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For decades, Fidel Castro had essentially limitless power and a constant 

megaphone to accompany it; his voice and opinions on all topics have been projected and 

disseminated ad nauseam in Cuba. This thesis gives the podium to the dissenters 

(especially to Oswaldo Payá and Yoani Sánchez), their arguments against Fidel and Raúl 

Castro’s government, and corresponding fights to realize their goals. This thesis inquires: 

to what extent have internal Cuban human rights advocacy movements, organizations, 

and activists been successful in influencing change in the Cuban government’s respect for 

and protection of human rights?  

This thesis proposes that while full protection of human rights for all in the 

Castros’ Cuba was and is not yet a reality, the work of internal Cuban human rights 

activists has not been in vain. This thesis examines treatment of human rights in the 

Castros’ Cuba by way of utilizing both quantitative and qualitative information. The 

collective conclusions about the lack of respect for and protection of human rights in 

Cuba identify these concerns as significant and worthy of international attention. 
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Chapter One - Introduction 

 Since its 1959 revolution, Cuba has played not only an integral role in Latin 

American history, but also in the overall story of global international relations. The 

realities concerning the Cuban revolutionary government’s treatment of human rights 

have been sharply contested. Former American Foreign Service Officer Catherine Moses 

quoted an “intellectual” in her text Real Life in Castro’s Cuba: “The island is the most 

beautiful prison on earth” (quoted in Moses 2000, 73). Fidel Castro believed his country 

to be a “small island of freedom and dignity” (quoted in Coltman 2003, 280). The human 

rights reality in Cuba, prison or bastion of freedom, is much closer to the former than the 

latter in recent decades; in its report “Worst of the Worst 2012: The World’s Most 

Repressive Societies,” Freedom House found that for 23 years between 1973 and 2012, 

Cuba scored a 7, the worst possible “Combined Average Rating” with regard to political 

rights and civil liberties (Dunham et al. 2012, 1-8, 13).1 Between 1973 and 2012, only 

five other nations (North Korea, Somalia, Burma, Tibet, and Libya) spent more years 

with that worst-possible combined average rating of 7; Sudan had the same number of 

years as Cuba did (Dunham et al. 2012, 7).2  “[A] lengthy list of human rights violations” 

has therefore run parallel to the story of Cuba and the way its government treats its 

citizens (Erikson 2009, 57).3  

These “egregious human rights violations committed in the name of revolutionary 

ardor” (Latell 2005, 205) motivate this study which measures the degree to which internal 

                                                 
1 According to data accompanying Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2016” report, the first year 

that countries’ political rights and civil liberties were covered was 1972 (Freedom House 2016b). 
2 See also Freedom House’s “Worst of the Worst 2011: The World’s Most Repressive Societies” (Piano et 

al. 2011). 
3 Freedom House’s ratings will be explored in greater detail in Chapters Three and Five. 
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Cuban human rights advocacy movements, organizations and activists have been 

successful in influencing change in the Cuban government's respect for and protection of 

human rights.4 The search is for hope, not blind but well-reasoned and backed by 

quantitative and qualitative evidence, that eventually the Cuban people will live freely. 

This study aims to discover if internal Cuban human rights activists have impacted 

human rights in Cuba from 1959 until the present day. This study will ascertain this 

through a historical, quantitative and qualitative review of these years. 

This study focuses especially on two actors whose work has been particularly 

significant: Oswaldo Payá (1952-2012) and Yoani Sánchez (1975- ). Their respective 

backgrounds and strategies to enhance the protection of human rights in Cuba are notably 

different. Payá’s efforts were distinctly political; his Varela Project gathered “more than 

10,000 signatures in 2002 to call for a constitutional referendum” which “advocated 

democratic reform, respect for human rights, and freedom for all political prisoners” 

(Human Rights Watch 2012). Sánchez, a dissident blogger who also makes use of 

Twitter’s unique social media platform, is less political; Sánchez’s posts, as phrased by 

Baruch College professor Ted Henken, “are not political harangues,” but “vignettes, the 

day-in-the-life struggle that everyday people can relate to” (quoted in Forero 2013a). 

While their approaches to calling attention to the human rights realities in Cuba differ, 

they, along with the rest of the dissident community, shared and share a common 

conviction, that, as phrased by Damián J. Fernández, “the State has not respected the 

rights of the individual” (Fernández 2003, 601). Their stories, work, and mutual goals (“a 

pluralistic, inclusive Cuba,” as Sánchez said during her March 20, 2013 lecture at 

                                                 
4 Outside actors, such as former U.S. President Jimmy Carter, are not measured. 
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Georgetown University) convened dramatically in 2012, and this confluence highlights 

and encapsulates “the suppression of civil liberties” in the Castros’ Cuba (Quirk 1995, 

825).5 

The title of CNN’s Christiane Amanpour’s blog on March 21, 2013 called 

Sánchez “A thorn in the Castro brothers’ side;” this is a fair description of Payá as well. 

Writing in October 2003, Tim Padgett (Brenner et al. 2008, 106-7) noted Payá’s 

prominence in the history of the Cuban dissidence: 

Oswaldo Payá, in fact, is the first Cuban dissident ever to be compared 

with the likes of Lech Walesa. It’s a premature likening, to be sure—

especially since Castro essentially put Payá’s top management out of 

commission last March with one of his most severe crackdowns in 

decades. But the fact that Castro did not jail Payá—even Castro realizes 

what an international outcry that would provoke—is in itself proof that 

Payá is an unprecedented irritant for the Cuban regime.6 

Payá eventually paid for his advocacy with his life; he was killed (along with a second 

Cuban activist, Harold Cepero) in a July 22, 2012 car accident, the nature of which has 

been vigorously disputed by the driver of the car that day (Spanish citizen Angel 

Carromero), a third passenger in the vehicle (Swedish citizen Jens Aron Modig), and 

Payá’s family (BBC Mundo 2012a; Oppmann 2012a; Archibold 2013; Diehl 2012, 2013; 

The Washington Post 2013). The Cuban Interior Ministry said in a report that the car in 

                                                 
5 Raúl “provisionally” took over in 2006; Fidel “definitively” gave up the presidency in 2008 (Latell 2013, 

34). 
6 For historical context, Gaddis (2007, 196-197, italics in original) described Walesa as “the young Polish 

electrician who stood outside the locked gate of the Lenin shipyard in Gdansk one day in August, 1980—

with the pope’s picture nearby—to announce the formation of Solidarność, the first independent trade 

union ever in a Marxist-Leninist country.” 
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which Payá, Carromero, Cepero and Modig were traveling “left the road and collided 

against a tree” as a result of Carromero’s “lack of attention to the control of the vehicle, 

the excess of speed and the incorrect decision to apply the brakes in an abrupt manner on 

a slippery surface” (Ravsberg 2012a). Carromero maintained in a Washington Post 

interview (2013) that the group had been followed since the start of their trip, with the 

trailing car switching out whenever the four crossed into a new province. Among the 

Spaniard’s last memories before losing “control of the car, and also consciousness” were 

recognizing that the trailing “car had gotten too close” as well as the “thunderous impact 

from behind” (The Washington Post 2013). Modig asserted that “I don’t have any doubts 

about what is now revealed” (quoted in Diehl 2013). Payá’s widow lamented that, “[a]ll 

these things we have seen on TV and the accounts of what they call an accident is very 

unusual” (quoted in Oppmann 2012a). His daughter maintained that, “[t]here are now 

certain facts that indicate it was not an accident” (quoted in Archibold 2013). 

Armed with Carromero’s 2013 interview with the Post, Jackson Diehl (2013), 

writing for the Post as well, had well-crafted arguments which are difficult to dispute: 

“The Cuban version [of the crash] says Carromero’s car struck a tree. But the photo 

authorities released shows a sedan clearly smashed from behind. Unless the Spaniard 

somehow accelerated backward into the tree, the picture belies the official story.”  

There is not yet enough evidence to categorically deem Payá’s death the result of 

a state-sponsored murder. There is more than enough evidence, however, to qualify it as 

vehicular manslaughter- the conviction that Carromero received, as Archibold (2013) 

noted. Much of the sentiment behind American University professor Robert A. Pastor’s 

quotes in Archibold’s article holds water in light of recent Cuban history: “Without 
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prejudging such an investigation, a knowledge of the ways in which the Cuban 

Communist government deals with dissent would lead one to be skeptical of charges that 

he [Payá] would have been deliberately targeted for such an accident by the central 

government.”7 Pastor’s quick addendum to this quote is significant: “Whether 

incompetent or overzealous local officials acting on their own might have done 

something that led to the accident is a different question.” 

It is unlikely that Havana deliberately sought to outright kill Oswaldo Payá. 

Certainly, the central power brokers of the Cuban government can be described in many 

ways, but “stupid” is not one of them. Lars Schoultz rightly pointed out in his That 

Infernal Little Cuban Republic that in 2003, “[t]he government had arrested nearly every 

major dissident except Oswaldo Payá, who was saved, perhaps, by his international 

prominence;” indeed, just “[t]hree months before the crackdown he had received the 

European Community’s Andrei Sakharov Award for Freedom of Thought” (Schoultz 

2009, 536). The July 2012 crash that killed Payá was not an isolated event; Diehl pointed 

out that “[t]he July 22 accident was the second one involving Payá in less than two 

months” (2012). The Cuban government did seek to physically intimidate Oswaldo Payá- 

common treatment for a dissident. But on July 22, 2012, Havana, again, did so with a car. 

And he did not survive. 

In two acts emblematic of her vibrant contribution to the Cuban dissident 

movement, the first an example of her proactive reporting and the second of the Cuban 

government’s ongoing endeavors to mute her voice, Yoani Sánchez reported via Twitter 

                                                 
7 Immediately before quoting Pastor, Archibold explained the following: “Analysts said Cuba has been 

known to subject dissidents to human rights abuses but less so for orchestrating political murders, 

suggesting instead that if a second car did cause the accident, it might have been the case of 

overzealousness in the pursuit of Mr. Payá.” 
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the arrests of activists at Payá’s funeral, and she herself was arrested before attempting to 

report on Carromero’s trial in Cuba (BBC Mundo 2012b; CNN.com 2012). The editorial 

board of The Washington Post summed up in early 2013 Havana’s likely internal reaction 

to Payá’s death: “Last summer, when the car Mr. Carromero was driving went out of 

control, the Cuban authorities must have concluded that they had finally silenced Mr. 

Payá” (2013a). Thankfully, the same can not be said for Sánchez’s voice, at least for 

now. Payá sacrificed and eventually forsook everything for human rights in his country- 

as The Washington Post’s Editorial Board wrote, “he had the courage to take those first 

steps” toward realizing the justice of a respect for human rights in Cuba (2012). 

For decades, Fidel Castro had essentially limitless power and a constant 

megaphone to accompany it; his voice and opinions on all topics have been projected and 

disseminated ad nauseam in Cuba. Furthermore, Elena Mederos argued that, “[i]n recent 

years, it has been noted that human rights violations in Cuba have received little attention 

in important sectors of the media and from certain international organizations. The Cuban 

government has vigorously encouraged this silence” (quoted in Short 1993, 68).8 As 

such, this study gives the podium to the dissenters (especially to Payá and Sánchez), their 

arguments against Fidel and Raúl Castro’s government, and corresponding fights to 

realize their goals. This study inquires: to what extent/degree have internal Cuban human 

rights advocacy movements, organizations, and activists been successful in influencing 

change in the Cuban government’s respect for and protection of human rights? During a 

spring 2013 question and answer portion of a talk by Yoani Sánchez at Georgetown 

                                                 
8 Short describes Mederos as “the former minister of social welfare in Castro’s first cabinet.” Short cites 

Mederos’ quote as coming from the following: Mederos, Elena. 1979. “Human Rights and Cuban Law,” 

Worldview, XXII, 11(November), 42-44. 
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University, this author asked Sánchez what effect she hoped her recent tour of the United 

States would have within Cuba. Sánchez expressed hope that it might be “contagious.”  

  This study seeks to determine the degree to which the words and actions of 

peaceful, internal Cuban human rights activists have positively influenced the treatment 

of human rights in their country- the degree to which their efforts have served as a 

contagion, i.e. facilitated the spread of an appropriate protection of and respect for 

inherent human liberties. To what extent, to borrow Sánchez’ adjective, is the fruit of 

their labor contagious? This study proposes that while full protection of human rights for 

all in the Castros’ Cuba was and is not yet a reality, the work of internal Cuban human 

rights activists has not been in vain. 

This study examines past and current treatment of human rights in the Castros’ 

Cuba by way of utilizing data and information from Amnesty International, the 

Cingranelli-Richards Human Rights Dataset (heretofore referred to as the CIRI dataset), 

Freedom House, Human Rights Watch, politicalterrorscale.org, the Polity IV Project, and 

various published biographies of Fidel Castro and histories of Cuba, among other 

sources. Their collective conclusions about the lack of respect for and protection of 

human rights in Cuba identify these concerns as significant and worthy of international 

attention. After establishing the degree to which human rights have not been protected in 

Cuba, the country’s human rights record is compared to the records of other Latin 

American nations. The time period in question begins when “Castro’s men marched 

victoriously into Havana on January 8, 1959” (Short 1993, 7) and continues through the 

present day. The United Nations’ 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights serves as 
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this thesis’ definition of human rights, and literature from a variety of sources assists in 

establishing the intrinsic link between democracy and human rights. 

 An emphasis here on the indispensible value of democracy is warranted. Owing to 

Freedom House’s reputable international standing and cogency of methodology, this 

study utilizes the two principal indices measured by the organization, political rights and 

civil liberties, as two sides of the same human rights coin. Together they convincingly 

describe human beings’ unalienable liberties. Utilizing the language Freedom House 

employed in their Worst of the Worst 2012: The World’s Most Repressive Societies 

report, this study means political rights to be synonymous with “free and fair elections,” 

“political pluralism and participation,” and deterministic government (that is, one in 

which a “freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives 

determine the policies of the government”) (Dunham et al. 2012, 34-36).9 Civil liberties 

refer to “freedom of expression and belief,” “associational and organizational rights,” 

“rule of law,” and “personal autonomy and individual rights.” All of these synonyms for 

both political rights and civil liberties, in both their spirit and paraphrased letter, are 

found within the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights, particularly in 

Articles 11, 18, 19, 20, 21, and 29. 

 This thesis highlights the inherent correlation between the respect for human 

rights and the realization of democracy, the latter of which clearly has not come to 

fruition in the Castros’ Cuba. Freedom House (Piano et al. 2010, 2) correlated democracy 

with human rights when it defined “the values of democracy” as “multiparty elections, 

the rule of law, freedom of association, freedom of speech, the rights of minorities and 

                                                 
9 Freedom House’s “Worst of the Worst 2011: The World’s Most Repressive Societies” (Piano et al. 2011) 

is also utilized here. 
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other fundamental, universally valid human rights.” Gerardo Otero and Janice O'Bryan 

(2002, 40) further added to an understanding of the intrinsic partnership between human 

rights and democracy when they wrote, “[i]ndeed, prodemocracy groups are also human 

rights groups that focus more on political rights.” Jennifer Windsor concurred, implying 

that scholars should consider “the democracy community within Cuba” as synonymous 

with both Cuban human rights activists and dissidents (2007a, 6-8). Considering the 

status of civil liberties and political rights and the corresponding dearth of both 

democracy and respect for human rights in Cuba, that report’s statement that the nation 

“is one of the most repressive regimes in the world” is credible (6). Francisco Orrego-

Vicuña and Lincoln Gordon shed further light on the significant link between democracy 

and civil liberties especially: “Civil liberties are basically a means of protecting the 

individual citizen from arbitrary governmental kicking around. Democracy provides 

effective popular participation in the selection and removal of the governors” (1973, 219-

20). 

After investigating the words and actions of internal Cuban human rights 

advocacy movements, organizations, and activists, this study addresses the possible 

results of their efforts to positively change the Cuban government’s respect for and 

protection of human rights. As such, this study measures how internal Cuban human 

rights advocacy movements, organizations, and activists have influenced human rights 

conditions in post-revolutionary Cuba. 

This study examines Cuban human rights activists whose words or deeds 

advocate respect for human rights, especially the freedoms of assembly, association, 

economy, expression, movement, press and religion. Specifically, the focus is on the 
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work of Huber Matos, Heberto Padilla, the Cuban Committee for Human Rights, Cuban 

Commission for Human Rights and National Reconciliation, Elizardo Sanchez, Jaime 

Ortega, the Catholic Church, Concilio Cubano, the Ladies in White, Guillermo Fariñas, 

the Cuban Patriotic Union, Yoani Sánchez and Oswaldo Payá. 

This research does not constitute a fully comprehensive history of human rights in 

Fidel and Raúl Castro’s Cuba. The goal instead is to identify if and how the words and 

actions of Cuban citizens (e.g. activists such as Oswaldo Payá, Yoani Sánchez, and 

others) have resulted in a discernible change in the degree to which the Cuban 

government respects human rights. This study looks to measure whether these individuals 

and organizations’ words and actions impacted human rights conditions in Cuba. 

Therefore, this is a brief history of human rights realities and abuses in Cuba since 1959, 

identifying if, when, how, by whom, and why human rights conditions have changed as a 

result of the work of human rights advocacy movements, organizations, and activists. 

This study has five chapters. Following the introduction, the second chapter 

defines and operationalizes human rights. The third chapter ascertains the Cuban 

government’s respect for and protection of these rights. The fourth chapter provides 

background on internal Cuban human rights advocacy organizations and activists. 

Finally, the fifth chapter attempts to measure how the work of domestic activists has 

influenced human rights conditions in Cuba. 

 

Chapter Two – Definitions of Human Rights 

Before delving into an investigation of the Cuban government’s treatment of 

human rights (the subject of Chapter Three), it is necessary to first specifically define 
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these rights. After all, any effort to measure the protection or violation of rights over time 

requires a clear understanding of the concept. Next, this chapter compares that definition 

of rights with the Cuban government’s definition and conceptualization of human rights. 

A sovereign nation establishes specific political and civic mechanisms that either respect 

or hinder the full realization of human rights. The degree to which a state explicitly 

criminalizes or fosters public animosity, either subtly or overtly, against the realization 

and free expression of human rights is a direct measurement of that state’s policies 

concerning these rights. This chapter will investigate if and where the United Nations’ 

and the Cuban constitutions’ definitions of human rights differ, leading to a discussion in 

Chapter Three on the Cuban government’s treatment of human rights in practice. 

The United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights serves as this thesis’ 

definition; furthermore, as Damián J. Fernández (2003, 599) observes, numerous Cuban 

human rights activists ideologically orient their validity within this document. In the 

abstract to his essay for “The Universality of the Concept of Human Rights,” Louis 

Henkin (1989, 10) provided a convincing argument for the Declaration’s utility: 

The idea of human rights is related but not equivalent to justice, the good, 

democracy. Strictly, the conception is that every individual has legitimate 

claims upon his or her society for defined freedoms and benefits; an 

authoritative catalog of rights is set forth in the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights. The rights of the Universal Declaration are politically and 

legally universal, having been accepted by virtually all states, incorporated 

into their own laws, and translated into international legal obligations. 

Assuring respect for rights in fact, however, will require the continued 
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development of stable political societies and of the commitment to 

constitutionalism. Virtually all societies are also culturally receptive to 

those basic rights and human needs included in the Universal Declaration 

that reflect common contemporary moral intuitions. Other rights, however 

‒ notably, freedom of expression, religious and ethnic equality, and the 

equality of women ‒ continue to meet deep resistance. 

Henkin’s connection of “[t]he idea of human rights” with democracy is appropriate. 

Lending further credibility to this link is the reality of what Cardenas (2000, 267) called 

“the interdependence of human rights with democratization and the rule of law,” an 

interdependence apparent throughout the literature on Cuban human rights activists. 

