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n July 28, 1933, Du Heng, the secretary of the Chinese 
Communist Party’s Shaanxi provincial committee 

was meeting with party colleagues in a Xi’an restaurant. That 
spring, a foolish attempt at May Day demonstrations had at-
tracted police attention to the Xi’an party, and Shao Lizi’s re-
placement of Yang Hucheng as the civilian governor of Shaanxi 
had increased the local influence of Chiang Kai-shek’s reso-
lutely anti-Communist Nanjing regime.1 During the summer, 
several Xi’an Communists had been arrested, and while none 
of their comrades were exposed, the party’s usual meeting 
places came under surveillance. The restaurant gathering was 
supposed to avoid undue attention, but a couple of male patrons 
entered, sat at a nearby table, then departed.  Du’s suspicions 
were aroused, so he and his comrades cut their meeting short 
and left separately. Too late. The secretary and one other were 
arrested, while two more escaped. One of those arrested soon 
defected and began identifying other members of the Shaanxi 
organization. By September, after various forms of enhanced 
interrogation, Du Heng also cracked, and together with nine of 
his comrades, published an open letter in the Xi’an press.2 

Their “Declaration on Leaving the Communist Party” (Tuo 
li gongdang xuanyan ) appeared in six succes-
sive issues of the Nationalist Party (Guomindang) local paper, 
Xijing ribao. The opening lines set the tone: 

 
China is a semi-colonial country. Imperialism interna-
tionally and the remnants of feudalism domestically 
combine to endanger China and the Chinese people. 
As a result, the task of the Chinese revolution is un-
questionably to repel imperialism and eradicate feudal 
remnants in order to develop China’s national industry 
and pursue freedom and equality in the international 
arena. Only in this way can China gain independence 
and liberation, and achieve final victory for the revo-
lution. The Chinese Communist Party, however, con-
travenes these historical principles, ignores the special 
characteristics of China’s political economy, and me-
chanically copies the Russian Revolution in an attempt 
to use Marxism-Leninism to carry out [Marx’s notion 
that] “the workers have no fatherland [gongren wu 
zuguo ],” establish communism, and de-
stroy China and the Chinese nation.3 
 
The defection of Du Heng and his colleagues was hardly 

unusual. When party work resumed in Shaanxi, it was reported  

 
that following the arrest of the provincial leadership, some were 
jailed, some shot, but 80-90 percent of Shaanxi’s underground 
party defected and published confessions: some forced, some to 
save their lives, and some to advance their careers within the 
Nationalist Party.4 The same was true across the country as the 
underground party in the white areas was decimated in the early 
1930s.5 Mao was certainly exaggerating when he said that at 
this time, the party lost 90 percent of its forces in the red bases 
and 100 percent in the white areas,6 but the losses were certainly 
severe. The Nationalist Party used these defections as an inte-
gral part of its propaganda. In the confessions and open letters 
that I have examined, the same themes appear again and again. 
There was a clear script for these forced confessions, but the 
formulaic nature of these documents does not diminish their im-
portance. 
 

 
Figure 1  
Section of Du Heng et al., Declaration. 
�

These defectors’ declarations tell us a great deal about the 
political and revolutionary discourse of prewar China. Most im-
portantly, they reveal an ideological commitment shared by 
Communists and Nationalists to a revolution against imperial-
ism and feudalism. While abandoning the CCP, these defectors 
reaffirmed their commitment to that revolution. The declara-
tions also reveal the dilemma that Communists faced in recon-
ciling their commitment to China’s national revolution with 
their obligations to uphold proletarian internationalism and de-
fend the Soviet Union, the socialist fatherland. In ways not seen 
in contemporaneous CCP documents, they expose the tensions 
engendered by shifting party policy and the factional struggles 
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that accompanied them. For these reasons, these defectors’ dec-
larations are an important supplement to what we see in the 
party documents and memoirs that form the usual sources for 
party history. They get beyond the stock formulae of party doc-
uments and avoid some of the ex post facto rationalizations that 
fill the memoir literature. 

