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Introduction

Hegemony began inconspicuously, perhaps even unnoticed—
not entirely unlike the fit of absentmindedness that Macaulay attributed
to British imperialism. But, in fact, the U.S. imperial enterprise pro-
ceeded more like spasms of purposefulness. Empire came easily to the
United States. Establishing U.S. mastery over the Western Hemisphere
incurred few risks and encountered less resistance. Certainly during the
initial phase of economic penetration and political expansion in the Ca-
ribbean, the United States enjoyed privileged access to and virtually un-
disputed preeminence over its resources and markets.

These were the decades in which the United States proclaimed its in-
terests paramount in the circum-Caribbean, interests to which all other
nations were to defer. U.S. investments in the region expanded with mini-
mum competition and a maximum guarantee of protection. The “Roose-
velt Corollary” proscribed European warships in Caribbean waters. “Dol-
lar diplomacy” preempted European capital from Caribbean economies.

The exercise of hegemony created an auspicious environment for U.S.
investment in the region. Capital carried its own set of imperatives. In-
vestors demanded specific conditions, including access to resources, as-
surances of protection, and guarantees of profits. Capital demanded, too,
a docile working class, a passive peasantry, a compliant bourgeoisie, and a
subservient political elite.

It was these objectives to which United States policy was given. And
nowhere were they in a more advanced state of development than in
Cuba. The defense of the U.S. capital stake became a matter of policy pri-
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ority, a convenient method of both promoting political hegemony abroad
and solving economic problems at home.

Both as a means and an end of hegemony, the defense of capital inter-
ests served as the cornerstone of U.S. policy. Local obstacles to invest-
ment were eliminated as foreign capital insisted upon freedom of transac-
tion. U.S. capital was invested unconditionally, or not at all. The policies
of the host country could not be permitted to restrict either the manipula-
tion of power or the margin of profit. To local government was assigned
the responsibility for the well-being of foreign property. And when local
government itself threatened U.S. interests through pernicious state pol-
icy, or when local authorities proved incapable of protecting foreign prop-
erty against internal disorders, U.S. intervention followed routinely.

This was the idiom of empire, informal but never casual—the assump-
tions binding a client state to custodial responsibility for the well-being of
foreign interests. But the nature of patron-client relations varied, as did
the nature of the U.S. capital stake in the region, and not all Caribbean
nations were held uniformly to a common standard of performance. The
nature of hegemony in Cuba, as well as the exercise of that power, was
always in a state of flux, reflecting changes overtaking the political econ-
omy of the United States. But just as certain, adaptions corresponded to
changes in Cuban society that were themselves the effects of hegemony.
Social structures, political institutions, and economic development were
profoundly affected by U.S. hegemony, and necessarily induced policy
adjustments to new social realities.

The republic was launched in 19o2 amid great fanfare, and under sin-
gularly inauspicious circumstances. The process of decolonization was
arrested and reversed almost at its inception. The United States’ armed
intervention in 1898 and subsequent military occupation renewed those
elements of the old colonial system of potential use to the new imperial
design. During these years, occupied Cuba ceded territory for the estab-
lishment of a foreign naval station, acquiesced to limitations of national
sovereignty, and authorized future U.S. intervention. These were the
conditions of independence, forced on Cuba, appended directly into the
Constitution of 1901, and negotiated later into the Permanent Treaty of
1903, loosely known as the Platt Amendment.

The military intervention in 1898 obstructed more than a victory of
Cuban arms over the colonial government, however. It arrested Cuban
efforts to end the colonial system. The imposition of a vast military pres-
ence over the next four years gave renewed life to old colonial relation-
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ships. Cuba inaugurated the republic with the task of decolonization in-
complete and unfinished. Since Washington effectively guaranteed the
survival of colonial status quo in the form of the republic and under the
guise of order and stability, continuing efforts to complete the nineteenth-
century goal of decolonization placed Cubans on a collision course with
the United States.

During the following decades, the Platt Amendment served as the prin-
cipal instrument of hegemony. Immediately through direct rule during
the occupation and subsequently through indirect rule under the Platt
Amendment, the United States exercised authority over Cuba not unlike
sovereignty. The Platt Amendment was an organic document—evolving
and changing as circumstances dictated. It opened Cuba to the expan-
sion of U.S. capital and held the republic to its continued defense. It was
a pursuit that required increasingly deeper involvement in Cuban inter-
nal affairs, and the amendment served this purpose too. Indeed, in the
end there was little in the exercise of hegemony that did not find sanction
in the Platt Amendment.

These developments had far-reaching consequences. The exercise of
hegemony on this scale for such a sustained period distorted the principal
institutions of the republic. Economic relationships, social formations,
political culture, and in the end, the very character of the state itself ac-
quired definitive character under the conditions created by imperialism.

