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[1] This was a debate that initially involved Trotsky opposing Stalin and Vorochilov in 1918, and then
Frounzé in 1921.

[2] Whether or not a class Party is necessary for the social revolution is a critically important question, but
one that is beyond the scope of this presentation. As is the equally important question of whether (if we
deem the Party to be necessary) establishing such a Party is a necessary precondition for commencing the
armed confrontation. For the sake of convenience I am using the term “Party” here, but if one prefers one
could understand this as meaning “force”, “organization”, “movement”, etc.

[3] The achievements of the CPs once they took this new path were remarkable: they were able to militarily
organize large masses of people despite fierce repression. What limits the use of these examples for the
future is the fact that the CPs were emphasizing National Liberation rather than Socialist Revolution: this
won them support from large layers of the petit bourgeoisie and the peasantry that would have been hostile
to the dictatorship of the proletariat.

[4] The theory held by the European fighting communist school of thought.

[5] The theory held by one section of the Marxist-Leninist-Maoist school of thought.

[6] The theory held by the other communist schools of thought.

[7] The appropriate time is not necessarily the chosen time: it can be imposed by the enemy’s initiative, such
as the Nazi coup in 1933 which prevented the insurrection the KPD had been preparing.

[8] In bourgeois armies, the soldier only has the right to know what is strictly necessary in order to
accomplish their mission. They obey orders because they were trained to do so. Murat didn’t bother to
explain anything to his hussars, he simply shouted “The direction: my asshole!” and shoved their head into
their objective.

[9] The Spanish Civil War provides numerous examples of the disastrous effects of “democratism”. For
instance, at the battles of Alto de Leon and Somosierra in July-August 1935 where the militias refused to
attack without first holding a vote ... The militias enjoyed superiority in numbers, motivation, equipment
and position, but despite all this they were badly beaten by the regular units led by fascist officers. The
question of “democratism” was at the center of Lin Piao’s attack against General Ho Long during the Cultural
Revolution.

[10] For example, initiative is only worthwhile if one is able to keep it: the Paris Commune took the initiative
against Versailles, but at the first setback it became clear that it did not have the means to keep it. By the
same token, surprise is only useful if one is able to exploit it, etc.

[11] The universality of the principle of economy of force is what gives the guerilla its strategic value. The
guerilla (and the urban guerilla even more than the rural guerilla) allows for an optimal use of weak forces,
and obliges the enemy to deploy countless forces in order to guard potential targets — and in this way,
obliges it to abandon this principle. But if by definition the guerilla benefits from the advantage provided by
the economy of force, the principle can and must be applied with care by the guerilla, in the positioning and
use of their own forces. When an insurrection (or a coup) enjoys the necessary conditions of surprise, it too
benefits from this principle, which explains how weak forces, if used intelligently, can take apart a
numerically superior enemy: insurrectionary forces seize certain areas but temporarily leave others in the
hands of enemy units, they concentrate their forces at decisive points and battles while the enemy, taken by
surprise, has some of its troops at rest, etc. At the same time, the principle of economy of force has its limits,
and there are discrepancies in the relationship of forces that it cannot overcome.

[12] In China’s People’s Liberation Army, these theses were spelled out in the system known as “the four
primacies”: primacy of people over things, of political work over other activities, of ideological work over
other forms of political work, and of living ideas over booklearning within ideological work.

[13] The way in which Lenin denied accusations that he was a “Blanquist” should not lead us to overlook the
fact that the Blanquist taking up of arms is the intermediate step between the Babouvian conspiracy and the
Leninist insurrection. The “Blanquist” epithet that Plekhanov and Martov threw at Lenin had very little to do
with true Blanquism. What it meant, in the political vocabulary of the day, was that one was in favor of
conspiratorial rather than mass action.

