Marxists and the 1904-5 Russo-Japanese war

Old empire against new

By Hal Draper

THE MASS, united, Marxist-educated beginning stages of imperialist (and,

socialist movement of the decades indeed, of capitalist) development,
before 194 created a political culture Japan. Assessing the war in that way
largely lost in the later 20th century many Marxists felt that consequently
through the depredations of Stalinism they should support Japan. Discussion
and reformism. ¥t it did not have on the policy of “revolutionary

every question clear and finalised, far  defeatism” in Vérld War 1 was then

from it. A persistent bias, as Hal Draper made more difficult by reference back
remarks in this analysis, was to believe to the unclear debates of 1904-5.

that to assess one pole in a conflict as Draper’s analysis here forms the third
more “progressive” as another mandat part of a feature abridged from his book
ed political support for the “progres War and Revolutiontenin and the

sive” pole. Marx and Engels had not Myth of Revolutionary Defeatism (edit
been of that opinion. The war between ed by Ernest Habexk: Humanities
Russia and Japan in 1904-5 was one Press, 1996). The first and second parts
between a large, long-established of the feature appeared in WL 2/1 and
empire, Russia, and a state in the 2/2.

ary defeatism” is the claim that Lenin's line and dogan had its great his

torical precedent in the Russo-Japanese war of 1904-5, and that his
defeatism of 1914-196 was a continuation of the line developed for the earlier
war. Indeed, one can read that in 1904- 1905 even the Mensheviks and many bour-
geois liberals were permeated with defeatism. In 1916 Zinoviev wrote along these
lines: “Germary today does not possess the tradition of 1905; it could ot have
any clear ‘defeatie’ tradition” — whereas we Bolsheviks, happily in possesson of
the 1905 tradition, were ready to came to the defeatist position easily in 19141

The tale just summarised is completely false. Every satement made in it is fic-
tioral. The position of Lenin and the Bolshevik group on the Ruso-Japanese War
was fundamentally different from the lineof “revolutionary defeatian” adopted by
them in the first years of World War One.

If there was any truthin thetale about the Russn- Japanese War, then one might
have expected that Lenin — hotly arguing for his defeat slogan in 1914-196 —
would have referred (if only in passing) to the phenomenon of defeatism in the
previous war. But there is ot a snglereference in Lenin's voluminous writi ngs of
those years to any alleged defeatism in 1904-1905! This fact, by itsdf, is enough
to give one pause.

Zinoviey however, was a horse of a different colour. He did not remain silert
about socidist war policy in the Russo-Japanese War He déliberately concealed
and fasified the truth about that dice of history. And it was Zinoviev's account
particularly that served to miseducate the later movement.

The post-war work by Zinoviev which wasthe main irnstrument of this histori-
cal education was his book History of the Russian Comnrunist Party (1923-24).
The sections of thisbook dealing with defeatism were in good part based on one
of the articles published in 1916, titled ** Defeatism’ Then and Now” 3 dealing with
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the defeatism of the Russo-Japanese War.

Zinoviev stated (accurately) that defestist sentiment was common in Russia not
only among socidists but also among bourgeois liberds (As a matter of fact, a
certain defeatism had a so appeared earlier in Rusdain the Qimean War.) The first
pecuiarity of Zinoviev's version of history is this: in not one line of his extensive
discusdon did he permit himsef to use any of the plentiful evidence that proved
the prevalence of defestiam.

None of the examples of defeatism which Zinoviev sel ected were an example of
the red defegtiam that exiged

To be sure, his selected examples show the widepread scope of antiwar feding
inthe country.

Likewise, he showed that the war with Japan was unpopular, and even that
many perhaps most people, were agairst it.

But it should be clear that a poirt of view that says “Agairst victory” doesnot
yet add up to a“desire for defeat”, though it can go over toit. Zinoviev and Lenin
were more aware of thisthan mog, since during the war they polemici sed against
the viewpoint which they caled “Neither victory nor defeat”, labelling it “centrist”
In 1904-1905, a viewpaint that rejected both the dedre for victory and defeat was
even more of a definite tendency.

