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INTRODUCTION

M.N. Roy was a unique personality. He had to his credit active
participation in the armed struggles that took place in the
country in the first two decades of this century. He had also
to his credit active participation inthe revolutionary struggles
that took place in Mexico and China in the years that
followed. He had the rare distinction of having worked with
world revolutionary figures like Lenin, Trotsky and Stalin,
None of his contemporaries in the national field had any such
dazzling record. All of them, except Mahatma Gandhi, had
worked only in India. None of them-except Nehru: had any
international contacts; and even Nehru lacked the experi-
ence that Roy possessed of the revolutionary movements in
other lands. :

And yet when Roy began to work openly in the national
movement from December 1936 onwards, he did not get the
recognition and success that he deserved, nor was he able to
leave on it any permanent impress of his personality. In less
than four years he had to leave the Indian National Congress,
the main organ of the national movement, and begin to build
up a new organisation to give expression to the demands and
aspirations of the large masses and fight for them. This
happened after the outbreak of World War Il when Roy stood
boldly and firmly for an unconditional support to the war,
while the Congress vacillated and ultimately ended with
resistance tothe war in the form of the 'Quit India' tnovement..
The Congress policy was popular as it gave expression to the
anti-British sentiment of the people. But Roy had a much
clearer vision and he could see how the victory of Hitler and
his allies would enslave the peoples of the world, while the
victory of Great Britain and other anti-fascist powers would
lead to the disintegration of empires and the liberation of
India and other colonies. His prophecy came true, but he
remained an unhonoured prophet!
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Roy’s differences with the Congress and particularly
with its Gandhian leadership did not begin with World War
II. They were far older, beginning with the non-co-operation
movement of 1920 and the time that Roy started his arduous
work of developing a communist party in India. Roy had a
high regard for Gandhi as a mobiliser of the masses, but in
his opinion the Gandhian programme was negative and
harmless and his social outlook reactionary, With sué;h a
programme and outlook, the Gandhian leadership, he was
convinced, would never be able to lead the people towards
national revolution, which included political independence
as well as social and economic liberation. Roy’s constant
effort, therefore, was, both when he was abroad and when he
Joined the Congress in 1936 after his release from jail, to
replace that leadership by a new leadership with a clear-cut
programme of an all-round political, social, economic and
philosophical revolution. He placed himself in direct opposi-
tion to Gandhi. As such, he was bound to fail, which he did
in spiteof his vast intellectual powers, his organisational skill
and his readiness to suffer and sacrifice, -

Roy opposed Gandhi not as an individual, but as the
representative of a school of thought and way of life which
appeared to him opposed to the real interests of the people.
Roy's approach was thoroughly modern, rational and scien-
tific, while Gandhi appeared to him as an upholder of a
mediaeval spiritual outlook, opponent of modern civilisation
and defender of vested interests. Roy was always up in arms
against popular prejudices and harmful social customs; he
was opposed to the intrusion of religion into politics and
social affairs; he was an ardent advocate of a philosophical
revolution; he desired to change the thinking of the peéople in
order that they may be more critical and self-reliant; he
abhored hero-worship. All these did not make him popular
with the people and the followers of Gandhi, and severely
limited the chances of his success as a political leader. In.
later life when he became a Radical Humanist, some points
of similarity emerged between his thinking and Gandhian
thinking; but by that time Gandhiji was dead and Roy had
retired from day-to-day politics,

Roy began his political life as a militant nationalist,
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believing in the cult of the bomb and the pistol and the
necessity of an armed insurrection. Futility of that path made
him a socialist and then a communist. He rose to high
positions in the communist movement. The position yielded
substantial power and prestige. That would have tempted
anybody to hold on to them. No such temptation deterred Roy
when he found the Communist International, which directed
communist movements all over the world, was set on awrong
course. He stood in opposition to the International and its
leader, Stalin. He was thrown out of the organisation and all
weapons of propaganda were directed against him to destroy
him politically. He was branded a 'renegade’, a 'counter-
revolutionary', a 'lackey of imperialism' and what not. The
malicious propaganda pursued him wherever he went until
his death.

