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From the Castros to Cuba’s new president Miguel
Díaz-Canel: continuity or change?
Miguel Díaz-Canel’s presidency is likely to represent a continuation of the “negotiative
process” that has allowed government and society alike to adapt to evolving challenges
ever since 1959, write Emily J. Kirk (Dalhousie University) and Isabel Story (University
of Nottingham).
Since 1959, Cuba has been synonymous with the name “Castro”. First, because of the
charismatic Fidel Castro, who led the Revolution until 2006, and then for his pragmatic brother Raúl, who added the
presidency to his leadership of the Revolutionary Armed Forces in 2006 (officially 2008).

Brothers Fidel (left) and Raúl Castro (right) have dominated Cuba’s politics since 1959
(Insular91, public domain)
They first came to international attention as guerrilla fighters seeking to revolutionise an economically and socially
divided Cuba during the 1950s, when it was effectively under US neocolonial rule. While Fidel occupied the spotlight,
lauded and demonised in equal measure, Raúl also played an active part in shaping the revolution, its ideology, and
its international relations.
But in March 2018, Cuba’s complex election process kicked into action, first with elections for neighbourhood
representatives, then filtering up to the municipal level, before finally electing the 605 members of the National
Assembly. On 18 April 2018 the National Assembly voted to nominate the candidate for the presidency, as well as
the members of the Council of State, and the following day that presidential candidate, Miguel Díaz-Canel, became
the new president.
Both the date and the candidate are significant. Crucially, Miguel Díaz-Canel is the first non-Castro to lead Cuba, and
he is also too young to have participated in the 1953-1958 rebellion. But his ascendance to the presidency also
coincides with the dramatic failure of the CIA-funded Bay of Pigs Invasion in 1961, which sought to end the revolution
and oust the Castro leadership. This anniversary is particularly significant given the increasing hostility of US
relations towards Cuba under the Trump administration, which are thrown into particularly sharp relief by the wellpublicised efforts of Barack Obama, Raúl Castro, and Pope Francis to improve relations between 2014 and 2017.

The past and future of President Miguel Díaz-Canel
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It is no surprise that Miguel Díaz-Canel was elected, both because he enjoyed the support of Raúl Castro himself
and because he has been a very active member of the Cuban Communist Party for some 30 years.
He trained as an electrical engineer, served as Minister of Higher Education between 2009 and 2012, and was
elected First Vice President of the Cuban Communst Party in 2013, occupying key posts at difficult times.
He has been described as “plainspoken”, “moderate”, and “pragmatic”. As former Canadian Ambassador to Cuba
Mark Entwistle has noted:
He does not come from the older generation of the kind of guerrilla fighters from the mountains who
derive a lot of their legitimacy from that historical experience … He comes from a different place, he has a
very different style, a different way of presenting himself, and he’s not from the same centres of political
power.
But it is also important to consider that having been born in 1960, Díaz-Canel remains a product of the revolution,
and indeed he has been a vociferous defender of it.

How much change will the shift from Castro to Díaz-Canel really bring? (combination of Nicolas
Raymond, CC BY 2.0; Presidencia de México, CC BY 2.0; and Presidencia El Salvador, public
domain; by Asa Cusack, CC BY 2.0)
Thus, despite this significant shift in leadership – itself belying the idea of the Cuban presidency as a dynasty – it is
unlikely that any dramatic changes will take place in the short term. Instead, Díaz-Canel is likely to push ahead with
reforms outlined by Raúl Castro’s government, such as internet access, land reform, and increased private economic
activity. This echoes Raúl Castro’s strategy for a “slow but sure” revolution that changes continuously but cautiously.
It is also important to remember that even though Díaz-Canel is now president, Raúl Castro will remain a figure of
great importance. He will stay on as leader of the Communist Party of Cuba and as leader of the Revolutionary
Armed Forces, with the latter playing an important role systematising organisation and accountability across many
areas of state provision.

Old challenges for Cuba’s new president
While Díaz-Canel may be new to the presidency, the challenges his government faces are longstanding.
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The main problems include ongoing hostility from the US government, housing, transportation, and a dependent
economy. Particularly pressing and difficult will be reorganisation of the island’s controversial dual-currency
economy, which has led to widening inequality between those paid in local and dollar-convertible currencies. Again,
this was a change mooted under Raúl Castro, but a concrete plan has yet to be implemented.
On the social front, the new president also faces doubts about the loyalty of the younger generation. As the scholar
and former Cuban diplomat Carlos Alzugaray noted in an interview with CNN, “in my time, when Fidel or Raúl said
something, I would do it, even if I had second thoughts; is that how the younger generation […] is going to react to
what Díaz-Canel says?” It may no longer be enough to please the older generation of staunch revolutionaries.
Overall, Cuba may change, but not dramatically. It is important to recognise that the Cuban Revolution is a
“negotiative process” that has survived so long because of the ability of country and government alike to adapt to
evolving challenges, usually through periods of prolonged debate.
While it is unclear what particular point or event could mark the end of the Cuban Revolution, Díaz-Canel’s
presidency and the end of the “Castro era” are more likely to represent the same combination of continuity and
change that has characterised revolutionary Cuba ever since 1959.
Notes:
• The views expressed here are of the authors and do not reflect the position of the Centre or of the LSE
• Please read our Comments Policy before commenting
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