Finished with examples of bourgeois defeatiam, Zinoviev claimed that “The
M ensheviks, albeit not without some hestation, had d < adopted the defeatist
postion” His example was Plekhanov. At the 1904 Amderdam corgress o the
International, held while the war was going on, Plekhanov for the Russan dele-
gation and Sen Katayama for the Japanese, having given opening speeches
embraced on gageamidg hugeapplause. They said nothing about wishing defest.
But Zinoviev says that Plekhanov s speech was “defeatist”. In pant of fact, he
guotes Plekhanov as denouncing the prospect of Russan victory. It was this that
Zinoviev automatically (without argumentation) equated with “defeatism”, quite
without justification. (The Menshevik party was not for defeatian — explicitly.
Zinoviev wasnot at al interested in such facts)

Anti-war moods in Russia
E DO not havefrom Zinoviev a dngle unambiguous example of aryone
tho came out as desiring defeat. If ore judged only Zinoviev's bizarre
cases ore might be led to the concluson that this aleged defeatism,
which was said to have exiged in 1904-1905, was only another myth created by
thisfertile fabulist.

And that would be quite wrong. This defeatian did exist. The red defeatists of
1904-1905, those wio really did come out with a “desire for defeat”, moved
toward its obvious consequence: awish for the victory of Japan.

Naturally this did not apply to antiwar € ements who advocated neither victory
nor defeat, who were either ambivaent about defeat or who conscioudy held the
view that the bes outcome would be a std emate, a stand-off of mutua exhaus-
tion. But for those people who were indeed for defeat (including bourgeois liberal
elements), the obvious corollary was to favour Japan's victory as “progressve’.
Thiswas awidespread feding not only in Russa but throughout the world; par-
ticularly in England and America, Japan wasthenlooked on asa civilisng agent
as compared with Russian barbarism. (The “Yellow Peril” had not yet overwhel med
the mind of the United States.)

Thestrength of theRusdan liberals feding on the war was ot hard to explain.
The rising bourgeoise wanted pditical reforms and concessions; the czarist gov-
ernment froze them out of al participationin the gate power. They knew that vic-
tory in war would only consolidate the autocracy's attitude, strengthen its obgi-
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nacy The bourgeoisewanted a division of power with czariam, and knew this aim
would be furthered insofar as the autocratic state was weskened.

Many aso fdt that the aimsof this war were dynastic and did not invdve the
“natiord interest”, that is, their own class interegs. Many corsidered the war to
bemerely a czarist adventure. Besides there were divergences on whether Russd s
imperidist drive should turn itsface to the Far East or to the West.

Pro-Japan defeatism

OTIVATIONS ASIDE, there was no doubt about the fact: the existence of
IVI a real “dedre for defeat” was asociated with a wish for the victory of

Japan. Even Zinoviev had to cite some cases in polemicisng againg
Martov:

“During the war, when the Japanese wer e battling with thetroops of the Russian
czarcertain circles of liberal society (the studertsin particular) went <o far, it was
rumoured, as to send a telegram to the mikado of Japan”4

ZinovieVy then, was claiming in his post-war history that the Bolshevik postion
came out for the defeat of the czarig government but nat for the victory of Japan.
If thiswere true, we woul d finally have here an antiwar defeatism. B u we will see
this claim was a f a sshood.

Souvarinereported that defeatismwas wi desporead amidgt the liberal bourgeoise,
the oppressed mationalities, and the workers and pessants. “As againg imperial
Russia, which was undergoing defeat after defeat, the young Japanese imperialism
took on almost the aspect of a champion of civilisation”

Thiswasthe redl face of the defeatism of 1904-1905.

It can come as a qrprise only to those who have been rurtured on the Lenin
myth of the Fira World War. What e in fact could have been expected?

