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Introduction
Many Shades of Red: A Personal Reflection  
on the Life and Times of Lajpat Rai

Shirin M. Rai

Know that many personal troubles cannot be solved merely as 
troubles, but must be understood in terms of public issues—and 
in terms of the problems of history making. Know that the human 
meaning of public issues must be revealed by relating them to 
personal troubles—and to the problems of the individual life. 
Know that the problems of social science, when adequately for-
mulated, must include both troubles and issues, both biography 
and history, and the range of their intricate relations.

—C. Wright Mills ([1959]2000, p. 226)

There is a time for everything. And now, 17 years after Lajpat Rai 
left this world, it is time to face that singular, non-negotiable fact. 
I wonder if he were with me today, what he would say about the cur-
rent assortment of traumas confronting us: a global pandemic that also 
reveals deep-seated inequalities and their painful effects, the brutalities 
of populism and the continuing ascendency of neoliberalism affect-
ing both our social and physical worlds. The world needs alternative 
visions of society and politics today, and this book reminds us that 
those visions and vocabularies were available to us once, recently. 
These vocabularies were imperfect, incomplete and perhaps, in some 



2 Indian Debates on the International Left

ways, incommensurate with our imaginaries today, but they were also 
inspiring. Working on this book reminded me yet again that we are 
walking in the paths made by others, by a Left movement in India 
that was vibrant, passionate and angry at the exploitation of working 
and marginalized people and had a vision for change that went beyond 
representative politics. As the essays by Lajpat Rai testify, those who 
participated in this movement did not always agree with each other, 
but they tried to communicate their disagreements with honesty, 
vigour and respect. Platforms such as Mainstream and Economic & 
Political Weekly provided spaces in which these debates could be held 
and ideas developed. The book also encapsulates the international 
solidarity that was a hallmark of the Left movement; it analyses both 
international socialist alliances and the fractures that appeared within 
these as competing visions of a socialist future collided. The writing 
on Cuba in particular opens up the way to discuss the importance of 
democratic thinking for Left politics. The divisions in the international 
Left movement had human costs, which were often paid in friend-
ship and organizational splits. But these sharp debates also ensured 
challenges to ossified political frames and opened up new political 
possibilities as the search for alternatives continued. We need another 
egalitarian and socialist politics today—one not constrained by state 
socialist straightjackets and that builds on the desire for free and 
democratic spaces, new ideas and expanded vision of a good life. I hope 
this book will contribute to a resurgence of new visions for the Left.

In this introduction to the work and life of Lajpat Rai, who was my 
father and my friend, I try to provide a sketch of his life (Part I), the 
political context in which he was writing (Part II) and some thoughts 
about why we need to pay attention to his work today (Part III). It is 
never easy to write about those closest to one.

Biography allows us to ‘explore the interlinking of political activ-
ism with personal passions, politicising the private sphere and giving 
activism—and even large-scale emancipatory moments—dimensions 
of intimacy’; it also allows us insights into ‘a kind of daily life practice 
of relations, actions, negotiations, radical refusals, disappointments, 
acts of solidarity, betrayals, intimacies’ (Jestrovic, 2021, pp. 2–3; 
also see Badiou & Engelmann, 2015). Of course, intimate political 
biographies of family and friends must contend with memory and the 
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gaps in it—where the political might recede in the face of intimacy, 
where we look for clues in photographs, scraps of writing, everyday 
objects and letters to piece together the jigsaw of a personal/political 
life. Archives are ambiguous areas that offer the opportunity to bury 
the past or for others to unearth what has been purposefully hidden. 
Camera Lucida, the book Roland Barthes wrote before he died, was 
inspired by a photograph of his mother; ‘that has been’, he wrote, 
‘is what the photograph tells us. In so doing, it also alerts us to our 
death, to mortality—what has been is not with us’ (Barthes, 1993). 
Photographs are both auto/biographical and archival, a kind of registry 
of a moment in a life lived at a particular place and time. 

Figure 1 Lajpat Rai Being Interviewed on Cuban Radio, 1962 
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This photograph of my father that my brother, Tarun and I chose 
for his memorial service in May 2004 was his favourite—it was taken 
during a radio interview with him in Havana, Cuba, in 1962. However, 
it did not find favour with his friends and family that day—it was too 
indistinct, they asserted, they could not recognize the man, they said. 
But, to my brother and me, this photograph captured the essence of the 
man—engaged, passionate—and its blurriness only served to remind 
us of his huge presence receding from our lives. I see this photograph 
also as a call to continue the fight. To value the future. Look at the 
open hands, hands that defy the enclosure of the frame. Perhaps this is 
also the distinction between the ‘stadium’ and ‘punctum’ that Barthes 
underlined—the understandable, recognizable acceptance of an image 
versus ‘that accident which pricks me (but also bruises me, is poignant 
to me)’ (Barthes, 1993, p. 27). Barthes also started writing the essay, 
‘One Always Fails to Speak of What One Loves’ before he died; I have 
found it difficult to write this introduction not because I find it difficult 
to speak of my father, which I do often, but because I find it challeng-
ing to sift through memories and facts, between ‘the real and not-real’ 
(Andrews, 2014, p. 2) in my narrative of the man, his life and work. 
Curating a life/work that makes both intelligible has been a painful 
as well as rewarding task. Through it, I have found myself returning to 
old political conundrums, reading literature that I had left far behind, 
and revisiting my childhood in Delhi, which, in the absence of both my 
parents, is no longer home—and yet always home. The time I spent 
in Delhi as a Senior Visiting Fellow at ICAS:MP helped me collate 
this work; I also rediscovered and reunited with friends that I grew up 
with, at school and university, rebuilding old/new links with this city, 
seeking and finding new ways of being in its spaces, with my memories 
as I made new ones. As a result, I have written this piece in different 
registers—the personal and the political—giving the reader a flavour of 
the person and the political landscape that he traversed in his writing.

Part I

Lajpat Rai was born on 15 June 1926 in Lyallpur,1 Punjab, and 
passed away on 14 May 2004 in Delhi. He often used to cite the 
Biblical ‘three score and ten’ as the age he would like to be; but he 



Introduction 5

was so full of life and so hungry for living it that 78 seems unfairly 
short for a life such as his. Lajpat Rai was a great walker and every 
morning he picked up his baton2 and went walking on the Delhi 
University Ridge; he was also a music lover, a writer, a political activ-
ist and, most importantly, a family man—a husband and a father. 
Seventeen years later, I sit down to write about him, my father, his 
life, his work and the world in which he was politically active; a world 
that has receded and yet remains important, if only as a counterpoint 
to the politics of today. The value of looking back to look forward 
was something that he understood; in a letter dated 15–17 March 
1999, he wrote to me:

The Indians of the altiplano (living close to the Cordillera of the 
Andes) set much store on the past. This is how they put it: ‘Past 
is the most important part of life. One can be sure only of the past 
from which draws knowledge and experience. The future does not 
exist and the present rolls on.’ Yes! Past is the most important part 
of life. It teaches you many lessons if only you have the capacity 
and also the courage to learn them. Some people don’t have them. 
I had only little of both—the capacity and the courage.

The past lives on in many registers, of course. One of them is 
memories—in this case, his and mine. Several years before he died, 
I asked my father to write to me about his life. At first, he resisted, 
unclear of the purpose of such an exercise. At my persistence, he 
obliged, as he always did, and eventually sent me four letters between 
March and May 1999 in which he described his early years. He reflects 
on this exercise.

