
 1 

Che Guevara and Guerrilla Warfare: The Evolution of a Revolutionary 

 “The duty of revolutionaries, of Latin American revolutionaries, is not to wait for the 

change in the correlation of forces to produce a miracle of social revolutions in Latin America, 

but to take full advantage of everything that is favorable to the revolutionary movement—and to 

make revolution!” 1  This statement from Fidel Castro, quoted by Ernesto “Che” Guevara in 

“Guerrilla Warfare: A Method,” captures Che’s own views on revolution.  For Che, it was 

fundamentally the duty of revolutionaries to make revolution.  And, in order to achieve this end, 

it was necessary to formulate a revolutionary guide to action.  To quote Lenin, “without a 

revolutionary theory, there can be no revolutionary movement.”  For Che, the revolutionary 

movement in Latin America would be defined by armed struggle—guerrilla warfare.  Che 

outlined his theory of guerrilla warfare—later identified as the foco theory—in three separate 

pieces: “Guerrilla Warfare” (1960), “Guerrilla Warfare: A Method” (1963), and “Message to the 

Tricontinental” (1967).  In each work, Che’s formulation of guerrilla warfare undergoes a shift—

gradually moving from a rather narrow, historically based outline of the Cuban experience, to a 

broad, sweeping formula that could be applied immediately throughout Latin America and the 

world.  Although key tenets of Che’s theory of guerrilla warfare remain present in all three 

works, a clear evolution in the scope and applicability of this strategy can be seen throughout the 

texts. 

 In “Guerrilla Warfare,” Che outlines the three fundamental lessons that could be 

extrapolated from the Cuban Revolution: “1) Popular forces can win a war against the army.  2) 

It is not necessary to wait until all conditions for making revolution exist; the insurrection can 

create them.  3.) In underdeveloped America the countryside is the basic area for armed 
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fighting.” 2  These three premises are the foundation upon which Che’s theory of guerrilla 

warfare is built.  In an era in which communist parties throughout Latin America were 

increasingly engaged in various methods of peaceful cooperation with and incorporation into the 

bourgeois state, the Cuban Revolution represented a profound break with political orthodoxy.  

Che’s “Guerrilla Warfare” was intended to serve as a new revolutionary handbook, detailing the 

necessary steps that could be taken to ensure the triumph of popular forces—whether the 

objective conditions indicated that revolution was possible or not.  Che concluded that, instead of 

building up an extensive organizational base prior to the implementation of armed resistance, the 

guerrilla band would build popular support and organize the populace through the process of 

armed struggle itself.  The initial guerrilla nucleus only required thirty to fifty soldiers—a 

number that would be “sufficient to initiate an armed fight.” 3  And, once violent conflict began, 

the populace could be extensively mobilized to support the revolutionary effort.   

Although the notion of a small, committed vanguard is certainly present in Che’s 

conception of the guerrilla nucleus, his emphasis on the immediate initiation of armed struggle 

represented a break with traditional Leninist organizational methods.  Instead of utilizing a 

vanguard party to organize the workers and peasants in preparation for revolution, the act of 

armed revolution itself was intended to bring about the necessary mobilization and organization 

of revolutionary forces.  Che’s conception of socialist revolution was, unlike conventional 

Marxist theory, focused primarily on the rural population—largely made up of a heavily 

exploited peasantry.  Although he did not ignore or deemphasize the necessary role of the urban 

proletariat, Che saw the peasantry and rural laborers as the driving force behind the revolutionary 

movement.  Che concluded that, given the existence of a thoroughly repressive dictatorship, the 

                                                
2 Guevara, “Guerrilla Warfare,” Guerrilla Warfare, 50.  
3 Ibid., 130.   
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urban workers would be in no position to effectively organize without being crushed by the 

regime.  Centered in highly concentrated populations, revolutionary working class organizations 

would be unable to defend themselves against the armed machinery of the state.  However, 

according to Che: “The situation in the open country is not so difficult.  There, in places beyond 

the reach of repressive forces, the inhabitants can be supported by the armed guerrillas.” 4  This 

is the touchstone of Che’s revolutionary formulation.  

