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The task of providing a synopsis and analysis of any revolution is a difficult one as events generally do not hold to the same pattern or form.  If there are to be stages of a revolution, as Crane Brinton suggests in his The Anatomy of Revolution, exceptions and variations must also be included.  In the case of the Cuban Revolution the latter is most definitely the case as the Cuban Revolution spans a great many years and can even be argued to be still underway.

In order to being an understanding of the Cuban Revolution one must reach far back into the history of Cuba.  When Columbus first stepped on land on October 29, 1492, it was the northern coast of Cuba that he stepped foot on.
  For the next 400 years Cuba would experience colonization and imperialism that would range from Spanish explorers, conquerors, and rulers to a vast assortment of interlopers including the English, Dutch, and French.
  Throughout this time Cuba saw a variety of types of rule from strict overbearing Spanish rule to times of virtual freedom where casual rule of the Spanish could hardly be felt.


However, in the mid 19th century Cuba began to wage major rebellions against Spanish rule in order to gain their independence.  It is here that we will start the true Cuban Revolution.  This period is chosen because after numerous failed rebellions, in 1895, the newest installment of the Cuban war for independence that had been three years in the planning, began under the leadership of Jose Marti.  By 1897 the war had reached a stalemate with the Spanish greatly outnumbered by the Cuban insurgents, yet major victories were difficult to find.  By the end of that same year Spanish sovereignty over Cuba was virtually non-existent.  However, the Spanish still had a strong military presence in Cuba.  As the Spanish colonial regime’s bankruptcy became all the more apparent, Spain began to lack the ability to wage a successful war so far away.  After pleas from Spaniards that there was ‘“little hope of a stable government under either of the contending forces,”’ the United States stepped into Cuba and ostensibly set up a sphere of influence over the island chain in what would become known as the Spanish-American War.   The U.S. involvement in the Spanish-American War was seen politically as a war against the Spanish, but the U.S. had designs on making Cuba a subsidiary of the U.S. and inserting their own influence.  In 1898 Spain and the United States signed the Treaty of Paris, whereby control of Cuba was transferred to the U.S.  The Cuban people exchanged one imperial power for another.  This is often called the beginning of Cuban independence, but it is difficult to say that the Cuban people unequivocally achieved their independence.
  Because it took United States military intervention into Cuba, the Cuban nationalists were “deprived of their claim to sovereignty.”

In April of 1898 as the U.S. prepared to launch a military campaign in Cuba, the U.S. Congress decided to “forgo recognition of Cuban independence in exchange for the president’s [McKinley] acceptance of a disclaimer.”
  This disclaimer came in the form of the Teller Amendment in which the United States ‘“hereby disclaims any disposition of intention to exercise sovereignty, jurisdiction, or control over said island except for pacification thereof, and asserts its determination, when that is accomplished, to leave the government and control of the island to its people.”’
  It was this article of the congressional resolution that would guarantee Cuba’s eventual autonomy.
Military occupation would become official on January 1, 1899.  To sum up the attitude many Americans held towards the Cuban independentismo movement “one New York journalist exhorted, ‘“If we leave it to the Cubans, we give it over to a reign of terror – to the machete and the torch, to insurrection and assassination.”’
  However, regardless of U.S. propaganda the so-called “radicals” of Cuban independence succeeded in gaining office and by 1900 the United States found itself in a precarious position as their presence in Cuba was becoming difficult to justify while at the same time many American officials did not believe they could entrust the Cuban people to govern themselves.  However, a trend in Cuba had been coming for many more years than the United States had actually had a presence in Cuba and soon it became apparent that the U.S. must pull out of Cuba.  Occupation had become expensive and a burden to the U.S.  Yet the U.S. would not pull out of Cuba without first passing and requiring the Cuban constituent assembly to incorporate the Platt Amendment into the newly written Cuban constitution.  The Platt Amendment basically allowed the U.S. to annex Cuba without officially bringing Cuba into the U.S.  The Platt Amendment included restrictions to Cuba such as the denial of treaty authority and debt restrictions.  The U.S. flatly refused to grant Cuban independence and end military occupation if the Cuban assembly did not agree to the Platt Amendment.
  On May 20th the U.S. officially ended its military occupation of Cuba, inaugurating the Cuban republic.  The U.S. would in turn sign three treaties with Cuba.  The first, called the Permanent Treat, enacted the Platt Amendment; the second, called the Reciprocity Treaty, conceded a 20 percent concession to Cuban agricultural products entering the U.S. in exchange for reductions between 20 and 40 percent on U.S. imports into Cuba; and the third agreement which entailed Cuba “leasing” the sites of Bahia Honda and Guantanamo to 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 the U.S. military controlling a base of operations on a large parcel of Cuban land.
In the years between 1905 and 1932, Cuba would experience the growing and stretching out of its newly formed political system and nationhood.  This would include a largely continuously unstable political situation that included revolts, rebellions, corruption, and questionable elections and government and municipal bribery.  Generally this period saw many different leaders and government officials come to power by whatever means necessary to them.  Most commonly this was a reflection of an individual’s family wealth as political power became a top commodity in the struggling Cuban economy.  There were political parties during this time with liberals and conservatives on either side of the line.  However, it was not unusual for politicians to switch political parties if they believed they had a better chance at being elected.  When an armed conflict arose, more often than not the U.S. would step in and generally support the more conservative parties as they had a better chance of guaranteeing the U.S.’s economic interests in Cuba and their own property and resources which could potentially be lost if fighting escalated.

