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BACKGROUND ON CUBA

Cuba is the largest island in the West Indies with 44,218 square miles . It stretches
745 miles from west to east, and lies only 112 miles from the continental United States .
Its climate is semi-tropical with an average temperature of 75° . The Cuban farmer never
worries about frosts, but severe droughts do occur on occasion . The island has no coal
and little oil . It has extensive deposits of iron, nickel, chrome, manganese and copper .

There were (in 1957) only about 6 .4 million Cubans - less than the population of Ne w
York City . Most of the people of Cuba were desperately poor . In the years 1950-54 ,
while the average per capita income for Delaware was $2,279, it was only $829 for Missis-
sippi . But the average per capita income for Cuba was not half that of Mississippi . The
average person in Cubs lived on $6 .00 per week . Actually most of the people got less
than that .

In 1953, Cuban population was 57% urban awl 43% rural . Rousing was better in the
city than in the rural areas . In fact the people in rural areas lived in huts . Wood
chips were used for cooking fuel, and there were no electric lights or modern toilet fa-
cilities .

With the lack of proper water and sewage systems, with many Cubans not having enoug h
to eat or the wrong kind of food, with almost total absence of teaching of the fundamen-
tals of good hygiene, yellow fever, typhus, malaria, tuberculosis and syphilis have take n
an enormous toll .

Cuba was a miserable failure in education . Eight years of school attendance was
compulsory, but government officials did not supply the teachers, schools and equipment
to make enforcement of the law possible . A report showed that "while 180,370 childre n
start thefirst grade, only 4,852 enter the eighth grade ." In 1953, only one out of fou r
persons ten years of age or over could read and write .

Employment figures during the same time showed that on an average day one out of
four Cubans who were able to work and wanted to work could not find a jab . Cuba's large
rate of unemployment was a reflection of the fact that its economy was in a permanent
state of crisis . The trouble was sugar . Cuban economy came to center almost exclusively

on this single crop, and the sugar industry employed 23% of the total labor force .

From almost the beginning of its history, the United States has been interested in

Cuba. Its closeness to our shores with the possibility that its fine harbors might b e

used by enemy navies to raid our seaboard and our commerce was one reason for our early

'interest in the island .

In the early nineteenth century the United States felt that one day Cuba would be=

come a part of the United States : Mr . C . Wright Mills .in his book, Listen Yankee, gives
an account of what the Cubans themselves are thinking about the United States' interes t

in the island :

"First, in 1848, you tried to buy Cuba outright, for $100 million . You tried again

a few years later . Do you realize what that means? But Spain would not sell an d

the U. S . was not satisfied. The Old South wanted Cuba for slavery . And when they

couldn't buy it, some U .S . envoys issued the ?Ostend Manifesto .' Cuba, it said ,

was geographically part of the United States ; if the United States could not buy it ,
'by every law, human and divine, the United States had the right to take it by

force .' Your Southerners, in brief, wanted to turn Cuba into two slave states . "

In 1868, the Cubans rose in armed rebellion to fight for their independence . In

this struggle that lasted 10 years, 80,000 Spanish soldiers died and half a billion dol-
lars were spent by Spain . A large part of the countryside was laid waste ; farmers suf-
fered terrible losses, but the American merchants who had financed Cuban sugar estate s
were now able to pick up good sugar properties at bargain-basement prices . In 10 years
American capitalists had about $30 million worth of sugar properties and 104 of Cuba' s
sugar production came from American owned mills .

In 1898, the United States went to war with Spain . The treaty of peace signed in
Paris on Dec . 10, 1898, provided for the independence of Cuba and for the protection o f
private property and the pacification of Cuba by the United States .

On March 3, 1901, the Cuban Constitutional Convention was handed a set of article s

known as the Platt Amendment, which the United States Congress had made into law, and

which were now to be incorparwted into the new constitution . The Platt Amendment de-

fined Cuba's relations to the United States . The Convention was forced to add the pro-



visions of the Platt Amendment to its Constitution or face continued American military
occupation .

