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Essence of Guerilla Warfare 

 

I. Let us first consider the question: who are the combatants in guerrilla warfare? On one side we have 

a group composed of the oppressor and his agents, the professional army, well armed and 

disciplined, in many cases receiving foreign help as well as the help of the bureaucracy in the employ 

of the oppressor. On the other side are the people of the nation or region involved. It is important to 

emphasize that guerrilla warfare is a war of the masses, a war of the people. The guerrilla band is an 

armed nucleus, the fighting vanguard of the people. It draws its great force from the mass of the 

people themselves. 

II. [W]hy does the guerrilla fighter fight? We must come to the inevitable conclusion that the guerrilla 

fighter is a social reformer, that he takes up arms responding to the angry protest of the people 

against their oppressors, and that he fights in order to change the social system that keeps all his 

unarmed brothers in ignominy and misery. He launches himself against the conditions of the reigning 

institutions at a particular moment and dedicates himself with all the vigor that circumstances 

permit to breaking the mold of these institutions.  

 Side-note: Batista’s troops were paid 50 pesos per month, whereas Che claimed 

guerillas fought for moral reasons, implying they would have a greater will to fight. 

Do you agree with this assessment? 

III. It should be noted that in current interpretations there are two different types of guerrilla warfare, 

one of which-a struggle complementing great regular armies such as was the case of the Ukrainian 

fighters in the Soviet Union-does not enter into this analysis. We are interested in the other type, the 

case of an armed group engaged in struggle against the constituted power, whether colonial or not, 

which establishes itself as the only base and which builds itself up in rural areas. 

IV. Thus it is clear that guerrilla warfare is a phase that does not afford in itself opportunities to arrive at 

complete victory. It is one of the initial phases of warfare and will develop continuously until the 

guerrilla army in its steady growth acquires the characteristics of a regular army. At that moment it 

will be ready to deal final blows to the enemy and to achieve victory. Triumph will always be the 

product of a regular army, even though its origins are in a guerrilla army. 

 

 

Guerilla Strategy 

“In guerrilla terminology, strategy is understood as the analysis of the objectives to be achieved in the 

light of the total military situation and the overall ways of reaching these objectives.” 

V. The guerrilla, having taken up inaccessible positions out of reach of the enemy, or having assembled 

forces that deter the enemy from attacking, ought to proceed to the gradual weakening of the 

enemy. This will be carried out at first at those points nearest to the points of active warfare against 

the guerrilla band and later will be taken deeper into enemy territory, attacking his communications, 

later attacking or harassing his bases of operations and his central bases, tormenting him on all sides 

to the full extent of the capabilities of the guerrilla forces.  

 



The blows should be continuous. The enemy soldier in a zone of operations ought not to be allowed 

to sleep; his outposts ought to be attacked and liquidated systematically. At every moment the 

impression ought to be created that he is surrounded by a complete circle. In order to do all this the 

absolute cooperation of the people and a perfect knowledge of the ground is necessary. These two 

necessities affect every minute of the life of the guerrilla fighter. Therefore, along with centers for 

study of present and future zones of operations, intensive popular work must be undertaken to 

explain the motives of the revolution, its ends, and to spread the incontrovertible truth that victory of 

the enemy against the people is finally impossible.  

VI. It is possible to arrive at organized mass action in the centers of work, of which the final result will be 

the general strike. The strike is a most important factor in civil war, but in order to reach it a series of 

complementary conditions are necessary which do not always exist and which very rarely come to 

exist spontaneously. It is possible to paralyze entire armies, to suspend the industrial life of a zone, 

leaving the inhabitants of a city without factories, without light, without water, without 

communications of any kind, without being able to risk travel by highway except at certain hours. If 

all this is achieved, the morale of the enemy falls, the morale of his combatant units weakens, and 

the fruit ripens for plucking at a precise moment.  

 

Guerilla Tactics 

 “In military language, tactics are the practical methods of achieving the grand strategic objectives.” 

VII. The fundamental characteristic of a guerrilla band is mobility. This permits it in a few minutes to 

move far from a specific theater and in a few hours far even from the region, if that becomes 

necessary; permits it constantly to change front and avoid any type of encirclement. As the 

circumstances of the war require, the guerrilla band can dedicate itself exclusively to fleeing from an 

encirclement which is the enemy's only way of forcing the band into a decisive fight that could be 

unfavorable. 

