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An Indian Prince and His Tryst with Marxism: 

A ‘Rags to Riches’ Story from Mexico 
 

NAMAN ANAND 
1 

 

ABSTRACT 

“Marxism is a philosophy for the elite, a nightmare for the rich, a hope for the 

downtrodden and a priceless curio for the petty bourgeoisie intellectuals” 

-Comrade Kiran Maitra 

Narendranath Bhattacharjee, better known as M.N. Roy has been a name who has 

confounded Communists and Socialists alike all over the world. While many consider him 

to be the father of the Mexican and the Indian Communist movements and a man deeply 

devoted to public service and the welfare of the proletariat, others saw in him a school-

boy communist turned Right-Wing renegade who embezzled money via opportunism and 

his rosy image of his efforts towards a Communist revolution, and was eventually 

chucked out of the Comintern in 1928. This project aims to delve into a very important 

chapter in the mysterious life of MN Roy, specifically on his meteoric rise to the pinnacle 

of Mexican politics and how his views on Marxist Theory changed during the process. It 

also seeks to provide background information about the Socialist scenario in India and 

for Indian Revolutionaries abroad in order to set the narrative tone of the Article. It is 

careful in not to give any of the two aforementioned narratives on Roy’s life any 

advantage on the outset, but seeks to collect and analyse various sources and accounts on 

the life of a man who has constantly split public opinion. The Article is divided into two 

concise segments- Indian Revolutionaries prior to the emergence of MN Roy and The 

Rise of MN Roy in Mexico. 

 

I. THE PIONEERS OF INDIAN SOCIALISM 

The Russian Revolution occurred at a time when a vast amount of territory across the globe 

was occupied by imperial powers. India, like other nations, was also ruled by the British 

Crown, which was then considered by many to be the greatest imperialist power of them all. 

The runaway success of the Socialist Revolution did create a lot of elation in Indian political 

circles, the leaders found it difficult to subscribe to the Socialism or the manner of political 

struggle it eschewed. Gandhi’s leadership ensured that the only means of political struggle for 

                                                      
1Author is a student at RGNUL, India. 
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independence that India shall follow would be Satyagraha. This was despite the fact that after 

World War I, India’s socio-political climate was clearly receptive to Socialism. Indeed, the 

secret behind the mass appeal of Socialism was the fact that it espoused the idea of equality 

of citizens regardless of their caste, creed or nation. It also aimed at creating an egalitarian 

society, which shall eventually lead to the end of poverty. Sadly, there was not even a single 

intellectual in Indian political circles who capitalised on this unique political scenario. There 

were only a few courageous individuals who were devoid of political linkages or a substantial 

amount of finance, who were attracted to the ideology of Socialism and were willing to bring 

an end to the British Raj by utilising the methodology utilised by Russian Socialist. Indeed, 

the Revolutions favourite result had a massive impact on the political thinking of these 

youngsters. 

Disenchanted by the Gandhian methodology, these youngsters decided to experiment with 

this new political thought. Individuals such as S.A.Dange in Maharashtra, Muzaffar Ahmed 

in Bengal, Ghulam Hasan (a professor of economics at the Islamia College of Peshawar) in 

Punjab (Himayat Yaqubi’s recent research paper2 is also a very crucial document in 

providing insight of Leftist politics in undivided Punjab and mentions a lot of other names as 

well) and Singaravelu Chettiar (an Advocate and a Former Congress supporter) in Tamil 

Nadu are well recognised as the pioneers of early Indian Socialism3.  In modern day U.P, 

Satya Bhakt and Shaukat Usmani organised a few small gatherings of students and 

enlightened them about Marxist Theory, and dreamt of constituting a Pan-India Communist 

party some day. It is interesting to note here that all of these aforementioned efforts were 

highly individualistic in nature and were not the result of any meeting or communion where 

these men would have possibly met each other. As a matter of fact, each one of these 

individuals worked hard to spread Socialist ideals, unaware about the existence of other 

individuals doing the same. 

(A) THE HUMBLE BEGINNINGS OF COMRADE DANGE 

Dange, who earlier subscribed to Gandhi’s ideology and was a participant in the Non-Co-

operation Movement got disenchanted with Gandhi’s ideals as he believed that they were 

ineffective and decided to undertake a careful study of Marxist Theory, and post attaining 

some basic knowledge about Marxism; he had an opportunity to befriend a certain S.V. Lalit 

from Bombay who agreed to publish the same in the form of a booklet4.The booklet further 

                                                      
2 (Yaqubi 2015) 
3 (Maitra 2012) 
4 (Dange 1921) 
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attracted the attention of yet another individual who was disenchanted with the ideology of 

Gandhi, R.B. Lotvala; who was an industrialist. Lotvala eventually developed a liking not 

just for Dange’s ideas, but for his person too. He invited him over to his residence and 

advised him to study more about Marxism before he began writing about it. He enquired 

about Dange’s livelihood and after getting to know about his extremely weak financial health, 

instituted a monthly grant for his maintenance and well being5. Dange then became a regular 

visitor to Lotvala’s private library in order to enrich his understanding about Marxism. 

