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CHAPTER 4

Traditional Communist 
Parties*

Abstract: Conformity has slowly become a ‘Marxist’ habit and 
Lenin’s imperative for communists to think boldly, speak boldly 
and act boldly has been thrown overboard. Their total allegiance 
to the orthodoxies consecrated in Moscow and in other centres 
of state power has interrupted every reflex of critical thought. 
Parroting meaningless phrases, mouthing outworn clichés and 
indulging in sterile quotation-mongering, the traditional commu-
nists have emerged as nothing more than comprador intellectuals 
living off the crumbs of other people’s thoughts.

What ails the traditional communist parties? What has led to their 
slow transformation from revolutionary vanguards into defeatist staffs, 
shorn of all fighting spirit and absolutely incapable of seizing power? 
What has led to their disorientation—their search for respectability, 
their opportunistic alliances with the bourgeoisie, their giving up the 
ghost even of revolutionary pretence? What has prompted revolu-
tionaries like Fidel Castro to brand them as ‘spurious vanguards’ and 
declare that revolutions shall now be made ‘with or without party?’ 
The defeat of the Communist–Socialist candidate in the recent French 

* Lajpat Rai, ‘Traditional Communist Parties’, Economic & Political Weekly 9, 
no. 31 (1974): 1256–1258.
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elections and the disastrous events in Chile have added a further sense 
of urgency to such questions.

Of the factors responsible for the situation, the corrupting influ-
ence of economism injected into the working-class movement by 
the communists and others stands out prominently. The traditional 
communists stress the role of the organized working class. According 
to them, the peasant is basically petty bourgeois because his main 
concern is obtaining land for himself. The worker on the other hand 
is not tied to the factory or place of work; he has nothing to lose 
but his chains and hence can be genuinely proletarian in his way of 
thinking. But, thanks to the poison of economism, the worker’s desire 
for higher wages and worldly possessions has acquired, over time, 
petty bourgeois overtones. Besides, modern capitalism still has some 
dynamism left in it which permits it to create enough social mobility 
to generate the myth of overall mobility, especially in the industri-
ally advanced countries. By giving into demands for higher wages 
and better working conditions (recouped through higher prices and 
added efficiency, etc.), the capitalist can and often does reinforce the 
reformist, Fabian aspect of the labour movement, thus corrupting the 
proletarian consciousness of the workers. The peasant’s demand on 
the other hand can only be satisfied by such total restructuring of the 
economy that it necessitates full-scale revolution. There is not much 
one can promise the landless, exploited peasant besides land, which 
is a revolutionary demand, whereas the worker’s demands for higher 
wages, better working conditions, etc., can be met within the existing 
framework of capitalism and the union leadership can gain a strong 
following simply by promising and obtaining shorter hours of work, 
higher wages, bonuses, none of which is especially revolutionary.

It is this false sense of growing prosperity and the rising standard 
of living of unionised labour which has de-radicalised the working 
class. The trade union has become the culminating agency in the de-
radicalisation of the workers. It is now as inbuilt in the system as the 
corporation and almost as readily acceptable to the capitalist class. 
And as the unions become more powerful, their vested interests in 
the existing order increase proportionately. The leadership acquires 
satisfaction in terms of money, influence and honour. Soon it begins 
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to have a separate interest from the rank-and-file—it no longer stands 
for the working class, but for the union organisation’s own instinct for 
survival, the specific interests of the organisation’s top leadership and, 
finally, the narrow sectarian interests of the communist party which 
supplies leadership to the trade union (the CPI’s role in the recent 
railway strike is a case in point).

Precisely because of this, the communist leadership is trapped 
in the economist well of its own digging. It must constantly agitate 
for trade union demands and, since it keeps winning them (except 
when they are declared unreasonable by a ‘socialist’ prime minister), 
it must keep making such demands lest it loses hold on the workers 
now accustomed to fighting only for bread-and-butter issues. As the 
communist party becomes more and more respectable, more and more 
‘patriotic’, more and more Fabian, so does the labour organised under 
its wings and vice versa. The next step in the process is elections, posi-
tions of responsibility and finally a big respectable party like in France 
and Italy, complete with a bureaucratic establishment housed in a 
palatial building, a private telephone exchange, official cars, a string 
of newspapers and other such paraphernalia that are associated with a 
‘national party’ whose worries extend from keeping the economy afloat 
to the defence of the bourgeois constitution.

