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Part I

Dilemmas and 
Challenges for the 

Left Intellectual

Written in the 1960s, the chapters in this part explore the role of the 
Left intellectual in challenging bourgeois regimes in the context of 
the Cold War. As the battle of ideas between the USA and the Soviet 
Union raged and affected people’s struggles in the post-colonial world, 
Rai focuses, in this part, on the threats to writers and writing at the 
time and on the duty of the Left intellectual to pursue knowledge as an 
integral part of revolutionary change: a change needed by societies and 
peoples to break the stranglehold of bourgeois systems of knowledge. 
The Left Intellectual is a response by Lajpat Rai to an issue raised by 
Mohit Sen, a major thinker of the Communist Party of India (CPI). 
At the centre of the response is a not-so-veiled reference to a party 
bigwig and his group taking advantage of their position in the power 
structure to grab plum assignments in the intellectual sphere irrespec-
tive of where the funding and sponsorship came from. Rai tears into 
the hypocrisy of these intellectuals, seeing them precisely as ‘making 
best of both worlds’. The comment reminds us of the previous essay 
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about Pablo Neruda’s ‘wrong’ decision. Rai argues that the develop-
ment of socialist values involves two commitments: ‘participating in 
the struggle for changing an unequal social order and an international 
commitment to oppose ‘imperialism, colonialism, neocolonialism and 
racialism’. A Left intellectual cannot compromise these commitments 
by engaging with cultural coexistence.

In this part, in all three chapters, the point that Rai makes is 
about the middle-class outlook of the Left intellectuals, putting a 
premium on professional standing and personal gain in the context 
of international conflict, such as in Vietnam. The issue, Rai argues, 
is not just the wrong choices made by some Left intellectuals but also 
the justifications offered for these choices. It is a slippery slope, he 
argues, as any criticism is silenced by party bosses. Was this stifling 
of open debate about important questions of cultural coexistence and 
the responsibility of Left intellectuals the reason many idealists in 
the communist parties felt compelled to leave as members and take 
an independent position? The question gets posed squarely in these 
three interventions.

The second chapter in this part is scathing in its tone and uses 
the expression ‘making best of both worlds’ quite sharply by critiquing 
the fence-sitting on the part of a section of intellectuals who otherwise 
promote the Leftist cause. The immediate reference is to Pablo Neruda 
accepting the invitation of the PEN Congress in the USA in 1966 at 
the behest of Arthur Miller. The poet was treated like a rock star by the 
cultural establishment of the USA, and he gave readings of his poems 
to packed audiences during his visit. In a New York Times interview, he 
was asked what he thought of America, he said, ‘Your country—how 
shall I say it?—seems more prepared for peace than for war. Peace 
and poetry…’ Fiercely polemical, Rai reminds the readers that this 
was the time when the USA was engaged in ruthless, overwhelming 
violence against the people of Vietnam. Rai poses the question: cul-
tural coexistence or cultural resistance? Rai rejects the idea of ‘cultural 
coexistence’ as undermining radical thinking. He is critical of the poet 
and indeed uses an open letter to him written by a group of Cuban 
intellectuals protesting Neruda’s acceptance of the invitation. Writers 
on the Left had till then remained at one with progressive regimes 
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in Latin America and Africa in addition to Vietnam. What could be 
the reason for the shift? Rai argues that the priorities of the USA had 
changed. In the new situation, the capitalist lobby decided to blunt 
the protests of students and intellectuals that had begun influencing 
world opinion. Was Neruda overlooking this? Unwilling to assign such 
a motive, Rai nevertheless gives us one of his sharpest critiques—‘But 
Neruda, who cannot be dishonest, can be wrong.’ From there on, the 
question is enlarged to cover the intellectual scene in Third-World 
countries, in general, and India, in particular. Rai comes down heavily 
on the self-seeking tendency among intellectuals, specifically of the 
Leftist orientation. It is suggested that, for the intellectuals, there is 
many a slip on the course since pressure works on them from many 
sides; it is not easy to resist temptations. Third-World thinkers and 
writers, he suggests, were lured from the path of commitment by the 
power of money; scholarships, fellowships and financial grants played 
a part. Rai gives it a precise theoretical colouring—for him, the accept-
ance of ‘cultural coexistence’ is ‘imperialist penetration into the field of 
culture’. In sum, cultural coexistence weakened the pursuit of socialism 
by writers and intellectuals ranged on the side of the Left.

In the third chapter, ‘Responsibility of the Intellectual’, Rai analy-
ses the Havana Cultural Congress, which declared that the forces of 
change draw their energy from the new intellectual tools forged by 
actors engaged in debate and innovative thinking. In Rai’s opinion, 
challenging the ideological world view of the new imperialist powers, 
as well as the intellectual dynamism and energy of the Left intellec-
tual, is central to the process of ushering in a new era. So too is the 
need to defend critical and creative thinking from the endeavours of 
both superpowers to keep in check politically active writers, scientists 
and thinkers by the closing ‘of universities,…[and imposing] censor-
ship of films and plays’. Rai considers it imperative that intellectual 
endeavour is continued with independence, vigour and commitment; 
that for such work bridging the gap between the thinker’s ‘words and 
deeds, between his…theory and practice’ is essential. Of particular 
significance in the first chapter is the emphasis on intellectual work 
forming a conscious link with the wider revolutionary struggle. Thus, 
knowledge needs to be put in a conversation with revolutionary praxis. 
The third chapter, ‘Responsibility of the Intellectual’, also brings into 
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focus the cultural wealth signified by art, which combines well with 
the notion of energy and excitement accompanying human–social 
creativity. In a conventional sense, excitement and energy are kept 
separate from the revolutionary cause of novelty and change. Whereas 
socialist knowledge and art aim for oneness with the humanity of the 
time and use it as a weapon to augment revolutionary forces, Rai argues 
that bourgeois intellectual endeavour sticks to success, glamour and 
pragmatic utility as the governing principles.




