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Nehru, the Congress, and Class Conflict 
K N Raj 

Among the beliefs which shaped Nehru's political philosophy and policies one of the most important was his 
conviction about the reality of class conflict based on economic interests. In fact this was perhaps the only basic 
premise of Marxism which Nehru accepted without serious reservations. 

Since he was not equally convinced of much else of what has been traditionally associated with Marxism, 
he did not regard sharpening of class conflict or revolutionary overthrow of any particular class as necessarily the 
only path to progressive change. But as a fact of life which needed to be understood to comprehend political 
reality as well as to determine policies and methods of action he had no hesitation in emphasizing the importance 
of class interests and their economic basis. 

It is, therefore, of some interest to consider what sort of class diagnosis Nehru made of the Indian situation,  
how his policies were related to it, and how he might have himself evaluated them as a historian. 

ONE of the most forthright state
ments Nehru made on class inte

rests in the Indian situation was in 
his "Autobiography" nearly thirty 
years ago, and that in the context of 
a discussion about the Congress Party 
and its future. 

"Coming back to India, commun
ism and socialism seem a far cry, 
unless the rush of external events 
force the pace here. We have to 
deal not with communism but, 
with the addition of an extra 
syllable, with communalism. And 
communally India is in a dark age 
...The Congress has at least lar
gely kept out of this communal 
darkness, but its outlook is petty 
bourgeois, and the remedy it 
seeks for this as for other prob
lems is in terms of the petty 
bourgeoisie. It is not likely to 
succeed that way. It represents 
today this lower middle class, for 
that is the most vocal and revolu
tionary at present. But it is never
theless not as vital as it appears 
to be. It is pressed on either 
side by two forces—one entrench
ed, the other still weak but grow
ing rapidly. It is passing through 
a crisis of its existence at pre
sent; what will happen to it in 
the future it is difficult to say. 
It cannot go over to the side of 
the entrenched forces before it 
has fulfilled its historic mission of 
attaining national freedom. But 
before it succeeds in that, other 
forces may grow powerful and in
fluence it in their direction, or 
gradually displace it . It seems 
likely, however, that as long as a 
measure of national freedom is 
not obtained, the Congress wil l 
play a dominant role in India", 

Nehru's forecast of the likely out
come of Congress policies towards 
communalism proved more than cor
rect. So did his judgment of the role 

of the Congress until the attainment 
of freedom. About the period after 
Independence he was less sure what 
might happen. But, as it turned out, 
this was precisely the period when 
Nehru gained absolute dominance over 
the Congress Party and was in a posi
tion to shape its policies. How did 
his view of the class base of the Party 
affect his approach to political and 
economic policies in the post-Indepen
dence period? It is a question on 
which he himself said very little but, 
for that very reason, it is interesting 
to speculate on it . 

Clearly nothing much had hap
pened between the middle of the 
'thirties and the end of the 'forties to 
change significantly the class charac
ter of the Congress. If it was petit 
bourgeois earlier it must be presumed 
that it continued to be so. 

Petit Bourgeois Party 

In Marxist analysis and usage petit 
bourgeoisie is the class which has 
risen above the level of the proleta
riat and has developed some interests 
in property which, though not large 
in itself, is sufficient to provide a 
stake in the system of private owner
ship and blunt the zeal for revolution
ary change. Not having the capital 
or the entrepreneurial background to 
expand and grow it is hostile in its 
attitude to the larger capitalists, res
entful of the rough and tumble of a 
competitive system, and therefore con
servative in its attitude to programmes 
and policies which involve such direct 
confrontation. Being nearer in its 
economic status to the proletariat 
than to 'big business' it is prepared to 
champion the cause of the former 
against the latter, particularly if it is 
thereby able to protect its own inte
rests, but not to the point where it 
runs the risk of overthrowing the 
whole system of private property. 
These, in a nutshell, are the charact
eristics that have been generally asso

ciated with the petit bourgeois out
look. And, as a class, it of course 
evolves values and ideals and an im
age of itself which fit in with this 
outlook. 

