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The rapid shift to the left in the early years of the Cuban Revolution took Cuba
into nearly three decades of close economic, political, and diplomatic relations
with the Soviet Union. It’s no surprise, then, that the Soviet-Cuban relationship
during that period has been the subject of a substantial body of writing, includ-
ing two earlier books by Mervyn Bain. By contrast, the Cuban-Soviet relation-
ship prior to 1959 has been little explored. Bain’s new book, covering 1917–1959,
goes beyond an exploration of state-to-state political and economic relations
to include the history of nonstate organizations, most importantly the Cuban
Communist Party. Founded as the pcc in 1925 (with a name change to psp in
1944), the Cuban Communists, in spite of periodic repression—especially dur-
ing the Machado government (1925–33) and several years following the over-
throw of the frustrated Revolution of 1933, and during the dictatorship of Ful-
gencio Batista (1952-December 1958)—managed to survive and even flourish,
developing an important presence in the workers and trade union movement
and in student and intellectual circles. Bain also examines a number of cultural
organizations that promoted relations between the two countries, functioning
as arms of “soft diplomacy.”
Chapter 1 provides a broad overview of Soviet interest in Cuba before 1959

and examines existing literature on Soviet-Cuban relations and the history
of Cuban Communism. Chapter 2 focuses mainly on the history of the Com-
intern’s interest inCubaand its revolutionarypotential and the special relation-
ship established between Cuban Communists and the u.s. Communist Party;
it ends with a discussion of Soviet relations with Cuba after the dissolution of
the Comintern in the summer of 1943 and during the early ColdWar. Chapter 3
examines the other dimension of the Soviet Union’s “two track policy,” focus-
ing on the diplomatic relations between the two countries (initiated in 1942
and severed in 1952). It also includes a discussion of trade and cultural rela-
tions in the 1940s and early 1950s. The brief final chapter reflects on the larger
significance of Cuban-Soviet relations before 1959 and on the attempts by the
post-1959 Cuban state and theKremlin to rewrite and even suppress the history
of Cuban Communists’ one-time support of Batista in the late 1930s and early
1940s and the psp’s hostility toward the political and armed struggle move-
ments led by the young Fidel Castro and the July 26 Movement between 1952
and 1958.
The central argument of the book—endlessly repeated and restated

throughout the chapters—is that earlier scholars have failed to acknowledge
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theweight and depth of the Soviet-Cuban relationship before the victory of the
CastroRevolution in 1959 and the aggressive interventionist policies of u.s. gov-
ernments that prepared the way for close political and economic ties between
Havana and Moscow. The traditional historiography on the topic, Bain argues,
misleadingly claims that Soviet (and Cuban) interests in each other were con-
strained by a “geographic fatalism” that accepted Cuba’s location in the u.s.
sphere of political and economic influence—in the u.s. “imperial backyard”
so to speak. Given the strength of this acceptance of geographic fatalism, the
Cominterndidnot seeCubaasproviding fertile ground for revolutionarybreak-
throughs and the Soviet Union did not imagine that stable diplomatic relations
with theCaribbeannationwould bepossible. Thismyopic visionhas prevented
scholars, Bain argues, from realizing the significance and scale of Soviet, Com-
intern, and cpusa interest in Cuba.
Much of the ground covered in this short book is very familiar and has been

examined by a generation of scholars fromCuba, the United States, and a num-
ber of European countries. While Bain is generous in his acknowledgment of
earlier research, his book would have greatly benefited from familiarity with
some important new Cuban scholarly production. The most striking omission
from the bibliography and endnotes is the important three-volume history of
the Cuban Communist Party between 1925 and 1959 (El primer Partido Comu-
nista de Cuba) published by Cuban scholar Angelina Blaquier Rojas between
2007 and 2010. Blaquier Rojas’s volumes, which make extensive use of Com-
intern records opened in the early 1990s, represent the first major published
use of these records by a Cuban scholar. The research and arguments in them
would have deepened Bain’s research on both the pcc/psp and the Comintern
aswell as providing evidence for his argument about the “disappearing act” that
has obscured Cuban and Soviet treatment of the Cuban Communists’ relations
with Batista in the period 1938–44. Christine Hatzky’s important biography of
Julio Antonio Mella is another major study that would have benefited Bain’s
analysis.
In spite of these gaps in the secondary literature he consulted, Bain is one

of the few scholars who have used Comintern records for the 1921–43 period;
he is to be congratulated for his insistence on seeing the importance of the
ties between u.s. Communists and their Cuban counterparts. He has also
consulted a number of other Soviet archival sources, and plowed his way
through some of the literature published by Soviet-Cuban friendship move-
ments. It is a pity, though, that there are so many spelling errors involving
historical figures and institutions (I counted well over 100), many of them
the result of retranslation to Spanish of Russian language phonetic renderings
of Cuban names. Nevertheless, scholars will find Bain’s monograph a useful
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introduction to a little explored dimension of twentieth-century Cuban his-
tory.
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