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About the Book

Cuba is on the brink of seismic change – but in the age of post-Fidel, post-Obama and post-truth, the country’s future hangs in the balance as it finds itself facing a decisive endgame moment with the new US president. In this lucid reflection on Cuba’s decades-long stalemate with the US, Rey maps out the playing field and shows how Trump and Castro’s next moves will reverberate globally.


About the Author

Daniel Rey, 25, lives in London and writes on international relations, culture and sport. After studying at Oxford and Cambridge, he has worked at the BBC and in the independent television sector. His work has been published in the Annual Register and Prospect, and has been cited by a former Colombian president.
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Checkmate or Top Trumps

Cuba’s Geopolitical Game of the Century

People say you need to go to Cuba before it changes, but if Havana is anything to go by; you need to go before it collapses. Civil engineers may have pronounced its historic tenements to be structurally sound, but you do wonder. Along Avenida Zanja you’ll get a first glimpse of the Capitol building between the macroscopic games of Jenga, before the street undulates to its downtown destination. Looking into the morning sun, the seat of the revolutionary government could easily be mistaken for the headquarters of the adversarial US legislature. But upon closer inspection, it’s just a trompe l’œil. Just metres away, on its north side, we find not the Beaux-Arts Russell Senate offices, but Coventry after the Luftwaffe; central Managua following the quake.

Forget Brexit and, for a moment, forget Donald Trump; Cuba is going through its own constitutional and alethiological anguish. Oxford Dictionaries may have declared ‘post-truth’ its word of the year, but for Fidel Castro, 2016 must have seemed so … 1958. A nationalist, a populist and a politician of noblese oblige all at the same time, this law graduate mocked the idea that we used to live in a prelapsarian world of axiomatic veracity. Standing trial after leading a failed raid on the Moncada barracks in Santiago de Cuba, the 27-year-old son of a wealthy landowner declared that “history will absolve me”. More than 60 years on, it has yet to decide.

During the first year of Castro’s rule – before the revolution turned Communist – Eric Hobsbawn, arguably the most astute British thinker on Latin America, warned the Left in the New Statesman that ‘the difficulties which will increasingly arise are likely to be overlooked in an excess of Cubatopianism.’ Hobsbawn was right. Cuba soon became the metropolitan lefty’s fantasy. With its overthrow of a despotic regime and the irresistible cocktail of music and tropical conviviality, here was socialism for those who couldn’t stomach the Soviet Union. But despite the cry of liberation uttered by the national hero José Martí in 1895, and then Castro in 1959, it is only possible to understand Cuba through the prism of its relationship with the US. Its politics and culture are conceived in contradistinction to Uncle Sam and his Monroe Doctrine. Cuba has wooed the hearts of liberals worldwide. To use the language of corporate communications: it has harnessed its brand.

Whereas the US was tarnished by the botched a war in faraway Vietnam, Cuba’s prestige rose thanks to its successful intervention in Angola against apartheid South Africa. At his inauguration, Nelson Mandela refused Castro’s handshake, instead drawing him into an embrace, saying, “You made this possible.” For all his shortcomings, Castro was held in high regard by the most morally courageous statesman of his generation.

Perhaps that explains why, even in a year seemingly brimming with the deaths of colossi, the passing of the Cuban dictator of five decades is pre-eminent. To Cuba’s north, another wealthy strongman has the presidency on the back of a message to liberate the dispossessed. But whereas verbally-incontinent Fidel had no time for the brevity of 140 characters, Trump is a master.


Today, the world marks the passing of a brutal dictator who oppressed his own people for nearly six decades.

Fidel Castro’s legacy is one of firing squads, theft, unimaginable suffering, poverty and the denial of fundamental human rights.



Castro’s dreamy messages of socialist utopia might be described today as post-truth, but if that’s the case, Trump is post-hypocrisy. Cuba does not stand out on human rights within the US’s “backyard”. Compared to the many Latin American military regimes propped up by Washington, Castro’s was often relatively docile. For Castro, human rights meant education, healthcare, equality – as though these were an either-or to civil liberties. With disingenuity, Castro would defend his control over society on the grounds that the island was still facing an existential threat. At such moments, liberties would inevitably be constrained. Even the land of the free, he was quick to remind journalists, begot wartime censorship, McCarthyism, the Orangeburg massacre. And before Obama’s valedictory act of clemency, there were equal numbers of untried US political prisoners on the island as Cuban ones. Lest we forget, in eight years Obama was unable to close the detention centre in the bay of Guantánamo.

*

Cuban champion José Raúl Capablanca y Graupera built his dominance of world chess in the 1920s on speed of thought, far-sighted defence and a supreme endgame. Rather than
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