Nehru found this class, whose inte
rests, according to him, the Congress 
represented, more vocal than vital and 
pressed in by two forces. He was 
against its going over to the side of 
the more powerful of the two. The 
obvious course therefore for him to 
adopt—as the leader of the movement 
which brought it to power—was to 
try and direct such vitality as the 
class possessed (not the least its vocal 
powers) against the "entrenched inte
rests" and on the side of the property-
less masses. If the petit bourgeoisie 
could be encouraged to assume the 
leadership of the numerically large and 
economically destitute classes against 
the small strata of large, propertied in-
teresrs, the objectives of a parliamen
tary democratic system (one of which 
is obviously to get elected) and of so
cialism (which, as generally under
stood, is to advance the cause of the 
poor) could be simultaneously further
ed. Thereby the extent and the areas 
of class conflict could also be mini
mized for some time, and the prospects 
of a peaceful transition considerably 
improved. 

Nothing appeals to the petit bourge
isie (as usually characterized) more 
than the promise of State intervention 
and assistance against the encroach
ments of the more powerful proper
tied interests. If movement towards 
socialism means holding the latter in 
check and giving greater opportunity 
for 'the small man' to withstand com
petition from 'big business' and grow 
in economic strength, it is obviously 
in its interest. Nationalization of large-
scale industry, restrictions on the out
put of enterprises based on modern 
technology and organization, expansion 
of public sector in areas hitherto do-
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minated by bits business, hostility of 
foreign private capital land promotion , 
of co-operatives for providing finance 
and other facilities for 'the small man' 
are ail policies which the petit bour
geoisie should be expected to approve 
with enthusiasm. The socialist pro
gramme which Nehru persuaded the 
Congress to accept was therefore cal
culated both to make the best use of 
such revolutionary zeal as could still 
be aroused in the class which in his 
opinion it represented most, and to 
prevent the possibility of the Congress 
going over to the side of the "en
trenched forces" before "other forces" 
emerged in the country. 

Fear of External Pressures 

Nehru was conscious, even in the 
'thirties, of the possibility of the 
"rush of external events" forcing the 
pace in India in the direction of revo
lutionary change. Nothing could have 
increased his awareness of this possi
bility more than the revolution in Chi
na following closely on India's attain
ment of independence. His sense and 
understanding of history was too deep 
for him to ignore its likely impact on 
the world at large and the poorer 
countries in particular, or to believe 
that the possibility of a violent revolu
tion could be averted by moral or po
litical postures on the wickedness of 
communism. A peaceful transition 
from backwardness required a more 
positive approach, above all one which 
minimized the scope for and speed of, 
polarization of conflicting forces. 

In the period before Independence 
Nehru was inclined to under-play (per
haps for tactical reasons) the serious
ness of religion and caste as factors 
in the formation of group conscious
ness in India and their importance in 
the process of social change. The 
experience of the Partition and of sub
sequent events left, however, no scope 
for any illusions on this subject. Here 
was not one society divided into sim
ple Marxist categories such as of land
lords, peasants and labourers but a 
conglomeration of small pre-capitalist 
societies divided further by various 
forms of tribal and other totems and 
taboos, extremely conscious of their 
separateness, and only very loosely 
linked together by economic and other 
interests. This could only have increa
sed his conviction that progress in the 
direction he desired could not be forc
ed by violence and revolutionary up
heaval, since the outcome might well 
be-confusion and chaos and return to 
the conditions which' weakened India 
in the past and invited intervention 
from outside. The alternative was to 
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promote greater social mobility through 
more rapid economic development and 
in the process create new relations 
and interests which would transcend 

.the old; but this process, by its very 
nature, was bound to take time to 
show results. 

Real Purpose of Neutralism 
Since polarization abroad would 

promote polarization within, a foreign 
policy which emphasized the possibi
lities of co-existence and co-operation 
between the forces of conflict in the 
world at large was an integral part 
of Nehru's approach to the problems 
of change in India. If willingness to 
play the role of mediator in the quar
rels between the Big Powers was 
matched (apparently inconsistently) by 
total unwillingness to let them play the 
same role in relation to local disputes 
such as in Kashmir or Goa, the ex
planation was the same, namely the 
desire to preserve conditions in which 
peaceful change was possible within 
India and not to afford any opportu
nity to others to exploit potential 
sources of conflict. 

