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Introduction: 
Che's theoretical contribution 

S e v e r a l l i v e s o f C h e h a v e a l r e a d y b e e n v i n r i t t e n , b u t as 
y e t n o t h o r o u g h a n a l y s i s o f h i s i d e a s h a s a p p e a r e d . H i s l i f e 
w a s c e r t a i n l y a q u i t e r e m a r k a b l e o n e : f r o m t h e a s t h m a t i c 
m e d i c a l s t u d e n t i n B u e n o s A i r e s t o t h e g u e r r i l l a c o m ­
m a n d e r , f r o m t h e f i g h t e r i n t h e S i e r r a M a e s t r a t o t h e c h a i r ­
m a n o f t h e N a t i o n a l B a n k o f C u b a , a n d , f i n a l l y , f r o m t h e 
M i n i s t e r o f I n d u s t r i e s t o t h e guerrillero h u n t e d d o w n a n d 
k i l l e d i n B o l i v i a t h r o u g h t h e e f f o r t s o f t h e C I A . I t w a s a 
v i v i d , m e t e o r i c , e x e m p l a r y l i f e — t h e l i f e o f a m a n w h o m 
S a r t r e d e s c r i b e d a s " t h e m o s t c o m p l e t e m a n o f h i s t i m e , " 
o n e w h o c a n e a s i l y b e c o m p a r e d t o t h e g i a n t s o f t h e R e n ­
a i s s a n c e f o r t h e s t u p e n d o u s m a n y - s i d e d n e s s o f h i s p e r s o n ­
a l i t y : d o c t o r a n d e c o n o m i s t , r e v o l u t i o n a r y a n d b a n k e r , 
m i l i t a r y t h e o r e t i c i a n a n d a m b a s s a d o r , d e e p p o l i t i c a l 
t h i n k e r a n d p o p u l a r a g i t a t o r , a b l e t o w i e l d t h e p e n a n d t h e 
s u b m a c h i n e g u n w i t h e q u a l s k i l l . T h e e x t r a o r d i n a r y c h a r ­
a c t e r o f t h i s l i f e , w i t h o u t p r e c e d e n t i n t h e h i s t o r y o f t h e 
t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , a c c o u n t s f o r a n d i l l u m i n a t e s t h e r i s e o f 
t h e C h e m y t h : C h e t h e r o m a n t i c a d v e n t u r e r , t h e R e d 
R o b i n H o o d , t h e D o n Q u i x o t e o f c o m m u n i s m , t h e n e w 
G a r i b a l d i , t h e M a r x i s t S a i n t - J u s t , t h e C i d C a m p e a d o r o f 
t h e w r e t c h e d o f t h e e a r t h , t h e S i r G a l a h a d o f t h e b e g g a r s , 
t h e s e c u l a r C h r i s t , t h e S a n E r n e s t o d e l a H i g u e r a r e v e r e d 
b y t h e B o l i v i a n p e a s a n t s , t h e B o l s h e v i k d e v i l - w i t h - a - k n i f e -
b e t w e e n - h i s - t e e t h w h o h a u n t s t h e d r e a m s o f t h e r i c h , t h e 
" r e d p y r o m a n i a c " (Der Spiegel) k i n d l i n g b r a z i e r s o f s u b ­
v e r s i o n a l l o v e r t h e w o r l d , a n d s o o n . 

B e h i n d t h i s m y t h i c a n d r o m a n t i c a p p e a r a n c e , h o w e v e r 
( a n a p p e a r a n c e o f w h i c h G u e v a r a w a s a w a r e a n d w i t h 
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8 Michael Lowy 

w h i c h h e p l a y e d i r o n i c a l l y , c o m p a r i n g h i m s e l f t o D o n 
Q u i x o t e i n h i s l a s t l e t t e r t o h i s f a m i l y ) , i s h i d d e n s o m e ­
t h i n g m o r e p r o f o u n d t h a t i l l u m i n a t e s C h e ' s l i f e a n d g i v e s i t 
i t s t r u e m e a n i n g : the rigorous, total, and monolithic co­
herence between theory and practice, words and deeds. 
O n l y i n t h e l i g h t o f t h i s c o h e r e n c e c a n o n e u n d e r s t a n d 
C h e ' s d e c i s i o n — a s u r p r i s i n g o n e , h a r d t o r e c o n c i l e w i t h t h e 
u s u a l c o n c e p t o f a " p o l i t i c i a n " a n d " s t a t e s m a n " — t o g i v e 
u p h i s m i n i s t e r i a l o f f i c e i n C u b a f o r t h e B o l i v i a n maquis, i n 
o r d e r t o c a r r y o u t a p r e c i s e l y d e f i n e d p o l i t i c a l t a s k : t o 
b r e a k d o w n t h e i s o l a t i o n o f t h e C u b a n R e v o l u t i o n a n d 
o p e n a s e c o n d f r o n t t o h e l p V i e t n a m . 

T h o u g h t h e s e n s a t i o n a l i s t p r e s s , t h e d o m i n a n t i d e o ­
l o g i c a l s y s t e m , m a y t r y t o " r e t r i e v e " t h e m y t h o f t h e 
h e r o i c a d v e n t u r e r , i t c a n n o t " d i g e s t " t h e c o n s i s t e n t r e v o l u ­
t i o n a r y m i l i t a n t w h o p u t h i s i d e a s i n t o p r a c t i c e . C h e ' s 
h e r o i s m w a s n o a b s t r a c t i o n , b u t h e r o i s m i n t h e s e r v i c e o f a 
c a u s e , a n i d e a , t h e s o c i a l i s t r e v o l u t i o n a s h e u n d e r s t o o d i t . 
" W h e n w e t h i n k o f C h e , w e d o n o t t h i n k f u n d a m e n t a l l y o f 
h i s m i l i t a r y v i r t u e s . N o ! W a r f a r e i s a m e a n s a n d n o t a n e n d ; 
w a r f a r e i s a t o o l o f r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s . T h e i m p o r t a n t t h i n g i s 
t h e r e v o l u t i o n ; t h e i m p o r t a n t t h i n g i s t h e r e v o l u t i o n a r y 
c a u s e , r e v o l u t i o n a r y i d e a s , r e v o l u t i o n a r y o b j e c t i v e s , r e v o l u ­
t i o n a r y s e n t i m e n t s , r e v o l u t i o n a r y v i r t u e s . " ' C h e ' s r e v o ­
l u t i o n a r y i d e a s a r e t h u s n o t " r e t r i e v a b l e , " a n d c a n n o t b e 
t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o h a r m l e s s a r t i c l e s o f c o n s u m p t i o n . O n t h e 
c o n t r a r y , t h e y c o n s t i t u t e a p r e c i o u s h e r i t a g e w h o s e r i c h ­
n e s s a n d i m p o r t a n c e h a v e b e e n a p p r e c i a t e d b y r e b e U i o u s 
y o u t h n o t o n l y i n L a t i n A m e r i c a b u t i n e v e r y c o n t i n e n t . 
A s F i d e l C a s t r o s a i d i n a t r i b u t e t o C h e : " C h e ' s w r i t i n g s , 
C h e ' s p o l i t i c a l a n d r e v o l u t i o n a r y t h i n k i n g , w i l l b e o f p e r ­
m a n e n t v a l u e i n t h e C u b a n r e v o l u t i o n a r y p r o c e s s a n d i n 
t h e L a t i n A m e r i c a n r e v o l u t i o n a r y p r o c e s s . A n d w e d o n o t 
d o u b t t h a t h i s i d e a s , a s a m a n o f a c t i o n , a s a m a n o f 
t h o u g h t , a s a m a n o f u n t a r n i s h e d m o r a l v i r t u e s , a s a m a n 
o f u n e x c e l l e d h u m a n s e n s i t i v i t y , a s a m a n o f s p o t l e s s c o n -
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d u c t , h a v e a n d w i l l c o n t i n u e t o h a v e u n i v e r s a l v a l u e . H i s 
i s a t h e o r e t i c a l l e g a c y w h i c h , l i k e t h o s e b e q u e a t h e d b y 
M a r x , E n g e l s , L e n i n , T r o t s k y , L u x e m b u r g , a n d G r a m s c i , 
c o n t r i b u t e s n o t m e r e l y t o t h e i n t e r p r e t i n g o f t h e w o r l d b u t 
a l s o t o c h a n g i n g i t . 

I t i s t h e r e f o r e n e c e s s a r y a n d u r g e n t t o s u g g e s t t h e i n i t i a l 
o u t U n e s o f a s y s t e m a t i c s t u d y o f C h e ' s t h o u g h t , w h i c h i s 
b o t h o r t h o d o x M a r x i s t a n d a t t h e s a m e t i m e f i e r c e l y a n t i -
d o g m a t i c ; r o o t e d i n t h e f e r t i l e s o i l o f t h e C u b a n R e v o l u ­
t i o n a n d y e t b e a r i n g a u n i v e r s a l m e s s a g e ; d e e p l y r e a l i s t i c 
a n d y e t a n i m a t e d b y a p o w e r f u l p r o p h e t i c i n s p i r a t i o n ; 
s c r u p u l o u s l y a t t e n t i v e t o t h e c o n c r e t e t e c h n i c a l p r o b l e m s 
o f f i n a n c i a l a d m i n i s t r a t i o n o r m i l i t a r y t a c t i c s , b u t a t t h e 
s a m e t i m e p r e o c c u p i e d w i t h t h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l q u e s t i o n s 
i m p l i c i t i n t h e c o m m u n i s t f u t u r e ; s e v e r e , i n f l e x i b l e , i n t o l ­
e r a n t , i r r e c o n c i l a b l e o n t h e p l a n e o f p r i n c i p l e , b u t f l e x i b l e , 
v e r s a t i l e , a n d c a p a b l e o f d e l i c a t e v a r i a t i o n a s r e g a r d s f o r m s 
o f a p p H c a t i o n t o a c o m p l e x a n d c h a n g i n g r e a l i t y . 

T h e a i m o f m y b o o k i s t o s h o w t h a t G u e v a r a ' s i d e a s 
c o n s t i t u t e a c o h e r e n t w h o l e , a n d a r e b u i l t o n t h e b a s i c 
p r e m i s e s o f M a r x i s m - L e n i n i s m , t h e i r p h i l o s o p h i c a l , h u m a n ­
i s t i c , e t h i c a l , e c o n o m i c , s o c i o l o g i c a l , p o l i t i c a l , a n d m i l i t a r y 
t h e m e s a l l c l o s e l y l i n k e d t o g e t h e r . I a l s o w i s h t o s h o w t h e 
r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n C h e ' s i d e a s a n d t h o s e o f M a r x a n d t h e 
d i f f e r e n t M a r x i s t t r e n d s o f o u r t i m e , e m p h a s i z i n g t h e w a y 
i n w h i c h C h e ' s i d e a s s e e m t o m e t o t r a n s c e n d S t a l i n i s m 
a n d r e f o r m i s m , a n d t o g o b a c k t o t h e l i v i n g s o u r c e s o f 
r e v o l u t i o n a r y c o m m u n i s m . F i n a l l y , I s h a l l t r y t o s h o w h o w 
t h e s e i d e a s f u r n i s h a n o r i g i n a l a n d s t i m u l a t i n g t h e o r e t i c a l 
c o n t r i b u t i o n t o M a r x i s t t h o u g h t , e s p e c i a l l y a s r e g a r d s t h r e e 
m a j o r p r o b l e m s : ( 1 ) t h e h u m a n s i g n i f i c a n c e o f c o m m u ­
n i s m , ( 2 ) t h e p o h t i c a l e c o n o m y o f r e g i m e s i n t r a n s i t i o n t o 
s o c i a h s m , a n d ( 3 ) t h e p o l i t i c o - m i l i t a r y s t r a t e g y o f t h e r e v o ­
l u t i o n i n t h e T h i r d W o r l d . ' 
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N o t e s 

[ N o t e : For convenience' sake, shortened versions of the titles of the 
two collections of Guevara's works in English wil l be used through­
out the notes. V e n c e r e m o s ! T h e S p e e c h e s and Writings of C h e 
G u e v a r a wil l be referred to as V e n c e r e m o s ; and C h e : S e l e c t e d Works 
of E r n e s t o C h e G u e v a r a wi l l be referred to as S e l e c t e d Works. Short­
ened versions of speech and article titles wi l l be used after the first 
appearance. F u l l biographical information for every title is in the 
Bibliography.—Trans. 
1. F ide l Castro, " I n Tribute to C h e , " in Che Guevara, R e m i n i s ­

c e n c e s of t h e C u b a n R e v o l u t i o n a r y War, pp. 2 0 - 2 1 . 
2. Ibid., p. 2 3 . 
3. Th i s list is not at all exhaustive. Che 's thinking also includes 

significant contributions on questions which I have not been 
able to deal with in this book: the struggle against bureauc­
racy, the economic significance of imperialism, the strictly 
military tactics of guerrilla warfare, industrialization in Cuba , 
the role of the party and of cadres in the building of socialism, 
etc. 

P a r t I : C h e ' s P h i l o s o p h y 
1. Che and Marxism 

C h e ' s r o a d t o M a r x i s m 

" I t w a s c o n c l u d e d t h a t G u e v a r a w a s o n e o f t h e i n t e r ­
n a t i o n a l a g e n t s o f C o m m u n i s m w h o w o r k u n d e r g r o u n d 
a n d w h o a r e k n o w n t o v e r y f e w o t h e r s , " a c c o r d i n g t o U.S. 
News and World Report ( N o v e m b e r 9 , 1 9 5 9 ) , q u o t i n g 
" w e l l - i n f o r m e d s o u r c e s i n G u a t e m a l a . " T h e m y t h o f C h e 
t h e C o m m u n i s t a g e n t i n f i l t r a t e d i n t o C u b a , w h i c h w a s 
s p r e a d b y t h e A m e r i c a n p r e s s a f t e r t h e v i c t o r y o f t h e guer-
rilleros i n 1 9 5 9 , w a s m e r e l y a h a t e f u l c a r i c a t u r e o f a n i m ­
p o r t a n t f a c t — t h a t C h e b e c a m e a M a r x i s t m u c h s o o n e r t h a n 
m o s t o f t h e l e a d e r s o f t h e C u b a n R e v o l u t i o n . ' 

I t i s p o s s i b l e t o e s t a b l i s h f a i r l y e x a c t l y t h e t i m e a n d 
p l a c e o f C h e ' s " d i s c o v e r y " o f M a r x i s m . I t w a s i n G u a t e ­
m a l a i n 1 9 5 4 , a n d o c c u r r e d u n d e r t h e t w o f o l d i n f l u e n c e o f 
h i s w i f e H i l d a G a d e a , w h o b e l o n g e d t o t h e l e f t w i n g o f t h e 
A l i a n z ; a P o p u l a r R e v o l u c i o n a r i a A m e r i c a n a ( A p r i s t a ) , t h e 
r e v o l u t i o n a r y P e r u v i a n p a r t y , a n d o f t h e A l l i a n c e o f D e m o ­
c r a t i c Y o u t h , t h e m a s s o r g a n i z a t i o n l i n k e d t o t h e G u a t e ­
m a l a n L a b o r P a r t y , w h i c h C h e h a d j o i n e d . I t w a s i n H i l d a ' s 
l i b r a r y a n d t h a t o f t h e A l l i a n c e t h a t h e m a d e h i s f i r s t 
a c q u a i n t a n c e w i t h t h e w r i t i n g s o f M a r x a n d L e n i n . ^ 

A c c o r d i n g t o t h e t e s t i m o n y o f t h e C u b a n M a r i o 
D a l m a u , w h o k n e w h i m i n G u a t e m a l a a t t h i s t i m e , C h e h a d 
a l r e a d y r e a d " a w h o l e M a r x i s t l i b r a r y " a n d p o s s e s s e d " a 
v e r y c l e a r M a r x i s t w a y o f t h i n k i n g . " ^ O b v i o u s l y , t h i s d i s ­
c o v e r y o f M a r x i s m w a s n o m e r e i n t e l l e c t u a l a n d b o o k i s h 
a f f a i r f o r C h e , b u t w a s t h e r e s u l t o f a v e r y c o n c r e t e e x ­
p e r i e n c e h e h a d u n d e r g o n e , h i s e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e p o v e r t y 
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12 Michael Lowy 
and oppression of the Latin American masses, which he 
came to know during his travels about the rural areas of 
the continent." On the other hand, it is probable that the 
Marxist-Leninist formation of his thought was definitively 
crystallized by that revealing event which was to leave its 
mark on a whole generation of Latin Americans: the inva­
sion of Guatemala by the mercenaries of Castillo Armas in 
1954. Carlos Maria Gutierrez has written that Castillo 
Armas was Che's "negative teacher." The counter­
revolution in Guatemala was indeed directly and per­
sonally experienced by Che (who even tried, in vain, to 
organize armed groups to resist the invaders), and it 
showed him, "didactically," the role played by the big 
monopolies (United Fruit), American imperialism (John 
Foster Dulles), the Guatemalan army, Arbenz's pacifism, 
and so on. We can find other examples of the kind of 
Marxist radicalization, together with a determination to 
turn to armed struggle, which Che experienced after the 
fall of Arbenz, among the intelligentsia and political cadres 
of Latin American countries that suffered similar events: 
in Brazil after the fall of Goulart, in the Dominican Repub­
lic after the American invasion of 1965, etc. 

In Mexico, where he went after the triumph of the 
counter-revolutionaries in Guatemala, Guevara pursued 
and deepened his Marxist studies. When he met the Cuban 
refugees of the 26th of July Movement, Che endeavored to 
get them to share his knowledge: a Cuban militant, Dario 
Lopez, who knew him in that period, tells us that it was 
Che who selected the Marxist works for the library the 
police found in the training camp of the 26th of July 
Movement in Mexico, the library that was used for their 
political instruction courses. 

Thus, unlike most of the Cuban leaders, Che did not 
arrive at Marxism through the experience of the Cuban 
Revolution itself. On the contrary, he tried, very early on. 
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to interpret this revolution by reference to Marxism. And 
it was because he was already a Marxist that he was the 
first to grasp fully the historico-social significance of the 
Cuban Revolution, proclaiming as early as July 1960 that 
the revolution had "discovered by its own methods the 
path that Marx pointed o u t . " ' 

Che's antidogmatic Marxism 
One of the essential qualities of Che's Marxism is its 

passionately antidogmatic character. For Che, Marx was 
the founder of a new science which can and must develop 
as a result of the transformation of reality. It is in this 
sense, in my opinion, that one should interpret the some­
what surprising comparison he makes in his "Notes for the 
Study of the Ideology of the Cuban Revolution" (1960) 
between Marx and Newton.* For Che, Marx was not a 
Pope endowed by the Holy Ghost with the gift of infalli­
bility; nor were his writings Tablets of the Law graciously 
handed down on Mount Sinai. In this same passage Che 
stresses that Marx, although an intellectual giant, had com­
mitted mistakes which could and should be criticized: as 
regards Latin America, for example, his interpretation of 
Bolivar, or the analysis of the Mexicans he made with 
Engels, in which he "gave some race and nationality 
theories as fact which are inadmissible today." ' ' 

Guevara complained on a number of occasions about 
" the scholasticism that has held back the development of 
Marxist philosophy" and has even systematically hindered 
study of the period of the building of socialism. Against 
this scholasticism (he obviously has Stahnism in mind) and 
against every tendency to solidify Marxism into a grand 
system of eternal truths, unchanging and unchangeable, 
offered for pious contemplation to the faithful, Che used 
the same argument that Lenin used against the petrified 
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o r t h o d o x y o f t h e S e c o n d I n t e r n a t i o n a l : i t m u s t n o t b e 
f o r g o t t e n t h a t M a r x i s m o u g h t , i n t h e l a s t a n a l y s i s , t o s e r v e 
as a g u i d e t o a c t i o n . * 

W e t h u s f i n d i n G u e v a r a a n a c u t e a w a r e n e s s o f t h e n e e d 
f o r t h e c r e a t i v e d e v e l o p m e n t o f M a r x i s m - L e n i n i s m , a b o v e 
a l l i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e n e w p r o b l e m s p r e s e n t e d b y t r a n s i ­
t i o n a l s o c i e t i e s , f o r w h i c h t h e w r i t i n g s o f M a r x a n d L e n i n 
f u r n i s h o n l y a n i n t r o d u c t i o n — p r e c i o u s a n d n e c e s s a r y , t o 
b e s u r e , b u t i n s u f f i c i e n t . T h i s d o e s n o t i n t h e l e a s t m e a n 
t h a t C h e ' s t h i n k i n g w a s n o t o r t h o d o x , i n t h e t r u e s e n s e o f 
t h e w o r d , t h a t i s , f o r m e d o n t h e b a s i s o f t h e f u n d a m e n t a l 
p r i n c i p l e s o f r e v o l u t i o n a r y M a r x i s m a n d t h e d i a l e c t i c a l 
m a t e r i a l i s t m e t h o d . 

T h e a n t i d o g m a t i s m w h i c h i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f C h e ' s 
t h i n k i n g f r o m t h e m e t h o d o l o g i c a l s t a n d p o i n t i s r e f l e c t e d 
i n h i s e c o n o m i c a n d p o l i t i c a l v i e w s , e n a b l i n g t h e m t o t r a n ­
s c e n d t h e l i m i t a t i o n s " s y s t e m a t i c a l l y " i m p o s e d b y t h e 
S t a l i n i s t b u r e a u c r a c y . ' W i t h o u t l o s i n g o u r s e n s e o f p r o p o r ­
t i o n , w e c a n s a y t h a t C h e c a r r i e d o u t , a t l e a s t as f a r as 
L a t i n A m e r i c a i s c o n c e r n e d , t h e s a m e t a s k o f r e v o l u t i o n a r y 
r e n o v a t i o n w i t h r e g a r d t o t h e s o l i d i f i e d " M a r x i s m " o f t h e 
o f f i c i a l l e f t t h a t L e n i n c a r r i e d o u t w i t h r e g a r d t o t h e 
" M a r x i s t " s o c i a l - d e m o c r a c y o f t h e S e c o n d I n t e r n a t i o n a l . 

M a r x i s t h u m a n i s m 

F o r C h e , g e n u i n e M a r x i s m d o e s n o t e x c l u d e h u m a n i s m : 
i t i n c o r p o r a t e s i t as o n e o f t h e n e c e s s a r y e l e m e n t s i n i t s 
o w n w o r l d o u t l o o k . I t i s as a h u m a n i s t t h a t C h e s t r e s s e s 
t h e o r i g i n a l i t y a n d i m p o r t a n c e o f t h e C u b a n R e v o l u t i o n , 
w h i c h h a s s o u g h t t o b u i l d " a M a r x i s t , s o c i a l i s t s y s t e m 
w h i c h i s c o h e r e n t , o r n e a r l y s o , i n w h i c h m a n i s p l a c e d a t 
t h e c e n t e r , a n d i n w h i c h t h e i n d i v i d u a l , t h e h u m a n p e r s o n ­
a l i t y , w i t h t h e i m p o r t a n c e i t h o l d s as a n e s s e n t i a l f a c t o r i n 
t h e r e v o l u t i o n , i s t a k e n i n t o a c c o u n t . ' " " 

W e know t h a t in 1 9 5 9 F i d e l d e f i n e d t h e C u b a n R e v o l u -
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t i o n as a humanist r e v o l u t i o n . W i t h t h e t r a n s i t i o n ( t h e 
" g r o w i n g - a c r o s s " ) o f t h e r e v o l u t i o n t o s o c i a l i s m , a n d w i t h 
F i d e l ' s a d h e r e n c e t o M a r x i s m - L e n i n i s m ( 1 9 6 0 - 1 9 6 1 ) , t h i s 
h u m a n i s m w a s n o t s i m p l y a b o l i s h e d ; i t w a s n e g a t e d -
c o n s e r v e d - t r a n s c e n d e d (Aufhebung) b y t h e n e w M a r x i s t 
h u m a n i s m o f t h e C u b a n r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s . I n a s p e e c h i n 
1 9 6 1 , F i d e l e x p l i c i t l y s t r e s s e d t h e h u m a n i s t i c i n s p i r a t i o n 
o f t h e t h i n k i n g o f M a r x a n d L e n i n : " W h o h a s s a i d t h a t 
M a r x i s m i s t h e r e n u n c i a t i o n o f h u m a n s e n t i m e n t s . . . ? I t 
w a s p r e c i s e l y l o v e f o r m a n w h i c h c o n c e i v e d M a r x i s m , i t 
w a s l o v e f o r m a n , f o r h u m a n i t y , t h e d e s i r e t o c o m b a t 
m i s e r y , i n j u s t i c e , a n d a l l t h e e x p l o i t a t i o n s u f f e r e d b y t h e 
p r o l e t a r i a t w h i c h m a d e M a r x i s m r i s e f r o m t h e m i n d o f 
K a r l M a r x w h e n p r e c i s e l y M a r x i s m c o u l d a r i s e , w h e n p r e ­
c i s e l y a r e a l p o s s i b i l i t y a n d m o r e t h a n a r e a l p o s s i b i l i t y 
c o u l d a r i s e — t h a t h i s t o r i c a l n e c e s s i t y o f a s o c i a l r e v o l u t i o n 
o f w h i c h K a r l M a r x w a s t h e i n t e r p r e t e r . B u t w h a t c o u l d 
t h i s i n t e r p r e t e r h a v e b e e n b u t f o r t h e w e a l t h o f h u m a n 
s e n t i m e n t o f m e n l i k e h i m , l i k e E n g e l s , l i k e L e n i n ? " " 

T o C h e , t h i s p a s s a g e i n F i d e l ' s s p e e c h w a s a b s o l u t e l y 
e s s e n t i a l , a n d h e r e c o m m e n d e d e v e r y m i l i t a n t o f t h e 
C u b a n p a r t y e n g r a v e i t i n h i s m e m o r y as " t h e m o s t e f f i ­
c i e n t w e a p o n a g a i n s t a l l d e v i a t i o n s . " ' ^ 

D u r i n g 1 9 6 3 a n d 1 9 6 4 C h e d i s c o v e r e d t h e w r i t i n g s o f 
t h e y o u n g M a r x . I t w a s p r o b a b l y t h e g r e a t e c o n o m i c 
d e b a t e t h a t b e g a n i n C u b a a t t h a t t i m e t h a t p r o m p t e d h i m 
t o r e a d t h e Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 
1844. W h i l e r e c o g n i z i n g t h e t h e o r e t i c a l l i m i t a t i o n s o f t h e 
y o u n g M a r x — w h o s e l a n g u a g e " s h o w s t h e i n f l u e n c e o f t h e 
p h i l o s o p h i c i d e a s t h a t h a d c o n t r i b u t e d t o h i s d e v e l o p ­
m e n t " a n d w h o s e e c o n o m i c i d e a s w e r e " v e r y i m p r e c i s e , " 
n o t y e t h a v i n g a c q u i r e d t h e s c i e n t i f i c r i g o r o f Capital—Che. 
e m p h a s i z e d t h e i n t e r e s t o f t h e s e w r i t i n g s , w h i c h d e a l w i t h 
t h e p r o b l e m s o f t h e l i b e r a t i o n o f m a n as a s o c i a l b e i n g , 
w i t h c o m m u n i s m a s t h e s o l u t i o n o f t h e c o n t r a d i c t i o n s t h a t 
b r i n g a b o u t m a n ' s a l i e n a t i o n . 
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A n d w h a t a b o u t Capital? I s i t n o t , i n c o n t r a s t t o t h e 
w r i t i n g s o f t h e y o u n g M a r x , " p u r e l y s c i e n t i f i c " a n d e v e n 
" a n t i h u m a n i s t " ? T h i s n e o p o s i t i v i s t v i e w o f Capital, w h i c h 
w a s v e r y w i d e s p r e a d i n t h e p e r i o d o f t h e S e c o n d I n t e r ­
n a t i o n a l a n d h a s r e a p p e a r e d i n a n e w f o r m i n o u r d a y , 
o v e r l o o k s t h e f a c t t h a t t h e d e n u n c i a t i o n o f t h e i n h u m a n i t y 
o f c a p i t a l i s m — w i t h t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f i t s b e i n g t r a n s c e n d e d 
b y a s o c i e t y i n w h i c h men r a t i o n a l l y c o n t r o l things—\s o n e 
o f t h e c r u c i a l t h e m e s o f M a r x ' s p r i n c i p a l w o r k , a t h e m e 
t h a t d o e s n o t c o n t r a d i c t i t s s c i e n t i f i c c h a r a c t e r b u t , o n t h e 
c o n t r a r y , i s d i a l e c t i c a l l y c o n n e c t e d w i t h i t . G u e v a r a , h o w ­
e v e r , f u l l y g r a s p e d t h e h u m a n i s t d i m e n s i o n o f Capital, a s 
w e l l a s t h e r e a s o n s w h y t h i s d i m e n s i o n i s n o t a l w a y s 
" v i s i b l e " t o t h e u n i n f o r m e d r e a d e r : " T h e w e i g h t o f t h i s 
m o n u m e n t o f t h e h u m a n m i n d i s s u c h t h a t i t h a s m a d e u s 
f r e q u e n t l y f o r g e t t h e h u m a n i s t c h a r a c t e r ( i n t h e b e s t s e n s e 
o f t h e w o r d ) o f w h a t i t i s c o n c e r n e d w i t h . T h e m e c h a n i s m 
o f p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s a n d t h e i r c o n s e q u e n c e , t h e c l a s s 
s t r u g g l e , h i d e s , t o s o m e e x t e n t , t h e o b j e c t i v e f a c t t h a t i t i s 
m e n w h o a r e t h e a c t o r s i n h i s t o r y . " 

" H u m a n i s t i n t h e b e s t s e n s e o f t h e w o r d " : b y u s i n g t h i s 
e x p r e s s i o n C h e s u g g e s t s t h a t i t i s v i t a l t o d i s t i n g u i s h b e ­
t w e e n M a r x ' s h u m a n i s m a n d h u m a n i s m " i n t h e b a d s e n s e 
o f t h e w o r d " : b o u r g e o i s h u m a n i s m , t r a d i t i o n a l C h r i s t i a n 
h u m a n i s m , p h i l a n t h r o p i c h u m a n i s m , a n d s o f o r t h . A g a i n s t 
e v e r y a b s t r a c t h u m a n i s m t h a t c l a i m s t o b e " a b o v e c l a s s e s " 
( a n d w h i c h , i n t h e l a s t a n a l y s i s , i s b o u r g e o i s ) , C h e ' s 
h u m a n i s m , l i k e t h a t o f M a r x , i s e x p l i c i t l y i n v o l v e d i n a 
p r o l e t a r i a n c l a s s o u t l o o k . I t i s t h u s r a d i c a l l y o p p o s e d t o 
" b a d h u m a n i s m " b y v i r t u e o f t h i s f u n d a m e n t a l p r e m i s e : 
t h e l i b e r a t i o n o f m a n a n d t h e r e a l i z a t i o n o f h i s p o t e n ­
t i a l i t i e s c a n b e a c c o m p l i s h e d o n l y t h r o u g h t h e proletarian 
revolution w h i c h a b o l i s h e s t h e e x p l o i t a t i o n o f m a n b y m a n 
a n d e s t a W i s h e s m e n ' s r a t i o n a l d o m i n a t i o n o v e r t h e i r p r o c ­
ess o f s o c i a l l i f e . I n h i s c o n c e p t i o n o f h u m a n i s m i t i s p o s ­
s i b l e a n d e v e n p r o b a b l e t h a t C h e w a s i n f l u e n c e d b y t h e 
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w o r k o f t h e A r g e n t i n i a n t h i n k e r A n i ' b a l P o n c e ( 1 8 9 8 -
1 9 3 8 ) , o n e o f t h e p i o n e e r s o f M a r x i s m i n L a t i n A m e r i c a , 
w h o s e b o o k Humanismo burgues y humanismo proletario 
( 1 9 3 5 ) w a s r i g h t l y r e i s s u e d i n C u b a i n 1 9 6 2 . P o n c e s h o w s 
t h e f u n d a m e n t a l c o n t r a s t b e t w e e n t h e h u m a n i s m o f t h e 
b o u r g e o i s i e a n d t h a t o f t h e w o r k i n g p e o p l e a n d e m p h a s i z e s 
t h a t t h e " n e w m a n , " t h e " c o m p l e t e m a n , " t h e p e r s o n w h o 
u n i t e s t h e o r y a n d p r a c t i c e , c u l t u r e a n d l a b o r , c a n b e 
b r o u g h t a b o u t o n l y t h r o u g h t h e c o m i n g t o p o w e r o f t h e 
p r o l e t a r i a t . ' * T h e M a r x i s t h u m a n i s m o f C h e i s t h u s , a b o v e 
a l l , a revolutionary h u m a n i s m w h i c h f i n d s e x p r e s s i o n i n h i s 
c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e r o l e o f m e n i n t h e r e v o l u t i o n , i n h i s 
c o m m u n i s t e t h i c s , a n d i n h i s v i s i o n o f t h e n e w m a n . 