Margaret I. Short noted how “Cuba is a signatory” to “the provisions of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights” (1993, 96).10 Short underscored the primacy of 

the Declaration (1), denoting it as “[t]he internationally accepted standard for the 

evaluation of a country’s human rights.” She described its utility “in the advancement of 

human rights around the world,” but also lamented how “the United Nations itself has 

been relatively ineffective in directly addressing the human rights situation in Cuba” (96). 

David M. Trubek (1973, 199) also provided a definition consonant with the U.N.’s 

Declaration:  

By “human rights” I mean the guarantees and aspirations included in 

international and regional declarations and covenants to which some or all 

of the American Republics are parties. Thus, they include both classical 

                                                 
10 Here, Short makes an important qualifying point in an endnote on page 134 of her text - “Cuba is not a 

signatory to the Optional Protocol of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Therefore, 

individual communications from Cuban citizens cannot be considered by the Human Rights Committee.” 
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political and civil rights such as rights to fair trial and free elections and 

freedom of assembly, as well as economic, social, and cultural rights, such 

as the rights to work, to adequate standards of living, including food, 

clothing, and housing, to education, and social security. 

What then are the Cuban state’s official stated positions with respect to human 

rights? Georgetown University’s “Political Database of the Americas” displays the Cuban 

Constitution of 1976, taking into account “reforms through 2002” (1995-2011). All of the 

following excerpts quote from this source. The reader can ascertain the treatment of 

human rights in the letter of Cuban law; ascertaining the degree to which human rights 

have been protected in practice is another matter, and will be addressed in Chapter Three. 

Much of the 1976 Cuban Constitution and its successive reforms indeed do harmonize 

well with the United Nations’ Declaration of Human Rights. Nevertheless, notable 

addendums and qualifiers condition the rights proclaimed within the Cuban constitution. 

In many sections, a right is detailed, but then qualified.  

Article 41 of the Cuban Constitution (Georgetown University Political Database 

of the Americas 1995-2011) decrees that “all citizens enjoy equal rights and are subject to 

equal duties,” and Article 43 describes how “citizens, regardless of race, skin color, sex, 

religious beliefs, national origin…have access, according to merits and capacities, to all 

the positions and jobs of the State, of Public Administration, and of the production and 

benefit of services.” These correspond well with Articles 1, 2 and 23 of the United 

Nations’ Declaration. Article 46 of the Cuban Constitution states that “all who work have 

the right to rest, guaranteed by the eight hour work day;” this is in agreement with Article 

24 of the United Nations’ Declaration. Article 50 of the Cuban Constitution specifies a 
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right to free healthcare; Article 51 decrees the same for education. Article 25 of the 

United Nations’ Declaration speaks to “the right to a standard of living adequate for the 

health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and 

medical care and necessary social services,” while the Declaration’s 26th article specifies 

that “[e]veryone has the right to education.”  

Article 131 of the Cuban Constitution (Georgetown University Political Database 

of the Americas 1995-2011) states that “all citizens, with legal capacity for it, have the 

right to intervene in the direction of the State…to be part of the organs of the Popular 

Power, and to participate, with this purpose, in the way foreseen in the law, in periodic 

elections and popular referendums, that will be of free, equal and secret ballot.” Article 

132 specifies that “all Cubans, men and women, older than sixteen years of age, have the 

right to the vote, except: a) the mentally incapacitated, with prior judicial declaration of 

their incompetence; b) those judicially disqualified because of offense.” Article 133 

mandates that “Cuban citizens have the right to be elected, men or women, who find 

themselves in full enjoyment of their political rights. If the election is for representatives 

to the National Assembly of the Popular Power, they must, in addition, be older than 

eighteen years of age.” Article 135 decrees that “the delegates to the Provincial and 

Municipal Assemblies are elected by free, direct and secret vote of the electors.” Article 

21 of the United Nations’ Declaration speaks to similar participatory rights. Article 45 of 

the Cuban Constitution mandates that “work in the socialist society is a right, a duty and 

a motive of honor for each citizen.” While not exactly the same, Article 23 of the United 

Nations’ Declaration does say that all have “the right to work.” 
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Article 57 of the Cuban Constitution (Georgetown University Political Database 

of the Americas 1995-2011) states that “correspondence is inviolable. It can only be 

occupied, opened and examined in cases sanctioned by law.”  Article 60 decrees that “the 

confiscation of properties applies only as penalty by the authorities, in the cases and by 

the procedures that the law determines.” These are similar to Articles 12 and 17 of the 

United Nations’ Declaration. 

Article 58 of the Cuban Constitution (Georgetown University Political Database 

of the Americas 1995-2011) mandates that “the freedom and inviolability of your person 

are guaranteed to all who reside in the national territory,” while detention is only 

permitted “in the form and with the guarantees that the laws prescribe.” Similar assertions 

are found in Articles 1, 3 and 9 of the United Nations’ Declaration. Article 59 of the 

Cuban Constitution states that “nobody may be indicted nor condemned unless by a 

competent tribunal in virtue of laws previous to the crime and with the formalities and 

guarantees that these establish. All accused have the right to defense.” Articles 10 and 11 

of the United Nations’ Declaration are similar. Article 64 of the Cuban Constitution 

mandates that “it is the duty of each one to care for public and social property…to respect 

the rights of others, to observe the norms of socialist coexistence and to fulfill civic and 

social duties.” Article 29 of the United Nations’ Declaration corresponds somewhat, and 

it is the only article that uses the word “duty” or “duties.” Article 1 of the UN 

Declaration, however, does say that people “are endowed with reason and conscience and 

should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.” 

Article 55 of the Cuban Constitution (Georgetown University Political Database 

of the Americas 1995-2011) decrees that “the state, which recognizes, respects and 
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guarantees freedom of conscience and religion, recognizes, respects and guarantees at the 

same time the freedom of each citizen to change religious beliefs or to not have any, and 

to profess, within the respect of the law, the religious cult of their preference.” This is 

close to, but not exactly the same, as Article 18 of the United Nations’ Declaration. An 

addendum to Article 55 of the Cuban Constitution declares that in Cuba, “the law 

regulates the relations of the State with religious institutions.” Marcos Antonio Ramos 

noted in the forward to Short’s text (1993, ii) how “[t]he Fourth Congress of the Cuban 

Communist Party, held in Santiago de Cuba in 1991, decided to allow believers into the 

party ranks after a series of promises to end the ideological discrimination against them.”  

Article 54 of the Cuban Constitution (Georgetown University Political Database 

of the Americas 1995-2011) lists the right to association: 

The rights of meeting, demonstration and association are exercised by the 

workers, manual and intellectual, the peasants, women, students and other 

sectors of the working public, for which they have the necessary means to 

such ends. The mass and social organizations have all the terms for the 

development of said activities in which their members enjoy the broadest 

freedom of word and opinion, based on the unconditional right to initiative 

and review. 

This is not quite the same guarantee as Article 20 of the United Nations’ Declaration, 

which says that all have “the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and association.” 

Article 56 of the Cuban Constitution explicitly specifies that “the home is inviolable,” 

adding that “no one may penetrate someone else’s against the will of the denizen, except 

in cases sanctioned by the law.” This is not the guarantee espoused in Article 12 of the 
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United Nations’ Declaration, which dictates that “[n]o one shall be subjected to arbitrary 

interference with his privacy, family, home or correspondence.”  

The fourth postulate of Article 39 of the Cuban Constitution (Georgetown 

University Political Database of the Americas 1995-2011) states that “artistic creation is 

free as long as its content is not contrary to the Revolution.” Article 53 says that 

“freedom of word and press is recognized to citizens according to the aims of the socialist 

society,” closing with a clarification specifying that “the law regulates the exercise of 

these liberties.” These are significantly different from Article 19 of the United Nations’ 

Declaration: “Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right 

includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart 

information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.”  

Article 62 of the Cuban Constitution (Georgetown University Political Database 

of the Americas 1995-2011) stipulates that “none of the liberties recognized to citizens 

may be exercised against what is established in the Constitution and the laws, nor against 

the existence and aims of the socialist State, nor against the decision of the Cuban people 

to construct socialism and communism.” Article 65 reminds citizens that “defense of the 

socialist homeland is the biggest honor and the supreme duty of each Cuban…Treachery 

to the homeland is the gravest of crimes; whoever commits it is subject to the most severe 

sanctions.” Additionally, Article 66 emphasizes that “strict compliance with the 

Constitution and with the laws is unavoidable duty of all.” There is no mention of 

socialism or communism in the United Nations’ Declaration. 

As noted by Fernández (2003), from the (at least public) perspective of the Cuban 

revolutionary government, the nation’s human rights record under the Castros’ watch is 
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pristine; Fernández notes (603) that “Cuba, from the point of view of the government, 

embodies the most democratic system that exists.” Fernández goes on to cite an important 

distinction, as provided by the Cuban revolutionary government itself (603-4):  

The then-minister of Exterior Relations, Roberto Robaína, speaking before 

the World Conference of Human Rights in June of 1993, declared that 

Cuba did not share the definition of human rights established by Amnesty 

International and the UN. In its place, Cuba interpreted human rights as 

part of development and geopolitics. He also said that once “the external 

threat ends, we will have to reconsider many things in Cuba.” 

Robaína doubtlessly refers to the United States’ economic embargo of the island; this 

study will elaborate on this relevant point in a later chapter.  

Writing that “the Cuban State has always defended its position with respect to 

human rights” (2003, 605), Fernández further clarifies the Cuban state’s thoughts on its 

treatment of human rights, noting that “before 1980 the government highlighted the 

progress reached in education, health, employment, sports and regarding social equality 

in general as evidence of the commitment of the regime to the socioeconomic rights of 

the population.” The 2002 Cuban Constitutional Reform underscored the state’s 

achievements in a similar fashion, maintaining that “the Cuban nation has grown in these 

glorious years of Revolution to manage to reach high educational, cultural and social 

indexes, with an illiteracy rate of 0.2%, a primary school attendance rate of 100%, a 

secondary school attendance rate of 99.7%, an infant mortality of 6.2 per thousand live 

births, with 590 doctors, 743 nurses and 630.6 hospital beds for every 100,000 habitants 

and a life expectancy from birth of 76 years, achieved among many others, fundamental 
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levels for a healthy, decorous and just life for all citizens” (Georgetown University 

Political Database of the Americas).  

 Citing the Cuban constitutions, Fernández places Havana’s political and economic 

orientations within the Marxist-Leninist environment in which they reside (2003, 593, 

emphasis added):  

The document stipulates that the republic is “unitary and democratic,” 

guided by the Cuban Communist Party (PCC) towards the construction of 

a socialist society in agreement with Marxist-Leninist principles (articles 1 

and 5). The purpose of the republic is to promote “political freedom, social 

justice and individual and collective wellbeing” (article 9). According to 

the document, each citizen has the right to participate in the administration 

of the State, to enjoy equality before the law and to exercise their civil 

liberties. These rights and liberties, nevertheless, are conditioned, not 

absolute, and are respected only until the point in which they do not go 

against the consolidation of the revolution and the socialist system. In 

practice this signifies that the limits imposed on political and civil rights 

are evident.11 

Writing in Hogan’s The End of the Cold War (1992, 187; italics in original), 

Denise Artaud argued “that Marxism has always been more than an economic system:” 

It has been a form of totalitarianism, which, unlike democracy, is beyond 

the reach of law. It has also been a revolutionary praxis that gave its 

                                                 
11 In this section Fernández cites Roberto Cuellar’s “Human Rights: The Dilemmas and Challenges Facing 

the Non-Governmental Movement During a Transition in Cuba” from 1993’s Transition in Cuba, pages 

155-159. 
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supporters a useful tool in wielding power and acquiring privileges long-

embodied in the nomenklatura. 

Furthermore, as noted by Francisco Orrego-Vicuña and Lincoln Gordon (1973, 215), 

regardless of political environment, “[a]ny man in power, whatever his ideology, is 

bound to become a dictator if the social forces of that society are not capable of 

exercising countervailing power against the state for the benefit of a balance that will 

protect the rights of the individual.” This is exactly what has happened in revolutionary 

Cuba. 

Fernández also invokes one of the most iconic and defining quotes from Fidel 

Castro concerning the Cuban revolution, one appropriately repeated throughout the 

literature (2003, 593, quoting Fidel Castro): “within the revolution, everything, against 

the revolution, nothing.” This emblematic 1961 quote, notes Fernández, “delimits that 

which is permissible in terms of expression and political behavior” in the Castros’ Cuba, 

effectively and starkly defining what is and is not acceptable to express (593).12 Celia 

Sánchez said it well: “Fidel is always right” (quoted in Szulc 2002, 68).13 

James Buckwalter-Arias is another author who underscores the importance of the 

above Fidel Castro axiom. In his essay “Reinscribing the Aesthetic: Cuban Narrative and 

Post-Soviet Cultural Politics,” Buckwalter-Arias cites and contextualizes the 

aforementioned quote from Castro in its entirety (quoted in 2005, 365): 

Within the Revolution, everything; against the Revolution nothing. 

Against the Revolution nothing, because the Revolution also has its rights 

                                                 
12 Buckwalter-Arias (2005, 365) also consulted here. 
13 Her words carry weight. Szulc (2002, 68) wrote that she “was Fidel’s unconditionally devoted helper and 

adviser in war and peace—in fact, his conscience and alter ego. She also held great power.” Szulc also 

pointed out that Celia Sánchez “was probably the only one in Cuba to tell him to his face that he was 

making a bad decision.” 
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and the first right of the Revolution is the right to exist and before the right 

of the Revolution to be and to exist, nobody. 

Here, writes Buckwalter-Arias, Castro unmistakably delineated “the parameters for 

discourse in the revolution from that moment on” (365). Since, according to Castro, the 

revolution belongs to the collective Cuban nation, Buckwalter-Arias maintains that 

Castro was contending that “no one belonging to the formerly privileged class of artists 

and intellectuals has a right to speak against it” (365). Recognizing (as other authors 

have) that “[t]he revolution and the speaker—Castro—are implicitly and unassailably 

one,” Buckwalter-Arias states that “artists and intellectuals, according to a logic that may 

seem oddly familiar,” have two mutually-exclusive options when deciding their 

allegiance to the Cuban revolution: “either with us or against us” (366). When delivering 

his above clarification regarding what can and cannot be expressed in revolutionary 

Cuba, Castro asked “whether or not there should be an absolute freedom of content in 

artistic expression” (quoted in Buckwalter-Arias 2005, 365). The answer is obvious 

enough: no. 

Compelling arguments can be made that Cuba’s status as an authoritarian, 

socialist, communist, and Marxist-Leninist state impedes governmental protection of 

human rights, and various authors argue as such. Fernández (2003, 593) summarizes the 

Cuban revolutionary government’s political and economic methodologies with respect to 

human rights, writing that “the socialist conception of human rights is biased in favor of 

collective rights (defined by the State), that in theory are promoted by the State and the 

party. Marxism-Leninism, foundational ideology of the Constitution and State, places 

restrictive parameters on the exercise of civil, political and economic rights.” As noted by 
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Leycester Coltman (2003, 247), in response to criticisms of his nation’s human rights 

record, “[Fidel] Castro had the standard Marxist answers to these criticisms. Individual 

freedoms had to be limited in order to protect collective rights and freedoms, the right to 

work, the right to education, the right to health care.”  

Fernández (2003, 593) makes the relevant point that this is to be expected of any 

Marxist-Leninist state, considering how “Marxism, as an ideology, contains a teleological 

assumption and bases itself in the notion that social harmony results from the common 

interest within the working class and the dialectical development of history.” 

Furthermore, it is precisely here that Cuban human rights activists fundamentally and 

vehemently disagree with the Cuban revolutionary government; as Fernández indicates 

(2003, 593), “basically, it has been against this ideological assumption, embedded in the 

Constitution, that the dissident groups have organized themselves.” 

At the risk of oversimplification, for the purpose of ascertaining the general 

political environment in which human rights are best protected, it behooves the 

researcher to compare and contrast two markedly different governmental systems, the 

descriptors of which frequently find themselves together when describing certain nations: 

a democratic and capitalist system oriented around the tenets of market economics on the 

one hand, and a communist, socialist system based on the principles of Marxism-

Leninism on the other. As phrased by Louise I. Shelley in her essay “Human Rights as an 

International Issue” (1989, 48), the Cuban revolutionary government’s Marxist-Leninist 

conception of human rights is oriented less around “the predominant Western views of 

the supremacy of individual rights to free speech and political expression” and more 

around “the view that a social safety net of assured employment, housing, and medical 
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care is the preeminent human right.” It makes sense then, as Fernández reminds the 

reader (2003, 605-6), that “from the Marxist point of view, social wellbeing is 

fundamental to guarantee the political participation of all citizens.” 

Louis Henkin juxtaposes the individual against his or her government, 

maintaining that the concept of these intrinsic rights “implies that there are limitations on 

government” (1989, 11). Henkin writes that “[i]mplicit in the idea of human rights is a 

commitment to individual worth,” but this distinction is more explicit than implicit- as 

Henkin specifies, “[t]he individual counts, and counts independently of the community.”  

Discussing the twilight of the Cold War in his The Cold War: A New History, 

John Lewis Gaddis (2007, 199) effectively contrasted the communist economic model 

with capitalism’s more fluid and less centrally-planned economic modus operandi:  

So as it became clear that the nuclear danger was diminishing, that the 

credibility of command economies was wearing thin, and that there were 

still universal standards of justice, it became harder to defend the idea that 

a few powerful leaders at the top, however praiseworthy their intentions, 

still had the right to determine how everyone else lived. 

David M. Trubek (1973, 204) highlighted how “[t]he concept of economic rights and the 

belief in the market stem from the same basic commitment to the individual as sole 

arbiter of social action.” As pointed out by Short in an endnote in her text, Marx noted in 

his Communist Manifesto how “the theory of the Communists may be summed up in the 

single sentence: Abolition of private property” (quoted in Short 1993, 61). Thus, the 

comparison, as articulated by Francisco Orrego-Vicuña and Lincoln Gordon (1973, 220), 
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in many ways is between “private or state ownership of the means of production in the 

classical antithesis between socialism and capitalism.” 

 Here it is prudent to return to Henkin’s essay. As he develops his reasoning on the 

meaning of human rights and the appropriate articulation of said rights within the U.N.’s 

Declaration, Henkin’s definition implicitly questions the feasibility of satisfactorily 

respecting human rights within a political system defined by Marxist-Leninist socialism. 

Writing that “the human rights idea declares that every individual has legitimate claims 

upon his or her own society for certain freedoms and benefits” and that this concept 

“implies individual entitlement and corresponding obligations on society” (1989, 11), 

Henkin argues for the primacy of the individual as opposed to the collective when 

delineating from whom and upon whom human rights are justly claimed. He maintains 

(11) that “[t]hese claims upon society” by the individual have been “specified in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” which he terms “[t]he principal contemporary 

articulation of human rights.” Henkin identifies these rights, applicable and binding 

worldwide, as “an expression of the political relationship that should prevail between 

individual and society” (11). This relationship is not one of subservience between the 

individual and the state, as “[o]ur rights are not granted by society; we enjoy them not by 

the grace of society and not only because it may be good societal policy to respect them” 

(11). Henkin simply and effectively expresses the relationship between human beings and 

their inherent rights- the former “are entitled to” the latter (11, emphasis added). 

