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INTRODUCTION 

THE CONTEXT COMMUNIST INNOVATION 

Marxism, according to Lenin, is not a dogma but a guide 

to action. As such, its application by Marxists in different 

countries has generat~d a vast repertoire of revolutioriary 

understandings and methods. Bhabahi Sengupta (1972) remarked 

that Indian communists. had made no creative contribution .to 

this "pool of applied communism". However, a more recent 

observe~ (Nbssiter, 198A) is in disagreement; he believed 

that 

"they have learned by·trial and error to utilise the 
whole apparatus of I iberal democracy- elections, 
parties, pari iaments,leve.l s of governance from 
panchayat and municipality to province and the federal 
structure itself - to advance popular mobilization in 
ways which were unava i I ab I e to Lenin and the Bo I shev i ks 
and on I y h i n ted at by fv1a rx" . [ p . 1 7 4] 

This has opened up "a rich new seam of communist praxis", 

according to Nossiter's editor, Bogdan Szajkowski (p. vii). 

There have indeed been many major developments on the 

Indian political scene since 1972 and Sengupta himself .( 1979) 

seemed willing to revise his earlier opinion in the light of 



the rise of the Communist Party of India (Marxist) - the CPM 

in West Bengal. Its increased strength resulted in its being 

elected to government in the 1977 Assembly pools with an 

absolute majority of seats even excluding the strength of its 

smaller Left Front partners. 1 The Front government (with .the 

subsequent addition of the Communist Party of India) has over 

twelve years achieved a hegemonical position in state politics, 

with an increased proportion of the votes in the two Assembly 

. 2 
elections in 1982 and 1987 , not to mention sweeping success 

in elections to the newly-politicised panchayats. 

If Nossiter's assertion regarding Indian communist inno-

vation is correct, then, it will be particularly applicable to 

West Bengal, where the communists' mobilisation efforts have 

been amply rewarded in terms of increasing popular support, at 

least as measured in teims of numbers of votes. Both CPI and 

CPM are national parties in the sense of having a strategy and 

programme for the Indian revolution and a tactical line in · 
. . 

accordance with this. However, the actual application of .these 

tactical. lines has, for reasons connected with the vast degree 

1. In the 1977 Assembly elections CPM gained 178 out the 294 seats 
from 36% of the poll and the Front as a whole - with candidates 
in all the constituencies -obtained 230 seats on 47% of the vote. 

2. It obtained 52.6% in 1982, 53% on 1987. 
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of cul~ural, socio-economic and political diversity within the 

Indian union, had a differential impact in the various states. 

Communism's particular strength in West Bengal and its apparent 

staying power there - unlike in those other erstwhile strong-

holds, Kerala and Tripura, where united front tactics have not 

payed the same dividends - makes the state of special interest 

for students of Marxism, not to mention its size and historical 

importance in national politics. However, a straightforward 

studi of the use of ~eapons from the liberal democratic armoury 

for popular mobilisation in West Bengal would, it is suggest'ed 

be only a very partial aid to understanding. The study of· 

self-declared Marxist parties demands much more. 

THE PROBLEM STATED COMMUNIST THEORISATION 

There was a tehdency in the early literature oh tridian 

communism to stress the role of foreign gl].idance - that ·is, in 

line .with the geo-political and ideological dictates df Moscow ~ 

. 3 
in the determination of communist strategy. Later development~ 

in the post-Independence period prompted a widening of the focuE 

to take into account the specifics of the Indian context~ But 

3. e.g. Masani (1954) Kautsky (1956). 

4. e.g. Overstreet and ·windmiller's (1959) 11 dual environment .. thesis. 
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both Fie (1969,1970) and Mohan Ram (1969) dealt unsatisfactorily 

with the theoretical aspects of the issues and concentrated on 

the question of revolutionary means : peaceful transition versus 

armed struggle. Sengupta (1972), while stressing the need for a 

shift in subject-matter towards the attempts by the Indian 

communist movement to relate to the society, culture, demography 

.an.d social institutions with which it had to work, continued. to 

judge Indian communism by the yardstick of the degree of indepen-
. 5 

dence from the centres of world communism. 

However, few of these writers even considered a question 

central in the minds of Indian communist leaders themselves : 

that of what would constitute a Marxist approach to the speci­

fic problems of the Indian economy, society and po1ity~ This 

has been a serious omission. Marxism, by any definition, seeks 

to change the world in the process of understanding it; thus 

for any communist party a full objective analysis of the situa-

tion in a particular area of operation, and consistent efforts 

to maintain a correct approach to this, are presuppositions of 

designating oneself 'Marxist' or 'Marxist-Leninist'. For this 

r~ason, for a Marxist party there can be no basic distinction 

5. See his Introduction, on 'sovereign' versus 'satellite' revolutions.' 

6. Subramanian (1983) has been an extremely helpful source in my 
efforts to summarise these issues. 
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between theory and practice. 

With this in mind, the present work proposes to outline 

how communist parties operating in West Bengal have utilised 

the democratic institutions available to them under the Indian 

Constitution for tbe purposes of mobilisation • but this outline 

is to be done in tandem with an analysis of the Mirxist 

theorisations explicitly or implicitly applied at the time. On 

the assumption that Marxist theory and practice are inextri-

cably linked, this enterprise in neither a detailed description 

of communist mobi1isation efforts of the Indian communist move-

ment. It is both something less and something more. 

If it is· true- and it would be churlish .to deny it-

that the Indian communists have done pioneering work in making 

.use of democratic institutions for mobilisation, then the 

_question must be ~sked how far they, as Marxists, have theorised 

that experience (preferably before rather than after the event), 

as part of the general endeavour to "integrate Marxism-Leninism 

. 7 
with the reality of Ind1a". A further question would be what 

7 . M o h i t S e n o f t h e C P I , i n t h e 1 9 7 9 p u b l i c a t i on 
Eurocommunism or S~ientific Cjcialism. 
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might be the 'lessons' of the Indian experience8 for the world 

communist movement and indeed for Marxist theory. The present 

work attempts to deal with the. first question but can also 

hope to give some indications of an answer to the second. 

CONCEPTUAL FRAME 

It should be noted here that it is not the author's 

concern to outline her own view of the 'correct' Marxist 

approach to burgeois democratic institutions in India. Rather, 

the aim is to reconstruct the logic .of Indian communist praxis 

in utilising such institutions for mobilisation purposes, in 

its own terms. The attempt is to portray and tri understand the 

communist parties' ideological positions as they relate to 

·,practice in a given arena. The vast bulk of the enterprise is 

therefore an 'immanent' rather than a 'transcendental' one, in 

that it is undertaken within the given frame of reference~ The 

use of the word 'bourgeois' as a prefix to 'democratic' in the 

title is a recognition of this. It would be unhelpful, 

therefore, either to represent 'parliamentary communism' in 

8. Compare similar discussions on the 'lessons' of Kerala, e.g. 
Joan P. Mencher in Economical and Political Weekly, 
special no. October '1980. 

9. I am indebted to Ranade's excellent recent articie (1989) 
for aid in the clarification of this methodological issue. 
Note also that in the main text of the following chapters points 
made from outside the frame of reference have been (fairly consistently, 
it is hoped) consigned to the status of footnotes. 
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general as some kind of departure from theory as a tactical 

manouevre, or to question the sincerity of the revolutionary 

intent of the Indian communist parties.
10 

Moreover, as Ranade (1989) aptly points out, while to 

accept public professions as faithfully representing ·intent may 

be fraught with problem in the messy world of politics, simply 

to examine the past record of parties is a no less unsatis-

factory methodological approach. For there is then the problem 

that : 

"performance, which can only relate to the past, does not 
always offer useful clues to future intent; it .may not 
enable us to guess at what changes are I ikely in performance 
as the context changes. This is a point of particular 
relevance to the study ~f ~6m~unist mobil isatio~ ~trategy 
which ab initio foresees the graduation of a successfu I 
revolution from a 'bourgeois-democratic' to a 'socialist' 
one". [p. 544] 

In the ever-shifting world of present-day Indian politics, 

such a consideration i~ an important one. 

Since it is the position of the communist parties that 

unity and agreement on strategic requirements is need by a 

cofumunist movement for advance, and since the organisations 

10. This point is given due emphasis by Subramanian (1983, Chapter V). 
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. 11 
are run on the Lines of democratic central ism, this present study 

must give full prominertce to the public positions of the parties. 

These are expressed in programmatic and policy documents publi-

shed by the party centres and West Bengal units and their 

affiliates (particularly peasant and trade-union bodies). For 

the purpose of a rounded understanding and a clarification of 

issues arising out of day-to-day events and activities, party 

journals are also useful; and public statements by prominent 

party leaders as well as articles by intellectuals with known 

affiliations may also safely be used - on the understanding 

that the pronouncements by the official bodies are definitive 

as regards the state of party policy and theory and any one 

time. 

CHAPTERlSATION 

The structure of this work is designed with the above 

methodological imperatives in mind. Theory, pr~ctice and the 

interaction between them are sought to be discussed together. 

In order t6 make this possible, an outline of the wider context 

11. Although the CPI and CPM understandings of this seem to differ. For 
self-assessment by the CPI indicating its flexibility (and some of 
its unwelcome accompaniments},Nossiter (1988), p. 29; and compare 
this with Jyoti Basu•s comment in an 1979 interview (Ghosh, 1981, 
p. C-46) that "There may surely be debates within the party, but 
once decisions are reached, differences do not persist". This may 
not be the whole truth but the tenor of the statement is clear 
enough. 
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is necessary before going on to concentrate on West Bengal 

communism. 

To this end, Chapter I is a survey of 'classical' Marxist 

writing (Marx, Engels, Lenin and the contemporaries with whom 

they exchange polemics) insofar as they relate to the use of 

bourgeois democratic institutions for popular mobilisation. By 

no means intended as an exhaustive study, it is presented in 

response to the need to indicate the 'gaps' in Marxist theory 

(the theory on which Indian communists draw) that might need 

to be filled by communist parties in a country such as India 

where bourgeois institutions are entrenched to'a considerable 

degree. Of course, since constant reference is made by the 

Indian parties to the writings of the 'founding fathers' and 

of Lenin (as well as to those of Stalin and Mao in the case of. 

the CPM and the Communist Party of I~dia (Marxist-Leninist) -

the C~ML - respectively) this dhapter will be supplemented by 

later portions of the study. 

Following on from this, Chapter II introduces the neces­

sary, outline of communist theorisation of the situation in 

post-independence India. The area$ dealt with are ~ the 

multiple shifts in ideological position from 194? onwards, 

culminating in the adoption of the 'theory of peaceful transi­

tion'; the emergence of a communist approach ·to the embryonic 
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Centre-states issue; the ideological aspects of the decision 

to cross the threshold to partial power in a single state of 

the Indian union in 1957 in Kerala; and the crystallisation of 

ideology that occurred during the split of the old CPI in 1967. 

It will also be necessary at this point briefly but clearly 

to outline the respective P?sitions of CPI and CPM as regards 

their analyses of the objective situation in the country after 

the split. 

Once this context has been given, Chapter III - the 

analysis of communist mobilisation strategy in West Bengal -

can provide the main body of the text. Since it is not a 

factual study in the ordinary sense, precise periodisation is 

not desirable. However, as Subramanian (1983) notes, 

"the Communist movement, as a whole, underwent a sharper 
ideological crystal! isation after the 1964 split" 

before which the desire for unity "tended to blur ideological 

issues" (pp. 173-4). Moreover, the formation of the first 

communist-led United Front ministry in West Bengal in 1967, in 

a scenario where a bourgeois-led and hostile government was 

12 in power at the Centre (as has indeed been the case on every 

12. Whereas in 1957 Nehru had been willing to give the CPI government 
in Kerala the benefit of the doubt, in 1967 the Central government 
had the memory of the communists' unreliability during the border 
crisis and war still vivid in its mind. 
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subsequent occasion of a communist-led government's coming to 

power) provides an excellent starting-point at which is 

observe the interaction of theory and practice in mobilisation 

activities. 

The period between the fall of the second United Front 

government in 1970 and the lifting of the state of emergency 

in 1977 - although crucial in establishing the CPM's base in 

the rural areas (Mitter, 1977; Sengupta, 1979) - does not 

provide an equally-rich source of examples of CPM activity in 

utilising bourgeois institutions for this purpose. The CPI's 

alliance with the Congress Party is naturally of more interest 

here. 

By contrast, the installation of the CPM-led Left Front 

government in 1977 set in motion a fascinating train of events 

in the sphere of mobilisation whose most remarkable expression1 

was the revitalisation of the rural local government bodies -

the panchayats - in politicised form in 1973. The field of 

activity of the panchayats has gradually been widened to 

include : aiding the government in the implementation of land 

reform, identification of beneficia~ies and other recommenda­

tions for centrally-sponsored employment and ·works programmes, 

and involvement in the planning and developmertt processes. 
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At the tail-end of this, Chapter IV will sum up the state 

of Indian communist theorisation ~ again as it relates to the 

use of bourgeois democratic institutions for popular mobilisa­

tion- in the current period, that is in the.three to four 

years since the elections of Rajiv Gandhi at the Centre, with 

his growth-oriented, 'high-tech' government. 

By this time the way should be clear for the Conclusion 

to draw on the preceding chapters in presenting the author's 

answer to the question of how far the Indian communists have 

theorised their experience : in short, whether they have 

successfully integrated their theory with their practice as 

good Marxists should. This question is not considered in 

order to 'prove' whether the Indian communist parties are 

'genuinely' Marxist but rather with a review to understanding 

the implications its answer has for the future of communism 

in West Bengal. Finally, an attempt will be made to indicate 

the implications for Marxist theory of the West Bengal 

experience. 
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CHAPTER - . I 

~'1obilisation From r1arx to Lenin 

Marx wrote in a period in which no major country in 

Europe had had extended experience of a bourgeois democracy 

in which universal suffrage had been .instituted, an experience 

that has led to so many of the developm~nts in Marxist theory 

since the Second World War. 

1 
However, writing in 1852 after the disappointments of 

1848, Marx felt able to maintain that "Universal Suffrage is 

the equivalent of political power for the working class of 

England, where the proletariat forms the large majority of the 

population" and even to comment in respect of the rest of 

Europe : 

"The carrying of Universal Suffrage would, therefore, be a 
far more socialistic measure than anything ... with that 
name on the Contient ... Its inevitable result, here, is 
the political supremacy of the working class" 

1. In the 1 New York Daily Tribune 1 • 
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- inevitable because of the developing class consciousness of 

. 2 
the proletariat. 

Engels later remarked that in the 1840's 

"German workers supplied their comr.ades in all 
countries with a weapoh; and one of the sha.rpest, 
when they showed them how to make use of universal 
suffrage", 

and that with development this "an entirely new method of 

proletarian struggle came into operation" of the suffrage he 

said : 

"In election agitation it provided us with a means, 
second to none, of getting in touch with the ~~ssas 
of the people where they st,ill stand aloof from us; of 
forcing alI parties to defend their views and actions 
against our attacks before the people; and, further, 
it provided our representatives with a platform from 
which they could speak to the opponents in parliament, 
and to the masses·without, with a quite other

3
authority 

and freedom than in the press or at meetings". 

Moreover, 

"if we are not so crazy as to let ourselves be driven 
to street fightin~ in order to please [the bourgeoisie] 
then in the end

4
they will themselves break through this 

fatal legality". 

2. 'The Chartists" Selected Writing in Sociology and Social 
Philosophy( eds. Bottomore & Rubel) (B & R). 

3. Marx and Engels, Selected WoPks, Vol. 1 pp. 19S-6 (Moscow)(SW) 
These quotes are, significantly, reproduced by Ram Dass (1984) 
in a CPM theoretical journal. 

4. From his Introduction to Marx's Class Struggles in France. 
There seem to be two major weaknesses in Engels's argument: 
"he confuses voting for a party with support for its long-term 
objectives", and his conception of the transition to socialism 
is ambiguous. 
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Regardless of the abstruse debates about Marx's view of 

.'true' democracy or the kind of 'democracy' that might prevail 

after the socialist revolution,it is fairly clear that the 

political environment of the time and the tasks Marx & Engels 

set themselves left them with little opportunity or inclina-

tion to speculate about the issue of parliamentary strategies 

that faced their successors. (Although he did note the contra-

dietary or perhaps dialectical character of the workings of 

the democratic constitution in France in helping the peasantry 

and proletariat to vitory even as it attempted to perpetuate 

the rule of the bourgeoisie). 

Nevertheless, Marx did not scorn social reforms nor 

hesitate to call .the passing of the Ten Hours Bill in England 

a "v.ictory" due to the pressure of workers' organisation, which 

"compels legislative recognition of the particular interests 

of workers"
5

; and the 1850 'Address to the Communist League' 

stated his pragmatic position quite clearly as far as alliance 

with other political forces were concerned : 

5. B & R,p. 197. 



"The relation of the revolutionary workers' party to 
the petty-bourgeois derrocrates is that: it marches 
together with them against the taction which it aims 
at overthrowing, it opposes them in everything whereby 
they seek to con so I i date their position in their own 
interests"? 

16 

Thus Marx recognised in principle the opportunities offered 

by the specific patterns of political life in Europe at that 

. 7 
·t 1me. 

When it came to longer-term objectives, however, he was 

a harsher judgement of bourgeois institutions and more concernec 

with enumerating their severe limitations. Criticising the 1875 

Gotha Programme of ·the recently-merged German Social Democrats, 

he wrote that its demands restricted themselves to "the old 

democratic litany familiar to all : universal suffrage, direct 

legislation, popular rights, a people's militia, etc."~ in 

other words; demands that were only a staging post on the road 

to revolution, let alone communism. 

Two important themes can be drawn out of Marx's writings 

on parliamentary democracy : firstly, the significance of 

6. sw, p. 279. 

7. It would not be extending the metaphor too far if one was to 
include parliamentary democracy in the 11Weapons 11 with which 
the bourgeoisie "furnishe.s the proletariat" (along with 
political and general education), wllil e undertaking its own 
fight against the aristocracy and the foreign bourgeoisie. 

8. sw, p. 565. 
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universal suffrage in circumstances where the proletariat, 

either alone or with its allies, constituted or seemed to 

promise to constitute the majority of the population; and 

secondly, the essential limitations of political emancipation 

(which Marx held to have been "completed" in the US) as 

opposed to "human emancipation"~ In an 1844 essay Marx wrote: 

'·' The State and the str>uctur>e of society are not, from the 

stand-point of politics, two different things"~O This raises 

the important and problematic issue of how the. transition to 

socialism should come about. in a society in which democracy 

of the bourgeois form is well established. 

These two themes were taken up by Marx's followers, who 

were left with the task of unravelling their complexities~ 1 

However, at the time that Eduard Bernstein wrote his articl~s 

collectively titled "Problems of Socialism' in 'Die Neue Zeit' 

(1896-8 : a few years after Engel's death) t~e problems had 

hardly been touched_upon by the few who could genuinely claim 

9. 'On the Jewish Question', SW pp 39-57. 

10. 'The State and Law', B & R, p. 22~ 

11. As Hunt ( ) notes,representative institutions·pose 
"severe problems of Marxist theory ... of political analysis, of the 
cha racteri s-ati on of arena of struggle and the forces engaged 
in them, problems of democratic theory, and problems concerning 
the movement from capitalism to socialism". (p. 21). 
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to be Marxist theorists. As McClellan ( 197.9) says, "The 

boundaries of the revisionist controversy were set by the 

boundaries of the spread of Marxism", that is, Germany, 

Austria and Russia. It would be unfair to characterise 

Bernstein's approach as relying heavily on a paPliamentaPy 

strategy. His view of democracy was a broader one: a society 

"where no one class possesses political privilege that is 

d h 1 . ,12 oppose to t e who e commun1ty '. It was this democracy that 

would allow the realisation of socialism - indeed it was being 

realised, hence his often-quoted words, "the movement is 

everything". This movement included co-operatives, trade 

unions and "municipal socialism". 

Kautsky was, on the face bf things, a much more implac-

able opponent of the bourgeoisie. In 'The Road to Power' he 

announces: "the immediate tasks of the proletariat are clear ... 

It cannot make any progress without changing the foundations 

13 of the state". Yet in 1910 in an article replying to Luxemburg's 

advocacy of the mass strike he declared that an absolute majority 

of votes for the SPD in the 1911 Reichstag elections would mean 

"a 
14 

catastrophe for the whole ruling system of government". 

called universal suffrage a "day of judgement" for Germany's 

12. 'Evolutionary Socialism'from McClellan (1979) p. 31. 
13. Kautsky, Seleet;ed !'oUt,:cal Wr•it?:ngu (ed. Goode) (SPW). 
14. Ibid, p. 60 

He 
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ruling class. Similarly in 1897 Bebel believed it was 

possible to calculate the end of capitalism "with mathematical 

certainty"15 and Kautsky's essentially passive stragegy for 

revolution (consisting mainly of organisation in preparation) 

was in keeping with this deterministic attitude. He did 

stress the importance of class consciousness, however, and 

devoted a section in his anti-Bolshevik article 'The Dictator~ 
i 

ship of the Proletariat• to 'Democracy and the maturity of the 

proletariat'. Indeed he said that democracy • s "most important 

function for us in this [pre-socialist] period is its influence 

on [that maturity]"~6 While other prerequisites for socialism 

·(the will for collective ownership, its material possibility 

and the strength of the proletariat) "arise directly from 

economic development", the fourth -the capacity of the pro-

letariat to maintain and develop socialism -·"must be obtained 

actively". While the immiseration of the proletariat had 

reduced many to despair some "retained the strength and courage 

necessary for the battle". But "The proletarian class struggle 

as a mass struggle presupposes democracy"; otherwise dictator-

ship would result. "It is in the course of struggle for ... 

15. McClellan, p. 32. 

16. Kautsky, SPW, p. 103. 
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political rights ... [that] the proletariat attains maturity", 

And although democracy had its "degenerating effects" 

(preoccupation with petty details and day-to-day concerns), 

these were to be lessened by the success of democracy in 

shortening the working day and providing the proletarian 

'Wl.thmorefreetl·me1
.

7 C t t· L ·' · t· "th on ras 1ng en1n s concep 1on Wl 

what he felt was Marx's, Kautsky continued 

"For Marx the dictatorship of the proletariat 
was a state of affairs which necessarily arose 
in a real democracy because of the overwhelming 
numbers of the pro I etar iat". 18 

Kautsky's theorising about democracy, therefore, forever 

came back to his belief in the irresistibility of the majority. 

He quoted Marx's opinion that in America and England "the 

19 workers may be able to achieve their ends by peaceful means". 

Rosa Luxemburg's assessment of democracy, by contrast, depended 

on no such assumptions : 

"In a word, democracy is indispensable not because it 
renders possible the conquest of political power by 
the ~roletariat, but because it renders this both 
necessary and superfluous". 

-------------------
17. Ibid, p. 103-113. 

18. Ibid, p. 115. 

19. Ibid, p. 102. 
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Luxemburg goes beyond Bernstein and Kautsky in appre-

ciating the paradoxes of the situation facing socialists in a 

democrach. •For on the one hand capitalism sets up obstacles 

to realising the socialist programme (Luxemburg, 'p. 78) 

obstacles that are "strengthened and consolidated by the 

development of social reforms and the course of democracy", 

(p.41) yet on the other it provides the possibilities for 

realising that programme. Democracy 

"is necessary to the working class because it creates 
the political forms ... which will serve the proletariat 
as fulcrums in its task of transforming bourgeois society ... 
only through the exercise of its democratic rights, in 
the struggle for democracy, can the proletariat become 
aware of its class interests and its historic task". 

Here, for all her scepticism towards the operations 

of democracy, Luxemburg provides us with a far clearer 

conception of the 'maturing' of the proletariat than either 

Bernstein or Karitsky. But it had a unique twist to it. Not 

only should the struggle for reforms be the means of preparing 

the working class for the revol~tion (a point emphasised by 

Kautsky), but it would al~make it realise through practical 

experience thatJthe ultimate goal had tobe the overthrow of 

20 
the capitalist state. Her prescription was reform and 

20. Frol i ch, Rosa Luxemburg , p. 53. 
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revolution, both, but the struggle for the form~r must be with 

reference to the aim of achieving social ism. 'Reformism' of 

the English trade union type instead tended to replace 

21 
revolution with a series of reforms. 

Luxemburg'~ particular contribution to Marxist theoris-

ing about strategy in a bourgeois democracy was to combine an 

understanding of the opportunity offered by elections for 

propaganda, mobilisation of the masses and assessment of 

22 
socialist influence among them, with the 'strategic principle' 

that the daily struggle must be organically linked with its 

final aim. This final aim would be not this or that conception 

of some future state, but that which must precede the establish-

ment of any future society, namely the conquest of political 

23 
power. This approach gave her flexibility in utilising the 

"weapons" offered by the bourgeoisie - including the opportunity 

6f achieving positive legislation - yet stressed the importance 

of the German Social Democrats' oppositionalrole. Even in her i 

discussion of the mass strike - which was central to her theory 

of revolution - she pointed to the importance of parliament (as 

the one accessible platform during the years 1914-18) in trigger-

24 
ing mass actions. 

21. Under these circumstances, reforms, demobil ise, points out Przeworski 
(•capitalism and Social Democracy•) also citing the contrasting case 
of the development of Swedish Social Democracy. 

22. Engels had noted this last point - compare Hunt, p. 21. 
23. Explanation in Frol ich, p. 54. 
24. In the •Juniusbrochure•, Frolich, p. 143. 
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The view from Petrograd was necessarily somewhat 

different from the Western European one. The 'Revisionist' 

v~ew (after the liberals') that parliamentarianism destroys 

classes and class divisions must have appeared laughable to 

those operating in a society where the high-water mark of 

parliamentarianism was, up to 1917, the Duma~ with its ever-

shrinking suffrage. Lenin was able to write that parliamen-

tar ian ism "lays bare the innate character even· of the· most 

democratic bourgeois representatives as organs of class 

oppression". It could therefore serve the function of 

enlightening (and organising) the population on a broader scale 

in a rather novel way thereby intensifying civil war rather 

than eliminating it as Bernstein hoped. Lenin maintained : 

"Whoever does not understand the inevitable inner dialectics 
of pari iamentarianism and bourgeois de'mocracy ... will never 
be able to conduct propaganda and agitation consistent in 
principle, really preparing the working-class masses for 
victorious participation in such 1arguments 1 ."25 

Whereas for Kautsky politics was 'The Class Strugle', with the 
I 

working class first achieving full democracy then using it to 

transform society, Lenin stressed the non-neutrality of the 

state vis-a-vis the class struggle. 

25. In •Marxism and Revisionism• 



"It is natural for I iberals to speak of 1 derrocracy' 
in genera I, but a Marxist w iII never forget to ask 
'for what class?'.26 

24 

Lenin • s 1920 v.ork • "Left-Wing" Corrmunism - an Infabile Disorder • 

had an influence of Indian communists from early times: 7 and 

dealt in detail with the cirsumstances in which communist 

parties should partiriipate in bourgeois parliaments. It is 

therefore worthwhile to outline its argument in some detail 

here. 

Criticising the German 'Left Communists' outright 

dismissal of 'parlaimentary forms of struggle', Lenin made 

the distinction between parliamentarianism•s being 'historically 

obsolete' in the sense that "the e:ra of bourgeois parliamen-

tarianism is over", and its being 'politically obsolete•. In 

denying the latter, he commented : "it is a glaring theoretical 

error to apply the yardstick of world history to practical 

politic; ~~, He continued : "we must not regard what is obsolete 

to us as something obsolete to a class~ to the masses" while it 

was necessary for the party to remain the vanguard of the 

working class, 

26. 'The Proletarian Revolution and the Renegade Kautsky', 
Collected Wo:rks (Moscow), vol. 28, p. 235. 

27. See, for example, t~uzaffar Ahmad's account of his first 
purchase of Marxist literature, Myself and the Col7V71Unist 
Pa:rty of India~ p.81. 



"at the same time you must sober>ly follow the 
actual state of the class-conseiousness and 
preparedness of the entire class ... and of alI 
the wor>king people". 

25 

Where, as in Western Europe, the backward masses and small 

peasants are 

"much more imbued with bourgeous-.democratic and 
pari iamentary prejudices than.they were in Russia ... 
it is only from within such Institutions as bourge6is 
pari laments that Communists can and must wage a large 
and persJstent struggle ... to expose, dispel and 
overcome these prejudices." 

On the issue of boycotts of parliament, Lenin argued 

that the .Bolsheviks' experience proved the importance of 

assessing the prevailing conditions when coming to a decision. 

The boycott of the Duma in 1905 showed that 

"when legal and i I legal, pari iamentary and 
non-pari iamentary forms of struggle are combined, it 
is sometimes useful and even essential to reject 
pari iamentary forms•" 

But Lenin also maintained that 

" i n 1 9 0 4 - 1 4 t h e B o I s h e v i k s could not have 
preserved (let alone strengthened and developed) 
the core of the revolutionary party of the 
proletariat, had they not upheld ... the viewpoint 
that it was obligator>y to combine legal and illegal 
forms of struggle, and that it was obligator>y to 
participate even in a most reactionary pari iament 
and in a number of other institution." 

In sum, "experience has shown that this participation 

was not only useful but indispensable ... as to pave the way for 
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the second bourgeois revolution (February 1917), and then 

for the socialist revolution". 

Similarly, the persistence of support for reactionary 

parties among the workers in the Germany of the time signified 

that 

"participation in pari iamentary elections and in the 
struggle on the pari iamentary rostrum is obligatory 
on the party of the revolutionary proletariat 
specifically for the purpose of educating the backward 
strata of its- own class ... ". 

Developing this theme and again citing Boleshevik experience, 

this time of 1917, Lenin continued 

"Far from causing harm to the revolutionary 
proletariat, participation ... actually helps that 
prol itariat to prove to the backward masses why 
such pari iaments deserve to be done away with; 
it facilitates their successful dissolution, and 
helps to make bourgeois pari iamentarianism 
1 poI it i ca I I y ob so I ete 1 

• " 

Lenin laid great stress on "the .combination of mass 

action outside a reactionary parliament with an opposition 

sympathetic to. . . the revolution with in it" at the crucial 

movement of revolution, and "the importance of combining 

legal and illegal struggle". He also made the statement that 

"action by the masses ... is more importance than parliamentary 

activity at all times, and not only during a revolution or in 

a revolutionary situation." 
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This combination of methods had its organisational 

benefits. The evolution of reliable and authoritative leaders 

for the party required that they be tested in the performance 

of just such a combination of legal and illegal work. The 

party's requirements also dictated that its leaders should be 

willing and able "to utilise parliamentary elections and the 

parliamentary rostrum in a revolutionary andcommunist manner". 

Elsewhere in his writings
28 

Lenin had emphasised the need to 

formulate and present fundamental demands for political 

democracy which had significance as "the freer,wider and 

more distinct form of class oppression and class struggle." 

- in the correct manner : 

"not in a reformist, but in a revolutionary way; 
not by keeping within the framework of bourgeois 
legality, but by breaking through it; not by 
confining oneself to pari iamentary speeches and 
verba I protests, but by drawing the masses into 
real action,by widening and tormenting the 
strugg I e for every kind of fundarnenta I democratic 
demands". 

To conclude this survey, here is Lenin's advice to 

communists in Western Europe and America on how to utilise 

parliamentary elections and "all other fields, spheres and 

28. The $ocialist Revolution and. the Right of Nations to 
Self-Determination, written in early 1916. 
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aspects of public life, but "in a new way, in a communist 

way" : 

" ... the Communists must learn to create a new,uncustomary, 
non-opportunist, and non-careerist pari iamentarianism; the 
Communist parties must issue their slogans; true proletarians, 
with the help of the unorganised and downtrodden poor, should 
distribute leaflets, canvass workers' houses and cottages of 
the rural proletarians and peasants in the remote vi I I ages ... 
they should go into the public houses, penetrate into unions, 
societies and chance gatherings of the common people, and speak 
to the people, not in learned (or very pari iamentary) language; 
they should not at all strive to 'get seats' in pari iament, 
but should everywhere try to get people to think, and draw 
the masses into the struggle, to take the bour1eoisie at its 
word and uti I ise the machinery it has set up". 9 

29. 'Selected Works' (Moscow) 
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CHAPTER - II 

Integrating Theory With the Indian RealitY 

COMMUNIST THEORISATIONS OF THE INDIAN STATE 

As mentioned in the Introduction, the credentials of 

a genuine Marxist movement in a country depends upon the 

engagement in a ful~ objective analysis of the situation in 

that country (including its relation to the world situation). 

This analysis must incorporate the stage of development of 

the society, socio-economic conditions and th~ correlation of 

class forces in any arena of operation. Given tpis fact, and 

the legacy left by the Indian national movement, the immed-

iate imperative was to define the nature of the brand new 

Indian state - and this definition inevitably overlapped 

with an assessment of the nature of the Indian National 

Congress. At Independence Congress, formerly in opposition, 

was transformed into a ruling party, and conununist discussion 

centred for a considerable period around the question of what 

could be the meaning of this change in Marxist terms and what 

the strategical requirements it entailed. 1 

1. Subramanian ( 1983) goes so far as to state that : "It is in this 
basic transformation of the Congress from an oppositional force 
into the ruling party that the key to the character of ensuing 
debate within the CPI is to be sought." (p. 93) 
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Hm..ever, the CPI did not initially recognise any such 

transformation. Independence was held to be incomplete, and 

this was thought to imply that the "anti-imperialist united 

front" should continue in the form of communist support for 

Nehru and the "popular government". As compared with the 

situation existing before the June 1947 Mountbatten Plan 

announcing announcing the demarcation of India and Pakistan. 

"The on I y difference was that state power ••. has now 
become a weapon in the hands of the Indian people." 

This weapon could be used to "liquidate" imperialism and 

reaction (Subramanian, 1983, pp. 94-6). 

By the end of 1947 some discontent had built up within 

the Party as regards this view of events (Nossiter, 1988, p.16). 

The Congress fronts were making distressing inroads among 

workers, peasants and students, and some members felt an 

opportunity for more obviously revolutionary activity was 

being missed. By the time of the Second Congress at Calcutta 

in February-March 1948, where the first thorough-going formu-

lation of policy towards the fledgling state was made, Ranadive 

had replaced Joshi as General Secretary and the Zdanov 

'insurrectionary line' was emanating from Moscow, partly in 

response to events in China. 
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The Calcutta 'Political Thesis' declared that the 

Mountbatten Plan was a betrayal of the struggle for 

Independence, that the bourgeois part of the "Imperialist-

feudal-bourgeoisie combine" had taken vacillation to the very 

point of capitulation, and that this meant that previous 

distinctions between progressive and reactionary sections of 

the bourgeoisie were no longer relevant. In this situation, 

the new objective of People's Democracy was to be achieved by 

a combination of political strikes in the towns leading to 

uprising in the rural areas.
2 

Through 1948 and 1949 the party was pushed gradually 

more and more underground. Actions in West Bengal and 

Tripura, and - less successfully - elsewhere, led to deaths, 

detentions, splits and demoralisation. The Telengana 

agitation, though, was more effectively organised and from it 

evolved the 'Andhra line' of prolonged civil·war fought from 

liberated areas based on agrarian revolution. In May of 1950 

Rajeshwar Rao of the Andhra wing became Secretary, and for a 

2. As Nossiter (1988) points out, "As a revolutionary plan it 
echoed Russian experience. The only trouble was that Nehru 
was not Kerensky and August 1947 not February 1917. The CPI 
lacked the machinery, resources and influence to implement 
such a revolutionary movement; and they had neither a 
Lenin nor a Trotsky." (p. 16). 
An assessment by the post-split CPI remarked that the 
Calcutta analysis (Rao, 1976, p. ix) 
"was carried out in the most peculiar manner. Not on the basis 
of a concrete study of the concrete situation but on the basis 
of quotations from Lenin and Stalin and later from Mao and the 
Chinese I eaders". 



32 

year, until his resignation, the Andhra line prevailed, 

bolstered by Comintern approval in the form of an editorial 

3 
in the Cominform organ of 27th January, 1950. 

The CPI journal 'Communist' appeared to fall into line 

with the Cominform as its February-March issue carried a 

statement by the editorial board noting the "great lag" 

between the CPI's success and that elsewhere. Sectarian 

errors had restricted the scope of the workers' struggle. The 

key phrase of the article was the assertion that 

"fictitious independence ..• has not changed the 

colonial character of the Indian economy"1 

Since it was the imperialists who were the leading force in 

the 'imperialist-feudal-bourgeoisie combine' some- temporary-

agreement was possible with some sections of the bourgeoisie 

on action against imperialism, feudalism and the big bourgeoisie. 

3; This declared that there was 11 Unprecedented scope 11 for all types 
of revolutionary struggle worldwide, including armed. The 
success of the Chinese revolution served to strengthen the forces 
of national liberation in the colonies. On the Chinese model, the 
working class was to unite with 

"all classes, parties, groups and organisations 
wi II ing to fight the imperialists and their hire-
I ings and to form a broad, nationwide united front."[Rao, 1976,p. ix 

In the conditions of India's ·~sham independence 11 this alliance would 
stand against the 11 Anglo-American imperialists .. and the feudal 
princes collaborating with them. 

