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COMMENTATORS and politicians have romanticized, eulogized and demonized ‘Maoism’ in many superficial ways; the point however is to soberly evaluate and develop a correct political approach to it in light of its actual course of evolution in a given historical setting and its present praxis. This is an attempt to do so within a framework of the long history of interface/overlap between anarchism and revolutionary Marxism or more generally between petty bourgeois and proletarian revolutionism since the days of the Communist League and the International Working Men’s Association (First International). Here the term ‘anarchism’ will be used in the sense or senses in which the founders of Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong thought encountered it in their practical work, that is in the course of organizing the working people for revolution, and hence also in theory, as outlined below.

‘…the anarchists tried to obtain the lead of the International by the foulest means,’ wrote Engels a month after the death of his famous friend, ‘ever since 1867 and the chief obstacle in their way was Marx,’ who ‘did the most to procure their expulsion’ at the end of a tough five-year struggle.1 Engels was referring to the Bakuninists, who held that the abolition of the bourgeois state was the immediate task which the workers were to carry out, not by forming a workers’ party, not by political struggle, but by ‘direct action’. In Engels’ words, ‘...since for Bakunin the state is the main evil, nothing must be done which can keep the state... alive. Hence, complete abstention from all politics. To commit a political act, especially to take part in an election, would be a betrayal of principle…’2 

 

Anarchism continued to resurface in newer forms in different countries. In Russia, for example, anarcho-syndicalists rejected ‘petty work’, especially the utilization of the parliamentary platform, and held that workers could capture factories and seize power through trade unions without a disciplined proletarian party. Other ultra-left trends also got mixed up with anarchism to produce various shades of ‘petty bourgeois semi-anarchist (or dilettante-anarchist) revolutionism.’

Contrasting anarchism against Marxism, Lenin wrote:

‘Anarchism is bourgeois individualism in reverse… Anarchism is a product of despair. [It is the] psychology of the unsettled intellectual or the vagabond and not of the proletarian… Failure to understand the class struggle of the proletariat. Absurd negation of politics in bourgeois society. …Failure to understand the role of the organization and the education of the workers. …Panaceas consisting of one-sided, disconnected means. …Subordination of the working class to bourgeois politics in the guise of negation of politics.’3 

This is how, in different ways, in different climes and times, ‘petty bourgeois revolutionism, which smacks of anarchism, or borrows something from the latter’ tends to get mixed up with other alien tendencies and crops up ‘in somewhat new forms, in a hitherto unfamiliar garb or surroundings,’4 at times within, at times alongside, the revolutionary communist movement.

 

In our country, anti-British terrorist/anarchist trends, like those against Tsarist autocracy in Russia, were in existence well before the foundation of the Communist Party of India. Later, most of these forces joined the CPI. Following a short spell of left adventurism under B.T. Randive (1948-50), and then a few years of centrist ambivalence, the party adopted what its left-wing viewed as right opportunism or parliamentary cretinism. Rebellion against these led to the formation of the CPI(M) in 1964.

In the wake of the Naxalbari uprising (May 1967) revolutionaries came out in numerous groups all over the country and joined forces in the AICCCR (May 1968) and then CPI (ML) (April 1969). The only major group that stood apart from both was the Dakshin Desh group (so named after a Bengali magazine published by it), which became the Maoist Communist Centre in October 1969. Gradually, and after the setback of the early 1970s, they rapidly abandoned peasant struggles for squad activities mainly in forest and mountainous regions, even as they spread beyond West Bengal. Later on certain like-minded groups joined them, such as the Punjab-based Revolutionary Communist Party, the ‘Second CC’ in 2003, leading to the formation of Maoist Communist Centre of India (MCC I).

While this original ‘Maoist’ body remained the main repository of ultra left/anarchist activities, similar trends emerged within and around the CPI(ML) also. This occurred in three distinct phases.

 

In one of his celebrated classics (‘Left-wing’ Communism – An Infantile Disorder), Lenin showed how left-adventurist trends emerged in the course of struggles against right-opportunism during the formative period of communist parties in different countries at the end of the second decade of the 20th century. He saw this as a normal teething trouble (‘infantile disorder’) that could lead to catastrophic consequences unless cured in time. A similar phenomenon was to be observed in our country too during the formative years of CPI(ML).