This was why, in 1916 and 1925, Zinoviev cag around vainly for examples of
defeatism which did not reveal its pro-Japan nature in 1904-1905. Not only pro-
Japan in the sense of desring the victory of the Japanese government but asoin
the sene of idediding Japan as a “progressve’ forcet

Among thos who most enthusasticaly carried their antiwar opposition to
czarism to the poirt of pro-Japaniam and a desire for Japan's victory were: not
only the main leaders of the Second Intermational, but also — Lenin.

Lenin’s pro-Japan position
HE PICT URE painted by Zirnoviev's “history” was afary tae from beginning
T to end. The truth about Lenin’s position in the Russo-Japanese War has been
amost completely suppressed, not only in the post-1914 literature of the
Communig movemert bu al<o in the leninologica output of the academic egab-
lishment and its Authorities.

In fact, Lenin wasfor the victory of Japanin that war, regarding it asthe stan
dard bearer of progressversus czarig reaction. This view was expounded at length
in his writings of 1904-1905.

At firg, during 1904 Lenin seldom mentioned that there was a war on.

Through 1904 there are few references to the war in his collected works. Soon
after the outbreak of the war, in February, Lenin wrote and the Bolsheviks circu-
lated a strong artiwar leaflet.

“[This war] is a struggle against a 50-million-strong people who are splenddly
armed, plendidy prepared for war, and who arefighting for thecondtiorns which
they bdieve to be urgently necessary for free nationa development. This is going
to be a gruggle by a despatic and backward goverrmert againg a people that is
politically free and is rapidly progressnng in cuture”
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At theend, it said: “Inthe event of defeat, thewar will lead above all to the col-
lapse of the entire governmentd system based on popular ignorance and depriva-
tion, on oppression and violence”

But nata bene that one of the concluding dogans was: “Long live Japanese
Social-Democracy pratesting againg the warl” 20 The pditical line had not yet
been thought through.

For the rest of 1904 therewerethreeor four short mentions of thewar by Lenin,
rnone substantive. Defeat was on the order of the day, but defeatism had not yet
been adopted programmeaticaly by the Bolsheviks.

As 1905 began, thebig military debacle wasin plain sight; thefall of Port Arthur
was a mater of days On Jaruary 4 an article by Lenin went a certain d starnce:

“The developmert of thepolitical crisis in Russia will now depend chiefly onthe
course of the war with Japan... Autocratic Russia has aready been defeated by
constitutional Japan, and dragging on the war will only increase and aggravate
the defeat... Military disager is inevitabl e, and together with it discontent, unred,
and indigretion will inevitably increase tenfdd.” 25

There was as yet no more explicit statement about a wish for defeat or for the
enemy'’s victory. This came from Lenin ten days later, with the news of the mili-
tary disager at Port Arthur. Now (Januery 14) for the first timeLenin wrote afull-
scal e discusson of the war and the defest, and of his postion on the war: a pro-
grammatic article titled “The Fall of Port Arthur”.

This, as well as subsequent articles, was full of characterisatiors of Japan asthe
progressve side in the war, developing the previous gatement that “Autocratic
Russia” has been defeated by “corstitutiona Japan”. The politica courterpostion
was made explicit: “Advancing, progressive Ada has dealt backward and reac-
tionary Europe an irreparable blow... The recovery of Port Arthur by Japanis a
blow struck at the whole of reactionary Europe.” 26

Ignorance, illiteracy, and cultura backwardness of the peasant mass forming the
army led to military debacle “when they came up against a progressive nation in
modern warfare’, showing the close comnection between the country’s military
organisation and “itsentire economic and cultura system”.

“Here again, as so often in history, the war between an advanced ard a back-
ward country has played a great revolutionary role. And the class- conscious pro-
letariat, an implacable enemy of war — this inevitable and inseverable concomi-
tart of al class rule in general — cannot shut its eyes to the revolutionary task
whi ch the Japanese bourgeoise, by its crushing defeat of the Russian autocracy, is
carrying out.”

