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FORE WORD

A lecture delivered by the late M. N. Roy on
January 31, 1949, at the Cowasji Jehangir Hall,
Bombay, is being published here in a somewhat
abridged form.

On the basis of his vast experience of
revolutionary movements, M. N. Roy came to the
conclusign that participation in the scramble for
power, in which all political parties were
necessarily involved, cannot possibly lead to a.
revolutionary transformation of society so as to
ensure individual freedom and promote social
progress. On the other hand, he also came to
the conclusion that in a country like ours, a
worthwhile revolution cannot be brought about
by capturing power through insurrectionary
means and setting up a dictatorial regime.

He suggested a third way, a humanist way, for
the attainment of a social, political and economic
revolution in the country. This humanist way to
revolution was described by him in the lecture
published in this pamphlet. | am sure that the
readers will find the ideas of M. N. Roy
published here to be instructive and stimulating.

New Delhi
Dated August 13, 1933 —V. M. Tarkunde



Humanist Politics

UMANIST Politics may appear to be something novel,
because the term politics may have been qualified by a
variety of adjectives, but thesc have never included the tel:nn
“humanist.”’ The world has heard of anarchist, democratic,
conservative, revolutionary or liberal politics ; there have been
inationalist, imperialist and socialist or communist politics, and
it may be asked what is the need of introducing yet anotl.ler
brand of politics in this large medley of political notions which
have already created more than enough confusion.

Those who have come to feel the necessity of humanist
politics have been led to this by the conviction that this
medley, which has of late beccme a veritable chaos, can be
cleared away only by introducing the human element into
public affairs, or rather by giving the human individual a
prominent place in political practice. All sorts of forces, ele-
ments and factors are considered in politics, and it is often
forgotten that there is no purpose in all this unless it is for the
welfare and happiness of men, and that it i+ man alone who
can bring it about. not impersonal forces and factors.

Society is the creation of man. Primitive man created
society for the purpose of carrying on the business of regulating
their affairs and relations. In the beginning. the purpose was
mainly to defend themselves against the impact of natural
phenomena and more powerful beasts, and later on, to march
ahead on the road to human progress on higher levels. Sub-
sequently, when the original human communities became
larger, an increasingly claborate machinery had to be created
for carrying on public administration, and that political
organisation of society came to be known as the State.

Thus, originally, politics was a concern of human beings
with common interests and purposes. Its purpose was to
regula‘e human relations in certain aspects of social existence.
The units of all political organisation were the individual men
and women constituting it. But later on. State organisations
became larger and larger, and ultimately. entire countries and
continents came to be embraced by one political State. There-
sore, the fundamental problem of modern political philosophs
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has been how to regulate the relations between individual and
State. how to carry on organised social existence without en-
croaching on the liberty of the individual.

In other words, the problem was how the end with which
the State was originally created, could be pursued without
defeating the purpose with which it was created. Even in our
‘time, it was originally agreed that the most fundamental demo-
cratic principle is the freedom of the individual. In all demo-
cratic Constitutions, this fundamental freedom is guaranteed.
Bu: as the experience of the last two generations has proved,
this has become a mere formality which, in times of crisis, does
not offer any real guarantee for individual liberty.

Since the last world war, dictatorship, that is, the negation
of democracy with its fundamental principle of individual
freedom, challenged the old political doctrine of democracy
from two sides. The ecarlier challenge, that is, the challenge
of Marxism, very correctly exposed the deficiencies and short-
comings of democracy, as it was practised, and from that very
correct analysis came to the wrong conclusion that this im-
perfect, inadequate parliamentary democracy should be replaced
by the dictatorship of one class as the transition to a higher
form of democracy.

If the old doctrine of parliamentary democracy was faulty,
the Marxian doctrine of a higher democracy through dictator-
ship was obviously fallacious. It assumed that the negation of
democracy was the condition for a higher form of democracy;
that dictatorship of one class was the condition for the freedom
of all men. The political doctrine of Marxism was ultimately
put into practice in one country, when the Communist Party
-captured power in Russia.

Before this challenge to democracy, which was a challenge
ostensibly with a better purpose, not a challenge to the concept
of democracy itself, but which promised a higher form of demo-
cracy after the abolition of an imperfect form of democracy—
before this Marxian challenge was taken up in other parts of
the world a more formidable challenge to democracy appeared
in the form of Fascism. Fascism was a complete, total, all-
round negation and open denunciation of democracy.

