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CHAPTER 14

Vietnam and the ‘Third 
Communist Front’*

Abstract: The North Vietnamese and the NLF, the North Koreans 
and the Cubans, had nursed the illusion, during the mid-sixties, 
that the grave situation in Vietnam would bring Russia and China 
together and make them coordinate their efforts to help the 
Vietnamese.

At one point, Castro so riled the men in the Kremlin by his forth-
rightness on Vietnam and other issues, that he came to be known 
in Moscow as ‘that Caribbean viper in our bosom’. Not only did 
he relentlessly condemn Moscow’s cowardly policies but he also 
attacked the Chinese leaders in no uncertain terms, calling them 
‘old senile idiots fit to be kept in an old folk’s home’. But as his 
country became more dependent on Russian economic bolstering, 
Castro became totally silent about Moscow’s dithering over Vietnam.

The result is that now the Vietnamese are the sole frontline fight-
ers against US imperialism, though the North Koreans continue 
to retain their suspicions about that Holy Trinity trotted out by 
Moscow and tacitly accepted by Peking—‘peaceful competition’, 
‘peaceful transition and ‘peaceful coexistence’.

* Lajpat Rai, ‘Vietnam and the “Third Communist Front”’, Economic & 
Political Weekly 7, no. 39 (1972): 1975–1984.
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The unity of the ‘Third Communist Front’ has been disrupted, but 
the heroic struggle of the Vietnamese people and the spectacle 
of the largest country in the world, the richest and the most 
formidably armed, bogged down in an endless war by a poor, 
non-industrialised but valiant people, continues to be of limit-
less inspiration to the peoples of Asia, Africa and Latin America.

The 1960s saw the emergence of another alignment in the already 
polarized (between Russia and China) socialist camp which came 
to be known as the ‘Third Communist Front’. It consisted of Cuba, 
Vietnam and North Korea and had the allegiance of independent Left 
sections, especially of the young, which had emerged as a reaction to 
the Sino–Soviet schism in the mid-fifties. The basic features which 
characterised this front were that (a) it did not align itself with either 
of the great socialist powers in their relentless political ideological 
battles and (b) it had a distinct and differentiated line of its own on 
the question of the Vietnam War.

The Cuban leadership arrived at a definitive policy towards the 
Vietnam War in 1967—the year they named as the ‘Year of Heroic 
Vietnam’,1 thus completely identifying themselves with the people 
of Vietnam and their heroic struggle against US imperialism. The mis-
sile crisis of 1962 had convinced the Cubans that the US was the only 
superpower in that part of the world. The continuous and systematic 
bombing of North Vietnam (an integral part of the socialist bloc) 
even at a time when the Soviet Prime Minister was in Hanoi,2 with 
the Soviet Union unable to do anything about the affront, had further 
convinced them Cuba could be the next on the list of American targets 
for military invasion. They also realised that placed as they were, the 
Vietnamese resistance movement was helping Cuba’s own survival and 
therefore they were morally bound to do their utmost for Vietnam.

This feeling of solidarity was reflected by a very close alliance 
between Havana, the NLF and Hanoi. The North Koreans joined 
the alliance as well, because they too felt threatened by the US mili-
tary build-up in South Korea and also because the US intervention in 
Vietnam had aggravated further the rift in the socialist camp, thereby 
decreasing its effective strength to checkmate imperialism. Lacking a 
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common view as to the nature of the enemy as well as about the wider 
implications involved in the Vietnam War for the ‘Third World’, the 
USSR and China could not agree on a common war aim, nor could 
they trust each other enough to coordinate their actions. They came 
to Vietnam’s aid separately in piecemeal fashion and at the same time 
indulged in the most vicious recriminations, each accusing the other of 
sabotaging help to the Vietnamese and of working for the American 
aggressors. Russia’s accusation that arms and supplies sent to Vietnam 
across the land route over Chinese territory were not delivered is only 
one case in point. The Cubans, Koreans and the Vietnamese had 
nursed the illusion that at least the grave situation in Vietnam would 
bring the two giants together and make them coordinate their efforts 
to help the Vietnamese while maintaining their differences over the 
wider political and ideological Issues. Soon all such hopes and illu-
sions had been laid to rest. Rather, it became more and more certain 
that they stood for two diametrically opposed concepts of revolution 
and socialist strategy.

While most of the so-called People’s Democracies sided with one 
side or the other, the Cubans, Koreans and Vietnamese refused to 
commit themselves to either side. They were concerned only with 
keeping the imperialist wolf away from their doors. The Vietnamese, 
unable to survive without Soviet aid, had been longing to part com-
pany with Moscow (they differed from the Soviet Union on practically 
every ideological issue, including the question of peaceful coexistence) 
without being driven into excessive dependence on Peking. Since 1960, 
when battle was joined in South Vietnam, the NLF had to contend 
with Khrushchev’s reluctance to see the conflict spread. After the Gulf 
of Tonkin incident in August 1964, when the Americans ordered the 
bombardment of North Vietnam as a reprisal, Moscow’s reaction 
was noticeably soft. Until 1965, the Soviet Union ignored the South 
Vietnamese resistance movement and had strained relations with 
Hanoi. After the fall of Khrushchev, the new team in the Kremlin tried 
to improve the situation by sending Kosygin on a special mission to 
Hanoi. It was during this visit that the Americans bombarded Hanoi, 
passing on to further escalation. The Soviet leaders then promised to 
send defence equipment and, in fact, stepped up supplies considerably. 
The Vietnamese have since then refused to underwrite the Chinese 
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allegation that the new team was worse than the old. In an interview 
he gave to the delegates of the Italian Communist Party,3 Le Duan 
said that Khrushchev had asked the North Vietnamese to stop the 
war, irrespective of their comrades’ plight in the South and that he 
had threatened them with economic reprisals if they refused. Kosygin 
had proved to be much more understanding.