To begin the armed struggle, the guerrilla band would establish its forces in a secluded 

region, preferably mountainous, forested terrain where the state’s troops would be vulnerable to 

repeated hit-and-run strikes from the guerrilla fighters.  Instead of placing itself in situations in 

which it would be forced to confront the army head on, the guerrilla band would seek to initiate 

confrontations on its chosen terrain, in areas in which the state’s superior weaponry and 

manpower could be neutralized.  Che insisted: “the fundamental principle is that no battle, 

combat, or skirmish is to be fought unless it will be won.” 5  Accordingly, as the guerrilla force 

achieved victories and made its presence felt, its strength would naturally grow—both in 

firepower and soldiers.  As successes mounted, the heavily exploited rural population would then 

be compelled to join the revolutionary forces—the only outlet through which they could effect 

political change and alleviate their own suffering.  In order to achieve this end, Che placed great 

emphasis not only on the role of the guerrilla soldier as a fighter, but also as a “social reformer.”  

To form a guerrilla band as “the basis of the struggle of a people to redeem itself,” 6 it was 

necessary for the rebel fighters to establish close ties with the population in areas in which 

guerrilla forces operated.   

                                                
4 Ibid., 51. 
5 Ibid., 54.  
6 Ibid., 51.  
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Initially, before the strength of the revolutionary forces was strong enough to effectively 

control an area, the concept of social reformer meant simply responsible, disciplined conduct.  At 

this point, the guerrilla band would not yet be able to bring about any changes in the greater 

social order.  For the time being, its focus must be on personal conduct.  Che asserted that the 

guerrilla fighter should have “an austerity born of rigid self-control that will prevent a single 

excess, a single slip, whatever the circumstances.  The guerrilla soldier should be an ascetic.” 7  

If the guerrilla forces needed to obtain food or other goods from the peasantry, these supplies 

would always be purchased—never stolen.  If they were unable to pay for the products, “bonds 

of hope” would be issued—to be repaid as guerrilla forces gained the necessary resources.  In 

this way, a concrete, common interest would be established between the rebels and the local 

population.  And, unlike government troops who would abuse, brutalize, and steal from the 

populace, the guerrilla band would act with compassion and respect not only towards the general 

population, but also towards enemy soldiers.  A captured soldier would only be subject to 

execution if he was a “notorious criminal.”  Otherwise “he should be set free after receiving a 

lecture.” 8  In this way, local inhabitants would be able to easily differentiate between the rebel 

forces and their oppressors—even if they did not have clear knowledge of the guerrillas’ political 

motivations.  

Once the guerrilla band had firmly established its presence in a region, it could begin to 

engage in extensive public outreach, building networks of support, explaining its ideological 

stance, and carrying out general reforms in the area.  The guerrilla forces would provide medical 

services and education to the peasantry, along with other practical services. Most importantly, 

the armed revolutionaries would take up agrarian reform as its foremost goal.  The 

                                                
7 Ibid., 73.  
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revolutionaries would naturally strive to satisfy the “age-old hunger of the peasant for the land 

on which he works or wished to work.” 9  Through this program, the peasantry would come to 

recognize the guerrilla force as the outlet through which they could transform society and create 

a new social order.  Ultimately, the initial guerrilla nucleus of thirty to fifty men would expand to 

encompass an entire region, eventually engulfing the whole country in revolutionary war.  

Guerrilla warfare would give way to a wider, more conventional warfare that could directly 

confront the enemy and achieve total victory.  No longer confined to remote rural outposts, 

revolutionary forces would rely on extensive sabotage behind enemy lines and wide scale urban 

mobilization.  The final blow to the regime would be a general strike throughout the country, an 

action Che described as “the most important factor in civil war.” 10  With the general strike, a 

revolution that had begun with a small group of isolated guerrilla fighters could effectively 

cripple the national economy, resulting in the collapse of the regime.   

