Fidel Alejandro Castro Ruz was born in Cuba’s Oriente Province on August 13, 1926.  His father was a Spanish immigrant who was able to amass small fortune in the sugar industry.  His mother was a maid in the Castro household.  They would later marry, but Fidel was born out of wedlock and forever marked as an illegitimate child.  This was purportedly a source of great pain and embarrassment to him throughout his childhood.

From childhood through adolescence, Fidel was said to be a “hell raiser”, doing what he wanted whenever he so desired.  Likewise, he had often attempted to impose his will upon all activities taking place in the household and on his father’s plantation.

However, his family had high expectations of him and little tolerance for his deviant behavior.  At an early age, he was sent to a parochial school for the children of the wealthy in Santiago, Cuba.  This would be the first of many such schools he would attend, and at each, he would behave in the same fashion; disrupting class whenever he lacked interest in the lessons or if he simply disliked the teacher.

At the age 15, he was sent to Bay Len, an exclusive and very strict Jesuit school for the affluent.  All of the other students were the sons of Cuba’s elite whereas Fidel was the son of a country farmer.  As such, Fidel was ostracized.  This would ultimately prove to be the source of Fidel’s dislike for the rich.

Fidel continued his education at the University of Havana, where he pursued a degree in law.  He immediately became active in student political associations and would champion the need for social equality and economic independence from the United States.  Both, his social ideals and his rebellious nature appealed to many at the university and Fidel soon found a small following. 

Although very passionate about politics, Fidel also had aggressive and violent tendencies.  In 1948, he and a number of other students went to Bogotá, Columbia to help form an anti-imperialist association of Latin American students.  During a demonstration for this cause, fights broke out between students and police, and Fidel was arrested, released and returned to Cuba.  Upon his return to Cuba, he became more persistent in pursuit of social reform.

In September of 1950, Fidel graduated from Law school and by 1951 was the leader of a growing political movement led by the Partido del Pueblo Cubano (also known in Cuba as the Orthodox Party).  This party was an anti-Communist nationalist group promising major social, economic and political reforms.  Expecting to gain the presidency through electoral politics, Fidel began a run for the Cuban Congress.  However, on March 10, 1952, Fulgencio Batista, a military strongman, overthrew the constitutional government.

Fidel’s political aspirations were seemingly thwarted.  Yet, undeterred, Fidel and his followers came to the realization that the only means by which they might ensure social progress would be through a revolution.  And so, they began to organize an insurrection, and on July 26, 1953, Fidel led an attack against Batista’s Moncada military barracks.  The attack failed miserably.  Many of Fidel’s followers were killed in the battle, with the survivors, including Fidel, landing in prison.  While imprisoned, Fidel’s time was used to study, and further plan his revolution.

In May of 1955, Castro was granted amnesty.  He went into exile to Mexico with the intention of preparing to overthrow Batista.  Although Castro knew very well the nature of Cuban politics, he understood very little of military warfare.  To his great fortune, he was able to meet and establish a strong relationship with Ernesto “Che” Guevara, a guerilla combat specialist who shared many of the same socio-political views as Castro.  Together, Castro and Guevara worked on establishing their force, known as the “26th of July Movement”, which was named in commemoration of the attack on the Moncada Military Barracks.

On November 26, 1956, Castro and his group of 81 followers, set out for Cuba aboard a small boat for the purpose of starting a rebellion.  They landed at Playa Las Coloradas six days later.  When they arrived they were met by Batista’s forces, which killed or captured about 60 of Castro’s men and dispersed the surviving members. The survivors regrouped in the Sierra Maestra Mountains where they were aided by the civilians who resided in the countryside.  After establishing a base in the Sierra Maestra, they organized a column under Castro's command and the 26th of July Movement waged a guerrilla war against the Batista government over the next two years.

As Castro's movement gained popular support in the cities and countryside, it grew to over eight hundred men and in mid-1957 Castro gave Guevara command of a second column.