The North Koreans, who had received decisive help from the 
Chinese in the Korean War and had followed an outspokenly anti-
revisionist line for a whole decade, were not prepared to declare them-
selves Maoists. Rather, they considered Kim Il Sung to be a greater 
political figure than any produced by the socialist camp since the 
death of Lenin. The Cubans, Koreans and Vietnamese thus emerged 
as a force in the socialist world—an independent, ‘non-aligned’ 
group determined to traverse its own course in relentless opposition 
to American imperialism. Here was the ‘Third Communist Front’ 
composed of three small militant socialist countries whose courageous 
stand had begun to earn them the allegiance of a broad spectrum of 
the revolutionaries that was unwilling to follow blindly in the footsteps 
of either Peking or Moscow. However, this section of the Left could 
not organise an independent movement in support of Vietnam; it 
simply called on all genuine anti-imperialists to rally under the banner 
of Victory to Vietnam at all costs. Even this restricted programme, 
justified by circumstances, offended both the pro-Russians and the 
pro-Chinese. The pro-Russian groups preferred to call for ‘peace in 
Vietnam’ rather than ‘victory to Vietnam’ and suspected that the more 
militant groups were trying to resurrect the Cold War or involve them 
in a trial of strength with the United States. The pro-Chinese sec-
tions, although fully prepared to accept the idea of victory to Vietnam, 
believed that it was not possible to achieve victory under the patron-
age of the Russian revisionists, now mere accomplices of American 
imperialism and irredeemably lost to the cause of revolution.

Thus, by expressing their common hostility to the ‘non-aligned’ 
Left, Moscow and Peking adopted attitudes which were not conducive 
to the struggle of the Vietnamese people against American aggression. 
Moreover, by weakening the socialist bloc, the Sino-Soviet conflict 
greatly encouraged American arrogance in Vietnam and thereby 
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worked to the detriment of Cuba and North Korea—the two other for-
ward trenches in the battlefield against imperialism. At the same time, 
these victims of US aggression had gained so much moral prestige that 
the official leaders of the two communist camps no longer dared to 
criticise them publicly, let alone exert economic or political pressure 
on them. Any socialist country that dared criticise Vietnam would 
have been discredited by the entire Left. It was precisely at this time 
that the Cuban and the Korean communist parties began to publicly 
formulate their policies towards the Vietnam War in particular and 
to certain crucial ideological political issues dividing the two socialist 
blocs in general—policies which flew in the face of those propounded 
by Moscow and Peking.

In April 1967, the Organization of Solidarity of the People of 
Asia, Africa and Latin America (OSPAAAL) with headquarters in 
Havana received a message from Che Guevara who had left Cuba 
in 1965 because, as he put it, ‘other nations of the world call for my 
modest efforts’. This message which bore all the hallmarks of Che 
Guevara’s inimitable style was published in all the major languages of 
the world by the OSPAAAL secretariat and distributed throughout 
the five continents by Fidelista organisations and Cuban embassies 
and consulates. The message, for the first time, presented a concise 
and clear exposition of Cuban policy towards the war in Vietnam; it 
was not published in Moscow or Peking, a fact noted with anger by 
Fidel Castro in one of his speeches. Instead, the Russians, with the 
help of some ever-obliging communist parties, launched a worldwide 
whispering campaign against the document dubbing it ‘adventurist’, 
‘ultra-Leftist’, ‘sectarian’ and so on.

In his message, Che reminded the people of the progressive world 
that their attitude towards the Vietnam War was that of the Roman 
plebs urging the gladiators to fight on:

Vietnam, a nation embodying the aspirations and hopes of a com-
pletely forgotten world, is tragically alone. Ironically, the solidarity 
between the progressive world and the people of Vietnam resembles 
the solidarity between the plebs and the Roman gladiators, the 
former coaxing on the latter to continue fighting in the arena. It is 
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not a matter of wishing success to the victim of aggression, but shar-
ing his fate; one must accompany Vietnam to death or to victory.4

This was a bombshell indeed—this comparison of the people of the 
socialist world with the Roman plebeians urging on the gladiators to 
continue fighting, while they themselves were sitting in the wings 
watching the show. Che wanted them to share the fate of Vietnam and 
not rest content merely with supplying materials and verbal solidarity. 
In tones bold and clear, Che Guevara accused the ‘two greatest powers 
of the socialist world’: 

The crimes of US imperialism are enormous and cover the whole 
world—but this guilt also applies to those, who when the time came 
for a definition hesitated to make Vietnam an inviolable part of 
the socialist world and the guilt also applies to those who maintain a 
war of abuse and snares…started quite some time ago by the greatest 
powers of the socialist world.5

Lashing out at the Soviet fear complex of world war, Guevara stated 
that ‘since imperialists blackmail humanity by threatening it with war, 
the wise reaction is not to fear war’.6 According to Che, ‘imperial-
ism was a world system and must be defeated in a world confronta-
tion.’ And for this what was desired was to ‘create two, three…more 
Vietnams’. This to his mind was the only effective way of helping the 
Vietnamese. It was both illogical and immoral to allow them to fight 
the American colossus single-handedly.

Also, creating more Vietnams was the only means of freeing Latin 
America from the Yankee stranglehold. Vietnamese in Latin America 
would help the Vietnamese as the Vietnam struggle was helping the 
Cuban Revolution by diverting the attention of US imperialism away 
from the blockaded island and giving it breathing space. The splendid 
victories of the Vietnamese people were a source of inspiration for the 
people of Latin America who were up in arms against US domination. 
As Che Guevara wrote: ‘People of the three continents should focus 
their attention on Vietnam and learn their lesson…. It is the road of 
Vietnam; it is this road that should be followed by the people; it is the 
road that will be followed by our Americas.’7
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While this message was never published in China, Russia or the 
other socialist countries of Europe, it was given wide publicity in 
Vietnam and North Korea. It thus became the veritable charter of the 
‘Third Communist Front’, a charter the three countries immediately 
made their own and advanced with all the power at their command.8

While Che was in Bolivia trying to create another Vietnam in 
Latin America, Fidel Castro was beginning his public onslaughts on 
the Russian and Chinese leaderships, who had let down the people of 
Vietnam for their own narrow interests. Castro understood that the 
Cuban line of ‘create two, three…more Vietnams’ was in direct conflict 
with the Russian line of peaceful coexistence, peaceful transition and 
detente with US imperialism. The two lines were, in fact, the anti-
thesis of each other, according to the Cubans. His first attack on the 
Russians was for giving aid to the ‘Latin American oligarchies’ who 
were busy crushing the guerrilla movements (Vietnams in embryo) in 
Colombia, Venezuela, Peru and Brazil. In a hard-hitting speech on 
August 10, 1967, Castro said: ‘If internationalism exists, if solidarity 
is a word worthy of respect, the least we can expect of any state in the 
socialist camp is that it refrains from giving any financial and technical 
aid to these regimes.’9

