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ILITARY intervention in the

Latin American political proc-
esses is one of the most prominent
national traditions of the area.
Pronunciamiento, golpe de estado,
cuartelazo underscore the martial di-
mensions of the Spanish American
political lexicon—all suggestive of di-
rect involvement of the armed forces
in the competition for national politi-
cal power. The more dramatic expres-
sion of military involvement, the coup
d’état, often has obscured less conspic-
uous forms of army involvement in
national - politics. Sympathy for the
policies or personalities of an incum-
bent administration or a candidate for
elective office often has led to a par-
tisan involvement of the armed forces
in the electoral processes. Responding
to professional aspirations, ‘career
considerations, and concern for their
corporate integrity, the armed forces
often have acted as a pressure group
seeking to influence—often extra-
legally—election results. At the same
time, civilian leaders, also seeking fa-
vorable election returns, frequently
have encouraged, and often deliber-
ately inspired, army intervention in
the electoral process.

Through much of their history, the
Cuban armed forces served as a pow-
erful agency which affected the out-
come of presidential elections. From
its creation in 1908, the Cuban army
developed within the crucible of par-
fisan politics. Regimental commands
in provincial capitals and a network of
far-flung Rural Guard outposts
throughout the interior of the island
enabled Havana to promote the politi-
cal interests of the incumbent admin-
istration, thwart the aspirations of op-
position candidates, and assure the
continuity of a partisan order during
the first three decades of the Repub-
lic’s history; between 1905 and 1928,
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no incumbent president or president-
backed candidate lost an election.

Election irregularities attributed to
army involvement did npot pass
unchallenged. The August Revolution
in 1906 against the government of
Toméis Estrada Palma (1902-1906)
resulted largely from electoral decep-
tions and the intimidation of the op-
position by the Rural Guard.! Simi-
larly, in February 1917, former Pres-
ident José Miguel Gémez (1908-
1912), charging election irregularities,
led the Liberal Party and Liberal sym-
pathizers within the armed forces into
rebellion against the Conservative ad-
ministration of Mario Menocal (1912-
1920).2

The passions of the 1917 revolution
had not subsided when national elec-
tions in 1920 rekindled partisan antag-
onisms.3 Competition for the Liberal
Party presidential nomination between
José Miguel Goémez and Alfredo
Zayas ended when Gémez won the
Party’s appointment and expelled his
rival. Zayas subsequently formed the

Partido Popular Cubano and cast :

about for allies among the anti-
Miguelista ranks. The newly-formed
PPC entered into an alliance with the
Conservative Party, forming the Liga
Nacional. The political alliance, ar-
ranged by President Mario Menacal,
permitted the Conservative chieftain
to frustrate the presidential aspirations
of his long-time Liberal foe; at the
same time, Menocal sought to insure
his own reelection; in return for Con-
servative support Zayas pledged to
support Menocal for a reelection bid
in 1924.¢

Military Jeaders shared the Conserv-
ative President’s hostility toward the
Liberal presidential candidate. The
army command, in fact, had substan-
tial reason to fear a Miguelista
triumph at the polls. Two successive
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Menocal administrations and a revolu-
tion later, the Liberal candidate
threatened to undermine the military
order resulting from eight years of
Conservative rule. Officers who had
staked their careers on the ability of
the Menocal administration to survive
the Miguelista armed challenge in
1917, commanders who had benefited
directly from the Liberal defections
produced by the 1917 revolution, and
all military personnel who had gained
professionally and personally from
1916-1917 and had fought the Liber-
als in 1917 feared a Gémez victory.
The reorganization threatening the
preponderantly-Conservative  officer
corps under a Liberal administration
drove the military to support the gov-
ernment candidate.

DMINISTRATION leaders ex-
ploited military suspicions of the
Gémez  candidacy. Conservatives
warned the military that a Miguelista
victory would see Liberal officers who
had defected in 1917 returned to posi-
tions of command.5 The Conservative
newspaper, E!l Dia, asked rhetorically
how Goémez, who had attempted to
destroy the fabric of the army in
1917, could be permitted to become
Commander-in-Chief. Gémez’s’ candi-
dacy; the editorial concluded, was 2
“grave offense to the Army.”® Zay-
istas predicted that the election of the
former President would disrupt and
disorganize the military service;
Menocalista commanders would be re-
tired, Conservatives suggested, to per-
mit Liberals to return to the armed
services with the rank they would
have held had they remained on active
duty.