Batista eventually fled Cuba on January 1, 1959, and, a new provisional government was soon created with José Miró Cardona as prime minister, Manuel Urrutia Lleó as president, and Fidel Castro as the Commander in Chief of the Cuban Army.  However, in February Miró suddenly resigned and on February 16, 1959, Castro was sworn in as Prime Minister of Cuba.

Since becoming the Prime minister of Cuba, Castro has taken several actions to achieve his goals of creating social equality in Cuba and securing economic independence from the United States.

However, in doing so, he has contradicted himself many times.  For example, although Castro was able to secure economic independence from the U.S., Cuba was far from economically independent.  Rather, Castro created a dependence upon the former Soviet Union, which since its collapse has created economic hardships for Cuba.

Likewise, while Castro earlier objected to government censure, he has created a no-tolerance policy for those who speak out against the government.  That is to say, the policy of censorship is strictly enforced.  

Finally, Castro was earlier opposed to the absolute power of Batista’s regime, and the stranglehold that Batista had on Cuba.  However, since initially being assigned to the position of Commander in Chief of the Cuban Army, he has effectively consolidated the three major offices of the Cuban government into just one.

So now that we have seen how Fidel Castro has gone from being a novice leader with a strong desire for economic & political freedom to becoming a dictator, we should ask ourselves, Why?

If we are to apply any one of the many models of leadership to Fidel Castro in order to answer this question, the psychodynamic approach would be the most appropriate.

Let us recall that the psychodynamic approach to leadership states that, childhood and adolescent experiences are mirrored in one’s response(s) to paternalistic, materialistic and familial patterns of leadership.  

That is to say, one’s early experiences with authority figures shape his/her perceptions as to how a leader and subordinate should interact with one another.  One will perceive him/herself as either an adult or child and behave accordingly.  Likewise, he or she will perceive others as either an adult or child and treat them accordingly.

So, going back to Fidel’s early life, we can see that those in positions of authority assumed strict roles.  For example, his father was the owner and operator of a sugar plantation.  As such, he was responsible for and oversaw the work of a labor force of about 300 people.  Likewise, the parochial schools that he attended operated in a very strict fashion.  Students wore uniforms, adhered to a strict curriculum, and were expected to follow orders without question.  Also, he lived under an autocratic administration run by Fulgencio Batista.  These experiences undoubtedly had a strong effect on Castro’s perception as to how a leader (an adult) should behave.

Early on, Fidel assumed the role of a child, and rebelled against these authority figures.  However, as time progressed, and his level of technical knowledge increased, he garnered a wider base of support.  In school, he became the leader of a student political association.  After school, he became the leader of a rebel group.  That these people would look to him for guidance established and reaffirmed many times over Castro’s perception of himself as an “adult” and his followers as “children”.  As described by the psychodynamic approach, Fidel matured from a child to an adult.

Castro’s experiences developed in him a strong self-perception as a father figure to others.  Very seldom, if ever, have we seen Castro accept others as being adults or equals.  However, in view of his lack of technical knowledge with respect to guerrilla warfare, some might say that he saw Guevara as an “adult”.  Certainly, he was dependent upon Guevara for the success of the revolution.  Yet even his acceptance of Guevara as an adult might be questioned, as Castro did not assign Guevara command of a large unit until more than a year into revolution.

Currently, Castro remains the singular voice of authority in Cuba.  It may be that he perceives that it is not only appropriate but also necessary for a strong leader to be absolute in power and resolve, with no tolerance for deviance.  To that end, he has consolidated all powers of government to himself.  He rules Cuba absolutely.  There can be no doubt that he sees his nation as the one of the schools he once attended; he is the principal.  Accordingly, he feels a strong paternalistic concern and responsibility for the well being of the children of the school.

But how ethical is his approach to leadership?  To answer that question, I will now turn it over to Jeffrey…