Charu Mazumdar (CM), the founder of CPI(ML), was no advocate of isolated and exclusive armed action – for him the two key phrases were ‘integration with the landless rural poor’, and ‘politics in command’. (As we shall see below, Maoists have delinked the whole question of arms from this essential context and have thus moved beyond the purview of the CPI(ML), finding it necessary to choose new names to describe their ideology and organization).

He developed a clear cut proletarian framework of armed struggle: extensively propagate the total politics of seizure of power and build concentrated areas of anti-feudal peasant movement; establish the leadership of landless and poor peasants as the vehicle of proletarian leadership over the peasant struggle, and rely on them rather than on party organizers from petty bourgeois backgrounds for unleashing a militant peasant movement; encourage peasants to arm themselves with locally available weapons rather than sophisticated fire arms; combine different forms of struggle – e.g., mass seizure of crops – with armed attacks on class enemies and the state, and so on.

 

Charu Mazumdar cautioned comrades against the dangers of isolation from the broad masses and the national mainstream if base areas were to be built in mountainous or forest regions and drove home the need and feasibility of developing bases in the plains. On this question, as on many others, he was keen on developing the distinct features of an Indian path of revolution. With a rapid surge in the revolutionary movement, he came to place increasing emphasis on the fight against anarchist ideas and practices, such as militarism and infatuation with ‘actions’. When students and the youth in Calcutta were celebrating the festival of revolution in their own – often adventurist – ways, CM personally met and placed before them ‘only one task: go among workers and landless and poor peasants – integrate, integrate and integrate with them.’5 

‘Annihilation of class enemies’ emerged as a new form of struggle in the heat of Srikakulam peasant movement as it sought to combine, with some success, the beginnings of armed struggle with broad mass mobilization. In certain pockets this led to the formation of peasant squads, mass upsurges and some agrarian reform measures. The valuable experience thus gained would subsequently help build sustained armed peasant struggle in Bhojpur and neighbouring regions in central Bihar. But in many areas annihilation was wrongly conducted as a ‘campaign’, with a lot of indiscriminate and unnecessary killings, in the process getting isolated from peasants’ class struggle. These were serious left deviations that did tremendous harm to the people and revolution.

But owing to factors like overestimation of the revolutionary situation, generalizing the form of struggle suitable for some areas for every corner of the country out of subjective wishes, infancy of the party and impetuosity on the part of the leadership as a reaction to revisionist betrayal, corrective measures were not taken and the infantile disorder grew into a fatal disease with the first CPI (ML) Congress (May 1970) declaration that ‘class struggle, i.e., annihilation will solve all our problems.’ CM later realized that annihilation had been taken too far and tried to formulate a policy of organized retreat in the shape of a united front of labouring people, particularly people belonging to left parties, against the Congress regime; but it was too late.

 

Among the many splinter groups into which the CPI(ML) was split after the total setback of 1971-72, some tried to rectify the left-adventurist deviations while carrying forward the revolutionary tradition, which they considered to be the principal aspect. Others repudiated the whole tradition in the name of rectifying the mistakes, and a few fell back on the deviations, as it were, to bring back the revolutionary days simply by mimicking the past.

Thus it was that petty bourgeois anarchist trends, which remained submerged in and indistinguishable from the overall upsurge, now crystallized into distinct formations like Mahadev Mukherjee’s group, the Second CC, COC(PU) (subsequently CPI(ML) Party Unity) and so on. We call these groups semi-anarchist in the sense that they still had one foot in the CPI(ML) tradition of anti-feudal struggle even as they were moving in the direction of progressively abandoning class struggle for sensational squad actions. The same was more or less true for the MCC.

The semi-anarchist groups went through a long and complex process of coming together and falling apart to give rise to several short-lived and relatively few stable combinations. The CPI(ML) People’s War (PWG for short) was founded in 1980. There was a long and tortuous course of three-way unity talks among MCC, PWG and PU, frequently interrupted by internecine clashes including a ‘black chapter’ (as the concerned organizations called it after the merger). In 1998 PU merged with PWG. Then in September 2004 the two ‘Maoist’ formations merged to form the CPI (Maoist). The long process of centralization of semi-anarchist groups around two centres – the MCCI and PWG – was thus brought to culmination. The quantitative growth and enhanced strength led to a qualitative leap too: the unified body started its solitary journey tangentially away from the CPI(ML) trajectory as an anarcho-militarist sect.