Minions of the Establishment

Placed in this situation, though they are strong and disciplined, the 
communist parties cannot even envisage seizing power except through 
the ballot box. Instead of acting as the vanguard of the proletariat, they 
not only abandon their revolution[ary spirit] but they also become a 
part of the establishment. The French Communist Party is a classic 
example. It generally speaks with two voices, combining Leninist 
ideological phrases with electoral reformist practices—during May 
1968, when the French bourgeois establishment was in danger of 
being overthrown, the party’s language and practice became one, all 
in defence of the established order. The Western proletariat is thus 
deprived of its glorious battle flag. Strong communist parties such as 
those of France and Italy, whose powerful influence no one can deny, 
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are brought to an unthinkable condition in which instead of organising 
the seizure of power by taking advantage of favourable conditions, they 
have preferred to cooperate with the bourgeoisie in the consolidation of 
the capitalist economy, all in the name of peace, peaceful transition and 
other repugnant phrases that make up the present ideological arsenal 
of the traditional communist parties. This has made most of Europe, 
where the first socialist revolution exploded with an elemental force 
shaking the world, and where more such explosions were predicted, 
a safe haven for the free and unfettered development of capitalism.

In the Third World, the communist parties which were once the 
focal point of the liberation movements are no more so. These move-
ments have now a tendency to bypass the communist parties to evolve 
outside them, without them and sometimes in opposition to them. 
The only socialist revolution in Latin America—the Cuban—totally 
bypassed the Communist Party, which did not initiate the event, 
but only rallied to it at the end after opposing it in its initial stages. 
Elsewhere in the continent, great social forces are unfolding themselves 
creating an explosive situation in which the traditional communists 
have a marginal role or no role at all in black Africa, where the people 
are locked in struggle with colonialism and neocolonialism, the com-
munist parties are almost non-existent. The communists form only a 
tiny segment of the great movements in the Portuguese colonies, often 
held in suspicion by other sections within the movements. Amilcar 
Cabral, leader of the PAIGC, on more occasions than one, had to 
tell the communists some home truths. Similarly, in the Arab world, 
the socialist movement is bypassing the communist parties who have 
often to trail behind this or that reactionary regime for sheer survival. 
In Asia, the communist movements—except in Vietnam and North 
Korea—have either been decimated as in Indonesia or split asunder 
as in Japan, Burma and India.

Another factor which has led to the disorientation of the com-
munist parties is their pathetic subservience to the leadership of the 
CPSU. When Fidel Castro declared that the duty of a revolution-
ary was to make the revolution, the traditional communists looked 
the other way for they have always accepted another definition of a 
‘revolutionary’ supplied to them by Joseph Stalin 35 years ago which 
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said: ‘A revolutionary is one who is ready to protect and defend the 
USSR without reservations, without qualifications, without waver-
ing, unconditionally…. In the unconditional support and defence of 
the USSR lies the true essence of internationalism.’ And it is not 
the defence of the USSR against foreign oppression alone. It is the 
defence of the totality of the internal and foreign policies of the 
Russian state and the CPSU, including its mistakes and aberrations, 
its purges and persecutions, its high-handedness against other parties 
(Yugoslavia and China), even its aggression against brother socialist 
countries (Czechoslovakia). By accepting this perverted definition of a 
revolutionary, the traditional communists have emerged in a new light. 
From the vanguard of the world revolution, they have become more or 
less the pacifist frontier guards of Soviet Russia, a mere appendage of 
the successive Soviet bureaucracies defending Stalinism as a creed when 
Stalin lived, supporting the ‘de-Stalinization’ of Khrushchev when he 
occupied the seat of power in the Kremlin, denouncing him when he was 
overthrown and now proclaiming the revisionist line of Brezhnev and 
company as the eternal truth. No Soviet bureaucracy was ever wrong 
so long as it controlled the CPSU and the Russian State. And plague 
be on the homes of those who dare criticize the official line current at 
the moment; they overnight change into ‘anti-Soviet’, ‘anti-communist 
reactionaries’ and ‘supporters of US imperialism’. This abject falling in 
line of the communist parties before the successive Soviet bureaucratic 
groupings has cost the movement dear.

Sartre was not exaggerating when he remarked that the ‘allies of the 
communists in the United Fronts do not heed as much the programme 
of the party as how the wind blows from the Kremlin’. In India, Indira 
Gandhi knows the direction of the wind from the Kremlin and finds 
no difficulty in roping in the communists in defence of her ‘socialist’ 
bastion, unmindful of what a Bhupesh Gupta or a Dange may occa-
sionally say about the ‘capitalist path’ or ‘yielding to the Right’, etc. 
All this adds up to making the communist party a counterfeit political 
force, a distortion of the idea of a revolutionary party, a parody of a 
working-class party, which is not only not indispensable for revolu-
tion but entirely superfluous to it, and sometimes even harmful to 
revolutionary advance.
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Undemocratic Character