4. Democratic Research Service (1957)(DRS), p. 53. 
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But the CPI was obviously still unsettled with the new 

line. Even while accepting the main premise the board of 

'Communist' still called for a struggle against the "fascist 

5 
repressive policy of the congress rulers". 

a sharp rebuke from R.P. Dutt (of the CPGB) 

for a full reassessment of Nehru to begin. 

It was to take 

6 
in early 1951 

The 1951 party Programme was the outcome of the inter-

action of this fraternal advice, the CPI's own experience, 

and world and Indian developments. Being the first serious 

programmatic document in the evolution of the CPI and coming 

at a significant stage of Indian political evolution (the 

framing of the new Constitution) and international events 

(burgeoning Soviet power and the emergence of communist China) 

it had a great impact on the future ideological evolution of 

the Indian communist movement, not least by establishing the 

party as a legal one. 

5 . I b i d , p. 59 

6. Ibid, p. 65 .. Dutt mocked some communists' references to a 
•white terror• in India; there were a multitude of legal 
opportunities for opponents of the government. While 11 the 
Nehru Government represents the interest of the monopolist 
big bourgeoisie 11

, this was not always to be identified with 
that of U.S. imperial ism. Due to India • s proximity to China, 
its foreign policy was relatively independent. There were, 
in fact, different trends even within the big bourgeoisie : 
hence the vacillation in policy formation. 
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While distancing the CP I from Congress, the Programme 

explained that the immediate aim was m finish the democratic 

revolution, and this must determine the attitude towards the 

bourgeoisie 

"the Communist party is not demanding the estab I i shment 
of soc i a I ism in our country in the present stage of 
development. In view of the backwardness of the economic 
development of India and of the weakness of mass organi­
sations ... our party does not find it possible at present 
to carry out socialist transformations in our country ... " 

The scope for action lay in another direction : 

" our party regards as quite mature the task of 
replacing the present anti-democratic and anti­
popular government by a new government of People's 
Democracy created on the basis of a coalition of alI 
democratic, anti-feudal and anti-imperialist forces 
in our country?" 

More specifically and significantly for future policy, the 

accompanying Policy Statement asserted that : 

"We must fight the pari iamentary elections and 
elections in every sphere where the broad strata 
of the people can be rrobi I ised and their- interests 
de fended. "8 

7. From Mohit Sen (ed.) 1971, Documents of the CPI 

8. Ibid. 
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This document ruled out mechanical application of the 

Russian or Chine~e 'paths', emphasised worker-peasant unity, 

and concluded, 

''It would be a gross exaggeration to say that 
the country is already on the eve ot armed ... revolution". 

The government, it was admittedr was not isolated and even 

what discontent there was did not necessarily amount to 

communist strength. Hence unity with other 'progressive' 

1 t . d9 e emen s was requ1re . 

At the Madurai (third) Congress in December 1953 the 

assessment of the government expressed in 1951 remained in 

place. Nehru's foreign policy was progressive but he was 

"tied to the chariot wheels of British imperialism". On 

the emerging contentious question of who was the main enemy, 

British or American imperialism, the congress concluded that 

the struggles against these two were part of the same struggle. 

As Ajoy Ghosh later explained, 

9. The 1951 formulation can be seen as an attempt to come to terms 
with the new constitutional regime, the not wholly favourable 
political situation and other, international, compulsions. 
Noss iter (1988) ca 11 s it a "hesitant compromise" ( p.17) and the act 
of 'relegating revolution to a distant future'(Nossiter, 1982, 
Chapter IV) did produce an inherently unstable situation. 
Subraminian (1983) describes it as "a relatively moderate and 
realistic strategic and tactical 1 ine" but comments that it was 
simply overtaken by events. This was despite the good results of 
the 1952 elections, in which although the CPI only secured 3.3% 
of the vote left-wing parties together took a fifth. 



"We have to win full freedom from the British but we 
have also defend our existing freedom from the 
increasing menace of the United States." 10 
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As the decade were on the complications of assessing 

the Indian situation multiplied~ 1 and the fourth CPI 

Congress, at Palghat in April, 1956, certainly saw a shift in 

the assessment of the Indian government's foreign policy. 

Despite an earlier document's having denounced the 

"manoeuvring between the main enemy of peace [the U.S.] 
... and the peace-loving countries"12 

Congress Political Report now hailed the "assert ion of 

independence" made by India and noted the heightened conflict 

between the Indian people (including, crucially, the govern-

) d h 0 0 l 0 13 ment an t e 1mper1a 1sts. There was a "sharpening'_' of 

the contradiction between the Indian bourgeoisie and imperialism, 

on the internal as well as external front. The change in 

-foreign policy was "of immense importance" yet at Madurai the 

10. Quoted in Subramanian. 

11. After praise of Nehru's foreign policy, Kruhchev visited 
Delhi in 1955, and the Awadi resolution of the INC in 
favour of a "socialistic pattern" of society as the 
party's aim prompted both the CPGB and 'Pravda' to extol 
both Nehru's foreign and domestic policies. 

12. The 1953 'Tactical Line', reproduced in DRS. 

13. DRS, pp. 231-6. 
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basic understanding had been sectarian,at a time when there Wffi 

actually a need for "consolidation o~ national unity". 

The new slog~n was~ be iUnity with, struggle against': 

the "leading force" in the government, the bourgeoisie, was 

trying to eliminate feudal exploitation and to'industrialise, 

but 

"it seeks to resolve its conflict with imperial ism· 
and feuda I ism at the cost of the peop l·e". 14 

There was "no question" of a united front with Congress but 

at the same time the necessary democratic front would not be 

composed of the current anti-tongress forces. Rather, 

"the most important division is that between the 
democratic forces that follow the Congress on the 
one hand and the masses that follow the democratic 
opposition on the other hand". 

The Congress mass following had to be won over. 

Despite the preparation for the congress, in the form· 

. 15 
of debate in party JOUrnals, the meetings were overshadowed 

by events at the 20th Congress of the CPSU. It was explained 

14. Ibid., p. 292. 

15. For Example Ajoy Ghosh's 'Some Questions of Party Policy 
in'NewAge'. 
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to delegates that the 'peaceful transition to socialism' 

envisaged by Krushchev would be possible in India in certain 

d 
0 0 16 

con 1t1ons. The most significant implication (Nossiter, 

1988, p. 18) was that 

"Representative institutions were now to be taken 
seriously as a battleground for the extension of 
people's rights and powers rather than as an arena 
for propaganda as in the 1951 formulation."17 

It should be noted that Moscow could only push the CPI 

so far. The implications of Modeste Rubinstein's argument in 

the July, 1956 edition of 'New Times', that in India there 

were the "objective possibilities for obviating the continued 

growth of monopoly capital" and that Nehru was himself follow-

ing a peaceful path to socialism, are reported.to have "shocked" 

the CPI Executive (Fie, 1964, p. 261). Howev~r, the Palghat 

Congress ended adecade of metamorphosis : from Telangana to 

16. These being : (1) that the working class be in the 
vanguard, (2) that the bureaucracy and police be 
curbed and the state apparatus and army democratised, 
and (3) that the most reactionary elements be removed 
(from Nossiter, 1988, p. 18). 

17. Nossiter points out that although state legislatures are not 
mentioned in the text- unlike panchayats and district boards -
this closed session had great importance given the success of 
the CPI in the Kerala state elections next year. 
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an approach whose crystallisation was the 1957 Election 

Manifesto, in many ways indistinguishable from that of 

18 Congress. 

The CPI had moved towards its 1956 understanding during 

a period in domestic politics when Congress's immense popula-

rity nationwide meant the ambiguities in the Constitution 

adopted in 1959 remained dormant. When the only experience of 

'Centre-state relations' (a phrase understandably of more 

recent coinage) was of exchanges between different levels of 

the Congress Party even Nehru himself could not have an idea 

of what room for manoeuvre a future non-Congress state govern-

ment might have. 

However, in a few areas of the country challenges -

usually with firm roots in the national movement and the agita-

tions to demand linguistic states - were being mounted to the 

ruling party's. supremacy. The CPI '3 tackling of the issues 

emerging in the new federal scenario was also fired in the 

crucible of its own involvement in pre-Independence and regional 

movements. Its ideological and political approach to these issues 

must therefore be seen in this context. 

18. This might seem to imply that the CPI had developed the theory 
of peaceful transition relatively independently of the inter­
national communist movement, which only recognised it in 1956, at 
the CPSU Congress. However, to make any such assertion would of 
course require detailed examination of CPSU and Comintern/Cominform 
positions throughout the period. 
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THE CPI AND THE EMERGING CENTRE-STATES ISSUE 

India's refusal to fit either the federal or unitary 

models of a political system has led to , among others, the 

designation 'quasi-federal'. The existence of states as such 

is guaranteed by the constitution, but the existence of 

particular states as permanent governmental or administrative 

entities is not. State powers in the original li.sts included 

policing, education, health, agriculture, industry and certain 

powers of taxation. However, the first two of these have been 

to some extent encroached upon by the Centre; and items on 

the concurrent list are also subject to wer~ruling by New 

Delhi. Given the (in some circumsta:nces wide) discretionary 

powers of the sta~e Governors; the supervision of the state 

administrations by the All-India Services; and the distribu­

tion of revenue-raising capacity in favour of the Centre, it 

is not surprising that many communists and non--communists 

alike have been pessimistic about the feasibility of bringing 

about fundamental changes in social relations in a single state 

within the Indian constitutional framework. 

But the case can be over-stated. It is true that the 

system of resource transfers from Centre to states has resulted 

in deep indebtedness for the latter, and that the Planning 
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Commission (chaired ex-officio by the Prime Minister) has 

ultimate control over allocation of loans and grants. But 

to some extent the Centre depends on the states for implemen-

tation of its own policies, and relations vary according to 

political factors such as stability and credibility of the 

central government and the configuration of forces in indivi-

dual states. There is thus a 'relative political autonomy', 

and the degree to which this extends to the transformation of 

Soci~l relations, notably in the field of land reforms~. on 

to the pursuit of the economic goals of.growth and.redistri-

bution is indeed a central issue for communists. 

But at the time of the first general election of 1951, 

which left Congress in control at the Union level and in the 

states,the 'Centre-states issue' in its embryonic form covered 

only the debate on linguistic states. Although the intellectual 

stratum of the regional bourgeoisie and landholding groups first 

19 
voiced the demand, the movements soon developed a mass 

character, first in Andhra, then elsewhere. By 1952 A.K.Gopalan 

was announcing that "India's most important problem,the Communistf" 

. . . . . 20 I No. 1 goal" was the format1on of lingu1st1c prov1nces. n 

19. As noted by CPM leader, Karat Prakash (1973), p. 30. 

20. In ·Times of India 3 26th May 1952, quoted in Nossiter (1982). 
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a 1953 article,Politburo member E.M.S. Namboodiripad outlined 

the limits of the policy 

"The-; right of secession should not be confused with 
the expediency of the format ion of separate states." 

Each 'nation' was a special case and in India 

"the principle of self-determination means and 
naturally includes the right of separation", 

but at that time it was "inexpedient ... to exercise the 

. 21 
r1ght". 

There is an unmistakeable affinity here to the Soviet 

experience and theoretical outlook, by no means incidental .. 

Stalin's 1913 formulation of the Bolshevik attitude.to the 

national question guided Indian communjsts and had been their 

totichstone in th~ run-up to Partition. As late as 1973 a 

CPM leader could say that it "has remained for·them the deft-

• • k • I 22 n1t1ve wor on the quest1on '. So it is worthwhile briefly 

to outline it here. 

The article 'Marxism and the National Question', written 

by Stalin in 1912-13, set out to define a 'nation', analyse the 

21. 'Questions and answers :nationalities and the Right of Secession•, 
c~oss~oads, 6th September 1953. 

22. Prakash (1973), p. 51. 
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nature of national movements and state the Bolshevik view on 

the issues of national cultural autonomy, self-determination 

of nations and secession. A 'nation' was, he held, 

"<J his-toriullly constituted, sl·able communi-ty of 
people, formed on the basis of a common language, 
territory, economic I ife, and psychological make-up 
manifested in a common culture".23 

The formation of nations can take place in different 

fashions (independent nation-states in Britain and France, 

multi-national states in Eastern Eu~ope) but all belong to 

. . 1. 24 "the epoch of rislng caplta lsm". In circumstances where 

there is a struggle between "dominant" and other nations, the 

bourgoisie "plays the leading role".
25 

Driven by "the desire 

to secure its 'own', its 'home' market'', its rallying of 

forces against the semi-feudal bureaucracy of the ruling 

nation represents the beginning of any national ~ovement. 

However, if the proletariat in the country concerned 

has a high degree of class consciousness and organisation 

there is "no need ·to rally to the banner of the bourgeoisie". 

23. I.V. Stalin, Wor>kn, (1953, Moscow), voL2, p. 307. 
No one characteristic or group of these characteristics 
other than the totality was sufficient for the definition. 

24. Ibid, p. 313. Co:mpare Lenin's 'The Right of Nations to self­
determination', quoted by Prakash (1973). 

25. Ibid, .pp. 316. 
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F . 26 1 or communlsts shou d not support every institution linked · 

with the 'nation', but 

"upho I d on I y the right of the nation
27 

itself to determine its own destiny". 

fu practice, the suitability of the options available - cultural 

autonomy, federation or separation - depends on "concrete 

historical conditions". In Russia the most important question 

28 
of political life was not the national but the agrarian. 

Hence "the national question is a subordinate one".
29 

It is against this theoretical background that Indian communist 

attitudes must be seen. As with Stalin's analysis any Marxist 

approach to the language and nationality question in India must 

relate it to the specific class structures of Indian society.
30 

26. Stalin actually uses the phrase 'Social -Democracy'. 

27. Ibid., pp. 317-21. 

28. Ibid., p. 330. Specifically, "The destruction of the relics of 
feuda 1 ism". 

29. Stalin's own solution to this question, the ''Basis and condition" 
for which is "the complete democratisation of the country", has 
as its essential elements the right to self-determination, 
religion autonomy, and equal rights of nations in language,schools, 
etc. Also vital given the danger of any nationalist ethos develop­
ing to ~he detriment of working-class organisation was the 
principle of international solidarity of the workers. 

30. For example, the rise of the D.M.K. in Madras has been seen as 
only the "logical culmination" of the "radical attack of the 
new bourgeoisie", which was given the "signal" by antibrahminism 
(Prakash, 1973, pp. 69-70). 
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Before Independence the CPI had already accepted the 

multi-nationality of India. The. immediate result of this 

approach, when Adhikari applied it to the matter of Muslim 

self-determination,
31 

was the expulsion of communists from 

the Congress in 1945.
32 

But the Party launched into the 

movement for linguistic states in earnest when the soul-

searching of the immediate post-Telengana period made clear 

the necessity for a broader-based strategy of mobilisation. 

According to CPI General Secretary Ajoy Ghosh, 33 the importancJe 

of the movement was threefold : (i) it was democratic,as the 

use of the common language increases the access to government 

and the possibility of participation; (ii) it combatted feudal 

elements; (iii) the flowering of· culture made possible by the 

emergence of linguistic states was an essential condition for 

democracy. 

The growth and success of these movements was most markedly 

seen in the future states of Andhra and Kerala. Communist 

activity in the cultural field was of vital importance in building 

31. 
--~-· '32. 

33. 

G. Adhikari (1944), Pakistan and National Unity. 

Prakash (1973) cites P.G. Joshi 1 s 1946 'A Communist Reply to the 
Congress Committee 1 s Charges'. 
1 0n the work of the Illrd Party Congress 1 (1954), quoted in 
Prakash (1973), pp. 53-4. 
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support for the party's future battles, electoral and other-

. 34 . d . . wlse. Namboodirlpa 's wrltlngs of the time, too, showed a 

subtle understanding and conscious use of thjs powerful weapon. 

In an article published in December, 1955
35 

he credited the 

kisan sabhas and trade unions with the spread of cultural 

activities into the lives of working people, and with organi-

sing "night schools, reading rooms and libraries and study 

classes". The con tr ibut ion of the Commun ]:st Party included 

"several thousands" of poems, songs, short stories and plays 

as well as hundreds of "local cultural squads". However, this 

was not merely to facilitate the development of a bourgeois 

culture consonant with the linguistic state in the process of 

formation. The purpose was to.develop a "working people's 

culture", and was thus two-pronged. Such activities by trade 

unions and kisan sabhas, outside those based on economic and 

political demands, gave the people the means t~ break the 

"chains of ignorance, superstition and backwardness" imposed 

by the ruling classes. 

34. Prakash remarks that in Kerala 11 the party was outstanding 
in channelling and identifying with the flowering of Malayalam 11

, 

(although he does warn against facile explanations attributing 
co~nunist successes to use of regional patriotism, singling 
out Fie (1970) for criticism). See also Nossiter (1982). 

35. 1 The Communist Party and the Struggle for Cultural Advance 1 

in the CPI journal New Age. 
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Clearly, Namboodiripad and others have felt the need 

periodically to redress the balance between language and 

class. 36 In an editorial comment of January 1955 Ghosh 

wrote that Nehru had been talking of national unity and the 

'anti-national' character of the Communist Party. But, 

"the Andhra people know full. well who it is that 
has served their national interests ... The Communist 
Party is the national party of the Telugu people." 

There is revealing ambiguity here. Not only is Ghosh delibera-

tely using the word 'national' in a sense not at all meant by 

Nehru, but the passage would read as, smoothly if the word 

'national' was replaced by the .word 'class'. 

In fact the nationality question has been fraught with 

difficulty for communists. Ghosh felt obliged at the Third 

Congress to warn against a trend of bourgeois nationalism. 

Moreover, the acceptance of alliances even with feudal classes 

in the linguistic-states movements left unpleasant and lasting 

fall-out in some.states (Prakash, 1973, pp. 71-2). At the 

same time, the success of popular movements for linguistic 

36. 'For Victory in Andhra', New Age, January, 1955 .. 
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states has been partly responsible for considerable strains~ 

. 37 d . on Centre-state relat1ons. In ad it1on, the growth of 

regional particularism in the communist movement (also partly 

attributable to factional strif~ between 1947 and 1951) has, 

it has been suggested (Gelman, 19G3 ) , led to certain traits 

developing among communist parties that are usually associated 

with bourgeois parties : the phenomenon of local power-bases 

held by national leaders and the concomitant neglect of the 

38 
party centre. The twin attracting poles of language and 

class in the mass movements of the early 1950's must be partly 

held responsible for this. Namboodiripad wrote in a September 

9 
r:: • 39 

1 50 art1cle : 

"Our Party should carry on a continuous struggle 
against the bourgeois approach to national integ­
ration even while joining hands with it on issues 
in order- to i so I ate and defeat the more disruptive 
forces." 

This statement demonstrates ju~t what a narrow path the CPI 

was trying to walk. 

37. In fact Prakash (surprisingly for a CPM man) claimed in 1973 
to detect an 11 inexorable proceSS 11 eroding the Centre 1 S power 
and posing, ironically, a real problem to parties organised on 
the basis of democratic centralism. 

38. Gelman goes so far as to say of this and the following period; 
11 factionalism, blatant lack of discipline, and regional disregarded 
for central authority ... became permanent features of CPI 1 ife, 
to a degree seen in few if any other Communist parties. 11 

39. 1 Prospects of Capitalist Development in India',New Age, September 
1955. 



49 

KERALA THE TESTING GROUND 

It has already been seen how the CPI committed itself 

to use of representative institutions. As General Secretary 

Ghosh remarked, peaceful methods were neither a creed nor a 

tactic but "a policy - a seriously meant policy"40 It has 

been noted that communist MP's in the Lok Sabha became 

correspondingly more active and constructive after the change 

of line. (Nossiter, 1988, ~. 175) 

The record of the CPI in Kerala made this state parti-

cularly suitable for testing the new 'theory of peaceful 

transition' if once the entry into government. in a single 

state in the Indian Union was established as part of the 

application of this theory. Not oily had the party gained 

considerable strength and credibil~ty in being so involved 

in the movement for a united ~erala, but it has solid 

41 
experience of participation in elections and elected bodies. 

With all this under its belt the CPI ih Kerala was w~ll 

suited to taking a 'constructive' approach, fully outlined 

40. In New Age, 18th May 1956. 

41. The only elections it had boycotted were those .of 1948 in 
Cochin and in 1956 it won control of a local government 
body in th~ District board elections, subsequently earning 
even Nehru's praise for its ,;model administrati.on'" (Nossiter, 
1988 ' p . 6 5 ) . 
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in its 'Communist Proposal for Building a Democratic and 

Prosperous Kerala'. Its emphasis on a 'minimum programme' for 

social justice and economic recon~truction in no way went 

beyond the professions of Congress socialism, and the manif~sto 

for the 1957 elections was reminiscent of the Centre's Second 

Five Year Plan. 

Nevertheless there were many uncertainties inherent to 

the situation -despite the CPI's good electoral showing42 -

and a complete lack of precedent of a communist party running 

a government in a federal framework controlled by non-communist 

forces. In these circumstances it was unsurprising that there 

was a group of comrades even in Kerala who held that even 

Leninist-type exploitation of government was not relevant in 

the case of India. And even the advocates of such exploita­

tion were agreed that whereas in Eastern Eurpoe the capture of 

full state power made possible whole-scale nationalisation and1 

collectivisation, use of educational and cultural organs for 

propaganda, and control of police and armed forces, in Kerala 

such weapons would not be at the ministry's disposal. Moreover, 

there were wider, international, considerations connectSd with. 

42. Sixty out of 126 seats in the Assembly. 
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the interests of the Soviet Unioh in not seeirig its new friend 

Nehru destablised. Yet the Indian Constitution itself (in its 

Preamble and Directive Principles) called for the establishment 

of socialism in India, so at le~st initially the Centre cou1~ 

. 43 not take exception to the commun1st programme. · The two great 

imbonderables (to be considered,of course,in Marxist terms) 

where : ( i) what would be the re.sponse of the ruling class 

and the Indian state apparatus to the unfolding of a government 

run by communists; and (ii) where did the running of a state 

. 44 
government fit into the Party's overall strategy? 

It seems that there was no answer to these questions 

that could command universal - or even near-universal -

45 
support. However, some attempt had been made to think through 

the implications of applying the Palghat line, and later the 

43. Subramnian (1983) has justly said that it isthis combination of 
possibilities and limitations represents 
"an ideological challenge, perhaps not faced by any other 
Communist movement in the world" (p.21) 
Fie had also asserted (1970), that whatever they could learn 
from others' experiences, 
''the Communists had to evolve a finer and more sophisticated 
mode of transition than used in Europe and China" (p. 82) 

44. That is, was it a large step on the road to co~trol at the 
centre, or was it just a part of tne 11 etc. 11 in Ghosh's call 
to comrades at the Palghat Congress to involve themselves 
in 11 Panchayats, District Boards, etc. 11 ? 

45. Indeed twice the national party secretary had to intervene 
to sort out differences within the Kerala State Committee 
(Nossiter, 1988, p. 66). 



52 

important Moscow Declaration, to the Indian situation. In the 

Malayali-language textbook used in party schools Namboodiripad 

outlined the conditions for the peaceful transition to take 

place : Congress must legislate at the Centre to curtail the 

economic power and privileges of the exploiting classes; 

meanwh i1 e - and by implication this is where the Communists 

Party comes in - the masses must be rrnbil ised to. turn the legal· 

acts into reality on the ground. This would be done by (a) 

forming committees of workers and farmers that would take 

"direct action" to enforce the measures, and (b) ensuring the 

participation of these people's organisations in the work of 

public administration, at all levels from panchayats to state 

parliament and even cabinet. Inthis way the whole operation 

of the administration would be democratised, paving the way 

for a peaceful transition to communism even under Congress rule 

( F ic , 19 70 , p. 8 3 ) . 

Despite his awareness of the specificities of the Indian 

situation Namboodiripad also attempted to apply some of the 

. 46 
lessons of the Chinese exper1ence. The first stage of the 

transition, it seemed, involved not sweeping nationalisation but 

46. In a series of articles in New Aqe in late 1956, shortly 
after returning from a trip to Beijing. 
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state capitalism and private enterprise. Legislation effecti-

vely to dispossess the exploiting classes was of course vital, 

but must be reinforced by militant groups of workers and 

peasants organised by the Communist Party. These groups would. 

carry forward the government's programme even as open class 

struggle developed. 

Immediately after the election results had been announced 

and in anticipation of being ask~d to form a government the·. 

Secretary-General of the Kerala Party declared that a CPI 

ministry would "function in the service of the people within 

the four corners of the present Constitution". There would 

be no "upheaval", any state-level nationalisations would of 

course require consultation with the Central government and 

the CPI would merely implement the Congress Party's own pro-

gramme more thoroughly (Fie, 1970, pp. 84-6). The Politbureau 

of the national Party was soon appealing to the PSP (earlier 

in coalition with Congress) to join in the government. 

Evidently - at least before the formation of the m~nistry 

- allaying the fears of non-communist influentials was a prio-

rity. However, a New Age editorial two and a half weeks 'later 

I 
proclaimed that this would be a "resolute break" from all pas1j 

state governments, in that it would be trying to realise the 
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"hitherto forsaken" Preamble and Directive Principles. At the 

same time, the article mentioned the limitations in the 

Constitution itself that presented obstacles to the realisation 

of these same Principles. More importantly, 

"One has to reckon with the fact that the State 
power in India .rests in the hands of the exploi­
ting classe~. It wi II be the worst illusion, 
therefore, to think that these classes wil I take 
kindly to a fact of the popular demcratic 
government in Kera I a, or reconc i I e to the dem-, 
cratic and historic process that would immediately 
fo I I ow ... " 

The public statements of the leaders may have been cautious but 

this talk of "democratic and historic process".seems to give 

evidence that the CPI believed at the time that significant 

change was possible, given the right political situation.
47 

However, the programme outlined in the manifesto envi-

saged that the government's work would take place strictly 

within the boundaries of the Constitution. Nevertheless, its 

functloning would according to M.N. Govindan Nair, have impact 

beyond Kerala. It would 'radicalise' 'forces elsewhere and 

help to clarify the meaning of socialism for them. This in 

47. This proviso had, of course, an international dimension due 
to the importance of the protection of Soviet state interests 
to the CP I. 
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itself would "concretise" the possibility of peaceful transi-

tion at the all-India level. He admitted that the Party 

itself did not know how the advance towards socialism would 

come about. 

"But what is important is that the realisation 
should grow that such a probl~m exists and that 
its solution is as important, if not more, as 
running an efficient administration. Indeed, 
the two things cannot be separated from each .· 
other in a mechanical fashion .. . "48(my emphasis). 

Concrete policies would have to be evolved and introduced, but 

"Even oore ·important ..• w i 1.1 be the introduction 
of a new style of work which will bring the 
government closer to the people and enable them, 
as far as possible, to participate in its work ••• " 

Nair wrote of t.he "latent power" of the toiling sections to be 

tapped by the new government. 

The leaders were thus quite aware of the complexities 

of this hitherto unique situation. The Constitution could be 

quoted, criticised and exposed. There was a need to set an 

example of efficient and honest administration yet the desire 

was also strong to experiment with a new form of democratised 

government. Nair declared that the Patty "looked upon the 

48. New Age ,vel VI, no. 4, April 1957. 
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winning of governmental power as a great responsibility and 

an enormous opportunity"; but the plans for mass mobilisation 

could provoke the Centre to the ultimate revenge. However, 

the very facts that the State Committee often developed 

internal disagreements- and thatNair as Secretary was frequen-

tly forced to interpret the party line without the benefit of 

thorough discussion or practical precedent - suggest that 

there was no one stable understanding of the application of 

the theory of peaceful transition, that could warrant calling 

K 1 'th Y f I d" ' p· (1970) wou·ld have 1·t.
49 

era a e enan o n 1a , as 1c 

The limitations within which the government had to oper-

ate are seen most clearly in its police policy and in its 

approach to agrarian reform. In a sovereign state where a 

communist party has come to power the police could be used on 

the side of the mass movements against the exploiting class .. 

But in only one state of the Indian Union this was not possi-

ble. Namboodiripad's important public statement of July 1957 

tacitly recognised this and accordingly announced only the 

neutralisation of the police (a~ it came to be called) in the 

case of demonstrations or strikes on the part of the "democratic 

movement". The plan was to leave the way clear for the 'direct 

49. He wrote of the state that 
"it represented a focus of Communist power fro.m which 
it could radiate until it engulfed the whole nation". (p. 81). 
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actions' by communist-led organisations to take effect. The 

previous policy was roundly condemned : 

"such use of the pol ice in favour of the owning 
classes is a violation of the fundamental rights 
of the toiling classes".50 

Th . l. l . 51. . e agrar1an po 1cy was a so caut1us. F1nance 

Minister Achutha Menon maintained that :radical redistribution 

was just not practicable given the shortage of·land. Having 

passed a Stay of Eviction Ordinance within a week of coming 

into government to protect tenants and hutment dwellers in the 

interim, the ministry clearly intended to produce a viable 

52 
Act. 

However, the CPI approach to government extended, as 

anticipated, beyond legislatiort. The legislation itself, in 

the field of prices, wages, education, and administration, was 

expected (and intended) to polarise opinion both at the stage 

of debate and at the stage of implementation ... The heated 

arguments in the Assembly were reported in the Communist press 

50. Quoted in Fie (1970), pp. 465-6. 

51. In his 1952 work •on the Agra.rian Question• Namboodiripad, 
in 1957 of course Chief Minisfer, had written bf the need 
to abolish feudalism first and to create capitalist 
relations in agriculture. 

52. Not only did the Peasants• Union have more influence in the 
Party than the labourers (Nossiter, 1988, p. 70), but a 
reasonably wide consensus was seen to be needed to get the 
Bill through. 
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in terms of a struggle between forces of progress and reaction, 

in line with Nair's earlier comments (Fie, 1970, pp. 92-3). 

. 53 
Meanwhile, there was a membership drive by the party and 

strenuous attempts were made to strengthen communist trade 

unions, most notably with the one-industry-one-union formula. 

In addi ton to neutral ising the pol ice it i-s widely accepted 

that local cadres ex ere ised to s::me degree ;pressure on District 

officials (as effectively admitted by the Law Minister in 

September 1958).
54 

It would be wrong, however, to characterise the CPI's 

mobilisation strategy as 'disruptiv~'. In industrial policy 

there was much constructive wotk, including legislation on 

wages and conditions, the setting-up of conciliation bodies 

and generally implementing the already existing AITUC policy 

of encouraging economic development even at the expense of 

the short-term interests of the workers concerned. Although 

the frequency of strikes did go up in 1957-8 the communist 

55 
unions cannot be stuck with the .responsibility for this. 

53. Though not without some inevitable loss of discipline (Nossiter, 
1988' p. 68) . 

54. Some also accuse them of downright obstruction of justice. 

55. Nossiter (1982) points out that the only major strike 
AITUC was involved in was against a British tea company(p.80). 
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Nevertheless, the leadership did see mobilisation of 

supporters and sympathisers as of vital importance, parti-

cularly at moment of crisis. For example, the students' 

unrest of July 1958 and the problems of dealing with it 

resulted in a call by Govindan Nair for the formation of 

"citizen's commit tees". More generally, the 'excesses' and. 

demonstrations in support of the government were central to 

the mobilisation of the poor along class lines (Nossiter,1982~ 

Chapter V) ,. as became clear from the polarisation of the 

electorate in the 1960 election. 

But by January 1959 Namboodiripad was having serious 

doubts about the applicability of the theory of peaceful 

transition to his state. He declared at a public meeting: 

56. 

" ... [t]here are certain I imitations on the side of the 
Government which obstruct the rea I fu If i I ment of the 
regional needs. The Executive would meet with diffi­
culties unless a total revol~tion similar to that which 
had occurred in the Soviet Union ~nd China took place 
in this country also ... "56 · 

Quoted in Fie (1970), p. 110. 
The Moscow Declaration had also stated that in winning 
power the working class would at least try to avoid 
civil war, this depending on "the attitude of the 
exploiting cla·ss in a given country". 
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A mobilisation drive was started in April 1959 to 

defend the government, but on his return from consultations 

in Moscow Namboodiripad had already indicated that the links 

between ·party and state apparatus must be broken to placate 

the Centre. In the event, this.proved irrelevant as when the 

opposition refused to enter into negotiations in June and tbe 

conflict worsened, the national leadership decided that dis-

missal by the Centre would have the best propaganda value. 

This judgement was proved correct; almost a decade 

Namboodiripad himself was harking back to this action of the 

central government's as evidence of its moral bankruptcy 

"When the people begin to use pari iamentary institutions 
for advancing their cause, and they fall away from the 
influence of the reactionary bourgeoisie and landlords, 
these classes do not hesitate to trample underfoot 
pari iamentary democracy as was done in Kerala in 1959." 
(Namboodiripad, 1968, p. 4l. 

Apart from this, what were the ·'lessons of Kerala' for the 

CPI? Fie's judgement (1970) is that, 

"The operations of the Communist government, taken in their 
totality, amounted to a unique case of systematic adaptation, 
conversion and exploitation of the institutions of pari ia­
mentary democracy for the purpose of its transformation into 
a special form of the dictatorship of the .proletariat, a 
peop I e 1 s reg i me. " ( p. 78) . 

This may have been the original aim but the dittatorship of 

the proletariat certaihly never emerged in Kerala and given the 

stance of the CPSU never looked likely to. More mundanely, but 



probably more accurately, 

"the party developed an appreciation of both the 
possibi I ities and the I imitations of work on the 
pari iamentary front" CNossiter, 1988, p. 79). 

61 

Work in the assembly was combined with work in the panchayats 

and district boards, which dould be seen as 'training grouridS' 

for class struggle, electoral mobilisation and administration. 

However, the fact that, although politicised, ihey tended to 

be insulated from the full ramifications of ciass struggle 

(Gough, 1968, p. 197) perhapS provided a lesson for later 

communist-led governments. 

Another important lesson, according to .Fic,(1970), 

"is that any time they assume power in one state of 
the Indian Union, the foremost task to be accomplished 
before embarking upon the process of transition quite 
apart from its slow rate, is to throw all resources 
into building mass organisations. The control over a 
vast network of these organisations, and the slow rate 
of transition, could preclude the opposition forces 
from amassing themselves. This would assure that the 
process takes place in a relatively peaceful atmosphere." 
( p. 114-5) 

In general it can be said that the experience of 1937-9 made 

the CPI at both state and national level much less sanguine 

about the prospects for real change under a left government 

57 
in the federal system. 

57. As noted above, Namboodripad had expressed this shift in 
mood early in 1958. 
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Moreover, the participatioh in parliament and government 

seems to have had other, unwelcome, effects. As early as 1952 

there had been cor.plaints that the state leadership was negotia-

ting united fronts of parties and not of classes. 

Another danger was the temptations of office. As 

A.K. Gopalan (1973) later commented : 

"A new I ife, a new environment, a new all lance..: I 
found myself in an environment calculated to ruin a 
man. First class travel, comfortable chambers in the 
pari lament a surfeit of money, magnificent quarters­
and a I ife devoid of heavy responsibi I ity ... we did 
not feel hopeful about ~his much eulogised pari ia­
mentary democracy." (pp. 181-2) 

Nevertheless, during the ministry's tenure there was a 

demonstrable rise in the incidence of class conflict. Not 

only did agrarian mobilisation get the support of the govern-

ment, but the opposition started to mobilise their supporters 

against government. The deep inter-rclationship between mobili-

sation and legislation (Oomen, 1985), was shown in the example 

of MLA~s' frequently holding union office. 

Just as the CPI found it impossible to outline a compre-

hensive strategy at the outset of the experiment in government, 

so it could not come to a consensus on its results. The ministry, 

its functioning, and the Marxist meaning of its eventful term 

became issues of contention in the crisis leading up to the 

final split in 1964. 
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THEORETICAL ISSUES IN THE 1964 SPLIT 

The Amritsar Extraordinary Congress of April, 1958 58 

has been labelled "the highest water mark of ideological and 

organisational unity" of the CPI (Fie, 1969, p.367). Insofar 

as this description is correct the unity was really possible 

only due to the prevailing circumstances - Nehru's apparent 

desire to co-exist with the communist ministry in Kerala, the 

accommodation reached between the CPSU and CPC in the form of 

the Moscow Declaration, and the encouraging pr:ogress of the 

Kerala government itself. The new party constitution decl~red 

the faith of the CPI in the peaCeful path including participa-

tion in parliament as a means to securing full democracy and 

socialism. Although some have viewed the adoption of this 

policy as basically a result of pressure from the Soviet 

party (Gelman, 1963), and the 1964 split as the outcome of the 

conflicts engendered by the introduction of pressure from 

China others have seen Amritsar as a crucial and irreversible , 

step to 'Indianising communism'. 