Henkin’s conceptualizations of human rights harmoniously expound upon and further 

clarify the United Nations’ Declaration. 
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 Article 25 of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

stipulates that “[e]veryone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and 

well-being of himself and of his family.” The question is, which socioeconomic system, 

democratic capitalism or communist socialism, generally maintains higher standards of 

living? John Lewis Gaddis argues powerfully for the former in his 1994 The United 

States and the End of the Cold War by reviewing the twentieth century’s historical and 

economic record. Discussing the “integrative forces that ended the Cold War: the much-

celebrated triumph of democratic politics and market economics” (1994, 204), Gaddis 

reviewed the status of two Marxist-Leninist tenets from the vantage point of the end of 

the last decade of the twentieth century: “that hierarchy in politics would produce 

abundance in economics,” and that “[s]hifts in the means of production” would morph 

“economic, political, and social conditions” (161). With the Cold War over and the 

Soviet Union now dissolved, clarity arrived regarding the veracity of Marx and Lenin’s 

promises. Gaddis recognized (161) that “with the passage of time it has become clear that 

the forces Marx identified and that Lenin sought to harness have turned both men’s 

conclusions about politics upside down. Far from promoting centralization, the 

technology required to advance standards of living these days seems—inexorably—to 

discourage this tendency.”  

As technology advanced and gave birth to the computer and informational 

revolutions, “a consensus as to the superiority of market economics—and with it a sense 

of the triumph of democratic politics—began to develop” (Gaddis 1994, 160-61, 197).14 

What had become apparent, according to Gaddis (123), was “the unworkability of 

                                                 
14 Gaddis 2007, 263 also consulted here. 
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Marxism as a form of political, social, and economic organization.” Denise Artaud 

argued in Hogan’s The End of the Cold War (1992, 187) that “Marxism created a society 

based not on merit and competence but on growing bureaucratization and ideological loss 

of faith, a society where initiative and responsibility did not exist.” Gaddis concurred 

(1994, 161), given “that technology thrives on individual initiative and an unconstrained 

flow of information, neither of which the hierarchical Soviet system was equipped to 

encourage.”15 Such realities lend credence to the assertion, discussed by Trubek (1973, 

204), “that ‘free’ economies are more likely to lead to fulfillment of ‘economic rights’ 

than command economies.” 

 Among other conclusions, Gaddis identified interrelated socioeconomic lessons 

from the conclusion of the Cold War. An “inability of command economies to cope with 

the growing demands of post-industrial societies” (Gaddis 1994, 166) was apparent. On 

an international scale “suddenly it became obvious to everyone (with the exception of a 

few isolated holdouts like Fidel Castro and Kim Il-sung) that economic progress and 

centralized authority simply do not mesh” (160-61). Thanks to both “political repression 

and economic failures,” Marxism-Leninism became synonymous with “economic 

backwardness” (113). As such, for post-Cold War domestic and international political 

economies, “democratic reform may now be close to a universal prerequisite for 

economic survival in a postindustrial age”- the age clearly much later than that in which 

Marx and Lenin lived and wrote (184). Cumulatively, Gaddis presents one historian’s 

view that the preservation of individual human rights is antithetical to the whole Marxist-

                                                 
15 Here Gaddis cites S. Frederick Starr’s “The Changing Nature of Change in the USSR” from Gorbachev’s 

Russia and American Foreign Policy, which was edited by Seweryn Bialer and Michael Mandelbaum. He 

also cites Jerry Hough’s Russia and the West: Gorbachev and the Politics of Reform. 



27 

 

Leninist model, imploring readers to “consider the most sweeping victory of all for 

human rights: the events of 1989 in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe” (163-64). The 

Berlin Wall fell that year, and the Soviet Union would crumble as well only two short 

years later. Gaddis was accurate (210) when opining that “Marxism-Leninism could 

hardly have suffered a more resounding defeat if World War III had been fought to the 

point of total victory for the West.” As evidenced by the twentieth century’s historical 

record, democracies that give primacy “to the individual as sole arbiter of social action” 

(as phrased in Trubek 1973, 204) and their horizontal rather than hierarchical 

organization create opportunities for human rights to flourish. 

Paradoxically, argued Gaddis (1994, 161-62), Karl Marx had been prophetic: 

Marx, it turned out, was right. Shifts in the means of production do shape 

society in important ways, and they are irreversible in their effects. The 

difficulty is that they have continued into an age Marx never envisaged, 

and as they have done so they have rewarded lateral rather than 

hierarchical forms of organization. 

Constructing a powerful argument (161-64; italics in original), Gaddis maintained that 

this resulted in “unprecedented pressures on those who run command economies either to 

make them work or to abolish them altogether.” True, before the computer and 

technological revolutions, “[i]t used to be possible to modernize an economy by forcing 

one’s citizens to produce goods and services according to a central plan.” But upon the 

dawn and transformative power of the digital age, “it became clear that central planners 

could not respond fast enough to shifts in supply and demand where not just a few but 

thousands of producers and commodities were involved.” Khrushchev might have been 
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able to demand the rapid construction of a new tractor, “[b]ut a Gorbachev cannot order 

anyone to write an imaginative computer program, or to invent a more efficient silicon 

chip: people have to want to do these things, or they will not get done.” Nor can a Castro, 

or any head of a command economy, for that matter, order the successful realization of 

such a project. 

 What can, however, are “old-fashioned self-regulating markets…and only by 

means that were the antithesis of centralization, and therefore of planning” (Gaddis 1994, 

161): i.e., Marxist-Leninist economic principles. And given that “to dismantle a 

command economy is to allow individual autonomy,” Gaddis notes that the following 

truism applies (161) - “the price of prosperity is ultimately democracy.” Peter Kolar, 

ambassador to the United States from the Czech Republic, did not mince words when 

discussing the Cuban plight with author Daniel Erikson (2009, 299): 

I am very sorry that this gifted nation—those people who are really skilled 

and who can create wealth and provide welfare—are prevented from doing 

that by this crazy communist regime. We know what this regime means, 

because we lived that. We know that we were cheated the whole time by 

our communist leaders and this is actually what Mr. Castro is doing. 

Erikson explains (299) how “Kolar believed that his country’s recent political experience 

with communism showed that trade and commerce play a crucial role in the transition to 

democracy.” 

Francisco Orrego-Vicuña and Lincoln Gordon argued in their essay “Economic 

Development, Political Democracy, and Equality: The Chilean Case” (1973, 220) that 

“[t]he cardinal requirement for protection of human rights is that there not be a monopoly 
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of centralized power—a single control of all employment opportunities, all education, all 

communications media, all mass meetings, or even small group meetings.” After noting 

how states which “avoid such a centralized monopoly of power” typically “remain open 

societies and by general world or historical standards…protect civil liberties on balance 

very well,” the authors summed up Marxist socialism’s failure to provide similar 

protection: “Marxist socialism, on the other hand, with its monopoly of power in a 

centralized Communist party, does not protect civil liberties and the system does not 

readily lend itself to doing so” (220). 

Such a comprehensive monopoly of power is an inherent characteristic of 

Marxist-Leninist societies. And, it must be noted, this is exactly what Fidel Castro desired 

for himself and his Cuban revolution. And make no mistake- the Cuban revolution was 

and is, in every sense, Fidel Castro’s; texts by Tad Szulc, Leycester Coltman, Roberto 

Luque Escalona, among others, are all in agreement on this point. Escalona (1992, 123) 

wrote especially poignantly on this matter: 

It is not his aspiration to govern that I find infamous, but the nature of the 

government that he envisioned in his dream and brought forth into reality. 

What Fidel wanted, and what he has in fact achieved, is absolute power, 

without limits or responsibilities, the kind of power that only Marxism 

offers.16 

Cumulatively, the definitions and arguments propagated by Henkin, Short and 

Trubek all support defining human rights as the United Nations’ Declaration does. The 

Cuban revolutionary government under Fidel and Raúl Castro has asserted what they 

                                                 
16 Escalona might be remiss here- other political systems can certainly afford the leader immense power. 
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believe to be their unequivocal respect for and protection of human rights. Qualitative 

and quantitative measurements of the Cuban government’s treatment of human rights 

strongly suggest otherwise, as the next chapter shows. Echoing sentiment within a 1987 

Amnesty International report, Margaret I. Short (1993, 89) identifies the general 

“discrepancies between government claims and corresponding realities.” The question is 

where those discrepancies arise and whether or not citizen activism has had an impact 

over time in affecting those indicators. 

 

Chapter Three – Cuban Government’s Treatment of Human 

Rights 

If the goal of internal Cuban human rights activists is to positively change the 

Cuban revolutionary government’s treatment of said liberties, then in order to ascertain 

the degree to which these groups and individuals have succeeded, this thesis first has to 

address and identify the levels of governmental protection and respect for human rights 

that prompt the activists’ work. This third chapter quantitatively and qualitatively 

ascertains the levels of protection for human rights in Fidel and Raúl Castro’s Cuba, with 

the goal of identifying both objective and subjective sources that establish the level of 

protection for human liberties provided by the Castro regimes. 

Before quantitatively and qualitatively exploring the treatment of human rights in 

Cuba, this chapter will address three pertinent and preliminary issues. The first is the 

difficulty studying this topic from an American perspective- why is this the case, and 

how is this overcome? Secondly, if this study hopes to be at least somewhat impartial 

(and avoid the pitfall of the first issue), then a nod to the Cuban revolution’s human rights 
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achievements, specifically with regard to literacy and health care, is warranted. Thirdly, 

another issue that merits attention here is whether or not the Cuban revolutionary 

government’s laws and policies that inhibit the expression of human rights are designed 

and implemented as such because of security concerns, especially those emanating from 

due north. 

The CIRI dataset, Freedom House, Politicalterrorscale.org, and the Polity IV 

Project provide quantitative measurements of human rights conditions; for comparison 

with nations of similar cultural, geographic, societal, and historical underpinnings, these 

measurements are measured against the corresponding indices of all Latin American 

nations. Drawing from literature, reports, news media, biographies of Fidel Castro, and 

testimony from a myriad of sources, this chapter also qualitatively assesses the Cuban 

government’s treatment of human rights. In this section, the investigation focuses 

especially on the human rights which source materials show the Castro regime and their 

revolutionary government have most harshly compromised- the freedoms of assembly, 

association, economy, expression, movement, press, and religion. 

Finally, this chapter finishes with discussions of other human rights concerns in 

the Castros’ Cuba: an absence of a UN-equivalent level of democracy, poor prison 

conditions, the holding of political prisoners, instances of sub-par legal representation, 

and mistreatment of homosexuals. 

This Topic’s Challenge 

 Impartiality, or at least relative impartiality, is a perfectly attainable and yet 

somewhat lofty goal for any American researcher studying human rights in the Castros’ 

Cuba. The Cuban governmental and socioeconomic apparatuses in place since 1959 



32 

 

could not be more antithetical to the United States’ democratic and capitalist systems. 

Furthermore, Cuba was host to the Cold War’s hottest moment, the 1962 missile crisis, 

perhaps the closest humanity came to extinguishing itself. Throughout Fidel Castro’s 

time in power, he defied, denounced, and damned the United States and everything it 

represents at nearly every opportunity, providing America’s half-century long adversary, 

the Soviet Union, with an outpost on the United States’ doorstep in the process. 

Animosity in Washington for Fidel Castro and his revolution made sense- at least during 

the Cold War. 

 And yet for the forthright American historian (as this author humbly sets out to 

be), starting out with the view from behind American-flag rose-colored glasses that 

simply because Castro and his revolution are antithetical to America then certainly they 

are hostile to the concept of human rights is faulty, nonacademic, and spurious. 

Whatsoever the emotions surrounding them, quantitative and qualitative realities must 

speak to historical judgment. Castro himself told American writer Tad Szulc, “You may 

paint me as the devil as long as you remain objective” (found on the back cover of 

Szulc’s 2002 Fidel). This essay endeavors to follow suit, just as Szulc did. 

 Conclusions drawn from two essays in particular speak well to the care an 

American historian must take when assessing the treatment of human rights in the 

Castros’ Cuba: Tony Platt’s “Cuba and the Politics of Human Rights” and John M. Kirk 

and Peter McKenna’s “Review: Trying to Address the Cuban Paradox.” Written in 1999, 

the latter starts out by identifying the problem well (214): 

Trying to understand Cuba is not an easy undertaking. The country 

reminds one of Churchill’s 1939 definition of Russia as “a riddle wrapped 
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in a mystery inside an enigma.” This complex society can fool 

inexperienced Cuba-watchers with the superficial simplicity and at times 

predictability of its revolutionary government. Cuba is far from a 

straightforward entity, a fact that complicates any attempt to decipher its 

often contradictory reality. It is also a society that evokes strong visceral 

passions on both sides of the ideological divide. 

Kirk and McKenna capture the challenge in finding solid ground on which to base one’s 

arguments regarding Cuba when noting (215) that “[i]t is difficult to remain neutral about 

Cuba, particularly if one’s major source of information consists of the mainstream U.S. 

media, which do a poor job of analyzing this complex sociopolitical reality.” 

 Both essays highlight examples of rhetoric from both sides of the debate on 

human rights in Cuba, most if not all of which are at least partially grounded in reality. 

Platt (1988, 39-40) cites a number of ideologically-driven quotes from Washington. 

Referring to a 1984 State Department report and employing a healthy amount of 

quotation marks, Platt summarizes the Reagan administration’s view of Marxist-Leninist 

nations, writing that it believed ‘“communist’ governments are inherently and structurally 

incapable of promoting ‘human rights’ because ‘Marxism-Leninism’ is antithetical to 

‘democracy.’” He quotes the 1983 Reagan White House’s claim that Havana’s revolution 

“has developed into nothing more original than a tropical version of the Soviet Union, 

complete with political prisoners and total government control of human freedoms.”17 

Platt lists other scathing remarks from American leaders, including Assistant Secretary of 

State Elliot Abrams’ denouncement of the Cuban leader as “one of the most vicious 

                                                 
17 Platt lists this as “a typical 1983 White House release,” citing Digest, August 10, 1983. 



34 

 

tyrants of our time” (quoting from the New York Times) and Congressman Gus Yatron’s 

declaration that “[t]he promises made to the Cuban people by the Castro government 

have not been realized” (quoting from a congressional hearing). 

 Platt (1988, 44) characterizes such rhetoric “as a propaganda effort to discredit 

Cuba in the eyes of the global community of nations and in the minds of the people in the 

United States.” He does not try to absolve Cuba of any or all transgressions, stating that 

he does not aim “to suggest that Cuba is a socialist paradise which is free of human rights 

problems,” reminding the reader that “[e]ven Fidel Castro has acknowledged that during 

the early years of the revolution there were many political prisoners and drastic 

punishments were often imposed on them.”18 Nevertheless, in Platt’s estimation (46) 

“there is no evidence to support the various U.S. charges concerning the systematic and 

institutionalized abuses of human rights in Cuba.” Many investigators strongly disagree- 

their testimony is included at length within the present thesis. Yet Platt makes a number 

of cogent points and effectively calls out the Reagan administration’s hypocrisy, 

especially with regard to any notion that Cuba and its human rights problems are akin to 

those of the Third Reich (44): 

The issue before us, however, is whether the Reagan administration was 

justified in comparing contemporary Cuba with Nazi Germany and in 

asserting that Cuba is the worst abuser of human rights in the hemisphere. 

To what extent is the current human rights campaign similar to the 

longstanding efforts by the U.S. to portray Cuba, despite all evidence to 

the contrary, as the leading distributor of illegal drugs in the hemisphere? 

                                                 
18 Here Platt cites Elliot and Dymally, 1986: 196-202. 
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To what extent is the administration’s asserted concern with human rights 

in Cuba –– even while virtually ignoring far more serious abuses by allies 

such as Guatemala, El Salvador, and Chile –– essentially a politically 

motivated attempt to discredit Cuba? 

Platt further reminds the researcher that Washington’s treatment of Cuba is not dissimilar 

from that directed towards other Latin American nations in the second half of the 

twentieth century (49): 

The U.S. economic embargo and political blockade of Cuba are in reality a 

form of warfare. Also, Cuba has witnessed effective U.S. interventions 

against any country in the hemisphere that pursued an independent or 

socialist path –– Guatemala (1954), the Dominican Republic (1965), Chile 

(1973), Grenada (1983) –– and ongoing interventions in Central America. 

 Platt’s points are well-taken, especially his belief (1988, 49) that “any evaluation 

of Cuba’s human rights policy must also take into account its political-military 

relationship with the United States and appreciate that Cuba has been a country mobilized 

for war and self-defense for almost 30 years.” Indeed, America’s belligerence towards 

Cuba is an essential ingredient in judging the latter’s human rights record (50). Platt does 

well to note “that Cuba has legitimate concerns about its security” given the “long and 

continuing history of CIA efforts to destabilize Cuba, ranging from attempts to 

assassinate Castro…to economic sabotage through the spread of swine fever” (49).19 

Platt’s essay is dated (1988), but valuable. 

                                                 
19 Here Platt cites Thomas, 1971: 1467; McCaughan, 1982: 45; Blum, 1986: 206-216. 
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 While Platt’s criticisms come more from the political left of center, Kirk and 

McKenna’s review essay (1999) offers a more centrist censure of Washington’s treatment 

of Cuba. Emblematic of this is their criticism of Geoff Simons’ Cuba: From 

Conquistador to Castro, lamenting the text’s overly forgiving sympathy for the Cuban 

revolution (Kirk and McKenna 1999, 220): 

The major fault with Simons’s book is that he is too favorably disposed 

toward the Cuban revolution and the Castro government. On numerous 

occasions, the book loses its punch and its point by going over the top in 

its anti-U.S. bent. Almost everything that has gone wrong in Cuba since 

1959 is explained in terms of U.S. policies and responses, with little or no 

reference to policy miscalculations by the Castro government. Simons 

spends far too much time extolling the virtues of the revolutionary 

government’s radical program of social reform, thus failing to achieve a 

sense of balance. 

This criticism might be applied with similar validity to other defenders’ arguments in 

favor of the Cuban government. When discussing Debra Evenson’s Revolution in the 

Balance: Law and Society in Contemporary Cuba, Kirk and McKenna highlight (221) an 

essential piece of the Cuban political puzzle, writing that Evenson “tends to accept the 

standard responses of Cuban officials, including their references to collective rights in the 

revolutionary socialist model prevailing over individual rights in a liberal capitalist 

society.” The authors (221) positively review Evenson’s text, complimenting her “deft 

understanding of the Cuban government’s interpretation of human rights and political 

democracy” and refusal to “shy away from pointed and well-deserved criticism.”  



37 

 

 Kirk and McKenna’s biggest contribution to this thesis’ investigation is their 

understanding of the historical underpinnings of Washington’s rhetoric (1999, 224-25): 

Yet the main reason for the unbalanced debate over Cuba is the 

conglomerate of conflicting political elements. While Cuba is a relatively 

small country of eleven million people, its stature has long been inflated 

by the U.S. fixation on exerting influence over the island. The Monroe 

Doctrine of 175 years ago can be taken as a useful starting point for 

analyzing U.S. designs on the island. Because the essence of the Cuban 

socialist revolution constitutes a fundamental rejection of U.S. hegemony 

in Latin America and the Caribbean, Washington has been fixated on 

Havana for almost four decades. Fidel Castro has consistently foiled 

attempts to co-opt or destroy the revolution, surviving many U.S. attempts 

to assassinate him or to wreak economic havoc on Cuba. The fact that nine 

presidents since 1959 have vowed to be the first to set foot in a “free and 

democratic Cuba” can only rub salt in the wounds of U.S. policy makers. 

The essence of U.S. policy in the late 1990s revolves around waiting for 

an old man to die––hardly an innovative approach. 

Indeed, in the history of American foreign relations, there may not exist a bigger external 

figure who has more successfully and for a longer time given Washington D.C. the 

proverbial diplomatic middle finger. 

