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Part III

Latin American 
Movements:  

The Rise and Fall 
of the Left

The chapters in this part focus on Lajpat Rai’s writings on Latin 
America, which went through significant political turmoil during the 
1960s and 1970s. The first three chapters in this part relate to Cuba, 
where the American-supported regime of President Fulgencio Batista 
was overthrown on 31 December 1958. The revolution was led by a 
group of idealists with imagination and conviction, described by Lajpat 
Rai in the seventh chapter, ‘Cuba’s Way’ as ‘a devoted band of young 
revolutionaries’. Cuba became an example of egalitarian assertion at the 
doorstep of the American superpower and an inspiration to other Latin 
American countries. Overall, ‘Cuba’s Way’ is a statement in support of 
the young socialist country that inspired masses all over the world by 
developing an innovative model of political and social justice. That is 
the feel of this piece. The eighth chapter, ‘Castro Unmasks Peking’, 
brings the emphasis back to the Cuban scepticism about the political 
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compromises made in the communist bloc—in this case, the growing 
détente between China and the USA—when Rai suggests socialism 
stood on the brink of becoming short-sighted and opportunistic. Rai’s 
eye is on the slippery slope that such compromises can result in, thus 
endangering the cause of a dynamic socialist politics. Admitting that 
Cuba may have taken ideological positions on broader issues similar 
to the Chinese, Rai’s emphasis is rightly on the political. He writes: 

What directly affects the people is the political and economic 
blackmail of their countries, interference by a stronger country in 
their domestic affairs, disregard of normal diplomatic practices, 
slandering of their leadership and trying to force their countries 
into a kind of a ‘satellite ring’.

Harsh words these, but Rai’s comment is prophetic. It anticipates the 
tendency that became a dominant one in the decades to come. The 
chapter uses the term ‘absolute monarchy’ for the methods employed 
by the Chinese regime to arm-twist and influence fellow socialist coun-
tries. During this period, Fidel Castro’s significance as a world leader 
and a visionary was established. This chapter tells the readers what 
few of the later generation of socialists know: that after the American 
embargo on Cuba, China itself imposed heavy economic pressure on 
the beleaguered tiny socialist. This entailed ‘cutting down Chinese 
export of rice, cloth, machinery, etc.’ and refusing to buy Cuban sugar 
as agreed upon by a trade pact, thereby putting Cuba under a ‘double 
blockade’. The Chinese economic measure was condemned by Fidel 
as ‘economic aggression against Cuba’. The issue raised in this chapter 
has a bearing on the processes of socialist change across the world, 
as much today as when the point was made by Rai in the 1960s. The 
ninth chapter is muted in tone, as indicated by its title ‘Cuba: Pressures 
to Conform’. On the one hand, it defends Cuba for being with the 
USSR pragmatically and, on the other, it notes that revisionism was 
being forced upon Cuba by the Soviet Bloc. The chapter argues that, 
rather than accepting the policies and stances of Soviet Russia, Cuba’s 
future stability and progress rested primarily on building alliances with 
other Latin American countries. In this period of shifts in US policy 
towards Cuba, Cuba’s policies were framed by its growing economic 
dependence on the Soviet Union and the needs of the Soviet–US 
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détente politics. The question is whether the gain was of imperialism 
or the socialist bloc in general and Cuba in particular. With a failure 
to build a Cuban road to socialism, the Cuban leadership had limited 
options vis-à-vis dependence on the Soviet Union.

The next two chapters in this part are focused on Chile. These 
are extensive in scope and offer important insights into the unfolding 
political drama in that country. Rai’s range is impressive as he delves 
deep into the contradictions operating in Chilean society, chiefly in 
its political domain. The 10th chapter is titled ‘Peaceful Transition to 
Socialism: The Prospect in Chile’ and was written before Allende was 
deposed in a coup by Pinochet. It, therefore, revolves around the argu-
ments about a peaceful transition to socialism that Allende espoused. 
In this chapter, Rai argues clearly and insistently that transition is 
a simplistic word denoting something undramatic and uneventful. 
Separating the lines of argument adopted by Soviet Russia, China 
and their adversaries in the form of Right-wing leadership in Latin 
American countries and the USA, Rai suggests that a transition to 
socialism is difficult to achieve. He notes the moves and tricks of the 
bourgeois sections and corporations in the Western Hemisphere to 
locate the interplay of vested interests in Latin America and warns 
that this means the revolutionary leaders have to attend to the need 
for radical political struggles. Rai is sceptical of the theory of peaceful 
transition to socialism in his analysis. However, a large section of the 
Left, including Allende, considered peaceful transition ideologically 
viable. Therein lay the problem. Rai is prescient:

If Allende moves towards a more radical stance (which seems 
unlikely) there will be a definite shift to the violent path, including 
the danger of intervention by the military. If he moves further on 
the road to compromise with the bourgeoisie (which is more likely) 
then it will have been proved once again that socialism cannot be 
won peacefully.

Yet the established Left found political power within reach and worth 
working for. That included supposed radicals in Latin America. The 
irony is not lost. Rai argues that socialist politics demanded that 
Allende’s government should introduce redistributive measures as 
soon as it gets a chance to do so. To do otherwise would be to give 
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precious time to the antagonistic forces for regrouping and reverting 
to anti-people bourgeois policies.

The 11th chapter on Chile, ‘Response to Chilean Coup’, starts by 
noting that what was apprehended previously was proved true soon 
enough. The US-supported coup, writes Rai, was anticipated in the 
revisionist stand taken by the Allende government and its supporters. 
While the reaction to the fall of the Chilean government through a 
military coup was one of horror and declarations of solidarity, it also 
reflected the hypocrisy of many of established socialist groups and 
states. Rai names Soviet Russia, China and the Left and liberal sections 
of many countries. Such declarations did not, however, mean much; 
the unity of Salvador Allende’s supporters was, to use Rai’s words, 
‘fragile’ and as such soon ‘broke down’. In fact, this is the crux of the 
chapter. The seriousness of the issue remained beyond the comprehen-
sion of most of the parties involved. Mistakes were made in delaying 
socializing key industries; reactionary forces were allowed to seize the 
initiative and turn the tables on the revolutionaries. Allende should 
have understood, Rai argues, that his adversaries had bought time 
so that Chilean masses were kept away from the political process. If 
Allende took courage in both his hands and had introduced socialist 
measures to take over capital as well as divested power from old state 
structures, a coup would not be possible. ‘But one may ask Fidel Castro 
and others’, Rai writes, directing his wrath at Allende’s friends:

What did you expect from US imperialism? What did you expect 
from the Pentagon and the CIA? Was it the first time that US 
imperialism had intervened to subvert a democratically elected 
government in Latin America? How did the Pentagon maintain 
‘magnificent relations’ with the Chilean armed forces when a 
‘Marxist’ government was in power and a ‘Marxist’ President was 
the commander-in-chief of the armed forces? 

Indeed, the lesson cannot be missed.

The last chapter in this part is titled ‘Uruguay: Rule by Military 
Proxy’. The military coup in Uruguay, identical to the one in Chile, 
took place in the same year (1973). The political suppression in that 
country was indeed more brutal since it took lessons from the way in 
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which socialist forces in Chile were attacked. The details given here tell 
the story of the vacuity of political argument and understanding that, 
for Rai, accompanies the practices of the communist states of the time 
across the world. Power is wielded by the military against democrats, 
constitutionalists and those standing in support of institutions. Here, 
the focus is on the role of the working class that went on strike and 
forced the regime to change its oppressive policies. The strike should 
have continued till success was achieved to restore the rule of law; 
it was based on mass popular support. There were chances to build 
upon this movement. Yet the mistake was sadly repeated of calling 
off the strike. It caused the dissipation of the struggle and offered the 
opportunity to the military to recover afresh their lost influence. Rai 
again evokes Fidel Castro to castigate communist leaders for adhering 
to dead conventions and repeating mistakes rather than learning les-
sons from revolutionary history. We read the ringing words of Castro 
quoted by Rai:

If anyone asked me who the most important allies of imperialism 
are, I would not answer that they are the professional armies, not 
even the Yankee marines. I would not say that they are the oligar-
chies or the reactionary classes. I would say ‘they are the pseudo 
revolutionaries’. 

Rai bemoans the fact that while imperialism spreads its tentacles all 
over the world to protect property interests, communists and socialists, 
who are supposed to shape an alternative world, fail to do so.