Roy returned to India towards the end of 1930 after an
absence of over fifteen years. He was alone except for a few
devoted co-workers, and ranged against him was the might
of British imperialism. In a few months he was in jail paying
the penalty for his efforts to develop a communist movement
as part and parcel of the national movement. He jumped into
the national movement as soon as he was free. But his path
in the movement was not smooth; he faced opposition from
the right as well as from the left. And then World War II
intervened which brought about dramatic changes in na-
tional and international politics and also in the world of
thought.

The happenings during the war and the post~war years
revealed to Roy the inadequacies of communism and Marx-
jsm and persuaded him to transcend them. He became a
Radical Humanist, completing his journey from nationalism
to communism and from communism to radical humanism.
It was a journey undertaken in 'quest of freedom’ which
appealed to him when he was a student and dragged him intc
the revelutionary movement. The quest took him all over the
world, to China, Japan, the USA, Mexico, Russia and other
countries of Europe and again to China and back to India. In
the course of these wanderings he met many prominent
persons and studied various schools of thought as also the
modern sciences of physics and chemistry and sociology and
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psychology. After studying all those, he ended with a philoso-
phy of his own, the philosophy of radical humanism,

It is rare for a political activist to be a scholar and a
thinker. Roy was both. The many books that he has left
behind bear eloquent testimony to that fact. The books cover
a wide variety of subjects, They range from politics and
economics to philosophy and natural sciences,

The life-story of such a unique personality is bound to
be fascinating. The following pages seek to throw some light
on it.



MILITANT NATIONALIST

MANAVENDRANATH or M.N. Roy was not the original name of the
person whose life is being sketched here. It was assumed
years later when he desired to close one chapter of hislife and
open a new one. The original name was Narendranath.
Bhattacharya and it is by that name that he was knowrr
during the first phase of his life,- the phase of militant
nationalism.

Narendranath, or Naren or Noren as he was known in
those days, was born in 1887 in Arbelia, a village not far from
Calcutta in the district of 24 Parganas.! He was born in a
priestly family. His father, Dinabandhu Bhattacharya, was
the head-priest of the temple of Goddess Ksheputeshwari in
the village Ksheput in Midnapur district of south-west Ben-
gal. The head-priestshipwas hereditary in the family. Dina-
bandhu left the village and took a job as a Sanskrit teacher
in the village of Arbelia. Narendranath was the fourth child
of his father, second by his second wife whom he married
after the death of his first wife. Later Dinabandhu shifted to
Chingripota, a village in the same district about 12 miles
south of Calcutta. He acquired somie property in Chingripota
where he lived till his death in May 1905.

Narendranath was brought up and educated at Chingri-
pota which also became the scene of his first action as a
militant nnationalist. Little precise information is available
about the school that he attended and the progress that he
made there. It appears, however, that he passed the entrance

examination and enlisted himself as a student in the National
College in Calcutta. That was the end of his academic
education. ‘

Chingripota, the village of Narendranath, was adjacent
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to the villages of Kodalia, Harnavi and Raipur. They formed
together a group which has played a big role in the social and
political development of modern Bengal. Accordingto Samaren
Roy :“Here were born many of the religious and social
reformers of nineteenth-century Bengal, notable among them,
Rajnarain Bose (maternal grandfather of Aurobindo and
Barin), Dwarkanath Vidyabhusan, the famous editor of the
Som Prakasa and associate of Pandit Sivanath Sastri. Siva-
nath Sastri, a great scholar of the ninéteenth century, tore off
his Brahmanic sacred thread, to adopt the new religion,
Brahmoism. He was an uncle of Naren's mother and had
perceptible influence on the younger members of the family, .
Rajnarain Bose and Sivanath Sastri had made the first
attempt at founding a secret revolutionary society in late
nineteenth century and had inspired Nabagopal Mitra’s
Jatiya Mela'? Here Narendranath carme in contact with Hari
Kumar Chakravarty who became his life-long friend and
close associate in all his social and political activities through-
out his life. )

In his early years, Narendranath must have absorbed
a good deal of Sanskrit learning from his father, elder brother
and others. He must have read a number of Sanskrit treatises
on philosophy and logic. He used to quote from them occa-
sionally in his later life. He used to trace his ancestry to
Raghunandan, the famous logician of mediaeval Bengal.

