
Modern Cuban History

14) 1902 - Cuba Gains Independence

In 1900, the United States oversaw an election for Cuba’s legislative assembly. This assembly drafted Cuba’s constitution from late 1900 until early 1901, at which point the assembly voted to adopt the constitution. At that time, the United States required Cuba to endorse the Platt Amendment, which would prevent Cuba from making treaties with foreign powers if that treaty would limit Cuba’s freedom or self-rule. Cuba would also provide land to be leased to the U.S. for military bases. When Cuba assented, the United States began withdrawing its troops in preparation for Cuba to take over its own defense.

On December 31, 1901, Cuba held its first presidential election; the only candidate was Tomas Palma, who was an American citizen at the time. After the election, Palma moved to Cuba, and the United States withdrew its forces. Palma was an able ruler, and set Cuba on a path toward economic growth and military security. But the Cuban people were so terrified of the possibility that Palma might seek to become a dictator or king that they staged a revolt when Palma attempted to extend his time in office after his first elected term. This revolt would lead to another American incursion into Cuban life in 1906.

15) 1906 - United States Re-occupies Cuba

When riots began at the end of President Palma’s first term in office, the United States decided to step in and restore order. The re-occupation began in 1906, under President Theodore Roosevelt’s guidance. William Howard Taft, who would become America’s president in 1909, went to Cuba to work out a peaceful resolution to the situation. Palma agreed to retire from service, and the United States installed a governor for Cuba, Charles Magoon, who would continue to serve as governor throughout the three-year occupation.

During this time, Agustin Veloz and Francisco Rosales formed the Cuban Communist Party. Although the party would remain small and powerless for almost 40 years, it would eventually become the ruling party in Cuba. While not always the case, many countries including Cuba had no communist party to speak of until external events made life so untenable that communism seemed a valid means of self-rule and independence.

This occupation by the United States established a pattern that would not be broken until after the Cuban Missile Crisis. The pattern was simply that America would intervene in internal Cuban affairs, which would cause Cuban citizens to become upset, lead to more unrest, which in turn would lead to further intervention and so on, in a continuing spiral. For many Cubans the idea of communism seemed to present the only path to separation from the United States.

16) 1908 - Cuban Elections Held

After two years of occupation, Cuba held presidential elections once again in 1908. Jose Gomez was elected president, and with his election, the United States decided to proceed with the withdrawal of their troops. Gomez was president until 1912 when Mario Menocal assumed the position.

In 1912, the government had to deal with another uprising; to protect the supply of sugar, the United States entered Cuba as a mediator. The American troops left the country once the uprising was past and allowed Menocal to continue governing. Under his supervision, Cuban sugar production increased markedly, and profits from sugar likewise rose. When Menocal was elected for a second term there was another uprising, this time led by a group called the Partido Independiente de Color, or PIC. Once again, the United States sent troops into Cuba. Symptomatically and problematically, Cuba was once again disallowed to manage its internal affairs.

A pattern has emerged in Cuban history where, although it occupies a strategic location, it has relative weakness compared to major nations, making it easy prey for outside control. Although the United States allowed elections to go on, they would continue sending troops into Cuba at the least provocation, which indicates that America saw Cuba as a satellite at that point in history.

17) 1912 - U.S. Gives Aid in Putting Down Protests

Menocal’s second election proved to be troublesome for Cuba. In 1912, The PIC began stirring up rebellion in Cuba. Made up entirely of former Cuban slaves who were of African descent, the PIC identified as a highly liberal political party, stressing social and economic equality. This party felt ignored by the aims of other Cuban patriots like Jose Marti who sought Cuban independence, but even Marti seemed to advocate a position that all Cubans should concern themselves with being Cuban, and not on promoting their ethnic equality.

Marti and others ignored the PIC, and in 1912 the country was faced with the looming election of Menocal, whom many believed was unconcerned about their welfare. As such, the PIC began agitating against the election of Menocal, and eventually sought to establish its own supremacy. This rebellion was quickly and harshly put down. The leaders of the PIC were arrested and sent to Spain to be imprisoned.

As agreed in the Platt Amendment, the United States had the right to send troops into Cuba to protect the peace, as well as American interests in the region. With the help of the U.S. military, the PIC was quickly outmanned and arrested. Once again, America’s incursion into Cuba had the effect of uniting many nationalists against American aid.

18) 1917 - Cuba Enters World War I

The twentieth century had its share of catastrophic events, but of all of those, none had such an impact as the two world wars. The day after America joined World War I, Cuba declared war on Germany. Due to marked lack of ground troops or transports, Cuba did not send troops to Europe. But the militarization of Cuba prevented German submarines from patrolling the Caribbean. This guard duty was essential to the American war effort as it allowed the port of New Orleans to operate more or less unchallenged.