In 1934 the Platt Amendment was done away with, excluding the clause regarding Guantanamo naval station and “henceforth, Cuba-U.S. relations would be conducted formally between ‘“independent though friendly states.”’  Cuba was finally becoming a truly independent nation.

The period of instability prior to 1933 gave way to a new era in 1933 when Fulgencio Batista rose to power.  The next 25 years would see a turning point in Cuban politics and history as Batista would be in power for roughly the next twenty years.   A soldier who rose to power, Batista would initially help install Ramon Grau Martin into power.  When Grau began to institute liberal reforms, Batista replaced him with a president of his own choosing.  This trend would continue throughout the 1930s as “Batista ruled Cuba through puppet presidents and shadow governments.”

It is notable that in 1938 the Communist Party in Cuba receives recognition as a legal political organization in Cuba.
  Two years later in 1940 a new constitution was adopted and Batista was elected to a four year presidential term, which by most accounts was a fair election.  This is interesting as Batista is not known for his “fairness.”

The 1940s in Cuba saw a nation still struggling economically and socially, but that was aided economically by wartime industries during World War II and later during the Korean War.  The new prosperity, however, also caused inflation and the increase of food prices.
  In addition, “Between 1944 and 1948, Cuban sugar production increased almost 40 percent, from 4.2 million to 5.8 million tons.  By 1948, sugar had come to constitute a record 90 percent of the island’s total exports by value.”
  The fact that sugar was Cuba’s cash crop and provided for the vast majority of its exports also illustrates the fact that Cuba at this point was stuck in an export economy dependent on foreign prices and economic fluctuation.
This war time economic growth would soon reach stagnation, and in the mid to late 1940s, the Cuban government would be dominated by the Autenticos.  The Autenticos were a horribly corrupt government and administration.  After the suicide of a political leader in 1951 and the continued demise of the Autentico administration and increasing scorn and suspicion of the current government, Batista again came onto the scene.  This time, though, it was not a popular democratic election that brought Batista to power, but a military coup in 1952.  Within a very short period of time the military conspirators had completely overturned the Autentico government.  Batista and his military coup closed opposition press offices, occupied the local headquarters of various unions and the communist party, detained and arrested union leaders and political opponents, closed the university, suspended constitutional guarantees, and dissolved congress.
  Batista had clearly violated the 1940 constitution and in essence had dissolved the republic and turned it into a dictatorship.
Before we make mention of Fidel Castro, it is important to note that the communist party was reorganized in 1944 into the Partido Socialista Popular (PSP) and had even obtained a few seats in the cabinet and senate and lower houses of the government.  However, during the Autentico years, the PSP became repressed and had many of its leaders killed; including communist labor organizers.  The Autentico government also “confiscated the PSP radio station and continually harassed the party newspaper.”
  I make mention here of the communist party in Cuba because later on it would become the basis for Castro’s rule.
If we return to Batista’s coup, we see that 1952 is the traditional year that is deemed the beginning of the Cuban Revolution.  For the purposes of this essay, the revolution has been stated as beginning with the first major rebellion for independence in Cuba, more than fifty years previous.  The reason for pushing the revolution back to the origins of Cuban nationalism stems from the lack of a stable and continuous government in Cuba.  In 1952, when Batista led his military coup the Rural Guard of the government would regularly guard and protect foreign land and investment.  The lives of the Cuban people had improved very little over a period of approximately sixty years.  When Castro took over power he recognized the value of a Cuban society and of Cuban ownership of Cuban land.