It is easy and at times pleasant to bask in one’s memories (It is 
because memory has a quality of rejecting the unhappy, unpleas-
ant and sorrowful happenings in one’s life and sticking on to the 
happy and the pleasant episodes that happened long ago). But it is 
not so easy to put these memories on paper, even when someone 
you love so much has asked you to do it. How much of the past 
can a man carry around with him in his seventies? Not very much 
as I can see. Going back and forth in memory lane, especially 
when it is a long one is an exhausting experience. When I scan 
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through it, I am quite bewildered. I can only see a few milestones 
clearly, but much of it is full of grey, misty areas where scanning 
becomes difficult. There are also some brightly lit patches and 
some green tree-lined avenues where memory travels again and 
again with joy.

Figure 2 In the Rose Garden, University of Delhi, 1970
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As I re-read these letters, I find that he was both a romantic and 
quite self-aware; he knew the temptation of altering, forgetting or 
embellishing the past for best effects. Sometimes when he was tell-
ing a story, my mother would correct him, ever the historian and the 
scholar, on facts, dates and exaggerations, to which he would reply, 
‘we can’t always let facts get in the way of a good story, Satya’! And 
yet, he wrote in his first letter to me:

The man who writes his autobiography or cares to write about 
himself and his life on request from a dear one, has one privilege. 
It is that he can hide the negative aspects of actions of his past 
life and reveal only the positive ones with the view to making an 
impression on the public. In this case when I write to you, the 
girl I love so much, and also who has watched me live and work 
for so many years as an adult and whom I have always treated as 
a close friend, I will have little tendency to hide things. Also, I 
will not tend to put a shine on my life as in both cases I will be 
caught, as you know your Papa so well. I may do a little mischief 
only on my early life when you were not there and I and Satya 
had not met. So what I write to you will be more or less the truth 
as I think and remember it at a point in time, without hiding or 
embellishing it.

My father’s letters to me are signed ‘Papa Lajpat’—fiercely familial 
but also democratic, he wanted a relationship of friendship with his 
children even though his passion for his family meant he constrained 
us all in an embrace that felt at times too constricting. After these 
four letters, he stopped writing; why, I ask myself often, did I not sit 
him down and record his life history? He was an amazing raconteur 
and would have given me many hours of listening to his strong voice, 
booming laugh and thoughtful insights; a regret that I will always carry 
with me. I did learn from my regret. After his death, I interviewed my 
mother, Satya M. Rai, his life-long love and soulmate, about her life, 
their lives and our lives.

My own memories, of course, span a long period, from childhood 
to motherhood. I grew up in Delhi in a small family of four—my 
parents and my brother Tarun—with the narrative of forward-
looking modernity underpinning our schooling and everyday life 
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of nation-building through school textbooks on civics and history, 
exhortations on state-owned media and Bollywood films that con-
firmed this approach to India’s march from freedom to development. 
In the conversations around our dining table, the past was just that: a 
past, occasionally invoked, often humorously, when my parents spoke 
of their ‘home’ and pretended to quarrel over the various merits of 
their cities and cultures—Lyallpur and Multan, peri-urban and urban-
ized. I could only guess at this past through occasional comments, 
momentary recall shared sometimes in the context of anniversaries, 
of days of birth, death and festivals: we did this … my father always 
said that … my mother insisted we went there … we played so … 
fragments of memory casually brought into view, which I lapped up 
and stored. I, too, asked questions and got honest answers: I didn’t 
like Multan, always wanted to get away from it (from my mother) … 
I escaped to Lahore as soon as I could and tried not to go back home 
to Lyallpur (from my father) … answers to be picked at later, care-
fully lifting the many layers of meaning. It seemed to me that there 
was this world behind a curtain—an opaque yet definite world—that 
I wanted to devour but could only do so in small morsels; I couldn’t 
disturb the curtain, rip it away—it was too fragile, insubstantial 
and important to those who took their place in front of it. Slowly, 
however, a picture began to emerge of a different life that linked so 
directly to mine. A picture of border crossings—borders of nations, 
citizenships, minds and hearts, and new beginnings. It felt good to 
finally connect with a world I had never seen, people I had never met, 
and sounds and smells I had never experienced.

When I was around 10 years old, a clear memory I have of the 
history of my family is about discovering that when my father said he 
‘was underground’, he did not mean that literally; he had not dwelt 
in tunnels underground as I had imagined for many years—it was a 
political statement; he had been a member of the Communist Party 
of India (CPI), a ‘whole-timer’ who worked ‘underground’ for the 
Party. That was when he had met my mother, who had remained on 
the periphery of the Party; she was not a member and yet donated 
10 per cent of her salary as a college teacher in Amritsar to Party 
coffers—a tithe that she was happy to pay even with many family 
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responsibilities. My aunt Asha, my mother’s elder sister, recalled in 
a letter to me:

Satya was called by her friend Surjit to go to her at Kanpur … 
Surjit’s brother … was a whole-timer … Surjit also had Communist 
ideas. So Satya also developed sympathies with communism. She 
read Carl Marks [Karl Marx] and Lenin, etc. So when she joined 
Government College at Amritsar … she was attending Communist 
Party meetings. That is where she met Lajpat.

They met when my mother went to buy People’s Democracy at the 
People’s Bookshop where my father was helping out; ‘she will get me 
into trouble (phasai gi)’, he told his friend—he laughed telling us this 
story for the nth time; my mother blushed and smiled—a shy and most 
lovely smile and I sat there thinking if I would ever find such love as 
between them. But where was this all happening? Multan, Lyallpur, 
Lahore, Hansi, Amritsar, Ludhiana, Chandigarh, Delhi—places 

Figure 3 Satya and Lajpat Rai in China, 1979
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that told seamless stories of my family, leaving traces that I had to 
follow to and fro but never really with them. Their place was my 
home in Delhi; first, a small flat off Rohtak Road, New Delhi, with 
three rooms, a kitchen and a bathroom, a study full of books and, 
as I seem to remember, flags of Cuba and Palestine, and a beautiful 
handmade desk that my mother used all her life. My father wrote 
the articles presented in this book sitting on a divan (he used to call 
it takhte taus) resting his papers on a small wooden ‘desk’. He wrote 
until this postural flaw resulted in sciatica and much pain. He had a 
Czechoslovakian typewriter, blue and cream, encased in a handsome 
leather case, on which he used to type with his two index fingers, 
cursing when he made mistakes.

I was six years old, I think, when we left Rohtak Road for a bright 
airy flat in Roop Nagar, a neighbourhood within walking distance 
from the University and Hindu College where my mother taught. My 
father had to take the bus to go to Delhi College (later Zakir Hussain 
College, predictably, he didn’t like the change of name). They had 
decided that he would join the evening classes because that way there 
would always be a parent in the house to oversee Amma, our nanny; 
I  took this for granted, but my mother reminded me that it was a 
radical step for a man not to put his own career before his wife’s. We 
didn’t have a garden, but my father had ‘green fingers’ and soon made 
our large balcony into an arbour full of plants and flowers. 

He was also the aesthete in the family; he recalled that while his 
own paternal home was comfortable, it was utilitarian.

Eleven persons living cheek by jowl in a small house was not 
a happy situation for a growing boy. Most of the time I stayed 
away from the house—on the street, but mostly in the Company 
Gardens,3 which was only 20 minutes’ walk from our house…I car-
ried my books and sometime food and spent long hours reading or 
just looking around. From that time, as a little boy (not so little in 
height) I love nature…. During winter, I remember, the garden was 
full of flowers of all types exuding fragrance that could be smelled 
even while approaching it. I loved it there…and sometime having 
a dip in the canal naked when nobody was watching. I think these 
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Figure 4 Roop Nagar, Balcony, 1970s

early visits to the garden sharpened my sense of appreciation of 
beauty and aesthetics.