After studying Marxist Theory for a while, Dange grew confident and decided to bring out an 

English-language weekly newsletter wholly financed by Lotvala. The Socialist, as it was 

called, started publication in August 1922. The newsletter made Dange famous amongst 

Socialist circles and attracted the attention of many radical youngsters, such as SV Ghate, RS 

Nimbkar, KN Joglekar and a few others6. 

(B) COMRADE MUZAFFAR AHMED AND EARLY MARXISM IN BENGAL 

Similar to Dange’s ventures in Bombay, Muzaffar Ahmed became the pioneer of the Marxist 

movement in Bengal. However, unlike Dange, he possessed no prior political experience 

before turning to Marxism. Even during the height of the Khilafat movement, he was very 

vigilant in keeping himself away from any sorts of political activity, despite the fact that he 

stated in early 1920 that he wanted to make politics instead of literary writing his focus in 

life7. Ahmed launched an evening daily in Bengali in July 1920, called Navayug (New Era) 

which was fully financed Abul Kasem Fazl-Ul Haq, then member of the Bengal Legislative 

Council from Dhaka representing Muslim League who would eventually go on to form the 

Praja Party; and later rename it as the Krishak Praja Party and then the Krishak Sramik Party, 

eventually become the first Prime Minister of Bengal 17 years later. Qazi Nazrul Islam, 

Qutbuddin Ahmed and a few other individuals were also involved in the process of setting up 

the daily8. 

During his stint as the editor of Navayug, Ahmed started gaining interest in the issues faced 

by workers and peasants and purchased Marxist and Leninist literature in order to gain further 

insight into the troubles of the working class. Ahmed did not hide his early struggles about 

trying to understanding Marx. He famously said that, “I did not know what I was going to do 

with them (books). I had not read any Marxist Literature previously”9. With the due course 

                                                      
5 (Ahmed 1970) 
6 Ibid (Maitra 2012) 
7 Ibid (Ahmed 1970) 
8 Ibid (Maitra 2012) 
9 Ibid (Maitra 2012) 
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of time, Ahmed did attain some rudimentary knowledge about Marxist Theory and 

successfully constituted a group of Marxists. 

Sadly, these miniscule groupings of Marxists were devoid of organisational strength and 

political influence and were quite namesake. However, we must commend them because 

there mere existence at least provided an impetus (of sorts) for the spread of Marxist ideals in 

India. 

II. THE POSITION OF EARLY INDIAN REVOLUTIONARIES OVERSEAS 

The scenario overseas was markedly different. Numerous Indians across the European 

continent with the common motive of ending the British Raj had established strong relations 

with Socialists in France, quite prior to the Russian Revolution. 2 years after raising 

becoming the first person to raise an Indian Flag on foreign soil (August 22, 1907), Madame 

Bhikaiji Cama attended the International Socialist Conference in Stuttgart along with 

Sardarsinhji Ravaji Rana (who was one of the co-founders of the émigré-dominated Paris 

Indian Society with Madame Cama and also the Vice President of the Indian Home Rule 

Movement) representing India in an unofficial capacity and strongly pushed forth the cause 

for Indian independence. Lala Har Dyal, who is famous for establishing the Ghadar Party in 

San Francisco, wrote a brief about Marx in 1912, on the lines of which a man named Rama 

Krishan Pillai brought out another brief in Malayalam (both of which were later preserved 

and republished without any modifications by Comrades P.C. Joshi and K. Damodaran in 

1975)10. In Marx, Lala Har Dyal saw a man who had deep compassion for fellow human 

beings and a helping hand of the depressed classes. Surprisingly, he refused to subscribe to 

Marx’s views11 (Amit Gaor’s PhD Thesis12 also provides a very interesting view on the 

same). 

Looking at the success of the Russian Revolution, a lot of Indians working for the cause 

country’s independence established lasting relationships with numerous Socialists from the 

then USSR. The most well known of that lot were VN Chattopadhyaya, VVS Ayer, Tirimul 

Acharya, Abdur Rab Nister and Mohammed Safiq. All these individuals met influential 

figures, including Vladimir Lenin and tried to garner all kinds of support for Indian 

independence, however; their efforts were largely unsuccessful. Lenin sympathised with the 

Indian Revolutionaries, but cautioned them to learn more about Socialism as he believed that 

                                                      
10 (Joshi and Damodaran 1975) 
11 (Dyal 1912) 
12 (Gaor 2007) 
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their elementary knowledge of Socialism was being submerged in nationalism13, which was a 

dangerous path. 

