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Aims

This guide is designed to help understand how classical Marxists analysed wars. 

By the end of this course, comrades should better understand: 
 the Marxist method for assessing wars 
 the myths around Lenin’s revolutionary defeatism
 past Marxist debates around wars
 the importance of supporting wars for national liberation.

Methods

 Three sessions, lasting no more than two hours each
 Before each session, do the required reading. Annotate your copy of the text
 During each session, listen to the introduction and presentation. Make notes
 Discuss the questions provided. Ask your own questions and contribute to the discussion
 Read further to extend your knowledge and understanding
 Teach this course and other courses.

Sessions

Session 1: Lenin’s “defeatism” and its critics
Reading: 
Hal Draper, The Myth of Lenin’s “Revolutionary Defeatism”, Workers’ Liberty 2/1, 2001: 84-99
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2017-07-26/lenin-and-myth-revolutionary-defeatism-hal-
draper 
https://www.workersliberty.org/files/age%20of%20barbarism-compressed.pdf 

Session 2: How the myth of defeatism was created
Reading: 
Hal Draper, The Myth of Lenin’s “Revolutionary Defeatism”, Workers’ Liberty 2/1, 2001: 99-110
https://www.workersliberty.org/story/2017-07-26/lenin-and-myth-revolutionary-defeatism-hal-
draper-part-2 
https://www.workersliberty.org/files/age%20of%20barbarism-compressed.pdf 

Session 3: National liberation and war
Reading: 
Hal Draper, The ABC of National Liberation Movements, Workers’ Liberty 2/3, 2002: 141-148
https://www.workersliberty.org/files/draperabc.pdf 
https://www.workersliberty.org/files/new%20world%20disorder-compressed.pdf 
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Session 1: Lenin’s “defeatism” and its critics

Key ideas 

 Revolutionary defeatism
 Revolutionary defencism
 Lesser evil
 Social-patriotism

Questions 

1. What formulations did Lenin use for “revolutionary defeatism”?
2. How did other anti-war Marxists criticise Lenin’s defeatism?
3. Why did Lenin drop defeatism?
4. What is the myth of Lenin’s “revolutionary defeatism”?

Key passages 

Before recounting what Lenin did and thought, let us present the myth itself, which has blanketed 
socialist history on this point since it was invented in 1924...To begin with, the myth claims that 
“revolutionary defeatism” became a permanent and fixed part of the Lenin canon, and that to 
question it was to question a “fundamental principle” of Leninism. We will see that it was not only 
not permanent or fundamental, but it was not even a “principle”.
The rest of the myth includes the following:

 During the war Lenin alone adopted a completely consistent and uncompromising policy of
opposition to the war, all others among the anti-war socialists being guilty of some “centrist”
deviation or similar unclarity.

 This defeatist principle comprises the very heart of Lenin’s anti-war position; or, as it has
sometimes been put, this defeatism of Lenin’s “summed up” his anti-war politics.

 This “revolutionary defeatism” is the necessary alternative to defencism — these two being
the only consistent choices. To reject defeatism means to make some degree of concession
to social-patriotism...

Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 3; WL 2/1. 2001: 85

So goes the myth. When we look at some of Lenin’s writings of 1914-1915, we will find a variety of 
shifting and inconsistent formulations on defeatism, but the part that has entered into the canonical 
concept of defeatism includes the following: in a reactionary war you must desire the defeat of 
“your own” government, wish defeat, favour nothing less than defeat.
It was not enough, then, merely to condemn the war, or condemn the voting of (say) war credits; it 
was not enough to organise or favour the organising of mass struggles against the war; it was not 
enough to denounce “defence of the fatherland” and its social-patriotic proponents; it was not 
enough, certainly, to denounce the consequences of military victory by “one’s own” government, 
since there were “centrist” positions that were “against both victory and defeat”. In fact, an anti-war
position that fell short of avowed defeatism was either “left-centrist” or tinged with pacifism, or, at 
the very best, it was an “unconscious” defeatism which could not be carried out consistently and 
fearlessly in action until the “slogan of defeat” itself was embraced.
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 3-4; WL 2/1. 2001: 85
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Lenin in 1914: the four formulas

Before 1914, without any exception known to me, [defeatism] meant defeat by the enemy 
government — what we have called pro-war defeatism — because it also meant victory for the 
enemy government. It was not a policy capable of international application, but could be held by one
side of a given war between a despotic, backward state and a capitalist state considered 
“progressive”.
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 50; WL 2/1. 2001: 86

In 1914 the people whom Lenin considered traitors to international socialism were yelling “Civil 
peace!” Well then, said Lenin, No! Civil war!
In 1914 these traitors were yelling “Defence of the fatherland!” No, said Lenin, defeat of your own 
fatherland!..
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 52; WL 2/1. 2001: 86

Formulation No. 1: The “lesser evil” formula

“From the viewpoint of the working class and the toiling masses of all the peoples of Russia, the 
defeat of the Tsarist monarchy and its army, which oppress Poland, the Ukraine, and many other 
peoples of Russia, and foment hatred among the peoples so as to increase Great-Russian oppression 
of the other nationalities, and consolidate the reactionary and barbarous government of the Tsar’s 
monarchy, would be the lesser evil by far.”
Lenin (6 September 1914) The Tasks of Revolutionary Social-Democracy in the European War. LCW 
21: 18
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 52; WL 2/1. 2001: 87

“In order that the struggle should proceed along precise and clear lines we need a watchword which 
generalises it. That watchword is: for us Russians, from the point of view of the interests of the 
working masses and the working class of Russia, there cannot be the smallest doubt, absolutely any 
doubt, that the lesser evil would be now, at once the defeat of Tsarism in this war. For Tsarism is a 
hundred times worse than Kaiserism. Not sabotage of the war, but the struggle against chauvinism… 
It would be a mistake both to call for individual acts of shooting officers, etc., and to tolerate 
arguments like the one that ‘we don’t want to help Kaiserism’.”
Lenin (17 October 1914) Letter to Shlyapnikov. LCW 35: 162
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 53; WL 2/1. 2001: 87

“But to us Russian Social-Democrats there cannot be the slightest doubt that, from the standpoint of
the working class and the toiling masses of all the nations of Russia, the defeat of the Tsarist 
monarchy, the most reactionary and barbarous of governments, which is oppressing the largest 
number of nations and the greatest mass of the population of Europe and Asia, would be the lesser 
evil.”
Lenin (28 September 1914) The War and Russian Social-Democracy. LCW 21: 32
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 57; WL 2/1. 2001: 89
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Formulation No.2: “Defeat facilitates”

“In each country, the struggle against a government that is waging an imperialist war should not 
falter at the possibility of that country’s defeat as a result of revolutionary propaganda. The defeat 
of the government’s army weakens the government, promotes the liberation of the nationalities it 
oppresses, and facilitates civil war against the ruling classes.
“This holds particularly true in respect of Russia. A victory for Russia will bring in its train a 
strengthening of reaction, both throughout the world and within the country, and will be 
accompanied by the complete enslavement of the peoples living in areas already seized. In view of 
this we consider the defeat of Russia the lesser evil in all conditions.”
Lenin (March 1915) The Conference of the RSDLP Groups Abroad. LCW 21: 163
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 63-64; WL 2/1. 2001: 92