Kirk and McKenna close out their review essay by summarizing (1999, 225-26) 

how countervailing geopolitical realities might unfortunately weaken studies of the 

human rights situation in Cuba, making three especially relevant points. First, they note 
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that any study of Cuba “is complicated by the powerful Cuban-American lobby, which 

has hijacked the Cuban issue in the United States by turning a question of international 

policy into a domestic political issue;” this lobby will receive greater attention in later 

chapters. Secondly, “[w]ith such a powerful enemy so close at hand (and given the track 

record of the United States in the region), it is understandable, if not justifiable, that 

Havana acts in a paranoid fashion.” Third, and especially pertinent to a study of human 

rights in Cuba from an American perspective, is that “[i]nput from observers on the 

island expressing a truly Cuban perspective is desperately needed in North America to 

appreciate the Cuban process, warts and all.” To best identify and understand both 

objectively and subjectively, quantitatively and qualitatively to the highest degree 

possible, this thesis seeks that input, especially from Yoani Sánchez and Oswaldo Payá. 

Writing in 1999, Kirk and McKenna believed (225) that when studying Cuba, 

“[t]he situation is all the more troubling because few Cuban voices from the island are 

heard in the United States, while dissidents in Havana have been harassed by security 

forces.” But, only half of this statement is true; dissidents are still harassed, but the voices 

of human rights activists, especially via the internet and social media, are now heard 

louder and more clearly than they were in 1999.20 Kirk and McKenna maintain (226) that 

when examining the history and reality of Cuba, “the basic ideological divisions require 

readers to possess detailed background knowledge to assess the strengths and 

shortcomings of individual specialists.” This thesis aspires to present such detail. Kirk 

and McKenna (226) warn the prospective researcher that “[t]oo often in the realm of 

Cuban studies, a complex and multifaceted reality is flattened in a simplistic way, a 

                                                 
20 See Chapter Four of this thesis. 
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terrible disservice to all sides.” They could not be more correct. Their and Platt’s essays 

admirably avoid such crude brushstrokes, and their quality shines as a result. Given that 

scholars are not soulless robots capable of suppressing all emotion in the process of 

arriving at a conclusion, perfect impartiality is impossible. But an earnest attempt at 

relative impartiality in the face of the task of tackling the issue of human rights in the 

Castros’ Cuba, especially from an American perspective, is both admirable and 

necessary. 

Positive Aspects of the Cuban Revolution 

When critically assessing the treatment of human rights in the Castros’ Cuba, 

recognition of what the Cuban revolution has accomplished with regard to the rights to 

education and health care (Articles 25 and 26 of the U.N. Declaration) is due. Explaining 

how in Cuba “[t]he accomplishments of Fidel’s regime are referred to as triumphs of the 

Revolution,” ex-U.S. Foreign Service Officer Catherine Moses’ intriguing text Castro’s 

Cuba (2000, 65) notes that “[t]he provision of universal health care and the guarantee of 

education for all are probably the two most widely celebrated of these achievements.” In 

a 2013 New England Journal of Medicine article titled “A Different Model –– Medical 

Care in Cuba”, Edward W. Campion and Stephen Morrissey summarized the status of 

Cuban progress in both realms as well. The report describes the Cuban health care system 

as “tightly organized,” for which “the first priority is prevention.” It asserts that 

“[a]lthough Cuba has limited economic resources, its health care system has solved some 

problems that ours has not yet managed to address,” and then backs up that claim with a 

solid defense: 
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This highly structured, prevention-oriented system has produced positive 

results. Vaccination rates in Cuba are among the highest in the world. The 

life expectancy of 78 years from birth is virtually identical to that in the 

United States. The infant mortality rate in Cuba has fallen from more than 

80 per 1000 live births in the 1950s to less than 5 per 1000 –– lower than 

the U.S. rate, although the maternal mortality rate remains well above 

those in developed countries and is in the middle of the range for 

Caribbean countries.21 Without doubt, the improved health outcomes are 

largely the result of improvements in nutrition and education, which 

address the social determinants of health. 

The statistics presented are similar to those cited by the Cuban government in the 2002 

Constitutional Reform. Nevertheless, Campion and Morrissey cautioned any rush to hail 

the Cuban health care system too strongly: 

But one should not romanticize Cuban health care. The system is not 

designed for consumer choice or individual initiatives…Cuba is a country 

where 80% of the citizens work for the government, and the government 

manages the budgets. In a community health clinic, signs tell patients how 

much their free care is actually costing the system…but no market forces 

compel efficiency. Resources are limited, as we learned in meeting with 

Cuban medical and public health professionals as part of a group of editors 

from the United States...A neurologist reports that his hospital got a CT 

scanner only 12 years ago. U.S. students who are enrolled in a Cuban 

                                                 
21 Here the authors cite the United Nations and Central Intelligence Agency. 
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medical school say that operating rooms run quickly and efficiently but 

with very little technology. Access to information through the Internet is 

minimal. One medical student reports being limited to 30 minutes per 

week of dial-up access. 

The recommendation to not “romanticize” the Cuban reality is one which many 

sympathetic observers, not only with regard to health and education, should take to heart. 

Americas Watch’s executive director captured, albeit dramatically, this necessary 

pragmatism: “no one should have any illusions about the character of the Cuban 

Government. No one should romanticize any aspect of this cruel system, or make any 

excuses for Fidel Castro’s abuses” (quoted in Schoultz 2009, 539).22 

 It is impossible to reputably discuss the limitations of the Cuban health care 

system without mentioning the ubiquitous American embargo. Campion and Morrissey’s 

report (2013) strikes the nail on the head when it notes that the lack of internet access for 

medical students on the island, “like many of the resource constraints that affect progress, 

is blamed on the long-standing U.S. economic embargo, but there may be other forces in 

the central government working against rapid, easy communication among Cubans and 

with the United States.” The Cuban health system’s reaction to the embargo is noted: 

“[a]s a result of the strict economic embargo, Cuba has developed its own pharmaceutical 

industry and now not only manufactures most of the medications in its basic 

pharmacopeia, but also fuels an export industry.” Notably, “[r]esources have been 

invested in developing biotechnology expertise to become competitive with advanced 

countries.” Campion and Morrissey also discuss the high number of Cuban physicians 

                                                 
22Here Schoultz quotes Essential Measures?; U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, 

Challenges, 54. 
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overall (“about 1000 patients per physician in urban areas”), noting their well-

documented export, too: 

…Cuba now has more than twice as many physicians per capita as the 

United States.23 Many of those physicians work outside the country, 

volunteering for two or more years of service, for which they receive 

special compensation. In 2008, there were 37,000 Cuban health care 

providers working in 70 countries around the world.24 Most are in needy 

areas where their work is part of Cuban foreign aid, but some are in more 

developed areas where their work brings financial benefit to the Cuban 

government (e.g., oil subsidies from Venezuela). 

In his Cuba: A Journey, Jacobo Timerman (1992, 118) gives his assessment: “[a]s for the 

caliber of Cuban doctors, medical volunteers from the United States, Latin America, and 

Western Europe who had to perform alongside them in Nicaragua can attest to their lack 

of skills.” His assessment seems unduly harsh, but given the quality of his text, bears 

mentioning. 

 Campion and Morrissey (2013) summarize the Cuban health care system fairly, 

making two especially salient points in their closing. The first is that “[a]ny visitor can 

see that Cuba remains far from a developed country in basic infrastructure such as roads, 

housing, plumbing, and sanitation. Nonetheless, Cubans are beginning to face the same 

health problems the developed world faces, with increasing rates of coronary disease and 

obesity and an aging population (11.7% of Cubans are now 65 years of age or older).” 

With regard to health, the Cuban reality is not so different from much of the world. 

                                                 
23 The authors cite the Central Intelligence Agency here. 
24 The authors cite Gorry C. Cuban health cooperation turns 45. MEDICC Rev 2008; 10:44-47. 
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Secondly, Cuba’s response to its reality would/could be the envy of much of the world as 

well: “[t]heir unusual health care system addresses those problems in ways that grew out 

of Cuba’s peculiar political and economic history, but the system they have created –– 

with a physician for everyone, an early focus on prevention, and clear attention to 

community health –– may inform progress in other countries as well.” 

 In 1996, Foreign Affairs submitted a more negative appraisal of the Cuban health 

care situation. While conceding (67-8) that “the average citizen enjoys remarkable access 

to medical care and what is still relatively good health,” the author David Rieff maintains 

that with regard to both health care and education, “the system in both areas is at or near 

the breaking point,” specifying that “[t]he crisis in the health care system is more 

pressing.” Rieff’s assessment at first seems fair: “[i]n spite of the competence and 

kindness of hospital staff, a lack of equipment and, especially, prescription drugs makes 

effective treatment difficult. Most cardiac and cancer specialists say that for the past 

several years they have been able to diagnose their patients but not treat them.” He then, 

however, indicts Cuba for not “developing a proper system of production and 

distribution,” after having only a page previous discussed the American embargo. When 

exploring the all-important ‘why’ of Cuban poverty, Rieff asserts that “[d]efenders of the 

regime insist that things would be different if not for the U.S. embargo against Cuba in 

place since 1961––or as Cubans refer to it, the blockade. In reality, the question of 

allocation of resources is at least as important.” There is certainly something to be said 

for the socialist mismanagement of funds.  The embargo is noteworthy, too, as Amnesty 

International’s annual report on Cuba in 2011 detailed (2): 
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The US embargo continued to affect the economic, social and cultural 

development of the Cuban people and in particular the most vulnerable 

groups. According to the UN Population Fund, treatments for children and 

young people with bone cancer and for patients suffering from cancer of 

the retina were not readily available because they were commercialized 

under US patents. The embargo also affected the procurement of 

antiretroviral drugs used to treat children with HIV/AIDS. Under the terms 

of the US embargo, medical equipment and medicines manufactured under 

US patents cannot be sold to the Cuban government. 

 Catherine Moses’ text (2000, 70-1) agrees with Rieff’s appraisal of Cuban health 

care, maintaining that “[t]he Revolution’s triumph of providing health care is falling apart 

as the State is proving itself unable to preserve basic levels of nutrition and public health 

necessities like garbage collection.” Timerman (1992, 118) makes a similar point when 

he quotes a 1987 Castro speech in which the leader bemoans how “[i]t was discovered 

that the hospitals had no maintenance supplies.” Considering Moses’ background as a 

former American Foreign Service Officer, her condemnation should not surprise. But 

another assessment from Timerman (7, 129), a self-described “man of the left, a 

socialist,” does surprise, given his political orientation: “[t]he statistics he [Fidel Castro] 

presents concerning child nutrition or literacy will turn out, when his regime 

disintegrates, when those same Cubans perform the autopsy, to have been falsified.” To 

posit them as entirely falsified might be a bit of a stretch; exaggeration is quite plausible, 

however. 
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 In the same piece in which they discuss Cuban health care, Campion and 

Morrissey (2013) listed the literacy rate at 99%; Rieff (1996, 67), in his negative 

portrayal, concedes that “[l]iteracy is virtually universal.” Timerman (1992, 117-18) also 

commented on the achievements of the Cuban revolution with regard to education, not 

sugarcoating his opinion: 

Those who marvel at the number of matriculating university students in 

Cuba would do well to read a speech by Fidel Castro on education, in 

which he likewise emphasizes that quantitative indices mean nothing in 

the presence of low-quality teaching, professor absenteeism, and lack of 

discipline and laziness on the students’ part.25 

Timerman’s point notwithstanding, with regard to literacy the Cuban revolutionary 

government deserves credit. Statistics do not (usually) lie. But they can conceal; 

Timmerman (118) cleverly notes how, “[a]s the Brazilian economist Roberto Campos 

used to say, statistics are like bikinis: they show what’s important but hide what’s 

essential.” To this point, there is a marked and essential difference between literacy and 

education, one which lies in another human right: the freedom of expression.  

 Moses (2000, 71) speaks to this poignantly. Discussing education in Cuba, she 

appropriately praises the Cuban people: 

Education is another commonly heralded triumph of the Revolution. 

Cubans are tremendously well educated and capable. Once they have the 

chance to exist without the weight of an oppressive State, they should be 

                                                 
25 The speech Timerman references (118) “was delivered at the Eleventh National Seminar on Education 

and published in Granma on February 17, 1987.” Years later in his autobiography (written as an extensive 

question-and-answer session with Ignacio Ramonet), Castro (2009, 265) presented two interesting opinions 

on education: “If you allow yourself to be persuaded by the dogmas in books, you’re lost” and “Really, I 

always had an anti-academic mentality.” 
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able to shape their own future and make their own way in the world. Even 

working within the political and economic constraints placed upon them, 

they have achieved a great deal. They are conducting newsworthy 

scientific and medical research. Language teachers are excellent. 

Musicians and dancers are world class. Using their minds, force of will, 

and very limited basic resources, Cubans work miracles. 

Moses (71-2) then makes that crucial distinction between a high literacy rate and 

education: 

Unfortunately, education in a society that does not have the basic freedom 

of expression is a double-edged sword. One of the saddest elements of life 

in Cuba today is that there are thousands of educated thinkers held 

prisoner in their own minds––a hellish internal prison. What value is 

knowing how to write if one’s hands are tied? What use is knowing how to 

read if every word is filtered by the government before it is seen? What 

use is thinking when there is no outlet for new ideas? Cubans know that 

free expression of ideas leads down a narrow path to prison or exile. There 

is no place for intellectuals on this island. Thinking people are a threat to 

any intolerant regime. The Castro government would prefer to minimize 

the influence of new ideas by exposing its people only to the views it 

promulgates. 

 Not only is the Cuban people’s freedom of expression compromised (a subject 

discussed in greater detail later in this chapter), but their freedom to receive and consider 

news and information is as well. At her talk at the Cato Institute on March 19, 2013, 
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Yoani Sánchez commented that ten years had passed before she saw the Berlin Wall 

crumble. As reported by Moses (2000, 72) and echoed in other sources, the Cuban 

revolutionary government “has strictly limited the importation of books, newspapers, and 

magazines.” Moses discusses education in the Castros’ Cuba well, noting (3) that “[t]he 

nation is educated but starving for information.” Yes, Moses concedes (3), literacy is 

high, but the freedom to utilize it as one wishes is not:  

While Fidel’s guarantee of education has meant that the people have 

learned to read, write, and think, political restrictions create a fear that ties 

their hands and gags their mouths, so they can neither read about new 

ideas nor write or speak about their own. The minds of thinking people are 

held captive.  

Roberto Luque Escalona (1992, 135) concurs, lamenting how “[l]ike more than ninety 

percent of Cubans who reside on this island, I am very badly informed.” Stephen J. 

Morris’ (quoted in Baumann 1982, 241) note about how in another Communist nation, 

1971 North Vietnam, “Hanoi newspapers expressed concern about the dangerous effects 

of unsupervised reading” comes to mind. Alfonso Chardy echoed a similar theme when 

commenting on a report from the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (quoted 

in Short 1993, 95): 

The [IACHR] report also points out that Cuban schools teach that 

Marxism is fundamental to society; education is based on “dogmatic 

rigidity,” and the government uses it as a tool for political control and 

indoctrination. 
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Chardy (quoted in Short 1993, 95, emphasis added by Short) also maintained that 

“[p]olitical or religious beliefs are causes for denial of full educational benefits.”26  

 The game perpetrated by the Castro government with regard to education is 

ironic. Tad Szulc (2002, 567-68) explains that for Fidel, “[i]t does not seem to matter in 

the context of the revolution that no fresh ideas are germinating in a country ruled by a 

man endowed with an extraordinary intellect; to Castro this is not a contradiction even in 

terms of his own place in history.” Fidel Castro, i.e., the Cuban revolution personified, as 

Brian Latell appropriately notes (2005, 166-67), is an intellectual titan, whatever one 

thinks of him. Whether he is a benevolent or malevolent titan is another matter entirely. 

The muzzling of creativity in Cuba is one of its revolution’s biggest depravities, of which 

there are many. Never mind this stifling (and doubtlessly, Castro would never publicly 

phrase it as such); the Maximum Leader (a title appropriately used throughout the 

literature for Castro) “convinced himself that true culture for the people does exist in 

Cuba because of the near-miracle of making the whole nation literate, because by 1986, 

over fifty million copies of books were being printed annually, and because ballet, music, 

and quality theater and cinema were available to the masses” (Szulc 2002, 567, emphasis 

in original).  

 Education limited in creativity (a contradiction in terms) has an expiring shelf life 

in Cuba- it is not sustainable. As John Lewis Gaddis (1994, 78) reminded readers by 

quoting 1958 John Foster Dulles, “minds so educated also penetrate the fallacies of 

Marxism and increasingly resist conformity.” Indeed, as noted by Gaddis (1994, 164), 

“[t]he efforts the Soviet Union and other Marxist governments undertook to educate their 

                                                 
26 Shot explains (94-5) that Chardy is reviewing the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights’ “first 

comprehensive document (its seventh report since 1962) on the status of human rights in Cuba.” 
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people have not only made them more aware than in the past of superior living standards 

in the West; they have also become more difficult to intimidate.” Moses (2000, 65) 

correctly notes how “having an educated populace can make it difficult to control the 

flow of ideas and maintain the regime.” This is especially the case in the internet age, a 

point driven home by the success in cyberspace of dissidents like Yoani Sánchez- a point 

upon which this thesis will expound in the following chapter. Moses reminds that “in this 

age of mass communication, complete isolation is difficult to attain” (72). The Cuban 

state did and does attempt to restrict what its people can intellectually consume, and for 

years it had success, heavily curbing “the importation of books, newspapers, and 

magazines” (72). But even in authoritarian, Marxist-Leninist states, education and “ideas, 

ultimately, have a life of their own,” as Moses accurately points out (72). 

 Freedom House’s 2015 “Freedom in the World” report on Cuba listed problems in 

education that persist (Freedom House 2015a): 

Academic freedom is restricted in Cuba. Teaching materials commonly 

contain ideological content, and affiliation with PCC structures is 

generally needed to gain access and advancement in educational 

institutions. On numerous occasions, university students have been 

expelled for dissident behavior, a harsh punishment that effectively 

prevents them from pursuing higher education. 

Security Concerns 

As noted by Lars Schoultz in his 2009 text That Infernal Little Cuban Republic, 

Washington’s fixation on Cuba commenced far before the Cold War, and for two 

overwhelming reasons in particular: “Cuba’s strategic location and its value to the U.S. 
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economy” (2009, 20, 28). Schoultz uses the term “geostrategic” more than once to 

capture the value Cuba held in the eyes of American policymakers: “[w]ith the demand 

for sugar, tobacco, and industrial raw materials growing daily, many people conceived of 

Cuba as a beggar sitting on a golden throne” (18-20). With regard to Cuba, notes 

Schoultz (18), the United States government felt “a presumption of ownership, a 

presumption based on geostrategic principles and captured perfectly by secretary of state 

John Quincy Adams when he wrote of Cuba and Puerto Rico as ‘natural appendages to 

the North American continent,’ insisting that ‘the annexation of Cuba to our federal 

republic will be indispensable to the continuance and integrity of the Union itself.’” 

Echoes and elements of a southern rather than western-bound Manifest Destiny were 

apparent (14, 18-20). Frankly, Fidel Castro is not mistaken when he speaks damningly of 

American colonialism. 

 John Quincy Adams was not the only American politician to gaze longingly to the 

immediate south well before Fidel Castro was born. Thomas Jefferson (quoted in 

Schoultz 2009, 19) gave his unmistakable opinion on Cuba, opining that its “addition to 

our confederacy is exactly what is wanting to round our power as a nation,” also noting 

the following: 

I have ever looked on Cuba as the most interesting addition which could 

ever be made to our system of States. The control which, with Florida 

Point, this island would give us over the Gulf of Mexico, and the countries 

and isthmus bordering on it, as well as all those whose waters flow into it, 

would fill up the measure of our political well-being. 
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Grumbling that “[w]e have seen Great Britain year after year extending her naval 

stations, until, by a line of circumvallation, she almost surrounds the Gulf of Mexico,” 

Jefferson Davis (quoted in Schoultz 2009, 19) concurred when discussing tempting 

Caribbean harbors, “the salient points commanding the Gulf of Mexico, which I hold to 

be a basin of water belonging to the United States.” He presented his opinion clearly: 

Whenever the question arises whether the United States shall seize these 

gates of entrance from the south and east, or allow them to pass into the 

possession of any maritime Power, I am ready, for one, to declare that my 

step will be forward, and that the cape of Yucatán and the island of Cuba 

must be ours. 

