Overview:
· Cuba won independence from Spanish rule in 1895

· dominated politically and economically by the US after that

· US supported corrupt and brutal presidents who ruled until 1959

· Cuban revolutionaries like Castro were inspired by national hero, Jose Marti

· He died in 1895 fighting the Spanish

· Marti fought for complete freedom against foreign domination, and many saw the USA as the new 'Spain' in terms of colonialism

· Under US tutelage, the Cuban economy was dangerously reliant on exports of sugar to the USA

· prone to economic exploitation

· Despite being relatively richer than other caribbean nations, there was a large inequality gap between classes, urban and rural, and regions.

· By 1960s, conditions allowed for revolutionary attitudes to grow


Castro:
· Came from a land-owning family that was well aware of the plight of poor plantation workers

· studied at Havana University where questions of social justice and nationalism were debated

· Castro became deeply involved in student and national politics, where he campaigned against the inequality, corruption and repression of Fulgencio Batista's regime

· Castro abandoned conventional politics for revolutionary methods, forming his own revolutionary movement

· Similar to Hitler, Castro's early attempts to seize power failed, like a the Moncada Barracks in July 1953

· His trial speech, 'History Will Absolve Me; became a rallying cry for all revolutionaries

· Castro built a highly disciplined group of fighters who exploited the collapsing morale of the Batista regime to take power in January 1959


Political Conditions in Cuba

Influence of Jose Marti
· Born in 1853 in Cuba to Spanish parents, Marti supported the 1868 revolt against Spain, was imprisoned and went into exile in 1871 at age 18

· 14 years he worked as a journalist in NY admiring the freedoms of the USA whilst hating its racial discrimination

· Whilst many Cubans favoured annexation by the USA, Marti was against this: “Never was Cuba more to the US than a desirable possession'

· Marti worked to unite varied emigre revolutionary groups, founding the El Partido Revolucionario Cubano in 1892

· 25th March 1895 he published the 'Manifesto of Montecristi' which proclaimed Cuban freedom and end to all distinctions between races and war with all who stood in the war of this

· 29th Jan 1895, issued the order launching the Cuban uprising

· The failed military landing at Dos Rios in February ended with the death of Marti

· Fidel Castro was directly inspired by the life and ideas of Marti stating 'The only intellectual author of this revolution is Hose Marti, the apostle of independence

· Marti seen as founder of Cuban nationalism and revolutionary ideas

· 'Castro sought to emulate him

· Popularity of Castro is often attributed to the fact that for many Cubans, he symbolized the hope for national liberation and social justice that was started by Marti

Domination of USA
· political instability was a major long-term factor due to the domination of the USA which began during the Cuban War of Independence

· Increasingly worried by the prospect of a revolutionary government hostile to US interests, the USA sought a means to intervene in Cuba

· In February 1898, USS Maine exploded in Havana harbour, killing 268 sailors

· President Mckinley, pressurised by the US media, persuaded Congress to intervene

· American forces were very quickly victorious over the ill-equipped Spanish army

· At peace negotiations, Cubans were excluded and were not even present at the signing of the Treaty of Paris in December 1898 that recognised Cuban independence

· New Cuba was dominated by US interests: Electoral Law denied social justice and enabled only literate, rich males to vote-- blacks were excluded

· 'Platt Amendment' of 1901-1934 gave the USA control over Cuban foreign policy, the right to station troops and intervene 'to preserve independence;

· Guantanamo Bay became a US military base

· Cuban Presidents could only rule with US support

· In 1906-09 the US occupied Cuba after the resignation of President Palma

· In 1921-23 due to economic crisis, US General Enoch Crowder ran Cuba from his battleship Minnesota

· In 1934 the US encouraged Batista to overthrow President Grau after he spoke out against the USA

· Thus, Cuba was not independent but controlled by USA

· The USA always claimed that they were there to stabilise the country but this was clearly not true.

· The War of Independence had raised hopes for Cuban freedom.