Fascism ascribed all evils of the contemporary world to
parliamentary democracy, which it characterised as a sign of
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decadence, and it appeared on the political scene of Europe
with the avowed intention of destroying parliamentary demo-
cracy, to be replaced by a distatorship which was justified on
the ground that certain superior types of human beings were
naturally qualified and endowed witn the attributes for ruling
other peoples according to their historical destiny.

Din"ing the period between the two world wars, buffetted
between these challenges from two sides, democracy practically
disappeared from all the countries. Even where it was
formally preserved, the formality was in practice encroached
upon to such a degree that the faith in democracy was lost by
an ever growing section of the population.. Now when one is
confronted with this phenomenon that a doctrine which was
evolved by important thinkers over a whole period of history,
a doctrine which was undoubtedly based on sound social and
philosophical principles, a doctrine which was practised in
Eurcpe cven if imperfectly for nearly a century and a half,
when such a doctrine ultimately led to a general revolt against
itself, then one must begin to think if there was not really
something intrinsically wrong with that doctrine.

By an examination of the history of democratic practice,
one comes to the conclusion that the doctrine of democracy,
that is, that sovereignty belongs to the people, is as sound
to-day as it ever was. But there was a contradiction between
the theory and practice of democracy. 1In reply to the challenge
that democracy is irreparably discredited, or the contention

~ that democracy is not possible, one can legitimately say that
democracy has not really failed; its impossibility has not been
proved in practice, because democracy has never been given a
fair chance.

Democracy was not given a chance because the political
practice of the last two-hundred years, although it was formally
democratic. was essentially collectivist. All the notions with
which politics, even professedly democratic politics. is associated
—like nation, or empire, or subsequently a class—all these
are conceived as a metanhssical collectivity and their doctrines
place that collectivity above the reality of the individual which
constitutes the nation, society or the class.

Now. when it was said that sovereignty belongs to the
people, the people was not regarded as composed of ' sovereign
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individual men and women; it was not said that popular
sovereignty was the sum total of the sovereignty of the indivi-
duals constituting the people; similarly, the concept of the
nation, considered to be something more than the sum total
of the inhabitants of a country, logically contradicted the
tundamental conception of democracy. Even the concept of
democracy as practised under the parliamentary system
umplicitly had a toralitarian connotation: it was the rule of
the people as an organic whole. But it was very soon realised
that a large and numerous people cannot rule itself directly;
therefore, the practice of delegation of power was evolved, and
delegation of power came to be the cardinal principle of demo-
cratic practice. :

It is conceded that the sovereign right belongs to the
people. But as the people cannot rule themselves, they are
required to delegate their sovereign right to elected representa-
tives. Those representativs, for all practical purposes, become
the rulers of the country. Now this practice of delegation of
power negativates the principle of democracy, because the
philosophical concept of individual sovereignty and freedom
was the foundation of the democratic political doctrines.

In a formal parliamentary system, even in countries like
England or America, where it was practised to a large degree
of perfection, the individual citizen had no more right than
to go to the polling booth and throw a slip of paper into it
once in three, four or five years. In the period between elec-
tions, the sovereign people was completely helpless, and had
absolutely no means or possibility to control their representa-
tives who are virtually all-powerful.

Now. when the doctrine of democracy was challenged fromx
two sides, the critics of democracy could very easily point to
this faulty practice of democracy, a practice which denied the
fundamental principle of democcracy itself. It was not very
difficult to make the people see that they were only being
utilised by one party or another. But once a party came to
power with their support, the party machinery ruled, and the
people had absolutely no control on that machinery.

The Fascists therefore attacked the party system, which
they presented as the whole essence of democracy, and they
said that by dividing a nation into parties quarreling with
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cach other, the nation is enervated, weakened and degenerated
and consequently cannot perform its historical role. They
demanded that the party system should be abolished and the
nation as one whole must rule itself. But ultimately, since
the nation as a whole also could not rule, they advanced the
doctrine that from time to time some individual appears as
the spokesman of the nation, and the nation instinctively
recognises that man as its natiral leader and therefore the
leader rules as the personification of the nation.