The proletariat ishostile to every bourgeoide, Lenin indsted, “but this hogility
does not relieve it of the duty of dstinguishing between the historically progres-
sive and the reactionary representatives of the bourgeoisie’. Onthe next page, the
struggle between these two bourgeoisies started sourding like a struggle between
a prog essive capitalism (Japan’'s) and a “smifeudal” or even “feudal” sysem:

“While struggle againg free competition, we cannot, however, forget its pro-
gressive character in comparison with the smifeuda system. While struggling
againg every war and every bourgeoisie, we must draw aclear linein our agita-
tiona work between the progressive bourgeoisie and the feudal autocracy...”

Yet inthe very next paragraph the war “has turned into a war between the old
ard the new bourgeois worlds'. 27

Theoretically gpeaking, what we find in Lenin's podtion on the Russo- Japanese
War is the line of thought which, in August 1914, became the main theoretical
rationale of the pro-war mgority of the international movement. Lenin put this
theoretical line forward perhaps mog clearly in an article written three months
later:

“.. in awar between exploiting nations one must distinguish between the roles
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of the progressve and o the reactionary bourgeoise of each nation Russian
Social-Democracy has had to gpply these general principles of Marxisn concrete-
ly to the war with Japan.” 28 [Then Lenin immediately referred the reader to the
article “ The Fall of Port Arthur”]

This was the political methodology underlying Lenin's concept of defeatismin
thefirst big interimperiaist corflict of the twentiethcentury. Inlinewith thisview,
his articles were full of admiring or enthusiagic ref erencesto Japan’s armed might.
Thusin*The Fall of Port Arthur”:

“And behdd, little Japan, hitherto despised by dl, capturesthis stronghdd [Port
Arthur] in eight months, when it took Endand and France together a whole year
to capture Sevagopol [in the Gimean War].” 29

In “The Fall of Port Arthur’ Lenin even seemed to defend Japan's imperialig
expanson and its teritorial gains — as progressve. In the Sino-Japanese War,
Japan had defeated China, but when the tresty of Shimonaseki camealong in April
189%, Russia, supported by France and Germary, ganged up on Japanto force her
to give up anrexatiorsin China, though shedid get the whad e Liaotung Peninsula.
Hereis how Lenin referred to the fact that Japan's burgeoning imperialism had
been dore ou of its rightful goils — it comes right after the above-quoted
gpprovd of “progesive Add’ againg “reactionary Europe’:

“Ten years ago this reactionary Europe, with Russa in the lead, was perturbed
by the defeat of China at the hands of young Japan, and it united to rob Japan of
the best fruits of her victory. Europe was protecting the established rel ations and
privileges of the old warld... The recovery of Port Arthur by Japanisablow sruck
a the whole o reactionary Europe.”30

If this was not clear enough, Lenin dotted the i's and crossed thet's in a passage
defending the views on the Russo- Japanese War expressed by two leaders of the
Second International: Jules Guede of France and H M Hyndman of England.

An impartant French socialis monthly Le Mouvement Sbdaliste had, in its
March 1904 issue, carried a ymposium on the war by a gallery of Secord
I nternational | eaders of various countries The general line expressed was for up-
port of Japan inthe war in order to defeat Russia. Prominent among the advocate
of this position were Jules Guesde, the leader of what was caled the “orthodox
Marxist” wing of the French Socidist Party, and H M Hyndman, leader of the
Social-Democratic Federation in Britain.

The Russian S-R organ Revolutionnaya Rossiya far May 18, 1904, attacked these
two. The Scocialig-Revolutionary Party was grenuously opposed to Rusdd s war,
but it criticised Guesde and Hyndman for supporting Japan. It rejected Guesde s
injunction to be “against Russia and for &pan”. It charged, quite accurately, thet
“Hyndman's arswer [in the symposium] is nothing but a dithyrambic eulogy of
Japanm’And it said: “We think the quegion... isposdin aradically fa s way. We
are of the opinionthat all socialigs mug and can be only for the working-class
and peopl €s Japan against the imperialig Japan.”31

