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THE ARDUOUS PATHS OF POLITICAL TRANSITIONS:
A COMPARISON OF CUBA, CHINA AND VIETNAM 

Enrique S. Pumar1

One of the foremost concerns in the mind of policy-
makers, pundits, and academics in recent years is the
prospects for liberal reforms in developing nations
that have experienced social revolutions. To some ex-
tent, the pace of reforms put into operation frames
their domestic and international identity and builds
political capital. The capacity to legislate liberalizing
reforms could appease any potential opposition as well
as the skeptics of the regime. It might also quiet down
more moderate members of the revolutionary ruling
coalition who have identified with wide-ranging revo-
lutionary goals and undo the corruption and illegiti-
macy associated with the deposed regime, for those not
prepared to concede other more radical positions to
fellow coalition members. Reforms can also keep the
spirit of the revolution alive among younger genera-
tions over time. For those who did not experience the
ill-conceived policies and structural conditions that
gave way to the revolutionary transition, reforms have
a conversion effect. The more reformed minded the re-
gime, the more the younger generations will show alle-
giance to revolutionary policies, mobilization strate-
gies, and rhetoric. 

Externally, the situation is not much different. Often,
the international community judges the success of rev-
olutions by their willingness to reform. Reformist rev-
olutionary leaders are perceived as sensible, pragmatic,
astute heroes who sacrificed all for their country.
Moreover, international policy accords often reward
revolutionary governments willing to commit to
change. Reforms also spur a sense of bilateral trust in
what otherwise could be an anarchical international
society. By contrast, revolutionary antidotes, like Pol
Pot or Kim Jong Il, hardly inspire much confidence
and are usually bemired as international outcasts. Fi-
nally, scholars and policy-makers increasingly believe
that reform minded regimes will not fight each other.2

Drawing inferences from a comparative study of three
Communist regimes in the developing world, this pa-
per questions the prospects for reforms in one party
states. First, if there are so many domestic and interna-
tional incentives to undertake reforms, why do revolu-
tionary elites fail to embrace more market and political
liberalization? Second, what conditions lead to more
reformist policies in some post-revolutionary societies
as compared to others? And, third, why do Caesarian
revolutionaries like Castro, Mao, Ho Chi Minh, or

1. Earlier versions of this paper were presented at the 103rd Annual Meeting of the American Sociological Association, August 1–4, 2008,
Boston; The Research Circle Colloquium, sponsored by the Department of Sociology, at William Paterson University of New Jersey; and
the “Cuba: In Transition? Pathways to Renewal, Long-Term Development and Global Reintegration Conference,” sponsored by The Bild-
ner Center for Western Hemisphere Studies, the Graduate Center, City University of New York, March 30–31, 2006. I would like to ac-
knowledge the comments and suggestions from Maboud Ansari, Gabe Wang, Jorge Sanguinetty, and, especially, Erin Ennis, a former
graduate student who researched many of these issues under my supervision, none of whom bear any responsibility for my arguments.
2. For a critical discussion on the idea of democratic peace, see the exchange between Sebastian Rosato, Michael W. Doyle, Michael Kinsel-
la, Branislav L Slantchev, Anna Alexandrova, and Erik Gartzke (2005).
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more recently those governing Iran and North Korea,
concentrate on stalling rather than promoting liberal
reforms? 

METHODOLOGY
To formulate a proposition to these questions, I pro-
pose to compare recent Cuban policy initiatives with
reforms undertaken in Vietnam and China.3 These
countries have experimented with different versions of
market socialism since the 1980s. The three societies
share similar experiences related to their condition as
developing nations that underwent revolutionary
transformations to rid themselves of illegitimate auto-
cratic governments. Moreover, the three have toyed
with their own ideological brand of Marxism-Lenin-
ism. Notwithstanding different epochs and distinct
political cultures, these three nations have all formu-
lated policies designed to re-insert themselves in the
world economy amidst their nationalist political cul-
ture. Yet despite these congruencies, each has institut-
ed different paths and degrees of liberalizing reforms.
The evidence I examined suggests that with respect to
economic, social, and even political spheres, China is
ahead of Vietnam and Cuba, the least reformist of the
pack, in terms of the number of reforms instituted.
Why are the two Asian autocracies ahead of Cuba?

One motivation for researching reform changes
among these developing nations is that in many ways,
each of their recent development paths defies logic.
Smaller dependent market economies, like Cuba and
Vietnam, should embrace more rapid rates and mean-
ingful reforms from the outset to compensate for lim-
ited market size and restricted demand. A country like
Cuba, whose political culture was not touched by
Confucianism and underwent a short but nonetheless
competitive democratic experience not long before the
revolution, should be in the forefront of political
openness. Ideologically, the Chinese seem to have been

far more successful articulating their brand of Marx-
ism. They also experienced a much longer period of
isolation and self-reliance. Yet they have moved fur-
ther ahead in terms of instituting market based social-
ist policies. This paradoxical situation invites further
research.