The other challenge from the side of Marxism came to a
very curious conclusion. They still thought in terms of
parties, but they maintained that the system of several parties
ruling by turns should be abolished and a system established
where only one party should rule and have the freedom to
exist, because only one, that is the Communist Party, reallv
represents the interests of the people, and therefore all the
others are superfluous and harmful.

In any case. as the democratic institutions were further
shaken. as the social and economic crisis of the inter-war period
aggravated, the fanatic appeal of fascist dictatorship found the
greatest response throughout Europe, and there was a time when
it appeared that the democratic tradition of western culture was
going to be submerged by the tidal wave of triumphant Fascism.

It will not be necessary te go into the whole history of the
second world war. That is a matter of recent memory, I would
rather concentrate on what happened in the post-war period.
The war was believed to have been a conflict between fascist
dictatorship and democracy. The military strength of the
‘Fascist Powers was ultimately crushed and: nominally democracy
triumphed. But when peace returned and the democratic re-
construction of Europe was taken in hand. that task appeared to
be almost an impossibility. '

The appeal of fascist dictatorship had by then been re-
placed by the appeal of communist dictatorship; the complete
disintegration and collapse of a number of democratic countries
in the face of the onslaught of Fascism and the vears of fascist
tyranny in the earlier period of the war had certainly destroved
faith in Fascism, but had not created greater faith in democracy.
It became quite evident that. if democracy was to survive Fas-
cism, not only the practice of democracy had to be freed from
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its evident faults, but the doctrine of democraey itself had to be.
restated. Otherwise, the other, Marxist form of collectivism was.
bound to come to stay; indeed, in the early post-war period it.
had almost become a universal article of faith. There was com-
plete loss of faith in the original democratic doctrine of the
treedom and sovereignty of the individual.

Political parties may disagree on this or that point of pro-
gramme and theory; but all of them agree that the condition.
for the reconstruction of any society is that a party pledged to
a programme of a certain type of reconstruction must come to
power somehow or other, and utilise the power for reconstruct-
ing society. In consequence, politics has degenerated into
what is called party politics. The masses of citizens, the in-
dividual constituents of democracy, have nothing to say in the
matter. It is only a struggle between various parties and the
various parties claim to represent either the whole of a nation.
or this or that class, and they have to be taken on their word
for that.

But in reality, when a particular party comes to power, it
is neither the nation nor, the class which is actually in possession
of power; the State machinery is seized by some group of indivi-
duals and once they are in power, their concern naturally is to
remain in power. It has been the tragic experience of contem-
porary history that while at the time of elections parties are
prepared to promlse anything and everything, once the vote of
the electorate is secured and has placed them in power, the
parties are liable to forget whatever they promised.

This vicious procedure, which has created such a hopeless
chaos in the contemporary world, results dirtctly from the way
democracy was practised in the nineteenth century and the
earlier decades of the twentieth century. One of the standing
features of the democratic system was what is called the party
system. There are various parties; they have their programmes,
and they place their programmes before the people at election
times, and ask the people to delegate their sovereign right to a
particular party if they want its programmes to be executed.

The vice of deceiving the people is imherent in this prac-
tice. You start from the assumption that, if I have a good pro-
gramme of social reconstruction, I—that is to say, my party,
must come to power and then utilise the State machinery for
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reconstructing society according to my prescription contained in
the party programme. Therefore, to come to power is the first
and foremost concern of any political party.

Under the demorcatic system, a party €an come to power
only with the consen of the people. There is more than one
party seeking that consent. It is quite evident—and that was
also the experience in practice-—that any party which could
make the most glittering promises had the greatest chance of
obtaining the consent of the people. The result was the demo-
cracy degenerated into demagogy. The most irresponsible
demagogue came to be the most successful democrat !

Within the system of democracy, as it has been practised so
long, there does not seem to be any way out of this vitious
circle. The alternative offered is dictatorship. One brand of
dictatorship, that is, Fascism, seems to be out of the run for the
time being. The other brand of dictatorship, however, that is,
communist dictatorship, is offering itself now as the only alter-
native to discredited democracy. And if democracy cannot be
rehabilitated, if democracy is not possible except in form of
this practice which inevitably degenerates into demagogy, then
it would seem that democracy is really doomed.

