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OPINION
Relevant for: History & Culture | Topic: Communism

We know that Communism has led to some of the worst crimes against humanity. Joseph Stalin
and Mao Zedong were monsters, killing millions of their own countrymen. But they were not
aberrations. Few know that the world’s first Communist revolution, in Russia, which began
exactly 101 years ago, was not a just a few momentous days that shook the world but a years-
long bloodbath. Millions would die—through mass murder, civil war, repression and famine,
before the Communist Party established full control in all its brutal glory.

Communism reached its hideous depths in Russia under Stalin, but it was rotten right from day
one. On 6-7 November 1917, an armed band of Bolshevik workers, soldiers and sailors stormed
the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg, headquarters of a teetering Russian government. On 8
November, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin rose before the newly formed All-Russian Congress of Soviets
to take charge.

The Bolsheviks initially promised to respect the will of a constituent assembly, to be elected
through universal franchise. But when they lost the elections, they shut down the legislature after
it had functioned for only one day, and grabbed power. One party after another was outlawed,
non-Bolshevik newspapers closed, and all overt opposition suppressed by a new secret police,
the Cheka, which was given unlimited authority to arrest and shoot “counter-revolutionaries”.
Everything was nationalised. The state (that is, the Party) became the sole owner of the
country’s productive and income-yielding assets.

Money was effectively destroyed by the unrestrained printing of currency, which led to
extraordinary inflation: by January 1923, prices, compared to 1913, had increased 100 million
times. An entire population was pauperized.

How do you feed the cities and the army, when peasants were refusing to sell their produce for
rapidly depreciating money for which there was nothing to buy? Lenin sent in the army to
expropriate food. Untold thousands of peasants were killed.

The “Red Terror” began in September 1918. Lenin ordered the Cheka to carry out mass
executions of suspected opponents. He also instituted the practice of taking hostages from
among officials of the old regime and well-to-do citizenry: they were to be executed whenever
the state’s interests required it. An estimated 140,000 people perished.

In the meantime, Russia was fighting a war on its borders against the White Russian Army,
backed by Britain. The Red Army won the war, but the victory hides some ghastly facts. The rate
of desertions in the Red Army was unusually high. Machine-gun detachments were often placed
behind the troops to shoot retreating units. Estimates of the casualties of the civil war, most of
them civilian victims of epidemics and hunger, range from 10 million to three times as high.

In 1920, industrial production was about one-quarter of what it had been in 1913, and the
number of employed workers had fallen by roughly one-half. Productivity per worker was one-
quarter of the 1913 level. Compelled to surrender all the grain that officials decided they did not
require, peasants kept reducing their sown acreage. This led to a steady drop in grain
production. In 1920, the cereal harvest yielded only two-thirds of the 1913 crop. In early 1921
came a massive famine. The hungry resorted to eating grass and, occasionally, to cannibalism.
The human casualties are estimated at 5.1 million. By this time, the entire countryside was in
rebellion: hundreds of thousands of peasants fought the Red Army and were killed.
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In 1922, Lenin replaced the Cheka with the GPU, with even greater powers. In addition to wide
discretionary authority to deal with political opponents and run concentration camps, it was
charged with penetrating all economic institutions to forestall “sabotage”. Hundreds of thousands
of people “disappeared”.

Meanwhile, Stalin had been working his way up the Party ladder, buying off members with the
promise of increased rations in times of great scarcity. Aware of intra-party squabbling, Lenin
tried to interfere, but failed. From December 1922 onward, he lived under virtual house arrest.
On his death in January 1924, Lenin was embalmed and put on permanent display in a
mausoleum in Red Square, to provide superstitious peasants with a visible symbol of sainthood.
The revolution was over, but the horrors had only just begun.

Sandipan Deb is a former editor of The Financial Express, and founder-editor of Open and
Swarajya magazines.
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OPINION
Relevant for: History & Culture | Topic: The World Between the two World Wars

On the morning of 26 September, 1914, the Castilia and the Mongara sailed into Marseilles. On
board the British India Company ships was the Lahore Division of the British India Corps. An
article in The Times, published on 2 October that year, described the scene as the units
disembarked and marched up the boulevards leading away from the port amid gathered crowds:
“Women presented the troops with cigarette and fruits and girls presented flowers and pinned
them to tunics and turbans. The enthusiasm reached fever heat when the Ghurkhas struck up
the ‘Marseillaise’... Many of the younger natives leapt… in the air waiving the Union Jack and
Tricolour.”