Che’s “Guerrilla Warfare” is, in essence, a recounting of the historical experience of the 

Cuban Revolution.  Although he certainly desired to make the Cuban experience broadly 

applicable so that revolutionaries in other countries could build upon the insights provided by the 

Cuban Revolution, Che was careful to avoid prescribing his own conception of guerrilla warfare 

as a universally applicable blueprint.  He insisted that “it is our Cuban experience which speaks 

through me; new experiences can vary and improve these concepts.  We offer an outline, not a 

bible.” 11 Initially, Che even confined the application of his theory to Caribbean style 

dictatorships—those personalist regimes that lacked any façade of democratic underpinnings.  

Che explicitly stated: “Where a government has come into power through some form of popular 

                                                
9 Ibid., 72. 
10 Ibid., 57.  
11 Ibid., 111. 
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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 exhausted.” 12  However, as Che’s political thought evolved, he came to view guerrilla 

warfare as the primary means through which imperialist capitalism could be defeated on a global 

scale.  In Che’s “Guerrilla Warfare: A Method”, published in 1963, one witnesses a clear shift in 

the scope and applicability of his theory.  Che then advocated the immediate application of 

guerrilla campaigns throughout Latin America, even where formal democracies continued to 

exist.   

Unlike Che’s seminal work, “Guerrilla Warfare”, a very technical, specific handbook for 

waging an effective revolutionary war, “Guerrilla Warfare: A Method” focuses far more heavily 

on revolutionary political theory.   Che insisted that, instead of waging guerrilla war as a last 

resort, it could, instead, be launched against any government, no matter its specific form.  

Drawing from Lenin’s State and Revolution, Che concluded that, given the class character of the 

bourgeois state, it was necessarily authoritarian and built upon a foundation of irreconcilable 

class antagonisms.  The duty of revolutionaries was, therefore, to unmask the violent, dictatorial 

nature of the bourgeois state—even where it was defined by formal democratic and 

constitutional legality.  Che insisted: “[W]e must try to oblige the dictatorship to resort to 

violence, thereby unmasking its true nature as the dictatorship of the reactionary social classes.  

This event will deepen the struggle to such an extent that there will be no retreat from it.” 13  Che 

saw that open violent conflict between the bourgeois state and popular forces was inevitable.  It 

was, therefore, the duty of revolutionaries to take the initiative and define the terms under which 

this conflict would occur.  Quoting José Martí, Che insisted: “He who wages war in a country, 

                                                
12 Ibid., 51. 
13 Guevara, “Guerrilla Warfare: A Method”, Guerrilla Warfare, 154. 
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when he can avoid it, is a criminal, just as he who fails to promote war which cannot be avoided 

is a criminal.” 14  For Che, the Latin American revolutionary war could no longer be avoided.  

Che concluded that the conditions necessary for armed struggle were present in all of Latin 

America.  He affirmed that the revolutionary war would be a continental, protracted war that 

would “cost much blood and countless lives for a long period of time.” 15  This description of a 

continental war of attrition is nowhere present in Che’s 1960 work.  “Guerrilla Warfare” was 

designed as a guide that would allow revolutionary forces within a given country to achieve swift 

victory.  However, in “Guerrilla Warfare: A Method”, Che conceded: “It does not matter in the 

final count that one or two movement were temporarily defeated because what is definite is the 

decision to struggle which matures every day, the consciousness of the need for revolutionary 

change, and the certainty that it is possible.” 16  This passage indicates a clear shift in the scope 

of Che’s revolutionary thought.   