Therefore, every thoughtful person must face the challeng-
ing question: Is democracy really impossible ? and, Is dictator-
ship really the only alternative before the modern world ? If
there was no answer but yes to these questions then I suppose
the only thing we could do is to wait fatalistically for the doom
to overtake us all. There would be nothing for men like us to
do who want to be free. and cannot be free unless others are
also free.

Confronted with this situation, a growing number of
thoughtful men have been thinking hard and searching for a
new way of democratic practice. And curiously enough, it was
discovered that, living in different parts of the world, often not
known to each other, often guided merely by the experience of
their particular countries in which they were living, unaware of
conditions elsewhere, many men throughout the world had been
moving towards one and the same conclusion, and that conclu-
sion is that, unless man, the individual, is restored to his proper
place, that is, to his position of primacy and supremacy, there
does not seem to be any way out of the present crisis.
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This point of view, on the one hand, has to be backed up
by an entire system of thought, and on the other its relevance
shown in practical life. That is nothing new, because every
political doctrine has a philosophy of its own. Hence, the
people who were profoundly disturbed by the experience of the
contemporary world, and were reacting to the crisis, also had
to examine their intellectual equipment and tradition, examin€e
the traditional values which had been accepted for long with-
out questioning, and in the process felt the need to restore
certain fundamental principles as the basis of a new philosophy
of life.

Now this philosophy, which wants to restore the individual
to his place of supremacy, has been called the philisophy of
New Humanism. Humanism as such is an old philosophy. As
a matter of fact, the modern political doctrine of democracy was
inspired by the philosophy of Humanism which appeared in
Europe at the close of the Middle Ages. During the Middle
Ages, for nearly thousand years, Europe was dominated by the
Christain Church and the religious mode of thought. The rul-
ing Church regarded man only as an instrument for the expres-
sion of a Divine Will. That Divine Will was believed to
express itself firs:ly through the Pope, then through various
members of the clerical hierarchy, then again through the kings
of the various Christian monarchies.

Ultimately, the great intellectual movement known as the
European Renaissance raised the banner of the revolt of man.
It was a revolt of man against God and his agents on earth. A
philosophical doctrine was evolved which maintained that man
was self-sufficient. Man itself is a creative agent. Whatever
exists in the world is created by man, and therefore, for the
guidance of his mundane existence, interference of any super-
natural force is not necessary. Man is able to look after himself
and the guidance of human affairs. Hence the world that has
‘been created by man could be recreated bv man over again in
such a manner as to provide for greater freedom.

But subsequently, this humanist philosophy appeared to
recede to the background, and from that misfortune it was con-
cluded that it was no more than a spurt of romanticism which
could not stand the test of practical experience. But that was
not true. Humanism receded to the background because it was
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limited by a deficiency which could not be avoided at that
period. Humanism denied the existence of any super-human
or super-natural forces and placed man in the centre of the
Universe. All its thought starts from man. Man was the point
of departure in all its arguments. But it failed to explain man
himself. Everything in the world was explained from the point
of view of man, but man was not explained. Man remained
some mysterious elementary undefinable category.

What really happened was that the old mysterious God was
replaced by another kind of God. Every man was made into a
kind of God. But just as you cannot explain God in heaven,
but must take his existence for granted, just so the old Human-
ism took man for granted as something given on this earth. But
in subsequent centuries, when the scientific mode of thought
replaced the religious mode of thought, when reason and the
spirit of enquiry took the place of faith, this new mode of reli-
gion, to take man for granted as something given, failed to
appeal to the more advanced section of men.

To-day we are in a position to revive Humanism by elimi-
nating its defects. To-day man is no longer an elementary
undefinable. To-day we possess a good deal of knowledge about
man. We may not as yet be able to explain quite in detail
how animate matter came to emerge cut of the background of
the physical Universe; but there is no reason to assume that man
is something which could not be placed squarely as coming out
of the background of the physical Universe, that there was any-
thing extra-physical, super-natural or super-human in man.

