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ABSTRACT

The.thesis-takes as ite starting poinf the historical
failure of Indian communism’to create a viable, popular alter-
native to the country's dominant political culture. It argues
that the 'Stalinisation' - or, as I have termed it, '"bolshevisa-
tion'- of Indian communism has been central to this‘failure.' .
'Bolshevisatien'has undermined the autonomy of Indian communism

and has thus prevented the movement from maintaining two
relationshiﬁs critical for political success —.with its national
environment and its own history. But not all communist parties
’suffeted this fate. Why,then,was the Communist>Party of India‘~
*bolshevised!? The thesis is devoted to answering this gquestion;
for it was-during the formation of the Communist Perty of India
(CPI), between the mid-1920s and the mid;19305,that it was first
'bolshevised. | |

The.'bolsheﬁisation' phenomenon is an interesting one.

Not only was it a central cause of the CPI's failure to create

a political alternative, but it also performed a necessary
integrative function for the Party - @ necessity largely arising,
in turn, from its inability to maintain a stable mass base. This
inability was largely a consequence of a number of specific
featufes of the colonial Indian environment.-:The negatiye
environmental features operating in Calcutta and Bombay were
quite different:-in the fermer the problem was largely one
arising from the intensive 'colonialisation' of eaetern Indie;
in Bembay i£ was a problem of what I have called 'politicel
space'.for revolutionary'mass polities. Thus we are investigating
a phenomenon fhat was, simultaneously, a cause,cure and

‘symptom of the failure of Indian communism. This investigation
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therefore allows us to connect a leadership failure with
the environmental features,contributing to that failure.

The first Indian political groups with identifiably
Marxist prbgrams were founded in 1927 in the cities of Bombay
and Calcutta - the two locationslto which Indian communism.was.
virtually to be confined throughout almost all of the formation
period. This event followed an  extended périod of ideological
tfansition, guided from abroad, among a few nationalists. Both
groups thén,sought to take advantage of a contgmporanéous wave
of working class unrest. But while the Bombay group achieved a
remarkable success and built for itself a major mass base, the

Calcutta group was unable to replicate this achievement. There

‘was a corresponding_cdntrast in the two groups' development as

communist leaderships - the Bombay group progressed towards
becoming av‘proletérianisedf énd autonomus leadership while
the Calcutta group stagnated, then disintegrated. The Bombay

group's'development could be seen clearly in the markedly

'independént stance it adopted towards the Communist International

(Comintern).'But this achievement remained'unconsolidated and
very vulnerable. |

This phase ended in 1929 with the arrests of both
?rovincial leaderships and the breéking ofrthe Bombay mass base:

the environmental conditions under which the Bombay developments

‘had occured proved to be both temporary and atypically favourable.

In the unfavourable conditions for communist politics in the

ensuing period, from 1929 to 1933, the communist leadership

which remained, regressed. Between 1929 and 1933 Indian communism
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consisted of a constellation of impotent and mutually hostile
factions based on regional, personality and policy differences.

After surveying the communists' situation the imprisoned
former leadership realised that Indién.communism faced a dilemmy,
imposed by the extremely difficﬁlt 'objective conditions': é
'natural' process of national Party formation'from below' would
be extremely protracted and uncertain; therefore the Party could
be formed in the foreseeable future only by the aftificial,

‘from the tpp‘method of direct Cémintern intervention —.i.e., by
full 'bolshevisation. However the jailed leadership did not com-
prehend the full implications of the 'bolshevised' alternative -
that it involved the long term failure of Indian communism. It
chose this course. After its unantigipated release from prison

it managéd,between 1934 and 1937, as a proky Comintern represen-
tative, to form a centralised, functioning CPI. The Party has

“subsequently retained these 'bolshevised' foundations.
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PREFACE

In researching and writing this thesis I have been
generously assisted by a great many people. My debt began with
Professor. D.P.Singhal of the University of Queensland, where
I did my undergraduate degree and began my doctorate. Professor
Singhal initially suggested the subject and supervised and
encouraged my eéfly explorations of it. Mr. Geoffrey Fairbairn
has supervised my work since I moved to the Australian National
University. He has been a patient guide and é generous source of
encouragement as well as Critical comment.' I owe much to him.

I am also indebted to others in the.Department of History. In
parﬁcular, Mr. Don Baker did much for me in arranging my field
trip, and Dr. Campbell Macknight; who has been the Department's
student administrator sincevmy return from my field trip, has
been a constant source of support. He'has been almost unbélie—
vably‘patient with me almost all of the time. I also owe a
heavy debtbto all of the members of the ANU's South Asia History
section. Professor D.A. Low has provided great encouragement
andbvaluable commentary. Robin Jeffrey, Dipesh Chakrabarty and
Steve Hénnihgham have been generous beyond words with thh their
comments and their time. All have improved my'conceptual clarity(
and Steve and Robin havé been particulariy»helpful with my
prose. My discussioﬁs with Dipesh have been of particular
importance in helping me to develop the conceptual fraﬁework

I have employed, and his work on the Calcutta working class has
" been of immediate relevance to mine.VI am also thankful to

Sandy Gordon for very fruitful discussions on Bombay and for



ix
allowing me to feproduce his excellent map (Map 1).

In India I was assisted by maﬁy more people than I can
mention,~but I remember them all with gratitude. My greatest
Indian debt is to the late K. Damodaran. He generously shared
with me his experiénces as a leading member of the CPI. and,
together with. P.C.Joshi, the results of their collective
resea;ch on the CPI's origins. My work reacﬁéd a tufning point-.
after I met him and it‘is a‘great sadness and loss to me that
he was.unable to read and criticise the end-result. I am also
indebted to.Damodoran and to his‘wife,Padmam,fér having helped
in many other ways to make my stay in India a happy oné. In
Bombay I received invaluable assistance from Professor
N.R..Phatak and Shri B.N. Phatak, both of whom gave me a great
deal of their time. They helped me by locating source material
and in suggeéting valuable lines of enquiry. I am grateful to my
interviewees for giving me their time and much valuéble‘inform—
ation. The staffs of the National Archiveslof India, the Bombay
Special Branch archives, the Tamil Nadu Archives, the West |
Bengal Archives,and, in London, the India Office Library, the
’ Mérx Memorial Library and the British Museum, were all of
great assistance.

I am very thankful to RoseméryAMetéalf for the fine
maps which she drew at short notice, and to Bev Ricketts,:Margaret
Carron and Janetlﬁealey;fgr,haviﬁg provided emergency helﬁ at
the end. Glenda Hudson, Lynn Peﬁers and Barbara Button have done
an excellent job in the typing of the thesis. I am-also thankful
to my multi-disciplinary colleagues_at: Childers Street
for having helped me tb remember that there was more to life than

the Meerut Conspiracy Case. Finally I owe more than I can express



to my wife,Anh Thu, for her suggestions and critical commentary
and, together with Eliane, my parents and my friends, for having

provided me with constant support under trying circumstances.

* * x * X

A Note>on Terminoloqgy , | . ' | S

| In the thesis I often refer to the Communist.Party of
India (which was founded, aé an- essentially nominal organisation,
in 1925) as 'the Party'. In the late 1920s the communists'
main political organisation was called the Workers' and Peasants'
- Party. I distinguish this from the CPI by referring to it as
'the paffy' - with a lower case 'p'. In addition, I use.the
}lowervcase 'p' when referring to communist parties generically,
‘and an upper case 'P' when referring to specific communist.

parties.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: THE 'BOLSHEVISATION' OF INDIAN COMMUNISM

'The history of any given party can only emerge from
the complex portrayal of the totality of society and
State (often with international ramifications too).
Hence it may be said that to write the history of a
party means nothing less than to write the general
history of a country from a monographic viewpoint, in
order to highlight a particular aspect of it.'

- Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison
" Notebooks, (London and New York, 1971), p.151.

'Thus it came about that the Comintern [Communist
International] not only shone with the reflected
light of the Russian party, but that it reflected
each of its internal alignments in turn. This was
so much the case that anybody who would try to

~ comprehend the history of any Communist party merely

in the context of its own national environment would
fail'.

- Isaac Deutscher, Stalin: A Political Biography,
(London, 1966), p.394. (My emphasis.)

" The subject of Indian communism has received
considerable attentidn,.but no satisfactory account of its
formative phase, from the ﬁid—l920$ to the mid-1930s, has yet
been written. .This lacuﬁa seriously weakens our undefstanding
of its later history, for the most crucial features of 'mature'
Indian communism were established ‘during the protracted
formation of the Communist-Party of India (CPI).

The most comprehensive study of the CPI as a
national party, G.D. Overstreet and M. Windmiller's Communism

in India, .(Bombay, 1960), provides only a summary sketch of the



Party's formative period. Moreover, the authors' very
‘ideological, Cold War perspective further detracts from the
value of their study. The negative effects of this perspective
are paftially counter-balanced by the detailed empirical work
‘behind their account of the CPI in itsAlater phases, but it
almost complefely undermines the explénatory value of their
already schematic treatment of the Party's formative period.

J.P. Haithcox's Communism and Nationalism in India: M.N. Roy

and Comintern Policy 1920-1939 (Princeton, 1971), is, as the
title suggests, essentially a study of Roy's career, and
particularly of his changing’relationship with the Communist
International (Comintern). Haithcox provides a useful and
detailed (though uncritical) biographical account of Roy in

his Marxist phase and of Comintern policy on India. But he addé
little to our understanding of the CPI as such. M.R. Masani's

The Communist Party of India: A Short History, (London, 1954),

is an anti-communist polemic in the mainstream of the Cold War
tradition. It provides some useful information for those who
have not had access to the Government of India's Intelligence
Bureau's studies of Indian communism.l However for our period.

at least, it adds little, either factually or interpretatively,

1. Four of these confidential studies were published by the
Intelligence Bureau, Home Department, Government of India
(hereafter IB), between 1924 and 1935, for distribution to
relevant government officers. These were: Communism in India,
(1924) , (Republished, Calcutta, 1971); Communism in India
1924-1927, (1927), (Republished, Calcutta, 1972);  India and
Communism, (Calcutta, 1933); and India and Communism, (Revised
up to January 1, 1935), (Calcutta, 1935). These will be cited
as, respectively: 1IB, Communism, (1924); IB, Communism,

(1927); 1IB, Communism, (1933); and IB, Communism, (1935).
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to those studies. L.P. Sinha's The Left Wing in India (1919-47),

(Muzaffarpur, 1965), does include a more detailed narrative
account of the CPI's formative phase and considerable - though
still limited - empirical data not available in other published
accounts. Neverthelessvif does little to explain why.the Party
developed in the way that it did or, therefore, the relationship
between formative and 'mature' communism in India.

But apart from_théir specific failings, alljof these
studies shareva common'feéture: their‘very narrow frameworks.
In particular, by failing adequately to relate.the Party to its
Indian environment they are unable satisfactorily to explain
either its develoément as aﬁ Indian party or the
determining-features of its relationship with international
communism. For example, they are unable to explain the marked
.regional differences in Indian communism, the consequences of
this for the national Party, and the reasons why the CPI (in
cohtrast to some communist parties) became so firmly linked to
Moscow. Gramsci's argument that the history of a party should
be a 'géneral history of a country from a monographic viewpoint'
provides an ambitious ideal but a necessary counter-perspective
for an explanatory account of the development (or non-development)
" of a political leadership. It is a perspective which is
essentially absent from the above studies. For this reason they
tend towards tautological 'explanations' of the fate of
leaderships in terms of their own observable characteristics.
This shortcoming is compounded in several cases by a priofi
assumptions about the nature of the relationship between a
communist party and international communism. The contemporary

student of Indian politics‘who seeks to_go beyond these limits

is fortunate in being able to draw upon the very considerable



body of South Asian scholarship produced in the last decade
or so.

The existing historiographical gap for the CPI's
formative period contrasts with the greater scholarly attention
which has been giﬁen to the equivalent periods in the histories
of the communist parties of most of £he other major Asian
colonies and»semi-colonies. No doubt the absence of satisfactory
accounts of the early development of Indian communism is due
primarily to its subsequent marginality in the politics of the
colonial period and its inability to establish itself as a
decisive national political force after Independence. These
historical features distinguish it from a number of its
fraternal parties elsewhere in Asia. Yet, as D.A. Washbrook
has argued‘persuasively, the study of colonial India solely
from the perspective of those movements which won power at
Independence may inhibit the identification of the deeper
roots of Indian politics.2 The study of 'failures', and of
the sources of those failufes,‘is a necessary complementary
perspective. A study of the formative phase of Indian
communism hot‘only illuminates its later history, but also
provides an explanation of saome of the reasons fornthe failgre
of a radical alternative to Cbngress politics. Furthermore, it
adds to our understanding of the‘nature of Congress politics,
and of the general problems of the LeftiinArelation to it and

to the wider context of colonial India. At the same time, it

2. D.A. Washbrook, The Emergence of Provincial Politics: ' the
Madras Presidency, 1870-1920, (Cambridge, 1976), pp.6-10.




provides a case study in the application of communist politics
in the era of the Communist International. "It
therefore adds to the literature on the problems of communism

in the wake of the Russian Revolution.

Some Characteristics of 'Mature' Indian Communism

Having characterised‘the history of Indian communism
since the formation of the CPI as one of 'failure', it is
necessary to establish more precisely what is meant by that term.‘
I certainly do not mean to imply. a failure of Qill on the part
of the individual communists. ‘Indeed the record of dedication
to their cause, and of courage and sacrifice in‘pursuing it,
makes the failures of the movement seem the more surprising.

I am not seeking to explain the overall failure of the CPI

to gain hegemony within the nationalist movement, though that
fact is of some analytical significance in comparison with

the Chinese and Vietnamese Communist Parties. Nor am I
congerned, directly, with the Party'svfailure to establish
itself as a decisive force in Indian politics, although this
study will help to explain th that has been the case. Rather,
the failure which I am primarily concerned to explain»is close
to that defined by Bipan Chandra as 'the basic failure' ofv
Indian commﬁnism: the failufe to éréaté;and project the
essentials of 'an alternative social system, ... an alternative

political 1eadership'.3' This failure to create even the nucleus

3. B. Chandra, 'Total Rectification', in Seminar, No. 178,
1974, p.26.




of an altefnatiQe to Congress and communal political culture,
and to make such an alternative credible and accessible for
the masses of the Indian population, underlies the wider
failures of communism in India.

But is such a negative characterisation of the.
record of Indian cqmmunism legitimate? After all, it does have
many notable achievements to its credit - from the formatién of
India's first genuine mass trade union in the lafe 1920s, to
the world's first communist government elected under the system
of parliamentary democracy.‘ Further, informed observers, from
‘the Intelligence Bureau of the cqlonial Governmeﬁt of India4
to a more recent, Indian historian of the Party,5 have
consistently seen the CPI as a very real threat-to the
established order. 1In 1958 Overstreet and Windmiller could
conclude that‘though the CPi was 'as vet sbme distance from
the achievement of power ih all of India', it was very possible
that it could become 'truly a force to be reckoned with' in
the future.6

An assessment from thé vantage-point of the 1970s
presents a rather different picture. For instance, a 1974
symposium devoted specifically to this question,»to,which a
number of distinguished Indian academics and one former CPI

leader contributed, produced a remarkable degree of consensus.7

. See fn.l.
Masani, op. cit..
Overstreet and Windmiller, op. cit., pp.538-9.

. Seminar, No. 178, 1974. It is titled 'Marxism and India: a
symposium on the Application of an Ideology'. The contributors
- are: K. Damodaran, Bipan Chandra, Asok Sen, Ashok Mitra, and
P.C. Joshi (of the Institute of Economic Growth, Delhi, not
the former General Secretary of the CPI with the same name).
It should be added that the critiques which they offered were
not 'anti-communist'. For a post-Emergency restatement see

N. Chakravarty, 'The Communist Spectrum', in Seminar, No.
216, 1977, pp.48-51.
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Fromm their different angles of vision they confirmed the
folllowing characterisation of the movement's history:

.. somehow, relating Marxism ... to the Indian ,
context has been an elusive process. ... [today] there
seems little to demarcate the parties of the _
proletariat from the parties of the bourgeoisie... The
history of the communist movement, as the main
purveyor of Marxism in the country, reveals a
vacillation between blunders and irrelevancies, both
accompanied by a unique courage. ... Nowhere in
all these years of Marxist parliamentary ... or
underground activity has there emerged a picture
either of the objective reality or the projected
future of the Indian State.8 v

This is an essentially accurate, if bluntly stated,
assezssment. There is ample documentation of the shortcomings

of tthe Indian communist movement since it emergedAas a functioning
Party in thé’mid—l930$:9 a chronic factionalism of sufficient
severity to split the movement twice; violent strategic
oscilllations between extremes, such as ill-fated insurrectionary
poliitics and pronounced 'popular-frontism', in the absence of
major concurrent changes in the Indian situation; the communist
maimstream's early 1960s' abandonment, in favour of 'parliamentari%gb
of a revolutionary mass strategy; a continuing‘inability to
prodiuce an-éﬁtbnomous and sociolqgically concrete theory of

IndiLan politics or to act on the lessons of the past; a failure

to create a politically educated, rather than merely executive,

cadrre structure; énd the failure to build_aAfirm base among the

8. The Editor, 'The Problem', in ibid., pp.10-11.

9. For sources see fn.37, below. We will return to these issues
later in this chapter.

10. By 'parliamentarism' I mean the strategic conception that
fundamental social change can be achieved essentially
through parliamentary activity, and the consequent
centering of political activity around electoral strategies

at the expense of independent mass organising towards
revolutionary ends.



more exploited sections of the peasantry. These failures
heavily outweigh Indian communism's many partial achievements

and its positive contributions to Indian political and

11

intellectual life; and they flow ffom the communists' 'basic

failure' to establish an alternative political vision. The

- contemporary participatioh of the two biggest Communist Parties

in Indian pblitics as little more than two more parties competing
for powér through the parliamentary system - giving'only secondary
attention to independent extra-parliamentary mass ofganisation -
is one indication of this 'basicfailure'.12 fhe absence of a
significant, Marxist-inspired, popular ideology and‘culﬁure - a
feature in striking contrast with, for instance, Vietnam13 - is
another. The failures of the later history of the movement form

a necessary perspective for an historical account of iﬁs origins.

| Why,.then, has Indian communism failed to create the
essentials of a credible and commanding alternative political
culture and leadership? One of the movement's dominating

€eatures has been the deeply symbiotic nature of the relationship
which the Party leadership has established‘with post-revolutionary
communist -parties abroad. Many have seen this symbiosis as
central to the Party's failures. K. Damodaran, for example,
speaking with the added authority of having been a long-standing

CPI leader, active at nearly all levels of the Party structure,

11. For a brief summary of some of these achievements, see
Chandra, op. cit., p.25.

12, See, eg., Bipan Chandra's comment (in op. cit., p.26) on the
Punjabi agricultural labourer who told him that the
'capitalists' had three parties in his area: 'the Congress,
the Akalis and the Comrades'. For other commentary on
contemporary communist 'parliamentarism' see fn.39 below.

13. See fn.43, below.



has described this relationship and its effects in the

following terms:

... the Indian Communists failed to use the Marxist
methodology to understand and change Indian reality.
.. They were more eager to study the history of the
CPSU [Communist Party of the Soviet Union] than their
own history, economy and culture. ... Reliance on
outside bodies - whether Moscow or China - as
infallible and absolute authorities has undermined
the necessary process of strategy formation ... [by]

a praxis of Marxist theory and  Indian revolutlonary
action. 14

He argues, further, that this type of relationship has been

replicated within the Party:

This external authoritarianism has also been
reproduced in the relationships in the movement
itself. This has resulted in a lack of education
of [the] cadre through democratic participation.
Democratic discussions depend on education of [the]
cadre. ‘Lack of education necessarily leads to the

negation of inner party democracy and the consolidation:
of bureaucracy.l1l5

An important consequence of this combination of 'external' and

'internal' characteristics has been the alienation of the Indian

14. K. Damodaran, 'The Past', Seminar, op. cit., p.23. See
also his interview with Tariq Ali: "Memoir of an Indian
Communist', in New Left‘Rev1ew, No. 93, 1975, pp.35-509.
Damodaran is unique in the Indian communist movement in
having produced a radical critique of the movement's
record after a long and distinguished career within it.
He began as a founding member of the Party in Kerala in
the late 1930s and became an important mass organiser and
propagandist in that state as well as a leading member of
the provincial organisation. He was elected to the Party's
Central Committee in 1956 and was a member of that committee
and its successor, the National Council, for the next
twelve years. He served on the Central Executive Committee
from 1958 to 1968. He has also been concerned with cultural

, issues and has written a number of books in this field and

several popular dramas in the Malayalam language. He was
a leading figure in the Progressive Writers Association.
He represented the CPI in the Rajya Sabha (Upper House of
the Indian Parliament) from 1964 to 1970. He was engaged
in historical research on the CPI, as a Fellow at Jawaharlal
Nehru University (New Delhi), when he died in July 1975.
Because of his experience and the quality of his evaluation
of the CPI's history he is an invaluable source for a
study such as this.

15. loc. cit..
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communist movement from both its Indian environment and
its own historical experience - from two relationships
essential for the development of an effective political

alternative.

Damodaran and others have categorised this complex
of features under the rubric of 'Stalinism'. There can be
little doubt that the dual 'Stalinist' pattern described by
him has been a dominant characteristic of Indian communism
- particﬁlarly wﬁen it has been engaged in a revolutionéry,
exEra—parliamentary, rather than a 'parliamentérist‘,

16

strategy.A ‘That it has been retained by the Communist Party

which has sought to make the most radical break with the Indian
communist tradition - the CPI (Marxist-Leninist) (CPI(ML)) -

indicates the depth of its roots.l7v

16. For example, the CPI(Marxist) (CPI(M)), which split from
the CPI in 1964, has been formally - though far from
completely - independent of the 'external' dimension

- of 'Stalinism'. However the CPI (M) has been, from

the time of its inception and in common with the contemporary
CPI, a 'parliamentarist' Party. Moreover, the 'internalised'
dimension of 'Stalinism' has not weakened in the CPI(M).
For accounts of the CPI(M) as a 'Stalinist' Party see:
Ram, Indian Communism, passim; Damodaran, 'Memoir', p.57.

17. This is seen, for example, in the following slogan, which
was popular during the 'Naxalite' period: ‘'China's
Chairman is our Chairman'. The following appeared in

- the Party's organ in February 1970:

. ... we must conscientiously and seriously wage a
struggle to establish the revolutionary authority of
Comrade Charu Mazumdar (the CPI (ML) leader). Our
slogan is: Internationally, we must follow Chairman
Mao, Vice-Chairman Lin Piao and the great glorious and
correct Communist Party of China ms well as the world
lessons of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution;
nationally, we must be loyal to Chairman Mao, Vice-
Chairman Lin Piao, and the Communist Party of China
and must fully accept the revolutionary authority of
the leadership of Comrade Charu Mazumdar.

(Quoted in M. Ram, Maoism in India, (Delhi, 1971), p.134.)
For discussion of 'Stalinism' in the CPI (ML) during the
Naxalite period, see ibid., passim; M. Ram, Indian
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'Stalinism' has indeed been, I will argue, central to the
probiems of communism, and particularly revolutionary
commungism, in India. In demOnstrating my case in the
discussion which now follows I will bé’referring primarily to
the undivided CPI, in the period from the mid-1930s to the
early 19605. |

Thét Indian communism has been so completely
'Stalinised' has been due in large part to the apparently
necessary role the phenomenon has piayed.‘»Paradqxically,
not only has 'Stalinism' been the introduced cause of the
movement's most fundamental problems, but it has also been
adopted as the 'cure' of fundamental and chronic problems
in its internal relationships. These probiems have been due
not only to the Party's 'Stalinist' character, but also to
‘the great and manifold difficulties it has faced in.itsb
Indian eﬁvironment.’ That is, the 'Stalinisation' of Indian
communism has been, simultaneously, a cause, symptom and
cure of the range of problems which have prevented the communist
movement from emerging as a viable alternative, revolutionary
force in India. Thus the conéept ofA'Stalinisation' focusses
the most fundamental of the Indian commuhisf movement's -
internal troubles and the relationship between these and the |
difficulties imposed by its national and internationalbenvironments.
For this reason the concept cam be usedinot only descriptively,

but also as a valuable analytical tool.

17. Cont'd . , .
" Communism: * Split Within a Split, (New Delhi, 1969),
pp.253-67; and P. Mitra and M. Sen, Communist Party and

Naxalites, (CPI, New Delhi, 1971), which also reproduces many
selections from the CPI (ML) press. ‘
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However I have chosen to use the term 'bolshevisation'
rather than 'Stalinisation'. I have adapted the term- from
one which was used in the post-Leninist Comintern. During
the debates at the Fifth World Congress‘of.the Comintern in
~June-July 1924 the anti-Trotsky faction associated with Stalin
introdueed a slogan which was subsequently to become a program

- 'Bolshevise the Communist interhational'.18

The
'Bolshevisation' program came eventually to incerporate all

of the characteristics which are associated wi;h 'Stalinisation'.
But the term 'bolshevisation' is not only less burdened by the
pejorative (and sometimes laudatory) connotations of
'Stalinisation', but is also a more useful concept analytically.
It does not limit the phenomena associated with 'Stalinisationf
to Ehe personality, goals and initiatives of its most outstanding
protagonist in the way that £he latter term tends to do. It is |
more suggestive.of a wider‘context - of the fact that the -
roots of 'Stalinism' went much wider and deeper than Stalin
himself, beyond the extremes for which he, personally, was
responsible. The 'bolshevisation' of the Comintern was a
~structural phenomenen,as well as a eonscious policy initiated
by a particular.Soviet‘faction dufing Stalin's rise to .
prominence in the :1920s and consummatedwith his dictatorship

in the 1930s. It arose largely from the exigencies faced by

18. TFor analyses of the content and context of the 'Bolshevisat-
ion' slogan see: F. Claudin, The Communist Movement: From
Comintern to Cominform, (London, 1975), pp.l4l-2, p.624;

I. Deutscher, The Prophet Unarmed - Trotsky: 1921-1929,
(London, 1959), pp.146-51; E.H. Carr, Socialism In One
Country, Vol. 3, (London, 1964), pp.92-4, 293-308; ’
K.E. McKenzie, Comintern-and World Revolution 1928-1943:
the Shaping of Doctrine, (London and New York, 1964),
'pp.55-7, 93-4. '
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the isolated Russian Revolution and post-Revolution Soviet
Union, and it incorporated certain premises established in
the Comintern during}its Leninist phase. In this thesis I
distinguish the more inclusive sense of the term and its
derivatives from the narrower, programatic sense, by the

use of a lower case 'b' for the former and an upper case 'B' "
and Quotation marks for the latter: bolshevisation and

'Bolshevisation' respectively.

'The Soviet Roots and Dynamics of Bolshevisation

Before investigating the relationship between
Iboishevisafion and the failures of 'mature' Indian communism
‘we need first to examine the phenomenon at its source - post-
‘Revolution Soviet Russia.

