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Introduction:

For long the traditional Indian Marxist parties’ have been
claiming that Marxism alone has a clear solution to the nation-
ality question that threatens the unity and integrity of many non-
socialist states. However, in recent years when the uprisings in
Punjab, Kashmir and Assam started raisirg fundamental questions
about the very nature of Indian union, these parties have virtu--
ally failed to guide the Indian masses. Their failure is, partly,
because of their own confusions about.the nature of Indian state.
Each party claiming itself to be Marxist, has its own understand-
ing and its own prescription to nationality question in India.. It
is a pity that even after four decades of independence, they could’
not arrive at a consensus on such a vital issue. It is obvious that
transformation to socialism is impossible without resolving nation-
ality question. The continuing national bickerings in Russia and
East Europe make it clear that if nationality issue is not handled
properly, even the states claiming to be socialists cannot escape
national disintegration. Hence, there is a need for bringing nation-
ality question to the forefront of serious theoretical discourse. Keep-
ing that aim in mind, the present article makes a modest attempt
to evaluate the theory and practice of the traditional Indian Marx-
ist parties in the light of classical Marxist writings on nationality
question.

Nationality Question and Indian Marxists

Marxist materialist conception of history assigns primacy to the
role of classes and class struggles in determining the course ‘of
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social development. In spite of their stress on classes, all the clas-
sical Marxist thinkers recognised that the transition to socialism
requires, among others, a better understanding of the role of other
social structures like nationalities, castes, races and religious
groups. Especially in the Third World countries where such struc-
tures play very significant roles in influencing the course of his-
tory, Marxists cannot afford to ignore their dynamics. It should
be admitted that the traditional Marxists have made attempts to
comprehend the nature of such social structures in India. But they
remained unsuccessful so far as the question of nationality is con-
cerned.

Tt is well-known that on the eve of independence, the then united
Communist Party of India (CPI) insisted on the acceptance of the
principle of right to self-determination, including the right to seces-
sion, in the case of the so-called Muslim nationalities and indi-
rectly endorsed the two-nation theory propounded by the Muslim
communalists.2 After independence, differences in perceptions of
the dynamics of the post-colonial state in India'led to the break
up of the united Communist Party. Whereas parties like the CPI
and CPI (Marxist) now characterise India as a capitalist nation state
and deleted the demand for self-determination from their party
manifestoes, the extremist factions of the CPI (Marxist-Leninist)
argue that India continues to be a semi-feudal and semi-colonial
state®, and hence, the old slogans of self-determination of the
nations and right to secession still have their relevance for social
revolution in India. In practice, these opposing theoretical for-.
mulations on nationality question are leading them to two contra-
dictory roles. Parties like CPI and CPI(M), in the name of upholding
the national integrity, began characterising almost all regional
movements directed against the Indian state as parochial, seces-
sionist and even antinational. Instead of attacking the moribund
capitalist system as a whole, these parties join the bourgeois par-
ties in throwing blame on the so-called precapitalist elements,
monopolists and, of course, “the invisible foreign hand working
hard to destabilise the unity and integrity of India." Such a stand
often makes them ignore or belittle the democratic aspirations of
Gifferent nationalities and extend support to the reactionary Indian
state to arm itself with more and more powers. On the other hand,
in utter ignorance of the changes that have taken place in political
and economic spheres, the extremist factions of CPI (ML) see pro-
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gressive character in almost all regional movements demanding separate
state within the Indian union or for complete secession from India or
even in movements demanding the expulsion of other nationality people
from their land. By supporting regional movements such as the Sikh
movement for separate Khalistan, tribal a gitation for Jharkhand state
and the Assamese demands against the Bengalese,' these groups are
unconsciously serving the interests of the regional elites, thereby weak-
ening the unity of the labouring masses of all nationalities.