Stating in another speech that ‘all was not rose-coloured in the 
socialist camp’ and that Russian financial and technical aid to Latin 
American dictators was being used against the people living under 
these regimes, Castro chided the Soviet leaders: 

What would the Vietnamese revolutionaries think if we were to 
send delegations to South Vietnam and deal with the Saigon puppet 
government? What would the Latin American revolutionaries think 
when they see Russian aid pouring into the treasuries of those who 
are busy oppressing them?10

Castro then went on to attack the concept of peaceful transition. ‘Let 
no one dream that he will achieve power peacefully,’ he declared. The 
Cuban revolutionary line was that of the armed guerrilla movements, 
the rest was nonsense; it was even treachery. ‘There are those who 
believe peaceful transition is possible…we cannot understand what 
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kind of peaceful transition they refer to, unless it is peaceful transition 
in agreement with imperialism.’11

And again: ‘And those who believe that they are going to win 
against the imperialist henchmen in elections are just plain naive, and 
those who believe that they will take over power through elections are 
more than naive.’12

Attacking the Russians and the orthodox communist parties of 
Latin America who recommended peaceful methods, Castro said: 
‘Socialism coming to power peacefully; it is fantastic, It is a lie, a big 
lie. Anyone who asserts that they will come to power peacefully are 
deceiving the masses.’13

Castro refused to recognize the Latin American orthodox com-
munists as a revolutionary force. He called them ‘eagles without feath-
ers’, ‘drawing room debaters’, ‘toothless old women’ and declared that 
Cuban revolutionaries will cooperate with other forces ‘who, while not 
calling themselves communists, act as communists’.

The Cuban ideological heresy snowballed during the last years 
of the sixties. Castro began to destroy all the ‘venerable truths’ so 
dear to the conformist and regimented socialist camp. He railed at 
the ‘calcified Marxism’, ‘petrified Marxist thought’, ‘formulas that 
lead to nothing’. He ridiculed the ‘self-proclaimed vanguards’, ‘the 
Immaculate Conception of the Party’, ‘the Marxist Freemasonry’, ‘the 
Holy Inquisition’ and so on.

We no longer accept any ‘self-evident truths’. A whole series of old 
cliches must be abolished. Marxist literature itself must be renamed, 
because repeating the same old cliches, phraseology and verbiage 
that have been repeated for 35 years wins over no one, convinces 
no one at all.14

Calling much of Marxist literature useless verbiage incapable of 
expressing the real situation, Castro told his Latin American audience: 
‘These documents are divorced from real life…and then many people 
are told that this is Marxism…in what way is this different from a 
catechism, and in what way is it different from a litany, from a rosary.’15
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Attacking the orthodox Communist movement in general, Castro 
said: ‘The Communist movement today has developed a method, a 
style and in some respects even took on the character of religion.’ 
Refusing to be committed to such a movement, Castro announced: 
‘There is a much wider movement on this continent than that of 
the communist parties of Latin America: we are committed to that 
wider movement.’16 He refused to accept even the concept of the 
‘Vanguard Party’ as the leader of the revolution to the horror of ortho-
dox Marxist–Leninists, including the Chinese. The armed guerrilla 
force,17 fighting in the mountains and not the ‘office-ridden’ leaders 
in the city were to be the leaders of the revolution. It was not ‘politics 
in command’, but the guerrillas in command. And what is a party? ‘A 
party is not a vanguard just because it declares itself as such. It is not 
revolutionary because it says so. It is not Marxist–Leninist just because 
it is registered as such. We shall judge people not from their words, 
but from their actions.’18

Castro concluded his ideas on the role of the party by declaring: 
‘We shall make the revolution with party or without party.’ This was 
virtually a tandava that the Cuban Shiva was dancing in the world 
communist movement. Castro’s last heretical speech was the one he 
made in the Cultural Congress of Havana—an international gathering 
of progressive intellectuals. In this speech, Castro castigated the revi-
sionists and the peace-mongers—‘Los revisionistasy Amados de Paz’. 
He eulogised the contribution of the revolutionary intellectuals in the 
world revolutionary movement as opposed to the ‘political parties and 
mass organizations’ who ‘pass’ pious resolutions and dole out official 
solidarity by the bucket. ‘What is this slogan of peace?’, he asked. ‘It is 
nothing but a slogan; something to be taken lightly. This slogan does 
not mobilise the masses. It lulls them to sleep’; praising the attitude of 
the Latin American clergy for their bold stand against the repression 
of the oligarchs, Castro declared to Vietnamese cheering crowd in the 
Chaplin Theatre in Havana: ‘It is an irony of our times that the priests 
have become revolutionaries and revolutionaries priests.’19

His most warm-hearted praise was reserved for the Vietnamese. 
‘Vietnam is our banner. It is the banner of progressive humanity. 
This banner shall never be lowered.’20 He exhorted his audience to 
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learn from the Vietnamese—‘the most exemplary revolutionaries of 
this epoch’. And the way to help the Vietnamese was to intensify the 
struggle against imperialism all over the world, particularly in the 
‘Third World’ and to create more Vietnam.

The North Korean communists viewed the various problems of the 
world communist movement, including the war in Vietnam much in 
the same light as the Cubans. In a detailed article written on the first 
anniversary of Che Guevara’s death for the Tricontinental magazine, 
Kim Il Sung developed his own and the Korean party’s ideas on some 
of the crucial issues facing the revolutionary movement. His positions 
were closely similar to those of Che Guevara and Fidel Castro.

Like Che, Kim Il Sung believed that since ‘forces of capital were 
international’, the liberation struggle of the peoples too had to be 
an ‘international movement’. This according to him was the law of 
development of the world revolutionary movement and ‘the excellent 
tradition already formed in the course of the people’s liberation strug-
gle’. Kim, without naming anyone, came down heavily on those who 
shunned revolutionary struggles on the pretext of saving world peace. 