We moved to the Hindu College campus in 1984; this gave Lajpat 
Rai the opportunity, with its gardens (front and back), Jacaranda 
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and Mango trees and Dhukhi Ram, the gardener, to indulge in his 
passion for nature by spending long hours designing the planting and 
admiring the results. The house was on the Delhi Ridge, where he 
went walking in the morning from 5 am to 6.30 am every day. This 
was also the home where my mother was diagnosed with cancer; 
my father was devastated and did not leave her side throughout this 
period, going to the hospital every day and coming back exhausted 
and sharing with my brother and me the day’s events, conversations 
with my mother and the doctors’ encouragement. My mother sur-
vived this ordeal.

Finally, in 1985, just as I left home to go to Cambridge University 
for my PhD, my parents moved to Vaishali (a university cooperative 
in which my mother invested without telling my father to sidestep his 
objections about owning property!) to a home, the building of which 
my father oversaw—travelling from the University each day, wearing 
a Sola hat, and returning tired but excited to report on progress. Here 
too, much to the surprise of their neighbours who built on every bit 
of land that they could, he ensured that there was a small garden in 
which my parents could sit and read, entertain friends and play with 
their grandchildren. In each of these locations, Lajpat Rai ensured 
that the aesthetic and the political found equal space. All these homes 
were full of pictures on the walls, objet d’art that appealed, books 
and political magazines crowded the rooms, as did political friends, 
comrades and acquaintances, and music—Hindustani and Carnatic, 
ghazals and bhajans—always spilled over and through the rhythms of 
our everyday lives.

Lajpat Rai loved literature; he introduced me to all the Russian and 
Victorian classics and Latin American writers, read aloud Shakespeare 
and Oscar Wilde, and every time we went to Connaught Place, he took 
us to Progress Publishers bookshop to buy books. His love of English 
and other literature was hard-won, and it was strongly reflected in all 
four of his letters to me.

It would not be wrong to say that I was a man shaped by his reading 
and his imagination…My first serious encounter with books was 
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at the age of 12 or 13 when in my 8th standard I was awarded a 
prize for standing first in History and English and second in Urdu. 
I remember the books: Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella and stories by 
those two Germans—the Grimm brothers. These were three glossy 
books produced in England…. It was from this time my struggle to 
learn English started and another ‘book’ came in my hands called 
the ‘dictionary’. This ‘book’ remained my constant companion for 
years… To look for the meaning of a word in the dictionary was a 
frustrating experience in the beginning… Hated it. And then again 
a nice sounding English word would dance before me and promise 
to explain to me the sense of what I was reading, and I would grasp 
the dictionary… It was only when I reached the 10th class, aged 
fifteen that I could read and enjoy books in English without the 
help of the dictionary.

Lajpat Rai was a self-made aesthete; he came from a middle-class 
family in Lyallpur, Punjab.

My father had to do two jobs in order to support a large family 
and one of the jobs was the librarianship of the Coronation Library 
of Lyallpur…He met all his children only on Sundays or during 
holidays… [I] had a home which provided me with all the basics 
of food, clothing and shelter (though not the goodies of life) and 
I had a small room for myself though it was often invaded by my 
brothers and sisters… I didn’t go to Modern School in Delhi, but 
to the Municipal Board School, where a bearded Maulvi taught me 
not English but ‘Hinglish’. My teacher of English did not know 
English. So I had to unlearn what I ‘learnt’ from him before I could 
learn it with my own efforts.

When he went to college for his higher studies, he felt he had escaped 
from the small-town constraints of Lyallpur to Lahore, this burgeon-
ing and vibrant city where he could spread his wings, which indeed, 
he did.

I came to college with a new suit and a new bicycle. I was only 
fifteen and a half—a romantic and a high-spirited boy. I took 
courses in Physics, Chemistry and Maths and English… I had 



14 Indian Debates on the International Left

passed my intermediate (ten + two) in a poor second class. How 
could I concentrate on physics, chemistry and maths when my 
mind was full of romantic tales—Shakespeare’s plays, Shelley’s 
poems and plays by G. B. Shaw and Oscar Wilde? But I man-
aged to pass and decided to take Economics as my major subject 
for my BA.

He was brought up by his stepmother, whom he adored; his biological 
mother died in the plague when he was one year old and left him a 
legacy which was important for his further education and saw him on 
to the next phase in his life.

She [my biological mother] was the only child of a well-off family 
which left a lot of property at Gurdaspur town right in the main 
bazaar. It is here we came as refugees from Lyallpur. When my 
mother died, the entire property came to me—the child Lajpat 
according to my grandmother’s will…which could be used only for 
my education. And it was thus used when I came to Lahore for my 
MA…at Forman Christian College. But for this money I could not 
have come to Lahore for it was not possible for my father to support 
his six children and send money to me as well. My total expenditure 
per month (college fees and stay in an ‘expensive’ hostel) came to 
`80 which was later increased to `100.

I remember him telling me that his time at Forman Christian College 
was one of the best times of his life. This was the time of his political 
awakening, as he called it.

The books that I now read did not give me happiness. They made 
me sad, though they also gave me hope. They showed how poverty 
and misery and inequalities could be wiped out through human 
action…I am sorry to be boring you with my talk of books, but you 
know, I was not a socialist [who was] a product of class struggle 
but a socialist whose consciousness was elevated by books. The 
two books that were suggested to me by my seniors in college 
were Mother Russia by Maurice Hindus and The Soviet Union: 
A New Civilization (I am not sure of the title) by Beatrice and 
Sydney Webb. I devoured them in two weeks though both were 
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big, fat books, especially the latter…. Bauji [his father] was the 
librarian. He got me a few good books on socialism, not knowing 
what effect they were going to produce on his son…. Later I read 
what Nehru and Tagore had written about the Soviet Revolution 
after visiting socialist Russia, not suspecting at that time that I 
will visit that ‘new civilization’ a dozen times and later get disil-
lusioned with it.

This was also the time when he met other socialist students, joined 
the CPI and became a student leader in the Party in Punjab. And 
when he started travelling, which continued until the 1980s, first to 
Punjab as a student leader (and a tennis player too), and then to the 
Soviet Union and other Soviet satellite states, Austria and the United 
Kingdom,4 as a CPI member, Cuba, China and even North Korea at 
the invitations of friendship societies and other groups. In the 1990s, 
he travelled to Europe to see me and for holiday.

This is the point at which he stopped writing his autobiography in 
his letters to me; ‘it was too difficult’, he said; perhaps it was because 
I was unable to type up these letters at the time as he had instructed 
me: ‘If I continue to write (and it is a big if ), you will have to not only 
put the letters together but also correct the language and make many 
improvements in the narrative. Also, you must send me back a typed 
version of the same whenever you find the time to do so’. My young 
family commanded my attention and the urgency of the everyday 
sometimes came perhaps at the expense of what might have been a 
longer conversation with my father. This is where my own memories 
take over—of the father, the man and the political activist. We will, 
however, return to these letters a bit later to discover how he viewed 
the Party he had joined, and how he saw the role of the Left intel-
lectual, about which he has written (Chapter 3).