‘Administration propaganda cast the
1920 campaign as a contest of vital
importance to the future integrity of
the armed forces. The Zayista effort
reinforced the army’s fear of political
change, convincing\ many officers that
a Gémez victory was inimical to the
best interests of the service. Once
military leaders came to believe a
Miguelista victory would be perni-
cious, they willingly intervened—for
the good of the service—in the electo-
ral .process. Many officers came to
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perceive the viability and stability of
the army as the underlying issue of the
1920 campaign. The army as a whole
opposed the Liberal candidate. In Ori-
ente, for example, the Military Dis-
trict Commander committed himself
to the defeat of the Miguelista ticket
in order to preserve the integrity of
the army.

Many officers and men believed
that a Gémez victory would jeop-
ardize their careers. In the eastern
province of Oriente, some officers
worked “conscientiously, in order to
save their commissions.”” Rural
Guard commanders, compromised by
past political activities, feared that a
Liberal administration would result in
the retirement of scores of officers.
Menocalista officers, in fact, were
prepared to lead the army in a revolt
to prevent the inauguration of José
Miguel G6mez.8

During the final months of the cam-
paign, Havana took the necessary
steps to assure the election of the
administration candidate. In Septem-
ber 1920 Secretary of Gobernacién
Charles Hernindez, the alleged ar-
chitect of electoral frauds in 1916,
assumed the portfolio of War and
Navy. Managing the two most power-
ful executive departments, Hernindez
controlled virtually every phase of the
electoral contest, including the elec-
tion machinery, the licensing of fire-
arms, authority over municipal gov-
ernments and municipal police forces,
and the assignment of the armed
forces.?

The tense preelection atmosphere,
provided the government with a pre-
text for introducing the armed forces
directly into the election process. Lib-
eral warnings against election frauds
permitted the administration to under-
take military action in the guise of
precautionary measures. Government
officials ihemseives, in fact, evoked
the spectre of Liberal violence to en-
courage fear of political disorder and
thereby facilitate the centralizing of
electoral controls to undermine the
Liberal campaign. Conservatives in-
terpreted Liberal predictions of post-
election violence as threats of political
disorders prior to the 1 November
election, thus justifying an extraordi-
nary military presence in the closing
weeks of the campaign. The adminis-
tration, in fact, announced the discov-
ery of a Liberal plot, scheduled for 17
October, to overthrow the govern-
ment. The alleged conspiracy per-
mitted the government to dispatch
large numbers of officers and men to
frustrate any future anti-administration
schemes, arrest provincial Liberal
leaders, and harass the campaign of
the opposition.

The government appointed Military

Supervisors throughout the island. The
Menocal government, Secretary Her-
nindez explained, would “not be
caught unprepared by another rebel-
lion.”1® The appointment of Military
Supervisors, sanctioned by the Consti-
tution, the Organic Law of Executive
Power, and the Organic Law of Munic-
ipalities, permitted the central gov-
ernment to take over from municipal
and provincial authorities, alleged in-
capable of maintaining order and sta-
bility, and enforce its will on any part
of the island. The almost exclusive use
of army personnel for this purpose
demonstrated the scope of military
involvement in the election. Havana
detached officers and men from the
authority of the Secretary of War and
placed them under the jurisdiction of
Gobernacién. And in 1920 Hernindez
possessed the authority of detaching
select officers to serve under Gober-
nacidon in any given district. The
choice of Conservative officers as Mil-
itary Supervisors further emphasized
the political mission of the command-
ers appointed by the administration.
Asked why the Provincial Inspectors
were Conservatives, Herndndez asked
impatiently, how could the adminis-
tration “be expected to send out Lib-
erals in such capacity.”11

The administration’s professed con-
cern for national order concealed the
political objectives assigned to the
armed forces during the 1920 cam-
paign. Menocal early summoned the
commanding officers of the provincial
military districts to Havana, encour-
aging them to use their influence and
authority to promote the candidacy of
Alfredo Zayas. Military Supervisors
likewise were expected to win their
assigned municipality or province for
the government candidate, with the
promise of promotion if successful.
Such political involvement, in fact,
frequently led to rapid promotion.
The personnel selected for supervisory
duty included individuals most suscep-
tible to promotion incentives; young
and inexperienced officers, as well as
sergeants and corporals, received ap-
pointments. The administration also
sought out officers hostile -to the Lib-
eral candidate for supervisory chores.

