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‘Strike a Pose, Companeros’

GUEVARA’S GREAT ADVENTURE

by Eric Johnson

N INTERNATIONAL furor arose over the
release of Che Guevara’s last diary by
the Cuban Government. Even before read-

ing it, one knew it was a key artifact of recent
history=—a mysterious manhad defected from the
beadiquarters of Bolivian reactlon and risked
his -life to put the text into Cuban hands; Cla
agents were cursing under their breaths; pub-
lishers flitting all over the world; suthentica-
fors yea-saying. The importance of these famous
last words escaped no one, Here was the ro-
setta stone of guerrilla warfare, with all the
riddles of a legendary life solved,
Neverthelesa, it is a difffcult document to dis-
cuss, since it was writen sketehily and may
oot be a fair representation of the scope of
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the man's thinking. And, of course, one feels
ita =acredness—the last words of one of the
century's most celebrated revolutionaries. The
idea that he went down fighting gives welght
to this impression; his sacrifice seems to fix
the cause into truth. But because the Cuban
leadership offered the dlaryto the worldasa tea-
tament 1t must be judged whether it ia admissi-
ble aas a guide to revolution.

In Fidel’s introduction thers is much em-
phasis on Che as example. What kind of exam-
ple becomes clear in a notation from the dlary
emphasized by Fidel: *"This type of struggle
glves us the opportunity not only to turn our-
selves inte revolutionaries, the highest level of
the human specles, tut 1t also allows us to
graduate am men; those who eannct reach either
one of thewe two stages should say =0 and leave
the struggle.'*




An. example of a superman, If you want i
be a man, if you secretly suspect mama . was
right, that you are a more advanced form of
uman, you must stay with Che to get your
credentials, This is an incredible distortion
of the role of a revolutionary. Could the girl Loy-
'ola hope to graduate as a man? Suppose we ig-
nore the infantile male supremaey in mich a
statement; suppoae he really means a quality
of maturity daveloped through intense struggle,
Ther are the ordinary working peoplé of Bo-
livia, who break their backs to keep thelr fami-
lies alive, doomed never to graduate as men
because they don't gat a scholarship to Che's
aschool? This ia plain elitism, The inevitable
logic ia that those who organize a revolutlnmr:,r
movement are supermen,

Wa know that it takes Marxist-Leninists to
begin a revolution, to sustain it, to selze and
hold power. But at the same time these are
ordinary pecple, harboring the same basic inter-
‘nal contradictions, and at every level there 1s
the temptation to complacency, Leadsers have
suffered far more than Che, dealt successfully
with new historical problems, and then stll
“aold out the people, turned to revisioniam. The
“hew-specles ldea holdd ocut the promise of saint-
‘hood, Somehow the lifelong strugele against
bourgeois ideclogy will be overfor some people.
And esgentlally elitlsm =mays that this sainted
ra.ce will 1ibarate the people,

‘It t& hard to see how Che expected aven
“tyery good prospects’’ to develop into men,
gince he tells his cwn guerrillas: *If you can't
attaln these heights, say so now and get ocut.”
How then are leaders going to develop in the
masd movement? How can the people hope to
develop men throughout society gothata revolu-
tion can be truly sweeping? 'If anybody's
chicken, say so now...'" Ian't that what we =aid
when we used to steal apples? If a man has
his doubts, can't we talk it over, analyze the
source of the fear, see its roots...7?