In format, most of these declarations were addressed to the 
defectors’ former colleagues. The Shanghai labor leader Xu 
Xigen ( ) begins with “My dear comrades!” and opens 
each section with the phrase, “Comrades….” Toward the end 
he writes “Dear comrades, I am 100 percent certain you are 
cursing me, saying ‘Shameless turncoat (pantu )! How 
could you have the face to talk with us?’”7 Yuan Binghui (

), a leader of the Canton seamen’s strikes, and Hu Junhe (
), a Communist leader who had attended the CCP Sixth 

Congress in Moscow, use similar language: “Dear comrades of 
the CCP and Communist Youth League (CY)!... After our 
transformation, we are not in the least afraid of the Communist 
Party accusing us of being turncoats, cursing us as reactionar-
ies.”8 This was not just idle boasting, for such “turncoats” could 
pay a heavy price. The defectors were well aware of the Gu 
Shunzhang ( ) case, where the entire family of this com-
munist security chief was murdered after his defection.9 But 
these defectors insisted on the sincerity of their political trans-
formation and called on their former comrades to awake from 
misguided views and rally to the cause of Sun Yat-sen’s Three 
People’s Principles.10 

A fundamental theme of all these confessions was a con-
tinued commitment to the Chinese revolution. Throughout the 
republican era, a central tenet of almost all political discourse 
was that China’s problems could only be solved through revo-
lution. Whether it was political revolution, social revolution, 
national revolution, cultural revolution, literary revolution, or a 
revolution in language or education, everybody spoke the lan-
guage of revolution.11 In the conflict between the Communists 
and Nationalists after their united front collapsed in 1927, each 
claimed the mantel of revolution and accused the other of being 
counter-revolutionary. 12  The ensuing competition between 
these two Leninist parties was fundamentally a question of who 
would lead the revolution and what form the revolution would 
take. What is particularly striking about all of these defectors’ 
declarations is their continued adherence to a revolution against 
imperialism and feudalism. This was, after all, the common 
cause that had brought the Communists and Nationalists to-
gether under Sun Yat-sen in the 1920s. Now it was asserted that 
the Nationalists were the proper heirs to that revolutionary tra-
dition. We see this theme in Du Heng’s declaration with which 
we began this essay.  Here is another version from Yu Fei (�
�) a member of the CCP since January 1923 and a major leader 
of the Shanghai workers’ movement: 
 

Comrades of the entire party! 
 We participated in the Chinese revolution and led 
the Chinese revolution, but the Chinese revolution 
failed. The livelihood of the toiling masses is worse 
than before and the responsibility lies with the run-
ning dogs of Stalin.  

 Quite clearly, the Chinese revolution failed be-
cause Communist theory was mechanically applied to 

China. Proper Marxism applies to societies where 
capitalism has developed, to countries where Euro-
pean and American style classes exist. But these vul-
gar ( ) Marxists transport Marx’s theory of capi-
tal to China. The Chinese Communist Party thinks 
that Chinese society is no different from the capitalist 
societies of Europe and America…. 
 The nature of the Chinese revolution is still a na-
tional revolution. Even after the Great Revolution of 
1925-27, the tasks of the Chinese revolution remain 
incomplete. Imperialism in China has not been elim-
inated; the feudal warlords, gentry strongmen (hao 
shen ) and landlords remain powerful. There-
fore, the Chinese revolution is still a national revolu-
tion.13 
 

The critical implication of these declarations was that abandon-
ing the Communist Party did not mean abandoning the revolu-
tionary struggle against imperialism and feudalism. 

The declarations do little to elaborate on the struggle 
against feudalism under the Guomindang—and indeed after the 
Nationalists’ early abandonment of Sun Yat-sen’s “land to the 
tiller” program, they would have been hard-pressed to pursue 
this line of argument.14  But the defectors say quite a bit about 
the struggle against imperialism. A major quandary for the un-
derground Communist Party was its resolute adherence to the 
Communist International’s line of “armed defense of the Soviet 
Union.”15 After the Mukden Incident of September 18, 1931, 
and the Japanese occupation of Manchuria, Chinese public 
opinion was focused on resisting Japan. But the CCP insisted 
that all the imperialist powers were equally threats to China, and 
Japan was different mainly as a threat to the socialist fatherland.  