Lenin attacked the S-R criticism as “muddled”’, and came to the defence of
Guesde's and Hyndmani's pro-Japan podtion These two pdadins were “the mos
determined and intransigent represertatives of the international revolutionary
social-democratye wrote. He refuted the S R attack inthis way:

“This rebuke is as abaurd as blaming a socialig¢ for admitting the progressive
nature of the free-trade bourgeaisie as compared with the protectionist bour-
geoisie. [Did socidigs, then, suppoart wars by free-traders versus protectionigs?
Thereisno actua thought here] Guesde and Hyrndman [continued Lenin] did not
defend the Japanese bourgeoise or Japanese imperidism; they correctly noted in
this conflict between two bourgeois countries the historicaly progressive role of
one of them.*
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The mind of the Second International

TWAS not only a quegionof Guesde and Hyndman. The Leninwho wrote “The
Fall of Port Arthur” was nat alone; he was inthe deep current. The cortribu-
tions by Kautsky and Franz Mehring were more circumspect. Kautsky said:

“Neverinmy opinion, has the problem beenposed in terms 9 simple, and rnever
has there been greater unanimity ininternatiornal sociaism, than on this question.
The druggleagainst czarian — that isthe certral poirt of the foreign policy of the
socialig parties of adl countries...”

But Kautsky did rot take up an atitude on Japan's side of the war.**

Mehring s article was one of the vagued. He made the cloudy diginction that
the revolutionary party coud never have an interest for war, but it could have an
irnterest in certain wars. The neares hegot to the moot point wasin this statement:
the working class was not indifferent to whether Russa or Japan would win; if
Japan won, czarist despatism got a mortal blow; if Russia triumphed, czarism
woud be consolidated; etc.

Vandervelde, chairman of the Internationa and leader of the Belgian party,
wrote:

“Onecan state thet, on this question, the socialig democracy is urenimaous. Itis
with the Russian socidists and with the Japanexe socialigs when they derounce
the capitalig¢ influences which have unleashed the war; it has no more sympathy
for theimperialism of the mikado than for the imperialiam of theczar; but, inview
of the inevitable repercussiors of the conflict on the international and external
politics of Europe, it canrot fail to take sides and wish for the defeat of the more
dangerous of the two adversaries, whaose victory would congitute the mog fearful
menace for the militant proletariat. And s from this point of view, hedtation is
not possible: czarism, that is the enemy!”

Note that more than the others, more than Lenin too, Vandervelde distanced
himsef from the imperidism of Japan as well asthe imperialism of the czar, but
did 9 only tointroducethe plaines formulation of a“lesser evil” policy: we “wish
for the def eat of the more dangerous’, i.e, we support the less dangerous imperi-
aliam against the more dangerous imperialism.

Thelnternational Socialist Bureau, administrative head of the Internatioral, lim-
ited itself to urgng all socialist parties “to grugglewith dl ther strength and com-
bired effortsto prevert any extenson of the war, < that their courtries far from
participating in it, will seek to re-etablish an maintain peace”. 39

How much was glossed over, and one reason for much of the vagueness will
see when we get to the position taken by thesocidist party that forthrightly came
out againg Japan inthe war. This was the young Socialist Party of Japan it<elf,
led by Sen Katayama. But first let us hear from a Rusdan.

Plekhanov’s contribution was cautious. There were passing referencesto Japan:

“..whereas in Japan the government and the nation are one, the socialist move-
ment being only a its beginning, with us an abyss already exists between the
rulers and all the best eements among the ruled...” 40

Who told the “Father of Russan Marxism” that in Japan “the government and
the nation are one’? When he wrote this, he had dready read a firg article by
Keatayama on the antiwar position of the Japanese socialists not to spesk of
Katayama's expoaures of the anti-working-class policies of the mikado's regime
generally

The postion taken by Sen Katayama was apparently partly based on pacifism
and partly on agenerd feeling of class hostility to the mikado’s regime — nat on
a reasoned-out anaysis of the war question. The Japanese people (he saidinthis
article) were indignant at the arrogant and unfriendly attitude of Rusda, especial-
ly because Russia ard its allies deprived Japan “of the fruits of our victoriesin the
Sino-Japanes War' Theattitude of the people was hostileto Rusda. “ Japan's pol -
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icy with regard to Korea and China has alwaysaimed at opening these countries
to civilisation and developing them along the lines of modern culture. Russia has
aways blocked these beneficent efforts of Japan.”