As we have already seen, Cuba once again played a much larger role than its station would indicate and, due to its ties with America, was able to produce a meaningful effort on behalf of the Allies in World War I. It has even been proposed that without Cuba, Mexico would have heeded the Zimmermann telegram, and perhaps attempted to invade the United States. Due to the mobilization of a U.S.-friendly Cuba, however, it is thought that Mexico was unwilling to leave itself undefended against Cuba while attacking the United States. If true, this means that Cuba played a direct role in America’s entrance into World War I, and thus, the defeat of Germany.

19) 1925 - Machado Dictatorship

In 1925, Gerardo Machado was elected president of Cuba. He wanted to modernize the country, and he put in place a plan to improve infrastructure so that Cuba could catch up with its neighbors. When his term ended, he was unable to be reelected as stated in Cuba’s constitution. So, instead of returning power to the people, Machado held on to his position, naming himself dictator.

Strangely, given its historical reaction to coups is Cuba, the United States did not interfere with Machado as he sought to consolidate his power. Machado built the Capitol building and improved the University of Havana. But after protests occurred there, Machado had the university closed so that no more challenges to his authority could come from students.

In order to ensure his continued reign, Machado forced several changes to the Cuban constitution so that he might lawfully maintain power. As time went on, Machado’s abuses of power grew to the point that he was overthrown by Fulgencio Batista, a soldier who persuaded the army to follow him and depose Machado. The end of Machado’s reign set off a long chain of dictatorial leaders in Cuba, and each grew to abuse power more than the preceding dictator. This pattern continued until the elevation of Fidel Castro to president in 1959.

20) 1925 - Creation of the Cuban Socialist Party

In opposition to Machado, as well as previous presidents, a faction of Cubans began to express their desire for a more egalitarian society. As with most societies in which a socialist party emerges, Cuba was undergoing a broadening gap between the wealthy and the impoverished in 1925. Further, the gap between those with power and those without was also widening. Unsurprisingly then, a small group of Cubans formed the Socialist Party.

This party was not socialist in the Robert Owen sense, but more in the Marx/Engels sense, meaning that the Socialist Party espoused views much closer to communism than socialism. However, the word communism had the connotation of anarchy and, as such, gained little respect in most western countries. Meanwhile, socialism sounded almost progressive, meaning that it had a greater base of support than otherwise would have been the case.

In time, communist leaders such as Castro would lead this party to ultimate power in Cuba. As was the case in most countries that eventually turned toward a communist system of government, had the government in Cuba been run with marginally more concern for the will of the people, the communist party would never have gained power and would have merely been another side note to history. Instead, the modern of history of Cuba is so tied up with communism that one cannot separate the two.

21) 1934 - Batista Overthrows Machado

Machado had become so unpopular by 1934 that several liberal rebel groups banded together and formed a provisional government. This government claimed legitimacy, although the Machado government remained. And so, two governments, both claiming power, strove against each other for much of 1934. At the same time, Cuban Sergeant Fulgencia Batista formed a conservative anti-government coalition.

With support of the United States, who found Batista to be the best alternative to Machado, Batista was able to overthrow both the provisional government and the Machado government. From 1934 to 1940, Batista worked to reinstate a stable government capable of governing Cuba. Batista worked to provide free elections; during his tenure in the 1930s, a constitution was adopted. From all outward appearances, Batista was the perfect candidate to oversee the Cuban government. This short, stable period allowed Cubans to continue developing infrastructure and agriculture—two areas of commerce that had been neglected during the chaos under Machado.

During this time, the United States largely left Cuba to its own devices as the threat of war in Europe loomed ever larger. Throughout the New World, the late 1930s was a time to rebuild after the crisis of the Great Depression which had taken its toll on much of North and Central America. Under Batista, Cuba was able to start a program to recovery, and it seemed that all was well.

22) 1940 - Constitution Adopted

The constitution adopted by Cuba in 1940 was a very modern, democratic document. The constitution guaranteed that a democratic republic would continue to exist in Cuba. The constitution also ensured that the judicial branch would remain independent, thus separating the branches of government. It established the levels of representation in the congress and senate, and a court specifically empowered to oversee labor disputes. Further, the constitution granted a great deal of authority to local governments, particularly in regards to taxes and oversight. Historically, the governor of a province had great authority over local matters, but the new constitution eliminated this in order to shift as much power as possible to lower levels of government.