The problem was compounded when, in 1932, the Soviet 
Union began dealing with Japan and its puppet state of Man-
chukuo to protect its interest in the Chinese Eastern Railway 
(CERR), which cut across northern Manchuria to connect the 
trans-Siberian Railway to Vladivostok. In 1919, in the famous 
Karakhan Manifesto, the Soviet Union had promised to return 
the CERR to China without compensation. This renunciation of 
the fruits of Czarist imperialism had aroused great excitement 
and sympathy for the Soviet revolution when it was published 
in China in March 1920.16 Over time, the Soviets backed away 
from this promise, but the issue came up again in 1929. Follow-
ing the re-unification of China under Chiang Kai-shek, the Nan-
jing regime launched a policy of “revolutionary diplomacy” to 
end the imperialist powers’ privileges under the “unequal trea-
ties.” Inspired by this example, Zhang Xueliang in Manchuria 
moved unilaterally to seize control of the railway. The Soviet 
Union responded militarily, and the crisis was resolved only by 
a return to joint management. During the confrontation, how-
ever, the Communist Party defended the position of the Soviet 
Union, leading to a vigorous dissent from Chen Duxiu and his 
expulsion from the Party as a Trotskyite.17 After the Japanese 
occupied Manchuria in 1931, the Soviets dealt with Japan over 
the CERR, and eventually, in 1935, signed an agreement in To-
kyo to sell the railway to the Manchukuo authorities.18 
 Several of the defectors’ declarations address this Soviet 
betrayal of China’s  national interest. Yu Fei writes: 
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As for the slogan “support the Soviet Union” (yonghu 
Sulian ), of course we should “support the 
Soviet Union” if the Soviets aid the Chinese national 
revolution. But have the Soviets in fact aided China’s 
national revolution? They have not, but on the contrary 
they have helped the imperialists, conspired with the 
imperialists to partition China. The CERR issue is a 
perfectly clear example of Soviet aggression against 
China. When the Japanese occupied Manchuria, the 
Soviets offered their implicit consent. When the bogus 
Manchukuo was established, the Soviets proposed a 
mutual non-aggression treaty.… Comrades! The facts 
are before you. Have the Soviets really aided the Chi-
nese revolution? Supporting the Soviet Union is in fact 
selling out the interests of the Chinese nation.19 

 
One pervasive and powerful argument that turned the anti-

imperialist position against the Communists was that rebellion 
divided the nation and diverted attention from resistance to Ja-
pan.  We are all familiar with Chiang Kai-shek’s policy of “first 
pacification, then resistance” (rangwai bixian annei .

� and public opposition to it on grounds that national unity 
against Japanese aggression should take priority over the cam-
paign against the Communists. But this opposition was most 
pronounced in 1935-37, after the Nanjing government’s pusil-
lanimous response to Japan’s incursions into Rehe and Chahar 
and Japanese promotion of North China autonomy. Nanjing’s 
concessions in the He-Umezu agreement, its suppression of 
anti-Japanese propaganda, and finally the arrest of National Sal-
vation Movement leaders including the famous “Seven Gentle-
men” (an awkward English translation of the Chinese qi junzi 
 , since one of the seven,  Shi Liang , was a woman) 
left many skeptical of Nanjing’s nationalist credentials. 20 By 
this time, the Comintern had shifted its position to favor na-
tional united fronts against fascism, and the CCP had followed 
suit with its August 1, 1935, call for a united front against Japan.   
In the early 1930s, the situation was quite different. In Lloyd 
Eastman’s summary judgment, “public outrage against the Jap-
anese after 1932 was muted…. [T]he years 1932 to 1935 
formed an interlude during which domestic concerns overshad-
owed the Japanese problem,”21 and the Communists were more 
vulnerable to the argument that they were dividing the nation 
and turning Chinese against Chinese.  