On July 26, 1953, Fidel Castro, a young lawyer, led “a nearly suicidal attack on the second largest army installation of Moncada in Santiago de Cuba.”
  The attack is unsuccessful but it established armed resistance to Batista forces and the regime.  Throughout the next few years Batista received a large amount of criticism and in 1954 Batista ran for election as the only candidate desiring to run and won by a “mere 40 percent.”
  In the years to follow Castro and many of his followers would be imprisoned and in 1955 as Batista’s confidence is growing, Batista grants amnesty to Castro and other participants from the previous attack and releases them from prison.  This could possibly be the most noteworthy error of Batista.  Castro immediately departs for Mexico and he and his supporters join forces with men such as Ernesto Che Guevara in an attempt to further their revolution from abroad and organize armed resistance against the Batista government.  
In 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 the training of guerillas for an invasion of Cuba.  After another disastrously failed attack, Castro flees to the Sierra Maestra mountains.  It is while in hiding in this mountainous region that Castro and his followers come up with the brilliant plan of attacking the Rural Guards in this remote area and in so doing gain a tremendous amount of popular support.  As the Rear Guard are mostly small groups of organized men, Castro’s forces have little trouble defeating them as they launch guerilla raids down from the mountains.  The fidelistas, as Castro’s men were being called continued to swell their ranks as the fighting was now in full swing.  In 1958, a turning point in the fighting takes place when Raul Castro, Fidel’s brother, establishes another front in the north.  The Batista government in an effort to curb the popular peasant support the fidelistas are receiving, launch a campaign of “government terror and repression [that] left few households unvisited by grief.”
  To add to the sad state of the country, “public works programs came to a halt, and inevitably unemployment increased.”
  Soon urban areas such as Havana were “transferred into a center of commercialized vice of all sorts, underwritten by organized crime from the United States and protected by Batista’s police officials.”
  In the beginning of `1958 Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. summed it up when he said after a visit to Havana, 

‘“I was enchanted by Havana – and appalled by the way that lovely city was being debased into a great casino and brothel for American businessmen over for a big weekend from Miami.  My fellow countrymen reeled through the streets, picking up fourteen year old Cuban girls and tossing coins to make men scramble in the gutter.  One wondered how any Cuban – one the basis of this evidence – could regard the United States with anything but hatred.”’

Soon thereafter as the resistance becomes more successful, the U.S. imposes an arms embargo on the Batista government, which hurts the already delicate morale of the army and by this time even the U.S. was yearning for the fall of Batista as it was generally agreed that the fall of Batista was now the only way in which to begin to rebuild Cuba.
  However, Batista still has the strength to launch a counter-offensive against the now totally united rebel forces, but this attempt fails although many rural areas are bombed indiscriminately and much death and destruction is brought upon the Cuban people once again.  By the end of 1958, with a weakened Batista and an army that was increasingly failing to fight, “the generals seized power.”
  Immediately Batista and his family and friends flee the country taking with them Batista’s personal fortune of over 300 million dollars accumulated out of pilfering of government funds and Batista’s tight association and support of the American Mafia in Cuba.  