III. THE LIFE AND TIMES OF MN ROY 

(A) EARLY BEGINNINGS 

Narendranath Bhattacharjee alias Naren, is vastly agreed to be India’s most explosive, 

unabashed, controversial yet influential Socialist figure. Prior to embracing Marxism, Roy 

was an active revolutionary figure. It is believed that he became a part of the revolutionary 

movement when he was just a teenager, which resulted in him acquiring a highly superfluous 

view of the movement. It is also reported that he was expelled from his school in 1905 for 

organising a rally against the partition of Bengal14 as a part of Yugantar, the youth wing of 

the Anusilan Samiti15, about which he later wrote16: 

“When, as a school boy of fourteen, I began my political life, which may end in nothing, I 

wanted to be free, the off-fashioned revolutionaries thought in terms of freedom. In those 

days, we had not read Marx. We did not know about the existence of the Proletariat. Still, 

many spent their lives in jail and went to the gallows. There was no proletariat to propel 

them. They were not conscious of class struggle. They did not have the dream of communism. 

But they had a human urge to revolt against the intolerable conditions of life. They did not 

know exactly how those conditions could be changed. But they tried to change them, any how 

I began my political life with that spirit and I still draw my inspiration from that spirit rather 

than from the three volumes of (Karl Marx’s) Capital or three hundred volumes by the 

Marxists”. 

(B) ROY’S AMERICAN SOJOURN  

 He was convinced that any political revolution could take place anywhere in the world, 

provided that the revolutionaries possessed three things- arms, ammo and (read: a lot of) 

cash. The First World War strengthened the chances if fulfilling his wish of acquiring 

weapons, when the Germans consented to supplying the revolutionaries with arms. Sadly, the 

promised consignment never reached India. After getting over his initial disappointment, he 

assumed the fake name of C.A. Martin and went overseas, vowing to return only when he had 

acquired arms. He reached San Francisco via Jakarta, Shanghai and Tokyo and immediately 

left for the nearby town of Palo Alto in June 1916, with the hope of reaching Berlin so that he 

                                                      
13 Ibid (Maitra 2012) 
14 (Flora 1997) 
15 (Chouhan and Singh 2005) 
16 (Ray 1959) 
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can get in touch with the Foreign Affairs Office of the German Government and seek 

assistance in acquiring weaponry. Upon reaching Palo Alto, he reached the residence of 

Dhanagopal Mukherjee, who was the younger sibling of one of his close associates back 

home in India, Jadugopal Mukherjee. Although Mukherjee knew about Roy, his visit to the 

United States was completely unexpected for him. Since the United States police sources got 

hints about his whereabouts, he changed his name again to Manabendra Nath (M.N.) Roy and 

shifted to Stanford University. It was there that he met his wife to-be, Evelyn.  

He shifted with her to New York soon after falling in love and getting married. However, the 

news of Roy’s marriage spread fast and lead to a lot of scandalous rumours being spread 

about them in New York’s Indian Revolutionary circles.  

(C) ROY AND RAI 

Lala Lajpat Rai noticed the young couple and sympathised with them. He decided to let them 

stay with him and also gave them some money to maintain their lives17. Rai’s company 

proved to be highly beneficial for Roy in many ways since it was through him that he had 

established meaningful acquaintances with America’s Socialists. It was a very convenient 

arrangement for both of them as they were staunch nationalists and possessed no belief in the 

ideology of societal revolutions, thus clearly implying their opposition to Karl Marx’s 

materialist ideology. However, both of them possessed friendly relations with Socialists as 

they were supportive of India’s independence from the British Raj. In order to rubbish the 

claims and beliefs of such Socialists, Roy took up the study of classical Socialist literature for 

the first time. 

As Roy was busy studying about Socialism, he witnessed an event that changed his political 

mindset forever. Rai was invited to be a speaker at a small gathering of Socialists in New 

York. His passionate speech elucidating the plight of Indian working class under the 

tyrannical British Raj moved everyone present in the gathering. However, a man stood up 

amongst the gathering and posed a very embarrassing question to him18- ‘How do the 

Nationalists propose to end the poverty of the Indian masses?19’ Rai equivocated, which lead 

to an argument. The man added fuel to the fire by further asking- ‘What difference would it 

make to the Indian masses if they were exploited by native capitalists instead of foreign 

capitalists?’ which greatly angered Rai, who famously retorted- ‘It does make a great 

                                                      
17 (MSS, National Archives of India n.d.) 
18 Ibid (Maitra 2012) 
19Ibid (Maitra 2012) 
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difference whether one is kicked by his brother or a foreign robber’20. For some time, Roy 

did agree with Rai but eventually noticed that his arguments were incomplete and thus, could 

be broken down easily. He left the gathering very confused, with a distorted picture of 

freedom. He decided to visit public libraries in New York in order to engage in an intensive 

study of Karl Marx’s writings in order to find an answer. 

