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Introduction

Cuba’s political story is one of struggle, transformation, and exceptional resilience.
From its colonial origins through wars of independence, and ultimately the
revolutionary tumult of the twentieth century, Cuba has emerged as one of the world’s
most distinctive and debated political systems. In the decades since the 1959
Revolution, the island nation has become a symbol of both ideological steadfastness
and political controversy, facing both fervent support and fierce criticism on the global
stage.

At the center of Cuba’s political system sits the Communist Party of Cuba (PCC), which
has wielded exclusive authority since 1961. The party’s Marxist-Leninist orientation is
enshrined in the national constitution, outlining the state as a one-party socialist
republic. Political pluralism is not merely discouraged but actively prohibited; Castro’s
revolutionary legacy is preserved and guarded by an elaborate legal and institutional
framework designed to sustain “the revolution” and to consolidate socialist gains. This
system shapes every aspect of public life, from the highest levels of government to
local councils and day-to-day civic engagement.

A close look at Cuba’s government structure reveals a complex blend of legislative,
executive, and judicial functions, all operating under the guidance—if not direct
control—of the PCC. The National Assembly stands as the nation’s supreme legislative
body, while the roles of the President, Prime Minister, and Council of Ministers define
the heights of executive authority. The judiciary, for its part, operates within the
boundaries of socialist legality. Yet, while the state takes pride in its assertions of
popular power and people’s assemblies, outside observers often note the absence of
political competition and independent checks on authority.

Cuba’s unique system extends far beyond its internal institutions; it echoes in its
foreign policy and international alliances, influenced largely by decades of hostility
with the United States and solidarity with other socialist or anti-imperialist nations.
Through waves of economic crisis, limited reforms, and leadership transitions, the
country has maintained its course, even as the world—and the region around it—has
shifted towards pluralism and market economies.

Human rights, political opposition, and independent civil society remain among the
most contentious issues surrounding Cuba’s system. Government critics and human
rights organizations frequently point to limits on freedoms of expression, assembly,
and political participation. Despite legal recognition of certain rights, the constitutional
priority remains the defense of socialism, putting strict boundaries around dissent.
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This book offers a comprehensive guide to the politics of Cuba, aiming to explain not
only the mechanics of its political institutions but also the historical, ideological, and
social forces that animate them. Readers will gain insight into the legacies of
revolution, leadership dynamics, legal norms, social policies, and the evolving
questions of reform and future change. In doing so, we seek to equip readers with the
context needed to understand Cuba’s political system in all its complexity—a system
that has defied easy categorization and remains a crucial point of reference in
discussions of politics in the Americas and beyond.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations: Colonialism,
Independence, and Revolution

Cuba's political destiny has been inextricably shaped by the long shadow of its past, a
narrative woven from centuries of colonial rule, fervent struggles for independence,
and the transformative fire of revolution. To grasp the intricacies of its contemporary
political system, one must first journey through the layers of history that have molded
the island nation. From the arrival of European colonizers to the establishment of the
socialist state, each era has left an indelible mark on Cuba's political culture and
institutions.

Before the sails of Christopher Columbus appeared on the horizon in 1492, Cuba was
home to various indigenous groups, primarily the Taino and Guanahatabey peoples.
Their societies, with their own forms of social organization and governance, were
tragically and rapidly dismantled by the arrival of the Spanish. Spanish colonization,
beginning in earnest in the early 16th century, imposed a new political and economic
order. Cuba became a vital outpost for the Spanish Empire, its fertile lands eventually
becoming the epicenter of sugar and tobacco production. This agricultural focus fueled
a massive demand for labor, leading to the brutal transatlantic slave trade, which
brought hundreds of thousands of Africans to the island. The legacy of this period of
forced labor and a rigidly stratified colonial society would resonate through Cuban
history for centuries.

For centuries, Cuba remained a Spanish colony, albeit one that evolved significantly
over time. Havana, with its strategic location, grew into a crucial port, serving as a hub
for the Spanish treasure fleets. While tightly controlled by governors appointed from
Spain, and subject to the authority of the Viceroy of New Spain, a distinct Cuban
identity began to coalesce, shaped by the unique blend of Spanish, African, and later,
other influences. The colonial administration, however, was often characterized by
corruption and inefficiency, breeding resentment among the criollo ( Cuban-born)
population.