In December 1924, some six months after.the emergence
.0of the slogan 'Bolshevise the Communist .International', there
.appeared another, complementary slogan:' Socialism in one
Acountry'.lg These complementary slogans heralded an allégedly
‘theoretical, though in fact pragmatic resolution of the
‘dilemmas produced for.Marxist theory by the unanticipated and
unprecedented situation 6f'an isoiated 'workers' state' in a
'predominantly pre—éépitalist socieﬁy, riven by internal crisis,
with its original Party activists and working clasé decimated,
and surrdunded by hostile and far more powerful capitalist
. .states. The 'Bolshévisation' program wa§ based on the twin
.assumptions that revolutions would not occur elséwhere in the.

forseeable future and that in the interim the interests of the

19. For the folloWing, see the éources,cited in fn.18.
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worrld revolution Wefe coterminous with the consolidation of
thee Soviet Union and the construction of socialism within
itis boundaries. The 'Bolshevisation' of the Comintern thus
recqquired a fundamental erosion of the autonomy of its member
pairties. 1In 1929, when the 'Bolshevisation' program was
reaching its penultimate phase, it was described in the

Comintern's Executive Committee (ECCI) as

. a process of cleansing of the Party membership

of all that is putrid and inactive, of all that

weighs down upon them as ballast, and retards the
progress of the Parties. What the Right wingers .

call "crises" in the Comintern is but the
Bolshevisation of the Communist Parties ... This,

if it may be so put, is but a passing into a "higher
class", in the course of which all that is undesirable,
unsuitable and backward, is swept away from the
Communist movement.20

'Boolshevisation' required the communist parties' 'overcoming

 0£ internal resistance and hesitatigns' in regard to the
‘exexcution of Comintern and ECCI policy, it was explained
elsiewhere on the samé occasion.21 But by 1929 the Stalinist
faction of the CPSU, rather than the communist parties of the
wor:1ld, established the criteria for determining which communist
elements were 'putrid and inactive, ... undesirable, unsuitable"

‘andl backward', and what constituted a '"higher class"' of communist

party. Thus the implementation of the 'Bolshevisation' program

20. Report by Manuilsky to the Tenth Plenum of the ECCI,
, 3/7/29, International Press Correspondence (hereafter,
Inprecor), Vol. 9(4), 1929, p.852. ” ’

21. From Kuusinen's concluding speech at the Tenth Plenum
of the ECCI, Inprecor, Vol.9(53), p.1l151. Kuusinen's
speech contained a special section titled 'On the
Further Bolshevisation of Communist Parties'.
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involved, in Trotsky's words, the transformation of the
communist parties from 'the vanguards of the world revolution'
into 'the frontier guards' of the Soviet state.22

That both the 'Bolshevisation' and 'Socialism in one
country' slogans first appeared in the year of Lenin's deéth
has great symbolic significance. Nevertheless the compromising
of the autonomy of ﬁhe member parties did not begin'with'Stalin.'
From the time of its foundation in March 1919 the Comintern
had been an 'ultra-centralist' organisation. Its central
organ, the ECCI, for example{ possesséd drastic executive
powers over the national sections far in excess of that of
the executives of the First and Second Internationals.?3
Stalin did not have to change the constitution of the Comintern
in order to achieve his objectives within it. It was a long way
from the original operational principles practised in the
organisation to Dimitrov's 1935 rallying call - 'To guard
the Bolshevik unity of the party as the apple of one's'eye

24

is the first and highest law of Bolshevism'. There was,

nevertheless, a certain continuity. This element of continuity
is important. The founding of the Comintern, and the extremely
centralised form that it adopted, were intimately connected to

the pressing problem of the continued isolation of the victorious

22. Trotsky, quoted by Isaac Deutscher, in Stalin: a Political
Biography, (London, 1966), p.389.

23. The structure of the organisation was not formalised until
- its Second Congress in 1920. The constitution and
operational principles adopted in 1920 are reproduced in
J. Degras, The Communist International, 1919-1943: Documents,
Vol. 1 - 1919-1922, (London, 1956), pp.l61-72.

24. Quoted in Claudin, op. cit., p.122. (Claudin's emphasis.)
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revolution in Russia: both the timing and the form were

closely linked with the need to break this fateful isolation

by facilitating revolution elsewhere in the immediate future.25

In 1917 Lenin, following his theory of contemporary,

finance-dominated monopoly capitalism being capitalism's
'highest' and last phase, believed that the advanced capitalist
west - and particularly Germany - was in an 'objectively
revolutionary' state. Proletarian revolution in Russia, he
argued, would almost certainly cétalyse,revolution iﬁ the westf
Indeed, this was a fundamental premise of the i917 'April Theses'
with which he convinced his hesitant Bolshevik comrades that
~the Party should take the gamble and by—bass the bourgeois-
democratic revolution and proceed directly to the proletarian
revolution. But Lenin recognised that without a supporting
proletarian revolution in the west - or in at least some of the
ad&anced capitalist countfies - soon after the Russian Revolution,
the latter would have little chance of survival. In the
immediate aftermath-ofvthe 1917 Revblution'Lenin continued to
believe that Europe was 'objectively revolutionary'. The
failure of the Revolution to materialise was due, he believed,

to thelabsence of a crucial element - effective communist parties

of the Bolshevik type. Accordingly, in 1919, with the isolated

25. See for example: ibid., pp.51-5, 103-9; M. Liebman,
Leninism Under Lenin, (London, 1975), pp.385-416, and
particularly pp.404-16; E.H. Carr, The Bolshevik Revolution
1917-1923, Vol. 3, (London, 1966), pp.l12I1-33. Claudin's
analysis is particularly interesting for the relationship
that he establishes between Lenin's theoretical schema of
the world revolution and the timing of the formation of the
Comintern and the structure which it was given. The ‘
following discussion of Lenin and the Comintern is based
primarily on Claudin's analysis.
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Russian Revolution gravely endaﬁgered, he initiated an event
which he had been urging ever since the Second International

had capitulated to national chauvinism and the bourgeoisie at

the outset of the First World War: a split with the Second
international and the founding of a Third International of
révolutionary Marxist parties. The Third, or Communist
International was Leninist in its organisational form, in the
policy it adopted and in the theory of world revolution which
underlay both. It was imperative and urgent, Lenin argued,

that, with world'capitalism in its termihal phése, the
revolutionaries of the advanced capitalist nations should

come together to form a World Party which, as a 'General Staff',
could effectively plan and execute a éoordinated World Revolution.
As Claudin has shown, Lenin‘s conception of the World Party‘was
that Qf an internationalised Bolshevik Party. The model was
internationalised withou£ taking into account the specificity

- of the original model's development or of its relationship

to the conditions of Tsarist Russia: it was, 1in effect, a _
proposal 'to create chemically éure Bolshevik partiés overnight'%Gl
. In fact the founding of the Cqmintern créated both the
Internatidnal and its first member parties in the same act.

- In accordance with Lenin's theory of the imminence of world
revolution, and through the universalisation of the Bolshevik
model, the Third International became a highly’centralised
organisation directed, above all, £owards one immediate‘goal.

" Its Executive éommittee, apart from being given great directive
powers over its national sections, waé also, and necessarily,
seated in Moscow until - Lenin hoped - revolution elsewhere made

its transfer possible. Moreover, the Soviet, state provided most

26. Claudin, op. cit., p.109.
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of its funding and Bolsheviks occupied the most important
executive positions. ‘Because of these organisational,
operational and situational features and - probably more
importantly - because of the successful Bolsheviks' tremendous
prestige among revolutionaries, the Russian Party inevitably
dominated the organisation. In doing so it transgressed a
principle of international revolutionary organisation earlier
upheld by Lenin. Commenting in 1907 on the authority held
within the Second International by the German Social Democrats
(who at that stage he greatly'respected), Lenin stressed that
important though this authority is in widening the
horizon of the [proletarian] fighters, it would be
impermissible in the workers' party to claim that
the practical and concrete questions of ‘its immediate
policy can be solved by those standing a long way off.
The collective spirit of the progressive class-conscious
workers immediately engaged in the struggle in each

country will always remain the highest authority on
all such questions.27

Had Lenin'é schema of world revolution been confirmed
by events in the short term, and had the isolation of the
Russian Revolution thus been brdken, then the Comintern's
~subsequent prdblems would not have arisen in the.acute form in
which they did. Claudin has demonstrated how the discrepancy
which did arise constituted an implicit and fundamental crisis
of Léninis£ theory and‘practice. However only Lenin appears to

have become aware of the crisis.28 But, immobilised by his

27. Quoted in ibid., pp.l15-16. (My emphasis.)

28. Most notably, in his last article (Feb. 1923), 'Better
Fewer, But Better', in his Collected Works, (Moscow, 1966),
Vol.33,pp.499-501. See also his critical comments on the
excessive 'Russian-ness' of the decisions taken at the 1922
Fourth World Congress of the Comintern, in 'Five Years of the
Russian Revolution and the Prospects of the World Revolution',
in ibid., p.430.
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stroke, it was too late for him to act effectively upon his

last reflections. The centralism of, and the Bolshevik hegemony
within, the Comintern, had initially been linked to a theory

of imminent revolution. These chéracteristics, of doubtful
value even ihitially, became completely anachronistic in the
post-War stabilisation‘of the capitalist world. But instead

bf being decentralised accordingly, the Comintern was, from
1924, progressively to becomg far more centralised and Soviet-
dominated. Moreover, Stalin's programs for»revolutibn elsewhe:e
were firmly linked to his domestic preoccupations and‘sb by-
passed most of the revblutionary content of Léninism. Certain
crucial modes which had been absent from the.létter were
introduced. One example was the 'religiosity' which was
imported into Mérxist theory and‘ideology: the canonisation,
and thus neutralisation, of Lenin;s writings, the cult of
Lenin,-and then of Stalin, and the theological category of

crime of conscience for dissent from majority positions;29
Another was.the sanctification of bureaucracy and hierarchical
privilege and the active promotion of bureaucratic structures
and values close in form to those of Tsarist Russia. |
Bolshevisation meant the transferéﬁce to the Comintern of these
modes, whichwere associated with the 'construction of socialism'-
- in Russia. It thus represented,the projection of the probleﬁs

of one particular post-revolutionary situation, and of one

29. A particularly clear example of this novel 'religiosity' is

cited by Deutscher - Stalin's 1924 'Oath to Lenin'. In this
'the style of the Communist Manifesto is strangely blended
with that of the Orthodox Prayer Book' - in Stalin,

pp.272-3. This style was to become all-pervasive.
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particular response to those problems, on to communist
parties which were in a highly diverse range of pre-revolutionary

situations.

The;form which this projection took in the post-
Leninist Comintern had a number of specific dimensions. The
bases of political activity - theory, ideology, policy and
orgénisation30 - were progressively distortedjbetween 1924 and
1935, and the issue of the relationship between political
activity and popuiar culture was barely raised.31 Theory, the .
ostensible basis of organisational forms and policy, was
transformed into extremely abstract rationalisétions of policies
determined by the dominant faction of the CPSU according to
criteria only tangentially related to concrete realities in
specific national situations. The already fragile democracy of
the 'democratic cenfralism' which was the original organisational
principle of the Third International was replaced by the ideal
of the 'iron monolith', its 'iron unity' protected from dissent,
actual or potential, by thé exercise of 'iron discipline' from

above. In the realm of ideological activity, the notorious

'wooden language' which became the lingua franca of the Comintern,

epitomised the reduction of ideology to a dogmatised, clichéd‘

30. I do not make a sharp division between 'ideology' and
'theory'. But I use the former in the sense of 'world-
view' - a conception of the social world which is not
necessarily internally logically consistent. I use the latter
in . the sense of a systematic body of reasoning within which.
internal logical consistency is important - at least as a
goal. 'Ideology' is the interconnected constellation of
conceptions through which the world is 'spontaneously'
understood - continuous with both 'culture' and 'common-
sense'. The transformation of the existing popular
ideologies through the propagation of an alternative
ideology acceptable to the masses is a pre-condition of
revolutionary change. Theory is the analytical guide to
political practice.

31. Gramsci was a notable exception. But he was jailed by the
Fascists in 1926 and his conceptions had little impact
outside Italy.
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orthodoxy. Finally, Comintern policies came to possess 'a
" peculiarly deadening quality: they were neither revolutionary
-nor reformist, but abstract and ineffective'.32

Thus the implementation of the 'Bolshevisation'
program both realiséd, and added greatly to, the most negative
of the possible consequences for the’autonomy of the world's
chmunist parties iﬁherent ffom the beginning in the isglation
df the Russian Revolution and in the character of the Comintern.
' The issue of bolshevisation therefore raises the more general
question of the nature of the complex legacy‘of the Russian
Revolution for revolution elsewhere, and it suggests that it
was an ambiguous legacy. On the one hand, the 'ten days that
shook the world', and their aftermath, have provided inspiration{
revolutionary principles and resources for other communist
movements. Moreover, a few of these have been successful.
But at the same time the projection on to the world stage of
the patterns of the Bolshevik Revolution and of its post-
revolutidnary consequences in Russia has eroded the potential
for revolution elsewhere. The study of the bolshevisation of a
particular qommunist party - in our case the.Communist Party of
India - can perhaps illuminate, tQ a lihited extenf, this muéh

" broader question.

Bolshevisation, Communist Parties and National Environments

Isaac Deutscher has encapsulated the effecf of
bolshevisation on the relationships between a communist party
and its Comintern and national environments in the following

passage:

32, Claudin, op. cit., p.640.
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It was as if the giant figure of an athlete engaged
in a homeric fight had thrown around itself twenty or
thirty shadows, each mimicking the tense wrestling
and violent gestures of the real body, each pretending
to shake heaven and earth. The strange picture was
made even stranger by the fact that the foreign sections
of the Comintern were not mere shadows. They were
half bodies and half shadows. With one part of their
existence they were immersed in the realities of their
national life ... while with the other they
participated in the hectic dance of phantoms round
the General Secretary.33 >
In the terms of this metaphor, a particular communist party
was bolshevised to the extent that it became a 'shadow' of
Soviet politics and correspondingly divorced from its own
national environment. No communist party, not even the Maoist
faction of the Chinese Party (CCP), escaped bolshevisation
completely.34 Yet some parties, and most notably the Chinese
and Vietnamese, managed to retain sufficient autonomy in
their relationships with the Comintern to become ‘'bodies'
rather than,'shadows',,and thus to provide effective leadership
for their respeétive revolutions. This fact raises the question
of why some parties were able largely to escape. bolshevisation
while most did not.
Although a comprehensive comparative answer to this
question is beyond the scope of this sfudy, it does introduce
a necessary perspective. A number of determinants of the nature

‘and extent of the bolshevisation of communist parties can be

identified with some confidence.

33. Deutscher, Stalin, pp.398-99.

34. For a perceptive analysis of the relationship between Maoism
and 'Bolshevism' see R. Lew, 'Maoism and the Chinese
Revolution', in The Socialist Register, 1975, pp.115-59.

See also S. Schram, 'The Party in Chinese Communist
Ideology', in China Quarterly, No. 38, 1969, pp.l-26.
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The level of contact between a party and the
international communist movement,‘and the amount of attention
paid to the party by the Comintern léadership,’were factors
" of obvious importance.‘ So, too, were the timing of a party's
first contact with the Comintern and the particular way in
which it was mediated. These factors would determine the
‘extent to which a party leadership was exposed to both the
positive and the negative elements of the Russian Revolution's
ambiguous legacy, the extent to which it became aware of the
Leninist rather than the post—Leninist phase of the Comintern,
and the level of its exposure to the 'Bolshevisation"program;

But the‘inter—felated factors of the extent of a
communist party's capacity for effective revolutionary
leadership, and the nature of its national environment, were
also crucial. The social and political backgrounds of a party's
recruits, and the extent to which they were familiar with the
Marxist revolutionary tradition, would ha&e a direct bearing
on the question of its éompetence as a revolutionary leadership.
-But the key déterminants would be the existence or otherwise of
autonomous radical mass tfaditions and of contemporary social
and political upheaval, and the degree of stability of the
existing structures of social and political control. These
features would determine'the extent of the available 'space'
for revolutionary organising and the consequent potential for
the development of communist-led, autonomous, revolutionary
momentum. They would also determine the viability of radical,
non-communist political alternatives for the politiciéed
intelligentsia, and thus, to a significant degree, the extent

to which a communist party would be able to attract talented




24

leaders to its ranks. The importance of able leadership was
demonstrated as well as stressed by the Bolsheviks. But the
Bolshevik experience also demonstrated the conditioning effects
of national environmental factors on a political leadership.
For example, the deveiopment of the Russian iabour movement -
particularly as manifested in the 'spontaneous' workers'

soyiet movements of 1905 and 1917 - made a deep impact upon
Lenin's conceptualisation of the relationship between the

Party and-the masses. This led him (though ambiguously) -

beyond the mechanistic and exaggefatedly 'elitist' thinking

of his 1902 work, What Is to Be'Done?.35 Similarly, it was

the development of the'revélutionafy,situation in 1917 that 1led
Trotsky, finally, to ébandon the non-Bolshevik revolutionary
alternative and join Lenin's party. _

The foliowing chaptersvof,this thesis will show that
in the CPI's formative phase the combination of the above
national and international features was, on balance, decidedly
unfavourable, and.that the potential for bolshevisation was
corfesppndingly great. The failures of Indian communism ha&e a

context - they have not simply been the failures of leaderships.

Bolshevisation, the CPI and the Indian Context: the Dilemma of

the Indian Left

"With an understanding of the meaning of bolshevisation,
and of the importance of specific environmental factors in
determining its specific role and effects within a particular

party,- we can now return to the question raised earlier - the

35. See A. Carlo, 'Lenin on the Party', in Telos, No. 17, 1973,
pp.1-40. ,
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nature of the relationship betweeﬁ bolshevisation and the
CPI's failure. The issue of Party factionalism provides a
useful focus for this‘inquiry."It has been the most
conspicuous of the Indian movement's internal problems, and
one which bolshevisation was intended to resolve; moreover,
it has been the most overt symptom of the Party's difficultiés
in relation to its Indian environment.

The evidencé'proVided by existing studies of Indian
communism after the period of its formation36 reveals a |
definite pattefn of relétionships between bqlshevisation and
Party factionalism.37 As we have seen, a central intention
of the 'Bolshevisation' campaign was the eradication of
factionalism - 'deviationism' - and its replaéemént by
'monolithic unity'. This campaign could be effective in the
Soviet Union, where all of the resources of the state apparatus
could be mobilised to crush opposition. For the CPI (and other
- communist parties), without such resoufces, bolshevisation produced

a different result. It could not fliquidate' the problem in the

36. In addition to: Overstreet and Windmiller, op. cit.; Ram,
Indian Communism and Maoism; and Sinha, op. cit.; see:
J.H. Kautsky, Moscow and the Communist Party of India, (New
York, 1956); B.S. Gupta, Communism in Indian Politics,
(Columbia, 1972), and 'India's Rival Communist Models',
in Problems of Communism, Vol. 22(l), 1973, pp.1l-15;

P.R. Brass and M.F. Franda, (Eds.), Radical Politics in
South Asia, (Cambridge, Mass., 1973); M.F. Franda,

Radical Politics in West Bengal, (Cambridge, Mass., 1971);
H. Gelman, '"The Communist Party of India: Sino-Soviet
Battleground', in A. Doak Barnett, (Ed.), Communist
Strategies in Asia:  a Comparative Analysis of Governments
and Parties, (Bombay, 1968); and B. Pavier, 'The Telengana
Armed Struggle', in Economic and Political Weekly (hereafter .
EPW), Vol. 9(32-34), 1974, pp.l413-20, which provides a_
useful analysis of the relationship between the different
levels of the CPI leadership during that movement. I have
included few of the several = regional studies of the CPI
that are available.

37. This pattern has emerged most clearly during the movement's
periodic crises. - For example: the transition from
P.C. Joshi's leadership to the B.T. Ranadive leadership
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CPI; it could only provide certain external resources to

suppress the immediate symptoms. At the same time the dogmatic,
aibitrary, bureaucratic and highly authoritarian boléhevist |
modes have aggravated the problem in the longer term. The
factions were bblshevised and; as a consequence, have tended

to bé particularly rigidly‘formed and sectarian rather than

- fluid alliances based primarily on serious political differences.
Thg Party split in 1964 appears to have been the logical outcome

38

of this situation. Rather than 'monolithic wunity', Indian

communism has been éharadterised by what Overstreet and
Windmiller have called a 'factional balance of power'.39
The factions, rather than the Party as a whole, have been

'monolithic': the Party has been characterised by a 'multiple

monolithicity"'.

37. Cont'd

in 1947-48; the struggle to replace the Ranadive leadership
during 1949-50 and then the successor Andhra leadership
during 1950-51; and the protracted crisis leading to the
formal split and formation of the CPI(M) in 1964. The

later split within the CPI (M) ranks and the formation of

the CPI(ML) falls within this pattern. For the most part,
the studies cited in £fn.36 above do not go beyond describing
the conflict patterns. They do not provide an adequate
explanation of the interaction of the bolshevisation mode
and the social roots of factionalism.

38. Even though it was the most overtly ideologised of factional
struggles in the CPI, it was, in the opinion of one of the
participants, more an organisational struggle for electoral
tactical advantage than an expression of major strategic
differences: Damodaran, 'Memoir', pp.55-7. T.R. Sharma's
'Electoral Imperatives in the Indian Communist Party Split'
in Modern Asian Studies (hereafter, MAS), Vol. 10(3), 1976,
pp.349-60, lends further support to this analysis.

39. Overstreet and Windmiller, op. cit., p.352.
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The 'factional balance' has characteristically been
maintained by the dominance of one faction over sqppreSsed
competitors, and of one exclusive policy over equally rigidly
defined alternatives. Among the resources available‘for
maintaining this dominance, and hence 'unity', legitimacy
conferred by the ECCI and its successors has been the most
important. But legitimécy has not necessariiy been conferred

~in accordance with demonstrated political superiority. This
situation has resulted in recurring struggles by subordinate
factions for the conferred legitimacy and;_if éranted (or
apparently granted), in a realignment in the 'factional balance
of power'.40 The realignment has usually been traumatic, involving
a campaign to discredit the preVious leadership and the dis-
sociation of the newly dominant faction from its predecessors.
This process has resulted in sharp discontinuities not only in
~policy, which has often swung:from one pole to its diametric
opposite, but also in leadership - and hence in political
experience. Beneath these discontinuities, however, the more
fundémeptal continuity of ﬁhe bolshevist mode has prevailed.

The factionalism and discontinuity inherent in this

mode have been supplemented by thé periodic changes in the

content Qf*policy issued by Moscow. These éhanges have

40. This is particularly apparent in the prolonged crisis
between 1947 and 1951, when successive factions gained
control of the Party by virtue of their being able
successively to claim Moscow's concurrence in their
poligies. The sequence was completed when the unstable
new Central Committee sent a four man delegation to Moscow
to get a definite ruling from the CPSU leadership. See:
Ram, Indian Communism, pp.49-50; Damodaran, 'Memoir',
pp.43-4; and S.A. Dange (one of the delegation), When
Communist (gsic ) Differ, (Bombay, 1970),pp.56=-8.
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consistentiy laeked_theoretiCal justification and have been
gquite arbitrary in relation to Indiaﬁ‘developments. Nevertheless,
the CPI has been required to accept that the successive changes
were theoretically continuous. "The legitimisation of policy
changes by arbitrary authority, rather than by demonstrated
theoretical and political consistency or superiority, has
further exacerbated factional disagreément. This arbitrariness
has also reqﬁired the development of a camouflaging mystique

of infallibility around the leadership. The leadership has not;
as a rule, made itself accountable to the lower Party levels,
and so has not had to justify its policy changes to themi

in terms of demonsfrable changes in the 'objective situation'.
It has relied instead on a claim to infallibility-by-proxy

by virtue of its role as representative of 'the Centre' of

the 'World Party'.

This bolshevist leadership cult has reinforced rather
~than confronted the 'neo-feudal' modes of consciousness imported
intovthe Party by recruits. In-K. Damodaran's words, the bolshevist
cuit of the 'great teacher' has fiﬁted comfdrtably with an
Indian 'tradition ... of political gurus enlightening the masses‘l.ll
This cultism has encouraged a passive attitude of loyalty to

particular leaders among the lower level cadres. This attitude

41. Damodaran, 'Memoir', p.38. This quotation occurs in the

following passage, in which he comments upon his own induction
into this cult in the 1930s and 1940s:

We were told that Stalin was the 'great teacher', the
'guiding star'... . And being both new to communism
and relatively unschooled in Marxism and Leninism I

- accepted what I was told. There is a tradition in
Indian politics of political gurus enlightening the
masses and this tradition suited Stalinism completely.
Hence we could accept anything and everything that we
were told by the party elders who themselves were
dependent for their information exclusively on Moscow.

See also B. Chandra, op. cit., passim, for an analysis of
this phenomenon.
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is conducive to 'vértical' factionalism around personalities
rather than 'horizontal' factionalism around serious political
diifferences.

Thus the combined result of the bolshevist mode and
the changes in policy content within that mode has been the
continual interruption of the movement's éontinuity and the
separation of the Party from the Indian ehvirbnment. These
conditions have precluded the development of an effective
Marxist alternative to>the.predominaﬁt political modes. Instead,
wiith few exceptions, the CPI's Marxism has been characterised by
a curious combination of bolshevist 'metaphysical materialism'*?
amd a narrowly pragmatic—programatiC type of analySis, and by

a failure to create a body of Marxist theory and popular culture

wedded to the Indian environment.43

It can be seen, then, that bolshevisation undermined
the potential of communism in India. Yet, despite this, the
CPI did survive as a significant political entity, whereas the
non-bolshevised Marxist movements which developed in India in

the colonial period have not survived.44 This fact

42, This is Gramsci's term; see his penetrating critique of the
'vulgar Marxist' elevation of materialism to a transcendental
metaphysic, in his 'Critical Notes on an Attempt at
Popular Sociology', in Prison Notebooks, pp.419-72.

43, For an analysis of the communists' failure in the spheres
of culture and philosophy see P.C. Joshi, 'Towards a
Renewal', in Seminar, No. 178, 1974, pp.47-57. As Joshi
points out, the relative lack of concern with culture, ethics
and philosophy, contrasts markedly with the development of
the communist movements- in China and Vietnam. In the case
of Vietnam this concern, and its importance for the
development of communist hegemony in that country, is
demonstrated very clearly in David Marr's current work
on continuity and change in Vietnamese cultural and
intellectual history from the 1920s into the 1940s
(tentatively titled 'Vietnamese Tradition on Trial: An
Intellectual History, 1920-1945'). This complements his
Vietnamese Anticolonialism 1885-1925,
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' Suggests that revolutionary Marxism in India faced a dilemma
which was inherent for the Left in the Indian situation. On
the one hand, bolshevisation appears to have fulfilled a
necessary function by ?roviding the only effective resource
for the resolution of the recurring internal crises
consequent upon the problems it has faced in its Indian
environment. But, simultaneously,‘bolshevisation contributed
to the crises and précluded the development of a viable

communist alternative.

The crisis had already appeared and the bolshevist

'solution had been adopted by the mid-thirties, when the CPI
bfirst emerged as a funCtioning centralised party. Both the
problem and solution had developed organically from the
‘experiences of the communist groups in the preceding decade,
during the difficult process of formation of the Party. This
foundation has been retained by the Indian communist movement
;since then, through all of the violent oscillations of policy,
splits and regroupments which have characterised its hiStory.

When viewed from this perspective the CPI's history has not

been one of development, but of the continuous reproduction

of this original mode. This is a case, therefore, where a

44,

'Memoir', p.51.

Cont'd'

(Berkeley, 1971). See also Nguyen Diic Minh, 'A Study Of
the Literature of Persuasion of North Vietnam', (Ph.D.
Thesis, University of London, 1973).

Two notable cases being the socialist group in the Indian
National Congress, whose cooption by the. Congress leader-
ship is studied in B.R. Tomlinson, The Indian National Congress

~and the Raj, 1929-1942, (London, 1976), and the Royists, whose

eventual demise is traced in Haithcox, op. cit.. Damodaran
says that one of the reasons for the CPT's continued
'Stalinism' was that for dissatisfied communists 'there

was no revolutionary alternative .to the line of the CPI':
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study of origins leads directly to an understanding of a
movement's later history in quite different conditions.
The following thesis is an investigation of the previously

neglected questions of why and how the pattern was first

established.