(D) ESCAPE TO MEXICO 

His primary goal was still the same, i.e. reaching Berlin and acquiring arms. While Roy was 

waiting on the trip to turn into a reality, the United States declared war on the Germans post 

expressing their support for the Allied camp, which led to the mass arrests of numerous 

Indian Reolutionaries present across America for conspiring against their ally, United 

Kingdom in order to tarnish its image in the global community. Roy and his wife were 

detained, but released post interrogation. He was re-arrested on the charges of violating 

immigration-related laws and sent to jail, where he was bailed out the next day. He jumped 

the bail and fled overnight to Mexico with his wife, Evelyn. Roy possessed a letter written by 

David Starr Johnson (the then-President of Stanford University) introducing Roy to General 

Alvarado, the (then) Governor of the State of Yucatan21. 

Roy reached Mexico City with no knowledge of his surroundings. He did not know anyone in 

the country neither (unlike his previous visits) did he possess any political contacts there. He 

only possessed a letter of introduction addressed to the Governor.  

Upon asking a few locals who understood English, he found out that the State of Yucatan was 

quite far from Mexico City. In order to get there, one must traverse through the wilderness of 

the states of Tabasco and Chiapas, a journey of over 1,000 miles. Sadly, there was no rail 

connectivity either. The usual route was via the sea, starting at the port of Veracruz. The 

biggest concern was that all the ships that docked there were mostly American, and stopped 

at some American port en-route. This increased the chances of Roy being arrested and taken 

back to America. Reluctantly, he had to abandon his journey. 

(E) EL PUEBLO  

His disappointment was short-lived as he landed a chance meeting with the Defence Minister 

of Mexico, also the son-in-law of the Mexican President- General Don Venustiano Carranza. 

The Minister asked Roy for the letter addressed to Alvarado. Although the letter’s contents 

remain unknown till date, Roy states in his Memoirs that post perusing through its contents, 

                                                      
20 (M. Roy, M.N. Roy's Memoirs 1960) 
21 Ibid (M. Roy, M.N. Roy's Memoirs 1960), p.48 
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the Minister assured Roy of safety in Mexico. The Minister also promised to inform the 

President about his arrival in Mexico City. 

Roy greatly benefitted due to the letter as it created a presumption and made people believe 

that he was a part of influential political circles, which eventually increased his prestige. The 

following day, the editor of El Pueblo 22invited him to his office. Post a short conversation; 

he informed him that the Hotel De Geneva, where he was residing was unsafe and that he 

should shift to a safer location. Surprisingly, Roy’s road to success in the Mexican political 

scenario started from the lobby of that very hotel.  

(F) FAKING THE CHINA PLAN  

As he was checking out, he overheard that a few Germans had checked into the hotel and that 

they had possibly escaped from South-East Asia or from the United States in order to avoid 

getting arrested by law enforcement authorities sympathetic to the Allied cause. Naturally, 

this chance occurrence was of immense interest to Roy. One day, a German knocked on his 

hotel room door and informed him that two of his friends whom Roy had met while he was 

journeying to Jakarta were also staying in the same hotel and wanted to meet him. Although 

Roy had quite forgotten about his fantasy to achieve independence from the British Raj via 

the acquisition of arms, the news made him happy and he consented to meet the Germans. 

The meeting proved to be of immense help to Roy, although not in relation to his idea of 

acquiring weapons. Post exchanging niceties, he decided to seek their help and put forth his 

famous China Plan23, which was still on his mind. Much to the surprise and elation of Roy, 

he successfully befooled them as they agreed not only to the plan but to pay the 5 million 

USD fee (courtesy of their party coffers). The meagre amount of money that Roy had escaped 

from the United States with had been exhausted to such an extent by them that he did not 

even possess the finances in order to make the payment of his next meal. The Germans 

immediately handed over 10,000 Mexican Pesos24 in cash to Roy and he checked out of the 

hotel. 

Roy immediately rented an entire mansion in the upscale Colonia Roma. A few days later he 

                                                      
22 El Pueblo (‘The People’) was the unofficial mouthpiece of the Government of Mexico. 
23 Roy had a chance meeting with Sun Yat- Sen while he was in Tokyo where he decided to propose an alliance 

between the people of China and India so that they can attain their common goal i.e. getting rid of common 

forces and as a gesture of acceptance of the alliance requested for the weaponry which the Communist rebels of 

the Yunan and Szechnan provinces possessed in order to assist the rebels in India who were underground at that 

point in time due to police pressure. Sen was amenable to the idea, but demanded 5 million USD in exchange 

for the arsenal which Roy knew that only the Germans could pay on his behalf. 
24 (M. Roy, M.N. Roy's Memoirs 1960), p.71 (The Mexican Peso was exactly worth half an American Dollar at 

that point in time). 
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received an unexpected invitation for dinner from the Germans. This made him worried that 

the Germans were not so serious about the plan and that he will get no more money. He was a 

married man and was not keen on traversing into scenarios of instability and uncertainty 

again. He realised that a single ship full of weapons would not bring about cold blooded 

revolution in India that would end the British Raj. Even if it did, it would do nothing to bring 

about an end to the exploitation of the Indian working class as the foreign bourgeoisie will be 

replaced by the Indian ones. He decided to go to the dinner and con the Germans again. 

