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A.G. FRANK

CLASS, POLITICS, AND DEBRAY

No honest and constructive criticism of Régis Dcbray’s work can
fail to pay duc tribute to its importance and its merits, As a rcvolu-
tionary document in the best tradition of political writing, De-
bray’s scries of cssays squarcly faces and has obliged all of us to
dcal with those most important political problems of our times
that many havc sought to cvade, Debray has convincingly criti-
cized pseudo-revolutionary tendencics and has affirmed an honest
call to revolutionary arms, F urthermore, his personal conduct has
been consistent with his appeal, which is morc than most of us
can say for oursclves. But all this, as he would doubtless be the
first to agree, does not place Debray’s work above criticism. If any-
thing, it renders a critique of Decbray’s writings, where objcctivcly
warranted, all the more important.

Dcbray’s theses, in our cstiination, call for a critique on two
fundamental grounds: first, they do not dcrive from a fundamen-
tal analysis of Latin Amecrican socicty, and still less of its class
structure; and second, in conscquence, they divorce theory from

practice and, mistaking the naturc of the Latin American revolu-

tion, they undercstimatc the political rolc of military activity and
mass participation, and their interrelationships. The lack of analysis
of socicty would not be serious in a political tract (as distinct from
an analytic work) if it did not rcsult in the perpctuation in a dif-
ferent form of the very political weakness of revolutionary policy
in Latin America that Dcbray himsclf wants to overcome. In mak.
ing these criticisms, we dircct them at the well known central
theses of Debray rather than at “quotablc” isolated affirmations in
his writings, which often contradict his own central thescs.

1968. This cssay originally appeared in the Summer 1968 jssuc of Monthly
Review. It was co-authored with S. A. Shah.
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(1) Dcbray’s writings are, and should be appreciated as, politi-
cal tracts and not political analyscs of Latin American socicty. No
cconomic and social analysis of Latin America is to be found
in Dcbray’s three cssays, not cven in “Problems of Revolutionary
Stratcgy in Latin Aincrica,” ' which may be said to be the most
analytic of them. Specifically, there is no analysis of the produc-
tive or the class structure of Latin Amcrica or any of its paits,
Accordingly, Dcbray also makes no political analysis of Latin
Amcrican socicty—as distinct from, and as a basis for, the analysis
of Latin Amcrican political movements that hc docs make. Nor
docs Dcbray make any provision for such cconomic-social-political
analysis anywhere in his political program for the Latin Amcrican
revolution. '

This lack of analysis—and failurc to rcly on analysis—of the
social milicu and dynamic in which the Latin Amcrican revolu-
tionary must work certainly distinguishes Dcbray, and the Cuban
Revolution as well, from the Soviet, Chinesc, and Victnamese
revolutions, in which not onlly Lenin, Mao Tsc-tung, and Ho Chi
Minh, but many other lcaders distinguished themsclves by the
social analysis on which revolutionary theory and practice were
both bascd. The leadership of thesc revolutions studied and un-
derstood the socictics in which their successful political work was
donc, And, according to Debray’s account at his “trial” in Bolivia,
Chic was himsclf writing a political cconomy of Latin America with
onc hand while fighting in Bolivia with the other. -

Analysis, as contrasted to an cmpirical trial-and-error approach,
docs not mcan importing the “national bourgcoisic vs. fcudalism”
schema from Moscow, or the “four group United Front” program
from Pcking, or the “uncven and combincd developinent perna-
nent revolution” formula of Trotsky. In Latin America it is neees-
sary to analyze how the class structurc was formed and s still
being transformed through the colonial and nco-colonial structurc
that world capitalist devclopment has imposed on all parts of thc
continent. This requircs rcliance on the Marxist method to study
the reality, and the varictics of rcality, in Latin Amcrica; and it
docs not permit the siinple application of labcls or schenas, used
cven by Debray, such as “feudal oligarchy.”

(2) Dcbray divorces, or fails to marry, revolutionary theory and

-~ W




2¢20

364 Andre Gunder Frank '

revolutionary practice. In denying the validity of, and therewith -
refusing to answer, the question whether the Latin Amcrican revo-
lution is bourgeois or socialist, Debray confuses the political na-
ture of the revolution. This mistake is, we suggcst, a direct conse-
quence of his failure to make the necessary analysis of Latin
Amcrican  sociocconomic reality—however much, as has been
claimed by many, Dcbray may or may not short-scll the relevance
of Europcan and Asian teachings. Furthermore, Dcbray’s theory of
the Cuban Revolution itsclf departs in important respects from
Cuban revolutionary practice. For instance, the whole 26th of
July Movement beyond the Sicrra Macstra and its political sig-
nificance for revolutionary practice and theory find no counter-
part in Dcbray’s model. The observation that this movement was
of little usc in supplying Fidel with weapons is not enough to dis-
posc of its political significance and is only onc of many symptoms
of Dcbray’s underestimation of the politics of revolution, Cuban
or otherwisc. Again, the Cuban Revolution’s success was not just
achicved in the Sierra Macstra before January 1, 1959, as Dcbray
implics, but also in its devclopment throughout Cuba after that
datc, as Debray would probably agree. For, as Fidel noted in his
speech of April 8, 1968, ’

in all faimess, we cannot say that the first of January [1959] was
the triumph of the Revolution. Traditionally we have identified
the Revolution only with armed struggle, but rcally on the first of
January the rebellion triumphed. . .. In thosc carly timcs, could
we say, in truth, that we knew what a revolution was? In those times
we had a fecling, which was the fecling of the struggle, the fecling
of rebellion. . . . ’