The Formation of the CPI - the Thesis

The ascription of a date at which the process of
Party formation began is inevitably somewhatvarbitrary. One
could argue that the formation began in the immediate post-
-War:years, with the ideological impact of the Russian Revolution
‘upon the few intellectuals who were to become India's first
cOmmunists; One could alsé - with the CPI (M) - nominate
1921, which was when an expatriate CPI was formed by some
- Indians at Soviet Tashkent.45 Or one could choose - as does
the CPI - 1925, which was when a nominal CPI was formed on
Indian soil.4,6 I have selected 1927, which was when the first
political grouping with an identifiably Marxist program was

formed. Moreover, it was from this point that changing political

conditions stimulated communist development. However I

45, For a CPI(M) statement of this position, see M. Ahmad,
The Communist Party of India and its Formation Abroad,
(Calcutta, 1962).

46. The CPI's argument for 1925 is put forward in G. Adhikari,
'The First Indian Communist Conference in Kanpur:
Introduction', in G. Adhikari, Documents of the Hlstory
of the Communist Party of India, Vol. 1 (1917-1922), (New
Delhi, 1972), pp.591-629. However Adhikari does recognise
(p.629) that the 1925 conference 'did not have the
features of a proper foundation congress of a communist party"
See the essentially social democratic Constitution and
Objects of the Party formed at Kanpur in 1925, reproduced
in ibid., pp.662-66. The executive committee formed at
this conference did not meet again until May 1927.
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would agree with critics that this is an arbitrary choice and

that earlier developments were important. But in agreeing

with them I would nevertheless argue that the gradual, hesitant
ideological transition of India's future communists, from

'pure' nationalism towards a Marxiét conception of nationalist
politics, was of much more significance for the subsequent
development of the Party than were the two‘conteéted CPI foundation
dates.

From 1927 the formation of the Party proceeded unevenly
until a functioning( centralised, all-India oréanisation was
finally established in the mid-1930s. < The formation process
can be separated analytically into three distinct stages,
the first two of which are defined primarily by developments
in Bombay: 1. 1927-29 - a stage in which a systematic Marxist
theory of Indian politics, a communist mass base and position
of influence in nationalist politics, and functioning communist
politicél orgahisations, were éstablished for the first time;‘
A2. 1529—33.- a stage in which a sharp conjunctufal change
occurred, resulting in the disintegratioﬁ of the mass base,
of the position in nationalist ?olitics,and 6f the communist
leadership itself, and in the reversal of the earlier trend
towards theoretical ana political.autonomy; and 3. 1934-37 -

a stage in which the old leadership emerged from jail and
foréed a functioning (ahd bolshevised) national Party
organisation from the existing scattered and divided communist
groupings. It was from this basis that the CPI emerged as a
significant element in Indian politics.

Did the CPI have an alternative to bolshevisation?

This thesis argues that bolshevisation was a necessary pre-
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condition for the formation of a dentralised communist party
in the conditions existing in colonial India. That the
original bolshevisatién dynamic which was established in
these formative years bears a close relationship to the
pattern aescribed earlier for 'mature' Indian communism
suggests that there has been é high degree of continuity in
the conditions which have shaped the Party. In this thesis
I will attempt to identify the main features of this
conditioning structure of oppositién to communist politics
as it operated iﬁ the critical mid-1920s to mid-1930s phase
of Indian politics.

That the CPI Was not bolshevised until the latter
, o _
stages of its formative periqd facilitates the investigation.
The period under study forms a unity in terms of the theme
of formation, but a clear distinction can be made between a
'pre-bolshevised' phase and one of bolshevisation. The year
1929 was the watershed between the two phases. A comparison
of these two phases .is particulaily instructive because
significant, though contrasting, suceesses were won in each
of_them. This comparison reveals the relative Strengths and
weaknesses of both non-bolshevised and bolshevised Indian
communism and allows a more‘penetrating»studyvof the original
causes of thé Party's bolshevisation. The heuristic value of
this contrast is complemented by that of the contrast between
Bombay and Caléutta - the two locations to which, essentially,
formative Indian communism remained confined. By studyinq
the reasons for the widely varying outcomes for communist

politics in these two cities we are able to identify more

precisely the elements in the colonial Indian environment
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which contributed towards the bolshevisation of the CPI.

These elements are outlined in Chapter 2. This
chapter first examines the historical background of the
Eombay and Calcutta communists' national and international
environments and establishes the way in which thesé environments
functioned iﬁ the early andrmid-l9205, before the CPI's formation
began. - I identify 'colonialisation' as the ultimate national
determinant of the possibilities for and 1imitations toﬁv
communist politics. More precisely, the character of British
colonialism in India, and the different levéls cf its penetration
into eastern and western India, meant that the communists
faced quite different prospects in the two cities. The extent
of colonialisation determined the extent to which pre-colonial
characteristics were rétained in the colonial period. It
profoundly affected those elements of the environment which
woﬁld have a direct bearing on the fate of commﬁnist politics:
it shaped the socio-economic and politico—cﬁltural characteristics
cf the social groups from which’thé communists were recruited
(these chaiacteristics including the intelligentsia's relationship
to the masses), and it largely determined the socio-economic
bases and ideological characteristics of nationalism, the political
economy of industry; the composition and characteristics of
the working class, and the.relafionship between the colonial state
and society. éhapter 2 begins, therefore, with an account of"
colonialisation, as if operated in India, and establishes the
unevenness cf its penetrétion into the two regions. It then
outlines the ways in which colonialisation shaped the
different relevant elements in eastern and western India and

then, against this background, delineates the contrasting
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characters of Calcutta and Bombay. The emergence, in £he
upheaval of the post-War years, of the antecedents of Indian
communism, is then related to these respective conﬁexts.

I then examine a particular problem common to both communist
groups - the nature of the Raj's strategy towards political
opposition in general, and radical mass politics in particular. .
The Raj}s first initiatives against Indian 'Communism' are
examined against this background. Finally,'I look at the
international communist environment shaping the development
of Indian communism in the 1920s. 1In particular, I identify
India's role in Comintern analyses and politics and the
organisational links between»international communism and
India, and evaluate the adequacy of £he Indian communisté'
received Marxism.

Chapter 3 is a study of the implementation of the
communists' working class programs in Bombay and Calcutta in
1927-29 - a period éf unusually high industrial unrest and
freedom from anti—communist repression. By studying the
widely goﬁtrasting results in Bombay and Calcutta it shows
how, in these conditions, the structural and
ideological differences outlined in Chapter 2 allowed the
communists to establish close contact with the Bombay working
class and to build a mass tradé union‘base,but prevented the
Calcutta commuﬁists from replicating these achievements. From
this comparative study I draw some conclusions about the
" necessary cénditions of the mass mobilisation which was the
necessary pre-condition, in turn, for non-bolshevisation.

In Chapter 4 we examine comparatively the consequences

for the respective communist leaderships of the working class
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success in Bombay and the failure in Calcutta. In pafticular,
I examine the integrativeand 'proletarianising' effects of
a -mass base and political momentum upon a communist leadership,
and the correlated autonomous tendencies induced by this mass
‘base and momentum in the communists' orientation towards the
Comintern. Bombay and Calcutta~prbvide an instructive, if
not total, contrast in this reéard.

In Chapter 5 we see that the conditions under which
the Bombay developments of 1927-28 océurred were atypical and
. temporary. The political conditions which alléwed‘the
communists to exploit the industrial opportunities which
became available proved to be dependent on é particular,
concurrent phase in the overarching conflict between their
two main political opponents - 'bourgeois’ nationalism"and
the cqlonial state. From early 1929 this situation chénged,
and by mid—1930 the earlier 'revoluﬁionary spaceﬂ had virtuélly
disappeared. The leadership was arrested and the still very
vulnerable communist mass movement was broken. These difficult
conditipns were to remain in force throughout the Depréssion/
Civil DisobedienCe period. By studying the crises of the 1929-
33 periqd we are able to.see more clearly the sssential features
df the complex structure of opposition to radical mass politics
which, in the final analysis, ensured the bolshevisation of the
CPI. In this structure we can see‘some of the cdﬁtinuiﬁies, as
. well as the discon£inuities, between 'bourgeois' nationalism
and the Raj. |

The conjunctural shift in India from 1929 coincided
with majbr changes in the Comintern - the penultimate phase in

the bolshevisation of the Comintern. Moreover, the negative



37

effects of this intensification of the 'Bolshevisation'
program were compounded by an associated, ECCI-decreed,
political strategy. These changes are the subject of'Chapter
6. Because Ihdia played a number of important ideological
roles in this Russian-centered strategy, the CPI. received
particular attention in this phasé.' Thus the CPI:was subjected
to both an intensified 'Bolshevisation' and an inappropriate,
pragmatically and'externally‘determinedvpclicy,.at a point
at which it was particularly vulnerable. 
This compoundéd the PartY's'existing problems in
the 1929-33 period - problems which the thesis étudies in
Chapter 7. The crisis of Party leadershipiin this period
confirmed the necessity of revolutionary momentum for the
dévelopment of a creative, 'proletarianised' and 'Indianised'
communism. Just as the atypically favourable conditions of
1927-28 had allowed the Bombay communists and working class to
demonstrate their respective capacities to create a politicised
mass movement, so the harsh conditions of 1929-33 demonstrated;
.in an extreme form, the éreat problems for Indian qommunism
inherént in both its national and its international environments.
The extreme nature of the crisis in £he 1929-30 period
prompted a corres?ondingly extreme, bolshevist solﬁtion. This
solution was based on a selective synthesis from\the lessons of
the past decade. It was'formulated by the jailed 1920s léaders'
= who, because of the jail experience, became India's first
united national leadership - and was implemented upon their
progressive release from pfison from late 1933. There was a
slightiimprovement in industrial and political conditions from

1934, but these remained much closer to -the conditions of 1929-33
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than to those of the extra-ordinary 1927-28 phase. For this
reason the environmental factors which produced both the 1929-33
crisis and the jailed grou?'s solution continued to operate.
This can be seen in the fact thatvit took until early 1937 to
resoive the Party crisis. The extreme bblshevisation of the
Party which took place between 1934 and 1937 was continuous
with the bolshevist pattern of later Indian communism,outlined
earlier in the Introduction. Becéusé the réasoning behind the
formulation of the mid-1930s solution was made explicit,rand
because the immediate problem it was designed £o overcome was
so extreme, we are able to see particularly clearly the
various, inter-locking dimensions of the bolshevist syndrome.
In particular, we are able to see why bolshevisation was,
under the prevailing conditions, the only method of fdrming
a centralised, disciplined éommunist party - why there was a
dilemma for the CPI inherent in its situationf

It is perhaps necessary.to say something about the
differing lengths of the chapters. The length of barticular
chapters has been determined by the‘importance to the main
thesis of the sub-themes éovered.inAthem and by the complekity
of these sub-themes. Chapters 2,'3 and 5 examine and inter-
relate elements in the communists' environment allowing and
preventing the development of communist-led revolutionary
momentumn. As this issue was the ultimaﬁe determinant of the
~ hature of the formation process and, in}particular, of the
extent of the Party's bolshevisation, and because an
investigation'of the issue isinecessarily complex, these chapters
are substantially longer than the others. The content of

communist theory and ideology, also, is.treated at some length.
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This treatment is given not only because of the intrinsié
.importance of these dimensions as determinants of communist
politics and of ﬁheir results} theoretical and ideological
developments also provide a useful index of the overall levels
- of autonomy, 'proletarianisétion' and initiative attained or

retained by the communist leadership during the successive

stages of Party formation.

This thesis does not attempt to examine every
manifestation of communism in India during the Party's
formative period. It examines only thatractivity which is
relevant to the themes of the formation and bolshevisation of
the Party. These criteria exclude the proto-communist
groupings outside Bombay and Calcutta - such as those in the
Punjab and UP and, in the 1930s, Kerala - except insofar as
they were incorpdrated,into the nationaerarty'structure'
created between 1934 and 1937. .Individuals from bther centres
played a role in the CPI's‘formation; ‘But the gfoups themselves
remained exﬁremely weak, essentially undifferentiated from
‘their immediate politiéal contexts, and isolated ﬁrom Bombay

and Calcutta, throughout the critical 1927-33 years.47 For the

47. See Chapter 7, fn.4. For the close relations between the
terrorist and proto-communist groups of north India, see:
M. Harcourt, 'Revolutionary Networks in Northern Indian
Politics 1907-1935; a Case Study of the "Terrorist"
Movement in Delhi, the Punjab, the United Provinces, and
Adjacent Princely States', (Ph.D., University of Sussex,
1973), Chapter 6; B. Chandra, 'The Ideological Development
of the Revolutionary Terrorists in Northern India in the
1920s', in B.R. Nanda (Ed.), Socialism in India, (Delhi,
1972), pp.1l63-89. For the emergence of the Keralan
communists from Congress politics in the 1930s see

R. Jeffrey, 'From Matriliny to Marxism' (forthcoming,
Journal of Asian Studies). .
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Saime reason I have not treated in great detail either‘the‘
1920-27 developments or the Party's political activity in the
1934-37 period. as the most significant features of the

perriod before 1927 were ideological, not organisational, I

witthin India. These details have, in any case, already been
cowered by earlierlstudies48 (though it should be noted that
theese studies have not provided particularly perceptive
accounts of the ideological théme).49' The CPI's political
acttivity after 1934 is.treated oﬁly tangentially, for it had
onlly an indirect effect upon the way in which the Party was

formed. For this period, therefore, I am interested primarily

in the CPI's intra-Party politics.

The historian of Indian communism in its formative
phaise is richly served by source material. This is so largely
bec@ause of ‘three of the communists: great problems: an effective

state»intelligence system, the selective, legalistic mode of .

48. Eg.: Overstreet and Windmiller, op. cit., Chapters 2, 3 & 4;

—

Haithcox, op. cit., Chapters 1, 2 & 3; 1.p. Sinha, op. cit.,
Chapters 27§ 37 (. Adhikari's series of introductory notes
and essays in G. Adhikari (E4.), Documents of the History
of the Communist Party of India, Vol. I (1917-1922), (New
Delhi, 1972) and Vol., 2 (1923-1925), (New Delhi, 1974).

V.S. Budhraj's 'The Communist International and Indian
Politics', in Nanda (Ed.),'Socialism, pPp.17-41, adds

little to these accounts.

49. In particular, all except Adhikari are primarily pre-

occupied with the Comintern, at the cost of concrete

analysis of how international communism was perceived by
India's future communists. Moreover, even their treatment

of Comintern ideological and theoretical themes tends to

be disjointed. Though Adhikari (the CPI's official historian)

corrects this imbalance his analyses are vitiated by a markedly
teleological approach.
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state repression,50 and Party factionalism.

Until the communists created an effective under-
ground apparatus in 1934—37; the Raj's intelligence apparatus
maintained a very effective surveillance of their activities.
The intelligence reports and captured documents  that I have
used were found primarily in the Home Political files of the
National Archives of India, the archives of the Bombay City
Special Branch, and the Bombay Presidency Secret Abstracts of
Intelligence. The Special Branch files were pgrticularly
véluable, especially for the 1930s. A number of files not
available in the abo&e locations were found in the Public
Department files in the Tamil Nadu Archivés; Unfortunately,
almost all of the relevant Political Department énd Commerce
Department files in the West Bengal Archives have been destroyed,
the files for each alternafe year have been transfer;edAto
Dacca, and I was‘unable to obtain.access to the Bengai
Intelligence Branch's records. However, much of‘the Bengal
information would appear to have been incorporated in the
Valuablé series of Intelligénce Bureau. publications, noted in
fn.1 of this chapter, and in the Bombay and New Delhil
intelligence files. | |

The Raj's preference in the 1920s for conspiracy éases
rather than more summary modes of repression is responsible for
the major source of communist docuﬁents for the second half of

the 1920s - the several thousand carefully verified and explained

50. Thé special problems created for the communists by this
mode of repression are studied in Chapters 2 and 5.
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pieces of evidence tendered in the massive Meerut Communist
Conspiracy Case‘which was launched in early 1929. The
evidence includes numerous police reports of communist
activities. (However the records of the other provincial
magistrate court cases that I attempted to locate have not
survived). That India's communists met with less bloody
modes of repression than their comrades in some other
countries has also meant that a large number of the early
communists survived to old age. I was fortunate enough to
be able to interview several of those still alive, and I
was assisted greatly by them.

Party factionalism and, partiéulérly, the CPI
split of 1964, are responsible for a large number of the
many published reminiscences and claims and counter-claims
aboﬁt, and republished documents from, thé Party's formative
period. That much of the controversy centres on this period
indicates its importance for the CPI's later development.

In addition to the above sources I also found a
number of important Party documents in P.C. Joshi's excellent
Archives of Contemporary History at the Jawaharlal Nehru
University in New Delhi. A few others were found in the Marx
Memorial Library, London, and in the British Museum's
'Proscribed Indian Books' collection. Unfortunately I was .
unable to gain accesé to the documents in the CPI's archives.
Howéver the Party's historical project, under Dr. Adhikari's

direction, has made a number of these available in published for%}

51. See fn.48, above.
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I relied primarily on the Marx Memorial Library and the
‘British Museum for the Comintern and CPGB publications.

Because there are more archival sources available
for Bombay than for Calcutta there is an unavoidable unevenness
in the source méterial on the two communist groups. This
‘'problem is compounded by the fact that the Calcutta communists,

fbeing less integrated politically, kept less regular records
of their activiﬁies than did the Bombay branch. Moreover, it
is not possible to pfovide as complete an account of the
(Calcutta communists' immediate poliﬁical and industrial
‘environments. This is,iérgely because the secondary work
available on the Bombay environment is more COmplete..‘But
the problem in the industrial sphere also arises from the
fact that there was less state interest in industry in Bengal
than in Bombay.52 The Bengal government, therefore, knew less
about the operations of~indﬁstry. Thus, for example, the
Bengal information in the Royal.Commission on Labour volumes
is less complete than Bombay's. Until Dipesh Chakrabarty's
‘'work on.the jute indUstry is completed we will not have ﬁhe

comprehensive information provided by Richard Newman and

52. This was partly because the jute industry, not having
powerful competitors in Britain, was able to avoid
having factory legislation imposed upon it. The
Bombay millowners were less fortunate. An additional
factor from the late 1910s was the fact that the
Bombay millhands were not as controllable by the
managements as were the jute workers. The Bombay
government: therefore felt it necessary to maintain a
more effective industrial intelligence system. This
can be seen in the two governments' accounts of their
intelligence systems in their 1929 submissions to the
Royal Commission on Labour in India: cf. Vol. I(1),
pp.151-54 and Vol. V(1l), pp.l167-9, for Bombay and
Bengal respectively.
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Morris D. Mgrrig for the Bombay textile industry.53 These
pr-oblems would have been more serioﬁs for this study if the
lecutta communists had played the dominant role in the CPI's
foormation. In fact, however, the centre of gravity remained
im Bombay throughout .the period studied. But there is one
sexrious lacuna in the source material available for Bombay -
uﬁe records of the Bombay Provincial Congress Committee were
not available. This means that We can only observe 'from the
owtside' an important arena of both communist and anti—
communist activity in Bombay.

The nature of staterpolicy towards comﬁunist and
raadical working class activity and the imperial and indigenous
faictors conditioning this policy constitutes an important sub-
thieme in this thesis. The sources for this were found primarily
im the Home Political files of the Governmeht of India and in
thie Public and Judicial records and Private Office Papers in
thie India Office Records and Library.

Because it was necessary to cast my net in several

di_fferent directions in order to cover the central theme adequately,

53. Newman's study, 'Labour Organisation in the Bombay Cotton

Mills, 1918-1929', (Ph.D., University of Sussex, 1970),

is particularly valuable for my study, and I have drawn
upon it extensively. This is largely because of the
immediate relevance of his work to my study of the
communists in Bombay. But Newman also provides a set

of necessary conditions for the building of effective
trade unionism which can be used for comparative purposes.
In the present absence of satisfactory work on Calcutta's
industrial labour in the 1920s and 1930s, Newman's model
provides a valuable set of criteria with which to begin

to identify the reasons for the failure of trade unionism
in Bengal. However I am also interested in several aspects
of the Bombay situation to which Newman does not give very
much attention: +the Maharashtrian historical background

- of both the workforce and the communists; the wider
political context, and particularly the atypical political
factors allowing the development of trade unionism in

Bombay in the 1920s; and the ideological dimension of
communist-millhand relations. Moreover, my comparison with
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and because the time available for my field trip was
limited, I had to be more selective in my choice ofnsource
material than I would have preferred. In particular, it
was impossible to read the provincial newspapers for both
Bombay and Calcutté'for the whole period covered by the
thesis. I have therefore‘used them only where there was
significant communist activity, likely to be reported in the
press, which was not covered adequately by.my,main sources.54
Time factors also restricted my interviewing schedule. I
‘was unable during my too hurried visits to Bomﬁay'and Calcutta
to locate some of the communists who played important roles
in the formation of the Party. 1In a few cases this was
because we were not in the same place at the same time. Nor,
for the most part, was I able to interview»the communists'
non-communist colleagues and anfagonists.

Finally I have to acknowledge the serious limitation
of not speaking or reading either Marathi or Bengali. This
limitation has restricted my access to information. However

this is substantially compensated for by the facts that much

53. Cont'd

Calcutta highlights the distinctiveness of the Bombay

situation in a way that Newman's non-comparative approach
does not.

54, In particular, the 1929-30 period, between the Meerut
Case arrests and the total collapse of significant communist
activity. However the intelligence files and the Meerut

Case evidence include large numbers of press clippings
from other periods.
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of the communists' business was conducted in English55

and
that the various intelligence branches, and the prosecution in
the Meerut ConspiracyVCasé, assiduously translated large
quantities of printed and oral commuhist vernacular material.
I am particularly fortunate that these translations include
mass—oriénted literatute, and even a few documents ‘and speeches
by working class figures. The more serious aspect of the
language limitation is perhaps that, because of it, I have
inevitably remained too much of.an 'outsider', unable to
enter far into the cultural world of my subjects or to

grasp the nuances which are communicated only in tﬁe speakers'
native language. I hope that, despite this limitation, this

thesis makes a useful contribﬁtion to the subject.

55. TIronically, this is related to a language-imposed
problem for the Party. Because English was, essentially,
and necessarily, the language of inter-provincial
communication, the inherent difficulties of developing
national-level leaders from among the working class
Party members were greatly increased. '
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CHAPTER 2

INDIA'S FIRST COMMUNISTS AND THEIR ENVIRONMENT

In 1922-23, in the wake of the Non-Cooperation movement,
small groups of young radical nationalist intellectuals in thé
two cities of Bombay and Calcutta began.to formulate vaguely
socialist ideologies and programs as alternatives to the
prevailing and preceding nationalist médes.l In both cities
these young men were very largeiy from high caste2 and middle
or lower middle class backgrounds and had been involved, in.
or sympathetic to, the extremist or revolutionary wings of
the nationalist movement. They had been profoundly influenced
ideologically by the international events of the War and pbst—War
years. The 1916 Irish rebellion, and then the Russian
Revolution, had captured their imaginations; but becausé the
Russian.Revolution was poofly repqrtéd in the Indian press, and
because there was no exiéting Marxist tradition in India, they
‘had only barely perceived its socialffévolutionary dimensionl

Then, impressed with Gandhi's skills in mass anti-imperialist

1. The following three paragraphs are based primarily on govern-
ment Intelligence reports and interviews with, and published
memoirs by, participants in the events. For fairly detailed
chronicles of the events discussed, see: Overstreet and
Windmiller, op. cit., pp.37-79; & Haithcox, op. cit., pp.20-46
We will return below to an investigation of these developments.

2. I am including Muslims in this caste categorisatidn.
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ﬁobilisation,if not with his insistence on non-violence or his
'obscurantist' program, most of these radical nationalists had
become activists in the Non-Cooperation-Khilafat movement in

the early 19205. The withdrawal of the movement had ended their
experiment with Gandhism and éatalysed a renewed search for an
effective mass anti—imperialist model for India.

Their socialist tendencies were, from this point,
encoufaged and Quided by the Comintern's new expert on Asian
affairs; and its agent for India, the Bengali ex-terrorist,
M.N. Roy. Through the post,and through emissafies sent to
India, Roy provided them with their first acquaintance with a
Marxist analysis of, and program for; Indian politics. As they
became more familiar with Marxism they became more impressed
with itsiintellectual synthesis of a powerful political attack
on imperialism, capitaiism and feudalism, with a therent-
fational analysis of society. .'Scientific socialism' provided
them with a theoretical means to separate political militance
from the obscurantist religious revivalism with which it had
previously been associated, and to free rationalism from its
previous liberal-moderate political associations. This was an
exciting and satisfying intellectual aiscovery. It led to the.
convéning of India's 'First Communist Confetence' in Kanpur in
December 1925, concurrently with the annual session of the
Indian National Congress in that city.

TheSe proto-communists of both provinceS'turned
naturally to the industrial working class - at first in theory
and later in practice - for the initial mass base for their new
conception of revolutionary nationalism. On this basis they

hoped eventually to develop a movement which'could 'capture'
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the Congress and other nationalist organisations and convert
them into vehicles for a socialist anti-imperialist movement
based on the proletariat, the peasantry and the intelligentsia.
However they soon came ﬁp against the detérmined opposition of
the existing, conservative nationalist leadershipé, and they
were later to encounter great problems in making meaningful
éontadt with their respective working classes. ‘A third obstacle
which soon confronted them was the vigorous opposition of the
colonial state. The Raj was very anxioué to preveﬁt the
devélopment of a Marxist mass politics in Indié, and particularly
one wiﬁh connections with Soviet Russia. The Raj's opposition
was underlined by its launching of theiPeshawar'and Cawnpore
Conspiracy Cases in 1923 and 1924 against the first indians to
establish Soviet contacts - extremely limited though these
contacts were. |

From this outline of the background and environment.
of what were to become India's first communists, and of the
timing and the process of their conversion, it is apparent tha£
the two provincial gfoupings had much in common. The general
similarities between the two urban environments of Bombay‘and
Calcutta, to which early Indian communism was essentially to
remain confined, appeared the greater when contrasted to the vast
agrarian sea ‘in which they were situated. They were the two great
urban centreés of the world's longest standing, largest and most
important colony, and both were creations of the colonial period;
Both cities had populations exceeding a million, largely made up
of recent migrants settledrih dOmplex community patterns. Bombay
and Calcutta were the two most important centres of trade.- béth

internal and foreign - and industry in British India, and both
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served their very large hinterlands in both capacities. The
industries of both cities were primarily in the manufacturing
sector and, moreover, were dominated overwhelmingly by one
industry in each case - the jute mllls in Calcutta and the
cotton mills in Bombay. The two cities were also the most
important provincial administrative and strategic centres in
India. Finally} they remained, in the early 1920s, the two
major centres of natienalist politics.