N o t e s 
1. Fidel Castro generously acknowledged this in an interview he 

gave in 1965: " I believe that at the time I met Che Guevara he 
had a greater revolutionary development, ideologically speak­
ing, than I had. From the theoretical point of view he was 
more formed, he was a more advanced revolutionary than I 
was." (Quoted in Lee Lockwood, C a s t r o ' s C u b a , C u b a ' s F i d e l , 
p. 162.) 

2. Apparently Che entertained some reservations about the Partido 
Guatemalteco de Trabajo (PGT), whose bureaucratic sectarian­
ism displeased him. According to a well-known story told by 
his old friend Ricardo Rojo (a somewhat dubious source), the 
Guatemalan Minister of Health declined to give Che a job as a 
doctor because he did not hold a party card. "Look, friend," 
Che repUed, "the day 1 decide to affiliate myself, I'll do it 
from conviction, not through obligation, understand?" (Rojo, 
M y F r i e n d Che, p. 56.) As for the left wing of Aprista, which 
Che had also encountered during his stay in Peru in 195 3, it is 
interesting to note that in the 1960s it became the MIR (Movi-
miento de Izquierda Revolucionaria), led by Luis de la Puente 
Uceda, and was one of the first organizations of the commu­
nist "New Left" in Latin America. 

3. G r a n m a (French edition), October 29, 1967. 
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4. "Because of the circumstances in which I traveled . . . I came 

into close contact with poverty, hunger, and disease; with the 
inability to treat a child because of lack of money; with the 
stupefaction provoked by continual hunger and punish­
ment . . ." (Speech of August 19, 1960, Venceremos, p. 112.) 
Che's approach can be compared to the tradition of the "Red 
doctors" of nineteenth-century Europe, who (especially in 
Germany) were drawn toward doctrines of social revolution as 
a result of their experiences in medical practice. 

5. Speech to the First Congress of Latin American Youth, July 28, 
1960, Selected Works, p. 247. 

6. "One should be a 'Marxist' as naturally as one is a 'Newtonian' 
in physics, or a 'Pasteurian' in biology, considering that if new 
facts determine new concepts, these new concepts will never 
take away that part of truth which the older concept had." 
(Selected Works, p. 49.) 

7. Ibid. 
8. See "Socialism and Man in Cuba" (1965), Selected Works, pp. 

115-69; and "On Party Militancy" (1963), Venceremos, p. 
244. 

9. Che was aware, moreover, of the connection between dog­
matism and bureaucracy. In a passage alluding to the 
"Escalante affair," he wrote in April 1962: "There had ap­
peared throughout the country, as a baneful vice that it was 
necessary for us to eliminate completely, aloofness from the 
masses, dogmatism, sectarianism. Because of them, we were 
threatened by bureaucratism." ("With the Workers of the 
CTC," Oeuvres III: Textes politiques, p . 89.) 

10. Guevara, "II piano e gli uomini ," IIManifesto, no. 7 (December 
1969), p . 36 (a verbatim record of conversations held in 1964 
at the Ministry for Industries). 

11. Quoted in "The Role of the Marxist-Leninist Party" (1963), 
Selected Works, pp. 109-10. 

12. Ibid., p . 110. 
13. "On the Budgetary System of Finance" (1964), ibid., pp. 112-

13 (translation modified). 
14. Ibid., p . 113 (translation modified). 
15. Cf. A. Ponce, Humanismo burgues y humanismo proletario, p. 

113. 

2. The revolution is made by men 

For Che, Marxism was first and foremost the philosophy 
of praxis, the theory of revolutionary action. As he saw it, 
Marx represented a qualitative change in the history of 
social thought, not only because he contributed a scientific 
interpretation of history, but also and above all because he 
introduced a profoundly revolutionary idea: it is not 
enough to interpret the world, we have to change it.' 

It is well known that in the economistic Marxism of the 
Second International, the problematic of revolutionary in­
itiative tended to disappear in favor of that of "the iron 
laws which determine the inevitable transformation of the 
world." Karl Kautsky summed up this view of history in 
his memorable statement: "The Socialist Party is a revolu­
tionary party; it is not a party that makes revolutions. We 
know that our aims can be realized only through a revolu­
tion, but we also know that it is not in our power to make 
a revolution, any more than it is in the power of our 
opponents to prevent it. We have therefore never thought 
of promoting or preparing a revolution."^ Lenin, in con­
trast, from his earliest polemics with the Russian "econo­
mists" in 1902 and with Plekhanov during the Revolution 
of 1905, emphasized the role played by the historical in­
itiative of the vanguard and the masses in the revolution. 

In Latin America, where the majority of the traditional 
Communist parties are sunk in Menshevism, Che's ideas 
undoubtedly represented a return to the living sources of 
Leninism. Lenin, wrote Che, teaches us that "the transi­
tion from one society to another cannot be mechanical," 
that the conditions for it can be accelerated by certain 
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c a t a l y s t s . I n 1 9 1 7 r e v o l u t i o n a r y L e n i n i s m m e a n t — a s i t 
m e a n s i n L a t i n A m e r i c a t o d a y — t h a t : " I f t h e r e w e r e a v a n ­
g u a r d o f t h e p r o l e t a r i a t c a p a b l e o f e n u n c i a t i n g t h e f u n d a ­
m e n t a l d e m a n d s o f t h e p r o l e t a r i a t , o f h a v i n g a c l e a r i d e a o f 
w h a t d i r e c t i o n t o t a k e , a n d o f t r y i n g t o s e i z e p o w e r s o as 
t o e s t a b l i s h t h e n e w s o c i e t y , h e a d w a y c o u l d b e m a d e a n d 
i n t e r m e d i a t e s t a g e s c o u l d b e s k i p p e d . " ^ T h i s m e a n s t h a t 
h i s t o r i c a l m a t e r i a l i s m , as C h e s a w i t , d o e s n o t c o n c e i v e o f 
h i s t o r y as b e i n g " m e c h a n i c a l l y d e t e r m i n e d b y a n a c c u m u ­
l a t i o n o f e c o n o m i c f o r c e s . " A r e v o l u t i o n a r y t r a n s f o r m a ­
t i o n a l w a y s i m p l i e s t h e " o v e r w h e l m i n g o f o n e s o c i a l c l a s s 
b y a n o t h e r , f r o m t h e p o l i t i c a l a n d h i s t o r i c a l s t a n d p o i n t . " 
I n o t h e r w o r d s , " o n e c a n n e v e r s e p a r a t e e c o n o m i c a n a l y s i s 
f r o m t h e h i s t o r i c a l f a c t o f t h e c l a s s s t r u g g l e , " a n d t h i s 
m e a n s , f u r t h e r , t h a t o n e c a n n e v e r l e a v e o u t o f a c c o u n t 
" m a n , w h o i s t h e l i v i n g e x p r e s s i o n o f t h e c l a s s s t r u g g l e . " * 

A g a i n s t t h e n e o - K a u t s k i a n w a i t i n g a t t i t u d e o f t h o s e 
p a r t i e s o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l l e f t w h i c h r e f u s e d t o a c t o n t h e 
p r e t e x t t h a t " c o n d i t i o n s a r e n o t y e t m a t u r e , " C h e s t r e s s e d 
t h a t t h e M a r x i s t p a r t i e s c a n n o t " a w a i t w i t h f o l d e d a r m s " 
t h e e m e r g e n c e o f a l l t h e o b j e c t i v e a n d s u b j e c t i v e c o n d i ­
t i o n s n e c e s s a r y f o r " p o w e r t o f a l l i n t o t h e p e o p l e ' s h a n d s 
l i k e a r i p e f r u i t . " S t a r t i n g f r o m t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e g u e r ­
r i l l a w a r i n C u b a — w h i c h b y i t s v e r y a c t i o n h a d c r e a t e d o n e 
o f t h e s u b j e c t i v e c o n d i t i o n s f o r t h e r e v o l u t i o n , n a m e l y , 
c e r t a i n t y t h a t a c h a n g e w a s p o s s i b l e — h e f o r m u l a t e d t h i s 
g e n e r a l p r i n c i p l e o f t h e t h e o r y o f r e v o l u t i o n a r y p r a x i s : t h e 
r o l e o f t h e v a n g u a r d p a r t i e s i s t o c o n t r i b u t e t o c r e a t i n g t h e 
c o n d i t i o n s n e e d e d f o r t h e s e i z u r e o f p o w e r , " a n d n o t t o 
a w a i t a r e v o l u t i o n a r y w a v e t h a t w i l l a p p e a r f r o m t h e 
m a s s e s . " ' I t i s o n t h e b a s i s o f t h e s e p r e m i s e s t h a t C a s t r o ' s 
a n d G u e v a r a ' s t h e o r y o f t h e g u e r r i l l a n u c l e u s as c a t a l y s t 
h a s t o b e u n d e r s t o o d . I s h a l l c o m e b a c k t o t h i s p o i n t . 

T h i s d o e s n o t m e a n t h a t C h e t e n d e d t o w a r d a p u r e l y 
v o l u n t a r i s t v i e w o f r e v o l u t i o n . H e w a s f u l l y a w a r e t h a t i t i s 
t h e i n t e r n a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n s o f a n e c o n o m i c a n d s o c i a l f o r -
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m a t i o n t h a t c r e a t e t h e o b j e c t i v e c o n d i t i o n s n e c e s s a r y f o r 
t h e c o m i n g o f a " r e v o l u t i o n a r y s i t u a t i o n . " B u t h e w a s a l s o 
a w a r e t h a t w i t h o u t t h e c o n s c i o u s a c t i o n o f t h e v a n g u a r d , 
a n d , c o n s e q u e n t l y , o f t h e m a s s e s , t h e r e v o l u t i o n c a n n o t 
t a k e p l a c e . T h u s , a n a l y z i n g C u b a ' s t r a n s i t i o n t o s o c i a h s m , 
G u e v a r a o b s e r v e d t h a t t h e v a n g u a r d h a d " h a s t e n e d t h e 
c o u r s e o f e v e n t s , " b u t t h e n i m m e d i a t e l y a c k n o w l e d g e d 
t h a t i t h a d d o n e t h i s " w i t h i n t h e l i m i t s o f w h a t i s o b j e c ­
t i v e l y p o s s i b l e . " * T h i s c o n c e p t i o n , w h i c h t r a n s c e n d s b o t h 
t h e e c o n o m i s t i c f a t a l i s m i n s p i r e d b y t h e m e t a p h y s i c a l 
m a t e r i a l i s m o f t h e e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y ( " c i r c u m s t a n c e s 
s h a p e m e n " ) and i d e a l i s t - v o l u n t a r i s t s u b j e c t i v i s m , i s p r e ­
c i s e l y t h a t o f M a r x h i m s e l f w h e n h e w r o t e i n The Eight­
eenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte t h a t m e n m a k e t h e i r 
o w n h i s t o r y — n o t a r b i t r a r i l y , b u t u n d e r g i v e n c o n d i t i o n s . I t 
i s i n t h i s s e n s e t h a t w e h a v e t o i n t e r p r e t C h e ' s f a m o u s 
s l o g a n : " T h e d u t y o f a r e v o l u t i o n a r y i s t o m a k e r e v o l u ­
t i o n , " w h i c h i s n o t a t a l l a t a u t o l o g y ( i t i s e n o u g h t o 
c o m p a r e i t w i t h K a u t s k y ' s s t a t e m e n t , q u o t e d a b o v e ) , b u t 
r a t h e r p r o v e s a n a d e q u a t e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f a f u n d a m e n t a l 
p r i n c i p l e o f h i s t o r i c a l m a t e r i a l i s m : " H u m a n h i s t o r y d i f f e r s 
f r o m n a t u r a l h i s t o r y i n t h i s , t h a t w e h a v e m a d e t h e f o r m e r 
b u t n o t t h e l a t t e r . " ' O r , as G u e v a r a w r i t e s , t h e m e c h a n i s m 
o f t h e r e l a t i o n s o f p r o d u c t i o n m u s t n o t h i d e t h e o b j e c t i v e 
f a c t t h a t " i t i s m e n w h o a r e t h e a c t o r s i n h i s t o r y . " 

W h i l e m e n h a v e a l w a y s b e e n t h e a c t o r s i n h i s t o r y , i t i s 
o n l y w i t h t h e s o c i a H s t r e v o l u t i o n t h a t t h e y b e g i n t o p l a y 
t h i s r o l e c o n s c i o u s l y . T h e h i s t o r i c a l s p e c i f i c i t y o f t h e p r o ­
l e t a r i a n r e v o l u t i o n — n o t as a s i n g l e a c t b u t as a p e r m a n e n t 
p r o c e s s l e a d i n g f r o m t h e s t r u g g l e f o r p o w e r t o t h e e s t a b ­
l i s h m e n t o f c o m m u n i s m — i s t h a t i t i s f o r t h e f i r s t t i m e a 
f u l l y c o n s c i o u s h u m a n u n d e r t a k i n g . " A f t e r t h e O c t o b e r 
R e v o l u t i o n o f 1 9 1 7 . . . m a n a c q u i r e d a n e w c o n s c i o u s n e s s . 
T h e m e n o f t h e F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n , w h o g a v e s o m a n y 
b e a u t i f u l t h i n g s t o m a n k i n d . . . w e r e , h o w e v e r , s i m p l e i n ­
s t r u m e n t s o f h i s t o r y . . . T h e y w e r e n o t y e t a b l e t o d i r e c t 
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history, to construct their own history consciously. After 
the October Revolution this was achieved . . ."* 

This means that , unhke the great social transformations 
of the past, "Communism is a goal of humanity that is 
reached consciously." ' This theme constitutes one of the 
richest and most significant contributions made by Che to 
the development of Marxist humanism. He takes as his 
point of departure a phrase of Marx's in the Economic and 
Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844: "[Communism] is the 
solution of the riddle of history, and it knows itself to be 
this solution." Che interprets this somewhat ambiguous 
statement in terms of his own conception of communism: 
"Marx thought about man's liberation and considered 
communism the solution to the contradictions that pro­
duced man's alienation, but he considered that solution a 
conscious act . . . Man is the conscious actor of history. 
Without the consciousness which encompasses his aware­
ness as a social being there can be no communism." 

The concrete politico-economic expression of this prin­
ciple in a society in transition is the plan, the instrument 
by which man's consciousness directs economic and social 
development toward communism. Che's economic think­
ing is therefore rigorously coherent with his general theory 
of the genesis of communism. I shall come back to this 
point. (This is also a theme in the previously mentioned 
book by Ani'bal Ponce, which Che probably read some time 
in 1962 or 1963: "Man as a conscious factor in evolution; 
man transforming nature and society in accordance with a 
carefully worked-out plan; man who has ceased to be a slave, 
whether submissive or desperate, in order to become the ab­
solute master of his powers: this is Soviet man, who brings 
his will into what had seemed inaccessible to i t . . . By social­
izing the instruments of production and breaking down for­
ever the barriers that stood in the way of the free develop­
ment of social forces, the proletariat, for the first time in the 
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world, begins to trace out the history of man in full aware­
ness of what it wants and what it is doing. " " ) 

It is not, of course, a matter of the conscious action of a 
leader or of a vanguard alone: the communist society of 
the future is not a Christmas present from an omniscient 
and far-seeing Father of the Peoples, or from an elite of 
wise and virtuous citizens. It is the people themselves who 
must "really become the creator and leader of their his­
tory, where their ovwi happiness will be built by their own 
hands." Che's political thought, Hke that of Marx and 
Lenin, is built around this fundamental principle of all 
truly revolutionary theory: the emancipation of the work­
ing people will be the task of the working people them­
selves. This is why Che, while acknowledging the imperfec­
tion of Cuba's revolutionary institutions, stressed the great 
importance of the fact that in Cuba " the masses now make 
history as a conscious aggregate of individuals who struggle 
for the same cause"; that the Cuban people are "in­
dividuals who have achieved the awareness of what must 
be done, men who struggle to leave the domain of neces­
sity and enter that of freedom." '^ This was likewise 
Lenin's idea when he wrote, in April 1918: "Such a revolu­
tion can be successfully carried out only if the majority of 
the population, and primarily the majority of the working 
people, engage in independent creative work as makers of 
history. Only if the proletariat and the poor peasants dis­
play sufficient class consciousness, devotion to principle, 
self-sacrifice and perseverance, will the victory of the 
socialist revolution be assured."'^ 

Notes 
1. "Notes for the Study of the Ideology of the Cuban Revolution" 

(1960), Selected Works, p. 50. This is the very first piece of 
Wfriting in which Che presented himself as a Marxist. 
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2 . Karl Kautsky, D e r Weg z u r M a c h t , p. 57. 
3. "On Party Militancy," Venceremos, p. 246. 
4. "Socialist Planning" (1965), ibid., p. 406 (translation modified). 
5. "Marxist-Leninist Party," Selected W o r k s , pp. 104-6. 
6. "Socialist Planning," Venceremos, p. 404. 
7. Marx, C a p i t a l , vol. I , p. 367n (Marx is here quoting Vico). 
8. "Volunteer Labor" (speech in January 1964), Selected W o r k s , 

p. 307. 
9. "Budgetary System," Selected W o r k s , p. 307. 

10. Ibid., p. 113. Cf. also Guevara, " L a banca, el credito y el 
socialismo," C u b a s o c i a l i s t a , no. 31 (March 1964): "We do not 
conceive of communism as the mechanical sum of consumer 
goods in a given society, but as the outcome of a conscious 
act." 

11. P o n c e , H u m a n i s m o burgues, pp. 163, 169. 
12. "Volunteer Labor" and "Socialism and Man," Selected W o r k s , 

pp. 310, 162, 168. There is a striking similarity between these 
views of Che's and the brilliant writings of the young Lukacs 
in the heroic period of the Bolshevik Revolution. In an article 
entitled D i e R o l l e der M o r a l i n der k o m m u n i s t i s c h e n P r o d u k -
t i o n (a splendidly Guevarist title!), Lukacs stresses that the 
transition from the reign of necessity to that of freedom "can­
not be the outcome of an automatic law of blind social forces, 
but must result from a free decision by the working class . . . 
The direction that the development of society will take de­
pends on the consciousness, the spiritual and moral integrity, 
the power of judgment and the capacity for sacrifice of the 
proletariat." { F r i t h s c h r i f t e n 1 9 1 9 - 1 9 2 2 , pp. 92, 94.) 

13. Lenin, "The Immediate Tasks of the Soviet Government," 
W o r k s , vol. 27, p. 241. 

3. The new man 

The dream of all great revolutionaries, from Rousseau to 
Lenin, has been to change not merely "the world" but also 
"man" : the revolution, for them, is not only a transforma­
tion of social structures, institutions, and regimes, but also 
a profound, radical, and "overturning" ( u m w a l z e n d e ) 
transformation of m e n , of their consciousness, ways, 
values, and habits, of their social relations. A revolution is 
authentic only if it can create this "new man." For Rous­
seau, it was a matter of forming the true citizen, in whom 
the rational general will dominates the narrow particu­
larism of egoistic passions. (Rousseau's thinking could not, 
of course, owing to its social content and historical deter­
mination, transcend certain limits, in particular as regards 
the concrete social conditions that could enable men to 
become "citizens.") In the E c o n o m i c a n d P h i l o s o p h i c a l 
M a n u s c r i p t s Marx speaks with admiration of the commu­
nist workers, the bearers of the future, among whom "the 
brotherhood of man is no empty phrase," and for whom 
association, society, has already become an end in itself. 
This is precisely the determined negation of the "bour­
geois" described in T h e J e w i s h Q u e s t i o n (1844): an iso­
lated monad, an egoistic atom, moved exclusively by his 
petty private interest. Finally, for Lenin, communism will 
create a new generation of free men who will observe the 
rules of social life without any need for violence, sub-
nnission, or coercion.' 

Guevara's ideas belong to this intellectual line of de­
scent. For him too, the supreme and ultimate task of revo­
lution was to create a new man, a c o m m u n i s t man, the 
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dialectical negation of the individual of capitalist society, 
transformed into an alienated "human commodity ," or 
capable of becoming, through the workings of imperialism, 
a carnivore, "a wolf-man in a wolf-community." Because 
bourgeois society is based, in the last analysis, on the law 
of the jungle, success can be attained only through the 
defeat of others. It is a society in which, objectively, neces­
sarily, inevitably, whatever "goodwill" there may be. 
Christian or other, man is man's enemy.^ 

The radical transformation of society requires, at the 
same time, a deepgoing transformation of the mental struc­
tures of individuals. How, once power has been won, the 
bourgeoisie expropriated, and the economic structure 
changed, are those taints of the old society that still sur­
vive in the individual consciousness to be got rid of? 

By education, both direct and indirect, by raising the 
cultural level, by propaganda, by ideological work: "So­
ciety as a whole must become a gigantic school." But this 
education is not and cannot be a purely passive apprentice­
ship: it must also, and above all, take the form of self-
education. In the march toward communism the people 
must educate themselves. ' This abolition of the moral and 
ideological aftereffects of bourgeois society is not an auto­
matic and direct result of the socioeconomic transforma­
tions which have been carried out. These transformations 
are a necessary condition for the abolition, but not a suf­
ficient one. They call for conscious and specific inter­
vention at the level of superstructure. Moreover, they are 
gravely jeopardized if the economic methods of building 
socialism bear the hallmarks of the former society: the 
production process must also contribute to the political 
education of the masses and the coming of the new man. 

What are the characteristic features of this new m a n -
communist man, or "twenty-first-century man"? Rejecting 
utopianism, Che restricts himself to a few general assump-
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tions of a necessarily abstract sort, assumptions based on 
Cuban reality, where the first prefigurations of this future 
could already be found in the revolutionaries, the guerrilla 
fighters, who rivaled each other for the most dangerous 
assignments, with no other satisfaction than that of duty 
done ("In the att i tude of our fighters, we could glimpse 
the man of the future"); in the masses of the people them­
selves, through their courage and sacrifice at the critical 
moments of the Revolution—the invasion of Playa Giron, 
the rocket bases crisis of October 1962; in the communist 
youth, a living example of revolutionary fervor and inter­
nationalist spirit." Communist man must necessarily be a 
man of greater inner resources and a greater sense of re­
sponsibility, bound to others by a relationship of real 
solidarity, of concrete universal brotherhood; he must be a 
man who recognizes himself in his work and who, once the 
chains of alienation have been broken, "will achieve total 
awareness of his social being which is equivalent to his full 
realization as a human crea ture ." ' A man whose poten­
tiality is what Marx called in his Theses on Feuerbach 
"socialized humanity"—the transcending of that division 
effected by bourgeois society between "private" and 
"public," "particular" and "general" interests, between 
the " m a n " and the "citizen," the individual and the com­
munity. 

Does the problematic of communist man, as we find it 
in Guevara's works, belong to the ideological universe of 
romantic utopianism? I do not think so. What is Utopian is 
not envisaging the possibility of a "new man," but rather 
believing in an eternal and unchanging "human nature." 
Communism is not at all, for Che, "a Utopian system based 
on man's goodness as a man,"* but an objective possibility 
which he glimpses through the concrete experience of the 
Cuban Revolution. 

The theme of the new man as the ultimate aim, the pole-
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star of the socialist revolution, is the touchstone, the cen­
tral driving idea, of Che's revolutionary humanism, in the 
light of which the whole of his political thinking needs to 
be understood.'' 

Notes 

1. Lenin, "The State and Revolution," W o r k s , vol. 25, p. 456. 
2. "Colonialism Is Doomed" (1964), Selected Works, p. 339; 

"Socialism and Man," ibid., p. 158; "Letter to Jose Medero 
Mestre," O e u v r e s H I : T e x t e s p o l i t i q u e s , p. 317; "Letter to 
Hildita" { 1 9 6 7 ) , Selected W o r k s , p. 425. 

3. "Socialism and Man," Selected W o r k s , pp. 159, 160. 
4. Ibid., pp. 156, 160; also " O n Being a Communist Youth" (1962), 

Venceremos, pp. 217-18. 
5. "Revolution and Underdevelopment" (1965), Selected W o r k s , 

pp. 350-51; "Socialism and Man," ibid., pp. 162, 166-67. 
6. "On Party Militancy," Venceremos, p. 245. 
7. "Whether Che is discussing the theory of value, the danger of 

bureaucratism, the cadres of the revolution, the qualities of 
the young Communist, the building of the party, this [the new 
man] is the thread that all his thoughts follow." (R. F . 
Retamar, Introduction, O e u v r e s I : T e x t e s m i l i t a i r e s , p. 18.) 

4. Humanist values 

The problem of the theoretical status of moral values in 
Marxism has always been the subject of a philosophical 
debate with political implications. The classical case was 
that of the trends in German social-democracy before 
1914: on the one hand, idealistic moralism, abstract, deal­
ing in eternities, "above classes," neo-Kantian by deriva­
tion (Bernstein); on the other, scientistic "antimoralism" 
(Kautsky), with positivist overtones. A recent example of 
the latter attitude is found in Charles Bettelheim's polem­
ical writings against Che. Rejecting the humanistic and 
moral problematic (in particular, the theme of alienation) 
as non-Marxist, Bettelheim bases his argument on a passage 
in the later Engels, where Engels writes to his disciple La-
fargue: "When one is a 'man of science,' one does not have 
an ideal; one works out scientific results, and when one is a 
party man to boot, one fights to put them into practice. 
But when one has an ideal, one cannot be a man of sci­
ence, for one starts out with preconceptions.'" Now, this 
passage-which does not seem to me to represent Marx's 
thinking—belongs to a wholly natural scientistic and posi­
tivist outlook which cannot solve the problem: it is quite 
obvious that the "party man" does not fight to put "sci­
entific results" into practice unless he regards these results 
as an ideal. Furthermore, the problematic of alienation is 
not at all alien to the works of the mature Marx. In 
Capital, for example, he writes: "Capital comes more and 
more to the fore as a social power, whose agent is the 
capitaHst . . . It becomes an alienated (entfremdete), in­
dependent, social power, which stands opposed to society 
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as an object, and as an object that is the capitalist's source 
of power."^ The concept of alienation, which bears an 
abstract "anthropological" character in the E c o n o m i c a n d 
Philosophical M a n u s c r i p t s , becomes more historicized and 
concrete in the G r u n d r i s s e and in Capital. ^ The dialectical 
transcending ( A u f h e b u n g ) of this contradiction was ap­
proached by Luxemburg, who both admitted that Marxism 
implies a humanist morality and emphasized that until 
communism has been established all morality and all 
humanism must necessarily bear a class character. It is 
probable, if not certain, that Che was ignorant of the 
polemics among Social-Democrats before the 1914 war, 
and of the works of Rosa Luxemburg. But he may have 
read the writings of Jose Carlos Mariategui, the founder of 
the Peruvian Communist Party and the "great ancestor" of 
Latin American Marxism, whose works were at that very 
time being "rediscovered" and republished in Cuba. In a 
chapter of his book Defensa d e l Marxismo entitled "Ethics 
and Socialism" (which was also published in the first issue 
of the journal T r i c o n t i n e n t a l ) , Mariategui refutes the thesis 
that Marxism is anti-ethical and suggests that a true prole­
tarian morahty "does not emerge mechanically from eco­
nomic interests; it is formed in the class struggle, carried 
on in a heroic frame of mind, with passionate will 
power."" It is in the hght of this conception that Che's 
revolutionary humanism needs to be understood. 

What are the ethical values to which Guevara explicitly 
appeals and which inspire his revolutionary struggle and his 
ideal of the new man? 