In fact, Che 15 constantly thinking about
cowardice vs, honor. “Naturally it 1a a typical
case of cowardice...Camba 18 reaching the
" Imits of moral degradation.’’ Of course Camba
may have been weak, but what is ‘“moral degrada-
tlon’' ? It seems clear from Che’s contemptuous
tone that if there were a way to cure this man’'s
tear, or tocorrect the weaknesses in the guerril-
la operation that caused it, Che was incapakble
of Beeing it. Because his sense of honor was
offended. Fldel beging with this theme of honor:
“"The formation of the guerrilla is a constant
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call to the condcience and honor of everyman,'”
Without any class content, phrases like honor
can only refer to a personal sense of morality,
the supreme Image of attalnment as an individual
that certain people create for themselves. To
some it 1s ‘‘dishonorable'’ to be forceful. A
¢ommiunist, however, puts a class measure on
all human behavior: Does it serve the working
class or the bourgecisie? If a man shows fear
in the face of the enemy, it i3 certainlya
serious matter; but how can you call it dis-
honorable? The very word puts him beyond
remedy, The ‘‘formation of a guerrilla" can
inspire a man to action; but tf he puts off join-
Ing, . if he doubis the rightness of the under-
taking, is his honor sullied? Honor 18 a meta-
physieal quality that focuses, llke sin, on the
individual and thus serves aa a cloak for some
variety of bourgecis morality.

One Against the World

-How much Fidel and Che center on the in-
dividual bacomes clear in Fidel's introduction;
“From a continent oppressed...there surges
this singular figure,..The intrinsic value of
the diary, the living expression of an extraor-
dinary personality, 1= 22 a guerrilla lesson, . .”

"This singular figure, this extracrdinary
personality.’”’ No one can pick vp where such a
man leaves off--the goal is already reached,
he has created himgelf. In his zeal, Fidel sim-
bly les, trylng to put a little extra radlance
on Che’s ascomplishment; *The fight alone
against the hostile environment in which their
action took place constitutes an insuperable
page of hercism.,,.Never before in history
has such a amall number of men undertaken
such & glgantic tagk...” |

First of all, every revolution has had its
moments of ‘““small number of men, gigantic
taaks,'” How does the contrast affect us if we
think. of the undertaking of the Chinese Revnlu-
ticn? There is no victory in being the handful ¥
of beginners, unless you cease belng a handful.
No praise is due a man merely for standing
alone againat odds (except in the individualist
culture of the bourgenisiz).

As for the fight against the hostile environ-
ment, one can aldg find suech ‘heroism’' in
the exploits of the ecarly explorers, who faced
the angry elements for months and alse had
thelr troubles with the natives, In fact the whole
tone of the diary makes it sound like an extended
hunting expedition. Certainly it takes determina-
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tion to pack into the wilda and hunt dangerous
creatureg—hbut herolsm too has a clasa content
for a Marxist, Think of the numberlesa ex-
ploits of the Vietnamesae pegple or the Chinese
In their protracted wara, Che’a performance is
puny by comparison. But the difference is really
based on the content, since gangsters and mer-
cenaries live ‘‘rough’’ lives too.

Che himself once underatood this: <" The guer-
rilla fighter needs full help from the people of
the area. This 18 an indispensable condition,
This is clearly =een by considering the case
of bandit gangs that cperate in a region, They
have all the characteriatica of a guerrilla
army: homogenelty, respect for the leader,

valor, knowledge of the ground and, often, aven
good understanding of the tactics to be em-
ployed. The only thing missing is8 support of the

pecple; and, inevitably, theae gangs are cap-
tured and exterminated by the public force.”
{Guerrilla Warfare)

Compare that to the revealing conclusion of
Che’s farewell letter to his parenta: ““Manywill
call me an adventurer, and that I am=—only one
of a different sort, one who risks kia neck tp
prove hlas platitudes....Now a will which I have
polished with delight will sustain some shaky
iegd and weary lungs. I will doit, Give a thought
onte In a while to thia little twentieth century
soldier-of-fortune,’’ A sad=—and tragle—change!

It ia truly bourgeols to try to persuade the
people of the correchiess of Che's miasion
hased on the brave form it took. Fidel cbvicusly
assumed that Che's example will initimidate
anyone from questioning the spundness of the
thecry behind it, Any argument ia pre-judged
as a mask for avolding the armed struggle:
*“Since no one really has an honest answer. ..
the moat honest thing to do would be to remain
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sllent,’”” But there are many ways to use a gun
once it is picked up. It s true that the revi-
stonists of the Soviet type have tried to willfy
the whole idea of armed atruggle because of
Che’s fallure, What we are saying is that this
fallure, and Che’s revelatlons, show that the
Cuban concept of revolutton is doocmad. Its net
rasult will be also to turn honest people awny
from the necessity of People’'s War, and cer—
tainly away from Marxiam-Leniniam, the scisnce
of revolution, -