But these correlations masked a number oﬁ quite
profound structural differences between the two cities ahd
regiens - differences which presented correspondingly different
combinations of possibilities for, and limits to, a communist
politics. Of these,»the most important for the communists were
the following: the much weaker and narrower socio-economic base
for nationalist politics in Bengal than in Maharashtra; the far
greater social and cultural distance between the intelligentsia
and the masses in Bengal; the higher level of extra-provincial
labour within, and social and cultural heterogeneity of, the
industrial>working class in Bengal; end the fact that Europeans
dominated industrial capital in Calcutta, while Indian capital
‘was’predominant in Bombay. All of these differences were
intimately related to the very substantial differences in the
"timing and intensity of the impact of colonialism on the two
regions. We therefore begin with a‘brief investigatien of the
colonialisation process andrthe extent of its-pehetration into
eastern and western India. We then go on to outline the dynamics
of the process in the two regions and to. establish the relevant

features of the societies it sculpted from their pre-colonial

orders.»
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1. COLONIALISATION, AND THE UNEVENNESS OF ITS PENETRATION

INTO EASTERN AND WESTERN INDIA

The dynamics of British imperialism in India were
~complex, and moved through several distinct phases. But the
central function of Britain's Indian empire throughout the
jperiod of the .colonial presence was its export of surpluses
to serve Britain's global iﬁterests: as Anil Seal has put
it, Britain's colqnial government in India 'was organised for

the power and profit of their imperial system throughout the

3

'world'. And becausé the British 'wanted to‘pull resources

out of India, not to put their own into India... the administrative
and military system had to pay for itself with Indian revenue'.4
'These were the London-imposed, 'twin imperatives' of the British
‘presence in India;5 and, in Bagchi's words, 'in a colonial
context, the mechanism for expansion of exports is that of
wexpdrt—led exploitation rather than that of éxportéled growth'.6
 Indian resources were made available for Britain's
‘wider‘interesfs in a number of ways. In the days of the East
India Company the means were simple: through trade in Indian
manufactures and raw products obtained at deflated priceé, under

increasingly direct British control, and largely through methods

3. A. Seal, 'Imperialism and Nationalism in India', in MAS,
Vol. 7(3), 1973, p.326. : ‘

4. ibid., p.327.

5. 'B.R. Tomlinson, 'India and the British Empire, 1880-1935',
in Indian Economic and Social History. Review (hereafter IESHR),
Vol. XII(4), 1975, p.338.

6. A.K. Bagchi, 'Reflections on Patterns of Regional Growth in
India During the Period of British Rule', in Bengal Past and
Present (hereafter BPP), Vol. XCV (Pt. 1 No. 180), 1976, p.250.
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of extra-economic coercion; and through heavy land revenue
demands. Subsequently, as British capitalism developed and
its global interests expanded, India's role, and the way it was

’ fulfilled, also changed. Bagchi has summarised its essential

features from the late 19th century:7

India occupied a special position in the British
imperial order ... Up to 1914, India formed the
biggest single foreign market for traditional British
exports - particularly for cotton textiles, but to a
lesser extent for engineering goods; India's exports
to hard currency areas provided the critical balancing
item in the current balance of payments of the British
Empire and more particularly, of Britain, with the rest
of the world; the payments for 'home charges', the
profits on capital accumulated in India by British
nationals and the payments for the financing and
transport of Indian exports and imports served as the

mechanism for the transfer of the surplus from India
to Britain.

'India was useful', Bagchi concludes,

less as a field for the reinvestment of profits made
by British nationals elsewhere than as a dependable
source from which part of the needed surplus for
maintaining the British-controlled gold standard

and the political apparatus of Pax Britannica was
derived.

As in the days of the East‘India Company, the needed surplusi
continued to be secured by‘political as well as directly
economic means. Moreover, land continued to be the primary
source of the revenue from which the empire baid® for itself -
as well as for a significant portion of the exported surplus.
This regressive and inelastic sOurcé of revenue was retained

because it was believed that direct forms of taxation would be

7. A.K. Bagchi, Private Investment in India 1900-1939, (London,
1972), p.420. See also: 1bid., Chapter 2; S.B. Saul,
Studies in British Overseas Trade, 1870-1914, (Liverpool,
1960), Chapters III & VIII; and Tomlinson, 'India and the
British Empire', pp.339-342.
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politically too dangerous - and, thus, expensive.8 Land
revenue demands on the peasantry were,‘therefore, particularly
heavy.

During the 19th century the mechanism of ‘éxport—led
exploitation' produced effects that were everywhere similar:
'under the impact of capitalist colonialism... all regions of
India were,undérdeveloped'.g‘ Ambng the effects which colonial
underdevelopment tended to produce, we posiﬁ the 'following:l
(1) The export of the available agricultural surplus froﬁ‘the

countryside to the cities énd abroad, and‘the intensificatien
of pre-capitalist, 'feudal' modes of production and
exploitation rathér than their tranSformatibn into new,
_more productive modes.

(2) The erosion of traditional industry kparticularly spinning
and weaving) and its displacement by modern capitalist
industry in general, and the induStry of the colonising
country'in particular. | |

(3) The pauperisation, heavy debt-bonding and, often, the
digpossession, of‘much of the cultivating and artisan
population tﬁrough thé processes outlined in (1) and (2).

(4) The exclusion of indigeﬁous capital and peréonnei from
major business activity, and particularly from.export~

oriented activity.

8. See ibid., p.343-4, & Seal, op. cit., pp.328-9. Taxation
of business enterprise would also reduce the remittable
surplus: see Rajat Ray, 'The Crisis of Bengal Agriculture,
1870-1927 -~ the Dynamics of Immobility', in IESHR, Vol. X(3)
1973, pp.256-7. ‘ ‘ :

9. Bagchi, 'Reflections on Patterns of Regional Growth', p.267.

10. For supporting evidence for this hypothesis see sections 2
and 3 below.
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(5) A weak level of modern induetrielisation, and the
consequent failure of this sector to compensate adequately
for the effects indicated in (3). Weak industrielisation
would also heighten the probiems of Indian capital outlined
in (4). | |

(6) A position of great weakness fof labour vis a 225
industrial cepital - particularlyrthe dominant colonial
fraction of industrial capital - one of the results of
which would be low wage levels.

(7) The creation of 'colonialised'_elifes, benefiting ffom,
and dependent upon, the colonising poWer and colonially-
induced changes in the society. |

.But the distortions introduced by colonialisﬁ were

net everywhere of the same order: 'all regions of. India were

underdeveloped, but some more than others'.ll'.In particular,

eastern India was colonised earlier, and far more intenSiveiy,
than western India. In fact these two regions stood at

opposite ends of the underdeveiopment spectrum‘in India. 'This

fact makes a comparison of political activity in the two

regions particularly interesting: communism was to fail in

both regions, but for different reasons and in different degrees.

| There were two particularly‘important reasons for the
unevenness of the penetration of colonialism into eastern and
ﬁestern India'.12 The first was east India's greater export base.

The East India Company Was initially attracted to Bengal by the

wealth of its luxury products; subsequently, rich export products

11. Bagchi, 'Reflections on Patterns of Regional Growth', p.267.

12. See ibid., ps. 248 and 257.
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such as indigo, tea, coal and, most lucrative of all, jute,
continued to make the region an extremely valuable colonial
possession. Even after a thriving export trade in raw cotton,
and theﬁ in cotton yarn, had been established in western India
from the mid-thh century, its export base could not match this.13
The second reason was the Maratha empire's successful military
‘resistance to the Eritish until 1818, more than 50 years after
ithe Battle of Plassey. ‘Even then, several principalities in the
iregion - such as Baroda and Kholapur - eséaped fo;mal‘annexation.
Unfortunately; because of the discrepancies in the
statistical criteria used in the two regions and the very limited
‘nature»of existing comparative-scholarship, we' do not yet have-
the statistics necessary for a comprehensive and Systematic
comparative quantification of the colonialisation process and
its effects.14 However Bagchi has recently computed tables
which provide an approximate comparative index (if not an
absolute quantification) of the extent of colonial penetration
into the two regions. Bagchi has used the regional figurgs fbr
the éurplus_of exports over imports of merchandise .as 'first
approximations. to the burdens imposed_by*colonialism(.ls» This

approach is based on the fact that the drive to remit export-

13. Eg. see Table 1 below.

1l4.. The discrepancies in data-collection criteria are particularly
marked in the case of agricultural statistics. For

comparative .quantifications we rely heav1ly on Bagchi's
trail-blazing work.

15. Bagchi, 'Reflections on Patterns of Regional Growth', p. 254 . How-
ever, as Bagchi points out (1b1d., p.250), this index is
likely seriously to underestimate the effects of
colonialisation; see his discussion on the use of export-
surplus figures as an index, in ibid., pp.248-55.
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earned profits - either directly to the'metropolitan country
or to those countries with which the colonial power had a trade
deficit - was the central dynamic of colonialism. Profits
earned by indigenous capital, in contrast, would tend to be
reinvestéd-in the colonised country, £hus tending to lead to
an increase in impo;ts - for example, of industrial machinery.
Thus export surplus figures provide a reasonable comparative
index_of the extent of colonial political—éconbmic control, and
of its effects.

~Bagchi estimates that in the early_19th century
Bengal's>exports were approximately equal to the,combihed exports -

16

of the Bombay and Madras Presidencies. For the period from the

last quarter of the 19th century he has computed the following
- tables:

TABLE 1

FIVE-YEARLY REGIONAL AVERAGES OF TOTAL EXPORTS OF
MERCHANDISE (Rs. '000)

Period, Bengal Bombay Madras

(excluding

Sind)
1876/77 to 1880/81 301,708 225,443 76,240
1881/82 to 1885/86 340,591 319,711 - 82,486
1886/87 to 1890/91 375,250 369,856 102,853
1891/92 to 1895/96 432,511 ‘384,710 116,311
1896/97 to 1900/01 484,468 326,220 116,467
1901/02 to 1905/06 589,400 437,654 141,017
1906/07 to 1910/11 770,956 510,123 190,032
1911/12 to 1915/16 924,299 580,092 240,502
1916/17 to 1920/21 1,291,319 879,693 262,711
1921/22 to 1925/26 1,301,795 1,026,661 347,084
1926/27 to 1930/31 1,304,679 705,441 412,343
1931/32 to 1935/36 630,490 313,425 254,045
1936/37 to 1938/39 807,199 402,803 367,689

(3 yearly averages)

Source: Bagchi, 'Reflections on Patterns of Regional

Growth', p.251.
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TABLE 2

FIVE-YEARLY REGIONAL AVERAGES OF EXPORT SURPLUS
(EXPORTS OF MERCHANDISE MINUS IMPORTS OF
MERCHANDISE) (Rs. '000)

Period

(3 yearly averages)

336,967

Bengal Bombay Madras
(excluding
Sing)

- 1876/77 to 1880/81 109,819 71,302 39,496
1881/82 to 1885/86 119,006 109,532 36,528
1886/87 to 1890/91 118,716 95,302 43,308
1891/92 to 1895/96 155,955 102,802 52,775
1896/97 to 1900/01 166,726 -21,470 53,701
1901/02 to 1905/06 214,400 105,626 60,300
1906/07 to 1910/11 272,776 82,204 85,520
1911/12 to 1915/16 303,256 58,120 83,924
1916/17 to 1920/21 275,331 40,744 103,945
1921/22 to 1925/26 399,914 118,437 143,845
1926/27 to 1930/31 502,749 -99,691 167,267
1931/32 to 1935/36 269,338 -208,923 95,566
1936/37 to 1938/39 -214,488 136,634

Source:

ibid., p.252.

Table 1 shows that by the last quarter of the 19th century

Bombay had developed an export trade (primarily in cotton twist

and yarn and coarse cotton cloth) fivalling that of Bengal.

Although by this time European capital dominated the Bombay

export agencies, the cotton manufactures were produced primarily
in Indian-owned mills. During the last quarter of the 19th

century and the'first two decades of the 20th ceﬁtury the export

16. ibid., p.280 fn.7. The figures are for the period 1813/14 -
1822/23. The ratio was even higher in the 18th century:
ibid., p.249.
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trades of both regibns increased, thoﬁgh Bengal's increase was
at a faster rate. During the War and post-War boom from
1916/17 the exports of both regions leapt ahead. However,
after the boom, and during the Great Depression, Bombay's
exports fell to a much greater degree, as the western Indian
cotton export trade lost its mérkets to China and Japan while
eastern India retained most of its markets and continued to be
a strong export economy.

Table 2, however, shows that throughqut there was a
marked disparity between the two regions in the relationship
between exports and export surpluses. While Bengal's surplus
continued to rise at a roughly proportional raté until 1920/21,
Bombay's surplus stayed more or less stationary until the
1901/02 - 1505/06 quinguennium, then began to fall ét an
increasingly rapid rate_A (The 1896/97 - 1900/01 import surplus
“for Bombay was associated with the serious famines and plague
of that period.) From 1901/02, Bengal's export surplusésvagain
equalled Bombay's and Madras's combined. Although Bombay's
surplus . increase in the immediate pést—War boom was significantly
.greater than Bengal's, this was a VeryAtemporary and contingent
, phenomenbn. From 1926/27, the relétionship between Bombay's
exports”and what was now, in fact, a consistent import surplus,
became even more disproportionate than before when compared to
Bengal. Bombay's import surpluses in the 1926/27 - 1938/39
periods were closely related to increasing industrial investment
in western India by Indian capitalists. The contrast between
Bombay and Madras, whose economy was dominated by colonial
interests, is also interesfing in this regard. Although Madras's

exports averaged between a half and a third of Bombay's up to
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1920/21, its export surpluses rose steadily until, in the
1906/07 - 1910/11 quinquennium its surplus overtook Bombay's.
This tendency accelerated henceforth.

| | Bagchifs‘index of the uneven character of colonial
penetration into eastern and westetn India is supported by the
available, limited, comparative figures on.some of those
effects of‘colonialisation that we outlined ebove. For example,
that the de—urbanisation.essociated with de-industrialisation
proceeded much fufther in eastern India than elsewhere is
apparent from the following figures: in 1891 the percentage
of urban population in the once relatively highly urbanised
Bengal Presidency (then including Bihat and Orissa) was a mere
4.8 percent; this contrasted with the Bombay Presidency's 19.5
percent, the Madras Presidency's 9.9 percent and the North West
Frontier Province's-ll.3 percent.l7 N.K. Sinha»has calculated
that by 1828 some 1,000,000 involved in the traditional cotton
industry in Bengal-Bihar had been thrown out of employment by
the changes attendant upon colonlallsatlon.18 Bagchi, in a
careful statistical analysis of Gangetic Bihar, calculates
conservatively that during‘the 19th century the percentage of
the population dependent for its livelihood upon industrial
production was reduced from some 18 5 percent to approx1mately

8.5 percent, most of the effect belng felt by the textlle 1ndustry19

17. Ray, op. cit., p.278 £fn.65.

18. N.K. Sinha, The Economic History of Bengal 1793-1848,

Vol. III (Calcutta, 1970), p.7.

19. A.K. Bagchl, 'Deindustrialisation in Gangetlc Bihar, 1809-
1901', in B. De et. al. (Eds. ), Essays in Honour of:
Professor S.C. Sarkar, (New Delhi, 1976), pp.499-522, and
1n particular ps. 509 and 512 Tables 3 and 4.
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He estimates that the effect in Bengal proper was far greater.20

We have no comparative figures on rural indebtedness
or its increase during the colonial period. Nevertheless it
seems safe to say that indebtedness was of far greater
dimensions in Bengal than in Maharashtra. Fof example, a govern-
ment report on the Dacca district for the 1910~17 period fouhd‘e
that the recorded indebtedness in the district.— Rs. 4,76,00,553
- was more than seven times‘the aCtﬁal rental of Rs.64,50,000.
The annual interest payable on loans exceeded Rs. 2,00,00,000.2l
Thus rural credit operations were of a much»greafer dimension
than rent collection. We do not have equivalent statistics
for'western India, but it is apparent that rural credit there

did not reach such'levels.22

The much weaker position of Indian capital and
businessmen in eastern India compared to western India is

indicated by the following tables:

TABLE 3
' ADVANCES BY THE IMPERIAL BANK TO PURELY INDUSTRIAL CONCERNS
TRs. 000)
Indian European Total
Bengal 374 574 948

Bombay 850 65 . 915

Source: A.K. Bagchi, Private Investment in India 1900-1939,
(London, 1972), p.1l73 (from evidence taken before

The Royal Commission on Indian Currency and Finance
(1926)) . v
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Finally, we have some quantitative data on the real
and money wages of industrial workers in eastern and western
ihdia which, though resting on very narrow bases, nevertheless
establish a clear discrepancy in wage trends in the two regions.23
In 1900 the average monthly money wages offjute mill workers
in Calcutta were marginally higher than cotton mill workers
in Bombay city and Ahmedébad.(as. 12.0, 12.3 and 11.4'
respectively).24 By 1939 these figures had risen to
Rs. 19.6, 35.4 and 35.0 respectively; ie., thle‘the money
wages in the Bombay mills rose by 188 percent and in the
Ahmedabad mills by 208 percent between 1900 and 1939, those
of the jute mill_workers rose by only 63 percent. A similar
trend occurred in real wages. The real wages of the Calcutta
jute mill workers were significantly higher than those of the
Bombay and Ahmedabad workers in 1900, but by 1939 they had

:incréased by only 40 petcent in Calcutta compéred with 186

:percent in Bombay and 188 percent in Ahmedabad.25

- 20.  ibid., pp.518-19. See also A. Sen, ' Iswarchandra Vidyasagar
and His Elusive Milestones', Occasional Paper No. 1, Centre

For Studies In Social Sciences, (hereafter CSSS), Calcutta
(Aug. 1975), pp.72-76.

21. Ray, op. cit., pp.268-9. Moreover, only a small percentage
of the credit was borrowed for use in production.

22. Eg., I.J. Catanach, Rural Credit in Western India, 1875-1930,
(Berkeley, 1970), passim, and particularly Chapter I. Catanach
questions, for example, the conventional view that widespread
indebtednéss was the fundamental cause of the 1875 Deccan
Riots (pp.l11-24), and cites the Riots Commission's conclusion
that only about a third of the occupants in the affected areas
were seriously indebted (p.24). See also Bagchi, 'Reflections
on Patterns of Regional Growth', pp.259-62.

23. See Bagchi, Private Investment, pp.l21-4.

24. 1ibid., p.125, calculated from Table 5.3, p.126.
25. ibid., p.125, calculated from Table 5.1, p.l22.
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Thus the above figures on de—industrialisation, rural
indebtedness, the position of Indian.capitalvin industry and
the wages of industrial wofkers, though perhaps fallible as
absolute quantifications, neve:theless establish clear regional
differentials which accord with Bagchi's indices of the extent
of the overall process of colonialisation. We will now look at
those féatures>of the structural differences between colonial
Bengal and Maharashtra which would directly affect the potential

for communist politics in the cities of Calcutta and Bombay.

2. EAST INDIA, BENGAL AND CALCUTTA

The events in Bengal during the second half of the
18th century were critical for the way in which the region
would be able to respond to the major social changes of the
19th century. 1Its 19th century experience would, in turn,
largely determine the character of its nationalist politics‘in

the critical inter-War period in the 20th century.

The Early Colonialisation of East India

By the time the Marathas had been defeated, eastern
India had already been profoundly affected by the colonlallsatlon

process.26 For example, because of the trading act1v1ty of the

26.  The following two paragraphs are based on: N.K. Sinha,
The Economic History of Bengal, from Plassey to the Permanent
Settlement, Vol.I, (Calcutta, 1956), & Vol.II (Calcutta, 1962)
passim; B,K. Chowdhury, 'Political History, 1757-1772', in
N.K. Sinha (Ed.), The History of Bengal (1757-1905),
(Calcutta, 1967), pp.22-56; N.K. Sinha, 'Administrative,
Economic and Social History: 1757-1793', in ibid., pp.76-129;
Ratna Ray, 'The Bengal Zamindars: Local Magnates and the
State Before the Permanent Settlement', in IESHR, Vol.XII(3),
1975, pp.263-92;  Rajat & Ratna Ray,ﬂ'Zamindars and Jotedars:

a Studg of Rural Politics in Bengal', in MAS, Vol.9(l), 1975,
pp.81-90; A. De, Roots of Separatlsm in Nineteenth Century
Bengal, (Calcutta, 1974), pp.3-4 and 15-17.
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East India Company and the free-traders and the associated
decline of the old Mughal urban centres, the artisan class

was greatly weakened. The weavers, in particular, suffered from
the disintegration of the Mughal courts, the low prices at which
they were forced to sell their products, and the wholesale
restructuring of their market to serve the export trade.27'

The heavy revenue demands exacted from the Bengali population
were the more burdensome for their having to finance the

extension of empire_elsewhere in India.28 The extent of the

“exploitation of the labouring population in the years immediately

following the Battle of Plassey was revealed by the 1770 famine,
which took some 10 million lives.

The former Muslim ruling order, too, was seriously
eroded during the second half of the 18th century. This process
was facilitated by the availability of skilled groups of
collaborators from among the Hindu traditional service, trading
and banking castes - both Bengali and north Indian, They were

economically, administratively and politically indispensable

to the British during the entrenchment of their colonial

position. For the collaborators, the colonial connection
initially provided them with a new level of relative independence,
and unprecedented opportunities for social mobility. Their

opportunities were increased, at the expense of the Muslim

27. For the dynamics of de-industrialisation throughout
the colonial period, see also D.R. Gadgil, The Industrial

‘Evolution of India, (Fourth Edition) (London, 1942),
Chapters III & XII.

28. See: H. Furber, John Company At Work, (Cambridge, Mass.,
1951), Chapters VI & VII; Bagchli, 'Reflections on
Patterns of Regional Growth', pp.260-61.
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aristocracy and the peasantry, by the radically hew land
legislation introduced by the British towards the close of
the 18th century. Because of their greater economic strength
~and familiarity with the operations of British}law, they were
"able in the following dedades to purchase most of the new
zamindari rights that now became available. They were able
largely to exclude the landed Musiim families in the process -
thus laying the foundations for é long-term confliét between
the Hindu and Muslim elites. The cost to the peasantry; also, -
was high. The British land legislation, by vesting the landlord
with alienable proprietary rights in revenue collection and ﬁhe
right to enhance rents and to subinfeudate his tenure rights
as he wished, greatly enhanced his power over the peasantry.

Thus by the early decades of the 19th éentury British
colonialism ﬁad created a new type of Bengali elite. It came
to be known as the bhadralok (literally, 'the respectable people')
because of the high premium it placed on its ritual status and
cultural attainments. It would be the dominant indigenous social
group ipvéengali society for the next century.

‘ By‘the eaxly 19th century the bases of its recently
acquired power were in capitalist'business activity, land-
holding, government service and the professions. All areasvbf
actiVity»were associated with the colonial connection. The
bhadralok was, as a British official wrote in 1828, created and
sustained 'under our soveréignty, chiefly in our service, and

entirely through our _protection'.29

29. Quoted in Sen, 'Iswarchandra VidYasagar','p.4.b Sen's study
is a useful analysis of bhadralok characteristics and

socio-economic bases as they developed during the 1l9th
century.
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The Bhadralok and Colonialism

'Elements of continuity can be established between the
bhadralok's characteristics and functions and thpse of the pre-
colonial social groups from which it was drawn. Under the
Mughals the Hindu gentry had held most of the zamindari revenue
collection rights, had occupied most of the administrative
positions below the top levels and had ekhibited'considerable
entrepreneurial, linguistic and literary skills. Moreover,
the pre-colonial upper caste gentry had placed a high premium
on its ritual status, with abstention from manﬁal labour in
general, and cultivating activity in particular, being central
features of this concern. There was a wide social and cultural
gap between the elite and the masses in pre-colonial Bengal.
Broomfield and others have stressed these elements of contihuity,
and Broomfield incorporates them into his Weberian definition
of the bhadralok as an open status group. He argues that the
"~ bhadralok's preoccﬁpation with its :social honour constituted
the 'cardinal fact' about this social grdup.30

However this approach.fails to recogﬁise that the most
significant facts about the bhadralok wefe'that it was essentially
a colonial creation, both socio-economically and culturally, and
that the elements of discontinuity with the pre-colonial past
were more significant than the iimited continuities. Moreover,

Broomfield's approach does not pose the question: what was it

30. J.H. Broomfield, Elite Conflict in a Plural Society:
Twentieth-Century Bengal, (Berkeley, 1968), p.13. For
his discussion of the bhadralok as a status group see
ibid., pp.12-18.




67

about the dynamics of colonial Bengali society that made.it
possible for an elite with the 'feudal' status pretensions |
" of the bhadralok to retain for so long its preeminent role,
despite the profound changes introduced by colonialism?.

We can begin to‘answer these questions by examining
‘the bhadralok culture and ideology developed during that
profoundly important phase in its development known as the
'Bengél Renaissance', and by maﬁching these against the
bhadralok's contemporary éOCiofeconomic‘and political poSition.
The vigorous, and often brilliant ‘Renaissance; was to érovide
»the foundations of subsequent bhadralok culture and much of its
mythology; and the main outlines of the bhadralok's socio-
economic bases and relations with the wider society were
‘established in the first half of the 19th century.

The Renaissance has often ‘been likened to the European
protestant Reformation, and its 'founding-father' - Rammohan Roy -
to Luther. Rammohan himself hoped that he was initiating a
Bengali 'Reformation'.31 However thére were a nuﬁber of crucialv‘
features of this cultural movement which distinguished it in
quité fundamental ways from the European phenomenon.

Culturally, the‘Renaissance ﬁas been seen as é
decisive move ﬁOrward , via European liberalism, from 'feudal'’
irrationaiiém to modern rationalism. However, Sdmit Sarkar has

argued, Rammohan's transition was of 'a limited and deeply

31. Sumit Sarkar, 'Rammohan Roy and the Break With the Past',
Paper presented at a symposium on 'Rammohan Roy and the
Modernisation of India', Nehru Memorial Library, New
Delhi, 1972, p.1ll.
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contradictory kind', to a 'colonial (one might almost add
compradore) framework' - a transition aéhieved, moreover,
'mainly on the intellectual plane and not at the level of

32 It is sighificant that

basic social transformation'.
Rammohan's most militant rationalism appeared in his earliest
work and that his later work was a retreat in this regard.

Both Sarkar and Pradyumna Bhattacharya argue that Rammochan's
early rationalism owed more to rationalist trends in late

Mughal thought than to the_introduction ofbwestern liberalism.33
In other.words, the.Renaissance‘s 'break with the past' appeéré
not to have been the clear pfogression to 'modernism' it has
characteristically been seenias. Moreover, the Renaissance

‘was distihguished from the European Reformation by its 'elitism'.
After a‘detailed‘textﬁal analysis of Rammohan's writings,
Bhattacharya concludes that his prose was 'suﬁdered from the
current of common speech' - 'From this point of view, there is

34

a marked difference between Rammohan and Luther'. While Luther

~ himself of peasant stock - was intimately acquainted with,
and drew constantly upon, the language of the peasants and
artisans, Rammohan adopted ‘'an altogether different course'. He

made the highly Sanskritised, elegant literary language of the

32. ibid., p.l.

33. ibid., pp.4-10; P. Bhattacharya, 'Rammohan Roy and Bengali
Prose', Paper delivered at the symposium cited in fn.3i1, p.
12. It is significant that Rammohan's earliest extant work,
the Tuhfatul Muwahhiddin (ca. 1803-04) was written before he
had a substantial knowledge of English (Sarkar, 'Rammohan Roy',
p.4). Sarkar argues (p.ll) that for, bhadralok culture, the '
‘most significant feature of English education was not its
contribution to Bengali rationalism, but its creation of

'an impenetrable barrier between the 19th century and the
immediate pre-British past’'.