‘To turn away from revolution on the pretext of avoiding sacrifices 
or in the name of world peace is, in fact, tantamount to forcing the 
people into life-long slavery to capital.’21

Ridiculing the ‘peaceful transition’ thesis of the Russians, he wrote: 
‘Human history does not know an instance of any ruling class submis-
sively turning over its supremacy, or an instance of any reactionary class 
meekly waiving its power without resorting to counter-revolutionary 
violence.’22

He characterised American imperialism as the ‘most barbarous and 
most heinous imperialism of modern times’. And it was a cunning 
imperialism too. Its strategy was to destroy, by force of arms, the small 
and weak socialist countries and newly independent countries one by 
one while ‘shunning confrontation, even improving relations with the 
big socialist powers’. Obviously, Kim Il Sung was not happy with the 
détente that was emerging between imperialism and the ‘big socialist 
powers’ at the cost of small socialist countries like Korea, Vietnam 
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and Cuba. In other words, the big socialist powers were betraying 
the cause of the small countries of the socialist camp for their own 
sectarian interests. In an obvious reference to what was going on in the 
East European countries (especially after Czechoslovakia), Kim wrote:

Imperialism is also intensifying ideological and political offensive 
against, and subvert from within, those countries which are weak 
ideologically and not willing to take revolutionary positions, but 
instead spread illusions about imperialism among people clamour-
ing for unprincipled coexistence with imperialism and desire to live 
in good terms with imperialism.23

It was thus an accusation of betrayal as well as a charge that some 
socialist countries had given up their revolutionary position for a desire 
to live on good terms with imperialism.

In another article, again in the Cuban magazine, Tricontinental, 
Kim sailed into the champions of world peace and peaceful coexistence:

The line of seeking unprincipled compromise with imperialism 
does not save peace; it only encourages its aggressive actions and 
increases, the clangers of war. Peace secured through slavish sub-
mission is not peace. Genuine peace will not come unless struggle 
is waged against imperialism, unless a slaves’ peace is rejected and 
the rule of oppressors overthrown.24

The Korean line obviously was that peace could be won only by 
destroying the imperialism monster and not through unprincipled 
compromises as the Russian and the East European communists were 
trying to do. It was the peace of the slaves which the Koreans resolutely 
rejected. But one had to fight against imperialism and not merely issue 
threatening statements and warnings against it as their neighbours, 
the Chinese, were doing. By August 12, 1967, when Kim wrote this 
article, the Chinese had already given the US imperialists 473 ‘seri-
ous warnings’ over the question of Taiwan and for acts of aggression. 
Obviously having a dig at the Chinese, Kim Il Sung wrote: ‘At the 
same time we cannot tolerate the practice of only shouting against 
imperialism (but in actual deed) being afraid of imperialism. The latter 
is the line of compromise in inverted form.’25
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Kim has often criticized Russia’s ‘modern revisionism’ and peaceful 
coexistence line, but he has also told China to stop deciding who is 
right and who is wrong according to pro-Chinese allegiances.

‘It is impossible’, wrote Kim Il Sung, ‘that one country becomes 
the centre of world revolution’. While bringing about an economic 
miracle at home, 1970, Kim has lashed out at the ‘worshippers of great 
powers’—Russia and China—calling them flunkies.

‘But some obstinate persons infected with flunkyism towards the 
great powers [USSR and China] continued to obstruct the implemen-
tation of our party’s correct line…. All the factionalism who appeared 
in our party were without exception dogmatic and worshippers of 
great powers.’26

Kim has accused modern revisionism which, according to him, is 
getting rampant in the international communist movement of ‘dissem-
inating illusions about American imperialism and diverting the people 
from resolutely fighting against it’. He proclaimed an independent 
policy of ‘Juche’ which means ‘independence in politics, self-reliance 
in economy and self-defence in national defence’.

With regard to the unity of the socialist camp, the Korean com-
munists have proclaimed that this unity and solidarity are unthinkable 
without a relentless, uncompromising anti-imperialist struggle.

On the question of Vietnam also, Kim Il Sung’s position is similar 
to that of Che and Fidel Castro. He regards the Vietnamese people’s 
resistance for national salvation as ‘the focal point of world’s anti-
imperialist struggle’. According to him, US aggression on Vietnam 
was a challenge for the entire socialist camp and the progressive 
people all over the globe. It was not a national but an international 
struggle against a powerful ‘imperialist monster’. And to fight it, 
people must intensify their struggles, make their revolutions and join 
efforts ‘to tear off left and right arms from US imperialism, tear off 
its right and left legs and behead it eventually everywhere it stretches 
out its crooked hands of aggression’.27 Anticipating pressures on the 
Vietnamese from the Big Brothers, Kim stated categorically: ‘No 
one has the right to force upon the Vietnamese people a solution 
of their internal matters against their will. The sacred duty of the 
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peoples of Asia, Africa and Latin America is to help them to repulse 
imperialist aggression.’28

On October 5, 1964, Kim Il Sung enthusiastically supported 
Fidel Castro’s call for sending volunteers to Vietnam. Such were the 
clear and definite positions of the Cuban and Korean communists on 
Vietnam and on questions of politics and ideology which demarcated 
them from those of the Russians and the Chinese, more particularly 
the Russians.

The Vietnamese communists have always been forthright in star-
ing their political–ideological standpoint unmindful of the positions 
of their two powerful neighbours—the Russians and the Chinese. 
Despite the fact that they have been engaged in a total war for over 
two decades, they have never shirked from boldly formulating their 
stand on issues being discussed and debated in the socialist world and 
in the international communist movement. They have frankly spoken 
on such fundamental questions as violence and its role in the contem-
porary revolutionary process, on peaceful coexistence and peaceful 
transition, nuclear weapons and world peace and on the unity of the 
socialist camp. An article published in Hoc Tap, the theoretical organ of 
the Central Committee of the Vietnamese Workers’ Party, discussed 
some of these knotty problems with lucidity, honesty and candidness. 
On the role of violence in history, the article chastised those who had 
‘swallowed the poison of bourgeois pacifism’. It stated:

Today modern revisionists and right opportunists in the communist 
movement keep wagging their tongues about ‘peace’…. They dare 
not mention the word violence. For them violence is taboo. The 
fact is that they have rejected the Marxist–Leninist theory on the 
role of violence in history.29

Totally rejecting the peaceful parliamentary road recommended by the 
Russians (modem revisionists), the article said:

Revisionists in the past as in the present have made great efforts 
to sing the praises of the bourgeois parliamentary system. They 
have made a big fanfare about the entry into socialism through the 
‘parliamentary road’. As a matter of fact, democratic rights under 
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the bourgeois parliamentary system are, as Marx put it, nothing 
more than the right to decide once every three or six years who of 
the ruling classes should ‘represent’ the people in the parliament 
and oppress them.30

