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Article by Leon Trotsky, published in the Internal Bulletin, Organizing Committee for the Socialist Party
Convention (New York), no. 1, in October 1937. Taken from Marxists Internet Archive [1]
This article outlines Trotsky's views on the anti imperialist united front front, in relation to the invasion of
China by Japan in 1937
Dear Comrade Diego Rivera:
During the past few days I have been reading some of the lucubrations of the Oehlerites and the Eiffelites
(yes, there is a tendency of that sort!) on the civil war in Spain and on the SinoJapanese War. Lenin called
the ideas of these people ?infantile disorders.? A sick child arouses sympathy. But twenty years have
passed since then. The children have become bearded and even bald. But they have not ceased their
childish babblings. On the contrary, they have increased all their faults and all their foolishness tenfold and
have added ignominies to them. They follow us step by step. They borrow some of the elements of our
analysis. They distort these elements without limit and counterpose them to the rest. They correct us.
When we draw a human figure, they add a deformity. When it is a woman, they decorate her with a heavy
moustache. When we draw a rooster, they put an egg under it. And they call all this burlesque Marxism
and Leninism.
I want to stop to discuss in this letter only the Sino-dapanese War. In my declaration to the bourgeois
press, I said that the duty of all the workers' organizations of China was to participate actively and in the
front lines of the present war against Japan, without abandoning, for a single moment, their own program
and independent activity. But that is ?social patriotism!? the Eiffelites cry. It is capitulation to Chiang Kaishek! It is the abandonment of the principle of the class struggle! Bolshevism preached revolutionary
defeatism in the imperialist war. Now, the war in Spain and the Sino-Japanese War are both imperialist
wars. ?Our position on the war in China is the same. The only salvation of the workers and peasants of
China is to struggle independently against the two armies, against the Chinese army in the same manner
as against the Japanese army.? These four lines, taken from an Eiffelite document of September 10, 1937,
suffice entirely for us to say: we are concerned here with either real traitors or complete imbeciles. But
imbecility, raised to this degree, is equal to treason.
We do not and never have put all wars on the same plane. Marx and Engels supported the revolutionary
struggle of the Irish against Great Britain, of the Poles against the tsar, even though in these two nationalist
wars the leaders were, for the most part, members of the bourgeoisie and even at times of the feudal
aristocracy . . . at all events, Catholic reactionaries. When Abdel-Krim rose up against France, the
democrats and Social Democrats spoke with hate of the struggle of a ?savage tyrant? against the
?democracy.? The party of Leon Blum supported this point of view. But we, Marxists and Bolsheviks,
considered the struggle of the Riffians against imperialist domination as a progressive war.l77 Lenin wrote

hundreds of pages demonstrating the primary necessity of distinguishing between imperialist nations and
the colonial and semicolonial nations which comprise the great majority of humanity. To speak of
?revolutionary defeatism? in general, without distinguishing between exploiter and exploited countries, is to
make a miserable caricature of Bolshevism and to put that caricature at the service of the imperialists.
In the Far East we have a classic example. China is a semicolonial country which Japan is transforming,
under our very eyes, into a colonial country. Japan's struggle is imperialist and reactionary. China's
struggle is emancipatory and progressive.
But Chiang Kai-shek? We need have no illusions about Chiang Kai-shek, his party, or the whole ruling
class of China, just as Marx and Engels had no illusions about the ruling classes of Ireland and Poland.
Chiang Kai-shek is the executioner of the Chinese workers and peasants. But today he is forced, despite
himself, to struggle against Japan for the remainder of the independence of China. Tomorrow he may
again betray. It is possible. It is probable. It is even inevitable. But today he is struggling. Only cowards,
scoundrels, or complete imbeciles can refuse to participate in that struggle.
Let us use the example of a strike to clarify the question. We do not support all strikes. If, for example, a
strike is called for the exclusion of Negro, Chinese, or Japanese workers from a factory, we are opposed to
that strike. But if a strike aims at bettering? insofar as it can?the conditions of the workers, we are the first
to participate in it, whatever the leadership. In the vast majority of strikes, the leaders are reformists,
traitors by profession, agents of capital. They oppose every strike. But from time to time the pressure of the
masses or of the objective situation forces them into the path of struggle.
Let us imagine, for an instant, a worker saying to himself: ?I do not want to participate in the strike because
the leaders are agents of capital.? This doctrine of this ultraleft imbecile would serve to brand him by his
real name: a strikebreaker. The case of the Sino-Japanese War, is from this point of view, entirely
analogous. If Japan is an imperialist country and if China is the victim of imperialism, we favor China.