58. See the opening section of this chapter. 
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!Iowevnr, f:h(~ party wn.s still Split behind the facade 

of the new constitution. Namboodiripad, writing in 1975, 

recalls the "furious struggle" at the time between two 
. 59 

"trends" on the essential attitude to Congress~ By the 

summer of 1958 differencesover the correct response to the. 

situation in Kerala had not only emerged in Indian state units 

and the party nationally. There was disagreement in the 

international movement, too. Based on their differing 

assessments of Nehru, Beijing wanted revolutionary mass 

struggle while Moscow favoured resignation.
60 

jFic,1969,p.301) 

The details of the events leading to the final split in 

1964 are not relevant to this work, but a few stages in the 

ideological 'battle' may be analysed here. As the Sino-Soviet 

disagreements intensified and the border dispute with China 

seized the national consciousness, the Central Executive 

Committee of the party met in September, 1960 to prepare the 

ground for the forthcoming congress in April of the next year. 

59. 1The Communist Party of India (Marxist) 1 in Selected Writings 
(1982). 

60. For the CPC, Nehru was in a conservative phase where Western 
aid had dented his neutrality. Since India was now actively 
aligned with imperialism the country was an international 
class enemy. (Although small, U.S. private investment had 
tripled since 1950). 
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A Resolution 'on certain questions before the international 

Communist movement' was·drawn up in attempt to reconcile 

h 
. . 61 

t e oppos1ng v1ews. On the issue of Indian foreign poli~~ 

the resolution declared that India was the biggest of the 

ex-colonies with independent alignment, forming a "broad 

peace zone''. As for China, its actions since August of 1959 

were stated not to have been strengthening the forces of 

62 
peace. 

The Moscow Conference in November, attended by Ghosh''' 

was not a meeting where allegiances could continuetb be fudged 

and the CPI National Council came out in support of the CPSU's 

line involving concents such as the 'third stage' of the crisis 

of capitalism in which new allies would emerge, 'national 

democracy' and the 'non-capitalist path'. Unsurprisingly, 

there was strong opposition from sections of the CPI to such 

a bold commitment and by the time of the Vijayawada Congress 

the cleavages were well established. 
63 

61. The Party is usually held to have been divided into three 
'groups' : see, for example, Fie. (1970), p.145 and 
Nossiter (1988), pp. 19-20. 

62. This kind of formulation could satisfy no-use as it 
combined this implied blaming of China with a statement 
that in some ways the Nehru government was moving to the 
right (Subramanian, 1983). 

63. Fie (1970) writes that the party was "in complete 
disarray" (p. 146). 
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Three draft Political Resolutions were pre sen ted to 

the Congress, two of them being pretty well new programmes 

for the party. The resolution drawn up by Dange, P.C. Josh.i 

and G. Adhikari was an interpretation of the Moscow Statement 

of a few months earlier : since Congress had not exhausted 

its revolutionary potential the party should continue its 

partial support, with the aim of a National Democratic Front 

whose core would be the unity of the national bourgeoisie and 

the working class. The 'centrist' draft (as it came to be 

known) piloted by Ghosh himself advocated a different weightage 

of elements with the combination of working class and peasantry 

as the core of the anti-imperialist, anti-feudal alliance. 

Congress had two 'wings' but the need was to draw in the 

"mass of Congressmen". The 'leftist' proposal -in effect a 

new programme - dismissed the calls for a national democratic 

front and demanded that the party work for revolutionary mass 

struggle led by the working class with the goal of People's 

Democracy. The right had, according to this group, under-

estimated the reactionary character of the Congress. This 

64 
programme was a thoroughly oppositional one. 

64. As the CPI(M) weekly was to make clear later, the main 
relevance for the 'leftists'of Congress' prdgressive 
declarations was .as grounds on which to expose it and 
"for forging unity" with erstwhile Congress supporters 
who had been misled by that party (People's Democ~acy~ 
June 1968). 
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Ultimately no thoroughgoing compromise could be reached 

and the formally-unanimous resolution repeated the old line of 

'unity and struggle'. In Januar:y 1962 Ghosh, "the great healer 

and unifier"(Varkey, 1974, p. 274), died. When in October 

after more border clashes the Chinese 'People's Daily' launched 

65 
its attack on Nehru the National Council fell apart. After 

several members of the body had.resigned the final resolution 

branded Chinese the aggressor. Meanwhile the left began 

setting up parallel party centres (Nossiter, 1988, p.19), and 

between then and May, 1964 the disintegration, .or rather the 

polarisation, gathered pace.
66 

There has been a great deal of debate both inside and 

outside the CPI on the causes of the split. 
67: 

. As we have seen 1 

some writers stress the importance of Soviet or Chinese 

influences, others (Nossiter, 1988, p. 14; Subramanian, 1983, 

p. 120) - backed up by Namboodr ipad ( 1982, p. 263) - are 

adamant on the indigenous nature of the clearage. One commen-

trator gives weightage to the differing assessments within the 

65. Who had now, apparently,substituted reactionary nationalism 
for the anti-imperial, anti-feudal revolution and the class 
nature of whose gdvernment made it increasingly dependent 
on- and the servant of- imperialism. 

66. A detailed account is given in Fie (1970}, p. 274. 

67. See Introduction. 
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Party df the prospect of change in a parliamentary democracy 

(Wood, 1965); another pays more attention to the methods 

advocated in this context (Sengupta, 1972, p. 20); and yet 

another to the issue of the economic 'paths' to socialism 

(Sharma, 1984). 

However, quite aside from these debates, there is 

another level of explanation. Communist parties are engaged 

in the Marxist enterprise of transforming the social and 

political system in a revolutionary direction. This involves 

tackling the problem o£ defining the nature of the state as 

described at the beginning of this chapter. From a Marxist 

point of view, for chapge there must be understanding, and 

a conflict of ideas is inevitable with this approach. 

Obviously splits are not inevitable in all parties in all 

circumstances but as we have noted the Indian situation poses 

particularly complex problems to be solved. 

With this view of the issue of the split in mind, it 

is now -necessary briefly to outline and contrast the progra-

' mmatic .documents of CPI and CPM after the separation. This 

is not only due to the need to set the bearings for the next 

chapter, but also duEi to the in ideological 'cry st allis at ion' . 

Analysis of differences between the two parties' lines will be 

dealt with in the areas of : 
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i] the characterisation of the Indian state and its relationship 

with the bourgeoisie; 

ii] the assessment of Indian capitalism ~ and henc~ the 'path' to 

be taken towards socialism; 

iii] the nature of Indian democracy - and hence the comnnmist 

parties' attitude to participation in its institutions; 

iv] Indian foreign policy; 

v] ~1cstions of policy that flow from the underst~ndings of 

the above issues - including the attitude towards Congress 

and other parties and the correct approach to front 

. . 68 
polltlCS, 

i] State and Bou~geoi~ie 

"The state in India, asserts the CPI, 
69· 

"is the organ of the class rule of the national bourgeoisie 
as a whole, which upholds and develops capital ism and 
capitalist relations of production, distribution and 
exchange in the national economy." 

In it power and authority are concentrated at the Centre. 

The limited autonomy of the states means restrictions on 

economic and cultural growth - leading to 'contradictions' 

between Centre and states. 

68. To some extent any such division is a~tificial as the solutions 
to these problems chosen by the parties emerge from the whole 
conceptua 1 approaches. Nevertheless it is necessary here 
for the purpose of clarity. 

69. CPI, Proceedings of VIIth Congress (1965), p. 25. 
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More specifically, 

"In the formation and exercise of,governmental power, the 
big bourgeoisie wields considerable influen,ce." 

The national bourgeoisie has progressive elements, but it 

"compromises with the landlords" .for example by allowing them 

to hamper land refor~. Despite this, however, and despite the 

emergence of a "new set of reactionary vested·interests" in 

the agrarian sector, the system can be used to develop socialism 

once those obstacles have been overcome. 

·. 70 
For the CPM~ 

"The present Indian state is the organ of the class 
rule of the bourgeoisie and l~ndlords, led by the big 
bourgeoisie, who are in~reasingly col laborati~g with 
foreign finance capital in pursuit of the capitalist 
path of development. This class character essentially 
determines the role and functions of the state in the 
I i fe of the country." 

The programme adopted at its founding ('Seventh') Congress 

also noted that 

"A I though our state structure is supposed to be a federa I 
one, practically all power and authority is concentrated 
in the central government." 

70. CPM, Programme adopted at VIIth Congress~ Calcutta~ P· 25. 
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Not only does this restrict the development of the states but 

over the years contradictions between Centre and states have 

grown, often underlain by the cont~adiction between the big 

bourgeoisie on the one hand and the "entire people", including 

"the bourgeoisie of this or that state", on the .other. This 

"deeper contradiction" is aggravated by the unevenness of 

development. Because the big bourgeoisie resists genuine 

reform it must be opposed and the present state r~placed by 

71 
"a state of people's democracy led by the workingclass." 

• 

ii J 1 n. dian C apitaf.iJ.J m 

The issue of what significance to attach to the planned 

development engaged in by the Indian government was, as 

mentioned above, an important aspect of the controversies in 

the communist movement.
72 

As had a section of the united CPI, 

the post-split 9PI attached much importance to the indus-

trialisation initiated by Nehru, and to the Awadi resolution 

73 of the Congress Party. It was thought possible for the 

country to move to socialism through maturing capitalism. 

71. Ibid., p. 43. 

72. This was particularly true from the mid-195o•s when the 
Second Five-Year Plan came into operation. 

73. CPI, Proceedings. 
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For the CPM the bourgeoisie's strategy toward develOp-

ment demonstrates clearly its "dual character" : mobilising 

resources (including socialist ~id) against imperialist 

monopolists; while using state power to appropriate "the 

fruits of the labour of the common people for its own capital 

requirements" (and failing decisively to attack imperialism 

and feudalism). Economic planning does represent a "more 

expedient use of resources" but can in no way be equated with. 

. . 1 . 74 soc1al1st p annlng. 

The CPM also drew attention to the new stage in the 

crisis of capitalism as identified by the Mosc6w Statement 

of 1960. This new stage took the form of "growing instability 

of the entire world system of capitalism" on the one hand and 

a "profound crisis in bourgeois politics and ideology" on the 

other. The implications of this turn of events was that the 

limitations of the capitalist system were becoming more 

evident, especially in a country like India where conditions 

for the evolution of capitalism in the way it evolved in the 

75 
West do not exist. 

74. CN1, Programme~ pp. 4-14. 

75. Without a solid base of heavy industry or an empire from which 
to supply .capital the crisis of capitalism is in India 
particularly "painful and pr9tracted". 
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The superimposition of capitalist elements on a pre~ 

capitalist society left a "peculiar combination of monopoly 

capitalist domination with caste, communal and tribal insti-

tutions". To prepare the ground for socialism such remants 

have to be destroyed. But since India is the most developed 

among the ex-colonies and its economy has strong elements of 

monopoly capitalism, the CPM's understanding of the Moscow 

statement is that "to talk of a non-capitalist path of 

development and the establishment ot a nation~l democratic 
' :. 

state to achieve. this aim in India is unreal". As mentioned 

above the state is to be repl~ced by one of people's demo-

cracy led by the working class, but "on the basis of a firm 

worker-peasant alliance" (Subramanian, 1983, pp 139-40). 

According to the CPI, meanwhile, due to the "dual 

nature" of the national bourgeoisie its economic and political 

policies had been lead to contradictions. The rise of 

reactionary forces (monopolists, feudal elements and foreign 

capital) necessitated the rallying of "all patriotic democratic 

forces" to build a National Democratic front to take over the 

running of the state. 

"Such a state ... under constant pressure of the 
national mass movement from below" 

76 
will have to implement non-capitalist development. 

76. CPI, Proceedings~ pp. 38-42. 
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~] IndAitn Vemo~aey 

that 

The CPI view of the nature of democracy in India is 

"In spite of the bourgeois class character of the 
state, the ushering in of the bourgeois democratic 
state was a historic advance over the imperialist-
bureaucratic rule.i•77 · 

Although the exercise of constitutional rights is limited, the 

parliament does enable the people to prevent the development 

of autocracy for the benefit of the reactionary classes, and 

to demand social transformation. This essentially defensive 

aspect of the CPI strategy is supplemented in 'the Programme 

by the assertion that 

"[by] developing a peaceful mass revolutionary mass 
movement, by winning a stable majority in pari iament 
backed by such a movement, the working class and its 
a I I i es w i I I strive their utmost to overcome the 
resistance of the forces of reaction and transform 
pari iament. from an instrument serving the bourgeoisie 
into a genuine instrument of people's wi II for 
effecting a fundamental transformation in the economic, 
social and state structure." 

The CPI thus has a clear picture of the possibilities of 

transformation from within the system. 

77. Ibid., pp. 25. 
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In the case of the CPM the understanding is quite 

otherwise. The administrative system of the country is based 

on a highly-centralised bureaucracy whose strength reflects 

"the growth of capitalist development". The laws passed by 

parliament serve the interests of the exploiters and the 

freedoms guaranteed by the constitution are r~al only to the 

l 't' 1 . 78 expo 1 1ng c asses. 

Then comes a qualification : 

"However, universal adult franchise and 
pari iament and state legislatures can 
serve as instruments of the ~eople in 
their struggle" 

They offer opportunities to the people to defend their inter-

ests, intervene in the affairs of state " to some extent ", and 

enable the party to "mobilise them to carry forward the stru-

79 
ggle". The programme pledges the CPM to 

"uti I i se a I I opportunities that present themse I ves 
bringing into existence governments pledged to carry 
out a modest programme of giving immediate rei ief to 
the people." 

78. Moreover, even the oppositional element within the 
ruling classes is denied democratic right according 
to Namboodiripad. 

79. CPM, Programme~ p. 30. 
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This would give a "great fillip" to the movement and help in 

the building of the Democratic Front that would begin the 

so task of bringing in People's Democracy. 

For the CPM, the big bourgeoisie and landlords pose a 

real threat to the parliamentary sy~tem 

"when the peop I e begin to use par I i a menta ry i nst i tut ions 
for advancing their cause arid fal I away from the influence 
of the reactionary bourgeoisie and landlords, these classes 
do not hesitate to trample .under foot pari iamentary 
democracy... It is of the utmost importance that the 
pari iamentary .and democratic institutions are defended in 
the interests of the people against such threats and that 
they are successfully utilised in combination with extra-
pari iamentary activities." [Quoted Subramanian, 1983, pp.142•3] 

Thus the.major difference between the two parties on 

this subject is that while the CPI, believing it possible to 

transform the parliament into a "genuine instrument of the 

people's will", emphasises the importance of a peacefully-won 

majority in parliament; its rival, due to its more scepticil 

view of the depth of the roots of democracy in India, sees the 

opportunities for change via legislation as far fewer. 

80. However, such governments 11 Would not solve economic and 
political problems ... in any 
fundamental manner. 11 

" 

They would merely be of a 11 transitional character 11 and 
for strengthening the mass movement. (CPM, Programme, 
pp. 52-3). 
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iv] Indian Fo~eign Poti~y 

The assessment of the CPI is that the government's 

external policy is "in the main" one of peace, non-alignment 

and anticolonialism, .although there are some "lapses and 

compromises". It "conforms to the interest of.the national 

bourgeoisie" and "meets the needs of India's development and 

reflects the sentiments of the mass of the people." 

81 In general, declared the CPM Programme,. 

"[foreign pol icy] in the final analysis, is nothing 
but the projection of [a government's] internal pol icy 
and itreflects, in the main, the 'interests of the 
class or c'lasses that head the government and the 
state in question."· 

So in India it reflects the dual character of.the bourgeoisie 

as explained above. For its deve1opment the Indian bourgeoisie 

needs world peace. So it uses the contradictions between the 

imperialist and ~ocialist camps and between tbe U.S. and 

British imperialisms. Its 'non-alignment' varies according to 

its class interests at any one time. 

81. CPM, Programme> pp. 20-24. 
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This area may be sub-divided into three parts 

a) the nature of the United Front and its leadership; 

b) forms of struggle; and 

c) attitude towards Congress and other political parties. 

[a] The aim of the CPI was declared to be the formation of 

a National Democratic Front and the introduction of a state 

of national democracy as mentioned in the 1960 Moscow Statement. 

The Programme distinguishes the "patriotic national bourgeoisie" 

from the monopoly element and wishes to work jointly with the 

former in an alliance of workers, peasants, middle classes and 

progressive bourgeoisie. Since the differentiation within the 

bourgeoisie is growing as the concentration of economic power 

increases, the first step is unity with the progressive part 

of the bourgeoisie, in a joint leadership. 

The CPM will have none of this. The compromising tenden­

cies of the government have become such that only leadership by 

the working class can complete the democratic revolution. The 

national bourgeoisie, or parts of it, is objectively progre­

ssive but its weak class position makes it succumb to its 

vacillatory tendencies. Its participation in the revolution 

depends on the particular correlation of class forces at the 
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moment; but the party ohould try to win it foi the democratic 

front. But because of the absolute necessity of dislodging 

the big bourgeoisie from power and eradicating foreign 

monopoly capitalism, not a national United Front bl.lt a 

People's Democratic Front must be built; its cor~ the alliance 

of the peasantry and the working class, led by the latter. 

The CPM notes in its criticism of the CPI's Programme 

that the practical aim there is that of bringing about radical 

changes in the policies and set-up of the government, rather 

than of replacing the bourgeoisie-landlord government with 

government of the anti-imperiaitst, anti-monopoly, anti-feudal 

democratic front. 

[b] Because of the importance the CPI attached to the 

emergence of the bourgeois democratic state after Independence; 

and its emphasis on the wavenin~s of the national bourgeoisie, 

it felt bound to call for the use of all the democratic rights 

in an effort to forge unity with the masses led by Congress. 

The divisions between these masses and those led by the demo-

cratic opposition was "the most important division in our 

democratic forces today". Moreover, 

"no l~ational Democratic Front would be real unless the 
vast mass following of the Congress and the progressive 
sections ... take their place in it." 
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By mounting mass struggles on the issue of the contradictions 

between anti-people policies and the interests of the masses, 

the divisions within the Congress would be further accentuated 

and ultimately a leftward shift in policies achieved as the 

process of 'uniting with' continues. Particular importance is 

placed on the joint work of the mass organisations under the 

. 82 
communists and the Congress to this end. 

Because it believes the bourgeoisie will always try to 

use state power to bolster its own position for the CPM the 

question of unity with elements of that class does not arise. 

The existence of a highly centralised bureaucracy and police 

apparatus serving the interests of the ruling class means that 

there is no way the parliament can be turned into an organ of 

the working class and its allies; this much can according to 

to the Programme, be seen from the past operation of the 

constitution. But given the fact that the central parliament 

and state legislatures exist and can be used for purposes of 

mobilisation and for "immediate relief", the CPM will combine 

parliamentary work with work in the mass movement. 

8 2. C PI , Proceedings, pp. 38-40. 
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[c] The rival parties' attitudes and policies towards the 

Congress and other parties will obviously be of a piece with 

their assessment of the class character of the state and the 

balance of class forces in India; and with th~ir positions 

relative to the goals of National Democratic Front and Peopl~'s 

Democratic Front respectively. 

As will have become clear, the CPI viewed the Congress 

83 
as on the whole anti-imperialist and interested in the 

progress of national democracy. The need was therefore for 

a programme of unity with the masses led by Congress and joint 

work on the front of mass organisations in order to pressurise 

the government to radicalise its policies. Given the sharpening 

contradictions bet~een the masses and the ruling classes and 

within the bourgeoisie itself there is a good chance of a 

leftward shift by the government. As for the masses led by 

the rightist parties, they must be won over. 

This last is the approach taken by the CPM with regard 

to the masses led by the Congre~s Party. Although support 

may be given to government policy on issues of peace and anti-

colonialism the~e can be no strategic unity with Congress. 

83. rt is ''basically non-aligned", according to the Programme (p.61). 
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Congress policy ~s dictated by the dual character of the 

bourgeoisie, and no united front can alter this fact. Mean­

while the Congress masses must be 'won over', as must the 

masses following the other parties. 

The same approach of identifyirtg partioula~ policies 

as progressive rather thah any group within the bourgeoisie 

as progressive per se has been taken by the CPM towards the 

other parties. The party of the working class must win over 

the supporters of these parties rather than m~rely uniting 

with sections of them. The CPI, by contrast, has always given 

a special place to Congress as a generally progressive party. 

(Subramanian, 1983, pp. 156-7). 

With the necessary theoretical background now sketched 

in, it is time to turn to its integration with the reality of 

a single major Indian state, West Bengal. 
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Chapter - I I I 

MOBILISATION STRATEGY IN WEST BENGAL 

The speci~icity of the conditions in ea~h Indian state -

whether it be Ke~ala, West Benga1 or a 'Hindi-b~ft• state ~ 

inevitably affects the. modes of operation of communists working 

with them. Theory, with the Indian communist parties, is 

national, but its application in a revolutionary praxis is 

unavoidably tied up with the local balance of political and 

socio-economic forces. A brief description of the conditions 

(more details of which emerge with the unfolding of the 

communist revolutionary praxis) therefore needs to be give 

here. 

SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC BACKGROUND 

The overall effects :of agrarian change under the British 

1 in Bengal may be summarised as follows : the decline of the 

traditional zamindari class; the emergence of a quasi-kulak 

class or rich peasants, moneylenders and merchants; the growth, 
' 

1. Most commentators (correctly, from a Marxist point of view) 
have begun their studies of post-Independence West Bengal 
with reference to the structurally- determining Permanent 
Settlement. There is every reason to follow th~s tradition 
here. 
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of the rural poor - sharecroppers, labourers and dwarf land-

holders; and the creation of a powerful urban ruling elite, 

the bhadralok, unique to Bengal in India. (Nossiter, 1988, 

p.115). This last group is particular has been the focus of 

many commentators trying to understand and explain the patterns 

2 of Bengali politics in this century. Analysis has been made 

of the emergence of a strong communist movement in West Bengal 

in terms of the psychology and ideology of a class that has 

"suffered a more rapid social decline in the twentieth century 

than any comparable social group in India" (Franda, 1971, p.12). 

More generally, the cultural and political dominance of 

Calcutta over West Bengal and the make-up of its population made 

the bhadralok an important variable in any political party's 

I 
~ 

ea I cuI aL .. ons. · 

Nevertheless any elite, no matter how dominant, has to 

operate within the constraints imposed by its environment. 

west Bengal is characterised by high natural fertility and. 

abundant rainfall, which historically gave the area a lead over 

2. eg. Broomfield (1968), Franda (1971), Addy & Azad (1973) and 
Ray (1988), to name just a few. 

3. Th~ 1949-50 reorganisation of the Congress unmer Atulya Ghosh 
was, according to Chatterjee (1982) · 
"a recognition of the indispensabi I ity of urban bhadralok support 
for a party of order which had to hold power by electoral success. 
And with H1.e population of Calcutta and Its suburbs swell inSJ with 
the massive influx of uprooted refugees from East Pakistan, it was 
soon apparent that the urban bhadrlok would become indispensable 
even for parties of rad ica I soc i a I change." (p .93). 
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other parts of India in terms of agricultural.productivity 

and also led to the second highest density of population among 

the states, after Kerala. 4 

There has also been a high growth rate-6f population, 

partly due to a declining death rate but also due to the large 

numbers of refugees from the east. The pressure of population 

has resulted inalow land-man iati6 e~pecially as the opportu-

nities for increasing acreage have not been good, unlike the 

situation in other states, again such as Kerala. The rela-

tively low rate of urbanisation has made the conditions on the 

ground still worse. 

In terms of output, productivity and technological 

change the twentieth century in Bengal has se~n stagnation 

and relative decline, particularly in relation to population. 

While market relations in agriculture develop~d early in 

Bengal, this did not, apparently, affect production.due to 

the fragmentation, small size and lack of irrigation of Bengali 

farms. The uniqueness Jof the circv,mstances in West Bengal' are 

4. Even Darjeeling, the least densely-populated area, 
has almost twice the all-India average; while 
Calcutta has twice the density of Bombay. 
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summed up by the fact that even up to 1970 the state's per 

hectare value of agricultural output remained the second 

highest, while the per-worker value was middling and falling. 

behind relative to others~(Sengupta, 1976) 

Yet combined with this stagnation in output and 

productivity there has been considerable structural change. 

While the incidence of tenancy remained stable over the ~ear~ 

1911-'71 the number of wage labourers increased relentlessly: 

27 per cent of the rural workforce in 1931; 44 per cent in 197~ 

(Ghose, 1983). Meanwhile share-cropping has come to dominate 

- tenancy arrangements to the point where most estimates set a 

figure of 95 per cent of all area under tenancy (although 18 

per cent of total cropped area). So far as land holdings are 

concerned the trend has been to an increasing number of small 

farms covering art increasing share of the cultivated area. 

Alohg with the iricrease in wage labour and the pressure of 

population this would indicate the impoverishment of the people, 

and indeed one study found the incidence of po~erty in West 

Bengal doubling in the seven years to 1967-'68, to 80.3 per 

cent of the rural population. 5 The state is one of two in 

5. A 1977 study by M.S. Ahluwalia in Jour>nal of Development Studies, 
April 1978, taking a poverty line of Rs.15 per head at 1960- 1 61 
prices. 
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India to show a significant increase in rural poverty during 

the 1950's and '60's. As Jose ( ) summarises, 

11 the inherent advantages of a reI at i vel y rrore productive 
agriculture faci I itated by favourable climatic endowments 
have been neutralised by other concomitant features such 
as high density of population, inequitous land distribu­
tion and high incidence of wage labour households in 
ru ra I a rea s. II ( p. 146) • 6 

Problems in the industrial sphere are of a differeh~, 

but equally grave, nature : 

"At partition in 1947 West Bengal was deprived of its 
eastern hinterland; its industries have, in key instances, 
been overtaken by technologjcal innovation; communications 
are poor; and f~om the point of view of avail~ble invest­
ors, private, pub! ic or international, other ~reas of 
India have seemed rrore attractive, in some measure because 
of the uncertainty of the political .situation ••• and because 
of industrial agitation." ( Nossiter, 1988, p. 142). 

COMMUNISM IN WEST BENGALJ 1947-67 

Three major groupings may be identified among the leader-

ship of the communist movement in the two decades after Ind.epen-

dence, each of which can be traced back to a particular phase 

and source of recruitment in the years before : firstly, the 

leadership of the organisational apparatus in West Bengal, the 

6. He also shows that the per capita intake of calories in the 
state - an important determinant of the level of poverty 
in a rural society - fell during the 1960's, and was at 
all times lower than the national average. 
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bulk of which was comprised by former terrorists in such 

nationalist groups as Anushilan Samity and Jugantar, many of 

whom were converted to communism while in jail during the 

7 
1930's; secondly, the party 'theoreticians' who came into 

the party following the lifting of the legal ban on the CPI 

in 1942, most of whom came to Marxb m via Indian intellectual 

movements; and thirdly, a growing "electoral following" 

distinct from cadre and intellectuals, more established in 

West Bengal society and interested in the communist movement 

primarily because of their interest in defeating the Congress 

in electoral contests.(Franda, 1971, pp. 13-40) 

Although a significant portion of the leadership, then, 

had not been involved in the movement before 1942, the work 

of previous years, including the capturing of the All-India 

Students Federation and the All-India Kisan Sabha, stood the 

party in good stead, particularly in West Bengal where it 

gave the CPI a considerable mass base. 8 Through 1943 the 

newly-released activists involved themselves in famine relief 

7. Sengupta (1972) as well as Franda (1971) claimed to identify 
certain traits in the organisation and modes of operation of 
the communist movement that could be seen to have originated 
in the revolutionary, conspiratorial methods of the earlier 
terrorist groups. 

8. This was despite the adoptionof the 'People's War' line in 
1942 and the refusal to support the Quit India movement of 
the same year. 
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and subsequently led the Tebhaga movement centred in southern 

24-Parganas. The communist-dominated Bengal Pradeshik Krishak 

Sabha was prominent in the movement. 

In 1947, West. Bengal comrades were far .less enthusiastic 

about Independence than their counterparts in .other states. The 

unit in West Bengal opposed the party line calling for an 

alliance with "progressive elements in the Congress" and was 

instrumental in the move to a change of line in 1948 to the 

so-called 'insurrectionist strategy', adopted after the party 

headquarters had been shifted to Calcutta. (Franda, 1971, p.48) 

For the communists in West Bengal, the situation certainly. 

seemed to hold out truly revolutionary possibilities : there 

had been a serious famine; Partition had resulted in the arrival 

of huge numbers of refugees from East Pakistan; there was no 

end in sight to the food shortages and communalism was a grave 

problem. The administration seemed completely unable to cope 

with the breakdown in order, and the splitting of the civil 

service and police structure on Partition made life even more 

difficult for the new government. 

The adoption of the Calcutta Theses provided the state 

I 
CPI with a licerice to act according to the assessment of the 

situation it had held all along. The 'insurrectionist' period 
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in West Bengal was a very active one, but the CPI was saved 

from most bad effects of its violent activities on its popu~ 

larity by the mis-handling Of the situation by the Congress 

9 
government. 

However, despite turning its attention in 1949 to th~ 

10 
rural areas, by 1950 the CPI was feeling the effects of the 

government's police operations. At a public meeting in January 

1951 the party passed a resolution pledging that it would 

"learn from its mistakes, re-establish I inks with the 
people, and do everything in its power to unite alI 
leftist parties to form a democratic front to fight 
the present government." 

There was unusual unity in the West Bengal unit, not only during 

the three years after Independence, but at the time of this 

switch from an insurrectionary to an electoral policy. Most 

Bengali communists, no matter what their 'faction', were 

agreed on the assessment of Congress. The perceived neglect 

of the state's problems by the centre and the "unsavoury 

character of provincial Congress politics" merely compounded 

9. In a 1949 by-election, Sarat Chandra Bose (not a communist), 
fighting as a united opposition candidate mainly on the issue 
of preventive detention, was conspicuously successful. 

10. Principally the southern di~tricts, and taking the demands 
of the pre~Independence Tebhaga movement a f~w steps further 
by advocating radjcal redistribution of land~ 
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the already deep resent~ent at the ruling party's acquiescence 

in the partition of Bengal. (Nos~iter, 1988, p. 129) Dis-

agreements on the correct conclusions to draw from the insur-

rectionary experience and on where priorities ~hould lie in the 

rural or urban areas - could be set aside in the continued fight 

against Congr~ss, this time in a different arena : that of 

electoral politics. 

Th~ communist party in West Bengal had first contested 

elect ions in 1946, to the pre-Partition United Bengal Assembly. 

The CPI at that time won three seats and was able to elect a 

representative to the Constitu~nt Assembly. Despi~e this merely 

token presence in elected bodies it seems that the legislative 

experience gained thereby was very important for the emergence 

of the communists as the major - at times only - organised 
' , 

opposition to Congress in the state. Jyoti Basu was also a61~ 

to establish his reputation as a parliamentarian respected even 

by thoroughly bourgeois observers (Franda, 1971, p. 34). 

The results of the 1952 e lee t ions (twenty eight seats 

for the CPI - the second largest block after the Congress's 

238, despite the non-communist left's obtaining almost twice 

as many votes as the cOmmunists) admitted of various different 

interpretations and this was the source of much of the factiona-

lism in the next ten years or so. Most of th~ seats won by the 
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CPI were in those areas. where the party had been most active 

during the 'insurrectionist' period. This led many to conclude 

that the ideal prescription would be a continuation of the 

same strategy, if not immediately then at some time in the 

near future, especially in rural a·reas where mass struggles 

had had such an impact. Others were led by the rel~tive 

failure in Calcutta to believe that priority should be given 

to electoral strategy in the urban areas.(Franda, 1971) 

Nevertheless through the years 1952 to 1962 there 

remained the clear need for electoral alliances of the left 

in order to defeat the Congress at the polls. In 1952 itself 

there had been two leftist alliances, one intended to embrace 

all the left parties but deserted by three small leftist 

parties due to ideological and strategical disagreements. The 

larger bloc comprised the CPI, the Forward Bloc and the 

Socialist Republicans, and was quite successful, gaining a 

total of 43 seats. 

This example spurred the leftist parties in 1957 to 

repeat the experiment, but this time three non-Congress 

alliances emerged : the United Left Election Committee 

I 
(consisting of CPI, Praja Socialist Party (PSP), Revolutionary 

Socialist Party (RSP), Forward Bloc and Forward Bloc-Marxist) 

being by far the most significant. It achieved a total of 80 
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seats at these elections while its two smallet rivals on the 

left gained a total of two. It was evident that so long as 

the communists could garner the support of two or three of 

the other main left parties no non-communist front could make 

a dent in their support. 

By 1962 the polarisation of West Bengal p6Iitics 

v.as almost complete : the anti-Congress coalition of left 

parties (the United Left Front) donsisted of the CPI, Forward 

Blo6k, Forward Bloc-Marxist, RSP, Bolsheviks and Revolutionary 

Communist Party of India (RCPI), and obtained 72 seats in the 

Assembly, while the Socialist Unity Centre (SUC) and the PSP, 

out in the cold, managed only five and no seats respectively. 

The pattern was clear : Congress versus CPI-led alliances with 

smaller leftist parties• The extent to which the predominance 

of the CPI in leftist fronts had been accepted by all concerned 

was shown in the fact that even after the 1964 split, when there 

was much negotiation about the future pattern of electoral 

alliances, both the anti-Congress alliances that emerged were 

led by communists~ 

As has been noted above, this basic agreement on an 

anti-Congress strategy in every arena co-existed with intra­

party disagreement on the lessons of the experience of the 

years since Independence. This was as true of the central 
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leadership of the CPl. In fact Ajoy Ghosh's response to the 

decreasing scope for meaningful compromise at the national 

level seems to have been a policy that shifted the focus of 

activities to the state 1eve1. 11 

For some time this_ policyworked after a fashion. 

Prominent intellectual leaders of the West Bengal CPI back~d 

Ghosh or at least were careful to maintain a semblarice of 

party unity. However, 6thers, particularly tho~e iri the 

organisational and electoral 'wings' of the party, grew 

increasingly disenchanted with the line emananting from the 

central leadership (Franda, 1971, pp. 56-7). The insurrect-

ionist policy may have been premature and even counter-produ.ctive, 

but an alliance with Congress need not follow from the recog-

nition of this fact. There was always the danger of the party's 

support being undercut by the Marxist left parties prominent 

in state politics. The ascendancy of the Left in the statement 

in the years up to 1964 has been explained by Nossiter (1988) 

as follows : 

11. This enabled the leadership to refrain from attacking 
the Congress at the Centre( as was necessitated by 
Soviet) strategy and allowed for the possibility that 
state units might gain support by addressing specific 
local issues. 
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"The united CPI had a record of di$cipl ined mi I itancy. 
Congress in West Bengal was by no stretch of the 
dialectical imagination a progressive aspect of the 
national bourgeoisie. After the split, the key figures, 
Jyoti Basu, Promode Das Gupta, Harekrishna Konar, Saroj 
Mukherjee and so on, were CPI(M) at a point when anti­
Congressism was the minimum definition of who was Left 
and who was Right." (p.130) 

1967-'70 UNITED FRONTS 

In the period immediately following the split of 1964, 

continued (and often even more intense) facitionalism within 

the now separate parties, confrontation between them and 

public disapproval of the perceived: stand of communists on ' 
i 

the border conflict issue seemed to weaken the movement in 

West Bengal immeasurably. Some leading communists were 

disillusioned enough to leave their party and. various of the 

demonstrations staged by both parties during 1964 were 

conspicuously unimpressive. Party membership. also. felt at 

th~ ~time.(Frand6, 1971, p. 129) 

However, in the next few months and years cehtral govern-

ment arrests of 900 CPM members and the imposition of President's 

Rule in Kerala handed over enormous propaganda opportunities. 

As the state government's food pol icy became more and more · 

unsteady the way was open for agitation on cohcrete, emotive 

issues. The huge 'bandh' of March, 1966 was but the culmination 
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of many weeks of hard work, particularly by the CPM, agita-

ting and organising on a whole range of issues likely to 

arouse bitter feelings against, the central and state 

administrations, and to prepare the ground for rallies and 

. th t . d d . . 1 12 process1ons a on occas1ons en e 1n v1o ence. When 

the break-away Bengla Congress was formed under Ajoy Mukherjee 

in early 1966, however,the CPI and CPM differed as to what was 

the correct approach to take towards it. 

The next three to four years, in the course of which 

the state had the experience of two communist-led ministries 

(for eight months in 1967; thirteen in 1969-'70), were, it 

has since become clear, crucial in the formation and 

establishment of new patternsfu Bengali politics. The 

subsequent analysis will deal with developments during the 

period, but with the focus on the mobilisation efforts of 

the communist parties and keeping in mind the Marxist inter-· 

action between.theory and practice. With this aim in view, 

the following sub-sections - on the 1967 elections and after 

them, the question of. power; the importance of class in 

12. A clear account of the first three months of 1966 in West 
Bengal it given by Franda, pp. 132-4. 
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ommunist mobilisation; activities on the peasant and trade 

union fronts; and the issues raised in the running of a 

ministry led but not completely dominated by communists -

will be by no means strictly chronological in structure. 

N~vertheless, a picture of the development of m6bilisation 
f,' 

strategy in these eventful months. 