During the years that Narendranath was growing up,
Bengal was passing through a ferment. The ferment reached
its acme during the days of the agitation against the partition
of Bengal which took place in 1905, but the rumblings had
begun to be heard much earlier. As a matter of fact, the
partition could be said to be the British Government's clumsy
answer to the ferment. It had hoped to contain the ferment by
partitioning the troublesome province. But the result was
exactly the opposite. The ferment became more widespread
and intense and in the end the partition had to be annulled.
The desire for freedom which had been awakened could not
be suppressed; it grew and inspired young men-to strike one
blow after another against the established authority.

The ferment was countrywide. It began in the closing
years of the nineteenth century and was born out of
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disillusionment with the paltry outcome of the politics of rep-
resentations and petitions and constitutional agitation, the
growing poverty of the masses and the unemployment of
educated youths and the revival of faith in the nation and its
religion. The last factor which took the form of religious
nationalism was the major force which in those days inspired
a large number of brave young men to engage themselves in
revolutionary activities for the liberation of the motherland.
The idea of motherland evoked by Bankimchandra Chatterji
in his famous novel Anand Math gripped the imagination of
those young men and 'Vande Mataram' became theirwar cry.

'They wanted to be the sanyasins (ascetics) of the novel
dedicated to the task of the liberation of the mother. Another
important factor which influenced their thought and action
was Swami Vivekananda who after his triumphant return
from the United States of America became the powerful
spokesman of religious nationalism in the form of resur-
rected spiritual Hinduism.

Influenced by this climate of militant nationalisrn pre-
valling in the province and in his and surrounding villages,
young Narendranath was easily drawn into the revolutionary
movement. It is difficult to say when he actually joined it, but
it must be some time in 1904. One of his close associates of
those days, Jadugopal Mukherjee, writes-as follows in his
foreword to Samaren Roy's The Restless Brahmin: “I first met
Naren Bhattacharya in the Anushilan Samity about 1905 or
1906. Anushilan Samity’s office at 49, Cornwallis Street had
lodging arrangements for its workers, and Naren often stayed
there. He and Hari Kumar Chakravarty became members of
‘the Samity together.” According to Hari Kumar Chakrav-
arty, it was in 1904 that the three friends (Narendranath,
Hari Kumar and Saileswar} went to Calcutta, met Barin
Ghosh, brother of Aurobindo Ghosh, and later editor of the
Yugantar and decided to join the revolutionary movement. It
was after a year or so that they must have met Jadugopal
Mukherjee.

Of the earlier period, Hari Kumar Chakravarty. who had
met Narendranath for the first time in 1899 and since then
continued to be his close eolleague and lifelong friend, wrote: .
“Young Naren was adventure-loving, that he loved to walk
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long distances and wander about from orchard to orchard,
for something distant, something beyond, all the time and
that he spent lots of nights in the cremation ground looking
for ghosts.”* Narendranath was-at that time a restless soul. -
He was studying Sanskrit with his father, he was visitirig the
Ramakrishna Ashram at Belur, he wasléarning from Sivnarain
Swamy lathi-play and yoga and nationalism and rq/formed
Hinduism and he was also collecting informationt about
revolutionaries and their activities. ~

Narendranath’s entry into the movement is described
as follows by one of his colleagues of those days: “Narendra,
almost a boy, hardly fourteen, and yet virile and energetic,
full of revolutionary enthusiasm, rushed into a little room in
which we were holding an informal talk on the problemis then
facing us in Bengal and elsewhere. He had a talk with' us,
After this, he offered himself as a whole-timer for the'cause
of liberty of India from the foreign yoke. He declared on oath
that he would be prepared to do the impossible, for there was
nothing impossible for a revolutionary. Soon after, he joined
us; he proved to be of very great value to our movement and
possessed rare qualities found only in a great leader of
men,™"

It is the goal of freedom which drew Naren to the
revolutionary movement. In 1905, Naren used to attend anti-
partition meetings held frequently in Calcutta along with his
two friends, Hari Kumar Chakravarty and Saileswar Bose,
Once the three friends invited the celebrated nationalist
leader, Surendranath Banerjea, to Kodalia and arranged a
meeting for him. For that political activity, they and a couple
of others were rusticated from the school: later the order wa;
withdrawn and they were allowed to appear for the entr'ancz '
examination. Naren and his friends were avid readers of the,
Bhagvad Gita, the Anand Math of Bankim Chatterji, the
Bhavani Mandir of Aurobindo Ghosh and of other revolution-
ary literature of the period. But what impressed them most
were the books of Swami Vivekananda. _