Learning the lessons of the revolts of previous years, the new constitution attempted to give power back to the people so that they would in turn submit to the national government on a more permanent basis, thus enabling a stable, prosperous nation. Given the abuses of power that would begin in the next decade, the constitution was remarkable in that it appeased the vast majority of Cubans for most of the 1940s.

23) 1944 - Batista Retires

After serving his country for a decade, Fulgencia Batista retired from public service at the end of his presidential term. Despite Batista’s popularity, the Cuban people chose to elect Ramon San Martin, rather than Carlos Zayas, who had been Batista’s choice. As the president at the end of World War II, San Martin oversaw an economic boom, as money that countries had been diverting to their war efforts was suddenly available again.

When soldiers returned home, many sought the little luxuries, such as sugar, meaning that the demand for Cuban sugar cane rose drastically. This led to a period of great economic prosperity, and San Martin embarked on a program of infrastructure upgrades, enabling Cuba to become one of the most modern nations in the world. Thanks to the work of the San Martin government, the Cuban people were able to experience economic prosperity far beyond what anyone had imagined possible. As the standard of living rose, people began to expect the luxuries that they enjoyed, and, when the sugar boom ended, as all economic booms do, the people were so displeased with a return to an older way of life that they began to blame the San Martin government. As time passed, this discontent grew, which would eventually lead to another revolution.

24) 1952 - Batista Seizes Power Again

Prior to the presidential election of 1952, the government had returned to much of the corruption that had plagued Cuba throughout the 1920s and 1930s. Unsurprisingly, the people began to search for alternatives. One of the leading candidates was the Orthodox Party, which ran a campaign of anti-corruption. Unfortunately, the Orthodox Party candidate committed suicide, leaving a relative vacuum in the election cycle.

Fulgencia Batista, former president of Cuba, had decided to run once more in an attempt to curb the excesses in government, but he was not expected to garner many votes. However, with the death of the Orthodox candidate, no one emerged who could challenge him. Instead of proceeding with the election cycle, Batista simply took control of the government. Many Cubans were accepting of these actions, as Batista had been seen as an honorable president.

In 1953, Batista allowed a presidential election to occur, and his victory in this election made him the legitimate president of Cuba. Under Batista, working wages rose, much to the joy of the general populace. Still, the Batista government was plagued with corruption. A young politician named Fidel Castro would seize on this corruption, attempting a coup in 1953. Castro’s emergence as a major political player marked the beginning of the end of democracy in Cuba for almost 50 years.

25) 1953 - Castro Attempts a Coup

When Batista seized power in 1952, a young politician named Fidel Castro petitioned the court to depose Batista. However, the court would not hear the case, and Castro, fearing increasing corruption, took matters into his own hands. With his brother Raul and some of their supporters, Castro attempted to capture a military barracks. Castro was caught and sentenced to 15 years in prison. But in 1955 many political prisoners were released by the Batista government, including Castro. Batista was aware of the growing discontent among his citizens and believed that releasing political prisoners would calm the masses.

Castro chose to relocate to Mexico, in order to better plan his next move. During his time in Mexico, Castro met Che Guevara. Che, who was already renowned as a revolutionary in his own right, helped fuel the passion of Castro and saw an opportunity to gain a position of power for himself. Che saw himself as a perpetuator of revolution and sought to fight

26) 1956 - Castro and Che Begin Invasion of Cuba



27) 1958 - U.S. Withdraws Support for Batista



28) 1959 - Castro Seizes Power




29) 1960 - Cuba Nationalizes American Businesses




30) 1961 - Bay of Pigs Incident




31) 1962 - The Cuban Missile Crisis




32) 1965 - Cuban Communist Party is Formed



33) 1972 - Cuba Joins CMEA




34) 1976 - New Socialist Constitution Adopted



35) 1976 - Cuba Sends Military Aid to Angola




36) 1980 - 250,000 Refugees Flee to the U.S.




37) 1988 - Cuba Withdraws Troops from Angola



38) 1991 - Soviet Advisors Leave Cuba



39) 1993 - U.S. Strengthens Embargo Against Cuba




40) 1994 - U.S./Cuban Refugee Agreement



41) 1996 - Embargo Made Permanent



42) 1998 - Pope John Paul II Visits Cuba




43) 1999 - Elian Gonzalez Legal Battle



44) 2000 - United States Approves Food and Medical Sales in Cuba




45) 2002 - Guantanamo Bay Naval Base Used for Interrogation of Suspected Terrorists




46) 2002 - Former President Jimmy Carter Visits Cuba




47) 2008 - Fidel Castro Resigns




48) 2012 - First Public Religious Holiday since 1959



49) 2014 - Deep-Water Port Project Started by Brazil



50) 2015 - Diplomatic Relations with United States Re stored



