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The Origins of the Ecuadorian Left 

Adrián Bonilla 

Translated and summarized by Carlos de la Torre 

Ecuador i.s not Cuba or Nicaragua, or even Chile. The Lefi never carried out a social

i.st revolution. But lefti.sts haveplayedan important role in mobilizingpopularsectors, 

c1w.llenging elitepower, and otherwi.se s1w.ping Ecuadot's political scene. Thefollowing, 

by one of Ecuador's foremost scholars, provides a brief, coherent, description of a very 

complicated hi.story. As thi.s contribution makesclear, what stands out about the hi.story 

of the Lift in Ecuador-and here it s1w.res a lot with much of Latin America-i.s how 

vibrantandfragmented "ir" hasbeen. Evenin a countrythesize of Ecuador, lefti.st unity 

hasofien been elusive. 

Socialist ideas were introduced to Ecuador by immigrants, sailors, and wel1
to-do intellectuals who had studied in Europe or who were oriented toward 

the Old Continent. By 1926, this political and intellectual expression coalesced 
in the form of the Socialist Party. Early members were radicalized liberals; 

others were anarchists with influence among artisans in Guayaquil; and still 

others were influenced by the Bolshevik Revolution. In 1931, the latter group 

split from the Socialist Party to form the Communist Party, an organization 
that would maintain the politicalline of the Third International [Comiterm] 

and the Soviet Union. 

Berween the 1930S and 1960s, however, the split between Socialists and 
Communists was relatively minoro They worked in different spaces and had 
few open confrontations. Communists focused their efforts on those social 

classes who, according to Marxist theory, were central to the revolutionary 
project: workers, peasants, and artisans. They founded the Central Federation 

of Ecuadorian Workers (CTE) in 1944 and the Ecuadorian Federation of Indians 
(FE1) in 1945. By contrast, the Socialist Party fought the good fight on all fronts. 
They presented candidates, struggled to control local governments, and got 
involved in conspiracies and revolts. Socialists, in this sense, were more op

portunistic and less rigid in terms of strategy and tactics. Communists, in turn, 

stuck more narrowly to the revol 

road to the promised land. 
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stuck more narrowly to the revolutionary path, assured that they knew the 

road to the promised land. 

By the 1960S, however, the Marxist left underwent an acute process of 

differentiation. Relative harmony gave way to factionalism as the number 

of leftist groups proliferated and intense debates emerged over the narure 

and timing of revolution. Such tensions were caused, paradoxical1y, by the 

growth and success of the left on an international scale. External factors such 

as the Cuban Revolution (1959), the growing struggle berween the Soviets 

and the Chinese, and the proliferation of guerrilla movements throughout 

Latin America were all felt (and played out) within the Ecuadorian left during 

the 1960S and 1970S. Was Ecuador capitalist or feudal in nature? Was the time 

ripe for revolution, or was Ecuador not yet ready? Who would carry out the 

revolution: peasants, workers, intellectuals? Was violence a necessary part of 

the process? 

Ultimately, three ideological currents emerged during this period: the 

Communists, who tended to follow orders frorn Moscow (and were eternal1y 

waiting for the right revolutionary moment); the Maoists, who were inspired 

by the Chinese break from Moscow (and the possibility of rural revolution); 

and the Radical Socialists. The latter groups supported the Cuban Revolu

tion, and rejected Moscow's insistence that socialist transformation could 

only be achieved by passing through a series of stages. They were not willing 

to wait for capitalism, or even revolution, but believed that revolution must 

be made, and made now. 

Even within these tendencies there existed considerable division. In or

der to create a broad youth movement, for example, the Communist Party 

created the Unión Revolucionaria de Juventudes Ecuatorianas (Revolution

ary Union of the Ecuadorian Youth), or URJE. Once created, however, this 

youth organization was not easily control1ed by party leaders. In fact, the 

URJE became a critical space where Communist militants and other leftists 

questioned the tactics and strategy of the party. Members of URJE became 

involved with Latin American revolutionaries who were organizing guerrilla 

movements-despite mandates from the party that insisted the time was not 

ripe for revolution. They also violated party discipline by organizing activities 

outside the purview of the party such as military training. 

The event perhaps most revealing of divisions within the Communist 

Party was the attempt to create a guerrilla front in Toachi, 200 kilometers 

from Quito, led by the Communist leader Jorge Rivadeneira. The guerrilla 
movement itself had little lasting impact on Ecuadorian history; the insurrec

tionists were apprehended almost immediately. But the failed revolt did lead 

to a serious housecleaning within the party. The party expelled or sanctioned 

midleve1 cadre involved in the revolt, and ended its association with the URJE. 
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In August 1964, the Maoist-oriented Marxist Leninist Ecuadorian Comrnu

nist Party (PCMLE) was formed. For Maoists, Ecuador of the 1960s was a 

semifeudal and semicolonial nation that needed an antí-imperialist and anti

feudal revolution (not unlike China). The time for revolution was now and 

depended largely on the will of party militants. 

Another important group during this period was the Revolutionary Left

ist Movement (MIR). It was a dissident group of the Communist Party that 

split over the handling of the Toachi guerrilla affair. The MIR proclaimed the 

need for socialist revolution based on the guerrilla strategy of Régis Debray, 

a French intellectual and revolutionary closely aligned with Che Guevara. 

As a result, the MIR organized rural guerrilla movements that failed for the 

same reason as many Guevara-inspired revolts: the urban middle-class lead

ers had little organic connection to the peasants they were trying to turn into 

revolutionaries. 

Socialists were hardly of one mind during this period, but were much more 

likely to work within the existing political system than were their Commu

nist/Maoist counterparts. In the 1960presidential election, the Socialist Party 

was divided berween a faction that supported ex-President Plaza, a group that 

supported the ticket of Antonio Parra and Benjamín Carrión, and a sector 

who rejected all pacts with the bourgeoisie. The radical section of the Social

ist Party, later renamed the Ecuadorian Revolutionary Socialist Party (PSRE), 

under the inf1uence of the most important Ecuadorian Marxist ideologist, 

Manuel Agustín Aguirre, developed the thesis that Ecuador was a backward 

and dependent capitalist country that needed a socialist revolution. Its theses 

differed from the insurrectionist line proposed by other radical organizations, 

but it shared the call for an immediate socialist transformation. 

The most important issue for the Marxist left during the 1960s was revolu

tion-when, how, under what circumstances, and who [would lead ir]. Be

yond that, there was little agreement. In this, Ecuador was on par with many 

of its Latin American neighbors. 
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