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“Why did they think that by killing him, he would cease to exist as a fighter? Today he is in every
place, wherever there is a just cause to defend. His unerasable mark is now in history and his

luminous gaze of a prophet has become a symbol for all the poor of this world.”!
-Fidel Castro

In October of 1997, a full thirty years after his capture and death, Che Guevara’s remains
were finally returned to Cuba, where Castro addressed a crowd of thousands atop a vast
mausoleum built in his honor. “Today he is in every place.” The speech was followed by a
twenty-one cannon salute in both Havana and Santa Clara, air raid sirens blaring all across the
island and a chorus of reverent schoolchildren singing to Che’s memory.? Castro’s words rang
hauntingly true.

A champion of the working poor and oppressed, Che Guevara was a Marxist revolutionary
and an instrumental player in the Cuban Revolution. As one of the most influential and
controversial figures of the twentieth century, Che has been characterized on every spot of the
continuum from romantic intellectual to cold-blooded executioner. His iconic image, Guerrillero
Heroico, has become the ubiquitous symbol of rebellion worldwide, and he himself has been
solidified in history as the ultimate face of martyrdom and dissent. A leader during his lifetime and
a legend after his death, Guevara’s legacy as a global countercultural icon transcended his political
roots to shape the social, political and cultural landscapes of the world long after his demise.

Life and Death
Ernesto “Che” Guevara was born on June 14, 1928, to a middle-class Argentine family.

Even in his youth Guevara was a passionate and restless spirit, so much so that his father
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announced the first thing to note about his son was that “in [his] veins flowed the blood of Irish
rebels.” In school, he not only excelled in athletics despite his asthma but also displayed an
astounding natural affinity and passion for philosophy, mathematics, engineering, poetry, history
and political science.® Decades later, in fact, a patronizing, declassified CIA report took note of
this and descriBed him as “quite well read” and “fairly intellectual for a Latino.”*

In 1951, Guevara — now a medical student at the University of Buenos Aires — took a
nine-month expedition through South America with his friend Alberto Granado.® He later reflected
that this trip brought him into close contact with “poverty, hunger and disease...to the point that a
father can accept the loss of a son as an uniinportant accident,”” instilling him with the beginnings
of his revolutionary ideals. By the end of his journey, Guevara came to see the nations of the
continent as a single entity united in the front of capitalist oppression. A coup of the Guatemalan
president Jacobo Arbenz assisted by CIA-backed rebels three years later ultimately convinced him
that the only solution to Latin America’s problems was through armed revolt.®

Thoroughly radicalized, Guevara found himself in Mexico City in September of 1954,
where he met brothers Raul and Fidel Castro.? A political exile at the time, Fidel was the head of
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Batista in Cuba. Seeing a chance to strike a blow back at the right-Wing tyranny he so detested,
Guevara joined their cause immediately. "’

Che went on to play a major role in the Cuban Revolution that followed. Tracked down and
attacked by Batista’s military forces, the initial team of 82 revolutionaries fell apart, leaving
Guevara and the small band of survivors to regroup in the Sierra Maestra.'! In the mountains,
Guevara set up factories to make grenades, organized schools to teach the illiterate, established
health clinics to treat the wounded, and created workshops to teach recruits guerilla strategy.'?
Dubbed three years later by Time Magazine as “Castro’s brain,” Guevara — initially only the
army’s medic — was soon promoted to Castro’s second-in-command." Led by his guerilla tactics,
the team of at times less than 200 revolutionaries waged successful battles against Batista’s army
of 37,000. Near the end of the war, Guevara was assigned to capture the strategic city of Santa
Clara. Outnumbered nearly ten to one, he and his men pulled off the single largest victory in the
Cuban Revolution, ousting Batista on January 1, 1959, to bring an end to the revolution.'*