The article, after quoting Lenin’s ‘Theses on the Fundamental Tasks 
of the Second Congress of the Communist International’, declared 
that only a violent overthrow of the bourgeoisie state apparatus from 
top to bottom can ensure the real subordination of the whole class of 
exploiters. It further stated that so far there was ‘not a single precedent’ 
of peaceful transition to socialism in the world working-class history 
of revolutionary struggle. Attacking frontally the Russian leaders, 
revisionist positions on the question of nuclear weapons and peaceful 
struggles, the article scornfully commented:

There are people who claim that as a result of the emergence 
of nuclear weapons, the working class must not seize power by 
violence, but by peaceful means…for all their destructive powers, 
nuclear weapons cannot change the law of development of human 
society. They can cause certain changes in military tactics, but never 
in the strategy and tactics of the working class.31

On the question of the war of liberation in which they are engaged, the 
Vietnamese communists, like the Cubans and the Koreans, emphasize 
the international character of the struggle. In an interview with John 
Gerassi in Hanoi, Prime Minister Pham Van Dong said: ‘Right now 
we happen to be in the frontlines of the struggle against imperialism. 
But it is a struggle of all exploited peoples everywhere and we consider 
ourselves just one part of that struggle. No one will really be totally 
free until we are.’32

Sticking to their internationalist position, the Vietnamese con-
sider the war of aggression by the United States as a challenge to the 
socialist camp and to all peace-loving people in the world. Whether 
the countries of the socialist camp accept this challenge or not, the 
Vietnamese never fail to emphasise this fact.

‘The highly adventurous and crazy acts of escalation of Nixon 
administration are a brutal encroachment on the sovereignty and 
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security of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam and an insolent chal-
lenge to the socialist countries…’33

But the irony of the situation is that the ‘challenger’ of the socialist 
camp is today being treated as an honoured guest in the capitals of 
the same socialist world. The Vietnamese leaders view with concern 
the disunity in the socialist camp which according to them is being 
made use of by imperialism. Ho Chi Minh did not forget to mention 
this sad reality in his last testament.

Vo Nguyen Giap in his ‘War of Liberation’, published in Vietnamese 
Studies, commented on this important issue: ‘The imperialists are seek-
ing to exploit the differences in the socialist camp and the international 
communist movement. On the Vietnamese question, the US impe-
rialists are also endeavouring to make full use of these differences.’34

The imperialist endeavours to make full use of these differences 
have borne rich fruit, despite the hopes to the contrary of Vietnamese 
leaders.

Such were the independent, clear and razor-sharp positions of the 
‘Third Communist Front’—an important segment of the world social-
ist camp and the international communist movement. The emergence 
of this ‘Front’ had instilled hopes in the minds of revolutionaries who 
were appalled by the opportunism and cynicism of the traditional 
leaders of the international communist movement. The leaders of this 
front became a source of inspiration, especially for the young, non-
conformist revolutionaries untainted by the cynicism and corruption 
that prevailed in the bureaucratic straitjacket known as communist par-
ties. It was hoped that, united over the question of the Vietnam War 
and other ideological issues, this front would grow, adding numbers 
and strength, till it would take over the leadership of the world com-
munist movement. Such hopes were, however, not realized.

Collapse of the ‘Third Communist Front’

The Russians gave a long rope to Castro in his campaign of fulmina-
tions against their political and ideological positions. As has been 
pointed out before, the moral prestige of the Cuban leadership was 
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too high for resorting to arm-twisting by any socialist power, how-
ever strong or influential in the world communist movement. But the 
Russians as well as the Chinese smarted under the hammer blows of 
Fidelista ‘heresy’ (in his speech on March 13, 1966, Castro called the 
Chinese leaders ‘old senile idiots fit to be kept in an old folk’s home’. 
He also accused them of ‘importing the cult of monarchy and fascism 
into the socialist movement’). In Moscow, he was known as ‘that 
Caribbean viper in our bosom’. The loyal, traditional communist par-
ties ventured to attack Castro in mild and involved terms but, in reply, 
got more from him than they could give. The Venezuelan CP accused 
him of interfering in the internal affairs of the Venezuelan Party but, 
in return, had to pocket the charge that they were the ‘despicable 
agents of US imperialism and Venezuelan oligarchy headed by Leoni’.

When some parties, notably the Argentinian and Brazilian parties, 
called him ‘immature petty bourgeois adventurer’, they had to hear the 
following: ‘Of course some of these “illustrious revolutionary thinkers” 
call us petty bourgeois adventurers without maturity. We are lucky that 
the revolution came before maturity! Because at the end, the mature 
ones, the overmature, have gotten so ripe that they are rotten.’

The time had come to put a brake on these attacks which were 
causing great damage to the Russian prestige all over the world, espe-
cially in the ‘Third-World’ countries. The ‘wild horse’ of the Latin 
American pampas had to be put in the halter and tamed. Soon the lasso 
was thrown. As we have seen, the Cuban heresy started in the early 
sixties in the face of US aggression in Vietnam and the Soviet failure 
to defend the frontiers of the socialist bloc. The Cubans had begun to 
feel more insecure. To relieve pressure on the hard-pressed and isolated 
Vietnamese, as well as to turn American attention to another area of 
struggle in Latin America, Che Guevara opened a second front in 
Bolivia in 1965. Che’s death and the fiasco of the Bolivian campaign 
was a great setback to the Castroist calculations of a continental revolu-
tion, ignited by a revolutionary ‘foco’. With the fall of the foco theory 
propounded by Regis Debray in the name of Fidel Castro, the Cubans 
came to the realization that their survival depended on the eradication 
of underdevelopment of home and not as they had thought in 1965 
(Che’s departure for Bolivia) on the trial of strength in Latin America. 
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This forced withdrawal in Latin America was a prelude to Castro’s 
reconciliation with the USSR. There was another equally important 
factor to be reckoned with. It was that the Cuban ‘heresy’ had no 
economic base to stand upon. A country living on a Russian dole of 
almost a million dollars a day; dependent utterly on Russian oil without 
which its economy could not stand by itself even for a week; a country 
80 per cent of whose imports and 82 per cent of whose exports were 
from and to the Soviet bloc countries; a country which had broken all 
relations with China; a blockaded country so close to the imperialist 
citadel could hardly hope to challenge two superpowers and a great 
power (China) all at once. Swallowing all pride in a gulp, the Cuban 
leaders capitulated before the Soviet Union. The Cuban ‘heresy’ fell 
in the same way that it rose—the way of a meteor.