This paper is part of a larger project that discerns post-
revolutionary societies in the developing world and
their capacity to reform. The next steps will be to test
my conclusions by expanding the number of cases.
While my method was inspired by Skocpol’s (1979,
1984) analysis of social revolutions, it departs from
this version of the comparative historical analysis in
terms of the number of cases and time dimensions—
while her research spanned across centuries, mine en-
compasses decades. My approach also follows Ragin’s
(1987, especially pp. 19–30) work on “conjunctural
causation.” In this paper, however, I shall argue that
specific causal patterns from various contexts—i.e.,
the dynamics of liberal vs. conservative coalitions—
usually lead to different rates of policy reforms despite
the fact that the path to reforms in post-revolutionary
societies in the developing world is fairly consistent,
incrementally moving from cosmetic to more mean-
ingful changes.

THE ROLE OF POLITICAL ELITES
The evidence from these cases suggests that the longer
the autocratic revolutionary leader and his closest asso-
ciates are out of power, the more likely new genera-
tions of rulers will manage to implement reforms. I de-
fine an autocratic revolutionary leader as the leader or
group of individuals who led an insurgency and man-
aged to capture power thereafter. For some, the psy-
chological aberrations of revolutionary leaders explain
their reluctance to change once in power.4 This expla-
nation fails to account for the origins and sustained
steadfast disdain for reforms over time despite chang-

3. In March 2006, the Cuban daily Granma reported in its online edition that the Department of Economics at the University of Uruguay
was hosting a symposium on economic reforms and development in Cuba and Vietnam. The conference was attended by Alfonso Casano-
va, Vice Minister of Economic and Planning, and Rogelio Martínez, Vice Minister of Finance, on the Cuban side and by Nguyen Ngoc Di-
en, the Vietnamese Ambassador to Argentina, Le Anh Son, Vice President of the Development Strategy Institute in Hanoi, and Thia Dian
Tun Director General of the Department of Commerce and Services in the Ministry of Planning and Investment. The high level delega-
tions on both sides attending this meeting may indicate that there is some interest in Cuba to at least study the Vietnamese model of re-
forms. See Granma, March 20, 2006.
4. For a classic exposition of this argument see Lerner (1958).



Cuba in Transition • ASCE 2009

58

ing domestic and international political interests. The
fact that new generations of leaders rally in support of
policy reforms was partly explained by Ortega y Gasset
(1957: 93) in one of his keen observations close to a
century earlier:

A generation lasts about thirty years. But its activity
divides into two stages and takes two forms: during
approximately one half, the new generation carries
out the propaganda of its ideas, preferences, and
tastes, which finally arrive at power and are dominant
in the second half or its course. But the generation ed-
ucated under its sway is already bringing forward oth-
er ideas, preferences and tastes which it begins to dif-
fuse in the general atmosphere. When the ideas,
preferences, and tastes of the ruling generation are ex-
tremists, and therefore revolutionary, those of the
new generation are anti-extremists and anti-revolu-
tionary…

Nonetheless, a comparative case study of Cuba, China
and Vietnam reveals several reasons for why the revo-
lutionary generations do not give way to reforms easily
besides the organic generational progression assumed
in Ortega’s work. First, revolutionary leaders have tre-
mendous personal stake on the implementation of rev-
olutionary policies. Second, these leaders usually see re-
ality in terms of a furious battle between themselves
and their adversaries. Third, any lingering legitimacy
after the institutionalization of the revolutionary pro-
cess is rooted in an inflated nationalistic rhetoric
which is anti-reformist in tone and substance. Finally,
revolutionary leaders often adopt a messianic opera-
tional code concerning their own role in managing the
state. A study of the pace of reforms in Cuba, China
and Vietnam supports the axiom that the longer auto-
cratic revolutionary leaders and their ruling coalition
are away from holding power, the more dramatic an
opening the country will experience. This factor alone
seems to explain why the fourth wave of reforms in
China, which began in 1992, were implemented six-
teen years after Mao’s death and why it took eleven
years after Ho Chi Minh’s death for the Sixth Party
Congress in Vietnam to pass the initial wave of Doi
Moi, but twenty seven years to witness the deepening

of this policy strategy. In Cuba, however, the lingering
control by the Castro brothers has made the prospects
for substantial policy reforms all but uncertain.

This discouraging conclusion has far reaching implica-
tions for domestic and international actors, the politi-
cal economy of national development, and adversaries
of these regimes whose ambition is to steer the path of
reforms. It suggests some support for a prudent policy,
rather than containment or destabilization, for state
transformations among post-revolutionary societies.
Before I proceed to elaborate the reasoning behind my
conclusion, I shall discuss how the term reform is uti-
lized in the paper and then I will review some promi-
nent positions associated with the literature on policy
formulation and dictatorial politics.