The supreme value for any real humanism can only be 
h u m a n i t y itself: "Human life has meaning only to the 
degree that, and as long as, it is lived in the service of 
something infinite. For us, humanity is this something in­
finite." These words, written in 1927 by the Bolshevik 
leader Adolf Joffe in his farewell letter to Leon Trotsky, 
define with exactitude the ethical horizon of the Marxist 

T h e M a r x i s m o f C h e Guevara 31 

revolutionary for whom humanity is the universal value, 
the concrete totality which integrates and transcends the 
individual and the nation as partial moments (in the philo­
sophical sense), and which is identified, in the last analysis, 
with the world proletariat. It is in this sense that Che 
speaks of love for people, love for mankind, generous feel­
ings without which "it is impossible to think of an authen­
tic revolutionary," and the essence of which is clearly ex­
pressed in the requirement he formulated for the young 
Communists: always to feel as one's own the great prob­
lems of humanity.' This experience does not relate to an 
abstract, vague "philanthropy," but finds its concrete, 
political expression in international solidarity among 
peoples, in proletarian internationalism, which, so long as 
classes continue to exist, is the only true countenance of 
"love for mankind." (It should be added that this "love" is 
not at all the same thing as that of traditional Christianity, 
since it may well be accompanied by its opposite, hatred, 
an uncompromising hatred of the enemy: " A people with­
out hatred cannot vanquish a brutal enemy."*) 

Humanity as a value necessarily implies the valorization 
of human life itself. Indeed Che, the theoretician of revolu­
tionary war, of the liberating violence of armed struggle; 
Che, who insisted that "the oppressor must be killed mer­
cilessly," and who believed that the revolutionary has to 
become an "efficient and selective" killing machine,' this 
same Major Guevara always showed profound and genuine 
respect for human life. It is because he regarded life as a 
value that he criticized the blind terrorism which strikes 
down innocent victims; that he called on the guerrilla 
fighter to treat kindly the defenseless vanquished; that he 
urged clemency toward captured enemy soldiers, and cate­
gorically declared that a "wounded enemy should be 
treated with care and respect."* 

After the capture and killing of Che in Bolivia, an 
American magazine was shameless enough to write that 
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C h e , " w h o h a d a l w a y s a d v o c a t e d t h a t n o p r i s o n e r s b e 
t a k e n , " h a d n o g r o u n d s f o r c o m p l a i n t . T h i s i s a f o u l l i e . 
H e r e i s w h a t C h e w r o t e o n t h e s u b j e c t , i n G u e r r i l l a War­
fare: " C l e m e n c y a s a b s o l u t e as p o s s i b l e t o w a r d t h e e n e m y 
s o l d i e r s w h o g o i n t o t h e f i g h t p e r f o r m i n g o r b e l i e v i n g t h a t 
t h e y p e r f o r m a m i l i t a r y d u t y . I t i s a g o o d p o h c y , s o l o n g a s 
t h e r e a r e n o c o n s i d e r a b l e b a s e s o f o p e r a t i o n s a n d i n v u l ­
n e r a b l e p l a c e s , t o t a k e n o p r i s o n e r s . S u r v i v o r s o u g h t t o b e 
s e t f r e e . T h e w o u n d e d s h o u l d b e c a r e d f o r w i t h a l l p o s s i b l e 
r e s o u r c e s a t t h e t i m e o f t h e a c t i o n . " ' S e v e r a l p a s s a g e s i n 
h i s Reminiscences of the C u b a n Revolutionary War, as w e l l 
as t h e t e s t i m o n y o f f e l l o w f i g h t e r s , c o n f i r m t h a t h i s a c t u a l 
b e h a v i o r a c c o r d e d s c r u p u l o u s l y w i t h t h i s s t a n d a r d o f r e v o ­
l u t i o n a r y e t h i c s . ' " 

T o h o l d l i f e i n p r o f o u n d r e s p e c t a n d t o b e r e a d y t o t a k e 
u p a r m s a n d , i f n e e d b e , t o k i l l , i s c o n t r a d i c t o r y o n l y i n 
t h e e y e s o f C h r i s t i a n o r p a c i f i s t h u m a n i s m . F o r r e v o l u ­
t i o n a r y h u m a n i s m , f o r C h e , t h e p e o p l e ' s w a r i s t h e n e c e s ­
s a r y a n s w e r , t h e o n l y p o s s i b l e a n s w e r , o f t h e e x p l o i t e d a n d 
o p p r e s s e d t o t h e c r i m e s a n d t h e i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d v i o l e n c e 
o f t h e o p p r e s s o r s : " T h e y t h e m s e l v e s i m p e l u s t o t h i s 
s t r u g g l e ; t h e r e i s n o a l t e r n a t i v e o t h e r t h a n t o p r e p a r e i t a n d 
d e c i d e t o u n d e r t a k e i t . . . " " 

F u r t h e r m o r e , g e n u i n e r e s p e c t f o r h u m a n l i f e c a n n o t b e 
r e s t r i c t e d t o c o n c e r n w i t h p h y s i c a l s u r v i v a l a l o n e . T h e l i f e 
o f t h e s p i r i t m u s t b e r e s p e c t e d n o l e s s , i f n o t m o r e , t h a n 
t h a t o f t h e b o d y : i t i s n e c e s s a r y t o s a f e g u a r d m e n ' s dig­
nity. T h i s w o r d , w h i c h c o n s t a n t l y r e c u r s i n t h e w r i t i n g s o f 
C h e , F i d e l , a n d o t h e r C u b a n r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s , h a s m a n y 
m e a n i n g s , b u t i s b o u n d u p e s p e c i a l l y w i t h t h e i d e a o f ; M X -
tice. T h e r e i s a s e n t e n c e o f J o s e M a r t i ' s t h a t C h e w a s v e r y 
f o n d o f , w h i c h h e o f t e n q u o t e d i n h i s s p e e c h e s , a n d i n 
w h i c h h e s a w " t h e s t a n d a r d o f d i g n i t y " : " A r e a l m a n 
s h o u l d f e e l o n h i s o w n c h e e k t h e b l o w i n f l i c t e d o n a n y 
o t h e r m a n ' s . " T h e t h e m e o f d i g n i t y d o u b t l e s s h a s d e e p 
r o o t s i n S p a n i s h - A m e r i c a n c i v i l i z a t i o n . { " L a dignidad, i n 
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L a t i n A m e r i c a , i s m e a n i n g l e s s i n t h e r e a l i t y o f a l i f e t h a t i s 
t o o w r e t c h e d , a n d t h i s i s w h y t h e w o r d i s s o l o a d e d w i t h 
h o p e t h a t i t s e t s o f f p o p u l a r i n s u r r e c t i o n s a n d g i v e s t h e 
s i g n a l f o r r e v o l u t i o n s . " ' ^ ) A n d t h i s s a y i n g o f M a r t i ' s i m ­
m e d i a t e l y m a k e s o n e t h i n k o f D o n Quixote, a w o r k t h a t 
C h e r e a d i n t h e S i e r r a M a e s t r a d u r i n g t h e " l i t e r a t u r e 
c o u r s e s " h e g a v e t o p e a s a n t r e c r u i t s i n t h e g u e r r i l l a a r m y , 
a n d w h o s e h e r o h e i r o n i c a l l y i d e n t i f i e d w i t h i n h i s l a s t 
l e t t e r t o h i s f a m i l y . { D o n Quixote w a s , m o r e o v e r , t h e f i r s t 
b o o k t h a t t h e C u b a n r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s h a d t h e N a t i o n a l P u b ­
l i s h i n g I n s t i t u t e i s s u e " o n a m a s s s c a l e " a f t e r t h e y t o o k 
p o w e r i n 1 9 5 9 . ) I t w o u l d , h o w e v e r , b e a m i s t a k e t o r e g a r d 
t h e t h e m e o f d i g n i t y as a l i e n t o M a r x i s m . D i d n o t M a r x 
h i m s e l f w r i t e : " T h e p r o l e t a r i a t . . . n e e d s i t s c o u r a g e , i t s 
s e l f - r e s p e c t , i t s p r i d e , a n d i t s s e n s e o f i n d e p e n d e n c e e v e n 
m o r e t h a n i t s b r e a d " ? 

T h e p r o b l e m a t i c o f d i g n i t y a l s o i m p l i e s t h a t o t h e r v a l u e 
t o w h i c h C h e a p p e a l s : freedom, w h i c h o b v i o u s l y p o s s e s s e d 
f o r h i m , as a M a r x i s t , a m e a n i n g q u i t e d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h e 
o n e a s c r i b e d t o i t b y i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c b o u r g e o i s h u m a n i s m . 
F o r M a r x , f r e e d o m w a s n o t t h e " f r e e p l a y " o f i n d i v i d u a l s 
c o n f r o n t i n g e a c h o t h e r o n t h e m a r k e t , b u t w a s r a t i o n a l 
c o n t r o l o f n a t u r e a n d s o c i a l l i f e b y m e n t h e m s e l v e s . A n d 
t h i s i m p U e s p r e c i s e l y t h e a b o l i t i o n o f t h e " f r e e m a r k e t " 
a n d o f e v e r y f o r m o f a l i e n a t i o n — t h a t i s , o f t h e d o m i n a t i o n 
o f m e n b y t h e i r o w n w o r k s , a n d i n p a r t i c u l a r b y t h e p r o ­
d u c t i o n p r o c e s s . T h i s c o n c e p t i o n o f f r e e d o m i s a l s o t h a t 
h e l d b y C h e , f o r w h o m t h e l i b e r a t i o n o f m a n p r e s u p p o s e s , 
c o n c r e t e l y , " t h e s o l u t i o n t o t h e c o n t r a d i c t i o n s t h a t p r o ­
d u c e d m a n ' s a h e n a t i o n . " T h i s i s w h y C h e d o e s n o t s h r i n k 
f r o m d e c l a r i n g t h a t t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t o f r e v o l u t i o n a r y 
a m b i t i o n s i s t o s e e m a n l i b e r a t e d f r o m h i s a l i e n a t i o n , t h a t 
i s , f i r s t a n d f o r e m o s t , f r o m d o m i n a t i o n b y t h e b l i n d l a w s 
o f c a p i t a l i s m , t h e e m a n c i p a t i o n f r o m w h i c h m a r k s m a n ' s 
f i r s t s t e p t o w a r d t h e r e a l m o f f r e e d o m . F o r C h e , t h e l i b e r a ­
t i o n o f m a n i s n o t a s i n g l e a c t b u t a p r o c e s s : f r e e d o m m u s t 
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be built. In Cuba "the skeleton of our freedom is formed," 
but its complete accomplishment will not be achieved until 
the coming of communist society on a world scale.'" 

Humanity, justice, dignity, freedom: these "classical" 
values gain a new meaning in the revolutionary 
humanism of Che, because they are envisaged from the 
standpoint of the proletariat, of the class struggle, of the 
socialist revolution. 
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Part II: Che's economic ideas 
I n t r o d u c t i o n 

Che's economic ideas, no less than his theory of guerrilla 
warfare, constitute an original contribution that enriches 
Marxist theory, a contribution based on the concrete 
praxis of the Cuban Revolution. This body of ideas is at 
once consistent with Che's principles of revolutionary 
humanism and adapted in a flexible way to the realities of 
Cuba's economic development. It was worked out during 
the great economic debate that took place in Cuba in the 
years 1963-1964, a debate which related not only to the 
island's immediate economic problems but also to the key 
concepts of Marxist theory and to the profound meaning 
of socialism itself, a debate which has its place among the 
developing conflicts between various tendencies within the 
international communist movement. 

In Cuba this debate assumed a character that was prac­
tically without precedent in a sociahst country since the 
death of Lenin: it proceeded in an atmosphere of dignity 
and mutual respect, openly and publicly, in the pages of 
the press. All the participants, who included ministers, 
leaders of the Cuban party, and European economists, 
were Marxist militants identifying themselves with the 
aims of the Cuban Revolution, and accepted each other as 
such, regardless of their divergent views. The debate did 
not conclude with a "disgracing of the vanquished": on 
the contrary, despite Guevara's departure from the scene, 
it was his views that prevailed. 

The chief themes under discussion were: (1) problems 
of economic policy: budgetary system versus the financial 
autonomy of enterprises, moral versus material incentives; 
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(2) problems of political economy: the law of value and 
planning, the correspondence between productive forces 
and production relations, the commodity versus the non-
commodity nature of the state-owned means of produc­
tion; (3) general problems of Marxist theory: the role of 
consciousness in the building of socialism, e t c ' I shall en­
deavor, in the pages that follow, to systematize Che's eco­
nomic ideas around certain axes which give them structure, 
to juxtapose them with the other views that appeared dur­
ing the debate, and to relate all this to certain "classical" 
themes of Marxism. 

Note 
1. Here is a list of the participants, their contributions, and the 

original place of publication of their articles, in chronological 
order. (For clarity, the titles of the articles have, here and in 
the text, been translated into English whether or not they 
appeared in English-language versions.—Trans.) 

Ernesto Che Guevara, Minister of Industries. "Considerations Re­
garding Costs of Production as the Basis for Economic Analy­
sis of Enterprises Under the Budgetary System," Nuestra In-
dustria, no. 1 (June 1963). 

Luis Alvarez Rom, Minister of Finance. "The Political and Economic 
Content of the State Budget," Trimester: suplemento del 
Directorio Financiero, no. 6 (May-June 1963). 

Alberto Mora, Minister of Foreign Trade. "About the Question of 
the Operation of the Law of Value in the Cuban Economy of 
Today," Comercio exterior (June 1963). 

Guevara. "On the Conception of Value: In Reply to Certain State­
ments" (reply to Mora), Nuestra Industria, no. 2 (October 
1963). 

Miguel Cossio. "Contribution to the Debate on the Law of Value," 
Nuestra Industria, no. 4 (December 1963). 

Marcelo Fernandez Font (Chairman of the National Bank). 
"Development and Functions of Socialist Banking in Cuba," 
Cuba socialista, no. 30 (February 1964). 
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Guevara. "On the Budgetary System of Finance," Nuestra Industria, 

no. 5 (February 1964). 
Guevara. "Banking, Credit, and Socialism" (reply to Fernandez 

Font), Cuba socialista, no. 31 (March 1964). 
Charles Bettelheim (Marxist economist. Director of Studies at the 

Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, Paris). "Forms and Methods 
of Socialist Planning and the Level of Development of the 
Productive Forces" (refutation of Guevara's views), Cuba 
socialista, no. 32 (April 1964). 

Guevara. "The Significance of Socialist Planning" (reply to Bettel­
heim), Cuba socialista, no. 34 (June 1964). 

Ernest Mandel (Marxist economist, editor of the Belgian weekly La 
Gauche, Trotskyist leader). "The Commodity Categories in the 
Transition Period" (reply to Bettelheim), Nuestra Industria, 
no. 7 (June 1964). 

Juan Infante. "Characteristic Features of the Functioning of a Self-
Financed Enterprise," Cuba socialista, no. 34 (June 1964). 

Alvarez Rom. "On the Method of Analyzing Systems of Financing," 
Cuba socialista, no. 35 (July 1964). 

Guevara. "A New Attitude to Labor" (speech to a workers' meeting 
on August 15, 1964), Obra revolucionaria, no. 21 (1964). 

Alexis Codena. "Experiences in Supervision Under the Budgetary 
System," Nuestra Industria, no. 10 (December 1964). 

Mario Rodriguez Escalona. "The General Conception of Finance in 
the History of the Budgetary System of Financing in the 
Transition Period," Nuestra Industria, no. 10 (December 
1964). 

Guevara. "Planning and Men" (verbatim record of conversations 
held at the Ministry of Industries during 1964), II Manifesto, 
no. 7 (December 1969). 

Fidel Castro. Speech on the sixth anniversary of the Committees for 
Defense of the Revolution (official adoption of Che's views), 
Granma, September 28, 1966. 

See also two articles by Carlos Rafael Rodriguez, director of the 
National Institute of Agrarian Reform, defending financial 
self-management in the agricultural enterprises, but without 
taking a direct part in the discussion: "Four Years of Agrarian 
Reform," Cuba socialista, no. 21 (May 1963), and "The New 
Path of Cuban Agriculture," Cuba socialista, no. 27 (Novem­
ber 1963). 
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Here is a brief bibliography of works on this discussion; 
de Santis, Sergio. "Debate sobre la gestion socialista en Cuba." In 

C u b a : u n a revolucibn en m a r c h a . Paris: Ruedo Iberico, 1967. 
Dumont, Rene. C u b a : Socialism and Development. New York: 

Grove Press, 1970. 
Gilly, Adolfo. I n s i d e the C u b a n Revolution. New York: Monthly 

Review Press, 1964. 
Mandel, Ernest. "Le grand debar economique." In Partisans no 37 

(1967). 
MiiUer, W. "Einleitung." In Bcttelheim, Castro, Guevara, Mandel, 

Mora, Wertgesetz, P l a n n u n g und Bewusstsein: D i e P l a n -
nungdebate i n C u b a . Frankfurt: Verlag Neue Kritik, 1969. 

Tutino, Saverio. "Dibatito economico a Cuba." In Rinascitd (July 
11, 1964). 

1. Productive forces 
and production relations 

O n e o f t h e d i s t i n c t i v e f e a t u r e s o f t h e e c o n o m i s t i c t e n ­
d e n c y t h a t i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f v u l g a r M a r x i s m i s i t s o n e ­
s i d e d a n d m e c h a n i s t i c c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e c o n n e c t i o n b e ­
t w e e n p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s a n d p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s , w h i c h i t 
sees as a o n e - w a y c a u s e - a n d - e f f e c t r e l a t i o n s h i p . T h i s c o n ­
c e p t i o n o f f e r s a s p r o o f o f i t s o r t h o d o x y a q u o t a t i o n f r o m 
M a r x ' s Poverty of Philosophy ( 1 8 4 7 ) t a k e n o u t o f c o n t e x t , 
a q u o t a t i o n t h a t i s e n d l e s s l y r e p e a t e d a n d t r e a t e d as p r o ­
v i d i n g t h e q u i n t e s s e n c e o f h i s t o r i c a l m a t e r i a l i s m : " T h e 
h a n d m i l l g i v e s y o u s o c i e t y w i t h t h e f e u d a l l o r d ; t h e s t e a m 
m i l l , s o c i e t y w i t h t h e i n d u s t r i a l c a p i t a l i s t . " ' A p a r t f r o m 
t h e f a c t t h a t t h i s s t a t e m e n t i s w r o n g as r e g a r d s t h e f a c t s 
( a c c o r d i n g t o t h e M a r x i s t h i s t o r i a n C h a r l e s P a r a i n , M a r x i s 
m i s t a k e n , s i n c e i t i s t h e water m i l l t h a t i s t y p i c a l o f f e u d a l ­
i s m , a n d t h e machine tool, n o t t h e s t e a m m i l l , t h a t i s 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f t h e b e g i n n i n g s o f i n d u s t r i a l c a p i t a l i s m ^ ) , i t 
t e n d s , i f t a k e n i n i s o l a t i o n , t o w a r d a f a l s e m e t h o d o l o g i c a l 
a p p r o a c h . A r e a d i n g o f t h e w h o l e o f The Poverty of Philos­
ophy, a n d , a b o v e a l l , o f C a p i t a l , s h o w s c l e a r l y t h a t f o r 
M a r x p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s a r e n o t a l w a y s a n d e v e r y w h e r e 
t h e r e f l e c t i o n , o r t h e e f f e c t , o f p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s ; i n 
p e r i o d s o f t r a n s i t i o n t h e y c a n b e c o m e d i s p l a c e d f r o m e a c h 
o t h e r , w i t h t h e p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s s o m e t i m e s a c t i n g a s a 
b r a k e o n t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s a n d s o m e t i m e s b e i n g i n 
a d v a n c e o f t h e m . A s r e g a r d s t h i s l a t t e r p o s s i b i l i t y , w h i c h i s 
w h a t i n t e r e s t s u s i n t h e p r e s e n t c o n t e x t , w e c a n t a k e a s a h 
e x a m p l e ( g i v e n i n C a p i t a l ) m a n u f a c t u r e a n d w a g e - e a r n i n g 
w o r k d o n e a t h o m e — c a p i t a l i s t p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s w h i c h 
a p p e a r i n t h e p e r i o d o f t r a n s i t i o n f r o m t h e f e u d a l m o d e o f 
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p r o d u c t i o n t o t h e c a p i t a l i s t m o d e , o n t h e b a s i s o f t h e o l d , 
t r a d i t i o n a l p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s ( t e c h n i q u e s , m e a n s o f p r o ­
d u c t i o n , e t c . ) . ^ 

A m o n g t h e R u s s i a n M a r x i s t s , t h e e c o n o m i s t i c t e n d e n c y , 
m o s t f u l l y e m b o d i e d i n M e n s h e v i s m , l a i d i t d o w n a s i r r e f ­
u t a b l e d o g m a t h a t a s o c i a l i s t r e v o l u t i o n w a s i m p o s s i b l e i n 
R u s s i a : t h e l o w l e v e l o f d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e p r o d u c t i v e 
f o r c e s w o u l d n o t p e r m i t a n y f o r m o f s o c i a l i s t p r o d u c t i o n 
r e l a t i o n s t o b e e s t a b l i s h e d . L e n i n a n s w e r e d t h i s v i e w ( a f t e r 
1 9 1 7 ) w i t h t w o s e r i e s o f a r g u m e n t s : 

1 . T h e c o n t r a d i c t i o n b e t w e e n p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s a n d 
p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s h a s t o b e u n d e r s t o o d o n t h e s c a l e o f 
t h e w o r l d c a p i t a l i s t s y s t e m , a s y s t e m i n w h i c h , b y v i r t u e o f 
i t s s p e c i f i c c o n j u n c t u r e i n 1 9 1 7 , R u s s i a i s t h e w e a k e s t l i n k . 

2 . W h y n o t d e v e l o p t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s i n R u s s i a b y 
s o c i a l i s t m e t h o d s , s i n c e t h e O c t o b e r R e v o l u t i o n h a s " o f ­
f e r e d u s t h e o p p o r t u n i t y t o c r e a t e t h e f u n d a m e n t a l r e q u i ­
s i t e s o f c i v i l i z a t i o n i n a d i f f e r e n t w a y f r o m t h a t o f t h e 
W e s t E u r o p e a n c o u n t r i e s ' " * ? 

S t a H n ' s t h i n k i n g r e p r e s e n t s , i n t h i s c o n t e x t a s i n s o m e 
o t h e r s , a h a l f - r e t u r n t o M e n s h e v i k v i e w s . F o r S t a l i n t h e r e i s 
a n " e c o n o m i c l a w t h a t t h e r e l a t i o n s o f p r o d u c t i o n m u s t 
n e c e s s a r i l y c o n f o r m w i t h t h e c h a r a c t e r o f t h e p r o d u c t i v e 
f o r c e s . " H e a d d s , m o r e o v e r , t h a t " t h e w o r d s ' f u l l c o n ­
f o r m i t y ' m u s t n o t b e u n d e r s t o o d i n t h e a b s o l u t e s e n s e , " 
b e c a u s e " t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s . . . u n d e n i a b l y m o v e i n 
a d v a n c e o f t h e r e l a t i o n s o f p r o d u c t i o n e v e n u n d e r s o c i a l ­
i s m . " A s f o r t h e O c t o b e r R e v o l u t i o n , w h y , t h e w o r k i n g 
c l a s s m e r e l y m a d e u s e o f t h e l a w o f n e c e s s a r y c o n f o r m i t y , 
a d a p t i n g t h e p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s t o t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s 
i n R u s s i a ! I n o t h e r w o r d s , S t a l i n a c c e p t s t h e p r e m i s e s 
o f t h e M e n s h e v i k s c h e m a a n d t r i e s t o r e c o n c i l e t h e m 
w i t h B o l s h e v i s m a n d w i t h t h e r e a l i t y o f t h e O c t o b e r 
R e v o l u t i o n . ' 

H o w d i d t h e p a r t i c i p a n t s i n t h e C u b a n d e b a t e o f 1 9 6 3 -
1 9 6 4 s t a n d i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e s e " c l a s s i c a l " p o i n t s o f v i e w ? 
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I t w a s C h a r l e s B e t t e l h e i m , t h e F r e n c h e c o n o m i s t , w h o 
d r e w u p t h e m o s t t h o r o u g h g o i n g c r i t i q u e o f C h e ' s v i e w s . 
( I n t h e p a g e s t h a t f o l l o w , B e t t e l h e i m w i l l f i g u r e s o m e w h a t 
a s t h e b u t t o f m y a r g u m e n t s . L e t m e t h e r e f o r e s a y a t o n c e , 
s o a s t o a v o i d a n y m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g , t h a t I r e g a r d h i m a s 
o n e o f t h e g r e a t e s t M a r x i s t e c o n o m i s t s l i v i n g a n d t h a t i n 
c r i t i c i z i n g s o m e o f h i s v i e w s o f t h a t t i m e — v i e w s w h i c h I 
t h i n k h e h a s n o w l a r g e l y a b a n d o n e d — I d o n o t i n a n y w a y 
w i s h t o t h r o w d o u b t u p o n t h e s c i e n t i f i c i n t e r e s t o f h i s 
w o r k s o r t h e r e v o l u t i o n a r y p o l i t i c a l a h g n m e n t o f t h e i r 
a u t h o r . B e s i d e s , C h e h i m s e l f m a d e a p o i n t o f m e n t i o n i n g , 
i n t h e c o u r s e o f a p o l e m i c a g a i n s t h i m , t h a t " C o m r a d e 
B e t t e l h e i m ' s a r t i c l e . . . i s o f r e a l i m p o r t a n c e f o r u s , s i n c e i t 
c o m e s f r o m a h i g h l y l e a r n e d M a r x i s t a n d t h e o r e t i c i a n . " * ) 
B e t t e l h e i m a p p e a l s e x p H c i t l y t o S t a l i n ' s i d e a s a n d h i s " l a w 
o f n e c e s s a r y c o n f o r m i t y , " a n d i n a c c o r d a n c e w i t h t h i s d e ­
c l a r e s c a t e g o r i c a l l y t h a t " i t i s t h e l e v e l o f d e v e l o p m e n t o f 
t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s t h a t d e t e r m i n e s t h e n a t u r e o f t h e 
p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s . " C o n c r e t e l y , t h e n e c e s s a r y s u r v i v a l 
o f c o m m o d i t y c a t e g o r i e s a n d t h e f i n a n c i a l a u t o n o m y o f 
e n t e r p r i s e s i n e c o n o m i e s t h a t a r e i n t r a n s i t i o n t o s o c i a l i s m 
" a r e b o u n d u p w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r s t a g e o f t h e p r o d u c t i v e 
f o r c e s . " ( T h i s w o u l d s e e m t o i m p l y t h a t w i t h t h e g r o w t h 
o f t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s t h e c o m m o d i t y c a t e g o r i e s w i t h e r 
a w a y ; b u t t h a t i s d e n i e d b y B e t t e l h e i m h i m s e l f w h e n h e 
s a y s t h a t " t h e i n c r e a s i n g l y c o m p l e x c h a r a c t e r o f t h e S o v i e t 
e c o n o m y a n d t h e o t h e r s o c i a l i s t e c o n o m i e s " e x p l a i n s 
" w h y m o r e a t t e n t i o n h a s h a d t o b e g i v e n t o t h e s e [ c o m ­
m o d i t y ] c a t e g o r i e s . " ' ' ) 

T h i s c o n c e p t i o n w a s c r i t i c i z e d b y C h e , a n d B e t t e l h e i m 
r e p l i e d i n a n a r t i c l e i n F e b r u a r y 1 9 6 6 : " C h e G u e v a r a c o r ­
r e c t l y c r i t i c i z e s — b u t m i s t a k e n l y a s c r i b e s t o m e — a ' m e c h a ­
n i s t i c ' c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e l a w o f c o n f o r m i t y b e t w e e n t h e 
l e v e l o f d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s a n d t h e c h a r ­
a c t e r o f t h e p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s . " B e t t e l h e i m t h u s r e c o g ­
n i z e d a t t h a t t i m e t h a t t h e t r a n s i t i o n p e r i o d i s " a p e r i o d 



4 2 Michael Lowy 

m a r k e d p r e c i s e l y b y t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e t h a t t h e n e w p r o p ­
e r t y r e l a t i o n s a n d p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s a r e ' i n a d v a n c e ' o f 
t h e l o c a l l e v e l o f d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s . " * 

T h i s i s p l a i n l y t h e o p p o s i t e o f w h a t h e s t a t e d i n h i s 
a r t i c l e o f J a n u a r y 1 9 6 4 , w h i c h C h e r i g h t l y d e s c r i b e d as 
b e i n g m e c h a n i s t i c . F u r t h e r m o r e , a m o n t h l a t e r ( i n A p r i l 
1 9 6 6 ) , B e t t e l h e i m w e n t b a c k t o h i s f o r m e r t h e s i s b y s t a t ­
i n g t h a t " i f w e t r y t o a p p l y f o r m s o f o r g a n i z a t i o n a n d 
f o r m s o f c i r c u l a t i o n t o t h e l e v e l o f d e v e l o p m e n t a t t a i n e d 
b y t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s , w e s h a l l a c h i e v e o n l y a g r e a t d e a l 
o f w a s t e 

A s f o r G u e v a r a , i n h i s a r t i c l e d i s p u t i n g B e t t e l h e i m ( " T h e 
S i g n i f i c a n c e o f S o c i a l i s t P l a n n i n g , " J u n e 1 9 6 4 ) , h e r e f e r s 
p r e c i s e l y t o t h e " w e a k e s t l i n k " p r o p o s i t i o n a n d L e n i n ' s 
p o l e m i c a g a i n s t t h e M e n s h e v i k s , w h o s e r e l e v a n c e t o a n u n ­
d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e C u b a n R e v o l u t i o n h e p o i n t s o u t : i n 
C u b a i n 1 9 5 9 - 1 9 6 2 , a s i n R u s s i a i n 1 9 1 7 - 1 9 1 8 , a s o c i a l i s t 
r e v o l u t i o n w a s a c c o m p l i s h e d d e s p i t e t h e b a c k w a r d n e s s a n d 
u n d e r d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s . A n d w h a t a p ­
p l i e s t o t h e s o c i a l i s t r e v o l u t i o n a p p l i e s a l s o t o t h e s o c i a l i s t 
p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s i t i n t r o d u c e s : " T o s a y t h a t t h e ' c o n ­
s o l i d a t e d e n t e r p r i s e ' s y s t e m [ a s o c i a l i s t p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n 
c h a l l e n g e d b y B e t t e l h e i m ] i s a n a b e r r a t i o n i s r o u g h l y 
e q u i v a l e n t t o s a y i n g t h a t t h e C u b a n R e v o l u t i o n i s a n a b e r ­
r a t i o n . T h e y a r e s i m i l a r c o n c e p t s a n d s t e m f r o m t h e s a m e 
a n a l y s i s . ' " " 

I n o t h e r w o r d s , o n e c a n n o t d e n y t h e f a c t t h a t t h e p r o ­
d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s i n a s o c i e t y i n t r a n s i t i o n t o s o c i a l i s m a r e 
i n a d v a n c e o f t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s w i t h o u t d e n y i n g t h e 
v e r y p o s s i b i l i t y o f a s o c i a l i s t r e v o l u t i o n i n a b a c k w a r d 
c o u n t r y — s e m i f e u d a l , s e m i c o l o n i a l , u n d e r d e v e l o p e d , e t c . 

T h e ( m e t h o d o l o g i c a l ) l e s s o n t o b e d r a w n f r o m h i s t o r y 
i s , i n C h e ' s v i e w , t h a t a dialectical a p p r o a c h t o t h e p r o b l e m 
i s n e e d e d , a p p r e c i a t i n g t h a t t h e p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s a r e 
n o t a l w a y s a n d e v e r y w h e r e " a f a i t h f u l r e f l e c t i o n o f t h e 
d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s . " I n s o m e t r a n s i t i o n 
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p e r i o d s t h e t w o l e v e l s d o n o t c o i n c i d e c o m p l e t e l y ; i n p a r ­
t i c u l a r , " a t a m o m e n t w h e n a n e w s o c i e t y a p p e a r s t o 
s m a s h t h e o l d o n e , a n d w h i l e t h e o l d s o c i e t y i s b r e a k i n g 
u p ; w h e n t h e n e w o n e , w h o s e r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f p r o d u c t i o n 
h a v e y e t t o b e e s t a b l i s h e d , i s s t r u g g l i n g t o c o n s o l i d a t e i t s e l f 
a n d d e s t r o y t h e o l d s u p e r s t r u c t u r e . " " A t t h e s e h i s t o r i c a l l y 
g i v e n m o m e n t s t h e r e m a y b e d i s p l a c e m e n t , e i t h e r b a c k ­
w a r d o r f o r w a r d , o f t h e p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s as c o m p a r e d 
w i t h t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s . I t i s t h e r e f o r e n o t p o s s i b l e t o 
c o n d e m n a p r i o r i , w i t h o u t a " c o n c r e t e a n a l y s i s o f t h e c o n ­
c r e t e s i t u a t i o n , " s u c h as L e n i n m a d e b e f o r e l a u n c h i n g t h e 
N e w E c o n o m i c P o l i c y , c e r t a i n f o r m s o f p r o d u c t i o n r e l a ­
t i o n s ( s u c h as t h e c o n s o H d a t e d e n t e r p r i s e o r c e n t r a l i z e d 
p l a n n i n g ) b y u s i n g t h e m e r e a b s t r a c t a n d d o g m a t i c a r g u ­
m e n t t h a t t h e s e f o r m s " d o n o t c o r r e s p o n d t o t h e l e v e l o f 
t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s . " M o r e o v e r , f o r t h e s a m e r e a s o n s 
C h e r e j e c t s t h e j u s t i f i c a t i o n o f t h e s u r v i v a l o f t h e c o m ­
m o d i t y c a t e g o r i e s a n d o f f i n a n c i a l s e l f - m a n a g e m e n t a s 
f o r m s " b o u n d u p w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r s t a g e o f t h e p r o d u c t i v e 
f o r c e s " ; t h a t i s , h e r e j e c t s w h a t h e c a l l s t h e " a p o l o g e t i c 
c o n c l u s i o n s , t i n g e d w i t h p r a g m a t i s m , f o r t h e s o - c a l l e d E c o ­
n o m i c C a l c u l u s [ i . e . , b u s i n e s s a c c o u n t i n g ] , " w h i c h B e t t e l ­
h e i m d r a w s f r o m h i s m e t h o d o f a n a l y s i s . 

