
Timeline 
1959 Jan: Offi ce of Revolutionary Plans and 
 Co-ordination is established

 Feb: Castro becomes prime minister

 May: National Institute of Agrarian 
 Reform (INRA) is set up

 Jul: Urrutia resigns as president; Osvaldo 
 Dorticós takes over

 Oct: Huber Matos and supporters are 
 imprisoned

1960 Sep: Committees for the Defence of the 
 Revolution (CDRs) are set up

1961 Apr: Bay of Pigs incident

 Jul: 26 July Movement, communist PSP
  and Directorio Revolucionario (DR) merge
 to form the Integrated Revolutionary 
 Organisations (ORI) 

1962 Mar: Escalante is removed from positions

1963 Jul: ORI becomes the United Party of the 
 Socialist Revolution (PURS)

1965 Oct: PURS becomes the Communist Party 
 of Cuba (PCC)

 Nov: Camarioca Exodus

1968 Feb: ‘Microfaction’ Affair

1976 Dec: Fidel Castro becomes president

1980 Apr–Oct: Mariel Boatlift 

1989 June–July: Ochoa Affair

1992 Sep: Aldana is sacked; purge of reformists 
 from PCC

1994 Aug: Malecón Exodus

1996 Mar: actions against the Centre for the 
 Study of America (CEA) group

2002 Jun: National Assembly amends 
 constitution to make socialist system 
 of government permanent

2003 Mar: Varela Project activists are arrested

2008 Feb: Fidel Castro announces his 
 resignation; Raúl takes over
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Key questions 
How did Castro establish his power in the period 1959–75? 
What measures were taken after 1975 to further consolidate
Castro’s power? 
What other methods did Castro use to consolidate his power?

Overview 

Fidelista

Directorio 
Revolucionario
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How did Castro establish his power in the 
period 1959–75? 

Dual power, January–November 1959

dual 
power

Revolutionary consolidation

3      Establishment and consolidation of Castro’s rule

dual power This term refers to 
a situation where political power, 
in reality, is shared between the 
formal government and an unoffi cial 
body. Such situations rarely last 
for long, as each authority tries to 
impose its power.

Question
Why was Castro’s formation of INRA 
important in establishing his power? 



188

5      Castro and Cuba

Fidel Castro in 1964, relaxing while planning consolidation of his revolution

Opposition 

Fact 
The Communist Party of Cuba (PCC), 
established in 1965, had never 
functioned as a mass party. It did 
not even hold its first congress until 
1975. In 1972, it was given a new 
party structure, with a 100-strong 
central committee, as well as a smaller 
politburo and secretariat. It also 
produced new party statutes and a new 
programme. Membership rose steadily 
from 50,000 in 1965 to over 500,000 
by 1980. By then, over 9% of all Cuban 
citizens aged over 25 belonged to the 
party. These changes turned it into 
more of a typical ruling party. At the 
same time, the proportion of military 
personnel in the leading bodies 
dropped significantly, making it a more 
normal civilian party. 
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Fact 
The USA’s offensive against Cuba, to 
undermine its government and society, 
was massive. Castro used these real 
US threats to increase his control, to 
bring about a one-party system and to 
mobilise the people to transform Cuba.

Fact 
The organisation of party cells, 
selection of party members, and all 
promotions and dismissals had to be 
cleared through Escalante’s offi ce. 
Increasingly, party cells asserted 
their authority over administrators, 
and a preliminary system of political 
commissars was introduced in the 
armed forces. Much of this was similar 
to the methods used by Stalin as 
general secretary of the CPSU in the 
Soviet Union to establish a powerful 
position for himself during the 1920s 
(see Chapter 2).

Balfour, S. 2009. . London, UK. Longman. p. 190. 

SOURCE A

The Communist Party 

Question
What were the main stages in Castro’s 
formation of the PCC between 1961 
and 1965?
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Mass organisations 

Federation of University Students 

The trade unions 

What measures were taken after 1975 to 
further consolidate Castro’s power? 