Formulation No. 3: “Wish defeat in every country”

“Present-day democracy [i.e., socialism] will remain true to itself only if it joins neither one nor the 
other imperialist bourgeoisie, only if it says that the two sides are equally bad, and if it wishes the 
defeat of the imperialist bourgeoisie in every country. Any other decision will, in reality, be national-
liberal and have nothing in common with genuine internationalism.”
Lenin (February 1915) Under a False Flag. LCW 21: 144
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 60; WL 2/1. 2001: 90

Formulation No. 4: “Don’t halt before the risk”

“In each country, the struggle against a government that is waging an imperialist war should not 
falter at the possibility of that country’s defeat as a result of revolutionary propaganda. The defeat 
of the government’s army weakens the government, promotes the liberation of the nationalities it 
oppresses, and facilitates civil war against the ruling classes.
“This holds particularly true in respect of Russia. A victory for Russia will bring in its train a 
strengthening of reaction, both throughout the world and within the country, and will be 
accompanied by the complete enslavement of the peoples living in areas already seized. In view of 
this we consider the defeat of Russia the lesser evil in all conditions.”
Lenin (March 1915) The Conference of the RSDLP Groups Abroad. LCW 21: 163
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 63-64; WL 2/1. 2001: 92

Summary: the four formulas

By this time, March 1915, the four different formulas of “defeatism” had been created out of Lenin’s 
attempts to meet the insoluble contradiction without solving it. Let us summarise them.
No. 1. The special Russian position: defeat of Russia by Germany is the “lesser evil”.
No. 2. The objective statement that “defeat facilitates revolution”.
No. 3. The slogan: wish defeat in every country.
No. 4. Do not halt (falter, etc.) before the risk of defeat.
These are four different political ideas. Only three of them are meaningful for the international 
movement. Only two of them involve any wish for defeat (No. 1 and No. 3). Only one of them can 
actually be put forward in the form of a “slogan” (No. 3).
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 65; WL 2/1. 2001: 92-93
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Baugy group (Bukharin, Krylenko and Elena Fedorovna Rozmirovich)

“The group denounces positively any advancing of the so-called slogan “the defeat of Russia”…  the 
defeat of Russia is described as being the ‘lesser evil’, after an objective evaluation of the other 
issues of the war…
“Such a consideration of the question, in the judgment of the group, is not only devoid of practical 
sense but also introduces into the question an undesirable confusion. If a revolutionary is obliged 
merely to ‘desire’ the defeat, then there is no use in writing leading articles about it in the central 
organ of the political party; but if he is obliged to do more than merely ‘to desire’, then this would be
not simply an objective evaluation but the preaching of an active participation [i.e., taking of sides] in
the war...
“Still more unsatisfactory… when the desirability of the defeat is explained by the revolutionary 
uprisings which may follow. The absolute impossibility of practical agitation in this sense compels 
the rejection à limite of such agitation for the defeat. We record that in the article referred to, the 
boundary line between the objective, fully admissible, and correct evaluation of the situation and 
the agitation for the defeat has not been traced at all; the group believes that it is an urgent 
necessity to have all confusion and obscurity in this question removed in a most decisive manner.”
Baugy group (February 1915) On the Tasks of the Party, Gankin and Fisher, 1940: 189-91
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 65; WL 2/1. 2001: 91

Luxemburg

“Even before any military decision of victory or defeat can be established... the result of the war will 
be: the economic ruin of all participating nations... This, in the last analysis, neither victory or defeat 
can alter; on the contrary it makes a purely military decision altogether doubtful and increases the 
likelihood that the war will finally end through a general and extreme exhaustion…
“Under the circumstances the question of victory or defeat becomes, for the European working 
class, in its political exactly as in its economic aspects, a choice between two beatings. It is, 
therefore, nothing short of a dangerous madness for the French socialists to believe that they can 
deal a death blow to militarism and imperialism, and clear the road for peaceful democracy by 
overthrowing Germany. Imperialism and its servant militarism will reappear after every victory and 
after every defeat in this war. There can be but one exception: if the international proletariat, 
through its intervention, should overthrow all previous calculations. The workers must not ‘become 
the uncritical echo of the victory-or-defeat slogan’ in any of the warring countries, for the content of 
this slogan is really identical for each of the imperialists with another question: ‘gain or loss of world 
political power, of annexations, of colonies, of military supremacy…
“For the European proletariat as a class, victory or defeat of either of the two war groups would be 
equally disastrous. For war as such, whatever its military outcome may be, is the greatest 
conceivable defeat of the cause of the European proletariat. The overthrow of war and the speedy 
forcing of peace by the international revolutionary action of the proletariat alone can bring to it the 
only possible victory. And this victory alone can truly rescue Belgium, can bring democracy to 
Europe.
“For the class-conscious proletariat to identify its cause with either military camp is an untenable 
position. Did this mean advocating a return to the pre-war status quo, in ‘the fond hope that 
everything may remain as it was before the war?’ No, that would be impossible; we cannot go back 
to the old Europe.
“In this sense alone is it possible for the proletariat to oppose with its policy both camps in the 
imperialist world war.”
Luxemburg (February-April 1915) The Junius Pamphlet: The Crisis in the German Social Democracy, 
Rosa Luxemburg Speaks. 1970: 321-24
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 94-95; WL 2/1. 2001: 97-98
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“The absurd slogan “stick it out” has hit rock bottom; it leads only deeper and deeper into the 
maelstrom of genocide. International proletarian class struggle against international imperialist 
genocide is the socialist commandment of the hour.
“The main enemy of every people is in their own country!
“The main enemy of the German people is in Germany: German imperialism, the German war 
party, German secret diplomacy. This enemy at home must be fought by the German people in a 
political struggle, cooperating with the proletariat of other countries whose struggle is against 
their own imperialists.
“We think as one with the German people – we have nothing in common with the German 
Tirpitzes and Falkenhayns, with the German government of political oppression and social 
enslavement. Nothing for them, everything for the German people. Everything for the 
international proletariat, for the sake of the German proletariat and downtrodden humanity.
“The enemies of the working class are counting on the forgetfulness of the masses – provide that 
that be a grave miscalculation. They are betting on the forbearance of the masses – but we raise 
the vehement cry:
“How long should the gamblers of imperialism abuse the patience of the people? Enough and 
more than enough slaughter! Down with the war instigators here and abroad! 
“An end to genocide!
“Proletarians of all countries, follow the heroic example of your Italian brothers! Ally yourselves to 
the international class struggle against the conspiracies of secret diplomacy, against imperialism, 
against war, for peace with in the socialist spirit.
“The main enemy is at home!”
Karl Liebknecht (May 1915) The main enemy is at home! Karl Liebknecht, Ausgewählte Reden und 
Aufsätze, 1952: 296-301; Riddell, Lenin’s Struggle for a Revolutionary International, 1986: 176-77