I n b o t h c a s e s , t h i s m e t h o d s e e m e d t o h i m t o b e g r a v e l y 
v i t i a t e d b y a n a r r o w a n d m e c h a n i s t i c c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e 
c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s a n d p r o d u c t i v e 
f o r c e s . ' ^ 
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en el periodo de transicion," N u e s t r a I n d u s t r i a , June 1964, p. 
35: " I n the period of transition from capitalism to socialism 
there is not c o m p l e t e c o n f o r m i t y between mode of produc­
tion, production relations, mode of exchange, and mode of 
distribution but, on the contrary, a c o m b i n a t i o n o f c o n t r a ­
d i c t o r y e l e m e n t s . " 

2. The law of value 
and socialist planning 

Marx, in C a p i t a l , defined socialism as a free community 
of producers controlling in a rational way, in accordance 
with a conscious plan, production and the process of social 
life. He therefore wrote, in his C r i t i q u e o f t h e G o t h a P r o ­
g r a m m e , that "within the cooperative society based on 
common ownership of the means of production, the pro­
ducers do not exchange their products; just as little does 
the labour employed on the products appear here as t h e 
v a l u e of these products . . . " ' However, almost all the 
Marxist thinkers of the twentieth century (Lenin, Trotsky, 
Bukharin, Stalin, Otto Bauer, Luxemburg, Mao Tse-tung, 
etc.) acknowledged in various ways that on the morrow of 
the overthrow of capitalism it is not possible i m m e d i a t e l y 
to abohsh all commodity relations and the entire monetary 
system of economy. Almost all the Marxist thinkers, that 
is, except Pannekoek and Bordiga, the two great "ultra-
left" theoreticians of the 1920s, have rejected this conclu­
sion and have seen, for example, the New Economic Policy 
in the U S S R as signifying the restoration of capitalism.^ 

For StaHn the problem of the law of value in socialist 
society belonged within the general framework of a meta­
physical theory of economic laws, according to which the 
laws of science, "whether they be laws of natural science 
or laws of political economy," are the reflection of objec­
tive processes which operate independent of man's will. 
These laws can be discovered, known, and exploited in the 
interest of society, but they cannot be changed or abol­
ished "whether in the period of capitahsm or in the period 
of sociahsm."^ It would not be possible to overlook more 
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b r i s k l y e v e r y t h i n g t h a t d i s t i n g u i s h e s a n a t u r a l l a w f r o m a n 
e c o n o m i c l a w , a n d e v e r y t h i n g t h a t s e p a r a t e s c a p i t a H s m , i n 
w h i c h t h e " b l i n d l a w s " o f t h e m a r k e t d o m i n a t e t h e p r o ­
d u c e r s , f r o m s o c i a l i s m , i n w h i c h , a c c o r d i n g t o M a r x , m a n 
c o n s c i o u s l y c o n t r o l s t h e p r o c e s s o f p r o d u c t i o n . 

I n S t a l i n ' s v i e w , t h e l a w o f v a l u e i n s o c i a l i s t s o c i e t y i s 
p r e c i s e l y o n e o f t h o s e o b j e c t i v e l a w s t h a t c a n b e n e i t h e r 
c h a n g e d n o r a b o l i s h e d , a n d c o n s e q u e n t l y " o u r e n t e r p r i s e s 
c a n n o t a n d m u s t n o t f u n c t i o n w i t h o u t t a k i n g t h e l a w o f 
v a l u e i n t o a c c o u n t , " a c i r c u m s t a n c e w h i c h , as h e s a w i t , " i s 
n o t a b a d t h i n g , " s i n c e t h e l a w o f v a l u e " i s a g o o d p r a c t i c a l 
s c h o o l w h i c h a c c e l e r a t e s t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f o u r e x e c u t i v e 
p e r s o n n e l a n d t h e i r g r o w t h i n t o g e n u i n e l e a d e r s o f s o c i a l i s t " 
p r o d u c t i o n a t t h e p r e s e n t s t a g e o f d e v e l o p m e n t " b y t e a c h ­
i n g t h e m " t o p r a c t i c e c o s t a c c o u n t i n g a n d t o m a k e t h e i r 
e n t e r p r i s e s p a y . " * ( S t a h n a c k n o w l e d g e s , h o w e v e r , t h a t i n a 
s o c i a l i s t e c o n o m y t h e m e a n s o f p r o d u c t i o n a r e n o t c o m ­
m o d i t i e s , t h a t t h e o p e r a t i o n o f t h e l a w o f v a l u e i s l i m i t e d 
b y t h e p l a n , a n d t h a t i t i s d e s t i n e d t o d i s a p p e a r i n t h e 
s e c o n d p h a s e o f c o m m u n i s m . ) I n o t h e r w o r d s , S t a l i n s e e m s , 
t o h a v e r e g a r d e d t h e s u r v i v a l o f t h e l a w o f v a l u e ( a n d o f 
c o m m o d i t y c a t e g o r i e s ) u n d e r s o c i a l i s m n o t as a n e c e s s a r y 
e v i l , a l e g a c y o f c a p i t a l i s m w h i c h m u s t b e g o t r i d o f as 
s o o n as p o s s i b l e , b u t as a n e x c e l l e n t t r a i n i n g s c h o o l f o r 
m a n a g i n g d i r e c t o r s o f e n t e r p r i s e s ! 

I n C u b a , t h e p r o b l e m o f t h e l a w o f v a l u e w a s a t t h e v e r y 
h e a r t o f t h e d e b a t e , a n d i t w a s n o a c c i d e n t t h a t t h e a r t i c l e 
b y M a j o r A l b e r t o M o r a , M i n i s t e r o f F o r e i g n T r a d e , w h i c h 
" u n l e a s h e d " t h e p o l e m i c , s o t o s p e a k , w a s e n t i t l e d " A b o u t 
t h e Q u e s t i o n o f t h e O p e r a t i o n o f t h e L a w o f V a l u e i n t h e 
C u b a n E c o n o m y o f T o d a y " ( J u n e 1 9 6 3 ) . M a j o r M o r a ' s 
m a i n p r o p o s i t i o n s , w h i c h i m p l i c i t l y r e j e c t e d c e r t a i n i d e a s 
t h a t C h e h a d a l r e a d y s e t f o r t h o r a l l y a n d t h a t h e w a s t r y ­
i n g t o p u t i n t o a p p l i c a t i o n a s M i n i s t e r o f I n d u s t r i e s , w e r e 
t h e s e : 

1 . V a l u e i s a r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n l i m i t e d a v a i l a b l e r e -
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s o u r c e s a n d m a n ' s i n c r e a s i n g w a n t s . 
2 . I n a s o c i a H s t e c o n o m y , t h e l a w o f v a l u e d o e s n o t 

d i s a p p e a r ; i t a s s u m e s c o n c r e t e f o r m t h r o u g h t h e p l a n : " I t 
is p r e c i s e l y i n t h e c o n s c i o u s d e c i s i o n o f t h e p l a n n i n g 
a u t h o r i t y t h a t v a l u e m o s t f u l l y s h o w s i t s e l f as t h e e c o ­
n o m i c y a r d s t i c k , t h e r e g u l a t o r o f p r o d u c t i o n . " T h e r e f o r e , 
i n M o r a ' s v i e w , n o t o n l y i s t h e r e n o c o n t r a d i c t i o n b e t w e e n 
t h e p l a n a n d t h e l a w o f v a l u e , i t i s o n l y i n p l a n n i n g t h a t 
t h i s l a w e x p r e s s e s i t s e l f " m o s t f u l l y " ! 

3 . T h e l a w o f v a l u e f u n c t i o n s e v e n i n s i d e t h e s t a t e -
o w n e d s e c t o r , w h i c h i n C u b a d o e s n o t a t a l l c o n s t i t u t e 
" o n e s i n g l e l a r g e e n t e r p r i s e , " as i s t h o u g h t b y " s o m e c o m ­
r a d e s " ( y o u h a v e g u e s s e d w h o h e m e a n s ) . ' N e v e r t h e l e s s , 
M o r a , w h i l e r e f e r r i n g t o S t a l i n , O s k a r L a n g e , a n d t h e " n e o -
m a r g i n a l i s t " S o v i e t e c o n o m i s t s ( K a n t o r o v i c h , e t c . ) , a d m i t s 
t h a t t h e r e a r e a l s o e x t r a - e c o n o m i c c r i t e r i a ( o f a p o l i t i c a l , 
m i l i t a r y , e t c . , o r d e r ) f o r d e t e r m i n i n g i n v e s t m e n t s i n a 
p l a n n e d e c o n o m y . 

T h e m o s t p r o f o u n d a n d s y s t e m a t i c c r i t i q u e o f C h e ' s 
t h e s e s , h o w e v e r , w a s B e t t e l h e i m ' s a r t i c l e , " F o r m s a n d 
M e t h o d s o f S o c i a l i s t P l a n n i n g a n d t h e L e v e l o f D e v e l o p ­
m e n t o f t h e P r o d u c t i v e F o r c e s " ( J a n u a r y 1 9 6 4 ) . B e t t e l ­
h e i m ' s m e t h o d o l o g i c a l s t a r t i n g p o i n t i s S t a l i n ' s t h e s e s o n 
t h e l a w o f v a l u e a s a n o b j e c t i v e l a w o f e c o n o m i e s i n t r a n s i ­
t i o n . I n d e e d , h e g o e s e v e n f u r t h e r t h a n S t a l i n , r e p r o a c h i n g 
t h e l a t t e r f o r n o t h a v i n g d e d u c e d a l l t h e c o n s e q u e n c e s 
f r o m t h i s p r e m i s e , i n p a r t i c u l a r b y d e n y i n g t h e c o m m o d i t y 
c h a r a c t e r o f e x c h a n g e s b e t w e e n s t a t e s o c i a l i s t e n t e r p r i s e s . 
A c c o r d i n g t o B e t t e l h e i m , t h e r o l e o f t h e l a w o f v a l u e i n 
t h e c o m m o d i t y c a t e g o r i e s w i t h i n t h e s o c i a l i s t s e c t o r i s d u e 
t o t h e t o o l o w l e v e l o f d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e p r o d u c t i v e 
f o r c e s . F u r t h e r m o r e , a t t h e p r e s e n t s t a g e o f d e v e l o p m e n t , 
s o c i e t y i s n o t y e t i n a p o s i t i o n f u l l y t o k n o w t h e s t a t e o f 
s o c i a l w a n t s , a n d , c o n s e q u e n t l y , p r i c e " c a n n o t r e f l e c t only 
t h e s o c i a l c o s t o f t h e d i f f e r e n t p r o d u c t s b u t h a s also t o e x ­
p r e s s t h e r a t i o b e t w e e n t h e s u p p l y o f a n d d e m a n d f o r 
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these products."* Bettelheim's views were based on the 
present reahty of the Soviet economy, the mode of opera­
tion of which he justified. In a subsequent article, disput­
ing the Belgian economist Ernest Mandel (one of the lead­
ers of the Trotskyist Fourth International) and Che, 
Bettelheim refused to bring this reality into confrontation 
with Marx's views, a procedure which would mean, it 
seemed to him, "according privileged status, to the detri­
ment of practice, to the most abstract theoretical models." 
He explained this refusal with an argument in which posi­
tivism and pragmatism are harmoniously blended: since 
Marxism is a science and not a philosophy, "it is no longer 
a matter of measuring reality by an i d e a . " ' 

Guevara's intervention in the discussion began with a 
polemical article against the views of Major Mora entitled: 
" O n the Conception of Value: In Reply to Certain State-? 
ments" (October 1963), in which he especially emphasized? 
two problems: (1) value is not defined by Marx as a rela­
tion between needs and resources but as the amount of 
a b s t r a c t l a b o r ; and (2) while it is true that the state sector 
in Cuba does not yet form "one single large enterprise," it 
is no less true that under the budgetary system as devel­
oped, the movement of a product from one workshop to 
another, or from one enterprise to another, is not an act of 
exchange, and that t h i s p r o d u c t does n o t c o n s t i t u t e a c o m ­
m o d i t y , since the state owns the factories. 

As for the problem of the general relationship between 
the law of value and the plan, Guevara expresses himself 
very cautiously, and we sense that his thinking on this 
subject was still in process of crystallization. He confines 
himself to noting that by employing administrative prices 
the plan inevitably "obscures" and "distorts" the working 
of the law of value.* 

It was in two later articles that Che developed and deep­
ened his ideas about planning, in open dispute with the 
T e x t b o o k o f P o l i t i c a l E c o n o m y of the Academy of Sci-
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ences of the U S S R and with Bettelheim: " O n the Budg­
etary System of Finance" (February 1964) and "The Sig­
nificance of Sociahst Planning" (June 1964). Che's central 
idea here is that planning is the "way of Hfe in a socialist 
society—planning defines it and is the point at which man's 
consciousness achieves at last a synthesis and directs the 
economy toward its goal: the complete liberation of man 
within the framework of a communist society." In this 
sense, planning is essentially opposed to the law of value, a 
blind and invisible law which shapes the fate of the in­
dividual, a rigid and alienated order which eludes the will 
and the consciousness of men. ' As we see, Guevara's con­
ception of the plan is closely bound up with his ("philo­
sophical") problematic of the conscious transition to com­
munism and his notion of freedom as the abolishing of 
aHenations. For Che, planning was not a mere technical 
device, but the necessary form whereby men dominate 
their environment, using the creative activity of the 
masses: " I t is still necessary to accentuate his [man's] con­
scious, individual, and collective participation in all the 
mechanisms of direction and production," so as to break 
the chains of alienation."* In the last analysis, planning is 
the path that leads socialist society toward the realm of 
liberty." Moreover, planning is now radically distinct from 
commercial business accounting in that it is not guided by 
purely quantitative criteria (profit, profitability), but by 
qualitative ones: use values, the satisfaction of man's basic 
needs. 

Che does not deny the survival, during an entire period, 
of the commodity categories and the law of value, but he 
stresses the fundamental contradiction between the plan­
ning principle and the law of value, a contradiction that 
has to be progressively resolved by abolishing the vestiges 
of commodity society. In other words, while recognizing 
that "for a certain time the capitalist elements will be 
retained and that this period cannot be ascertained before-
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h a n d , " h e e x p H c i t l y o p p o s e s t h e p r o s p e c t p u t f o r w a r d b y : 
t h e S o v i e t Textbook of P o l i t i c a l Economy, " t o develop 
a n d u s e t h e l a w o f v a l u e a n d m o n e t a r y - c o m m e r c i a l r e l a ­
t i o n s d u r i n g t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n p e r i o d o f a c o m m u n i s t ; 
s o c i e t y . " F o r h i m i t i s n o t a t a l l a q u e s t i o n o f " d e v e l o p ­
i n g " c o m m o d i t y r e l a t i o n s ; o n t h e c o n t r a r y , t h e t e n d e n c y 
s h o u l d b e , i n h i s o p i n i o n , " t o H q u i d a t e a s v i g o r o u s l y a s 
p o s s i b l e t h e o l d c a t e g o r i e s " ( m a r k e t , m o n e y , e t c . ) . I n t h i s ; 
c o n t e x t C h e c r i t i c i z e s t h e p r a g m a t i s m o f B e t t e l h e i m , w h o 
n o t e s t h a t t h e s e l e g a l a n d c o m m o d i t y c a t e g o r i e s d o e x i s t i n " 
t h e s o c i a l i s t c o u n t r i e s a n d t h e n " c o n c l u d e s p r a g m a t i c a l l y 
t h a t , i f t h e y e x i s t , i t i s b e c a u s e t h e y a r e n e c e s s a r y . " 

C o n c r e t e l y , t h i s t e n d e n c y m e a n s t h a t w h i l e i t i s t r u e , f o r ' 
e x a m p l e , t h a t o n e c a n u s e e l e m e n t s o f t h e l a w o f v a l u e f o r 
c o m p a r a t i v e p u r p o s e s ( c o s t , p r o f i t a b i l i t y e x p r e s s e d i n 
a r i t h m e t i c a l m o n e y ) , p r i c e s w i l l b e f i x e d " w i t h a m a n i f e s t 
d i s d a i n f o r t h e l a w o f v a l u e . . . a l w a y s c o n s i d e r i n g t h a t a 
w h o l e s e r i e s o f i t e m s t h a t a r e b a s i c n e c e s s i t i e s f o r h u m a n 
l i f e s h o u l d b e o f f e r e d a t l o w p r i c e s . " 

G u e v a r a c l e a r l y d e l i m i t e d t h e i s s u e b y s t r e s s i n g t h a t h e 
a t t r i b u t e s t o s o c i a l i s t p l a n n i n g a power of conscious deci­
sion m u c h g r e a t e r t h a n B e t t e l h e i m r e c o g n i z e d . T h o u g h 
b o t h m e n a c c e p t t h e p e r s i s t e n c e o f c o m m o d i t y c a t e g o r i e s , 
t h e y d i f f e r n o t o n l y i n t h e i r e v a l u a t i o n o f t h e r o l e , t h e 
i m p o r t a n c e , a n d t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e s e s u r v i v a l s , b u t a l s o 
a n d a b o v e a l l a b o u t t h e w a y s w h e r e b y t h e y a r e t o w i t h e r 
a w a y . F o r C h e , a b o l i t i o n o f t h e e c o n o m i c v e s t i g e s o f c a p i ­
t a l i s m i s n o t a d i s t a n t a n d m o r e o r l e s s " a u t o m a t i c " r e s u l t 
o f t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s , b u t h a s t o b e 
u n d e r t a k e n a t o n c e , a n d p r o g r e s s i v e l y , t h r o u g h t h e c o n ­
s c i o u s i n t e r v e n t i o n o f m e n , b y w a y o f s o c i a l i s t p l a n n i n g . I t 
m u s t b e a d d e d t h a t G u e v a r a e x p l i c i t l y d i s t i n g u i s h e s b e ­
t w e e n t h e c e n t r a h z e d p l a n n i n g t h a t h e d e f e n d s a n d t h e 
bureaucratic p l a n n i n g p r a c t i c e d i n t h e U S S R i n S t a l i n ' s 
d a y ; h e e v e n g o e s s o f a r as t o i d e n t i f y h i m s e l f w i t h t h e 
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t ; r i t i c i s m s m a d e b y L i e b e r m a n — " W e b e l i e v e t h a t h i s c o n ­
c e r n w i t h t h e a b e r r a t i o n s t h a t t h e c o n c e p t ' f u l f i l l m e n t o f 
t h e p l a n ' h a s s u f f e r e d o v e r t h e y e a r s i s q u i t e j u s t i f i e d . " ' ^ 

T h e a r g u m e n t s d e v e l o p e d b y E r n e s t M a n d e l i n " T h e 
C o m m o d i t y C a t e g o r i e s i n t h e T r a n s i t i o n P e r i o d " ( J u n e 
1 9 6 4 ) s e r v e d t o c o m p l e t e a n d r e i n f o r c e G u e v a r a ' s v i e w s . 
A c c o r d i n g t o M a n d e l , e x c h a n g e s i n t h e s o c i a l i s t s e c t o r o f ­
f e r o n l y t h e i l l u s o r y a p p e a r a n c e , t h e o u t w a r d f o r m , o f a 
c o m m o d i t y r e l a t i o n , s i n c e t h e d i s t r i b u t i o n o f r e s o u r c e s 
a m o n g e n t e r p r i s e s i s e f f e c t e d i n a c c o r d a n c e w i t h a p l a n . 
M o r e o v e r , i n a c o u n t r y l i k e C u b a , t o t a k e t h e l a w o f 
v a l u e — t h a t i s , p r o f i t a b i l i t y — a s o n e ' s g u i d e r e g a r d i n g i n v e s t ­
m e n t w o u l d m e a n t h e e n d n o t o n l y o f p l a n n i n g b u t o f e c o ­
n o m i c d e v e l o p m e n t i t s e l f . I t i s o b v i o u s t h a t i n a n u n d e r ­
d e v e l o p e d c o u n t r y , a g r i c u l t u r e i s g e n e r a l l y m o r e " p r o f ­
i t a b l e " t h a n i n d u s t r y , l i g h t i n d u s t r y i s m o r e " p r o f i t a ­
b l e " t h a n h e a v y i n d u s t r y , a n d , e s p e c i a l l y , i m p o r t i n g i n d u s ­
t r i a l g o o d s f r o m t h e w o r l d m a r k e t i s m o r e " p r o f i t a b l e " 
t h a n m a k i n g t h e m i n t h e c o u n t r y i t s e l f . " T o a l l o w i n v e s t ­
m e n t s t o b e g u i d e d b y t h e l a w o f v a l u e w o u l d m e a n r e t a i n ­
i n g , i n e s s e n t i a l s , t h e u n b a l a n c e d e c o n o m i c s t r u c t u r e i n ­
h e r i t e d f r o m c a p i t a l i s m . B e s i d e s , g e n e r a l l y s p e a k i n g t h e 
g r e a t e s t p r o f i t a b i l i t y f r o m t h e n a t i o n a l s t a n d p o i n t i s never 
a s u m o f t h e g r e a t e s t p r o f i t a b i l i t i e s o f a l l t h e s e p a r a t e 
u n i t s . " L i k e C h e , M a n d e l d o e s n o t d e n y t h e ( p a r t i a l ) p e r s i s t ­
e n c e o f t h e c o m m o d i t y c a t e g o r i e s f o r a p e r i o d , a p e r s i s t ­
e n c e t h a t h e e x p l a i n s b y t h e c o m m o d i t y c h a r a c t e r o f t h e 
c o n s u m e r g o o d s s o l d t o t h e p u b H c ( u n t i l a b u n d a n c e m a k e s 
i t p o s s i b l e f o r t h e m t o b e g e n e r a l l y d i s t r i b u t e d ) . I n h i s 
o p i n i o n , h o w e v e r , t h e r e t a k e s p l a c e i n s o c i e t i e s i n t r a n s i ­
t i o n t o s o c i a l i s m " a s t u b b o r n a n d l o n g - d r a w n - o u t s t r u g g l e 
b e t w e e n t h e p r i n c i p l e o f c o n s c i o u s p l a n n i n g a n d t h e b l i n d 
W o r k i n g o f t h e l a w o f v a l u e . I n t h i s s t r u g g l e , p l a n n i n g c a n 
a n d m u s t c o n s c i o u s l y u t i l i z e t h e l a w o f v a l u e i n a p a r t i a l 
W a y , i n o r d e r t h e b e t t e r t o c o m b a t i t o n t h e o v e r a l l 
s c a l e . " ' " 
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epoch . . . However, they understand the fundamental contra­
diction between the market and the plan, and so give great 
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3. The budgetary system 
of finance 

T h e t h e o r e t i c a l d i s c u s s i o n a b o u t c o n f o r m i t y b e t w e e n 
p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s a n d p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s a n d a b o u t t h e 
l a w o f v a l u e w a s n o t a c a d e m i c . I t h a d h i g h l y c o n c r e t e 
i m p l i c a t i o n s i n t e r m s o f C u b a ' s e c o n o m i c p o l i c y . T h e r e l a ­
t i o n b e t w e e n t h e t w o p r o b l e m a t i c s is p l a i n : t h e f i n a n c e 
b u d g e t a r y s y s t e m w a s c r i t i c i z e d b y t h e s u p p o r t e r s o f 
" b u s i n e s s a c c o u n t i n g " ( " e c o n o m i c c a l c u l a t i o n " ) o n t h e 
g r o u n d s t h a t i t w a s t o o f a r a h e a d o f t h e l e v e l o f t h e p r o ­
d u c t i v e f o r c e s a n d i n c o n t r a d i c t i o n w i t h t h e r o l e o f c o m ­
m o d i t y c a t e g o r i e s i n t h e s o c i a l i s t s e c t o r . 

I n t h e C u b a o f 1 9 6 3 - 1 9 6 4 , t w o m o d e l s o f m a n a g e m e n t 
a n d o r g a n i z a t i o n o f e n t e r p r i s e s c o e x i s t e d " p e a c e f u l l y " : 

1 . I n t h e N a t i o n a l I n s t i t u t e o f A g r a r i a n R e f o r m 
( I N R A ) , d i r e c t e d b y C a r l o s R a f a e l R o d r i g u e z a n d a d m i n i s ­
t e r i n g t h e a g r i c u l t u r a l s e c t o r o f t h e e c o n o m y , d e c e n t r a l i z a ­
t i o n , s e l f - f i n a n c i n g , " b u s i n e s s a c c o u n t i n g " o f t h e p r o f i t a ­
b i l i t y o f e n t e r p r i s e s , a n d e x c h a n g e o f p r o d u c t s as 
c o m m o d i t i e s p r e v a i l e d . 

2 . I n t h e M i n i s t r y o f I n d u s t r i e s , d i r e c t e d b y C h e , t h e 
s y s t e m o f " c o n s o l i d a t e d e n t e r p r i s e s , " o n e f o r e a c h b r a n c h 
o f i n d u s t r y , w a s i n o p e r a t i o n , w i t h a c e n t r a l i z e d b u d g e t a r y 
s y s t e m o f f i n a n c e . T h e g o v e r n i n g p r i n c i p l e w a s t h e r e a l i z a ­
t i o n o f t h e p l a n , a n d m o v e m e n t o f p r o d u c t s f r o m o n e 
e n t e r p r i s e t o a n o t h e r d i d n o t t a k e t h e f o r m o f a c o m m e r ­
c i a l t r a n s a c t i o n . 

C a r l o s R a f a e l R o d r i g u e z d i d n o t t a k e p a r t i n t h e e c o ­
n o m i c d i s c u s s i o n s d i r e c t l y . H e r e s t r i c t e d h i m s e l f t o u p ­
h o l d i n g , i n a n O c t o b e r 1 9 6 3 a r t i c l e i n t h e j o u r n a l Cuba 
socialista, t h e a d v a n t a g e s o f t h e " b u s i n e s s a c c o u n t i n g " 
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s y s t e m u s e d b y t h e I N R A , w h i l e d e n o u n c i n g " b u r e a u c r a t i c 
c e n t r a l i z a t i o n " as " b a n e f u l " f o r i n d u s t r y a n d " f a t a l " f o r 
a g r i c u l t u r e . I t t h e r e f o r e f e l l t o C h a r l e s B e t t e l h e i m t o p r o ­
v i d e a t h e o r e t i c a l j u s t i f i c a t i o n o f t h e s y s t e m o f " b u s i n e s s 
a c c o u n t i n g , " w h i c h h e d e v e l o p e d a r o u n d t w o m a i n 
t h e m e s : 

1 . T h e " c o n s o H d a t e d e n t e r p r i s e s " o f t h e i n d u s t r i a l 
b r a n c h e s o f C u b a ' s e c o n o m y d i d n o t possess effective 
c a p a c i t y t o d i s p o s e o f r e s o u r c e s , t h i s b e i n g l o c a t e d o n l y a t 
t h e l e v e l o f t h e a c t u a l e c o n o m i c s u b j e c t s — t h e p r o d u c t i o n 
u n i t s . 

2 . T h e i n s u f f i c i e n t d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e p r o d u c t i v e 
f o r c e s a n d t h e i m p o s s i b i l i t y o f c o m p l e t e l y k n o w i n g s o c i a l 
w a n t s m a k e i t n e c e s s a r y , i n t r a n s i t i o n a l s o c i e t i e s , t o m a i n ­
t a i n c o m m o d i t y c a t e g o r i e s a n d a l l o w t h e p r o d u c t i o n u n i t s 
a c e r t a i n f r e e d o m o f m a n e u v e r . T h i s i m p l i e s a u t o n o m y f o r 
these u n i t s as r e g a r d s a c c o u n t i n g , so t h a t t h e y a re self-
f i n a n c i n g — i n s h o r t , t h e " b u s i n e s s a c c o u n t i n g " s y s t e m . ' I n 
a l a t e r a r t i c l e ( A p r i l 1 9 6 6 ) B e t t e l h e i m w e n t so f a r as t o 
w r i t e : " T h i s e c o n o m i c s i t u a t i o n f i n d s j u r i d i c a l e x p r e s s i o n 
i n t h e f a c t t h a t e a c h p r o d u c t i o n u n i t ' o w n s ' i t s m e a n s o f 
p r o d u c t i o n a n d i t s p r o d u c t s . " H e adds t h a t w e a r e n o t h e r e 
c o n c e r n e d " w i t h w h a t R o m a n l a w m e a n s b y o w n e r s h i p , o r 
w i t h c a p i t a l i s t o w n e r s h i p , " b u t w i t h " a c e r t a i n r i g h t o f use 
a n d d i s p o s a l . " ^ 

I h a v e a l r e a d y a n a l y z e d C h e ' s r e p l y t o B e t t e l h e i m ' s c o n ­
d e m n a t i o n o f t h e c o n s o l i d a t e d e n t e r p r i s e s i n t h e n a m e o f 
t h e " l e v e l o f t h e p r o d u c t i v e f o r c e s . " I n a d d i t i o n , C h e 
stresses t h a t o n e o f t h e s t a r t i n g p o i n t s o f t h e b u d g e t a r y 
s y s t e m o f f i n a n c e i s t h e t e c h n i c a l l e v e l o f c e n t r a l i z e d 
m a n a g e m e n t a l r e a d y a t t a i n e d b y t h e i m p e r i a l i s t m o n o p o ­
l ies i n C u b a . T h u s , t h e C o n s o U d a t e d P e t r o l e u m E n t e r p r i s e , 
f o r m e d b y t h e u n i o n o f t h e t h r e e e x p r o p r i a t e d i m p e r i a l i s t 
r e f i n e r i e s ( E s s o , T e x a c o , S h e l l ) , r e t a i n s a n d d e v e l o p s t h e 
e c o n o m i c c e n t r a l i z a t i o n a l r e a d y a c h i e v e d . ' 

A c c o r d i n g t o G u e v a r a , t h e C o n s o l i d a t e d P e t r o l e u m E n -
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t e r p r i s e s m e t h o d w a s f i r s t s ugges t ed t o h i m " b y t h e p r a : 
t i c a l e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e f i r s t d a y s o f m a n a g i n g t h e i n 
d u s t r i e s " t h a t w e r e n a t i o n a l i z e d i n C u b a . H e a l s o m e n t i o n 
as a s o u r c e o f i n s p i r a t i o n t h e S o v i e t e x p e r i e n c e o f t l 
kombinat; a n d o n e m i g h t a d d t h e " n e g a t i v e e x a m p l e , " 
t o s p e a k , o f Y u g o s l a v i a , w h e r e t h e s y s t e m o f c a l c u l a t i n 
p r o f i t a b i l i t y w a s c a r r i e d t o e x t r e m e s . I n a p i e c e h e w r o t 
i n 1 9 5 9 , C h e d e s c r i b e d w i t h a v e r y c r i t i c a l e y e t h e w o r k i n ^ , 
o f t h e Y u g o s l a v e c o n o m y : " T h e y p r a c t i c e s o m e t h i n g l i k e -
c o m p e t i t i v e c a p i t a l i s m , w i t h a s o c i a h s t d i s t r i b u t i o n o f t h e ; 
p r o f i t o f e a c h e n t e r p r i s e ; t h a t i s , t a k i n g e a c h e n t e r p r i s e n o t 
as a g r o u p o f w o r k e r s b u t as a u n i t , t h i s e n t e r p r i s e f u n c ­
t i o n s m o r e o r less as i n a c a p i t a l i s t s y s t e m , o b e y i n g l a w s o f 
s u p p l y a n d d e m a n d a n d c a r r y i n g o n a v i o l e n t s t r u g g l e o v e r 
p r i c e s a n d q u a l i t y w i t h e n t e r p r i s e s o f t h e s a m e s o r t . T h e y 
t h u s a c h i e v e w h a t i s c a l l e d i n e c o n o m i c s free competi­
tion . . ."^ H a v i n g s a i d t h i s , C h e d i s t i n g u i s h e s , i n t h e Y u g o ­
s lav s e l f - m a n a g e m e n t s y s t e m , b e t w e e n p a r t i c i p a t i o n b y t h e 
w o r k e r s i n t h e a d m i n i s t r a t i o n o f t h e e n t e r p r i s e s , w h i c h h e 
r e g a r d s as p o s i t i v e a n d w h i c h h e t r i e d t o i n t r o d u c e i n 
C u b a , a n d t h e r e t u r n t o c o m p e t i t i o n o f t h e c a p i t a l i s t t y p e , 
w h i c h h e r e j e c t s . ' 

T h e m a i n f e a t u r e s o f t h e b u d g e t a r y s y s t e m o f f i n a n c e 
a re t h e f o l l o w i n g : 

1 . T h e e n t e r p r i s e is n o t a p r o d u c t i o n u n i t w i t h a " j u r i d ­
i c a l p e r s o n a l i t y , " b u t a n a g g l o m e r a t i o n o f f a c t o r i e s ( a 
" c o n s o l i d a t e d e n t e r p r i s e " ) h a v i n g a s i m i l a r t e c h n o l o g i c a l 
bas is a n d a c o m m o n d e s t i n a t i o n f o r t h e i r p r o d u c t s . 

2 . M o n e y f u n c t i o n s o n l y as a n a r i t h m e t i c a l e l e m e n t . 
T h e e n t e r p r i s e s d o n o t possess t h e i r o w n f u n d s : t h e i r 
d e p o s i t a n d w i t h d r a w a l b a n k a c c o u n t s a r e k e p t s e p a r a t e ; 
e n t e r p r i s e s c a n w i t h d r a w f u n d s i n a c c o r d a n c e w i t h t h e 
p l a n , b u t t h e i r d e p o s i t s pass d i r e c t l y i n t o t h e h a n d s o f t h e 
s t a t e . T h e s e f u n d s a r e c o n s e q u e n t l y n o t c o m m e r c i a l i n 
c h a r a c t e r . 
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3. B u s i n e s s m a n a g e m e n t i s s u p e r v i s e d d i r e c t l y b y t h e 
c e n t r a l o r g a n s . 

