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The Cuban Revolution

Questions:

Why did Castro’s rebellion break out and why did it succeed?

What were the results of this successful revolution?

Events:
1895

The Cuban war for independence begins under leadership by Jose Marti and by 1897 autonomy is granted to the island.

1898

Spain and the United States sign the Treat of Paris, whereby control of Cuba is transferred to the United States.  (Exchaning one power for another when Cuba was on the brink of nationhood.)

1899

Military occupation of Cuba begins.

1901

The U.S. enacts the Platt Amendment and requires the Cuban constituent assembly to incorporate the statue into the newly written constitution.

1902-1903

On May 20th, 1902 the U.S. ends the military occupation of Cuba, inaugurating the Cuban republic.  The U.S. signs three treaties with Cuba.  The first. called the Permanent Treaty, enacts the Platt Amendment; the seond, called the Reciprocity Treaty, concedes a 20 percent concession to Cuban agricultural products entering the U.S. in exchange for reductions between 20 and 40 percent on U.S. importsinto Cuba; and the third agreement which entails Cuba “leasing” the sites of Bahia Honda and Guantanamo to the U.S.  A naval base is soon constructed in Guantanamo.  (Note: while military occupation of Cuba was technically non-existent, the Platt amendment forced Cuba to allow the U.S. to build military bases on land which Cuba was forced to give to the U.S.  So technically Cuba was not occupied by the U.S. military, but had U.S. military controlling a base of operations and a piece of land.)

1905-1932
Continually unstable political situation in Cuba that includes revolts, rebellions, corruption, questionable elections, etc.  Generally this period saw many different presidents take over by whatever means with liberals and conservatives switching back and forth between who was in and who was not in power.  When an armed conflict arose, more often than not the U.S. would step in and generally support the more conservatives who had a better chance of guaranteeing U.S. economic interests in Cuba but also if there was any danger that U.S. property or resources might get damaged in the fighting the U.S. military would step in.

1933

Fulgencio Batista rises to power and helps install Ramon Grau San Martin into power and will remain as the behind the scenes manipulator and most powerful man in Cuba for the next 20 or so years.

1933-1939

Batista appoints so and so and then replaces them.  Batista is all about “ousting” people.  If someone is elected whether Batista helped get them elected or not, Batista more often than not replaces them with someone else.

1938

Communist Party receives recognition as a legal political organization in Cuba.

1940

The constitution of Cuba is put into law.  Batista is “elected” president for a four-year term.

1944-1951
Communist party changes name to Partido Socialista Popular (PSP). A few more presidents come and go.

The Cuban Revolution (1952-1959)

1952

Batista seizes power through a military coup and ousts the governing administration, thereby ending constitutional government in Cuba.  (This is ambiguous because for years Cuba’s government had been corrupt and while elections were common, the legitimacy of these elections was constantly in question.  In addition, politicians regularly switched party and this was the heyday of the Mafia’s involvement in Cuba which went straight through Batista and which Batista helped promote.  Also, throughout all this time besides the 100 Days that Grau San Martin was in power back in 1933, there have been very few reforms of any kind to improve the lives of the people of Cuba.)
1953

Fidel Castro who had run for office in years previous as a young lawyer, now attacks the Moncada barracks in Santiago de Cuba.  The attack fails and survivors are sentenced to fifteen-year prison terms.

1954

BATISTA WINS AGAIN!!!!!!.................as the only person allowed to run for the presidency.

1955

Batista is so confident at this point that he proclaims a general amnesty in which Fidel Castro and other participants from the previous attack are released from prison.  Castro departs for Mexico to organize armed resistance against the Batista government.
1956
Castro returns to Cuba aboard the Granma yacht after word spreads to his base of operations in Mexico that Batista has found out about his training guerrillas for an invasion of Cuba.  Castro and Che Guevara establish guerrilla operations in the Sierra Maestra mountains of southeastern Cuba.
1957
In January Castro leads the first successful guerrilla operation against a Rural Guard post.  In March Jose Antonio Echeverria leads an attack on the Presidential Palace in an effort to assassinate Batista, the assault fails and Echeverria is killed.

1958

Raul Castro establishes another front north of where Fidel is.  The U.S. also imposes an arms embargo against the Batista government.  Batistat launches a counter-offensive against the guerrilla forces that fails.  Batista is himself finally ousted by a military coup led by General Eulogio Cantillo and he and his family and friends flee taking with them Batista’s personal fortune of over 300 million dollars.

1959

A general strike in early January forces the military government to relinquish power to the “26 of July Movement” as Castro and company are called.  Castro becomes Prime Minister.
Background and History:

The history of Cuba has been one of colonization and imperialism ranging from Spanish explorers and conquerors to a vast assortment of interlopers including the English, Dutch, and French.  Later on the United States and the Soviet Union would make Cuba a dependent of their respective influences.
Ideology:

Cuba’s development of nationalism had to come about when overthrowing the local government was not the only concern because overthrowing the local government also meant slighting the imperial power that propped that government up.
There have been two significant dual ideologies that have developed and helped influence the Cuban Revolution:  1) Traditionally liberal ideas and 2) Radical formulations of nationality.
Castro does talk about the continuity of revolution and how it is a process and from looking at the instability from 1895 until 1959 this seems to be true whether Castro had a hand in the beginning or not.