As soon as the dinner was over, the Germans asked Roy about the plan’s progress. Roy very 

cleverly painted a rosy picture of a wholehearted, meticulous and honest attempt to get in 

touch with Chinese revolutionaries and promised that he himself shall make a trip to China in 

order to get in touch with them if necessary. Within the next week, another 50,000 Mexican 

Pesos25 and 50,000 USD26 were deposited into his bank. 

The news of Roy receiving such huge amounts money spread like a wildfire in the Indian 

Revolutionary circles of America, who rushed to Mexico to claim their (as they so believed) 

fair share. However, Roy was not one who was duped easily and managed to placate the 

others with meagre sums of money. He then proceeded to Salina Cruz (via Guadalajara and 

Manzanillo), in the Mexican state of Oaxaca, armed with a semi-diplomatic passport in order 

to go to China and assure the Germans of his sincerity. He was very reluctant and said ‘the 

heart was not in the adventure’ and that ‘it was undertaken under the force of habit, but the 

conviction was lacking’27. He reached the port only to know that the next ship would dock at 

the port only after one month. He immediately returned back, overjoyed and reached Mexico 

City via Veracruz, writing extensively about the Mexican landscape and the gorgeous women 

he met in Tehuantepec28. 

Roy was completely unaffected by the failure of the China Plan. He continued to establish 

meaningful relationship in the political circles of Mexico and the wealth given to him by the 

Germans gave him the requisite air of affluence. Roy very openly confessed, ‘my mode of 

living was not exactly proletarian’. He further went to describe his residence as ‘in the 

plutocratic Colonia Roma, furnished with green satin covered Louis XV furniture’29. In order 

to appear affluent, he decided to undergo tuitions for Spanish and learnt how to play the game 

of chess; started visiting upscale cafés and bistros in order to make connections with the 

                                                      
25 Ibid (M. Roy, M.N. Roy's Memoirs 1960), p. 71 
26 (Overstreet and Windmiller 1960) 
27 (M. Roy, M.N. Roy's Memoirs 1960), p.98 
28 Ibid, p. 103 
29 Ibid, p.148 
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political elite of Mexico and going for morning walks with a pair of Alsatians and made 

friends with locals.  

(G) ROY’S CHANGE OF HEART  

After getting to know the Germans well, Roy decided to abandon Marxism and move to 

Socialism, as he possessed the firm belief that the ideology possessed the potential to 

radically transform society via the path of revolution and simultaneously laid the ground for 

reconstructing the society in a progressive manner. Roy was very lucky as he had reached 

Mexico at a very opportune time- a time when no ‘political parties’ (as per what the term 

would imply to any layman) existed in the nation. There were many groupings of people that 

were hungry for a revolution. For Roy, a revolution would be no difficult job. 

The middle class wished for a political front that would bring back peace and stability to the 

nation and it was a well known fact that 90% of the population survived on land dwellings 

and that radical reforms for the rights of farmers and peasants possessed the potential to end 

poverty and exploitation, however, the missing key was a political front that would restore 

people’s faith in parliamentary political practices. The Leftists, Roy believed could end this 

political impasse but they were currently in a minority due to constant infighting and 

fragmentation. Roy decided to organise them into a single front.  

Upon intensive enquiry, he came to know about the existence of a small group of Socialists 

under the leadership of a senior attorney, Ignazio Santibanez. Prior to his meeting with 

Santibanez, he published a few articles on British Rule in India in the El Pueblo that proved 

to be very successful. Santibanez instantly recognised him because of his articles30and was 

highly appreciative of them as he believed that they provided an accurate description of 

India31. He was so impressed by the articles that he invited Roy to speak at a party meeting32, 

where he was introduced to 9 members of the party committee33. He also met a few 

individuals who had jumped conscription and escaped to Mexico34, namely- Maurice Baker 

(poet and cartoonist), Irwin Greenwich (journalist, who subsequently came to be known as 

Mike Gold), Henry Glintenkamp (Painter and Cartoonist) and journalist Carleton [incorrectly 

spelt ‘Carlton’ in S. Roy’s book] Beals (who later gained fame for his books on Mexico and 

Spain)35. These meetings took place as a political conflict was brewing between the Mexican 

                                                      
30 (S. Roy 1997), p.25 
31 (M. Roy, M.N. Roy's Memoirs 1960), p.75 
32 Ibid, p.76  
33 (S. Roy 1997), p. 25 
34 Id 
35 See for example, The Coming Struggle for Latin America, which remains as one of his seminal works (3rd OR 

4th Printing Ed.) (1938) which was published by Lippincott and Co. , and possesses the ASIN: B000ON35AA 
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President, General Carranza and his right hand as well as the chief architect of his military 

victory, General Obregon.  

