Fidel Castro on Sectarianism and the Lessons of the Cuban revolution

18 July 1985
In 1985 Cuba hosted a series of conferences on the foreign debt crisis in Latin America.

The following excerpt is from Cuban President Fidel Castro’s remarks to the closing session of the conference of Latin American and Caribbean trade unions and peasant organisations, held in mid-July 1985. Here, Castro warns against sectarianism that could undermine the potential for building a united continent-wide and world-wide fight for cancellation of the foreign debt; which he defined, in essence, as a national liberation struggle.

The excerpt is from the full English-language text of Castro’s dialogue included in the pamphlet To Pay Tribute to the Empire or to Pay Tribute to the Homeland, published by Editora Politica in Havana. 

We shouldn’t exclude anyone, we should give that possibility to each one and let each one take a stand. And some will. We know that there are minority sectors that are the ones most directly linked to imperialism, the financial  sectors of imperialism,  we know they exist, and they will be on the side of imperialism. But they will be a minority, they should be a minority. And if a greater number place themselves on the side of imperialism than should be, then we start losing the battle.  That can happen if we are not comprehensive; it can happen if we are sectarian.

We also have a lot of experience in the battle against sectarianism, the experience of our own  revolution.  When  the  revolution triumphed, our movement [July 26 Movement] had the support of the vast majority of the people; it won that support with the war, with the fact that it pointed out a path, that it saw a revolutionary possibility.

In times when there was nothing similar to the present Latin American crisis, in times when there seemed to be no solution to the existing oppression, a small group of us started preparing ourselves, organising ourselves to struggle, based on a set of principles and premises that were later proven by life and history.  We even had to move away from some historic criteria, for instance, that the revolution could only take place when there were great crises.  Ours took place when there was no great crisis, and it was undertaken by a group of men who had to defeat a tyrannical government, backed by a well-equipped army, and do it without a single professional soldier, a single penny, or a single rifle.

If some thought we were mad, I believe they were right in thinking so; objectively they were right, subjectively they were not. Nevertheless, we began that struggle, we waged it, and were successful. All of that gave us the almost total support of the people. I said that our organisation was like the bed of a small river where, at the moment of victory, an Amazon of people rushed in.

We never had hegemonistic tendencies —and there were other smaller, less strong organisations. We never dreamed of saying: this is our victory, it is only ours and they can’t have a single bit of it. On the contrary, we started to call on them to join us. We called not only on communists to join us, those who had been fighting with us in the mountains, but on the students’ organisation which had even had some differences with us. We didn’t call on those organisations only. We want you to know that we called on everyone — except the Batista people. We offered everyone the possibility of joining the revolution, and we didn’t boast of the huge support our own organisation enjoyed.

The surveys said that the revolution had 96 percent support. If I say that our movement included 90 percent of the population, I don’t exaggerate. But we didn’t look at the number of people that were joining us, but a principle, and we said: the principle is unity. But if you don’t appreciate the principle of unity, you start rejecting people who want to participate; if you want to be hegemonistic, you end up splitting your own organisation.

So we were not analysing the quantitative value of the principle of unity, but its qualitative value. If the others had 3 percent, well, let that 3 percent come to us and we would highly appreciate it: the others 2 percent, and we would also appreciate it highly.

There were organisations here, old political parties that at least were opposed to Batista, and at a given moment we accepted them as elements against the dictatorship, we gave them all an opportunity: there were some with 100 people, 200 people. I can tell you that the revolution became so strong that the other par-ties had no more than 100 or 200 people that followed them militantly.

We embraced everyone; those that were excluded from the revolution were so because they wanted to exclude themselves, or because they thought it couldn’t survive, or because they thought we were all mad, or because they thought that the Yankees would crush us and that it was only a matter of 15 days. and that the economic blockade, and sugar quota, the threats were going to put an end to us. And we are here.

The principle of unity was, always a fundamental element of our policy — antisectarianism.  Because  we  had  to  fight  sectarianism. In the first place, our own: those who were in the mountains, guerrillas with a lot of prestige, tended to be sectarian with respect to those who were in the plains, because they were doing other tasks, another type of struggle which, by the way, was not less dangerous; against the sectarianism of our organisation with respect to others.