A s r e g a r d s t h e r o l e a n d s i g n i f i c a n c e o f b a n k i n g i n t h e 
b u d g e t a r y s y s t e m , C h e m a k e s b r i l l i a n t u s e o f M a r x ' s a n a l y ­
ses o f t h e f e t i s h i s m o f i n t e r e s t o n c a p i t a l ( i n t h e t h i r d 
v o l u m e o f Capital) i n o r d e r t o c r i t i c i z e t h e t h e s i s o f t h e 
f i n a n c i a l a u t o n o m y o f t h e N a t i o n a l B a n k i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e 
s t a t e . H e d o e s t h i s i n a p o l e m i c w i t h M a r c e l o F e r n a n d e z 
F o n t , h i s s u c c e s s o r as h e a d o f t h e N a t i o n a l B a n k . H e s h o w s 
t h a t t h i s t h e s i s i m p l i e s t h a t " t h e B a n k f i n a n c e s i t s e l f o u t o f 
i t s o w n r e s o u r c e s , " w h i c h w o u l d b e a b s u r d i n a s o c i a l i s t 
e c o n o m y , a n d t h a t i t f a l l s i n t o a f e t i s h i s m t h a t c o n c e a l s 
t h e r e a l p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s . * 

T o t h o s e w h o a c c u s e d t h e s y s t e m h e a d v o c a t e s o f h a v i n g 
a t e n d e n c y t o b u r e a u c r a t i s m , C h e r e p l i e d t h a t , o n t h e c o n ­
t r a r y , t h e m o r e t h e o p e r a t i o n s i n v o l v e d i n r e c o r d i n g a n d 
s u p e r v i s i n g t h e w o r k o f t h e p r o d u c t i o n u n i t s a r e c e n t r a l ­
i z e d , t h e less b u r e a u c r a c y t h e r e w i l l b e , t h e l o c a l a d m i n i s ­
t r a t i v e a p p a r a t u s b e i n g r e d u c e d t o t h e s m a l l n u c l e u s c o n ­
c e r n e d w i t h m a n a g i n g e a c h u n i t . H e a d m i t t e d , h o w e v e r , 
t h a t t h e s y s t e m w a s f a r f r o m b e i n g c o m p l e t e l y r e a l i z e d i n 
C u b a , a n d t h a t i t d i d s h o w , i n i t s c u r r e n t s t a t e , a n u m b e r 
o f w e a k n e s s e s d u e t o l a c k o f m a t u r i t y i n o r g a n i z a t i o n , 
s h o r t a g e o f c o m p e t e n t cad re s , e t c ' 

S i m i l a r v i e w s a r e p u t f o r w a r d b y M a n d e l , w h o s t resses , 
i n o p p o s i t i o n t o B e t t e l h e i m , t h a t ( 1 ) t o e x p e c t t o h a v e a 
c o m p l e t e d i s p o s a l o f a l l t h e m e a n s o f p r o d u c t i o n , d o w n t o 
t h e l a s t n a i l , i s a s o m e w h a t m e c h a n i c a l a n d t e c h n o c r a t i c 
a p p r o a c h ; a n d t h a t ( 2 ) i n a n u n d e r d e v e l o p e d e c o n o m y l i k e 
t h a t o f C u b a , w h e r e t h e r e is a g r e a t s h o r t a g e o f t e c h n i c a l l y 
t r a i n e d m i d d l e cad re s , i t i s e v e n m o r e n e c e s s a r y t h a n else­
w h e r e t o r e s e r v e d e c i s i o n s o f m a j o r i m p o r t a n c e t o t h e c e n ­
t r a l a u t h o r i t i e s . 

F u r t h e r , M a n d e l e m p h a s i z e s t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f a s s o c i a t ­
i n g as m a n y w o r k e r s as p o s s i b l e w i t h t h e m a n a g e m e n t o f 
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e n t e r p r i s e s , s o a s t o e n a b l e t h e c r e a t i v e a n d o r g a n i z a t i o n a l 
c a p a c i t y o f t h e p r o l e t a r i a t t o b e m o b i l i z e d . T h e p o l i t i c a l 
i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h i s i s c l e a r : a s a g a i n s t t h e t h e o r e t i c i a n s o f 
s e l f - f i n a n c i n g , w h o w a n t t o g i v e t h e m a n a g e r s o f e n t e r ­
p r i s e s t h e w i d e s t a u t h o r i t y a n d a u t o n o m y , M a n d e l w i s h e s 
t o r e s t r i c t t h i s " s t r a t u m o f m a n a g e r s " b o t h f r o m b e l o w , 
t h r o u g h l o c a l o r g a n i z a t i o n s o f w o r k e r s ' m a n a g e m e n t , a n d 
f r o m a b o v e , t h r o u g h t h e c e n t r a l p l a n n i n g o r g a n s . ' 
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4. Material and moral incentives 

A m o n g t h e t h e m e s t a k e n u p i n t h e e c o n o m i c d i s c u s s i o n 
i n C u b a , t h e o n e t h a t m o s t s t r u c k t h e i m a g i n a t i o n o f t h e 
p u b l i c o n a n a t i o n a l a n d i n t e r n a t i o n a l s c a l e w a s t h e p r o b ­
l e m a t i c o f " i n c e n t i v e s . " T h i s w a s f i r s t a n d f o r e m o s t a p r a c ­
t i c a l q u e s t i o n o f e c o n o m i c p o h c y , d i r e c t l y l i n k e d w i t h t h e 
c o n t r o v e r s y a b o u t s y s t e m s o f financial m a n a g e m e n t . T h e 
s u p p o r t e r s o f " b u s i n e s s a c c o u n t i n g " a n d o f t h e p r o f i t a ­
b i l i t y o f e a c h e n t e r p r i s e t a k e n s e p a r a t e l y w e r e a l s o a d v o ­
c a t e s o f t h e s y s t e m o f o u t p u t b o n u s e s , p i e c e w a g e s , a n d 
" m a t e r i a l i n c e n t i v e s " g e n e r a l l y , a n d f o r t h e s a m e r e a s o n s 
( a d a p t a t i o n t o t h e n e c e s s a r y s u r v i v a l o f c o m m o d i t y 
c a t e g o r i e s ) . 

T h i s t h e m e a l s o h a s , h o w e v e r , m o r a l a n d p o l i t i c a l i m p l i ­
c a t i o n s o f m a j o r i m p o r t a n c e , w h i c h a c c o u n t f o r t h e i n ­
t e n s e i n t e r e s t t h a t t h i s a s p e c t o f t h e d i s c u s s i o n a r o u s e d i n 
C u b a a n d a b r o a d . T h e d e c i s i v e q u e s t i o n i s : h o w a r e w e t o 
t r a n s f o r m m e n ' s b e h a v i o r , h o w t o c r e a t e t h e n e w m a n ? W e 
k n o w t h a t M a r x t r a n s c e n d e d t h e m e c h a n i c a l - m a t e r i a l i s t r e ­
p l y t o t h i s q u e s t i o n ( " M a n i s t h e p r o d u c t o f c i r c u m ­
s t a n c e s : c h a n g e t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s a n d y o u c h a n g e t h e m a n 
as w e l l " ) t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e i d e a l i s t o n e ( " M a n m u s t b e 
c h a n g e d f i r s t b e f o r e s o c i e t y c a n b e c h a n g e d " ) i n a d i a l e c t i ­
c a l Aufhebung t h a t i s b r i l l i a n t l y f o r m u l a t e d i n t h e t h i r d 
t h e s i s o n F e u e r b a c h : in revolutionary praxis the changing 
of man and the changing of circumstances coincide. 

W h a t p o s i t i o n s w e r e t a k e n o n t h i s q u e s t i o n b y t h e p a r t i ­
c i p a n t s i n t h e C u b a n e c o n o m i c d e b a t e ? 

I t s e e m s t o m e t h a t B e t t e l h e i m ' s t h i n k i n g t e n d s r a t h e r 
e x p l i c i t l y t o w a r d t h e p r e - d i a l e c t i c a l m a t e r i a l i s t p o l e . A c -
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cording to him, man's behavior is determined not by hi ' 
consciousness (the ideas he has about his situation, e t c ' 
but by the place he occupies in a given production process, 
a process that is itself basically determined by the level of 
development of the productive forces.' This leads, in the 
last analysis, to the conclusion that man's behavior will 
change only as a result of the development of the produc­
tive forces. A typical example of this underestimation of 
the relative autonomy and specific effectiveness of the? 
ideological level (i.e., consciousness) is given by his analysis; 
of the kolkhoz form of agricultural property, which he; 
justifies as being the best adapted to the level of develop­
ment of the productive forces in the USSR, and which, in ^ 
his view, has nothing to do with any alleged "conservative 
mentality" of the peasants.^ This amounts to saying that if 
China, say, has established, in the shape of the agricultural 
commune, a form that is much more advanced than the 
kolkhoz, this is not due to the political and ideological 
differences between the Chinese and Russian peasantries 
(and, in general, between the USSR and the People's Re­
public of China) but to the higher level of the productive 
forces in China! 

Since man's behavior is determined by the productive 
forces, it is certainly illusory, dangerous, and harmful to 
seek to influence it by the widespread use of moral incen­
tives. According to Bettelheim, "the respective places oc­
cupied by the different kinds of incentive are . . . not to be 
determined arbitrarily, in the name of some moral vision 
or some ideal of socialist society," but are necessarily re­
lated to the level of development of the productive forces, 
a level that at the present time requires retention of com­
modity categories and, consequently, priority for the 
system of material incentives.' 

Guevara, on the contrary, defends a conception that is 
much more subtle and dialectical, and is synthesized in the 
now-famous little phrase from his article on "Sociahsm 
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and Man in Cuba": "To construct communism simul­
taneously with the material base of our society, we must 
create a new man." This means, concretely, that this con­
struction takes place around two "pillars" of equal im­
portance, which must be accorded "preeminence": the for­
mation of the new man and the development of 
technology.* He therefore rejects, as being guided by a 
"too rigidly mechanical outlook," those conceptions ac­
cording to which material incentives will disappear by 
themselves, little by little, thanks to the increased availa­
bility of consumer goods to the people. These are concep­
tions preached by the supporters of financial self-
management, who see in consumer goods the fundamental 
element in the formation of consciousness and do not per­
ceive any contradiction between direct material incentives 
(to the individual) and the development of communist 
consciousness. 

To this mechanistic (or, perhaps better, "vegetable") 
view of communist man as a fruit that ripens by itself 
when its season comes around, warmed by the caressing sun 
of material abundance, Che opposes a prospect like that 
given by Marx in his Theses on Feuerbach: it is through 
the revolutionary praxis of the masses, by constructing 
sociaUsm by socialist methods, that both the economic 
structures and the behavior of man can be changed. The 
transformation of conditions and of man (of his conscious­
ness, his character, his "morality") must be carried out 
simultaneously, the one in relation to the other, the one 
reinforcing the other, in a process of dialectical reci­
procity. 

Che thus rejects the economism that sees in the raising 
of the level of the productive forces the driving power of 
all social, political, and ideological transformations. He 
recognizes the specific autonomy of the different levels 
and instances of the social whole, and, consequently, the 
importance of politico-moral motivation and the need for 
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what he calls multiform action to change the consciousness 
of the masses. 

The material incentive—the mobilization of the workers; 
by means of their direct, private, individual, material in-r 
terest (in opposition to or in competition with each other) 
—is for Che a vestige of the habits of the former society, a 
society "systematically directed toward the isolating of the 
individual." As an ideological leftover from capitalism, i t ' 
weighs heavily on the people's consciousness; it entails the 
risk of creating a disruptive atmosphere of egoism and striv­
ing to get rich, "which holds back the development of man 
as a social being." Guevara does not believe it possible " to 
overcome capitalism with its own fetishes"; a genuine 
socialist society cannot be built if the economic basis 
adopted is one that undermines, distorts, or counteracts 
the development of coUectivist consciousness: "Pursuing 
the wild idea of trying to realize socialism with the aid of 
the worn-out weapons left by capitalism (the commodity 
as the basic economic cell, profit-making, individual 
material incentives, and so forth), one can arrive at a dead 
end . . . To construct communism, simultaneously with the 
material base of our society, we must create a new man."* 

Another danger inherent in this system of rewards is its 
tendency to give rise to a privileged stratum of industrial 
techno-bureaucrats, who are the leading beneficiaries of 
"direct incentives." Analyzing the economic reforms under­
way in Poland, Czechoslovakia, and the German Demo­
cratic Republic, Che complains that the answer they give 
to the problem of productivity is "superficial": "They 
turn back t o the theory of the market, they resort afresh 
to the law of value, they strengthen material incentives." 
But the worst thing, in his eyes, is that not only is the 
whole of the organization of labor centered upon material 
incentives, but "it is the managers who get more every 
time. It is enough t o look at the latest plan put forward in 
the GDR, and note the importance ascribed to the work 
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carried out by the manager—or, rather, to the payment to 
be made for this work."* 

Having said this, Che admits the objective necessity of 
material incentives during the transition period: the new 
society is built by men of the old society. This kind of 
incentive must therefore still be used, but subject to the 
following conditions: 

1. The material lever must not be the principal one; if it 
is wrongly given too wide an application, it "becomes an 
end in itself and then begins to impose its own force on 
the relationships among men." 

2. While allowing this kind of incentive, one must fight 
against it and strive, through education, to hasten its dis­
appearance. 

3. The emphasis must be put on material incentives of a 
social character (for example, by favoring those centers of 
labor—maternity hospitals, workers' clubs, etc.—which 
have shown the most interest in building socialism, by giv­
ing them certain social advantages); or of an educative 
character (by regulating wages in accordance with the 
degree of skill attained and thus stimulating the workers to 
study and raise their cultural and technical level).'' 

Nevertheless, the historical tendency of the process of 
building socialism should be to bring about the progressive 
aboUtion of material incentives—with all the habits, scale 
of values, and ideology they imply—and their replacement 
by "moral incentives," that is, by the social and political 
consciousness of the masses. "The function of the van­
guard party is to raise the opposite banner as high as pos­
sible—the banner of interest in non-material things, the 
banner of non-material incentives, the banner of men who 
sacrifice and hope for nothing but recognition by their 
comrades . . . Material incentives are something left over 
from the past. They are something that we must accept 
but whose hold on the minds of the people we must 
gradually break as the revolutionary process goes forward. 
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One type of incentive is definitely on the rise; the oth 
must definitely be on the way to extinction. Material i 
centives will not play a part in the new society beii 
CTeated; they will die out as we advance. We must establi 
the conditions under which this type of motivation that ' 
operative today will increasingly lose its importance and 
replaced by non-material incentives such as the sense 
duty and the new revolutionary way of thinking." ' 

To a certain extent one can say that the supporters o 
private material incentives were merely proposing a mor" 
or less mechanical transposition to Cuba of the Soviet (an 
East European) model, whereas Guevara gave expression t 
the special feature of the Cuban Revolution: the active an 
enthusiastic support rendered by the widest masses of th 
people to the carrying out of the revolutionary task. I 
seems that it was above all the experience of the extraor-; 
dinary popular mobilization at the time of the "rocket:' 
bases crisis" of October 1962 that convinced Che of the; 
superiority of moral incentives, not just politically but also 
economically. A n analysis of labor during that October; 
made by the directorate of the Ministry of Industries 
showed that despite the mobilization in the trenches of a; 
third or even a half of the workers in certain industries, 
production plans were completely fulfilled, and in many 
cases overfulfilled, and a number of problems—low output, 
absenteeism, etc.—which had previously existed entirely 
disappeared.' This was, of course, an extreme situation, 
but like all such situations it served to r e v e a l what was 
latently there by baring something very important and 
very profound in the economic and social behavior of the 
working masses. It was on the basis of real and concrete 
experiences such as this that Che put forward the bold 
hypothesis that " i n a relatively short time, the develop­
ment of consciousness does more for production develop­
ment than material incentives."'" 

Clearly, this economic reason was not the only one that 

T h e M a r x i s m o f C h e G u e v a r a 65 

led Che to prefer moral incentives. Whereas a system based 
on material incentives tends (as is shown by the Soviet 
experience) to "privatize" and depoliticize the lives of citi­
zens, Che's economic method seeks to make permanent 
the "October spirit," the pohtical mobilization and unin­
terrupted development of the revolution. If he believed 
that the instrument for mobilizing the masses must be 
"fundamentally ethical in character" ("without omitting 
to make correct use of material incentives, especially in 
social forms"), it was because this road is the only one that 
really leads to the communist future and the creation of 
the new man, the only one that develops and builds revolu­
tionary consciousness, establishing the ideological hegem­
ony of communist values. 

We thus see the relation between Che's economic think­
ing and his revolutionary humanism. This does not mean 
that his economic theses arise from some sort of moralistic 
idealism: what we have here is a lucid and reahstic appre­
ciation of the dialectical relation between means and end 
in the historical process of transition to sociahsm. This 
dialectic is such that certain means c a n n o t lead to the 
desired end. Saturating the whole of social Ufe with 
psychological motives of enrichment and the real phe­
nomena of the struggle to achieve it, racing for individual 
success, has dissolving effects on class consciousness and so 
creates dangerous obstacles on the road to socialism." 

In the last analysis, what was at stake in the Cuban 
economic debate, and in the discussion on incentives in 
particular, was the very meaning of socialism, the actual 
nature of the end to be attained. On this subject Che made 
a radical, striking, and passionate declaration in July 1963 
which set the problem in its true terms: "Economic social­
ism without communist morality does not interest me. We 
are fighting against poverty, yes, but also against aliena­
tion. One of the fundamental aims of Marxism is to bring 
about the disappearance of material interest, the 'what's in 
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it for me' factor, and profit from men's psychological 
motivation. Marx was concerned equally with economic; 
facts and with their translation into men's minds. He called 
that 'a fact of consciousness.' If communism fails to pay 
attention to the facts of consciousness, it may be a metho_ 
of distribution, but it is no longer a revolutionary, 
morality."'^ It is in the light of his profound conception! 
of socialism as a society that is qualitatively different from; 
capitalist society, and not as a statized imitation of bour-* 
geois consumer society, that Che's rejection of the Soviet 
model for the building of socialism has to be understood. 
This rejection he expressed very early on. Rene Dumont 
reports the following conversation in August 1960: " H C j 
was very critical of the industrial success of the Soviet 
Union, where, he said, everybody works and strives and 
tries to go beyond his quota, but only to earn more-
money. He did not think the Soviet Man was really a new 
sort of man, for he did not find him any different, really,: 
from a Yankee. He refused to consciously participate in 
the creation in Cuba 'of a second American society, even if 
everything belongs to the State.' " ' ^ 

Because his criticism of this model was a criticism/row 
the left, it quickly became suspect to the "orthodox" as 
"Trotskyist heresy." On this subject the report he made in 
1964 (to his colleagues in the Ministry of Industries) about 
the discussions he had had with Soviet students in Moscow 
is particularly illuminating. Che invited the students in­
terested in having a discussion with him to the Cuban em­
bassy, and delivered in their presence a regular onslaught 
on the system of financial autonomy of enterprises. He 
was amazed at the receptivity of his audience: " I had never 
before found an audience that was more attentive or more 
concerned, or that grasped my arguments more quickly." 
However, a section of the students—whose Bible, Che com­
plained, was not Capital but the Textbook of Political 
Economy published by the Joint Academy of Sciences— 
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accused him of "Trotskyism." While politely rejecting this 
term as applicable to himself, Guevara made the following 
observation: " O n this subject I think that either we possess 
the capacity to demolish a contrary opinion by means of 
arguments or we should allow it to be expressed . . . It is 
not possible to destroy an opinion by force, for doing that 
means blocking any free development of intelligence. 
From Trotsky's ideas, too, we can take a number of things, 
even if, in my opinion, he was mistaken in his fundamen­
tal It is interesting to note that in 1961, in an inter­
view with the American sociologist Maurice Zeitlin, Che 
explicitly condemned the destruction of the plates of 
Trotsky's Permanent Revolution (which the Cuban 
Trotskyists had wanted to print): " I t was an error com­
mitted by a functionary of second rank . . . It should not 
have been done."'^ This remark is extremely important, 
both in its categorical assertion of the principle of demo­
cratic discussion within the Communist movement and re­
jection of bloody purges of the Stalin type, and in its viola­
tion of the sacrosanct taboo of anti-Trotskyism (without 
precedent on the part of a ruling Communist leader, since 
1927 at the latest). It is known, moreover, that Trotsky's 
History of the Russian Revolution was one of the books 
that Che took with him to the mountains of Bolivia, where 
it was found by the army in a guerrilla hiding place in 
August 1967.'* 

Notes 

1- Bettelheim, "Formes et mcthodes," La Transition, p. 130. 

2. Ibid., p. 139. 
3. Ibid., pp. 151-52. In any case, for Bettelheim there is no place 

for moral ideas in Marxism, "which is a science." Cf. ibid., p. 
170. 
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5. Voluntary labor 
and communism 

The problem of the role, status, and significance 
voluntary labor is obviously closely connected with th 
discussion about incentives. As unpaid activity voluntarib 
carried out by the most conscious workers, it is the mo 
concrete (and most characteristic) result of politico-mor 
motivations. 

In this sense it is important to Che not only from th 
economic standpoint—and it is known in Cuba how de.. 
sive this voluntary labor was for saving the sugar can 
harvest—but also and above all as a factor that develops th 
workers' consciousness, as a practical, everyday school o 
political self-education, which prepares and hastens the 
transition to communist society.' Voluntary labor can ful­
fill this vital role because: ^ 

1. It constitutes a real link between manual and mental 
work, and a first step toward abolition of the traditional; 
barrier separating them. 

2. It is, or ought to be, labor that is "engaged in hap­
pily, to the accompaniment of revolutionary songs, amidst 
fraternal camaraderie and human relationships which are 
mutually invigorating and uplifting."^ Che admits that this 
is something that has to be built, that is not immediately 
given, and he admits that he himself sometimes found his 
voluntary labor helping to harvest the sugar cane deadly 
boring. 

3. It means a conscious participation by the workers in 
the building of socialism. It is thus non-alienated labor, free 
labor, to the extent that it is truly "voluntary," that is, the 
product of inner resolution and not of the external pres-
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sures of the social milieu: "The milieu should help a man 
to feel this necessity inwardly, but if it is only the milieu, 
if it is only moral pressure that moves him, then even in 
voluntary labor the alienation of the personality will con­
tinue: that is, he will not be accomplishing something on 
his own, a new undertaking freely carried out."^ 

In this sense, voluntary labor already contains the germs 
of the communist labor of the future. In communist so­
ciety, labor gains a new quality: it ceases to be an external 
necessity and becomes an inner need, a vital need, the 
expression of human creativity. Labor becomes art, play, 
creative pleasure, "a permanent and continually changing 
source of fresh emotions." Under communism man 
"begins to see himself portrayed in his own works and to 
understand its human magnitude, through the work carried 
out"—which supports the Marxist thesis according to 
which "man truly achieves his full human condition when 
he produces without being compelled by the physical 
necessity of seUing himself as a commodity."'' 

Che's theses on voluntary labor and its significance for 
the development of the new man do not in the least refer 
to some "voluntaristic," "utopian" problematic alien to 
Marxism (as some of his "materialist" critics have alleged), 
but belong to an authentically Leninist tradition. In a pam­
phlet written in 1919, Lenin hailed the "Communist Satur­
days" {subbotniki) that the workers were organizing on 
their own initiative: "It is the beginning of a revolution 
that is more difficult, more tangible, more radical, and 
more decisive than the overthrow of the bourgeoisie, for it 
IS a victory over our own conservatism, indiscipline, petty-
bourgeois egoism, a victory over the habits left as a heri­
tage to the worker and peasant by accursed capitalism."' 

Let me add, to conclude this chapter, that Che's eco­
nomic theses have become to a very large extent the 
theses adopted by the Cuban government. In his speech of 
September 28, 1966, Fidel came out expUcitly for priority 
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to be given to moral incentives. A year later, in Septemb 
1967, he said to K. S. Karol: " I am against material inc 
tives because I regard them as incompatible with socia 
ism . . . What we want is to de-mystify money, not to reh 
bilitate it. We even propose to abolish it altogether . . . T 
law of value is meaningful in a capitalist society in whic 
the economy is based on profit. It is meaningless in 
socialist society. We have no reason, we who are in a pe" 
od of transition to socialism, to conform to the econor 
laws of capitalism as if our aim were merely to run the ol 
system more efficiently. We have discussed this point 
length and have decided to free ourselves as quickly as 
can from the servitudes of the market. Our planning mu 
be based on 'labor value' and not on fallacious calculatio" 
of profitability or profit. We are already going to put 
end to all financial accounting in exchanges betwee 
socialist enterprises."* 
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part III: Revolutionary warfare 
I n t r o d u c t i o n 

E r n e s t o C h e G u e v a r a w a s n o t a t a l l a m o r a l i s t i c d r e a m e r , 
a Utopian c u t o f f f r o m reality. H i s h u m a n a n d fraternal 
i d e a l o f a g e n u i n e c o m m u n i s t s o c i e t y ( w h i c h I h a v e b e e n 
e x a m i n i n g u p t o n o w ) w a s a c c o m p a n i e d b y a l u c i d , c o n ­
c r e t e , a n d r e a l i s t i c analysis o f t h e e c o n o m i c , s o c i a l , p o l i t i ­
ca l , a n d m i l i t a r y s i t u a t i o n i n L a t i n A m e r i c a ( a n d t h e o t h e r 
c o n t i n e n t s e x p l o i t e d b y i m p e r i a l i s m ) . H i s r i g i d a n d u n c o m ­
p r o m i s i n g a d h e r e n c e t o t h e m e t h o d o f a r m e d s t r u g g l e f o l ­
l o w s p r e c i s e l y f r o m t h i s a n a l y s i s : t h e n e w s o c i e t y c a n a r i se 
o n l y o n t h e r u i n s o f t h e o l d w o r l d , t h e w o r l d o f i n j u s t i c e 
a n d e x p l o i t a t i o n , o p p r e s s i o n a n d l i e s , t h e w o r l d o f t h e 
genera l s a n d b a n k e r s , l a t i f u n d i a o w n e r s a n d p o l i c e m e n , t h e 
C I A a n d U n i t e d F r u i t . 

C h e ' s s o c i o l o g y o f r e v o l u t i o n m a r k s a r a d i c a l i n n o v a t i o n 
w h e n c o m p a r e d t o t h e c o n c e p t i o n s p r e v a l e n t b e t w e e n 
1 9 3 5 a n d 1 9 5 9 a m o n g t h e M a r x i s t L e f t i n L a t i n A m e r i c a . 
( O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , i t l i n k s u p , t o a c e r t a i n e x t e n t , w i t h 
t h e i n i t i a l p e r i o d o f L a t i n A m e r i c a n M a r x i s m , t h a t o f t h e 
" g r e a t a n c e s t o r s " : J u l i o A n t o n i o M e l l a , P o n c e , M a r i a -
t e g u i . ) T h e h i s t o r y o f t h e L a t i n A m e r i c a n C o m m u n i s t 
p a r t i e s i n t h i s p e r i o d w a s o n e o f c o n t i n u a l s e t b a c k s , de­
sp i t e t h e d e v o t i o n , c o u r a g e , a n d s p i r i t o f s a c r i f i c e o f sev­
e r a l g e n e r a t i o n s o f m i l i t a n t s . T h e r e c a n b e n o d o u b t t h a t 
o n e o f t h e r e a s o n s f o r t h i s " p e r m a n e n t d e f e a t " w a s t h e 
fa lse u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e s e p a r t i e s h a d o f t h e r e v o l u t i o n a r y 
p rocess o n t h e c o n t i n e n t , a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g b a s e d o n t h e 
M e n s h e v i k - S t a l i n i s t t h e o r y o f " r e v o l u t i o n b y s t a g e s . " 

W i t h a f e w ( l o c a l a n d t e m p o r a r y ) v a r i a n t s , t h e f o l l o w i n g 
s c h e m a e x p l i c i t l y o r i m p l i c i t l y u n d e r l a y t h e s t r a t e g y o f 
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t h e L a t i n A m e r i c a n C o m m i / n i s t p a r t i e s f r o m 1 9 3 5 t o o i 
t i m e , a n d e s p e c i a l l y a f t e r 1 9 5 5 : 

1 . T h e L a t i n A m e r i c a n c o u n t r i e s a r e c o u n t r i e s w i t h 
u n d e r d e v e l o p e d , s e m i f e u d a l e c o n o m i e s d o m i n a t e d b y i m - ; 
p e r i a l i s m ; t h e p r i n c i p a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n is t h a t b e t w e e n t h e 
n a t i o n a n d f o r e i g n c a p i t a l ( w i t h i t s i n t e r n a l a s s o c i a t e s ) . 
T h i s c o n t r a d i c t i o n o p p o s e s t h e p e o p l e , a l l i e d t o t h e p r o ­
gress ive n a t i o n a l b o u r g e o i s i e — w h i c h is i n t e r e s t e d i n i n ­
d e p e n d e n t n a t i o n a l d e v e l o p m e n t , i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n , a n d a n 
e x t e n s i o n o f t h e i n t e r n a l m a r k e t — t o N o r t h A m e r i c a n i m ­
p e r i a l i s m a n d i t s a s soc i a t e s , t h e b i g l a n d l o r d s ( t h e f e u d a l -
l a t i f u n d i a o w n e r s ) . 

2 . I t i s t h e r e f o r e n e c e s s a r y t o f o r m a n a t i o n a l -
d e m o c r a t i c f r o n t o f t h e p o p u l a r classes ( w o r k e r s a n d 
p e a s a n t s ) , t h e n a t i o n a l i s t p e t t y b o u r g e o s i e , a n d t h e p r o ­
g res s ive b o u r g e o i s i e , a f r o n t w h o s e u s u a l p o l i t i c a l e x p r e s ­
s i o n i s a n e l e c t o r a l a l l i a n c e b e t w e e n t h e C o m m u n i s t p a r t y 
a n d t h o s e b o u r g e o i s p a r t i e s r e g a r d e d as " p a t r i o t i c . " 

3 . T h e L a t i n A m e r i c a n r e v o l u t i o n is t h u s a t t h e d e m o ­
c r a t i c ( b o u r g e o i s ) s tage a n d m u s t b e a c c o m p l i s h e d b y set­
t i n g u p a n a t i o n a l - d e m o c r a t i c g o v e r n m e n t s u p p o r t e d b y 
t h e masses o f t h e p e o p l e . T h e r e is n o a p r i o r i r e a s o n w h y 
t h i s g o v e r n m e n t s h o u l d n o t c o m e t o p o w e r t h r o u g h e l ec ­
t i o n s , o r b y a c o u p d ' e t a t m a d e b y n a t i o n a l i s t m i l i t a r y 
m e n . 

4 . T h e p r i n c i p a l t a s k s o f t h i s n a t i o n a l - d e m o c r a t i c r e v ­
o l u t i o n a r e a g r a r i a n r e f o r m , e x p r o p r i a t i o n o f t h e b i g 
f o r e i g n - o w n e d t r u s t s , l e g a l i z a t i o n o f t h e w o r k e r s ' p a r t i e s , 
a n d a n i n d e p e n d e n t ( n e u t r a l i s t ) f o r e i g n p o l i c y . 

5 . T h e class s t r u g g l e b e t w e e n t h e p r o l e t a r i a t a n d t h e 
b o u r g e o i s i e i s , a t t h e p r e s e n t s tage o f t h e r e v o l u t i o n , a 
s e c o n d a r y c o n t r a d i c t i o n . I t w i l l b e c o m e t h e p r i n c i p a l c o n ­
t r a d i c t i o n o n l y a t t h e s tage o f s o c i a l i s t r e v o l u t i o n , w h i c h 
l i e s i n t h e m o r e o r less d i s t a n t f u t u r e . 