Katayama st forth the antiwar views of the Japanese ocidists. They were
“opposed to war against Russd. The war would only be a war in the interest of
capitdists for whose profit thousands woud die. “If Japan is beaten, we would
have to pay a heavy war indemnity to Rusia— we, that is... theprdetarian class.
If we are victorious, the result does nat seem bright for the workers.” The workers
got no benefits from the victory over China; they just had to pay new taxesto
maintain the armed forces and militarism intensified. “| mysalf do not believe that
the occupation of Manchuria by Russa is a question of life or death for Japan.
Very far from it the Japanese workers have no vital irterest in it.”

He went on to describe the oppressive cheracter of the Japanese regime: con-
<criptiory militarism; police state; no laws to protect the working class meetings
brolen up by the policy; the workers had no right to vote. He was sure that the
great majority of the Japanese people were opposed to war with Rusda, and the
working class certainy was opposed. (Where had Lenin gatten his notion about
“free Japan”?)

In a subsequent article after the outbresk of the war, Katayama expressed more
or less the same position:

“The position takenby the Japanese ocidlistsin the presert conflict with Russia
has been very clear ard very frank from thevery begiming. They wereand remain
hogdile to war, not only to the war with Russa but to al war in general... the
protes of the Japanese socialids againg the war has been courageous and ener-
getic.” 42

T he Japanese party organised many antiwar meetings very succesful onestoo.
The government harassed them, and sugpended socialist publications.

At the Amderdam conges of the International, Plekhanov and Katayama
demonstratively shook hands and this symbd of the glossing over of dif ferences
was the message of thecongress. To thisday it isvery difficut to find, inany book
of any field, the truthabout the position of the Second International on the Russo-
Japanese War.

Position of the Mensheviks

AS THE Japanese Socialig Party alore in the Second Internationd in
W opposing the war by Japan? We have aready mertiored the postion

taken by the SR organ Revd utionnaya Rossya, which was the central
organ of the Socialist-Revolutionary Party In addition, the Menshevik party a <
rejected the pro-Japan defestid line.

We have seen that when Lenin criticised the S Rs as “mudd eheaded’ on pro-
Japanism, he also attacked the Mensheviks for the same sin. The reason was that
the Menshevik organ had polemicised againd Lenin’s article on “The Rall of Port
Arthur”, the article in which Lenin’s pro-Japan defeatism had blossomed. The
Mershevik critics inveighed againg “ speculating on the victory of the Japanese
bourgeoisi€’, and Lenin ridiculed thisasa “sentimenta phrase’.

What was the Mensheviks position on the war ? It was clear from a party state-
ment, undated, headed “Who Mug Wirn?” ard signed by the editors of Iskra

“If Rusdaisvictoriousin the presert war, theczar and his accompliceswill have
won avictory over al of Russia, over the working class and likewi e over thebour-
geoisie. If Japan inflicts defeat on Russia, the bourgeoise will have won over the
imperia government, after which it will unite with it and bath will turn their com-
bined forces againg the working class. Complete victory of Russia or defeat of
Russia will have only disadvartages for the working class, athough intruth no
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defeat can do more evil in Russia than is daily doneto it by the existence of the
autocracyBut the working class does not have to choase between the victory of
democracy and thedefeat of Russa Although defeat isthelesser evil, it would, we
have seen, bring enough cd amities What does the working class need, what result
would beof advantageto it? Firg of all,it needstheend of thewar. It needs peace
at any price” 43

It isclear that thiswas a pronouncement “againg both victory and defeat”. The
Mensheviks were trying to work out anantiwar position that would eschew the
error of supporting Japan’s victory. They were trying to get away from the alter-
natives of victory-or-defeat. Luxemburg and Trotsky did this in the Firg World
War, as part of arevolutionary Marxist war analysis. But the Mensheviks were not
capable of doing this.