Li Xiaolan ( ) had studied in Moscow and was a cen-
tral representative sent to Shaanxi when she was arrested and 
defected in 1933. She accused the CCP of using the Leninist 
tactic of “turning an imperialist war into a civil war,” taking 
advantage of the national crisis to foment domestic unrest. 

 
In the countryside, they seize the opportunity to 

lead the red bandits of the Soviet areas to attack and 
create disorder, oppressing the villagers, burning and 
looting, plunging people into an abyss of misery… and 
causing the national government to have no choice but 
to care for the suffering people, endure the pain of 
withdrawing soldiers from the resistance against Japan 
to eradicate the bandits and save the people. The Com-
munists then seize this opportunity to say ‘The Nation-
alist Party is not sincere about resisting Japan.’22 

Du Heng and his colleagues went a step further, claiming 
that “more than two-thirds of the army is tied up fighting the 
Red Army, and is not able to directly resist Japanese imperial-
ism.”23 Two former politburo members, Lu Futan ( ) and 
Wang Yuncheng ( ), particularly condemned Com-
munist attempts to foment mutinies in the national armies, and 
especially accused them of undermining the heroic resistance 
of the Nineteenth Army against the Japanese attack on Shanghai 
in January 1932. They called the Communists “traitors (hanjian  

) to the Chinese nation.”24 
 The theme of dividing the nation was not limited to the mil-
itary challenge posed by the Red Army and the diversion of Na-
tionalist forces from resistance to Japan. A parallel accusation 
was applied to the economy and the task of economic develop-
ment. China needed to develop its industrial capacity, and this 
required the unity of capital and labor; but the communists in-
sisted on turning workers against their employers, thus disrupt-
ing the economy. “As a result [of communist-fomented strikes] 
both labor and capital lose, the political economic crisis in 
China gets worse, and the nation’s capacity to resist Japan in 
weakened.”25 
 A final and particularly striking aspect of these declarations 
is their complaints against the internal workings of the Com-
munist Party. They describe a party riven by factions and con-
stantly shifting its line depending on which group dominated 
the Center. The terminology used in these sections closely mir-
rors the language of the party’s own internal documents, and for 
that reason, these portions of the declarations seem especially 
useful in conveying the real voices of former Communists ra-
ther than the favored themes of a Guomindang propagandist. 
Here is the complaint of the Center’s representative to Shaanxi, 
Li Xiaolan: 
�

The errors in the line of the Communist Party 
grow more evident by the day. [Communists] have be-
come social vermin threatening the extinction of the 
Chinese nation. In the past, Chen Duxiu’s opportun-
ism, Qu Qiubai’s adventurism, and Li Lisan’s semi-
Trotskyite line all represent completely absurd posi-
tions on the Chinese revolution. Countless revolution-
ary youth have been sacrificed to these erroneous po-
litical lines…. 

Inner-party factional struggles become increas-
ingly sharp. Excluding one’s rivals, plotting against 
each other, jockeying for position, seeking power and 
profit have become the party’s way of waging the so-
called “two-line struggle.” This is not a joke. In pro-
moting cadres, they select their own people who will 
support them and favor those whom they can order 
around.  

The corruption of their living conditions is partic-
ularly bad. Consider Qin Bangxian ( ) and the 
other Central Committee members. They live in for-
eign-style homes, eat well, ride in automobiles, and 
even go to dance halls and movies. They have more 
ways of wasting money than the big capitalists. Mean-
while, the lower-level party workers live in conditions 
that are difficult to endure; working on an empty stom-
ach is normal for them. If they make a little mistake, 
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they are demoted, given a warning or even dismissed 
from the party.26 
 