Officers with a distaste for political
service were transferred to Havana
and placed under the supervision of
Army Headquarters. . Commanders
with fewer inhibitions replaced them.
Transfers, leaves of absence, and mis-
sions abroad eliminated other officers
unsympathetic to the government
effort. The administration also purged
all officers suspected of Liberal sym-
pathies, replacing them with Conser-
vative commanders.

The municipalities and provinces
placed under Military Supervisors

conformed to the Zayistas’ politica
needs. Havana appointed army inter
venors most commonly to districts il
which the apparatus of regional ad
ministrative control, including th
Ayuntamiento, judicial authority, an
local law enforcement agencies, wa
under the jurisdiction of Liberal au
thorities. In regions where Conserva
tives were numerically inferior to reg
istered Liberals or thwarted by ar
incumbent Liberal administration, :
simple complaint to Havana accusing
local officials of abuses and irregulari:
ties sufficed to warrant the appoint
ment of a Military Supervisor. Ir
Santa Clara, for example, a tradition-
al Liberal stronghold, 20 of the prov-
ince’s 30 municipalities passed unde:
the authority of Military Supervisors
Districts safely in the Liga Conserva.
tive fold, on the other hand, werz
spared military intervention. By elec-
tion day, the military intervenors had
occupied 73 of the island’s 116 munic-
ipalities.

The occupation of a majority of the
island’s municipalities, however, rep-
resented only one dimension of
Havana military controls. In the 1917
revolution, for example, many Liberal
mayors-elect abandoned their elected
offices to join the party leadership
against Menocal; the resultant munici-
pal vacancies permitted Havana to
name menocalistas to replace the in-
surgent Liberal officials. By 1920
Havana saw no need to appoint mili-
tary intervenors in Camagiiey Prov-
ince, for municipalities under the con-
trol of pro-government officials pos-
sessed sufficient local power to deliver
the district to the Liguista candidate.

OLITICAL ‘activity by local mili-
P tary detachments further reduced
the need for the formal appointment
of a Military Supervisor. In Pinar del
Rio the pro-Liga provincial com-
manders obviated the necessity of an
army intervenor. Similarly, 2 key ap-
pointment or transfer often sufficed to
enlist the support of a local detach-
ment. Officers and men of tactical
units distributed in the provinces and
municipalities who were sympathetic
toward the government candidate
were assigned to Rural Guard posts
and military sub-districts. In Oriente
the military was reported “converted
into a political machine,” with the
province’s Rural Guard units used ex-
clusively for political purposes.1
Days before the election Santa Clara
was described as a “militarised prov-
ince.”13
It was thus possible for the govern-
ment to control a province or munici-
pality without formal appointment of
a military intervenor, relying instead
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- on & cooperative local army post. This
practice was most commonly em-
ployed in rtemote barrios, where
formal vote-getting generally relied on
coercion and intimidation of the rural
population.

The Military Supervisor operated
against a backdrop of martial law,
wielding extraordinary power over the
district to which he was appointed.
Army agents represented Havana's in-
tervention into municipal affairs, usurp-
ing municipal immunities and prerog-
atives for national political ends.
Upon appointment the Military Su-
pervisor appropriated executive au-
thority, including the direction of the
municipal police force, supervision of
the Ayuntamiento, and administration
of the local treasury; the army inter-
venor also possessed authority over
the local Rural Guard detachment,
thus adding the rural constabulary to
his command. The Military Supervisor
was responsible only to the Secretary
of Gobernacién.

The Military Supervisor’s extraordi-
nary power permitted the central gov-
ernment to usurp municipal authority
with relative ease. From this position
it was a short and natural step for the
Military Supervisor to  distort his
statutory authority for political ends.
The political mission of the Military
Supervisor consisted largely of neutral-
izing the opposing party’s campaign.
The government’s disclosure of the al-
leged Liberal uprising planned for 20
October allowed the administration to
arrest many Liberal leaders on con-
spiracy charges. Appointed ostensibly
to preserve order, the Military Su-
pervisor acted in an inordinately-
highhanded fashion to discharge his
trust. Liberal campaign rallies were
banned as pernicious to public order;
Liberal political speeches, judged
inflammatory and provocative, were
prohibited. Military Supervisors ex-
pelled local Liberal leaders, forcing
Miguelistas to flee in fear of their
lives. Aurrests, intimidation, threats of
violence, shootings, and an occasional
mysterious murder undermined the
Liberal campaign in virtually every
municipality served by a Military Su-
pervisor.

