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This is no time for heroes with bad causes
We must resist being seduced by the revolutionary glamour of Che Guevara, 
Bobby Sands and Ulrika Meinhof

David Aaronovitch 

At the end of part one of Stephen Soderbergh's immense movie 
biography, Che, the audience at its London opening yesterday 
applauded, and some whooped. 

I don't think Soderbergh, the occasionally demanding auteur, was the 
whoopee, but rather the long-dead revolutionary himself. For 
Soderbergh's Che Guevara is heroic, determined, paternalistic, idealistic, 
humorous, outspoken - a father-doctor-lover-warrior combination to 
excite all but the feeblest pulse. If he has a problem it is his obstinacy in 
smoking cigars despite being an asthmatic. True, in the movie he 
executes a couple of criminal wretches when he is in the Cuban forests, 
but it is wartime and their crime was rape, and in movies rape can only 
be punishable by death. It was interesting that while the audience 
laughed at the condemned rapist wanting more rum, they went very quiet 
when the unreconstructed Che used the word maricón (faggot) as a term 
of abuse. Death yes, homophobia no. 

Che, however, used to execute non-rapists too. In January 1957, up in 
the hills, for example, he shot Eutimio Guerra in the head with a .32-
calibre pistol for being suspected of passing on information, and a 
campesino by the name of Aristidio, for cowardice. This was confided in 
his diaries. One not unsympathetic biographer remarked that Che liked to 
see whether condemned men met their deaths with courage, or like a 
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maricón. 

Once the revolution in Cuba was won - 50 years ago in January - Che 
took command of the military court convened at La Cabaña fortress in 
Havana, and processed the death sentences of dozens - possibly 
hundreds - of prisoners after the most cursory of trials. A left-wing 
Basque priest officiated for the condemned. “I pleaded many times with 
Che on behalf of prisoners,” he said later. “I remember especially the 
case of Ariel Lima, a young boy. Che did not budge.”

Background

●     One of the great scenes? 

●     Baader-Meinhof: first modern 

terrorists? 

●     Del Toro gets to the man 

behind the T-shirt myth 

●     Hunger 

These semi-judicial murders were only 
one part of Che's implacability. At the 
time of the Cuban missile crisis in 1962, 
Che was prepared to countenance a first 
nuclear strike by Soviet missiles against 
the United States. One can imagine that 
it was with some relief that Fidel Castro 
saw him depart for Bolivia and oblivion. 

The point is that being heroic is not, in 
itself, a cause for celebration. It can be 
quite the opposite. This was suggested to 

me again by a review of the new film Hunger, which opens this week. 
Hunger deals with the republican hunger strikes in the Maze prison in 
Northern Ireland in 1981, in which ten IRA and INLA prisoners fasted to 
death. The reviewer writing in The Guardian was Ronan Bennett, a 
former republican prisoner, now a much esteemed novelist and 
playwright. 

The film's main character is the IRA man and Sinn Fein MP, Bobby 
Sands, and the film-makers have captured “Sands' unsentimental 
idealism, resilience and determination”, “allowing him to emerge 
undiminished in body or spirit”, in the “simple recognition of his full, 
complex humanity”. 

But what would any of this avail us if Sands's cause was a bad one? 
Heroism is not confined to the virtuous - ask former members of the 
Waffen SS. Here Bennett lauds the moviemen for permitting “what is 
implicit in each scene to emerge unforced and unstressed...[and 
throwing] us as viewers in at the deep end, trusting that what we see will 
eventually make us understand”, but admits somewhat contradictorily 
that “the emphasis is on the State as the perpetrator of violence and on 
republicans as the victims, something the 100,000 people who lined 
Sands's funeral route would have had no trouble in recognising”.

Sands died on May 5, 1981. The second hunger striker, IRA man Francis 
Hughes, died exactly a week later. I am sure he would also have 
possessed a complex humanity. Hughes's problem - unexplored by 
Hunger or Bennett - was his habit of depriving other people of theirs. To 
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take one example, on February 8, 1978, William Gordon, part-time 
soldier and school welfare officer, was, as on every weekday morning, 
driving his son and daughter to their primary school. Presumably this 
pattern was known to the IRA team led by Hughes, which planted a 
bomb under Gordon's car. The seven-year-old boy was blown clear, but 
badly injured. His father was killed instantly, his ten-year-old sister 
decapitated.

This one example will do. Between 1969 and 1999 thousands of British 
citizens were killed, the large majority by republicans. And this is 
Bennett's political judgment on the importance of Sands (and, 
presumably, Hughes) that he “probably did more to turn the tide of the 
republican struggle than any other individual. His death garnered 
worldwide attention and sympathy, and it marked the beginning of the 
long run of electoral successes that eventually propelled Sinn Fein into 
government”. 

In other words the IRA changed strategies, winning its goals through an 
increasing use of political rather than violent means. So, in a way, it was 
all - though horrible - worth it. A new book, Gunsmoke and Mirrors: How 
the IRA Dressed up Defeat as Victory, by the Observer journalist Henry 
McDonald, explicitly challenges this self-exculpatory mythology. 