The French had reason to be enthusiastic. When the Lahore Division and the Meerut Division
entered World War I, they were the first Indian soldiers ever to take part in a war in Europe. By
the time they sailed out from Marseilles 14 months later, they and their compatriots—138,608
Indians in all—had helped blunt Germany’s Schlieffen Plan. Formulated by German Field
Marshal Alfred von Schlieffen in 1905-06, the Plan envisaged a short war—a quick, decisive
invasion and defeat of France via Belgium, forestalling the attritional war that would allow the
superior strength of the probable Allied powers to be deployed. When hostilities kicked off, the
British Expeditionary Force in France was a small, if seasoned, fighting force. Reinforcing it was
essential; thus the deployment of the two Indian divisions. With the 100th anniversary of the
Armistice last Sunday, and the inauguration of monuments to Indian soldiers in France, it is a
contribution worth remembering.

The broader impact of the war on India suffers from a similar lack of attention, save perhaps for
the political consequences—the surge of nationalism and rise of mass civil disobedience when
the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms’ failed to deliver on the expectation of home rule that had led
to popular support for the British war effort. For instance, what of the army that had fought on the
Western Front, and in East Africa, Mesopotamia and the Dardanelles campaign? Used as a
border pacification and defence force in peacetime, it was not structured for the kind of
warfighting it had to endure. Its equipment was a generation old as a matter of policy, as David
Olusoga has pointed out in The World’s War: Forgotten Soldiers of Empire. Poor strategic
planning by the British didn’t help. The slaughter was immense—whether in France or during the
disastrous attempt to push beyond Basra to Baghdad. This had two consequences.

First, soldiers writing home warned others not to join up. As the war dragged on, casualties
mounted and recruitment methods grew more coercive, resentment grew. It is no coincidence,
perhaps, that Punjab—which supplied a large proportion of the troops thanks to the British
martial races theory—turned into an epicentre of nationalism after the war. Second, post-war
military reforms to transform the Indian army into a modern force started a process that
accelerated with the onset of World War II. By 1946, the Indian military was a potent enough
force that the prospect of its rebellion, triggered by the Royal Indian Naval Mutiny that year, was
a major contributor to the British decision to fold.

The war brought about socioeconomic changes as well. Oliver Vanden Eynde of the Paris
School of Economics has “used information from census records to estimate the impact of
military recruitment during the First World War in Punjab on the literacy rates”. He found that
“between 1911 and 1921, literacy rates (as well as the number of literate individuals) increased
significantly in heavily recruited communities. This effect is strongest for men of military age,
which is consistent with the hypothesis that soldiers learned to read and write on their foreign
campaigns.” The archived letters and diaries of Indian soldiers who served in Western Europe
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raise another question: did exposure to different societal and cultural norms, such as the role of
women in society, contribute in any measure to societal progress in regions that saw heavy
recruitment?

There is, of course, the economic impact of the war on India. A war economy is by definition a
distorted one. The logic of empire exaggerated this. Requisitioning of food supplies, particularly
cereals, led to rampant food inflation. Exports of cash crops like jute suffered due to the loss of
the European market. Meanwhile, rising military demand for jute products compensated for the
decline in civilian demand with jute mills in Bengal establishing monopolies; skewed income
distribution grew even more so, shifting from jute farmers to capital. And as Amiya Kumar
Bagchi has noted in “Indian Economy and Society during World War One”, the drain on the
Indian economy in the form of cash, kind and loans to the British government came to about 367
million pounds.

That said, there were upsides as well. Domestic manufacturing sectors such as cotton benefited
from the decline in British goods that had dominated the pre-war market. The steel sector—so
crucial after independence—benefited as well. For instance, the ailing Tata steel mills were
handed a lifeline in the form of a contract to supply rails to the Mesopotamian campaign. British
investment was rerouted to the UK, creating opportunities for Indian capital. In short, the war
economy boosted Indian capitalism in some ways at least.

The Indian national movement, and the country’s socio-economic development did not take
place in isolation. World War I linked India to global events in profound ways with far-reaching
consequences. It is history worth remembering.

Should India’s role in World War I receive more attention? Tell us at views@livemint.com
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KERALA’S NEW MODERNITY
Relevant for: History & Culture | Topic: Social & Cultural Awakening in the First half of the 19th Century

Recreating the classic ‘mohalle ki Diwali’ on Digital?