Thus, just as July 26, 1953, or December 2, 1956, nced not have
led to gucrrilla warfare (after all, they were not intended to, and
other planned or exccuted uprisings did not do so clsewhere), so
the fighting in the Sicrra Maestra nced not nccessarily have led to
the socialist revolution. Had the Cuban Revolution been unable
to go beyond 1959, it would of coursc have been derailed and”
dcfeated altogcther. Fortunately, the Cuban Revolution’s momen-
tum and direction (derived in part from political mobilization be-
yond the Sicrra Macstra) were able to get it over the bourgcois
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hump. Not all revolutionary movements, even guerrilla-led ones,
have succeeded. Most of them, and notably the Algerian, failed;
and from Prestes in Brazil to Machado in Venezucla armed strug-
gle has not provided a political guarantcc against reformism. By
contrast, their political direction of military action has permitted
the Chincse and Vietnamese to avoid derailment of the revolution.
Furthermore, it must be noted that the Cuban class structure, the
Cuban bourgeoisic’s decision—and ability to decide—to throw in
the towcl and move to Miami, and the intcrnational corrclation
of forces made the hump to be overcome in Cuba significantly
lower than it is in the rest of Latin America today. Thus, Dcbray’s
account is not quite accuratc; and, especially if the Cuban Revolu-
tion is to be regarded as a vanguard and intcgral part of the Latin
American revolution, his modcl cannot be a sure-fire guide.

If Debray had wedded a program for revolutionary action to an
analysis of Latin American socicty, or perhaps cven of Cuban so-
cicty, instcad of deriving it mainly from an analysis (adequate or
not) of the Cuban and Latin American revolutionary movements,
he could never have been led to counsel revolutionary practice
without—or rather with—falsc revolutionary theory. Specifically, an
analysis of the class and ncocolonial structure of Latin America
would lcad Debray to scc that the current dcvelopinent. of socialist

- revolutionary theory in Latin America is certainly a nccessary, if

not a sufficient, condition for successful revolutionary practice.
Spccifically, correct revolutionary theory is nccessary to insure that
at the first obstacle supposcdly rcvolutionary practice is not de-
railed into a frente amplia (broad front) such as that now joincd
by Prestes in Brazil, a paz democrdtica (democratic peace) such as
that now-advocated by Machado in Venezucla, or a NASAKOM
(nationalisin, Islam, and Communisin) as practised in Indoncsia
under Sukarmo—and to suffer their incvitable conscquences.

An analysis of the Latin Ancrican class structure would reveal
who is the cnemy to be fought (the bourgcoisic as well as impcri-
alism), what political weapons he has at his disposal (rcformism
and temptation), whom the revolution can count on, how it must
politically mobilize these people—in a word, what the theory and
practicc of the Latin American revolution must be. It is not for
nothing that in his call for “Two, Threc, Many Victnams” Che
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said that it “shall be in Qur America, almost certainly, a Socialist
Revolution.”

organizing this mass patticipation. Dcbray appeals for a gucrrilla
push to get the revolution sta rted, and he hopes that by putting its
Icadership into rural gucrrilla rather than urban party or cven kaf-
feeklatsch hands, the revolution will procced to victory through

the formation of a people’s army. But nowhere docs Dcbray sug-

gest how the gucrrilla band is later to devclop into the peoplc’s
army and the popular political movement the revolution requires.
Far from suggcsting ow the gucrrilla foco might crcatc the politi-
cal, or cven military, conditions for this further development, De-
bray's critique of sclf-defense and gucrrilla political work in rural
arcas and his disrcgard of gucrrilla tics to a “26th of July”-type
movement in Cuba as well as clsewhere in Latin Amcrica would

*scem to arguc against the organization of a widcr political move-

ment. Yet Fidel told the OLAS conference that the need for a
gucrrilla nucleus of the revolutionary movenient “docs not mean
that the gucrrilla movement can rise without any previous work;
it docs not mcan that the gucrrilla movement is somcthing that
€an cxist without political dircction. Nof We do not deny the
role of political organizations, The gucrrilla is organized by a politi-
cal movement, by a political organization.”

Thus, military actions requirc adequatc political ‘dircction and
support, Icst like a house built on weak foundations the first storm
destroy both foundation and supcrstructure. Clear class analysis is
cssential for carcfully ( tactically) sclected and politically (stratcgi-
cally) guided armed actions to be militarily successful against thic
encmy, and politically successful in mobilizing the people as
fricnds of the revolution, Not only is a popular basc area ncees-

Sary to assurc the supply, communication, and propaganda rcquirc- |

ments of military activity; but the latter must—and is esscntial to
—assurc further political mobilization and participation of the
people. Thus, successful military action and correct political mobili-

~ zation requirc adequatc class analysis of Latin American socicty,

*
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Such political analysis unquestionably also points to the nccessity
of rural guerrilla warfarc, but it would climinate some of the con-
tradictions and enhance the political strategy of Dcbray's program
for the Latin Amcrican revolution.

NOTE
1. New Left Review, Scptember-October, 1967,