(H) THE STORY OF PRESIDENT CARRANZA 

The background of Carranza’s story was that he was a part of the landed gentry, and gained a 

lot of followers to take on his contemporaries Villa and Zapata (also landed gentry) in the 

race for the President’s post. While struggling to wrest power and to position himself at the 

top, Carranza had a chance meeting with General Obregon. Carranza found in Obregon an 

honest and loyal man who could help him get to the top and Obregon soon realised that 

Carranza was his best chance at having any real taste of power in his life, and the two clicked. 

By October 1915, Carranza and Obregon went on a military offensive against Villa and 

Zapata and threw them into the wilderness, and put themselves in a comfortable position after 

their regime was recognised by the United States as ‘legitimate’. 

Despite the glorious overthrow of power, Carranza’s conservative policies pushed the 

government into a series of incidents involving corruption and maladministration which 

severely brought down his public approval ratings. Since he knew that his policies were 

weak, he was on the lookout on a possible way to plug the potential political fallout.  

Sensing the opportunity, General Alvarado also brought out a white paper declaring his 

presidential ambitions. However, it was a tough task for him to retain his Socialist policies 

and still try to ask for American support, which was essentially like “preaching socialism 

through the eyes of imperialism”36. Roy decided to undertake this laborious task and 

launched the El Heraldo de Mexico and wrote a few stellar articles on the Monroe Doctrine, 

which were more in his favour than Alvarado’s. Roy later wrote that, “that work gave me the 

occasion for a fairly comprehensive study of the history of the new world, practically since 

the American War of Independence. It was very useful knowledge to acquire, which greatly 

helped in the development of many political ideas and understanding of the contemporary 

world’37.  

(I) ROY AND HIS POLITICAL OPPORTUNISM 

When Roy started to write for this new newspaper, he wasn’t a member of the Socialist Party 

of Mexico but had succeeded in very subtly changing the entire party’s views to suit his own. 

This success spurred him on to join the party as a full-time member. He called Santibanez 

(whom he fondly referred to as ‘The Karl Marx of Mexico’) and told him that he wished to 

                                                                                                                                                                     
and is out of print 
36  See (Maitra 2012), p.20 
37 (M. Roy, M.N. Roy's Memoirs 1960), p. 124 
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join the party as a full-time member. Santibanez was extremely pleased and agreed 

immediately, knowing that The Indian Prince (as Roy was referred to in Mexican political 

circles) would help them expand their publication, De Lucha de los classes into a larger 

publication utilising his immense financial strength. The paper was eventually converted 

from an occasional four-page propaganda pamphlet to a proper, regular eight-page weekly 

newspaper38.  

During this period, the tide was fast turning against Carranza’s regime as he confronted by 

sources from both, from within and outside his administration. Desperate to wrest on to 

political power, he decided to seek some form of support. He noticed the articles of Roy and 

found both, a friend and a scapegoat in him. He could ask Roy to intensify the anti-American 

propaganda by rallying the Socialist Party members behind his regime and as a scapegoat he 

could be disowned as an unknown foreigner. He decided to invite Roy for a dinner. 

However, Roy was moulding the views of the Party in the favour of Carranza’s regime long 

before he came to notice him. Roy, since having found political asylum in the country, was 

looking for ways to be useful to Carranza. Roy knew exactly how to go about the meeting 

when he was escorted into the Chepultaken Castle by Dom Manuel, head of the Mexican 

State’s Legislative branch, to meet Carranza.  

Carranza thanked Roy for publishing articles which promoted Mexican nationalism against 

the imperialist forces such as the United States of America, which was exactly what he 

wished for. Roy was immensely happy and vowed to help Carranza and his ‘adopted 

homeland’ in any way possible39. Needless to say, the promise was purely based out of 

opportunism rather than any ideology. Although he knew that supporting Carranza meant 

supporting the regime of a corrupt bourgeois, he defended himself by saying that, 

“preparatory to capturing power, the proletariat must organise itself as a decisive factor in 

the political life of the particular country, and that it was a very opportune moment to do 

so”40.  