The 7967 EleQtion~ and the Que~tion o6 Powe~ 

Paradoxically, the split in the West Bengal Congress 

Party served initially to perplex rather than fire up the 

CPM. Should it capitalise on the obviously overwhelming 

popular discontent and lead a left~ t alliance to power? Or 

should it rather expolit the same discontent with a more 

•revolutionary• policy? In 1966 the party members who were 

to desert the CPM to form a new party in 1969 were still on 

board; consequently an attempt had to be made to find a way 

forward acceptable to both factions.
13 

Prior to the 1967 

elections, however, the CPI was definitely out of favour, as 

the electoral strategy in Promode Das Gupta's hands aimed at 

the total defeat of that party, even at the cost of a continua-

tion of Congress rule in the state. Nevertheless, Franda 

13. In June, 1966 at Tanal i the decision had been taken to explore 
the possibility of alliances with all non-Congress forces barring 
the extreme right. But the views of the 'Left' faction had been 
backed up by Chinese support and at.the National Council meeting 
at Jullundur in October.it was decided to take a much stricter 
line on electoral alliances : only where the CPM was guaranteed 
the majority of seats in the alliance would they be entered into. 
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believes that most of the efforts of the party's 'electoral' 

leaders were devoted to areas where defeat of the Congress 

candidate was a good possibility~ rather than where the CPI 

might be reduced to obscurity. It should be added, though, 

that the CPM also contested seats where the pr~mary - and 

only practicable - aim was to "strengthen its organisation for 

revolutionary rather than for electoral purposes." (pp.146-7) 

The CPI approached the question of electoral alliances 

in an utterly different frame of mind. It had broken with 

the CPM partly because of the belief in the centrality to the 

revolutionary strategy of an alliance with "progressive Congress 

14 
forces". The CPI chose to see the emerging possibility of 

alliance with the Bangla Congress as an "upsurge for unity of 

15 
all Left and democratic forces". The move to form a People'~ 

United Left and Democratic Front (PULF) was certainly eased by 

the fact that leftists were much fewer in CPI ranks than in 

the CPM alllwing the leadership additional flexibility in making 

alliances; and also that there was room for maneouvre in 

14. Over assessments differ : the B4ngla Congress has variously been 
described as "clearly a party of the jotdar-rich peasants of 
south-western Bengal" (Chatterjee, 1982, p.94) and "clearly a 
party of landowners and millowners much like the Congress". 
(Franda, 1971, p. 145) 

15. CPI Election Mainfesto; 1967. 
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in interpreting party strategy as outlined in the programme. 16 

In the event, although the erstwhile anti-communists 

of the Bangla Congress made overtures to the CPM (Franda, 1971, 

p.145), they had ultimately to be satisfied with a front 

composed mainly of Forward Bloc and CPI allies. The CPI and 

CPM faced each other in 38 constituencies, mostly in the 

industrial region between Calcutta and Durgapur, and in general 

in areas where the united CPI had been "active and reasonable 

17 
strong". 

It seems on analysis of the voting figures in the 1967 

elections that the participation of the Bangla Congress had, 

18 
by far the greatest impact at the polls. No matter what 

the origins of the narrow Congress defeat, however, the non-:-

Congress leaders were so pleased with the Congress debacle 

16. "Our programme can only indicate in general terms how the NDF 
is initiated, how it develops and leads to mass national upsurge 
of struggle against reactionary and right-wing forces. It cannot· 
make a cut-and-dry scheme for this. The main strategic and 
class principles of this are indicated ... " (Proceedings of the 
VIIth Congress of the CPI, p.20J. 

17. In other words, "Direct competitiloh between the two CP's ... was. 
primarily ~he result of each party's attempts to retain previous 
Communist strongholds." (Field &Franda, 1974, p.46). 

18. Bangla Congress secured 42 per cent of the additional votes 
polled in this highvoting election.(Field & Franda, 1974) 
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that they were quick to express~d their willingness to enter 

into a coalition government." (Franda, 1971, p. 145) The 

United Front (UF) government formed comprised fourteen parties 

(three of which had not been in either of the two anti-Congress 

electoral fronts) and one independent. 

Given the electoral strategy of the CPM at any rate it 

is understandable that some ot the comrades, if not most, were 

surprised by the election result. The "double-debut" of 
: 

participating in elections and finding themselves on the thresh-
! 

hold of the establBhment of power left the party with a not. 

wholly-developed theory of use of government in an Indian state. 

The predominant reaction of the leadership was.one of caution: 

" the democratic movement must be always conscious of 
the danger of backs I i ding by those, representatives of the 
vested interests, and of sabotage of the working of demo­
cratic measures in the interests of the people, and even 
of their hatching conspiracies to scuttle these governments 
and join hands with the Congress to set up reactionary 
governments both in the states and at the Centre. "19 

There were strong pre~sures from within the party to resist 

the temptations of power. 20 Harekrishna Konar himself soon 

to be Land and Land Revenue Minister in the new government, had, 

19. CPM Election Review and PaY.ty's Tasks, adopted by the Central 
Committee in Calcutta, April, 1967, quoted in Franda (1971), p.182 .. 

20. As far back as 1965 Charu Mazumdar had circulated his 'six documents' 
stating that the Chinese path was the path of tiberation for India 
and that it was necessary tG develop a secret party organisatitin in 
order to propagate the politics of agrarian revolution (Mukherjee, 
1983, p. 42). 
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after a visit to Beijing a few years before upheld the Chinese 

argument that the CPSU line of peaceful coexistence and peaceful 

• • 11 • "11 .. " 21 trans1t1on was sow1ng 1 us1ons . 

However, even the dissident wing of the CPM had been 

divided on the issue of whether to fight the 1967 elections, 

belying the picture of unity of purpose that sometimes has 

been drawn. Mukherjee (1983) writes 

"Some, influenced by Charu Mazumdar, argued that participation 
in the elections would amount to advocating a pari iamentary 
path which they rejected. However, the more prominent view 
at that time- that the electi'ons would enable them to 
further the politics of agrarian revolution- was ultimately 
accepted." (p. 43)22 

But entering the government was quite a differ~nt thing and 

during the first few months of the government'3 term several 

underground party journals appeared.- all directing their 

attack against Promode Das Gupta, who had gone along with the 

decision to enter the ministry, although himself voting 

HJ-~r~in!·ll. (F'r·nndn, 1071, pp. 1:)1-2). 11y Mny a Commttt00. to 

REsist Revisionism within the Party had been formed~ 

21. Such declarations had been ~ignificant in attracting large 
numbers of Bengali youths to the party at the time of 
the split. 

22. Among others. Jangal Santhal ran for election. 
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The leadership's decision on participation in a ministry 

had not been an easy one. Das Gupta had reason to fear a full-

scale revolt by the left faction if the CPM joined the minstry, 

but it was also conceivable that the state party could use 

the ministries to enhance the militancy of its cadre. Others 

in the party had anyway been advocating a rapproachment with 

the CPI since 1964, and as Franda says, "cooperation in the 

ministries was·seen as an excellent starting point."
23 

But 

the decision to partid pate had to be seen to spring from the· 
i 

broader strategy, and the April session of the Central Committee 

set about dealing with this. The "particular immediate task" 

24 
was to consolidate the Party organisation, this especially 

in relation to the CPI 

"It is our work among the people and the correctness 
of our path that would convince the general mass of 
the people to swing over to us." 

The emerging line was one of 'unity with, struggle against' 

23. Not many months later Basu was writing explicitly of 
•rhe Need for Unity•. 

24. The New Situation and the Party's Tasks (CPM, 1967). 
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"We have to combine our exposure of Right Communist 
ideology, politics and tactics while working with them 
in the new ministries, in mass organisations, in common 
people's struggles ... We must know how to demarcate 
and develop our independent ideology, pol icies,and mass 
base, while working along with them and other petty 
bourgeois or bourgeois parties."25 

There was another section of the Central Committee's report 

that was extremely significant for the future. On the one 

hand it was declared that 

"the fortunes of the entire party at the present stage 
of development are closely I inked with the successful 
running of ministries",26 

which seemed to indicate a sense of governmental r~sponsibi-

lity; on the other, the Central Committee also stated that 

27 the United Front governments were 

"to be treated and understood as instruments of strugg I e 
in the hands of the people, more than as Governments that 
actually possess adequate power, that can materially and a 
substantially give rei ief to the people". 

In this way they could "win more and more allies for the 

proletariat and its allies •.. for Socialism."
28 

More 

cautiously it added 

25. Quoted in Franda (1971), p. 182. 

26. Central Committee Political Report~ quoted in Mukherjee( 1983) ,p.42. · 

27. One had been formed in Kerala as well. 

28. Quoted in Irani (1968). 
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them straight away as instruments of struggle and 
the direction to strive [so to use them]".29 
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Effectively the eventual ne~essity of full ideological dis~ 

cussion of the CPM position in the state ministries was po~t-

paned in favour of the immediate task of organisational 

consolidation. (Franda, 1971, pp. 182-3 and 269- ) 

From the CPI's point of view, there w~s hardly any 

question of not taking part in the ministry when the Congress 

defeat became clear. Back in 1964 the idea of giving more 

prominence to the"nonpeaceful possibilities of .transition" 

'd d 30 had been cons1 ere . But the Commission on Ideological 

Controversies rejected such an amendment to the Congress 

resolution, 

"because equating the two possibi I ities [of peaceful 
and nonpeaceful transitojn] in practice paralyses mass 
initiatives for a peaceful transition and leads to 
passivity.· Besides, we all know from experience that 
equating the two poss i b i I it i es is one of the s I y methods 
by which left-sectarians attempt to smuggle in their 
adventurist tactics in the mass movement."31 

29. Quoted in Nossiter.(1982), p. 245. 

30. As had act~ally been proposed by W~st Bengal CPI 
leader Amiya Das Gupta. 

31. CPI, Proceedings of the VIIth Congr>ess, • Discussions•, p. 16. 
This is an interesting•mirror im~ge• to the N~xalites• 
argument why not to take the •parliamentary path• (see below 
in text). 
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More specific to West Bengal, the 1966 bandh movement, 

as the party summed up at its next Congress at Patna in 

early 1968, was "unique and unprecedented" and had accentuated 

the conflicts and differentiation within the bourgeoisie that 

Cp h d l b 'd 'f . 32 the I a ong een 1 ent1 y1ng. In all this the emergence 

of the Bangla Congress was the "most noteworthy development" 

and one that demonstrated the correctness of the party's 

policy of trying to draw congressmen into the democratic 

movement rather than driving them away. 33 

Not only was the CPI committed to exploring the possi-J 

bilities of peaceful transition; its leadership believed that 

the CPM's failure to join in an all-embracing electoral alliance 

was just about all that was preventing " a decisive shift in 

the balance of political forces to the left." The State 

Council of the CPI estimated that,, 

"Had a single united front, including both the 
communist parties, been formed in West Bengal, 
instead of two rlval fronts, the results might 
have been comparable to what was achieved in 
Kerala."34 

32. Political Resolution, Documents of the VIIIth Congress of the 
CP.T_, 0. 8. 

33. Ibid., pp. 61-63. 

34. Quoted iri Franda, p .. 223. 
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It referred to the inter-party disputes, rather dismissively, 

as a "quarrel". The CPI was all set for a share in govern-

ment. However, as Franda points out (1971, p. 224), the key 

to making the party's tactical line of "united front from 

above" work Was "the ambiguous series of relationship" that 

were tobe formed with the CPM ih order to both court it for 

the prospective National Democratic Front and defend the C~l's 

own base and programme. 

As noted above, the CPM decision to enter into govern-

ment served to exacerbate the existing tensions within the 

party. The origins and developfuent of the peasant revolt in 

35 
the Naxalbari region have been described elsewhere; what 

needs to be outlined here is relevant parts of the revolu-

tionaries' criticism of CPI and CPM tactics an~ thrise parties' 

response to the challenge. As with the 1964 split, the 

rebellion of the 'Naxalites' in West Bengal was a catalyst for 

the further crystallisation of the existing ideological 

differences (and it had a great impact on the as-yet-unforfued 

modes of operation of the two communist parti~ in go_v,ernment. 

f 1 
36 0 

An account of the ideological challenge ro~ the eft lS 

therefore in order. 

35. See especially Mohan Ram (1971), Biplab Dasgupta (1974), 
Ash ish K Roy (1975). 

36. This usage is conventional; its use here does not convey either 
approval or d.i.sa pprova 1 . 
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Aft th . f th t lt . D · l · 37 ·· er e suppress1on o e peasan revo 1n arJee 1ng 

and the expulsion of the District Committee members from the CPM, 

moves began in earnest to form a new grouping of those thoroughly 

disillusioned with the parliamentary path. At a public meeting 

in Calcutta in November 1967 Charu Mazumdar preached armed 

rebellion and the idea of a new party organised and oriented on 

Maoist lines was mooted. Despite the efforts of the CPM leader-

ship to head off the Naxalites by shifting the emphasis of the 

party programme at the Calicut session of the Central Committee38 

momentum had already gathered. The All India Coordination 

Committee of Communist Revolutionaries was formed on November 

13th, 1967, and gained further in strength when the CPM's 

criticism of both CPSU and CPC for interference in its affairs, 

at the Burdwan plenum of April, 1968, provoked a walk-out by 

yet more delegates (Mukherjee, 1983, pp. 43-4). At this point 

the AICCCRfelt justified and able to sever ties with its 

parent party. 

In the May 1968 Hcsolution on Elections the i\JCCCR 

declared bourgeois parliamentary institutions as "having 

37. See below, The peasant front 

38. General Secretary P. Sundarayya even saying that the 
prominence given to parliamentary procedures should be 
reversed (Irani, 1971). 
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39 already become historically obsolete". The experience of 

the United Front government was shattering the illusions 

of the people as far as elections and ministries were cancer-

ned. As for Naxalbari, it had "dug the grave of par1iamen--

tarianism in India". Parliamentarianism was, in fact, 

d . h . . . 40 equate w1t rev1s1on1sm. 

~ 

However, the newly-formed CPML, which had impressive 

support in the state df West Bengal, was dismissive of 

t f t .. t' 41 argumen·s or par 1c1pa 1on. The preamble to the political 

resolution adopted at April 1969 inauguration rejected 

completely the parliamentary path 

"The events of the I ast eighteen months ..•. we prove 
that the line of rejecting the parliamentary path and 
adopting the path of revolutionary struggle is wholly 
correct. During this period, the people of India have 
lost faith in alI the bourgeois and revisionist parties 
and are convince of the utter tuti I ity of the parlia­
mentary path. i•42 

39. Drawing on Lenin's used the term in'"Left-Wing"Communism 
- An I nfattt i1 e Disorder' (see lntroduct ion). 

40. Quoted.in Mukherjee, pp. 43-4. 
But even within the AICCCR there was not full agreement on 
basic ideological questions. The Andhra Pradesh Revolutionary 
Communist Committee (fanned in September, 1968) had previously 
operated as the Andhra State Committee of the National organisation. 
But shortly before the inauguration of the new party, the Communist 
Party of India (Marxist-Leninist) (CPML), on April 22nd, 1969, the 
APRCC away on the issue of the ideological stand on electi.ons, 
regarding the question as a 'tactical' one while the AICCR saw 
it as 'basic'. 

41. Such as the Andhraites'. 
42. Quoted in Mukherjee (1983), p. 46. 
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The communists.should "reject the hoax of parliamentarism" 

and concentrate on bringing about an "immediate revolution ... 

through revolutionary people's war" according to a document 

of early 1969. Given the "excellent revolutionary situation", 

it was judged that 

"Today the basic task is to I iberate the rural areas 
through revolutionary armed agrarian revolution and 
encircle the cities and, finally, to I iberate the 
cities and thus complete the revolution throughout 
the country." 

In short, a prescription for action on the Ch~nese model. 

In the first phase of its activities, the CPML 

concentrated on two fronts : the organisation and education 

of student groups on campuses in WEst Bengal; and work in 

the villages and towns among peasants and labourers. There 

was a definite effort at integrating the two branches of the 

party's work, with the Party Programme warning of the dangers 

of isolation of the "advance section" if it does not encourage 

the "backward sections" to "participate creatively in the 

struggle". If this happened the "reactionaries" would take 

advantage of the situation to themselves organise the "broad 

sections of the backward masses".(Franda, 1971, pp. 173-4) 

As for the 'revisionists', in its assessment of the 

history of the movement since 1947 the left makes much of the 

"treachery" of the CPI in following the CPSU's description of 
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Nehru as progressive; the ';comprador-bureaucrat double-dealing" 

involved in the treatment of Bengali revolutionaries; 43 and 

at that moment the two-faced policy of the United Front 

government, whose role was, apparently, to serve the CIA, 

criminals and vested ·interests, "while pretending to serve the 

people". Simil a\rly, the May, 1970 programme held that 

" obviously conditions are favourablE! for armed action 
[which3 would spread I ike a forest fire.· .. To enter pari ia­
mentary politics at a time people are-ready toiJaunch an 
armed struggle to overthrow the State power is tantcunount 
to betrayal. .. Pari iamentary activities at this rroment •.. 
would create illusions about bourgeois democracy and draw 
people away from the struggle." <Dasgupta, 1974, pp. 121-2 
emphasis added) ' 

Whatever the reasons for. th:i; . emphasis on "treachery" and 

44 
"betrayal" , these attitudes have been extremely important 

43. Both quoted in Franda, p. 175. 

44. See Franda's "bhadralokian explanation" (Noissiter, 1988) 
pp. 174-6 and Ray (1988), p. 123 : Ray identifies the lack 
of confidence in the leadership's 'socialist morality' as a 
major provocative factor for the 1964 split (for example on 
the 'Dange letters' issue). Because the idea ~f 'betrayal', 
rather than just ideology, was a central reason for the 
formation of the CPM, theoretical issues remained unresolved. 
The issue of morality continued to be contentions within 
the CPM. 
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in determining the leftj:sts ·relationship with the CPM and 

CPI and the ways in which the two parties react to their 

attacks. 

The CPM had certainly gone to some lengths to deflect 

the criticisms both of the CPC and the 'leftists', and to 

bring the latter back into the fold.
45 

The dts~isal of the 

United Front government on November 21st 1967 by the 

"notoriously anti-communist" Governor Dharma Vira, who seemed 

to have been put in the post expressly for the purpose (Nossiter, 

1988, p. 132) could only add fuel to the Left's fire. No stat'e 
I 

plenum took place prior to the crucial national plenum at 

Burdwan in April 1968 and there were allegations that selection 

of delegates had been rigged to keep out the leftj~sts.(Nossiter, 

1982' p. 250). 

The Pol i tbureau acknowledged the seriousness of the 

disagreement which went to the ~xtent of questioning the Party 

46 
Programme, and severely criticlsed "Left deviaticinis:ts" : 

45. Irani (1971) goes so far as to allege that in its efforts 
to escape the charge of revisionism during 1967 the leadership 
banned any public criticism of the Chinese party. 

46. 'Ideological' Debate Summed up by Politbureau 
quoted in Franda (1971) p. 210. 



"It is amazing that our critics can exaggerate the 
political crisis to the point of equating it with 
a revolutionary crisis".47 
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At that moment President's Rule was being enforced in the state 

and even if the communist movement were to be instrumental 'in 

creating an anarchic situation the prospects of its spreading\ 

to other states whose political and social development was so 

different was not very great. Inthe words of the Politbureau, 

"It is precisely because we ... have a centralised and 
unified regime in the form of the Indian Union, that 
it is incumbent upon us to study concretely the 
contradict.ions that form the basis for revolutionary 
crisis and! the disintegration of the ruling classes, 
their parties and their centralised state apparatus ... 
Refusal to undertake this study, the tendenc~ to pooh­
pooh these conflicts [between members of the ruling 
classes] as of no consequence, the facile idea 
that by pointing them out the mass struggles get 
disverted, and at the same time indulge in the tal I 
talk of revolutionary.situation and armed struggle 
is sympatomatic of infantile phrase-mongering,,not 
of a serious Marxist-Leninist attitude to the study 
of contradict ions. n48 

The matter of relating the dispute and the CPM's pos~-

tion to the international debate could also not be avoided, 

particularly given the constant citing by the rebels of 

Chinese precedent. At the Tenali meeting of the Central 

Committee of the party in 1966 the announcement was made that 

47. Quoted in Franda (1977), pp 180-1. 

48. Ibid, p. 181. ,; 
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Committee of the party in 1966 the announcement was made that 

the party was "not commit ted" to any of the '.'authoritative 

pronouncements of fraternal parties" to be published for 

d
. . 49 
lSCUSSlOn. 

Evidently, the CPM was not merely reacting to the 

attacks launched upon it from one direction or ~nother; its 

practice had a structure of its own, which developed during 

h U . d F . . t . SO t e n1te rant m1n1s r1es. Prety theoretican Biplab Das 

Gupta (1973) summed up the differences between the Nexalites 

and the CPM attitudes to parliament as follows: : the former 

believed parliamentary politics:were to be avoided because 

participation led to illusions; the latter saw it as a 

tactical question and not one of principle - although the 

main fields of work were on the mass fronts, the parliaments 

could be used for propaganda (and were not an end in them-

selves). 

A succinct and influential summary of the emerging line, 

although not by a Bengali, was that by E,M.S. Namboodripad 

49. Ibid, p. 209 

50. Bhabani Sen Gupta (1979) later described the approach 
over the period 1967-71 as "the Leninist method of 
parliamentary politics" (p. 44). 
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1968 lecture : 
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"The on I y criterion on which Marxism-Leninism bases itse If 
when it selects a particula~ method for bringing about 
soc i a I transformations in whether it w i I I serve the purpose ..• 
while Marxist-Leninist wi I I not have that pathetic faith in 
the efficacy of the bourgeois pari iamentary democrat.ic 
system which was characterisic,of social democracy, they 
are not allergic to the system of parliamentary ·democracy, 
as their enemies· accused them o·f." 

Having quoted the relevant section of the Party .Programme, 

he continued : 

" ... so long as this system continues, it is in the 
interest of the working class and the working people 
to so uti I ise the institutions bui It ~p on the basis 
of[the Indian] Constitution as to further consol i­
date and stren~then the struggles of the working 
people for basic social transformations." 

Nevertheless, 

" the Party has no i I I us ion that the working c I ass 
and democratic movements wi I I be permitted to use the 
pari iamentary democratic institutions to such an extent, 
and for s0ch a length of time, that fundamental social 
transformations can be carried out through the much-
fa I ked-of 1 Par I i amentary path 1 • " 

For once the class interests of the ruling classes are threat-

ened the "luxury of parliamentary democracy" can no longer, 

be permitted by them. At that point a new dimension to the 

approach comes in : 

51. 'The Republican Constitution in the Struggle for Social ism', 
(Namboodiripad, 1968), pp. 2-4. 
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"It is of utmost importance that pari iamentary and democratic 
institutions are defended in the interest of the people 
against such threats, and that such institutions are skilfully 
uti I ised in combination with extra-pari iamentary activities." 

Although not unaware of the limitations of the Consti-. 

tution the CPI did not face t~e same need to convince large 

numbers of its cadre to remain loyal as did the CPM. The 

Political Resolution for its Eighth Congress at Patna in Feb., 

1968 discussed the limited nature of state powers.and the 

"serious impediments" arj:sing from the fact of Congress control 

52 at the centre. State Governors were referred to as 

"instruments of interference" - as were members of the All-

53 
India Services - at work "undermining" parliamentary democracy. 

However, even the "centre's attack on democracy" in West 

Bengal did not discourage the CPI as far as the potential of 

state governments was concerned. Even the U.P. government 

(dominated by the Jan Sangh) was a "weapon in the hands of the 

. 54 
masses ... in the context of sharpening class struggles". 

52. CPI, VIIIth Congress Documents, p. 25 

53. Ibid., p. 74. 

54. Ibid. , p. 106. 
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Fifteen months later, in re$ponse to the formation of 

the CPML, the CPI weekly New Age expressed the fear that the 

event would carry splittism and disruption ~ step further 

and that Naxalite activities would "mean thedissipation of 

some revolutionary energy into wholly wrong and self-defeating 

channels" For CPI leader Raj eshwar Rao, 

"There is not a ghost of a chance for that type of 
a I ong dr'awnout armed guer iII a ware fare which. went 
on in China for 22 years to suceed in India. Here ... 
any revol~tion can succeed only under the dir~ct 
leadership of the proletariat, with cities as the 
leading centre of revolution."55 

Moreover, the Naxalite activities seemed bound to provoke 

the kind of crackdown that could make the CPI suffer too, as 

well as helping the enemy to "confuse and divert the people's 

attention". Along the same lines as Namboodiripad, CPI leader 

Mohit Sen cited as the "basic tenet" of recent communlst 

experience, 

"that the ideology does not commit ... the revolutionaries 
in any country to only one form of revolution, any one type 
of struggle."56 · 

But the party was not oblivious to the need to guard 

against the sins of which the Naxalites and CPM accused them. 

The Patna resolution had noted examples of a "right opportunist 

attitude" and the "exaggeration of ... the potentialities" of the 

57 
democratic elements of the strategy. 

55. Both quoted in Franda (1971), pp. 238-9. 
56. Ibid, p. 240 
57. Documents~VIIIth Congress, p. 120. 
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Cla66 and Mob~l~6at~on 

Soon after the formation of the United Front govern-

ment in 1967 the CPM newspaper 'People's Democracy' declared 

that since the "levers of economic power" were in the hands 

of the capitalists and landlords, the communist movement 

should see to it that "every issue from tramfare to people's 

food will be arena of class struggle".
58 

In 1969 Ranadive 

summed up the aim of the second United Front government as 

"to unleash the discontent of the people rather than to give 

relief".
59 

Such declarations are in a familiar idiom of 

class conflict but need to be 'unpacked' in their specific 

context : which classes; struggles over what;for what goals? 

After the assumption of power in 1967, according to a 

60 . . k. contemporary CPM assessment, a ''f1rm all1ance of the wor 1ng 

class and the peasantry" must be brought about, by a tactical 

approach involving hard and aggressive work among workers and 

peasants in direct and unstinting competition with other 

parties. The policies of the CPM on the peasant and trade 

58. Quoted in Subramanian, p. 186. 

59. Ibid, p. 177. 

60. CPt~ The New Situation and Party's Tasks (1967). 
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union fronts as they unfolded from 1967 onwards can be seen 

in this light. 

However, from the start the mobilisation policy of the 

CPM showed striking flexibility. In assessing the 'Tasks on 

the Kisan Front' the Central Committee held that "different 

sections of the peasantry play different role~ in the revolu-

tion'', implying that indeed all classes in the countryside 

had a place in the CPM's alliance : 

"IIHl ilrll ir:u I l11f·.-.1l ldlH)IIr-llJ-:., clllrl pour ll(kl:~dlll s ·who 
constitute seventy per cent of the rural households 
and are subjected to ruthless exploitation by 
landlords, by their very class position in present­
day society, will be basic alI ies of the working 
class. The middle peasantry, too, are the vicltims 
of depredation of usurious capital ... and landford 
domination in rural I ife so affects their social· 
position in innumerable ways so as to make them 
rei iable allies in the democratic front." 

Even the rich peasants, feeling the effects of heavy taxation 

' and inflation,could be brought into the front. despite their 

having benefited from Congress land reforms. 

Not only did the breadth of the potential alliance give 

scope for party activists; there was flexibility according 

to region, too. It would be "incorrect" to "make a rigid 

pattern of organisation for ... all states and regions", 

particularly as to "whether_, where and how the agricultural 
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labourers are to be organised."61 (emphasis added) 

It appears that at this crucial juncture, when the 

party had explicitly decided on a policy involving competition 

for potential support in the face of similar effotts by other 

United Front parties, it was vital to leave local units free 

to take a line that would ensure maximum support, whether it 

be taking in influential rich and middle peasants as brokers 

or leading movements to seize land with the connivance of the 

state government and administration. (Franda,. 1971, p. 184)
62 

that 

In 1968 the AIKS President A.K. Gopalan may have felt 

"reluctance to take up their [agricultural labourers'] 
specific demands, fearing that this will drive the 
rich and middle peasants away from us, wi II have to 
be g i ve n up " , 6 3 

but the CPM's position was not so straightforward. 

61. Tasks on the Kisan Fr>onts~ Quoted in Franda (1971) p. 184. 
This problem was an old one. A separate organisation for 
the khetmajoors (agricultural labourers) was never created 
even up to the time of the AIKS split in 1967, despite 
the khetmajoors' providing the "main force behind all the 
[peasant] movements" in the state (Ghatak, 1978). 

62. The Darjeeling raidicals stand in stark contrast to this: 
their campaign as CPM candidates, 
"far from appealing to as many sections of the electorate 
i:lS possible ... clearly and deliberately alienated a large 
section." (Mukherjee, 1983, p. 43). 

63. Quoted in Franda, p. 77. 
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Tr,cleed ii1 1966 the party criticl;;ed'rightists' for having failed to 

give the "correct class-orientation to the work on the peasant 

64 
front," and a call to the party to 

"undertake the political tasks of formulating the 
concrete demands and s I ogans of the peasant and 
aqricultural labour movement as well as the organi­
sational task of throwing the entire party cadre in 
the rural areas into the job of bui I ding mass 
organisation of poor peasants and agricultural 
I a b ou re r s . " 

But an experienced observer could later conclude that vigorous 

or·~~:tni~:tLion of" Lhc landles~ n.gri<~lJILural labourers had "never 

been seriously attempted" (Chatterjee, 1982, pp. 94-5). 

As described in the CPI party programme, the "central 

slogan" was the National Democratic Front, involving a heavy 

emphasis on the need to "forge unity" with progressive Congress 

forces. The Central Executive Committee had earlier conceded 

that no one tactical line was universally applicable. In West 

Bengal, however, the party's attempts at gleaning the support 

of all groups and classes other than the monopoly bourgeoisie 

have come up against the formidable obstacle of having to make 

inroacts into the established bases of other parties, reinforced 

by patronage. (Franda, 1971, p. 223-4). In these circumstances 

64. Tasks on the Kisan Front> resolution adopted by the Central 
Committee of the party in October, quoted in Ghosh (1981), p. 46. 
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it has been difficult to formulate and adhere to a policy of 

mobilisation that is conc_erned with class as opposed to party 

alliances. Back in 1962 Bhowani Sen (now with the CPI) had 

expressed the opinion that socialism could be reached through 

the development of co-operative farming, facilitated by 

65 
bourgeois democratic land reforms. But a CPI academic had 

to admit in 1976 that slow agricultural growth and increasing 

numbers of labourers could produce unrest but no stable poli-

tical basis for a "breakthrough" (Sengupta, 1976) 

As the realisation of this sank in, the CPI line was 

arrived at by what Franda calls a "series of Subtle manoeuvres". 

(p. 224) 
66 

The National Council's assessment of the situation 

after the 1969 election bore the marks of this. It noted how 

the earlier "vague anticongressism" of the people had turned 

into a "positive attitude towards the formation of a progressive, 

democratic government". The masses had been "enthused" by the 

United Front as an alternative to Congress in West Bengal. The 

lessons of the elections were that the CPI had put up a "good 

show" only where its campaign was "firmly based on the toiling 

65. Sen, Evolution of Agrarian Relations in India (1962), p. 274. 

66. Hem:cltJ oj' Midter'"' J-_,'lections and Our• 'J'asks and Resolut-ionu, 
adopted by the National Council of the CPI, 5~12 April, 1969. 
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people"; only then could it win over allies from the other 

classes on the basis of its strengt~. Yet the document 

continued by declaring that "the problem of unity of th·e 

entire peasantry must receive our earnest attention". The 

tactics of 'two-pronged struggle' adopted ("overcoming both 

the Righist and ultraleftist trends") indicated the CPI's 

efforts to develop an approach that could deal with the 

variable of both party and class. 

The first United Front government itself pledged that 

the government "will not suppress democratic and legitimate 

struggles" and that it would "reorient the executive and 

police in a manner consistent with the democratic aspirations 

67 
of the people." This was perceived as a sharp break with 

previous practice and one that would leave the way open for 

the toleration and even encouragement by the government of 

direct class conflict. However,towards the end of 1969, when 

the government was running short of funds for its commitments, 

the CPM Jyoti B~su was reported to have commented that the 

government could no longer continue to ''pleas~ all sections 

of the people". This comment, coming mid-way through the tenure 

of the second United Front (UF) ministry, and whatever it was 

meant to imply about the class bases of the CPM's coalition 

67. Fourteenth Point of the 18-Point Programme of the United Front. 
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partners, demonstrates that the picture of class and mobili-

sation under the United Fronts was a complex one. 

The Pea~ant Fhont 

To ensure the full success of the tasks it had set 

itself after the 1967 elections the CPM would ideally have 

liked to secure the portfolios of Land, Labour and Police, 

so important for determining government policy on the peasant 

and trade union fronts. However the party's 43 seats out of 

the Front's 141 only carried weight enough to give it the 

Land Ministry out of these three (as well as the Deputy Chief 

Ministership and one other post out of a total of 18 in the 

Cabinet). The Land and Land Revenue Minister, Harekrishna Konar, 

was a major peasant leader in Burdwan district and supposedly 

the "leader of the left radicals in Bengal". (Ghosh, 1981) 

The new government's policy, announced Konar, was to be 

to "recover land involved in 'benami' and other transactions 

with popular cooperation", while police in the countryside 

were told "not to suppress the democratic and legitimate 

68 
struggles of the people". In some areas, however, what started 

68. As had been promised in the 18-Point Programme. 
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out as movements with the full backing of the Front parties, 

or at least the most militant of them, appeared to get out of 

control. The agitation in the Naxalbari area of Darjeeling 

district was the most prominent of these; indeed it occupied 

the attention of the United Front government for the whole of 

the summer of 1967. 

Ironically it seems to have orginated in a plan decided 

on just before the 1967 elections to start a massive agitation 

in the northern districts - with the support of the CPM 

leadership - as a means to harass the new government, which at 

that time was expected to be, again, Congress. 

Once the CPM had entered that new government its leaders 

felt at best ambivalent about the agitation, which the local 

Krishak Samity was determined to go ahead with. At first, 

as the orgination went about its work, mobilising cadres from 

the rural poor to form a militant vanguard for the movement, 

using processions to consolidat~ their support, and seizing 

land, the police held back. But when events took a violent 

turn in May, action was taken : over a thousand arrests were 

made withthe hel~ of the additional 1500 police sent by the 

government in July. Within three weeks most of the leaders 

of the agitation were in jail. 
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By the end of July 1967 Konar had thus been made fully 

aware of the need to control the militancy of the movements 

for Lhe redistribution of land that the government's pronounce-

ments had been instrumental in sparking off. There was an 

attempt at a new synthesis : land distribution by government 

efforts (Konar had already initiated investigation of benami 

land and now set up Land Advisory Committees including lawyers, 

local governmental and party leaders, and peasant leaders) but 

"strengthened and supplemented by the conscious and 
organised participation of the peasants and the 
people at large."69 

Konar claimed that by the end of the first United Front 

government 248,000 acres of land had been redistributed (mostly 

h ld f th . c. . . t )70 e over rom e prev1qus, ongress, m1n1s ry . The 

government-stipulated share of the crop to be given to share­

' 
croppers was alt~red from 60 per cent to 75 per cent but 

registration remained low (Datta, 1988). In any case, by 

late 1967 there was a new preoccupation the threat of 

dismissal by the Centre. Konar announced that the "struggle 

has reached a new phase" - that of the defence of democracy. 

(Sengupta, 1979), p. 73) 

69. From Mainstr>eam, quoted in Sengupta (1979). 

70. Although this was only three per cent of total arable 
land in the state. 
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During the time between the dismissal of the first Front 

ministry and the 1969 mid-term elections the peasant organisa-

tions of the various parties continued to be active. There 

was even some attempt at improving the organisation of agri-

cultural workers but although the CPI did found the Bharatiya 

Khet Mazdoor Union in September 1968 no sustained action was 

achieved in West Bengal and the organisation remained "weak 

and ramshackle''. (Ghatak, 1978) Nevertheless the pressure 

paid off to some extent as the Minimum Wage Act began to be 

enforced (zones and rates were fixed) despite the paucity of 

Inspectors. 

The 1969 elections, according to the CPI National Council, 

were "preceded by a mighty and militant mass struggle", speci-

fically against central intervention, strengthening the unity 

. 71 
of the left and democratic forces. In relations between CPI 

and CPM the struggles against the centre "made the difference 

. . 72 
between 1967 and 1969", declared the CPI. 

71. CPI, Review of Midterm Elections (April 1969), p. 7. 
There had been u~precedented co:operation of the non-Congress 
forces at the polls, the United Front this time comprising 
all but one of the parties that had taken part in the first 
Front government. 

72. Ibid, p. 25. 
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But when the threat from the Centre receded, it tempo-

rarily, relations once again deteriorated. In 1969 Konar, again 

Land and Land Revenue Minister, announced the supercession of 

the Land Advisory Committees (now stuffed with Congress 

appointees), to be replaced by a new approach. District Land 

Reform officers were to consult with "representatives of local 

peasants' organisations" on the possibility of new legislation. 