India achieved its Independence in 1947, but it was also parti-
tioned at the same time. My father’s family, like millions of others, 
had to leave their home and travel across dangerous borders to what 
became India. He told me how, during the tense days before the 
partition, when communal violence was rending communities apart, 
he had carried a letter in his pocket given to him by his teacher at 
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Forman Christian College, Mr Lucas, addressing him as his nephew, 
David—a flimsy but powerful protection in case a mob from either 
community stopped him. His stepmother had to take the respon-
sibility of leaving Lyallpur with her seven children for India in the 
absence of her husband, who was on tour in the interior of Punjab. 
A neighbour had offered them a place in his truck, but he could 
not wait for my grandfather’s return. In Amritsar, his stepmother 
urged my father (the eldest son in the family) to go from camp to 
camp looking for his father. What Lajpat Rai must have seen during 
that search I cannot imagine; he never once spoke of witnessing the 
evidence of the violent rupture of the country. He did, however, 
tell us about his anger when he did find his father, who had come 
through with the family’s household goods—‘He brought pillows, 
but left my books behind’, my father used to say, laughing and yet 
still annoyed at his loss. The family settled in Jalandhar, where they 
got a house in lieu of the one they left behind. By this time, as a 
Party whole-timer, my father was semi-detached from the family 
and stayed in Amritsar.

There is a significant literature on political narratives (Andrews 
et al., 2013; Plummer, 2017; Reissman, 2013). The focus is on the 
stories of political activists in the public sphere; the terrain of politics 
may be different and shift over time, but the focus largely remains 
on the participation of individuals (perhaps groups) in the public/
political—social and national movements, political parties, electoral 
politics, charity work, etc. I build on this work. There is also a growing 
literature on Left activists (see, e.g., Andrews, 1991, 2007; Loomba, 
2019), again in different contexts, historical and national, Party politi-
cal; there are political biographies based on oral histories of men and 
women who participated in Left movements. I build on this work too. 
What I emphasize here, however, is the link between the personal/
political, the everyday and the public sphere. When I read his letters 
and then his articles presented in this book, what strikes me is how 
clearly the narrative arc of both is recognizable—the anger, passion, 
rhetorical flourish, imaginaries and romanticism, and the arguments 
about autonomy, democratic functioning and creative thinking (or 
lack thereof) of the Left movement.
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My early life (and youth) has been quite a complex one with plenty 
of thinking, feeling and action. It has always been full of idealism, 
fantasy and a deep desire to change this world to one in which all 
people will be free, equal and happy. And this desire was there 
before I came in touch with Marxism…. Teaching for me was a 
radical activity and not merely a means of livelihood. All my life I 
tried to combine idealism with robust realism. I never succeeded. 
Realism always took the back seat.

When he retired from Zakir Hussain College, he came back home 
with a plaque that his students (not his college) had given him; the 
last question they asked him, he told us, was how could they make 
a revolution in today’s world? He must have convinced them that 
change was possible. He was clearly touched that they looked to him 
for guidance on how to achieve it. He was also clear that this awareness 
of political values had to be introduced to his children; the dominant 
values of our society were not egalitarian.

In my efforts to raise our two children (who were formed in the era 
of hippies and socialist dreams), I along with Satya, assiduously and 
conscientiously, tried to give them a constructive, intelligent and 
a socialist upbringing. Here again idealism came first. How far we 
succeeded in this, you know best.

As I have written elsewhere, one day, my father came back from his 
morning walk rather subdued. This is what he related.

I have been taught a lesson today. I was sitting on the roadside bol-
lards and admiring the mountains when a coolie came and rested 
beside me. I turned to him and asked him ‘Aren’t you a lucky man 
to live in Shimla? You have these mountains as companions all 
the time, while I will be going home to hot and busy Delhi soon.’ 
He looked at me and said ‘Sahib, when do I have the time to lift up 
my head to see the mountains? I am a coolie; I always look down 
to make sure I don’t stumble.’ (Rai, 2018, pp. 7–8)

My father was angry with himself about his narrow understanding of 
beauty and his assumptions about who can appreciate it. He wanted 
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me to remember this story and I always have. He also was one person 
I knew who always asked the name of anyone he met. Names, he 
said, are an important part of our identity, and if you wish to treat 
people equally, you must know and use their name. He might not have 
focused on the politics of caste, but the politics of class taught him 
to respect everyone equally in this way. Raju, a sweeper in Vaishali, 
reminded me of this after my father’s death.

Joining the CPI in his third year of college had once been an answer 
to how to overthrow the status quo, but though he gave decades of his 
life to the Party, he was always a misfit.

The most important thing that I have learnt from my own politi-
cal past is that one must be a non-conformist, one must not accept 
anything on faith, must be audacious in thinking and, as Marx 
counselled, ‘Must doubt everything’… I discovered the virtues of 
non-conformism rather late in the day, though I was one of the 
first in the Indian Communist Movement to do so. A fortnight 

Figure 5 Walking in Shimla, 1972



Introduction 19

ago Rajinder Sandhu brought a guest to our house to meet us… 
a friend of my youthful years (in the 1950s at Amritsar). Dhira 
[was in the Party but]… is now settled comfortably in New 
Jersey, USA. He told us that the Party people warned the student 
cadres against ‘Lajpat’s slandering of the Soviet Union’. And 
Satpal Dang (the one Punjab Communist I admire most for his 
personal integrity) was the most vociferous in criticising me for 
my ‘subjective’ criticism of the Soviet Union, which I could visit 
often because of my work in the [World] Peace Council. And I 
must confess that it made me keep quiet and sometimes wonder-
ing that ‘I may be wrong’, until I visited the USSR again and saw 
things for myself again. It was only in 1962, when you were two 
years old, that I wrote my first criticism of the land of the Soviets 
in a little journal called Frontier,5 published from Calcutta and 
then continued in Mainstream and Economic & Political Weekly. 
No wonder I was out of the Party soon!

But before leaving the Party, Lajpat Rai had been a loyal member. 
Unlike my mother, who was very critical of CPI’s positions before 
and immediately after the Independence of India in her writings 
and arguments with him, he was a whole-timer and had accepted 
wholeheartedly at the time that the real Independence was yet to 
come—that a Congress-led independence was a bourgeois freedom; 
that true Independence could only be achieved through a socialist 
revolution.

Soon after India’s Independence, in 1948, my father went to 
prison on charges of bomb-making that were never proven; laugh-
able, as he was the most impractical man I have known, even calling 
an electrician home to change a light bulb! The Party had given a 
call for strikes and confrontations with police and army and in pris-
ons under the leadership of B. T. Ranadive. The 18 months that he 
spent in YOL jail (now in Himachal Pradesh) were formative and 
perhaps the start of his long goodbye to the Party. He was in solitary 
confinement because he was a political prisoner6 with a Master’s 
degree, so he was isolated from the ordinary prisoners, had an ardalli 
(a pickpocket who used to entertain my father by picking his pocket 
to demonstrate his skills) to look after him, and any number of books 
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he could read, once they were approved by the prison authorities; I 
read his copy of Howard Fast’s My Glorious Brothers sent to him in 
prison by his friend Roshan Khosla, which bore the stamp of the 
jail authorities. While in prison, he also participated in the hunger 
strike that was called to challenge state authority from within; the 
strike lasted for 80 days during which, my father, like others in the 
movement, was force fed. My father’s anger at this ‘Left adventurism’ 
of BTR, as Ranadive was called, was palpable whenever he spoke 
of the strike. ‘It was madness—I stuck it out, not because I believed 
it was the right thing to do, but because I was not going to let any 
working-class Party member tell me that I as a bourgeois member 
couldn’t stick it out!’, he would say. Perhaps this time in prison was 
also a time of reflection, about his politics, his life and the political 
direction of the CPI.