Trotsky 

“Under no conditions can I agree with your opinion, which is emphasised by a resolution, that 
Russia’s defeat would be a ‘lesser evil’. This opinion represents a fundamental concession to the 
political methodology of social-patriotism, a concession for which there is no reason or justification, 
and which substitutes an orientation (extremely arbitrary under present conditions) along the lines 
of a ‘lesser evil’ for the revolutionary struggle against war and the conditions which generate this 
war.”
Trotsky (4 June 1915) Open Letter to the Editorial Board of Kommunist, Gankin and Fisher, 1940: 
170; Riddell, 1986: 235; Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 67-68; WL 2/1. 2001: 93

“Other things being equal, a defeat that shatters one state structure implies the corresponding 
strengthening of that of the opponent. And we do not know of any European social and state 
organism which it would be in the interests of European proletariat to strengthen. At the same 
time, we do not assign to Russia the role of the state chosen to have its interests subordinated to 
those of the development of other European peoples…
“Defeats can serve as the indisputable and irreplaceable driving force of development only under 
certain conditions… But war is far too contradictory and double-edged a factor of historical 
development. Thus, a revolutionary party that feels a firm class foundation under its feet and is 
sure of the future cannot see the road of defeat as the road of its political success…
“Defeats disorganise and demoralise the ruling reaction, but at the same time war disorganises 
the whole of social life, and above the working class…
“Finally, a revolution which grows out of a defeat inherits an economic life disordered by war, 
exhausted state finances, and extremely strained international relations.”
Trotsky (August-September 1915) Defeat and Revolution, Riddell, 1986: 171
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“It never occurred to us [before the war] to link our political hopes, reformist or revolutionary, to 
tsarism’s military misfortunes… 
“A defeat, other things being equal, that shatters one state structure, implies the corresponding 
strengthening of that of its adversary. And we do not know of any social or state organisation in 
Europe, that it would be in the interests of the European proletariat to strengthen…
“Defeat disorganises and demoralises the ruling reaction, but at the same time the war 
disorganises the whole of social life, especially the working class…
“Finally, having grown out of defeats, a revolution inherits an economic life completely disordered 
by war, depleted public finances and very strained international relations. 
“The link between defeat and revolution does not have a mechanical, but dialectical character…
It would be a childish delusion to conclude, on the basis of an incorrect interpretation of the 
‘Russo-Japanese’ experience, that military defeats automatically have a revolutionary impact on 
the masses.”
Trotsky (September 1915) The Military Disaster and Political Perspectives, Nashe Slovo. In Pete 
Dickenson, Trotsky on World War One, 2015: 106-107, 109-10

“Only charlatans or hopeless simpletons can believe that the freedom of the small nations can be 
secured by the victory of one side or the other.
“A like result would follow the third solution of the war, viz., its ending in a draw. The absence of 
pronounced preponderance of one of the combatants over the other will only set off all the more 
clearly both the dominance of the strong over the weak within either one of the camps, and the 
preponderance of both over the ‘neutral’ victims of imperialism. The issue of the war without 
conquerors or conquered is no guarantee for anybody.”
Trotsky (1917) The Program for Peace, Fourth International, 21, May 1942: 154
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 92-93; WL 2/1. 2001: 96

“The second possible ending of the war, which mainly those depend on who seek to promote the 
narrow programme of ‘peace without annexations and nothing more’, presupposes that the war, 
exhausting as it does all the resources of the warring nations, will end in general lassitude, without 
victors or vanquished, without the intervention of the third power, the revolutionary power. To this 
very condition, in which militarism is too weak to effect conquests and the proletariat is too weak to 
make a revolution, the passive internationalists of the Kautsky type adapt their abbreviated 
programme of ‘peace without annexations’, which they not infrequently present as a return to the 
status quo ante bellum.”
Trotsky (1917) The Program for Peace, Fourth International, 21, May 1942: 154
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 93; WL 2/1. 2001: 96-97

“Finally, the paradoxical and internally contradictory formula ‘the defeat of Russia is the lesser evil’ 
creates difficulties for our German co-thinkers and does not enrich but rather hampers our agitation.
“It has provided the social-patriotic demagogues with a most important weapon in their struggle 
against our common banner. Such an exaggeration of revolutionary slogans is all the more 
dangerous since Sotsial-Demokrat [the Bolshevik organ] is quick to turn these formulas into the 
absolute test of internationalism.”
Trotsky (August 1916) Groupings in Russian Social-Democracy, Riddell, 1986: 405
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 94; WL 2/1. 2001: 97
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The abandonment of defeatism in 1917

“He [Kamkov] heard that we were defeatists, and he reminded himself of this when we have ceased 
to be defeatists... We were defeatists under the tsar, but under Tseretelli and Chernov [i.e., under 
the Kerensky regime] we were not defeatists.”
Lenin (March 1918) Concluding Speech on the Report on the Ratification of the Peace Agreement of 
March 15, at the 4th Extraordinary All-Russian Congress of Soviets, LCW 27: 193
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 96-97; WL 2/1. 2001: 98

Summary

To sum up, it is not enough merely to point out that Lenin dropped defeatism after the March 
Revolution. Why he did so and the programme he replaced it with make clear what was wrong with 
the mistake of 1914-1916.
1. Lenin dropped defeatism in the face of the realisation, made vivid to him for the first time, that 
the defeat-slogan broke all links between the sentiments and interests of the masses and the 
programme of consistent revolutionaries. In this sense, it was sectarian; and in my opinion the 
defeat-slogan deserves to be recorded as a classic example of a sectarian shell built around an 
opportunistic (in this case social-patriotic) theoretical core. It is an example of the oft-repeated 
Marxist truism that there is a dialectic relationship between the sectarian-opportunist opposites.
2. Lenin discovered in practice that the defeat-slogan was incompatible with a living Marxist 
approach to the problem of the defence of the nation, conceived not in the social-patriotic sense as 
the “defence of the fatherland” but in the light of a Marxist class understanding of the nation.
3. Lenin’s change of line after the democratic revolution (not socialist revolution) of March 1917 
reflected an important fact. The defeat slogan had a meaning only in terms of a war by the Tsarist 
pre-bourgeois autocratic despotism against a progressive capitalist revolutionary force. This was the 
situation that Lenin thought obtained in 1904-1905, and though he was wrong even then, at least 
the defeat slogan had a clear meaning for him. It was the same arrière pensée that had led Zinoviev 
to write the qualification “despotic” into his defeatist formulations.
The March democratic revolution erased the basic motive leading to the defeat slogan in the first 
place — the “special Russian” consideration of Tsarism as the unique menace, the worst evil. 
Naturally, this did not bear on the conscious motivation but only on the real theoretical 
underpinnings, which have their effect despite consciousness.
4. Lenin’s course in 1917 proved that defeatism was and is not any necessary element in a consistent
revolutionary anti-war position...
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 108-109; WL 2/1. 2001: 99
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Session 2: How the myth of defeatism was created

Key ideas 

 Defeatism
 Stalinism
 Trotskyism
 Third camp

Questions 

1. How did the Stalinists revive ‘defeatism’?
2. What was Trotsky’s attitude to defeatism within the Trotskyist movement?
3. How did other Trotskyists assess the defeatism position?
4. How did post-Trotsky Trotskyists perpetrate the defeatism myth?