This statement put the Socialist Party members in a dilemma as they objected to this so-called 

theory of ‘political opportunism’ but were ill-prepared to chuck him out from the party as 

with him, they shall lose the sound financial footing that they had finally achieved. Post a 

heated debate, the majority of the party finally tilted in Roy’s favour and agreed that his 

theory was a progressive step towards a social revolution. Emboldened by the support he had 
                                                      
38 Ibid, p.124; 
39 Ibid, p. 139; also see p.158 where he expressed his sadness at Carranza’s assassination and said that he would 

have stayed with him till the end had he chosen to stay in Mexico. 
40 Ibid, p.120  
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garnered from within the party as well as the Carranza regime, he decided to organise the 

First Conference of the Socialist Party of Mexico, which proved to be a runaway success as 

the party ceased to operate as a miniscule grouping of like-minded intellectuals and 

transformed into a national level political party. The name of the Party was changed to El 

Partido Socialista Regional Mexico, and an executive committee was constituted and Roy, a 

non-Mexican, won the election for the post of the General Secretary, the highest post of the 

Party which gave a massive boost to his reputation and brought him closer to Carranza. Roy 

wrote, “I started meeting the President quite frequently, the formalities of interview had been 

dispensed with”41. Roy claims that he became a close friend and ‘advisor’ to the President of 

Mexico, which a claim that is impossible to argue for or against due to the lack of evidence 

from both sides42. 

(J) THE MYSTERIOUS RUSSIAN 

A few days later, word spread around that an unknown Russian had reached Mexico City. 

Most people suspected him to be a Bolshevik, as his mannerism resembled more of the 

bourgeoisie than the proletariat. The man reached Roy’s office and asked for him, but he 

wasn’t present there at that point of time. When asked for his name, he introduced himself as 

Mr. Brantwein. He requested the people present in the office to inform Roy of his office. Post 

a bit of speculation, it was clear to Roy that this man was none other than Michael Borodin, 

who usually went by the alias F. Gruzenberg. 

The way Borodin had ended up in Mexico is indeed, quite an interesting story. After the 1905 

Russian Revolution failed, he went to the United States for political asylum and stayed there 

till 1917, when the Tsar was overthrown. With the formation of the new state, Borodin came 

back to Russia and met his old friend Vladimir Lenin, who asked him to do a favour for him-

smuggling illegal jewels to America43. 

The USSR had sent a trade delegation to Washington in 1918. Although the delegation was 

granted recognition by the American government, they refused to permit any diplomatic 

courier services or any international money transfer services which put the delegation into 

severe financial difficulties. The entire delegation was left stranded in a city which was 

expensive and where the political atmosphere was hostile to them. Borodin’s job was to get to 

Newyork and sell the jewels, take his commission and send the rest of the proceeds to the 

members of the delegation. However, he lost the bag containing the jewels amongst the cargo 

                                                      
41 Ibid, p.151 
42 Ibid, p.191 
43 For the full story of Tsarist Jewels , See (M. Roy, M.N. Roy's Memoirs 1960),pp.196-203 
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on the plane and landed in America without any money or any place to go. The local police 

of Newyork identified him and he had to cross the border and reach Mexico alive overnight 

and without any money in order to avoid being deported and eventually prosecuted by Lenin. 

How Borodin eventually reached Mexico remains a mystery till date. 

Upon reaching Mexico, Borodin by chance stumbled upon a copy of the Gale’s magazine44 

where he saw the name of M. N. Roy being appointed as the General Secretary of the SPM. 

He immediately called the El Heraldo office and tried to get in touch with Roy, with the hope 

that he could meet him and seek help. 

Borodin was brutally honest about his financial difficulties to Roy, when he met him. Roy 

offered him a glass of hock, and they sat down to discuss his life and all he had been through. 

Roy empathised with Borodin and decided to help him45. He immediately moved Borodin out 

of his hotel and paid the bills, none of which Borodin could afford and shifted him to his 

mansion immediately. Despite Borodin’s protests, he also sent 500 USD to Mrs. Borodin and 

10,000 USD to Washington in order to help end the financial difficulties of the Russian trade 

delegation. Borodin had married in America and post the Russian revolution he had to leave 

his family and migrate to Russia. He was unaware about the whereabouts of his wife and two 

children since many years, who had been surviving in the meantime without adequate 

financial resources. Borodin felt much obliged and grew close to Roy. 

Roy had found quite a useful friend in Borodin as it was through his guidance that he 

abandoned his political ignorance .When Roy had left India in order to go overseas and 

acquire arms a few years back, his notion about the working of political revolutions and the 

functioning of international relations was very ill founded and naive. Borodin made him 

realise that the twin principles of Social Idealism and Cultural Nationalism on which the 

Indian revolutionaries were currently operating was incompatible. Nationalism, whatever its 

form may be, was a feeling that rested solely on emotions and not on logic, realised Roy. He 

realised this but found it difficult to forget his older political ideas. The more he read, the 

more his knowledge grew but it failed to make any lasting change on his views about life or 

his chauvinistic form of nationalistic. A few months prior to his meeting with Borodin, he’d 

written that, “History teaches us that the Indian people under the Hindu Monarchs were 

                                                      
44 Gale was one of the many Americans who had migrated to Mexico in order to avoid being conscripted, and 

Roy in his memoirs (pp.184-186) gave a very negative account of Gale as a person and his activities. However, 

not many people are aware of the fact that Roy had actually written an article in the August 1919 edition of 