In the meantime some advances in implementation could be made 

"if the whole administrative machinery is geared up and if 

proper and timely measures are taken at all levels".
73 

The Land Ministry's policy was in keeping with CPM 

strategy. The results of the 1969 election (giving the CPM 

enough seats to demand both Land and Police portfolios - as 

well as that of Labour) gave the party the opportunity to put 

its programme of peasant mobilisation into full practice. As 

Konar told Sengupta (1971), 

"The crucial point in our programme was to allow the 
peasant masses to do things on the'ir own initiative." 
(pp. 73-4) 

Almost immediately after the 1969 elections rural organisations 

began once again to mobilise peasants on a large scale to seize 

benami and other land in excess of the ceiling limits, in March 

explicitly encouraged by a CPM Secretariat directive. This was 

73. Quoted in Franda (1971), p. 186. 
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what Bhabani Sengupta (1979) later labelled the CPM's own 

"non-Chinese way of mobilising the poorer elements of the 

peasantry" ( p. 44 ). Konar himself later described the evolu-

tion by the party of new "revolutionary tactics using the 

parliamentary method for waging the class struggle" by 

"simultaneous use of legal and extra-legal means". (p.54) .But 

there were also voices at the t.ime calling for restrant. Basu 

warned that 

"the Government wou I d support a I I forms of I eg it i mate 
struggle of the people, but 'could not uphold unlawful 
actions." Cp. 187) 

Other Front parties v.ere also very active. In April the National 

Council of the CPI had called for its members.and peasant 

activists to 

"who I ehea rted I y plunge themse I ves in the .•. campaign [for 
democratic norms] by rousing and mobi I ising vast masses 
of the peasantry"74 

and a high level of activity was necessary in order to protect 

the party from the inroads the CPM was attempting to make into 

its support. 

74. Review of Midterm Elections, ·p.39. 
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Konar warned the CPM's UF partners against ''indiscrimi-

nate acts of seizure" if they h~d "no mass base and little 

idea about land records",
75 

but while this tells us both about 

the CPM leader's views on the prerequisites for successful land 

seizure and about his opinion of the qualifications of the 

other parties far the purpose, it was of little effect as a 

discouragement. 

The consequences were on the one hand an escalation ·Of 

clashes between United Front parties atlevels from the state 

Cabinet to the grass roots where two or more party-linked groups 

often attempted to seize and distribute the same plot of land~ 

and on the other the banding together of landlords and fishery-

owners exploring ways to protect their interests, through court 

injunctions, financial blackmail of tenants or use of tradi-

tional status. In addition there were some quite successful 

attempts by landholders to infiltrate Front parties, adding to 

the strains within the government that were anyway developing 

by early 1970. 

In keeping with its policy of guarding its organisations 

distinct fromthose of other parties., the CPM reject~d the 

suggestion that local 'people's committees' be set up to prevent 

violent 6lash~s. Although the reason given was that such 

75. Quoted Franda (1971), p. 187. 
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committees should "emerge from a mass movement", the party 

subsequently ordered its own local units to set up People's 

Committees composed of CPM activists (Franda, 1971, p. 188)?6 

The CPI's discussions of.events on the rural scene 

were marked by the political effects of government policy and 

CPM tactics. In April of 1969 the call of the (CPI-led Kisan 

Sabha)had been for work for united action on the peasant front: 

to lead to united organisation. But by November a State Council 

resolution was complaining of the emergence of "Left adventurist 

and disruptive forces", which had for some time necessitated a t\\0-front. 

struggle by the party's supporters, against jotedars and othe~ 

vested interests on the one hand and disruptionists on the 

77 
other. The United Front government had continued the Krishak 

Sabha, strengthened the peasant.movement in the state and 

intensified class struggle but the CPM's attitude left a lot 

to be desired. 

As earlier, the CPI Front's own emphasis was on a broad 

alliance. Labourers, sharecroppers and landless peasants, being 

a majority of the rural population, "are destined to become the 

76. In this way the party retained its organisational purity 
while flaunting its revolutionary integrity. 

77. Quoted in Franda (1971), p. 225. 



131 

vanguard of the movement" but nevertheless "for their own 

interest they should rope in middle and rich peasants." The 

Kri hak Sabha sought to reassure the better-off sections with 

rational formulae for 1 and distribution, agreed procedures .. · 

for endowing the right of ownership, and machinery for the 

arbitration of disputes between local party leaders and pea~ 

sant activists. 

This conciliatory approach, however, failed to win over 

the CPM. When the "unity talks" of mid-,-1969 ended in ignomin-

ious failure, the National Council formalised the 'two-pronged' 

strategy, which seemed all the more relevant as the national 

split in Congress became more evident. 

Th~ T~ad~ Union F~ont 

The new Labour Minister in 1967 was Subodh Banerjee. 

His party, the Socialist Unity Centre (SUC) warned against of 

the "parliamentary illusion" and claimed to approach "every 

question from the point of view of accelerating the course of 

revolutionary preparation". More than this, the capture of 

state governments, for the sue, would ''create.favourable 

. " 78 th l conditions for revolutionary prepa~at1ons . As e on Y 

78. Irani, (1971), section on 'The Proletariat and Industry'. 
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Minister from his party in the United Front government, 

Banerjee's aims in his Department were clear. 

The new Minister's labour policy was to be "a break 

with the past, with the anti-people and bureaucratic policies 

and approach of the Congress". Its aim was 

"to en I i st the peop I e 1 s cooperation for the 
implementation of policies rather than depend 
on the administrative machinery."79 

Indeed since the. relevant sect ions· of the Labo~r Department were 

to be reorganised "on a more democratic basis" and the police 

were not to intervene in the case of "legitimate" action by 

unions the way was clear for the rapid realisation of the above 

goal. Other of Banerjee's pronouncements were that layoffs 

. ' 

were to be discouraged without government approval and that 

the Ministry would set up bodies to "solve industrial disputes 

as expeditiously as possible" •
80 

Meanwhile, whereas under 

the Congress government trade unions of government employees 

were not recognised and known communist party members were 

asked to leave the service, the United Front granted recognition 

to (communist-led) union of government employees and reinstated 

79. Ibid 
80. Ajoy Dasgupta, 1 Bengal: A New Approach to People 1 s Problems 1

, 

New Age~ April 16th, 1967. 
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what would previously have been labelled as "known security 

risks". 
81 

The response to the new policy was swift. On the one 

hand the mere formation of the Front had "encouraged labour 

to press its demands with increased vigour and confidence", 82 

on the other, Mainstr>eam less than a month later accused 

employers of trying to pull down the ministry by starting "an 

83 offensive" of layoffs. Whoever was responsible for the 

deteriorating situation, there was undoubtedly a "scramble" 

to unionise workers. Between March and September, 591 new 

trade unions were registered in the state. 84 All indices 

of industrial unrest touched record highs in 1967. 85 

Th0 theoretical guidlines of the CPM in dealing with 

and if possible taking control of the new situation had been 

outlined before. 
86 

According to a 1966 resolution the 

ultimate aim was to organise the working class to play its 

historic political role by instigating within it the development 

81. Irani (1971), Section on 'The First 50 Days'. 
82. Quoted in Vaid (1972) Times of India editorial, 3 March 1967. 
83. 'The Trade Union Movement after the Pools', Ma.instr>eam~ 

April 1st, 1967. 
84. Economic and Political Weekly~ cited in Franda, p. 194. 
85. See the table of state government figures given on p. 193, Ibid. 
86. Tasks on the Tr>ade Union Fr>ont~ Resolution of the Central 

Committee of the CPM,1966, quoted in Irani (1971) Chapter on 
"The Proletariat and Industry'. 
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of a "socialist consciousness" that would focus on the 

necessity of "the struggle against the state of the capitalist 

class which [the worker] must replace". For the party this 

u 
meant a "continuous political battle to lead the workers from 

elementary trade union consciousness to this higher consious-

ness. 

Tactically the CPM's aim was "united front from below"; 

indeed the Central Committee has referred to this as the "main 

pillar of our tactics". To make use of the "powerful urge 

for unity in the masses" and reinforce and direct it, the 

need was for "pressure from below" to prevent "reformist and 

87 
revisionist leaders" from weakening the struggle. As on 

the peasant front, a broad alliance must be forged, but without 

compromising organisational independence 

" The effort for united front from below includes 
consant·appeals to all sections of workers ••. 

It consists of joint actions at the base, in 
factories." 

The idea is to organise 

"a disciplined working class with revolutionary socialist 
consciousness, drawing it nearer the Party, with its best 
elements joining the Party in hundreds, enabling the class 
as a whole to play its historic political role in the 
revolutionary struggle." 

87. Tasks on the Trade Union Front, 1967, quoted in Franda, p.l91. 



However, the existerice of other well-established left 

parties in the ~est Bengal .industrial arena and the CPM's 
• 

weakness in the communist-led All-India Trade Union Congress 

(AITUC) posed immense challenges. In the words of the Central 

Committee: 

"We must constantly bear iri mind that ... we ourselves 
form a far from dominating and leading force in the 
organised trade unions; the other sections being 
stronger than us in many industries and equal to us 
in some i n.dustr i es." 

It has therefore been necessary, and West Bengal is the best 

example of this, to pursue "the real bolshevik method of 

mobilising the masses", i.e. militancy in disputes but 

"supp I emented by offers of united front from the top 
which at times is a pre-condition of united front 
from be I ow. n8S 

A measure of the success the party had using these tactics is 

demonstrated by the fact that between March and September of 

1967 there were 170 new trade unions registered affiliated 

89 
with the CPM (Franda, 1971, p. 194). 

88. Ibid. , p. 192. 

89. In the same period there were 140 gains by the 
CPI. 
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The phenomenon that symbolised industrial relations 

and the government's attitude towards them more than any 

other in 1967 was the 'gherao' .· This tactic - where a number 

of persons surround a room, building or just one person to 

prevent him from moving until certain demands are met - was 

according to one contemporary observer, "never far below the 

surface in public consciousness in•West Bengal" during this 

0 90 
per1od. . 

When Banerjee announced that the police were not to 

interfere in legitimate dlsputcs, subsequently formalising 

this direction by sending out the first 'gherao circular' at 

the end of March, the number of gheraos shot up over a 

thousand in the first six months of the ministry, according 

to one survey. (De & Srivastava, 1967). Although the United 

Front Cabinet and the Direction Committee or 'Super Cabinet' 

seem to have been unanimous that there should be no police 

interference iri genuine democratic trade union activities the 

parties disagreed on two major issues : the implementation of 

this principle ; and the judgement of the boriafides of the 

90. A.P. Aggarwal, conmenting on the industrial relations 
scene in 1968. 
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gherao movement. La~ng a real consensus the Cabinet effecti-

vely authorised Banerjee to h~mself certify the situations 

where intervention by the police would be appropriate. By 

all accounts the Minister was very accessible, but the informal 

. 91 
procedure that evolved. rrade for arbitrariness.in implementation. 

By the time the employers had gone to cbutt over the 

issue of the legality of the tactic the latest divisions within 

the Front were revealing themselves. The communist parties 

supported the Labour Minister in his efforts to evade the court 

injunctions that started arriving in June. CPM leader Ranadive 

called the gherao "a perfectly legitimate weapon - a trade 

union weapon of protest and action" and CPI General Secretary 

Dange saw it as 

"a legitimate weapon of workers in their tight against 
capitalists [who had] created a situation in which 
workers are forced to launch struggles tor the defence 
of their interests." (Ghosh, 1971, p.69) 

although he was not so happy with the violent aspects of the 

movement (Vaid, 1972). In May a still-formally-united AITUC 

(headed by Dange) had its delegates walk out of a central 

Standing Labour Committee on the issue of gheraos. When it 

failed even-handedly to condemn violence of workers or 

management. 

91. Banerjee, when he felt that~ gherao was no longer merely a 
labour-management dispute, would inform Ajoy Mukherjee, who, 
as Minister for Police, would ssnd in the forces of law. 
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The gherao, able to be conducted by a ministry group 

even against majority reluctance, had special aitraction for 

the sue. Yet it was the communist parties, and particularly 

the CPM, that made the greatest gains under Bane~jee's regime. 

Well under half of the cas~s of ghera6 b~tween March and 

August 1967 were instigated by CPI or CPM trade unions, despite 

the fact that these were in the majority. CPM union leaders 

did take advantage o::f' the situa·tion to organise militant 

gheraos but always attempted to remain in control of the 

movements they were leading. Thus when the courts had annulled 

the government's second 'gherao circular' in August, the CPM 

and to a lesser extent the CPI was in a good position to 

consolidate. 

That they were able to do so was demonstrated in the 1969 

elections. Field Franda (1974) report that the CPM had come 

out well in 1967 in industrial areas and in 1969 the party was 

found to have achieved much increased support among labour unions 

in the Calcutta industrial belt.
92 

As well as maintaining its 

dominant position among workers in the restive engineering 

industry its unions had made inroads into the INTUC and SSP 

strongholds in the jute factories and coal fields. (Ghosh,1981, 

p. 69). 

92. So reported Ashok Mitra, quoted in Franda, p. 195. 
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In the second UF government the party, now with 80 seats, 

managed to secure the post of Labour Minister (in addition 

to eight others). Under the new Labour regime of Krishnapada 

Ghosh the approach was essentially the same except for the 

significant policy of establishing a 'one-union-in-one-

establishment' formula, which, as the CPM was the most mili-

tant and best-organised party at the base and Ghosh incharge 

of the election machinery, could only have worked in favour of 

the CPM.
93 

Inter-union clashes increased become more frequent. 

as both CPI and CPM worked overtime trying to capture the 

unions of minor parties but the CPM was oy far the most 

aggressive, in keeping with its stated intentions. A survey 

in May by the CPI recorded ten 'captures' by the CPM in the 

previous three months, and 60 other cases where the struggle 

for control was still in progress. The CPI also noted with 

concern the fact that its rival·had made efforts to set up 

unions where CPI-linked organisations already existed in 

over 200 industrial establishments. (Franda, 1971, p.195) 

93. The CPI supported the policy since it was also strong among 
unions and Bangla Congress was persuaded by harassed management 
groups that this system was by far the easiest to deal with. 
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In fact it was this issue which split the AITUC, which 

had somehow remained united until late 1969. Although the 

CPM was very much in a minority at the national level, its 

' unions had control of the state BPTUC. Since 1967 the latter 

organisation had: been busy recognising and working with all 

the new communist-led unions that had come into being, but in 

the numerous cases where a new CPM union had been formed in an 

establishment where an AITUC-affiliated body was already in 

place, the national organisation refused to recognise them. 

When the Secretariat·threatened to discipline officers 

connected with such 'rival unions' the CPM anticipated an 

attack on its representation on the General Council, and its 

supporters left to form their own trade union cent~e. No 

mere per~onality or faction~l conflict, this dispute developed 

as a direct result of the mobilisational approaches advocated 

by the two parties and especially the CPM's determination to 

secure organisational independence and control as part of its 

long-term strategy. 

The_ U!.le. o 6 GovVtnme_nt and RelaU.oM WilfUn the_ FJtont 

As was clear from their respective party programmes, the 

CPI and CPM had rather different beliefs as to what could be 

accomplished by a Front government in power at the state level. 

In 1969, while lamenting the aggressive tactics of the CPM 

vis-a-vis its partners, the CPI leader Bhowani Sen stated in 
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1969 that despite the aggressive tactics of the CPM vis-a-vjs 

its partners, 

"the United Front has at least introduced that amount 
of democracy which makes the mighty strike struggles 
take place and even succeed. The arrogance of capitalist 
owners has been broken in many cases and thus industrial 
crisis resolved to a very great extent. The food situation 
is very much improved. Every department is yiel~ing better 
resu Its than before ... "94 

The party was in agreement with the Bangla Congress that the 

Front had "achieved more for the working class and the peasantry 

than had ever been achieved before."~ 5 From this statement it 

may be gathered that Sen attached much importance to administra-

tive efficiency as well as class justice. 

CPM leader Namboodiripad also spoke in 1968 of trying to 

"utilise the institutions" available in parliamentary democracy 

"to further consolidate and strengthen the struggle of the 

working people for basic social transformations."
96

(Namboodiripad, 

1968, p. 3) Ranadive's assertion in Juhe, 1969 th~t the task 

of the UF governments was to unleash discontent and not to give 

94. Quoted in Franda, p. 195. 
95. Ibid, p. 198 
96. This statement leaves scope foi diffErent interpretations; 

Sengupta (1979) assesses the pol icy adopted by the National 
Council of the party as a ••revolutionary" politics designed 
to ••wreck the system from within. 11 (p. 73) 
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relief pointed in the same direction. Yet earlier in the year 

the Central Committee had stated
97 

that during periods of 

Front government at the state level, the party should 

" undertake .to expand the deoocrat ic rights of the 
people, undertake legislation for recognition of trade 
unions, settle outstanding wage disputes in industries, 
take measures to provide employment or unemployment rei ief 
to the workers and educated youth; pass immediate radical 
agarian legislation for land distribution and stopping of 
eviction, and grant homestead land, fair wages and 
gratuitous rei ief during lean seasons to the agricultural 
labourers." 

This is much more reminiscent of its, rival's approach. 

To explairi the contradictions apparently involved in 

holding of both these positions one should unde~stand the 

degree to which the Centre-state dimension pre-occupied the 

CPM. The success in the electoral and governmental fields of 

Kerala and West Bengal state parties were to be. "rallying 

points for the fighting masses all over India". Namboodiripad 

spoke of the "serious danger" of the consequences of Congress 

handling of Centre-.state relations; he was well aware of the 

propaganda value to be wrung out of this (Namboodiripad, 1968, 

p. 16). 

97. Resolution Published in People's Democracy, 20, April 1969 
after the elections. 



As Nossiter (1982) writesof the other major stronghold, 

"the state should administer Kera.la but 
agitate against the Centre at every 
opportunity." (p. 246) 
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But the most visible use of government made by United 

Front partners, and not just the communist parties, was that 

f h f . . t 98 of patronage, or urt erance o part1san 1nteres s. 

The experience of power, it seems, helped the smaller 

leftist parties both psychologically and politically : Subodh 

Banerjee and the SUC provides a good example of this phenomenon 

at the ministerial level. Similarly the importance the CPM 

placed on securing the portfolios of Land, Labour and Police 

(in which they were successful in the second United Front 

government) indicates the centrality of these to the implemen..:.. 

tation of their strategy. 

Indeed, from the reaction·of its partners one would draw 

the conclusion that the CPM was certainly the. one making the 

most gains from its use of the ministries as well as from the 

conditions on the ground. The CPI accused the CPM of "hegemonism" 

98. The RSP admitted that 11 nO UF constituent .can be fully 
absolved of the charge of partisan use of its Ministries (Franda, 
1971, p. 199). 
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and believed it was determined to pursue a policy of extermi-

nating the United Front in order to build itself up as the 

only alternative to the Congress. Its ~ontrol of key minis-

tries in the government only reinforced this impression. In 

the 1971 mid-term poll the party gained an extra 31 seats, 

achieving a "landslide" in Hooghly and Burdwan, due to the 

I rural land appropriation movement under the UF governments and 

the strenuous efforts made to strengthen the party organisation. 

99 
(Ghosh, 1981) 

However, these benefitswere not immediately obvious 

during the tenure of the ministries,, when day-to-day concerns 

intruded, more often than not connected with interparty relations 

and ideological or policy disagreements. In Kerala "there 

were basic ideological differences between the two parties in 

almost every single issue of policy during the tenure of the UF 

Ministry" (Subrq.manian, 1983, p. 179); so also it was in West 

Bengal. 

99. Franda (1971) sums up the value of the tactical line pursued 
by the CPM in the period : pursued by 
"it has united both the electoral and organisational wings ot the • 
party, it on I y temporar i I y, behind mi I i tant mass movements that 
have been ettec+ i ve in strengthening state party organisations. 
By concentrating on I imited p.rograms designed to secure greater 
benefits tor peasants and workers ... , and by creating at leas~ the 
preconditions for a confrontation with the Union government on 
center-state issues, the CPM hopes to ... so I id i ty the hoI d of the 
party on the electorate in West Bengal and attempt to gain new 
organisational bases in other Indian states as it seeks to radicalise 
the population in CPM strongholds." (p. 207 ) 



115 

nue to its own assessment of the situation in West 

Bengal, the CPI was n~t disposed to stress such differences 

and instead made efforts to patch them up, asserting 

throughout 1967 that the Front was "truly united" and playing 

down the conflicts between its supporters and those of the 

CPM. The party worked hard for the unity of "Left and 

Democratic forces" in the 1969 elections and was instrumental 

in bringing about striking anti-Congress unity at the polls. 

Repeatedly calling for "united action" or even "united organi-

sation" by the peasant movement, the CPI initiated unity talks 

with the CPM in June 1969 that were seen as of decisive 

importance - but these came to nothing and relations worsened 

when Bangla Congress organisated a satyagraha against CPM 

violence and the Mini Front (excluding the CPM and ultimately 

joined by Congress(R)) was formed in Kerala. The CPI West 

Bengal State Council did declared in November that the party 

had no desire to topple the existing United Front government in 

West Bengal, but it also accused the CPM of "super-bossism, 

misuse of administrative machinery jn narrow partisan interest, 

and political gangsterism", and of "adopting the .weapon of 

physical annihilation of the cadres of other parties of the UF"~OO 

100. Quoted in Franda ( 1971), pp. 226 Bhowani Sen also produced a 
pamphlet entirled 1 CPM 1 s Fight Against the United Front 1

• 
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Yet the same statement asserted the "supreme need for 

unity of all Leftist and democratic forces, including the 

CPI(M), because such unity is "the surest guarantee of repla-

cing Congress rule at the Centre." Comparison of date for 

the 1967 and 1969 elections show the contribution made to 

communist success by the United Front, not solely in terms o.f 

the simple mechanicsof vote transfers, but also of greater 

credibility of the anti-Congress candidates (Field & Franda, 

1974, pp. 51-9). 

The conflict developing between the two communist 

' ' . . 
parties was a powerful catalyst for factionalism within and 

disputes among the other parties of the United Front. In 

t~e first Front ministry there had been a 'United Front 

Committee• with an all-emracing membership to.deflect the 

problem of the smaller parties, not having representation in 

the Cabinet. In the second it was decided to enlarge the 

~abinet instead. But since th~ institutionalisation of debate 

. 101 
was diametrically opposed to CPM tactics such measures 

were never very productive of peace. 

101. As was demonstrated in Deputy Chief Minister Basu•s 
comment that he 11 nothing wrong .. in criticising the 
decisions taken by his own government; and in the 
bypassing of the Chief Minister in the matter of the 
takeover of the Calcutta Tramways (Irani, 1971). 
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The CPM's re~ction to opposition from its partners to 

its activities and attitude varied. Throughout the second 

m i n i s I. r y , i 1. :i 11 g v.l n d i t ~- cj n s i r C'! to i n (~ r n n s P n. n d do mn IH·: t. r· n t n 

its strnngth as thn real alternativn to Congress with decla-

rations of the peed for tinity to defeat Congress or defend 

the state against a central offensive. Franda believes that 

"To a certain extent the. inconsistency of the party has 
been the resu It of a I ack of inner-party disci pI i ne., but 
such i nd i sci pI ine has in turn stemmed from th~ party 1 s 
interest in maintaining organisational flexibility while 
implementing its pol icy." ( 1971, p. 199) 

The party has sometimes given as good as it got in the way of 

criticism, for example in accusing the CPI of having "struck 

a clandestine deal" with Congress in Kerala, the implication 

being that this justifies CPM caution and suspicion when 

dealing with the CPI in West Bengal (Franda, 1971, p. 226). 

In general the CPM has been scathing about the motives of its 

partners. Ashok Mitra, a dec~de later to be Finance Minister, 

in Left Front government wrote somewhat dismissively in 1969: 

102. 

"If so many try, never mind even if severally, we 
are bound to arrive somewhere. Let a thousand thoughts 
contend, each thought w i I I have a representation on 
West Benga I 1 s U.n i ted Front, or on the anti-United, if 
only somebody cares to get up one such ... the revolution 
is all things to all Bengal is."102 

1 Calcutta every day 1
, reprinted in Mitra (1979). 
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Accusing the self-styled Marxists of "ordinary petty bourgeois' 

jealousies", a few years after the dismissal of the second 

Front ministry he commented : 

To keep the United Front going would have been to allow 
one amongst the Left parties to come to the force. Who 
knows, that party, given its superior clout, could 
soon have swa I I owed the others .. su'ch a thing cou I d 
not be per~itted to happen :. it was better that the 
Left, the great revolutionary Left, rather ceased to 
be in qovernment."103 

1970-'77 TOP ALLIANCES AND MASS MOBILISATION 

The period after the imposition of President's Rule in 

March, 1970, was one in which national political events had 

an ever greater impact on political formations in the state. 

The effects of the Congress split - this time at a national level -

were central in determining the tactics of the CPI, and, 

less directly, the CPM. Over the next half-decade, while 

the CPI sought to form a constru~tive alliance.with progressive 

forces in the Congress leadership, supplemented by pressure 

from below, the CPM concentrated on strengthening its base, 

103. 1 The legacy and the led• (1974), reprinted in Ibid. 
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notably in the rural areas of the state. This section of the 

chapter analyses the differences of'CPI and CPM as they tried 

to integrate theory with the developing reality - from the 

beginning of the Congress split to the emergency. 

tHE CONGRESS SPLIT & THE WE:ST BENGAL COMMUNIST PARTIES 

Already in 1969 Bhowani Sen of the West Bengal leader-

ship of the CPI was arguing that the Presidential Election 

of August of that year 

"marks the beginning ofa new perioq and a new correlation 
of forces in the country's political set-up ..• [The events] 
symbolised the confrontation between the combined forces 
of.Right Reacti6n on th~ one ~ide and the forces 6f the 
Centre and the Left on the other."104 

Nationalisation of the banks was an equally significant by 

Mrs. Gandhi. These events seemed to him to be a vindication 

of the line taken by the CPI since 1964 : that the split in 

the bourgeoisie would widen as the crisis of the capitalist 

path worsened. The ultimate outcome would be a National 

Democratic Front as outlined in the party programme. 

104. In Mainstream, Annual number, Sept., 1969. 
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The CPI held that the electoral reverses of the 

Congress in 1967 and 1969, and the split of the party in the 

latter year, were results of accelerating mass discontent. 

To channel this perceived feeling the party held a series 

of demonstrations in support of Indira Gandhi's faction in 

the run-up to the presidential ~lection. According to the 

CPI, 

"the point for the Indian lett ... is to make up its mind 
as to which side wi II be more helpful in the realisation 
of Lett objectives, which side will be more responsive to 
the pressure of mass sanctions."105 

which would also bririg about further differentation within 

Ruling Congress. 

Nevertheless, partly due to the indifference or 

hostility of other Left parties, particularly in West Bengal 

and particularly the CPM, the emphasis over the nextfew years 

was on warnings of the gathering of the "forces of right 

reaction" and, later, of the violent tactics of the CPM.
106 

The new approach of the CPI found its most concise 

expression in the 'Cochin line' of the Ninth Congress in 

105. Quoted in Subramanian (1983) pp. 238-9) 

106. See New Age editorials during February, 1971, the month before 
the mid-term elections in West Bengal, e.g. 'CPM' s Campaign 
of t~urd0r ContinuP.s(1tl Fr.bruilry)ilnrl 'CPM's SinistP.r Pliln<; 
for f'oll' (21 February). 
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October, 1971. Here the Congress split was said to have 

"reflected the advance of the process of differentiation in 

the Indian capitalist class to a qualitatively new level". 

The CPI was trying to "carry forward" the emerging leftward 

' trends (and indeed had saved the Prime Minister in no-confidence 

motions in the Lok Sabha). There were still felt to be some 

vacillators - and even reactionaries - within the Indira 

faction but this seemed not to worry the CPI Unduly at this 

stage. The solution was to build up "mass pressures" for 

concrete progressive measures and to reserve ·SUpport for the 

government .in a.conditional fashion. But since the radicali-

sation of the masses would make it difficult for the national 

bourgeoisie to dominate in the new circumstances, and anti-

communism in the ruling Congress was now "rare", the situation 

'. . 107 
was favourable for mQss struggles. 

For the CPM the same events were not nearly so signifi-

cant - or if significant, then only as representing a political 

crisis for the ruling class tha~ might be made use of. People's 

Democracy equated Indira and her opponents as "two reactionary 

combines" and dismissed her socialist slogans as a "hoax".
108 

107. CPI IXth Congress, Cochin, 3-10/10/71, pp. 128~130,189-191. 

108. People's Democracy editorial, 17th January, 1971. 
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These very basic attitudinal differences were expressed 

nowhere more clearly than in West Bengal and were there re­

inforced by the conflicts of the preceding four to five years. 

During 1970 there had been a large rise ill the incidence of 

violent activities and political murders, and by the time the 

non-Congress parties began preparing for the mid-term poll 

there was a marked move towards the isolation of the CPM. In 

the end that party formed a-Six-Party Combination with some 

minor leftist allies, the CPI contrived an Eight-party 

Combination (still railing at the CPM's "bo sism" and "naked 

utilisation" of the governmental machinery) and the Bangla 

Congress, notwithstanding its approving opinion of the 

'progressive' policies of the Indira Congress, stood alone 

(Ghosh, 1981, pp. 112-13). 

After an unprecedentedly violent election campaign, the 

results showed all the effects of extreme polarisation of the 

electorate : the CPM received 111 seats and the Congress (R) 

105, with only 61 left to share among the re~aining 17 parties 

that obtained any seats at all. In rural Nadia and Burdwan the 

CPM achieved a veritable l~ndslide,although its image suff~red 

in Calcutta due to its association with violence. (Ghosh, 1981, 

pp. 116-8). 
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The CPI saw its opportunity. In March it and its allies 

pledged to support a Congress (R)-led coalition, thus thwarting 

the CPM's efforts to have itself recognised as the prime 

candidate for forming the new ministry. 

As mentioned above, the CPI at its Ninth Congress 

explained its assessment of Indira's Congress in terms of the 

advancing process of differentiation within the capitalist 

class. However, in West Bengal not ~nly did it say of the 

'anti-Congress front' called for by the CPM: it"would have 

been an act of· worst opportunism", but it was feLt .that the 

109 
elections had anyway been held on the issue of the CPM's power. 

Soon the 'hal thy trends' asserting themselves within the 

Congress (R) made the CPI impatient with the "blind anti-

Congressism" of its partners in the erstwhile Eight-Party 

Combination, which posed an insufficient challenge to the CPM's 

" t . l . . " 110 ex rem1st po 1c1es . Meanwhile Congress at the Centre was 

busy nationalising banks arid other large enterprises and moving 

f h S 
. . 111 

than ever be ore to t e ov1et Un1on, while the state unit 

had come out with a seventeen-point programme for the 1972 

elections that was felt to be radical, democratic and progressive~ 

109 .. 
llO. 
111. 

CPI IXth Congress, Documents., p. 189. 
A 1972 party document, quoted in Ghoshi pp. 139-40. 
The Indo-Soviet treaty of friendship and alliance was signed 
for a period of twenty years. 



154 

The Progressive Democratic Alliance ultimately formed 

by CPI and Congress for the 1972 general elections was 

extremely valuable to the CPI in terms of electoral gain. 

The party was later to claim that the campaign itself had 

b . · I • h I 112 een lmportant ln rouslng t e masses The leader of the 

Congress in the new Assembly, Siddhartha Sankar Ray, was 

careful to declare that his would be a "workers' government, 

peasants' government and a government of the people". (Ghosh, 

1981, p. 147) 

Nevertheless, over the next few months there was growing 

mutual disenchantment on the part of Congress and CPI 
I 

but in 

any case by June 1974 the State Council was disgusted enough 

to describe the West Bengal ministry as "dominated by Rightists 

and anti-Communist elements, who are not prepared to tolerate 

any progressive and democratic ideas even within their own 

party."
113 

The Political Report of the Tenth Congress in 1975~ 14 

singled out the lack of response from Congress 'progressives' 

to the CPI-organised bandh of July, 1973 (on the issue of 

price rises) as an example of the anti-democratic instincts of 

112. Docwnents of the Xth Congress of the CPI, (1975). 

113. See Ghosh (1971), pp. 149-152) 

114. CPI, Documents of the Xth Congress 
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Congress in West Bengal. The CPI declared the PDA to be 

hollow and, worse, to be "damaging the image of the party", 

but was reluctant to sever links with Congress completely, 

still ~oping that forces within that party could be polarised~ 15 

Natirinality the CPI was yet more sanguine. The 1975 

congress bewailed the rise in inflation and in unemployment, 

but heralded the significant nationalisations that had taken 

place under Mrs. Gandhi's regim~. The CPI's 'Implement the 

mandate' campaign in May of 1972 and the satyagraha of October; 

the 'Great March' to parliament of half a million people in 

March, 1973; and the July bandh were examples of the kind of 

'mass pressure' on the government that was a .ne6essary part of 

the CPI's tactics. Yet despite these actions, the Political 

Report admitted, the Left in Congress "lacks consistency and 

assertiveness''. The party had failed to bring about the much­

desired leftward shift of Congress but this failure was 

explained in part by left-opportunism (by which wa~ meant CPM 

tactics) and the disunity of the left and democratic forces in 

Congress, as well as by CPI failings. 

115. CPI, Documents of the Xth Congress. 
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Nevertheless, the other obvious option, namely the anti-

Congress line purveyed by the CPM in West Bengal, was held 

to be "barren" and based on a sectarianism that hindered 

day-to-day work on the grotind. More substantially for a 

Marxist party, the CPI assessment was strongly defended on 

the basis that it visualised the situation in terms of class 

forces, not, as with the CPM, of bourgeois 'government' and 

. . . I 116 
•oppos1t1on . 

The CPM and the New Situation 

The CPM had always been more' sceptical about the 

Congress 'manoenuvreS' and regarded as the priority the 

combination of the left opposition to take full advantage of 

a politicil crisis that it regarded as accompanying the worst 

economic period in the country's history (in 1972)~17 

Congress's progressive moves were merely necessitated by the 

requirement to "constantlyclaim the attention of the people" 

in the deteriorating national situation~ 

116. Ibid 
This argument had the advantage of g1v1ng the CPI the air of 
purists in spite of their association with Congress, but the 
approach had in it a strikin~ element of programatism, especially 
where state affairs was concerned : Bhupesh Gupta would have 
it in January 1974 that "Congress was the same everywhere but 
the situation were different 11 

· 

In the Hindu, quoted by Nossiter(l982), p. 257. 

117. f'olitieal Resolution of the CPM Ninth Congress at Madurai (1972). 



157 

Electorally, the 1972 elections in West Bengal were spectacu-

larly damaging for the CPM. Its complement of seats fell 

from 111 to 14, partly due to the CPI-Congress alliance but 

I 
more noticeably because of the new-found unity of the Congress 

forces (Field & Franda, 1974, pp. 63-5). There were allega-

tions of rigging and intimidation but there is no doubt that 

the result seems mainly to have been due to the revival of 

Congress (Ghosh, 1981, pp. 141-6; Nossiter, 1988, p. 135)
118 

The party faced attacks on other fronts than the elec-

toral, too. When the Congress ministry (as 1972 CPM resolution 

declared) 119 introduced a "semi-fascist terror" into the trade 

union sphere, with systematic strike-breaking and occupation 

of offices of unions of the CPM union federation the CITu,
120 

this seems to have ensured the CPM boycott of the new state 

Assembly (Nossiter, 1982, p. 255). In March 1973 CPM writer 

Biplab Dasgupta reported that the Congress regime had further 

degenerated into "fascist terror". According to ~ 40,000 

party cadres has ro far been evicted from their offices, 700 had 

118. In this the energy and determination of the YOuth Congress­
dominated party committee, the popularity gained by Mrs.Gandhi 
among Bengalis for the victory over Pakistan in Bangladesh 
and the well-judged appeal to the voters distilled in such 
slogans as 'Garibi hatao• were major factors. 

119. CPM, Political Resolution~ Ninth Congress (1972) 

120. The Centre for Indian Trade Unions. 
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been killed, 16,000 were in prison and there were warrants 

pending on 100,000 others (Dasgupta, 1973). The CPM itself 

admitted at its Madurai congress that "the functioning of 

trade unions has been brought to a stand-still in many 

121 
places." 

These circumstances were hardly ideal for any kind of 

re-assessment of Congress along CPI lines but there was a 

reuli~ation of the increasing dangers of isolation, which led 

to the calls for "unity of Left democratic forces" directed 

towards the CPI in July, 1973. There was even a top-level 

meeting of leaders in Calcutta to discuss a joint movement 

against hoarders and profiteers~ But as neither party was 

willing or able to revise its tactical line nothing came of 

th~s. (Ghosh, 1981, pp. 151-2) 

Major national events like the uprising in Gujarat and 

the burgeoning JP movement in Bihar complicated the picture 

and tended to drive a further wedge between the two communist 

parties rather than to unite them. The CPM leadership was 

1:42 
cautious about the nature of some of JP Narayan's backers 

121. CPM, Political Resolution, Ninth Congress. 

122. Some of whom were 11 right reactionaries 11 according to Namboodiripad 
(Nossiter, 1988r p. 257). 



but gave a certain amount of support to the movement when a 

rally against the Maintenance of Internal Secufity Act and 

for the restoration of civil liberties was organised in 

Calcutta in June 1975. The CPM rejected the 'for-or-against' 

attitude of the CPI towards the JP movernent. 123 M. Basavannaiah 

accused the CPI of facilitating the "th'e victory of fascism" by 

failing to fight Congress. The ideological chasm between the 

two parties had never been greater. In a piece written before 

the general elections in 1975, Narnboodiripad dismissed CPI 

talk of 'Left-democratic forces inside the Congress' as 

"obviously the shamefaced way in which the champions 
of unity with the whole Congress want to conceal the 
unconcealable reality that they are in alliance with the 
whole Congress, rather than with a section within it." 
(Namboodiripad, 1982, p. 263) 

Work by the two communist parties in the industrial and 

rural spheres were clearly reflections of th~ political lines 

expressed in the previous pages. Thus towards the end of the 

second United Front's tenure in West Bengal, some of the CPM's 

123. 'Second RepOl~t on CPI's Vijayawada Congress', People's Democracy .. 
23 February 1975. 
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trade union activities had earned it almost complete tsolation 

in th::i:s:· field. Almost as soon as Union 'West Bengal Affairs~· 

Minister S.S. Ray announced his intention of giving serious 

attention to the law and order situation in the state the 

CPM and its five small allies organised a bandh and for three 

months there were numerous inter-party and police-CPM clashes. 