A third factor which has led to the dissimulation of the communist 
parties and their isolation from the revolutionary broad stream is their 
undemocratic character. Lenin organised the Bolshevik Party on the 
principle of democratic centralism whose purpose was to combine 
internal democracy with unity and discipline. However, the content 
of the Bolshevik Party has been distorted through Stalinism. Stalin 
overthrew democratic practices within the Communist Party in the 
Soviet Union and succeeded in transforming it into an instrument of 
his own domination and that of the bureaucracy he headed. Stalinist 
parties elsewhere began to be characterised by an almost total lack 
of internal democracy, an increasingly disciplined and hierarchical 
membership. They ceased to be parties of the people and became 
political elites which used all means available to modern dictatorships 
to enforce the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ in the socialist states. 
The functions of the party were merged with those of the adminis-
trative apparatus till they were indistinguishable. This resulted in the 
emergence of totalitarianism, obsession with command, mania for 
governing through political and administrative flat carried to unheard 
of extremes and to vanity, intolerance, domination of influence and 
privilege. In such a system, the political leadership looks down on the 
party and non-party masses as perpetual minors without minds of their 
own, incapable of deciding for themselves what they can and should 
know, what they can and should do. The identification of the leading 
role of the party with the ruling position of an elite group creates a 
situation in which the party is controlled by a ruling minority which 
claims the exclusive right to speak on behalf of the party mass which 
just fulfils the function of a transmission belt, and society is split into 
two groups: an anonymous majority and its manipulators.

In such a system, the working class ceases to play a political role 
and becomes isolated from its natural allies, the peasantry and the 
intelligentsia. While the ideology of the leading role of the working 
class is promoted to the level of a state religion, any genuine activity of 
the workers is reduced to a minimum. It has now become obvious to 
all, except the traditional communists, that the working class cannot 
play a political role in a socialist system without freedom of the press, 



Traditional Communist Parties 75

freedom of expression and information. Without these democratic 
rights, it is blocked within the horizon of one factory or workshop.

As for the peasantry and the intelligentsia, they hardly play any 
political role in the present-day socialist states—the former being 
confined to their farms and the latter to their libraries. Thus, the old 
slogan of the alliance of the working class, peasantry and intelligentsia 
has been reduced to a meaningless cliche. The ideal of the party–state 
bureaucracy is a closed society based on the sectarian limitation of 
various classes and rationing of information. This deprives each of 
these classes of its individuality and transforms each into a politically 
uniform and expressionless mass.

It is this travesty which led a revolutionary like Fidel Castro to say:

We want to liberate man from dogmas and free his economy and 
society without terrorising or binding anyone. We have been placed 
in a position where we must choose between capitalism which starves 
people and (bureaucratic) communism which resolves the economic 
problem but suppresses the liberties so greatly cherished by man.

This dilemma facing revolutions can be resolved only by democratiz-
ing the communist party from base upwards, by providing safeguards 
for the rights of dissenting minorities within the party—their right to 
be heard by the entire membership, their right to circulate documents 
on the same basis as the leadership’s documents and in general to 
organise legitimate campaigns based on their policies to take over the 
leadership. This dilemma can be resolved by democratising the existing 
socialist societies, where the party should not enforce its authority, but 
win this authority again and again by sustained and continuous party 
activity. It should not enforce its line by means of directives but by 
the work of its members and by the truthfulness of its ideals. There 
are, however, no indications that such efforts are likely to be made.

Cretinous Conformism

Another ailment from which the traditional communist parties 
suffer is their incapacity for independent thinking. Conformity has 
slowly become a ‘Marxist’ habit of thought and Lenin’s imperative 
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for communists to think boldly, speak boldly and act boldly has been 
thrown overboard. Their total allegiance to the orthodoxy consecrated 
in Moscow has interrupted inside their brains, as it were, every reflex 
of critical thought. Parroting meaningless phrases, mouthing outworn 
cliches and indulging in sterile quotation-mongering, the traditional 
communists have emerged as comprador intellectuals living on the 
crumbs of other people’s thoughts. They claim they have the monopoly 
of revolutionary truth as revealed in the holy books and manuals. This 
has also resulted in putting a straitjacket on ideas and smothering the 
critical spirit which is so essential to effective revolutionary action. 
Disgusted with the ‘cretinous conformism’ of the Cuban and Latin 
American communists, Fidel Castro exploded with titanic wrath on 
the Soviet leaders and the communist parties. He refused to accept 
the so-called ‘self-evident truths’ traded about by the communists and 
asked for the renewal of Marxist literature. Attacking the traditional 
communists and their ‘famous thesis’ about the role of the national 
bourgeoisie, Castro declared:

Meaningless phrases are bad, of course, but so are the supposed 
meanings of certain phrases…there are those that are forty years 
old—the famous thesis concerning the role of the national bour-
geoisie, for example. How hard it has been to become convinced 
that this idea does not apply on this continent; how much paper, 
how many phrases, how much empty talk has been wasted waiting 
for a liberal, progressive, anti-imperialist bourgeoisie.

Denouncing the ‘narrow-mindedness’ and ‘bigotry’ displayed by the 
communists, Castro said, ‘And they believe that they have a monopoly 
on revolution or on revolutionary theory. And poor theory how it had 
to suffer at their hands; poor theory how it has been abused and how 
it is still being abused!’

Castro clinched the issue by advising revolutionaries to think with 
their own heads and not to take anything for granted, not to consider 
anything as sacred: ‘And we shall always think with our own heads 
and if we make mistakes we shall make our own mistakes…how hard 
it is to make other people’s mistakes!’