Castro’s 26 of July movement, in charge of the Rebel Army, then insisted on the unconditional surrender of the generals.  Castro threatened to continue fighting and “called for a nationwide general strike” if the generals did not hand the government over.
  One week later, Castro arrived in Havana.
  Fidel Castro will soon be named Prime Minister and the Cuban Revolution has finally found a leader who will foster a stable government.  If we say that a revolution ends only after the old regime is replaced by a stable revolutionary government then this will mark the end of the Cuban Revolution.
From here some interesting questions can be raised.  For instance what appeal did Castro have and why did he and his rebels gain such significant support?  In short, Castro succeeded because throughout the history of Cuba national institutions were in varying degrees of collapse and disarray, as well as a struggling economy and social system.  “By attacking the past that had created these hardships, the revolutionary leadership struck a responsive chord that initially cut across lines of class and race and served to unite Cubans of almost all political persuasions.”
  Indeed, during and after the revolution, promises were made of “social justice, economic security, [and] political freedom.”


Louis A. Perez states that, “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 relief 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.  This included not only rural workers but industrial workers and peasants as well as the young professionals Castro promised employment to.
Castro immediately angered the liberals, property owners (including U.S. land owners in Cuba whose lands were taken or restricted in size), and the moderates in Cuba due to the complete power with which he had allowed his government to rule with a free hand.  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 prison terms.
  This pleased the ‘people’ but angered those who believed in and respected the rule of the law.  Castro insisted that the state dispense justice and defend the collective over the individual, the public over the private.  Here we see the socialist underpinnings of Castro’s government beginning to rise up and become dominant.

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 government 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 Institute (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, liberals of Cuba became increasingly disillusioned with a government whose leadership was taking on the look of something of a demagogue, and as it became apparent that they were exercising little influence over the Castro government, many property owners and professionals whose lands were seized, approximately one to two -tenths of the Cuban population emigrated to the United States.  Of those who left, they were largely propertied, educated, and/or professionals.  This has allowed these Cuban émigrés to have a disproportionate influence on U.S. policy since their arrival. 
It would not be until the mid 1960s and 1970s that the so-called human rights violations of which Castro stands accused would occur.  These would include periodic restrictions of not only civil rights, but also violent acts against those seen as political enemies.  While the human and civil rights violations perpetrated by the Castro government over its long history can not be denied, the effects of the completed revolution on Cuba were largely positive as improvements to the lives of the actual people of Cuba could finally be seen.

Some interesting statistics regarding the improvements in Cuba can be seen in that Cuba now has the highest number of doctors per head of population in the world, as well as the same proportion of teachers to the population.  Additionally, Cuba now has a rather good health system where the life expectancy has rise from 55 to 76 years and the infant mortality rate has dropped to the lowest for any Third World country and is even lower than many First World countries, such as the United States.  In addition, women’s rights have been improved ranging from training programs to enable women to take up employment to the Cuban government formalizing equal pay for women.  Childcare, contraception and free legal abortions are measures provided by Cuba that other countries struggle to provide.  Women also have an equal opportunity for education now.  Lastly and something that is commonly overlooked when talking about Cuba, is that the Cuban economy has been improving and along with it the steady betterment of the standard of living for the people of Cuba.  While the U.S. embargo on Cuba has restricted economic development to a large extent, there still remains and continue to be, large foreign investment in Cuba from many foreign countries.
  This last trend represents a greater trend in Cuba, which appears to be a move towards a more moderate outlook out of necessity.  

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.  However, the Castro regime has remained in power through a stable government.

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 from 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.
If we look to Crane Brinton’s model of a revolution we see that this movement towards a more moderate policy by the Castro government might be seen as a moderate phase but here again, the Cuban Revolution does not follow the ordered stages of Brinton’s model.  If one is to search for a Reign of Terror they might find one in the human rights violations of the government, or going back to Batista, one might find many events of his government to warrant a reign of terror.
The ideology of the Cuban Revolution was one of nationalism mixed with liberal ideas and radicalism and this can be seen through looking at the ideals of the revolution and its effects over time.  It is notable about the Cuban Revolution that the current government had adapted itself to a changing world and economy.  For example, Cuba takes many of its profits from tourism, something that might have previously been restricted.  Cuba provides an interesting example of a revolution because of its long periodization and its uniqueness in regard to the popular outbreak of revolution and the constant imperial influences the country’s people have had to battle with and be exploited by for centuries on end.
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