[14] This principle was theorized by Mao Zedong in On Protracted War and by Zhu De in On the Anti-
Japanese Guerrilla Warfare. But Giap and the rest of the Viet Minh leadership did not agree, and in any
case considered it ill-suited to the Vietnamese situation. The small numbers of Viet Minh forces often led
them to engage with equal numbers of combatants on the tactical level; surprise, better knowledge of the



terrain, and the operational quality of their troops (the degree of combat preparedness and revolutionary
heroism) being enough to make the difference.

[15] This basing a theory on the systematization of specific experiences (often the result of empirical
experience, and the product or expression of the weaknesses of the Latin American revolutionary movement)
has been the source of a lot of confusion. It allowed the most important theoretician of focoism, Regis
Debray, to reject Leninist-Maoist ideas (such as the role of the class Party) despite these having been insisted
upon by the person who, according to Debray, embodied the focoist “revolution in the revolution”: Che
Guevara.

[16] It was primarily in Mindanao in the early 1980s that the NPA rejected the strategy of Protracted
People’s War and in a subjectivist manner forced a transition from the “defensive” phase to the phase of the
“strategic counter-offensive”. Small mobile NPA units that were firmly anchored amongst the people were
prematurely combined into battalions within which PCP cadres were supposed to take on military
responsibilities for which they were insufficiently prepared. The Party’s clandestine structures came out of
this severely weakened, and the major NPA battalions, which were easy to identify, suffered heavy losses
from an enemy that was far from being defeated.

[17] In the debate we had previously (about the document from the (n)PCI), we were made to consider the
idea that the Bolshevik Party had been pursuing a people’s war strategy “without knowing it” — the 1917
insurrection corresponding to the third phase (the generalized offensive) of this strategy. This is a very
interesting idea, but we have not been able to pursue the kind of historical investigation that would be
required to evaluate it. Amongst the questions that would have to be answered for us: Between 1905 and
1917, did any aspect of the Bolshevik Party’s line parallel that of protracted war? If so, did that aspect
significantly contribute to the Party’s development? The Bolshevik Party did engage in armed struggle
(sheltering militants, liquidating informants, fundraising operations), but what was the objective and
subjective reality (the importance that it had in the eyes of cadres, of militants, of the masses)? Did any
armed activities persist between 1908 and 1917?

[18] This is not only a problem amongst dogmatists. We experienced the same thing in our previous debate:
the (n)PCI claims to be in the “first phase” of people’s war, and yet not only does it not carry out any armed
actions, but what’s more it distances itself from those forces that are doing so (i .e. the Red Brigades).
Depending on how much faith one has in the honesty of the (n)PCI, this is either an abuse of language (for as
Clausewitz shows, war is defined by the used of armed force), or it is a political scam.

[19] This does not mean that one should not take advantage of exceptional historical circumstances, such as
occurred in Czechoslovakia in 1948.

[20] Was the October 1917 insurrection the historical exception that only managed to succeed due to the
extreme weakness of the regime? Or were the protracted wars in China and Indochina the exceptions that
only succeeded due to the critically important anti-feudal and national liberation dimensions to their
struggles?

[21] “Prachanda Path” is the Nepali equivalent of “Gonzalo Thought”.

[22] So it was in China and Indochina, where the Communist Party put limits on sharecropping, usury, etc.
in order to defend the interests of impoverished peasants. So also, today in Colombia, where narcotraffickers
operating in the FARC’s support bases are obliged to pay peasants a guaranteed price for coca (as well as a
tax to the FARC), while in areas controlled by the paramilitaries the narcotraffickers use white terror
(starting with the systematic elimination of peasant trade unionists) in order to impose rock bottom prices.
[23] Which does not mean that they must be defended at any cost. Liberated zones can be evacuated when
faced with disproportionate military pressure. The “Long March” is an example of this.

[24] The notion of “base area” was very flexible for Mao Zedong, who spoke of “long-term bases
bases”, “seasonal bases”, “bases for small units”, and even “mobile bases”.

[25] The term was coined by General Giap.

[26] To have the Initiative is not the same as being on the offensive. There are hopeless offensives which
reveal a lack of initiative (which are a kind of fleeing forward) as well as daring retreats through which one
maintains the initiative (such as the Long March).
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