34. P. Bhattacharya, op. cit., pp.l4-15; also pp.18-19.
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elite the foundation. of his prose, and was neither closely
acquainted with, nor greatly interested in, the rhythms, idiom
and metaphors of the popular language and Vaishnava lyrics.
Sarkar and Bhattacharya note that the tendencies which they
identify in Rammohan Roy's work subsequéntly became entrenched
characteristics in bhadralok culture,‘particularly as English
language education became more widespread.35 We can perhaps see
in theSe Renaissance tendencies thé foundations of the subsequent
bhadralok ideological rejection - as 'inferior' and 'un-Bengali' -
of popular Vaishnava and Muslim culture and thé immediate pre-
colonial past, in favour of a distént,'mythical, Brahmanical
Golden Age.

These Renaissance cultural characteristics had a
specific historical ¢on£ext. In addition to being a great
intellectual Rammohan was, together with other leading
- Renaissance bhadralok figures such as Dwarkanath Tagdre, an
active businessman, and had extensive interests in money lending
and zamindari. But, as Dipesh Chakrabarty has stressed, the
range of their business activities was circumscribed by the
colonial framework: they were dependent on colonialism; ‘and
their material dependence had an ideologicai counterpart.36
Both Chakrabarty and Sarkar have placed the Renaissance thinkers

firmly within a free-trader ideological framework: the free-

35. Eg., Sarkar (p.2) characterises post-Renaissance bhadralok
culture as 'a story of retreat and decline', while
Bhattacharya writes (p.20): 'Historically, this disjunction
between the living speech and the sadhu bhasa [elegant,
highly Sanskritised literary Bengali] constitutes the basic
contradiction, that has determined the development of Bengali
prose in modern times'. See also Broomfield, op. cit., p.10.

36. D. Chakrabarty, 'The Colonial Context of the Bengal
Renaissance: a Note on Early Railway Thinking in Bengal',
in IESHR, Vol.XI(l), 1974, pp.92-111.
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tradef critique of Company policy provided the limits of the
Renaissance critique of coloni.alism.37 They accepted un-
critically that the British were perfoiming a progressive role
in India; or, as Chakrabarty has put it succinctly, the concept
of 'colonialism' as it is‘being used here was absent from the

Renaissance ideological 'problematic'.38

However colonial realities would prevent this ideology
either K v
from leading,’ immediately or subsequently, to a Reformation-

style movement of social transformation in Bengal. The same

realities would also impose very great problems for future,

more radical ideologies and political leaderships. These

colonial barriers operatéd at several levels.

' The Bhadralok and Society: Business Activity, Agrarian Relations,

the Artisans, and the Industrial Working Class.

The first was the very fragile and témporary character
of the bhadralok's éxpaﬁding business activity. Once the British
were economically and politically firmly entrenched the Indian
capitalists were inexorably squeezed out from the major economic
life of the region. By the end of the 1840s even the most

collaborative of Indian capitalists had been virtually eliminated39

37. ibid., pp.100-02; Sarkar, op. cit., pp.17-18. See also
A. Tripathi, Trade and Finance in the Bengal Presidency,
1793-1833, (Bombay, 1956), p.191 & pp.233-35.

38. D. Chakrabarty, op. cit., p.103. Chakrabarty is using the
concept of 'ideological problematic' in the sense of the
inherent 'problematic themes which induce... [an ideology]
to raise the kind of questions it raises'.

39. N.K. Sinha, 'Indian Business Enterprise: Its Failure in
Calcutta (1800-1848)', in BPP, Vol.LXXXVI, (Pt.II, No.l62),

(Diamond Jubilee No. ), 1967, pp.l1l12-23.
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Henceforth, Bengal's commerce, finance and industry - and the
economies of east and north India as a whole - were to come
firmly under the control of the European managing agency system?0
Indians, and Indian capital,were all but excluded from this
system. There was, therefore, no room for a bhadralok-led
social transformation in this direction.

The second reasoﬁ was the‘nature of the bhadralok's
emerging relationship to the peasahtry and agricultural production,
and the character of the mode of égricﬁltural production in
colonial Bervxgal.'41 Under the zamindari system, énd because of
the dynamics of Bengal’s colonialised economy, the (primarily
bhadralok) landlords' relationship to the peasantry became a
purely extractiVe—exblditaﬁive oné. This created é structural
barrier between the peasantry and their bhadralok masters,
Areinforcing the existing religious barrier between Hindus and a
predominantly Muslim'agrariap population. The problem became

more accentuated during the century. Following the shrinking of

40. For an account of the workings of the managing agency

system from the late 19th century, see Bagchi, Private
Investment, pp.l176-81.

41. This paragraph is based on:  N.K. Sinha, The Economic
"History of Bengal, III, passim; B.K. Chowdhury, TAgrarian
Relations in Bengal (1859-1885)', in N.K. Sinha (Ed.),
The History of Bengal, pp.237-336; Rajat & Ratna Ray, 'The
Dynamics of Continuity in Rural Bengal Under the British
Imperium: a Study of Quasi-Stable Equilibrium in Under-
“developed Societies in a Changing World', in IESHR, Vo0l.X(2),
1973, pp.103-28, and 'Zamindars and Jotedars', pp.90-97;
Ray, 'The Crisis of Bengal Agriculture'; B.B. Chaudhuri,
'"The Land Market in Eastern India, 1793-1940, Part I: The |
Movement of Land Prices', in IESHR, Vol.XII(1l), 1975, pp.l-42;
and Sen, 'Iswarchandra Vidyasagar', pp.62-80. :
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entrepreneurial opportunities in commerce and, subsequently, -
because of the exclusion of Indian capital from industry, the
agricultural sector was the only remaining profitable, secure
and status-enhancing area for investment.42 AConsequently'

there was a marked and increasing flow of urban capital into

the countryside within a few decades of the Permaneht Settlement.
But this capital went almost exclusively into the unproductive
areas oflrental rights, usury and'speculative trade, not into
‘investment in improved agricultural productivity. This‘pattern
also accelerated the flow’of resources from the countryside'to
the city ? and, from Calcutta, abroad. This situetion arose.
because, under the prevailing economic and legal Systems}
'feudal' methods of extraction of the agricultural surplus from
the chronically debt—bonded tenantry were possible, and more
profitable than capitalist investment in improved productivity.
Thie was as true for European concerns, such as the Midnapore
Zamindari.Company, as for Indian investors. The situation was
coméounded, as the century progressed}.by the large-scale
landlord absenteeiém associated with the bhadralok's increasingly
urban orieﬁtation, the development of a complex, multi-layered
system of intermediaries between the tenantry and the zamindars
and the urban-based speculative merchants and suppliers of rural
credit, and escalating subinfeudation of land ownership and
rental shares. By the turn of the century almost all bhadralok.
famiiies had an interest in'landed rent, no matter how small

and unproductive. As agricultural production did not increase

markedly during the century, and because rent, usury and the

42, On-this point see also Bagchi, Private Investment, pp.203-05
& 211-12, ‘
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profits from speculative trade had te support an increasing
number of people, the burden on the majority of the tenantry
was greatly enhanced. The same forces, together with the wider
colonial extraction of the agricultufal surplus,43 greatly
inﬁibited the emergence of aArich peasant-based intermediate
intelligentsia. These were the massive stiuctural impediments
to bhadraloképeasant social,ﬁcultural and political interaction.
The third factor was the eollapse of the artisan class‘.l4
Aireadyigreafly weakened by ite 18th century experience,'the
artisan_class of eastern India was, as we have seen, particularly
vulnerable to the inflﬁxbof British manﬁfactured goods - through
’the,by now, well establiehed importing and marketing networks‘—
du;ing the nineteenth century. Further, because of their
westernised consumption preferences, the new elite did not
provide a market to compensate for the loss of that provided
by the o0ld courts. With the erosion of the artisan class
another of the intermediate levels in the traditional social
structure had been undermined. This further reduced the
possibility of the 'fenaissance' beComihg a Bengali Reformaﬁion.
Further, the dispossessed artisans were‘thrown primarily into
:agriculture for their liveiihood; thus greatly increasing the
pressure on land and reinfbrcing the regressive, ?feudel—colonial'
agrarian system . of ‘Bengal.
From the last quarter of the 19th century there was

" another, increasingly numerous mass force potentially_available\

43. For a summary of these mechanisms - from the purchasing
policies of the jute industry to the taxation and monetary

policies of government - see Ray, 'The Crisis of Bengal
Agriculture', pp.256-74. : '

44. Bagchi, 'Deindustrialisation'; Sen, 'Iswarchandra Vidyasagar'
pp.72-7; Gadgil, op. cit., Chapters III & XII.
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for political mobilisation - the industrial working class.45

Because of its immediate relevance to our study we will
investigate the nature of the working class in rather more detail.
In the colonial Asian context, India became a
comparatively highly industrialised country. Of the other
Asian colonies and'semi—colonies,only China had a comparabie
level of industrialisatioh.46 Moreover, although bnly a very
small percéntage (approximately O.5;perceht in 1931) of the
total population, the industrial working class, because of
its concentration and strategic.locatioh,.occupied a position
of potential political weight out of proportion to its numbérs.
This was a fact of which tﬁe Raj, for one; was to‘become.
acutely aware: during the Non-Cooperaﬁion movement, for
exémple,-its 'greatest fear' was the possibility of a general

strike being coordinated with the mass agitation.47 For the

45. The rate of growth of the industrial working class can be
illustrated by the case of the jute industry - by far the
largest employer of labour in the Calcutta region (see
below). Mills began to be established in the 1850s and
1860s, but the real expansion did not begin until the 1870s.
By 1879 the mills employed some 27,500 workers. There were

- some 40,500 by 1881, 60,600 by 1889 and 73,700 by 1894.
There was a period of rapid expansion from 1895, and by
1901 there were some 113,500 millhands. By 1921 it had

- more than doubled to 280,300; Ranajit Das Gupta, 'Factory
Labour in Eastern India: Sources of Supply, 1855-1946,
Some Preliminary Findings', pp.280-81 and Appendix A.

46. By 1931 the average daily number of employed in organised

' industry (excluding plantations) was estimated to be
1,630,037 (Bagchi, Private Investment, p.l1l18). Chesneaux
has estimated that the number of workers similarly employed
in China in the 1920s was approximately 1,489,000:
J. Chesneaux, The Chinese Labour Movement, 1919-1927,
(Stanford, 1968), p.4l.

47. D.A. Low, 'The Government of India and the First Non-Co-
Operation Movement 1920-1922', in R. Kumar (Ed.), Essays
On Gandhian Politics: The Rowlatt Satyagraha of 1919, -
. ,(London, 1971), p.322.
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bhadralok there was an additional advantage. Because Bengal's
industry was overwhelmingly British-owned, there was no direct
conflict of economic interest - as there was in the case of the
peasantry - between the bhadralok and the working‘'class. By the
1920s there were some 450,000 factory workers in the Calcutta
region, some 300,000 of them concentrated in the jute industry..48
. | However a number of factors militated against the
realisation of the Calcutta working class's industrial and
political potential. Firstly, the Bengali intelligentsia's
'social and cultural divorce from the peasantry was replicated
in the industrial sphere. This was because of its exclusion from
any involvement in the world of industrial production and the
fact that the working class was drawn primarily from peasant
and artisan backgrounds. But, secondly, there were a number
of inter-related features, specific to the nature of industrial-
isation in a colonial context, which posed formidable additional
barriers against working class organisation and the development
of intelligentsia-proletariat linkages.

As we noted earlier, India's colonial status permittea
only weak industrialisatien within the country. This was
primarily because of colonial capital's predominant orientation
towards the export ef raw -or simply-processed materials, the
~economic competition and political weight of metropolitan
manufacturiﬁg interests, the weakness of the Indian market
because of the permanent aéfarian'crisis, ahd the feiiure of
the colonial state Eo provide the hecessary state protection

“‘and patronage for-Indian_industry.49 Simultaneously, colonial-

48. Royal Commission on Labour in India, (London, 1931) here-
after RCLI), Report, pp.8-9. See also Das Gupta, op. cit.,

Appendix A, for the yearly figures on jute labour during
the 1920s.

49. Bagchi, Private Investment, passim; Partha Chatterjee,
'Stability and Change in. the .Indian Political -System'
(unpublished paper, CSSS, Calcutta, 1977). The
role of state patronage was, of course, cruc1al in the so-
called 'second way' method of industrialisation adopted
by the backward German and Japanese nations.
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isation cfeated a very large pepulation of pauperised or
dispossessed peasants and artisans, from which industry could

draw its labour. A major consequence of the combination of weak
industrialisation and large-scale pauperisation and dispossession
was a marked excess of supply over demand in the industrial
labour market.50 Another was a working class divided by the
complex social differentiation of the village. Secondly,

because of the technologically simple_character of most of the
industry which did exist in India, there was little demand

for skilled 1abour.51 This illiterate, untrained and depressed
majority of the labour force was, therefore, eaeily and
inexpensively replaceable; = industry required a reliable supply
of labour, but not, necesserily, a-stable workforce.52 Thirdly,
labour‘was not recruited formally by managements in the cities,
but informally through intermediaries, with similar’backgrounds
to the workers, who recruited primarily in the village or through
village connections. These intermediaries were known as 'jobbers'
in the Bombay mills and 'sardars' in Calcutta - in the interests
of simplicity I will refer to them as jobbers ie both cases.53
The jobbers were also responsible for the immediate supervision
and control of the labourers, and represented their werkers'

interests with the factory managements. Additionally, they acted

50. See, eg., Bagchi, Private Investment, pp.118-21 & 131-33, &

’ p.150. Contingent factors, such as epidemics and famines,
could, however, create short-term shortages in labour
supply. '

51. ibid., pp.150-56."

52. This point is made by Dipesh Chakrabarty in his 'Communal
Riots And Labour: Bengal's Jute Mill Hands in the 1890s’',
Occasional Paper No. 11, CSSS, Calcutta, October 1976,
(forthcoming, Past And Present), p.26.

53. For analyses of the role and operational methods of the
jobbers see: RCLI, Report, pp.22-4, Vol.I(l), pp.9-10 &

Vol.V(1l), Pp.3-4. For a detailed account of the jobber in
the Bombay mills see Newman, op. cit., pp.30-8.
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customarily as suppliers of credit - both as moneylenders and
shopkeepers - and in other ways which met (and, often, exploited)

54

the workers' day-to-day needs. Thﬁs the jobber acted as a

composite labour contractor, féremanland_working class
representative, and as a community leader, 'sometﬁing analogous
to'... the Patil or'Headman of a village',55 in the workers'
wider éocial.existence. Because of the multiplicity of crucial
roles which he performed in the workers' lives, both inside and
»outside the factory, the members of a jobber's 'gang' were
highly‘dependent on ﬁim. The strength of his posiﬁion was
reinforced by his importance to the managemént»as a recruiter and
as aﬁ agent of social control. The toleration of jobber
corruption - which was widespread - by both managements and
workeré,was sympﬁométic of his pivotal position: Jjobberism was
almost uhiversal.56Consequently, the imported village community
divisions of caste, réligion and région were complemented and

reinforced by those between jobbers' gangs: the workforce

54, Eg. Burnett-Hurst commented that the jobber ‘'endeavours to
acquire an influence over his friends and acquaintances who
live in the same or in neighbouring chawls [tenements].

He lends them money, advises them in family affairs and
arbitrates in disputes. When labour is required, he uses
.the influence so gained ... [and] when he visits his village
he 'paints the life of a mill worker in the brightest colours
and endeavours to induce his relations and friends to leave
their homes and fields for the more remunerative calling':
A.R. Burnett-Hurst, Labour and Housing in Bombay: A Study in
the Economic Conditions of the Wage-Earning Classes 1n
Bombay,  (London, 1925), pp.46-7.

55.  RCLI, Vol.I(l), p.1l0.

56. This was so in the wider colonial world, too. Eg., for
China, see Chesneaux, op. cit., pp.54-62; for Malaya (where
the labour was primarily imported from India and China), see
M. Stenson, Industrial Conflict in Malaya: Prelude to the
Communist Revolt of 1948, (London, 1970), pp.l-6.
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was composed of a multiplicity of vertically organised sub-

. - 57
groups; it was not a homogeneous 'mass'.

 The community
divisions were further reinforced by the workersf strong tendency
to form communityvclusters - both occupational and social. The
strength of the class organisation of industrial capital
contrasted strikingly with this fragmentation. The working class
was, therefore, in an inherently very weak bargaining position
vis é vis capital. |

There were many deep-rooted.barriérs against the
tfansférmation of this fragmented, vertical, cémmunity mode of
organisation into the unified, horizontal, class mode of
organisation of modern tfade,unionism. The. workers, in
conformity with the prevailing mode of their organisation,
exhibited a mode of consciousness which Chakrabarty has terméd
'community consciousness': the worker would tend strongly to
identify himself as‘a member of his religious, caste or
regional . community rather than as‘aAmember of the wider
industrial working class.’® The community modes of
consciousness and orgaﬁisation were reinforced by the imperatives

of the worker's everyday existence. For insecure rural

immigrants in a highly competitive labour market and an

57. Eg. the manager of a Calcutta mill commented: 'The workers
are divided by race, religion and district of origin into
many groups having little intercourse with those of
different race or religion. The [s]olidarity of such a group
from one small foreign district, and possibly connected more
or less by family ties, is probably greater than that of
a works committee in occidental countries': quoted in

Newman, op. cit., p.10. Newman adds that the Bombay case
was similar.

58. Chakrabarty, 'Communal Riots and Labour', p.5. He uses the
term to refer to 'a state of mind whereby the Muslim worker
thinks of himself primarily as a Muslim, or the Hindu of
himself firstly as a Hindu', and reserves the term 'communal'
primarily to refer to overt Hindu-Muslim tension. This is a
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alien and harsh urban environment,59 the community networks
satisfied deeply felt material and psychological needs: the

community modes of organisation and consciousness were

immediately functional, even though they were often exploitative,

weakened the workers' bargaining power and helped maintain their
depressed condition. | |

Trade union organisations and would-be political mobilisers
of the working class could develop a stable basis within the
workforce, and begin to match the class organisation of
capital, only by meeting the workers' complex needs more
effectively than could the community networks and leaders -
and»particularly the jobbers. The path to the working class
was not, therefore, an easy-one'forv'outsiders' (as they were
called by the workers in Bombay) from the intelligentsia either
to find or to travel. 1In particular, at some point the outsider
‘would meet, and have to come to terms with,ithe'jobber. In times

of industrial stability at least, the jobber would be likely

58. Cont'd

useful conceptualisation, and it will be employed 1n ‘this
study ‘However I will use 'communlty consciousness'
in a wider sense to refer to primary self-identification

with any of the intersecting community forms - religious,
caste or regional.

59. The harshness .of existence in the urban_environment - eqg.
crowded, overpriced housing conditions, high mortality
rates, absence from family, excessively long working hours
in bad conditions, etc. - has been well documented: see,
eg., the sections under such headings in RCLI, Report; A
Burnett-Hurst, op. cit., passim; Newman, op. cit., p.21 &
pp.42-4; Chakrabarty, 'Communal Riots and Labour', pp.26-32.
Note also Chakrabarty's perceptive comments on the
- implications of these conditions for working class community
consciousness and organisation. On this theme of the close
correlation between insecurity among immigrant workers and
high levels of community consciousness, see also W.L. Rowe's
findings on -north Indian workers in Bombay. His findings
would be equally appllcable to Calcutta: .W.L. Rowe, 'Caste,
Kinship and Association in Urban India', in A. Southall (Ed.),

Urban Anthropology: Cross-Cultural Studies of Urbanisation,
(New York, 1973), pp.211-249.
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to have the upper hand in that encounter.

These features were common ﬁo the industries of both
Calcutta and Bombay. However Calcutta's labour was in a
particularly weak bosition. This was primarily because of the
more extensive 'catchment area' from which Calcutta could
recruit its labour, and the greater organisational powers énd
economic strength of Bengal's primarily British capital. We
will illustrate these factors with reference to the jute mills.
Colonialisation had prOdﬁced a potentialllabour supply
throughout east and north India.60 In the first decades of
industrialisation the labour force - both unskilled and
skilled - was primarily Bengali. ‘Howevér. during the’second
half of the 19th century 'up—counﬁry' immigrants, mainly
from Bihar and UP, began to form an increasing prdportion of
the unskilled workforce.61 By the 1920s, immigrants born in
Bihar, UP, Orissa and Madras made up more than three quarters
of the‘unskilled workforce, though Bengalis continued to
predominate in the skilled positions.e,2 Ranajit Das Gupta
haé calculated that in 1895, Bengalis still constituted
approximately 55 percent of the total jute mill labourforce,
thatbby 1921 it had fallen to 24 percent,and by 1929 to 17

percent.63 However the remaining proportion of Bengali workers

60. For the effects of colonialisation in north India see, eg.,
C.A. Bayly, 'Town Building in North India, 1770-1830', in
MAS, Vol.9(4), pp.483-504.

6l. Das Gupta, op. cit., pp.285-6 & pp.295-6. The immigrants
displaced Bengalis from existing positions as well as

filling most of the new positions provided by the expansion
of the industry.

62. See RCLI, Vol.V(l), pp.5-14.
63. Das Gupta, op. cit., p.297, Table 6.
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was not evenly distributed throughout the jute workforce.

For reasons that have not yet been identified, the mill

centres to the south of Calcutta, such as Bauria, Chengail

and Budge Budge, continued to employ mostly Bengali labour.

Most of this Bengali labour was recruited from local districts.64
The 1921 Census computed the following provincial

breakdpwn (in percentages) of the skilled and unskilled

employment in the jute and other significant industries of Bengal:

TABLE 5

>AREAS OF ORIGIN OF SKILLED AND UNSKILLED JUTE WORKERS, 1921

Province Skilled workers . Unskilled workers
No. of Percent "No. of Percent
workers of total - workers of total

Bengal . 38,890 31.31 26,558 18.32

Bihar 45,716 36.81 47,919 30.78

Orissa _ 8,762 7.05 23,218 14.92

United Provinces 28,030 - 22.56 36,988 23.77

Madras 2,062 1.66 10,786 6.93

Other parts . ,

of India - 600 .48 8,219 5,28

Outside India 161 .13 ' 5 .00

Total : 124,221 100.00 155,633 '100.00

Source: reproduced in Ranajit Das Gupta, 'Factory Labour in

: Eastern India: Sources of Supply, 1885-1946, Some
‘Preliminary Findings', in IESHR, Vol.XIII(3), 1976,
p.298, Table 7. .

Note: The 'skilled workers' category is widely defined in the
case of the jute workers. It is more accurately
defined in Table 6.

64. RCLI, Report, p.ll; 'DaSGupta, op. cit., p.301.
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The reasons for this major change in the composition of the
Calcutta industrial labourforce have not yet been éstablished.
It seems probable, however, that the immigrants were prepared
to work for lowér wages than was Bengali labour, and that this
was an important reason for the changé.65 Another factor may
have been social control consideratio}ns.el6 However, whatever
Were the reasons, the organisaﬁional ability of the managing
agencies to provide such a diverse workforce was a striking
fact.67 Some agencies, such as Bird and Co., originally
specialised in labour contfacting fnr the Assam tea plantations
during the 19th céntury. From the mid-19th century, recruitment
of indentured labour for the plantations waé further facilitated
by governmenn legislation. The same managingiagencies managed both
the jute mills and the plantations. Thus when the jute
industry began rapidly to expand from the last decade of the
Vl9th century it had availablé a highly brgénised recruiting net-
work, drawing on a wide 'catchment area'.

The consequences for wofking class industrial and
- political organisation were prbfound. By the beginning of the
20th century tne Calcutta wofking class.was‘particularly
: heterogeneous,'nas drawn from particnlarly depressed_backgrounds,
and was existing in a particularly competitive job marketgs

Its linguisticninternal diVisions and the cultural separation

65. See Bagchi, Private Investment, p.l136.

66. This was certainly the case for the Fort Gloster Mill at

Bauria in 1928: see the section on the Bauria strike in
Chapter 3(2) below.

67. See Bagchi, Private Investment, pp.133-36 and 179-80.
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of most of it from the surrounding Bengali population were
two of the more obvious characteristics. Community conscious-
ness and organisation were correspondingly high, and it
exhibited to a particularly marked degree all of the weaknesses
as a working cléss outliﬁéd‘above. In the case of the
industrial working class the preponderance of non-Bengali
labour also added to.the already éohsiderable distance between
the Bengali intelligentsia and the masses.

The organisational and economic strength'of‘the
jute industfy intensified ﬁhe difficulties. The Calcutta
jute mills were in an inherently veryrstrong position because
of their proximity to virtually the only source of raw jutev
in the‘world,vthe availability of cheap labour with which to
process it, and the strong world demand for the products.69
They had a virtual monopoly control of the world markét and
~were therefore iﬁ~a strong position to didtate the prices of
'their products. They also had a monopsdnistic contrdl'on the

raw jute market and could therefore strongly influence the

68. See Das Gupta, op. cit., pp.310-325 and Apﬁéndix B for the

very great caste complexity of, and the high percentage of
workers from very depressed backgrounds within, the jute

mill workforce; - see Chakrabarty, 'Communal Riots and

Labour', pp.24-6, for statistics on the very competitive
nature of the labour market. A.A. Yang, 'The Optimising
Peasant: A Study of Internal Migration as an Option in a
Northeast Indian District', (Paper prepared for a workshop

at the University of Pennsylvania, nd.), which studies the
factors operating at the source to cause emigration from Saran
district in Bihar, confirms Gupta's findings. Brij Lal's

- current ANU doctoral thesis on emigration from UP. will £ill an

important gap in our understanding of the factors operating
in the source areas.

69. For this paragraph see: Bagchi, Private Investment, pp.
' 139-41, 262-79 & 284-87; D.H. Buchanan, The Development
of Capitalist Enterprise in India, (N.Y., 1934), Chapter XI.
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prices at which they bought their raw materials. The
organisational COhesidn of the industry - a cohesion which
was facilitated by the racial-cultural homogeneity of the
owners and managers70— enabled the maximisation of_these
inherent advantages. The Indian Jute Mills Association (IJMA)
was én extremély powerful controlling body, capable of
implementiné very effective restrictive trade practices and
other coordinated policies. The industry was further étrength-
ened by its political and racial proximity-to state power at
all levels - local, provincial, national and métropolitan.71
Broadly, there were two consequences of this situation for
working class organisation. The first Was direct - the IJMA's
organisational power for social control, which contrasted so
strongly with the organisational weakness of its divided work-
force.72 The second followed from the industry's monppolistic
position and economic strength. I£ was relatively free of the
competitidn - national or international - or other economic
difficulties which might lead to crises or structural changes
within the industry; it was, thus, correspondingly free of
the dangers of these possible catalysts of class combination

within its workforce and worker-intelligentsia linkages.

70. A homogeneity which was the greater for the owners and
managements being overwhelmingly Scottish.

71. For the power of the Calcutta British business community
as a whole vis a vis the state at 1ts various levels, see
Broomfield, _E c1t., P- 43,

72. Eg. see Buchanan's contemporary observations in op. cit.,
pp.430-31 & p.434. '
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The Elite, Politics and the Masses from the Late 19th Century

to the Non-Cooperation Movement.

From the above survey of colonial Bengali society we
can see that the 'cardinal fact' about the bhadralok, and the
primary determinant of its roie and fate, was not its pre-
occupation with its social honour; it Was its structurally
determined ldcation, divorced from productive activity, in an
intensively colonialised society. As Asok Sen has argued, in
the i9th century at least,it was not in a position,as a group,
to exercise hegemony over the labouring, produétive sectors
of the population; it was structurally greatly inhibited from.
initiating a process of social transformation.73 Nor, in this
polarised and depressed society; were there any other social
groups in a decisively better position to make the attempt.