Meanwhile the CPI organisation, AITUC, had made itself 

. 124 
amenable to the advance of the Congress federation INTUC 

and by May Day of 1972 had progressed from joint conferences 

and meetings with the government to united mass meetings in 

Bombay, Calcutta and Madras, where the leaders of three trade-

. 125 ' union federations "spoke from Lhc same~ tr1bune". I'he wholn 

aim of the 1971 Cochin line was to build the Unity.of the Left 

and Democratic parties and/or forces, including those within 

the Congress, and to create a firmer working-class and poor 

peasant-rural labourer base. It was with these objectives in 

mind that the AITUC was trying ~o hard for unity of action with 

126 
INTUC and others. 

124. Indian National Trade Union Congress. 

125. ATUC, T~enty-ninth Session, January-February 1973 at Calcutta, 
pp. 65. 

126. CPI, Political Repor>t to Xth Congress. 
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The CPM remained more than suspicious1Y7 the attempts 

by the Congress to create a 'National Council of Trade Unio~ 

were part of the Congress plan to establish tti~ supremacy of 

the Congress among unions and to use them as a "sphearhead" 

in the attack on CITU. The INTUC and other front organisa­

. 128 
tions were merely being used to "carry on class warfare" 

against the CPM. 

The CPI, however, denied the charge that it ~as a mere 

pawn inthe Congress game. While it ~ecognised the serious 

difficulties involved in implementing its tactical line
129 

it believed the "mass radicalisation" resulting {rom the joint 

actions was a major engine for change. Here was a clear 

example of the putting into practice of the CPI's advocacy of 

mass pressure from below on the auth6rities the·AITUC meetin~ 

of early 1973 in Calcutta noted that one line from within the 

government had "progressive features", representing the sought­

after differentiation.
130 

EvenaJanuary 1973 ordinance prohi-

biting stikes and lock-outs in any dispute in vital under-

takings was seen as a circu~stance offering the opport~nity for 

unprecedented trade union unity rather than as evidence that 

the Centre had became reactionary. The attacks of which the 

127. CPM, Political Resolution, Ninth Congress, Madurai, 1972. 
128. Such as the Chhatra Students' Parishad in West B~ngal 
129. The 1972 talks with INTUC had broken down over the issue of 

the scrapping of industrial relations legislation- which 
differed from state to state; and the November proposals of 
the Labour Ministry were definitely anti -worker. 
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CPM was complaining did not feature in the AITUC discussions. 

However, in assessing the application of the line in the 

131 
five years to 1975 the CPI was self-critical. The urgent 

need to stepup mobilisation of workers nationwide was noted. 

The objectives of strengthening the party "inside its own 

class" (i.e. the workers) and developing "an enhanced political 

role" for its trade unions had not been successfully pursued. 

The jute strike in West Bengal, however, was held up as "a 

model of united mass action" the action by which class unity 

was to be "preserved and strengthened". 

On the peasant front, too, the CPI line expressed at 

Cochin involved work for unity among the left and democratic 

forces in order to create a "firmer" base with a sound class 

f d t
. 132 

oun a lon. However, in this sphere it had to contend with 

a rival greatly ~trengthened by events in the countryside 

under the United Fronts. In the 1971 elections at least 

experience of class confrontation had seemed to give the 

support of the CPM a boost (Ghosh, 1981, p. 118) and its 

leaders were still continuing their fighting talk. Harakrishna 

Konar declared : 

131. CPI, Docwnents 3 Tenth Congress (1975). 

132. CPI, Docuynents 3 Tenth Congress. 



"We have found the way in West Bengal to bukld a 
mi I itant peasant movement; we know how this is to 
be done, and we ~lso know that this is the only way 
the Indian revolution can win." (Sengupta, 1979, 
pp. 53-4). 
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He elaborated 

"For our revolution we must have strong impregnable bases 
in the countryside, and an organisation that can withstand 
the most ruthless oppression" 

if necessary by armed resistance but without armed warfare. 

The 1971 manifesto
133 

of the CPM spelt out.the policies 

proposed at the minjsterial level : "complete elimination" of 

feudal interests, including the annulment of compensation 

amounts due to zamindars; the takeover .of large estates; 

"vigorous measures" to improve wages and conditions of agri-

cultural labourers and other rural poor; and an overhaul of 

the aid and credit systems, as well as "a total 'reversal" of 

procurement and price poliriies in favour of the pdorer peasants 

134 
on the one hand and the consumers on the other. Shortly 

after this P. Sunderayya declared in the national p~rty 

jOUl'llttl : 

133. 

134. 

For the state mid-term elections.· 

Reproduced in "Communist Party of India U1arxist)" in 
Namboodiripad (1982), p. 266. 



''It is only by developing a powerful mass movement 
culminating in land seizure that we wi I I ultimateLy 
get 1 land to the ti I ler'. 135 

164 

Yet the party was conscious of the need for discipline, 

especially after the experiences of ·1967-70. Namboodiripad 

identified feudalism as one of the "three main enemies of 

136 
the people", but in the "very broad front of struggle" 

needed to combat this combination attention must be paid to 

. . 
keeping it "under the firm and vigilant leadership of the 

working class and ... based on the ideology of Marxtsm-

L . . "137 en1n1sm. 

Since the CPM had developed such effective techniques 

for increasing its support in the rural areas - and since 

the CPI soon found its Congress partners emulating these 

tactics - the CPI became more open to selective coooeration 

with the CPM in the peasant movement (Ghose, 1981, p. 150) 

As food policy once again became a central issue for the 

West Bengal government and the rich farmers and traders 

138 
enjoyed the "d.azzl ing day" following the "grim inter-regnum", 

the opportunities for cooperation on jssues could not but 

increase. 

135. In People's Democracy~ 30 July 1971. 

136. Along with imperialism in the form of foreign monopoly and 
Indian monopoly capital. 

137. Namboodiripad (1982), p. 265. 

138. 'The species of make-believe• in Mitra (1979). 
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Pa~liamen~ and ~he Ma~~e~ 

What Nossiter (1988) calls "the dialectic of mass 

movement and Marxist ministry" was much in evidence in the 

activities of the communist parties in the 1970's. The CPI 

attempted to give credibility to its alliance with Congress 

by talking of radicalising the masses and creating mass 

pressure on the government for a leftward shift·in policy; and 

the CPM was attempting, according to Sengupta (1979), to 

mobilise the peasantry and working class through "militant 

parliamentarism'.' and a "controlled militancy in the countryside" 

that the tentattve1y labels as ''Lenintst'. 

But neither party was completely satisfied with its own 

achievements. The Political Report presented to the Ninth 

Congress of the CPI was heavily self-critical. 

"There have been tendencies to treat pari iamentary struggles 
and elections as if they are our goals instead of treating 
them as a means to develop mi I itant mass movements and mass 
struggles."139 

Not only was there a danger that Left and democratic unity was 

"understood as almost something like CPI-Congress unity", but 

the demarcation line between the two parties was becoming 

"blurred". The most urgent need - for left and democratic 

unity - was hampered by the low level of party education in the 

ranks. 

139. CPI Congress, Documents. 
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Meanwhile there was conflict in the CPM over the correct 

balance in implementing party policy. Namboodiripad is 

alleged to have criticised his Bengali comrades for risky 

over-indulgence in extra-parliamentary methods when they 

boycotted the state Assembly in 1972 (Nossiter, 1988, p.255) 

and on the other hand ·to have commented on the bourgeois 

parliamentary mentality prevalent in the CPM generally. 

Both CPI and CPM saw the issue of the rel~tive power of 

Centre and States within the Indian' system as crucial to the 

future of the revolution. The CPI, finding the Congress 

government at the Union level "rigid" and acting "against 

. . 140 federal pr1nc1ples'', wanted an amendment of the Constitution 

to provide more power to the state units "consistent with the 

basic unity of the country", and an increase in the number of 

autonomous districts and regions within the state~' tribal 

141 
areas. 

The CPM was inclined to appear ~ore thoroughgoing in 

its attack. With the Constitution itself "an instrument of 

140. 

141. 

CPI, Ninth Congress, Documents~ p. 116. 

1971 Manifesto, quoted in, Subrata Sarkar (1972) p. 173. 
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capitalist-landlord rule" and the Fundamental Rights "now 

142 
reduced to the sanctity of private property", the 

party journal declared that 'The Constitution Must Go Lock, 

143 
Stock and Barrel'. The 1971 manifesto devoted a whole 

chapter to Centre-state relations : the Constitution was 

"federal only in name but unitary in content and practice":;44 

the "monstrous concentration" of resources and power reducing 

the states to "mere supplicants". Since, according to the 

CPM, unity would only be possible "on the basis of equality of 

constituent units" the party demanded the absolution of 

Governor~ 'and President's Rule, a revision of the current 

allocation of subjects, the turning over to state governments 

of control of all officials (even the All-India Services), 

and a 75 per cent share of central revenues to be given to 

145 
the states. 

This last demand was seen by the CPI as "mischief", 

and "extremist and destructive" to boot. There. was still 

. 146 
the need to safeguard the unity·of the country. 

142. 'The Constitution of India', People's Democracy~ 14 February 1971. 
143. People's Democracy~ 21 February 1971. 
144. Quoted in Sarkar (1972) 
145. Ibid. 
146. CPI, Ninth Congress, Docwnents .The importance of the 

constitutional Centre as a focus of power in the strategy 
of the CPI was demonstrated by the series of pages in Neiv 

11ge on 'Why a Left-Oriented Parliament?' in early 1971 (14 February) 
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The CPM, by contrast, showed little interest in national 

147 
electoral success. But the state coalitions in Kerala 

and West Bengal had successfully been used "as .instruments 

in the hands of the people in their struggle against the 

reactionary ruling classes." (Namboodiripad, 1982, p. 270) 

No doubt with a view to facilitating this, noted CPM economist 

Ashok Mitra in 1975 advocated the "controlled decentralisation" 

of the administration and "equal rights" for states the 

148 
Centre. For the CP I, with its emphas:iS on the Nat ion al 

Democratic Front and 'top alliances', this was going too far. 

The. Eme.Jtge.n.c.y 

The CPM could certainly lay claim to have foreseenthe 1975 

declaration of Emergency : its Madurai Congre~s of 1972 had 

called for basic changes in the constitution t6 prevent its 

misuse by the ruling party, and a guarantee of constitutional 

~ 

liberties. (Namboodiripad, 1974, pp. 157-8) However, and 

despite its lukewarm support for the JP movement, this did 

147. Its 1975 boycott of the West Bengal Assembly, even more than 
that of 1972, demonstrated the degree to which the party 
viewed it as a political tool. 

148. Mitra, 1975 R. K. Ka 1 e Memoria 1 lecture Growth and Diseconomies, 
(Gokhale Institute, Pune). ~ 

--' 
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not save it from the effects of the Emergency, which the 

West Bengal unit called an "authoritatian and .•. savage 

149 
assult on democracy". And there seem to have been no plans 

for underground operation for any prolonged period (Nossiter, 

1988, p. 258). It therefore suffered greatly from the wide-

spread detentions of its cadre that occurred almost immediately 

after the Emergency was proclaimed. In fact the state 

Secretariat even directed front organisations to put off their 

programme of activities for the present becau~e of the risk of 

losing the activists themselves. 

The CPI, whose leaders had been exceptional·ainong non-

Congress politicians in escaping the attentions of the police, 

was far less concerned at the supposed threat to democracy. 

It was, rather, inclined to welcome the 20-point economic 

programme accompanying the declaration of Emergency, although 

it wished there had been "at least some measures ... in the 

direction of structural change."
150 

The Emergency was even 

heralded as "an entirely new phase", whose events "signify 

that political differentiation and conflict within the Indian 

. 151 
bourgeoisie has reached a new stage." There was to be a 

149. Press statement made just prior to the CPM•s receipt of the 
order of precensorship of news. Quoted in Ghosh, p. 158. 

150. New Age (editorial), 6 July 1975. 

151. 1 The National Emergency and Our Tasks• New Age .. 6 July 197S. 
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continuation of the old combination : joint work with the 

Congress to "expose the conspiracies of right reaction"; at thie 

same time striving to popularise the party and point out the 

"shortcomings" of government policies. 

The CPI's accommodating attitude was rewarded by the 

decision of the Congress High Command in July to enter into 

I 
campaigns of joint action but there was some unea;siness among 

CPI leaders at the Emergency declaration. But as.Nossiter 

comments whatever the immediate gains, the CPI "would still 

sink if the Congress boat went down". He adds : "It was 

also clear that conflict would develop on the mass front as 

Congress intensified its efforts to erode its rivals' hold on 

sections of organJ ed labour". (pp 258-9) Strains soon 

appeared within ~he party. 

It is impossible here to go in detail into the events 

of the conditions of the communtst movement during the 

Emergency as the nature of the subject requires more in depth 

study than in feasible in this work. However, it cannot be 

doubted that the effects were far reaching : Bhabani Sengupta 

(1979, pp. 93-6) summa~ises these succinctly 

i] the emergence of the CPM as the strongest of the 

communist parties and with a strong base in east India; 
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iij 152 paradoxically, the resolution of the old problem of 

the ~solation of the movement from the mainstream 

political struggles of the Indian people; 

iii) the destruction of the CPI's strategic-tactical line 

and the subsequent search for new links;. 

iv] the establishment of the credentials of an independent 

153 
communist movement; 

v] reduced prominence for the assessment of Congress as 

the single most important problem facing Indian 

communists; 

vi] a change in the CPM~s~short-term goal to the strengthening 

. 154· 
of representative democracy and protecting civil r1ghts. 

THE LEFT FRONT - I! REVITALISATION OF THE PANCHAYATS 

The results o1' the 1977 AsscrniJJ y elections in West Bengal 

155 
~strikingly clear-cut and a surprise for many, although 

the state Congress Party had been beset by factionalism for some 

152. Since the 1940's People's War line, non-participation in the 
Quit India movement, and support of the British effort in 
the Second World War after the Nazi invasion of the Soviet 
Union. 

153. Partly due to Soviet support to Indira during the Emergency. 

154. This concern was to metamorphose into an increased emphasis 
on states' ri~]hts when the dilnger of one-party rule had 
receded. 

155. Notably Janata, who over estimated their strength on the basis 
of the March national poll results. 
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time. (Nossiter, 1988, p. 137). The CPM, fighting in a 

fighting in a bastcaily three-concerned contest against Cong-

ress and Janata, won an absolute majority of seats (although 

with 36 per cent of the vote) 156 and dominated the Left Front 

government it subsequently formed with its smaller leftist 

157 
partners. The year 1977 can now be seen as ~ watershed in 

West Bengal electoral politicsi the Left Front (with the 

later addition qf the CPI being in'government continuously 

since then, and with a sta e majority of the.vote in the 1982 

and 1987 state elections. 

Analysis of communist mobilisation strategy under the 

Left Front will .be done in two sections : one focussing on the. 

time immediately preceding and following the election of the 

government, when the differences between it and the 1967 and 

1969-70 United Front ministries were so striking; and the. 

second covering the period fdllowing the revitalisation of 

the panchayats - the local government bodies neglected for 

aJ most a decade by Congress - Jn June 1978, when now patte'rns 

of mobilisation emerged requiring integration with communist 

theory. Inevitably, given its predominance in state politics 

156. On a turnout of 54 per cent (Nossiter, 1988, p. 137). 

157. The Forward Bloc was allocated four, the RSP two and the RCPI 
one post in the Cabinet. 
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since 1977, the CPM will be more prominently dealt with in 

these sections than the CPI. 

The 7977 Efeetion6 

The communists cannot be safd to have been prepared for 

the watershed Lok Sabha elections of March, 1977. In November 

of 1976 they were still urging "our Congress friends" to settle 

on a programme to achieve the long-awaited "breakthrough" to 

158 
the socialist stage of development. At the Central Executive 

Committee meeting of January, the CPI nationally' settled for 

the status quo, although it did give encouragement to some 

Congress rebels. (Ghosh, 1981, p. 160) Nevertheless there was 

scope for regional variation and in West Bengal the keynote 

was 'selective support', i.e. electioneering for progressive 

159 
congressmen only. 

For the CPM the problems were of a rather different 

nature. The police policy of the state and national governments 

since 1972 had sapped the party's strength was ~a~ped to an 

extremely severe degree. Economi~ and Political Weekly estimates 

158. New Age, 21 November 1976 

159. It seems that the Youth .and student wings of the party were 
unhappy even with this, and from the point of view of the 
electoral prospects this was understandable : the party 
obtained no Lok Sabha seats from the state. 
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that 1,000 cadres had been killed and 20,000 forced to flee 

during the 'Five-Year Emergency', so that the CPM was confined 

. 1 ff. 160 A d. t b h to 1ts centra o 1ces. ccor 1ng o one o server, t e 

. party did not have the requlsite 'submarine-like' qualities 

of being "built and equipped primarily for underwater (that 

is, underground) operations, but capable of surfacing when 

. tr161 
conditions perm1t. 

In these circumstances the seat adjustment with the 

Janata Party, was of great use. to the CPM, which was left 

free to campaign on its own platform. Its manifesto for the 

Lo.k Sabha162 held out the prospect of the "Left and Democratic 

Alternative" to the capitalist path pursued by Congress, which 

was "inflicting on the millions avoidable unemployment, poverty 

and misery." The.manifesto advocated the abolition of landlord-

ism by the taking over of all landlords' land and distributing 

it free to the landless and poor; and a minimum wage of Rs.8/-

a day for labourers among other 'pro-people' promises. 

160. EPW., Annual. no., February, 1977, See also Ashok Rudra in 
EPW., 3 September· 1977. 

161. Ashok Rudra, 'Elections and Marxist-Leninists', PY'ontier>., 
28 Nay 1977. 

162. Reproduced in People's Democr>acy., 6 February 1977. 
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The CPI manifesto163 was certainly less dramatic : it 

offered "adequate credit" for the rural population, the abso­

lition of bonded labour, "living wages" for workers, the 

restoration of tribal lands and the protection of tenants 

and shre-croppers. 

single seat. 

Its reward was the failure to secure a 

In the Assembly elections - held in June - the results 

were startling different from those in the March polls 

(where the CPM/Janata shares were 17 and 11 respectively). 

Negotiations with Janata had failed and the CPM was thus reduced 

to its five partners in the same Left Front as had contested the 

March elections (Ghosh, 1981, pp. 167-8). 

The Left Front campaign in Wes-t Bengal was based on its 

Minimum Programme, which, recognising the limited sovereignty 

of the state as opposed to the Union, was less fa~~reaching 

than the Lok Sabha manifesto. The Front proposed the distri-

IJuL.io11 c>f' NUt•plUH l11.11d t.o !.11u t'IJI'IIl poor 111111 °l'll.d.Jc111 c:illlllgn:·l" 

in the law to do away with the concentration of landholding 

"and to give subsfantial relief to bergadars and landless 

peasants and agricultural workers." "Provision of round-the-year 

163. Reproduced in New Age , 13 February 1977. 
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work" for agricultural labourers was promised, along with the 

enforcement of minimum wages (by unspecified "steps"), 

the imposition of an agricultural income tax and "encouragement 

to agricultural coooperatives". "Democratic measures" to be 

taken were the· immediate holding of elections to panchayats 

and municipalities under proportional representation and 

.. 164 
moves "to confer more powers and resources on all local bodle.s". 

One of the most immediate and striking features of the 

new ministry was that in comparison with the United Front 

governments, it expressed more clearly its awareness of the 

constraints on its choice and applicationof policy in the 

industrial and industrial relations sphere. Firstly, newly-

appointed Finance Minister Ashok Mitra was quick to declare 

that the Indian states had almost no power with respect to 

industry and commerce (although he did promise that whatever 

II 1 b' ")165 capabilities existed would be exercised with c ass 1as . 

164. All from 'The Left Campaign in West Bengal', People's Democracy, 
29 May 1977. 

165. Quoted in Sengupta (1979), section on 'Industrial Policy'. 
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Secondly, it seemed to the CPM leaders that the economic 

consequences of an approach similar to that tried in the 

earlier ministries might have fatal consequences for a 

government to the survival of which the party now attached 

great importance. Chief Minister Jyoti Basu, at the Left 

Front victory rally itself, addressed the state's big 

capitalists : 

"it was understood by the Left that this was not a 
Socialist country ... Hence, their State Government 
would have to proceed with a pol icy and programme 
within the constraints of <:J capitalist system and 
c.:<JUXisl with C<Jpi 1<-~1 i~l·s <~t1U ldt1dlu1 d~." 

Cla~ifying the proposed new approach, he continued 

"On the other hand these owning classes must accept 
the fact that the Left Front had come to power with 
the people's mandate and massive verdict."166 

Within two or three weeks Basu had had meetings with the 

West Bengal Chambers of Commerce and by August he had had 

talks with representatives of almost all the leading business 

167 
houses. According to one observer, the CPM and its allies 

in the Front were "keen to spread the message that they do not 

want a repetition of what happened during the two earlier 

f6b-:---·:.fyofi Basu • s speech at the June 26 Victory Rally reproduced in 
Peop[e's DemocY'acy_, 10 JuJy 1977. 

167. 1 Tight-rope walking•, EPW, 27 August 1977. 
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United Front regimes." At another Chambers of Commerce 

meeting on August 19 Basu is reported to have told the 

assembled businessmen : 

"We have decided to accept you and we want you to 
accept us."168 

Ashok Mitra contributed to the mood of pragmatism by calling 

multinationals and big business "exploitative" but welcoming 

them to share their expertise for the development of the 

state's economy. The Left Front had,he declared, the "desire 

169 
to deliver the goods at any cost." 

The other side of the coin was, of course, the attitude 

of the trade unions. At the victory rally five days after 

the format ion of the ministry Basu had summed up his vis_ion 

of the industrial climate in the coming period : factories 

would run smoothly as the government would settle disputes 

by talks with management-; owners would refrain from making 

efforts to topple the government; but the right to strike was 

170 
not to be surrendered. 

168. Quoted in D.P. Mukherjee, 1 The Industrial Climate in West Bengal•, 
Economic Times~ 1 January 1978. 

169. Quoted in EPw•s review of the Left Front•s first budget, in 
the 31 September 1977 edition. 

170. PeopLe's !Jemoe:racy~ 10 July 1977. 
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The handling of the dock-workers' agitation over 

retrenchments of 300 of their number and the restriction of 

a jute strike to one day were examples of CITU unions 

'reining in' their members to 
. 171 

conform to the new approach. 

Significantly, it was not government pol icy to encourage gheraos: 

if instances arose, it was. urged that "the government: :should 

be immediately informed in order that they may take appro-

172 
priate steps." As the Chief Minister summed it up to a 

gatheri.ng tn Soptomher, "We have l<~nrrH~d wha.t to do and what 

173 
not to do." 

It became clear that the government planned, by heigh-

tened interventionism in the industrial sphere, to obviate 

the necessity of trade union militancy to a degree that 

could result in threats to its own survival. At the same 

time the government tried to instil a sense of 'responsi-

bility' among its own employees, offering a new partnership. 

Sengupta (1979) Ashok Mitra as having announced that "A 

Left regime does not treat its employees as hired wage-labour, 
! 

but as comrades in the struggle for social transformation."(p.158) 

171. EPivJ 27 August 1977. 

172. Quoted in D.P. Mukherjee (seen. 25). 

173. The Labour Minister, again Krishnapada Ghosh, was later 
reported to have resolved 500 disputes in less than a 
year (Sengupta, 1979). 
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Apart from these 'atmospherics 1 , the Industrial Relations 

legislation introduced in September marked a definite change 

in approach : the bargaining agent to represent workers in 

the new judicial bodies would he directly elected·by all 

employees, with no direct say for the trade unions in bargain­

ing over principal issues. 174 

, 
Although industrialists were apparently apprehensive 

about the new government's policy within a few weeks there 

could be seen "the beginning of a purposeful dialogue between 

the new leadership and Calcutta's business community", with 

initiative tak~n by both sides. The Statesm~n judged the 

Front after a year to be "moderate, business-like and well-

intentioned" and capable of providing a good ''political and 

adminj~strative order". (Sengupta, 1979) 

There was even talk of "a reverse flow of capital", 

with companies that had earlier moved out now returning in 

175 
the new condit~ons. 

174. 'The New Industrial Relations Legislation', EPW,24 September 1977. 

175. 1 Red is Non-Red Money 1
, EPW, 17 December 1977. 

Another factor in this 1 detente 1 was the fact that the economic 
policy of the previous Congress government had completely lost 
its momentum by the end of its term. The alternative to the 
Front then, even had it been ~ikely to materialise, did not 
have the attraction it might once have done. 
see, for example, 1 Unfulfilled Promise 1 ,EPW, 14 May 1977. 
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The trade unions, too, hao suffered in the preceding 

years, with peace in several industr,ial establishments in the 

previous 18 months achieved sometimes by disciplinary means. of 

b . 1 . t . 176 . h h . . 1 du 1ous eg1 1macy. However, 1n areas sue as t e 1ndustr1a 

heartland of Howrah, Hooghly, Burdwan and 24-Parganas, although 

all the trade union federations were active it was CITU and 

AITUC that had the most control, and for any action INTUC must 

link up with them.
177 

It certainly was not easy to persuade 

trade unionists in the current favourable conditions that they 

should restrain tho demands of their members, ~nd ~t the 

November meeting of the state CITU Council the restiveness of 

k . . d t . . d t 178 wor ers 1n some 1n us r1es was ev1 en . CITU threatened 

"prolonged struggle" in the already stricken.jute industry and 

there was disruption in the Calcutta Corporation, banks and 

Dock Labour Boards. Inter-union rivalry became an ever more 

significant feature, affecting gas and electricity supplies 

and causing heavy losses of production (Mukherjee, 1978). 

. . 179 
There was much criticism of the new police pol1cy, as 

176. K. Chaudhuri'1972 More than a Memory', EPW3 26 Fenruary 1977. 

177. Ibid. 
178. Ajit Roy 'Substituting Reform for Revolution', EPW3 31 December 

1977. 

179. For example Ashok Rudra in EPW~ 3 September, 1977. 
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serving the wrong class interests, and also of the new legis-

lation, as ignoring the importance 0f collective organ~sational 

th . h b . . 180 streng 1n·~ e arga1n1ng process. But with the increasing 

s~trength of the CITU unions and a few well-judged moves by 

h 181 "1 d t e government . turmo1 was averte . In July and August 

of 1977 (the delicate pre-puja period) there were only $even 

instances of lock-outs in the state (Mukherjee, 1978). Basu 

showed his approval by praising the "maturity" of the trade 

unions in correctly balancing their priorities. (In the Bengali 

CPM weekly, Ganashakti (Sengupta, 1979, p. 148).) Sengupta 

attributes the CPM' s .. trade union cadres' "understanding of the 

political requirements" of the government to their high level 

of discipline and organisation, by contrast w].th the more 

'radical' peasant cadres. 

The CPI's response to the Front government's industrial 

policy was to continue its work in the trade unions, on the 

one hand to organise a "broad-based united popular movement to 

180. EPW~ 27 September 1977 

181. For example restoration of the puja bonus to its 1975 level. 
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,/\ 

strengthen the sta t·e government's hands" and to "weaken 

vested interests",
182 

and on the other to defend its own 

base. Its national journal called for an attempt to break 

the hold of the vested interests 

"by persistent, consistent and principled united struggle 
of all left and democratic parties, forces, classes and 
elements in the state not onlj within the IBgislature but 
more so outside it."183 

A few days later the state council of the CPI declared the 

formation of the Left Front government to be a "positive 

development" towards Left and democratic unity "[.if] the 

CPI (M) leadership reorientates its policy on the basis. of a 

sober, realistic approach". 

Cla~~ St~ategy in the New Situat~on 

Shortly before the Left Front's victory it the pools 

in June 1977; the CPM journal 'People's democracy' reviewed 

a collection.of essays on 'Agrarian Problems of India' writt~n 

by ex-Minister for Land and Land Revenue (and ex-General 

SEcretary of the All-India Kj.san Sabha and its West Bengal arm) 

182. New Age, 11 September 1977. 

183. 'On the election results in West Bengal, New Age,26 June 1977. 
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Hare Krishna Konar. According to the reviewer Konar had shown 

the importance of "organising and awakening" the agricultural 

workers and peasants, but also that the idea of peasant unity 

was today "obsolete", in fact holding the peasant movement 
I 

back. Whereas the peasant movement had once been based on 

the middle peasant, this was not now the proper basis for it~ 84 

In 1977, Konar's counterpart as Land Minister in the 

Left Front gove~nment was Benoy Choudury (himself very much an 

admirer of Konar~ and with his roots in. the same peasant 

movement in Burdwan). Some months later Choudhury was to 

declare that the Front government "will always act in accor-

dance with the interests of the poor peasants, share-croppers 

. 185 
and agricultural labourers". This was echoed by his Chief 

Min:i:s:ter at the same gathering : the government was one of 

"the workers, peasantry and other toiling sections of the 

people. ·.Hence the government will. protect the· interests of 

the agricultural workers." 

The 1 Food For Work 1 programme launched in the first few 

months of the ministry was ostensibly an attempt to inject 

184. People's Democracy (PD) ,5 June 1977 

185. Report of agricultural .workers' demonstration,PD_, 
16 October 1977. 
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a class bias into relief programme. 

explained
186 

that by the time the harvesting season arrived 

"much of the potentiallity for struggl'e" over wages had been 

"devoured" by the long-drawn-out hunger" of the agricultural 

labourers. The new government programme would not only help 

prevent starvation, then, but also "create a material basis 

to preserve their spirit to organise and struggle". As the 

Janata government at the Centre had reversed the unhelpful 

relief policy of Congress there was,the prospect of enough 

wheat to allow 50 million man-days to be realised under the 

programme, and that "no one should die of hunger", and on the 

other hand the "political-organisational aspect" was "to 

intensify the struggle of the agr~cultural labourers for a 

. d 8 I 18 7 S . . 1 1 1 . t minlmum wage fixe a.t Rs. -a day." 1m1 ar y, a 1 eracy 

drive that had been started in the Sunderbans "itself will 

raise their consciousness to organise and fight against 

. 1 . t t. "188 exp 01 a 1on. The Left Front's harvesting policy that 

"One who cultivates a plot of .land will harvest its produce," 

seemed just as explicitly class-based. People's Democracy 

186. Ibid 

187. Ibid 

188. 
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reported : _· 

"This pol icy has, on the one hand generated enthusi.asm 
among the peasant masses and received widespread support, 
and, on the other, caused perturbation among the rural 
vested interests ... n189 

For its part, the CPI was willing to admit _that a 

"new vista". had opened for agricultural labourers since the 

f F 
.. . 190 

Le t ront v1ctory .. But it claimed to detect certain 

opportunistic and hegemonistictendencies in th~ CPM's 

activities, disrupting the routines worked out by the CPI in 

those areas where it had influence for the harvesting and 

sharing of the crop. 191 The CPI foresaw the danger that the 

CPM's "sectarian partisanship" would cause rifts among the 

192 
poor. 

Nevertheless the CPM continued to press its advantage, 

and proclaimed its intention to extend the class approach to 

the previously mooribund panchayats in the state by politici-

sing the elections. 'Pepole's Democracy' commented on the 

eve of the poll that it had that 

189. PD, 18 December 1977. 

190. •Fotedar Offensive•, New Age (NAJ , 11 December 1977. 

191. West Bengal-: Shave-croppers harvest the crop•, NA 
12 Feb-ruary 1978. 

- 192. •JotedarOffensive•, NA, 11 December1977. 
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"conspiciously turned into a struggle between the rural 
vested interests and the deprived and exploited rural 
masses, between the pol it ics of the I atter and the 
'non-politics' of the farmer- in essence, it has become 193 
part of the class struggle ... being waged in the rural sector". 

The Left Front was trying to "unleash" the initiative of the popu-

lation. Since the implementation of the Front's ptogramme 

would inevitably be, detrimental, to the vested interests, 

these would retaliate. So it was"necessary to corner" them 

in the punchuyuL eleclions. 

It was here that another aspect of the CPM strategy came 

to light. The aim of the CPH wa::; 

"to turn the panchayat elections into a pol it leal battle 
to firmly establish that pol ltics, which alone wi I I help 
the vast majority of the rural population to I iberate 194 
themselves from the strenglehold of the rural exploiters." 

But there were also compelling reasons for the CPM to 

195 
keep class conflict under control. Sengupta (1979) quotes 

a kisan front leader to demonstrate the "considerable ideolo-

gical reorientation" that had already taken place in the CPM: 

193. 

194. 

195. 

'Issues in West Bengal Panchayat Elections•, PD~4 June 1978. 

lbi d. 

As Timur Basu pointed out in early 1979, through implementation 
of the minimum Wage Act (which had fixed rates at Rs.8/- per 
day) waul d 
"have far-reaching consequences in the vii !ages if the government 
implements it in its true essence. The contradiction between the 
middle layer of the peasantry and the landless labourers will be 
sharpened to the delight of the jotedars and rich peasants." 
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"We have to conv i nee the dispossessed farm worker that the 
marginal,small, even the middl~ peasant is his friend, not 
his enemy ..• he just does not have the means to pay the 
m1n1mum wage now ..• we have tQ reorient the ideological 
outlook of our own cadres" 

and through them convince the poor. (p.117) Because of what 

Sengupta calls the "formidable obstacles to horizontal class 

mobilisation" the policy was to bepolarisation rather than 

confrontation.
196 

The critics of the CPM's new policy were vociferous 

enough. One said of the the panchayat election that the CPM 

aimed at the "pacification of rural people through engagement 

in an election ·. "197 race .•. But, as we have seen, the CPM 

had at leas~ on the face of things made stren~ous efforts 

to push the 'no illusions' line. As an article on the panchayat 

results argued, the "real purpose" of the elections had been 

to involve people, and so make them 

"aware of the actua I power that can exercises and the nature 
and degree of the I imitations imposed on them by the present 
SOC lo-8COilOirliC :oof"-up".J')(l 

196. At the .same time the effort waul d be made to persuade the 
industrial workforce that it was better off that the rural; 
hence another reason for trade union'moderation'. 

197. Timir Basu, 'Calcutta Notebook', Frontier, 22 April 1978. 

198. PD, 25 June 1978. 
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However problematic Konar's insistence that the time for 

peasant unity was over, his emphasis on warning potential 

beneficiaries of land reform measures against the illusion 

that the problem could be completely solved via legislation 

was, . 1977 t 1 h 1" 199 1n , as cen ra as ever to t e party po 1cy. 

Konar had said that the agrarian revolution must necessarily 

be preceded by a political revolution. Correspondingly,while 

the West Bengal State Committee of the CPM (meeting at 

Calcutta in later December 1976) was keen to begin an 

'anniversary compaign' for the enlargement of the Kisan Sabha 

membership,
200 

the need was also stressed by the party to 

re-orient the organisation away from the middle and rich 

peasants. Unity, yes - but unity based on the involvement of 

201 
labourers ahd poor peasants. 

There was scope for legislation. At a "mammoth" rally 

held by the Front in Calcutta in October 1977 Promode Dasgupta 

announced that on the economic front, the vrincipal task was 

199. (As the CPM General Secretary writes in 1980, "In a country like 
India where the democratic revolution remains unfinished, the 
principal force of revolution is the peasantry." (Namboodiripad, 
182, p. 283). 

200. PD, 2 January 1977. 
201. Draft Political Resolution for the Xth Congress the CPI(M). 
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land reform, and that surplus land had to be recovered and 

distributed among the landless.
202 

The Front's 36-point 

programme had pledged it to take certain measures in the 

way of land reform but the immediate problem was one of "mass 

eviction of bargadars 11 whose solution cojld not await the 

promised comprehensive Bill. Consequently a Land Reform 

(Amendment) Bill was to be introduced to protect the bargadars 

in the interim and to reduce the increasingly heavy burden of 

land revenue on poor peasants. The Amendment Bill definitely 

had 11 limited objectives 11 but it was hoped that it would 

"identify the real peasant" and establish the legal rights of 

t . h . 203 peasan s 1n s are-cropp1ng. The CPI was soon accusing the 

CPM of shrinking its responsibility of bringing in real reform. 

