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THE CUBAN PARLIAMENTARY SYSTEM
IN ACTION, 1940-1947*

Wiriiam S, STOKES
" Undversity of Wisconsin

In 1940 Cuba climaxed long-smoldering discontent with the the-
ory and practice of separation of powers under the Constitution of
1901 by the adoption "of a semi-parliamentary system. Indeed, by
the time the Constituent Convention met in 1939 opinion was almost
unanimously in support of a fundamental revision of exegutive-legisla-

tive relations. The semi-parliamentary system of the Constitution of
1940, then, was not conceived as an ephemeral gesture toward mod- -

dpnization and reform but as a realistic approach to'a fundamental
ptoblem, It is: lmportant, therefore, to examine the nature of the
change effected and to evaluate its initial success or failuge in accord-,

_ance with criteria established by Cubans themselves.
) &=

Josk Manuzr Coxymva

The Attack on the Presidential System and Defenseof
Parliamentary Government

Decades of penetrating analysis of the Cuban system of presi-
dential government created the cousitry’s most distinguished protag-
onist of the parliamentary system. Eminent jurist, practicing poli-
tician, courageous liberal, Dr. Cortina had long enjoyed great re-

- spect, and by 1940 he personified the agreement the l18aders and rank-

and-file had gradually reached by step-by-step acceptance of his
critique of the presidential system and defense of ministerial respon-
sibility. His argument condemned further experimentation with
presidential government for the following reasons:

1.-The theory of separmtion of powers of the Constitutipn of 1901
had resulted in a compartmentalized trilogy characterized by an
omnipotent, irresponsible executwé‘ and a fumbling, rubber-stamp
legislature;

2. such executive domination of government had led directly to

*Research on this study has been supported in part by the Research Com-
mitiee of the Graduate School from spetial funds voted by the State »Legishture.
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under Batista. Grau’s supporters seemed to think of public office
as plunder to which they were entitled. In the Ministry of Educa-
tion alone it was claimed that 10,000 changes in personnel had taken
place by June, 1946. Some of those fired had served for ten years.
Others were veterans of the wars of independence. The Minister of
Education admitted publicly that he had 4,000 employees on the
payroll for whom there were no duties to perform. The National
Executive Committee of the Confederation of Public Employees pro-
tested, bills were drafted to introduce security into the civil service,
and Congress sought interpellation of the President’s ministers, but
the public servants continued to be fired. The army and the police
did not escape the shakeup. Protection of person and property was
not more effective than before. Indeed, some members of the for-
mer administration were subjected to violence.”!

On the other hand, it must be noted that Grau became President
without control of either of the houses of the legislature. He was
outvoted by 30 to 24 in the Senate and by 90 to 37 in the House.72
However, although Cuba’s semi-parliamentary system made no di-
rect provision for such a situation, the spirit of the reform surely
dictated that some consideration be given to the majority will
of the legislative body. It would have been logical to include rep-
resentation from the majority parties in the Council of Ministers.
This Grau did not do. He appointed ministers of his own choice,
mainly Auténticos, without regard to parliamentary majorities. It
would have been logical to plan a program of legislation with the

" leaders of all parties in the legislature in order to guarantee action

in those fields in which general agreement existed. This Grau did
not do. He permitted the members of his coalition (the Alliance) to
hamstring the legislature by absenting themselves from the sessions
or by breaking the quorum when a bill came up for passage. This
technique of producing a lack of quorum was particularly effective

"11bid., 6 de noviembre de 1945, p. 1; 15 de mayo de 1946; p. 1; 16 de
mayo de 1946, p. 10; 14 de junio de 1946, p. 1; 26 de junio de 1946, p.
22; 15 de noviembre de 1944, p. 1; 21 de noviembre de 1944, p. 1; 12 de
diciernbre de 1944, p. 1; 19 de septiembre de 1945, p. 1; 2 de abril de 1946,
p. 1; 7 de noviembre de 1944, p. 1; 15 de marzo de 1945, p. 1; 24 de marzo
de 1945, p. 1; 25 de marzo de 1945, p. 1.