C l e a r l y , a r m e d s t r u g g l e a n d p e a s a n t g u e r r i l l a w a r f a r e h a d 
n o p l a c e w i t h i n a p r o b l e m a t i c s u c h as t h i s . T h e y l a y 
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s t r i c t l y o u t s i d e t h e f i e l d o f v i s i o n d e f i n e d b y t h i s c o n c e p ­
t i o n , a c o n c e p t i o n t h a t i n m a n y w a y s r e s e m b l e s t h a t a d v o ­
c a t e d b y t h e M e n s h e v i k s b e f o r e t h e O c t o b e r R e v o l u t i o n . A 
t y p i c a l e x a m p l e o f t h i s s t r a t e g y is t h e " s e l f - c r i t i c i s m " o f 
t h e g e n e r a l s e c r e t a r y o f t h e B r a z i l i a n C o m m u n i s t P a r t y , 
L u i s C a r l o s P r e s t e s , d r a w n u p i n J u n e 1 9 5 9 . A f e w m o n t h s 
a f t e r t h e v i c t o r y o f t h e C u b a n R e v o l u t i o n a n d o n t h e e v e 
o f a decade o f r a d i c a l i z a t i o n o f t h e class s t r u g g l e t h r o u g h ­
o u t t h e c o n t i n e n t , a n d i n B r a z i l i n p a r t i c u l a r , t h i s D r . P a n -
gloss o f " o f f i c i a l M a r x i s m " w r o t e : " W e h a v e s e e n t h a t as a 
r e s u l t o f t h e c o u n t r y ' s e c o n o m i c d e v e l o p m e n t , t h e c o n t r a ­
d i c t i o n t h a t i n c r e a s i n g l y b e c a m e m o r e a c u t e w a s t h a t 
w h i c h o p p o s e d t h e B r a z i l i a n n a t i o n t o A m e r i c a n i m p e r i a l ­
i s m a n d i t s i n t e r n a l a g e n t s . T h i s c o n t r a d i c t i o n b e c a m e t h e 
p r i n c i p a l a n d d o m i n a n t o n e , a n d d e t e r m i n e d t h e p r o c e s s o f 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n i n t h e a l i g n m e n t o f s o c i a l f o r c e s . E v e r y d a y 
c o n d i t i o n s b e c a m e m o r e f a v o r a b l e f o r u n i f y i n g b r o a d 
f o r c e s a g a i n s t A m e r i c a n i m p e r i a l i s m a n d i t s i n t e r n a l a g e n t s , 
a f r o n t t h a t c a n r a l l y t h e p r o l e t a r i a t , t h e p e a s a n t r y , t h e 
u r b a n p e t t y b o u r g e o i s i e , t h e b o u r g e o i s i e , t h e l a t i f u n d i a 
o w n e r s w h o h a v e c o n t r a d i c t i o n s w i t h N o r t h A m e r i c a n i m ­
p e r i a l i s m , a n d t h e c a p i t a l i s t s l i n k e d w i t h i m p e r i a l i s t g r o u p s 
i n a r i v a l r y w i t h t h e N o r t h A m e r i c a n m o n o p o l i e s . . . 

" W e w e r e n o t a b l e t o d i s t i n g u i s h , i n t h e w o r l d h i s t o r i c a l 
e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e g r e a t O c t o b e r s o c i a l i s t r e v o l u t i o n , be ­
t w e e n t h e e s s e n t i a l f e a t u r e s , v a l i d f o r a l l c o u n t r i e s , a n d 
t h o s e s p e c i a l a n d s i n g u l a r a spec t s w h i c h d o n o t h a v e t o b e 
r e p e a t e d o u t s i d e R u s s i a . T h i s w a s w h y w e r e g a r d e d t h e 
r o a d o f a r m e d s t r u g g l e as t h e o n l y o n e p o s s i b l e f o r t h e 
B r a z i l i a n r e v o l u t i o n t o t a k e , w i t h o u t p e r c e i v i n g t h a t i n t h e 
n e w c o n d i t i o n s o f t h e c o u n t r y a n d t h e w o r l d , a r e a l p o s s i ­
b i l i t y h a d a p p e a r e d f o r a d i f f e r e n t r o a d , t h a t o f p e a c e f u l 
d e v e l o p m e n t . . . " 



1. Sociology of the revolution 

T h e n a t i o n a l b o u r g e o i s i e 

C h e ' s s k e p t i c i s m a b o u t a " r e v o l u t i o n a r y b o u r g e o i s i e " i i 
L a t i n A m e r i c a o r i g i n a t e d i n t h e e x p e r i e n c e h e amasse 
d u r i n g t h e m a n y j o u r n e y s h e m a d e a l l o v e r t h e c o n t i n e n ' 
b e t w e e n 1 9 5 1 a n d 1 9 5 6 . I t seems t h a t , i n p a r t i c u l a r , h 
w a s n o t a t a l l f a v o r a b l y i m p r e s s e d b y w h a t h e s a w i n t h 
" n a t i o n a l r e v o l u t i o n a r y " B o l i v i a o f 1 9 5 3 . A c c o r d i n g t o h i 
A r g e n t i n i a n e x - f r i e n d R i c a r d o R o j o , w h o k n e w h i m i n 1 
P a z , C h e m a d e t h e f o l l o w i n g c a u s t i c ( a n d f a r s i g h t e d ) c o n 
m e n t a r y o n t h a t s c e n e : " T h i s P a z E s t e n s s o r o i s j u s t 
r e f o r m i s t w h o s p r i n k l e s t h e I n d i a n s w i t h D D T t o r i d t h e n ) 
o f f l e a s , b u t f a i l s t o d e a l w i t h t h e e s s e n t i a l p r o b l e m , w h i c l i 
i s w h a t causes t h e f l e a s . . . A r e v o l u t i o n t h a t d o e s n o t go^ 
t h e w h o l e h o g is l o s t . " ' 

C l e a r l y , h o w e v e r , i t w a s t h e C u b a n e x p e r i e n c e t h a t w a S ; 
t o s h o w h i m , w i t h C a r t e s i a n a n d d i d a c t i c c l a r i t y , t h e r o l e 
p l a y e d b y t h e " n a t i v e " b o u r g e o i s i e , w h o a r e s e i z e d w i t h 
p a n i c a t t h e p r o s p e c t o f a r e v o l u t i o n t h a t u n d e r t a k e s r a d i - ^ 
c a l a g r a r i a n r e f o r m s a n d t h e e x p r o p r i a t i o n o f t h e i m p e r i a l - ; 
i s t m o n o p o l i e s ( i n o t h e r w o r d s , t h e c la s s i ca l t a s k s o f a 
d e m o c r a t i c - n a t i o n a l r e v o l u t i o n ) , a n d w h o e n d b y g o i n g 
o v e r m o r e o r less r a p i d l y t o t h e c a m p o f c o u n t e r ­
r e v o l u t i o n . 

W e t h u s f i n d i n C h e ' s w r i t i n g s a l u c i d a n d d i s e n c h a n t e d 
g rasp o f t h e s t a t u s a n d r o l e o f t h i s L a t i n A m e r i c a n n a t i o n a l 
b o u r g e o i s i e , w h o s e p o l i t i c a l a n d s o c i a l a l l i a n c e w i t h t h e b i g 
l a n d o w n e r s h e s t resses—an a l l i a n c e t h a t c o n s t i t u t e s t h e 
d o m i n a n t o l i g a r c h y i n m o s t o f t h e c o u n t r i e s o f t h e 
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c o n t i n e n t — t o g e t h e r w i t h i t s c lo se e c o n o m i c , p o H t i c a l , 
i d e o l o g i c a l , a n d ( l a s t b u t n o t l e a s t ) m i l i t a r y t i e s w i t h N o r t h 
A m e r i c a n i m p e r i a l i s m . ^ 

T h i s d o e s n o t m e a n t h a t t h e r e c a n b e n o s e c o n d a r y 
c o n t r a d i c t i o n s b e t w e e n t h i s l o c a l b o u r g e o i s i e a n d t h e b i g 
N o r t h A m e r i c a n t r u s t s . I n t h e l a s t a n a l y s i s , h o w e v e r , t h e 
l o c a l b o u r g e o i s i e i s m o r e a f r a i d o f a p o p u l a r r e v o l u t i o n 
t h a n o f t h e d e s p o t i c o p p r e s s i o n o f t h e f o r e i g n m o n o p o l i e s 
t h a t c o l o n i z e t h e e c o n o m y . T h i s i s w h y " t h e b i g b o u r ­
g e o i s i e h a s n o t h e s i t a t e d t o a l l y i t s e l f w i t h i m p e r i a l i s m a n d 
t h e l a n d o w n e r s t o f i g h t a g a i n s t t h e p e o p l e a n d c l o s e t h e 
r o a d t o r e v o l u t i o n . " ' T h i s a n a l y s i s o f t h e c o n d u c t o f t h e 
L a t i n A m e r i c a n b o u r g e o i s i e bea r s a r e m a r k a b l e r e s e m ­
b l a n c e t o M a r x ' s 1 8 4 4 a n a l y s i s o f t h e G e r m a n b o u r g e o i s i e 
- a l r e a d y c o n s e r v a t i v e w h e n t h e y s h o u l d h a v e b e e n r e v o l u ­
t i o n a r y , t i m i d w h e n t h e y s h o u l d h a v e b e e n b o l d , a n d m o r e 
a f r a i d o f t h e p e o p l e t h a n o f t h e f e u d a l m o n a r c h y t h e y 
o u g h t t o h a v e b e e n f i g h t i n g — a n a n a l y s i s t h a t w a s b r i l ­
l i a n t l y c o n f i r m e d b y t h e e v e n t s o f t h e G e r m a n r e v o l u t i o n 
o f 1 8 4 8 . " 

G u e v a r a r e a l i z e d p e r f e c t l y c l e a r l y t h a t a L a t i n A m e r i c a n 
" 1 7 8 9 " w a s n o l o n g e r p o s s i b l e : i n t h e e r a o f s o c i a l i s t r e v o ­
l u t i o n a n d t h e w o r l d w i d e d e c l i n e o f i m p e r i a l i s m , t h o s e 
b o u r g e o i s i e s t h a t h a d c o m e l a t e u p o n t h e scene o f h i s t o r y 
c o u l d n o t b u t f o r m a b a s i c a l l y c o n s e r v a t i v e f o r c e . T h i s w a s 
e s p e c i a l l y p l a i n i n L a t i n A m e r i c a a f t e r t h e C u b a n R e v o l u ­
t i o n , w h i c h p o l a r i z e d t h e f i e l d o f t h e class s t r u g g l e : " T h e 
C u b a n R e v o l u t i o n s o u n d e d t h e b e l l w h i c h g a v e t h e a l a r m 
• . . T h e m a j o r i t y o f t h e n a t i o n a l b o u r g e o i s i e h a v e u n i t e d 
w i t h N o r t h A m e r i c a n i m p e r i a l i s m ; t h u s t h e i r f a t e s h a l l b e 
t h e s a m e as t h a t o f t h e l a t t e r . . . T h e p o l a r i z a t i o n o f a n t a g ­
o n i s t i c f o r c e s a m o n g class a d v e r s a r i e s is u p t i l l n o w m o r e 
r a p i d t h a n t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e c o n t r a d i c t i o n a m o n g 
e x p l o i t e r s o v e r t h e s p l i t t i n g o f t h e s p o i l s . T h e r e a re t w o 
C a m p s : t h e a l t e r n a t i v e b e c o m e s c l e a r e r f o r e a c h i n d i v i d u a l 
a n d f o r e a c h s p e c i f i c s t r a t u m o f t h e p o p u l a t i o n , " ^ 
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C h e w a s t h e r e f o r e c o n v i n c e d t h a t , i n c o n t r a s t t o t h 
s t r a t e g y a d v o c a t e d b y t h e C o m m u n i s t p a r t i e s , t h e p o p u l a 
f o r c e s h a d n o i n t e r e s t i n c o l l a b o r a t i n g w i t h t h o s e " t i m i 
a n d t r e a c h e r o u s " b o u r g e o i s i e s w h i c h d e s t r o y t h e f o r c e 
t h e y h a v e n e e d e d i n o r d e r t o c o m e t o p o w e r . F u r t h e r , 
w a s i n c r e a s i n g l y i n c l i n e d t o g i v e t h i s d i a g n o s i s a n i n t 
p r e t a t i o n t h a t w a s n o t m e r e l y c o n t i n e n t a l b u t w a s i n t ( 
n a t i o n a l w h e n h e n o t e d w h a t h e i r o n i c a l l y c a l l e d t h 
" S o u t h A m e r i c a n i z a t i o n " o f t h e s e m i c o l o n i a l c o u n t r i e s o 
A f r i c a a n d A s i a , i . e . , t h e g r o v w n g d e v e l o p m e n t o f a para ; 
s i t i c b o u r g e o i s i e w h i c h a c c u m u l a t e s h u g e p r o f i t s i n t h " 
s h a d e o f i m p e r i a l i s t c a p i t a l . * 

O n t h i s s u b j e c t , i t i s h i g h l y p r o b a b l e t h a t C h e k n e w a n 
a d o p t e d as h i s o w n F r a n t z F a n o n ' s v i o l e n t i n d i c t m e n t o " 
t h e c o r r u p t i o n o f t h e n e w b u r e a u c r a t i c b o u r g e o i s i e ol 
A f r i c a , m a d e i n The Wretched of the Earth, a b o o k t h a . ^ 
w a s p u b l i s h e d i n C u b a o n C h e ' s e x p r e s s d e m a n d . TherC;., 
a r e , be s ide s , a n u m b e r o f o t h e r t h e m e s w h e r e a r e m a r k a b l e 
a f f i n i t y i s o b s e r v a b l e b e t w e e n t h e i d e a s o f F a n o n a n d 
t h o s e o f G u e v a r a : t h e r e v o l u t i o n a r y r o l e o f t h e p e a s a n t r y , 
t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f v i o l e n t a c t i o n b y t h e o p p r e s s e d , t h e 
a n t i - i m p e r i a l i s t u n i t y o f t h e T h i r d W o r l d , t h e s e a r c h f o r a 
n e w m o d e l o f s o c i a l i s m , e t c . C h e t o o k g r e a t i n t e r e s t i n 
F a n o n ' s w o r k a n d h a d a l o n g t a l k a b o u t i t w i t h h i s w i d o w , 
J o s i e F a n o n , i n A l g i e r s . I t i s e v e n p o s s i b l e t h a t h i s r e a d i n g 
o f F a n o n m a y h a v e b e e n o n e o f t h e f a c t o r s t h a t i n s p i r e d 
h i s p r o j e c t f o r p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n t h e a r m e d s t r u g g l e i n A f r i c a 
i n 1 9 6 5 - 1 9 6 6 . 

T h e s o c i a l i s t c h a r a c t e r o f t h e r e v o l u t i o n 

I f t h e r e i s n o r e v o l u t i o n a r y b o u r g e o i s i e , i t i s h a r d t o 
h a v e a b o u r g e o i s r e v o l u t i o n : t h e d e f i n i t i o n o f t h e c h a r a c t e r 
o f t h e L a t i n A m e r i c a n r e v o l u t i o n w a s , f o r C h e , c l o s e l y 
b o u n d u p w i t h h i s a n a l y s i s o f t h e r o l e o f t h e b o u r g e o i s i e . 
O n l y a s o c i a l i s t r e v o l u t i o n b a s e d o n a n a l l i a n c e o f t h e 
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v v o r k e r s a n d p e a s a n t s c a n a c c o m p l i s h t h e d e m o c r a t i c t a s k s 
o f t h e L a t i n A m e r i c a n r e v o l u t i o n : a g r a r i a n r e f o r m , 
n a t i o n a l l i b e r a t i o n , e scape f r o m u n d e r d e v e l o p m e n t . B u t i t 
w i l l r e a l i z e t h e s e a i m s n o t b y t h e b o u r g e o i s p a t h b u t b y i t s 
o w n m e t h o d s , s o c i a l i s t m e t h o d s , a l o n g v n t h t h e s o c i a l i s t 
t a s k s p r o p e r l y s o c a l l e d : P e t r o g r a d 1 9 1 7 - 1 9 1 9 , C u b a 
1 9 5 9 - 1 9 6 1 . . . 

I t s eems t h a t e v e n w h e n t h e y w e r e i n t h e S i e r r a M a e s t r a , 
C h e a n d s o m e o f t h e o t h e r g u e r r i l l a l e a d e r s h a d a n i n t u i ­
t i o n (as y e t v a g u e a n d i m p r e c i s e ) o f t h e s o c i a l i s t d e v e l o p ­
m e n t t h e i r r e v o l u t i o n w o u l d u n d e r g o : " T h e b e s t a m o n g u s 
f e l t d e e p l y t h e n e e d f o r a n a g r a r i a n r e f o r m a n d a n o v e r ­
t u r n i n g o f t h e s o c i a l s y s t e m . . . " ' T h e r a d i c a l i z i n g o f t h e 
r e v o l u t i o n a f t e r t h e s e i z u r e o f p o w e r i n 1 9 5 9 t o o k p l a c e i n 
a c c o r d a n c e w i t h a r u l e t h a t C h e k n e w v e r y t h o r o u g h l y : " A 
r e v o l u t i o n w h i c h d o e s n o t c o n s t a n t l y e x p a n d i s a r e v o l u ­
t i o n w h i c h r e g r e s s e s . " * A s e a r l y as A p r i l 1 9 5 9 , i n a n i n t e r ­
v i e w w i t h a C h i n e s e j o u r n a l i s t , C h e s p o k e o f t h e " u n i n t e r ­
r u p t e d d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e r e v o l u t i o n " a n d o f t h e n e e d t o 
a b o l i s h t h e e x i s t i n g " s o c i a l s y s t e m " a n d i t s " e c o n o m i c 
f o u n d a t i o n s . ' " T h i s r a d i c a l i z a t i o n w a s c a r r i e d t h r o u g h f i r s t 
a n d f o r e m o s t b y t h e a g r a r i a n r e f o r m i t s e l f , w h i c h , a c c o r d ­
i n g t o C h e , d i f f e r e d f r o m t h e t h r e e o t h e r a g r a r i a n r e f o r m s 
t h e c o n t i n e n t h a d k n o w n ( M e x i c o , G u a t e m a l a , B o l i v i a ) b y 
t h e u n b r e a k a b l e d e t e r m i n a t i o n o f t h o s e c o n c e r n e d t o i m ­
p l e m e n t i t t o t h e v e r y e n d , w i t h o u t a n y k i n d o f c o n c e s ­
s i o n ; a n d , s u b s e q u e n t l y , b y o t h e r r e v o l u t i o n a r y l a w s -
u r b a n r e f o r m , e x p r o p r i a t i o n o f t h e f o r e i g n m o n o p o l i e s , 
e x p r o p r i a t i o n o f t h e C u b a n b i g b o u r g e o i s i e — l a w s w h i c h 
f o r m a " l o g i c a l c h a i n t h a t c a r r i e s u s f o r w a r d s t e p b y s t e p , 
i n a p r o g r e s s i v e a n d n e c e s s a r y o r d e r o f c o n c e r n f o r t h e 
p r o b l e m s o f t h e C u b a n p e o p l e . " * " T h i s logic ( w h i c h w a s a t 
o n c e e c o n o m i c , s o c i a l , a n d p o l i t i c a l ) i s p r e c i s e l y t h a t o f 
t h e " p e r m a n e n t r e v o l u t i o n , " w h i c h l e a d s f r o m d e m o c r a t i c 
t a s k s t o s o c i a l i s t o n e s , f r o m t h e s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t i m p e r i a l ­
i s m a n d t h e l a t i f u n d i a o v w i e r s t o t h e s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t t h e i r 
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bourgeois allies, from the fall of Batista on January 1, 
1959, to the proclamation of the socialist revolution on 
May 1, 1961. 

This "growing across" of the Cuban Revolution from a 
radical-democratic revolution to a socialist one presents 
methodological problems that cannot be solved with the' 
mechanistic and Menshevik-type conception held by the; 
traditional left parties in Latin America, for whom under-> 
development—the semifeudal and semicolonial character off 
the economy—limited the revolution to the "national-
democratic stage." ; 

In Che's view, nothing could be more absurd than "to 
declare, like the theoreticians of the Second International, 
that Cuba had violated all the laws of the dialectic, of 
historical materialism, of Marxism." Against such a neo-
Kautskian view (or, rather, howler), Che appealed ex­
plicitly to Lenin, whose famous dispute with the Men-
shevik historian Sukhanov he quoted in order to present 
the problem in its correct terms: Cuba was one of t h e 
weakest l i n k s in t h e w o r l d s y s t e m o f capitalism. This was 
why the revolutionary forces in Cuba were able to push on 
without a halt and "decree the socialist character of the 
revolution." The revolutionary vanguard, influenced by 
Marxism-Leninism, was able to "force the march of events 
. . . within the limits of what was objectively possible."" 

Could what was true of Cuba also become true for the 
continent as a whole? In other words, was socialist revolu­
tion on the agenda for the whole of Latin America? From 
1961 on, Che's thinking moved toward this conclusion, 
and in his "message to the Argentinians" in May 1962 he 
spoke explicitly of the socialist revolution as the only real 
solution for Argentina and for the whole continent.'^ In 
1963, in "Guerrilla Warfare: A Method," he shows the link 
between the growing social polarization in Latin America 
and the character of the revolution that was dawning: the 
increasingly antagonistic contradiction between exploiters 
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and exploited will mean that "when the armed vanguard of 
t h e people achieves power, both the imperialists and the 
national exploiting class will be liquidated at one stroke. 
T h e first stage of the socialist revolution will have crystal­
lized, and the people will be ready to heal their wounds 
and initiate the construction of socialism."'^ 

Finally, in his "political testament," the letter to the 
Tricontinental, Che presents the question in terms that are 
absolutely clear, sharp, and radical, bursting relentlessly as 
h e does so all the multicolored and empty bubbles blown 
by Latin American national reformism: "The real libera­
tion of all peoples . . . will, in our America, almost cer­
tainly have the characteristic of becoming a socialist revo­
lution . . . the national bourgeoisies have lost all their 
capacity to oppose imperialism—if they ever had it—and 
they have become the last card in the pack. There are no 
other alternatives: either a socialist revolution or a make-
believe revolution." 

By this stand, which is in line with Lenin's April theses 
and Trotsky's theory of permanent revolution,'^ Che 
synthesized in a bold, corrosive, and explosive formula 
both the lessons of the historical experience of the popular 
struggles of Latin America and a lucid forecast of the con­
ditions for achieving the continent's future liberation. 

To what extent is this formula also valid for the other 
continents of the Third World? Che did not express a de­
finitive position on this matter, but in an interview in 
March 1965 in Algiers he declared explicitly: "Socialism or 
neocoloniaUsm, that is the stake for all of Africa in the 
encounter now taking place in the Congo."'* It is known, 
moreover, that in 1965 or 1966 Che took part in the fight­
ing in the Congo, alongside the guerrilla fighters com­
manded by Gaston Soumialot. 
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2. Guerrilla warfare 

T h e i n e v i t a b i l i t y o f a r m e d s t r u g g l e 

" H e w h o w a g e s w a r i n a c o u n t r y w h e n h e c a n a v o i d i t i s 
a c r i m i n a l , j u s t as h e w h o f a i l s t o p r o m o t e w a r w h i c h 
c a n n o t b e a v o i d e d i s a c r i m i n a l . " T h i s s a y i n g o f M a r t i ' s 
q u o t e d b y C h e i n h i s e ssay " G u e r r i l l a War fa r e - . A M e t h o d " 
g ives f o r c i b l e e x p r e s s i o n t o h i s d e e p a n d u n s h a k a b l e c o n - . 
v i c t i o n t h a t o n l y t h e r o a d o f a r m e d s t r u g g l e c a n l e a d t o t h e 
e m a n c i p a t i o n o f t h e o p p r e s s e d p e o p l e s o f L a t i n A m e r i c a 
( a n d o f t h e w h o l e w o r l d ) . 

W h y ? T h e r e i s n o q u e s t i o n w i t h G u e v a r a o f a r o m a n t i c 
c u l t o f a r m s , o r o f n o s t a l g i a f o r t h e t i m e s o f t h e S i e r r a 
M a e s t r a . T h e p r i n c i p l e o f t h e i n e v i t a b i l i t y o f a r m e d 
s t r u g g l e w a s f o r h i m d e r i v e d p r e c i s e l y f r o m t h e s o c i o l o g y 
o f t h e r e v o l u t i o n : b e c a u s e t h e r e v o l u t i o n is s o c i a l i s t i t c a n 
b e v i c t o r i o u s o n l y t h r o u g h r e v o l u t i o n a r y w a r : " I n 
A m e r i c a , t h e r o a d t o t h e l i b e r a t i o n o f t h e p e o p l e s , w h i c h 
w i l l b e t h e r o a d o f s o c i a l i s m , w i l l b e o p e n e d b y a r m e d 
s t r u g g l e i n n e a r l y a l l c o u n t r i e s . " ' I f , i n d e e d , t h e r e v o l u t i o n 
i n L a t i n A m e r i c a w e r e o n l y " n a t i o n a l d e m o c r a t i c , " i t 
w o u l d b e a b l e t o c o u n t o n t h e s u p p o r t o f s t r a t a o f t h e 
b o u r g e o i s i e , o f s e c t i o n s o f t h e m a c h i n e r y o f s t a t e , a n d , 
a b o v e a l l , o f p a r t o f t h e a r m y , a n d c o u l d t h e r e f o r e b e 
a c h i e v e d b y e l e c t i o n s o r b y a m i l i t a r y p u t s c h . I t w a s t h u s 
q u i t e r e a s o n a b l e a n d c o h e r e n t o n t h e p a r t o f t h e p a r t i e s o f 
t h e t r a d i t i o n a l l e f t , w h i c h a i m e d o n l y a t a b o u r g e o i s -
d e m o c r a t i c r e v o l u t i o n , t o e n v i s a g e e l e c t o r a l a l l i a n c e s o r 
m i l i t a r y c o n s p i r a c i e s as t h e m o s t r e a l i s t i c s t r a t e g y : g i v e n 
t h e i r v i e w , i t c o u l d s e e m n o t h i n g b u t c r a z y " a d v e n t u r i s m " 
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f o r t h e r e v o l u t i o n a r y v a n g u a r d t o l a u n c h a n a r m e d 
s t r u g g l e . 

I f , h o w e v e r , t h e c h a r a c t e r o f t h e r e v o l u t i o n is d e f i n e d as 
soc i aUs t , t h e n a q u i t e d i f f e r e n t p r o b l e m a t i c is e s t a b l i s h e d , 
t h e L e n i n i s t p r o b l e m a t i c o f t h e d e s t r u c t i o n o f t h e m i l i t a r y -
b u r e a u c r a t i c a p p a r a t u s o f t h e b o u r g e o i s s t a t e . T h e q u e s ­
t i o n o f " h o w t o s m a s h t h e r e p r e s s i v e m a c h i n e r y o f t h e 
o l i g a r c h i c a l s t a t e " g o v e r n s t h e w h o l e o f C h e ' s p o l i t i c o -
m i l i t a r y d o c t r i n e : b e c a u s e h i s a i m w a s a s o c i a l i s t r e v o l u ­
t i o n , h e k n e w v e r y w e l l t h a t t h e d e f e a t a n d c o m p l e t e 
b r e a k - u p o f t h e a r m y , i t s " d i s l o c a t i o n , " " d i s m e m b e r ­
m e n t , " " a n n i h i l a t i o n , " a n d " m o r a l d e s t r u c t i o n , " a r e c o n ­
d i t i o n s t h a t a r e n e c e s s a r y a n d i n d i s p e n s a b l e f o r t h i s 
r e v o l u t i o n . ^ 

T h e i r o n i c a l s k e p t i c i s m s h o w n b y C h e t o w a r d " p e a c e f u l 
r o a d s " d i d n o t d e r i v e f r o m d o g m a b u t f r o m o b j e c t i v e a n d 
r e a l i s t i c o b s e r v a t i o n : e v e n i f a g e n u i n e ( t h a t i s , s o c i a l i s t ) 
p o p u l a r m o v e m e n t w e r e t o w i n p o w e r b y a n e l e c t o r a l 
process—a v e r y d o u b t f u l p o s s i b i l i t y i n v i e w o f t h e f a l s i f i e d 
n a t u r e o f t h i s p r o c e s s — i t w o u l d q u i c k l y b e o v e r t h r o w n b y 
a m o r e o r less b l o o d y m i l i t a r y c o u p d ' e t a t s i n c e t h e a r m y 
is , as i t a l w a y s h a s b e e n , t h e u l t i m a t e a n d d e c i s i v e g u a r a n ­
t o r o f t h e c a p i t a l i s t r e g i m e . C h e t h u s a r r i v e d , b y a n a n a l ­
ys i s o f t h e r e c e n t h i s t o r y o f L a t i n A m e r i c a , a t t h e s a m e 
c o n c l u s i o n M a r x a n d L e n i n a r r i v e d a t o n t h e bas i s o f t h e 
e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e P a r i s C o m m u n e a n d t h e R u s s i a n R e v o l u ­
t i o n : t h e r e v o l u t i o n o f t h e w o r k i n g p e o p l e m u s t s m a s h t h e 
p o l i t i c o - m i l i t a r y m a c h i n e o f t h e b o u r g e o i s i e . C h e l e a r n e d 
t h i s p r i n c i p l e n o t o n l y b y r e a d i n g t h e M a r x i s t c lassics b u t 
a l so f r o m h i s b i t t e r p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e i n G u a t e m a l a , 
w h e r e t h e r e v o l u t i o n w a s b e t r a y e d i n 1 9 5 4 b y i t s o w n 
a r m y , w h i c h h a n d e d i t o v e r t o t h e m e r c e n a r i e s o f U n i t e d 
F r u i t ; a n d f r o m h i s t r i u m p h a n t e x p e r i e n c e i n C u b a , w h e r e 
t h e r e v o l u t i o n w a s v i c t o r i o u s , c o m p l e t e l y s m a s h i n g t h e r e ­
a c t i o n a r y a r m y o f B a t i s t a . ^ 

T h e p r o b l e m o f t h e a r m y i s a k e y p o l i t i c a l p r o b l e m i n 
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Latin America, a continent where the military coup d'̂  
is as rife as an endemic disease. Che defined the Lat 
American army unsparingly as a parasitic and privileg 
caste, "the visible head of the exploiters of every kind, 
and he showed himself free from any illusions about i 
"progressive" virtues. "Let us consider particularly t l 
military coup . . . What can the military contribute t 
democracy? What kind of loyalty can be asked of them 
they are merely an instrument for domination by the rea 
tionary classes and imperialist monopolies, and if, as 
caste which owes its existence to the weapons it hold 
they aspire only to maintain prerogatives?"* This does n 
mean, of course, that Che denied that the popular fore 
can absorb soldiers as individual fighters, when detach* 
from their social milieu. 

Consequently, the question of the army presented itse 
to Che quite bluntly in this way: "Accepting as truth tb 
statement that the enemy will fight to stay in power, one' 
must think in terms of the destruction of the oppressor-
army." Now, in order to be able to destroy that army, one 
must be in a position to hurl against it a people's army.* It; 
should be added that, after the U.S. intervention in the' 
Dominican Republic in 1965, protracted people's war ap-i 
peared to him, with vivid clarity, as the only possible road, 
not only to smash the military machine of the local oli­
garchy, but also to stand up to the armed intervention of 
imperialism. It is in this context that we have to see what 
guerrilla warfare meant to Che—a tried, dynamic method 
of building the people's revolutionary army. I will en­
deavor in the following pages to bring out some of the 
political implications of Guevara's theory of guerrilla war­
fare, a theory that is profoundly "Clausewitzian," since it 
sees guerrilla warfare as the continuation of revolutionary 
policy by armed force. 
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Why guerrilla warfare? 