Key passages 

The revival of defeatism did not take place while Lenin was alive, that is, during the first five years of 
the Comintern... A check of the resolutions and theses, major documents, and publications of the 
Comintern permits the confident statement: if anyone referred to defeatism at all, it certainly played
no role in the programme, policy and principles of the Communist International under Lenin.
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 111; WL 2/1. 2001: 99

How Zinoviev revived defeatism in 1924

Defeatism was revived as a “principle of Leninism” in the beginning of the Stalinist counter-
revolution, specifically by Stalin’s partner in the “troika” (triumvirate) that succeeded to Lenin’s 
leadership, namely Zinoviev.
The sign under which this “troika” of Stalin, Zinoviev and Kamenev took over was the fabricated 
struggle against Trotsky and “Trotskyism”. The background history of the “invention of Trotskyism” 
can be read in many works, and will not be given space here. Defeatism was only one of the levers 
set in place for this struggle. The ideological cover under which this anti-Trotsky coalition operated, 
created by Zinoviev, was the slogan of “Bolshevisation” of the cadres of the Comintern. Defeatism 
was revived as one of the elements in this anti-Trotskyist “Bolshevisation”.
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 114; WL 2/1. 2001: 100

“...the slogans launched by Lenin at that time were so daring, I should say so defiant, that they 
contained a challenge not only to the social-patriots but also to all the internationalists... He said: ‘In 
order to put an end to the imperialist war, it should be transformed into civil war. Those who will 
start the civil war may be menaced by defeat in the imperialist war, but we have no fear about that. 
Particularly to us Russian Social-Democrats, defeat in the war is the lesser evil.’ This ‘defeatism’ 
aroused the protests not only of social-patriots but even of all the internationalists, including the 
most Left ones, as for instance Comrade Trotsky. He [Lenin] was told: ‘You want Russia to be 
defeated, consequently you want Germany to win, and in this case it is social-patriotism inside out! 
You reason the same way as the social-patriots, but for another country, not your own.’ This 
accusation, as everyone can now see, was quite beside the mark…
“Lenin knew and did not disguise the fact that if we start the revolution during the war, it will lead 
directly to our military defeat. But he knew more than that; he knew that the revolution started by 
us will spread also to Germany and that our defeat like the German victory will be but short-lived. He
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therefore said: ‘Dare!’ and he was fully vindicated by history... Lenin could see farther than his nose, 
and he therefore launched such slogans as appeared rather unreasonable to the other socialists.”
Martynov, The Great Proletarian Leader, Communist International, 1, New Series, February 1924: 41
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 115; WL 2/1. 2001: 101

“Leninism was much taken to task for its ‘defeatism’. Even some of the internationalists, on reaching
this point, would turn their backs on Bolshevism and their faces to social-chauvinism. Nevertheless, 
Leninism, remaining true unto itself, said... 
“Then Zinoviev quoted the sentence on defeatism from the pamphlet Socialism and War, which just 
happened to be the one which he had signed together with Lenin. The meaning was: “This was how 
I, Zinoviev, stood at Lenin’s side while Trotsky was attacking him...”
Zinoviev, War and Leninism, Communist International, 5, New Series, 7 July 1924: 6-7
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 116; WL 2/1. 2001: 101

Gregory Zinoviev, War and Leninism, (7 July 1924)
https://www.marxists.org/archive/zinoviev/works/x01/x02.htm 

Leninism was much taken to task for its “defeatism.” Even some of the internationalists, on 
reaching this point, would turn their backs on Bolshevism and their faces to Social-Chauvinism. 
Nevertheless, Leninism, remaining true unto itself, said:
“The revolutionary class, during a reactionary war, cannot but wish the defeat of its government, cannot but
see the connection between its military defeats and the facilities of overthrowing it. Only the bourgeois who 
thinks that the war that was started by the governments will doubtlessly be ended as a war between 
governments, and wishes it to be so, finds the idea ‘preposterous’ or ‘absurd’ that the Socialists of all the 
warring countries should wish for the defeat of all ‘their’ respective governments. On the contrary, just such 
an attitude would correspond to the innermost thoughts of every class conscious worker, and would coincide
with the line of our activity which is directed towards the transformation of the imperialist war into civil war.
. . The Socialists must explain to the masses that there is no salvation for them outside of the overthrow of 
‘their’ governments, and that they should take advantage for this purpose of the very difficulties of these 
governments in the present war.” [Socialism and War]

Zinoviev, War and Leninism, Communist International, 5, New Series, 7 July 1924: 6-7

Such was the fundamental slogan of Leninism in the period of the first world-wide imperialist war. 
This slogan would be advocated consistently and to the end only by standing with both feet on the 
ground of so-called defeatism.
Leninism, while hating the imperialist war with its whole heart, saw at the same time that this war 
was putting rifles into the hands of millions and millions of toilers.
While ridiculing maudlin pacifism, Lenin appealed to the people to take advantage of the fact that 
the arms were placed in the hands of the toilers, urging to turn these arms against the bourgeoisie 
and to proclaim the revolution.
Zinoviev, War and Leninism, Communist International, 5, New Series, 7 July 1924: 7

Bukharin (2 November 1924)

2. Defeatism [porazhenchestvo] and the struggle against it. The second distinguishing feature of 
the Bolshevik position was that the revolutionary Social Democrats (we would now say 
‘Communists’) must, in an imperialist war, desire above all else the defeat of their own 
government. Comrade Trotsky characterised this position as back-to-front nationalism or as 
nationalism with a minus sign. Now however the deep meaning of this Leninist position, whose 
roots form the basic source of Bolshevik thinking, is perfectly clear. It truly is its basic source…
The draft speaks about capitalism in general, but we need war against Russian capitalism – that is 
in essence v.i.’s side of this polemic. Why did Lenin insist on this? Precisely because he was a 
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fighter and not a declaimer [deklamator]. The call for the defeat of one’s own government was a 
declaration of war on every kind of pacifism even if hidden beneath a soft mattress of noble 
phrases, a war on every kind of defencist position even if hidden behind the cleverest masks. This 
was the sharpest break, a real break with all connections with ‘one’s own’ bourgeois state. 
Precisely this position in fact, in real life, determined the internationalist position of Bolshevism. 
This was the second difference of principle between Trotsky and the Bolsheviks.
Bukharin (2 November 1924) ‘How the History of October Must not be Written (On L. Trotsky’s 
Book 1917)’. In Frederick Corney, Trotsky’s Challenge: The ‘Literary Discussion’ of 1924 and the 
Fight for the Bolshevik Revolution, 2016: 155-56

Kamenev, (26 November 1924) 