Sands's death came 12 years into the Troubles and 13 years before the 
first ceasefire. His funeral orations and those for his fellow hunger 
strikers helped to recruit a new generation of benighted bombers and 
shooters. What eventually forced the change of strategy on the IRA was 
not the success of the ballot box, but the defeat of the Armalite. 
McDonald argues that the key year was not 1981, but rather 1987 when 
one unit of the IRA was rubbed out by the SAS in Loughgall, and when 
an IRA bomb on Remembrance Sunday in Enniskillen caused 
international outrage. It was in this year, points out McDonald, that Gerry 
Adams made approaches to Charlie Haughey, the Irish Prime Minister, 
about charting a new course. 

In the end Adams and Martin McGuinness - brave though they have 
been - achieved for themselves no more and no less than a peaceful civil 
rights movement would have achieved ten years earlier and with 3,000 
fewer deaths. It is this that republicans cannot bring themselves to admit, 
and that the mythologists want to obscure. 

Also showing this week at the London Film Festival is a new German film 
about those other armed rebels, the Baader Meinhof gang. I think Ulrika 
Meinhof probably possessed qualities of idealism, resilience and 
determination. Just like Sands, just like Che. It should remind us that, 
with nothing certain and a world recession on the way, this is a bad time 
to be lauding bad heroes.
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The Che people talk about was a legend and it was with no sorrow that 
Castor saw him leave for South America - he was a poor administrator once 
in power (it is a rare revolutionary that is). It is Che the symbol that people 
revere not the violent intolerant revolutionary.

John, Knutsford, UK

"Che's life is an inspiration for every human being who loves freedom. We will 
always honor his memory."  
---- Nelson Mandela  
 
 
“Che is not only an intellectual, he was the most complete human being of our 
time – our era’s most perfect man.”  
---- Jean Paul Sartre

John, Chicago, 

Congratualtions. Very timely.

Andras, Budapest, Hungary

I bet no-one who has ever had a poster of Che on their wall as a student or 
worn a Che T-Shirt would have if they'd known of half the things he'd done.  
 
Even NOW, though, I bet some won't stop admiring him. They'll just ignore 
the evidence of his crimes.

Roger B, Norwich, 

How about a bit of balance on both sides. Che was neither an angel or 
downright evil. Leftists may be blinded regarding Che's dark side but those on 
the centre and right are often blinded to the state of pre-1959 Cuba under U.S 
control/influence. Revolution was inevitable. 

Shan, London, 

There is a big difference between the cowards these days who attack 
innocent civilians, and the past radicals who targetted the rich and politically 
powerful. They were taking the fight to those who were the source of the 
problem. These days we have so-called radicals who badger the ordinary 
punter.

Frank Macdonald, London, UK

Tricky.  
 
If an audience is predisposed to moral relativism, then the glamour will help 
remind them that there, but for the grace of god, go we.  
 
If an audience is predisposed to moral absolutism, then the glamour will 
simply seduce (or enrage) them.  

Green Central

Secrets of worm 
grunting unearthed 
Lewis Smith on how research 
proves Darwin's instincts

●     Green Central

Fundraising
c£60k + excellent benefits 
RNLI 
South West 

Director Roles
Six Figure 
Rolls Royce 
Midlands/Europe 

●     Search more Jobs

Properties

Great Dubai Investment 
Opportunities
 
From £89,950 

Rushmore Condo's New 
Luxury Condo's In 
Manhattan
Great Investment, River Views 
 

SW10, Fulham Road 3 dbl 
bed raised gnd flr flat in this 
convenient location 
 
OIRO £545,000 

Still Looking For Your 
Perfect Home? 
Times Online Property Search 
will help you find it 
 

●     Search for more properties

Holidays

Amazing Thailand Offer!
City & beach break 
from £735pp 
 

Funway Holidays Int Inc
Paradise Discovered - Hawaii, 

http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/columnists/david_aaronovitch/article5026343.ece (4 of 8)06/11/2008 15:45:23