Beginning first, and especially, with the armed intervention of 1898
and the military occupation of 1899—1902, and followed by the interven-
tion and occupation of 19o6—1909, the willingness of the United States
to use superior military force against Cuba cast a long shadow over the
republic. Never again did it become necessary to resort to full-scale mili-
tary occupation, for the threat alone was sufficient to induce Cuban com-
pliance to U.S. demands.

Under the auspices of the Platt Amendment, Washington established
formal proprietary authority over the Cuban national system. Little es-
caped the purview of U.S. intervention. Indeed, so thoroughly had the
United States penetrated the social order, that in the end nonintervention
served the same purpose as intervention.

But just as inevitably, such an exercise of hegemony created internal
contradictions and national tensions. They found expression most fre-
quently in political instability, social conflict, and economic dislocation.
In the end, U.S. hegemony contributed powerfully to galvanizing the
very forces it sought to contain: nationalism and revolution.
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1.

Everything in
Transition

I

Everywhere there was war: in the eastern mountains, on the
central plains, in the western valleys. It was a chilling panorama. The
Cubans were in rebellion again, and this time, everywhere. The war was
not going well for Spain in 1896, and slowly a presentiment of disaster
settled over the loyalist community in Cuba. Many like planter attorney
Raimundo Cabrera saw beyond the colonial rebellion and recognized a
Cuban revolution. “Without question,” Cabrera wrote to a friend in the
United States, “this has not been like the Ten Years War—not in its ori-
gins, or in its means, or in its expansion, or much less in its social, politi-
cal, and economic aspects. Cuba today is revolutionary. . . . Everything is
undone and in transition.”!

This allusion to the Ten Years’ War (1868 —1878) was altogether fitting,
for the forces released by the earlier separatist conflict had totally trans-
formed the colonial political economy. Property relations and production
modes were in transition. Social formations were in flux. Commercial ties
were changing. So were political loyalties. Even the nature of change
changed. The Pact of Zanjon (1878) marked more than the end of the
war—it announced the passing of an age. For the million and a half in-
habitants of the island, life soon returned to normal, but it would never be
the same.

The Ten Years’ War marked an era of transition in Cuba. By the follow-
ing decade, the period of adjustment and adaptation was rapidly coming
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to an end, and the effects were telling. The war had thoroughly disrupted
the colonial economy. Planters who operated before the war on marginal
profits, those who lacked either the finances or the foresight to modern-
ize their mills, were among the earliest casualties. Of 41 mills operating
around Sancti-Spiritus in Las Villas province in 1861, only 3 survived the
war. The 49 mills in Trinidad were reduced to sixteen. In Santa Clara,
only 39 of 86 survived. The Cienfuegos mills were reduced from 107 to
77. In Giiines, almost two-thirds of the 87 mills operating before the war
had disappeared by 1877. In some districts of the eastern provinces the
collapse of sugar production was all but total. None of the 24 mills in
Bayamo and the 18 mills in Manzanillo survived the war. The 64 mills of
Holguin were reduced to 4. Of the 100 ingenios operating in the district
of Santiago de Cuba in 1868, only 30 resumed operations after Zanjon. In
Puerto Principe, only one of 100 survived the war.?

Planters fortunate enough to escape the ravages of the Ten Years’ War
survived only to discover capital scarce and credit dear. Prevailing rates of
interest fluctuated typically between 12 percent and 18 percent—with
30 percent not at all uncommon—and foreclosed any possibility that local
credit transactions would contribute significantly to the economic recov-
ery of post-Zanjon Cuba.?

The war and the attending decline of Cuban sugar production set the
stage for the next series of calamitics. The disruption of Cuban sugar led
immediately to a decline of local supply and ultimately an increase in inter-
national demand. Everywhere in the world sugar growers expanded pro-
duction to meet new conditions. After Zanjon Cuban planters faced new
adversity, this in the form of expanded competition from new producers
and expanded production from old competitors. Not since the end of the
eighteenth century, when revolution in Saint-Domingue ended French
supremacy over sugar production, was the opportunity for rival producers
to extend their share of the world market as great as in the 187o0s.

They did not hesitate. In the United States, new varieties of cane were
introduced in Louisiana, while experimentation with beet sugar in the
West and Southwest expanded under the auspices of state and federal
government subsidies. In 1876 cane sugar from Hawaii entered the
United States duty-free. Production also expanded in Latin America,
most notably in Argentina, Peru, and Mexico. The resettlement of dis-
placed Cuban planters in Santo Domingo contributed to an increase of
Dominican sugar exports. But it was in Europe that sugar production