With this greater knowledge about man, the deficiencies
and defects of the older Humanism can be remcved. and the
bumanist doctrine thag man is the centre of things, that man is
the creator of everything out of his own ability to create, that
man is not dependent on anvthing cutside hinicclf for his exist-
ence and evolution—this fundamental principle of Humanism
can to-day be revived and substantiated, and therebv a new
inspiration given for that type of political practice which
appears to offer the only way out of the modern crisis, namely.
a really effective, that is, radical democracv. :

Humanism as a social philosophy naturally is concerned
with human bebaviour, with human relations. But a social
philosophy. in order to be convincing, must be intcorated into
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a complete system of thought covering cosmology and all other
branches of knowledge. New Humanism offers such an inte-
grated system of thought. In this context, no more need be
said than to state this fact, because it has its relevance to
‘humanist politics; before making humanist politics plausible,
the philosophical background of Humanism had to be outlined
to show how it leads up to new forms of politics and social
change.

When we demand the restoration of the individual to
ais sovereign place, we do not demand anything extra-
ordinary, because that is the accepted principle of the demo-
cratic political philosophy. But the practice of formal
parliamen:ary democracy deviated from this fundamental
principle, and consequently came to grief. That deviation
again was not wilful or out of perversity. It was the result
of a deviation from the original tradition of political demo-
cracy; and that deviation again resulted from the fact that
traditional Humanism had failed to explain man himself.

Traditional Humanism could not explain how and
why man can be depended upon for behaving rationally and
morally, that is, as a responsible citizen of a given society.
Consequently, it came to be believed, even by the best of
Democrats, that indeed sovereignty belongs to the people, but
the people, as it is composed of men and women not sufficient-
ly educated, enlightened and qualified for administering the
State, must delegate their power to their elected representa-
tives, and hence democratic government came to be known
:as representative government.

Now, any critical political thinker will not find it difficult
to see the difference between a democratic government and
a representative government. Democracy was originally
defined as government of the people, by the people, for the
people. That definition has been generally accepted. But in
reality, democracy has come to be nothing more than at best
government for the people. A government of the people and
by the people has never been established anywhere in the
world. The people do not govern; they simply delegate their
sovereign right to their representatives, and the representa-
tives govern.

Parliamentary democracy is representative government,
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that is, government for the people; and in this sense a demo-
cratic government is no more democratic than a monarchist
government or even a more or less benevolent dictatorship.
The kings and dictators also claim to rule for the people. If
we have to take the professions of democratic politicians on
their word that they are ruling for the people, is there any
reason to disbelieve if kings and dictators say the same? It
may be said that the people after all elected their representa-
tives, but we know how they elect them. They do not elect
them discriminatingly and convinced that this particular set
of people really represent their, the people’s interests. They
naturally elect those who make the best promises, and those
who have the best and most efficient party machinery at their
command can naturally get their promises across to the largest
number of people.

The original sin of the discredited democratic practice
was to forget a very old and wise saying, which has to be
revived to-day if democracy is to function. And that is the
wisdom of Plato whe said that education is the condition for
democracy. Without education, democracy is not possible.
The modern democrats took the backwardness of the elec-
torate for gran‘ed, and since in experience it became clear
that so long as the electors remained backward, it becomes all
the easier for the political parties to deceive them by promises
and obtain their votes on demagogic pretenses, democratic
politicians, even later on when in power, neglected the task
of laying at least the foundations of future democracy by
educating the people, so that the democratic way of life could
be consciously travelled by every single member of a demo-
cratic society,

In course of time, this malpractice of formal democracy
was reinforced by all sorts of pseudo-scientific doctrines, which
denied that reason has any validity in public life, especially
in the behaviour of masses, that the appeal which finds
response in the average man and woman is exclusively emo-
tional, that it is not possible for every single man and woman
to claim access to the intellectual and rational heights of the
best members of a society in any given period. Consequently,
side by side with the division of society in economic classes,
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the society was horizontally divided between the elite and the
1MAsses.

The new elite was no longer constituted by divine right,
but by their right of qualitative superiority. They were
considered to be competent to acquire the ability to rule.
There must be a ruling class and the masses. It is quite easy
to see that under these circumstances, democracy is not pos-
sible, because the individual has no possibility to assert his
sovereignty, unless he belongs to the elite. Now, a proposi-
tion to change this system and replace it by the system of
direct democracy, that is, a system in which every single
individual citizen would have the opportunity of controlling
the affairs of society and participate in them, this proposition
cannct be made unless it can also be maintained that every
single human being is potentially capable of developing his
crcative powers, his intelligence, his discrimination, as much as
any cther human being.

