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The ‘Populist’ Batista
“The Architect of the Cuban State: Fulgencio Batista and Populism in Cuba, 1937–1940” by

Robert Whitney, in Journal of Latin American Studies (May 2000), Cambridge Univ. Press, Journals
Dept., 40 W. 20th St., New York, N.Y. 10011–4211.

Cuban strongman Fulgencio Batista y
Zaldívar (1901–73), who was overthrown by
Fidel Castro in 1959, is usually portrayed by
historians as little more than a counterrevolu-
tionary and reactionary figure. Overlooked,
however, is Batista’s “populist phase,” notes
Whitney, an associate fellow at McGill Univer-
sity’s Centre for Developing Area Studies.

In the summer of 1933, Cuba “exploded
in social revolution,” he recalls. Joining a
loose coalition of radical activists, students,
intellectuals, and disgruntled soldiers,
Batista, then a young army sergeant, orga-
nized a mutiny of noncommissioned offi-
cers, which toppled the Havana govern-
ment. A provisional revolutionary govern-
ment was formed, led by Ramón Grau San
Martín, a popular university professor.
Promising social justice for all classes, and
the annulment of the Platt Amendment
(which permitted U.S. intervention in
Cuba), the Grau government gave women
the right to vote, decreed an eight-hour
workday, established a minimum wage for

sugar cane cutters, and assured peasants of
legal title to their lands.

In January 1934, however, Batista led a
right-wing coalition that, with the support of
the U.S. State Department, overthrew Grau.
Batista ruled through puppets before being
elected to the presidency in 1940. But Cuba,
Whitney says, had become “a very different
country” after the revolution of 1933. A new
consensus on the necessity of state interven-
tion for political and economic reform
emerged. In 1937, though he had drawn his
main support from the army and police,
Batista suddenly entered a populist phase.
“Many want to forget that I am the chief of a
constructive social revolution, and see me as
a mere watchdog of public order,” declared
the young commander in chief.

“Batista was very aware that in order to
rule Cuba he had to appeal to ‘the people’
and to the revolutionary sentiments of
1933,” writes Whitney. Since “Grau and his
followers were still around to reclaim their
role as Cuba’s most advanced social reform-

trayed . . . as a Trojan horse that forces on
others the low-brow uniformity of the
American lifestyle—fast food, bad clothing,
and even worse sitcoms.” A sheep farmer
who destroyed a McDonald’s in France last
year has become a national hero.
“Resistance to the hegemonic pretenses of
hamburgers is, above all, a cultural impera-
tive,” intoned the respected newspaper Le
Monde.

The French were infuriated by two WTO
rulings last year that let the United States
impose retaliatory sanctions against Dijon
mustard, Roquefort cheese, and other prod-
ucts because of the European Union’s pro-
tectionist ban on U.S. hormone-treated beef
and its discriminatory preferences for
bananas from former French colonies in
Africa and the Caribbean. “The rulings,”
Meunier says, “were presented in France as
clear evidence that globalization puts busi-
ness interests above consumer safety, inter-

national political stability, and humanitari-
an concerns.”

Resistance to globalization has drawn
widespread support in France—from farm-
ers, labor groups, environmentalists, journal-
ists, academics, and filmmakers. French
politicians “have been forced to follow,”
notes Meunier. Prime Minister Lionel
Jospin and President Jacques Chirac, likely
opponents in the 2002 presidential election,
“are both wooing the antiglobalization
movement.” Recent polls also show rising
support in France for European integration,
with 73 percent regarding it as a way of fight-
ing globalization’s ill effects.

France’s anti-globalization message has
found some sympathetic ears abroad, partic-
ularly in Japan and Canada. But if the
French rhetoric is not to prove empty,
Meunier concludes, the foes of American-
style globalization will have to come up with
“a sensible alternative.”
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The African Connection
“Making the Connection: Africa and the Internet” by Mike Jensen, in Current History (May 2000),

4225 Main St., Philadelphia, Pa. 19127.

To Americans, it may seem as if the whole
world is wired. It isn’t, as the case of Africa
shows. But, as the same case also shows, it
seems to be slowly getting there.

Only 11 of Africa’s 54 countries had local
Internet access at the end of 1996, but by last
February all 54 did, at least in their capital
cities, reports Jensen, an independent con-
sultant based in Port St. Johns, South Africa.

With an estimated population of 780 mil-
lion, Africa now has some 25,000 computers
permanently connected to the Internet and
about 1.5 million Internet users. One million
of these wired folk are in South Africa, leav-
ing only about 500,000 among the 734 mil-
lion people on the rest of the continent—a
ratio of about one Internet user for every
1,500 people. In North America and Europe,
the average is about one Internet user for
every four people, and the worldwide average
is about one for every 38. Though Internet
use is less common in Africa than in much of
the rest of the developing world (Latin
America and the Caribbean, for example,
have one user for every 125 people), Africa is
ahead of South Asia, which has one user for
every 2,500 inhabitants.

“Universities were initially at the van-
guard of Internet developments in Africa,
and most provide e-mail services,” says
Jensen. But, as of early last year, “only about
20 countries had universities with full

Internet connectivity”; even in those, he
says, access was usually limited to staff (and
often graduate students), and was not avail-
able to the general student population.

But government ministries and businesses
have begun to use the Web to promote for-
eign tourism and investment, he says. In
Egypt, Senegal, and some other countries,
governments have set up official Web sites.
In Zambia, the State House established a
site for its press releases, after the local oppo-
sition newspaper, The Post, set up a Web site.
More than 120 African newspapers and
newsmagazines are now available on the
Internet. But outside South Africa, Jensen
says, opposition groups generally make little
use of the Web, which has yet to reach many
of their potential supporters.

“Africa now has about 26 countries with
1,000 or more dial-up [Internet] sub-
scribers,” he reports, “but only about nine
countries with 5,000 or more: Egypt, Mor-
occo, Kenya, Ghana, Mozambique, South
Africa, Tunisia, Uganda, and Zimbabwe.”
The average cost of using a local dial-up
Internet account for five hours a month is
about $60—vastly more than affluent
Americans pay.

The infrastructure for the Internet, satel-
lite TV, and cellular phones “has improved
dramatically in Africa in the past five years,”
Jensen says. But there is much more to do.

ers,” Batista did an end run around them,
forming an alliance with, and legalizing, the
Communist Party. (Following the Comin-
tern’s lead, the party was then in its “popular
front” period.) Batista also offered a Three
Year Plan, promising a host of social reforms to
benefit farm workers and others, courted labor
(after years of obstructing union organization),
and on a visit to Mexico, even spoke about
nationalizing the Cuban sugar industry.

His revolutionary credentials may have
been suspect, but Batista did supervise
Cuba’s transition from a military dictator-
ship in 1934 to a nominal constitutional

democracy, says Whitney. The new constitu-
tion of 1940 “proclaimed political democra-
cy, the rights of urban and rural labor, limi-
tations on the size of sugar plantations and
the need for systematic state intervention in
the economy, while preserving the supreme
role of private property. Ironically, many of
the demands of the failed revolution of 1933
became the constitutional edicts of 1940.”
The promises would not be kept, Whitney
says, but at least they were made. Hence-
forth, Cubans “from all social classes” would
expect the state to act in their behalf—and
feel betrayed when it didn’t.