The criticism of Chen Duxiu’s opportunism and Qu 

Qiubai’s adventurism repeats the language of countless internal 
party documents, after those leaders had fallen from favor. The 
characterization of Li Lisan’s line as “semi-Trotskyite” is less 
common, but can be found in memoir accounts.27 The same re-
frain of Chen’s opportunism, Qu’s adventurism and Li’s semi-
Trotskyism is repeated in the declarations of Du Heng and his 
Shaanxi colleagues28  and of Sun Jimin.29 The sensitivity to an 
ever-changing party line and the factional struggles that lay be-
hind these shifts was an integral part of party life.  Anyone who 
has read internal party documents from this period is familiar 
with the refrain of self-criticism from provincial committees for 
following a line that had recently been discredited.30 What these 
defectors’ declarations add is contemporary evidence for the re-
sentment felt by local cadres who worked for the revolution un-
der extremely difficult conditions and were then blamed for po-
litical errors that resulted from the Center’s shifting political 
line. The fact that Central cadres, in order to disguise their ac-
tivities, lived in far more comfortable conditions than their sub-
ordinates only enhanced the frustration of lower-level opera-
tives.31  

It is not clear how many local party cadres were aware of 
the living conditions of the party’s leaders, but those who 
worked in or traveled to Shanghai must have learned of these 
things, and the Guomindang certainly sought to advertise the 
point through its publication of these defectors’ declarations. 
Several of the accounts are quite explicit. Lu Futan and Wang 
Yuncheng report that Qin Bangxian spent 1300 yuan on his 
Shanghai house. 32  The Shanghai workers’ leader Xu Xigen 
seems particularly well-informed on inner-party dynamics. He 
recounts his own history as secretary of the Jiangsu party com-
mittee “elected by the masses” but, after a protracted struggle, 
removed by Li Lisan “in order to solidify his [Li’s] position and 
strengthen his leadership and control.”  
 

At this point, Pavel Mif of the Far East Bureau of 
the Comintern, in order to increase his status in the or-
ganization, sent his running dogs, Chen Shaoyu (mY
R [aka Wang Ming ]) and others to come to take 
over leadership of the CCP and act as his tools. But 
these guys were as timid as mice and of no use.  How 
would they dare oppose Li Lisan?... Then a letter came 
from the Comintern, and they also received a directive 
from Mif. Now their courage returned, and they were 
brave enough to join the anti-Li Lisan movement. 
Then their patron (lao zuzong ) Mif came as the 
Comintern representative to China, enhancing their in-
fluence…. The Central leaders Qu Qiubai, Zhou Enlai, 
Xiang Zhongfa panicked, terrified that they would not 
be able to get their rubles, so they too sought the sup-
port of Chen Shaoyu, and allowed him to become sec-
retary of the Jiangsu provincial committee. 

 
Finally, Chen Shaoyu was accused of exposing the senior CCP 
cadre, former Peking University student, and respected labor 

leader He Mengxiong ( ) leading to his arrest and execu-
tion along with over twenty of his comrades.33 
 As a rival of both Li Lisan and Chen Shaoyu and a loser in 
the factional struggles, Xu Xigen certainly had an axe to grind, 
but his account is not without credibility.  At another point in 
his lengthy declaration, he explicitly refers to “the running dogs 
of Mif, the so-called Twenty-eight 100 percent Bolsheviks” 
who blindly attempt to import Western-style Marxism into 
China.34 Yu Fei adds additional details to this picture. Address-
ing, as usual, his former cadres in the party, he writes: 
 

What kind of guys are Chen Shaoyu and his 
group? You probably all know, don’t you? Before he 
went to Moscow, Chen Shaoyu was really reactionary, 
and Zhang Wentian was a leader of the New Guomin-
dang. After they entered Sun Yat-sen University in 
Moscow, they sucked up to [the school’s rector] Pavel 
Mif. That’s how they sold out to Mif, how they became 
the Twenty-eight Bolsheviks. These Twenty-eight 
Bolsheviks already did a number of vile and filthy 
things in Moscow. Now all the manipulation, ostra-
cism, and disorder that manifest themselves in the 
party are the work of these same Twenty-eight Bolshe-
viks.35 