Brave Men, Elite Men

What exactly ia the theory that Che went to
execute? One can only guess, #ince nelther he
nor Fidel talk about it. It-sounds llke a vision
of a new contnental revolt patterned afier
Bolivar, The goalis, once again, ‘"independenca’”
~thiz time from the USA. But =ince in cur era
it iz obvious that a social upheaval i3 necesBary,
the plan is filled out with much rhetoric about
{improving the conditons of the masses,

However, there 18 little use of sclentific
soclalist theory by Che, He opposes the peed
for a proletarian party, the cornerstone of
Lanin’s tsaching; makes ng conscipus tght
against bhourgeois ideclogy, revisionism, in the
ranks of the soclalist movement; totally rejacts
ali the theoriea of People’s War, the ideas of
creating bases amongst the masses, the Marxist
concept that the mas=zes make history: and
appears to be totally unaware of the clgad
struggle around him, The future is a vague
"'gopeialism,'” What it boils down to 18 to drive
U.5. imperialiam from South America bymeans
of elite guerrilla bands in grder to achleve the
second independence. No theory 1s developed as
to what happens then: How is the fight for in-
dependence transformed Inoto the rule of the

‘working claas?

Fidel says truthfully that this wonld be a
revolutionary transformation, But in the In-
terest of which suppressed classesa? Lifting the
yoke of imperialism would be a big shot in the
arm for much of the national bourgeoisie, the
petty-bourgecisie and the peasaniry ( land
reform 18 introduced); but only the smashing of
the whole capitalist system can be of any use to
the proletariat.

The moat talling proof of the diary's elifam
1g in the lack of Involvement with the Bolivian
people, There are scattered encounters.with
peagants, tost of the tiine when the guarrillas
detain someone who chancea on their poaition,
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Usually they are paid handsomely for their
Hme; in one case £1,000 iz given a peasant to
buy and fadten asome pigs, even though Che
remarks that he has ‘recaplialist ambitions.''
Only three or four times does Che even mention
the class position of a peasant (“*brother of a
rich peasant™) in passing, hut nowhere is there
a notion that there is any oppression, any class
struggle going on among these prople=no in-
volvement with their battles at ali.

Every month Che mentlona the “‘lack of
inearporation of the peasants’ as a major
problem, yet it seems he expects to win them
aver by becoming notoricus in the area—just by
their actlvity against the troops. At one point
he says, “'Through planned terrar we can
neutralize moet of them; support will come
later,’” But the problem contlnues: *Cut of all
the peasants we have met, there is one, Siman,
who 18 cooperative though frightened.’* And
after a year he says In 4 summary, *The masn
of peasants do not help us at all and have be-
come Informers.’”’ Is this what Fidel meant by
""hostile envircnment'’? In whose interests is
this strugple being waged?

It 158 d0 eagy for such an experience to be
used as prcof that the masses can’t be trusted,
that a new apecles of men must make the reve-
lutlon despite the pecople. Certainly there are
many in this country who will find their ‘'sua-
pleions'' about the working clasa confirmed by
Che. Of course the people are not thoroughly
virtupus. There are always some who will aid
the oppreasor classes against their own best
interesta, But if a communist works among
people for a year and succeeds anly in making
the mass of them hoatile, he might be inclined
to guestion his methods. Che hag no concept of
a mass line; that ig, he does not agree with the
aim of ecommuniats to unite and organize the
masses agalnst their elass enemies,

It is interesting that most of the dlaryis a
record of physical hardship and tactical ma-
neuvers, One might have expected a glimpse of
the rich histary of the people that one imagines
the pguerriltas to be particlpating in, M the
diary of a SNCC worker were published, for
instanee, cne should expeet an insight into the
true conditlons and struggles of the Southern
Black people, not an account of the diet of the
SNCC worker,

The other weakness that Che repeatedly
refers to is the lack of a aystem of “eontacts,
Behind this practical inconvenience lies Che's
theoretical rejection of the need for a revolu-
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tionary party. Obvlously, the party as Lenin
and Mao have developed it, able to carry out a
revolutionary line among zll sectors of the
oppressed, to coordinate and unify their strug-
gles, would from the beginnlng make the *‘eon-
tacts’’ problem negligible. Without sucha party,
Che was forced to make deals with traitors
like Monte, and to depend, ultimately, on an
allegiance to himself as a unifiar.