LIBERALIZING REFORMS AND CHANGE IN 
SINGLE PARTY AUTOCRATIC REGIMES

The fact that autocratic single party regimes like Cuba,
Vietnam and China do not easily embark on liberaliz-
ing reforms when autocratic revolutionary elites con-
tinue to hold the reigns of power does not mean that
the character and policy initiatives of these regimes re-
main unaltered over the years. In fact, if one examines
the legislative history of these regimes it is quite copi-
ous. In this paper, I refer to these unsustainable and
cosmetic legislative swings as policy adjustments.5 In
the case of China, one can simply compare the first
phase of reforms from 1978 to 1984 with those that
followed. In Cuba, the government position regarding
reforms has been less than consistent often shifting
back and forth between short periods of relative open-
ness only to resort back to hard line rectification cam-
paigns shortly after. The government of Hanoi, on the
other hand, did not deviate much from Ho Chi
Minh’s political economic doctrines of state control
and self-reliance, which served as guiding principles for
policies during the aftermath of the revolution until
1986. Even then, it took a new cadre of Vietnamese
leaders to spearhead further economic changes aimed
at decentralizing the economy and gradually institut-
ing moderate market reforms starting in 1988.

5. In the original version of this paper, I called unstructured policy changes “cosmetic reforms.” I thank Jorge Sanguinetty for pointing out
to me the advantages for using the term adjustment.
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It is usually the case that revolutionary leaders shift
policies and the appointments of apparatchiks in an ef-
fort to portray a public façade for reformed minded
changes and keep the state bureaucracy under control.
In the end, state adjustments have the intended ef-
fects: to reassert political allegiance for autocratic dic-
tators rather than creating opportunities for change.
Moreover, unsustainable policy adjustments usually
follow lofty revolutionary ideals that are executed ac-
cording to the discretion of autocratic revolutionary
leaders. This environment of intimidation and politi-
cal cronyism is not conducive to bold liberalizing re-
forms. On the contrary, they seem to back the stead-
fast convictions of regimes to continue with a narrow
authoritarian policy course of action.

Liberalizing reforms, on the other hand, depict politi-
cal developments that are aimed at the incremental
transformation of state policies and its commanding
control over state-society relations. These reforms, like
the Vietnamese second wave of “doi moi” starting in
1988, refer to a comprehensive program or set of sus-
tainable policy initiatives that are designed to modify
the Communist roots of these three regimes. Reforms
often take place in any realm of public policy and ad-
ministration, but the argument of this paper singles
out the political and economic spheres since they are
more controversial and contentious. Autocratic revolu-
tionary leaders, on the other hand, are the generation
of cadres who shared a common experience of fighting
an insurgency together and later cliqued to steer the
institutionalization of the revolutionary process. This
political circle, to which Cesarean leaders also belong,
experience other similar generational events and so-
cialize over a period of time to the point that they form
a close web of personal contacts. Although some in
this group may be more hard liners than others, they
all publicly defend the role and policies of the revolu-
tionary leader and never air any discords or cleavages
which would undermine the ideals for which they
fought. In the social network perspective, autocratic

revolutionary leaders and their cliques formed a tight-
ly-bound knit of dense solidarity.6

Nowhere is the intransigence of this cadre of revolu-
tionary leaders more evident than in today’s Iran. Ira-
nian President, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, a member of
one of the revolutionary student groups who helped
deposed the Shah in 1979, has spearheaded a domestic
campaign of repression against dissidents while re-
aligning himself ideologically with the most conserva-
tive factions of the Islamic Republic. Abroad, Mr. Ah-
madinejad has followed a more confrontational for-
eign policy than any of his predecessors, insisting on
Iran’s right to enrich uranium at home.7 Iran is also
building an internationalist foreign policy much like
previous revolutionary regimes before it. For instance,
in a recent report in the International Herald Tribune,
Tehran was said to be collaborating with the Lebanese
Shiite group Hezbollah to fill the power vacuum in
Lebanon left behind by Syrian withdrawal.8 In the case
of Vietnam, hard liners such as Tón Dúc Tháng and
Nguyên Hûu Tho could also be considered as intransi-
gent.

Among social scientists, the controversy around the
prospects for reforms in post-revolutionary regimes
has not subsided since the outbreak of the Chinese
revolution. One popular argument, especially among
instrumentalist observers of Communist regimes, is
that revolutionary leaders betrayed moderate support-
ers by radicalizing the revolutionary process after they
firmly control the reigns of power. This behavior in-
sinuates that many who support armed insurgencies in
developing nations do so because they believe in lofty
goals and proclamations articulated by revolutionary
leaders with regards to nationalism and development.
Proponents of this position argue that revolutionary
leaders hide their true radical sentiments to secure
wide broad backing and accumulate stocks of political
capital. Once in power, these leaders simply uncover
policies they privately held all along. Hence, the ten-
dency or disinclination from the part of revolutionary

6. For the significance of dense solidarity in social action, see Dixon, Roscigno and Hodson (2004).
7. “In Iran, a split developing over country hard-line stance,” International Herald Tribune, on-line edition, March 15, 2006.
8. “Iran moves into Lebanon vacuum,” International Herald Tribune, on-line edition, March 13, 2006.
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leaders towards substantial policy reforms once in
power is a reflection of hidden ideological interests. 