As the 19th century dawned, much of Spanish America rose in revolt, severing ties
with the mother country. Cuba, however, remained under Spanish control. Several
factors contributed to this delayed independence. The powerful planter class, fearful of
slave rebellions similar to the one that had ravaged Haiti, was initially hesitant to
challenge Spanish authority. Additionally, the economic ties to Spain, particularly the
guaranteed market for sugar, provided a degree of stability, albeit one based on a
system of exploitation.
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Nevertheless, the winds of change were inevitable. Growing Cuban nationalism,
coupled with increased Spanish despotism and taxation, ignited the desire for
independence. The first major uprising, the Ten Years' War (1868-1878), though
ultimately unsuccessful, marked a crucial turning point. Led by figures like Carlos
Manuel de Céspedes, who famously freed his slaves to fight for independence, the war
demonstrated the depth of anti-colonial sentiment and the willingness of Cubans to
fight for self-determination. The war also highlighted divisions within the
independence movement, particularly regarding the issue of slavery.

Following the Ten Years' War, a brief period of relative peace, often referred to as the
"Rewarding Truce," saw some social changes, including the abolition of slavery in
1886. However, underlying tensions remained, and Spain failed to implement
promised political and economic reforms. The stage was set for a renewed and
ultimately decisive struggle.

The Cuban War of Independence (1895-1898), known in Cuba as the "Necessary War,"
was spearheaded by the Cuban Revolutionary Party, organized by the visionary José
Marti. Marti, a poet, philosopher, and revolutionary, is considered Cuba's national
hero. He rallied support for a broad-based independence movement, emphasizing
unity across racial and class lines. The war was a brutal and bloody conflict, with both
Cuban and Spanish forces suffering heavy casualties.

As the conflict raged, the United States, with significant economic interests in Cuba
and a growing sense of regional power, became increasingly involved. Fueled by
sensationalist reporting, known as "yellow journalism," which highlighted Spanish
atrocities, and the mysterious sinking of the USS Maine in Havana harbor, public
opinion in the U.S. swung towards intervention. In 1898, the United States declared
war on Spain, a conflict that quickly became known as the Spanish-American War.

The Spanish-American War proved to be a turning point in Cuba's history. While Cuban
revolutionaries had been fighting for years, the entry of the U.S. military quickly tipped
the scales. Spanish resistance crumbled, and by December 1898, Spain and the United
States signed the Treaty of Paris, in which Spain relinquished all claim to Cuba.
However, independence did not immediately follow.

Following the Spanish withdrawal, Cuba was placed under U.S. military occupation,
which lasted until 1902. During this period, a Cuban constitutional convention was
convened, but the U.S. exerted significant influence over the drafting of the new
nation's foundational document. The most controversial aspect of this influence was
the imposition of the Platt Amendment, a rider to a U.S. army appropriations bill that
the U.S. insisted be incorporated into the Cuban constitution.

The Platt Amendment severely limited Cuba's sovereignty, granting the United States
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the right to intervene militarily in Cuban affairs to protect its interests and maintain
order. It also compelled Cuba to lease land for naval bases, most notably Guantanamo
Bay. While Cuba gained formal independence on May 20, 1902, the Platt Amendment
ensured a continued and often heavy-handed U.S. presence and influence in Cuban
political life. This period, from 1902 to the Cuban Revolution in 1959, was marked by a
succession of governments, some democratically elected, others brought to power
through coups, but all operating under the implicit or explicit threat of U.S.
intervention.

The early decades of the 20th century saw significant economic development in Cuba,
largely driven by the sugar industry and closely linked to the U.S. market. However,
this economic growth was accompanied by rampant political corruption and instability.
A succession of leaders, some despotic, further eroded faith in the political system.
Uprisings and interventions were not uncommon. The U.S. even launched a second
occupation from 1906 to 1909 following a disputed election.

The political landscape of Cuba in the decades leading up to the 1959 Revolution was
characterized by a cycle of corruption, authoritarianism, and popular discontent. While
some reforms were attempted, deep-seated issues of inequality, foreign influence, and
a lack of genuine democratic institutions persisted. The 1940 constitution, considered
progressive for its time, offered a glimpse of a more just society, but its principles
were often undermined by political realities.

The culmination of these historical forces was the rise of Fulgencio Batista, a military
man who exerted significant control over Cuban politics for decades, either directly as
president or as a powerful figure behind the scenes. His seizure of power in a military
coup in 1952, just before scheduled elections, marked a decisive turn towards outright
dictatorship. Batista's regime became increasingly repressive and corrupt, aligning
closely with U.S. interests and alienating a wide segment of the Cuban population. This
period of widespread dissatisfaction and political repression created the fertile ground
from which the Cuban Revolution would emerge.
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