Not that the Russians did not resort to arm-twisting. They did. 
Suddenly there was a breakdown in Russian oil deliveries after a hard-
hitting speech by Castro on January 2, 1968. Petrol rationing was 
introduced, and Castro hinted that Russians were applying pressure ‘to 
test the dignity of the revolution’. He did not say it in so many words 
but, a few days later, Granma made a point of explaining that the cut 
in supplies was not due to shortages in the Soviet Union (as claimed 
by the Russians) where oil production had reached the record level of 
300 million tons in 1967. The obvious inference was that for purely 
political reasons, Russia had decided to cut off oil supplies, and that 
there would be a shortage not only of oil but also of grain and other 
produce. Because of all these factors, Cuba had to adjust itself to the 
exigencies of the situation, which demanded an end to criticism of the 
Soviet Union, the burial of the ideological differences and donning of 
conformist robes, as was expected of a good member of the socialist 
camp led by the great Soviet Union.

The new process began with Cuba’s support for the invasion of 
Czechoslovakia in August 1968 by the forces of the USSR and some 
other Warsaw Pact countries. The decision of the Cuban leadership 
hit the capitals of the world like a bolt from the blue. Only in January 
1968, Castro was hitting at the ‘Calcified pseudo-Marxist Church’, 
ridiculing the orthodox communists who had turned into ‘priests’ and 
railing at the Soviet Union for aiding the Latin American oligarchies.35 
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Therefore, Castro’s mood of reconciliation with the Soviet Union and 
his support to the armed intervention in a sister socialist country came 
at a time when Russia’s revolutionary credibility had hit a new low 
and when even some of the most loyal communist parties in Europe 
(French, Italian, Swedish) had felt bound to voice their protest at 
the latest ‘international action’ of the leader of the socialist camp. 
Castro maintained that the socialist bloc had been forced to violate 
international law, but in the name of ‘the law even more sacred to 
all true communists—the people’s struggle against imperialism’.36 
He also told the Russians (this was the ‘heresy’s last flicker), what 
he called ‘a few basic truths that I have been keeping to myself’. He 
spoke of the ‘weakening and softening of the revolutionary spirit’ in 
Eastern Europe, the ‘indifference to, and ignorance of, the problems 
of the underdeveloped world’ and the ‘tendency to favour commercial 
practices reminiscent of advanced capitalist countries’.

Castro in his speech hoped that Moscow had come to see the ‘vanity 
of all idyllic hopes to improve relations with the imperialist govern-
ment of the United States’ and that the Soviet Union would cease to 
engage in ‘bourgeois economic reforms which had such disastrous 
effects on Czechoslovakia’. In the end, he appealed to the socialist 
camp leader to come to the aid of Vietnam, Cuba and Korea—the 
three countries most exposed to imperialist onslaughts. In his usual 
rhetorical style, he asked the Soviet leaders:

We acknowledge the bitter necessity that called for sending these 
forces into Czechoslovakia; we do not condemn the socialist coun-
tries. But we ask ourselves: ‘Will the Warsaw Pact divisions be 
sent to Vietnam if the Yankee imperialists step up aggression?… 
Will they be sent to North Korea if the Yankee imperialists attack 
that country? Will they be sent to Cuba if the Yankee imperialists 
attack our country?37

The Russians, despite some of these ‘obvious truths’ that Castro told 
them, were overjoyed with the speech of the Cuban leader. Here was a 
great leader of the revolutionary ‘Third World’ supporting the invasion 
of Czechoslovakia. The grateful Russians declared Castro as the ‘great 
friend of the socialist countries’, one ‘who understood clearly the logic 
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of the complex situation that prevailed in Europe’, and a ‘revolutionary 
fighter who knows what imperialism really is’ (the quotes are from an 
article in Pravda dated October 30, 1968, titled ‘Czechoslovakia and 
the Socialist World’). That ‘Caribbean viper in our bosom’ had now 
become a true friend. In fact, Castro’s reaction to the Czechoslovak 
events was dictated purely by political considerations affecting the 
safety of Cuba. He came to believe that Cuba would enjoy greater 
protection through continued membership in the Soviet bloc than by 
strict adherence to the principle of sovereignty for small countries. ‘We 
must learn to face political realities’, Castro declared, ‘and not give way 
to romantic and idealistic dreams’. The path now was straight and easy 
as the path of conformism always is.

The Cubans, and also the Vietnamese and the Koreans, had main-
tained that both Russia and China were responsible for the schism in 
the communist camp and, therefore, had decided not to participate in 
the forthcoming World Conference of Communist Parties in Moscow, 
where China was going to be attacked and isolated. To please the 
Russians, and in direct contravention of the decision of the Central 
Committee of the Cuban Communist Party, Castro sent Carlos 
Rodriguez, an old-time pro-Moscow communist, to this conference 
as an observer. This observer from Cuban Communist Party made an 
important speech in the conference (boycotted by the Koreans and the 
Vietnamese) which ended with the following words:

We declare from this Tribune that in any decisive confrontation, 
whether it be the act of the Soviet Union to avert threats of disloca-
tion or provocation to the socialist system, or an act of aggression 
by any one against the Soviet people, Cuba will stand unflinchingly 
by the USSR.38

This speech astounded even the representatives of the loyal communist 
parties of Asia, Africa, Latin America and Europe. Rodriguez declared 
the eternal loyalty of the Cuban leadership, saying that in future too 
any Soviet armed intervention in a socialist country to prevent ‘dis-
location’ of socialism would be supported by its staunch ally, Cuba. 
This oath of loyalty had wider implications than mere declaration of 
friendship with the USSR. It meant complete falling in line.
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The Cuba of 1969 was totally different from the Cuba of the pre-
ceding years. Not only were the old heretical ideas put on ice, they 
were discreetly but systematically replaced ‘by others from the Russian 
storehouse’. One such was the building of socialism in Cuba, which 
according to the new doctrine called for high investment, low con-
sumption and maximum technical and scientific knowledge—a model 
of development bearing close resemblance to the Soviet doctrine at the 
time of Stalinist industrialisation and collectivisation, roundly criticised 
by Che Guevara in many of his writings. Addressing a graduation 
class of the School of Political Science of the University of Havana in 
September 1969, Minister Armando Hart said:

We think that a serious study of the experience of the first pro-
letarian state in history, the Soviet Union, is quite indispensable. 
We can even go further than that and assert that this experience is 
a decisive element in teaching us what we ourselves have to do.39