One of the major shortcomings of this interpretation
is that it overemphasizes subjective intentions that are
very difficult to support with verifiable evidence.
There are plentiful reasons for revolutionary leaders
not to show their more benign side publicly when they
are trying to gather widespread support for their fight-
ing. Yet, who is to say there are not other possible rea-
sons for these leaders’ radicalization besides a calculat-
ed strategy of deception? For instance, it is possible
that during the insurgency process, revolutionary lead-
ers become radicalized as they confront indiscrimina-
tive state repression, and they count their closest allies
and collaborators among their fatalities. When revolu-
tionary leaders forgo opportunities to support reforms,
another argument discerns that it is because these lead-
ers are responding to deep-seated crises or unanticipat-
ed conditions. Revolutionary leaders, after assuming
power, get to realize the extent of the social deteriora-
tion and economic mismanagement that prevails their
country. More importantly, by underlying unsupport-
ed arguments about intentions, proponents of the var-
ious betrayal perspectives often underemphasize how
conditions create opportunities that shape state policy
and actions.

Another interpretation is rooted in the nature of in-
ter-group rivalries. As this reasoning goes, former allies
of the incumbent regime often mobilize in neighbor-
ing countries to organize transnational advocacy
groups with the sole purpose of escalating any disac-
cording incidents into potential adversarial crises in
order to destabilize or curtail revolutionary legislative
initiatives and policies. When this occurs, revolution-
aries and their adversaries face a downward spiral of re-
lations which lead the former to adopt a more auto-
cratic position to safeguard their own legitimacy at
home and qualm the expectations of domestic political
supporters. Orthodoxy promotes international provo-
cations that escalate to confrontation. Following this
group interactionist position, orthodoxy is the natural
end from a series of uncontrollable tactical moves.

The behavioralist argument contradicts the group in-
teraction position. If the former was too voluntaristic,
the latter is more deterministic. Interactionists under-

mine any assertion that attempts to demonstrate the
inter-subjective capacity of decision-makers to resolve
differences and find common interests. In addition,
they put too much weight on the actions of disenfran-
chised groups and their ability to mobilize internation-
al public opinion against revolutionary leaders. Finally,
it seems that the possibility of any discord between
revolutionaries and their external adversaries is condi-
tioned by the structural configuration of the world
politics—where it is assumed that anarchy prevents
adversaries from building collaborative trusting rela-
tions. As many international relations scholars, Ken-
neth Waltz (2000) among them, have pointed out,
during periods of tensions in a bipolar world, radical
changes caused more of a stir among allies and former
allies than under any other structural conditions.
Hence to make the general assertion that revolution-
ary leaders are “pushed” by outsiders to adopt authori-
tarian convictions could be a mistake unless one takes
into account the effects of the specific structural con-
figurations in the international environment. 

Even international structural conditions alone should
be considered with caution in any attempt to explain
the domestic policy swings. In many cases, the struc-
turalist argument forecasts overly optimistic predic-
tions about the level of commitment and durability of
new policy predicaments. In fact, as the cases of Viet-
nam and China clearly indicate, the leader of either na-
tion did not perceive the end of the Cold War as an
immediate opportunity for reforms, as they jumped
started state liberalization policies well before the end
of this period. In the case of Cuba, on the other hand,
international events do not seem to affect the course of
policy reforms one way or another. 

Social scientists have been more persuasive when they
interpret policy hard line or a propensity to reform by
reverting to the nexus between internal regime dynam-
ics and structural conditions. For example, in a metic-
ulous study of how intellectuals depict Chinese and
Vietnamese reforms, Alexander Woodside (1998) il-
lustrates how despite sharing a Mandarin vision, intel-
lectuals in these two nations do not study each other’s
reforms, resulting in a different pace of development.
In the case of Cuba, reference to Fidel and his inner
circle’s inclination for gamesmanship has also been
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noted as another consideration why this group turned
to Marxism-Leninism to legitimize their control over
the state and the direction of the revolutionary pro-
cess. Proponents of the elite position I support in this
paper often cite such factors as the style and substance
of political leadership, the personal stake of leaders, the
elite’s perception of deepening economic crises and
their consequences, any shared common experiences,
or the ideological clouds periling over social ills in de-
veloping nations to explain the hard line often sub-
scribed to by autocratic revolutionaries.

POLICY REFORMS AND ADJUSTMENTS IN 
CUBA, CHINA AND VIETNAM

In this section, I discuss some development indicators
to document the extent of reforms in Cuba, China
and Vietnam, with emphasis on the first. My purpose
is to illustrate the recent political economic unfolding
in these three countries and to compare their develop-
ment performance. This discussion is relevant because
as I argue at the conclusion of the section, develop-
ment performance indicators help us explain, at least
partially, how a country like Cuba that has only under-
taken tentative policy adjustments at best, has been
able to endure without knuckling under the recent
wave of market and political liberalization.