- The Muslim intelligentsia, for example was not as linked’toA
landlordism and the. other forms of agricultural exploitation. it
.-alsohad the advantage of a pdtential-religious link,zig the
ulema, with the majority of the peasant population and the
approxipately 30 percent Muslim sector of the workforce.74
Nevertheless, even those sections of the Muslim intelligentsia
who were not dependent on zamindari were handicapped Xii a vis

the peasahtry'by their primarily urban orientation. Further,

the potential for religion providing an ideological channel to

73. This is the central theme of Sen's 'Iswarchandra Vidyasagar'.

74. The ulema - the Muslim priesthood - were a powerful force
among the Muslim masses, both in the villages and among
the working class. Through them the wealthy patrons of the
Calcutta Muslim merchant community had, in fact, from the
1890s, established a strong community network among the

Muslim mill hands: Chakrabarty, 'Communal Riots and
Labour', passim.
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the rural population was considerably vitiated by the

pronounced - and increasing - caste consciousness of Bengali
Islam, and its associated north Indian orientation:75 the

Muslim elite under colonialism exhibited many of the Hindu
bhadralok's characteristics, if not to such a pronounced degreé.
.However the intense competition for the limited numbe;,of
positions’of power and influence in the.coionialised Behgali
economy gréatly exacerbated relations between the Hindu' and .
Muslim elites.

- What Broomfield has seen as the core characteristics

of Bengali poiiticé were, then, largely symptoms of the deéper‘
reality. The socio-economic bases of indigenous politics in
Bengal were particularly narrow and weak. The Beﬁgali bhadralok's
'vanguard' role in Indian nationalist politics masked this fact.
Iﬁ politics as in.education, the Bengali elite acted not as a
fiiter to the masses, but as 'a jar hermetically sealedf.76

For these reasons, the intelligentsia would tend to provide the
'mass' base of nationalist politics as well as its main activists;

and in Bengal the intelligentsia was overwhelmingly the Hindu

bhadralok.’’

75. See: A. Roy, 'The Social Factors in the Making of Bengali
Islam', in South Asia, No. 3, 1973, pp.23-35; A. De, op.
cit., pp.23-30; and Sarkar, The Swadeshi Movement in
Bengal, 1903-1908, (New Delhi, 1973), pp.415-16.

76. This expression was used by Lal Behari Day in 1868 to
refute the theory that the elite could act as ‘an
educational 'filter' to the masses: quoted in Sen,
'Iswarchandra Vidyasagar', p.19.

77. See the tables provided in Broomfield, op. cit., pp.9—10,'
' fn.8; also Sarkar, The Swadeshi Movement, pp.507-14.
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Valiant individual efforts to bridge the gap between
the elite and the masses were made during the second haif of the
19th century and the first decade of the 20th century, but
they were defeated by the factors outlined earlier. For’example,
Dipesh Chakrabarty has shown how Sasipada Banerjee's Brahmo-
style social reform activities among the jute millhands of
Baranagar in the 1860s and 1870s failed because of his near-
total lack of undefstanding of both the labourers' real problems
and the}concrete issues of colonial industrialiéation.78
Sasipada, in fact, 'discovered' the working class through the
influence of the English Christian social reformer;Mary Carpénter,
whose approach was to 'seek and save the‘lost'.79 A majorv |
conclusion of Sumit Sarkar's study of the Swadeshi movement in
the first decade‘of the 20th century is that that movement
failed 1afgely because of the bhadralok's failure to make
substantial contacts with either the peasantry or the Muslims.80
He traces the roots of this faiiure back to the 19th century
phenomena we have outlined above.; Even duriné the Non-Cooperation-—

Khilafat agitation, when widespread rural unrest was coordinated

78. D. Chakrabarty, 'Sasipada Banerjee: a Study in the Nature
of the First Contact of the Bengali Bhadralok with the
Working Classes of Bengal', in Indian Historical. Review,
Vol.II(2), 1976, pp.339-64. Chakrabarty has characterised
Brahmo-style reformism in the following perceptive way
(p.342): 'The 1860s saw the growth of something like a
"social conscience" in Bengal, at least among the "young"
Brahmos. People like Keshub Chunder Sen [and Sasipada]l
began at this time to bring their own private sense of sin
into public life, and made earnest and sincere efforts at
removing "social evils" and reclaiming "fallen souls". ...
The creed of reformism in Bengal of the 1860s and 1870s.is
couched in this language of personal sin-resolution, setting
it apart from the broader social consciousness of, say,
contemporary Bombay, which manifested itself on more
impersonal questions like caste and civic reforms; perhaps
this personalised flavour of Bengali reformism is what made
it so prone to guidance - both divine and colonial.'

79. ibid, pp.345-7.

80. Sarkar, The Swadeshi Movement, pp.333-5, p.359, pp.389-9
& pp.514-16.
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with the movement against the ﬁaj, rural agitation in most
districts depended heavily on the mediation of the Muslim
ulema, and the bhadralok-tenant contradiction acted as a
considerable brake on the Bengal Congress's enthusiasm for
peasant organisation.S}

One consequence'of the strucﬁurally determined,
inherently 'hermetic', narrowly based nature of bhadralok
politics, was its proneness to the 'fortuitous rivalry' of
daladali factional polit_ics.82 Béngali politics was extremely
factious. But of particular significance was £he fact that
ideological differénces between elité factions tended to be
bereft of real socio-political content;> the factional rivalry
tended to be fortuitous. This had been true of the often
"fierce ideological debates between the so-called 'conservative',
'refoimist' and 'radicél' Renaissance factions,83‘and of
bhadralok politics in the second half of the 19th century.84
'It.remained so during and after the Swadeshi movement} in the
early decades of the 20th century, despite the emergence of a

more militant anti-colonialist ideology and tactics and the

8l. ‘Rajat Ray, 'Masses in Politics: The non-Cooperation Movement
in Bengal 1920-1922', in IESHR, Vol.XI(4), 1974, pp.362-63,
393-94 & 403-10. ' :

82. The term is Asok Sen's: Sen, 'Iswarchandra Vidyasagar',
p.39. :

83. See: S.N. Mukherjee, 'Daladali in Calcutta in the
Nineteenth Century', in MAS, Vol.9(1), 1975, pp.59-80,
and particularly pp.78-79 (Mukherjee stresses the
functional, integrative role of daladali, as well as its

fissiparous tendencies); Chakrabarty, 'Colonial Context
of the Bengal Renaissance', p.105; Sarkar, 'Rammohan Roy',
pp.19-25. »

84. Sen, ‘'Iswarchandra Vidyasagar', pp.38-40.
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beginnings of a 'mass' politics.- With‘a few individual
exceptions, even the leaders of the révolutionary—terrorist
groups were unable to give their concept of political
independence a socio-economic content which could clearly
distinguish their program from those .of the less militant -
leaderships; constitutionalism and terrorism were linked in»
the same continuum of elite politics.s5 This situation
reflected the particularly narrow and homogenequs base of
Bengali politics into the third decade of the 20th century.
However by the early 20th century there were
' greatly‘increased pressures on a growing section Qf the
bhadralok to forge new political alternatives.86 'These arose
from a number of coincidihg factors. Returns for individual
families from the increasingly subdivided tenure system had
been greatly reduced with the growing bhadralok pressure for
. rental shares. The enhancement of rent collections was megting
with increasing resistance, particulérly in eastern Bengal, from
the jotedars - the’substantial tenantry. The declining rental
returns. increased thg bhadralok pressure for sefvice and

professional employment. However the job markét in this sector

85. Sarkar, The Swadeshi Movement, Chapter 9, and particularly
pp.488-92. (The i1ndividual exceptions were men such as
Hemchandra Kanungo and Bhupendranath Dutt, who realised
the need to develop a program which could mobilise the
peasants and workers by incorporating their specific
needs. Dutt was later to become a Marxist); Broomfield,
op. cit., pp.15-20 & 146-62.

86. For this paragraph see: ibid., pp.32-4, 45-6 & 155-59;
Ray & Ray, 'Zamindars and Jotedars', pp.97-101; Sarkar,
The Swadeshi Movement, p.25, pp.418-20 & 511-12; and
Ray, 'Masses 1n Politics', pp.343-4.
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‘began to decline rapidly in the last quarter of the 19th
century, following the consolidation éf the empire in India
and the reversal of the colonial policy of employing Bengalis
in the other provinces. The market became even more |
competitive from the first decade of the 20th century, when the
British instituted a policy of discrimination in favour of the
Muslim elite - a policy which was symbolised by the partition
of Bengal and which added to the growing communal conflict
between the two elités. Finally, two sharp waves of inflétion -
between 1905 and 1908 and from the War hntil>1920——followed
by an equally sharp slump beginning in the middle of 1920,
~added to the economic distreés of the lower strata of the

~ bhadralok és well as to that’of most of both political -and
-non-political Bengal.

These economic and political pressures were
accompanied by profound changes in eiite ideological perceptions
of the character of British colonialism. AsvSarkar has
stressed;—chastisiﬁg'the economic reductionism of both
Marxist:and 'elite' theorists - the increasing hold of anti-
British ideology was no mere reflex of the economic pressures
sketched above: 'economic distress could lead to nationalist
politics anly via the 'mediation' of an ideology =~ in this
case the theory of.Briﬁish economic exploitation'.87 Nor was

the Hindu bhadralok the only section of the Bengali elite

87. Sarkar, The Swadeshi Movement, p.512. See also pp.23-30 &
507-12. 1In support of his argument Sarkar points out (p.26)
that the mufussil areas which became the Swadeshi strong-
holds were those where 'a marked concentration of inter-

mediate tenures coincided with a relatively high level of
English education'.
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affected by these combined economic and ideological changes.

A small but significant number of Muslims had joined hands

with the bhadralok Swadeshi activists.88 During the second
decade of the century a new type of urban politician,
epitomised by Fazlul Huqg, had, in the wake of thevannulment‘

of the Partition of Bengal, begun expressing its dissatisfactioﬁ
with the Raj. By 1920 the north Indian inspired Khilafat
agitation against allied plans to dismantle the Turkish Caliphate
had also deeply affected the Calcutté Urdu-speaking community -
and partiCularly‘its'intelligéntsia and merchant elements. The
.young radical journalist Aqﬁal Kalam Azad became the leading
spokesman of this sentiment.89 Finally, the young radicals of
the Marwari business community were also becoming responsive

to the growing anti-British séntiment.90 The shifts in
Bengal's political life were brough£ into the open during

the prelude to the,launching of the Noﬁ-Cooperatioﬁ movement;
Bengal's established‘Muslim and bhadralok political»leaderships
resisted thé programs of Gandhi and the Ali brothers
because of their fears of the unpredictable conseéuences of a
call to mass action and their reluctance to relinquish the
bénefits of their positions in thé professions, government

service and legislatures. However the economic pressures upon,

88. 1ibid., Chapter 8. However the nationalist Muslims who
participated worked mainly as individuals, and did not
attain substantial success in their efforts to establish a
stable 'united front' nationalist organisation based on a
Hindu-Muslim alliance: ibid,, p.440.

89. Broomfield, op. cit., pp.63-5 & 156-57; K. McPherson, 'The
Muslims of Madras and Calcutta: Agitational Politics in the
Early 1920s', in South Asia, No. 5, 1975, pp.37-9; & Ray,
'Masses in Politics', pp.346-47.

90. ibid., p.362.




93

and the political fervour of, the radicalised intelligentsias
from the different communities,was sufficient for Gandhi and
the Khilafatists to be able to go over the heads of the
prevaricating ledderships and élicit an enthusiastic response

from their followers. The leaders then followed,91

Bengal's second attempt at a mass nationalist
- politics héd begun. The hopes that it raised among several
distinct groups of young Bengali radicals, theﬁ later
disappointed, were to provide the background for the subsequent,
tentative emergence of Bengal's first communists. The hopes
were raised, in the tumultuous national and international
events of the post-War years, by the unprecedented eveht of
a joint Hindu-Muslim leadership launching a militant challenge
to the Raj through a call on the radical intelligentsia to
mobilise the labouring masses. They were disappointea by
the Qudden withdrawal of the movement, by the subsequent
collapse of the Hindu-Muslim pact into communal bickering,
and by the political impasse reached by the Bengal Congréss and
the Jugantar and Aﬁushilan leadefships after the ending of Non-
Cooperation and the death of C.R. Das. 92

| Gandhi's decision was the immediate cause of the
collapse of the movement. But withih Behgél " the contradicﬁion

between, on the one hand, the bhadralok's need for a mass base

91. ibid., pp.347-59; Broomfield, op. cit., pp.162-68.

92. For these sequels to the withdrawal of Non-Cooperation see:
Broomfield, op. cit., pp.227-80; J. Gallagher, 'Congress
in Decline: Bengal 1930 to 1939', in MAS, Vol. 7(3), 1973,
pp.589-97; Laushey, op. cit., pp.21-27 & 30-35.
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with which to qhailenge the British and, on the other, the
great risks for the elite of mobilising a peasantry upon
whose exploitation its social position was based, were also
éentral to the collapse of Non-Cooperation in this province.
Even the contemporary strike activity of the industrial
wo‘rkers,'3 which greatly impressed the futﬁre communists, was
not as promising as_it appeared on the surface.  The Non-
Cooperation jute mill agitatidn, for example, was organised

by Azad and his radical Khilafatists.94 For their (fairly

93. Strike activity in Bengal as a whole, and in the jute mills,
reached peaks of some magnitude in 1921-22, as can be seen
from the following figures from 1921 (the first year in

which the Government of Bengal began recording strike
statistics) to 1924:

Year No. of Disputes Numbers Man-days
‘ ' Involved Lost
1. BENGAL
1921 150 ' 254,982 2,990,253
1922 93 T 198,702 1,803,750
1923 67 o . 137,529 1,247,569
- 1924 '_ 55 - 90,881 925,562

2. JUTE MILLS

1921 39 186,479 706,229
1922 40 173,957 1,079,627
1923 29 : 90,664 644,904
1924 18 ' 69,488 346,756

Source: RCLI, Vol.V(l), ps.121 & 126.

94. Ray, 'Masses in Politics', ps.360 & 373; Broomfield,
op. cit., p.156. .




95

limited) successes in promoting political strike activity95

they appear to have relied largely upon the Muslim community
~network - linking Calcutta's Muslim elite to the up-country
millhands via the maulvis, ulema: and Muslim jobbers - that

had become established since the 1890s.%® Bhadralok labour

organisers had previously, during the Swadeshi campaign,
achieved modest results in fomenting strike activity among

the inflation-affected jute and railway workers.97 But

these strikes had also been for eéonomic rather than political
ends, and the working'Class response to their efforts had come
only from the minority Bengali Qorking class community.
Moreover, in contrast to the permanence of the Muslim working
class community organisations, nothing of the bhadralok Swadeshi
activists' incipienﬁ labour organisation - nor of bhadralok
interest in trade union activity - survived the Swadeshi era.98
During the Non-Cooperation movement the non-Khilafat activists

.who involved themselves in trade union work were almost all

99

non-Bengali Gandhians. But the only jute industry trade

unions which remained in 1922 were Khilafatist, with no
bhadralok officials-.100 During Non-Cooperation, an occasion

of Hindu-Muslim unity, the Muslim community network had been

utilised to. coordinate working class strike activity with an

95. McPherson, op. cit., p.42

96. Ray, 'Masses in Politics', p.373; Chakrabarty, 'Communal
Riots and Labour', pp.66-9; see Broomfield, op. cit.,
p.156, on Azad's use of rumours of 'Islam in danger' in -
his agitational activity in the mill area.

97. See Sarkar, The Swadeshi Movement, Chapter 5, for an account
of the activities and results of the Swadeshi labour
organisers - most prominent among whom was Aswinicoomar

7 Banerji. '

98. ibid., pp.241-43.

99. Ray, 'Masses in Politics', pp.372-73.
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anti-British campaign. But the same network could as readily
be made to serve the needs of overtly communal politics. The
1926 riots, as‘had the 1918 riots before them, were to
demonstrate that reality.]'.o-l Bengali industrial unionism as
a whole rmmained very weak during the 1920s. For example the
‘great majority of the trade unions‘fcrmed in the post-War/
Non-Cooperation period were clerical unions, and the eame

pattern was retained during the decade.102

This was the rather unpromising background to, and
context of the emergence of communism in Calcutta. But
before tracing that process we will outline the background

against which Bombay communism developed.

3. WESTERN INDIA, MAHARASHTRA AND BOMBAY

One consequence of the weaker colonialisation of
western India was that this region retained a much higher degree
of continuity with itS'pre-colonialkpast than did eastern India;
it nas not as completely broken‘adrift'from its traditional
moorings. Another was that its social order retained a much

higher level of internal continuity, functional_differentiation

100. . IB, G‘cf Ben.: 'List of Labour Unions and Associations in
Bengal, 1922'. . (I owe this source to Dipesh Chakrabarty.)

101. See Chakrabarty, 'Communal Riots and Labour', pp.66-7,
on this. ‘

102. See fn. 100; RCLI, Vol.V(l), p.119. The Bengal government
reported that the ratio between clerical and manual workers
~unions was approximately three to two, and that most of
‘the latter were extremely unstable and often 11ttle more
than ephemeral strike committees.
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and autonomy; its intermediate social structure was not as
severely'eroded, nor the society as polarised nor as subjugated
to the colonial order. This was particﬁlarly the case in |
Gujarat. Maharashtra was more deeply affected.103 But
Maharashtra, too, was much less colonialised than was Bengal.
Bombay, which drew its capital primarily from Gujarat, i£s
labouring population primarily from Maharashtra, and its
intelligentsia(s) frbm‘both, epitomised much that was distinctive
in the region as a whole, while éonstituting a discrete entity

in its own right.

Colonialisation in Western India

-An obvious contrast with eastern India was the surﬁival
of much of‘western India's pre-colonial éapitalist strata.lo4
" These capitalist eléments were able, togéther with the new
comprador (primarily Parsi) capitalists who emerged under
colonialism, to move into and dominate large-scale industry -
~particularly the cotton spinning énd weaving industry in Bombay,
and then, Ahmedabad; vThis industrial foothold provided a fairly

solid basis for the future survival and expansion of Indian

capital, despite the severe constraints under which it operated

103. See: Bagchi, 'Reflections on Patterns of Regional Growth',
pPp.259-60; Omvedt's figures on agrarian relations in
Maharashtra and Gujarat, in G. Omvedt, 'Development of
the Maharashtrian Class Structure, 1818 to 1931', in EPW,
Vol.VIII(31-33), 1973, p.l426, Table 6; R. Kumar,

Western India in the Nineteenth Century; A Study in the
Social History of Maharashtra, (Canberra, 1968), Cf. Chapters
I, V & IX; and K. Gillion, Ahmedabad, A Study in Indian
Urban History, (Canberra, 1969), passim, for the remarkable
degree of continuity between traditional and modern Ahmedabad

104. See Bagchi, 'Reflections on Regional Growth', pp.256-59, for
a description of the contours of the pre-colonial Gujarati
capitalist class and its relations with other classes.
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105

in the colonial context} The survival of indigenous capital

until the period of modern industrialisation was due very
largely to the fact that the British reméined dependent on
its collaboration during and, for somevtime, after the
campaign against the Marathas - into the first quarter of the
19th century. However the comparative strength of Indian
capitalism in westerﬁ India was alsd‘an index of the greater
integrity retained by the society as é whole. As Bagchi has
argued, tﬁe survival of indigenous capital was linked - and
in a mutually reinforcing way - with the comparétively high
survival levels of the artisan class, traditional agrarian
relations and the old ruling oztder. For example, the.artisan
class, apart from not suffering as intensively the directly
colonial pressures faced by the artisans of east India, also
retaiﬁed more of its traditional.market (for example in the several

106

princely states) and the support of indigenous capital. The

105. Eg., Bagchi, (ibid., p.267) has written: 'However
significant. the differences in the processes of formation
of capitalist classes in eastern and western India, they
are not enough to make any tall claims for industrial growth
in western India, for the colonial regime shaped the growth
patterns of all regions in certain fundamental ways. Out
of all the possible tableaux that are conjured up by the
constellation of class forces in British Gujarat, for instance,
the colonial constraints ultimately allowed only one to
surface: many of the important bankers and traders emerged
to form the core of a tightly-knit industrial bourgeois class
in Ahmedabad (and Gujarat in general), either directly as
pioneers or in collaboration. But their growth was limited
by the low level of development of productive forces in
agriculture, by the low level of innovative ability built
into the industrial organization and by the overall lack
of dynamism of the home market'.

106. The larger. scale urban artisans had provided an important
class of clients for the traditional capitalists (see, eg.,
Gadgil, op. cit., pp.173-74), and it was therefore in the
capitalists' interests to resist this class's destruction
(see Bagchi, 'Reflections on Regional Growth, p.257). The
cotton mills initially developed by supplying coarse yarn
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survival of the principalities also reinforced the traditional

capitalist strata, and later they were to provide capital for

Indian industrial ventures and favourable political conditions

107

fbr investment within their borders. The less colonialised

agrarian relations of western India also provided a more

favourable context for indigenous industrial development in

lo8

‘the region. Conversely, the a&ailabilityrof alternative

profitable investmént opportunities (such as in industry)

reduced the flow of urban capital into exploitative}

109

unproductive forms of agricultural investment. The overall

contrast with eastern Indié could be seen clearly in the

survival of several substantial urban centres - both industrial

and non-industrial - in the region, and in the vigorous political

life which developed in each of these centres.

106.

107.

108.

109.

(Cont'd)

to handloom weavers: Bagchi, Private Investment, p.220.
See Gillion, op. cit., pp.47-9, on the high survival rate
of the Gujarati weavers into the 20th century because of
the weakness of the colonial impact on their traditional
market. The most serious competition, in fact, came
eventually from the Ahmedabad mills. However the mills

also provided an alternative source of employment for
displaced artisans.

ibid., p.257; Bagchi, Private Investment, p.210 & pp.214-15.

‘Bagchi argues (ibid., p.2I5) that 'The political separateness

of the native states from British India was more important
for industrial growth than the semi-feudal structure of
administration within many of those states, given the

~discrimination practiced agalnst Indian businessmen under

the imperial system'.

See Bagchi, 'Reflections on Patterns of Regional Growth',
pp.262-3, for evidence of rich peasant capital being
invested in industry (though to a limited extent) and of

the greater rural retention of the agricultural surplus in
the region providing a stronger market for regional industry.

Catanach, op. cit., p.25 & pp.78-87. For Gujarat see Gillion,
op. 01t., pp.79-80. 1In fact west Indian indigenous
capitalists helped finance rural cooperative credit societies.
Moreover, under the ryotwari system, unlike the Permanently
Settled areas, the government had a direct interest in

attempting to maintain the cultivator's v1ab111t{; for
government revenues were supposed to vary dlrect y with

the peasant's revenues.
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Industrial Capital and Labour in Bombay

These distinctive regional features were also
reflected in the character of the Bombay cotﬁon industry
which began to be established in the second half of the-l9th
century, and in the character of the workforce which it
attracted. The industry began when a Parsi, Cowasji Davar,
opened a spinning mill in 1856.llo In 1858 a group of Bombay'
businessmen started a'composite spinning and weaving mill. By
1874 there were 17 mills, and by 1900 there were 86. By 1884
the industry was employing some 40 thousand workers, and twice
that many by the end of the century.lll By 1920 the figure was
140,898. Between 1920 and 1928 some 145,000 tb lS0,00Q»workers
were employed iﬁ approximately 80 mills..llz' Newman calculates
that by this time perhaps half of Bombay'sbpopulation was
dependentbto some<e2tent on the textile industry.ll3 In the
1920s Bombay had a total factory population of about 190, 000114
The three railway workshops at Parel and Matunga employed the !

second biggest concentration of labour - by the 1920s there were

19,500 workers, divided approximately evenly between the three

workshops.115

110. M.D. Morris, The Emergence of an Industrial Labour Force in
India: A Study of the Bombay Cotton MlllS, 1854-1947
(Berkeley, 1965), pp.23-26.

111. The employment figures are taken from the table in ibid.,
Appendix II, pp.217-18.

112.  Estimates of the numbers vary between these two limits for
the years up to 1928, after which mill employment began to
fall. See the figures provided in RCLI, Vol.I(1l), p.1l2, and
Morris, op. cit., pp.213-14. The 1921 Census, however,
provides the unrealistically low figure of 117, '100:

Newman, op. cit., p.5.

113. ibid., p.6.

114. RCLI, Report, p.9.

115. * RCLI, Vol.VIII(1l), pp.8-9.
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Although Bombay's industry shared many of Calcutta's
industrial features, there were also some-crgcial.differences -
most notably in the composition of the workforce and the
organisational and economic strength of.industrial capital.

| Whereas Calcutta's workforce was primarily non-Bengali
and was highly heterogenous in regional and caste composition,
Bombay's iabour was overwhelmingly Maharashtrian and was much
~more homogeneous. The 1921 Census gave the following breakdown

for the regions which supplied signifioant numbers of cotton

mill workers:

TABLE 7

" DISTRICT/PROVINCE OF ORIGIN OF BOMBAY CITY COTTON MILL WORKERS

District/Province . Numbers
Ratnagiri : 54,570
United Provinces 14,467
Satara ‘ _ 10,183
Poona : ‘ 9,490
Kolaba ' 6,870 -
Ahmednagar 4,585
Hyderabad - 3,510 -
Kolhapur | 2,836
- Nasik ' 1,761
Sholapur 1,558
109,820

Source: Reproduced in Newman, op. cit., p.54, Table V.

Notes: The number of workers represented in this table is
significantly less than the 117,100 listed in this
Census as full-time millhands, and substantially less
than the actual number of workers employed. Nevertheless:
it is highly unlikely that any important source of supply
is missing - apart, perhaps, from those who were born in
Bombay city - and the figures almost certainly provide a
reasonably representative picture of the composition of
the total workforce: =see Morris, op. cit., p.228.
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Thus workers from Maharashtrian districts conStituted more than

80 percent of the total mill workforce. Moreover,rthe cultivating
.Maratha-Kunbi caste cluster116 accounted for 52,650 of the sample -
i.e., approximately half. From five to seven percent were
‘Muslims, and approximately 13 percent were Untouchables.ll7r.The
Marathas tended to be concentrated in the weaving departments,

the Untouchables in the spinﬁing departments, and the Muslims in

a few Muslim dominated mills - priharily in the Madanpura area.

As in Bengal, there had'initially been a higher proportion of -
local labour in the workforbe, the proportion of 'up-country'.

labour increasing over time.118 But the rate of increase was

nothing like that in Bengal.

Broadly, there appear to have been two factors

contributing to the BOmbaf-situation. In line with our argumeﬁt
about the effects of colonialisation, there would nbt have been
as intense or as widespréad a‘préssure to move from the land
and the traditional industries to the city in western India

compared to eastern and northern India.119 But what was probably

116. I will term this caste cluster 'Mératha‘ for the sake of
. brevity.

117. These figures and percentages are taken or calculated from
the caste figures provided in Newman's Table V. A survey -
conducted by the Bombay Millowners' Association in 1940 also
.provides percentages for the respective caste categories of
the order of those given here: see Morris, op. cit., pp.
74-5, including Table XI. I

118. Eg., according to Morris (ibid., p.63, Table VII), the UP's
‘share in the workforce increased from 3.05 percent in 1911
to 9.42 percent in 1921 to 11.82 percent in 1931 (though
our sample indicates 13.2 percent in 1921).

119. For example, this would help to explain the fact that there
was virtually no labour from Gujarat and very little from
other contiguous provinces employed in the Bombay mills,
despite the accessibility of Bombay. The existence of
cotton mills at both Ahmedabad and Sholapur (both of which
employed mainly local labour - see RCLI, Vol.I(l), p.4 & pp.