Vietnam was still there in the rhetoric of Fidel Castro. But the 
Guevarian imperative of ‘create two, three, more Vietnams’ was quietly 
put aside. While the guerrilla ‘focos’ disintegrated without Cuban help, 
orthodox communists, ‘revisionistas, flooded Havana where they were 
hardly ever seen before the Cuban–Russian honeymoon, OLAS and 
OSPAAAL, those two militant international organisations, became a 
pale and ineffective replica of their former selves’. The OLAS secretariat 
hardly ever met and OSPAAAL’s main function was reduced to the des-
patch of magazines and news sheets. On October 2, 1968, the Peruvian 
army officers led by General Alfredo Velasco staged a coup d’état (see 
my article, ‘New Pattern in Peru’, Economic & Political Weekly [1972]). 
The new team nationalized the US oil companies and launched agrarian 
reforms. The regime got Castro’s unqualified blessings.

An army coup d’état led by officers trained in the United States too 
could now bring about revolutionary changes! That was the reason why 
the Russians were helping their oligarchies despite Cuban protesta-
tions. In 1970, Castro witnessed another event of great importance 
for Latin America. His old ‘Marxist’ friend Salvador Allende of Chile 
was elected the president of his country through peaceful elections. 
This was the first vision of peaceful transition to socialism that the 
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Russian sages have been writing and speaking about for so long. This 
was the new frame of mind of the Cuban rebel and heretic. He had 
once declared: ‘They have turned the communist movement into a 
church, a religious sect or a Masonic lodge…we shall never join such 
a church.’40 Now Castro was entering the same church, the same 
Masonic lodge, and was eager to reach and pray at the holy altar, situ-
ated in the Kremlin. He had accepted the Trinity—peaceful competi-
tion, peaceful coexistence and peaceful transition—the counterparts 
of father, son and the holy ghost.

On May 1, 1972, the faithful started on his pilgrimage of the 
Holy Socialist world, just after addressing a May Day rally in Havana 
where it was announced that the Cuban Premier was to visit Bulgaria, 
Hungary, Poland, GDR, Czechoslovakia and some African countries. 
In his May Day speech, Castro declared: ‘And so there be no mis-
understanding allow us to say that we have the utmost confidence in 
the foreign policy of the Soviet Union.’41 Indeed there was now no 
misunderstanding a fact which delighted the hearts of the US impe-
rialists the most.

It was during his visit to the GDR that the news of the US blockade 
of North Vietnamese ports was splashed across the world. Castro’s 
reaction came in one of his speeches in the German Democratic 
Republic: ‘I appeal to the Soviet to do something about the US block-
ade of Vietnamese ports.’42 This was a piteous appeal from the Cuban 
lion whose roar had been smothered for good.

In the Kremlin ceremony where he was awarded the highest order 
of the Soviet Union, the Order of Lenin, by the Russian party chief 
Leonid Brezhnev, Castro saluted ‘the efforts of the Soviet Union for 
preserving peace and preventing the deadly menace of thermonuclear 
war’.43 He agreed with his host that ‘the assertion of the principle of 
peaceful co-existence by no means signifies a weakening of the ideo-
logical struggle which will become ever sharper…’44

This was the last act of conversion—the acceptance of the principle 
of peaceful coexistence which according to the ‘former’ Castro could 
be achieved only ‘in agreement with imperialism’. And for Vietnam 
what was left with Castro to give was the same old ‘official and formal 
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solidarity’ he had once so ridiculed. And Che’s imperative, ‘create two, 
three, more Vietnams’, was now finally laid to rest along with his facial 
mark and hands in a newly constructed special museum in Havana.

With the Castro’s return to the orthodox fold, the ‘Third 
Communist Front’ lost its moorings. What was left of the ‘Front’, 
the blockaded and beleaguered Vietnam, unable to indulge in public 
polemic with either the Russians or the Chinese, and North Korea, 
sandwiched between the two socialist giants who were eager to have a 
detente with US imperialism to serve their narrow nationalist interests? 
The North Koreans had won the admiration of the entire progres-
sive world by their economic miracle (see Joan Robinson’s article in 
Monthly Review, January–February 1965) and their implacable and 
fearless opposition to US imperialism. The capture of the American 
spy ship, Pueblo, by the North Koreans in 1969 and the firm manner 
in which they dealt with the captured American crew, despite repeated 
threats from Washington, is just one instance of Korea’s courageous 
stand vis-a-vis US imperialism.

Among the revolutionaries, the sharpest and, at times, most effec-
tive ‘Che Guevarist’ is North Korea’s outstanding leader Kim Il Sung. 
In the 1960s, Kim led his country to phenomenal economic success 
and guided his party into a very militant internationalist, yet independ-
ent, stance. He consolidated his position in 1959, purged first the 
pro-Russian elements out of the party, then the pro-Chinese and thus 
laid the foundations of ‘Juche’ in ideology. By ‘Juche’ in ideology, Kim 
Il Sung means taking absolutely independent positions on questions 
of politics and ideology being currently debated in the international 
communist movement—positions based as he stresses, on Marxism–
Leninism and not dictated by narrow nationalist or transitory interest. 
His ‘heresy’ unlike that of Castro’s has not been so loud; yet it has 
proved to be more firm.