Feeling a misfit in the CPI, Lajpat Rai left the Party in 1964, when 
the CPI split over ideological and political issues in the aftermath of 
the Sino-India war of 1962, and he never joined any political party 
again. This exit from Party politics did not however lead him to negat-
ing Marxism, socialism or the possibility of progressive change. He 
also continued to hope and campaign for, in various ways through 
different channels, the possibility of socialism in India. He could do 
this not because of personal wealth or influence, but because of a first-
class degree in Economics, which allowed him to pursue an academic 
career, a route to independence from dependence on the Party that 
was not available to many; because he was not, as Loomba has noted 
of many comrades, ‘dependent, economically and politically, upon the 
Party…[and] thus vulnerable to its dictates’ (2019, p. 4). It is because 
of this dual position as an insider/outsider that his writings provide a 
unique lens on Left politics.

So this is not a history of the Indian Left as such, but of Left 
debates within the international communist movements and states, 
as seen through the eyes of a man who remained fiercely committed 
to socialism even after he left the organizational form—the Party—
that was seen as the only way to bring it about. This book brings 
together articles on international Left politics and the communist 
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world—Cuba, Vietnam, the Soviet Union and China are all subject 
to critical (often rather harsh) analysis from a Left perspective.

Part II

The chapters in this volume focus on the international Communist 
Movement and its various phases, debates and disagreements. In 
order to situate these chapters, we need to understand the context of 
these debates, and the relationship between the Indian Communist 
Movement and international currents of socialist thought and com-
munist organizations.

The CPI, which led the Left movement until its split in 1964, was 
founded in 1925 and held its first congress in 1943. As with other 
political parties of the time, it was dominated by bourgeois, male and 
upper caste intellectuals, who were largely influenced by Marxism 
as articulated by the Communist International (Comintern), an 
international network of groups and parties advocating communist 
politics that was under the control of the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union. Habib, in his work, ‘The Left and the National 
Movement’ argues that, ‘while supporting revolutionary bourgeois 
nationalists in a kind of alliance of mutual tolerance, [as suggested by 
the Comintern] the communists would still project a rival blue-print 
for the nation after its liberation’ (Habib, 1998, p. 6), which M. N. 
Roy disagreed with.7 The overall approach of the Left in colonized 
countries was thus set by the Comintern, which in 1929 declared 
a period of crisis of capitalism and the beginning of revolutionary 
uprisings in the colonies. In the context of India therefore, this was 
the period of rejecting Left-leaning nationalist leaders such as Nehru 
and Subhas Chandra Bose (Datta Gupta, 2006; see also Habib, 1998; 
Haithcox, 1971). Because of the strict control of political strategy 
by the Comintern, this international network of communist groups 
was a support to the Indian communists as well as a constraint upon 
their intellectual and political horizons.

In both India and China, in this period, communist parties were 
decimated and lost opportunities to build a strong political mass base 
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because of their rejection of nationalist movements in order to comply 
with Soviet interests rather than their own struggles on the ground. For 
example, at the Seventh Congress of the Comintern, in August 1935 
in Moscow, the Soviets called for an extensive, ‘people’s united front’, 
recognizing the emergence of fascism as a worldwide phenomenon of 
extreme danger, especially after Hitler’s rise to power in Germany in 
1933. But after the signing of the German–Russian Non-Aggression 
Pact in 1939, communist parties across the world, including the CPI, 
were asked to oppose the war effort against Nazi Germany in the name 
of opposing imperialism. This policy was again reversed when Hitler 
invaded the Soviet Union in 1941, and the nature of the war was again 
redefined from an imperialist war to a people’s war. As Chattopadhyay 
(2007, p. 2507; see also Habib, 1998) notes:

The Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) took particular 
care to ensure that the CPI follows the new line by helping the 
British war effort. This went directly against the nationalist move-
ment against the British rule. The CPGB violently clashed with the 
Congress, R. Palme Dutt calling Gandhi ‘the pacifist evil genius’.

This was particularly problematic during the Indian nationalist 
struggles as the Soviet ‘line’ overrode the political strategies needed 
in India. For example, in 1942, the CPI opposed the Quit India 
Movement, earning it the label of anti-nationalist while simultane-
ously gaining legal status as an organization (Habib, 1998). Embroiled 
in the international Left debates, and compliant to the Soviet 
Communist Party and the Comintern, the CPI approached India’s 
Independence with ambivalence, which proved politically detrimental. 
Stalinist control of the international Communist Movement during 
the 1930s and the 1940s was complete, and dogmatic toeing the line 
was expected from and delivered by the CPI, which limited the CPI’s 
capacity to respond to the Indian political situation, including the 
impending partition of the country, creatively and proactively. BTR 
was elected Party Secretary in 1947; the Party now declared the end 
of the progressive role of the bourgeoisie and proclaimed that the 
Indian partition had ‘accentuated the hatred between religious com-
munities, contributed to the communalisation of the army, and helped 
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to reinforce imperialism’ (Reynolds, 2020, p. 7). BTR then presented 
the agrarian movement of Telangana as proof of the progress of the 
democratic revolution to illustrate the success of his policy (Habib, 
1998). During this period, Party activists in prisons, such as Lajpat 
Rai, were exhorted to lay down their lives for the sake of communist 
struggle: ‘Cadres outside and toiling men and women are laying 
down their lives every day. There is no reason why cadres inside jails 
should have to be preserved in a different manner’, a Party document 
argued (cited in Singh, 2001, p. 260). While not absolving the CPI 
leadership of responsibility for adhering to the Comintern line (which 
they actively accepted and pursued), Bidwai calls the influence of the 
Comintern toxic (2015, pp. 3–8).

By the time of Indian partition and Independence, the post-Second 
World War global situation had played a significant role in the devel-
opment of Left strategy—the wartime alliance between the West 
and the Soviet Union had come to an end, Europe was divided, its 
economy had been devastated and it was facing an increasing challenge 
by independence movements, such as in India and China, to its power 
in its colonies; USA was emerging on the world stage as the new power 
that took the place of old colonial regimes as the ‘new imperialism’. 
At the same time, the rise of the Soviet Union as a military power saw 
it take its place on the world stage, even as many colonized countries 
struggled for Independence and found inspiration in socialism and 
looked to the Soviet Union for support of their aspirations. The insti-
tutional form of this new political landscape was established through 
the United Nations, which sought, often unsuccessfully, to establish 
a more equal world order. The old order was changing, generating 
new tensions. Lajpat Rai’s first visit to the Soviet Union was in 1950; 
indeed, he told me that he increased his age by one year when he got 
his first passport so that he could go to the Soviet Union in a CPI 
delegation. He also told me how, as a young cadre, he sat outside 
Stalin’s office in Moscow, when the CPI leaders went to meet Stalin; 
his amazement at being near the leader of the communist world was 
palpable. This is also when he first witnessed the economic hardship 
of the people, war-torn cities and the general sense of being ground 
down by the huge loss of life in the Second World War; but he was not 
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allowed to speak of this or to ask any questions about the policies that 
were in place to address this economic and social erosion. He resented 
the fact that, on the contrary, he had to parrot the official CPI line 
that the Soviet Union was the most developed country in the world.