Finally, John C. Calhoun repeated this sentiment (quoted in Schoultz 2009, 19): 

It is indispensable to the safety of the United States that this island should 

not be in certain hands. If it were, our coasting trade between the Gulf and 

the Atlantic would, in case of war, be cut in twain, to be followed by 

convulsive effects. 

 As can be surmised from the above quotes, security concerns with respect to Cuba 

took place well before Nikita Khrushchev placed missiles there. “[A] heightened concern 

over the nation’s undefended southern flank” rose in the era of World War I (Schoultz 

2009, 28). Before that, “[s]ome of this geostrategic hand-wringing focused on the 

possibility that Spain might cede Cuba to a major European power, but most of it was a 

subterfuge for a southern effort to acquire more slave states,” explains Schoultz (19), 

which could also explain Jefferson Davis’ keen interest in particular. 
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 Before critically assessing human rights in Cuba, it is only fair to point out that 

ever since the successful realization of the country’s revolution in 1959, Cuba has had to 

defend itself from egregious political, economic, and physical aggression from the United 

States. Schoultz (2009, 5) summarized American treatment of Cuba for the better part of 

the latter half of the twentieth century in a few heavy but inarguably accurate words: 

“what we today would call state-sponsored terrorism.” His listing (5) of a few 

comparably lesser crimes (“sabotaging power plants, torching sugar fields, and arming 

assassins”) pale in contrast to the reality that, as phrased by Leycester Coltman (2003, 

317), “an official agency of the US government [the C.I.A.] had repeatedly tried to kill” 

Fidel Castro. Lyndon Baines Johnson (quoted in Schoultz, 200) confessed that 

Washington “had been operating a damned Murder, Inc., in the Caribbean.” 

 Exactly how would any sovereign nation react to a much bigger, much more 

powerful hegemon, one located not even 100 miles away, incessantly attempting to 

murder its leader? Bottling itself up, bunkering in, and steadying itself in a state of 

perpetually imposed martial law almost seems a comparably mild response. How would 

Washington or Moscow have reacted in the Cold War had an agent in the service of an 

enemy brazenly and blatantly attempted to assassinate the President or Premier? The 

reaction certainly would have been a swift, intense, and rampantly deadly strike, possibly 

eventually of the nuclear variety. Indeed, considering a potential and perhaps likely chain 

of retaliatory action, how many people internationally would have been left to sift 

through the radiating rubble once the resulting awful conflict finally ended? 

 But Cuba was not an international superpower, not by a long shot. It was a 

comparatively small island within what was then ingloriously termed the “third world.” 
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Speaking from the American perspective, Schoultz poignantly captured the nature of “our 

hostility” (2009, 9). And hostility it certainly was- and still is, considering the American 

economic embargo that continues to this day. Castro’s autobiography (Castro and 

Ramonet 2009) is of course heavily biased and paints the Maximum Leader as the most 

benevolent of public servants, requiring more than a grain of salt to aid digestion. That 

said, he supplies a number of statements that are borne out by reality. Discussing 

American treatment of his country and revolution, Castro (254) accurately speaks of the 

“cowardly and abominable acts by governments of the United States” toward Cuba. 

Castro alleges that “[n]o one has ever acted with more deceit and hypocrisy” (255), and 

that Cuba “has been the object of the most prolonged economic war in history” (251). 

Phrased by Schoultz (562), Washington’s policy toward Havana can satisfactorily be 

understood as “an easily constructed condominium of interests between economic elites 

and national security officials.” 

 Truth be told, it was not as if Castro was only constructing an idyllic, peaceful 

society that posed no threat of any variety to the United States, at least in Washington’s 

fervently anti-Communist height-of-the-Cold-War hysteria.27 Nikita Khrushchev (quoted 

in Schoultz 2009, 9) bluntly phrased his own hegemon’s objective with regard to the 

West: “We will bury you.” Schoultz (9) contextualized this well: 

And, we need to remind ourselves, that was not said by someone whose 

best shot was to fly hijacked airlines into skyscrapers, however horrible 

that was. Khrushchev’s finger rested on a nuclear button…With Moscow 

                                                 
27 Whether or not that hysteria was justified is not the subject of the present study. John Lewis Gaddis, 

Gabriel Kolko, Robert Buzzanco, Bruce Cumings, and many others have debated the subject ad nauseum 

and with considerably more expertise than this author possesses. 
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intent on depositing the Free World in the dustbin of history, the United 

States had to be particularly vigilant in the Caribbean, where physical 

proximity would make a communist beachhead especially threatening. 

 Schoultz (2009, 563) summarized the mid-twentieth century diplomatic 

relationship between Washington and Havana from the former’s perspective: “by 1960 

Washington saw Cuba as a security threat.” In those years, “the rollback of communism 

became the overarching interest underlying U.S. policy” (563). Two quotes, one from 

Fidel and the other from Raúl Castro, epitomize the Cuban reaction to American 

aggression. Attempting to definitively answer any and all claims of human rights 

violations directed toward Cuba, Fidel stated his case to co-author Ignacio Ramonet in his 

autobiography (2009, 431): 

We’ve resisted a blockade that’s lasted forty-six years – the hostility, the 

aggression, the economic warfare, and on top of that a very difficult 

special period. No country would have been able to bear up under all that 

without the support of its people, without the consensus of its people, 

without political awareness. That’s what I can say to those who accuse us 

of violating human rights, and of keeping what we call counter-

revolutionaries and they call ‘dissidents’ in prison. That’s my reply. 

Speaking in 1974, Raúl Castro talked about what had been required (quoted in Brenner et 

al. 2008, 36): 

In those early years it became necessary to fight the successive and ever 

more violent aggressions of imperialism and the counterrevolution. To 

function in that situation and face the tasks of those days we needed an 
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agile and operative apparatus that exercised the dictatorship on behalf of 

the working people, concentrating legislative, executive, and 

administrative powers in one structure, enabling us to make rapid 

decisions without delay. 

These statements can be roughly translated as: yes, we had to limit individual liberties, 

but it was in the interest of protecting and maintaining the sovereignty of our nation. 

Individual rights were and are suppressed “to protect the security of the State” (Short 

1993, 11). 

 Repressive policies in the Castros’ Cuba are facilitated by the very structure of 

Cuban government, as “the law itself can be used to institutionalize repression” in the 

interest of maintaining state security, notes Sonia Cardenas (2000, 258). Cardenas points 

to the Cuban government’s “dangerousness” law, an illustration of how “human rights 

instruments often contain clauses…that allow state agents to undermine human rights 

whenever national security is deemed at stake.” Steinberg (2009) expounded on this for 

Human Rights Watch: 

Raúl Castro’s government has relied in particular on a provision of the 

Cuban Criminal Code that allows the state to imprison individuals before 

they have committed a crime, on the suspicion that they might commit an 

offense in the future. This “dangerousness” provision is overtly political, 

defining as “dangerous” any behavior that contradicts socialist norms. The 

most Orwellian of Cuba’s laws, it captures the essence of the Cuban 

government’s repressive mindset, which views anyone who acts out of 
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step with the government as a potential threat and thus worthy of 

punishment. 

 At the same time, the security threat to Cuba can be overstated. In his outstanding 

biography of Fidel Castro, Robert E. Quirk (1995, 410-12) provided two examples, both 

from 1962, where citizens merely exercising their freedom of innocuous expression were 

severely punished as a result. The first was when “[a] local radio announcer reported that 

the state now provided a free burial for everyone.” After he affirmed the necessity of such 

a service, the state sentenced him to a decade in jail. In the second, a nonviolent protest 

led by women in Cárdenas, “banging on pots and pans and waving their ration cards as a 

sign of their agitation,” resulted in nothing less than military occupation of the city: 

By late afternoon Soviet T-31 tanks and heavy artillery rumbled through 

the city. Infantry troops in full battle gear marched in, wearing their 

Soviet-style helmets. MiG jets flew low over the city. Meanwhile, the 

local party and trade-union officials mobilized a massive 

counterdemonstration. They distributed free beer and rum as inducements 

for workers and peasants to hear the president speak. 

In effect, “the Cuban government had transformed a peaceful demonstration into an 

alleged major threat to the existence of the revolutionary regime.”28 A number of these 

protestors were also incarcerated. Leaving no doubt, “The Maximum Leader had made 

                                                 
28 Here Quirk cites Franqui, Retrato, 287-90; Monahan and Gilmore, Great Deception, 195; Barry Reckord, 

Does Fidel Eat More Than Your Father? (New York, 1971), 118-19. 
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his point. The power of the government was unlimited. There would be no more public 

protests in revolutionary Cuba.”29 

 Furthermore, the image of a nation under duress from external hostility is one the 

Cuban government finds useful to foment, “projecting the idea that it is besieged, while it 

fights to maintain the economic rights of Cubans” (Fernández 2003, 603-4). Human 

rights activist Elizardo Sánchez explained Havana’s rationale: the Cuban government 

“wants to continue exaggerating the image of the external enemy which has been vital for 

the Cuban Government during decades, an external enemy which can be blamed for the 

failure of the totalitarian model implanted here” (quoted in Hidalgo and Vásquez, 592).  

 In the opening words of his text Cuba: A Journey, Jacobo Timerman (1992, 3) 

maintained that “If I had to sum up my long relationship with the Cuban Revolution, I’d 

say that I have always supported its right to defend itself from United States aggression––

diplomatic, political, and economic––while I have at the same time criticized the 

violation of human rights and of freedom of expression that has characterized the Castro 

regime.” Timerman goes on to discuss an indispensable part of the human rights narrative 

in Cuba: the monolithic singularity that for decades was complete power concentrated in 

one person. As phrased by Timerman (29), “Fidel Castro wouldn’t share the stage.” This 

Argentine journalist went on to identify an inescapable characteristic of the Maximum 

Leader, linking this quality to Castro’s hoarding of power: 

El Comandante’s megalomania and this collective supporting hypocrisy is 

the dominant feature I encountered in Cuba: it defines society, the power 

                                                 
29 Here Quirk cites Foreign Broadcast Information Service, Daily Reports-Latin America, June 18, 19, 25, 

29, 1962; Franqui, Retrato, 287-90; Monahan and Gilmore, Great Deception, 196; New York Times, June 

17, 1962.  
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structure, cultural life, work, family relations. No false or moderately 

credible statistic, no horrible past or promised paradise, no real or 

magnified threat, justifies this distortion of the elemental norms of human 

life. 

The second definition of “megalomania” in Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary, “a 

delusional mental disorder that is marked by feelings of personal omnipotence and 

grandeur,” accurately describes Fidel Castro. Given that Fidel Castro is both “the 

embodiment of the history of Cuba” (Coltman 2003, 139) and “the central living myth of 

the Cuban government” (Aguirre 2002, 74, citing Roland Barthes), this “personal 

omnipotence” translates to national governmental omnipotence, realized, to quote the 

Cuban government, in “laws created to defend it from new and old tactics and strategies 

against Cuba” (quoted in Bond 2003, 120). Bond noted that in March 1999, Castro 

“enacted a new special law (Law Number 88) punishing the encouragement of U.S. 

policy, particularly the embargo.” It would gain a different moniker, the author 

explained: 

It is now illegal in Cuba to say, write, or do anything that Washington 

could use against Havana. No wonder that Cuban dissidents refer to it as 

the Gag Law. 

Robert E. Quirk (1995, 825) pointed out that Castro “would not concede that 

something in the system was basically flawed, that building schools and hospitals, while 

praiseworthy, did not require the imposition of socialism and the suppression of civil 

liberties.” Discussing Law 88, Schoultz (2009, 537-38) recognized that it “represented a 

draconian infringement on freedom of association and expression.” He then appropriately 
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placed the law in context, noting that ever since its 1959 revolution Cuba has been 

“openly and repeatedly threatened” by Washington. The Castro regimes were hardly the 

first and certainly will not be the last governmental bodies to compromise civil liberties 

in the name of national security. But have the Castros overreacted, that is to say, have 

their security precautions exceeded the realistic boundaries of just and necessary 

safeguards against aggression from Washington? Quantitative and qualitative 

measurements of human rights in Cuba and its broader geographical and cultural 

environments argue that they have. 

Quantitative Measurements- Cingranelli and Richards 

The CIRI Human Rights Dataset (Cingranelli, Richards, and Clay 2014b), which 

uses both Amnesty International and United States Department of State information on 

human rights, is a good place to commence this thesis’ general quantitative review of 

human rights conditions in Fidel and Raul Castro’s Cuba.30 The dataset’s website lists its 

methodology as such: 

The primary source of information about human rights practices is 

obtained from a careful reading of the annual United States Department of 

State’s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices. Coders are instructed 

to use this source for all variables. For a group of four rights known as 

“Physical Integrity Rights” (the rights to freedom from extrajudicial 

killing, disappearance, torture, and political imprisonment) coders also use 

a second source, Amnesty International’s Annual Report…If there are 

                                                 
30 As noted in Amnesty International’s 2013 “Annual Report” on Cuba, ever since 1990, the Castro 

governments have prevented the organization from physically entering Cuba (2). 
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discrepancies between the two sources, coders are instructed to treat the 

Amnesty International evaluation as authoritative. 

While the United States is not typically considered part of Latin America, this thesis 

includes its CIRI dataset scores for two reasons: geographical proximity and historical 

relevance to Cuba. Therefore, I will study the following 21 nations: Cuba, Haiti, the 

Dominican Republic, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, 

Panama, Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, 

Venezuela, Mexico, and the United States (Cingranelli, Richards, and Clay 2014a). 

Studying the years 1981 to 2010, this thesis reviews the following fifteen indices: 

Extrajudicial Killing, Physical Integrity Rights, Disappearance, Political Imprisonment, 

Torture, Freedom of Assembly and Association, Freedom of Foreign Movement, 

Freedom of Domestic Movement, Freedom of Speech, Electoral Self-Determination, 

Freedom of Religion, Worker’s Rights, Women’s Economic Rights, Women’s Political 

Rights, and Independence of the Judiciary (Cingranelli and Richards 2008-2013, 3-8).  

Regarding three indices, Cuba performed quite well. Concerning the Extrajudicial 

Killing index, over the 30 years studied Cuba had an average of 1.43 on an indicator 

range varying from 0 to 2 (Cingranelli, Richards, and Clay 2014a; Cingranelli and 

Richards 2000-2013, 7; Cingranelli and Richards 2008-2013, 3). The CIRI dataset’s 

coding manual explains that a score of 0 means “Political or Extrajudicial Killings” were 

“Practiced frequently.” 1 means they were “Practiced occasionally.” 2 shows either that 

they did not happen, or went unreported. On this index, 17 nations performed worse, and 

3 better: 

CIRI dataset: Extrajudicial Killing, 1981 – 2010  

1. Colombia              0.03 
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2. Brazil              0.13 

3. Venezuela              0.33 

4. Guatemala              0.40 

5. Mexico              0.47 

6. Peru              0.70 

7. Dominican Republic              0.73 

8. Nicaragua              0.73 

9. Haiti              0.83 

10. El Salvador              0.90 

11. Argentina              0.97 

12. Costa Rica              0.97 

13. Honduras              1.00 

14. Ecuador              1.17 

15. Chile              1.30 

16. Bolivia              1.33 

17. Paraguay               1.37 

18. Cuba              1.43 

19. Panama              1.60 

20. United States              1.77 

21.    Uruguay                1.90 

 

Concerning the Women’s Economic Rights index, Cuba had an average of 1.97 

on a 0 to 3 scale (Cingranelli, Richards, and Clay 2014a; Cingranelli and Richards 2000-

2013, 77; Cingranelli and Richards 2008-2013, 7). A score of 0 means no rights. 1 shows 

“some economic rights for women under law” but with poor enforcement. 2 again means 

some rights, however with real enforcement. Still, with the score of 2, “the government 

still tolerates a low level of discrimination against women.” A score of 3 means that “[a]ll 

or nearly all of women’s economic rights are guaranteed by law.” Here, eighteen nations 

performed worse, and two better: 

CIRI dataset: Women’s Economic Rights, 1981 – 2010  

1. Bolivia 0.97 

2. Paraguay 1.00 

3. Uruguay 1.00 

4. Ecuador 1.03 

5. Guatemala (score unavailable for 1986) 1.07 

6. Haiti (score unavailable for 1989) 1.10 
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7. Nicaragua (scores unavailable for 1981 and 1984) 1.14 

8. El Salvador 1.20 

9. Honduras 1.20 

10. Colombia 1.23 

11. Brazil 1.33 

12. Mexico 1.33 

13. Panama 1.33 

14. Peru 1.37 

15. Chile (scores unavailable for 1981, 1992, 1994, and 1995) 1.38 

16. Argentina (scores unavailable for 1981 and 1983) 1.39 

17. Dominican Republic 1.43 

18. Venezuela 1.87 

19. Cuba (score unavailable for 1987) 1.97 

20. United States 2.20 

21.    Costa Rica   2.23 

 

 With Women’s Political Rights, a score of 0 shows no guarantee of said rights 

(Cingranelli and Richards 2000-2013, 71; Cingranelli and Richards 2008-2013, 7). 1 

means “equality is guaranteed by law,” but with “significant limitations.” 2 means a legal 

guarantee, with women holding “more than five percent but less than thirty percent of 

seats in the national legislature and/or in other high-ranking government positions.” A 

score of 3 shows that there is a legal guarantee, with the percentage of seats held 

exceeding 30 percent. Concerning this index, Cuba had an average of 2.23; nineteen 

nations performed worse, and one better (Cingranelli, Richards, and Clay 2014a): 

CIRI dataset: Women’s Political Rights, 1981 – 2010  

 1. Haiti 1.33 

 2. Bolivia (scores unavailable for 1992 and 1993) 1.68 

 3. Colombia 1.70 

 4. Paraguay 1.73 

 5. Ecuador 1.77 

 6. Peru 1.77 

 7. Uruguay 1.77 

 8. Venezuela 1.77 

 9. Guatemala 1.83 

 10. Brazil 1.90 

 11. United States 1.90 
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 12. Panama 1.93 

 13. Dominican Republic 2.00 

 14. Honduras 2.00 

 15. Mexico 2.00 

 16. El Salvador 2.03 

 17. Chile (score unavailable for 1981) 2.07 

 18. Nicaragua 2.07 

 19. Argentina (score unavailable for 1981) 2.17 

 20. Cuba  2.23 

 21. Costa Rica 2.30 

 

With regard to the Disappearance index, Cuba was average: with an indicator 

range varying from 0 to 2, over the 30 years studied Cuba had an average of 1.73 

(Cingranelli, Richards, and Clay 2014a; Cingranelli and Richards 2000-2013, 12-13; 

Cingranelli and Richards 2008-2013, 3).  A score of 0 shows frequent disappearances, 1 

means occasional disappearances, and 2 indicates that they either did not happen or went 

unreported.  Nine of the nations studied performed better, ten worse, and one had the 

same score: 

CIRI dataset: Disappearances, 1981 – 2010  

1. Colombia 0.07 

2. Guatemala 0.87 

3. Mexico 0.90 

4. Peru 1.10 

5. El Salvador 1.30 

6. Venezuela 1.40 

7. Haiti 1.50 

8. Honduras 1.50 

9. Nicaragua 1.53 

10. Ecuador 1.57 

11. Chile 1.73 

12. Cuba 1.73 

13. Brazil 1.80 

14. Panama 1.80 

15. Argentina 1.83 

16. Bolivia 1.87 

17. Paraguay 1.87 

18. Uruguay 1.90 
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19. Dominican Republic 1.97 

20. United States 1.97 

21. Costa Rica 2.00 

 

The Physical Integrity Rights Index is constructed differently (Cingranelli, 

Richards, and Clay 2014a; Cingranelli and Richards 2000-2013, 5; Cingranelli and 

Richards 2008-2013, 3): 

This is an additive index constructed from the Torture, Extrajudicial 

Killing, Political Imprisonment, and Disappearance indicators. It ranges 

from 0 (no government respect for these four rights) to 8 (full government 

respect for these four rights). 