Immediately after Castro’s triumph, Guevara was named commander of the La Cabafia
prison, where he oversaw the executions of war criminals, Batista loyalists and other individuals
considered enemies of the revolution.'s Over the next five years, he held numerous other pivotal
government positions, from Minister of Industry to head of the Cuban Bank.'® A fully established
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Nuevo,” or “New Man,” in order to become ultimately selfless, hard-working, gender-blind,
non-materialistic and anti-imperialist members of a socialist society.'” During his time in
government, he spearheaded a successful national literacy campaign, instituted various agrarian
land reforms, traveled as a Cuban diplomat and played a central role in the instruction of Cuban
armed forces, including those that repelled the American Bay of Pigs Invasion in 1961." He grew
increasingly disheartened, however, as Cuba became more and more of a client state for the Soviet
Union, and after the Soviets removed their missiles without consulting Cuban leadership during
the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, he began denouncing them almost as frequently as he denounced
Americans.'? Disagreement over Soviet conditions and recommendations, among other feuds,
ultimately led to a fallout between Guevara and Castro.”

Some argue Castro deliberately sent Guevara away on a “mission impossible™?'; others
believe Guevara himself simply grew disillusioned with government work and saw his ultimate
role in life as a guerilla in the field.?? Either way, in 1965, Guevara resigned from all government
positions and dropped out of public life, traveling to the Democratic Republic of the Congo in

hopes of spreading the revolution.” However, after the failure of an ultimately futile attempt to aid

the the Maoist-inspired rebels in the ongoing civil war, he abandoned Africa for Bolivia, where he
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established another guerrilla group near Santa Cruz.?* This Bolivian “adventure”, as referenced by
one of Guevara’s teammates, was intended to be a “proving ground” for his revolutionary theory
of focoism; first developed during the Cuban Revolution, the concept relied on vanguards of fast,
concentrated paramilitary groups to attack and provide focus (in Spanish, foco) and inspiration for
a general insurrection later on.?* While he achieved some initial combat success in early 1967, the
tables turned quickly. Later that same year, on October 7, the CIA-backed Bolivian forces finally
closed in on Che and his rebels, capturing them in a remote Andean village. Two days, one
Bolivian high command order and nine bullet shots later, Che Guevara was dead.?®
Conflicting Legacies

Che’s personal legacy as a leader and a man has been intensely polarized in the decades
following his death. As a commander during the Cuban Revolution, Che was notoriously feared
for his ruthless brutality: a harsh disciplinarian, he often shot defectors and other men suspected of
being informers, spies, or deserters without restraint. Simultaneously, he was irrefutably loyal in
combat and action; Fidel Castro described him as an exemplary leader who held “great moral
authority over his troops,” while his lieutenant noted that Che’s behavior in combat drew
admiration from even enemies.”’” Tomas Alba, who fought under Che’s command, later stated,

“Che was loved, in spite of being stern and demanding. We would [have given] our life for him.”?
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It is estimated anywhere between 55 to 105 people were executed during Che’s term at the
La Cabafia prison.” Conflicting views exist of his attitude towards the executions; some accounts
report that he relished in the shootings, whereas others claim he pardoned as many prisoners as he
could, with biographer Jon Lee Anderson even going as far as stating he had “yet to find a single
credible source pointing to a case where Che executed an ‘innocent.””*’ Regardless, Che himself
had no qualms in doing what he regarded as necessary for the revolution, asserting that the

executions were “not only a necessity for the people of Cuba, but also an imposition of the

9931

people.
Some are quick to point out the discrepancies between his personal ideology and the failed
systems established under his leadership. Che has been widely lauded as a hero, with Nelson
Mandela calling him an “inspiration for every human being who loves freedom” and Jean-Paul
Sartre referring to him as “not only an intellectual but the most complete human being of our age.”
32 However, while many adore, idolize and even sanctify him for his beliefs, others despise him for
precisely the same reason. They deplore his inability to carry out successful reforms, categorize
him as a murderer representative of a failed communist ideology, and criticize his handling of the
Cuban economy, which collapsed in 1961 as a partial result of Che’s failed “structural factors and
management errors” as Minister of Industry.** In addition, critics often point out that the Cuban

Missile Crisis was averted against his will; in a posthumously published interview with a British
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journalist, Latin America’s “most glamorous™ revolutionary®* expressed the supposed willingness
of the Cuban people to “sacrifice itself to nuclear weapons, so that its ashes would have become
the foundation of new social orders.”