Naren and his friends then joined the Anushilan Samity,
an organisation established in Calcutta in 1902 for physical,
mental and moral regeneration of Bengali youths. In a short
while, it developed an inner or underground wirig which
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became the centre of revolutionary activities all over Bengal.
In course of time, similar organisations were set up in many
other towns, some as branches and others as independent
centres. The most prominent amongst the latter was the
Anushilan Samity of Dacca. The Samitys were not always

able to agree with one another about tactics; there were also
personal quarrels and jealousies and suspicions about each
other, though on a few occasions they came together and
organised common activities. Each Samity was under one
leader. Rigorous rules of admission were enforced, strict.
discipline was maintained and effective steps were taken to
preserve the secrecy of operations. The government and
police were all along suspicious about the Samitys. But they
could not take action against them as their ostensible
activities were lawful and because of the association with
them of a number of prominent public men like C.R. Das and
others. By 1908, however, they had enough evidence in their
possession to connect the Samitys with political dacoities
and murders, as a result of a number of raids and searches
that were carried out, and they moved against them by
declaring them unlawful organisations. The Calcutta Anushi-
lan Samity was declared iilegal in 1908. The turn of the Dacca
Samity came the following year. Along with them a number
of other Samitys were also declared illegal.

As a matter of discipline and as a matter of policy, new
members of Samitys were first required to do social and relief
work. Naren and Hari Kumar were sent to Orissa for famine
relief work. Naren was put in charge of the Ruriahat camp at
Jeypore. Their work was satisfactory and they were admitted
into the inner circle after their return to Calcutta. By this time
Naren had left his home and was staying in Calcutta at the
headquarters of the Anushilan Samity at 49, Cornwallis .
Street. About this time, he came in closer contact with Barin
Ghosh who had already started the Bengali daily, the Jugan-
tar. Naren helped Barin Ghosh in looking after the daily and
is reported to have written some articles for the newspaper.
Later on he wrote a booklet in Bengali entitled Mayer Dak
(Mother’s Call). 1t fell into the hands of the police after which
he was arrested.

Soon after joining the revolutionaxy movement, Naren
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was initiated into the art of shooting and bomb-making.
Bullets and bombs were the main instruments of the revolu-
tionaries. They were to be used for terrorising British officers,
for punishing defectors from the ranks and Indian collabora-
tors, for awakening and enthusing the people and for armed
insurrection and the freedom of the motherland.

About this time Naren came in contact with Jatin-
dranath Mukherjee. He was a government employee working"
as a shorthand clerk in the office of the Financial Secretary
to the Government of Bengal. But he'was deeply involved in
the revolutionary movement. He was affectionate by nature
and had a very attractive personality. He gathered around
him a large group of young revolutionaries. Naren accepted
him as his leader and in later years the two worked together
in a number of revolutionary ventures.

Naren was already involved with Barin Ghosh in his
bomb-making activity. The centre of the activity was at Mura-
ripukur Garden in Maniktola, a Calcutta suburb. The bombs
manufactured at the centre were used in a number of places
in Calcutta. The one used at Muzafferpore by Khudiram Bose
on 30 April 1908 was traced to the centre. The centres was
raided and searched and on the basis of the materials that
were found, a conspiracy case was instituted. It was the
Alipore Conspiracy Case in which Barin Ghosh and Aurob-
indo Ghosh were the principal accused.: Naren was not invol-
ved in the case, though the police had suspicions about him.

About a year earlier, Naren committed the first political
dacoity in the province. It was committed in order to secure -
funds for the revolutionary activities that had developed
under the leadership of Jatin Mukherjee.- The dacoity was
committed at the Chingripota Railway Station on 6 December
1907.