In the interior, remote from the
operations of organized opposition
and isolated by poor communications,
the armed forces practiced little re-
straint in imposing a Conservative
consenisus. In provincial cities and
larger municipalities, the government
confined its efforts largely to attacking
the Liberal Party organization, in-
timidating the candidates, and gener-
ally harassing the Liberal electoral
campaign. In the interior the armed
forces, largely Rural Guard detach-
ments, attacked the Liberal constituen-
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cy, attempting to intimidate registered
Liberals into staying away from the
polls on election day. In Oriente Prov-
ince the armed forces appropriated
voting credentials (cédulas). Soldiers
entering a household seeking a ficti-
tious individual would arrest the head
of the house. Protesting he was not
the individual sought, the householder
was required to present his cédula as
proof of identification; upon persenta-
tion, the arresting officer, claiming to
be personally satisfied, said he had to
take the cédula to his commanding
officer as proof of the holder’s true
identity. The soldiers never returned
the cédula. “The thing is done in such
a way,” the American Consul in Santi-
ago de Cuba reported, “that the man is
actually grateful to the soldier for not
taking him to prove his identity before
the judge after a night in jail, and if he
afterwards realizes that a trick had
been played on him, he is afraid to
complain about it.”"14

The armed forces subjected the Lib-
eral constituency in the countryside to
methodical intimidation and harass-
ment. Midnight raids by the Rural
Guard upon the homes of known Lib-
erals warned the household of the
dangers of voting. Mass Liberal absten-
tions, particularly in districts where
Conservatives were numerically weak,
proved particularly effective in deter-
mining the outcome of provincial
elections. One American military ob-
server suggested that if immediately
before the election the Rural Guard
went about in the interior warning
Liberals “not to vote, or threatening
violence, reprisals, expulsion or other
penalties,” causing many to remain
away from the polls, a “Municipality
may be lost, or even a Province.”1%

The military continued to promote
the administration candidate up to the
day of the eleciion. The government
assigned troops to polling places, a
measure predicated on the prior con-
ditioning of Liberals to the armed
forces and designed to frighten Liberal
voters ways from the polls. The legal
sanction against the public presence of
the armed forces on election was
largely ignored; on 1 November troops
paraded on the streets and conducted
“maneuvers” in the interior. These last
government measures succeeded in
keeping a considerable number of Lib-
erals from voting.

LFREDO Zayas won five of the
A island’s six provinces, losing
only Havana. The new President had
received his mandate as a result of the
armed forces’ increasing participation
in the political processes. Within a
decade the military would emerge as

the most powerful political force on
the island, cultivated by any group
which aspired to national power. Par-
ty leaders elected to the presidency
invariably discovered in the armed
forces a valuable political instrument
to promote partisan causes. The
willingness with which the military
commanders served partisan ends,
moreover, reflected the political char-
acter initially infused into the armed
forces under the Liberals in 1908. The
national army had become the armed
extension of a ruling political party,
with the result that the success of a
military career was tied to the fate of
an incumbent administration.

Because commissions, promotions,
and transfers were determined by po-
litical criteria, army leaders felt com-
pelled to promote the prevailing par-
tisan order. A complex network of
vested interests, fostered and sustained
by political appointments, promoted
the partisan commitment of the
armed forces. Sensitive to the political
underpinnings of their careers, mili-
tary leaders tied their professional as-
pirations to the star of the incumbent
president. For the same reasons the
military was the wary scrutinizer of
the political order. Opposition candi-
dates in the very process of challeng-
ing the prevailing partisan order
raised the spectre of a political change
potentially pernicious to the established
structure of the armed forces. A new
administration, hostile to the personal-
ities and policies of the defeated in-
cumbent government, perforce would
reorganize the armed forces.

The entire military command, from
the Army Chief of Staff to the com-
mander of a remote Rural Guard
detachment, had a personal and pro-
fessional stake in the outcome of elec-
tions; accordingly, the military de-
veloped into the prime agent of con-
tinuismo. Further, the deterioration of
national political parties, which con-
tinued to fragment and splinter
around dissident personalities, the
relative meaninglessness of suffrage,
and the inability of civilian political
organizations to fulfill the aspirations
of ambitious politicos moved the
armed forces into the center of the
political arepa. The military quickly
filled the vacuum created by disfunc-
tional civilian organizations, emerging
ultimately as the substitute for tradi-
tional party structures. First by ap-
pointments to army command based
on political credentials, and ultimately
by intervening directly in the political
processes, the military emerged as a
national organization capable of
providing civilian leaders with politi-
cal power. By the late 1920s, the
army in Cuba had developed into the
sole national institution.
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