In attempting to avad the dilemma of victory-or-defeat, they fell irnto the do-
gan of “peaceat any price’. And thiswasthepoint where Lenin directed his attack,
with a maximum of effectiveness. He showed, very powerfully from a Marxist
standpoint, that asocialist could not possibly takethe gand of “peaceat any price’
— peace, yes but not peace a ary price, as Lenin himsda f emphasised at orne point.

In his article of April 5, "European Capital and the Autocracy”, he polemicised
vigorously egecidly against this dogan. He nated with judified glee that the
Menshevik Iskrahad garted back-pedalling in an editoriad on March 16 which
madified the position. “Ore camot limit onesdlf,” said the new Menshevik editor-
ia, “to demanding peace because peace combined with the maintenance o the
auocracy would mean the ruin of the country”. That is very good, Lenin com-
merted; ore could not in truth speak of peace a ary price but only at the price
of the overthrow of the autocracy.*

In other words fight for peace, yes but thisfight for peacemus be indissolubly
linked with the cortinuation of the revolutiorery gruggle to overthrow the aris-
tocracy

The Menshevik conception of “Neither victory nor defeat”, then, meant a return
to the gatus quo ante belum. Everybody back to Square One, as if nothing had
happened. They were unable to avoid the dilemma of victory-or-defeat without
falling into this pattern which Mar xists had to regard as centrist or pacifistic. This
mistaleflowed from their fundamental politics, nat from their rejection of support
to Japan. But in polemicising against “peace a any price’, Leninwrote asif refut-
ing this postion was autometi cally a refutation of their postion on pro-Japanam;
and this was not true.

There is another interesting thing about the Menshevik statement quoted above.
It articipates a discusson that will arise when we get to the period of the First
World War We rote that the statement contained a kind of “lesser evil” formula-
tion: “Defeat isthe lesser evil” as compared with czarig victory, said the gatement,
though it refused to choose the “lesser evil” by advocating the defeat of Russia by
Japanese imperiaism.

Let us grant that, under the conditions of this czarist despatiam, defeat of the
czarig regimewas the lesser evil as compared withits victory. But isthis the choice
before us? The great prirciple is that to recognise the exigence of a greater-or-
lesser evil does not necesserily obligate socialists to choose one or the other — to
support the lesser against the greater or vice-versa. We do not remain withinthe
confines of the choice between evils, as if these unequal evilswere the only pos-
siblealter natives Weproposeour own socidig aternativeto the victory-or-defeat
of either government by the other.

Thusit is ertirely possble to gpeak of defeat in a given war as being a “lesser
evil” ascompared with on€'s own governmert'svictory withaut thereby becoming
“defeatists’, since there isa third way to be taken.

But when we meet the “lesser evil” formulation in Lenin in September 1914, it
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will be something e se, something different from the 1905 Menshevik use of what
sems like a similar phrase. Where the Mersheviks disociated the phrase from
defeatism, Lenin-1914 will use it to express a new sort of defeatiam.

Lenin and the “special Russian position”

ENIN'S DEFEATISM of 1914 had no precursor historically. Inter alia, the anti-

war left of the First World War held the conviction that socialiss did not base

themselves on the per gpective of a military decison between the imperialis
cortenders. But in the Russo- Japanese War, the Secord Inter natioral | eaders quot-
ed heredid =0; and, mareto the poirt for present purposes Lenin did so. Heexplic-
itly lodked to the termination of the war by the military power (ncluding raval
power) of one or the other government.