· This lack of true independence only served to encourage revolutionary sentiment amongst Cubans, who became increasingly dissatisfied with the corruption of their leaders.

Corruption of Cuban government
· Castro's rise to power was encouraged by the failure of Cuban governments, many of which were corrupt and repressive

· First president Tomas Estrada Palma was entirely dependent on the USA

· intimidated opponents and won elections through fraud

· He neglected social justice and ideas of independence, believing that it was impossible

· An army revolt eventually forced him to resign

· García Menocal (1913-21) was another corrupt president who presided over imaginary building projects and did little to improve Cuba.

· Gerardo Machado y Morales (1925-33) was a hero of the War of Independence yet was just as corrupt. He assassinated Marxist rival Antonio Mella and gunned down striking workers in 1925.

· He outlawed rival parties in 1928 and faced a failed general strike in 1930. He was ousted in 1933 after 200,000 sugar workers went on strike.

· Ramon Grau San Martin (1933-34) proved to be an exception. He cancelled the Platt Amendment, introduced an 8-hour working day, redistributed land and gave votes to women.

· However after suspending loan repayments to the USA and seizing two sugar mills, the US manoeuvred General Batista into power under President Mendieta in January 1934.

· Grau had a second term in 1944-48, yet offered no reforms and corruption continued. The presidency of Carlos Prío Socorras (1948-52) did nothing to change this.

· Complete failure of the Cuban government was reinforced by a tradition of corruption inherited from the Spanish

· low paid officials were expected to top up their incomes through bribery and graft

· Result was extremely low political participation amongst the masses, which only encouraged revolutionary ideas as the last means of real change

Role of Fulgencio Batista
· dominated the government between 1934-50 having brought down the government of President Morales in 1933

· He was at first a progressive Prime Minister, helping to introduce social reforms and cancelling the Platt Amendment

· He was elected President in 1940 with the support of Big Business and the USA

· Having amassed a personal fortune, he went into exile in 1944 after losing the election

· Returning in 1952 5o contest the election, he used the army to take over government, knowing he would lose if not

· In memory of Marti, he promised a government of progress, democracy and peace yet society was beginning to crumble as he set up his own dictatorship

· Gangsterism plagued the streets of Havana whilst Batista moved to create a despotism, refusing to hold elections in March 1956

· By late 1955, student protests and anti-Batista demonstrations were threatening to topple his government. He used violence to kill student protesters – making them into martyrs.

· In April 1956, the Army Chief of Staff, Ramón Barquín, led a failed coup against Batista. He was imprisoned for 8 years – army morale was fatally weakened.

· Thus by the late 1950s, faith in Cuban government had been undermined by a succession of corrupt leaders, none more so than Batista.

Student Protest Movement
· growing political instability was increased through students portestsm based at Havana University

· Havana Uni was a hot bed of radicalism and nationalist thoguht influenced by Marxism, syndicalism and anarchism

· Many students saw themselves as heirs to the revolutionary struggle and believed it was their duty to carry on the fight for independence

· Castro would enter Havana as a law student in 1945

Weakness of Opposition Parties
· Political parties within Cuba offered little genuine alternative to Batista's dictatorship

· Authentic Party (Partido Revolucionario Cubano)

· founded in 1934 on a socialist and nationalist platform and defended workers rights to form unions

· Undermined by corrupt rule of Presidents Grau San Martin (44-48) and Carlos Prio Socarras (48-52)

· Orthodox Party (Partido del Pueblo Cubano)

· founded in 1948 by Eduardo Chibas in a split from the Authentic Party

· Motto was 'integrity against money'

· Denounced corruption and foreign companies yet Chinas committed suicide in 1951 live on radio

· Popular Socialist Party (Partido Socialista Popular)

· communist party founded in 1925

· Persecuted and banned by Batista in 1953

· Renamed Cuban Communist Party in 1965


Economic Conditions in Cuba

Reliance on the Sugar Industry
· World's largest supplier of sugar

· reliance on mono-culture exposed the entire Cuban economy to price fluctuations