Gale’s magazine which was called ‘Hunger and Revolution in India’ See (Overstreet and Windmiller 1960), 

p.154. This indicates the fact that before they had political fallout they were not on bad terms. It is indeed, most 

surprising that nowhere in memoirs has Roy mentioned this article. 
45 (M. Roy, M.N. Roy's Memoirs 1960), pp. 198-199. 
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universally literate and educated. Daily reading of selections of the Holy Scripture was a 

welcome obligation for the Hindus. So illiteracy was an almost unwelcome phenomenon 

among the Indian people during this period. Institution was always free in India46. However, 

his political views undertook a dramatic reversal post meeting Borodin. Borodin taught Roy 

about the intricacies of European Culture and about Hegelian philosophy so as to prepare him 

for restudying Marx. With a heavy heart, Roy confessed that ‘my faith in the special genius of 

India faded’47. 

The news of Borodin shifting from the hotel to Roy’s residence immediately reached the 

party members, who decided to “convene an extraordinary conference of the party to define 

its attitude towards the socialist revolution and make a declaration about its international 

affiliation”48.  

(K) THE EXTRAORDINARY CONFERENCE: ROY’S POLITICAL MASTERSTROKE 

Roy realised that this was an amazing opportunity for him. He decided to convene a meeting 

of the Party Executive in order to introduce them to Borodin, and simultaneously suggested 

that the name of the party be changed yet again to the Communist Party of Mexico. The idea 

was readily approved and the party decided to convene a conference of all the individuals 

who were sympathetic to the revolution of the Socialists.  

The conference took place from the 25th August-4th September, 1919 and Roy and his wife 

presided over most of the sessions49. However, there arose an in-fight between the right and 

left over the presence of Luis Morones at the conference. The left, led by Linn Gale accused 

Morones of being Samuel Gomper’s agent50. Roy decided to support Morones and Gale lost 

out. As soon as the event was over, Gale and his supporters held a back-end session where he 

declared his faction as the “Real” Communist Party of Mexico51.  

Despite the fiasco created by Gale, Roy managed to continue the event with Borodin’s 

support. The party successfully changed its name, so that it could pledge its allegiance to the 

Communist International, which it eventually did52. A third faction of the Communist Party 

                                                      
46 (M. Roy, La India: Su Pasado, Su Presente Y Su Porvenir 1918) 
47 (M. Roy, M.N. Roy's Memoirs 1960), p.195 
48 Ibid, p.204 
49 It is said that Roy has quite conspicuously ignored his wife, Evelyn throughout his political life. Evelyn 

played a crucial role in personal and political life till they separated in 1925. 
50 (Overstreet and Windmiller 1960), op. cit. p.24 
51 Ibid, pp. 24-25 
52 However, Overstreet and Marshall Windmiller (on the basis of the account shared by Carleton Beals) share 

that Roy was unsuccessful in getting the name of the Party changed and had to secede from the main party in 

order to form a 2nd Communist Party, with Gale’s being the first [which technically proves Gale’s political 

claim]. However, Beals’ account remains highly controversial due to allegations of bias. Maitra (in his text) 
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also emerged, which was neither in support of Gale nor in support of Roy.  

With the implicit purpose (as stated in footnote 51) fulfilled, Roy and Borodin piled on 

pressure on Carranza to get them in touch with the USSR post which Borodin sent all the 

writings and work of Roy to Lenin, who personally invited Roy to the 2nd Conference of the 

Communist International. The news was suppressed till a delegation consisting of Roy, 

Evelyn, Roy’s friend Charles Philips and the editor of El Pueblo was finalised to attend the 

event, post which Roy departed for Moscow despite immense requests from President 

Carranza not to do so (he told him ‘don’t gamble with fate’), adventure and a new chapter of 

his political life beckoned him. He never returned to Mexico again. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

Despite just a 2.5 year stay in Mexico, Roy made it from the bottom to the top of the political 

ladder and carved a niche for himself in Mexican politics for which he remains remembered 

and cherished even today. His achievement is by no means a mean one, for he was a 

complete stranger who did not possess any world-class academic qualification or any over the 

top political clout. His story and his life remains a source of wonder and debate for lovers of 

Communist politics and Marxist Theory till date. 

***** 

  

                                                                                                                                                                     
alleges Beals’ of being jealous of both Roy and Borodin. In order to substantiate his point he quotes Beals [from 

his book Glass Houses (1938, Philadelphia, p.50) (Quoted: Overstreet and Windmiller, op. cit., pp. 25-26)]  

talking about the friendship of Roy and Borodin: “Borodin, I later discovered, had told Roy that if he would 

found a Communist Party in Mexico, then get himself named delegate to the 2nd Communist International 

Congress in Moscow, he, Borodin would assist him to promote Hindu independence, a bigger opportunity for 

Roy than remaining marooned in Mexico, far from the theatre of activities”. 
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