[image: image1.png]- Communism, marked by authoritarian rule and a
centrally managed economy, took hold not in the
~ industrial Western countries as predicted by Karl
Marx, but instead, in peasant-predominant
Russia, a nation ruled for centuries by despotic
czars. It spread to other peasant-based countries
with their own histories of imperial or dictatorial
rule, such as China and Cuba, and was exported
to many East European, Asian, African, and Latin
rican nations, mainly by the Soviet Union.
- After being adopted in about 20 nations,
communism has collapsed in most of them,
spurred on by the demise of the chief sponsor,
 the USSR. Five communist
 states with regimes originally
based on Marxist doctrine are
ft—China, North Korea,
am, Laos, and Cuba.
[any communist
rnments—present and
past—have common
aracteristics: leaders retain
trol with ruthless
litarianism, a single party
sets the rules, and the
economy is tightly run by the
- party-led regime. Despite
~ common traits at the onset,
~there have been many
significant differences as well.
~ While heavy-handed leadership
seemed necessary to keep most
~ communist regimes in power—
 notably in China, Cuba, North
Korea, and Romania, Marxist
-~ regimes in Chile and Nicaragua operated
demacratically before being ousted. Hungary,
while still a communist state, organized
competitive parliamentary elections in 1985.
When Lenin and Stalin ruled, dissidence was not
tolerated and purges were prevalent, but when
USSR leaders allowed more freedom, the result
~ was the end of communist rule—not only in the
Soviet Union, but also in Soviet-bloc countries
~ throughout Eastern Europe and Asia. Some
regiirie‘s, like Cuba, maintained close ties with
their mentor, the Soviet Union, while others broke
- away in defiance—most notably China,
- Cambodia, Yugoslavia, and North Korea.
Rule by a single strong leader was
_commonplace, but it has not always prevailed. In
Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh's primary role was to win
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The last Soviet Communist
chief, Mikhail Gorbachev and
the long-reigning (since 1959)
Cuban Communist leader,
Fidel Castro walking together
in Cuba in 1989.

the long struggle for independence and control of
the north and south alike. The Vietnamese
Communist Party has followed collective
leadership and consensual rule between factions
since the 1950s. Leaders often hold several top
jobs to ensure control of the country—Fidel
Castro holds four such posts, chairing the Cuban
legislature’s Council of State, and heading the
state, the military, and the party. The Marxist
nations were, and are, ruled by one party, but
some nominally allow other parties. Membership
in the ruling party has been only a small part of
the population—ranging from 0.1 percent in
Kampuchea to 15.6 percent in
North Korea. The Communist
Party has exerted direct or
indirect control over the
government, with the party
having the real power.
Reforms to regimes present
a mixed picture. Political
reform was difficult to fend off
in many countries, including
the USSR and Eastern
Europe—so much so that it
led to the collapse of
communist rule itself. Not so
in China, North Korea, and
Cuba, where the party leaders
have successfully resisted any
substantial political reform.
Top party officials in China
worry that more reform could
open the floodgates for a
Soviet-style demise of the
communist regime, though capitalistic changes
have put the Chinese economy in much better
shape than that of the former USSR. The
economies of communist countries suffered so
many disasters, including devastating famines in
China, North Korea, the USSR, Cambodia, and
Ethiopia—caused partly by property confiscation
and collectivization—that the leaders began to
adopt, in varying degrees, methods of once-
vilified capitalism. From the early years, and
until its demise in 1991, the Soviet Union
vacillated between a centrally managed economy
and some capitalistic forays. Vietnam and Laos
have recently encouraged private-sector activity,
Cuba somewhat less so. But China has gone far
in invigorating its economy through promotion of
entrepreneurship on a major scale.
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