The United States did, indeed, have the key to the Cuban house and could enter at
will ; and the Cuban government had to be run by politicians who could be relied upon t o
do the bidding of Washington .

In 1920 a greet economic crisis hit Cuba . Sugar mill owners could not repay thei r
loans to the banks, and banks could not pay depositors . Hence many closed their doors .
This is when American corporations stepped in and took over a large number of Cuban prop-
erties . The Cuban people discovered that they had won independence only to still be rule d
by outsiders . There were. corrupt governmental officials who were lackeys of the foreign
investors and who ran the government not is the interest of the people of Cuba but fo r
their awn enrichment .

This, then, is the background for the Castro Revolution which was fought against an
army well supplied with weapons from American arsenals . When it began, there were 300
revolutionists against 12,000 Batista troops, but unlike government troops, the rebel s
were fighting not for pay, but for something they believed in, and they were led by able
strategists in guerrilla warfare . In December of 1958 the Revolution was over .

The new revolutionary regime, with the full backing of the army and the peasantry ,
introduced a series of reform measures . There were price-control laws aimed at reducin g
rents, putting ceilings on real estate prices, lowering utility rates, the price of med-
icines, and so on.

American investors were hit hard by the Agrarian Reform taw of May 17, 1959, which
reduced sharply the number of acres of land which could be held by one owner . The surplus
lands were expropriated and turned over to cooperatives . Mills expresses the way Cuban s
themselves think about this law in the following words :

"Our agrarian reform is the taking back of what t s ours . The old order was a privat e
appropriation of public property . We've taken it back into the public domain and
we t re using every inch of it for the benefit of everyone now . "

Every revolutionary movement steps on toes, and this one on American toes . U. S .
corporations owned most of the arable land of Cuba . Castro's program of land reform, whic h
is the heart of the revolutionary program, was bound in time to transfer the ownership of
the great holdings from the absentee landlords to the Cubans who will work the land .
Frederick Libby wrote, "how to make these reforms as painlessly as possible is Castro' s
problem. But at the best ,it will be painful for the present rich owners . "

The foregoing is adapted from a term paper in International Relations by
Charles Gillespie, senior student at Paul Quinn College, Waco, Texas .

Recommended reading on Cuba :

Huberman, Leo, and Paul M . Sweazy, Cuba, 	 Anatomy of a Revolution, New York, Monthl y
Review Press, 1960 . Good background on the history of U .S . - Cuban relations and
the economic facts basic to the attitudes of some Americans towards the changes .

Mills, C . Wright, ListenYankee, New York, Bantam Books, 1960. Paperback availabl e
on many news stands for 500 . Much of the book is an attempt by its author to spea k
with the authentic voices of Cubans themselves, an interesting literary style whic h
reveals the emotional intensity with which Cubans face their problems . Mills feels
that he speaks for the majority of Cubans .

Matthews, Herbert L . and Hiram Hilty, Understanding Cuba, Philadelphia, American
Friends Service Committee, 1960 . 30¢. Matthews is Latin American editor of The
New York Times . Hilty is Spanish professor at Guilford College and a forme r
school teacher in Cuba . This pamphlet is brief, perceptive and penetrating . ,
Order from NYSPC .

The Syracuse Peace Council has passed the quarter century mark . This is a significant
record for an informally organized peace group in America . During much of that period, the
office secretary, Miss Lena Gray, has cared for the details of both the SPC and the NYSPC .
On January 24th, at the Birthday Party, Miss Gray was the recipient of the annual citatio n
given by the SPC to that person who over the years has contributed much to the program o f
peace education and action in Syracuse . This editor shares with all those who know the
quiet dignity and capability of this woman the joy which comes in knowing that in thi s
small way her efforts are recognized and appreciated .
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