This characterization, as we hope to show below to the extent possible in a limited space, traces so-called ‘Maoism’ back to its basic ideological roots (anarchism), brings out its most important specific feature or manifestation (militarism, or ‘the purely militarist viewpoint’6 in the words of Mao Zedong) and underscores the deviation from the revolutionary legacy of CPI(ML).

 

Let us take a look at the main thrust and USP (unique selling point) of Maoist politics – the kidnapping, political killings, raids on police stations, destruction of railway stations and tracks and so on. This brand of politics runs, and can only run, on the strength of guns and a vast network of extortion economics. A huge ‘levy’ is regularly collected from contractors and brick kiln owners, tendu leaf merchants, other industrialists and businessmen, illegal forest produce dealers and coal and iron ore miners, corporate houses and bureaucrats. With a manifold increase in the flow of funds into rural areas for various governmental and NGO projects, Maoists now find it convenient to share a slice of this development cake too. The CPI (Maoist) has no qualms about this dependence on big money, which runs counter to the cardinal Maoist principle of reliance on the masses.

 

Even if the big amounts gathered through extortion are sought to be legitimized as ‘tax’, the problem is that by paying ‘tax’ the vested interests earn a license to loot and exploit, and a patron-client relation often develops between them and the ‘tax’ collector, while the masses are inevitably discouraged, even restricted, from launching movements against the exploiters. Maoist sensationalism thus flourishes at the cost of class struggle even as it adds to their coercive power and ‘authority’. It is such pecuniary interests again which prompt them to kill activists of other left parties (including other CPI(ML) groups) willing to work in what they consider their fiefdoms.

Politically too, they are too sectarian and authoritarian to allow others in ‘their areas’. As a report by the Human Rights Forum pointed out, ‘Any one practising alternative politics of any kind runs the risk of being dubbed an agent of the state, and dealt with accordingly…’7 

 

The Maoist credo of election boycott – a ridiculous attempt to wish away the parliamentary system and a clear denial of Leninist policy on the question – is well-known.8 But they too have a stake in which party forms government. So they cannot avoid taking part in electoral politics. But they do so in their own distorted ways: indirectly, secretively, conspiratorially; usually by supporting one ruling or would-be-ruling party against another, which is pragmatically conceived as ‘main enemy’ at that moment.

This tactic-turned-strategy (as they view it; see their document Strategy and Tactics) was most ‘successfully’ implemented in Andhra Pradesh in the 2004 assembly elections. They enforced a one-sided boycott on TDP and BJP while canvassing in favour of the Congress candidates and the ‘success’ lay in the fact that Chandrababu Naidu, whom they had earlier tried to eliminate by pure ‘Maoist’ means, was now removed from power by parliamentary means and a friendly Congress government installed. It is another matter though that after some apparent progress in the talks that ensued, the friend suddenly turned hostile and launched a repressive campaign even more ferocious than that of Chandrababu Naidu.

In Bihar, during the Lalu era, the Maoists were widely known as ‘RJD during the day and Maoists by night.’ In many places they would mobilize votes and manage booths in favour of RJD candidates while trying to damage the prospects of rival contestants, CPI(ML) nominees in particular. Acting in collusion with the then ruling RJD and the local police administration, they attacked the CPI(ML) office at Paliganj, Bihar, in August 2004 – barely six months before the February 2005 assembly elections – killing five comrades in their sleep at the dead of night and officially justified the killings.

 

In Jharkhand, where the erstwhile MCC already had a long and nasty record of killing CPI(ML) comrades, Maoist squads allowed themselves to be utilized by the ruling BJP and the notorious SP of Giridih in gunning down thrice-elected CPI(ML) MLA Mahendra Singh during the election campaign in January 2005. In the recently held assembly elections, the dozen or so ex-Maoists who contested did so on the JMM ticket. Incidentally, the official Maoists too are reported to have helped the JMM in many areas.

In West Bengal, they used their firepower in Nandigram to clear the ground for the entry of TMC; subsequently too, they have trained their guns mainly on CPI(M) cadres. In September 2009, Politburo member Kishenji even went beyond this to express his party’s open preference for Mamata Banerjee as the next chief minister of West Bengal. In recent months, Mamata Banerjee, now that her purpose has been served and she finds herself within striking distance from the coveted seat of power in West Bengal, has step-by-step distanced herself from the Maoists; but that only proves her cunning, not any principled position on the part of CPI (Maoist).