Not only Trotsky but also Martov was on the editorial board of Nashe Slovo. But under merciless 
criticism from Lenin and with the growth of the revolutionary Communist elements, Martov left the
editorial board. Trotsky remained on the board of Nashe Slovo. And after this, after the 
disagreements ‘had diminished’, when the newspaper had finally passed into the hands of the left 
wing of the editorial board, i.e. into Trotsky’s hands, precisely these three points of disagreement 
remained: the question of defeatism, the question of civil war and peace, and the question of the 
nature of the impending Russian revolution.
Kamenev (26 November 1924) ‘Trotskyism or Leninism?’. In Frederick Corney, Trotsky’s Challenge:
The ‘Literary Discussion’ of 1924 and the Fight for the Bolshevik Revolution, 2016: 229

It was not until the Sixth Congress of the Comintern (1928) that defeatism was canonised as an 
article of programme for the Communist movement. (By the Fifth Congress, in 1924, the sly 
references were only getting under way.) At the Sixth Congress, the resolution on “The Struggle 
Against Imperialist War and the Tasks of the Communists” put defeatism almost at the head of “the 
political programme of the Communists in an imperialist war”. It defined “Defeatism, i.e., to work for
the defeat of the home imperialist government in the war”.
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 116; WL 2/1. 2001: 101-02

Sixth World Congress of the Communist International, July-August 1928
https://www.marxists.org/history/international/comintern/6th-congress/4-Struggle%20vs
%20Imperialist%20War-6th-World-Cong-1928.pdf 

“(b) Defeatism, i.e., to work for the defeat of the home imperialist government in the war”.
The Struggle Against Imperialist War and the Tasks of the Communists, Resolution of the Sixth 
World Congress of the Communist International, July-August 1928: 19

Trotsky: dodging the bullet

Obviously the whole point of Zinoviev’s resuscitation of this old difference between Lenin and 
Trotsky was as a part of what Zinoviev later confessed to be “the invention of Trotskyism”. This 
bogey was to be brandished in the power struggle launched by the Stalin-Zinoviev group to oust 
Trotsky from the party leadership, even though Lenin’s death left him the single most popular leader
of the revolution.
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 116; WL 2/1. 2001: 102

But on defeatism, he [Trotsky] “passed”, as they say in poker…
There was no reply from Trotsky on the substantive point.
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 117; WL 2/1. 2001: 102
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Trotsky in the Trotskyist movement

Did, then, Trotsky come to agree with Lenin’s defeat slogan? Or did he refrain from indicating any 
criticism of it purely for “diplomatic” and tactical reasons, that is, insincerely and in defiance of 
elementary political honesty? All one has to judge by is the record of what Trotsky did in the 1930s, 
as the theoretical leader of the Trotskyist movement, in formulating “defeatism” or the defeat 
slogan for programmatic purposes.
From this examination, we must come to the following conclusion: Trotsky persuaded himself to 
accept the term “defeatism,” or “revolutionary defeatism”; but he never did accept it in any sense 
ever given to it by Lenin — or by anyone else. What happened was that he sought to reinterpret it in 
a peculiar fashion that not only deprived it of Lenin’s content but sometimes of any content 
whatever. If the history of defeatism has been one of confusion and muddle up to now, with this 
period of Trotskyist reinterpretation the muddle reaches awe-inspiring proportions.
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 118-119; WL 2/1. 2001: 102

This ingenious contrivance may be found in his document for the fundamental programme of his 
Fourth International, the theses called “War and the Fourth International” (1934), under the heading
“‘Defeatism’ and Imperialist War”. This is what he worked out:
“Lenin’s formula ‘defeat is the lesser evil’ means not that defeat of one’s own country is the lesser 
evil as compared with the defeat of the enemy country but...”
“that a military defeat resulting from the growth of the revolutionary movement is infinitely more 
beneficial to the proletariat and to the whole people than military victory assured by ‘civil peace’.”
46. Trotsky: War and the 4th International [1934 pamphlet], Sec. 58, p. 26.
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 119-120; WL 2/1. 2001: 103

Jean-Paul Joubert, Revolutionary Defeatism (1985)
Jean-Paul Joubert: Revolutionary Defeatism, Revolutionary History, 1, 3, Autumn 1988
https://www.marxists.org/history/etol/revhist/backiss/vol1/no3/revdeft.html

The basic text is entitled War and the Fourth International. It consists of a draft by Trotsky, which 
was modified in the course of discussions lasting several months, as a contribution to the 
elaboration of the platform of the Fourth International.

We must mention, first, that Trotsky saw no necessity for using the term ‘revolutionary defeatism’
in the document, though it was long and was intended to lay down the programmatic positions of 
the Fourth International. We do not, of course, have all the documents about this question that 
would be needed to clear up the problem conclusively. However, we do have several contributory 
sources. In the Trotsky Archives at Harvard, we find the first draft of paragraph 51 of the theses: 
Trotsky had drafted it as follows:

Defeatism is not a mere practical slogan, around which we can mobilise the masses during the 
war. The defeat of one’s own national army can be an aim only in a single case, that is when we 
have a capitalist army fighting against a workers’ state or marching against a developing 
revolution. But in the case of a war between two capitalist powers, the proletariat of neither of 
them can set itself the defeat of its own national army as a task. [Harvard Closed Archives, V84] 

The leader of the German Section, Eugene Bauer (Erwin Ackerknecht), with the support of Alfonso
Leonetti, criticised him for distancing himself too far from “revolutionary defeatism” in the name 
of the “defence of the Soviet Union”. It is probable that he proposed an amendment. We find an 
echo of the discussion in a letter from Bauer which is in Martin Abern’s archives in the Library of 
Social History in New York. There is also a letter from Trotsky to the International Secretariat; this 
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is dated 5 January 1934 and includes these lines:

I cannot accept the amendment on defeatism a) because it says that we must desire the defeat, 
without saying whether we must do anything and, if so, precisely what, in order to bring it about. 
The Social-Democrats in exile are full of zeal for someone to fight Hitler. and to relieve them of the 
necessity of doing anything; b) because the defeatist formula of Lenin in 1914-1916 had nothing 
yet to do with war between capitalist states and a workers’ state, and did not draw any of the 
theoretical consequences which flow from that. Under Kerensky. Lenin was already declaring: “We 
are no longer defeatists”. But since the distinctions which I drew in the first sentence of para 51 
disturb you, I strike them out completely, and we may perhaps succeed later in agreeing on the 
precise statements which we need. [17. Harvard 8009]

Did Trotsky make the concessions which Bauer and Leonetti demanded, as some say he did? In 
any case, he seems to have stepped back in order to avoid the conflict. He agreed in any case that 
the formula of ‘defeatism’ could be used. But he warned his comrades against using it carelessly:

Lenin’s formula, ‘defeat is the lesser evil’, means not defeat of one’s country is the lesser evil 
compared with the defeat of the enemy country but that a military defeat resulting front the 
growth of the revolutionary movement is infinitely more beneficial to the proletariat and to the 
whole people than military victory assured by ‘civil peace’. Karl Liebknecht gave an unsurpassed 
formula of proletarian policy in time of war. ‘The chief enemy of the people is in its own country’… 
The transformation of imperialist war into civil war is that general strategic task to which the 
whole work of a proletarian party during war should be subordinated. 
[Trotsky, War and the Fourth International, Writings of Leon Trotsky (1933-1934), 1975: 320]

Trotsky did not succeed in getting his point of view as a whole adopted in the theses on War and 
the Fourth International. 