Written by B Rajeevan

In the history of Indian renaissance, Ayya Vaikunda Swami is seldom mentioned. Raja
Rammohan Roy, called the father of renaissance in India, led a modern, upper-class
establishment that catered to the already dominant neo-savarna peoples of north India. Around
the same period when Roy’s Brahmo Samaj came into being, Vaikunda Swamikal established
the “Samathwa Samaj (egalitarian society)”. Notice the distance between names bleeding into
variations in meaning.

Distinguishing himself from Roy, Vaikunda Swamikal marked, as the foremost enemy of his
people, the colonial powers; as his other enemy, he marked the landlord, who acted as proxy to
the colonialists. By moving against the modernities of both colonialism and feudalism, he
conceptualised an ethical world constituted by a subaltern “alternative modernity”. But after
Independence, when the calculations of Indian politics converted the Nadar community of south
Travancore into a subaltern vote-bank, the stature of Vaikunda Swamikal was relegated to one
of a mere caste-guru.

Sri Narayana Guru also stood against the ruling alliance of colonialists and neo-savarnas, which
dominated Kerala’s subaltern classes. He helped bring about an alternative modernity that could
substitute both colonial modernity and the domestically grown liberal-capitalist modernity.

While Mahatma Gandhi led the freedom struggle by placing Indian capitalists at the forefront,
Guru led his subaltern reformation by placing Ezhava new rich at its forefront. While the force of
Indian capital knocked Gandhi aside, the Ezhava capitalist class fully pilfered Narayana Guru
from the subaltern classes. Gandhi’s despair, which heightened in the immediate years
preceding Independence, was similar to the despair of Guru during his final years. The
infiltrators mutated the SNDP Yogam into an instrument for self-preservation; they transformed
the ethics of Narayana Guru into a programme that they utilised for bolstering neo-savarna
codifications. Evidence of this can be located in the letters written by Narayana Guru to Dr
Palpu.

The Ezhava neo-savarna capitalist class, which took over Kerala renaissance process, also
conspired to take control over the SNDP Yogam. They relegated Palpu, the founding leader of
the SNDP, into a solitary life and even madness.

Even though renaissance processes have been sabotaged in many ways, they continue to
reverberate through the class struggles of Kerala. The influence of the Sri Narayana
establishment on the CPI-led Punnapra-Vayalar struggle is obvious. The SNDP, under R
Shankar’s leadership, was with (Travancore dewan) C P Ramaswamy Iyer. After this, Shankar
and Nair Service Society founder Mannathu Padmnabhan (Mannam) came together to form the
Hindu Mahasabha. The diary entries of Mannam reveal the close ties he maintained with RSS
leader M S Golwalkar. Hindu Mahasabha signalled the sabotaging of subaltern upliftments by
the neo-savarna capitalist class. After this, we see religious and social organisations moving
against subaltern political projects.

After the victorious culmination of the Liberation Struggle (against the EMS government in
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1959), the gulf between the elite and subaltern classes was forgotten; renaissance was
presented as a liberal-cultural enterprise that worked along the formation of modern Kerala. This
way, renaissance began to be portrayed as a gradual march, by a unified body politic. This has
now resulted in the brute takeover of Kerala’s renaissance by the likes of (SNDP leader)
Vellapally Nateshan and (NSS chief) Sukumaran Nair. The renaissance has now been
surrendered to the Sangh Parivar.

One contemptible part of this story is that the progressive, scientific or cultural entities, claiming
to be resisting this process, are unable to breach the very boundaries constructed by the elites.
As a result, they have altered Kerala’s renaissance, turning it into a homogenous, liberal-
progressive enterprise, weakening its political thrust. Such a history of reform will never aid in
the formation of solidarities with the subaltern histories of Kerala.

It is against the background of these contrasting tendencies of Kerala renaissance that we can
understand the existence of a new humanism that had arisen during the floods, and the
immediate arousal of communal sentiments. The new humanism that has been born through
young people, labourers, and women can illuminate the alternative modernity shaped by the
actions of Vaikunda Swamikal and Sri Narayana Guru. The Sangh Parivar will falter at this
advance. Therefore, there is a need to abandon the obsolete liberal-progressive, rationalist, and
scientistic approaches. Then we will be capable of nurturing the forces inherent in an alternative
modernity.

Rajeevan is a well-known critic and social historian. Excerpted from the essay ‘Post-Flood
Humanism and the Essence of Kerala’s Reformation’ Translated from Malayalam by Ajin K
Thomas
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