Other sectarian attitudes were generated afterwards. The Popular Socialist Party itself, that is, the party of the communists, generated some sectarianism that, to tell the truth, had been developing before, it was not a sectarian attitude that emerged then, but problems that had already come up during the underground struggle.

What happened was the following: our organisation had people who had been members for five years; the oldest — very few — six years. Actually, from the March  10 [1952] coup d‘etat [of Fulgencio Batista] to the victory of the revolution, less than seven years had elapsed. There was a first little group or cell of three or four of us who started the work, and others joined later. Of these, I think no more than Five or 10 had been members of the movement for more than six years when the revolution triumphed. That is how we .started organising the movement during the years of struggle. But when the revolution triumphed, the vast majority of the people had been members for two years, one year, or one month —that entire sea of heterogeneous people joined our struggle.

The Program of Moncada’ was a very advanced and quite radical program, but there seemed to be people who thought it was simply another lie in this country, one more program.  They didn’t take our First revolutionary pro-gram seriously, and we were revolutionaries educated with clear, very clear ideas; we were Marxist-Leninists  since  before  March  10, when Batista’s coup d’etat took place—I want you to know that, I’ve said it before, we were Marxist-Leninists before. (Applause) A socialist program couldn’t have been put forth yet, it would have been unrealistic. We advanced a program of political liberation and extensive social justice, which is what had to be put forth at that time in order to be realistic.  We told no lies, no stories; we thought that was what had to be done in the entire initial stage of the revolution, and we did it.

When the program started to be implemented, the confiscation of the properties of all embezzlers and the harsh measures against  the  transnationals;  when  we  implemented the urban reform; when we implemented the agrarian reform and various interests  started  to be  affected; when many people discovered that this was not going to be a government of the rich but rather the government of the people and that for the first time in the over four centuries of this country’s recognised existence there emerged a government that identified itself with the people, then the people became more militant together with the government.

But some sectors that believed in other things, or thought they could handle that government or that the Yankees would tame us rapidly, started to withdraw from the revolution. At that time, we had to organise our defence, the administration of the stale, diplomatic representation, and many other things, some quite sensitive and complex. Our fighters were in the army, where they should remain, but there were some activities that required politically proven personnel. Who had a 25-, a 30-year membership? The Popular Socialist Party.

Our movement contributed most of the leaders of the slate, almost all the leaders of the army, the State Security, and other bodies. We contributed most of the cadre, but on many occasions, when we needed someone for specific functions, in those times of confusion, of vast imperialist campaigns, we would call on a communist, because they were militants with a much longer history and were better prepared politically, having been members of the party for 20, 25, or 30 years. That, which was correct, which was a necessity, also brought about sectarian attitudes on the part of the Popular Socialist Party, which was still an independent party before all of us joined into a single organisation.

We went through all those experiences, but we knew how to get through them. And when there were sectarian attitudes among our ranks, we fought them; when there were sectarian attitudes in the ranks of any of the allied organisations we fought them as well, with correct methods, and immediately prevented the sectarian attitude of old members of the communist party  from generating  anticommunist sectarianism or anticommunist sentiment.

Thus. in matters related to the struggle against  hegemonism,  against sectarianism, and in the intransigent defence of the principle of unity, we have long experience. I believe that was a decisive factor in our reaching the point we have reached now, in the revolution having the strength it has today, and in having we have always applied — since I started in the revolutionary struggle, I began organising a cell, and when the revolution triumphed, we organised a leadership nucleus, made up of all forces — that of collective responsibility, which doesn’t mean that every one of us doesn’t have responsibilities and that every one of us doesn’t have a field of action in which we make decisions; and that of the struggle against the cult of the personality, against making gods of men — I say it honestly, against caciquism [bossism] — against all those evils, which has been waged here intransigently in order to create a solid revolution, based on principles, to create a truly revolutionary awareness among the people.  Because our people’s unity is not based on worshipping an individual or on the servile cult of an individual, it is based on a firm and pro-found political awareness. And the relations of our revolution’s leadership with the people are based on consciousness, are based on principles, on a loyalty proven for more than 26 years; they are based, among other things, on the fact that the people have never been told a lie.