Rosmer has already come up as a collaborator of Trotsky on Nashe Slovo, and his point of view no 
doubt stemmed from that period, “unreconstructed”. In his great historical work on France, Le 
Mouvement Ouvrier Pendant la Guerre, there is a short passage which stands out in the post-war 
literature of the soi-disant Marxist movement, as one of the few (if there are any others) indicating 
the hollowness of Lenin’s wartime defeat slogan. Rosmer argued that there was no validity to Lenin’s
claim that defeatism was necessary to a fearless and consistent anti-war fight. Besides —

“I see clearly the dangers it involves. The word ‘defeatism’ is very widely used during war. The press 
utilises it unceasingly to scare and frighten. It is useless to reinforce this if it is not absolutely 
necessary. I will recall here a retort by Noah Ablett that I mentioned in 1915. When the Welsh 
miners went out on strike, all of chauvinist England rose up against them, crying: ‘You are helping 
the enemy! You are pro-German!’ And Noah Ablett, in the name of the miners, calmly answered: 
‘We are not pro-German; we are working class.’ I believe that is the best basis, a sure and sufficient 
basis to carry on the working class struggle against war and justify it in the eyes of all workers. 
‘Defeatism’, even though preceded by the qualification ‘revolutionary’, puts the accent on defeat 
while we ought to put it on revolution.”
Rosmer, Le Mouvement Ouvrier Pendant la Guerre, 1936: 478
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 124; WL 2/1. 2001: 104

Trotsky, Rosmer’s Book (1936)
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https://www.marxists.org/archive/trotsky/1936/03/rosmer.htm

“The rule should be established: nobody in our ranks who has not studied Rosmer’s work ought to 
be allowed to speak publicly on the question of war… 
With all the greater vigour and friendliness should the press of the Fourth International acclaim 
this work.”
Trotsky (21 March 1936) Alfred Rosmer’s Book, New International, 3, 3, June 1936: 96-97; 
Writings 1935-36: 284

The confusion over defeatism came up for another workout in 1939, when the outbreak of the 
Second World War — and Russia’s role in it — precipitated a fierce political conflict in the SWP; a 
split in the Trotskyist movement followed, and the formation of the Workers’ Party (later called the 
Independent Socialist League). In this conflict, Trotsky’s line of “defence of the Soviet Union” in the 
war, that is, support of Moscow’s invasion of Poland and Finland, was captained in the United States 
by JP Cannon.
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 126; WL 2/1. 2001: 105

In response, the minority — upholding a “Third Camp” anti-war position— sought to make clear its 
belief that “defeatism” did not mean favouring the military victory of the other side. It even coined a
new set of terms to make the distinction. In a document entitled “War and Bureaucratic 
Conservatism”, the new terminology (which has since been heard of, here and there) went like this: 
the kind of defeatism where you do wish the other side’s victory was tagged “military defeatism”; 
the kind of defeatism where you don’t was simply left to stand as “revolutionary defeatism”. What 
was here called “military defeatism” (favouring the military victory of the other side) was obviously 
related to what we called “pro-war defeatism”.
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 126; WL 2/1. 2001: 105

As for the meaning of “revolutionary defeatism” in this terminology, the document “War and 
Bureaucratic Conservatism” explained:
“Does revolutionary defeatism mean the defeat of “our” army by the “enemy” army — the American
army by the Japanese, the British army by the German, the Italian army by the French? Not at all. It 
means the defeat of one’s “own” government by one’s own proletariat.”
Shachtman et al, War and Bureaucratic Conservatism, issued by the SWP minority in the dispute.
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 126; WL 2/1. 2001: 105

In September 1941 an article by Max Shachtman in Labor Action recommended, at any rate, 
dropping “the word out of our vocabulary”:
“Finally, it is necessary to have a little more clarity on the question of defeatism. You remember in 
the SWP dispute, the gifted Marxist, Cannon, explained to us that the Leninist theory of defeatism 
means that you PREFER the victory of the enemy to the victory of your own government. That is, 
you PREFER the defeat of your country by the enemy country, to the defeat of the enemy country 
by your country. Of course, Lenin never had such an idea, but trifles like that never bothered 
Cannon in his theoretical flights. I personally think that so much confusion has been introduced in 
the concept of defeatism that I doubt if we would be losing too much if we dropped the word out 
of our vocabulary.” 
Shachtman, A Letter to a Comrade: On Some Aspects of the Russian Question, Labor Action, 1 
September 1941: 2; Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 127
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The concept of “revolutionary defeatism” is an untenable position, and like many another untenable 
position it gives rise to opposite errors as a way out. On the one hand, it may encourage a tendency, 
in reaction, to cling to Lenin’s defeat formulas in all their crudity, in the hope that at least these will 
“guard against social-patriotism” like a blessed medallion (though they will not). And on the other 
hand, as an equal and opposite reaction, it may encourage a tendency to press from a “one-sided” 
defeatism to a politically disastrous end.
Bury the dead. The tradition of Lenin’s defeatism was born in a political mistake in 1904-1905; it was 
revived in confusion in 1914, to be shelved without stock-taking in 1917; it was revived again in 
malice and reaction in 1924; it was turned into a hollow phrase by “explaining away” in the 1930s; it 
was ignored in the 1940s; and muddled into a pro-war stew in the 1950s; and any war policy based 
on it can only be disorienting or worse. In a world like ours, which at any time can blow itself to 
smithereens, revolutionaries of any persuasion or politics have only to start with the traditional 
policy of Marxism on the war danger: the policy of the Third Camp, which was the real content also 
of Lenin’s war policy when he ignored the hollow formulas of defeat.
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 129; WL 2/1. 2001: 106

Appendix 1: Some Authorities on “Defeatism” – Isaac Deutscher: The Prophet Armed

Deutscher’s first consideration of the defeat slogan is in connection with Zimmerwald. Deutscher 
writes that Lenin “urged the conference to adopt a defeatist attitude towards all warring 
governments”. Besides being false, and neglecting to explain what a “defeatist attitude” was, it limits
its attention to the internationalised version, ignoring the “lesser evil” and special Russian position.
Ten pages later we learn that there was a disagreement over defeatism between Lenin and 
Deutscher’s subject, Trotsky. Deutscher does not give Trotsky’s line of argumentation against 
revolutionary defeatism, which permits him to argue that this disagreement was merely “one of 
propagandist emphasis, not of policy”. Defeatism is treated as the “defeat facilitates” idea, i.e. “risk” 
of defeat.
“Trotsky, and with him many of Lenin’s own followers, refused to tie the fortunes of revolution so 
exclusively to defeat.”
Deutscher winds up with a justification of defeatism: it made a revolutionary “immune from warlike 
patriotism”, an “insurmountable barrier…”. (Trotsky, not quoted by Deutscher, argued that this was 
not so, and he was right.) Deutscher has nothing more on revolutionary defeatism.
Isaac Deutscher: The Prophet Armed, 1954: 226, 236
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 130; WL 2/1. 2001: 107

Appendix 1: Some Authorities on “Defeatism” – Tony Cliff: Lenin Vol. 2, All Power to the Soviets