Such contradictory practices only take the Marxists away from the goal
of socialism. Mechanical adherence to what the classical Marxist think-
ers had said and done, may prove to be inimical to the unity of masses
and counter productive to social revolution. Hence the necessity of con-
cretisation and enrichment of the general Marxist tenets in the light of
changes that have taken place in the Indian politics and economy.

Nationality, Nation and Multinationality nation

Confusions regarding the terms "nations" and "nationalities" are
to be attributed partly to the classical Marxist literature itself.
Though the Marxist authorities could realise the difference bet-
ween the two, in their literature they often used the term inter-
changeably. In the context of the European experience where many
of the nationalities were tending to develop into nations, distin-
guishing the two might have been felt unnecessary. But the fact
that all nationalities have not been able to develop into full-fledged
nation states should compel the contemporary Marxists to com-
prehend clearly the dialectical relationship between nations and
nationalities. :

Joseph Stalin defined nation as "a historically evolved stable
community of people, based upon the common possession offour
principal attributes, namely, common language, a common terri-
tory, a common economic life and a common psychological make
up manifesting itself in a common specific feature of national cul-
ture"? In reality, this definition refers not so much to nations but
to nationalities which have the potentialities to become indepen-
_ dent nations. Given favourable internal and international condi-
~ tions, nationalities can develop into nations, here meaning,
independent countries with centralised market system, single polit-
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ical rule over all its subjects and a common consciousness among
the people that they all belong to that country. The classical Marx-
ist thinkers themselves realised that even some of the giant capit-
alist nation states were formed as a result of merger of many
nationalities. Lenin rightly pointed out: "The economic develop-
ment of capitalist society presents us with examples of immature
national movements all over the world, examples of the forma;
tion of big nations out of a number of small | ones, or to the det-
Timent of some of the small ones, and also assimilation of
nations.™ In this passage, by “small nations, Lenin was obviously
Teferring to nationalities, for, there is hardly any example in the
world history where independent capitalist nations joined together
to form a single nation. In nations formed out of the union of many
nationalities there can be more than one language and one cul-
ture. In spite of such differences, those countries can be called
nations, for, single national consciousness can exist even if the
states are composed of different nationalities. It is interesting to
note that some of the classical examples of modern capitalist states
are in fact multinationality nations. In the UK. along with the Eng-
lish, there are Scots and Irish nationality people. The American
people who included settlers from different countries of the Europe
- not just the Great Britain - together fought out the British col-
onial rule to give birth to the United States of America. Lenin him-
self spoke high of Switzerland where German, Italian and French

e

speaking nationalities co-exist peacefully as a single nation.”

India a Multi-nationality Nation

Indian experience, in many respects, is similar to these multi-
nationality nations. It is true that India was, and is, a land of many
nationalities, each having its own culture, language and history,
Had there been no colonial rule in India, these nationalities could
have emerged as separate nation states. However, the British col-
onialism united all these nationalities under a single political rule.
In the wake of capitalist development that started during that
period modern education, communication and transport also
developed and all these developments made it possible for the
people of different nationalities to interact and communicate to
one another. Since all nationalities were equally subjected to alien
oppression and exploitation, their common sufferings and common
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aspirations gave birth to pan-Indian national consciousness. Natio-
nality languages and nationality identities did not act as impedi-
ments to the development of common nationalist front against the Brit-
ish rule. Notwithstanding the fact that all nationalities had increasingly
become conscious of their language, culture and history, nationalist
movement could mobilise all nationalities against the British rule ®
Though all the nationalities of the British Indian union aspired for respect-
able status within the Indian union, none of them insisted on forming
a separate nation. Contrary to what the then united CPI concluded, the
movement for Pakistan had nothing to do with the national aspirations
of the "muslim nationalities”". Religion can never be the basis of any
nation. Two-nation theory was only a communal ideology propagated
by a handuful of vested interests among the muslim community to pro-
tect their economic interests from the alleged domination of the
Hindus."* As such, subsequent partition of British India was dictated by
the irreconciliable contradictions between the elites among Hindus and
Muslims and their verdict cannot be treated as the conscious choice of
the so-called muslim nationalities. After partition, the new ruling classes
in India immediately initiated a number of structural changes in eco-
nomy and politics. The princely states were integrated and the whole of
India was brought under common political rule. A centralised national
army and a well-knit police system came into being dissolving the native
armies of the princely states. On the economic front, capitalist devel-
opment was initiated to bring the whole country under the hold of a single
national market, an essential pre-requisite of any modern nation state.’