In the 1950s, we also witness the birth of the Non-Aligned 
Movement after the Bandung Conference (18–24 April 1955); it was 
here that leaders of nationalist movements in Asia and Africa came 
together to call for an end to colonialism, apartheid and racism. The 
host countries were Burma, Ceylon, India, Indonesia and Pakistan, 
which co-hosted 24 other Asian–African countries at the Bandung 
Conference. This was the time when Asian–African solidarity first 
found its voice. The decision to invite the People’s Republic was 
driven by the fact that increasing US–China tensions might lead to 
a new major war in the region. India supported this move and the 
inclusion of communist China in the conference. These were the days 
of Hindi Chini bhai bhai (Indians and Chinese are brothers)! India 
had recognized Tibet to be part of China in 1954 and Zhou Enlai, 
under pressure from the Soviet Union, agreed to the Five Principles 
of Peaceful Coexistence in its relations with India. Much later, my 
mother, Satya M. Rai, would remind my father of his rejection of this 
slogan of solidarity; at the time, the CPI’s position was firmly opposed 
to the Bandung statement as the Soviet Union had not been invited 
and the Bandung statement had been critical of the growing arms 
race between the superpowers. Bandung was a marker of postcolonial 
solidarity, demonstrating that the divisions created by colonialism 
would not find recognition in a new period of cooperation. As Kahin 
(1956) noted, Bandung played a ‘significant…if relatively minor’ role 
in the first, brief post-Stalin8 ‘détente between the Communist and 
non-Communist worlds’. However, Bandung was itself always part 
of Cold War games and strategies.

Major debate centred upon the question of whether Soviet poli-
cies in Eastern Europe and Central Asia should be censured along 
with Western colonialism. Major schisms among the sponsors of and 
participants in the original conference emerged in 1961 and again, in 
1964–1965, when China and Indonesia pressed for a second Asian–
African conference. In both instances, India, together with Yugoslavia 



Introduction 25

and the United Arab Republic (Egypt), succeeded in organizing rival 
conferences of non-aligned states that refused to take the strong anti-
Western positions urged by China and, in 1964–1965, Indonesia. In 
November 1965, the second Asian–African conference (to have been 
held in Algiers, Algeria) was indefinitely postponed. All these events 
and political shifts affected the Left movement in India.

In the context of the Cold War, these international networks 
were important sources of solidarity. One of these networks was 
the World Peace Council (WPC),9 which was set up in 1949–1950 

Figure 6 Prague, World Peace Council Visit, 1950s
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as an ‘anti-imperialist, democratic, independent and non-aligned 
international movement of mass action’ (World Peace Council, n.d.). 
Although the WPC was supported by the Soviet Union, it was also 
supported by the cream of international Left intellectuals who believed 
peace and socialism went hand in hand; Pablo Picasso donated his 
drawing of the Dove of Peace to the WPC as its logo, and writers 
and poets Sartre and Camus, Neruda and Riviera all participated in its 
meetings. Throughout the period of his membership in the Party, the 
CPI was entangled with the Soviet-led socialist bloc through cultural 
exchanges, political alliances and economic dependency. Lajpat Rai 
was involved in the WPC and became one of its vice-presidents and 
lived for six months in Vienna to perform his duties.

I remember him handing the medal he got from the WPC in 
recognition of his work to my son, his grandson, Arjun, rather casu-
ally, saying he might like to know that his nana also got medals in 
his time. Before its phase of conformity, and in the contemporary 
context of the rise of narrow nationalism, the Left debates outlined 
in the articles collected in this volume remind us that the proletar-
ian movement was always marked by progressive internationalism 
based on a forward-looking, anti-colonial and secular nationalism. 
However, as Iber notes, ‘The arrival of the Cold War meant that 
the left’s internal conflicts would be inscribed onto superpower com-
petition, and thus that struggles for justice around the world would 
be refracted through the imperial interests of the United States and 
the USSR’ (2015, p. 3); peace as an idea came to be aligned with the 
interests of the Soviet Union. Also aligned with the Cold War and 
the USA–USSR antagonism was the way in which the USSR treated 
other communist-inspired struggles: the Cuban Revolution and 
nationalist struggles in Vietnam, Cambodia and Palestine, all were 
approached with the interests of USSR centre stage. Détente with 
the USA, for example, led the Cubans to sharply criticize the Soviet 
Union and attempt to forge an independent path in the international 
Left movement, which so attracted Lajpat Rai. At the Tricontinental 
Conference of Asian, African and Latin American revolutionaries 
held in 1966, the Cubans openly criticized the Soviet Union and 
called for armed revolution in Latin America, following the Foco 
Theory espoused by Che Guevara and Fidel Castro (Katz, 1983).



Introduction 27

The other major rift in world politics and within the state social-
ist camp at this time was, of course, the schism between the Soviet 
Union and China; this affected the CPI powerfully, ultimately con-
tributing to its break-up. Within India, this was reflected in tension 
within the CPI on its leadership’s ‘parliamentary socialism’ stand, 
support for the Nehru-led Congress government under the influence 
of the Soviet Union and China’s increasing distance from the Soviet 
Union following the 20th Party Congress and Khrushchev’s policy of 
‘peaceful coexistence’ (Zagoria, 1962). This rift was to have serious 
consequences for the CPI, especially as the early phase of Indo-China 
friendship, marked by the Bandung Conference, non-alignment and 
mutual recognition, deteriorated with the flight of the Dalai Lama to 
India and the growing support of the Soviet Union for Nehru in the 
context of the Cold War. The Party split over the Indo-China war in 
1962, when the leadership largely supported the Nehru government 
while many members were arrested in the name of anti-government 
activities. The CPI (Marxist) was formed in 1964, taking a more radi-
cal political stance against the Congress government. This realignment 
of the Left in India was, of course, the point of departure for my father.

The intellectual and political conformity of the CPI had long-
term implications for the Party. On the one hand, the support of 
the Soviet Union and the involvement of Indian intellectual elites in 
the Communist Movement (e.g., membership of the Party and the 
establishment and flourishing of Indian People’s Theatre Association) 
meant that the Indian Communist Movement in the 1940s had an 
impact on Indian politics that was perhaps bigger than its organi-
zational strength (Bidwai, 2015). On the other hand, despite the 
early clash between the Nehru government and the CPI, which led 
to the dismissal of the elected Kerala government in 1956 (Ajayan, 
2017; Jeffrey, 1991), the CPI came to support Nehru and, later, 
Indira Gandhi, in line with the Soviet Union’s support for the Indian 
National Congress. As Stein (1967, p. 165) noted:

overt Soviet support for the Indian positions on Kashmir and Goa, 
and more covertly for India’s position vis-à-vis China after 1959, 
were of critical importance [for cordial Indian–Soviet relations]. 
The USSR respected and encouraged India’s desire to remain 
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nonaligned in the Cold War… In addition, the Soviets provided 
substantial aid for Indian developmental programs after 1955, par-
ticularly for heavy industrial projects in the public sector. Moscow 
also encouraged the Communist Party of India to develop along 
‘peaceful oppositionist’ lines within the framework of the Indian 
parliamentary system. 

The CPI’s support for the Emergency imposed by Indira Gandhi in 
1975 led to its marginalization from which it has not recovered.

Praful Bidwai identifies several reasons for the retreat of the Left in 
India: ‘a rigid, ossified ideological theoretical framework, inadequate 
comprehension of the peculiarities of Indian capitalism…flawed con-
junctural analysis and absence of a tradition of open and free debate 
on issues of strategy’ (Bidwai, 2015, pp. 23–24). These weaknesses in 
the end have resulted in the diminished role of the CPI and the Left 
parties in general, in times when a radical alternative to neoliberalism 
is sorely needed.

Part III

Reviewing his critique of the CPI, Bidwai (2015, pp. 21) notes:

During its best phase, the Left formed itself and educated itself 
through several kinds of activities or practices: first, a lively inter-
action and dialogue with the trade unions, kisan sabhas and other 
mass organizations in whose work it participated; second, its own 
theoretical reflection developed in intellectual debates in Party 
and non-Party circles; third, its participation in social and cultural 
initiatives and its conversation with grass-roots movements active 
on these issues; and finally its practice of standard or conventional 
parliamentary politics including the exercise of state power. 