Cliff’s treatment throughout is simply a repetition of the orthodox myths, uncritically. In Chapter 1, 
“The War”, he asserts: “Throughout the war, Lenin stuck to the policy line which he had developed 
at this time." Specifically, "this time" is the first Bern conference of the Bolsheviks after outbreak of 
war. As he expounds Lenin’s war line through uncritical citations of the usual documents, he writes:
“And Lenin was not equivocal. To aim at overthrowing one’s own ruling class through civil war, one 
must welcome the defeat of one’s own country.”
But the citation he immediately gives says nothing about welcoming. It is the one about “defeat 
facilitates”. He then asserts, having ignored Lenin’s first formulations: the line of “revolutionary 
defeatism” is a universal one, applicable to all imperialist countries.
And lastly, he brings up the denunciatory rhetoric, and summarises: “Any retreat from ‘revolutionary
defeatism’ might well lead one to hesitate in carrying through the class struggle, in case this would 
weaken national defence.”
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This statement about why the defeatist slogan is necessary (the necessity of firm purity) makes 
explicit what was only implicit in Lenin: the typically sectarian approach. This line must be correct 
because it is soul-saving...
At the end of this chapter, he criticises Trotsky for disagreeing with Lenin on revolutionary 
defeatism, giving two passages from Trotsky’s view. He says nothing about why Trotsky was wrong, 
only again making the sectarians’ soul-saving argument: this position "was better calculated to 
create a clear division between revolutionaries and social patriots." And then he asserts:
“What he [Lenin] said could not be misinterpreted. Where he stood nobody could mistake. There 
was no room for equivocation.”
In Chapter 2, he recounts some of the known information about disagreement with the defeat 
slogan inside Bolshevik ranks. There is no evaluation of the criticisms. The implicit politics is that any 
criticism of the defeat slogan meant only that the critic was wavering or uncertain in his anti-war 
politics. Among the prominent examples of this internal disagreement was that of the Baugy group 
led by Bukharin, whose criticism obviously rocked Lenin and affected his approach; but precisely this 
case is prominent in Cliff by its nonexistence; Cliff pointedly ignores it.
Tony Cliff: Lenin Vol. 2, All Power to the Soviets, 1976: 4, 21, 22-25.
Draper, War and Revolution. 1996: 132; WL 2/1. 2001: 107-08

Method

“This famous aphorism [‘war is the continuation of politics by other means’] was uttered by one of 
the profoundest writers on the problems of war, Clausewitz. Marxists have always rightly regarded
this thesis as the theoretical basis of views concerning the significance of every given war… 
“Apply this view to the present war. You will see that for decades, for almost half a century, the 
governments and the ruling classes of England, and France, and Germany, and Italy, and Austria, 
and Russia, pursued a policy of, plundering colonies, of oppressing other nations, of suppressing 
the working-class movement. It is this, and only this policy that is being continued in the present 
war. In particular, the policy of both Austria and Russia peace-time as well as in war, is a policy of 
enslaving and not of liberating nations… It is sufficient to glance at the present war from the 
viewpoint that it is a continuation of the politics of the great powers, and of the principal classes 
within them, to see at once the howling anti-historicalness, falsity and hypocrisy of the view that 
the “defence of the fatherland” idea can be justified in the present war.”
Lenin (July-August 1915) Socialism and War, LCW 21: 304

“The line of direction to be followed by the international proletariat and its national detachments 
must not be determined by secondary political and national features nor by problematical 
advantages of military preponderance of either side (whereby these problematical advantages 
must be paid for in advance with absolute renunciation of the independent policy of the 
proletariat), but by the fundamental antagonism existing between the international proletariat 
and the capitalist regime as a whole.”
Trotsky (1917) The Program for Peace, Fourth International, 21, May 1942: 158

“The objective historical meaning of the war is of decisive importance for the proletariat: What 
class is conducting it and for the sake of what? This is decisive, and not the subterfuges of 
diplomacy by means of which the enemy can always be successfully portrayed to the people as an 
aggressor… [war is waged] by both imperialist camps not for the defence of the fatherland or 
democracy but for the redivision of the world and colonial enslavement, a socialist has no right to 
prefer one bandit camp to another.”
Trotsky (30 December 1938) Lenin and Imperialist War, Writings of Leon Trotsky, 1938-39: 166
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Session 3: National liberation and war

Key ideas 

 War as the continuation of politics 
 National self-determination
 Political support
 Military support

Questions 

1. What principles do Marxists use to work out our attitude towards particular wars?
2. Why are national rights crucial for Marxists? 
3. What do the six cases cited by Draper have in common?
4. What do Marxists mean by giving military support in wars?

Key passages 

A war is politics continued by other, that is forcible, means. Our attitude toward a war must be 
congruent with our attitude toward the politics of which it is the continuation. This determines our 
principled position on the question of whether to support or oppose a given war — not primarily our
opinion of the men, the government or the class leading the war, not our opinion of their past or 
present crimes. The latter considerations will be very relevant to how we support or oppose a war, 
but not to whether we do.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 141; Overlord 2011: 144

The case of Serbia. Such a case, in fact, was seen at the very beginning of World War One, which was
triggered by the national struggle of the Serbs against the Hapsburg Empire. If that conflict had 
remained on the ground of the antagonism between the Serbian people and its imperialist 
oppressor, revolutionary socialists would have been pro-war, i.e., pro the national war of the Serbs. 
But in fact the Serbian struggle was completely integrated into the Allied camp; and this national 
element in a predominantly imperialist was therefore outweighed.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 142; Overlord 2011: 145

The conclusion is: the existence of an international context of imperialist antagonism (Cold War) is 
inevitably reflected in almost any conceivable local conflict, and may give rise to imperialist elements
in any local situation, but it does not thereby necessarily determine the character of that local 
conflict.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 142; Overlord 2011: 145-6

How does support to a war of national liberation relate to the basic politics of revolutionary 
socialism? In two ways: 
1. The first restates the point we have just made about our basic approach: the politics of which war 
is a continuation. We support a struggle for a national liberation or independence because this 
national aim is a democratic demand. 
We are for all genuinely democratic demands — for the same reason we are for socialist demands 
and aims: because their fulfilment is necessary for a world in which human potentialities can best 
flower. National self-determination is a democratic demand even if it means self-determination 
under an undemocratic national government, as it often has. We should support this democratic 
demand even if it were unrelated to the further struggle for socialist democracy. 
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 142; Overlord 2011: 146
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2. But, as a matter of fact, it is very difficult if not impossible for any genuinely democratic demand 
to be unrelated to the struggle for socialism, because of the nature of socialism itself. National 
liberation (independence) facilitates the struggle for socialist democracy, if not immediately then in 
a later stage. The essential reason is this: domination or oppression from the outside by a foreign 
imperialist tends to overlay the social struggle class struggle of the indigenous society, and therefore
to distort, dampen or moderate precisely those social antagonisms which bear a social revolutionary 
potential. A people who do not enjoy national freedom will tend to give primary attention to that 
immediate source of pain; their capacity to struggle will tend to be dominated by it; their perception 
of who-is-the-enemy will tend to be dominated by it.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 142-3; Overlord 2011: 146