From what sources did Che draw his theory of guerrilla 
warfare? In the first place, from Spanish sources, Spain 
being the pioneer of guerrilla warfare in modern times. In 
Mexico in 1955 he studied works on the military strategy 
o f the Civil War in Spain, and he was one of the best pupils 
o f Armando Bayo, the former officer of the Republican 
Army who trained the Cuban guerrilla fighters before they 
set off on their expedition. He discovered the "classical 
writings" of Mao Tse-tung only later, in the Sierra in 1958. 
After the victory he was to give close study to the experi­
ence of the Yugoslav partisans, the Algerian nationalists, 
and the revolutionary fighters of Vietnam. It remains true, 
though, that his principal source was his actual experience 
o f the struggle in Cuba. 

Why did Che see guerrilla warfare in the countryside as 
the surest and most realistic way to create the people's 
army? We find in his writings a series of arguments-
economic, social, political, and military—to justify the 
special role he ascribes to guerrilla warfare in the overall 
process of revolutionary war. 

1. At the economic level: In underdeveloped countries 
with an agricultural economy, where the bulk of the popu­
lation lives in the rural areas, the revolution must above all 
be an agrarian revolution which develops in the country­
side and the mountains, later coming down into the towns 
(where it becomes socialist).* This argument, taken in iso­
lation, would be mechanistic: we know that Tsarist Russia, 
an agricultural country if ever there was one, undoubtedly 
experienced an urban proletarian revolution in October 
1917. 

2. At the social level: There is the terrible oppression 
and superexploitation of the peasantry, the wretched of 
the earth who have nothing to lose, whose social situation 
is explosive, and who consequently form "an enormous 



90 Michael Lowy 
potential force for revolution" (Declaration of Hava 1961). 

Analyzing the role played by the different strata of th 
peasantry, Che stresses that not only the agricultural prol 
tariat, but also the poor small-scale peasants constitute th 
social basis of the guerrilla struggle in the countrysid" 
Indeed, "the soldiers who formed our first guerrilla arm" 
of rural people came from that part of this social clar 
which was most aggressive in demonstrating love for th 
possession of its own land and which expresses most per 
fectly the spirit catalogued as petty bourgeois."' 

3. At the politico-military level: As Che saw it, urba" 
insurrections, confined and held at bay within the limits o 
a city, usually end in the defeat of the revolutionaries an 
the massacre of the people. The revolutionary movement 
can then only start up again if, as in China, after defeat irt; 
the cities it falls back upon the countryside and wageS; 
guerrilla warfare. A people's army capable of beating the 
army of the oligarchy does not come into existence spon-' 
taneously: it has to be built up progressively in the course 
of a protracted war. A continuous and long drawn-out 
struggle like this can hardly be carried on elsewhere than in 
the countryside, which constitutes the weakest link of re­
pression.* 

4. At the level of military strategy: The countryside is 
the terrain most favorable to people's war: it offers most 
security to the armed vanguard, a bigger field of maneuver, 
lines of retreat, hiding places out of reach of the repressive ] 
forces, flexibility in action. 

As for urban guerrilla warfare, Che, while recognizing its 
"very great" importance, seems to have underestimated 
the role it can play, looking on it as merely a by-product 
of rural guerrilla activity ("a suburban guerrilla band can 
never spring up of its own accord") and restricting it 
mainly to sabotage actions.' In the recent history of armed 
struggle in Latin America, urban guerrillas (the Tupamaros 
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in Uruguay, various organizations in Brazil, Argentina, and 
Guatemala) have played a part that is politically much 
more significant than Che foresaw in his writings, in which 
he generalized too freely from the Cuban example. 

Furthermore, the setbacks and difficulties experienced 
by the rural guerrillas in Peru (and in Bolivia) seem to 
suggest that he overestimated the security offered by the 
countryside, as compared with the town, for the armed 
revolutionary vanguard. 

Guerrilla warfare as a political catalyst 
Revolutionary war cannot develop and triumph in the 

absence of certain objective and subjective conditions. The 
objective conditions in Latin America are structural (the 
poverty of the masses, exploitation, underdevelopment, ar­
chaic social relations, etc.) or conjunctural (economic 
crises, dictatorial regimes, lack of legal opportunities). In 
Guerrilla Warfare Che presents the dictatorial political con­
juncture as a condition sine qua non for the development 
of the armed struggle. "Where a government has come to 
power through some form of popular vote, fraudulent or 
not, and maintains at least an appearance of constitutional 
legality, the guerrilla outbreak cannot be promoted, since 
the possibilities of peaceful struggle have not yet been ex­
hausted." '° In his later writings, however, he tends to ac­
cord less importance to the presence or absence of legal 
appearances when an established oligarchical regime is in­
volved. 

As for the subjective conditions, there are essentially 
two of these, which complement each other and develop 
increasingly in the course of the struggle: 

1. Awareness of the necessity for a revolutionary 
change of regime. 

2. Awareness of the possibility of this change. 
The oligarchy's power is based, among other things, pre-
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cisely upon the absence of these conditions: on the ideo^ 
logical alienation of the masses and/or on their fear of the;̂  
armed force of the bourgeois state. The mistakenly op­
timistic hopes of a lightning victory entertained by the 
men of the Granma expedition in December 1956 had;' 
their source in a failure to appreciate the second subjectivcj 
condition: the Cuban people were aware of the necessity 
for change, but they lacked conviction that change was 
possible." f 

This does not mean that revolutionary parties and-
leaders have to wait with folded arms for these conditions 
to mature and emerge. Against this sort of neo-Kautskian 
passivity, characteristic of wide sections of the traditional 
left in Latin America, against "the defeatist attitude of 
revolutionaries or pseudo-revolutionaries who remain in-/ 
active and take refuge in the pretext that against a profes­
sional army nothing can be done," not to mention those 
"who sit down to wait until in some mechanical way all 
the necessary objective and subjective conditions are given 
without working to accelerate them," Che stresses these; 
two major lessons taught by the Cuban Revolution: 
(1) the people's forces can win a war against the army;:̂  
and (2) one ought not to wait for all the conditions to be 
present before starting the revolution—the insurrectionary 
nucleus (the f o c o ) can contribute to making them 
appear.*^ 

In other words, by its politico-military action, guerrilla 
warfare tears away the mask from the ruling authority, 
compelling it to reveal the nakedness of its violent dic­
tatorship, and at the same time shows its vulnerability, its 
weakness, together with the impunity and invincibility of 
the guerrillas; it thus arouses the revolutionary conscious­
ness and fighting enthusiasm of the masses and makes it: 
possible for the second subjective condition to appear and 
strike root: confidence that victory over the oppressors is 
possible.'^ 
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Nevertheless, Che was by no means a voluntarist, and he 
declared explicitly that the impulsion given by the guerrilla 
foco is not sufficient on its own to bring together all the 
conditions needed for the revolution. In order that the 
initial foco may be established and consolidated, certain 
economic, social, political, and ideological conditions must 
be already given, conditions that have to be determined by 
a concrete analysis of the concrete situation.'* Che's posi­
tion is thus precisely that of the Marxist dialectic, which 
transcends both mechanical materialism ("conditions 
determine the historical process") and abstract idealism 
(which asserts the omnipotence of the will): the praxis of 
the revolutionary vanguard is both the product of given 
conditions and the creator of new conditions. 

By playing this part at the level of the consciousness of 
the masses, guerrilla warfare functions as a catalyzing 
agent, that little external element which, when introduced 
into a "favorable setting," provokes its crystallization and 
polarization. It thus plays a decisive political role not only 
in the area directly affected by its activities, but also at the 
level of the nation (or the continent!) as a whole. Com­
menting in his Bolivia diary on June 13, 1967, on the 
political convulsion brought about in that country as a 
result of the first victories of the guerrillas, Che noted: 
"Rarely is the possibility of the guerrillas becoming a cata­
lyst seen so clearly."'^ 

Thanks to its function as a catalyst, and to its politico-
military activity, the guerrilla force can, step by step, win 
the support of the peasants and eventually become, in the 
eyes of the nusses in town and country, the expression of 
their class struggle and a concrete political alternative to 
the established authority. In order to understand this proc­
ess, we must examine closely the structure of the bonds 
that are formed between the guerrillas and the people, 
primarily in the countryside. 
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Guerrilla warfare and the people 

Che's theory of guerrilla struggle has been condemne 
by the pseudo-orthodox as a Blanquist, Bakuninist, adven-»: 
turist theory, built around the illusion that a small band of 
heroic and determined men can make a revolution, take 
power, and liberate a people, and seeking to substitute for, 
mass struggles the miraculous exploits of a group of bold 
fellows of the swashbuckling "Three Musketeers" variety. 

However, this was not Che's idea at all. In his "manual" 
of guerrilla warfare, he rejected the etymological meaning. 
of the Spanish w o r d g u e r r i l l a ("little war"), stressing that 
guerrilla warfare is not small-scale warfare, the war of a 
minority group against a mighty army, but, on the con­
trary, the war of the whole people against oppressive rule. 
In his article, "Guerrilla Warfare: A Method," he is even 
more explicit, criticizing "those who want to undertake 
guerrilla warfare . . . forgetting mass struggle, implying that 
guerrilla warfare and mass struggle are opposed to each 
other. We reject this implication, for guerrilla warfare is a 
people's war; to attempt to carry out this type of war 
without the population's support is the prelude to in­
evitable disaster. T h e g u e r r i l l a is t h e c o m b a t vanguard o f 
t h e p e o p l e . . . s u p p o r t e d by t h e p e a s a n t a n d w o r k e r 
masses of t h e r e g i o n a n d o f t h e w h o l e t e r r i t o r y in w h i c h it 
acts. Without these p r e r e q u i s i t e s , g u e r r i l l a warfare is n o t 
p o s s i b l e . " This is the lesson to be learned not only from 
the Cuban Revolution but from ail people's wars, and in 
particular from the revolutionary war of the Vietnamese 
people, which provides the best example, in Che's view, of 
"organic" ties between the armed vanguard and the 
people, and in which "the guerrilla war is but an expres­
sion of mass struggle."'* 

This is also, of course, the lesson of the Chinese Revolu­
tion-, in an interview in April 1959 with a journalist from 
the People's Republic of China, Che mentioned that during 
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t h e guerrilla campaign in Cuba he had "carefully" studied 
t h e military writings of Mao Tse-tung and had "learned 
many things" from them—probably referring not merely to 
t h e strategic aspect of these writings, but also to their 
political dimension, the analysis of relations between the 
guerrillas and the peasant masses.''' 

First and foremost, it is the people (in the countryside 
this would be the peasants) who provide the best guerrilla 
fighters; they know the terrain, the inhabitants, and the 
way of life of the region, and are used to the hardships of 
life in the hills. More generally, the people are "the heart 
of the guerrilla struggle," present behind every operation; 
they constitute the invisible allies who watch the enemy, 
pass on information, ensure supplies, and grant the fighters 
effective support, cooperation, and generous protection.'* 

The peasant masses play this decisive role only insofar as 
the guerrilla struggle appears to them to be the expression 
of their class struggle. For this to happen it is therefore 
necessary that the armed action of the guerrilla fighter be 
an echo of the social protest of the people against their 
oppressors, and of the aspirations of the great mass of 
peasants who want to change the agrarian regime. In other 
words, the people must understand the political signifi­
cance of the guerrilla struggle and make it their own. 

This is why Che, without in the least neglecting the 
strictly military dimension of the struggle, insisted on the 
importance of the political work to be carried out by the 
vanguard, and defined revolutionary war as a "great 
politico-military operation" of which guerrilla struggle 
forms only "a part." The vanguard must promote, along­
side armed actions, intensive mass work, explaining the 
motives and aims of the revolution, the victories of the 
guerrillas, and the reasons for each action. It must call for 
effective mass struggles by the workers and peasants: "As­
saults and terrorism in indiscriminate form should not be 
employed. More preferable is effort directed at large con-
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centrations of people in whom the revolutionary idea can; 
be planted and nurtured, so that at a critical moment they 
can be mobilized and with the help of the armed forces 
contribute to a favorable balance on the side of the revolu­
tion. For this it is necessary also to make use of popular 
organizations of workers, professional people, and. 
peasants, who work at sowing the seed of the revolution 
among their respective masses, explaining, providing revo­
lutionary publications for reading, teaching the truth." " ' 

We thus see how false is the picture that is given of Che 
as a romantic adventurer, a sort of Red d'Artagnan who'; 
saw guerrilla warfare as something like a duel between the 
Musketeers and the Cardinal's Guards. While giving strict 
and scrupulous attention to purely military and strategic 
aspects of the struggle, Guevara clearly understood the; 
overall, politico-military nature of a people's war, and the ! 
capital importance of agitation, propaganda, and the 
organization of the masses for the revolutionary struggle. 

Moreover, the political activity of the guerrilla force is 
not restricted to "classical" propaganda: it is also to carry . 
out "propaganda by deed," both through its armed opera­
tions, which expose the vulnerability of the oppressors' 
army, and by applying, in the areas under its control, 
measures that are revolutionary in character: expropria- ' 
tion, occupation, and distribution of land to the peasants, ; 
the organization of cooperatives, the establishment of a 
court and an administration, the promulgation of revolu- i 
tionary laws, etc. The guerrilla force thus gradually appears 
as an alternative authority in opposition to the established 
one, a new legality replacing the law of the state: a revolu-
tionary authority and legality that serves the interests and 
social aspirations of the masses and neutralizes the repres- t 
sive machinery of the dominant classes. 

At the same time, the relationship between the peasant 
masses and the guerrilla fighters is not at all a one-sided, 
mechanical, one-way relationship, "from above to below." 
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In contact with the life, problems, and struggles of the 
peasants, " a revolution took place in our minds," notes 
Che, stressing the part played by this experience in form­
ing the ideology of the guerrilla army. In the course of 
guerrilla warfare a process of dialectically reciprocal rela­
tions is established between the vanguard and the masses: 
" I t happens then . . . that a genuine interaction is pro­
duced between these leaders, who with their acts teach the 
people the fundamental importance of the armed fight, 
and the people themselves who rise in rebellion and teach 
the leaders these practical necessities of which we speak. 
Thus, as a product of this interaction between the guerrilla 
fighter and his people, a progressive radicalization appears 
which further accentuates the revolutionary characteristics 
of the movement and gives it a national scope." ^° The 
close association between the guerrilla army and the 
peasants is not, indeed, something that is given from the 
outset; it is built up progressively in the politico-military 
praxis during which the guerrilla army becomes a people's 
army and the people become revolutionary, the two pro­
gressively merging into a more or less homogeneous bloc. 
From that moment onward the guerrilla movement be­
comes practically invincible, and is able progressively to 
defeat, demoralize, and overcome the army of the bour­
geois state. 

While it is true that the guerrilla nucleus cannot be a 
"mass movement" from the very start, is not a certain 
amount of political work among the masses in town and 
country needed in order to prepare the launching of the 
armed struggle? Is not the establishing of a politico-
military network of support, shelter, and supply (both in 
the towns and among the peasants) a condition for survival 
even so far as the guerrilla nucleus is concerned? Must not 
the guerrilla struggle be linked up from the outset with the 
class struggles already going on in certain parts of the 
countryside? The answer to these questions—which were 
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raised very sharply after the tragedy in Bolivia of 1967— 
and to many others cannot be found in the writings of Che 
alone; they will be given by the concrete experience of the 
new revolutionary vanguards waging the struggle in Latin 
America and elsewhere today. 
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3. The general strike 

The guerrilla struggle cannot develop, become the fight­
ing vanguard of the masses, and eventually destroy the 
repressive machinery of the state unless it is supported by 
the working class, unless it is backed up by a struggle in 
the towns, unless the proletarian masses are mobilized. 
This is the general experience of revolutionary war. Ana­
lyzing the history of the guerrilla struggle in Vietnam in his 
introduction to Giap's P e o p l e ' s War, Che stressed that 
"mass struggle was also utilized in the cities at all moments 
as an indispensable weapon in the development of the con­
flict."' This urban mass movement, by its dynamic and un­
compromising character, constituted in his eyes a precious 
example that is of fundamental importance for the free­
dom struggle in Latin America. 

The role, significance, and influence of the workers' 
struggle grows in proportion as the revolutionary war 
develops and the alliance between workers and peasants is 
forged. In the initial period, when the guerrilla struggle 
begins, the urban mass movement (strikes, demonstrations, 
etc.) plays mainly a diversionary role, obliging the forces 
of repression to spread themselves out and preventing 
them from concentrating on the countryside. When the 
guerrilla army comes down into more densely populated 
and urbanized areas, it unites more closely with the 
workers' movement, which it is indeed dependent upon if 
it is to operate in this geographically unfavorable terrain. 
This was, in Cuba, the moment when Che's column in­
vaded the province of Las Villas and captured the town of 
Santa Clara, relying on the trade unions, the Partido 
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Socialista Popular, the urban cadres of the 26th of July 
Movement, and the working people generally. Finally, 
once the army has been beaten by the guerrillas, an insur­
rectionary general strike is declared—a "most important" 
factor in the civil war,^ crowning the revolutionary move­
ment, delivering the final blow to the oligarchical state, 
crushing the last political maneuvers and palace revolutions 
by the army, and bringing about a poHtico-military fusion 
between the vanguard and the masses. 

The Cuban Revolution saw three attempts at a general 
strike: the spontaneous strike of August 1957, which be­
gan in Santiago after the killing of Frank Pais; the strike 
that failed to come off on April 9, 1958; and the vic­
torious general strike of January 1, 1959, which dealt the 
finishing blow to the regime. Guevara's writings are par­
ticularly concerned with the first two of these. 

The murder of Frank Pais (the chief urban leader of the 
26th of July Movement) on July 30, 1957, in Santiago 
sparked off a spontaneous strike which rapidly spread to 
the other towns of Oriente province (Guantanamo, Manza-
nillo, Bayamo, etc.), completely paralyzing them, and had 
echoes as far away as the provinces of Camagiiey and Las 
Villas. The dictatorship crushed this movement, which had 
occurred without any preparation or revolutionary leader­
ship, but the guerrilla leaders—Che in particular—realized 
that new forces were rising up against the regime and that 
it was absolutely essential to involve the workers in the 
fight for freedom.' The experience of the spontaneous 
strike of 1957, led, however, not to any "cult of spon­
taneity," but, on the contrary, to the development of 
underground activities and organizations in the working 
class centers, "to prepare a general strike which would aid 
the Rebel Army in gaining power."" 

The unsuccessful general strike of April 9, 1958, was 
launched "by surprise" with an appeal broadcast over the 
radio (which had been occupied by the revolutionaries) at 
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1 1 A .M. T h e o r g a n i z e r s w a n t e d , f o r m i l i t a r y a n d s t r a t e g i c 
r e a s o n s , t o c a t c h t h e g o v e r n m e n t a n d i t s r e p r e s s i v e f o r e 
o f f t h e i r g u a r d . T h e w o r k e r s , w h o w e r e a t w o r k , d i d n c " 
h e a r t h e a p p e a l , c o n f u s e d a n d c o n t r a d i c t o r y r u m o r s c i r c u 
l a t e d , a n d i n t h e e n d t h e s t r i k e d i d n o t t a k e p l a c e . T h e fe* . 
a r m e d c o m m a n d o s w h o h a d r i s e n i n r e v o l t w e r e c r u s h e d , 
a n d a t e r r i b l e r e p r e s s i o n d e s c e n d e d u p o n t h e r e v o l u r 
t i o n a r i e s . R e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r t h i s s e t b a c k l a y , a c c o r d i n g t o ? 
C h e , w i t h t h e l e a d e r s o f t h e 2 6 t h o f J u l y M o v e m e n t i n t h e ? 
t o w n s ( w h a t w a s c a l l e d t h e L l a n o , " t h e p l a i n , " i n c o n t r a s t 
t o t h e S i e r r a ) , w h o s e s t r a t e g i c c o n c e p t i o n w a s w r o n g i n ; 
t w o w a y s : 

1 . I n w i s h i n g t o m a k e t h e t o w n s t h e c e n t e r o f t h e ; 
s t r u g g l e , t h e y u n d e r e s t i m a t e d t h e r o l e o f t h e g u e r r i l l a 
s t r u g g l e , w h i c h t h e y l o o k e d u p o n a s m e r e l y a " s t i m u l u s " ; 
t o a w o r k e r s ' i n s u r r e c t i o n . 

2 . I n c o n c e i v i n g t h e i n s u r r e c t i o n a r y g e n e r a l s t r i k e i n a ; 
w a y t h a t w a s n a r r o w , s e c t a r i a n ( i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e o t h e r ! 
t r e n d s i n t h e l a b o r m o v e m e n t , e s p e c i a l l y t h e P a r t i d o 
S o c i a l i s t a P o p u l a r , t h e " o l d " C o m m u n i s t P a r t y o f C u b a ) , 
a n d p u t s c h i s t , t h e y d i d n o t u n d e r s t a n d t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e a n d ' 
t a c t i c s o f m a s s s t r u g g l e . 

C o n s e q u e n t l y , t h e y c a l l e d t h e s t r i k e o f A p r i l 9 , 1 9 5 8 , 
" w i t h o u t t h e s h g h t e s t p o l i t i c a l p r e p a r a t i o n , w i t h o u t e v e n 
t h e s h a d o w o f a n y m a s s a c t i o n , " u s i n g a c l a n d e s t i n e s u r ­
p r i s e m o v e t o t r y t o d i r e c t t h e m o v e m e n t f r o m a b o v e w i t h ­
o u t h a v i n g a n y e f f e c t i v e t i e s w i t h t h e w o r k e r s a t t h e b a s e . • 
T h e y s o u g h t t o l a u n c h t h e s t r i k e b y s u r p r i s e , w i t h r e v o l v e r 
s h o t s , w i t h o u t t a k i n g a c c o u n t o f w o r k i n g - c l a s s u n i t y , a n d , 
a b o v e a l l , w i t h o u t e m p h a s i z i n g " t h a t t h e w o r k e r s , i n t h e 
e x e r c i s e o f t h e i r o w n r e v o l u t i o n a r y a c t i v i t y , s h o u l d c h o o s e 
t h e a p p r o p r i a t e t i m e . " ' 

T h e s e r e m a r k s b y C h e i l l u s t r a t e b o t h t h e i n t e r e s t h e 
t o o k i n t h e p r o b l e m o f t h e g e n e r a l s t r i k e a n d h i s t h o r o u g h 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e mass c h a r a c t e r i t m u s t a s s u m e . ( W e 
m a y c o m p a r e t h e w r i t i n g s o f L e n i n a n d L u x e m b u r g o n t h e 
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R u s s i a n s t r i k e s o f 1 9 0 5 . ) B o t h i n r e l a t i o n t o g u e r r i l l a w a r ­
f a r e i n t h e c o u n t r y s i d e a n d i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e i n s u r r e c ­
t i o n a r y s t r i k e , C h e ' s p o s i t i o n h a s n o t h i n g i n c o m m o n w i t h 
t h e " B l a n q u i s m - B a k u n i n i s m - a d v e n t u r i s m " t h a t h a s b e e n 
a t t r i b u t e d t o h i m b y s o m e o f h i s s e l f - s t y l e d " o r t h o d o x " 
c r i t i c s . 

D i d G u e v a r a e v e r e n v i s a g e t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f a n e s s e n ­
t i a l l y w o r k i n g - c l a s s a n d u r b a n r e v o l u t i o n i n t h e m o s t 
h i g h l y i n d u s t r i a l i z e d c o u n t r i e s o f L a t i n A m e r i c a ? H e 
o p e n l y a c k n o w l e d g e d t h a t i t w a s h a r d e r t o f o r m r u r a l g u e r ­
r i l l a g r o u p s i n c o u n t r i e s w h e r e t h e r e w a s h i g h u r b a n c o n ­
c e n t r a t i o n , a n d h e d i d n o t r u l e o u t a p r i o r i t h e p o s s i b i l i t y 
o f a v i c t o r y b y " a p o p u l a r r e b e l l i o n w i t h a g u e r r i l l a b a s e 
i n s i d e t h e c i t y . " * I n p a r t i c u l a r , h e s u g g e s t e d t h a t i n 
A r g e n t i n a — t h e m o s t h i g h l y u r b a n i z e d c o u n t r y o f t h e 
c o n t i n e n t — t h e r a d i c a l i z a t i o n o f t h e m a s s m o v e m e n t m a y 
l e a d t o t h e w o r k i n g c l a s s t a k i n g p o w e r . ' D e b r a y , t o o , 
r e c o g n i z e d t h a t i n A r g e n t i n a , " w h e r e B u e n o s A i r e s , 
R o s a r i o a n d C o r d o b a a l r e a d y g r o u p m o r e t h a n h a l f o f t h e 
t o t a l p o p u l a t i o n ( t w e n t y m i l l i o n s ) , t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f t h e 
r u r a l p r o l e t a r i a t i s m i n i m a l , i n t e r m s o f t h e i r n u m b e r s , 
d i s p e r s i o n o r w e i g h t i n t h e e c o n o m i c l i f e o f t h e c o u n t r y . A 
r u r a l foco c a n o n l y h a v e a s u b o r d i n a t e r o l e i n r e l a t i o n t o 
u r b a n s t r u g g l e i n B u e n o s A i r e s , w h e r e t h e i n d u s t r i a l p r o l e ­
t a r i a t i s t h e p r i m e f o r c e . " ' 

B u t e v e n i f t h e r e v o l u t i o n d o e s n o t h a v e t h e p r o l e t a r i a n 
s t r u g g l e i n t h e t o w n s a s i t s p r i n c i p a l s t r a t e g i c a x i s , a n d 
e v e n i f t h e s o c i a l c o m p o s i t i o n o f t h e r e b e l a r m y i s m o s t l y 
p e a s a n t , t h e r e v o l u t i o n a r y w a r m u s t b e g u i d e d b y t h e 
i d e o l o g y o f t h e w o r k i n g c l a s s . ' T h i s w a s n o t t h e c a s e i n 
C u b a , u n t i l 1 9 5 9 , b u t i n V i e t n a m a w a r o f t h e p e a s a n t 
t y p e w a s l e d , t h r o u g h t h e b a s i c l i n k o f t h e a c t i v i t y a n d 
m a k e - u p o f t h e a r m y , b y t h e i d e o l o g y o f t h e p r o l e t a r i a t . * " 
I t a p p e a r s , t h e n , t h a t C h e r e g a r d e d t h a t a s p e c t o f t h e 
C u b a n R e v o l u t i o n a s a n e x c e p t i o n w h i c h i s n o t l i k e l y t o b e 
r e p e a t e d a n y w h e r e e l s e . 
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I n V i e t n a m , t h i s i d e o l o g y w a s c o n c r e t e l y r e p r e s e n t e d b y 
a M a r x i s t v a n g u a r d p a r t y w h i c h l e d t h e p e o p l e ' s s t r u g g l e 
f o r n a t i o n a l a n d s o c i a l l i b e r a t i o n . " I s t h i s a g e n e r a l c h a r a c - : 
t e r i s t i c o f r e v o l u t i o n a r y w a r s ? A b o u t 1 9 6 3 , i t w o u l d a p ­
p e a r , C h e t e n d e d t o a n s w e r t h i s q u e s t i o n i n t h e a f f i r m a ­
t i v e . I n h i s i n t r o d u c t i o n t o a s y m p o s i u m e n t i t l e d El 
partido marxista-leninista, h e w r o t e e x p l i c i t l y t h a t a p a r t y 
o f t h i s t y p e , " v a n g u a r d o f t h e w o r k i n g c l a s s , " m u s t b e t h e 
l e a d e r o f t h e r e v o l u t i o n a r y s t r u g g l e . H e s t r e s s e d i n a n o t h e r , 
a r t i c l e w r i t t e n i n t h e s a m e p e r i o d ( " G u e r r i l l a W a r f a r e : A 
M e t h o d " ) t h a t b e i n g t h e v a n g u a r d p a r t y i s n o t " a d i p l o m a 
g i v e n b y a u n i v e r s i t y , " b u t " m e a n s b e i n g a t t h e f o r e f r o n t 
o f t h e w o r k i n g c l a s s i n t h e s t r u g g l e t o w i n p o w e r . ' " * 
N e v e r t h e l e s s , h i s s u b s e q u e n t w r i t i n g s d o n o t d e a l w i t h t h i s 
p r o b l e m a t i c a n d o f f e r n o r e p l y t o t h e m u c h - d e b a t e d q u e s ­
t i o n o f t h e r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n t h e p a r t y a n d t h e g u e r r i l l a 
m o v e m e n t . I t s e e m s t h a t a n u m b e r o f L a t i n A m e r i c a n 
r e v o l u t i o n a r y g r o u p s t e n d t o d a y t o w a r d a s t r a t e g y b a s e d i 
b o t h o n G u e v a r a ' s c o n c e p t i o n o f g u e r r i l l a w a r f a r e and o n 
t h e L e n i n i s t t h e o r y o f t h e p a r t y . T h e B o l i v i a n t r a g e d y o f 
1 9 6 7 s h o w e d b o t h t h e i m p o s s i b i l i t y o f p u t t i n g o n e ' s t r u s t 
i n t h e r e f o r m i s t C o m m u n i s t p a r t i e s a n d t h e n e e d t o b u i l d a 
v a n g u a r d o r g a n i z a t i o n , r o o t e d i n t h e t o w n s a n d t h e 
c o u n t r y s i d e , c a p a b l e o f l e a d i n g t h e s t r u g g l e o n a l l f r o n t s . 

T h e r e v o l u t i o n a r y w a r w h i c h d e v e l o p s t h r o u g h p o l i t i c a l 
s t r u g g l e a n d a r m e d s t r u g g l e , t h r o u g h g u e r r i l l a w a r f a r e a n d ; 
m a s s s t r i k e s , m u s t n o t o n l y b r e a k t h e r e s i s t a n c e o f t h e 
" i m m e d i a t e e n e m y " — t h e b o u r g e o i s - o l i g a r c h i c s t a t e — b u t 
m u s t a l s o b e p r e p a r e d t o f a c e u p t o a r m e d i n t e r v e n t i o n b y 
t h e " m a i n e n e m y , " A m e r i c a n i m p e r i a l i s m , e x p l o i t e r a n d 
o p p r e s s o r o f t h e p e o p l e s o f t h e w h o l e w o r l d : t h e r e v o l u ­
t i o n h a s t o b e c o n c e i v e d , i n t h e l a s t a n a l y s i s , a s a p r o ­
t r a c t e d w a r o n a w o r l d s c a l e . 

The M a r x i s m of Che G u e v a r a 1 0 5 

N o t e s 
1. Prologue to "People's War," in Che G u e v a r a on Revolution, p. 

106. 
2. G u e r r i l l a Warfare, p. 22. 
3. "Social Ideals," Selected Works, p. 198;Reminiscences, p. 146; 

"A New Old Che Guevara Interview" ( 1 9 5 9 ) , Selected Works, 

p. 369. 
4. "Social Ideals," Selected Works, p. 198. According to Che, to 

achieve a general strike "a series of complementary conditions 
is necessary which does not always exist and which very rarely 
comes to exist spontaneously. It is necessary to create these 
essential conditions, basically by explaining the purposes of 
the revolution and by demonstrating the forces of the people 
and their possibilities." ( G u e r r i l l a Warfare, p. 22.) 

5. "Social Ideals," Selected Works, p. 198; Reminiscences, pp. 
197, 208-9; "Notes for the Study," Selected Works, p. 53; 
Pensamiento critico, no. 31, pp. 58, 61 . 

6. "Cuba: Exceptional Case," Selected Works, p . 67. All the same, 
Che thought it would be better to keep the poUtical leadership 
in the countryside, even in the urbanized countries, for 
security reasons. 

7. "Mensaje a los Argentinos," p. 22. 
8. Regis Debray, "Castroism: The Long March in Latin America," 

Strategy for Revolution, p. 44. 
9. "Cuba: Exceptional Case," Selected Works, p. 68. 

10. Prologue to "People's War," Che G u e v a r a on Revolution, p . 
105. 

11. Ibid. 
12. "Marxist-Leninist Party" and "Guerrilla Warfare," Selected 

Works, pp. 104, 92 (translation modified). 