"*Jbid., 11 de julio de 1944, p. 1. The figures representing voting strength
of the coalitions in the House varied with personal and party shifts, but at
all times prior to the congressional elections of June, 1946 President Grau's
Alignza was in a substantial minority.
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in the Senate where the opposing coalitions were quite evenly di-
vided. The Auténticos and Republicans broke up 14 out of 31 ses-
sions of the Senate in 1945.73

‘Grau modified his unfavorable power position in the legislature
by attracting some opposition members to his coalition. The Lib-
eral Party, demoralized by the defeat of 1944, split into opposing
groups with the Independents occasionally voting with Grau and the
Alliance. By late 1945 the Communists (Popular Socialists) seemed
ready to join the bandwagon. In January, 1946 the ABC Party
came in. Dr. Gonsé, eminent Cuban political analyst, believed Grau
had a working majority in the Senate by April, 1945. This was cer-
tainly true by September.”¢ Grau’s parties emerged from the con-
gressional elections of June, 1946 with 78 of the 136 seats of the
new House,75 giving to the Alliance control over both branches of
the legislature. When Grau did not have majorities in the House
and Senate, he was in a position to defend the ruthless obstruction
of the legislature’s functions by his Alliance. Such an argument was
no longer valid after June, 1946, yet from 1946 through 1947 even
more legislative sessions failed because of lack of quorum.

Both majority and minority coalitions were parties to the retarda-
tion of the parliamentary system. Party leadership was weak and
ineffective at the very time strong and intelligent guidance was
peeded. The defeat of the CSD in 1944 precipitated the departure
from the country of its two major leaders, former President Batista
and defeated candidate Saladrigas. Saladrigas to be sure urged
the parties of the CSD to maintain a cohesive front of opposition
to the newly-elected government, but he could not and did not give
his coalition the unifying leadership it required while he was vaca-
tioning in the United States. When Saladrigas did return in Feb-
ruary, 1943, however, the CSD stiffened perceptibly as an opposi-
tion body. Party shifts from the CSD to Grau’s Alliance were

"Ibid., 24 de noviembre de 1945, p. 1. See also, 16 de noviembre de 1944,
p. 1; 29 de noviembre de 1944, p. 1; 19 de diciembre de 1944, p. 1; 20 de
diciembre de 1944, p. 1; 22 de marzo de 1943, p. 1; 3 de octubre dc. 1645,
p. 1; 4 de octubre de 1945, p. 1; 9 de octubre de 1643, p. 15 29 de noviembre
de 1945, p. 1.

“Dr. Raoul Alfonso Gonsé, “Realidad de Fucrzus Politicas en el Con-
greso,” ibid., 6 de abril de 1945, p. 2. Sec alio Lssue of 6 de scptiembre de
1945, p. 9.

81bid., 26 de junio de 1946.
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motivated in large part by the hope of political gain. The Liberal
Party split, one splinter gravitating toward Grau, another circu-
lating independently, and the main core continuing to support the
CSD. In each instance, however, the maneuverings of the groups can
fairly be described as opportunistic and chauvinistic. Dr. Joaquin
Martinez Saénz, President of the ABC Party, who attacked the
President vitriolically in November, 1945 (“centralizing obsession,”
“unconstitutional intervention in legislative functions,” “person-
alistic regime,” “government by decree””), led his party into Grau’s
Alliance in January, 1946 purportedly to provide the Government
with a majority and thus permit passage of legislation. It was well-
known, however, that the Government had made overtures to the
ABC Party to get their support for Dr. Manuel Fernandez Super-
vielle in the hotly-contested campaign for alcalde of Habana. The
cartoonist Vergara acidly caricatured the party shift depicting “Chef”
Grau, knife in hand, approaching a large leg of meat (ckivo, graft)
with a bloated, venal character labeled ABC leeringly inquiring,
“Did you call me, Dr.?”?¢ The ABC Party withdrew from the
Alliance in February, 1947, accusing Grau of “national deceit” and
planning to perpetuate his control over the government.”? Dr.
Juan Marinello brought his Communists (Popular Socialists) into
the Alliance in 1945, and they were so successful in obtaining gov-
ermment appointments that Grau’s own party (PRC [A]) split into
opposing factions over the issue in the middle of 1947.