8-9) 'and, probably, the fact that there was less pressure
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more imporéant Qas the fact that the Bombéy millqwners' had
a much narrower recruiting network than their European
counterparﬁs in Bengal. Not having to hand an equivalent to
the Europeans'<manéging agency recruiting system throughout‘
eastern and northern India, the Bombayvmillowners simply did

not have the available means readiiy'to reproduce Calcutta's

heterogenous workforce.120

Thus, while commﬁnity modes of
organisation and consciousness pfevailed among Bombay's workérs
as in Calcutta, there was not the same pronounced degree of
éommunity fragmentation nor as marked an impeﬁug towards
heightened community consciousness. Of particular significance
were the facts that more than 80 percent of the Bombay workforce
was Marathi-speaking and-thatlhalf of it belonged, broadly, to
one community -~ the Maratha caste cluster. For these reasons
the barriers to the formation of horizonfal linkages.across

the workforce, and linkages with a Marathi-speaking ‘'outsider’
intelligentsia, were, though considerable, not nearly so great
as in Calcutta; The predominance of the Marathi—speaking
categories, and particﬁlarly of the Maratha group, had a further
significance: their sharing with each other and, to a

considerable degree, with the Brahman elite, of a unique and

still live cultural tradition, which was distinguished by its

119. (Cont'd)

on the land in western India than in Bengal's contiguous
provinces, would have combined to produce this result. That
much of the immigration from Hyderabad was diverted from
Bombay to Ahmedabad after the establishment of the
Ahmedabad textile industry supports this contention (see
ibid., pp.6-7). Had the high degree of landlessness in
Ratnagiri and of dwarf-holdings in Satara (see Omvedt,

op. cit., p.1427, Table 7 Part II), the two major source
districts for Maharashtrian labour, been more widespread
in western India, the picture may well have been very
different. The de-population caused by periodic epidemics,

and the famines to which the Deccan was prone, also acted
to produce short-term labour scarcity.
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assertiveness and by a significant element of egalitarianism.121

The significance of each of the above features of the
Bombéy working class was exemplified in an event in 1908 which
could not have occurred in contemporary Célcutta'- the week-long
strike in most of the mills, and demonstrations by very large
numbers of millhands, in protest at the trial and conviction of

Tilak.122 There is reason to doubt the claims made by some -

123 _ that this was a clear demonstration of

including Lenin
rising class consciousness, for the event appears to have been
engineered primarily by jobbers in contact witﬁ the Tilak
politicél organisation.124 Nevertheless the point remains
valid; fbr the event was evidence of the potential cohesiveness
of the predominant Maratha working class community, of the
preparedness of the Maratha workers to be drawn into militant
nationalist actions,‘of a significant degree of cultural
sharing between the Brahman Tilakite leaders and the Maratha
workers, and of the ability of the‘Tilakites.to establish

organisational links with the Maratha jobber intermediaries.125

120. Attempts by J.N. Tata in the 1880s and 1890s to institute
a formal system of recruitment in north India - precisely
in order to undermine the potential for working class
combination - failed. The increasing numbers of UP migrants
arrived informally, not as a result of a BMOA recruitment
policy or system: Morris,op. cit., pp.54-5 & p.64.

121, This will be gone into below.

122. For a detailed account of the strike, see A.I. Chicherov,
'Tilak's Trial and the Bombay Political Strike of 1908',
in I.M. Reisner and N.M. Goldberg, Tilak and the Struggle
for Indian Freedom, (New Delhi, 1966).

123. V.I. Lenin, ‘'Inflammable Material in World Politics',
' (Aug. 5, 1908), in his Collected Works (1963), Vol.XV, p.184.

124. Newman, op. cit;, p.122.

125. For Tilak's working class activity, see Cashman, op. cit.,
Chapter VIII. ’
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The 1908 strike contrasts with thé results of the Swadeshi
activists' working class program in 1905-08 in all of these
respects.126 The greater assertiveness and cohesiveness of

the Bombay workers was also evidenced in the strikes which
occurred in the post-War period of high inflation. The Bombay
unrest led to two extended general strikeé in 1919 and 1920.127
Although strike activity was substantial in Calcutta, nothinpg

like a general strike‘occurred.128

This inherent sociological potential for the formation
of class modes of working class organisatidn and consciousnesé,
and for the political mobilisation of the proletariat by a
radical'intelligentsia, was further increased by the political
economy of the éétton textile industry.129 The industry was,
economically and pblitically, in A much weaker position than
was the jute industry. Thé Bombay mills were not iﬁ the jute
induétryfs position to establish either a monopsony control
over the purchase of ité raw materials or a monopoly control over
its markets. In its purchase of raw cotton it had tb compete
with.the Indian mills at Ahmedabad and elsewhere and, odcasionally,
when American supplies were disrupted, with_internationél
purchasers as well. In its national and international markets

it faced the competition of Lancashire and Japan as well as that

126. A pointbmade by Sarkar, in The Swadeshi Movement, pp.244-46.

127. Newman, op. cit., Chapter V; R. Kumar, 'The Bombay Textile
Strike, 1919', in IESHR, Vol. VIII(l), 1971, pp.1-=29.

128. RCLI, Vol.V(1l), p.126.

129. The following information on the economics and organisation
of the industry is taken from Morris, op. cit., Chapters
II & III; Bagchi, Private Investment, Chapter 7;
Buchanan, op. cit., Chapter X; Newman, op. cit., Chapter
ITII; and A.D. Gordon, 'Bombay City Businessmen and
Politics, 1918-1933: The Politics of Indigenous Colonial
Businessmen in Relation to Rising Nationalism and a
Modernising Economy' (Cambridge University Ph.D., 1975),
pPp.250-54. ’ ’
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of the other Indian textile centres.130 Bombay's competition-

created problems -~ including the gradual loss of its export
market - increased rapidly during the first two decades of the
20th century and, though temporarily alleviated by the War/

131

post-War boom, returned in the 1920s. Although  the Bombay

millowners had a great deal of influence upon the provincial
government132 they were not able to mobilise sufficient
political weight to force the colonial state to implement
substantial, compensatory tariff barriers and»other forms
of state protection and patronage. Finally, Bombay's problems
were compounded by the poor management, under its often
inefficient managing agency system, of many of its mills.133

Two consequences for working class Qrganisation flowed
from the textile industry's comparatively weak economic position.
The first was that it did not have the jute industry's inﬁerent
caéacity to establish a tight.monopsonistic—monopolistic

regulatory organisation.134 Therefore the Bombay Millowners'

130. See Bagchi, Private Investment, p.234, Table 7.4 and p.238,
Table 7.5. ‘

~131. 1In fact, except for 1927, between 1924 and 1929 the industry
as a whole experienced annual gross losses ranging between

Rs.19,540,908 and Rs.29,877,920. Only a few mills (notably

Tatas 'and Wadias) remained reasonably strong: Gordon,

op. cit., pp.253-54, including Table 5.4.

132. See ibid., passim.

133. Bombay's efficiency problems were not shared by the jute
industry because of the scope for inefficiency allowed by
its wide, monopolist, profit margins.

134. That economic stability and lack of competition were
important for the establishment and maintenance of the
IJMA's regulatory powers was evidenced during the
Depression and subsequently, when economic difficulties
and increasing competition from non-IJMA mills in the
Calcutta region led almost to the breakdown of the IJMA's.
agreement on restricted production. The agreement was
saved only by the government's intervention: Bagchi,
Private Investment, pp.47-50.
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Association (BMOA) did not have the IJMA's inherent organisational
capacity td respond to working class»resistance in a highly
concerted manner. This problem was further compounded by
nationalist considerations -~ particularly at times when the
industry was in conflict with the state - for these considefatiohs
would tend to inhibit (though by no means to prevent) the
repressiveness of the responses of Indian managements to

Indian working class combination and agitatibn. The second
consequence was fhe industry's inherent pronounced vulnerability
to economic crisis and structural change, and thus to major
working class resistance to, and organisation against, the
millowners. In the 1920s the Bombay mills were, ih fact, to

enter a particularly severe, decade-long mérketing crisis

leading to structural changes which would have this effect.

The Brahman Intelligentsia and Colonialism in Maharashtra

The contrast between the tw0»regions could alsolbe
seen in the respective intelligentsias' different characteristics
and relations to the Qider societies. Thé differences were in
part pre-colonial in origin,.in part a conséquence of the quite
‘dissimilar nature of the encounters between the respective
Hindu elites ‘and the British, and in part they reflected the
contrasting effects of colonialisation on the two societies as
a whole. |

As in Bengal, the colonial intelligentsia of
Maharashtra was drawﬁ primarily from the high Hindu castes that
had provided the traditional intelligentsias and adminiétrators.

But whereas the Bengali bhadralok's pre-colonial ancestors had
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been politically subordinate to the Mughal power, Maharashtra's

Brahmans - and particularly the Chitpavan Brahmans - were,

135

politically and ideologically, the dominant group.- Thus

the imposition of colonialism involved the displacement of the

Brahmans, not, as in Bengal, their 'li_beration.l from the rule
of the Muslims. For this reason the Maharashtrian |
intelligentsia was initially more resistant to the new Raj.

Much of this resistance was disarmed by the new
opportunities provided under British rule. Brahmans were the
first to mbve into and dominate the govefnmentbservice and
‘professional positions which became availablé.136 However these
opportunities were not aS'gréat as they had been for the bhadralok
during the expansion of empire in Bengal and elsewhere. Furthér,
the ryotwari system did not allow the Brahmans or other elite
groups to become as systematicallyia landed class as did the
zamindari system the bhadralok.137 Nor did the Brahmans benefit
significantly from the new‘business opportunities which became

available, particularly in Bombay, under the British. These were

captured primarily by Gujaratis and Parsis. Moreover, these

135. Eg., Kumar (op. cit., p.39) has written: 'The control of
political and social power by the chitpavans through |
their connection with the Peshwas, and the ‘intellectual
hegemony which they exercised by virtue of their caste,
created a degree of brahmanical dominance in Maharashtra
to which there existed no parallel in the rest of India'.

(The Peshwas - literally 'ministers' - were the Chitpavan
Brahman rulers of the Maratha empire for the century prior
to 1818.)

136. C. Dobbin, Urban Léadership in Western India: Politics
and Communities in Bombay City, 1840-1885, (London, 1972)
Chapter II; Kumar, op. cit., Chapter VIII.

137. This point is reinforced by a similar contrast within the
' Bombay Presidency. While most of the Marathi speaking
areas were settled under the ryotwari system, the Konkan
districts of Ratnagiri and Kolaba were settled under the
zamindari-type khoti system. There was also a significant
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groups began during the second half of the 19th century to

produce their own, fairly distinét, Bombay-based, intelligentsia;?8
Thus the material incentives for the dominant éection

of the Maharashtrian intelligentsia to become wholehearted

supporters of coloniélism were not nearly as great as for the

bhadralok. Cohsequently the Chitpavans' response to colonialism

and ideological Westernisation contrasted - in its ambivalence

at least - with tﬁe bhadralok's enthusiastic endorsement. The

initial resistance, the extent of Brahman hegemony in

Maharashtrian society, and the absence of an adequate

alternative collaborationist elite in the mufussil, were

sufficient for the Bombay government to tread very carefully on

Chitpavan sensibilities. One aspect of this caution wés

Elphinstone's. transitional policy of continuing to subsidisé

traditional scholarly pursuits in Poona, through the oldAPeshwa

institution of the dakshina,,in-tﬁe hope of gradually winning

the Chitpavans to the colonial viewpoint.139 Throuéhout the

19th century, Brahman ambivalence towards the British remained

pronounced enough for influential sections of the government to

137. (Cont'd)

flow of urban capital into land speculation in these
districts. That the Konkan districts had a much higher
incidence of landlessness (except perhaps for West Kandesh,
which had a high proportion of tribals in its population),
dwarf-holding and non-cultivating landlordism (see Omvedt,
op. cit., p.l1l427, Table 7) suggests the debilitating
effects of this form of land settlement. See also

R. Cashman, The Myth of the Lokamanya: Tilak and Mass
Politics in Maharashtra, (Berkeley, 1975), p.l1l35.

138. Dobbin, op. cit., pp.154-72; Gordon, op. cit., pp.69-72.

139. Kumar, op. cit., pp.47-56. The traditional shastris
mounted considerable re51stance to the 1ntroduct10n of
western learnlng. :
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continue to entértain dark - if exaggerated - anxieties about
Poona-based Brahman 'conspiracies' to regain their lost
power7140» In fact Poona did remaip, into the 20th century,

a centre of alienated Brahman opposition tolﬁhe Raj - in
conﬁrast with the Bombay elites' profitable collaboration; and
within Bombay, the Maharashtrian Brahmans remained, to a
significant extent, ioutsiders' in a city dominated by the

Gujarati, Parsi and other .business communities.141

The Intelligentsia and Maharashtrian Tradition

It was not until the second half of the 19th century
that a substantial westernised Maharashtrian intelligentsia

142

was  formed - Kumar's 'new Brahmans'. However, even the

most Westefnised-sections of the 'new Brahﬁans' sought to
retain strong links with the pre-colonial Maharashtrian
tradition and with contemporary popular culture. This
contrasted with the bhadralok réjection of the immediate,
Mughal pastvin favour of a distant and highly romanticised
mythical past, and with its contempt for popular, quietist
Vaishnavism. |

The Maharaéhtrién contrast was exemplified very
clearly eyén in the‘case of the leading exponent'of Weétern—'

inspired reform of Indian society - M.G. Ranade. For example,

140. Cashman, op. cit., Chapter iI,and pp.140-41.
141. See ibid., Chapter VII, which contrasts the politics
of the two cities. ‘

142. See his op. cit., Chapter VIII, In the mid-19th century
' the westernised intelligentsia remained a small
proportion of the Brahman intelligentsia.




Ranade's keenest interest during his university days was

18th century Marathi poetry; and in his later The Rise of

the Maratha Power he found the potential cultural roots of
regeneration, and the ideological foundation for a unified
Maharashtrian éociety, firmly within the Maharashtrian -

tradition of the not-too-distant past.143 The role of this
traditioﬂ was to be asserted even more veheméntly by the extremist,
Pbona—based, Tilak - especially in his éhivajirfestivals and

144

his 'political recruitment of God Ganapati'. The Brahman

terrorists, such as the Sarvarkar and Chapekar brothers, drew
on the same cultural heritage.for their political ideology.145
Another example - which serves as an interesting contrast with
Rammohan's prose style - feinforces the point we are making
here:. while Rammohan displayed an ignorance of, and lack of

interest in, popular idiom, and avpreference'for the

Sanskritised sadhu bhasa, G.H. Deshmukh (an important figure

in early modern Marathi prose) did not sharply demarcate the
‘written from the spoken form, frequently used idiom, and

attacked the use of Sanskritised prose.146

The Brahmans' return to the past, and their concern

to maintain a cultural bond with the masses - if partly to

143. See: E.E. McDonald, 'The Growth of Regional Consciousness
in Maharashtra', in IESHR, Vol.V(3), 1968, pp.225-39;
I.Rothermund, 'Gandhi and Maharashtra: Nationalism and the
Provincial Response', in South Asia, No. 1, 1971, pp.56-7;
Cashman, op. cit., pp.9-10, 43-4 & 103-04.

144. This apt phrase is the title of Cashman's Chapter IV (ibid).

For Tilak's development of the Shivaji festival see ibid.,
Chapter V.

145. ibid., p.91 & 114-15.

146. M.L. Apte, 'Lokahitavadi and V.K. Chiplunkar: Spokesmen

- of Change in Nineteenth-Century Maharashtra', in MAS,
Vol.7(2), 1973, pp.197-8. (Deshmukh was known popularly
as 'Lokahitavadi' - 'the advocate of the people's welfare'.)




provide an ideological justification for their continued
hegemony in Maharashtrian society - could fairly readily be
harmonised. This was because of the unique quality of the
Maharashtrian tradition and because colonial Maharashtrian
society had not been sundered from it.
Pre-colonial Maharashtra was distinguished from
the other sub-continental societies by the relatively much
higher level of cultural integration between the elite and
the masses. The contrast with Bengai in this regard appears
to have been particularly marked. In fact Kumar, in his survey
of Maharashtrian society on the eve of the British conquest,
places the following emphasis on this feature:
‘The key to the vigour of Maharashtra lay in the
secular and spiritual values which inspired the
people of the region ... and which affiliated the
elite castes, like the brahmans, and the lower and
middle castes, like the kunbis and mahars, to a
common corpus of religious 1ideas. ... Maharashtra
was able to bridge a gulf which bedevilled Hindu
society elsewhere and prevented it from offering
effective resistance to Muslim rule.l47
Very broadly, this integration rested culturally on
two foundations: the devotional, spiritually egalitarian and
quietist bhakti tradition; and the militant ‘Kshatriya' Shivaji

tradition.‘]‘48 The bhakti movement's contributions were its

147. ZKumar, op. cit., pp.6-7; Also E. Zelliot, 'Mahar and Non-
Brahman Movements In Maharashtra', in IESHR, Vol.VII(3),
1970, pp.397-415, and particularly p.408. While Kumar
may have accorded values too central a role in determining
the uniqueness of traditional Maharashtrian society (see,
e.g., Satish Chandra, 'Social Background to the Rise of the

" Maratha Movement during the 17th Century in India', in

IESHR, Vol.X(3), 1973, pp.209-17), his emphasis on the
uniqueness of the society, and on the importance of its
cultural and social cohesion, are warranted.

148. See: Kumar, op. cit., pp.6-11; Cashman, op. cit.,
Chapter I.




translation of the philosophy of Brahmanical Hinduism into

an accessible vernacular poetry, its stress on devotion,

rather than more intellectual modes, as the most effective

path to salvation, and its insistence>on the eguality - or

at least the spiritual equality - of high and low castes.

The bhakti movement was responsible‘for:a remarkable, burgeoning
tradition of vernacular poetry which sustained, in a popular
form, the values it sought to transmit. The bhakti saints
included both Brahmans and non-Brahmaﬁs. The Shivaji tradition
also contributed to the cultural integration of Maharashtrian
society, while complementing the particular value system of the
bhakti tradition. The latter had in fact facilitated Shivaji's
efforts to mébilise a resistance, baéed on the Maratha peasants,
lagainst the Mughal intruders. In throwing off the Mughal
domination Shivaji - himself of lowly caste - created a movement }
and a state which had 'every semblance of mass support', and
~which bequeathed a militant tradition of popular armed struggle

against invaders.149 These Kshatriya values became an integral

149, sS. Chandra, op. cit., p.21l; Kumar, op. cit., p.4. There
is perhaps a useful parallel to be drawn here with Vietnam.
Vietnam's tradition of armed resistance to foreign
domination played an extremely important role in the
development of 20th century Vietnamese nationalism. More-
over, France's final defeat of Vietnamese resistance and
establishment of a formal empire came relatively late
(1885), and a succession of militant patriots managed to
keep the tradition alive until a significant nationalist
movement began in the late 1920s. (See Marr, Vietnamese
Anticolonialism.). Compared to Bengal, Maharashtra
exhibited similarities with Vietnam in both its militant
tradition and the relative lateness of its colonizlisation.
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part of the Maharashtrian tradition; Both cultural 'poles'
included significant egalitarian tendencies.. The egalitarianism 7'
was limited in scope - for example it did not attack the caste
system as such, and the Brahmans refained spirituél and social
dominance. After Shivéji's death,4they also attained a

formidable polifical power which often brought them intov

cdhflict with other sectioﬁs of the society. But the
Maharashtrian ideologyvdid legitimise'an unusual-degree'of

social mobility withinfﬁhé varna scale, andiits culture

remained, to a remarkable degree, common to both;the elite

and the masses.

Intelligéntsias and Society‘in'Colonial‘Maharashtra’and‘Bbmbay

The major changes of the 19th century attenuated this
social and cuitural bond. Brahman exploitation of the
cultivating and artisan classes appears to have increased
markedly under colonialisﬁl.150 Brahman relations with non-
Brahmans became further complicated bgcause of a process of
increaéing socio-economic mobility within the peasantry.

' Kumar'argﬁes that by the last quarter of the 19th century a
class of 'rich' peasantsAhad emerged and that this upwardly

mobile class increasingly opposed the dominance of the Brahinans.151

150. Omvedt, op. c1t., pp.1418-22. Omvedt cites, in particular,
Brahman money-lending activity and the associated Brahman
alienation of non-Brahman agricultural holdings. Brahmans

were also prominent in the legal apparatus which
sanctioned the land transfers.

151. Kumar, op. cit., p.298 and pp.313-17. Kumar has been
criticised for overstating the 'rich peasant' case for the
19th century (see Catanach, op. cit., pp.224-25; Omvedt,
op. cit., ps.1423 & 1428). There 1is evidence, nevertheless,
of significant upward mobility of sections of the peasantry.
Twentieth century literacy statistics for certain of the
artisan and menial castes also suggest considerable mobility:
see the relatlvely high and increasing literacy figures for
1921 and 1931 in Omvedt, op. cit., p.1418, Table I.




Concurrently, a few non-Brahman urban intellectuals from
substantial peasant or small scale commercial backgrounds
began actively to agitate against Brahman dominance. Their

ideology claimed that the 'bahujan samaj' (the 'majority

community' or the 'masses') was systematically oppresséd

by the 'shetjis' and the 'bhatjis' (literally, the merchants

and priests, but in fact referring more widely to the merchant -

152

and financier classes and the Brahmans). Jotirao Phule's

Satyashodhak Samaj, founded in 1873 in opposition to the

Brahman-dominated Sarvajanik Sabha, initiated this anti-Brahman

challenge. Phule attacked Brahman elitist arrogance and
dominance of the bureaucracy and professions, and charged the

Brahmans with having betrayed their social responsibilities to

153

the masses. The non-Brahman movement gathered momentum in

the first decades of the 20th century.' Under the 1eadershipv
of the urban non-Brahman intélligentsia and businessmen and the
more prosperous peasants, the movementAattracted'consiaerable
support from the non—Brahman masses, and gained additional
strength»from the support of certain Maratha prindes‘— most
notably the Maharaja of Kholépur. Paradoxically, the movement
was reinforced ideologically by the Brahmans' resurrection of

the Shivaji tradition, which accorded a central role to the

Marathas.154

152. Omvedt, op. cit., p.1430; Zelliot, op. cit., pp.397-415;
Kumar, op. cit., pp-.304-08 and 313-16. ’

153. See Omvedt, 'Non-Brahmans and Nationalists in Poona', in
EPW, Vol. IX(6-8), 1974, pp.201-16, for subsequent non-
Brahman elite grievances against the Brahmans, and for
“the gathering momentum of the non-Brahman movement.

154, Zelliot, op. cit., p.408.
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But despite this conflict the Brahmans and non-Brahmans

remained linked by a strong cultural bond. 1>

For example, the
non-Brahman movement adapted to its own ends the same tradition-
based ideological vehicles that had earlier been developed by

156 the conflict was at least

>their Brahman opponent Tilak:
being fought in the same lahguage. Moreover, the Brahmans

were far from completelyjalienated froﬁ non-Brahman audiences.
From the early 20th century Brahmans, as Well’as ﬁon—Brahmans,

‘began to adapt the traditional tamasha (a popular, earthy dance-

drama) and hari-kirtan (a one-man recital of bhakti devotional

157

‘poetry) to convey modern political messages. Tilak's
success in working class mobilisation, even though it was
limited and ambiguous, was further evidence of the continuing
possibilities fof Brahman communication with the masses.

The bond persisted largely because the Brahman
intelligentsia, unlike the bhadralok, did not become
completely divorced from productive activity - nor, therefore,
ffom the social and economic life of the masses. The
Chitpavans, for example, had traditionally engaged in a wide
range of occupations, including agriculture, and were able to

continue to demonstrate this adaptability under colonialism. >3

For example, they continued to ehgage in‘cultivation 159

155. Kumar, op. cit., pp.316-17 & p.332.
156. Cashman, op. cit., Chapters IV and V.

157..  G. Omvedt, 'The Satyashodhak Samaj and Peasant Agitation',
' in EPW, Vol. VIII(-4), 1973, pp.1973-74; McDonald,
op. cit., pPp.230-31.

158. M.L.P. Patterson, 'Changing Patterns of Occupation
- Among Chitpavan Brahmans', in IESHR, Vol. VIII(3), 1970,
pp.375-96.. :

159. ibid..
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largely, perhaps, because the virtual absence of zamindari—typé
systems in Maharashtra prevented a large-scale move into

rentier landlordism.. .Brahmans did not become significantly
involved in the ownership or management of industry. Nevertheless
thé»Brahman intelligentsia in Bombay did at least participate

in a milieu in which Indian industrial entrepreneurship was
dominant, and it was in close contact with intelligentsias

drawn from the industrialist communities.160 For this reason
Bombay's Brahmanvintelligentsia, though not in immediate

contact with the industrial wérld,'was not separated from it by -
the structural barriers between the intelligentsia and industry
which existed in Bengal.

The vitality developed by the non-Brahman movement
from the late 19th century'attested to the continuing relative
strength and assertiveness of the'intefmediéte levels of the
Maharashtrian social structure, and to these intermediate
classes' ability to produce‘an intermediate intelligentsia.161
This middle level vitality and assertiveness posed a
considerable barrier agaihstr'elitist' attempts to mobilise a
subordinated mass'following, yet it also provided a potehtial
bridge to the iabourihg populatioh for an elite leadership with
an egalitarian political program. Bombay city's 20th century

industrial working class inherited a late 19th century legacy

of labour reform work by non-Brahman movement activists such ad

160. See, eg.: Dobbin's section on 'Shetias and Intelllgent51a
' op. cit., pp.154-72; J.C. Masselos, 'Bombay in the 1870s.
a Sstudy of Changing Patterns in Urban Politics', in
South Asia, No. 1, 1971, pp.29-55.

l61l. See zelliot, Op. cit., p.414 on this.




the mali (gardener caéte)-intelleétual, N.M. Lokhande.
Lokhande's work, though very limited in its effectiveness,
contrasted with that of his Bengali cohteﬁporary, Sasipada
Banerjee, in that its inépiration'was indigenous and in that

it attempted to resolve concrete industrial problems as
perdeived,by the labourers.162 Whereas Banerjee left behind

no legacy of reform work, nor a significant place in the
collective memory of the millhands, Lokhande's work was to

be continued into the 20th centufy and, as late as the:l9203,
his name was being invoked in the mill area.163 This tradition
was a potential legacy for subsequent labour organisers of what-
eQer caste background or political persuasion.

The non-Brahman movement was not ideologically aﬁd
politically homogeneous,164 and this enhanced the possibilities
for Brahman mass pdlitiCs. Non-Brahman elite figures - such -
as the government minister and non-Brahman Party leader
B.V. Jadhav, the wealthy Jedhes of Poona and the prosperoﬁs
Bombay merchant G.R. Shinde - led the anti-Brahman campaign;
They argued in strictly communal terms; but for significant
sections of the movemeﬁt,'particularly at its base, the
»ideological thrust was not so nafrowly defined. Rather,_they

expressed a broader antagonism to all forms of elite exploitation.

162, Chakrabarty makes this pblnt, as well as stressing the
very different social origins of the two contemporarles.
n 'Sasipada Banerjee', p.347, fn.6.

163. G. Omvedt, 'Non-Brahmans and Communists in Bombay', in
‘ EPW, Vol.VIII(16), 1973, ps. 752 and 755.

164. ibid., pp.749-50; Omvedt, 'The Satyashodhak'Samaj’, PP.
1972-80; and 'Non-Brahmans and Nationalists', passim;
Rothermund,; op. cit., pp.57-8.
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This antagonism threatened non-Brahman as well as Brahman

elites, and hence could possibly4be harnessed by a radical

Brahman intelligentsia.