4. The world revolution 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l i s m 

F o r C h e , p r o l e t a r i a n i n t e r n a t i o n a l i s m w a s n o t j u s t a n 
e d i f y i n g t h e m e f o r M a y D a y s p e e c h e s b u t w a s , a s f o r t h e 
f o u n d e r s o f t h e C o m m u n i s t I n t e r n a t i o n a l i n 1 9 1 9 , a w a y 
o f l i f e , a s u p r e m e i d e a l , a s e c u l a r f a i t h , a c a t e g o r i c a l i m ­
p e r a t i v e , a n d a s p i r i t u a l f a t h e r l a n d . T h e p r o f o u n d s i g n i f i ­
c a n c e o f C h e ' s i n t e r n a t i o n a l i s m c a n b e u n d e r s t o o d o n l y i n 
t h e l i g h t o f h i s r e v o l u t i o n a r y h u m a n i s m . I n t e r n a t i o n a l i s m 
i s t h e t r u e s t , p u r e s t , m o s t u n i v e r s a l , m o s t m i l i t a n t , a n d 
m o s t c o n c r e t e e x p r e s s i o n o f t h i s h u m a n i s m . * T h e g e n u i n e 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l i s t w a s , f o r C h e , h e w h o " f e e l s a n g u i s h w h e n a 
m a n i s a s s a s s i n a t e d i i j a n y c o r n e r o f t h e w o r l d , a n d f e e l s 
e l a t i o n w h e n i n s o m e c o r n e r o f t h e w o r l d a n e w b a n n e r o f 
l i b e r t y i s r a i s e d , " h e w h o f e e l s " a n y a g g r e s s i o n a s o n e c o m ­
m i t t e d o n u s , a n y a f f r o n t , a n y a c t t h a t g o e s a g a i n s t t h e 
d i g n i t y o f m a n , a g a i n s t h i s h a p p i n e s s a n y w h e r e i n t h e 
w o r l d . " ^ 

O b v i o u s l y , i n t e r n a t i o n a l i s m m u s t n o t o n l y b e f e l t , b u t 
m u s t a l s o a n d a b o v e a l l b e practiced, b y r e a l , a c t i v e s o l i ­
d a r i t y b e t w e e n p e o p l e s f i g h t i n g a g a i n s t i m p e r i a l i s m , a n d 
b y e c o n o m i c a n d m i l i t a r y a i d f r o m t h e s o c i a l i s t c o u n t r i e s 
t o t h e n a t i o n s t h a t h a v e t a k e n t h e p a t h o f h b e r a t i o n . I n ­
s p i r e d b y t h e s e p r i n c i p l e s , C h e , i n h i s c e l e b r a t e d a n d 
w i d e l y r e s o u n d i n g " A l g i e r s s p e e c h " o f F e b r u a r y 1 9 6 5 , 
c a l l e d o n t h e i n d u s t r i a l i z e d s o c i a l i s t c o u n t r i e s n o t t o p u t 
t h e i r t r a d e w i t h t h e u n d e r d e v e l o p e d c o u n t r i e s o n t h e b a s i s 
o f t h e r e l a t i o n s o f u n e q u a l e x c h a n g e e s t a b l i s h e d b y t h e l a w 
o f v a l u e : " T h e r e c a n b e s o c i a l i s m o n l y i f t h e r e i s c h a n g e i n 
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m a n ' s c o n s c i o u s n e s s t h a t w i l l p r o v o k e a n e w f r a t e r n a l a t t i ­
t u d e t o w a r d h u m a n i t y o n t h e i n d i v i d u a l l e v e l i n t h e s o ­
c i e t y w h i c h b u i l d s o r h a s b u i l t s o c i a l i s m a n d a l s o o n a 
w o r l d l e v e l i n r e l a t i o n t o a l l t h e p e o p l e s w h o s u f f e r i m ­
p e r i a l i s t o p p r e s s i o n . " ' 

F o r C h e , h o w e v e r , p r o l e t a r i a n i n t e r n a t i o n a l i s m w a s n o t 
o n l y a m o r a l i m p e r a t i v e f o r c o n s i s t e n t c o m m u n i s m , t h e 
t r u e p o l i t i c a l m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f h u m a n i s t v a l u e s , b u t w a s 
a l s o a n d a b o v e a l l a p r a c t i c a l a n d r e a l n e c e s s i t y i n t h e 
r e v o l u t i o n a r y s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t t h e c o m m o n i m p e r i a l i s t f o e . 
T h e a n g e r a n d a n g u i s h h e v o i c e d , i n h i s " M e s s a g e t o t h e 
T r i c o n t i n e n t a l , " o n t h e s u b j e c t o f t h e t r a g i c i s o l a t i o n o f 
t h e V i e t n a m e s e p e o p l e f a c i n g m u r d e r o u s a g g r e s s i o n b y t h e 
b i g g e s t w a r m a c h i n e i n h i s t o r y , t h u s r e f l e c t s n o t o n l y t h e 
r e v o l t o f a r e v o l u t i o n a r y h u m a n i s t a g a i n s t t h e b a s e a n d 
u n j u s t o p p r e s s i o n f r o m w h i c h a p e o p l e i s s t r i v i n g t o f r e e 
i t s e l f , b u t a b o v e a l l t h e r e a l i s m o f a c l e a r - h e a d e d a n t i -
i m p e r i a l i s t f i g h t e r w h o s a w i n t h e i s o l a t i o n o f t h e V i e t ­
n a m e s e " t h i s i l l o g i c a l f i x i n w h i c h h u m a n i t y f i n d s i t s e l f . ' " * 

A w o r l d s t r a t e g y a g a i n s t i m p e r i a l i s m 

G u e v a r a v e r y q u i c k l y r e a l i z e d t h e c o n t i n e n t a l c h a r a c t e r 
o f t h e s t r u g g l e w h i c h h a d b e e n b e g u n b y t h e C u b a n R e v o ­
l u t i o n . I n h i s " M e s s a g e t o t h e A r g e n t i n i a n s " o n M a y 2 5 , 
1 9 6 1 ( a n n i v e r s a r y o f t h e 1 8 1 0 a n t i c o l o n i a l r e v o l t i n A r ­
g e n t i n a ) , C h e r e f e r r e d t o t h e h i s t o r i c a l p r e c e d e n t o f t h e 
n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y s t r u g g l e s w a g e d o n a c o n t i n e n t a l s c a l e 
a g a i n s t S p a n i s h r u l e , e m p h a s i z i n g t h e m u t u a l a i d g i v e n 
e a c h o t h e r b y t h e r e b e l a r m i e s o f t h e v a r i o u s L a t i n A m e r i ­
c a n c o u n t r i e s . ' H e t h u s l i n k e d u p w i t h t h e " B o l i v a r i s t " 
t r a d i t i o n i n L a t i n A m e r i c a , w h i l e g i v i n g t h i s t r a d i t i o n a 
p r o l e t a r i a n a n d s o c i a l i s t c o n t e n t . 

I t w a s p r o b a b l y , h o w e v e r , t h e r o c k e t b a s e s c r i s i s o f 
O c t o b e r 1 9 6 2 , w i t h t h e i m m i n e n t t h r e a t o f a n A m e r i c a n 
i n v a s i o n o f C u b a , t h a t b r o u g h t t h e c o n t i n e n t a l r e v o l u t i o n 
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into the center of his thinking. In an essay written during; 
that period, "Tactics and Strategy of the Latin American 
Revolution,"* Che affirmed his certainty that the United 
States would intervene against Latin American revolutions 
out of solidarity of interest and because the struggle in 
Latin America is decisive. He concluded by speaking of the 
need for a counterstroke to be organized on a continental-
scale: "Given this overall panorama of Latin America, we 
find it difficult to believe that victory can be achieved in 
one isolated country. The union of repressive forces must 
be countered with the unity of the popular forces. In every 
country where oppression reaches the limits of tolerance, 
the banner of rebellion must be raised, and this banner 
will, of historical necessity, be continental in character. 
The Andean Cordilleras are destined to be the Sierra 
Maestra of America, as Fidel has said . . 

As for the Bolivian guerrilla struggle of 1967, we know 
that Guevara conceived of it precisely as the first stage of a ^ 
continental revolution, the next ramifications of which | 
were to be in Peru and Argentina, and after that in Para­
guay and Brazil. At the same time, Che was fully aware ' 
that the Latin American revolution was merely part of a 
wider movement, of the immense movement of that 
"humanity that has said 'Enough!' and is on the march" 
(the last phrase of the Declaration of Havana, which be­
came the watchword of the Tricontinental). His interest in 
the world dimension of the war against imperialism devel­
oped with his travels in the countries of the Third World 
(1959) and in the socialist countries of Europe and, 
especially, Asia (China and North Korea) in 1960. In an 
article of September 1959, published in the Mexican 
review Humanismo, Che defined anti-imperialist brother­
hood in Marxist terms, that is, in class terms: "Is it not 
true that our brotherhood transcends distances, different 
languages, and the absence of close cultural links, and 
unites us in the struggle? Ought not a Japanese worker be 
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closer to an Argentine laborer, a Bolivian miner, a man 
working for United Fruit Company or a Cuban canecutter 
than to a Japanese samurai?"* But the factor that con­
tributed most to forming his international strategic out­
look was the revolutionary war of the Vietnamese people. 
Che belonged, in fact, to a generation-my own-for whom 
the war in Vietnam played the same polarizing role as the 
Spanish Civil War played for the previous one. It crystal­
lized international consciousness on the world scale around 
a "revealing event." Already in 1963, after the first great 
upsurge of guerrilla warfare by the National Liberation 
Front, Che stressed that the Vietnamese were "front-line 
soldiers in the front trenches of the world proletariat 
against imperialism," and that their fighting front was ex­
tremely important for the entire future of Latin America.' 
And it was Vietnam that he had in mind when he declared 
in Algiers in 1965: "There are no frontiers in this struggle 
to the death. We cannot remain indifferent in the face of 
what occurs ,in any part of the world. A victory for any 
country against imperialism is our victory, just as any 
country's defeat is a defeat for all. The practice of prole­
tarian internationalism is not only a duty for the peoples 
who struggle for a better future, it is also an inescapable 
necessity."'° It was after 1965, however, with the develop­
ment of the American "escalation" and the open and mas­
sive intervention of the imperialist army in Vietnam, that 
Guevara explicitly and precisely formulated his world revo­
lutionary strategy, the first expression of which was his 
"Message to the Tricontinental" in 1967. In this glowing 
and incisive document Che developed the following 
themes: 

1. Imperialism, the highest stage of capitalism, is a 
world system, and must be defeated in a vast and pro­
tracted confrontation on the world scale. 

2. In order to fight against the common enemy of the 
human race, U.S. imperialism, the socialist countries and 
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t h e i r s u p p o r t e r s m u s t u n i t e t h e i r e f f o r t s , r e g a r d l e s s o f d i f ­
f e r e n c e s . T h e f o r m t h e s e d i f f e r e n c e s a r e a s s u m i n g a t t h e 
m o m e n t c o n s t i t u t e s a w e a k n e s s , b u t t h e n e c e s s a r y u n i t y 
w i l l e v e n t u a l l y b e i m p o s e d b y t h e p r e s s u r e o f t h e e n e m y ' s 
a t t a c k s . 

3 . I n t h i s g i g a n t i c c o n f l i c t , t h e h i s t o r i c a l t a s k o f t h e 
p e o p l e s o f t h e T h i r d W o r l d i s t o k n o c k o u t t h e s u p p l y 
b a s e s o f i m p e r i a l i s m i n t h e u n d e r d e v e l o p e d c o u n t r i e s , 
w h i c h s e r v e a s i t s s o u r c e s o f p r o f i t s a n d r a w m a t e r i a l s , a n d 
a s m a r k e t s f o r t h e p r o d u c t s o f t h e m e t r o p o l i t a n c o u n t r i e s , 
a n d w h i c h a r e t o d a y i n a b s o l u t e s u b j e c t i o n t o a n d d e p e n ­
d e n c e o n i m p e r i a l i s m . 

4 . W e n e e d n o w a n o v e r a l l s t r a t e g y f o r a w a r a g a i n s t 
i m p e r i a l i s m , c a p a b l e o f b r i n g i n g e f f e c t i v e h e l p t o t h e v a n ­
g u a r d d e t a c h m e n t o f t h e w o r l d p r o l e t a r i a t : V i e t n a m . T h a t 
i s t o s a y , w e m u s t c r e a t e t w o , t h r e e , s e v e r a l V i e t n a m s , i n 
o r d e r t o c o m p e l i m p e r i a l i s m t o d i s p e r s e i t s f o r c e s . 

T h i s w a s t h e f i r s t o c c a s i o n i n a v e r y l o n g t i m e t h a t a 
C o m m u n i s t l e a d e r o f w o r l d s t a t u r e h a d t r i e d t o o u t l i n e a n 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l r e v o l u t i o n a r y s t r a t e g y t h a t w a s n o t d e p e n ­
d e n t o n t h e i n t e r e s t s o f a n y s t a t e . I n t h i s s e n s e , t o o , C h e ' s 
i d e a s m e a n t a r e t u r n t o t h e s o u r c e s o f L e n i n i s m , t o t h e 
C o m i n t e r n i n t h e g l o r i o u s y e a r s o f 1 9 1 9 - 1 9 2 4 , b e f o r e i t 
w a s g r a d u a l l y t u r n e d i n t o a t o o l o f t h e f o r e i g n p o l i c y o f 
t h e U S S R u n d e r S t a l i n . T h i s a p p e a l w a s , m o r e o v e r , n o 
a b s t r a c t a n d p l a t o n i c d e c l a r a t i o n . I t w a s w r i t t e n i n t h e 
d e p t h s o f t h e B o l i v i a n j u n g l e , b y a m a n w h o w a s t r y i n g t o 
p r a c t i c e w h a t h e p r e a c h e d a n d w h o s a c r i f i c e d h i s l i f e t o 
t h i s a i m : t o c o m e t o t h e a i d o f t h e s t r u g g l e o f t h e V i e t ­
n a m e s e p e o p l e b y o p e n i n g a s e c o n d f r o n t i n L a t i n 
A m e r i c a . A l l t h i s e x p l a i n s t h e r e s o u n d i n g e c h o t h a t t h e 
a p p e a l o b t a i n e d i n e v e r y p a r t o f t h e w o r l d . 

T h i s m e s s a g e w a s a d d r e s s e d t o t h e O r g a n i z a t i o n f o r t h e 
S o l i d a r i t y o f t h e P e o p l e s o f A s i a , A f r i c a , a n d L a t i n 
A m e r i c a , a n d i t s c e n t r a l t h e m e w a s t h e r o l e p l a y e d b y t h e 
p e o p l e s o f t h e s e t h r e e c o n t i n e n t s . T h i s d o e s n o t m e a n . 
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h o w e v e r , t h a t C h e ' s c o n c e p t i o n w a s a h a z y " T h i r d W o r l d -
i s m , " w i t h o u t a n y c l e a r p o l i t i c a l c o n t e n t . N o t h i n g c o u l d 
b e m o r e e r r o n e o u s t h a n t h e v i e w o f s o m e s u p e r f i c i a l a n d 
e q u i v o c a l i n t e r p r e t e r s o f C h e ' s i d e a s t h a t , f o r h i m , " t h e 
r e a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n w a s n o t b e t w e e n c a p i t a l i s m a n d c o m m u ­
n i s m , b u t b e t w e e n d e v e l o p e d a n d u n d e r d e v e l o p e d c o u n ­
t r i e s . " " F o r G u e v a r a , t h e w o r l d r e v o l u t i o n a g a i n s t i m ­
p e r i a l i s m w a s c o n c e i v e d i n c l a s s t e r m s a n d h i s u l t i m a t e a i m 
w a s , w i t h o u t t h e s h a d o w o f a d o u b t , t o e s t a b l i s h c o m m u ­
n i s m o n t h e w o r l d s c a l e . F u r t h e r m o r e , w h i l e h e r e c o g n i z e d 
t h a t t h e f i g h t i n g s p i r i t o f t h e w o r k e r s o f t h e i m p e r i a l i s t 
c o u n t r i e s h a d b e e n w e a k e n e d , h e d i d n o t f a l l i n t o t h e a n t i -
E u r o p e a n n i h i l i s m o f F a n o n , b u t , o n t h e c o n t r a r y , p r o p h ­
e s i e d i n h i s " M e s s a g e t o t h e T r i c o n t i n e n t a l " t h a t i n E u r o p e 
t h e " c o n t r a d i c t i o n s w i l l r e a c h a n e x p l o s i v e s t a g e d u r i n g t h e 
n e x t f e w y e a r s " ( M a y 1 9 6 8 ! ) a n d t h a t t h e c l a s s s t r u g g l e 
w i l l e v e n t u a l l y s u r g e u p i n t h e v e r y h e a r t o f t h e A m e r i c a n 
i m p e r i a l i s t m e t r o p o l i s . 

N o t e s 

1. T h e Cuban Revolut ion " i s a revolution with humanistic charac­
teristics. It feels solidarity with the oppressed peoples of the 
world . . ." (Speech at Punta del Este , August 1 9 6 1 , Selected 
Works, p. 275. ) 

2. " O n Being a Communis t Y o u t h , " Venceremos, p. 217 ; 
"Marxist -Leninist Party , " Selected Works, p. 1 1 1 . 

3. "Revo lu t i on and Underdevelopment," Selected Works, p. 3 5 1 . 
Cf . also Che ' s "Message to the Tr icont inenta l , " in which , for 
the first time since the International Brigades of the Spanish 
Civi l War, a call was made for the formation of international 
proletarian armies: " L e t the flag under which we fight be the 
sacred cause of redeeming humanity, so that to die under the 
flag of Vietnam, of Venezuela , of Guatemala, of Laos , of 
Guinea, of Colombia , of Bolivia, of B r a z i l - t o name only a few 
scenes of today's armed struggle -wi l l be equally glorious and 
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desirable for an American, an Asian, an African, or even a 
European." (Ibid., p. 180.) 

4. Ibid., p. 171. 
5. "This was something more than altruism on the part of the 

revolutionary forces, it was a pressing necessity, an imperative 
of military strategy in order to secure a victory of continental 
proportions, because there could be no partial victories, no 
outcome other than the total triumph or the total defeat of 
the revolutionary ideas. That situation in Latin America is 
repeated today . . . " ("Mensaje a los Argentinos," p. 21.) 

6. Not published in his lifetime, but published in Cuba in October 
1968. \n Selected Works, pp. 77-88. 

7. Ibid., p. 86. 
8. Ibid., p. 44 (translation modified). 
9. " O n Solidarity with Vietnam," Venceremos, pp. 289, 291. 

10. Selected W o r k s , pp. 350-51. 
11. Andrew Sinclair, G u e v a r a , p. 75. 

P a r t I V : G u e v a r i s m t o d a y 

No p o r q u e hayas c a i d o 
tu luz es menos alta. 

(Not because you have fallen 
is your light less high.) 

—Nicolas Guillen 
C h e C o m a n d a n t e (October 15, 1967) 

Guevara has often been compared, and not without jus­
tification, to the great romantic revolutionaries of the 
nineteenth century. It would nevertheless be a mistake to 
suppose that Che was a man from the past, a survival from 
another epoch, an anachronism in the computer age. On 
the contrary, he was the avenging prophet of future revolu­
tions, the revolutions of the "wretched of the earth," the 
starved, oppressed, exploited, and humiliated peoples of 
the three continents dominated by imperialism. He was the 
prophet who wrote in letters of fire on the walls of the 
new Babylon: M e n e M e n e T e k e l Upharsin—your days are 
numbered. And it is as a prophet of the future, of the new 
man, the communist society of the twenty-first century, 
built upon the ruins of decadent and "one-dimensional" 
capitalism, that he has become the hero of the rebellious 
and revolutionary youth who are rising up in the industrial 
metropolitan centers of Europe and North America. 

Although based upon the experience of Cuba and Latin 
America, Che's thought is profoundly universal in charac­
ter, and this is what explains the worldwide reverberation 
and influence achieved by his writings. For the dominated 
peoples of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, for the Ameri-
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can blacks, for the "Third World" of Europe itself (Greece, 
Spain, Portugal), Che is the prophet armed of the revolu­
tionary war against the oligarchy, the military dictators, 
and imperialism, the man whose writings on guerrilla war­
fare are enthusiastically studied and discussed (along with 
those of Mao, Giap, and Fanon) in schools and universities, 
in factories and villages, inspiring the activity of revolu­
tionary militants from the m a q u i s of Guatemala to the 
black ghettos of Detroit, from the forests of Guine-Bissau 
to the outskirts of Rio de Janeiro, from the oilfields of the 
Arabian Gulf to the factories of C6rdoba. 

Guevarism means, in the Third World, rejection of 
rotten compromises, opportunist maneuvers, "peaceful co­
existence"; rejection both 6f equivocal neutralism and sub­
ordination to the diplomacy of the rival powers of the 
socialist bloc. It means armed struggle without yielding an 
inch, people's war until the bourgeois army is defeated, 
permanent revolution until socialism is established. It 
means the historical initiative of the revolutionary van­
guard which launches the guerrilla struggle and mobilizes 
the masses. It means the concrete international solidarity 
of brothers in arms in the common fight against the im­
perialist yoke. 

Yet Che's influence has reached far beyond the limits of 
the Third World: his portrait has been carried by crowds of 
young people in huge demonstrations in front of the Pen­
tagon, on the barricades in Paris in May 1968, in the col­
leges of London and the streets of Berlin. His slogan: 
"One, two, three Vietnams" has been chanted in Japanese 
in the thoroughfares of Tokyo and inscribed in Italian on 
banners carried in processions in Rome. How are we to 
explain this "Guevarism"—at first sight so surprising—of 
the new young vanguard in the advanced capitalist 
countries? 

First, because, by his exemplary life and martyrdom, 
Che is seen as the purest symbol of the fight for the libera-

T h e M a r x i s m of C h e Guevara 115 

tion of the Third World. Fallen in an effort to come to the 
aid of the Vietnamese people, at a moment when the war 
in Vietnam was acting as a catalyst of revolutionary con­
sciousness in the metropolitan countries of capitalism, Che 
also became for these young people the shining symbol of 
internationalism, of their new internationalism, reborn 
from its ashes after the long night of the absolute domi­
nance of chauvinism. Jeannette Habel, leader of Jeunesse 
Communiste R6volutionnaire, a French Castro-Trotskyist 
organization suppressed in June 1968, said at the Congress 
of Solidarity with Vietnam held in Berlin in February 
1968: "The youth of Western Europe must take inspira­
tion from the example of Che, the revolutionary who 
knew no frontiers. We must defend Che like a flag . . ., 
defend his conception of a new man, tempered in the anti-
imperialist struggle, his conception of the revolutionary 
man who is concerned with the fate of all the exploited, 
who fights without expecting any material reward for his 
efforts, opposing revolutionary violence to reactionary 
violence."^ 

Furthermore, Che's thoughts and deeds represent for 
these young people both an uncompromising, absolute, 
and radical rejection of the "system," and the revolu­
tionary initiative of the vanguard to transform it. In one of 
his most brilliant writings ("The Contradictions of Late 
Capitalism: The Anti-Authoritarian Students and Their Re­
lations with the Third World"), Rudi Dutschke shows how 
the methodological principles of Che's guerrilla foco have 
influenced the actions of the German SDS: "For the first 
time we have tried to master Che's theory of the guerrilla 
foco in our own political praxis. The problem presented 
itself in these terms: how and under what conditions can 
the subjective factor be introduced as an objective factor 
in the historical process? Guevara's answer, for Latin 
America, was that the revolutionaries do not always have 
to wait for the objective conditions for revolution to ap-
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p e a r b u t c a n c r e a t e t h e s e c o n d i t i o n s b y m e a n s o f a s u b j e c ­
t i v e a c t i v i t y , t h r o u g h t h e g u e r r i l l a foco, t h e a r m e d v a n ­
g u a r d o f t h e p e o p l e . I n t h e l a s t a n a l y s i s , t h i s p r o b l e m w a s 
a n d i s s t i l l t h e r e , l y i n g b e h i n d a l l o u r a c t i v i t y . I n t h i s a c ­
t i v i t y , o u g h t w e t o a s s u m e t h e p e r m a n e n t i n e f f e c t i v e n e s s 
o f o u r p o l i t i c a l w o r k , o r h a v e w e r e a c h e d a m o m e n t i n 
h i s t o r y w h e n t h e o b j e c t i v e a n d c r e a t i v e a c t i v i t y o f i n ­
d i v i d u a l s c o o p e r a t i n g p o l i t i c a l l y d e t e r m i n e s r e a l i t y a n d t h e 
p o s s i b i l i t y o f t r a n s f o r m i n g r e a l i t y ? " ^ T h e s e p r i n c i p l e s h a v e 
u n d o u b t e d l y a l s o i n s p i r e d o t h e r o r g a n i z a t i o n s o f t h e n e w 
v a n g u a r d , h e l p i n g t h e m t o t r a n s c e n d i m m o b i l i t y , b u r e a u ­
c r a t i c c o n s e r v a t i s m , a n d p a s s i v e a d a p t a t i o n t o t h e b o u r ­
g e o i s " s y s t e m , " t h e s e n i l e d i s e a s e s o f t h e o l d r e f o r m i s t l e f t . 

F i n a l l y , t h e t h i r d a s p e c t o f C h e ' s t h i n k i n g w h i c h h a s 
f a s c i n a t e d t h e r e v o l u t i o n a r y y o u t h o f t h e c o u n t r i e s o f a d ­
v a n c e d c a p i t a l i s m i s t h e n e w m o d e l o f c o m m u n i s m i t o f ­
f e r s . T o t h e b o u r g e o i s p h i h s t i n e , C h e w a s a u t o p i a n -
r o m a n t i c a n a r c h i s t w h o s e i d e a l o f t h e f u t u r e w a s n o t h i n g 
b u t " t h e c h i l d i s h v i s i o n o f E l y s i a n F i e l d s w i t h o u t b u r e a u ­
c r a t s o r s o l d i e r s , t h a t e t e r n a l n o s t a l g i a f o r a ' s a v e d ' 
w o r l d . " ^ T h e " N e w L e f t " o f E u r o p e a n d A m e r i c a , h o w ­
e v e r , w h i c h r e j e c t s b o u r g e o i s a n d b u r e a u c r a t i c a u t h o r i ­
t a r i a n i s m a n d t h e v a l u e s o f t h e c o n s u m e r s o c i e t y , r e c o g ­
n i z e s i t s e l f i n t h e i d e a s o f C h e , f o r w h o m c o m m u n i s t 
s o c i e t y m u s t b e a n e w h u m a n i t y a n d n o t a s t a t i z e d v e r s i o n 
o f A m e r i c a n s o c i e t y . W h e r e a s f o r K h r u s h c h e v ( a n d f o r a 
l a r g e n u m b e r o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l C o m m u n i s t p a r t i e s ) c o m ­
m u n i s m w i l l b e c o m e " a t t r a c t i v e " i n t h e W e s t w h e n t h e 
S o v i e t U n i o n c a t c h e s u p w i t h t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s i n p r o d u c ­
t i o n a n d l e v e l s o f c o n s u m p t i o n , f o r C h e a n d f o r t h e R e d 
y o u t h o f t h e i n d u s t r i a l i z e d c o u n t r i e s c o m m u n i s m m u s t b e 
m u c h m o r e t h a n a n e w m e t h o d o f d i s t r i b u t i n g g o o d s : i t 
m u s t b e a c o n t r a s t i n g m o d e l o f c i v i l i z a t i o n , a n e w s o c i a l , 
c u l t u r a l , a n d m o r a l w o r l d . I t i s t h u s n o t a q u e s t i o n o f 
c o m p e t i n g w i t h c a p i t a l i s m a n d " p r i v a t i s t i c " b o u r g e o i s s o ­
c i e t y a t t h e i r o w n g a m e , b u t o f f u n d a m e n t a l l y a l t e r i n g t h e 
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r u l e s o f t h e g a m e . T h i s i s w h y t h e p o o r c o u n t r i e s i n t r a n s i ­
t i o n t o s o c i a l i s m , s e e k i n g b y d i f f e r e n t r o a d s t o c r e a t e a 
n e w s o c i e t y a n d a n e w m a n ( C u b a , C h i n a , V i e t n a m ) , e x e r ­
c i s e a m u c h g r e a t e r p o w e r o f a t t r a c t i o n u p o n t h e y o u n g 
g e n e r a t i o n t h a n d o t h e r e l a t i v e l y r i c h a n d c o m f o r t a b l e 
c o u n t r i e s ( U S S R , G D R ) w h o a r e t r y i n g , b y t a k i n g t h e r o a d 
o f " m a r k e t s o c i a l i s m , " t o e m u l a t e N o r t h A m e r i c a n p l e n t y . 

T h e i n f l u e n c e o f t h i s t h e m e o f C h e ' s t h i n k i n g w a s p a r ­
t i c u l a r l y m a r k e d , w h e r e t h e v a n g u a r d m o v e m e n t s i n 
F r a n c e w e r e c o n c e r n e d , b e f o r e a n d d u r i n g t h e e v e n t s o f 
M a y 1 9 6 8 . A s e a r l y a s 1 9 6 5 t h e L e t t r e s ( H u m a n i t i e s ) s ec ­
t i o n o f t h e U n i o n d e s E t u d i a n t s C o m m u n i s t e s - w h i c h w a s 
t o b r e a k a w a y s o o n a f t e r w a r d a n d b e c o m e t h e J e u n e s s e 
C o m m u n i s t e R e v o l u t i o n n a i r e , o n e o f t h e p r i n c i p a l " i n ­
c e n d i a r i e s " o f M a y 1 9 6 8 - p u b l i s h e d Socialism and Man in 
Cuba f o r t h e f i r s t t i m e i n F r a n c e . I t i n c l u d e d a v e r y s i g n i f i ­
c a n t i n t r o d u c t i o n w h i c h c o n t r a s t e d t h e " g o u l a s h c o m m u ­
n i s m " o f K h r u s h c h e v w i t h t h e c o m m u n i s m o f G u e v a r a , 
c o n c e i v e d n o t a s a p l a n n e d " s u p e r - c o n s u m e r s o c i e t y , " b u t 
as a r a d i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t s o c i e t y w h o s e m o v i n g f o r c e s , w o r k , 
a n d l e i s u r e a c t i v i t i e s w o u l d n o l o n g e r b e l i k e t h o s e o f 
t o d a y . C h e ' s c o n c e p t i o n o f c o m m u n i s m w a s c o m b i n e d , i n 
M a y 1 9 6 8 , w i t h M a r c u s e ' s c r i t i q u e o f c a p i t a l i s t c i v i l i z a t i o n , 
w i t h c e r t a i n a s p e c t s o f t h e C h i n e s e C u l t u r a l R e v o l u t i o n , 
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" N o w i s t h e t i m e o f t h e f u r n a c e s , a n d o n l y l i g h t s h o u l d 
b e s e e n , " w r o t e C h e , q u o t i n g M a r t i , i n t h e " M e s s a g e t o t h e 
T r i c o n t i n e n t a l . " T h e B o l i v i a n f u r n a c e o f N a n c a h u a z u h a s 
b e e n e x t i n g u i s h e d f o r t h e m o m e n t , b u t i t s l i g h t , t h e 
t h o u g h t o f C h e G u e v a r a , c o n t i n u e s t o s h i n e , k i n d l i n g n e w 
f u r n a c e s e v e r y w h e r e i n t h e w o r l d , c a s t i n g n e w s p a r k s i n a l l 
d i r e c t i o n s , g u i d i n g t h e p e o p l e s l i k e a t o r c h i n t h e d a r k n e s s . 
N o t h i n g w i l l e v e r s u c c e e d i n e x t i n g u i s h i n g t h a t l i g h t . 
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Notes 

1 . I n Che Guevara und die Revolution, H . R . S o n n t a g , e d . , p . 1 0 6 . 
2 . I n Pensamiento critico, n o . 2 1 ( 1 9 6 8 ) , p . 1 1 6 . 
3 . Der Spiegel, n o . 5 1 ( 1 9 6 7 ) . 
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p o r t e r s o f " m a r k e t s o c i a l i s m . " 
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