There was another aspect to the 
foreign policy. Backward societies, even 
while hostile to foreign powers on 
nationalist grounds, are apt to be im
pressed by most things foreign, a ten
dency which is symbolized in the role 
of "the foreign expert". Pressure and 
influence exerted through this agency, 
not only on the content but on the 
direction of economic and other poli
cies, are both insidious and invisible. 
One course, therefore, is to close the 
frontiers to experts of all kinds, except 
those which are very carefully screen
ed. Another is to let all of them come 
in, encourage clashes of opinion and 
interest among them, and thereby 
minimize the possibility of blind ac
ceptance of any point of view. This is 
obviously a more democratic and fruit
ful approach. By developing friendly 
relations with both the power blocs 
in the name of non-alignment, and 
keeping as it were an open house, the 
chances of domestic policies being 
subverted by external pressures taking 
the form of "expert advice" and "in
tellectual collaboration" were clearly 
reduced and the returns from such 
advice and collaboration considerably 
increased. 

The internal and external policies 
followed by Nehru, both in the poli
tical and economic spheres, were thus 
of one piece and consistent with his 
ideals and his understanding of the 
class base of the Congress Party. For 
the rest one has only to remember a 
dictum of Lenin he quoted with ap

proval in his "Autobiography" and the 
inference he drew from i t : 

"Life and politics are much too 
complex for us always to think 
in straight lines. Even the im
placable Lenin said that 'to march 
forward without compromise, 
without turning from the path' 
was 'intellectual childishness and 
not the serious tactics of a revo
lutionary class'. Compromises there 
are bound to be, and we should 
not worry too much about them. 
But whether we compromise or 
refuse to do so, what matters is 
that primary things should come 
first always and secondary things 
should never take precedence over 
them". 

I I 
The first serious jolt to this whole 

approach was given by the Chinese 
attack in 1962. The timing and the 
scale of attack, it is now evident, re
flected among other things the desire 
to polarize forces both in India and 
in the world at large. The policy of 
co-existence and peaceful transition 
was too serious a threat to Chinese 
national interests and to its conception 
of revolutionary change to be allowed 
to continue, and India which started 
it all was as good a place as any to 
turn the tide. If as it appears this was 
indeed one of the main motivations, 
the subsequent developments in India 
have justified the action to a not in
considerable degree. 

If, however, this was the only fly in 
the ointment there was hope of rescu
ing enough from the wreck to recon
struct the old edifice with some alter
ations to suit the new situation. The 
extent of the rift between the Soviet 
Union and China, and the support 
which the former was evidently pre
pared to give to India, opened up a 
new vista of possibilities, and Nehru 
himself indicated some of the ways in 
which India could adjust itself to 
them. In fact, if conflicts of class in
terest and the changes that have been 
taking place in class alignments could 
be ignored, there are perfectly ration
al ways open for retaining the essen
tials of the old policies of non-align
ment and democratic socialism and ac
celerating the pace of development in 
the country broadly along the lines al
ready set. (The proposals of the Pers
pective Planning Division for the 
Fourth Five-Year Plan, which were 
approved in principle at the last meet
ing of the Planning Commission at
tended by Nehru, offer a good exam
ple of such an approach). Unfortunate
ly, class interests and alignments can-
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not be ignored or brushed aside in 
any political programme, more so now 
without the dominating personality of 
Nehru to give skilful direction to them. 