After forcing a split in Monje's party and
recelving the group of militants into the guer-
rilla band, he takes them pledge that there
will be no ideological strugple among them:
i, ..no political organization yet, and the ne--
ceagity to aveld polemies about national and
international discrepancles ' In-other words,
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he foreibly halts the revolutionary political
strugple that has led these men to break with
revislonism, and prevents the possibility of
their introducing new ideas among hig Cuban
cadre, just as Fidel once forbade his army to
read Peking Review. By implying that such
matters will only distract them from their
Hie-and-death struggle and that they are sec-
ondary matters, he simply makes his own
ideclogy the law, But despite his own admoni-
tion, Che held eclagses in Debray's ideas,

Only with a party is there any assurance
that the members will constantly be In a
process of struggle to rid themselves of their
ingrained bourgeois ideology, particularly the
individualism that prevents a revolutionary



from serving the interests of his people un-
reservedly., Through what forms could cne
expect Che to gvercome this in himself? There
t5 no real self-eritictam in the diary, No man
is s0 strong a proletarian that he won't ba
overcome by self-aggrandizing ideclogy when
he vever even thinks of the possibility of such
4 weakness, The struggle recorded in the diary
1s mainly the etforts of Che to keep his men
from cowardice and undiscipline. Certainly a
necessary struggle, but there is little evidence
of real criticism-eelf-critictsm sessions where
the root of the problem {s found, Rather, Che
gets angry and gives a bracing lecture,

What Fidel lauded as *atoicism,’’ when Che
stayed steady in the laat few monthe as fallure
mounted upon fallure, 18 a product of thia
refusal to admit the possibility of error, With
everything falling apart—no help from outside,
no growth, enmity from the peasants-there is
ng hint from Che that he sees anything wrong
with hia plans. That he will not learn from
mistaked that have apparently gone on for
years, Including his Conge adventure, seems
really to ba arrogunce, rathar than any kind of
revolutlonary stolcistn,

Fidel and Che do not learn from these ex-
periencea precisely because they cling to the
individuaiist dream that they have discovered a
‘inew’ theory, thelr own theory. The answers
to the problems Che encounteread (need for a

basde, need for a party, understanding of revi-
sioniam) should have led to an alignment with
the Chinese Communist Party. Many of the
problems of guerrilla warfare and revolutlon
In an explolted nation have already been en-
countered by the Chinese people, and the syn-
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theals of this experience led to the policy they
now puriue, Theory 18 not personal property;
it iz the discovery of general laws based on the
experience of the masses.

w:gm Che found himself betrayed and dis-
gusted by the head of the Bolivian CP and
othera, why didn’'t he conslder joining the fight
led by the Chinese CP against the worldwide
gpread of revisionlsm headed by the USSRTH
one people has experienced the treachery and
fought 1it, doesn’t that experience, and the
theory derived from it, belong to all? Elnstein
s8ald the reason he could see ao far was that he
gtocod on the shouldere of giants, If Che were a
gclentlat he would have worried not about his
prestige as an originator, but about the truth,

It 18 clear from what we know of the political
relation=hip of Cuba and China that Fidel and
Che are conaciously avoiding concluslons that
might seem ‘‘Maoist,” and trying to establish
4 ‘'third’’ path, between the USSR and China.
The publication of the diary 1s an effort to
spread this ‘centrist’’ ideology throughout the
world in opposition to Marxism- Lenintsm. Fidel
avan mentHons the great effect of Che's legend
on the North American movement,