· Plantation workers were mainly employed during harvest time, which left them poor for the rest of the year and restricted growth of an internal market

· Outside agriculture there was little other industries to sustain the economy

· After the global boom and then decline of the First World War, in 1919-20 the sugar price fluctuated wildly which became known as the 'Dance of the millions'

· Feb 1920 stood at 9..125 cents per lb

· May it was 22.5 cents

· December it was 3.75 cents

· Banco Nacional collapsed and the USA took political and economic control of Cuba for over three years

· The Great Depression of 1929 was another massive impact on the economy. The sugar crop worth $200m in 1929 was only worth $40m in 1932. ¼ of all workers lost their jobs.

· In the early 20th century, Cuba produced 25% of the world’s sugar. This fell to 10% during the Depression, and rose to 20% after WW2.

· The Sugar trade brought in 80% of Cuba’s foreign earnings – a dangerous position for any economy to be in.

US economic domination
· As the prime buyer of Cuban sugar, US had a enormous power over the Cuban economy

· USA committed to buying 50% of the annual sugar crop

· Under pressure form the Congressional Sugar Lobby, this quota was reduced to 29% in 1937

· The 1934 Reciprocal Trade Agreement which replaced the Platt Amendment, gave US imports preferential tariffs

· enabled the US to flood the Cuban market with goods, which stifled Cuban industrial growth

· Despite this dominance, by the 1950s the Cuban economy was prosperous compared to other Latin American nations

· Cuba had 1 car per 39 people; Argentina had 1/60 and Mexico 1/91.

· 1 radio per 5 people second only to Argentina.

· Wages for industrial workers highest in Latin America.

· 2nd highest income per head in Latin Am.

· 3rd highest living standards in Latin Am.

· By the 1950s, the Cuban economy was almost completely tied to the USA economy. In 1949-58, 75% of all imports came from the USA; 65% of all exports went to the USA.

High inflation and unemployment
· Inflation was threatening the living standards of all Cubans, rising to 40% a year for foodstuffs whilst pay levels stagnated.

· Real estate prices soared to $12 a metre to $200 in 1941-57. Income per head fell by 18% from 1952-54. Unemployment was 17% in 1956-57.

Urban vs Rural Divide
· Despite being more prosperous compared to other LA nations, wealth within Cuban was extremely unequal. Havana and the cities were much richer than rural provinces like Oriente, which had few road, hospitals and schools.

· Average rural incomes were $91, compared to national average of $374. Only 2% of rural population could afford eggs

· 75% of rural housing was palm huts without running water. 41% illiteracy in the countryside, only 50% of entire population were literate.

Social Conditions in Cuba

Racially Divided
· Cuba in the 1950s was a divided society. Spaniards dominated the ruling class. 60% of the population were of white origin and over 1 million Spaniards had migrated to Cuba between 1902-1932.

· Afro-Caribbeans formed an under-class and were politically insignificant.

Income Inequality between Classes
· Divisions between rich and poor were huge. High real estate prices forced many into squatter camps outside major cities.

Urban vs Rural Divide
· Rural areas suffered from poor health and educational services with a ratio of 1:227 doctors in Havana compared to 1:2423 in Oriente.

· 20% of the population lived in Havana yet it accounted for over 80% of investment in construction and 62% of salaries and wages.

· The Catholic Church was also weak in Cuba and did little to champion the poor, being highly associated with the Spanish elite.

Rising Crime and Gangsterism
· Suicide rates had climbed to over 1000 per year in 1955, compared to 849 in 1951.

· American mafia began to control tourism and caused social distress

Exploitative Tourism Industry
· Apart for agriculture, Cuban society was world famous as a tourist destination for Americans which brought serious social problems.

· The American mafia dominated tourism and Havana become known as ‘the Las Vegas of Latin America’ due to its proliferation of casinos and prostitutes, with over 11,500 in Havana in 1958!

· This caused huge social distress
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