The data in Table 1 supports the assertion I put forth
earlier that revolutionary single party states tend to
embark on political and economic reforms when con-
siderable time has passed after the demise of the revo-
lutionary leadership. China and Vietnam are further
along the path of liberalization than Cuba. Also the
revolutionary leadership is further away from the
reigns of power in these two nations. Later in the pa-
per I will offer some tentative conclusions that support
this anomaly. For now, I will limit my discussion to
comparing the extent of reforms in these nations.

Table 1 also shows that China and Vietnam continue
to incrementally affirm their own interpretations of a
socialist-oriented market political economy. As China
became the world’s third largest trading nation in
2005, the country completed another leadership tran-
sition, trimmed its average tariff rates by half, and
changed its FDI (foreign direct investment) regime to

open the retail and distribution sector to foreign-
owned companies while other direct investments are
still subjected to state control. The Chinese govern-
ment recently loosened restrictions to permit foreign
insurers and banks to operate throughout the country. 

Vietnam followed behind the Chinese path but with
more modest economic decentralization reforms.
Since 2001, top Vietnamese leaders also lowered trad-
ing barriers by roughly 4% and simultaneously signed
bilateral trading pacts with the United States, China,
Australia, Japan and South Korea. In the areas of FDI
and employment, the country is well behind China
with multiple restrictions and state controls. At the
10th Party Congress in April 2006, the party proposed
an export led development strategy as the centerpiece
to promote growth. At about the same time, the Inter-
national Herald Tribune quoted Adam Sitikoff, the
Executive Director of the American Chamber of

Table 1. The Extent of Political Economic 
Reforms

Issue Cuba China Vietnam
Economic policies Rolled back limited 

reforms from the 
1990s.

More market 
reforms with private 
ownership.

Reforms since 1986. 
Liberalization and 
export led since 
2001.

Annual growth rate 
1990–2003

3.5% 8.5% 5.9%

2006 Index of 
Economic Freedom 
(score and ranking)

4.10 (150) 3.89 (142) 3.34 (111)

2006 Political Freedom 
Ranking

7 6.5 6.5

Elections President elected by 
unanimous vote. No 
rotation of top 
leaders.

CPV control. No 
opposing 
representation.

Top leaders elected 
with some 
opposition and 
abstentions.

Political participation Control by PCC. No 
opposing 
representation.

CCP in control with 8 
small parties 
registered.

CCP control. No 
opposing 
representation.

Source: Economic policies, Elections, and Political participation from The 
World Factbook 2006 edition.

Annual growth rate from 2005 Human Development Report. 
Index of Economic Freedom was compiled by the Heritage Foundation 

(4–5=repressed economy).
Political Freedom Ranking is a composite score of Political Rights and 

Civil Liberties (1=Most Free and 7=Less Free) from 2006 Freedom in the 
World, Freedom House.
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Commerce, saying that Vietnam is seeking to move
into a second wave of investment, exporting higher
level of manufacturing, including electronics, rather
than to “remain ‘the world’s best maker of socks and
towels.’”9 In the same article, Jonathan Pinkus, the
country representative for the UN Development Pro-
gram, said “you’ll find tremendous enthusiasm among
the foreign community for Vietnam as the next rising
star.”10

By all accounts, Cuba seems to be moving in the oppo-
site direction. While the first two nominally Commu-
nist nations experiment with their own brand of mar-
ket economy socialism, Havana is centralizing and
regulating its economy, in effect rolling back the mea-
ger adjustments it implemented to generate employ-
ment during the Período Especial in the 1990s. This
trend was recently authenticated by Carmelo Mesa-
Lago (2005), among others, in one of his annual over-
views of the Cuban economy where he concluded that,
“Castro launched a process of recentralization of deci-
sion making in 2004–2005 that has reversed most ad-
vances made by the modest market oriented reforms
implemented in 1993–1996” (p. 13). Some of the
noteworthy policy measures Mesa-Lago identifies as
being more centralized since 2005 include: (1) ban-
ning state enterprise from conducting transactions
and from providing some services in hard currency; (2)
tightening controls on currency deposits and transac-
tions by foreign owned businesses and join ventures;
(3) imposing tight controls on all tourist personnel;
(4) a value added tax on currency imports; (5) a ban on
the dollar transaction and new exchange fees on cur-
rency conversions; and (6) halting permits for about
40 self-employment activities.