VIII. Characteristic of this war of mobility is the so-called minuet, named from the analogy with the 

dance: the guerrilla bands encircle an enemy position, an advancing column, for example; they 

encircle it completely from the four points of the compass, with five or six men in each place, far 

enough away to avoid being encircled themselves; the fight is started at any one of the points, and 

the army moves toward it; the guerrilla band then retreats, always maintaining visual contact, and 

initiates its attack from another point. The army will repeat its action and the guerrilla band the 

same. Thus, successively, it is possible to keep an enemy column immobilized, forcing it to expend 

large quantities of ammunition and weakening the morale of its troops without incurring great 

dangers.  

IX. Another fundamental characteristic of the guerrilla soldier is his flexibility, his ability to adapt himself 

to all circumstances, and to convert to his service all of the accidents of the action. Against the 

rigidity of classical methods of fighting, the guerrilla fighter invents his own tactics at every minute 

of the fight and constantly surprises the enemy. 

X. The form of attack of a guerrilla army is also different; starting with surprise and fury, irresistible, it 

suddenly converts itself into total passivity.  

 

The surviving enemy, resting, believes that the attacker has departed; he begins to relax, to return to 

the routine life of the camp or of the fortress, when suddenly a new attack bursts forth in another 



place, with the same characteristics, while the main body of the guerrilla band lies in wait to 

intercept reinforcements. At other times an outpost defending the camp will be suddenly attacked by 

the guerrilla, dominated, and captured. The fundamental thing is surprise and rapidity of attack. 

XI. Acts of sabotage are very important. It is necessary to distinguish clearly between sabotage, a 

revolutionary and highly effective method of warfare, and terrorism, a measure that is generally 

ineffective and in-discriminate in its results, since it often makes victims of innocent people and 

destroys a large number of lives that would be valuable to the revolution. Terrorism should be 

considered a valuable tactic when it is used to put to death some noted leader of the oppressing 

forces well known for his cruelty, his efficiency in repression, or other quality that makes his 

elimination useful. But the killing of persons of small importance is never advisable, since it brings on 

an increase of reprisals, including deaths.  

XII. One of the favorite arms of the enemy army, supposed to be decisive in modern times, is aviation. 

Nevertheless, this has no use whatsoever during the period that guerrilla warfare is in its first stages, 

with small concentrations of men in rugged places…. Planes are also potent against marches by 

columns through level places or places without cover; however, this latter danger is easily avoided by 

carrying out the marches at night.  

XIII. One of the weakest points of the enemy is transportation by road and railroad. It is virtually 

impossible to maintain a vigil yard by yard over a transport line, a road, or a railroad. At any point a 

considerable amount of explosive charge can be planted that will make the road impassable; or by 

exploding it at the moment that a vehicle passes, a consider-able loss in lives and materiel to the 

enemy is caused at the same time that the road is cut.  

XIV. A fundamental part of guerrilla tactics is the treatment accorded the people of the zone. Even the 

treatment accorded the enemy is important; the norm to be followed should be an absolute 

inflexibility at the time of attack, an absolute inflexibility toward all the despicable elements that 

resort to informing and assassination, and clemency as absolute as possible to-ward the enemy 

soldiers who go into the fight performing or believing that they perform a military duty. It is a good 

policy, so long as there are no considerable bases of operations and invulnerable places, to take no 

prisoners. Survivors ought to be set free. The wounded should be cared for with all possible resources 

at the time of the action. Conduct toward the civil population ought to be regulated by a large 

respect for all the rules and traditions of the people of the zone, in order to demonstrate effectively, 

with deeds, the moral superiority of the guerrilla fighter over the oppressing soldier. Except in special 

situations, there ought to be no execution of justice without giving the criminal an opportunity to 

clear himse



Complete the following table by summarizing important points from Che’s “Guerilla Warfare” and adding specific supporting details from the Cuban Revolution. 

Guerilla Strategy Examples of Guerilla Strategy in Cuba 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Guerilla Tactics Examples of Guerilla Tactics in Cuba 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 


