
United Nations, bought its way out of containment, with the blood 
of the Vietnamese people. The same commodity in such plentiful 
supply has brought Nixon to Moscow.

All those bright hopes of expanded US trade and credits, which 
Nixon emissaries have been dangling before the Kremlin since the 
Secretary of Commerce went there last year, rest on Nixon’s desire 
to buy some Soviet ‘restraint’ on Hanoi. If it were not for Hanoi, 
Moscow too would have little to sell.18

History will never absolve these traders in the blood of the Vietnamese 
people.
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