Leadership in the parties of the Alliance was scarcely more com-
petent or inspired, nor were the parties themselves clearly identified
with particular principles and programs. The leaders of the House
vacationed when they were sorely needed by the legislature. The
leader in the Senate resigned his position, but it was months before
a successor was selected. The Republican Party was badly divided
over whether to continue to support Grau and the Alliance. In
almost incessant quarrels, the Republicans demanded a larger share
of the jobs, from cabinet posts to low-paying sinecures. On one
occasion the Republicans were reported to have insisted on 35% of
all the posts in the nation that could be filled by executive appoint-

™Ibid,, 18 de noviembre de 1945, p. 1; 15 de enero de 1946, p. 1; 16
de enero de 1946, p. 6.

"Digrie de la Marina, 16 de febrero de 1947, p. 1.
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ment.”® The President of the House undertook to solve the problem
of lack of quorum, but although he ordered congressmen to attend
sessions and then begged them to attend, the absenteeism con-
tinued.?®

The most important single event to date in the development of
the Cuban parliamentary system was the House’s vote of lack of
confidence in the Minister of Commerce in late 1945. In September,
Major Mario Salabarria, Director of the Service of Investigations of
Enemy Activities, accused the Minister of Commerce, Dr. Alberto
Inocente Alvarez, and seven others (mainly manufacturers) of fraud
in an exchange of Cuban sugar for Argentine fat. Among other
things, Major Salabarria charged that Formula R-344 for the manu-
facture of soap had been manipulated to permit industrialists to re-
duce fat content and save 43 per cent in the cost of production with-
out lowering prices to the consumer. Shortages, black markets, and
high prices focused public attention on the charges, and when the
House Committee on Commerce and Industry called upon Salabarria
to testify,80 it was evident that a bitter. executive-legislative struggle
was in the offing.

Dr. Francisco Lorié Bertot (Liberal) introduced a bill in the
House calling for the interpellation of Dr. Inocente Alvarez. Only
the Auténticos showed any disposition to defend the Minister, and it
appeared certain that Dr. Bertot’s motion would receive the 43 signa-
tures required by the Constitution. Before the House could act,
however, Dr. Inocente Alvarez, accompanied by technical advisors,
entered the House and demanded the right to be heard. The House
was unprepared to hear his defense and refused the request. The
Minister then petitioned the Senate for the right to appear, and on
September 26 the Senate listened to his two-hour defense of activi-
ties in the field of price control and allocation of foods. In the
House, 78 representatives signed the motion calling for a vote of

Bl Mundo, 3 de noviembre de 1943, p. 1; sec also. 20 de enero de 1945,
p. 1; 13 de octubre de 1943, pp. 1, 9; 14 de octubre de 1945, p. 1;
28 de octubre de 1945, p. 11; 10 de noviembre de 1943, p. 1; 11 de no-
viembre de 1045, pp. 1, 16; 7 de febrero de 1946, p. 1; 25 de junio de 1946,

p. 11,
WIbid, 27 de marzo dc 1946, p. 1; 19 de abril de 1946, p. 1.
Ibid., 21 de scptiembre de 1945, p. 1; 27 de septiembre de 1945, pp. 1-2.
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confidence, 35 more votes than were required by the Constitu-

tion.81

The House agreed by unanimous vote to call in the Minister of
Commerce on October 3. At 4:30 P.M. on the appointed day, Dr.
Inocente Alvarez began his statement to the House. The atmos-
phere was that of “glacial frigidity,” and although he outlined his
record until 11:30 that night, no congressman cared to speak to him.,
In his argument he denied he was guilty of any violation of the law,
defended the profit taken by Cuban businessmen, advanced a legal-
istic argument to avoid direct responsibility for price control and
rationing, and declared finally that he was sure that the President
had confidence in him.82