The education which is a precondition of democracy, is
not what we know as primary education; it is not even the
conventional higher or scientific education. It is an instru-
ment for raising the intellectual and cultural level of the
people. So long as it cannot be maintained on the strength
of scientific knowledge that every human being, by virtue of
being a human being. is capable of rising to the highest
heights of human perfection, a bumanist philosophy cannot
be propounded, a humanist social doctrine cannot be
advanced, a humanist political practice will not he possible at
all. Humanist political practice is offered as a possibility on
that assumption, on that presupposition.

Before proceeding further, I must point out another
fact of cxperience, that is the fact that the degeneration of
education in the cultural sense is inevitable under the formal
parliamentary democratic system. As soon as a party comes
to power, it naturally wants to remain in power. There is a
plausible ground for this: A party comes to power with a
programme. Four or five years are not enough to implement
that programme. Therefore, that party must remain in power
longer than one term of office. In order to guarantee re-elec-
tion in the next elections. automatically a party in power
takes to the practice of intellectual regimentation of the
12
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people. and education under the formal parliamentary
system is serving the purpose of this intellectual regimentation,
which can be almost imperceptible.

We hear much about free and compulsory primary
education. To say free education is cbviously not enocugh.
But compulsory education may have two sides. As soon as
vou go to school, you are trained and conditioned in certain
ways. Before you even learn the ABC, jou are trained 1o
salute a flag or the picture of a man; books are prescribed
and vou cannot use any other books than the ones prescribed
by a particular government for its purposes. The purpose
of education becomes to create a degree of conformity and sub-
servience to an gstablished order. Thercfore. under a formal
democratic system, it is impossible—at least the possibility is
extremely remote—to raise the intellectual and cultural level
of the people. Consequently if we cannot find a different
approach to the problem of cducating the people, to lay the
foundation of democracy, democracy would appear to be
impossible.

That new approach to the problem of education is
indicated in New Humanism, which suggests that. given the
opportunity, every human becing is capable of developing his
or her potentialities almost without limit. It goes on to say,
since this opportuniy cannot be offered by any government,
the problem must be tackled by individuals who have tch
the necessity of a new approach to the political problem.
QOtherwise, the problem will never be solved, and the world
will not come out of the present impasse. '

With this proposition, the New Humanists, who do not
attach any greav importance to that kind of pelitical practice
which is concerned only with the small sector of human exist-
ence which is conventionally called political are indicating a
new approach tc the present political crisis and its problems.
Politics is the predominating passion of the people generally,
and particulatly of the educated middle class : being educated,
the political approach of this new philosophy should patti-
«cularly appeal to these political minded people. Secondly, it
appears to many people that, unless the political problem
1s solved, no cther problem can be solved, and therefore the
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political aspect of the humanist philosophy is of great signific—
ance and must be properly thought out and understood. '

The humanist approach to the political problems results
from a realisation of the complete futility of political practice
as hitherto practised. Earlier I have tried to point out this
futility, showing how one political party after another has
come and offered a new heaven on earth, a new order, a new
scciety promising the people cverything they need. Party
after party has come to power and mismanaged affairs, and
yet another party followed. Thus, in so far as the object of
leading mankind as a whole towards the goal of greater
freedom and progress, intellectual upliftment and spiritual
inspiration is concerned, political practice has been completely
futile.

Yet, human society. whether conceived as One World
or on the national scale, must subsist. We cannot break up
human society into the small groups of the pre-historical age.
The aflairs of large communities have to be administered,
and that administration is politics. Therefore, Humanism
must offer a solution to the political problems also, if its
larger appeal, its approach to the more fundamental problems
of human life is to find a response.

The starting point of our approach to the political
problems is that the relation between the individual and the
State, the relation hetween man and society, between freedom
and organisation, cannot be solved unless the man, the
individual and the concept of freedom, are given at least an
equally important place in the political equation as their
counter-parts in the relations. Until now. we have been
thinking mainly of the interests of the Stafe. For the
interest of the State, everything is justified. The Constitu-
tion of a democratic State includes an imposing catalogue
of civil rights, but thev all include also one clause which
entitles the executive to suspend the entire Constitution—if
necessary in the interest of the State. That is to say, for the
interest of the State, the freedom of the constituent units of
the State can be completely abolished.

Similarly, we have social organisations and institutions,
and social welfarc is considercd something bigger than indi-
vidual welfare. We have forgotten that social welfare is the
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