Arguably, Lajpat Rai felt that this best phase was when he was active 
in the Party; he definitely felt that he left the Party as its best phase was 
coming to an end. The key issue for him was the increasing conformity 
of Party politics—the toeing of the Soviet line which started with its 
inception and which became more problematic with CPI’s alignment 
with the Congress under the influence of the Soviet Union, where 
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the spaces for those earlier open debates contracted and the distance 
between ground reality and ideology grew wider. It was the lack of 
breathing space for new ideas, such as encapsulated by the early years 
of the Cuban Revolution, that troubled him; he could not keep quiet as 
doubts grew about the nature of Soviet polity and society, India’s social 
reform and the dourness of the Left landscape. After returning from 
Cuba in 1962, he told my mother that the Cuban Revolution ‘danced’! 
That defiance of a small nation against the Goliath of US superpower, 
as well as the ideological conformity demanded by the Soviet Union, 
and the breathless sense of joie de vivre he encountered—leaders being 

Figure 7 Cuban Embassy Party, New Delhi, 1970s 
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called by their first names, music and dancing in political rallies, 
camaraderie on the streets he witnessed on his first visit to Havana 
enchanted him and underlined the fact that the ossified Party politics 
of the CPI gave him no room to breathe. The conformity of the Left 
and its political consequences no doubt affected Lajpat Rai’s approach 
to Party membership, political activism and the responsibilities of Left 
intellectuals in bringing about change and challenging the dogmatic 
thinking that prevented it from being brought about; he often quoted 
Marx’s dictum to me: ‘The philosophers have only interpreted the 
world, in various ways. The point, however, is to change it’. 

He continued to be involved in Left politics, serving in the Delhi 
University Teachers’ Association, organizing demonstrations against 
the Vietnam war, giving lectures to Left groups (especially student 
groups) and, later, in the 1980s, becoming president of the India–China 
Friendship Society and, of course, writing letters to editors of newspa-
pers, and many, many articles. Perhaps his work in the WPC attuned 
him to international debates on communism, which resulted in his 
life-long engagement with international Left politics; this engagement 
is reflected in his writings selected for this volume. His work on Latin 
America, in particular, found recognition, as is evidenced by its inclu-
sion in an article in International Studies journal on the ‘Indian Opinion 
on World Affairs’ published on 1 July 1965 (International Studies, 
1965). As Rameshwari Nehru wrote in her Preface to his book: ‘Shri 
Lajpat Rai has done a real service to the nation by writing this—the first 
informative book by an Indian on Latin America’ (in Rai, 1963, p. x).

My father spoke often with pride about leaving the Party rather 
than being expelled. But he did not speak much about the emotional 
toll that that decision took—how did he experience the excom-
munication? How did this exit affect his friendships? His sense of 
self? The CPI was an all-encompassing organization, so how did he 
find a new fulcrum? I think marriage to my mother in 1959 (when 
he was still a whole-timer working for the Party), having his own 
family and getting a job that he loved might have tided him over 
the break, but he also lost many friends during this period, which 
would have been difficult. Silvija Jestrovic (2021, p. 25) has noted 
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that ‘political friendship [can be regarded as] as an individualised 
and self-reflexive form of political belonging; and comradeship as 
its more collective and action orientated form. In practice there is 
an opportunity for these two categories to serve as modifiers to one 
another’. But does Party discipline make such modification difficult? 
Growing up, I remember a close group of friends of my father who 
were all Left-wing academics, but none was a Party member; the 
Party comrades/friends fell away, I think, when he left the Party. 
The space for friendship and comradeship, imbricated as it is within 
the organization, finds life ‘outside’ difficult. The network of support 
that Party members could take for granted was not available to him. 
Like the partition, his parting of ways with the CPI was ever present, 
but not really spoken about, at least, I do not recall any regret, though 
stories of his time as a whole-timer, his stay in YOL jail and his 
stay in Vienna peppered his narrative about his youth. Lajpat Rai’s 
decision to leave the Party and its consequent social fallout was also 
difficult because my mother continued to work with the National 
Federation of Indian Women (NFIW; the CPI’s women’s wing) and 
was vice-president of the organization in the 1970s. The gap between 
my father’s emphatic rejection of CPI politics and organization and 
my mother’s work with NFIW was often revealed over discussions 
at the dining table, where neither gave way. They were, however, 
supportive of each other’s work; I remember my father taking care of 
us during a bitterly cold winter when my mother went to the NWIF’s 
Calcutta conference. My mother left NWIF during the Emergency 
in opposition to the CPI’s support for Mrs Gandhi.

Always attempting to get away from narrow CPI perspectives in 
both India and the socialist bloc, and a fierce calling to account of 
communist parties when they compromised Marxist–Leninist ideol-
ogy for real politic, underlines the impulse of the writings presented in 
this book. Independent of Party discipline, his free spirit and speech 
found voice in articles he wrote for Economic & Political Weekly10 and 
Mainstream,11 the two premier magazines of the Left in India. It is 
from these two sources that Lajpat Rai’s articles have been retrieved 
and published in this volume. My own introduction to my father’s 
work is recent; indeed, it is only now that I am reading the work 
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presented in this volume. Until now, it was his words not his text that 
I remember and engaged with.

Tentative feelers about this project led to engaged conversations 
and enthusiastic support from those who valued the history of the 
Left and international debates on the Left. Anand Prakash imme-
diately saw the merit in bringing this work into the light; Tanika 
Sarkar connected me with Gargi Chakravartty so that she could help 
me access the Mainstream archives; Gargi Chakravartty, who knew 
my mother well, put me in touch with Mr Negi, the keeper of the 
Mainstream archives, who was wonderfully helpful. Mallarika Sinha 
Roy helped with contacts in Kolkata in trying to trace my father’s 
work in Frontier, even though this was unsuccessful. And Debjani 
Mazumdar, my office buddy in the ICAS offices, allowed me to 
sketch out the project, engaged with it and suggested ways of organ-
izing it. I take all these names here because this allows me to trace 
the importance and generosity of the Left movement; these networks 
enable the preservation, retrieval and projection of Left histories and 
debates such as this volume.

I have explored three archives in bringing this volume together: 
Economic & Political Weekly, which is completely digitized and there-
fore easy to access; Mainstream, which is digitized from 2006 onwards, 
and Frontier, which is partially digitized. These three archives are 
important repositories of the Left writing in India, and they work 
across a spectrum of political differences. Preserving these (in the 
case of Mainstream and Frontier) needs to be urgently addressed. 
I understand that Ashoka University has taken over the Mainstream 
archives; many researchers working on Left politics in India would be 
grateful for this, even as they worry about the privatization of higher 
education in India. My husband, Jeremy Roche, and I spent a day in 
the Mainstream offices, sifting through volumes between the 1960s 
and the 1970s, which was the period when Lajpat Rai was writing for 
it. Seeing the actual physical copies of this journal brought back many 
memories of volumes of this weekly around our home in Delhi. The 
histories of Left debates find place in the volumes of these journals 
and allow us to understand the complexity and the passion with which 
these were engaged. The debate on the Role of the Left Intellectual 
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(Chapter 3), for example, drew responses from several scholars, includ-
ing Dr Gyan Chand, a member of Nehru’s First Planning Commission 
and a dear and close friend of my parents; robust exchanges and pas-
sionate rebuttals form part of these exchanges just as they did around 
our dining table.