Unity of Nationalities vs. Self-determination of Nationalities

Marxist authorities are not opposed to formation of such multi-
nationality nations. As Lenin put it, “The proletariat, however, far
from undertaking to uphold the national development of every
nation, on the contrary warns the masses against such illusions,
stands for the fullest freedom of capitalist intercourse and wel-
comes every kind of assimilation of nations, except that which is
founded on force and privilege."® In other words, contrary to
what some Marxist extremist groups in India would make us
believe, Marxist slogans of right to self-determination and right
to secession should not be interpreted to mean that Marxism
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the slogan of "national culture” the bourgeoisie of all nations are
in fact pursuing the policy of splitting the workers, emasculating
democracy and haggling with the feudalists over the sale of the
peoople’s rights and people’s liberty."® Lenin was highly critical
of such acts. He rightly pointed out that, "the proletariat canngt
ports everything that makes the ties between the nationalities closer
and closer, or tends to merge nations. To act differently meang
siding with the reactionary nationalist philistinism." To fight for
such demands in capitalist countries is absolutely incompatible
with proletarian internationalism which advocates not only closer
relations between nationalities but also amalgamation of workers
of all nationalities in the united proletarian organisations.

National Integrity, a Means to Revolution

In one sense, preserving the unity and integrity of a multina-
tionality nation is a historic necessity of the Marxists striving to
establish socialist society. In view of the constant threats of separ-
atist movements in India, the CPI and CPI (M)’s emphasis on the
need for preserving the unity of the nation is justified. While eval-
uating their attitudes towards nationality question in India, it
should be admitted that both of them rightly stand for equality
of all nationalities and oppose all forms of national oppression.”
Their limitations, however, lie in the fact that these parties fail to
go beyond bourgeois humanist conceptions of national unity. As
is pointed out earlier, for Marxists, preserving national unity is
a means to an end and not an end in itself. But these communist
parties dogmatise the need for national unity to such an extent
that in recent years they almost stopped talking of revolution. Since
national integration became their main goal, they now spend all
their energies in detecting the nationalist elements everywhere,
including in the most reactionary bourgeois parties and involve
attempts to forge alliances and counter alliances within the par-
liamentary frame-work to fight out the separatist elements in India.

~ They seem to ignore the fact that proletarian approach to national
integration radically differs from bourgeois methods of securing
national integrity. In the absence of securing proletarian hege-
mony over all nationalities, no amount of sincerity on the part of
the leftists can save the country from disintegration.
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Threats to National Integrity

In multi-nationality nations threats to national integrity arise
from two opposite directions. In certain cases the separatist move-
ments are only reactions of the minority nationalities to the dom-
ination of a single or a few powerful nationalities. In these countries
the ruling classes would be professing the necessity of national
integration only to justify national oppression. In the name of bring-
ing unity among the people, dominant nationalities in these states
might try to impose their language, culture and religion over the
people of other nationalities. At times, this domination might take
the form of colonial exploitation within the same country. Exploi-
tation of East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) by West Pakistan was
notable example of such kind of colonialism. When such attempts
meet with resistance from the people of suppressed nationalities,
in utter ignorance of the suffereings of the masses, the state mer-
cilessly puts down all dissent through brutal coercion.