President Grau made it abundantly clear through - spokesmen
that he supported his Minister of Commerce. Indeed, two days after
Dr. Inocente Alvarez appeared before the House, a rumor emanated
from the Casa Presidencial that President Grau would make Dr.
Inocente Alvarez Prime Minister in the event Congress voted lack
of confidence in him. The House debated the issue of confidence
from 4:00 P.M. of October 8 to 2:30 A M. of October 9. The final
result was lack of confidence by the overwhelming vote of 79-13. The
opposition followed the vote with a carefully-worded public state-
ment explaining the action as a constitutional prerogative of the
legislature under the Cuban parliamentary system to express lack of
confidence in a member of the President’s cabinet and to force his
resignation. The statement specifically criticized the Government’s
policy in regard to food production and distribution and pointed to
proven “grave irregularities” in the Minister of Commerce’s perform-
ance of the functions of his position.83

The President reacted quickly to the challenge of the legislature
by appointing Dr. Inocente Alvarez on October 11 to head the port-
folio of State. In addition, on October 20, the Prime Minister
(President Grau's personal friend for 18 years) declared that in the
Cuban parliamentary system the Chief Executive did not need a
congressional majority nor did he need to be bound by the opinions

®ifbid., 23 de septiembre de 1945, p. 1; 25 de septiembre de 1945, p. 1;
26 de septlembre de 1945, p. 1; 27 de septiembre de 1945, p. 1; 29 de sep-
tiembre de 1945, p. 1.

**Ibid., 4 de octubre de 1945, pp. 1, 12.

%)bid,, 6 de octubre de 1945, p. 1; 9 de octubre de 1945, pp. 1, 8.
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of such a majority. All the President needed, he declared, was
“circumstantial majorities” to approve, from time to time, legisla-
tion which he desired. The newspapers strongly criticized the action
and attitude of the President and Prime Minister,84 but the legisla-
ture appeared stunned and defeated. This was the strongest reversal
toward presidential government that had occurred since 1940. Indi-
vidual congressmen and senators, before optimistic as to the success
of the new procedure of executive-legislative relations, now expressed
cynicism and bitterness in correspondence to me. Nevertheless, the
idea of legislative checks did not die. On October 1, 1947, the Sen-
ate voted a motion of censure (31-12) against the Minister of Edu-
cation, José M. Aleméin, who promptly resigned and was replaced by
Dr. Carlos F. Arazoza. It must be noted, however, that this action
was taken at a time that the President’s own party was split and his
organized support weak. In addition, he did not accept the event as
a threat to his interpretation of executive-legislative relations and
bence did not make an issue of the vote of censure.

CONCLUSIONS

The semi-parliamentary system has not proved a panacea for
Cuba’s problems in executive-legislative relations. “The truth is,”
Dr. Marino Lépez Blanco wrote to me in September, 1946, “that in
practice the system doa not work.” Congressmen Martin Antonio
Iglesias Abreu and Mario Pino Martinez and Senators Octavio
Rivero and Santiago Verdeja Neyra are representative of those who
concur in this harsh judgment.83 The disappointment of a majority
of Cuba’s congressmen arises out of the recognition that the mechani-
cal reform of semi-parliamentary government has not produced a
flexible instrument for reflecting the group will in organizing, con-
trolling, and changing governments. Instead, Cuban administration
is still characterized by executive omnipotence. Senators and con-
gressmen almost uniformly agree:

1. That Presidents Batista and Grau were ill-equipped by train-

%7bid., 11 de octubre de 1945, p. 1; 12 de octubre de 1945, p. 1; 21 de
octubre de 1945, p. 1.

S etters of Sept. 7, 1946; Nov. 8, 1046; Dec. 14, 1946; and Aug. 29,
1946.
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ing 8¢ expe(u'-ieqce' and temperament to inaugurate the semi-parlia-
mentary system); .

2. that President Grau’s thwarting of the will of the legislature
by appointing his Minister of Commerce to a higher post after the
vote of lack of confidence in the latter was a despicable and un-
called-for attack on the heart of the reform in executive-legislative
relations; and . .