The Amendment Bill failed to receive Presidential assent 

for some five months and during that time the character of the 

CPM's programme in the rural areas became clearer. CPM leaders 

had earlier 11 Sought the assistance of peasant organisations" 

in identifying and distributing benami and surplus lands "in 

an organised manner"
204

; now Promode Dasgupta called for "the 

202. Subrata Pal, PD, 23 October 1977 Benov Choudhury appeared to 
contradict this statement when be argued that there should be 
no land seizure movement because there was 11 hardly any surplus 
land" to seize. (Sengupta, 1979, pp. 101-2) 

203. • Protect ion to Sharecroppers • , PD, 23 October 1977. 
204. Report on Agricultu~al Workers demonstration, PD, 16 October 1977. 
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launching of a massive campaign for which the mass organisa-

tions have to take the initiative" to help with the procure-

205 ment of paddy. In his November radio broadcast announcing 

the Left Front's harvesting policy (see previous section on 

Class Strategy) Benoy Choudhury urged that where there was 

controversy over who was the 'real cultivator' in any instance 

(and therefore who should harvest the produce), block-level 

committees should be called in to decide or arbitrate. These 

committees were to consist of representatives of the Left 

Front and other parties, local MLA's, Block Development 

Officers and Junior Land Revenue Officers for the area. While 

Janata and Congress were reluctant to participate the move was 

welcomed by the CPI, since the committees were viewed as 

"instruments for popular participation",
206 

but the party also 

complained that the formation of representative committees 

207 
was being hampered by the bureaucracy. Basu, as Minister 

205. 'West Bengal State Committee - Campaign Plan' , PD, 
11 December 1977. 

206. CPI State Executive Committee Resolution, reproduced in NA, 
18 December 1977~ 

207. This criticism enhoed by that of a columnist in the journal 
'Frontier' if the CPM's slogan of 'dictatorship of the 
proletariat' still held good, this implied "the building 
up of effective village, taluk, district, state-level people's 
committees", because dependence on the bureacracy would be 
"the death knell for social transformation." (Ambuj, Frontier, 
24 September 1977). 
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responsible fo~ Police affairs, had ordered that there should 

be no more camping at the house of the jotedar. but something 

more fundamental was recognised. to be necessary. Presenting 

the new budget, Ashok Mitra asserted in March of 1978 that 

"The success of the programme tor the rura I sector 
can be ensured only If the present centralised 
organisational pattern is drastically modified~" 

There was a need for a "sense of participation" by the popu-

lation in the implementation of government policy. It was 

planned that the lowest panchayats should formulate as well 

208 
as implement the schemes. 

The Ne.w GoveJtnmeYLt and t.he CenVr..e-St.at.e 1-Mue 

The experience of the Emergency had invested the dis~ 

tribution of powers between Centre and states with a new 

importance for the CPM. The Left Front's 36-point programme, 

in addition to proposing the appointment of a Commission of 

Inquiry to investigate the murder of political leaders and 

other 'excesses', recommended to the Centre the amendment of 

Article 356 of the Constitution in order to prevent the over-

use of Emergency powers in the states. The November, 1977 

208. s. Pal· 'West Bengal Budget', PD~ 19 March 1978. 
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session of the West Bengal State Committee, faced with an 

already two-month delay in Presidential assent for the Land 

Reforms (Amendment) Bill, continued the emphasis ~n the 

importance of a shift in the balance of power in the direc~ion 

of the states (as well as the streng.then ing of democratic 

. h d . . '1 1. b . >209 
r1g ts an c1v1 1 ert1es. Soon after this the West 

Bengal Cabinet adopted and subsequently circulated.to other 

t t . t . d 210 h t. 1 b t. f s a e governmen s a memoran urn ex aus 1ve e a ora 1on o 

the Left Front's views in favour of sweeping decentralisation 

of powers and safeguards against interference from above. This 

memorandum has continued to .be cited by CPM leaders as a 

succinct summary of the Left Front's views.
211 

There were several reasons why the CPM felt the need to 

elaborate its stand on the issue. Firstly, the Ninth Congress 

of the party had seen a shift on the 'Nationalities Question': 

the united CPI had found that once linguistic movements 

succeeded, their suporters had a tendency to go over to the 

bourgeoisie, so the decision was taken not to back "bourgeois 

movements" for linguistic states, class exploitation being 

209. PD~ 11 December 1977. 

210. Reproduced in Sharada Rath, FederaZism Today~(1984), pp.40-1 & p.317. 

211. see, for example speeches by Jyoti Basu and Nripin Chakravarty at , 
meetings of Opposition leaders between May and October 1983 
reproduced in Sahni (1984). 
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deemed to be more prevalent than political exploitation. 

Secondly, as Jyoti Basu was reported to have said~ 12 

the CPM was engaged in an experiment to find out if power in 

a country ~auld be gradually captured by the proleteriat 

through ·parliamentary means. However this was to.be achieved, 

it would require a certain amount of time and political space 

to see it throu~h~ Th~ rapprochement with busines~ and the 

attempts to change the terms of the Centre-stat.e equation can 

be seen as p~rt of this~ 213 
The majority they had gained in 

the state Assembly offered an 6pportunity of a new kind to 

create a comprehensive programme of rural mobilisation 

(Sengupta, 1979) impossible during the United Front's tenure, 

and to work for at least limited socio-~conomic change that 

could be used as an example for its campaigns in the rest of 

the country. As one commentator noted with regard to the 

handling of industrial relations,"nothing succeeds like 

214 success". The "revival of co-operative bargaining" (Pal, 

1983) in Federal relations would help in this. 

212. 'Marxism Through the Looking Glass', Frontier, 8 April 1978. 

213. The Organisation Report to the January-February 1978 conference 
of the West Benga 1 party declared : "The durabi 1 ity of the 1 eft 
front government is a particularly important requisite of the 
advance of the left and democratic forces all over India." 
(Sengupta (1979), p. 21. 

214. 'Tight-rope Walking', E'PW, 27 August 1977. 
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The emphasis on ·centre-state financial issues in Mitra's 

1978 budget was such that Ashok Rudra called it the CPM's 

215 "principal and almost only political programme" Another 

thought the CPM's stress on the issue "mere diversionary 

216 
tactics". 

The CPI, meanwhile, had been campaigning on the very same 

issue. Its 1977 manifesto had repe·ated its 1971 stand : that 

there was· a need for a "more meaningful'' federal set-up without 

217 
affecting the unity of the country. In September 1977 it 

organised a rally against price rises as part of its effort~ 

to "strengthen the state government's hand and a year later 

it organised a satyagraha, ostensibly against the Centre but 

probably also a response to the mobilisation programme of 

the CPM, over the previous 18 months. However, not being a 

part of the state government the CPI could not make the same 

use of the Centre-state issue for purposes of mobilisation as 

could the CPM, nor 1 ink it with the rest of its programme in 

a similar way. 

215. Ashok Rudra, Frontier, 29 April 1978 
Unfortunately, he felt, this "cannot possibly involve any mass 
struggles". 

216. S. Bhowmik, Frontier, 11 March 1978. 

217. Quoted in Rath (1984), p. 40. 
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THE LEFT FRONT II -THE PANCHAYATSJ LAND REFORM AND DEVELOPMENT 

The politicisation of the panchayats in 1978 was a new 

departure for rural West Bengal, where local government had 

been moribund for many years. On June 4, 1978 about 25 

million voters in rural West Bengal voted to elect 56,000 

panchayat repre~entatives to the new three-tier bodies set up 

218 
by the Left Front government. These elections have been 

described as "a democratic experiment of which there is no 

parallel in contemporary political history", 219 while others 

felt their most significant feature was the "pacification" of 

220 the people through involvement in the polls. While the 

class polarisati6n resulting from the election campaign seem 

to have been an end in itself for the CPM, the boost that the 

politicised panchayats gave to the land reform efforts of the 

Left Front subsequently drew mo.re attention. In particular, 

the share-cropper registration drive well publicised as 

'Operation Barga' was the focus of much debate on the subject 

of the CPM's use of the panchayats for mobilisation of the 

poorer sections of rural society. Its objectives, methodology 

218. Government of West Bengal, Department of Panchayats and 
Community Development, The Wo~king of Panahayat System in 
West Bengal~ (March, 1980). 

219. Sen Gupta (1979), p. 124. 

220. Timir Basu, Calcutta Notebook~ 22 April, 1978. 
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and achievements have been seen as central to any assessment, 

or at least an understanding of the Left Front's programme in 

its first term in government to 1982. For the purpose, the 

subject will be dealt with in two parts : a] the context in 

which Operation Barga was implemented, that is previous 

attempts and failures at land reform in West Bengal, and 

b] the methodology and achievements of the drive itself. 

The 1978 Campa~gn 

The 36-point programme of the Left Front for the state 

elections had promised that elections to panchayats and munici­

palities would be "held immediately" under proportional 

representation and "measures [taken] to confer more powers and 

resources on all local bodies". However, despite the fact 

that the same programme heavily criticised Congress for having 

"miserably failed to move towards abolition of landlordism and 

implement the basic principles of land reforms", and promised 

"radical changes in the land reform laws" and implementation 

of existing legislation, no attempt was made at this stage to 

link the two points (i.e. panchayat elections and the imple­

mentation of land reform). 

As we have seen the CPM publicly cast the panchayat 

elections in an explicitly class light. On the day of the 

polling itseif 'People's Democracy' wrote of 'cornering' the 
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"vested interests" in elections that had become "part of 

221 the class struggle". Promode Das Gupta said the panchayats 

themselves would "intensify the class struggle in the 

. d '' 222 counLrys1 c . Thus both the elections and the panchayats 

once elected were given a class construction by the CPM's 

propaganda. 

But since the new panchayats were politicised (for the 

first time in the state), the party element was also a very 

strong one. CPM rebuffed the approaches made by the CPI to 

form a 'Left and Democratic Front' for the elections (thus 

"jeopardising the full mobilisation" otherwise possible, 

according to 'New Age')~23 it went it alone with its small 

partners in the Left Front. Despite only having less than 

30,000 party members the CPM put up,40,000 candidates, not 

all of them tried and tested, according to the CPr,
224 

but 

claimed to be "mainly" from the rural poor.
225 

The CPM 

campaign mobilised 50,"000 village-level cadres immediately 

(drawing on the strength of the kisan front) and sent them 

into the villages to organise meetings and demonstrations. 

221. 'Issues in West Bengal Panchayat Elections', PD,4 June 1978. 
222. In a 12th May pamphlet, quoted in Sen Gupta (1979), p. 131. 
223. NA, 23 April 1978 
224. Figure from 'CPM' s Hegemonistfc Stand', NA, 4 June .1978. 
225. 'Issues in West Bengal Panchayat Elections. 
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Sen Gupta comments : "Never in the history of Indian politics 

did a political party penetrate so deeply and methodically 

the ancient fastness of the village."
226 

Report in the 

Bengali-language party weekly 'Ganashakti' over two months 

mentioned campaigns in 15,000 named villages. 

The degree to whichthe villagers responded to the CPM ':s: 

slogan of 'more power to the panchayats' - and to the argument 

that victory for the Left Front would strengthe~ its demand 

for a revision of Centre-state relations to transfer the 

necessary resources.- was shown when the results emerged. 

The CPM alone won about 70 per cent of the seat:s in the gram 

panchayats (the lowest tier) and about 75 per cent in the 

0 t 0 d 011 0 h d 227 panchayat sam1 1es an z1 a par1s a s. Since the Left 

Front government had not, by the time of the elections in 

t!J7H, had the tJme ror any poJJc:y ptoogrammes to make~ any greal 

impact in the rural areas one would find plausible the 

assessment that the CPM's victory was "the cumulative result 

of the party's peasant-oriented strategies pursued since the 

0 0 " 2 28 1 at e s J. x t J. e s . 

226. Sen Gupta (1979), p.131. 
227. Results reproduced in PD, 16 July 1978. 
228. Sen Gupta (1979) .p. 133~ 
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Although the election was fought on such sweeping 

issues the state government's budget three months before had 

given an indication -missing in the Front's earlier 

programme - of a concrete role of the panchayats. As 

Subrata Pal wrote in his review of the budget, 

"The success of the programme tor the rural sector can 
be ensured on I y .if the present centra I i sed organ i sat i ona I 
pattern is drastically rrodified."229 

The emphasis in the budget on rural development meant there 

was a need for immediate elections to the panchayats (as 

the Front programme itself, published ten months before, had 

also promised). With the help of the elected representatives 

the Left Front could loosen the hold of the vested interests 

and devolve responsibility for the implementation of rural 

. 230 
development schemes. 

Interestingly, although the holding of elections had 

been planned for some time, it was only as the results were 

coming in that the Left Front Committee met to discuss the 

t d . b 'l . . f h b. d. 231 
exac powers an responsl l ltles o t e new o les. 

229. PD, 19 March 1978. 

230. PD, 2 April 1978. 

231. PD, 25 June 1978. The Committee m-eting was reported 
to have taken place on 6 June. 
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Rs.25 lakhs had already been spoken of as·an amount available 

232 
for interest subsidy for share-croppers and small peasants; 

now another Rs.50,000 was to be set aside in cash and materials 

to enable gram panchayats to implement development schemes. 

However, the "real purpose" was still to involve people and 

. 233 
raise levels of awareness. 

The Context - La~d~i~o~m~ ~n We~t Bengal 

Land reform may for our purposes be defined as "all 

measures that redistribute property and/or disposal and 

utilisation of land radically in favour of the ultimate 

agricultural producers and as a consequence redistribute land-

234 
rent." The 'land utilisation' portion of the definition 

will cover what has generally been known in India as 'tenancy 

235 . 
reform'. Even go so far as to represent tenancy reform of 

any kind as an unsatisfactory substitute for land reform 

proper. For the present, however, the all-inclusive definition 

will be used; its inherent contradictions, and whether there 

are such the staff of political dispute in West Bengal. 

232. PD, 19 March 1978. 
233. PD,25 June 1978. 
234. This, functional rather than prescriptive definition is suitable 

for use in this brief account of land redistributiton in West 
Bengal. 

235. In Lipton's words, "if you can do a land reform you don't need 
tenancy reform, if you can't, tenancy reform won't work." 
(Lehman, 1974). 
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Land reform st~rted in Bengal in 1859 with the Rent Act 

of that year and continued with the 1885 Tenancy Act. These 

were aimed at giving ownership rights to the tenant and at 

. 236 
fixing the rent on a stable basis. There was ruo 

settlement of what was called the "problem of peasant 

proprietorship"~ By 1928, however, the need was felt to 

extend the rights of ryots (occupacy tenant) to 'under-ryots' 

(protected·tenants), but non-cash-rent tenants (i.e. bargadars) 

were left out. 

In 1939 the Bengal Land Revenue Commission (better 

known as the Floud Commission ) was set up. Its Report a 

year later was to fix the agenda for much subsequent legis-

lat ion. It 16oked into the question of whether the govern-

ld .. b 1' h . t d' . 237 It d' ment shou 1.e. a o 1s 1n erme 1ar1es. recommen 1ng 

that bargadars should be recognised as ryots or in some 

cases as under-tyots. However, the Commission also laid the 

ground for decades of evasions by landlords by arguing for 

leaving khas lands with proprietors if cultivated by themselves 

or with hired labour. This pre-Independence Commission thus 

236. Planning Commission, Land Refo~ms &n West Bengal -a Study on 
-imptementaHon ( 1963). 

237. Ibid. 
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influenced subsequent government policy on the subject. 

Moreover, the Tebhaga movement of 1946, led by the Kisan 

238 
Sabha in 19 districts of West Bengal and its demands 

were given legitimacy by the Commission's work and in turn 

added Lo Llw pt·u::;:-;ut·e f'or the l<)g]:-;latlon ()f Lhe lD:JO's. 

The 1950 West Bengal Bargadars Act can be seen as a 

false start to reform. It was a temporary measure with no 

real guide-lines for landlord-tenant relations. Its 

provisions have been dismissed by a knowledgeable observet 

as "inconsequential" (Thorner, 1956) The 1953Estates 

Acquisition Act was, on the face of it, more promising. It 

was aimed at acquiring inermediary interests in land and 

hence contained details of the proposed method of acquisition, 

as::;cs::;menL and payment of compensation, and preparation of 

record-rights. The Planning Commission's 1963 Study on 

Implementation calls the EAA a "belated execution of a measure 

that had long been an accepted part of India's agrarian reform 

programme". But it was also a "remarkable departure" in 

putting a ceiling on direct possession (25 acres of agricul-

tural and 20 acres of non-agricultural land) although Thoren 

238. That •two thirds• of the crop should be given to the 
sha re-c roppe r. 

239. •Protection to Sharecroppers• ,PD, 23 October 1978. 
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was more sceptical. 

The 1955 West Bengal Land Reforms Act ostensibly 

represented another. breakthrough. Its goals were to fix 

a ceiling, distribute surplus land above this and clear up 

the murky legal situation concerning the rights of share­

croppers. The Act was to be a "blueprint of the new agrarian 

structure based on ~easant proprieto~ship''. (Planning 

Commission, 1963). This is a curious characterisation as a 

major feature of the Act was its definition of and provision 

for the continuance of share-cropping as the dominant form 

of tenancy. It was also responsible for very many evictions 

by landlords resuming land for 'self-cultivation' -a major 

loop-hole and "contrived legal laxity" according to Tai - and 

for another rise in the number of agricultural labourers. 

As far as implementation of these provision went even 

in 1961 the position was still clearly unsatisfactory. The 

final draft of record of rights in land was only just ready 

hy then and only 165,000 acres hart been distributed to the 

landless. The situation of bargadars was particularly 

discouraging. The Commission found that in only around a 

tenth of cases was the law on shares of output (according to 

the bearing of input costs) followed and that on only a 
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quarter of plots were the share-croppers recorded (this 

figure itself probably being an over-estimate). The 

fixing of ceilings on individual rather than family holdings 

had undoubtedly left the way open for illegal transfers on 

a large scale. While the law could be better implemented, 

c:omrncnL<:cl the study, the real solution would bn to push the 

programme to its "logical culmination". The employer had 

the role of intermediary and should be treated as such 

(Planning Commission, 1963). 

The period to 1967 saw few significant events on 

the land reforms front, although the 1973 Report by a 

Planning Commission Task Force asserted that : 

"a certain degree of politicisation of the poor 
peasantry mi I itant I ines is a pre-requisite for 
any successful legislative-administrative action 
for conferring rights and privileges". 

The United Front government o£ 1967 altered the bargadars' 

~ hares from 60 per cent to 75 per cent of the ~rop but 

registration remained low. There was a moderate increase 

in the acreage of land vested in the government. (Datta, 

1988) Under Congress in 1972 the 1955 Land Reforms Act was 

amended : share-c:ropping was made heritable and rec:(~j_pLs 

were introduced as compulsory for the crop. The 1975 

Acquisition of Homestead Act helped many labourers to escape 

the bonds of their employers to some extent. 
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But much of this was standard fare in India of the 1970's 

and legal support was insufficient to make the measure effective. 

The Task Force's conclusions on the subject of politicisation 

of the peasantry could be taken as a sub-text· for the argument 

for the new approach that came to be adopted by the Left Front 

after 1977. 

'Ope~ation Ba~ga' - MethodoLogy and Aehievement~ 

The West Bengal Land Reforms (Amendment) Bill of 

October, 1977 was framed to remedy the defects of the 1955 Act. 

A comprehensive Bill was promised at some unspecified time iri 

the future but in the meantime, "the problem of mass eviction 

of 'bargadars' needs immediate solution" (Guha, 1978). The 

definition of 'personal cultivation' applicable where land­

lords wished to resume land for this purpose was narrowed 

to require that : i] the person resuming (or a member of his/ 

her family) must reside locally for most of the year; ii] 

the land might not be cultivated either by servants or wage 

labourers. Other features of the Bill were that unlawful 

eviction was made a punishable offence, as was the failure 

to grant a receipt to the bargadar on presentation of the 

crop share. Moreover, the onus was put onto the owner to 

show that a non-family-member cultivating his land was not 

a bargadar. The Act took some months to gain Presidential 
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assent (in the process, as we have noted, becoming a major 

issue in the Left Front's campaign for 'states' rights'). 

Inevitably, the previous experience of the United 

Front governments was influential in the implementation of 

this experience prevalent in the Bengal Kisan Sabha had 

been voiced by M.A. Rasul in his report to the Twenty-first 

Conference of that organisation in 1970 

"The existence of the United Front Government and its 
correct land and pol ice pol icy on the one hand, and, 
on theother, the initiative and the struggle of the 
peasants - the correct correlation of these two factors 239 
led to unprecedented advancement of the peasant movement"; 

leading, among other things, to a halting of evictions. To 

this declaration - perhaps one of intent rather than fact -

he added another 

"The peasants were made conscious that rights achieved 
by them were not bestowed upon them by someone from 
above but earned by their own collective strength." 

Konar, too, had laid emphasis on intangible gains, as 

we have seen : under the United. Fronts the achievements were 

of political consciousness, not economic. In fact the 

m.inisLr·y r·el i<~d on .the mass mov<~m(~nL Lo "overcome Llw 

239. 1 Protection to Sharecroppers 1 :J'D, 23 October 1978. 
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240 
constitutional "limitations" of the state government. 

Moreover, Konar explained, 

"We resolved that without waiting for new enactments we 
would unleash mass movements first on the basis of 
existing laws". 

Guhar (1978) writing at the very outset of OB agreed 

that "History shows that it is easier to mobilise the people 

for unleashing a broad democratic movement, in defence of 

· th0 Pxisting laws for enforcement", through which the peopJe 

a] win their partial demands and b) see the "hollowness" of 

the very laws they are fighting to have guaranteed. But 

Guha goes farther to say that the Left Front government was 

itself an obstacle to the enforcement of the 1977 Act: 

"Without a massive movement arousing the confidence of 
bargadars; ·.recording of their names as bargadar by 
legislation is a day-dream." 

Guha was not alone in these fears. At a seminar on 

land reforms at Jadavpur University in February 1978 in 

241 Calcutta (inaugurated by Finance Minister Mit~a). H.K. 

Chakraborty explained that illiteracy among bargadars meant 

they were as a whole ignorant of their rights even under the 

240. Quoted in rn. 5 June 1977 

241. Proceedings published in Bose (1981). 



1955 Act; their "constant economic hardships" made them 

dependent on the rich landowners and moneylanders (frequently 

the same persons) and the interplay of these two facts 

usually resulted in a vicious circle : any attempt at 

recording their names as bargadars would result in fresh 

exploitation, even the loss of the land. Meanwhile the survey 

and settlement personnel of the local bureaucracy were too· 

hard-pressed to deal with the situation effectively. There 

were cases of bargadars not being given implements, thus 

being unable to cultivate, and being evicted on those grounds. 

Chakraborty summed up : 

"l_)ractically, the real cause ot the distress of the 
bilrgJdnrs is i·hat they are ignorant and unaware of 
their legitimate rights ... [T]he socio-economic 
conditions of these poor distressed exploited 
bargadars put a. stumbling block on the path of 
attainment of such awareness from within. So, the 
alternative WiJY Is to impart the ilwareness from 
'without' and the real responsibi I ity of doing so 
rests on the Government rnachinery."242 

Another contribution243 agreed with this, but put 

emphasis on the organisatino of the potential beneficiaries 

themselves. He acknowledged that the 1977 Act did plug the 

loop-holes in previous legislation, and regulation bargadar 

in favour of the poor, 

242. Ibid., p. 106 
243. N. Bandopadhyay in Bose ( 1981). 
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"But the very nature of these prov1s1ons show that their 
effective implementation necessitates on the one hand 
considerable augmentation of.the bargaining power of 
the rural poor by the bui I ding up of organisations, , 
comitted to agitation in their interest and on the other 
a proper machinery determined to implement the legal 
provisions."244 

However he also warned that "Land reform, as such has not much 

to offer such [marginal farmers] unless a determined effort 

is made to complement it with other vital items of agrarian 

reform", including some degree of co-operative working. 

These opinions have been reproduced here to demons-

trate the degree to which a consensus had been reached in 

WEst Bengal, even out side the CPM, ,that a totally new approach 

to the registration of bargadars - and the land reform in 

general - was needed. And the CPM itself was fully aware of 

this consensus. Its national journal in November of 1978 

reproduced the recommendations of rr UN-ESCAP group on the way 

forward "genuine development". This group had been unanimous 

that unless the power of the authorities was committed to 

pro-poor policies, the administr~tive system would not be 

responsive to the poor or help them to assert their rights. 

Decentralisation could even lead to a weakening of the poor's 

position; 

244. p. 205 



"It is, therefore, essential to create conditions 
conducive to mobi I isation and organisation of the 
rural poor."245 
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An institutional approach was needed to "strengthen the 

political and rna ter ial base of the poor". 

In the four months between the granting of Presiden-

tial assent to the 1977 amendments and the issuing of the 

first Board of Revenue circular ordering the intense drive to 

register share-croppers that became known as Operation Barga 

(OB), 400,000 share-croppers had been recorded, according to 

People's Democracy~ and evictions become rare. But the 

circular, issued on July 5th, hearalded the introduction of a 

new methodology that promised to be yet more effective. 

On the administrative side the post of Land Reforms 

Commissioner had been restored after a 20-year hiatus, and 

after July 5th the. land management and land settlement wings 

of the bureacuracy at various levels was formally brought 

together through regular meetings. The programme of OB 

246 
itself was a five-stage process : 

245. PD, 19 November 1978. 

246. Outline based on P.K. Datta (1988); b. Bandopadhyay 
(then Land Reforms Commissioner), •Rural Workers• . 
Camps show the Way •, Mainstream~ 4' July 1981, supplement; 
and Suhas Chattopadhyay, •operation Barga• leaflet, reprinted 
from Social Scientist~ no. 87. 
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i] identification of 'priority pockets' where there 

was a concentration of bargadars; 

ii] formation. of 'squads' consisting of land reform 

officials, surveyors and tribal welfare officers 

where appropriate; 

iii] fixing of dates and venues of bargadar camps, 

with the convenience of the bargadars themselves 

paramount; 

iv] evening camps to remove the fear psychosis, elicit 

details of problems faced by participants in their 

daily lives, and outline the benefits of 

registration; 

v] reconnaissance and verification of claims, taking· 

place the next day. 

It was hoped to work with peasant and workers' 

organisations and panchayats in this enterprise to understand 

the subtle structures of exploitation otherwise impenetrable to 

bureaucrats. 

Given aimost as much emphasis in publ ic
247 

were the 

Reorientation Camps in selected districts that enabled the 

poor and landless to voice their grievances for two days to 

officers. These bureaucrats interacted with the beneficiaries 

and by all accounts received some jolts to their perceptions 

--------For example in D. Bandopadhyay' s lengthy 1981 article. 247. 
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248 
of themselves and their role. At a higher level there 

were workshops on'Land Reforms but many policies- indeed 

the whole methodology of Operation Barga (location, timing 

and format of camps included ) - was shaped by the suggestions 

of peasants, bargadars and labourers themselves (Bandopadhyay, 

1981). Meanwhile the traditional methods of evading land 

ceilings and retaining one's land became vulnerable to the 

involvement in the benami and surplus land detection process 

of peasant organisations and panchayats, whose members had an 

intimate knowledge of their local areas. 

In this way, after one year of OB some 7,30,000 

bargadars were recorded compared with 2,40,000 in the previous 

S 0 
. 249 

ettlement perat1on. By 30th June, 1981, as many as 1.1 

250 million bargadars were reported to have been recorded. 

Moving on a few years,,, by October of 1986 1.35 million had 

been registered, out of an estimated total of two million 

(according to government figures) (Datta, 1985). Meanwhile 

the intensification of the programme for redistribution of land 

vested in the government among the landless had been rewarded 

by the middle of 1981 with as much as 7 lakh acres (out of the 

248. Ibid; also P.K. Datta (1988) 

249. Figures from the Directorate of Land Records and Surveys 
of the West Bengal Government, Cited in S.C. Chattopadhyay, 
op. cit. 

250. A.V. Jose, 'Poverty arid Income Distribution : The Case of 
West Bengal • in Azizur Rahman Khan and Eddy Lee (eds.), 
Poverty in Rural Asia (I.O.O. Asian Employment Programme -
ARTEP) p. 161. 
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12.3 lakhs held) having been distributed to 1.28 million 

beneficiaries in the state nearly half of whom belonged to 

the scheduled castes and tribes (although this programme was 

not a part of OB). 

Ope~ation Ba~ga - Cont~ove~~ie~ 

Operation Barga was conceived as a crash programme 

for recording of bargadars within a specified time frame and 

not as a measure for bringing about any definite change in 

the economic condition of the bargadars. The urgency of the 

programme was because i] once the bargadar was recorded and 

given a certificate it became more difficult for the landowner 

to evict him; ii] the certificate itself was to entitle him 

to financial assistance from institutional sources, which was 

251 
not a part of OB itself. The Land Reforms Commissioner 

said that the methodology for OB had partly been based on that 

devised by the National Labour Institute (in its experience of 

implementing the Bonded Lanbour Ordinance) but that these 

earlier attempts at putting it into practice had failed to take 

flirther action to utilise the new consciousness generated among 

251. S. Chattopadhyay, op. cit. 
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the participant. In his view those involved in the programme 

gained in confidence and become more active in group affairs. 

The most important folQow-up to OB, however, was the intra-

duction of institutional finance to replace the funds normally 

252 
provided by landlords. Land Minister Benoy Chowdhury, in 

his 1980 Budget Statement to the state Assembly, called the 

provisions of this scheme a "breakthrough" and reported that 

"after a lot of persuasion", the commercial banks had agreed 

to open about 80,000 new "borrowal accounts" for the 1979 

kharif season. The panchayats were involved in the selection 

of the beneficiaries from lists of share-croppers provided 

by the (now reorganised) Land and Land Reforms Department, 

and 50,000 out of the 60,000 cases sponsored in this way were 

253 
financed by the banks. 

252. D. Bandopadhyay, Mainstream article. 

253. Benoy Chowdhury, Budget Statement for 1980-81, Land and 
Land Reforms Dept. (Government of West Bengal Publication, 
1980) . 
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The clearest and most concise expanding the theoretical 

basis bf' OG was given by CPM theoretician Biplab Dasgupta (1984a) 

254 
- now, since the 1989 Lok Sabha elections, a Calcutta M.P. 

His stated objective was to review the Left Front's policy 

with respect to the sharecroppers in the context both of 

earlier land reform and of socio-economic developments, thus 

providing "a broad perspective for a proper understanding of 

what the Left Front is attempting to do. (p. A-94) It is 

thus quite useful to summarise his arguments here. 

On the matter of the efficacy of OB, Dasgupta acknow-

ledged that coverage of sharecroppers by the programme had 

been "far from total", but argued firstly that the large 

proportion recorded was anyway a great achievement in 

comparison to what had gone before, and secondly by citing 

various recent studies, that sharecropping as a form of 

tenancy was a declining phenomenon and that estimates of the 

total number of bargadars in the state would thus tend towards 

over-estimation rather than otherwise. Similarly, with regard 

to the newly-instituted credit schemes and their coverage, 

he comments, 

254. Biplab Dasgupta, Sharecropping in West Bengal 
From Independence to Operation Barga' EPW Review of 
Agriculture, June 1984. 
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'~f course~ one can always argue that it is not enough, 
in terms of their need and the coverage of the share­
croppers, but wha can deny that a substantial advance 
has been made compared to what had been the position 
before?" 

He also adds that even if credit facilities are insufficient, 

the added security offered by OB means "the sharecropper 

probably works harder after recording and manage to augment 

his income (pp. A-89-90) 

Denying allegations of unjustified partisanship in 

registration of share-croppers,Dasgupta is clearly unwilling 

to agree that the sharecropper - CPM/landbwner-right party 

equation are less than clear-cut. He gives the example of a 

poor man subservient to the landowner being put up against 

the real sharecropper on a plot of land in order to depri~e 

the latter of his rights, the Left parties supporting the real 

tenant and the right parties supporting the other. "But", 

asks Dasgupta, "would it be fair to see that as a conflict 

between two sharecroppers belonging to two different parties, 

or would it not be more realistic to view this as another 

manifestation of the sharecropper-landowner conflict .. ?"(p.A-90) 

He this reduces the arguments given by the critics to a simple 

issue of class conflict. 
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On this issue OB had a-cused of 'entrenching' share­

cropping Dasgupta takes two different lines. As mentioned 

earlier, he considers that other types of tenancy - based on 

fixed rent and taken,by larger farmers wanting to increase 

the area under their cultivation ('reverse tenancy')- will 

spread more widely "with the growth in capitalist relations". 

(p. A-91) TechnologicaJ changes in agriculture had "created 

conditions for a change of social environment surrounding 

agriculturaJ production" and this has been "eroding the basis 

on which the sharecropping system was erected and maintained 

until recently." Unfortunately Dasgupta.does not deal directly 

with the question of how Left Front policy, including the 

registration and financial support of sharecroppers, has 

interacted with or disrupted the development of these trends 

he reports. 

The other line Dasgupta takes on the issue - a rather 

distinct one - is that the complexities of the clas!S situation 

at the micro-level do not admit of "immediate revolutionary 

transformation''. He produces figures to show that about 

three-quarters of those leasing out on a crop-sharing basis 

are small or marginal farmers of households, accounting for 

more than half the area of land leased. Opposition to the 

recording of sharecroppers comes to a great degree from this 
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from this group (and, one must. presume, so would opposition 

to the conferring of proprietary rights on bargadars). This 

touches directly on the fourth criticism of OB, that relating 

to the class strategy of the CPM. As Dasgupta acknowledges, 

political opposition from this group of small landowners and 

from middle peasants who use sharecroppers to cultivate part of 

their land is "of more serious concern to the Left Front 

government than that coming from the rich peasantry or the 

bigger landlords." Here we see clearly the CPM broad front 

strategy coming to the force : " ... the domination of the 

village life by the jotendars and other bigger landed interests, 

the expllitation by the traders and money-lenders, the 

bureaucratic and partisan functioning of the village level 

officials, the attack on civil liberties during the oppressive 

years as in the seventies ... In those fights these groups, or 

a part of them, would often prove to be valuable partners of 

the poor. It would therefore be wrong, taking a long-term 

perspective of the struggle, to cast them off as .reactionaries 

and thus to actually force them to join the reactionary camp". 

Dasgupta explains how the government planned to prevent this 

happening and to achieve "the broadest possible unity of the 

peasants and labourers" : important concessions were to be 

given to the middle classes (input subsidies and land revenue 

exemptions) to demonstrate government awareness Qf their 
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interests, and assurance would made to them that tenant's 

security and higher crop share "would not necessarily be 

against their own interests since they too would benefit 

from the increased effort the tenant wotild now make for the 

improvement of land and production."(pp. 490-1) Dasgupta 

backs up his assessment with a statistical exercise to show 

that the lumping together of all landholders between 2.5 and 

7.5 acres is open to question, on the grounds of the large 

differentials in the percentage of leased-in area in farms 

across the whole category. He prefers the 2.5-5 acres category 

to be classed with the marginal farmers in socio-economic 

analysis. 

The final type of criticism of OB - that it lacked 

political and economic direction - is again approached from 

the point of view of stated CPM strategy. Dasgupta makes the 

firm distinction between long-term objectives ("very much 

related to the question of state power at the national level") 

and short-term ones. Since the former is concerned with the 

carrying out of the 
. . 255 

'people's democratlC revolution', 

involving "the kind of reform which the industrial bourgeoisie 

itself would have undertaken had to been free fromits ties with 

255. Not any 'bourgeois democratic revolution' as Dasgupta 
accusing Khasubis of implying. 
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the land interests, but without the participation of the 

bourgeoisie", Dasgupta explains that "state objectives cannot 

be met until the state power in the country as a whoJe has 

been captured by thri working class and the peasantry by 

replacing the bourgeois-landlord regime." He accuss the 

Front's critics of "the failure to understand this basic 

point, that agrarian relations in West Bengal cannot be 

segregated fromthat prevailing in the rest of the country." 

The state government's hands are thus tied by administrative, 

constitutional and political limits. He concludes, "While 

abolition of landlordism is an important slogan, it cannot be 

translated into an immediately realisable programme." (1984, 

pp. A-88-89). Dasgupta does not even mention the issue of 

land consolidation or collective enterprise, seeming to imply 

that this programme is no part of the current stage of 

revolution. (Indeed· he states that in the people's democratic 

revolution itself the object is "to place the land in the 

hands of those who actually till the land.") However he does 

note, as we have seen, a slow rise in the incidence of more 

capitalist forms· of farming. 

To demonstrate that the issue of co-operativisation 

was not the exclusive preserve of CPI intellectuals or other 

critics of the Left Front, it might be well to quote a CPM 
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leader on the issue. B.T. Ranadive, writing in 1977 on the 

1 • • 1 f . d 256 Janata government's 'decentra 1sat1on programme or 1n ustry, 

complained that that _party did not see the protection of small 

industries as "a transitional problem", and failed to realise 

that "the State and the country must gradually plan to take 

all small production forward and enable them through voluntary 

co-operative efforts to go in for large production and overcome 

the limitations of small-scale production." Importantly, 

Ranadive extends the same logic to agriculture, where the 

problem of raising the standard of living can be solved only 

if the landlord monopoly is broken land distributed to the 

tillers and they "persuaded to form voluntary co-operatives for 

common production ... tp enable the peasants to take advantage 
I 

of the latest scientific advances and increase production and 

march towards plenty." 