Nonetheless, whatever his failures and successes were as a leader during his lifetime, Che’s
icon has long transcended his personal and political roots. The rise of the “Che myth” in the 1960’s
and 70’s led to a wave of revolutions, rebellions, and reforms all around the world in no small part
because of his death and martyrdom.

Inspiring Revolutions

On March 5, 1960, photographer Alberto Korda snapped a single, off-hand frame of a
young revolutionary gazing determinedly into the distance at a state funeral for a freighter
explosion in Havana’s harbor (see Appendix I).*® This photo of the thirty-one-year-old Che
Guevara went oﬁ to change the world.

Thanks to the wealth of other prominent figures at the funeral, Che’s photo never made it
into the newspaper the next day, and was never widely featured until his death in late 1967.7" Its
delayed global launch coincided perfectly with an era of reform ready for inspiration: a new
generation of strong-willed, anti-establishment youth was rising up in rebellion across the
industrialized west, while their counterparts in the third world were taking up arms in hopes of

recreating the revolution in Cuba.*® Just like that, Korda’s Che — then dubbed “Guerrillero

Heroico” (Heroic Guerilla) — became the defining icon of the generation.
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After Che’s death, the rise of Soviet influence in Cuba forced it to scale back regional
sﬁpport for Latin Americaﬁ revolutionary movements.”” This, however, did nothing to deter young
radicals who had long internalized the “Spirit of Che.”® Hoping to repeat his revolution in Cuba,
the National Liberation Army of Brazil attempted Che’s tactics of guerilla warfare in the streets of
Sao Paulo in 1969. Around the same time, the Tupamdros — a left-wing urban guerilla movement
in Uruguay — enjoyed some degree of success in its political insurgency, rising to control parts of
Montevideo in the early 70°s. In Argentina, the leftist Montoneros attracted an active membership
of over 7,000 university students to wage quasi-militaristic revolution against fascist José Lopez
Rega, even embracing the use of Guevara’s foco military theory and adapting it to urban warfare.*!
Ultimately, none of these movements achieved the same success as seen in Cuba. By 1970 the
street fighters in Brazil had been all but wiped out by the military dictatorship; by 1973 Uruguay’s
Tupamoros were put to an official end by a military coup; and by 1976 the Montoneros of Che’s
own homeland of Argentina had collapsed in the hands of the Argentine Anti-Communist Alliance
(AAA).“ Despite its Che-inspired ideology and spirit, Latin America was unable to assemble the
coherence necessary for long-lasting revolution, and thus largely fell to a series of brutal

dictatorships through the 70’s and 80’s.*?

The key, however, lies in the fact that Che’s image was used at all. As author Michael
Casey declared, “wherever young people rise up, Korda’s Che is there, crossing religious, ethnic,
and even political divides with abandon.”** At the peak of his visibility, the New York Times