Threats to national integrity, however, need not always come
from the exploited and suppressed sections alone. Sometimes the
dissatisfied and frustrated elements within the ruling classes might
take the lead in fomenting struggles against the central authority.
As is well-known, uneven development of capitalism and mono-
polisation of the limited market by the big bourgeoisie adversly
affect the interests of the emerging regional capitals and bring them
in direct conflict with the big bourgeoisie.” For creating condi-
tions for their uninterrupted development, regional capitals pres-
surise the state to accede to their demands. In the overall interests
of the capitalist system as a whole, the state may appease these
sections through compromises. However, when the contradictions
between big capitals and regional capitals become irreconciliable,
the representatives of the regional capitals might go to the extent
of demanding more autonomy or even full independence. Encash-
ing the sufferings of the masses, these sections could even suc-
ceed in securing the mass support for their so-called national
movements aimed basically to serve their own interests. Such
movements, at times, take recourse to vulgar forms such as com-
munalism and hide the real contradictions between the masses and
elites leading the movements. To meet the challenge posed by the
regional elites, on behalf of the big capital, the state further streng-
thens its own arms and gives up even its democratic facade, if the
situation so demands.
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Unity is not for Betrayal of Revolution

Marxists should be able make out the differences in the two sit-
uations mentioned above, in the first, where the people of dom- -
inated nationalities are involved in agitation for redressal of their
genuine grievances, and in the second, where the frustrated and
dissatisfied elements within the ruling class coalition lead such
struggles for promoting their own interests. However, it should
be admitted that in the concrete cases all these factors might over-
lap and make it very difficult to distinguish one from the other.
In India though there is no strong nationality which also enjoys
the support of financially and politically powerful classes, to a lim-
ited extent, in their own spheres, certain nationalities attempt to
dominate other weaker nationalities. Mention may be made here
of attempts to impose Hindi on non-Hindi nationalities, domina-
tion of Bengalese in Assam and big brotherly attitude of Tamil-
ians over Andhras in the then united Madras state. In such cases
it is natural that dominated nationalities become extremely sen-
sitive to the future of their language, culture and traditions. Their
genuine fears, however, get mixed up with the interests of the
rising kulaks and industrialists and make the problem more com-
plicated. ,

Because of such complexities, certain regional movements might
appear as anti-national movements directed to threaten the unity
and integrity of the nation. If Marxists fail to see the genuine grie-
vances of the people participating in them, in practice, they would
only be assisting the bourgeoisie to strengthen the state vis-a-vis
the working masses and legitimise national oppression. On the
other hand, if they get too much worried about the growing power
of the central government, and hence, start finding progressive
element in every regional movement, then that might lead the
_ country to a situation where the working masses of different
nationalities become victims to the nationalist slogans of respec-
tive bourgeoisie.

Summary
Hence the persons and parties claiming themselves to be Marx-

ists, should guard themselves against both the extremes. While
it is necessary for the revolutionaries to integrate different nation-
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alities, they should avoid lending support - direct or indirect - to the reac-
tionary bourgeois practices of integrating different nationalities by force
or deception. Likewise, while they should be able to comprehend the par-
ticular grievances of different nationalities, they should never allow the
regional elites to take advantage of the sufferings of the masses for pro-
moting their petty interests. Though in exceptional situations Marxists
can forge unity with even bourgeois and petty-bourgeois forces for meet-
ing the immediate threats to national integrity, they should realise that
in the era of moribund capitalism genuine national integration is not pos-
sible within the capitalist frame-work. So long the basic necessities of
all people are not met and all types of national oppression and national
philistinism cease to exist, national bickerings continue in one form or
another. No amount of compromise and appeasement can create basic
conditions necessary for national integration. It is not just precapitalist
elements, mere monopolists and wicked imperialist powers, but the very
capitalist order breeds such threats to national integrity. Hence the pri-
mary task of the communists aspiring for national unity is to unite the
labouring masses of all nationalities in their fight against the moribund
bourgeois system which oppresses and exploits all of them. To talk of
national unity without organising and leading the masses against the capit-
alist system as a whole, would only amount to the betrayal of revolu-
tionary path.
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