What then does this legend Inspire? What
tendencies, what world view in our owm move-
ment? For many it shows the way to be militant
without havwing to deal with the stress of be-
longing te a diseiplined party. In other words,
a way to retaln your individuality with “honor.”’
This 13 very appealing to the intelligentsia;
Lenin would have called it petty-bourgeois
revolutlonlsm. The force of individoualism is
one of the most succes=zful weapons of the rul-
ing c¢lasa in this country., Che's legend is 5
prime example; It agsists those who need {llus-
tricus backing as a bulwark against a collective
mode of life. And if one identifles with the
Hemingway image that Che painta of himaself,
one meat certainly will feel some bltterness
towards the masses who worked against him,
He will alac be contemptuous of the idea of a
communist party, since Che seems to have
been scuttled by this “type’’ of grouping.

Two misleading strategic concepts can be
dravn from a reading of the dlary; If the heart
{8 with Che, then it will strengthen the notion of
taking the most extreme actions NOW, regard-
less of any tlea with the people. Che savs in
anger once, ‘A war is won with bullets” {not
people 7): and at another point, ** The government
is dimsintegrating rapldly=it is 5 pity we don't



have 100 more men right now.”' Such an outlook
auggeste that only an elite crew, weapons and
Hming are needed to make the revolution. Many
such growpa already exist in our country.

But the dlary spurs a second conclusion:
The plan was 3¢ obwiously doomed to fail that
one “‘would bave to be mad to believe in the
sucesss of any armed struggle nowadsys.'
Many people will not be able to avoid the sense
of futility in the diary and will just take it as
another justfication for their cyniciam or
fatalism,. Thiz 18 one thing the revisionists are
kankitg on.

The emergence of the Cuban revolutionaries
on the world scene gave a lot of young people in
thia country a style to strive for. Those who
wanted to rebel needed an image to copy, since
those reglona of ‘‘personality’’ were relatively
uncharted. From Che’s writlng, it now seems
that thie preocccupation with image was over-
powering in the guerrtlla band .itself. But it's
all a waste of time; it 13 intenge gelf-indulgence
under the guise of revolutionism, To emulate
Marx, Lenin or Mao is to strive to give oneself
utterly to the historic needs of the working
clasa, The gquestion ia not, How does my be-
havior look, but rather, Iz it true to the sclence
of revolution? What matters 13 dolng what muat
be done, as far as it {3 humanly and collectively
posaibie to determine it; let the chips ofperson-
ality fall from that necessity of history. The
sell is always waiting like a leech to sap the
energy that should go for the good of the people
and tyrn the best intentlons intoe thelr opposite:
self-aggrandizement, What must replace the
desire to become legend is the willingneas to

change utterly.

Perhaps it seems cruel to be so eritlcal of a
man who after all was not afrald to die for his
cause. But do we have to agree with the strategy
of the monka who burned themselves to protest
the. war? Some people are more afraild of
changing, of killing a ‘‘cherished'’ part of
themselves, of Immersing themselves in the
working class than they are of death itself,

Once- 4 revolutionary fixes on an unchange-
able picture of his ‘‘essence’’ {perhaps a like-
ness of Che?} he haa fallen into philosophie
ldealiam; he has recognized a God. Marxists
know that there is nothing in exlstence that is
unmaving or unchanging. Certainly, man’'s awn
being, mind, heart, call it what you will, at
every point of intersection is a part of this flux
of matter. No one can become 2 communiat and
yet preserve a nest egg of consciousness for
private viewing., All of tt must be put to work:
and as it is, it changes, and as it changes, a
NAW person emerges, a new ‘‘lmage.’” Yet if we
stop to admire the bold, noble, honorable
person we have beeome, overcome by self-
admiration, cur advance turna inte its oppostte:
2 hindrance. The self axpropriates the creation
for its own use and beats down the clamor for
further change. Here precisely 1s what Che is
the ‘‘example’” of, and what he and Fidel exhort
the world's revolulonary people to emulate.
Strike a pese, companeros ... Yook death in the
eye.,.we can make you legendary, .. the world
will speak your name...you will achieve the
highest level of the human species... you will
graduate as Men from our University of Adven-
ture, ..