A distinctive feature of the Marxist approach is the distinction between military support of a given 
armed struggle and political support to a given political organisation (including a government) which 
may be officially “in charge” of that armed struggle.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 143; Overlord 2011: 147

But Marxists see no more reason to give political support — to a government, to a party, or to any 
other political organisation — in wartime than in peacetime, and do not believe that basic 
differences in social policy become irrelevant just because policy is to be carried out by arms rather 
than by “normal” means.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 143; Overlord 2011: 147

(1:A) The Case of Chiang Kai-shek vs. Japan 

This refers to the period before World War Two when Japanese imperialism was carrying on a 
blatantly aggressive policy, grabbing Manchuria and threatening to take over all China. At the head 
of the Chinese resistance government was, officially, Chiang Kai-shek and his Guomindang — who, 
not long before, had distinguished themselves by their counter revolutionary fury in a bloodthirsty 
suppression of the working class in the cities. Internationally, socialists (and others) gave military 
support to the Chiang regime as against the Japanese invaders — even Chinese revolutionaries who 
simultaneously had to defend themselves more against Chiang’s butchers than against the Japanese.
And this, for a regime (Chiang’s) which could not be said to represent a bourgeois democratic social 
force, being not very bourgeois and even less democratic.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 143-4; Overlord 2011: 148

(1:B) The case of Ethiopia vs. Italy 

Mussolini’s openly imperialist attack on the realm of Haile Selassie was a similar case. The society 
ruled by the Negus was an incredibly reactionary one (not capitalist reaction but precapitalist 
reaction) — real slavery being by no means its most objectionable feature. In comparison, even 
Fascist Italy was a more progressive society, it goes without saying. Yet socialists gave unquestioned 
support to the defence of Ethiopia against this “more progressive society,” and even the 
Communists were embarrassed by Russia’s treacherous sale of badly needed oil to Mussolini’s war 
machine… 
The essential justification must be sought in two statements: 
a. The national freedom of Ethiopia was a democratic demand, as already explained; and 
b. a successful conquest of Ethiopia by Mussolini would have had a definitely retrogressive meaning 
for the social struggle in Italy, by helping to consolidate fascism internally, with a derivative similar 
effect elsewhere in Europe.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 144; Overlord 2011: 148
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(2:A) The Spanish Civil War 

We are here interested in the difference between military and political support in this situation. 
Revolutionary socialists could not give political support to the bourgeois republican government 
which had been attacked by Franco…
The military support to the struggle by the revolutionary left took the form of building independent 
fighting forces (the anarchist columns and POUM battalions), under their own command, while 
collaborating militarily with the forces of the government.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 144; Overlord 2011: 149

In Spain, therefore, we see that military support of one camp in the war did not exclude the 
formation of independent armed forces to carry on the military struggle without subordinating it to 
the political control of the “official” leadership of the Loyalist camp. Similarly, outside of Spain, 
revolutionary socialists who sympathised with the left sent their material aid not to agencies of the 
official government but rather attempted to channel it as much as possible to the independent 
detachments, without opposing other efforts which were organised to send material aid to the 
Loyalist government.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 145; Overlord 2011: 149

(2:B) The case of Algeria 

There was no question but that revolutionary socialists supported the struggle of the Algerian 
people to free themselves from French imperialism. But for several years, the situation was 
characterised by the fact that there were two fighting movements of Algerian national liberation, 
neither of them “official”: the FLN and the MNA. Supporters of Algerian liberation then had to 
choose between supporting one or the other (or both). Here military support automatically posed a 
problem in political support…
Political support to the FLN was by no means indicated merely by military support to the Algerian 
struggle for national liberation.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 145; Overlord 2011: 150

(3:A) Tito vs. Russia in 1948

The first case of this new type was the situation created in 1948 when Tito’s Yugoslavia broke with 
Moscow and set out on an independent national-Communist course…
Independent socialists stated promptly, at the time, that they would be for the military defence of 
Yugoslavia against such a Russian invasion. It goes without saying that there could be no question of 
political support to the Tito regime.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 145; Overlord 2011: 150

Why was military support to the Tito regime mandatory in this case? For all the reasons given above,
but one of them must now be restated. This is the motivation which said: “National liberation 
facilitates the struggle for socialist democracy, if not immediately then in a later stage.”
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 146; Overlord 2011: 151

In addition, we must insist that national independence is a democratic demand for countries under 
Communist rule, not less than for countries under the rule of feudal emperors and Guomindang 
butchers.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 146; Overlord 2011: 151
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(3:B) The case of the Cuban invasion

In 1961 we saw a Communist dominated state, Castro’s, under the gun of an invasion sponsored by, 
and effectively organised under the aegis of, American imperialism…
American revolutionary socialists were dutybound to condemn, and wish for the defeat of, the US 
invasion of Cuba…
We must especially reject the reasoning which makes the pervasive US-Russian cold war the political
determinant of the character of this 1961 conflict, that is, which makes it only a subordinate incident
in the US-Russian confrontation. This line of reasoning would wipe out almost any case of self-
determination in the modern world…
The right of Cuba (or any other country) to self-determination has absolutely nothing to do with 
whether we or anyone else approve of its government. This is, as we said, a democratic demand 
even under an undemocratic government.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 146; Overlord 2011: 152

The struggle in Cuba for revolutionary democracy under socialism must take place under conditions 
of independence if it is to develop in a “later stage”; it can only be set back by US domination. Even 
after the failure of the US invasion and still today, the Castro regime uses the danger and fear of the 
US intervention to promote support from the people on patriotic grounds. 
We were and are therefore in favour of military support of the Castro regime against US invasion, 
but, as before, this provides no reason whatsoever to convince us to give Castro political support, 
any more than we do now. We remain political opponents of the Castro dictatorship…
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 147; Overlord 2011: 153

Political support 

We do not give political support simply because an organisation or government demonstrates it has 
mass support. We do not give political support simply because an organization or government is an 
enemy of our enemy. We certainly do not give political support to a government simply because it is 
in power or gets into power. We do not give political support to a movement or government simply 
because it adopts a formal political programme that is superficially unobjectionable. We do not give 
political support to a movement simply because it succeeds in inveigling the support of better 
political elements than its leadership. We can give political support only on the basis of what we 
analyse as the real political character and real political programme of this formation, as in any other 
case.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 147; Overlord 2011: 153-4

Military support

Military support means that we prefer the military victory of one side in an armed struggle and the 
military defeat of the opposing side.
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 147; Overlord 2011: 154

Since the question of military support is a question of a political position, it raises the issue of how to
give military support and to whom — that is, the implementing question of the forms of material 
support…
With respect to the implementation of military support, a major role is obviously played not simply 
by our attitude but by theirs, that is, the leadership of the national struggle in question. Is that 
national struggle led by a national democratic movement of some sort, or by nationalist 
authoritarian or totalitarian leaders?
Draper (1969) The ABC of National Liberation Movements, WL 2/3, 2002: 148; Overlord 2011: 154
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