Regarding this index, Cuba performed poorly, but better than when measuring other 

indicators. Over the 30 years studied Cuba had an average of 3.3. Of the 21 nations 

studied, five performed worse and fifteen better than Cuba: 

CIRI dataset: Physical Integrity Rights, 1981 – 2010  

1. Colombia (scores unavailable for 1983 and 1994) 0.75 

2. Mexico 2.10 

3. Peru 2.63 

4. Venezuela 3.07 

5. Guatemala 3.10 

6. Cuba 3.30 

7. Haiti 3.40 

8. Brazil 3.70 

9. El Salvador 3.77 

10. Nicaragua 3.77 

11. Chile 4.33 

12. Honduras 4.40 

13. Ecuador 4.43 

14. Dominican Republic 4.77 

15. Argentina 5.07 

16. Paraguay 5.07 

17. Bolivia 5.37 

18. Panama 5.73 

19. Uruguay 6.53 
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20. United States 6.57 

21. Costa Rica 7.23 

 

The remaining ten indices paint a bleak picture of Cuba’s human rights record 

from 1981 to 2010 (Cingranelli, Richards, and Clay 2014a; Cingranelli and Richards 

2000-2013; Cingranelli and Richards 2008-2013, 3-8). With regard to the Torture index, 

Cuba performed second-worst of the 21 nations studied, with an average of 0.10 on a 0 to 

2 scale.31 With regard to the Political Imprisonment (0.03 on a 0 to 2 scale), the Freedom 

of Assembly and Association (0.00 on a 0 to 2 scale), the Freedom of Foreign Movement 

(0.90 on a 0 to 2 scale), the Freedom of Domestic Movement (0.00 on a 0 to 2 scale), the 

Freedom of Speech (0.00 on a 0 to 2 scale), the Electoral Self-Determination (0.00 on a 0 

to 2 scale), the Freedom of Religion (0.10 on a 0 to 2 scale), the Worker’s Rights (0.00 on 

a 0 to 2 scale), and the Independence of the Judiciary (0.10 on a 0 to 2 scale) indices, 

Cuba performed worst of the 21 nations studied.32 Looking at the CIRI dataset, when 

compared with the other 20 countries studied, Cuba’s human rights record during this 

time period is bad. 

Quantitative Measurements- Freedom House 

But do other quantitative indicators agree with the CIRI dataset? Freedom House, 

for one, strongly concurs. Utilizing their political rights and civil liberties indices, 

Freedom House measured countries’ performances from 1972 to 2015 (Freedom House 

2016b). According to the methodology of Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 

2016” study, each country “is awarded 0 to 4 points for each of 10 political rights 

indicators and 15 civil liberties indicators, which take the form of questions; a score of 0 

                                                 
31 Brazil was worse- see appendix. 
32 See appendix. 
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represents the smallest degree of freedom and 4 the greatest degree of freedom.” These 

factor into the subsequent ratings, with the country “assigned two ratings (7 to 1)—one 

for political rights and one for civil liberties—based on its total scores for the political 

rights and civil liberties questions.” A rating of 1 indicates “the greatest degree of 

freedom,” while 7 indicates the lowest.33 

Looking at the 21 nations specified earlier and scoring political rights (PR) and 

civil liberties (CL) on the 1-7 scale, Cuba easily performed worst of all 21 countries 

studied in this thesis, scoring a 6 or a 7 ever year in both the political rights and civil 

liberties categories (Freedom House 2016b). Cuba never received a score lower than 6 for 

either political rights or civil liberties in any year between and including 1972 and 

2015.34 The scores of the Dominican Republic, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Brazil, 

Columbia, Venezuela, Mexico, and the United States never reached Cuba’s score of 6 or 

7 on either political rights or civil liberties in any of these years. Haiti (25 years), Chile 

(14), Panama (10), Honduras (8), Argentina (7), Peru (7), Bolivia (6), Ecuador (6), 

Paraguay (6), Guatemala (4), Uruguay (4), and Nicaragua (3) all had years where at least 

one of the scores was a 6 or a 7. Listing political rights first and civil liberties second, 

Cuba’s record is decidedly the worst among these 21 countries.35 From 1972 to 2015, 

Cuba rates as such in Freedom House’s scores: 

Freedom House   

1972 7,7  

1973 7,7  

1974 7,7  

                                                 
33 See appendix. 
34 Freedom House data in this thesis refers to the years covered, not the year of the report. The 

methodology for Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2016” notes that “[t]he 2016 edition covers 

developments in 195 countries and 15 territories from January 1, 2015, through December 31, 2015” 

(Freedom House 2016b). 
35 See appendix for a breakdown of how Freedom House scored other Latin American countries. 
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1975 7,7  

1976 7,6  

1977 6,6  

1978 6,6  

1979 6,6  

1980 6,6  

1/1981-8/1982 6,6  

8/1982-11/1983 6,6  

11/1983-11/1984 6,6  

11/1984-11/1985 6,6  

11/1985-11/1986 6,6  

11/1986-11/1987 6,6  

11/1987-11/1988 7,6  

11/1988-12/1989 7,7  

1990 7,7  

1991 7,7  

1992 7,7  

1993 7,7  

1994 7,7  

1995 7,7  

1996 7,7  

1997 7,7  

1998 7,7  

1999 7,7  

2000 7,7  

2001 7,7  

2002 7,7  

2003 7,7  

2004 7,7  

2005 7,7  

2006 7,7  

2007 7,7  

2008 7,6  

2009 7,6  

2010 7,6  

2011 7,6  

2012 7,6  

2013 7,6  

2014 7,6  

2015 7,6  

 

Quantitative Measurements- Political Terror 
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Like the CIRI dataset, the political terror scale dataset utilized Amnesty 

International and United States Department of State information on human rights, but 

“occasionally,” according to the dataset’s website, also incorporated information from 

Human Rights Watch (Gibney et al. 2016a). The political terror scale dataset came up 

with different conclusions than the CIRI dataset or Freedom House did. With the political 

terror scale, at least two people give each country a code, and “when there are 

differences, there is invariably an informal discussion between several coders to 

determine how a particular score was assigned.” The scale’s website described its 

methodology in its section on documentation, explaining that it “measures levels of 

political violence and terror that a country experiences in a particular year based on a 5-

level ‘terror scale’ originally developed by Freedom House” (Gibney et al. 2016b).  

A score of 1 shows that the country is “under a secure rule of law, people are not 

imprisoned for their views, and torture is rare or exceptional” (Gibney et al. 2016b). 

Additionally, “[p]olitical murders are extremely rare.” A score of 2 means that the 

country has “a limited amount of imprisonment for nonviolent political activity,” but 

“few persons are affected,” and “torture and beatings are exceptional.” Additionally, 

“[p]olitical murder is rare.” A score of 3 goes beyond that: 

There is extensive political imprisonment, or a recent history of such 

imprisonment. Execution or other political murders and brutality may be 

common. Unlimited detention, with or without a trial, for political views is 

accepted. 

A score of 4 is described as such: 
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Civil and political rights violations have expanded to large numbers of the 

population. Murders, disappearances, and torture are a common part of 

life. In spite of its generality, on this level terror affects those who interest 

themselves in politics or ideas. 

Finally, a score of 5 means that “[t]error has expanded to the whole population,” and 

“leaders of these societies place no limits on the means or thoroughness with which they 

pursue personal or ideological goals.” When determining a country’s political terror scale 

score for a given year, this thesis takes the average of all available indices.  

Calculating the average of a nation’s score from 1976 to 2014, Cuba finished 13th 

best of the 21 nations under review (Gibney et al. 2016c) While still relatively low, the 

ranking is considerably higher than that deduced by both the CIRI dataset and Freedom 

House: 

PTS: Cuba’s Yearly 

Score, 1976-2014 

 

1976 2.5 

1977 3.5 

1978 4 

1979 3 

1980 3 

1981 3 

1982 3 

1983 3 

1984 3 

1985 3 

1986 3.5 

1987 3 

1988 3 

1989 3 

1990 3 

1991 3 

1992 3 
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1993 3 

1994 3 

1995 3.5 

1996 3 

1997 3 

1998 3 

1999 3 

2000 3 

2001 3 

2002 2.5 

2003 2.5 

2004 2.5 

2005 2.5 

2006 3 

2007 3 

2008 3 

2009 3 

2010 3 

2011 3 

2012 3 

2013 3 

2014 3 

 

PTS: 

Average, 

1976-

2014 

  

1. Costa Rica 1.26 

2. USA 1.67 

3. Panama 1.99 

4. Uruguay 2.00 

5. Bolivia 2.47 

6. DR 2.58 

7. Ecuador 2.58 

8. Argentina 2.59 

9. Chile 2.63 

10. Honduras 2.81 

11. Paraguay 2.81 

12. Venezuela 2.97 

13. Cuba  3.00 

14. Nicaragua 3.01 

15. Haiti 3.18 

16. Mexico 3.24 
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17. El Salvador 3.27 

18. Peru 3.33 

19. Brazil 3.63 

20. Guatemala 3.64 

21. Colombia 4.25 

 

Quantitative Measurements- Polity IV 

 Polity IV from the Center for Systemic Peace (2016) provides the fourth 

quantitative measurement. Directed by Monty G. Marshall (Marshall, Gurr, and Jaggers 

2016, 2), Polity IV measures quantitatively the degree to which democracy is realized in 

a state (Center for Systemic Peace 2016). Its website lists its method as such: 

The Polity conceptual scheme is unique in that it examines concomitant 

qualities of democratic and autocratic authority in governing institutions, 

rather than discreet and mutually exclusive forms of governance. This 

perspective envisions a spectrum of governing authority that spans from 

fully institutionalized autocracies through mixed, or incoherent, authority 

regimes (termed “anocracies”) to fully institutionalized democracies. The 

“Polity Score” captures this regime authority spectrum on a 21-pont [sic] 

scale ranging from -10 (hereditary monarchy) to +10 (consolidated 

democracy). 

Three important exceptions exist to the Polity measurement: “-66” indicates “[c]ases of 

foreign ‘interruption,’” “-77” indicates “[c]ases of ‘interregnum,’ or anarchy,” and “-88” 

indicates “[c]ases of ‘transition’” (Marshall, Gurr, and Jaggers 2016, 17). Because of 

these exceptions, this thesis will use the “Revised Combined Polity Score,” described as 

“a modified version of the POLITY variable added in order to facilitate the use of the 
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POLITY regime measure in time-series analyses.” A rating of -66 becomes “system 

missing,” -77 becomes a 0, and -88 is “prorated across the span of the transition.”  

 After a score of 0 in 1959 and -4 in 1960, Cuba registered a score of -7 every year 

from 1961 to 2015 (Center for Systemic Peace 2014). Cuba’s average was far and away 

the worst of the 21 nations studied: 

Polity 

IV: 

Average, 

1959-

2015 

  

1. Cuba -6.83 

2. Haiti -4.18 

3. Paraguay -1.04 

4. Mexico 0.30 

5. Nicaragua 0.46 

6. Guatemala 2.07 

7. Panama 2.39 

8. Argentina 2.49 

9. Brazil 2.54 

10. Bolivia 2.95 

11. El Salvador 3.33 

12. Peru 3.42 

13. Honduras 3.54 

14. Chile 3.86 

15. DR 3.86 

16. Ecuador 4.28 

17. Uruguay 5.49 

18. Venezuela 6.72 

19. Colombia 7.44 

20. Costa Rica 10.00 

21. USA 10.00 

 

While this is not explicitly a measurement of human rights, democracy has the propensity 

to contribute to a greater respect for human rights, as outlined in this thesis’ Chapter 

Two. 

Qualitative Measurements 
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With quantitative measurements established, this chapter can move on to 

qualitative indices. This discussion is organized topically, oriented around the seven 

human rights most frequently and dramatically violated by the Castro governments –– the 

rights to assembly, association, expression, movement, press, religion, and economic 

rights. Given two political realities in the Castros’ Cuba, how “[t]he denial of basic civil 

and political rights is written into Cuban law” and “[a] number of criminal law provisions 

grant the state extraordinary power to prosecute people who attempt to exercise basic 

rights to free expression, opinion, association, and assembly,” among others, each of the 

aforementioned rights receives individual attention in this thesis (Human Rights Watch 

2004). Short (1993, 145) notes that the nation’s “violations of human rights are intrinsic 

to the nation’s laws and social system. From 1961 onward, a philosophical rationale for 

the radical subversion of democratic processes and of fundamental rights was provided in 

Marxism-Leninism.” Amnesty International’s 2013 Annual Report on Cuba concurs, 

specifying explicitly that, “[f]reedom of assembly and expression [are] limited by 

government policies” (2, emphasis added). These are hardly the only human rights 

imperiled by the Castro governments. 

As aptly described by Marcos Antonio Ramos in the forward to Short’s text, 

under the governments of Fidel and Raúl Castro, “evidence of systematic restrictions on 

civil liberties” and human rights has piled up (quoted in Short 1993, iv). The previous 

segment of this chapter detailed quantitative evidence; the following part presents 

qualitative evidence. As the rights examined below share common characteristics with 

each other, frequently describing different faces of the same diamond, discussions of a 

specific human right frequently spill into subsections not expressly dedicated to it. To 
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give an example, the freedom of expression is an important aspect of all human rights 

discussed herein; press freedom, for one, is at heart a specific expression of the more 

general freedom of expression. 

In Fidel Castro’s 1965 interview with journalist Lee Lockwood, the latter 

reminded Fidel that the Cuban Leader had at one time “promised free elections, a free 

press, respect for private enterprise, the restoration of the 1940 Constitution, and many 

other democratic reforms when [he] came to power” (quoted in Short 1993, 70). Fidel’s 

response was unequivocal: “Yes, that is true, and that was our program at that moment.” 

As Short details (7), in 1959, “just thirteen days after [Fulgencio] Batista’s abdication, 

Manuel Urrutia Lleó (designated by Fidel Castro to serve as provisional president of 

Cuba) began the process of radical amendment to the Constitution of 1940 in the name of 

the Provisional Revolutionary Government.” Fidel’s and his revolutionaries had deposed 

the dictatorial Batista, but “the pledge to restore the democratic processes and 

fundamental liberties outlined in the 1940 Constitution was abrogated and superseded by 

the concentration of power in the hands of the ruling communist elite with Castro at its 

head” (83). As phrased by Chakravarty in a 1992 book review (231), the political reality 

in Cuba came to approximate one in which “one form of dictatorship” would “be 

replaced, after a period of flirtation with liberal democracy, by another form of 

dictatorship.” Short (1993, 83) identifies how in general, “[t]he statements made by 

Castro in themselves establish the existence of significant limitations on civil liberties 

within Cuba.” 

 In 2003 Damián J. Fernández (605) provided a timely update on the degree to 

which a few basic and essential human rights were respected in Cuba: 
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Despite the modest economic reforms, the government has not adopted 

political reforms that offer a larger space to the opposition. For example, 

the law of elections (reformed in 1992) has not permitted dissidents to 

aspire to form part of the National Assembly. The Law of Associations 

has not been reformed to permit independent organizations to obtain legal 

status without the sponsorship of state organizations. On the contrary, the 

State has put into place new laws that restrict the freedom of expression 

(the Law of Protection of National Independence of 1997 and the Law of 

Reaffirmation of Cuban Dignity and Sovereignty of 1996), intensified the 

penal code and has periodically launched waves of repression against the 

dissidents. The Constitution also prohibits peaceful dissent and, 

apparently, after 2002 it will not permit any change in the ideology and 

socialist form of government in the future. 

Qualitative Measurements- Freedoms of Assembly and Association  

 Given their strong ties and overlapping qualities, these two rights will be 

investigated concurrently. Article 20 of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights states that “[e]veryone has the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and 

association.” Yoani Sánchez (2010a, 2, emphasis added) spoke brilliantly to the primacy 

that the rights to assembly and association, along with the freedom of expression, 

necessarily have within any society that recognizes its citizens’ liberties: 

The right of free expression and free association, firmly based on a solid 

legal foundation, bolsters the probability that remaining rights will be 

respected. There is no value in having laws that guarantee the freedom to 
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work, to education, to health care, and to equality, if it is not possible to 

protest the failure to uphold these laws and if people are not allowed to 

organize in a civilized way to demand that they be respected. The ability 

to complain, to point a finger at what we do not like, is inseparable from 

an environment in which the individual does not have to barter his 

freedom in exchange for benefits and privileges. 

For the Castros to severely handicap the people’s ability to gather should not surprise, 

maintains Sánchez: 

Dictatorships cannot survive where these rights are fully observed. Indeed, 

by definition, where these rights hold it is not appropriate to speak of 

dictatorship. To eliminate or diminish these fundamental freedoms, 

dictatorial governments resort to the force of arms or police persecution; 

they invoke national security, establish permanent states of emergency, 

and through control of the mass media, they discredit these freedoms as if 

they were diseases or perversions. 

A more apt description of why the Castro governments have curbed the 

expression of the human rights to assembly and association hardly exists. Such freedoms 

are not protected in Cuba (Freedom House 2013a): 

According to the constitution, limited rights of assembly and association 

may not be “exercised against the existence and objectives of the Socialist 

State.” Recent initiatives by emergent nongovernmental organizations, 

such as the independent Cuban Legal Association and its consulting 

services, have been forcefully rebuffed by the state. Workers do not have 
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the right to strike or bargain collectively, and independent labor unions are 

illegal. 

Freedom House’s 2012 “Freedom in the World” report on Cuba noted that “[m]embers of 

independent labor unions…are often harassed, dismissed from their jobs, and barred from 

future employment” (2012a).  

Regarding the protection of and respect for the human right to peacefully 

congregate with whomever one chooses in the Castros’ Cuba, i.e. any and all citizens’ 

ability to “peacefully exercise their basic rights to freedom of expression, opinion, and 

assembly” (Human Rights Watch 2009a), Short (1993, 17) noted the following: 

In the Cuban Constitution, the freedoms of assembly and of association 

are prescribed expressly for members of “the social and mass 

organizations” [quoting from Article 53 of the 1976 Constitution]. 

Apparently, only these state-approved organizations (such as the 

Federation of Cuban Women, Young Communist League, Federation of 

University Students, and so on) are entitled to the right of assembly and 

association, as they are the only ones provided the means needed to do 

so…Other associations (such as all religious groups) fall beyond the 

purview of constitutional protection.36 

 Such laws have made organization difficult for human rights activists. A 

delegation from the Association of the Bar of the City of New York (Garcia-Crews et al. 

1988, 215) noted this obstacle: 

                                                 
36 Published in 1993, Short noted in her text (12) that “[t]he primary document used in understanding the 

present legal basis for human rights in Cuba is the first socialist Cuban Constitution adopted on February 

24, 1976.” 
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Those who have recently formed groups to speak out about human rights 

gather, as well as speak, under the watchful eye of the government, and 

there are at least some efforts to disrupt their meetings. They also act in 

the expectation that they may be arrested and sent to prison, where many 

of them have already served time because of their activities. 