The station-master was assaulted and money in the
safe of his office was taken away. Naren absconded after the
dacoity but was arrested a few days later. When he was
arrested, a copy of Barin Ghosh’s Bartaman Rananiti (Strat-
egy of Modern Warfare) and the manuscript titled Mayer Dak
(Mother’s Call) were found in his possession. Naren was
released-on bail, his réeputation as a social worker in the area
having helped him. In the application for bail before the police -
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magistrate of Sealdah in Calcutta, the lawyer, Babu Pro-
motho Nath Mukherjee, stated, “The youth was a student of
the Bengal Technical Institute and passed the entrance ex-
amination (school leaving examination) of the National
College and got a medal.” In the couple of years that followed,
Naren committed several political dacoities but little definite
information is available about them. One about which a little
information is available is the dacoity at Netra, near Diamond
Harbour in the district of 24 Parganas. It was committed on
25 April 1909. While leaving after collecting about Rs 2,000,
Naren is reported to have told the owner of the house : “We
are only borrowing the money to drive the British away.”
Naren was arrested in connection with the dacoity. He was
reléased on bail and then he absconded. The Netra dacoity
was not tried separately. It was made part of the Howrah
Conspiracy Case which was instituted a year later.

Living as a fugitive, Naren spent most of his time in
Howrah and Sibpur. The Anushilan Samity had been banned
by this time; Aurobindo Ghosh had retired from politics;
Barin Ghosh and others had been sentenced to long terms of
imprisonment. The revolutionary movement was therefore in
deep disarray. It fell to the lot of Naren to get together the .
scattered elements, revive their confidence and reorganise
their ranks. He did this under the leadership of Jatin
Mukherjee. He was the organiser who moved from place to
place and met active workers; Jatin Mukherjee provided the
inspiration and the rallying point. Naren’s Chingripota group
played a big part in this work. While in Howrah, Naren carried
on political discussions with various groups and was plan-
ning guerilla type warfare and other means to.drive the
British out of the country. .

According to information collected by Samaren Roy
through interviews with his colleagues of those days, Naren’s
political thinking was much ahead of others: he held socialis--
tic views and never mixed religion with politics. Naren used
to talk about what kind of government he wanted in place of
the British Government. He thought of a 'People’s Govern-
ment' as distinct from the government of the privileged few,
and that the only way to establish siuich a government was
revolution.
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The Howrah-Sibpur Conspiracy Case was instituted
early in 1910. Most of the accused—there were in all 46
accused in the case including Naren and Jatin Mukherjee—
were arrested on 29 January. The magisterial inquiry com-
menced on 4 March. The magistrate committed them for trial
before a Spetial Tribunal of the High Court on 20 July. The
charge against the accused was that they “between the
Christian years of 1905 and 1910, both inclusive at Stbpur,
in the district of Howrah and at other places in British India,
‘did conspire with one another and with other persons... to
wage war against His Majesty the King-Emperor and deprive
the King-Emperor of the sovereignty of British India and to
overawe by means of criminal force the Government of India
by law established and thereby committed an offence pun-
ishable under Section 121-A of the Indian Penal Code.™ The
prosecution sought to connect the conspiracy with “a large
number of crimes of a political nature which included murder
of two police officers and of an informer, collection of arms
and ammunitions, and attempt to tamper with the loyalty of
the 10th Jat Regiment and a large number of dacoities
carried out by Bhadralogs with the object of securing’ funds
for the conspiracy,”

Thirty-three persons, who were acquitted, had to spend
over a year in jail. Naren was one of them. He had to spend
about nine months in jail in solitary confinement, the most
excruciating experience for him. Apart from the Chingripota
dacoity, Naren was charged with involvement in six dacoities
each in 1908 and 1909. The Chief Justice did not think that
the evidence produced proved Naren's involvement.

. It was in the jail, while undergoing the trial, that Jatin
Mukherjce Naren and otHers drew up a plan of their future
work. It was a plan of armed insurrection,

The first thing that had to be done was to p]ace the -
programme of armed insurrection before all revolutionary
groups and persuade them to accept it. The next was to €s-
tablish unity among them and bring them under one leader-
ship. Naren undertook the two tasks and accomplished them
in a very successful manner. For this purpose he had tomove
all over Bengal and also visit many other parts of the country.

_ For some time he became a sanyasi. As a sanyasi it was