Japanese patriotism is the hideous mask of worldwide robbery. Chinese patriotism is legitimate and
progressive. To place the two on the same plane and to speak of ?social patriotism? can be done only by
those who have read nothing of Lenin, who have understood nothing of the attitude of the Bolsheviks
during the imperialist war, and who can but compromise and prostitute the teachings of Marxism. The
Eiffelites have heard that the social patriots accuse the internationalists of being the agents of the enemy
and they tell us: ?You are doing the same thing.? In a war between two imperialist countries, it is a
question neither of democracy nor of national independence, but of the oppression of backward
nonimperialist peoples. In such a war the two countries find themselves on the same historical plane. The
revolutionaries in both armies are defeatists. But Japan and China are not on the same historical plane.
The victory of Japan will signify the enslavement of China, the end of her economic and social
development, and the terrible strengthening of Japanese imperialism. The victory of China will signify, on
the contrary, the social revolution in Japan and the free development, that is to say unhindered by external
oppression, of the class struggle in China.
But can Chiang Kai-shek assure the victory? I do not believe so. It is he, however, who began the war and
who today directs it. To be able to replace him it is necessary to gain decisive influence among the
proletariat and in the army, and to do this it is necessary not to remain suspended in the air but to place
oneself in the midst of the struggle. We must win influence and prestige in the military struggle against the
foreign invasion and in the political struggle against the weaknesses, the deficiencies, and the internal
betrayal. At a certain point, which we cannot fix in advance, this political opposition can and must be
transformed into armed conflict, since the civil war, like war generally, is nothing more than the
continuation of the political struggle. It is necessary, however, to know when and how to transform political

opposition into armed insurrection.
During the Chinese revolution of 1925-27 we attacked the policies of the Comintern. Why? It is necessary
to understand well the reasons. The Eiffelites claim that we have changed our attitude on the Chinese
question. That is because the poor fellows have understood nothing of our attitude in 1925-27. We never
denied that it was the duty of the Communist Party to participate in the war of the bourgeoisie and petty
bourgeoisie of the South against the generals of the North, agents of foreign imperialism. We never denied
the necessity of a military bloc between the CP and the Kuomintang. On the contrary, we were the first to
propose it. We demanded, however, that the CP maintain its entire political and organizational
independence, that is, that during the civil war against the internal agents of imperialism, as in the national
war against foreign imperialism, the working class, while remaining in the front lines of the military struggle,
prepare the political overthrow of the bourgeoisie. We hold the same policies in the present war. We have
not changed our attitude one iota. The Oehlerites and the Eiffelites, on the other hand, have not
understood a single bit of our policies, neither those of 1925-27, nor those of today.
In my declaration to the bourgeois press at the beginning of the recent conflict between Tokyo and
Nanking, I stressed above all the necessity of the active participation of revolutionary workers in the war
against the imperialist oppressors. Why did I do it? Because first of all it is correct from the Marxist point of
view; because, secondly, it was necessary from the point of view of the welfare of our friends in China.
Tomorrow the GPU, which is in alliance with the Kuomintang (as with Negrin in Spain), will represent our
Chinese friends as being ?defeatists? and agents of Japan. The best of them, with Chten Tu-hsiu at the
head, can be nationally and internationally compromised and killed. It was necessary to stress,
energetically, that the Fourth International was on the side of China as against Japan. And I added at the
same time: without abandoning either their program or their independence.
The Eiffelite imbeciles try to jest about this ?reservation.? ?The Trotskyists,? they say, ?want to serve
Chiang Kai-shek in action and the proletariat in words.? To participate actively and consciously in the war
does not mean ?to serve Chiang Kai-shek? but to serve the independence of a colonial country in spite of
Chiang Kai-shek. And the words directed against the Kuomintang are the means of educating the masses
for the overthrow of Chiang Kai-shek. In participating in the military struggle under the orders of Chiang Kaishek, since unfortunately it is he who has the command in the war for independence?to prepare politically
the overthrow of Chiang Kai-shek . . . that is the only revolutionary policy. The Eiffelites counterpose the
policy of ?class stroggle? to this ?nationalist and social patriotic? policy. Lenin fought this abstract and
sterile opposition all his life. To him, the interests of the world proletariat dictated the duty of aiding
oppressed peoples in their national and patriotic struggle against imperialism. Those who have not yet
understood that, almost a quarter of a century after the World War and twenty years after the October
revolution, must be pitilessly rejected as the worst enemies on the inside by the revolutionary vanguard.
This is exactly the case with Eiffel and his kind!
L. Trotsky
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