Bombay in the Post-War Period

The complex pattern of indigenous politics. in Bombay
in the post-war years reflected the distinctively high levels
of both differentiation and continuity in the western Indian
social order, and the contradictory effects upon this order
- of the great changes attendant upon the First World War.

These effects were.ﬁagnified.by,the city's geographical constriction
and the consequent pressure upon its resources, and by the very
serious epidemics which broke out in 1918. The new mass
nationalist politics which‘developed from this background

rested on quite different socio-economic bases to the nationalism
of contemporary‘Calcuttaw-a difference highlighting the

underlying structural differences between the two regions. One
consequence of the Bombay situation was the iﬁcreasing viability'
during the. 1920s of a radical mass politics baéed on the

industriai working ciass.

Bombay's politics in the post—Wariperiod were shaped
by-a great variety of social classes and communities: the
industrialist and merchant princes, and-the leading>professionals
who were closely associated wiﬁh them‘professionally; socially
‘and politically; the smaller merchants and businessmen; the
lower-level professionals, the office workers and the students;
and the working classes. The pattern was made more complex by
the community and culturél divisions which cut across this

occupational stratification. The 'modernising'-industrialists,
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and particularly the Parsis who predominated, were highly
westernlsed and were culturally close to the British colonisers.
The prlmarlly Gujarati and Marwari smaller merchants, . and the
minority of Maharashtrian merchants and contractors, were
“markedly 'traditional' - socially, culturally and in their
business methods. The poorer elements of the educated middle
class were drawn mainly from the high caste Maharashtrian,
the Parsi and the Gujarati communities, with Maharashtrian
Brahmaﬁs being the major;cbmponent. The wérking classes, as we
have seen, were overwhelmingly Maharashtrian aﬁd Hindu, though
the Muslim minority was to become a significant»element :
politically.

Prior to-the First World War an alliance of the

leading industrialists, merchants and professionals held

ialmost unchallenged dominance over the economic .and politiéal
life of Bombay.165 This position of dominance was reflectedv
~in the unchallenged hegemony of their organisation, the Bombay
Presidency Association, in the city; Due to the impact of
- World War I, however, this situation began to change, and the
underlying cleavagés began to be exposed.

Although the industriélists and the merchants were
bound together by their common interests as capitalists, there
were substantial inherent conflicts of interest between them,

éspecially-over control of the marketing networks.166 It was

165. J.C. Masselos, 'Some Aspects of Bombay City Politics-in
1919', in R. Kumar (Ed.), Essays on Gandhian Politics:
The Rowlatt Satyagraha of 1919 (London, 1971), pp.149-50.

166. The following two paragraphs are based on Gordon, op. cit.,
Chapters I, III and V.
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in the industrialists' interests to secure the flow and
prices of their raw materials by replacing the traditional
speculative trading network into the mufussil with a modern
capitalist'system under their éontrol. This conflict came

to a head during the War-post-War boom, whéh speculation'in

the trade of now scarce commoditieé became rife ~ an activity
which contributed to the escalating inflation of the period;
The industrialists' need to control the markets was increased
by the millbwners' economic difficulties after.the’post-War
- boom. |

The government supported the industrialists against

the merchants on this issue. Alarmed at the political unrest
which the spiralling inflation promoted, the government
introduced a number of‘measures, such as the imposition of legal
controls on the marketing system, which benefited the
industrialists but curtailed the merchants' freedom and
profitability. The relationship between the state and the

two groups was further complicated by other éffects of the War.
In pafticular, the great demands placed upon the government's
financial resources by its war—timé imperial commitmentsvcould‘
no longer be met by the inélastic; land-based revenue system.167
Accordingly, new sources of revenue were drawn upon, despite

the political risks involved. Prominent among these new

sources were direct taxation of the urban business groups»and.
increased customs duties. For the industrialists the.new’taxation

burden was offset by the competitive advantage gained vis a vis

167. See also Tomiinson, 'India and the British Empire', pp.
351-58. ‘ .
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imports from the customs duties and by government promises of
subsequent fiscal autonomy and é more satisfactory tariff
policy. There were no such immediate or future compensatory
,advéntages for the trading community. In fact those traders
involved in importing were further.hurt by the tariff increéseé.
Consequently these government innovations increased the
alienation of.the merchants from ﬁhe‘colonial state. These
economic considerations contributed to the merchant comﬁunityfs
positive response to Gandhi's post—War agitations against the
Raj. .Moreover, the ‘economic factors werelreinforced by a
cultural sympathy with the religious mode of Gandhi's ideology
and a political sympathy with his careful, non-violent tactics.
For the industrialists, however, the risks of social and
political upheaval attendant upon the Gandhian"agitations
confirmed the wisdom of a close relationship with the government:
the great majority of the industrialists actively opposed the
Rowlatt and Non-Cooperation campaigns, choosing instead to

grasp the limited conceSsions embodied in the 1919 MOntffora
reforms. However their political stance changed again in the
eariy 1920s. Because of its wider imperial commitments the Govern-
ment of India was unable to honour its earlier economic pfomises
to the industrialists - who were,now,'additionallyy in a

state of ecqnomic crisis. Simultaneously, the nationalists'
abandonment of agitational politics in favour of constitutional
politics removed the industrialists' earlier inhibitions about
opposing the colonial state. Consequently they moved from their
traditional politics df influenée to direct pressure group
activity,}in alliance with the Swarajists; to secure the desired

fiscal, tariff and monetary policy changes. ' They maintained
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this stance throughout the 1920s.
The political divergence of the industrialists

and £he merchants during and from the War years altered thg
previous political balance of the city to a very marked
extent. But the responses of the other classes to the War
and post-War changes also contributed to the differentiation.

| By the end of the 1910s the Besant Home Rulé League,
which was. based primarily on the middle and lower-middle class
Gujarativcommunity, had become Bombay's most active political
organisation.168 To a large_extentvthis development reflected
- the politicisation of the merchants. The merchants aléo
provided'thé backbone of the Congreés's support in Bombay
during the 1919 Rowlatt Satyagraha and the Non-Cooperation

movement.169 However the non-merchant sections of the Gujarati

middle and lower middle class were also very important
participants in both the League and the mass agitatiéns. Prior
to the Non-Cooperation movement, in thtrast, the Tilak Home
Rule League, énd the Maharashtrian intelligentsia who supported
it, played a more subdued role in the city's political life.l70
The Maharashtrian business community supportea the anti-Congress
non—Bfahman movement rather thanAﬁhe Congress.171 The non-
Brahman movement's lines of support extended into the non-Muslim

section of the working class, adding a community dimension to

168. Masselos, 'Bombay City Politics', pp.154—60.

169. 1loc. 01t., Gordon op. cit, pp.228- 42- R. Kumar, 'From.’
Swaraj to Purna Swaraj: Natlonallst Politics in the
City of Bombay, 1920-32', in D.A. Low (Ed.), Congress
and the Raj: Facets of the Indian Struggle, 1917-194 7‘
(London and New Delhi, 1977), p.85.

170. Masselos, 'Bombay City Politics', pp.l153-54.

171. Omvedt, 'Non-Brahmans and Communiéts','pp.749—50;
Rothermund, 'Gandhi and Maharashtra', pp.63-4.
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the class factors inhibiting proletarian participation in
the middle class nationalist agitation..

Nevertheless the Non-Cobperation movenment did touch
both the Muslim and the Hindu sections of the workforce. In
the Muslim case, community bonds worked against the class
factors inhibiting working class involvement in the Gandhian
movement. Shaukat Ali, who set up his national Khilafat
headquarters in Bémbay in the poorvMuslim locality, politically
mdbilised_the Muslim workers and urban poor of the city for
172

the first time. The Gandhians' cautious appeals to the

Maharashtrian mill workers brought large numbers of them on to
the streets for the demonstration against the Prince of Wales

173 But these links between the nationalist

in November 1921.
middle class and Bombay's labouring population remained tenuous.
The Muslim poor were soon to end their brief'appearance on thé
nationalist stage, following behind their community ieaders_after :
the post-Non-Cooperation collapse.of the Congress-Khilafat
alliance. The even more brief Gandhian experiment in mobilising
Maharashtrian millhands collapsed in mutual disillusion
immediately afﬁer the Prince of Wales demonstration: - Non-

Cooperation produced no tangible benefits for the workers; and

Gandhi's earlier feérs that the Maharashtrian millhands' would

172. Kumar, 'From Swaraj to Purna Swaraj', pp.79-82. The
wealthy Muslim patrons of the city had not previously
made any attempt to organise the Muslim poor - in striking
contrast to Calcutta. This contrast was probably directly
related to the structural differences between the two
cities and, therefore, reflected the very different
nature of politics in Bombay and Calcutta..

173. ibid., pp.92-3.
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prove not to be amenable to controlled non-violent politics
in the Congreés's cause174 were confirmed by theif vioient
response. When Non-Cooperation receded, nationalist contact
with, and organisation among, the millhands was virtually as
negligible as before, despite the opportunities for outsider

1nterventlon provided by the 1919 and 1920 general mill

’strlkes.l75

However.one group of middle class nationalists who
participated in the Non—Cooperatioh movement did take'avmore
abiding interest in the proletariat. One of Gandhi's Non-
Cooperation successes in Bombay was his ability to attract the
sﬁpport of Tilak's primarily upper caste, middle caste
Maharashtrian followers.176 Despite Gandhi's concerted
campaign to win him over, Tilak Had reacted ambivalently to
Gandhi's program prior to the launching of the movement.
Tilak's death in August 1920 came at a critical moment in the
preparations for Gandhi's movement. Following his death the
.Gandhians won over the suddenly leaderless Tilakites, achieving
a particularly significant suécess among the radical 'Young
Tilakites' who weré students at Wilson and Elphinstone Colleges.

These students became active non-cooperators, and they were

prominent in the nationalist politics of Bombay after the

174. Eg., Gandhi told the Bombay Commissioner of Police .in
April 1919, during his Rowlatt satyagraha organising, that
he intended not to bring the millhands into the movement
'for many a long day' in G of Bom, Source Material for
a History of the Freedom Movement in Indla, vVol. II,
(Bombay, 1958), p.743.

175. Newman, op. cit., pp.164-67.

176. Kumar, 'From Swaraj to Purna Swaraj', pp.85-7;
Rothermund, op. cit., pp.62-3.
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withdrawal of the movement. These student radicals included
among their leading elements those who would become Bombay's
first communists.

Through their participation in the Non-Cooperation
movement the Maharashtrian radicals were able to establish
themselves as a substantial minority in the Bombay Provincial
Congress Committee (BPCC) . There they found themselves in
conflict with the business-oriented majority - with BPCC figures
such as the prominent Gujarati lawyer, BhulabhaivDeSai, who
was close to the citY's merchants, end Jamnadas Mehta, the
organisation's leading representative of the industrialists.177
For the time being this radical'intelligentsiafs conflict with
the 'shetias' and their fepresentatives could be little more
than ideological. The radicals' only firm support against the
'business faction' came from the Maharashtrian intelligentsia -
particularly in Girgaum. They had very few points of contact
with the working class to whose eventual leadership the
socialistically ihclined.among the BPCC radieals aspired.-r

But developments in the textile industry augered well
for the_future. The general strikes ef 1919-20 were the
beginning of a decade of industrial strife during which the
existing rudimentary forms of trade union ofganisation were
transformed. |

During the first two deeades of the century a number

of organisations and individuals competed for the allegiance of

178

the millhands and other workers. Prior to the 1919 strike

177. For an analysis of the relationship between the BPCC and
business ‘in Bombay between 1922 and the mid-1920s see
Gordon, op. cit., pp.250-69.

178. Newman, op. cit., pp.122-29; Omvedt, 'Non-Brahmans and
Communists', p.752.
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two organisations claimed to represent the millhands - the

Kamgar. Hitawardhak Sabha (KHS) and'the Social Service League,
both of which had been founded in 1909. The KHS had been

founded by the hon—Brahman political leader, S.K..Bole, and

was a welfare and communlty organlsatlon which sought particularly
to mobilise a following among Bombay s Maratha workers, both in
the mills and elsewhere: 'a Vehicle for politicians and
philanthropists,‘dependent upon the cooperation of the
traditional leaders'.l79 The Social Service League was the
social welfare organisation of the Servants of India Society.

Its dfiving force was the moderate Brahman welfare worker,

N.M. Joshi. Joshi - a man of unquestioned integrity, great
ability and unrivalled knowledge of Indian industrial issues -
became India's leading moderate,,nonepolitical'trade union
leader. The League sought to maintain its independence from

the community organisations and the jobbers, and so had even

less influence that the KHS. Two new organisations were

formed during the 1919-20 strikes - the Besant Home Rulers' Girni:
Kamgar Sangh and the Tilakite Home Rulers' Indian Labour League%80
These 'front' organisations, which sought to increase the
influence of their parent bodies by gaining recognition as
labour's spokesmen during the strikes; established links with
jobbers in a few mills. The Girni Kamgar Sangh managed to
survive as an organisation - though barely - after the strikes

and political agitation of the period in which it was born.

179. Newman, op. cit., p.l25.

180. ibid., Chapter V, passim.
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But neither of the Home Rulers' ofgaﬁisations had significant
influence on the millhands and very little in negotiations with
the mill managements. The founding of the All India Trade
Union Congress (AITUC) in Bombay in July 1920 did nothing to
change the situation, excepf tQ encaurage factional competition
and realignments amohg the contending organisations.181

All of these laﬁour'organisationé maintained a
- conciliatory épproach towards the millowners, séeking
improvements within the existing industrial framework only.
The Social Service League was, additionally, dependent on
millowner financial and moral support for many of its
activities. The activity of these proto-unions was marginal
to the lives of the millhands and the outcome of strikes.
But they did have a limited basis for their existence because
the millowners, who at that stage were continuing to reap
large profits, were prepared - though only under the pressure

of strikes - to grant wage increases and other limited

. 182
concessions.

From 1922 the situation in the textile industry
changed markedly. The interest of several of the outsider
groﬁps in mobilising labour in the nationalist cause began to
wane with the ending of the Non-Cooperation movemenﬁ. At the
same time the ending of the industry's economic boom transformed

the character of industrial relations.183 The changed conditions

181. ibid., pp.l165-67.
182, ibid., p.l44
183, ibid., Chapter VI.
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began to make the conciliatory approach of the various moderate
labour organisations even less relevant than before, and the
gap between'their.moderatidn and the workers' militancy began
to widen. A succession of strikes erupted in the mills
throughout the 1920s, and in each major strike the outsiders
followed rather than led. Neveftheless each strike contributed
to the progressive development of trade union organisation in
the industry.184 In 1925 a new union ; the Bombay Textile
Workers':Union (BTLU) - was formed, undef N.M. Joshi's
initiative, through the amalgamation of all of the existing
unions except for one which will be discussed below.185 The
BTLU was the first mill union to have the clearly delineéted,
centralised, bureaucratic structure of a modern trade union.
During the next two jears the BTLU had an average'paying
membership of some 5,000, making it by far the biggest union
in the industry's history. But its strength was limited
because of its continued dependence on the mediatipn of the
traditional community leaders, because of its regional
limitétionsAwithin the mill area, and becauée, in the groWing
economic crisis, the millowners were much less prepared than
before to grant the concessions essential to the credibility
of reformist trade unionism.‘

| In this context the union which did not amalgamate
into the BTLU - the Girni Kamgar Mahamandal (GKM) - was in a

better position to meet the challenges of the second half of

184. ibid., p.105.

185. ibid., pp.200-09. -
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the decade, despite its relative lack of numbers and funds.186
The GKM was formed during a strike in 1923. Unlike the other
mill unions, the impetus for its formetion came from within

the workforce itself. Its emergence demonstrated the relative
assertiveness of the intermediate levels of the Maharashtrian
social structure. Its leaders were D.R.»Mayekat, a Bhendari
caste mill clerk-and'storekeeper, and b.A.'Bhatavdekar, a
Brahman jobber. However, a number of militant, mainly(

Maratha, workers were also active in the union's leadership. The

most prominent of these were A.A. Alve, a Maratha weaver, and

G.R. Kasle, a Maratha fitter. These men came from the more
skilled andbinfluential section of the workforce and, in common
with the other leaders, occupied positions of community

influence among the workers‘of_their.area outside thée mills.

Alve came from a peasant family of Santvari state and had
served in Mesopatamia in the British army during the war -

an experience which developed in him a level of independence,
pelitical awareness and distrust of authority unusual among
millhands, On his return to india he had partieipated in the
Non—CooperatiQn‘movement. Kasle came from a family of Ratnagiri-
tenants forced from the land to the mills by highwrents; The
GKM, under Mayekar's personal and authoritarian mode of
leadership; initially followed in the welfare-humanitarian-
reformist:mill unien tradition. Howeter as the decade progressed

the Maratha militants became more interested in the economic issues

186. For the formation, development-and characteristics of
the GKM see ibid., pp.181-85, and Omvedt,
'Non-Brahmans and Communists', pp.752-53.
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underlying the millhands' worsening situation. Another
characteristic of the new union was its determination to
maintain its independehce from the outsider leaderships
which traditionally had dominated labour organisations in
the textile industry. Invpart this reflected the anti-
Brahman legacy of the old KHS, whose former social base

the GKM incorporated. The GKM was a weak union, without

an effective central structure, dependent upon the support
of the jobbers, and with its influence in the ﬁill areé limited
to a few localities. But because of its partiéular'
characteristics it possessed a potentiality for development

not possessed by the larger BTLU.

The character of the GKM made it a promising point
of contact with the working-class for the young Maharashtrian
socialists in the BPCC. The problem of the radicals' 'outsider'
status, compounded by their mainly Brahman caste compositioh,
would have to'be overcome, and this'would not be an easy task.
But their militant conception of'politics was unburdened by
Gandhian inhibitions, and ideologically they went beyond
humanitarian paternalism to challenge the fundamentals of the
existing order. These features}proﬁided a potential basis for
cooperation with the GKM militants. Moreover, although Bombay's
emerging Marxists shared with their Calcutta counterparts the
problem of initial distance from the working class, the very
existence of recognisable trade union organisations, and of
outsider contact with the working class through them, made the
~ problem of‘bridging the gulf much less‘formidable than in

Calcutta. This contrast with Bengal reflected the overall
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structural diffefences between the social orders of western

and eastern India that we have outlined in this chapter.

in Bombay, ﬁherefore, greatet potential existed for linking the
new Marxist ideology to the social'classes that could give

it real content and rescue it from the fate of becoming simply

one more ideological, factional trend in middle class politics.

4, INDIA'S FIRST COMMUNISTS

In both Bengal and Maharashtra the young, largely
university—educated intellectuals who became communists in the
1920s hdd, by the beginning of that decade, already reached a
fundamental turning point.within the intellectual and éolitical
streamsvwithin which they had previouslf participated.187 In
both cases, morover, their arrival at this watershed coincided
with the momentous international and national ideologiéal
transformation of thé»War and post-War years. TheAatmosphere
was’both highly political and, as one Calcutta communist-

describgd it, 'bohemian'.l'88 Dange has attested that a similar

ambiencevprevailed in Bomb'ay.189 In both regioné most of those

’

187. The bio-data on the communists is taken from: interviews
‘with several of the participants; IB, Communism, (1927),
'Who's Who', pp.293-346; BSB, 1036/B/XIV/1935: educational
gqualifications of Bombay communists; and the bio-data on
communist leaders collected by Professor S.K. Sen and
associates, and very kindly supplied to the author by

Prof. Sen. Most of the communists were about 20 years
old in 1920.

188. Interview with S. Lahiri, 9/8/74.

189. S.A. Dange, 'Comrade Ghate - Our First Secretary', in (CPI),
' S.V. Ghate, Our First General Secretary, (New Delhi, 1971),
pp.2-3. Dange even describes Ghate as having been a
precursor of the modern 'hippie'.
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who were later to become communists were attracted, iﬁ varying
degrees, by this 'bohemian' element of the ideological-cultural
environment. Through this transitional 'bohemianism' the
young radicals sought to resolve two inter-related sets of
problems. The first was essentially personal - the problem for
radical intellectuals of castihg_off the outmoded, irrational
and constricting orthodoxy of their backgrounds to make way
for ffeer and more rationally-based conceptions. The second
was the problem of finding a new political philosophy, adequate
to the challenges of the new world that was revealed after the
War had disintegrated the old. Dange has recalled that:

All of us of that generation had to begin with such

revolts [against religious and social orthodoxy],

challenging "established" wvalues in some way or

other. Some halted there with growing age. A few

went further, to politics and revolutlon, each in
his own way. 190

A small minority of this searching and highly
suggestible generation discovered Marxism and the deiet
experience. For them Marxism - 'scientific socialism' - provided
‘an intelleétualvresolutioh of both the personal and the
politicél dimensions of their dilemma, while the Russian
Revolution provided a practicai political model for the
struggle ahead. Eéch.of these features - the 'bohemianism',
the openness to new ideological currents, and the distinct
attractions‘of Marxism and Soviet Russia - are highlighted by

Somnath Léhiri's rather idiosyncraticexperience.191 Lahiri,

190. ibid., p.3.

191. Interview with S. Lahiri.
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who joined the Bengal Party and became one of its leaders ih
the early 1930s, was strongly influenced by the atheism and
the Bakuninite anarchist philoéophy popular in intellectual
circles in post-War Calcutta. Through Bakunin he discovered
the anarchist's foe, Karl Marx. The more he learnt of Marx's
analysis and politics the more. impressed he became. Then,

subsequently:

As a science student I noticed that [the Soviet
scientist] Mendeleyev had used Sanskrit characters
to designate the missing elements in his Periodic
Table. In those days it was unthinkable for
Europeans to use "inferior" Sanskrit, and so I
thought to myself that these Russians must be good
fellows. I then began looking for Russian llterature
and books about Sov1et Russia.l1l92
Lahlrl, like others, was sufficiently lmpressed by what he
dlscovered of Marxism and the Bolshevik model, and sufficiently
unenthusiastic about the othe: available political choices in
India, to adopt communism as his politics. But until 1926-27
the political progression of India's first communists was
"restricted essentially to the ideological level. Marxist
theoretical texts were very scarce in India - mainly because of
the Raj's censorship - and it took time for these budding
Marxists to digest what was available. Moreover, there were
few opportunities in this period to implement a épecifically
Marxist political practice.
But the similarities in the evolution of the two
groups of. communists were matched by considerable contrasts.
Firstly to describe the communists of both Bombay and Calcutta

as 'middle' or 'lower middle' class misses an important

distinction. The Bombay group could adequately be described by

- 192, ibid.




the Marxist category of 'petty-bourgeois', for the social
groups from which most of its members came did occupy an _ !
intermediéte class position between a bourgeoisie and a
proletariat. The Calcutta communists, in contrast, did not
occupy such .a position, for their class existed essentially
outside capitalist productive and social relations. Secondly,
the Calcutta group that began to be formed in the mid-1920s

was composed of politically more diverse elements than its

Bombay counterpart. This was related to the wider crisis of
Bengali.poliﬁics - a wider cross section was séeking_an

,altgrnative. One of the consequences in the 1920s was that
while 'The group in Bombay formed so clése a corporation thgt | !
the records of their individual activities made a more or less

connected story, ... the Bengal group was much less of a happy |
193 ‘

family'. Finally, for the Bengalis the search for a Marxist
alternative was fueiled, by and large, by a sense that they.

were seeking to break with moribund political traditions. There
was little continuity between, for example,_the terrorist and
the Marxist conceptions of politics. The young Tilakites of:
Bombay, in. contrast, felt a strong sense of continuity in

the transition from4the old to the new ideological and political
modes. Paradoxically, however, the Bombay communists were_to‘
make a much more definite break with theApast than would their

‘Bengali comrades. The roots of this apparent paradox lay in

the very different social structures of the two regions.

193. 1IB, Communism, (1935), p.l22.
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Bengal
B Four aspects of the Non-Cooperation-Khilafat movement

»and its aftermath in Bengal had a direct bearing on the
development of communist politics in Calcutta in the 1920s.
The first was the impact of this unprecedented mass movement,
and then of the manner of its withdrawal, on several young
bhadralok'revolutionaries'who had already been strdngly
influenced by the example of the Russian Revolution. The
,sechd was the drawing of a number of Muslim radicals into

the joint mass movement against the British, tﬂe ideological
“impact upon them of Azad‘and; following the collapse of Hindu-
Muslim unity, their later disillusion with'community—based
politics.. The third was the politicising~effect of thev
national and international events of the period on a group of
'Muslim radical literary figures. The fourth was C.R. Das's
iaeological radicalism - his propagation of the ideals of
'Swaraj for the 98 percent' and Hindu-Muslim unity - and the
failure of his main lieutenants to take up these themes in

the factional struggles which followed his death.

The future bhadralok communists were primarily the sons
of poor east Bengali families, and most were members of the.
- revolutionary organisaﬁion, the Anushilan.Samiti.194 The economic
impulsions towards new political alternatives appear_tb have

been particularly strong for the contemporary east Bengali

194. ibid., p.232-5. Those in the Jugantur grbup who were
attracted to revolutionary mass action tended to join up
with the north-Indian based Hindusthan Revolutionary

Army - later to become the Hindusthan Socialist Republican
Association.
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bhadralok,195 and this may partly explain the ideological

openness of these young Anushilan members. Nor should we
forget the internationalist, 'socialist' legacy, stressed
by Sarkar, of earlier revolutionaries in the Swadeshi period.196
But the most immediate catalysts were the World War, the Irish
rebellioh, the Russian Revoiution and the failure of the
revolutionaries' war-time plans (in which they had been
involved) to stage a coordinated armed uprising across north
and east India.197 At the time of the’Rﬁssian Revolution
they were under detention following the Raj's érack—down on
the revolutionaries.: While they were contemplating the
failure of the attempted armedvuprising,‘news of the Re&olution
began to filter into the detention centres.  Among those whose
imaginations were fired by this news were Gopen Chakravarty énd
Dharani Goswami. Chakravarty,.who wés from Dacca, recalls that
he first heard of the Russiaanevolution through the
Statesman, the 'mouthpiece of British imperialism', which was
'abusively fulminating every day against Soviet Russia,
particularly Lenin., This convinced us that something really
progressive had takén place'. They became 'near-convinced £hat
this was the way forward for us too', though they could not see
198

very clearly what that way was. ‘News of the Revolution led

Goswami, from Kishoreganj, and an important member of the

195. Ray and Ray, 'Zamindars and Jotedars', pp.98-101.

196. See fn.85, above, on Dutt and Kanungo.

197. See Lauéhey, op. cit., pp.1l0-16.

198. G. Chakravarty, interview with G. Chattopadhyay et. al.,
(hereafter, Chakravarty, Interview) in G. Chattopadhyay,

~ .Communism and Bengal's Freedom Movement Vol. 1, (1917-29),
(New Delhi, 1970), pp.127-28. '
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Anushilan Samiti,199 to ask himself: 'how could such a miracle

happen? ... We only knew that Lenin had done it'.200

The advent of the Non-Cooperation movement soon
after their release in 1920 wrought further changes in their
thinking. Although disagreeingrwith-Gandhi's doctrine of

. 201 .
non-violence 0 Goswami, for example,

... joined the movement nevertheless because I saw
before my eyes the unprecedented event of peasants,
workers and intelligentsia - all the people,
including a section of the upper class - joining ...
with enthusiasm. This was a turning-point in my
thinking - such a gigantic movement ‘we had never
seen before.202

' The effect of the Assam-Bengal Railway strike during the exodus
of the Assam tea plantation coolies made a part