Planning Obstructed 
The fact is that petit bourgeois in

terests—which the Congress has appa
rently represented so far—have them
selves proved to be a serious obstacle 
to the implementation of the Five-
Year Plans, and demonstrated (as 
Nehru anticipated) more vocal power 
than vitality in the handling of vital 
problems thrown up in the process of 
their implementation. In agriculture 
the small propertied interests are poli
tically too strong to permit the kind 
of institutional changes which are 
necessary to give to actual cultivators 
adequate incentive to produce more, 
and the larger propertied interests in 
agriculture (represented by organiza
tions like the Swatantra Party) use 
them as a cover for sabotaging even 
mildly progressive measures of land 
reform. The response of agriculture to 
the development programmes has as a 
consequence been limited mainly to a 
small stratum of cultivators who, by 
virtue of their position in rural so
ciety, have been able to make use of 
the facilities offered by the communi
ty development and extension pro
grammes and by the Reserve Bank 
through credit cooperatives. Not sur
prisingly, the rate of growth of agri
cultural production has proved to be 
altogether inadequate for sustaining 
the planned rate of growth of the 
economy as a whole and has generat
ed serious tensions. 

Petit bourgeois values come also in 
the way of effective enforcement of 
programmes for raising savings and 
for mobilizing resources such as gold, 
even in an emergency situation (as the 
ex-Finance Minister, Morarji Desai, 
discovered to his cost). And when, as 
a consequence of all this, prices start 
rising, no one is more resolutely op
posed to the kind of measures that 
are required for checking them than 
the petit bourgeois interests in agricul
ture and trade. 

At the same time, the growth of 
the public sector has not seriously 
come in the way of the growth of big 
business; it has in fact helped it in 
a variety of ways. Further expansion 
of the public sector has itself come to 
depend on the continuance of foreign 
aid on a large scale. Big business is, 
therefore, now in a position to assert 
Itself much more strongly than before 
and bring to bear pressures on the 
government For adopting policies which 

are even more in their favour. There 
are already enough straws in the wind 
to indicate that these pressures are 
not altogether unsuccessful. 

As a result of all this the petit 
bourgeoisie faces severe pressure once 
again from two forces on either side. 
The numerically stronger of the two 
is now politically more conscious of 
its strength but is still weak and divid
ed, thanks largely to the petit bour
geois leadership on which it still de
pends even in the most revolutionary 
parties. The other, freed to a large 
extent from the enervating influence of 
the old feudal interests, strengthened 
by the rapid industrialization of the 
last decade, and supported politically 
and otherwise by still more powerful 
forces from outside is now much 
stronger and more dynamic and pur
posive than it ever was. Since the sort 
of policies which can cope with the 
present challenges run counter to 
petit bourgeois interests and values, 
the elements in the Congress Party 
which voice their interests have real
ly no solutions to offer except borrow
ed slogans repeated without clear 
comprehension of their implications. 
Such appears to be the source of de
mands for 'consumption-oriented' or 
'employment-oriented' planning, for 
'common production programmes', for 
more subsidies to 'the small man', for 
ceilings on income, for 'anti-mono
poly' measures and the like. 

The New Force 
The other and relatively new force, 

still on the periphery of the Party, 
shows more vitality, represents rela
tively a more dynamic force, and has 
presumably some kind of an alternative 
programme to offer, though it has yet 
to come into the open and present an 
effective challenge to the older and 
more entrenched elements in the Party. 
It would want to introduce more com
petition into the economy: let the 
price mechanism do its allocative func
tions more efficiently without too many 
administrative controls; allow the ex
pansion of the public sector on a 
functional and only on a functional 
basis; permit therefore the public sec
tor to undertake expansion of capital 
goods or any other industries if such 
expansion is needed and if private en
terprise is not in a position to take 
it up; improve the efficiency of such 
state enterprises as are allowed to 
continue: permit the free entry of 
foreign private capital: 'rationalize' 
the tax structure to facilitate larger 
corporate saving: try and improve 
supplies of intermediate goods and 
credit to the small enterpreneurs, but 

withdraw all subsidies; initiate buffer 
stock operations by the State to the 
extent considered necessary for offer
ing adequate price incentives to the 
farmers; call a halt to all land reforms 
(declaring a 'land reform holiday' on 
the analogy of the 'tax holiday'); of
fer opportunities for larger sections of 
the petit bourgeoisie to develop inte
rest in the preservation and expansion 
of capitalist enterprise (such as through 
the ingenious device of Unit Trusts); 
and allow 'planning' to go on to the 
extent, and only to the extent, that it 
facilitates the attainment of these ob
jectives. (Not unnaturally, this ap
proach receives considerable support 
from several ex-Marxists of the God-
That-Failed school of thought, who see 
through the petit bourgeois character 
of Congress socialism and prefer to 
believe in something less confusing and 
move practical.) 

