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Part II

Debates among  
the International 

Left Parties:  
The Challenge to 

Conformity

This part offers a comprehensive critique of what Lajpat Rai wit-
nessed as going on  in the name of the international communist 
politics in the post-Second World War years. All the chapters in 
this part have been written in the early 1970s and address a range 
of political practices, from policymaking, governance, structuring of 
relations among communist and other countries to the constraining 
of intellectual and ideological debates by state socialist powers. The 
title of the fourth chapter, ‘Traditional Communist Parties’, suggests 
that these parties are no longer in touch with current political realities. 
The term ‘Traditional’ hints at the continuing adherence to old and 
time-worn ideas that may have been appropriate and necessary at an 
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earlier point in time but have outlived their utility. Rai examines the 
international communist scene with a mixture of anger and dismay. 
For him, in the new, post-war context, hope comes not from long-
established communist parties but from dynamic human activity at 
the margins. He observes that non-communist socialist movements 
that exist in the present world are no longer engaged with or even 
recognized as socialist forces by traditional communist parties. Rai 
looks to Castro in Cuba to help us understand the dilemmas that 
Marxism faces in  the contemporary era. As Rai would put it, the 
non-communist Castro showed the spirit of commitment to social-
ism in a stronger and clearer way than his contemporaries caught in 
their respective party structures. While state socialism hit a roadblock 
around the end of the Second World War, smaller countries like 
Cuba appeared on the scene and showed new ways of re-imagining 
and building socialism.

In the chapter, ‘Traditional Communist Parties’, the first point 
raised is that of economism—now a largely forgotten term that encap-
sulated an approach where economics, instead of politics, is placed 
in command of society—an issue that defined the central trait of all 
existing communist parties to a greater or lesser degree. According to 
Rai, economism works for the ‘rising [economic] standard of union-
ized labour’, but not for the vision of equality and mass participation 
in policymaking. The two are clearly distinct, and economism leads 
to narrowing spaces and conformist propensities of managing dissent 
and differences of opinion in communist states and communist parties. 
Rai takes the question of involving the common people in political 
processes head on. For him, the option of seizing power, if the situa-
tion permitted, has been abandoned, and the sole emphasis is on the 
use of the ballot box. In his opinion, this is a case of ‘disorientation’, 
which results from political opportunism and conformity. When 
Castro asked whether revolution-making was not the goal of a social 
movement, notes Rai, the ‘traditional’ communist parties looked the 
other way. This had important theoretical and political ramifications. 
The question Rai posed was pointed: Should communist politics in 
the post-Second World War scenario isolate itself from its ‘natural 
allies, the peasantry and the intelligentsia?’ It is suggested that pushing 
the issue to the side lines suited the ‘minority’ of top leadership that 
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controlled communist party structures in many countries. Rai argues 
that ‘traditional’ communist politics has lost the capacity of independ-
ent critical thought: ‘How much empty talk has been wasted waiting 
for a liberal, progressive and anti-imperialist bourgeoisie?’ The pain 
of disillusionment is clear here.

The fifth chapter in this part appeared originally in the form of 
a review article in 1972, a period covering the Sino-Soviet schism 
in the 1960s and 1970s. The reviewed book bore the title, The 
Communist States in Disarray, 1965–1971, whereas the review itself 
was titled ‘From Polycentrism to Disarray?’ There is reference here 
to the many ‘brands of communism’ in the said period and to ‘the 
ruins of the communist monolith’. Rai is unrelenting in his critique 
since, as he shows in the discussion, note is not taken of the existing 
malaise. We may wonder whether polycentrism and diversity mean 
the same thing in the context. The issue had international ramifica-
tions. The Soviet Union did not, Rai notes, help the Vietnamese 
nationalist and communist movement to repel the forces of the USA 
and caused grave difficulties for the struggling Vietnamese people. 
The same lack of support is evidenced in the case of the Palestinian 
cause against Israeli annexation of Palestinian land with the support 
of US imperialism. Sadly, the Soviet Union and its allies also added 
to the woes of the targeted countries in the Arab world. The end 
result of all this was that the international communist movement 
was weakened. Looking back at international communist politics 
suggests that the crisis of socialism manifested itself at both the local 
and international levels. The critical observations in this chapter 
lay bare the day-to-day working of communist parties across the 
world; in each case, the governing principle was of narrow national 
interests. The cost to be paid was heavy. On the one hand, a divided 
Left strengthened the hegemonic USA, while, on the other hand, 
the cause of the Third-World countries and smaller socialist regimes 
was compromised. The need of the hour was, as Rai has observed, 
an open debate and critical engagement for a dynamic socialist world 
view. This did not happen.

The sixth chapter in this part is  focused on proletarian inter-
nationalism. It is an oft-repeated phrase among communists in 
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the 1970s, though not accompanied by the required seriousness. In 
‘Proletarian Internationalism and the Socialist Camp’, Rai takes it 
up as an imperative and underscores its relevance for addressing dif-
ficult choices. For him, a serious note of it has to be taken in order 
to expose a host of ills associated with state socialist practice for 
scrutiny. From the vantage point of the late 1960s and the 1970s, 
Rai is of the view that the post-Lenin lapses committed by the Soviet 
bureaucracy queered the pitch for a strong socialist bloc to emerge. 
The slide down from the heights of the Bolshevik Revolution began 
in the 1920s. Till that time, Marxism had dictated the terms in the 
fight for social justice and equality. With this in view, the possibility 
of a world revolution had increased manifold on the strength of fun-
damental changes in the USSR and a focus on extending revolutionary 
boundaries beyond Soviet Russia. Yet, after the death of Lenin, Rai 
argues, grave errors of judgement were made. The concept of ‘social-
ism in one country’ put paid to the necessary progress of Marxism 
and proletarian internationalism: ‘Workers of the world unite’ no 
more. In this chapter, indicative of the deep sense of pain that Rai 
feels, we read about the mechanics of communist practice in detail. 
The rot of nationalism, so to say, kept on spreading and one revolu-
tion after another was stymied both in the West and the East. The 
flouting of internationalism prevented change from taking place in 
China for a long time; only in the 1940s was Mao Zedong able to do 
course correction and snatch victory for the communist party. Soon, 
however, says Rai, the Sino-Soviet schism began affecting the world 
political scene. The criticism about the lack of internationalism was 
made by both Fidel Castro and Che Guevara from Cuba. Other calls 
for internationalism came from smaller countries such as Vietnam, 
North Korea and Romania. Rai does not forget to mention the 
specific relevance of national movements in the colonies, where the 
political struggle was aimed to dislodge an imperialist power. In that 
sense, national movements in the colonies weakened the stranglehold 
of imperialism. Thus, for Rai, the criterion of judging the veracity of 
a political struggle is the blow against imperialism. We also notice 
in this analysis the concern for meaningful social struggles when 
waged with a view to opposing imperialist manoeuvrings. Rai casts 
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a glance ruefully at the drama unfolding to the detriment of social-
ism in the context of undermining of socialist internationalism with 
the ‘ascendancy to power of a bureaucratic regime in Soviet Russia’, 
and ‘the [power of] communist chieftains in Peking and Moscow’. 
These are harsh statements, but they express the disillusionment with 
the collapse of proletarian internationalism as a route to egalitarian 
politics. The chapter is also prophetic in that it bears forebodings of 
the crisis that set in following the downfall of socialism in the USSR 
in the early 1990s and the rise of neoliberalism thereafter.