Politically, Cuba also lags behind its counterparts. Per-
haps one of the most significant electoral changes in
recent years was the decision by the Fourth Party Con-
gress to pick municipal delegates through direct elec-
tions by their constituents. However, electoral cam-
paigns and debates are still banned. There were also
some changes to the statutes of the Party (Partido Co-
munista de Cuba, PCC) to make it more inclusive na-
tionwide. Yet, the legislative bodies continue to lack
real power and there is still no direct election or rota-
tion among top leaders.11 In the area of individual lib-
erties, Cuba continues to systematically repress any
voices of dissent, as was most recently demonstrated
with the incarceration and sentencing to long prison
terms of seventy five prominent opposition leaders
and activists.12 Finally, the island does not afford pub-
lic space to any organized political opposition. When
the Varela Project presented the government a plebi-
scite, with the required number of signatures, demand-
ing a referendum—as is guaranteed constitutionally
—officials simply responded with a plebiscite of their
own in support of the regime. The difference with re-
gards to freedom of expression between Cuban, Chi-
na, and Vietnam may be one of degrees but nonethe-
less it is important because this fluctuation adds more
evidence to support the assertion that countries still
ruled by revolutionary leaders are less willing to enter-
tain any notion of reforms.13

This quick overview of the recent political and eco-
nomic developments in these nations provides evi-
dence to support my contention that the reforms in
China and Vietnam, despite the disputable policy
depth, are further along than those in Cuba. This is
not to say that the former are free nations or are ideal
states to emulate. In fact, both Amnesty International
and Human Rights Watch continue to list China and

9. Mydans (2006), http://www.iht.com/articles/2006/04/26/news/vietnam.php 
10. Ibid.
11. For a recent overview of electoral politics in Cuba, see William M. LeoGrande (2002).
12. Just few days ago, four youngsters were arrested and later intimidated by security forces simply because they were thought to be respon-
sible for displaying an anti-governmental sign in a public park in the city of Bayamo. Cubanet, online, May 15, 2006.
13. In another example of the degree of freedom between these countries, The New York Times reported about China’s order to remove
some avant-garde paintings from galleries during the Dashanzi International Art Festival, but stated that collectors and gallery owners ex-
pressed surprise about the government actions and said they did not expect a broader crackdown. See, “China Orders Galleries to Remove
Art,” The New York Times, May 13, 2006, B16.
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Vietnam among the world’s most repressive regimes—
Cuba also appears prominently in the list.14 The point
is that the distance between newly elected leaders and
the revolutionary leadership in the two Asian nations
seems to give way to a more comprehensive process of
reforms, however meager, than in Cuba. This trend is
likely to continue at least into the near future. Given
the regional support they now enjoy from newly elect-
ed left of center governments throughout Latin Amer-
ica, especially in the case of Venezuela, who is willing
to subsidize the Cuban economy with very favorable
energy trade arrangements, the revolutionary leader-
ship in Havana is unlikely to reverse the ongoing re-
centralization process.

When one compares the data from Table 1 and Table
2, a logical question is how does Cuba fare so much
better in terms of social safety net indicators than both
China and Vietnam? Considering this question is rele-
vant to this paper because, discounting demographics,
it is evident that Cuba defends its social gains publicly
to legitimize its lack of desire for structural reforms.
The Cuban regime often frames these health and edu-
cational gains in terms of unparalleled achievements
by the revolution, as something no other nation can
emulate, or as benefits the Cuban people could easily
lose if the course of the revolution is derailed, over-
turned, or halted. For example, in a May 11, 2006
front page article on the online version of Granma In-
ternational, the official representative of the Party an-
nounced that Cuba has the largest number of children
receiving electronic hearing implants in the world and
reminded its readers that this is an unprecedented rev-
olutionary achievement. The same newspaper in its
April 7, 2006 edition flatly declared that before the
revolution, “poliomyelitis was the cause of quite a few
deaths, and paralyzed an average of 300 children per
year. Cuba was the first country in the Americas to
eradicate polio in 1962.” Therefore, the publicizing of

Cuba’s health policies can also be seen as an attempt to
build political capital to support the conventional po-
sition espoused by ruling revolutionary leaders.

Table 3 summarizes the progression of political coali-
tions and market reforms in the three post-revolution-
ary states I compare in this paper. As the table illus-
trates, two conditions are needed for post-
revolutionary states among developing nations to alter
their patterns of development policies and embrace
market liberalization. The first is that the autocratic
revolutionary leader and his closest associates must
have cleared the way for a new generation of leaders to
initiate pragmatic policies that would reverse the dis-
mal economic performance of these command econo-
mies. The second socio-political condition is that a
new generation of reformists needs to coalesce togeth-
er in support of reforms.

These two factors also explain the incremental path to
reforms in both China and Vietnam and the lack of
similar policy changes in Cuba. In Cuba, the current
leader was not only appointed by the former revolu-
tionary leader, and is obviously close to him, but Raúl
Castro also chose to associate with old hard liners
closely identified with dogmatic policies during the
early years of the revolution. The redefinition of legal
and regulatory frameworks and the role and function

14. In the case of Cuba, the 2006 Human Rights Watch country report summarizes the current state for freedom in the island in the fol-
lowing terms: “Cuba remains a Latin American anomaly: an undemocratic government that represses nearly all forms of political dissent.
President Fidel Castro, now in his forty-seventh year in power, shows no willingness to consider even minor reforms. Instead, his govern-
ment continues to enforce political conformity using criminal prosecutions, long- and short-term detentions, mob harassment, police
warnings, surveillance, house arrests, travel restrictions, and politically motivated dismissals from employment. The end result is that Cu-
bans are systematically denied basic rights to free expression, association, assembly, privacy, movement, and due process of law.” Human
Rights Watch, online edition, 2004.