 The numerical limits to social, political, and professional gatherings not under 

watch of the state are jarringly strict, especially to observers unaccustomed to the way 

society is conceived within Marxism-Leninism. Short (1993, 111) listed “the 

government’s 350-person limit imposed on all religious gatherings” and mandate “that all 

religious meetings are to take place only in church buildings and not in homes or in 

public.” Freedom House (2012a) reported that “[t]he unauthorized assembly of more than 

three people, even for religious services in private homes, is punishable with up to three 

months in prison and a fine.” Of note, this statute is hardly applied impartially; rather, it 

“is selectively enforced and is often used to imprison human rights advocates.” 

 Not only have the Castro governments significantly limited the rights to assembly 

and association in the interest of providing “very limited scope for private discussion 

while severely suppressing opposition political activity, impeding independent 

organizing, and censoring or punishing criticism of the state” (Piano et al. 2010, 1), but 

failing to belong to and participate in sanctioned associations can result in harsh 

consequences. Yoani Sánchez details (2010a, 6): 

Belonging to these organizations, which function in effect as neo-

governmental organizations rather than non-governmental organizations, 

became obligatory. Still today, on any form, whether to register for a 
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language class, ask permission to leave the country, or apply for a new 

job, the same question always appears: Are you an active member of any 

of these organizations? On occasion, the organizations are listed and you 

need only to check the boxes, as if it is illogical that there might be other 

organizations, or because there are no others. For anything involving the 

slightest privilege, you must bring a letter, on letterhead with a signature 

and a stamp, that guarantees, “the bearer is a comrade in the Revolution 

who participates in all its activities.” 

Such reports are hardly unique to Sánchez’s writing. Directly contradicting the above, 

Fidel Castro made the following claim in a 1985 interview (quoted in Short 1993, 78, 

italics in original): “[n]o one in our country has ever been punished because he was a 

dissident or held views that differed from those of the Revolution.”37 In his 

autobiography with Ignacio Ramonet (2009, 427), Castro made similar claims, 

exasperatingly stating that “there’s never been discrimination against this or that social 

category – never! I defy you to find proof of that!” These assertions would be laughable 

were they not so offensively and patently false.  

Phrased well by Catherine Moses (2000, 20), “[t]he fear of losing position or 

livelihood is usually enough to persuade people to comply with political demands.” 

Given the “many barriers, including the pervasive presence of State Security, the culture 

of mistrust, and the fear of change” which “discourage Cubans from overtly challenging 

authority,” even “[i]f individual Cubans could get past the barrier of fear and begin to 

organize, they would be impeded by the State because of laws against ‘illicit 

                                                 
37 Questions here were from Jeffrey Elliot, Marvyn Dymally, and Kirby Jones (Short 1993, 76-8). 
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association’” (81). Freedom House (2013a) noted in its 2013 “Freedom in the World” 

report on Cuba that communist party “membership is still required to obtain good jobs, 

suitable housing, and real access to social services, including medical care and 

educational opportunities.” This information again directly contradicts another one of 

Fidel Castro’s claims in his autobiography with Ramonet (2009, 427): “[n]o one has ever 

been asked, when they enter a hospital for treatment, whether they’re a revolutionary, 

whether they’re a supporter or not, whether they’re a dissident or not.” 

 Sánchez’s writing (2010a, 6) summarizes well the statuses of the freedoms to 

assembly and association in Cuba. She evenhandedly writes that in revolutionary Cuba, 

“[o]f course, becoming a party militant is a voluntary act, but the law establishes that 

other political organizations cannot be founded, and as a result, it is illegal to belong to 

any party other than the Cuban Communist Party.” The political effects of this reality are 

at least two-fold. First, “[a]ll those with political concerns—or simply a sense of civic 

responsibility—who are interested in promoting initiatives to improve life in their 

country, will only find a legal space to do so within the party.” And then conversely, the 

mere concept of the right to congregate freely with others converted into “an illegal act to 

overthrow the Revolution.” The consequences for civil society in Cuba were and are dire, 

Sánchez explains: 

Civil society found itself restricted to revolutionary organizations which 

were mere transmitters of official views. The unions did not represent the 

interests of the workers against management, but functioned as extensions 

of state power to instruct the workers in socialist planning directives to 

meet production goals. Student associations ceased to be a tool for the 
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young to stand up to school authorities, and evolved into an instrument of 

the Ministry of Education to enforce disciplinary rules. 

In the Castros’ Cuba, there is no freedom to belong, but rather obligations to 

belong. As noted by the author’s love interest in José Luis Llovio-Menéndez’s Insider 

(1988, 236), in Cuba, “everything is obligatory.” As in other Marxist-Leninist nations, an 

ostensible effort “to free the workers of the world from their chains was now seeking to 

convince its own workers and everyone else that the condition of being in chains was one 

of perfect freedom” (Gaddis 1998, 18).38 

According to Freedom House’s 2015 “Freedom in the World” country report on 

Cuba, workers still couldn’t strike or come together to bargain (Freedom House 2015a). 

Independent labor unions were still against the law. Furthermore, “[i]n violation of 

International Labour Organization statutes, Cubans working abroad, in the export 

processing zone at the Port of Mariel, or for foreign companies on the island are not paid 

directly, but rather through the Cuban state in Cuban, or nonconvertible, pesos.” The 

report also pointed out that “[a]utonomous racial advocacy or civil rights organizations 

are illegal.”  

Qualitative Measurements- Freedom of Expression 

Article 19 of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights states 

that “[e]veryone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes 

                                                 
38 Schoultz (2009, 54) commented on what life was like for some in Cuba in the mid twentieth-century: 

“Summing up Cuba’s sugar-based economy in the early postwar period, the U.S. embassy’s commercial 

attaché painted a bleak picture: ‘Cuban farmers and their families with few exceptions are undernourished, 

inadequately clothed, illiterate or semi-literate, readily susceptible to a variety of diseases, and at the mercy 

of country merchants and middlemen whose prices are what the traffic will yield and whose interest rates 

are generally exorbitant. Some optimist described rural Cubans as being happy and hopeful people. He did 

not explain why.’” Here Schoultz cites the following- R.M. Connell to Secretary of State, 26 November 

1948, 837.52/11-2648, RG59; Francisco López Segrera, “Psicoanálisis de una generación (1940-1959),” 

Revista de la Biblioteca Nacional 10 (September-December 1969): 99-120. 
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freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart 

information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.” Generally 

speaking, the right to free expression has been the liberty perhaps most consistently and 

intensely attacked by the Castro governments.  

Given how Cuba under the Castros has been a Marxist-Leninist state, Lenin’s 

thoughts on freedom of expression are an appropriate place to start. One sentence says it 

all: “[w]e allow freedom of opinion within the Party, but to certain limits, determined by 

freedom of grouping; we are not obliged to go hand-in-hand with active preachers of 

views that are repudiated by the majority of the Party” (quoted in Short 1993, 54; 

emphasis in Short). Reviewing Freedom House’s “Freedom of the Press 2013,” 

Puddington (2013) captured the Cuban state’s orientation toward freedom of expression: 

The constitution eschews the hypocritical nods to freedom of expression 

that are the hallmark of other repressive states. Instead, it 

straightforwardly prohibits private ownership of media outlets and allows 

free speech and journalism only if they “conform to the aims of a socialist 

society.” 

The results for freedom of speech are laws which “criminalize a broad range of 

nonviolent statements of opinion, infringing fundamental rights of free expression” 

(Human Rights Watch 2003b). 

 Reviewing the 1976 Constitution’s statements on freedom of expression, Short 

(1993, 17) described this infringement: 

Freedom of speech and of the press is limited severely in Article 52 by the 

stipulation that such a right be “in keeping with the goals of the socialist 
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society.” The “material conditions” for these “freedoms” cannot be 

privately owned; they are owned by the state. Further qualifying this right, 

“The law regulates the exercise of these freedoms” (Art. 52). 

Essentially, in the Castros’ Cuba, people are free to express themselves only if the Cuban 

state agrees with the sentiment behind what the people write, say, or create; as Short 

notes, “those freedoms which are otherwise constitutional actually can be exercised only 

when compatible with the state’s communist goals” (15-18). 

 The Castro governments have enacted these limits upon freedom of speech with 

the goal of “restrict[ing] nearly all avenues of political dissent”; here the researcher finds 

the impetuses behind the Cuban state’s “strictly limiting freedom of expression, 

association, assembly, movement, and the press,” as summarized by Human Rights 

Watch (2008a). Furthermore, the very Castroist model is defined by these restrictions. 

Human Rights Watch (2008a) points out that “Cuba’s laws and state-controlled 

institutions provide the foundation for these violations of basic rights, and criminal 

prosecutions, detentions, harassment, and surveillance are commonly used to repress 

opposition.” 

 In 1988, Garcia-Crews et al. (215) summarized freedom of speech in Cuba under 

Fidel Castro as such: 

Freedom of speech and association have been almost entirely absent from 

Cuba until recently, and to the extent that they now exist, they do so only 

by virtue of executive grace. The law provides no meaningful protection 

for speech; rather it affords numerous means of punishing dissenting 
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speech. Such speech is also virtually certain to be reported because 

government monitors are ubiquitous.  

Garcia-Crews et al. (236) went on to note that “[t]he full range of government efforts to 

suppress speech has been employed against those Cubans who have publicly criticized 

Cuba for its abuse of human rights.” 

 This suppression, “ranging from the extreme measures of the 1960s to the purges 

against artists and homosexuals in the 1970s to the ongoing pattern of harassment, abuse, 

and imprisonment of regime opponents that has endured for the past several decades,” is 

one Cuba “has justified as necessary for defending the revolution” (Erikson 2009, 57). 

Commenting on the litany of dissident arrests in early 2003 subsequently given the 

moniker “Black Spring,” José Miguel Vivanco, executive director of the Americas 

Division of Human Rights Watch, described the dissidents’ actual culpability: “the only 

crime committed by these prisoners is the promotion of ideas that are forbidden in Cuba” 

(Freedom House 2012b; quote from Human Rights Watch 2003b). 

 As explained by Human Rights Watch in a later report, “[t]he Raul Castro 

government also uses a range of other draconian laws to silence free speech, quash labor 

rights, and criminalize all forms of dissent. Human rights defenders, journalists, and other 

civil society members tried under these laws are subjected to systematic due process 

violations, including abusive interrogations, the denial of legal counsel, and sham trials” 

(2009b). Puddington (2013) described these laws in detail: 

Article 91 of the penal code imposes lengthy prison sentences or death for 

those who act against “the independence or the territorial integrity of the 

state,” and Law 88 for the Protection of Cuba’s National Independence 
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and Economy imposes up to 20 years in prison for committing acts “aimed 

at subverting the internal order of the nation and destroying its political, 

economic, and social system.” 

 Freedom of artistic expression has also led a precarious existence in Fidel and 

Raúl Castro’s Cuba. Robert E. Quirk (1995, 598) summarizes Fidel’s thoughts on artistic 

expression: “[t]oo many people in the world, [Fidel] said, looked with favor upon a 

‘certain freedom of artistic expression.’” In Fidel’s eyes, Quirk notes (598), “[t]he Czech 

party, especially, had been too lenient, far too tolerant.” James Buckwalter-Arias details 

additional Fidel Castro quotes, these from 1971, on this topic in the former’s essay 

“Reinscribing the Aesthetic: Cuban Narrative and Post-Soviet Cultural Politics” (2005). 

Explaining how “Castro states unambiguously that the revolution’s artistic criteria are 

political, or instrumental” (366), Buckwalter-Arias quotes Fidel’s justification: 

For us, a revolutionary people in a revolutionary process, we value the 

cultural and artistic creations depending on the utility for the people, 

depending on what they contribute to man, depending on what they 

contribute to the vindication of man, to the liberation of man, to the 

happiness of man. Our valuation is political. 

Fidel conceives artistic expression as permissible only when it facilitates and is congruent 

with “ethico-political imperatives” (366), according to Buckwalter-Arias. Fidel 

proclaimed the following (quoted in Buckwalter-Arias): 

There cannot be aesthetic value without human content. There cannot be 

aesthetic value against man. There cannot be aesthetic value against 
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justice, against well-being, against liberation, against the happiness of 

man. There cannot be! 

 In the Cuban revolution, “art was given the task of shaping ‘new ideological 

values,’ thus discrediting its function as a vehicle of expression for the artist” (Sánchez 

2010a, 5). As a result, writes Sánchez (5-6), “[e]arning the revolutionary ‘diploma’ 

became an obsession for writers and artists who, caught between fear and complacency, 

accepted the maxim that governed, and still governs, the political culture of the country: 

‘Within the Revolution, everything; against the Revolution, nothing.’” According to 

Castro, “[t]he revolutionary places the revolution even above his own creative spirit: he 

places the revolution above everything. The revolutionary artist would be willing to 

sacrifice even his own artistic vocation to the Revolution” (quoted in Coulthard 1975, 

164-65).39 

 A quick review of the Cuban revolution’s treatment of the human right to free 

expression yields troubling results that fall in line with Fidel Castro’s aforementioned 

quotes. Tad Szulc (2002, 567; italics in original) provides telling anecdotes of the 

revolution’s early years. Truth be told, “by 1986, over fifty million copies of books were 

being printed annually, and because ballet, music, and quality theater and cinema were 

available to the masses.” Nevertheless, “[i]t does not seem to matter in the context of the 

revolution that no fresh ideas are germinating in a country ruled by a man endowed with 

an extraordinary intellect; to Castro this is not a contradiction even in terms of his own 

place in history.” 

                                                 
39 Buckwalter-Arias (2005, 365-67) consulted for this paragraph. 
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 Furthermore, these restrictive policies on free speech came back to handicap the 

Cuban revolution; this intended “purification” ended up hindering the revolution. Szulc 

(2002, 567) provides powerful argument: “between 1968 and 1976, the best Cuban 

writers of [Castro’s] own generation were blacklisted without explanation by Cuban 

publishers.” Echoing Yoani Sánchez’s above quote, Szulc describes how “self-censorship 

is now a revolutionary institution as well.” 

Cuban Author Leonardo Padura Fuentes, whose work was described by the 

editors of A Contemporary Cuba Reader as “an excellent starting point to begin to 

appreciate the freedom now exercised by Cuban writers” (Brenner et al. 2008, 341), notes 

in that compilation that for Cuba “[i]f the 1960s was a decade of expansion, vitality, 

renovation, and open commitment with the revolutionary process on the part of Cuban 

artists, the 1970s have been judged as a dark, repressive period, one in which numerous 

cultural figures (the most notable being Lezama Lima and Virgilio Piñera) were officially 

marginalized” (348-49).  

Fuentes (quoted in Brenner et al. 2008, 348-9) denotes the 1970s as a “dark and 

somber decade,” during the latter part of which “the Ministry of Culture was created to 

redirect Cuban culture.” That action, itself a result “of several grave political errors by the 

government, both in the treatment of intellectuals and in the very definition of what 

artistic expression should be,” set off a significant chain reaction of events. Shortly after, 

“these new state structures began to assimilate the need for a more profound change of 

policy,” a direct result of artists’ entreaties, “demanded by the artists themselves, who 

expressed their feelings clearly in their work,” as Fuentes describes (349). 
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Fuentes goes on to highlight the flowing tide of this demand for artistic freedom 

as it entered the 1980s (quoted in Brenner et al. 2008, 349): 

As a result, from the early 1980s on, we can see the definitive 

rehabilitation of so many artists who had been marginalized by Cuban 

officialdom for almost ten years––and for a variety of reasons (perhaps 

because they were practicing Christians or homosexual; because their art 

was more of a questioning nature than one that reaffirmed official 

positions; or because in their literature they included clear social 

criticism). It was a time when a generation of Cuban cultural figures 

emerged. 

According to Fuentes (349), “the internal dynamic of the country, together with its deeply 

rooted, potent culture, ended up showing a fair degree of independence in the 1980s.” 

Thus, as a consequence of an “identification with the aesthetic function of art” rather 

“than on any direct political expression of the content,” Cuban artists began to outwardly 

express who they inherently were: “painters, writers, dramatists, and even dancers and 

people involved in the cinema took fairly substantial risks and began opting for a less 

inhibited cultural expression.” 

 Circa 1990, small but significant improvements in the degree to which freedom of 

expression was permitted and respected were instituted. Fernández (2003, 602-3) details: 

At the beginning of the 90s the government opened controlled spaces for 

the “free” discussion of political matters (such as the convocation of the 

Fourth Congress of the Cuban Communist Party in October of 1991) and 
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started “liberal” reforms (such as the electoral procedure reform and the 

acceptance of religious believers in the PCC).40 

Around this time, “[p]ost-Soviet Cuban writers begin to talk back to Fidel, albeit 

indirectly, chronicling the repressive effects of the government's institutionalization of a 

presumably self-evident ‘human content’ as artistic imperative” (Buckwalter-Arias 2005, 

366-67).  

Fuentes (quoted in Brenner 2008, 350) describes the Cuban “cultural 

characteristics of the 1990s” as threefold- “the crisis of cultural production, the winning 

of space by the creators to express themselves, and the massive (voluntary) exile of 

Cuban artists.”41 Fuentes expounds upon that first aspect (350), describing the 

aforementioned “crisis of cultural production” as such: 

It includes a drastic reduction in the number and types of Cuban books 

published, television programming and films produced, art exhibitions 

mounted, and plays staged. It is true that in the late 1990s these difficulties 

were steadily overcome. Nevertheless, we have been faced with a crisis of 

such magnitude, a crisis in which institutions were simply unable to 

respond with support to the productive demands of culture. 

Writing about the 1990s and their “economic difficulties,” Fuentes pointed out 

“the necessary opening up of space for artistic expression” (from Brenner et al. 2008, 

350).42 Fuentes gave credit where he saw it due: 

                                                 
40 “PCC” signifies Cuban Communist Party, or the acronym for “Partido Comunista Cubano” in Spanish. 
41 It is unclear if Fuentes meant a literal exile out of Cuba, or a figurative exile from being artists. 
42 Freedom House (2012a) noted “the 1991 collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of roughly $5 billion 

in annual Soviet subsidies.” 
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It is true that there was always a certain level of ideological support for 

this phenomenon, and not for reasons solely linked to the economic crisis. 

Institutions like the Ministry of Culture, the Union of Writers and Artists 

of Cuba (UNEAC), and the Cuban Film Institute (ICAIC) have 

traditionally supported the need for their members to have access to a 

greater space for reflection, analysis, and criticism of themes that 

previously had been either censored or treated in a superficial manner. 

But times were different: 

With the economic crisis, however, the lack of institutional support to 

finance their projects meant that cultural figures actually gained in 

independence. This allowed them greater freedom of expression, and they 

responded with the badly needed sounds to fill the silent void that existed 

before. Their situation had cried out for artists and writers, film directors 

and singers, to voice their feelings. Yet in the midst of the previous 

institutionalization, this had been impossible. Now things had changed. 

And so, “several alternative projects have emerged and have dealt head-on with areas 

previously ignored” (350). The editors of A Contemporary Cuba Reader (Brenner et al. 

2008, 341) write that “[t]oday, Cuban literature includes works which are extremely 

critical of the many paradoxes and contradictions that abound throughout the country.” 

So, as these editors affirm, “the freedom now exercised by Cuban writers” and 

other artists is emblematic of the larger “flowering of cultural expression” within the 

nation, even though “there are severe limitations still in place” (Brenner et al. 2008, 341). 

Freedom House (2008a) commented that “Cuba continued to have the most restrictive 
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laws on free speech and press freedom in the hemisphere.” Freedom House (2009a, 3) 

also noted that “[c]itizens nonetheless remain fearful of retaliation against public 

expressions of opposition to the government.” An interviewee for this study provided a 

blunt assessment to this point: “if you walk outside with a sign against Fidel, you will 

never see the light of day again” (quoted in Freedom House 2009a, 3). 