http://timesonline.typepad.com/environment/2008/10/secrets-of-worm.html
http://timesonline.typepad.com/environment/2008/10/secrets-of-worm.html
http://timesonline.typepad.com/environment/
http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/job/355426/head-of-community-fundraising
http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/employerjobs/rolls-royce
http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/Jobs/JobSearch.aspx
http://www.thefirstgroup.com/l/en/index.php?clientsource=225&trackingid=thetimesonline76890&teamid=2&emailto=2&emailbody=2&searchtype=&website=www.thefirstgroup.com/l/en&amnt=89,950%20GBP&kywd=&ts=1
http://www.thefirstgroup.com/l/en/index.php?clientsource=225&trackingid=thetimesonline76890&teamid=2&emailto=2&emailbody=2&searchtype=&website=www.thefirstgroup.com/l/en&amnt=89,950%20GBP&kywd=&ts=1
http://www.therushmoreriverside.com/
http://www.therushmoreriverside.com/
http://www.therushmoreriverside.com/
http://douglasandgordon.com/dng/edge_images/Media/174867/pdfs/174867_Sales_-_A4_-_Details_(4_pages)_MediumQuality.pdf?t=1225291434
http://douglasandgordon.com/dng/edge_images/Media/174867/pdfs/174867_Sales_-_A4_-_Details_(4_pages)_MediumQuality.pdf?t=1225291434
http://douglasandgordon.com/dng/edge_images/Media/174867/pdfs/174867_Sales_-_A4_-_Details_(4_pages)_MediumQuality.pdf?t=1225291434
http://timesonline.globrix.com/
http://timesonline.globrix.com/
http://uk.propertyfinder.com/2/pf/da/timesonline/home.do
http://traveldirectory.timesonline.co.uk/classified_popup.aspx?adid=528-8631436*8631436&uid=ouhf51z243nxww45i0ynoinq&subscriber=2OamoNuI8cxcRwFdLm5Dkg&sector=TRAV
http://traveldirectory.timesonline.co.uk/classified_popup.aspx?adid=528-8631438*8631438&uid=3jiuwe45v1lbl1453xofq3n1&subscriber=2OamoNuI8cxcRwFdLm5Dkg&sector=TRAV


This is no time for heroes with bad causes | David Aaronovitch - Times Online 

 
So maybe it can be both good and bad at once.

Ian Kemmish, Biggleswade, UK

Here in Colombia, people are still dying on a daily basis thanks to the efforts 
of Che´s heroic disciples. A revolting individual indeed...but not in the sense 
that he imagined.

James, monteria, Colombia

Aaronovitch demonstrates the evil of the IRA in killing innocent civilians i.e. 
the attack on the UDR man. He then, not disapprovingly, mentions the 
'rubbing out' of an IRA unit by the SAS in 1987. He fails to mention the 
murder of an innocent bystander by the SAS in that attack. Double 
standards? 

Rojo, Dublin, 

On Sunday Sinn Fein/IRA will protest against troops home from Afghanistan 
parading in Belfast. In any other UK city there would be national uproar. 
Would Al Qaieda be allowed a protest at the same time as a parade on the 
site of 7/7 London bombs? The sectarian hate shines through their spin.

Keith, Belfast, UK

The unforgettable legacy of Billy Sands lies not in the misty eyed romanticism 
of this film but in the blatent anti-British sectarianism of Sinn Fein. Not content 
with opposing homecoming parades, they wish to ban the Police from 
wearing poppies over Remembrance, an event they killed 11 at in 1987.

Gerald Manly, Londonderry, Northern Ireland, UK

I don't get it, how many of us are actually getting excited about dead 
revolutionaries? It's a film.

James, Cambridge, UK

‘Che’ Aaronvitch in 2003 on British extra-judicial executions: “it was pretty 
much inevitable that some security force personnel would be tempted to use 
loyalist terror groups as a shadowy proxy… yet we are contemplating 
imprisoning the policemen who were trying – albeit illegally – to stop the 
terror?” 

Danny Morrison, Belfast, Ireland

Viva Che Ernesto Guevara, he was an inspirational leader. He fought against 
the imperialists, colonialists and the greedy capitalists, if most had listened to 
Che we would not have a global economy meltdown. Viva Che.

Gabriel, Dublin, Ireland

A hero is someone who eschews violence and embraces peace. It's true that 
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govts will kill, arrest, and beat peaceful rebels- but they always lose any moral 
ground they may have had- and in the end will lose. Is Gandhi the only hero 
in recent political history? There must be others... 

eric, paris, 

Interestingly a Che Guevarra monument was unveiled in Vienna by leading 
members of the socialist party this month. A war criminal is a war criminal one 
would think. Being blind on the left eye doesn't really help.

Thomas, Vienna, 

And this is also why History is so important. It ought to be taught at schools 
correctly -- not politically correctly. Only then will our youth (who too often 
think movies are truth) will be able to make measured judgements. Otherwise 
our future will be one led by the Che's and Mao's of the world.

Sharon, Houston, US

And what are the oppressed and dispossessed to do? I bet the people of 
Zimbabwe would applaud the arrival of a Che Guevara or a Bobby Sands. 

Kuma, Chengdu, China

And this is not something we only see in retrospect. The USSR understood 
very well that many in the West were susceptible to the hero-worshiping of 
murderers and terrorists - that's why they supplied them with aid and money. 
Given the nature of our society, it was a rational policy to do so.

jon livesey, Sunnyvale, CA/USA

Those who laud Che Guevara really should read his diaries, or go to Cuba, 
and not just look at his picture. He was a homicidal psychopath who helped 
set up one of the most brutal regimes in latin America and drove 100,000s to 
flee their country.

Pauline Renton, Camberley, UK

Tell this to the scores of Labour MPs who laud Fidel Castro and Che Guevara 
as "heroes of the Left" in various Early Day Motions.

Kay Tie, London, UK

Have your say
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