Table 2. Basic Human Development 
Indicators

Issues Cuba China Vietnam
HDI ranking 52 85 108
Life expectancy (years) 77.3 71.6 70.5
Literacy rate (% of adults 15 or over who are literate) 96.9 90.9 90.3
Education index 0.87 0.78 0.82
GDP index 0.67 0.65 0.54
GDP/capita (2005 est.) $3300 $6300 $5300

Source: All indicators are for 2003 as reported by the UN 2005 Human 
Development Report, with the exception of GDP/capita, which comes from 
The World Factbook.
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of the government in China seems further ahead than
in Vietnam15 because the hard liners left behind by Ho
Chi Minh after his death, some seven years before
Mao, retained some degree of power and control until
around 2000 when President Le Duc Anh and former
premier Vo Van Kiet advised the party’s Central Com-
mittee that the old guard of the party must step down.
This led the way for the Central Committee to name
reformed minded National Assembly Chairman Nong
Duc Manh as the new party leader in December 1997
to replace the more conservative general Le Khan
Phieu.16

AUTHORITARIAN INTRANSIGENCE VS. 
REFORM MINDED LEADERS
Thus far, I have argued that the social distance be-
tween the new generation of leaders and the experi-
ence of the revolutionary insurgency seems to explain,
at least partially, the predisposition for reforms among
leaders in China and Vietnam as opposed to Cuba. In
this final section of the paper, I present five plausible
reasons in support of this assertion. 

First, evidence gathered from case studies reveals a
striking conclusion. Revolutionary leaders cannot re-
sist the impulse to publicly carve a personal affinity be-
tween their role as leaders and the revolutionary pro-
cess. The social origins of these aberrations are very
complex. On the one hand, the mysticism surrounding
the identity of these leaders as saviors who rescued the

nation from the excesses of previous regimes is often a
necessary condition to rally support to consolidate the
revolutionary process. Revolutions are highly contest-
ed political processes and it is often the case that the
charismatic authority of revolutionary leaders serves as
a rallying point to mobilize popular support for radical
measures. 

Since many of these leaders have a lot of personal capi-
tal invested in the revolutionary process and tensions
between political factions in the revolutionary coali-
tion are likely to erupt over time, revolutionary leaders
develop a sense of indispensability and personal affini-
ty with the goals of the revolutionary process which
lead them to believe that they are the personal reincar-
nation of the nation and the polity. Subordinates who
are either expected to demonstrate allegiance or are co-
erced to adulate the personality of these leaders rein-
force this personal stake. In these autocratic situations,
more often than not, it is the case that attempts to im-
plement reforms by anyone other than the leader’s in-
ner circle or the leaders themselves, is perceived as a
threat to the leader. The revolution, the nation, and
the leader become in the eyes of the beholder one and
the same. The omnipotent view of authority is not
new—in fact it has been well discussed by observers of
several European upheavals since the French Revolu-
tion. Bonald’s theory of authority, for instance, draws
attention to how socializing effects on political au-

Table 3. Ruling Coalitions and Political Reforms
Country Passing of Revolutionary Leader Autocratic Ruling Coalition Reformist Leader Policy Reform Package
China Mao Zedong and Gang of Four (1976) 1977–82

Hua Guofeng, Hu Yaobang, Deng Xiaping 
(1977–1989)

Jiang Zemin (1989–1992)
Hu Jintao (2002–)

1977–1991: Gradual reforms
1992– : Market liberation and 
opening

Vietnam Ho Chi Minh (1969) 1969–1981
Tón Dúc Tháng, Nguyên Hûu Tho

Pham Hung (1986–1988)
Do Muoi (1988–2001)
Nong Duc Manh (2001– )
Nguyen Minh Triet (2006– )
Nguyen Tan Dung
(2006– )

1986–1988: First phase of Doi Moi
1988–2001: Second phase of Doi Moi
2001– : Market liberalization and 
opening

Cuba Fidel Castro (still alive) 2006–07 provisional
2008– permanent
Raúl Castro

Raúl Castro brings 
hardliners back into power.