In his 1967 “Message to the Tricontinental”, Che further expands upon this idea of a 

protracted, destructive war.  In this work, however, Che emphasized the applicability of guerrilla 

warfare not only on a continental, but a worldwide scale.  Che’s tone is aggressive, hostile, and 

emotionally charged, a marked shift from the analytical character of “Guerrilla Warfare” and 

“Guerrilla Warfare: A Method.”  No longer focused on local tyrants or the Latin American 

national bourgeoisie, Che shifts his attention to the imperialist world system perpetuated by the 

United States of America.  Influenced by his own participation in a failed insurrectionary 

movement in the Congo, as well as the ongoing Vietnamese resistance to the mighty US military, 

Che called for global armed struggle.  Che’s vision is captured perfectly in his longing for “two, 

                                                
14 Ibid., 152. 
15 Ibid., 160. 
16 Ibid., 161, 162. 
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three, or many Vietnams flourish[ing] throughout the world with their share of deaths and their 

immense tragedies, their everyday heroism and their repeated blows against imperialism, 

impelled to disperse its forces under the sudden attack and the increasing hatred of all peoples of 

the world.” 17  Che insisted that dialogue with imperialist forces was impossible.  Instead, a long, 

cruel war would be necessary to defeat imperialism and achieve liberation for the overwhelming 

majority of the world’s population.  And, in a noticeable shift from his earlier emphasis on 

compassionate treatment towards enemy forces, Che now called for “a relentless hatred of the 

enemy, impelling us over and beyond the natural limitation that man is heir to and transforming 

him into an effective, violent, selective, and cold killing machine.” 18  Likewise, Che now 

abandoned his previously held position that “[a]ssaults and terrorism in indiscriminate forms 

should not be employed” 19 and asserted that “[w]e must carry the war into every corner the 

enemy happens to carry it: to his home, to his centers of entertainment; a total war.” 20  The 

protracted, destructive global war now advocated by Che was a far cry from the Cuban 

Revolution that had triumphed eight years prior.  Che’s “Message to the Tricontinental” reflects, 

fundamentally, the thought of an increasingly reckless adventurist intent on waging war at all 

costs, no matter the actual prospects for victory. 

 The Cuban Revoluton was an event that profoundly altered not only Cuba or Latin 

America, but the entire world.  Che Guevara’s formulation of the Cuban experience in his 1960 

work, “Guerrilla Warfare”, offered a guide to action for millions of oppressed souls seeking to 

achieve liberation.  However, over time, it appears that Che became increasingly fixated on the 

act of revolution itself, irrespective of the outcome.  In his zeal to counteract conservative forces 

                                                
17 Guevara, “Message to the Tricontinental”, Guerrilla Warfare, 176. 
18 Ibid., 174. 
19 Guevara, “Guerrilla Warfare”, Guerrilla Warfare, 110.  
20 Guevara, “Message to the Tricontinental”, Guerrilla Warfare, 174. 
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in the international communist movement that urged caution and even peaceful coexistence, Che 

took an extreme and even polarizing position in opposition, advocating armed insurrection even 

where defeat was almost certain.  Although Che’s emphasis on self-sacrificing revolutionary 

heroism is certainly present throughout these three works, he appears—over time—to have 

become increasingly enthralled with the notion that heroic action, even if tied to defeat, would 

provoke the anger of the masses and lead to a profound revolutionary upsurge.  Reminiscent of 

the old nineteenth century anarchist tradition of the “propaganda of the deed”, Che sought to 

spark revolutionary upheaval through the force of his own heroic, self-sacrificial example.  In his 

words: 

“Wherever death may surprise us, let it be welcome, provided that this, our battle cry, 
may have reached some receptive ear, that another hand may be extended to wield our 
weapons, and that other men be ready to intone our funeral dirge with the staccato 
singing of the machine guns and new battle cries of war and victory.” 21 
 

 Ultimately, Che carried this poetic sentiment to its logical conclusion, sacrificing himself for the 

world revolution, thereby, elevating himself to the status of revolutionary martyr.  

                                                
21 Ibid., 176. 