Structure of the Revolution and its Participants:

When Castro took power “the revolution had the masses as its foundations, new populists as its leaders, and a charismatic authority as jefe maximo.”  Hundreds of thousands of people demanded releif at a speed Castro’s young government could not possibly meet.  Castro and company had stated time and time again that this revolution was for those marginalized groups so that they too could earn an honest living in Cuba and not have to emigrate somewhere else; not only rural workers but industrial workers and peasants as well and the young professionals Castro promised employment to as well.
Castro immediately angered and flabergasted the liberals, property owners (including U.S. land owners in Cuba whose lands were taken or restricted in size), and the moderates in Cuba because the complete power with which he had allowed his government to do what they wished.  For instance, forty-four Batista air force pilots were acquitted on charges of bombing civilian centers during the actual war of the revolution when villages that were thought to support the “fidelistas” were bombed indiscriminately.  When these pilots were acquitted, popular outrage at this caused Castro to remit the trial and demand a new one where the pilots were sentenced to long term sentences.  This pleased the ‘people’ but angered those who believed in the law.  Castro insisted that the state dispense justice and defend the collective over the individual, the public over the private.

Aftermath and Reforms and Cuba Today:

In the first nine months of 1959 more than 1500 decrees, laws, and edicts were enacted.  Rent payments were reduced, telephone and electricity bills were reduced, labor contracts were negotiated and wages raised, sugar cane cutters wages were increased, health reforms, educational reforms, and unemployment relief followed, property previously owned by governmen and military officials was seized, the importation of luxury items was restricted saving Cuba $70 million in foreign exchange.  Television and automobile imports fell drastically.  Most important in this first year was the Agrarian Reform Law which restricted the size of real estate holdings, with the exception of land for sugar, rice, and livestock.  Land exceeding certain limits in size was nationalized with compensation in the form of 20 year bonds.  The Agrarian Reform Insititute (INRA) was also formed which in time would come to be in charge of reorganizing land systems and the transfer of land as well as road construction, health facilities, credit enterprises, educational projects, and housing programs.  These early reforms won the new government widespread support. 
After 1959, because of the liberals becoming increasinly disillusioned with a demogogue type government they had little influence over and the many property owners whose lands were seized, approximately one to two -tenths of the Cuban population emigrated to the United States, those who left are largely propertied, educated, and/or professionals.  This has allowed these Cuban émigrés to have a disproportionate influence on U.S. policy. 
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Cuban trade with the Soviet bloc made up 87 percent of all Cuban trade enterprises; however this was all to end in 1989 when the communist regime of the Soviet Union fell.  The fall of the USSR and the resulting chaos in the former Soviet Union would be felt worldwide, but nowhere more so than in the countries that the Soviet Union exerted great influence over, such as Cuba.  During Cuba’s relationship with the Soviet Union, Cuba was a member of the Council of Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA).  This “trade bloc of the Soviet Union and the centrally planned economies in its orbit offered aid and markets that no single country could offset.”
  This meant that Cuba was left without a major source of trade and revenue without anything to take up the slack.  The fall of the Soviet Union directly led to Cuba’s economy going into freefall in the early ‘90s.  Summarizing Ana Julia Jatar, the loss of Soviet aid meant no more sugar or oil subsidies, loss of commercial arrangements with other socialist countries within the sphere of influence of the Soviet Union, exports dropped to one-third from what they had been before 1989, and imports dropped to one-fifth from $10.1 billion to $2.1 billion in 1993.   The drop in total Soviet aid to Cuba is amazing and shows why Cuba’s economy suffered so much after the collapse of the USSR as aid went from $3 billion in 1989 to a mere $50 million in 1992.
  These astonishing statistics provide ample reason for the economy of Cuba to struggle mightily to counteract the huge loss in revenue.


In order to solve Cuba’s economic problems, the Cuban government was forced to change the way it did business and in 1993 economic reforms swept through the Cuban National Assembly.  It is important to note that the economic reforms that resulted from an economy in freefall in Cuba literally forced the Cuban government to make changes they would absolutely not consider.  Castro is quoted during this time as saying ‘“life, reality … forces us to do what we would have never done otherwise…. We must make concessions.”
  The “concessions” Castro speaks of contained four main reforms: the legalization of dollar holdings, the liberalization of the agricultural sector, dramatic fiscal adjustment, and the liberalization of more than 150 services.  The legalization of dollar holdings meant that overseas Cuban workers could send money home to Cuba, amounting to between $300 and $500 million.  The liberalization of the agricultural sector meant that the state owned and controlled agricultural companies were converted into cooperatives and free markets were created.  The dramatic fiscal adjustment was in regard to new subsidy cuts and taxes that far exceeded any previous level, which reduced the national debt of Cuba 28.5 percent, down to 2 percent in 1996.    The liberalization of more than 150 services ranged from hairdressers to mechanics and allowed businesses to charge dollars.  These reforms combined helped bring Cuba out of the economic turmoil caused by the collapse of the USSR.  
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