2005–2007: Recentralization
2007– : Policy adjustments

15. Keen observer Dollar (2002:15) has concluded “in terms of regulatory framework for business and government effectiveness in provid-
ing services, Vietnam also lags significantly behind China and India.” He concludes, moreover, that the tentative pace of reforms in Viet-
nam accounts for the persistence of poverty despite the implementation of liberal reforms.
16. Asian Political News, April 23, 2001.
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thority led leaders to exclude intermediate association
after the French Revolution.17 

Second, one of the most frequent communication tac-
tics crafted by revolutionary leaders to mobilize and
control is to frame policy along confrontational
views—“us against them.” This perspective has multi-
ple functions to consolidate autocratic authority. It re-
duces the complex reality of political alternatives to an
unambiguous choice between supporters and detrac-
tors, imposing limited political options on the popula-
tion and cutting down alternative oppositional dis-
courses. In addition, since the common enemy is
usually depicted as an outsider, the implicit connota-
tion is that only the actions of the revolution are legiti-
mate.18 Furthermore, revolutionary leaders veil their
confrontational view in nationalistic rhetoric and tac-
tics. This is one of the reasons why Mao, Minh and
Castro toyed around with self-reliance development
strategies while they held power. 

Third, the language supporting political activities, in-
cluding policy discourses, is full of militaristic over-
tones and insinuations in revolutionary regimes. This
strategy of articulation has the effect of reminding citi-
zens of a state of belligerence where the revolution is
almost always victimized. In addition, it attempts to
forge an organic collective identity where citizens and
leaders are united for the public good and against a
common enemy. Various illustrations of this rhetori-
cal strategy can be seen in Ho Chi Minh’s declaration
of Vietnam’s right to independence in 1945, in many
of Castro’s revolutionary proclamations, or in Mao’s
Great Leap Forward. Authority is an essential capital
to execute political discretion in the policy realm. As
Carl J. Friedrich (1972:74) argued persuasively some
time ago, “discretion without authority will appear ar-
bitrary and generate resistance; this is likely to be de-
structive of organizations and create chaos….”

Fourth, notwithstanding the effects of political rheto-
ric, another basis for the autocracy of revolutionary

leaders is the idiosyncrasies of their own operational
code. Social psychologists note that the code comprises
the vision, values and norms that sustain political ac-
tion (George 1969). In the case of revolutionary lead-
ers like Mao and Castro, they view the modernization
of the nation as a constant struggle to perfect social-
ism. They assume that the revolution can manage to
modernize society and has the capacity to perform this
function more just and effectively than any other capi-
talist development path. For this reason, Castro justi-
fies his recurrent “rectification campaigns” in the
name of combating corruption and other ills he per-
ceives embedded in liberal reforms and follows a Ros-
seauian reasoning favoring the purity of the revolution
against the threat of extraneous forces. Mao also justi-
fied his cultural revolution in much of the same terms.
The findings from research conducted by Erin Ennis
(2002), empirically supports Ortega y Gasset’s asser-
tion that the operational code of authoritarian leaders
moderates as the social distance between the cliques of
revolutionaries and new generations of authoritarian
leaders who succeed them widen; hence, the tendency
to attempt to foster modernity with liberal market re-
forms by current Chinese and Vietnamese leaders but
less so by Cubans. 

Finally, the process of institutionalization of revolu-
tionary regimes in developing societies tends to devise
powerless political institutions that mainly present a
facade of pluralistic democracy. Meaningless institu-
tional arrangements leave autocratic leaders unchal-
lenged. These leaders arbitrarily retain control over
high-level political appointments and have a tendency
to conceal real political power among trusted old cad-
res resulting in masking real political leverage in the in-
formal networks of friendships they cultivate, not
from the public figures they appoint. Since these asso-
ciates have no real incentives for change, they often
discourage or block any attempts to implement sus-
tainable reforms that depart from their own intrinsic
interests.19

17. Nisbet (1978): 91–97.
18. For a discussion on how outsiders are framed to legitimize the status quo, see Becker (1963).
19. Diamond, Hartlyn and Linz (1999:33) state: “the style of political leaders is quite crucial. A flexible, accommodative, consensual lead-
ership style is more successful in developing and maintaining democracy than a militant, uncompromising, confrontational one.” 
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CONCLUSION
If the findings derived from my observations of the
Cuba, China, and Vietnam post revolutionary devel-
opments are correct, the best hope for political and
market reforms after revolutions among developing
nations will come after a leadership change precipi-
tates the demise of the revolutionary leadership. When
a new generation of leaders who did not experience the
tragic contention leading to revolutions comes into
the political scene, new opportunities for reforms
arise. This is the case because the anti-extremist gener-
ation has less vested in the personal experiences and
tolling social meanings associated with any struggle for
change. With social distance comes a more rational
consideration for political and economic choices and
alternatives.

This conclusion has profound implications for the
policy-making community. Policy makers should con-
sider inducing reforms from revolutionary leaders
through complex negotiations even if these relations
yield minor but significant outcomes over time. The
negotiations may not work immediately, but they will
build confidence and engage reluctant, highly ideologi-
cal leaders in some form of reciprocity. Frank negotia-
tions also have positive demonstration effects for fu-
ture up and coming leaders. Pressures, containment,
and embargos have not worked with revolutionary
leaders in Hanoi, Beijing, or Havana. On the contrary,
they dared revolutionaries to continue to hide their
own intransigence behind confrontational perceptions
of reality. In sum, the most effective strategy in these
situations seems to be serenity and fortitude.
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