Another comment on the Left Front's programme proves 

to be more immediately relevant. 
. 257 

Suhas Chattopadhyay wr1tes: 

"It must not be forgotten that rad i ca I I and reform is the 
beginning not the end of rural development. It should also 
be pointed out that within the framework of a bourgeois­
landlord state a radical land reform is an impossibi I ity. 
Even a Left-led State Government I ike the Left Front 
Government of West Bengal is incapable of implementing 
radical land reform. However within the existing socio­
economic structure land reform measures can be made more 
effective and turn out to be the basis of a meaningful 
rural development. This alternative model has been presented 

----------~L!~e Left Front government of West Bengal ... " 

256. In PQ~l7 July 1977. 
257. Suhas Chattopadhyay, • The State of Land Reforms and Rura 1 

Development in India' (Calcutta : Indian Statistical Institute) 
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Rural Development, Class and the Panchayats 
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Indeed since the effective petering out of the 

Left Front's programme of share-cropper registraion the 

attempts at what Chattopadhyay called "a meaningful rural 

development" have been drawing more attention. Through 

the public employment programmes such as Rural Works 

Programme, the state government made financial outlays of 

at lea~t Rs. 300 million a year in the years from 1977 to 

, 1980. Per worker ·availability of public employment during 

these years was 15.05, 28.69 and 15.05 days respectively.
259 

This seemed to some to have had "a decisive influence on 

incomes of the rural poor in West Bengal''. The integrated 

Rural Development Programme, which was launched in the greater 

part of the state in 1978-79, and which has given a "major 

boost" in 1980-81 (Ran<l;de, 1989 p. 564) in time for the 

Sixth Five-Year Plan, have over the years attained "a signi-

ficant role in rural development'' according to the West Bengal 

258. The term 'development'is not one the CPI(M) would use to describe 
its plans for forwarding the present stage of revolution in the 
rural areas. Ho~AJever, it has currency in Government of West Bengal 
publications especially concerning panchayats; and has in any 
case many different meanings even in the development literature 
itself, W.B.Government figures, quoted in A.V. Jose, p. 162. 

259. Ibid. 
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miniter concerned. 260 Its implementation by the Left Front 

government, which after all is led by parties that regard 

the problem of how to deal with the small-propertied at each 

sta~e of the revolution as an important one, is therefore 

very much of interest. (Ranade, 1989, p.542) 

Soon after the panchayat elections of 1978, the new 

bodies were given the job of overseeing relief and reconstruction 

work in the aftermath of the massive floods of that year. 

It was not long beforetheir involvement in rural works was 

put on a more permanent footing, with panchayats taking on 

the responsibility of identifying beneficiaries for loan schemes 

261 
and ultimately for planning developmental works. The 

government pledged itself to expand the role of panchayats, 

stating in its 1980 review of panchayats activities that it 

was "committed to building up Panchayat Institutions at the 

grass root level for comprehensive and integrated rural 

development", and further claiming that "Planning from below 

262 
is now a reality", 

260. Benoy Chowdhury BUDGET SPEECH, Rural Development, 
Government of West Bengal, 1988-89. 

261. See examples given by G.K.LIETEN in his 'Panchayat Leaders in 
a West Bengal District', ECON0~11C AND POLITICAL WEEKLY, 
October 1, 1988, p.2069. 

262. Government of West Bengal, Department of Panchayats and Community 
Development, THE vWRKING OF PANCHAYAT SYSTEM IN 
V~EST BENGAL ( W.B. Government publication, March, 1980), p.10. 
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Over the years the field of operation of panchayats 

has grown to such a degree that Benoy Chowdhury as Minister-

in-Charge of the Department of Panchayats has been able to 

announce in the State Assembly that "there is hardly any 

development scheme worth the name which is not handled by 

263 
the Panchayats in rural West Bengal. The Projects Evaluation 

Committee of the Planning Commission of India has praised 

the performance of the West Bengal government regarding 

implementation of the various centrally-sponsored development 

programmes anti credited the involvement of the panchayats with 
'· 

I. 

this relative success,particularly with regard to minimisation 

of leakages. 264 

However, an analysis of the Left Front approach to 

poverty alleviation and development programmes cannot rest 

content with outlining how other see it. The most authoritative 

and detailed outline of the CPM'S attitude towards the early 

employment programmes has been given by Biplab Dasgupta. He 

wrote in 1984
265 

that 

263. Benoy Chowdhury, BUDGET SPEECH 1989-90, Department of 
Panchayats, Government of West Bengal. 

264. See ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL WEEKLY, July 23, 1988. 
265. Biplabl Dasgupta, 'Agricultural Labour under colonial, Semi­

capitalist and capitalist conditions- A case study of 
West Benga 1', EPW Vo 1 . X IX, No. 39, September 29, 1984. 



22'6 

"The objective was not to end exploitation, because that 
could not be accomplished within the framework of the 
Indian constitution by a state government, but to ensure 
that the highly personalised dependency relationship, a 
remnant of feudalism, was reduced as far as possible. 
Furthermore, it was intended to create conditions which 
would make it possible for the labourers to organise them~ 
selves politically and in support to their demand for wages". 

He continues, 

"While the programme did bring a great deal of relief and econom1.c 
support, the objective was primarily political". 

Similarly, the "psychological impact" of land 

distribution in reducing the dependence of the landless on 

their patrons is, according to Dasgupta, more important than 

the direct economic benefits. (Dasgupta, 1984, P.A.-146) 

Nevertheless, the government has since described as part of 

its 'alternative approach' to planning the attempt to 

"reorder the existing distribution of land and other productive 

assets l d o bl o o II 266 in rura areas towar s a more equ1ta e s1tuat1on . 

This is "essentially a productive move on the basis of hard 

evidence of superior production performance on the part of 

working peasants". Moreover, 

266. 

"When the priorities of planning are thus placed in favour 
of the common people ••• an objective condition is created 
for involvement of the common people in an organised manner 1.n 
both formulation and implementation of rural development 
programmes." 

Jyoti Basu_ in Government of West Bengal Directorate of Panchayats 
pamphlet, quoted in PAXLANCE (Calcutta), September/October, 1989. 
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Benoy Chowdhury has spokernof the "pivotal role" played by 

land reform in the implementation of a "comprehensive 

programme of rural development''. The financial and 

constitutional limitations within which the government has to 

work are great, as is the scaleof the problem, but "we were 

confident that despite the limitations and various constraints 

something could yet be done for the suffering of rural masses 

if only the existing land reform laws were strictly enforced 

and loopholes in it effectively plugged ..... 
267 

Chowdhury 

draws attention to the granting (in 1986) of President's 

assent to the 1981 Land Reforms Act bringing all classes of 

land under the same ceiling limit.
268 

For a number ~f years, therefore, there has been a 

continual emphasis on the importance of participation, without 

which there is mere "de-centralisation on paper and .• 

mechanical disaggregation of schemes."269 As the various 

267. Budget Statement 1989-90, Land and Land Reform Department. 

268. Some observers have detected a marked lack of enthusiam in 
the government's implementation of this 11 once-made-much-of" 
bill (Ranade, 1989, p.567 n.22) and some have also looked 
for an explanation to the changing membership and mode of 
functioning of both the CPM and the panchayats. 

2G9. Basu , in PAXLANCE , 83pt. /Oct., 1989. 
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development programmes and the government's approach in 

implementing them have become institutionalised, so the 

. focus of interest of observers has shifted to the functioning 

of the panchayats themselves. The three main areas of interest 

have been the composition of the panchayats, decision-making 

within them, and the functioning of the panchayats in 

relation to organs of the local administration and other agents 

in the implementation of programmes. 

An early official survey of a hundred gram panchayats 

in the state, conducted in 1979, produced figures to show that 

'owner c~ltivators' comprised 50.7% of members surveyed (as 

well as 5% landless labourers and slightly under 2% share­

croppers).270 Further calculation with the data given reveals 

that a bare majority of the members came from the poorer 

sections of the villages (i.e. under five acres of land held). 

A smaller independent study came to a similar conclus~on, noting 

that "the overall picture is not one of dominance by the very 

poor.''(Westerguard, 1986, p.85) Another study (Lieten, 1988) 

following the 1988 panchayats elections in a block in Birbhum 

270. Government of West Bengal, March 1980, pp.42-3. 
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district, did, howeve~, reveal a steady increase in the 

number of scheduled caste and scheduled tribe members and 

candidates (partly due to the improving share of the votes 

of the CPM) between 1977 and 1988. Insufficient figures are 

given for comparison of occupational distribution of candidates 

or members over the years, but in 1988 59% of CPM candidates 

(most of them successful) were share-croppers, landless, or 

small peasants (in this case classed as under three acres). 

The study describes as "disappointing" the almost complete 

absence of women in the panchayats (only two out of the 

480 candidates for gram panchayat and panchayat samity elections) 

and quotes a CPM leader as admitting that the party itself . 

had still many "feudal leanings" preventing improvements of 

this situation. 

Lieten heralds the establishment of a "new type of 

leadership" in the panchayats but in several of the panchayats 

by Westerg~and the nomination of scheduled caste members 

was of little consequence ·, as "these members stand at the 

.entrance door to the room during meeting and do not participate 

in any discussion at all." (pp. 87-8) and nominated female 

members were found to show little interest. 271 This is not to 

271. See also Hartman et.al ., 1989, pp. 163-4, where a government­
nominated panchayat member (a Muslim widow) is interviewed who 
admits herself to be "quite unaware" of the proceedings and who 
is told by her male fellow-villagers what to do at the meetings. 
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trivialise the importance of representation of depressed 

sections of the population in the panchayats but rather to 

show that the degree of involvement of these representatives 
' 

must also be taken into account. 

Similarly, the wider context of operation of the 

panchayat need to be considered whatever prespective oJ· the 

study is used. A 1981-82 study of a village in West Bengal 

noted thatthe decentralisation power to the panchayat had 

"brought about the same spectacular changes in the exercise 

of authority". (Hartman et.al., 1989 p.173) Lieten argues 

that the prominence of scheduled caste and scheduled tribe 

members of panchayats has institutionalised the disintegration 

of the caste hierarchy. (p. 2072) At the blocklevel, another 

researcher272 identified the main characteristic of the 

functioning of the panchayat system as a complete shift of 

control of local patronage from the burearcracy to.the 

politicians. 

From the Marxist perspective the issue of class as 

relates to the panchayats has necessarily drawn much attention. 

272. Chanwadha Bose, impublished 1989 represent to the Nuffield 
Foundation on field research in Orissa and West Bengal on the 
implementation of poverty-alleviation programmes/functioning 
of the local bureaucracy and political elites. 
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Rudra (1981) argues that since the class composition of 

an effective body has very little to do with class interests 

(as the CPI and CPM themselves agree when it comes to state 

assemblies and Parliament), and since elected members will be 

acquiring vested interests of their own once elected, excessive 

emphasis on class composition is a red herring. (pp. A-67-68) 

Moreover, no attempt has been mad eto fund the Food for Work 

programme by paying workers with foodgrains collected from 

rural rich of the local area, which might, believes Rudra, 

advance the class struggle. And as Chatterjee (1982) argues, 

the mobilisation of the lower strata of the peasantry as a 

group against their economic exploiters does not necessarily 

lead the group to perceive itself in class terms. (p. 96) 

The most convincing Marxist argument against giving 

too much importance to the class composition of the panchayat 

membership, however, is that these bodies have to operate 

within a society wherein power remains centred in the hands of 

the wealthy. "It is a central principle of Marxian Political 

Theory" points out Rudra, "that as long as there is private 

property, democracy can be ensured merely by the adherence to 

the principle of one vote for one individual." .Moreover, the 

smallness ofthe panchayat and its closeness to the grass roots 
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makes it "all the mor0: vulnerable to be captured by the 

members of the rural rich". (1981. p.A-67) 

In this connection it is rather puzzling to read in 

h · l · t bl · t · 273 that anot er, recent, art1c e 1n a governmen pu 1ca 1on 

the question of whether poverty eradication can be successfully 

undertaken ''against adverse forces of monopoly capitalist 

economy" is "wide open"! Apparently the class character of the 

panchayat representatives is "crucial" and happily, in West 

Bengal "the balance of power in the village could be tilted 

in favour of the poor because land reforms have been meaningfully 

implemented there". Since the majority of the panchayat 

members come from the weaker sections, it is 'natural' that 

'there is certainly a basis for the poor people in the functionin{ 

of the Panchayats''. However, it is concluded that it would be 

"illusory" to project any real change in the lot of the poor 

under the current socio-economic structure. And the article 

comes back into the CPM track, by stating that 

"we believe that through these processes of democratic 
exercises, the people will feel where the crux of their 
basic problems of life lies and where lie the solutions." 

The fact that this belief-supposedly so central a part of the 

273. \A/EST BENGAL : article by f~1ehboob Zahedi in December 16, 
1988 issue, pp.400-408. 
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CPM's view of poverty alleviation, at any rate - is here 

given so little prominence is not surprising in a journal of 

general interest. However, some of the other statements 

quoted above are some what surprising coming from the 

Sabhadhipati of a Zilla Parishad. 

It is notable, given the Left Front's emphasis on the 

establishment of "rural institutions for rural development 

b d 1 I o 0 t 0 II 274 h t f th 0 ase on peop e s part1c1pa 1on , t at mos o e pra1se 

for its relative success in combining growth/development with 

redistribution has had ·almost no relation with the 
s 

participation aspect of the functioning of panchayats. Kohli(l987) 

for example, refers to the functioning of these bodies as 

"a sharp break from the past political patterns in rural India" 

but he explains the success of the goverment in overcoming 

socio-structural and bureaucratic obstacles in terms of the 

CPM's leadership, ideology, organisation and class base, not 

in terms of 'people's participation. Similarly, Westergaard(l986) 

attempted to discover whether the political changes in the 

274. m'ID, t9so. 
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previous few years had 

"created their own dynamic whereby the previously dispos­
sessed may ultimately and autonomously redefine the nature 
of the development strategy", 

but was forced to conclude that although representation of 

the poor had been increased, 

"by and.large this representation has not resulted in 
any significant increase in their control over these in­
stitutions." (p.89) 

Like Kohli's, her praise is for the relative success of the 

Left Front governmnet in introducing and implementation 

reforms, and the creation of~the political/institutional 

275 
conditions for further success. 

Bose ( 1989 )1· is more categorical: 

"the CPM1 s handling of the poverty-alleviation programme 
cannot be seen as an exercise in 'participation'". · 

She reports observing in the block under study 

"a massive spoils system the control of which had passed 
from the bureaucracy to the polf,ticians who were using it 
very effectively for vote max'imisation purposes." (p.10) 

She concedes, howecer, taht the CPM has broken new ground in 

275. She does, however, identify several aspects of the situation 
(failure to oppose corruption and vested interests due to a 
"preoccupation to secure votes", lack of full and open 
discussion outside gatherings of CPM panchayat members, and 
party favouritism) which in her view constitute serious threats 
both to widened participation and to the long-term support 
base of the party. 
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creating political institutions that are capable of rual 

development and redistribution. 

It is uncertain how the CPM views the (qualified) 

praise of those assessing the degree to which poverty-

. 276 
alleviation and development programmes have had 1mpact. 

Although it has constantly emphasised the participation 

aspect of its approach to the implementation of rural 

development progr~mmes, this ,ilias never been phrased either 

in general Marxist terms or in terms of the CPM strategy and 

tactics (or those of any party in the Front). We also have on 

record other statements confirming the CPM's continued belief in 

the impossibility of 'real' relief to the people under the 

present state and socio-economic set-up. The implications of 

this combinations of positions will be discussed in the 

conclusion. 

276. Ranade(1989) notes its 11 studied indifference in publ ic 11 to the 
writings of observers such as Kohli. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THEORISING THE EIGHTIES 

The ascent of Rajiv Gandhi to the Prime Ministership 

after the assassination of his mother in October 1984 seems 

to a large degree to have removed one of the major obstacles 

'• 
to improved prospects of communist unity in the 1980's. 

Rajiv's "Business school approaches to managing India" 

(Nossiten, 1988, p.13) and the "definite pro-rich, anti­

working-people bias"
1 

of his government's policies provided 

much less scope for disagreement among communists on the 

correct line to take towards it. After just over four years 

of the Rajiv government, the CPM's Thirteenth Congress 

regarded its removal as "an essential prerequisite for the 

solution of all other problems in the country (Namboodiripad, 

1989), and even the CPI, with· its history of 'top alliances', 

now stressed the importance of playing an "independent political 

2 
role" and initiating mass struggles. 

1. Parakal (1985), CPI's Concept of Left and Democratic Alliance, 
p. 8. --

2. Ibid, p.11. 
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. I 
THE CPM, BOURGEOIS DEMOCRACY AND CENTRE-STATES ISSUE 

In the new situation, the oppositional stance of the 

CPM seemed to it to be as appropriate as ever. In Mrs. Gandhi's 

~ime the party had been concerned with the dangers of 

authoritarianism.With this in mind Dass (1984) wrote in the 

CPM theoretical quarterly that: 

"When parliamentary institutions are under attack, 
it is alLtl~,m::re necessary for the working ciass to 
defend these institutions as they provide an effective 
auxiliary forum to the representatives of the 
working-class to advance its cause". 

Since the CPM - the "working-class party'' - had the task of 

'channelising' discontent it had to make effective use of 

parliamentary institutions. In the party's experience 

election campaigns resulted in "intense political activity 

which very much influences the masses", and enabled the 

party to take its programme to the widest sections of the 

people and thereby 'unmask' the class character of the state. 3 

Once in parliament or state assembly, the party 

representatives worked in close connection with the CPM 

leadership, "exposing" measures of the government especially 

those in the labour, agrarian and budgetary areas, the most 

sensitive, according to Dass. 

3~ Dass also quotes Engels and Lenin to back up this statement. 
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As for state governments led by the CPM, 

"It is only in these states that the repressive machinery 
of the state, the police etc., is not used against struggling 
workers, to help landlords against agricultural workers and 
sharecroppers"" 

Dass clearly believed that this "limited relief", which would 

not solve any of the basic questions of politics, would 

"make the-people realise more quickly,that unless 
·:the entire _ .c set-up is changed, no radical 
improvement can take place in their condition, 
and, with the confidence of protection from the Left Front 
Governments, carry on the struggle for the basic aims 
with even more determination". 

The CPM in West Bengal had made clear to the people that 

the Left Front "can only be the instrument of people's 

mobilisation and struggles andnot of solving basic problems'• 

(emphasis added). This was a learning process for the benefit 

of the people, "with regard to the source of real power", 

that is, the Centre. Dass concluded that 

"It is in the interests of the working class to defend 
parliamentary institutions as they provide facilities, 
which an authoritarian regime denie:;, to advance the 
revolutionary struggle". 

The phrase 'State Governments as Instruments of Struggle' 

had featured in a CPM Central Committee Report of 1967, and, 
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still further back in time, in Paragraph 112 of the 

Party Programme. This section, which dealt!: withi:the ... 

participation in as well as the formation of governments, 

did not according to Basavapunniah (1985) give a license 

to bring into existence a "transitional" government at the 

Centre. 

Bawavapunniah, writing after the accession of Rajiv 

and looking back over the nearly two deaades since the 1967 

Report, sees four questions as crucial : 

i] has the CPM successfully utilised the state governments 

"as instruments of struggle in the hands of our people" 

for mQbilising more people behind the programme? 

ii] have people been made more aware that state governments 

do not possess real political power? 

iii] is the CPM "doing what is realistically possible to 

render help to the common people"? 

iv] has it adhered to the Central Committee li·ne? --or is 

it reconciled to being part of the bourgeois - landlord 

state? 

Basavapunniah indicates how fundamental these questions are 

by summing up that the issue concerns 
! 
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"Whether our continued work in the state governments is 
coroding our revolutionary consciousness, allowing the 
bourgeois democratic and parliamentary illusions to grow 
and thrive, or sharpening the edge of our revolutionary 
out look". ~p. 36). 

Although he admits that none of the higher Party bodies has 

so far reviewed the CPM's work in state governments in a 

thorough way - and therefore, it is "difficult" for a single 

Party leader to undertake the task - he pledges to attempt 

an assessment ~f the experience of government. 

According to Basavapunniah, the ruling classes have 

always seen Left governments as a challenge. As a result the 

"scope" of ''this specific form of class struggle" had become 

enlarged to cover Centre-state relations andthe defence of the 

federal structure. He writes: 

"The concept of the Left oriented state government as a 
transitional instrumenL_::_ for providimg some immediate 
relief tothe people and thus expanding the mass base of 
our party has acquired additional political significance 
as a means of keeping our multi-linguial and multi-national 
Indian Union united and integrated". 

The defence by the CPM of non-Congress governments is a 

political form of the struggle against the "imperialist 

plot of disintegrating the Indian Union", and it "has a 

radicalising and politicalising effect on the mass of the 

common people. 



241 

In a similar vein, Basavapun~iah declares of the 

CPM's performance in West Bengal and Tripura (then also 

governed by a CPM-led LF) that it is "yielding proper 

dividends" and of the governments there that they are a 

"source of inspiration' for the people and for non-Congress 

4 
governments elsewhere. However, he warns that there· must 

be continual political and ideological struggle with front 

partners to consolidate "political unity"; and that if the 

government, "propping it up at all costs". For this to be 

avoided, firstly a correct line on relations with allies in 

the front and on the working of government is necessary and 

secondly care should be taken that bourgeois parliamentary 

habits and "bureaucratic methods" do not "corrode" consciousness 

in the party. 

The 'Centre-state issue' features heavily in another 

piece in the CPM theoretical journal, this time by veteran 

leader B.J.Ranadive (1984). The "vendetta" of the Centre 

(then headed by Indira Gandhi) against the West Bengal and 

Tripura governments was 

"a part of the class struggle which the bourgeois-landlord 
government wages against the people fighting against the 
present social system." 

4. In Kerala the task is to change the correlation of political 
forces away from communal and casteist machines, rather than 
to form non-Congress governments. 
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The Centre attacks (obstructing industrial development or 

withholding assent to legislative measures) because 

"Every successful step forward of the Left Front Governments 
consolidates left unity, increases the influence of the left 
forces over the people and becomes a weapon for changing the 
present correlation of forces among the people". 

Ranadive goes so far as to say that the Centre-states issue 

"secures wide mass support isolating the Government and 
the ruling party far more effectively than any other issue". 

Clearly, for both Basavapunniah and Ranadive this issue is 

central to the theorisation of CPM practice in the 1980's. 

A brief look at the developing Centre-state conflict and 

the Front response to it is therefore in 0rder. 

Given that it had been partly by utilising central 

assistance in the form of employment and development schemes 

that the Left Front parties (and the CPM in particular) had 

enlarged and maintained their rural support base, it might 

seem a little ironic that the Front should have increasingly 

berated the Government of India for its failure to sympathise 

with the state's financial needs. But the 1980 national 

elections, which restored Indira Gandhi to power at the Centre, 

undoubtedly, changed the rules of the federal game. 



Between 1978-9 and 1983-4 the total cash and food-

grain expenditures under the Food :ror work and other rural 

works programmes in the state fell from Rs. 43 crore and 

150,000 tonnes toRs. 14 crore and 15,000 tonnes(S.K., 1985). 

5 
This squeeze seems to, have been felt at the grass-roots 

and the question was asked how the schemes could continue to 

fulfil the material expectations raised in the prevailing 
-

conditions of "near bankruptcy" of state finances (Ray, 1983). 

The Front did attempt to convert the alleged culpability of 

the Centre into a major political issue, but it itself faced 

the accusations that it had failed either to fully utilise 

exisitng allocations, or to step up food procurement at a 

time (1983-4) when agricultural output. in the state was 

hitting a high (S.K., 1985). Critics had earlier drawn attention 

to the paradoxes of the Left Front procurement policy (Rudra, 1981~ 

The system in use was also felt to be particularly prone to 

leakages, concentrating as it did on extracting a percentage 

of paddy only at the processing stage (Sengupta, 1981). 

However, the sector in which the Centre-state dimension 

has loomed largest is the industrial. At the end of the 

1970's the state had for some years already been slipping 

5. See Westergaard (1986), p.83- data collected for 1981/2 and 
1982/3. 
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behind relative to other industrialised states both in 

terms of output and of current licences.
6 

But the continuing 

effect3 of the truncation of Calcutta's hinterland at 

Partition, poor communications and the uncertain political 

situation have: since been compounded by central neglect. 

Per capita central Plan assistance to the state between 

1980-1 and 1984-5 was only Rs. 132 compared with the All-India 
• 

average of Rs. 214, despite the ongoing refugee problem 

(Nossiter, 1988, p.142). 

In an effort to improve the situation, the West Bengal 

government in 1983 outlined its case for a better deal to 

the Finance Commission, and was looking forward to an extra 

Rs. 25 crore in 1985-6, but these hopes were dashed by the 

unprecedented delaying tactics of the Union Finance Minister. 

After a year (1984-5) that was "one of the most difficult 

faced by the Left Front government in its eight years in 

office so far" (S.K., 1985) it had to cope with a renewed 

and yet more acute financial crisis, even having to suspend 

payment of salaries to the employees at one point. 

6. 'Trade Winds' page, India Today 1-15 November 1979 and 
December 1981. 
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The 1980's on the industrial scene have been an on-again, 

off-again tale of nascent industrial revival eagerly promoted 

by the State Industries Minister and rashes of confrontations 

7 
between labour and management. Throughout this time the state 

government has continued to accuse the Centre, periodically 

taking direct action in the form of bandhs (12 in the eight 

years to 1988) which, according to erstwhile Left Front Chairman 

Saroj Mukherjee, 

"popularise our demands and highlight the continuous 
injustice done to West Bengal."~ 

While state, central and private enterprises incur crores 

of rupees in lost production on bandh days, communist unions 

seize the opportunity to increase their strength. CITU leader 

are reported to have called the.September ,1988 bandh "a warning 

for bigger agitational programmes to come", and an AITUC boss 

9 
admits: "The bandhs help us retain power". 

7. See, as a sample, India Today articles 'Open Door Policy(15 July 1985) 
'A Wave of Closures' (15 November 1988) and 'Sparking off a Revival' 
(31 January 1990). 

8. 'An Expensive Ritual·~ India Today~ 15 October 1988. 

9. Ibid. 
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THE CPI AND THE LEFT AND DEMOCRATIC ALTERNATIVE 

It was not until 1982 that the CPI was to join the 

Left Front government in West Bengal, having in the state 

elections of that year come into the alliance for the first 

time. (In the 1977 Assembly polls the party had gained only 

two seats.) Therefore, it was hardly confronted with the 

issues of use of state governments as instruments of struggle 

or of whether Centre-state conflict was an expression of 

class struggle. 

Instead, and despite its admission of error in supporting 

Indira Gandhi so long and so vociferously, the CPI continued 

to emphasise the "task of building a left and democratic 

alternative". A 1985 pamphlet outlining the CPI's concept of 

this10 makes amply clear the party's. While the Rajiv Gandhi 

government would not implement a "pro-working-people strategy", 

nor would any other bourgeois parties : 

"Only a change in the balance of power between the 
bourgeoisie and the working people can bring about 
any change in policies in favour of the masses of 
working people". 

10. CPI's Concept of Left and Democratic Alternative, Pauly V.Parakal, 
December 1985. 
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This would be difficult to achieve, and would require 

"united mass and political struggles". The declaration that 

"No parliamentary combinations or top negotiations with 

different parties can by themselves bring about such an 

alternative~ 11 
was perhaps an indication that the party 

had learnt its lesson. 

the CPI 

Implying that a new phaseof struggle had now begun, 

"belie~s that never before in the history of the party 
has its independent political role and the role of the 
mass organisations in initiating united mass struggles 
and key importance as in the context of the present 
situation." 

Left "unity in action" would be particularly important with 

regard to the CPM, with the "ultimate aim" of reunification. 

When Left unity became evident "the democratic forces will 

begin to gravitate to it. 11 This should happen on a national 

scale, with the working class taking: a 11 leading role 11 in the 

economic, political and ideological struggles and attracting 

the progressive intelligentsia and other groups 11 interested in 

national democratic advance 11 to the worker-peasant alliance. 12 

11. Ibid, p.p. 10-11. 

12. Ibid, p.p. 11-12 0 
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CONCLUSION 

There can be no doubt that the practice of the West 

Bengal communist parties has shifted a great deal over the 

past twenty years or so. The CPI' has moved from participation 

in two United Front governments through alliance with Congress, 

and then isolation, to membership in the 1982 Left Front. 

By 1977 the party was willing to admit to mistakes in its 

previous understanding, but then if its influence among 

the masses as compared to the CPI's was anything to go by 

it has had plenty of opportunities to admit to them. 1 

Meanwhile the CPM has 'played the constitutional game' 

extremely successfully, its adjustment of tattics demonstrated 

by its acknowledgement in 1977 that it knew "what to do and 

what not to do". On the organisational front the West Bengal 

party added its voice to the Tenth Congress call for a 

2 genuinely mass party (although some years later the ability 

1. In 1985 the National Councilof the CPI made public a resolution 
'On Certain Harmful Practices in Internal Party Life', continuing 
the tradition. 

2, The state party conference report announced that "the time had 
come to increase the membership a hundredfold". (Sengupta,l979,p.l7). 
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of the local leadership to maintain the quality of such a 

membership was doubled(CPM, 1986). From the earlier land 

seizure movements the CPM turned to the revitalisation of 

the panchayats, which have been seen as a "sharp break" 

from the previous patterns of rural politics (Kohli, 1987) 

and "a creative contribution to the diversified caree-r of 

Communism" (Sengupta, 1979, p.124). That the West Bengal 

party perceived its own role as an enterprising, innovative 

one is demonstrated in the title of a 1985 pamphlet published 

by the state committee: 'Marches on an Untravelled Path 

( 1977-85) I • 

As Pramode Dasgupta explained to Sengupta (1979), 

the aim of the new rural strategy involving-the panchayats 

was to bring about. 

"an awareness of aggregate interests contributing 
to the unity of the poor and middle peasants 
because all. •• are victims of the same exploitative 
system". (p. 134) 

Yet soon the CMP was being accused of naivety in believing 

the panchayats could perform this role in a society still 

dominated by the landlord classes (Rudra, 1981); and one 

critic labq~ed it 'extending parliamentarism to the grass 

roots' (Sengupta, 1981). 
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Meanwhile, as the panchayats increasingly took on the 

role of implementing central employment, works and loan 

schemes the CPM's ambivalence towards this development aspect 

became evident. As Ranade (1989) notes, 'development' cannot 

be expected to have the same meaning for a Marxist party as 

for a 'bourgeois' Centre; Sengupta (1979) explains: 

"a Communist party's model of development grows out of 
the interaction between its theoretical formulations of 
strategic goals and its actual tactical operations to 
achieve those goals." 

However, despite the need for such interac~ion, Ranade can 

find no formulated CPM position on the subject of the 

development programmes initiated and funded by the Centre and 

implemented by state. In 1978 the CPM leadership had stressed 

the 'participation' aspect of the panchayats, both in 

implementing land and tenancy reform and in using relief 

funds to make the 'common man's' life "a little more liveable". 3 

Yet neither the 'reformist' praise for the Left Front's 

redistributive efforts (Kohli, 1981) nor the 'radical' criticism 

of the encroachment of vested interests into the panchayats 

(Westergaard, 1986) provoke anything but studied :iridifference 

from the CPM. (Ranade, 1989). 

3. The only approximation to such a position is the emphasis on 
the importance of •no illusions• where relief to the people 
is concerned. 
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Given its early professions of intent, therefore, and 

its subsequent silence on the subject of the development 

programmes that the panchayats it dominates have been 

implementing, the CPM mig~t well attract the accusation that 

it has failed to take its own innovations seriously. There 

have been accusations (Sengupta, 1979; Bose, 1989) that there 

is a serious lack of intellectual ferment in the party; and 

there has been no real effort since 1978 to theorise the 

experience of panchayats, in terms of participation ind 

development. Conversely, the CPI, whose practice has on the 

whole ~ollowed a less innovative pattern, has been much more 

willing to speculate and to make "efforts of creativity". 4 

An indication of this is ~iven in the way the two parties 

deal with the subject of 'Eurocommunism', as expounded by 

Spanish Communist leader Santiago Carrilo (1977). The CPI's 

Eleventh Congress at Bhatinda had already expressed its 

disagreement with "certain erroneous and harmful views" 

(in its response to Carrillo's exposition of 'eurocommunism' 

in 1976 and the subsequent discussion over it); but in 1979 

a pamphlet was brought out on the subject (Sen & BQse 1979) 

by People's Publishing House. Here, although taking an 

4. Jyoti Basu, quoted in Sengupta (1979), p.24. 
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approach of "implacable opposition and ruthless criticism" 

towards 'alternative anti-Soviet communism' (p.23), the 

CPI announces that it seeks to learn from the "great communist 

parties" of Europe "in the spirit of brotherhood; equality 

and autonomy". The CPM, by contrast, takes the view (expressed 

by Ranadive (1978)) that Carrillo is a 'revisionist' pure and 

simpl~. Tellingly, the only mention of Marxist creativity 

is an ironic one when Ranadive describes Carrillo's view that 

social differences would be overcome by a natural process 

as 'creative Marxism indeed'. 

Strangely, while it is the CPM whose·practice has been 

compared to that of the Italian Communist Party (Sengupta,1979), 

it is the CPI that has made a sympathetic theoretical 

assessment of Togliatta and his comrades (Sen & Bose, 1979). 

Similarly, although elements in the writings of Gramsci bear 

some affinity with the practice of the CPM (the use of the 

Centre-state issue as a 'terrain' on which to fight; the 

setting up of panchayats close to the 'productive organism'; 

the cautious eye to elections as a measure of the Party's 

strength), it is only in CPI publications and the works of 

CPI academics that Gramsci is thought is seriously considered. 
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The single major issue that the CPM and especially 

Namboodiripad
5 

has theorised is Centre-state relations. This 

area, where the parameters of 'class struggle' are very 

firmly fixed by the eentre and by the constitution is one 

where there is little room for initiatives on the part of a 

CPM-led state government. Whereas in the case of panchayats 

and development, where there is scope for, it not the 

preparation of revolutionary cases, then at best the creation 

of new forms of political and productive organisation through 

mobilisation and par~icipation; here little effort has been 

made to theorise the experience since 1978 in a way that would 

indicate possible future strategy. Praxis involves the 

changing of consciousness through participation: this requires 

mobilisation by communist parties of the masses. The CPM, 

by emphasising the Centre-state dimension (in which the terms 

are dictated) and neglecting the grass-roots dimension (in which 

innovation has been possible) seems to be restricting this 

mobilisation to being a reactive rather than a productive 

process. 

As we have seen in Chapter III the CPM has been a 

'thoroughly opposition' party with regard to Congress and· 

the Centre. The discipline and determination of its cadres 

5. Mohit Sen, 11 Communism and Eurocommunism 11 in Sen & Bose(1979). 
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were evident throughout the 1960's and 1970's as it fought 

for hegemony on the Left and in state politics. However, this 

oppositional tradition seems to have left it psychologically 

unprepared to take seriously its own innovations made in the 

first few years of the Left Front government. The result 

has been the evolution of two levels'of discourse : one a 

'developmental' one, concerned with 'participation' and 

redistribution; the other a Marxist oppositional one, concerned 

with the 'class struggle' as expressed in the form of Centre-

states relations. As the years go by and the Indian revolution 

remains as apparently distant a goal as ever, the gap between 

these two levels yawns larger. Indeed, it is into this very 

same gap that the 'action groups' have been trying to move, 

6 
to the obvious annoyance of the CPM. 

In conclusion, therefore, it is difficult to disagree 

with Sengupta (1979) that the CPM has tried ''to sculpt its own 

strategical and technical lines, doing it own theoretical 

homework, learning from its own experience'' (p.11). It has 

made a 'creative contribution' to the practice of winning 

elections and building a strong base. However, given its 

6" See, for a summary, his 'Centre-State Relations Over the Years' 
in a 1987 edition of The Marxist. 
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weakness in almost all the other states, it can at best 

be said to have found a Bengali, not an Indian, "methodology 

of revolutionary social change" (p.13). At the same time 

Lllc~ ini Lial advances made in politicising and molJilislng Lllc 

population through use of democratic institutions do not 

seem to have been capitalised on in the way necessary to create 

a prototype for future economic and socal development. By 

contrast, the CPI's party intellectuals continually make 

7 
public their musings on trends in the economy and on what 

modernisation might mean in the Indian context
8

; but in 

West Bengal that party is organisationally weak and incapable 

of sustained resistance to open conflict. The CPM labels 

the CPI 'revisionist'; the CPI calls the CPM "opportunist". 9 

In neither case has theory and practice been integrated 

successfully enough for communists to feel confident for the 

future of the Indian revolution. 

7. See the arguments between Sethi (1984) and Ka,tat (1984) 
on the issue. 

8. Y.V.Krishna Rao, Trends~ Agrarian Economy, P.P.H., 1989. 

9, Su~il Sengupta (1989) asks this question. 
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