Anand Prakash and I hope that by bringing to light these chap-
ters, this book will be able to contribute to the study of the Indian 
Left movement in the following ways: first, the book will specifically 
contribute to the Left historiography through revealing the arc of 
communist politics writing presented here. The 1960s and the 1970s—
periods under review—were years when socialism, both as a concept 
and as a state practice, had a strong presence on the world stage in 
multifaceted registers. The Cold War was at its height, the USA was 
particularly hostile to Left movements and governments, the world 
was divided among satellite nations and Non-Alignment was viewed 
as either a necessary strategy or a political cop out. The divisions were, 
however, not only between the capitalist West and the socialist East 
but also fundamentally within the socialist bloc, especially between the 
Soviet Union and China, and the Soviet Union and Cuba. Given the 
international nature of the socialist movement, these divisions affected 
socialist movements on the ground in all countries where communist 
parties existed, and India was no exception. By rendering visible the 
debates and issues that affected communist parties and state socialist 
societies, through the writings of an insider/outsider, we can revisit 
the history of the Left in India.

Second, we hope that the book will shed new light on the Indian 
Left’s engagement with international communist debates. What is 
fascinating in the writing presented here is the staunch international-
ism on view here—my father’s interest in and concern for how socialist 
countries developed new modes of political and social life or not. He is 
concerned not only with the issues of making of people’s movements, 
their struggles and the establishment of a socialist state but also with 
the sustainability of socialist ideas and ideals in a context of the Cold 
War, where two hegemons vie for the support of Third-World nations 
by offering both inducements and threats. This is what makes him 
look beyond the struggles and compromises of the Indian Left to new 
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experiments in socialism further afield—to Cuba and Vietnam—and 
to threats that loom over socialist movements—Chile and Uruguay. It 
is here we see why this body of work is important to access and reflect 
upon today. The Left movement everywhere, as well as in India, is 
in doldrums. In India, it has lost its electoral base and, some would 
say, its political compass too; its mass base has been eroded under the 
onslaught of neoliberal policies, and it has been unable to respond with 
fresh ideas and radical politics. At the same time, the international 
Left movement has disintegrated after 1989, particularly 1991, when 
the Soviet Union finally collapsed. In this political vacuum, we find 
neoliberalism and populism thriving and posing grave challenges to 
humanity; we urgently need a critique of capitalism that is not bound 
by narrow Party discipline, which is able to think outside the box, 
connect the national with the international and be, at the same time, 
self-critical. We find clues to such a politics in the writings of Lajpat 
Rai presented here.

Third, as the papers are from two Left-wing magazines—
Mainstream and Economic & Political Weekly12—the arc of the book 
also reveals the history of Left political writing and publishing in India 
in the 1960s and 1970s—the sources, the catalysts and the tone of 
debates are revealed through these papers. It may be noted that Lajpat 
Rai particularly dwelt upon the lapses that occurred in the thinking 
of the communist parties and particularly in that of their leaders. The 
graph of distortion of Left ideas can be read from the top to bottom 
in these chapters; they bring into focus the contemporary communist 
history as viewed from the lens of the actual practices therein. One can 
see in the chapters the working of a mind impatient with deliberate 
mix-ups and double talk. They compel scholars and concerned viewers 
of the political scene to rethink established Left positions and seek 
inspiration in experiment and creative thought.

Finally, the contemporary relevance of these debates is signifi-
cant as the Left finds itself largely helpless in its response to the rise 
of Right-wing populism in India; clearly, there has been a failure 
of the Left leadership to recognize challenges emanating from a 
strongly integrated and organized finance capital on the one hand, 
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and increasingly self-aware identity politics on the other. It is not 
sufficiently realized by the contemporary Left that, in the new situa-
tion, democracy, rather than bureaucratized and hegemonic thought 
centres, needs to be the backbone of any meaningful struggle. The 
book underlines the spirit of debate and the role of the Left intel-
ligentsia in comprehending from a sharply egalitarian socialist angle 
the ever-shifting paradigms of an unstable world and helping bring 
about progressive change. As Lajpat Rai writes in his article ‘The 
Left Intellectual’:

a Left intellectual’s first commitment is to the struggle of his [sic] 
people for changing the present social order based on exploita-
tion, inequality, hunger, illiteracy and disease;…[the second is] to 
oppose imperialism, colonialism, neo-colonialism, and racialism 
everywhere… Left intellectual is thus a champion of the people 
right at home and consistent anti-imperialist abroad.

The times in which we live demand such an engagement—academic, 
theoretical and political—to challenge contemporary inequalities and 
generate new visions of a better world.

Notes

 1. Named after the then Lieutenant-Governor of Punjab, Sir James Broadwood 
Lyall, it was built on a grid reflecting the Union Jack. My father was upset 
when its name was changed to Faisalabad, not because of any affection for 
Lyall, but because Faisal, King of Saudi Arabia, bought this accolade with 
money. He would rather have had it named after a national leader, such as 
Faiz Ahmed Faiz.

 2. He was afraid of dogs and monkeys, and felt safe having a stick in his hand.
 3. Now called Jinnah Gardens.
 4. He remembered London as engulfed in fog dense enough for CPGB com-

rades taking the Indian delegation quickly out of there to Cambridge.
 5. Alas, I have not been able to track this article down despite much effort. 

I suspect it is not in this journal he wrote this critique as the Frontier was 
established in 1968. The journal was founded by Samar Sen, who edited 
it until his death in 1987. Frontier was regarded as a far Left ‘Naxalite’ 
magazine, politically far removed from the CPI, so I doubt that my father 
(in 1962 still in CPI) would have written for it, though he did write for it 
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many times later. Memory plays tricks, I suppose. Frontier continues to be 
published from Calcutta by Timir Bose.

 6. ‘The system of a two-tier classification based on mode of living, status and 
education and entailing inequality of treatment was ideologically deplorable 
to the detenus’, writes Singh (2001, pp. 197–198). For post-Independence 
debates on the status of the ‘political prisoner’, also see Singh (2001, 
pp. 225–228).

 7. M. N. Roy, the international revolutionary who is credited with founding 
both the Mexican and Indian Communist Parties, left the Comintern in 
1929 because of disagreements with the Soviet Union’s analysis of the 
national question. The responsibility of developing Comintern’s ‘colonial 
policy’ then fell to the Communist Party of Great Britain (Datta Gupta 
2006).

 8. Many CPI cadre were traumatized by de-Stalinization undertaken after the 
20th Party conference. I am sure that this would have affected my father too. 
I cannot, however, recall him discussing it; nor do I have any of his writings 
that refer to that period.

 9. The USA set up the CIA-funded Congress for Cultural Freedom at the 
same time.

10. The journal was established in 1949 as Economic Weekly; its first editor was 
Sachin Chaudhuri. Its name was changed to Economic & Political Weekly in 
1966. It was edited by Krishna Raj for more than three decades and is among 
the most prestigious scholarly journals in India. Its editorial stance is left of 
centre and it has been critical of both CPI and CPM politics, as well as the 
Congress and the BJP.

11. Mainstream was founded by Nikhil Chakravartty in 1962. It was regarded 
as close to the Communist Party of India, so it is not surprising that Lajpat 
Rai wrote for it. It is also not surprising that he did not publish in it after he 
left the Party. The magazine has been edited by Sumit Chakravartty since 
his father’s death in 1998.

12. Lajpat Rai also regularly wrote for the New Age Weekly, the ‘Central Organ 
of the Communist Party of India’ (see International Studies, 1965), as he 
did for Frontier.
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