The Korean leaders have been watching with dismay the new trend 
of working for a detente and accommodation with US imperialism 
on the part of the senior members of the socialist camp. Along with 
the people of the world, they have learnt their own lessons from the 
recent visits of Nixon to Peking and Moscow. In fact, Kim Il Sung 
welcomed the news of Nixon’s visit to Peking as a ‘trip of the defeated’ 
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with Nixon arriving in Peking ‘waving a white flag’. And so it seemed 
at the beginning of Nixon’s visit to the Chinese capital. But the royal 
reception that Nixon received in the People’s Republic of China must 
have convinced the Koreans that their early assessment of the visit was 
wide of the mark. No wonder the Koreans kept silent over Nixon’s 
visit to Moscow to seal agreements of friendship and coexistence. But 
Korea has its own specific problems which cry for solution, the most 
outstanding being the question of reunification of the country. South 
Korea is a US-occupied part of the Korean peninsula and is ruled by 
what Kim Il Sung has been describing for over a decade as the ‘traitor-
ous clique of Park Chung-hee’. It is a semi-fascist regime propped up 
by the American bayonets and like the then regime in South Vietnam 
cannot outlast American troop withdrawal for more than a few days. 
On the other hand, Kim Il Sung has promised his people reunification 
of the country which, as this writer noted during his visit to North 
Korea, is the question uppermost in the minds of the people in the 
North. The lesson the North Koreans seem to have learnt from the 
results of Nixon’s visit to Peking and Moscow is that each socialist 
country must fend for itself independently and that international 
solidarity, or even solidarity between the countries of the socialist 
camp, is nothing but a cliche. And as for the revolutionary concept of 
international proletarianism, it is long dead and buried. This has led to 
change in tactics on the part of the North Koreans. In the Washington 
Post, Selig Harrison has described an interview he had been given 
in Tokyo by Kim Byong Sik, a representative of the North Korean 
Supreme People’s Assembly and first vice-chairman of the Association 
of Korean Residents in Japan.45 Kim Byong Sik, Harrison noted, has 
been the ‘long recognised North Korean spokesman in Japan’. Kim 
Byong Sik told Harrison that the North Korean government was eager 
for ‘expanded relations and end of our confrontation with the United 
States’. Kim further told the American journalist:

We recognise that some of the conservative circles in the US might 
worry about what would happen if US troops are withdrawn. We 
therefore, feel that a no-war agreement with South Korea should 
come first in order to give assurance to American opinion and we 
are confident that we can persuade the peace-loving people of the 
United States to accept our reasonable proposal for reunification.46
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During this time, the North Koreans conducted secret talks with the 
leaders of the administration in Seoul and on July 4, 1972 signed a 
joint statement with them on the ticklish question of the reunification 
of the two parts of the country. The three cardinal principles of this 
effort at reunification would be that (a) a reunification should be 
achieved independently, without reliance on outside force or inter-
ference; (b) the reunification should be achieved by peaceful means 
and (c) the national unity as one nation should be promoted above 
all, transcending the differences of ideology, ideas and social systems.

Alongside signing this joint statement, the two countries have been 
conducting negotiations through their respective Red Cross establish-
ments to solve the problem of uniting families broken up during the 
Korean war over two decades ago.

These events raised great hopes in the beginning and were cited as 
yet another example of fruitful bilateralism on the Asian continent. The 
subsequent events have, however, shown the North Koreans the futility 
of running after the mirage of achieving reunification through negotia-
tions with imperialist stooges. An article in Pyongyang Times reproduced 
from the Korean Party Central Committee’s organ, Rodong Sinmun, 
bemoans the callousness of the ‘South Korean authorities’ over the joint 
statement only one month after it was signed.47 According to this article, 
the Park Chung-hee administration is already engaged in repudiating 
the joint statement by saying that communists cannot be relied upon 
‘as they have been accustomed to throwing away their promises like a 
pair of worn-out shoes’, that UN forces in the South are not outside 
forces and therefore the question of their withdrawal does not arise, that 
unification can be had only on the basis of ‘liberal democracy’ and not 
on the basis of ‘communist totalitarianism’, that there is no occasion for 
abrogating or even recasting of the notorious ‘Anti-Communist Law’ 
and the ‘National Security Law’ in South Korea and that the reunifica-
tion can be had only by ‘prevailing over communism’. The article also 
informs its readers that since the signing of the joint statement, military 
exercises and manoeuvres have increased in South Korea and in one 
of these exercises, ‘they went so far as staging a farce for liberating the 
people of northern half under the socialist system’ after marking off 
(what they call) a ‘week of liberation movement’.
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The North Koreans seem to have learnt sooner than their counter-
parts in China and Russia that it is not possible to have either peaceful 
coexistence or peaceful reunification ‘except in agreement with impe-
rialism’. Their current exercise with peaceful reunification and joint 
statements with imperialist stooges is going to be a short-lived affair. A 
leopard does not change its spots, neither do its offspring, legitimate or 
illegitimate. As has been correctly pointed out by Kim Il Sung, imperi-
alism wants to avoid confrontation only with ‘big socialist powers’ and 
intends ‘to destroy by force of arms small and weak socialist countries’. 
A peaceful reunification of Korea through negotiations with imperial-
ist stooges will be as great a miracle as a peaceful transition to social-
ism in Spain, Portugal or Brazil, or, in fact, any other country. The 
Koreans, however, have not given up their revolutionary principles. 
Unlike Fidel Castro, Kim Il Sung has not accepted the orthodoxy of 
the Russian Church, neither has he embraced the Trinity—peaceful 
competition, peaceful transition and peaceful coexistence. The unity 
of the ‘Third Communist Front’ has been disrupted (thanks mainly 
to Castro’s defection to the Russian side), but only at the top and not 
at the base of the movement. The heroic struggle of the Vietnamese 
people will further help in consolidating this movement at its base by 
isolating its splitters and detractors—the votaries of peace at all costs 
and coexistence with imperialism. The spectacle of the largest country 
in the world, the richest and the most formidably armed, bogged down 
in an endless war by a poor, non-industrialised but valiant people living 
on a territory one-twenty sixth the size of the US is a profound lesson 
to the people of Asia, Africa and Latin America.

The massive tonnage of bombs dropped upon North Vietnam 
without effect (90,000 tons per month) and the overall ineffectiveness 
of the policy of imposition of might through terrorism is exposed even 
to the Americans themselves. Commenting on the war in Vietnam, 
the well-known journalist Walter Lippmann has written:

The weak and the poor people of the earth have found a response 
to our wealth and our weapons…they can subsist when the rich 
would starve, fight with simple weapons against the great and 
sophisticated weapons, and they are hard to conquer because so 
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many of them have a cause for which they are willing to die. The 
old military superiority of the western world does not find it easy 
to cope with the guerrilla…48

While the people look at Vietnam and draw their lessons, Vietnam 
has become a testing round, a touchstone for various sectors and 
tendencies inside the world revolutionary movement. These sectors 
and tendencies will now be judged by their attitude towards this great 
struggle. A revolutionary today will be defined by his position towards 
the Vietnam War, by his solidarity with the Vietnamese people—not 
the formal solidarity so plentifully doled by revisionists through their 
professional solidarity organisations, but the effective solidarity of 
resolutely fighting imperialism in one’s own country, at one’s own 
place. To engage imperialism on a global scale, to intensify the struggle 
against it and not to bring about a detente with it is today the solidarity 
and help needed by the Vietnamese people.
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