In an artticle of June 9, 1905, &fter the destruction of the Russian fleet at
Taushima, Lenin, rgjoicing over the crushing def eat, underlined the significance of
the event: “All realised that the outcome of the war depended on victory a sea.
The autocracy understood that an adverse outcome of the war would be tanta
mount to avictory of the ... revolution” 44 Likeeveryoned <, Leninlooked to the
military victory of one of the beligererts asthe outcome of the war.

Finally, it is very important to take rnote of another overall aspect of Lenin’s
podtion on the Russo-Japanee War At ro time did he gereralis it into a
“defestian” as an internationa cidist pdicy. It was a policy for this was,
between these contenders inthis concrete situation. He never gave the defeat slo-
gan the sort of principled character which he and Zinoviev were to confer on it
laterin 1914-196. It obviouwsly could not be internationaised. In no way coud
this defeat concept be applied in mog of the courtries where the International
operated: only in Russia or some other backward, semifeudal, reactionary despo-
tism at war with a “progressive” capitalig steate.

This was brought out by Lenin’s argumentation for the postion. According to
his reiterated analyds Russia's defeat was due not merely to the reactionary char-
acter of itswar aims, but in particular toitsoutlived, backward social structure as
compared with “progressive’ Japan. Bu we should remember that Japanmay have
been “ progressve’ as compared with czarist Russia but was hardly so in compar-
ison with Western Europe.

“The war,” wrote Lenin in his June 9 article, of the autocracy, “haslaid bare al
its sores” 45

Lenin, to be aure, knew that defeat was connected with revolution, but in par-
ticular in 1904-1905 he connected def eat withthe unmodern, precapitalig festures
of the social structure of czarism, and the social divorcement between the despo-
tism and the people —in comparison with which Japan was “modern”, “young”,
“fresh” and “progressve’. The higorical basis of his defeatiam in this war was,
therefore, the type of situation that belonged to theyouthful ear of capitalism, that
coud not be carried over into the new imperiaist era which had already begun
(and of which socialist writers and thirkers had dready begun talking).

In 1904-1905 this was not a “Leninist’” view; it was the politics of the
International. In an article published by Plekhanov in July 1905, “Petriotism and
Socialism”, the then mertor of Russan Marxism wrote that “the internatiordl pro-
letariat... mug give sympathetic consderation to every war — whether defersive
or offensive — which promises to remove some important obgacle from the path
of socid revolution.” 47

In thisarticle Plekhanov emphasised very grongly that it was“dead dogma” to
believe that socialists should oppose “every war”, or even all wars except “defen-
dvewars’

The touchgone was firg of al the interests of the revolutiomary movement,
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which is defined simply as “progress’. That was what Plekhanov’s programmatic
analyds came down to: oneitaicised word — one of the most notorious blurs in
a pditica vocabulary. This passage cortinued as follows:

“The interests of this movement represent that higher point of view from which
the modern socialis who does nat wish to betray his principles mug asess the
irnternatioral reations bath where they touch upon questiors of war and peace,
and where it is a quegion of commercia policy in genera and “colonidism” in
particularTo such a socidist Sdusrevolutiae, supremalex. 49 [The supreme law
isthe well-being of the revolution ]

That “principle’ about supporting a war o “progress veras “reaction” which
we could ot find in Marx: hereit was in this important programmatic article by
PlekhanawVas this where it redly started life as a “principle of Marxism”? Such
an invedigation still has to be made.

In a way, Lenin's podtion in the Russo-Japanese War was a case of “political
lag” (on the andogy of the famous “cultura lag’): socidist theory had rot yet
caught up with social readlity. The eventual catching-up came epecialy with the
publication of Luxemburg’s theory of imperiaism in her Accumuation of Capital
and Lenin's Imperidism, on the eve or in the very begnning of the world war.
When the irncredible world holocaust broke over the heads of the socialis move-
ment, the mog basc ideas about it were next to brand-new; they had to be run-
in. In 1914 Lenin was among those who, more then others, caught up with the
world; but thisdid not mean that he could immediately throw off all the remnants
of the past that weighed on the socidist movement.
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