3. that “personalismo” in government and strong executive rule—
heritages of Hispanic culture—remain deep-rooted obstacles to rapid
progress. -

It is true that some congressmen, such as Manuel Rivero Setién
and Eusebio Mujal Barniol, are pleased with the progress to date.87
A few outstanding public figures—such as the vemerable Dr. José
Manuel Cortina, author of the parliamentary system in Cuba—see
achievement in the first few years of operation.8® However im-
portant such individual views may be, they are minority views. On
the other hand, congressional frustration with the semi-parliamentary
system has not reawakened enthusiasm for presidential government
of any type. There may be advocates for a return to the Constitu-
tion of 1901 or something akin to it, but in conversations and cor-
respondence with almost all Cuban congressmen presently active on
this issue I have not discovered a single one.

It seems clear that the experiment in semi-parliamentary govern-
ment will continue, but it is also clear that the dangerous friction
between executive and legislative branches in the years 1945-1947
presage further deterioration in the chances of ultimate successful
operation unless both branches cooperate earnestly to give meaning
to the Constitution. The Law of Executive-Legislative Relations of
1946 has demonstrated its need for revision. The failure of ministers
to attend regularly the sessions of the legislature and congressional
failure to achieve quorums were consistently vexatious problems. I
believe legislative quorums could be encouraged by simplifying the
conditions under which interpellation and vote of censure take
place. Under present law, a majority of all the members of the

%¢The most lucid and detailed exposition of this point of view was pre-

- sented to me in a letter dated September 13, 1946 in Dr. Emilic Nunez

Portuondo.
$"Letters dated September 2, 1946 and Septeraber 17, 1946.

®*Proceso y Andlisis del Régimen Parlamentario Cubano, op. cit.
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legislature is required to initiate interpellation and vote of censure,
a provision which is an open encouragement to obstructionism by
minority groups. I believe that revision which would permit inter-
pellation and vote of censure by majority vote of those present (as-
suming a quorum) would lead immediately to more regular attend-
ance. This reform would also increase the responsibility of parties
and blocs in the legislature and thus sharpen the discipline of such
groups. It is hard to avoid the conclusion that the cabinet members
should be compelled by law to attend the sessions of the legislature
and be ready at all times to answer questions and debate issues of
public policy and administration.

Most important of all, however, is the issue of whether the
President should be compelled to appoint a cabinet which can com-
mand the confidence of the majority dloc in the legislature. It is my
feeling that the position of the legislature needs to be strengthened
in this fashion. The objection to the change is the contention that
the strength in Cuban government is found in the executive branch
and hence any weakening of the executive power through exposing
the shortcomings of the President or his cabinet before Congress,
through creating frequent shifts of the portfolios, and through adver-
tising possible public scandals would impede orderly processes of
government and diminish the chances for intelligent formulation and
administration of public policy. I feel, however, that this argu-
ment is answered by the fact, first, that Cubans of almost all political
groups have generally been critical of presidential government and
have insisted on modifying the traditional concept of separation
of powers, and second, that the shortcomings of the President’s cab-
inet are publicized anyway, changes in ministries occur frequently,
and public scandals have always figured prominently in Cuban
politics. If the President and his cabinet should be con.\pel.led to
govern through majorities in the legislature, the organization of
political parties and the methods of selecting executive and legisla-
tive personnel would probably require revision in order to guarantee
election of a President who was supported, initially at least, by the
parties or coalition which dominated the legislature.

Other structural reorganization—such as presidential authority to
dissolve the legislature and call for general elections—should be
contemplated when the working system clearly exposes the need.
Research in the nature of Cuban political parties and current elec-
toral problems would help significantly to guide future mechanical
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reorganization in executive-legislative relations. Reform in executive-
legislative relations is only one part of the broader problem of en-
couraging democratic tendencies and retarding those leading to
authoritarianism and dictatorship, but the slow progress Cuba has
made under the semi-parliamentary system underlines the obstacles
and suggests that at best Cubans can hope only for a halting and
modest advancement toward the objectives they hope to realize.
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