Poder Popular

Rectification campaign, 1986–87
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Juceplan

Juceplan 

The Ochoa Affair, 1989 

 Arnaldo 
Ochoa

Fidel Castro and Mikhail Gorbachev embrace during an official visit by the Soviet 
premier to Cuba in 1989

Arnaldo Ochoa (1930–89) 
Ochoa was in charge of the Cuban 
troops sent to Angola to fight against 
South African forces in 1988. The 
Cuban troops won an impressive 
victory at Cuito Cuanavale on 14 
February 1988. This helped force 
South Africa out of Angola and 
Namibia, contributing to the collapse 
of apartheid in South Africa. Two years 
later, Nelson Mandela was released 
from prison and, in July 1991, he 
visited Cuba to thank the country 
for its role in the struggle against 
apartheid. Ochoa had, as a result, 
become something of a hero.

Fact
Gorbachev visited Cuba in April 
1989. He was associated with three 
reforms – perestroika, glasnost and 
demokratizatsiya. He introduced these 
in the Soviet Union after 1985, and 
encouraged their adoption by the 
Eastern European regimes. Castro 
associated these policies with the 
fall of these regimes in the period 
1989–91.

Question
What were the main reasons for the 
Ochoa Affair in 1989? 
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Aldana and the 1992 purge 

Poder Popular

 their

US actions, 1992–96 

‘Re-moralisation’ and the Varela Project 

Fact
Set up in 1988, the CEA was mainly 
composed of academics, most of whom 
belonged to the PCC. By 1990, they 
had begun to suggest reform of Cuba’s 
internal political system. After Castro 
made moves against them in 1996, 
some went into exile to continue  
their opposition. 

Fact
The Varela Project was named after 
Felix Varela, a 19th-century advocate 
for Cuban independence, and was 
associated with the Catholic Church. 
Its leader was Osvaldo Payá, who 
had been involved in the Christian 
Liberation Group. Its members 
tried to use the clause in the Cuban 
constitution that said a new law could 
be proposed if a petition with 10,000 
signatures was presented to the 
National Assembly. They managed to 
get 11,000 signatures, and presented 
it during a visit by ex-US president 
Jimmy Carter, who supported them. 



193

3      Establishment and consolidation of Castro’s rule

Fact
In 1994, the CTC rejected plans to tax 
workers’ wages; in 1995, they rejected 
proposed alterations to social security, 
which were sent back for amendment. 

Fact
In later years, CDRs became involved 
in recycling drives, cultural and 
educational activities, and health 
campaigns (e.g. vaccination and blood 
donation). Though they are grassroots 
organisations, they do not necessarily 
function effectively as a way for people 
to express their views. 

Mass organisations 

Poder Popular

Unions 

PCC 

What other methods did Castro use to 
consolidate his power? 

Committees for the Defence of the Revolution 

Question
What was the Varela Project?
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Emigration and exile 

Castroism 
Fidelismo

Posters on a wall in a street in Havana. Che Guevara is depicted in the top-left poster

Question
How did the large numbers of Cuban 
emigrants help Castro to consolidate  
his regime? 

Question
Who do you think is depicted in the 
top-right poster?

Radio 
Rebelde
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History and art
Most people would agree that artists 
should be free to express their views 
and thoughts. Yet many governments 
– especially those in one-party states 
– have tried to confi ne art to those 
works that support their political and 
economic system. Is it possible to 
make a case for Castro’s assertion in 
1961 that creative freedom could be 
allowed ‘within the revolution’, but not 
‘against the revolution’; or his appeal 
in 1971 that art should be a ‘weapon 
of the revolution’? 

Theory of knowledgeTheory of knowledge

Activity
Using the information in the units 
of this book that you have already 
read, and any other materials you 
have access to, write a couple of 
paragraphs to explain how the USA’s 
actions against Cuba made it easier 
for Castro to consolidate his power. 

Historical debate
There is considerable debate 
amongst historians about the 
support for/opposition to Castro’s 
policies and the regime he created. 
Some, like Bethell, are negative, 
while others, such as Saney, present 
a much more optimistic picture. 
Which ‘side’ do you think presents 
the most realistic assessment? 

Raúl Castro, acting president of Cuba, looks at the empty chair of Fidel Castro during 
a session of Cuba’s National Assembly in December 2006; Fidel fi nally resigned in 
February 2008, and Raúl took over as president 

End of unit activities 
1  

2  

3  

Question
As you work through the next 
unit, try to analyse the relative 
importance of Fidel Castro’s various 
economic and social policies in 
helping to maintain his power 
from 1959 to 2008. Were these 
more or less important than 
repressive measures?

Poder Popular 