There are, and have been for some 
time, obvious signs of conflict and 
strain in the relations between these 
two sections of the Party. The so-
called ''progressive elements" appears 
to be the section which derives its 
support from, and appeals to petit 
bourgeois interests. Moral values and 
postures carried over from a previous 
phase of history form a large part of 
their ''policies" even now, and they 
claim to adhere to the path shown 
by Nehru without a clear appreciation 
of what it implies now. The other sec
tion, suspected to be 'the agents of 
big business', have by and large an 
a-moral and less hypocritical approach. 
They make no bones about what they 
want and how they propose to get i t , 
and when they speak of adapting 
Nehru's policies to the changes in 
situation they do not take much trou
ble to conceal what they mean. In 
between these two sections are a large 
number of individuals who see the 
point of the latter but are either emo
tionally unprepared to part company 
with the former or believe that it 
would be politically unwise to do so 
in view of the numerical strength of 
petit bourgeois interests in the coun
try. There are naturally different 
shades of clarity, cleverness, confusion 
and compromise. 

Uneasy Alliance 
It is still difficult to say whether 

the new forces will gradually take 
over the Congress Party, or enter into 
a working alliance with the sections 
which represent petit bourgeois inter
ests, or displace it altogether through 
another political organization. Recent 
developments suggest that the middle 
course of a working alliance is the 
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one most likely to be adopted for 
maintenance of political stability. But 
the alliance is likely to be an uneasy 
one, and certainly not stable, more, 
so because the policies of neither sec
tion are really vital enough to provide 
an adequate and speedy solution to 
the enormous problems facing the 
country and which cannot wait much 
longer for an answer. The limitations 
wi l l become more and more obvious 
as time goes on. 

Though not in itself without value 
and though it may produce some good 
results, the current emphasis on "prag
matism" and "realism", is nevertheless 
partly a substitute for fresh, virile 
ideas and partly a cover to conceal the 
sharpening conflict of interests within 
the Party and the basis and terms of 
mutual accommodation. Pragmatism in 
its more positive and dynamic role— 
involving compromises of the kind 
Nehru referred to in his "Autobiogra
phy"—requires keeping the basic pur
poses unchanged and adjusting from 

time to time only the means of achiev
ing them. In this sense, pragmatism is 
a method and not a policy in itself. 
But it is as a policy that it is now 
being sold. 

Philosophic Acceptance 
Nehru passed away at a time when 

these conflicts and tendencies had al
ready come up to the surface and 
when he was not any longer in a posi
tion to inject new dynamism into the 
Party. But he had foreseen three de
cades ago, and apparently without be
ing too upset about it, that after In
dependence "other forces may grow 
powerful and influence (the Party) in 
their direction, or gradually displace 
i t " . He had the equanimity and vision 
of a historian to take such develop
ments calmly, and even if he did not 
succeed in taking India much farther 
towards the ideals he cherished, and 
was acutely conscious of the "promises 
to keep", he would have understood 
the reasons for his failure, accepted 

them in the scientific and philosophic 
spirit he approached all problems, and 
hoped that still other forces (which 
he once described as "weak but grow
ing rapidly") would come up in due 
course and force developments in their 
direction. What else would one expect 
from a man who wrote the lines be
low? 

"The distant mountains seem easy 
of access and climbing, the top 
beckons, but, as one approaches, 
difficulties appear, and the higher 
one goes the more laborious be
comes the journey and the sum
mit recedes into the clouds. Yet 
the climbing is worth the effort 
and has its own joy and satisfac
tion. Perhaps it is the struggle 
that gives value to life, not so 
much the ultimate result. Often 
it is difficult to know which is 
the right path; it is easier some
times to know what is not right, 
and to avoid that is something 
after al l" . 


