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Fidel Castro: History Will Absolve Me 
(1953) Commentary by Marisa Lerer, The Graduate Center, CUNY 

On October 16, 1953, Fidel Castro delivered his now famous speech History Will Absolve Me, while on trial for 
having led 113 Cuban revolutionaries in an attack on the Moncada military barracks in Santiago de Cuba on July 
26. The site served as the headquarters of the Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista’s military in the southern region of 
Cuba and was therefore one of the most important military posts in the country. Castro and his men were fighting 
to overturn the rule of Batista, who had seized power on March 10, 1952, in a coup d’état. Castro’s plan failed, and 
he and many of his troops were captured by Batista’s army and put on trial. Although the Moncada Barracks attack 
failed, it signaled the beginning of the Cuban Revolution against Batista and brought Castro into the international 
spotlight. Castro had been educated as a lawyer and was acting as his own attorney when he delivered his History 
Will Absolve Me speech, which was later published in full. Over two hours long, his speech outlined the five laws 
that encompassed the socioeconomic agrarian reform that Castro’s movement wished to implement. History Will 
Absolve Me was less a legal defense than a denunciation of the Batista regime and a proposal for a new government. 

Excerpts from "History Will Absolve Me" 

In terms of struggle, when we talk about people we’re talking about the six hundred thousand Cubans without 
work, who want to earn their daily bread honestly without having to emigrate from their homeland in search of a 
livelihood; the five hundred thousand farm laborers who live in miserable shacks, who work four months of the 
year and starve the rest, sharing their misery with their children, who don’t have an inch of land to till and whose 
existence would move any heart not made of stone; the four hundred thousand industrial workers and laborers 
whose retirement funds have been embezzled, whose benefits are being taken away, whose homes are wretched 
quarters, whose salaries pass from the hands of the boss to those of the moneylender, whose future is a pay 
reduction and dismissal, whose life is endless work and whose only rest is the tomb; the one hundred thousand 
small farmers who live and die working land that is not theirs, looking at it with the sadness of Moses gazing at the 
promised land, to die without ever owning it, who like feudal serfs have to pay for the use of their parcel of land by 
giving up a portion of its produce, who cannot love it, improve it, beautify it nor plant a cedar or an orange tree on 
it because they never know when a sheriff will come with the rural guard to evict them from it  . . . .  

 . . . .  

The five revolutionary laws that would have been proclaimed immediately after the capture of the Moncada 
Barracks and would have been broadcast to the nation by radio must be included in the indictment. It is possible 
that Colonel Chaviano may deliberately have destroyed these documents, but even if he has I remember them. 

The first revolutionary law would have returned power to the people and proclaimed the 1940 Constitution the 
Supreme Law of the State until such time as the people should decide to modify or change it. And in order to effect 
its implementation and punish those who violated it—there being no electoral organization to carry this out—the 
revolutionary movement, as the circumstantial incarnation of this sovereignty, the only source of legitimate power, 
would have assumed all the faculties inherent therein, except that of modifying the Constitution itself: in other 
words, it would have assumed the legislative, executive and judicial powers. 

. . . .  

The second revolutionary law would give non-mortgageable and non-transferable ownership of the land to all 
tenant and subtenant farmers, lessees, share croppers and squatters who hold parcels of five caballerías of land or 
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less, and the State would indemnify the former owners on the basis of the rental which they would have received 
for these parcels over a period of ten years. 

The third revolutionary law would have granted workers and employees the right to share 30% of the profits of all 
the large industrial, mercantile and mining enterprises, including the sugar mills. The strictly agricultural 
enterprises would be exempt in consideration of other agrarian laws which would be put into effect. 

The fourth revolutionary law would have granted all sugar planters the right to share 55% of sugar production and 
a minimum quota of forty thousand arrobas for all small tenant farmers who have been established for three years 
or more. 

The fifth revolutionary law would have ordered the confiscation of all holdings and ill-gotten gains of those who 
had committed frauds during previous regimes, as well as the holdings and ill-gotten gains of all their legates and 
heirs. To implement this, special courts with full powers would gain access to all records of all corporations 
registered or operating in this country, in order to investigate concealed funds of illegal origin, and to request that 
foreign governments extradite persons and attach holdings rightfully belonging to the Cuban people. Half of the 
property recovered would be used to subsidize retirement funds for workers and the other half would be used for 
hospitals, asylums and charitable organizations. 

. . . .  

The problem of the land, the problem of industrialization, the problem of housing, the problem of unemployment, 
the problem of education and the problem of the people’s health: these are the six problems we would take 
immediate steps to solve, along with restoration of civil liberties and political democracy. 

. . . .  

Cuba could easily provide for a population three times as great as it has now, so there is no excuse for the abject 
poverty of a single one of its present inhabitants. The markets should be overflowing with produce, pantries should 
be full, all hands should be working. This is not an inconceivable thought. What is inconceivable is that anyone 
should go to bed hungry while there is a single inch of unproductive land; that children should die for lack of 
medical attention; what is inconceivable is that 30% of our farm people cannot write their names and that 99% of 
them know nothing of Cuba’s history. What is inconceivable is that the majority of our rural people are now living 
in worse circumstances than the Indians Columbus discovered in the fairest land that human eyes had ever seen. 

To those who would call me a dreamer, I quote the words of Martí: “A true man does not seek the path where 
advantage lies, but rather the path where duty lies, and this is the only practical man, whose dream of today will be 
the law of tomorrow, because he who has looked back on the essential course of history and has seen flaming and 
bleeding peoples seethe in the cauldron of the ages knows that, without a single exception, the future lies on the 
side of duty.” 

. . . .  

I know that imprisonment will be harder for me than it has ever been for anyone, filled with cowardly threats and 
hideous cruelty. But I do not fear the fury of the miserable tyrant who took the lives of 70 of my comrades. 
Condemn me. It does not matter. History will absolve me.  
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