�
The scripted nature of these defectors’ declarations leaves 

no doubt that they were carefully edited by the Guomindang 
apparatus – they “stay on message,” as political strategists eve-
rywhere advise. There was clearly a prescribed format, and one 
sees it in virtually all of these texts: continued adherence to the 
revolution against imperialism and feudalism, a commitment to 
national unity, the inapplicability of Marxism’s anti-capitalist 
agenda to a developing country like China, the faction-ridden 
nature of the CCP, and the Comintern’s manipulation of these 
factions, especially in the emergence of Wang Ming and the 
Twenty-eight Bolsheviks. Given the near total decimation of 
the CCP in the Guomindang-controlled areas of China in the 
period between 1929 and 1935, it is reasonable to assume that 
these arguments had some force.  But are there perhaps some 
further implications that we can draw from these texts? 

�
The central premise of these declarations was that the Chi-

nese revolution against imperialism and the remnants of feudal-
ism required national unity. This was an enduring theme of po-
litical discourse throughout the republican era—indeed it con-
tinues to the present day. In this discourse, defending the nation 
against imperialism had unmistakable priority; combatting feu-
dalism was a means to that end. The “remnants of feudalism” 
were conventionally linked to warlordism, and warlords were 
the very symbol of self-seeking local potentates who obstructed 
progress toward a powerful national government. A powerful 
national government was precisely what was needed to defend 
the nation against imperialism.  

Such success as the Chinese revolution achieved in the 
1920s was due to the United Front fashioned by Sun Yat-sen 
and his Soviet allies, joining the Communists and Nationalists 
in the struggle against imperialism and warlordism. It is no ac-
cident that most of the leading Communists who defected in the 
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early 1930s had joined the revolution during that period. The 
revolution that had energized them was the national revolution. 
When Japan occupied Manchuria in 1931 and then continued 
its aggression in what is now Inner Mongolia and North China, 
the imperialist threat assumed an ever more menacing form. 
National unity to develop China and defend it against Japan be-
came an ever more pressing priority. 

In the defectors’ declarations that we have seen, it was the 
Chinese Communist Party that was accused of dividing the na-
tion by diverting military forces from the resistance to Japan 
and obstructing economic development by turning labor against 
capital. In the early 1930s, this seems to have been an effective 
argument, for (together with an increasingly effective Guomin-
dang security apparatus) it led to the virtual elimination of 
Communist activity in the urban areas.36 But after 1935, and 
most dramatically in the Xi’an Incident of 1936, it was the 
Guomindang that was accused of damaging national unity, by 
pursuing Chiang Kai-shek’s policy of “first internal pacifica-
tion, then resistance.”  Exactly how the blame shifted from the 
Communists to the Guomindang will require further study, but 
my initial impression is that the key factors were the growing 
Japanese threat to North China and the Comintern Seventh Con-
gress’ shift toward a policy of united front against fascism. This 
in turn brought the CCP’s August 1 Declaration, calling for a 
united front against Japan. After that, Chiang Kai-shek’s con-
tinued prosecution of his Communist-eradication campaign 
made him appear to be the barrier to national unity. 
 The CCP’s subservience to the Soviet Union had long been 
its Achilles heel.  Institutionally, the national party was but a 
branch of the Communist International, and the professional 
revolutionaries in the underground party were almost entirely 
dependent on Soviet subsidies to carry out their operations.37 
But after 1934, the destruction of the party’s urban apparatus 
severed the channels through which the funds flowed, and in 
the years that followed the party became basically economically 
independent.38 More importantly, in the early years of the War 
of Resistance against Japan, the Soviet Union was the principal 
supplier of military aid to the national government, so once 
again the Soviet Union could be viewed as an ally of the Chi-
nese national revolution.39 
 The Communists named in these declarations as privileged 
tools of the Comintern are Qin Bangxian (later known as Bo 
Gu), Chen Shaoyu (Wang Ming) and the Twenty-eight Bolshe-
viks. This was, of course, precisely the group that Mao Zedong 
targeted in the Yan’an rectification campaign of 1942-44. They 
were, in the 1940s, attacked for “sectarianism” and “dogma-
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