repeatedly tied Che to various Marxist social movements in Europe and the Americas, citing his
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influence in protests in Spain, France, Germany, Brazil and the United States.*> Most notably,
Che’s legacy was ubiquitously palpable in the worldwide protests of 1968. In its May 17, 1968
edition, Time observed that the Che legend had already given “rise to a cult of almost religious
hero worship among radical intellectuals, workers and students™ less than seven months after his
death, “flourishing in the New Left.”*® In the United States, the year marked a turning point in the
civil rights movement with the rise of the revolutionary Black Panther Party, a black nationalist
and socialist movement that began stylizing themselves after Che and adopting his trademark black
beret.*’ Elsewhere, Arab guerrillas began naming campaigns and combat operations after him.*®
“Che Vive!” posters were everywhere at anti-Vietnam War protests in the US and student riots in
Europe, especially during the May 1968 events in France.* Caught in a period of severe civil
unrest, France saw a sudden series of student occupation protests against capitalism, consumerism
and other institutional values spread like wildfire through the nation, prompting strikes of over
11,000,000 workefs — over 22% of the population at the time.>® At the height of unrest, President
Charles de Gaulle was even forced to leave the country in secret, shutting down the government
for a few hours.”! Although the strikes lasted no more than two weeks, “May ‘68" marked an

important cultural, social and moral turning point in the country.
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Che’s legacy continued transforming the world long after the events of the 60°s and early
70’s. More importantly, it spread to every corner of the globe, leaving lasting impressions to this
day. During the Iranian Revolution of 1979, students displayed his icon on banners when they
ousted the Shah, and again in 2011-12 he was featured prominently on posters during
anti-government protests of the Arab Spring (see Appendix II).”” In Latin America, his likeness
can still be found anywhere and everywhere, from spray-painted graffiti on the walls to enormous
eight-story bronze wire sculptures on the sides of buildings (see Appendix III).>* Throughout the
Middle ‘East, guerrilla movements have been repeatedly tied to Che, and even Al-Qaeda has been
accused of adopting Che’s strategies of focoist warfare. As the 2008 documentary Chevolution
notes, “[Che’s] significance in modern times is less about the man and his specific history, and
more about the ideals of creating a better society.”* Che epitomized not only the desire for change,
but the will to act, and thus has endured as a symbol for political and social revolution for decades.

Universal Appeal

Perhaps most impressively of all, Che’s icon today often has virtually nothing to do with
Che himself. Not only has the image outstripped its original history, it has shed all political and
ideological meaning in many contexts. By the twenty-first century, the world had long transformed
Che into a pop-culture icon, a “rock-hero biker revolutionary” and a “James Dean in fatigues.”*
As the Washington Post reports, “Ernesto "Che" Guevara is adored. He is loathed. Dead for nearly
40 years, he is everywhere - as much a cultural icon as James Dean or Marilyn Monroe, perhaps

even more so among a new generation of admirers who've helped turn a devout Marxist into a
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capitalist commodity.” He appears universally in advertising and merchandising, and is used to
market everything from perfume in Venezuelan malls to liquor in Italian wine shops.”’ Put simply
in the words of a Cuban shop clerk, “He sells.”*® In the most ironic twist of fate possible, Che’s
image is now used to perpetuate the very culture and institution he died fighting: capitalist
consumerism.

At the end of the day, Che Guevara is much more than just a revolutionary. Michael Casey
noted that after the events of 1968, Che “became the quintessential postmodern icon,” signifying
“anything to anyone and everything to everyone.” Regardless of Che’s failures or contradictions
as a person, the potency of his image continues to inspire. Beyond a Marxist revolutionary and a
guerilla warrior, a political leader and a war hero, he ﬁas become a persisting symbol for
counterculture and revolution through the generations. Che Guevara may not have managed to
sparkr the worldwide communist revolution he wanted to, but his image, ideals, and legacy remain

immortal.
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Appendix I

Korda’s iconic Guerillero Heroico, dubbed “the most famous photograph in the world” by the
Maryland Institute College of Arts. From Che’s Afterlife: The Legacy of an Image by Michael
Casey. '



Yemeni anti-government protesters holds up portraits of Che Guevara during a demonstration in
Sanaa. From The Telegraph.
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Appendix III

8-story metal wire sculpture of Che Guevara on the side of the Cuban Ministry of Interior. The
slogan under Guevara’s image reads “Hasta la Victoria Siempre,” or “Until the Everlasting
Victory, Always.” From Reuters.
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