The omnipresent Committees for the Defense of the Revolution, “[t]he 

government’s neighborhood watch organizations,” monitor all citizen activities and 

“continue to have a stronghold on power at the local level” (Freedom House 2009a, 3). 

When viewed within the larger contexts of the Fidel and Raúl Castro governments in 

which they have played an integral role, the Committees’ presence makes sense, as 

described by Polity IV’s 2010 testimony on Cuba (Center for Systemic Peace 2010, 2): 

This hegemonic regime continues to demonstrate its capacity and 

willingness to suppress opposition and dissent by maintaining a pervasive 

system of vigilance through undercover agents, informers and the 

Committees for the Defense of Revolution that impose ideological 

conformity and root out “counter-revolutionary” behavior. 

 Conceived “to strengthen vigilance against ‘antisocial behavior,’ a euphemism for 

opposition activity” (Freedom House 2012a), these Committees stimulate “extremely 

high levels of distrust, fostered by the constant fear of denouncement by neighbors to 

authorities” (Moreno, Brady, and Ribar 2011, 12). In their 2011 report “Real Change for 

Cuba? How Citizens View Their Country’s Future,” Moreno, Brady, and Ribar recounted 

how Cuban interviewees “would often lower their voices when talking about the 

government or ask to move to a more private area” (12). The authors indicated that 
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“[n]ews is rarely, if ever, discussed with neighbors, bosses, or other authority figures,” 

explaining that the “[f]ear of retribution is the predominant reason for the lack of 

conversation” (18-19). Such retribution carries with it harsh reckoning: “[y]oung Cubans 

know that their neighbors may be members of a Committee for the Defense of the 

Revolution and could report them for any perceived transgression, that public anti-regime 

comments can be met with imprisonment and beatings, and that they and their families 

may be targeted for actos de repudio [acts of repudiation] if they are believed to be 

unsupportive of the regime” (32, italics in original). In general, the Castro governments 

have employed the Committees for the Defense of the Revolution to discover and 

suppress any hint of dissent, to mute anyone “who show[s] the wrong attitude,” as 

Leycester Coltman notes (2003, 213). One interviewee in Moreno, Brady, and Ribar’s 

2011 report bluntly stated that “You can’t say anything against the government here” 

(12).  

 In noting how “[r]estrictions on freedom of expression were commonplace,” 

Amnesty International’s 2010 “Annual Report” on Cuba details how vague “[c]riminal 

charges such as ‘dangerousness’ continued to be used to restrict dissidents from 

exercising freedom of expression, association and assembly” (Amnesty International 

2010, 1). Catherine Moses (2000, 20) aptly describes the “dangerousness” indictment as 

“so general that it applies in almost any circumstance,” essentially wherever the Castro 

government would like to apply it; Moses maintains that to the Castro governments, 

“[d]isobeying a decree, speaking one’s mind, or spending time with an American is as 

‘dangerous’ as throwing rocks at police officers.” Steinberg provided sage commentary 
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on the “dangerousness” indictment as well, summarizing the charge as such in his 2009 

report “New Castro, Same Cuba:” 

Raúl Castro’s government has relied in particular on a provision of the 

Cuban Criminal Code that allows the state to imprison individuals before 

they have committed a crime, on the suspicion that they might commit an 

offense in the future. This “dangerousness” provision is overtly political, 

defining as “dangerous” any behavior that contradicts socialist norms. The 

most Orwellian of Cuba’s laws, it captures the essence of the Cuban 

government’s repressive mindset, which views anyone who acts out of 

step with the government as a potential threat and thus worthy of 

punishment. 

In this report, Steinberg lists examples of such “dangerousness” as “handing out copies of 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, staging peaceful marches, writing news 

articles critical of the government, and attempting to organize independent unions” 

(2009). From the perspective of a focus on Cuban law, this “dangerousness” indictment is 

characteristic of the Castro government’s intent to “impose limits on individual and 

collective behavior,” “an example of the intention of the State to control the parameters 

of ‘good political behavior’” (Fernández 2003, 593). As Sonia Cardenas (2000, 258) 

notes in the Latin American Research Review, this law, enacted to “allow state agents to 

undermine human rights whenever national security is deemed at stake,” evidences how 

in the Castros’ Cuba, the juridical environment is one rife with “standard legal 

contradictions,” one where “the law itself can be used to institutionalize repression.” 
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Amnesty International’s 2011 “Annual Report” on Cuba discusses how 

“[d]issidents continued to be arbitrarily detained in order to prevent them from exercising 

their rights to freedom of expression, association and assembly” (1). Freedom House’s 

“Freedom in the World 2012” report on Cuba (2012a) echoes this sentiment, maintaining 

that “[d]issident leaders have reported an increase in intimidation and harassment by 

state-sponsored groups as well as short-term detentions by state security forces.” 

Amnesty International’s 2013 “Annual Report” on Cuba highlights the same, listing how 

“[s]hort-term arbitrary detention continued and reports of short-term incommunicado 

detentions were frequent” (2), and also documents how the rate of such detentions had 

actually risen, noting “reports of an average of 400 short-term arrests each month” (1). 

This last source highlights in particular the plight of those whose personal sense of 

integrity offends or threatens the Castro government: “[p]risoners of conscience 

continued to be sentenced on trumped-up charges or held in pre-trial detention” (1). 

As Amnesty International’s 2013 commentary explains, the Raúl Castro 

government, like Fidel’s, has earnestly employed “[a] number of measures…to stop or 

penalize activities by political opponents” (1). Here the theme of arbitrary and temporary 

imprisonment appears again: “[m]any attempting to attend meetings or demonstrations 

were detained or prevented from leaving their homes” (1). Amnesty International 

highlights a few such cases in its 2013 synopsis of human rights in Raúl Castro’s Cuba, 

and these vignettes bear repeating here (2): 

- “Antonio Michel Lima Cruz was released in October after completing 

his two-year sentence. He had been convicted of ‘insulting symbols of the 

homeland’ and ‘public disorder’ for singing anti-government songs. His 
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brother, Marcos Máiquel, who received a longer sentence for the same 

offences, remained in prison at the end of the year.” 

- “Ivonne Malleza Galano and Ignacio Martínez Montejo were released in 

January, along with Isabel Haydee Álvarez, who was detained after calling 

for their release. They were held for 52 days without charge after taking 

part in a demonstration in November 2011. On their release, officials 

threatened them with ‘harsh sentences’ if they continued dissident 

activities.” 

- “Andrés Carrión Álvarez was arrested for shouting ‘freedom’ and ‘down 

with communism’ at a mass celebrated by Pope Benedict XVI. He was 

released after 16 days in prison. He was detained for five hours three days 

later and charged with another count of ‘public disorder’. He was released 

on condition that he report to the police once a week, and that he did not 

leave his home municipality without prior authorization or associate with 

government critics.”43 

In summation, the 2013 Amnesty International report qualifies the Raúl Castro 

government as one of “[r]outine repression,” given its “[p]olitical short-term detentions 

and harassment” (2). 

 Nonetheless, there is an unmistakable “greater freedom of expression” present in 

today’s Cuba (Brenner et al. 2008, 341). Yuneikys Villalonga (2009, 53) lists Yoani 

                                                 
43 Amnesty International (2013) lists “1,137 arbitrary detentions before and after the visit of Pope Benedict 

XVI” (1). 
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Sánchez’s belief that “the internet is imposing itself as a fissure in Cuban censorship.”44 

Sánchez (2010a, 1) expounds on the role of this primary vehicle: 

One of the tools that Cubans are now using to recover their freedom of 

expression and association is the Internet, which has quickly given rise to 

a community of cyber-dissidents, despite the Cuban government’s efforts 

to make Internet use difficult. Now that the state is out of money and there 

are no more rights to exchange for benefits, the demand for freedom is on 

the rise. 

In another essay, Sánchez (2010b, 97) explains how “although the ‘technological 

opening’ has been a phenomenon occurring on a planetary scale, in Cuba very unique 

experiences have developed regarding the connection of this with the freedom of 

expression.” 

 Sánchez both identifies the larger forthcoming obstacle for the Cuban dissident 

community and warns against premature assessments that activists’ aims are or might 

soon be fully realized. She explains that “for those who utilize the virtual world as a stage 

for their civic expression, the great challenge is to make sure that their texts reach readers 

inside the national territory” (2010b, 100). That is, a core objective for Cuban human 

rights activists must be access to their writings and testimonies for any and all Cubans 

who wish to read and know them. Her plea for patient prudence among the Cuban 

dissident community as it endeavors to improve the human rights situation on the island 

also doubles as a fantastic denouncement of the Castroist conceptualization of the 

freedom of expression (107): 

                                                 
44 This is not a direct quote from Sánchez; rather, Villalonga is paraphrasing here. 
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Nevertheless, you permit yourself to be dazzled by optimism: the Cuban 

authorities do not have the political will to open the faucet to a free press 

or to a national debate where all fractions might be included. A system 

based on silence, omission, and the concealment of events of its own 

national history does not support the corrosive acid of free expression of 

its citizens. Without a doubt the actual order of things has been a direct 

result of the audacity of individuals and of the appearance of a 

technological infrastructure that has allowed it to materialize in blogs, 

Tweets, text messages, wireless transmissions or diminutive USB flash 

drives loaded with audiovisual materials that travel from one side to 

another. The kilobyte has come seeping –little by little– between the 

cracks of the dilapidated wall of censorship in Cuba and has converted 

itself into the original unit of informational freedom. 

 Lately, Cubans have been able to exercise their right to freedom of expression 

with greater latitude than they were in years previous; Freedom House (2009a, 3) reports 

how “[i]n recent years, democracy activists and other civil society actors, such as artistic, 

religious, and youth groups, have created some space for citizens to act with relative 

independence from the state.” The Committees for the Defense of the Revolution, entities 

that implore citizens to “denounce the ‘ideological diversionism’ of friends and family 

members to government officials” (Buckwalter-Arias 2005, 367), have lost some of their 

stifling effect. Freedom House (2009a, 3) notes that among respondents to its survey, 

“[w]hile fear of reprisal prevents open criticism of CDR leaders, some respondents 

expressed clear dislike of them, calling them ‘morons’ and ‘government lapdogs.’” 
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Another Freedom House study cites the commentary of one Cuban who “told loud, dark 

jokes about the Castros in the middle of the sidewalk, indicating that fear, at least among 

some, may be diminishing” (Moreno, Brady, and Ribar 2011, 12). Just the same, that 

report cites another respondent whose observation captures well the contemporary degree 

to which the freedom of expression is respected in Cuba: “[a]lthough he indicated there 

was less fear now than in the past, he would only discuss news with close friends and 

family,” maintaining that “public places could be dangerous for discussing the news” 

(19). In one of the best commentaries in A Contemporary Cuba Reader, María López 

Vigil lays the blame squarely where it should rest for such squelched public dialogue and 

expression in Cuba (Brenner et al. 2008, 387, italics in original): “[t]he lifting of this 

blockade falls to Cuba.” More specifically, it falls to the Raúl Castro government. 

 Freedom House wrote in its “Freedom in the World 2014” country report on Cuba 

that short-term detentions were part of a “strategy aimed to neutralize the opposition 

without leaving any legal trace of repression that could be denounced by human rights 

organizations and hamper international trade and investment” (Freedom House 2014b). 

Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2015” country report on Cuba noted a spike in 

short-term detentions in 2014 (Freedom House 2015a): 

In 2014, the Cuban government increased its systematic use of short-term 

“preventive” detentions—along with harassment, beatings, and “acts of 

repudiation”—to intimidate the political opposition, isolate dissidents 

from the rest of the population, and maintain political control of all public 

spaces. A record number of politically motivated detentions were recorded 

in 2014, and crackdowns on activists continued. 
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This report defined the acts of repudiation as “supposedly spontaneous mob attacks.” The 

dissident group Cuban Commission for Human Rights and National Reconciliation 

(CCDHRN) reported that 2010 saw 2,074 “politically motivated short-term detentions,” 

2012 had 6,602, and in 2013 there were 6,424 (Freedom House 2014b).45 The CCDHRN 

put the number of short-term detentions in 2014 at 8,899 (Freedom House 2015a). 

Qualitative Measurements- Freedom of Economy 

 Chapter Two included a discussion of the dearth of economic freedom for Cuban 

citizens ever since Fidel Castro assumed power; this section will serve as a supplement to 

that. Yoani Sánchez (2010a, 3) summarizes how economic freedoms in revolutionary 

Cuba have suffered similar fates as other human rights: 

Along with the disappearance of civil and political rights, economic rights 

vanished. Two years after it triumphed, the Revolution had completed the 

confiscation of the most important factories, businesses, and banks. In 

March of 1968, what sadly became known as the Revolutionary Offensive 

left not even the smallest kiosk, workshop, or store in private hands. Even 

the boxes of the shoeshine boys were seized, in what seemed like a desire 

to remake the nation without any commercial or economic ties inherited 

from the capitalist past. 

The explanation behind the complete and total dissolution of private enterprise in 

post-1959 Cuba is simple enough. Fidel Castro desired such an economic orientation for 

his Cuba (and it was unmistakably his) because only such an economic orientation could 

                                                 
45 Freedom House’s 2012 “Freedom in the World 2012” country report on Cuba reported 4,123 politically 

motivated short-term detentions in 2011 (Freedom House 2012a). In this report, the “absolute number” for 

2010 is listed as 2,078. 



100 

 

concentrate total socioeconomic power in the state’s (i.e., Fidel Castro’s) hands: as in 

Margaret Short’s general summation of human rights in the Castros’ Cuba (1993, 20), 

with regard to economic rights specifically, “[t]he picture that emerges shows a blatant 

disregard for individual rights and a concomitant concentration of power within the hands 

of the elitist Communist Party which manages all areas of the society according to a rigid 

interpretation of Marxism-Leninism.” Just as with the freedoms of association, assembly, 

and expression, with regard to economic liberties “[a]t the beginning of the revolution, 

the abolition of freedoms found a favorable climate in the unthinking enthusiasm that 

engulfed almost the whole nation and led it to sign a blank check payable to one person 

only: Fidel Castro” (Sánchez 2010a, 3). To justify such a dramatic economic orientation, 

“Cuban socialism has always tried to present itself in the garb of sovereignty, and as the 

only way to achieve independence from the United States” (Sánchez 2010a, 3). 

Sánchez (2010a, 4) does well to point out that this “opponent was real and 

gigantic, nothing less than the all-powerful North American imperialism, some of whose 

citizens were among the hardest hit by the nationalizations” that resulted from the 

successful realization of Castro’s revolution and one of its principal economic aims: the 

appropriation of “virtually all private property” (Latell 2013, 52), an objective inherently 

at odds with Article 17 of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

which states that “[e]veryone has the right to own property alone as well as in association 

with others.” 

An early judgment of the Cuban revolution, Jorge I. Domínguez’s “The 

Performance of the Cuban Revolution: A Provisional Assessment” (206-7, 1973) offers a 

damning denouncement of economic freedoms in Fidel Castro’s nation: 



101 

 

If the 1971 antiloafing law institutionalizes security against 

unemployment, it is also coercive in every other respect. The private 

sphere in affection and rectitude continues to exist only under duress. 

Economic liberty has been lost, because neither strikes nor private 

entrepreneurship (except for peasants) is allowed. 

Such economic naturalization hardly resulted in economic growth. Domínguez concedes 

that “[e]quality has also advanced impressively on some values (including wealth),” but 

encapsulates the Fidel Castro government’s initial economic policies relatively harshly, 

explaining that “[i]n sum, the Cuban revolution has not achieved economic development, 

while it has sacrificed human rights understood as liberty” and “[t]he government 

invested in the growth of wealth, but failed.” Three significant trends within early 

revolutionary Cuba were an “actual decline in wealth, an increase of inequality in power 

and rectitude, and serious losses of liberty.” As phrased by Francisco Orrego-Vicuña and 

Lincoln Gordon in another early report, “[t]he Cuban case demonstrates that the 

destruction of civil and political liberties is possible without producing economic growth” 

(1973, 218). 

 Sánchez (2010a, 7-8) explains how Fidel Castro sought to beget a fundamentally 

different variety of person, a “New Man.” This redefinition of humanity, “incapable of 

demanding freedom” (at least individual freedom), would be “satisfied with the 

paternalistic crumbs that fell his way from above.” For Fidel, this person would ideally be 

“alien to unfair economic exchange and the temptations of the market,” for whom 

“education, the arts, and propaganda all contributed steady doses of ideology and 

indoctrination.” 
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 Here Sánchez (2010a, 7) establishes a vital link between freedom of expression 

and freedom of economy, making the strong argument that “[i]f everyone could say what 

they like, the first thing they would talk about is the need to introduce market 

mechanisms and the associated right to ownership.” But such discussion could not take 

place in Fidel Castro’s Cuba, with the government echoing that “most commonly 

repeated argument in socialist-authoritarian regimes,” that which asserts “that freedom 

puts all the social advances enjoyed by the masses at risk.” Furthermore, elaborates 

Sánchez, if citizens were “given the opportunity to organize themselves, they would have 

money to pay for a promotional campaign and would convince the majority that 

socialism is a brake on prosperity.”  

 Too often in the Castros’ Cuba, citizens have been pejoratively viewed by Fidel, 

Raúl, and their respective inner circles as “a conglomeration of individuals who have 

neither elevated ideals nor pretentious ambitions” (Sánchez 2010a, 7). The government 

confers “bread, instructions to make them productive, and medical services to keep them 

healthy,” services innocent and benevolent in and of themselves, but refuses to permit 

any expression or mobilization that might be perceived as running afoul of the state’s 

paternalistic Marxist-Leninist and socialist-authoritarian orientations and purposes. The 

Castros (especially Fidel, but less so recently for Raúl) seek to engender a political 

climate in which citizens would be either unwilling or unable to “plan to propose a 

political program or open a business.” As such, as Sánchez contends, the Castro 

governments, via decrees and policies, have asked “why do these people want freedom?” 

with regard to constituents. 
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 Sánchez (2010a, 7) does well to point out “[i]t is very curious that the sellers of 

the socialist Utopia only accept payment in freedom, and even more curious that they are 

the ones with the least faith in the human condition.” This could even be too kind to 

dictators like the Castros- it is entirely possible, perhaps even probable, that Raúl and 

(especially) Fidel have all the faith in the world that human beings have brilliant potential 

to assert their individuality and freedom. But the realization of such liberty could 

endanger the Castros’ absolute grip on essentially total power. This, to Fidel and Raúl, is 

inconceivable and impermissible. 

 Returning to Domínguez’s “The Performance of the Cuban Revolution: A 

Provisional Assessment” (1973, 205-7), the author noted “impressive gains in equality in 

enlightenment, skill, and wealth, vertically between social classes and horizontally 

between urban and rural areas.”46 Overall, Domínguez reported that “[g]rowth in 

revolutionary Cuba has occurred impressively on some values,” (notably with regard to 

enlightenment and skill), “but not wealth.”47 Additionally, citizens saw “gains toward 

more equality in well-being.” Domínguez noted areas where equality had not risen in 

early revolutionary Cuba: 

In power and rectitude, there has been a considerable degree of 

centralization in the hands of the government. Competing groups are 

illegitimate. Decisions are centralized in few hands, often those of Fidel 

                                                 
46 Domínguez (205) defined power as “the participation in decisions about severe sanctions or the capacity 

to change the probability of outcomes,” enlightenment as “knowledge, insight, and access to information,” 

skill as “proficiency in the practice of any arts and crafts, in trades, or professions,” wealth as “income, 

including both goods and services,” well-being as encompassing “both health and safety,” and rectitude as 

“moral values: virtue, goodness, righteousness, etc.”  
47 Domínguez noted that “university trained personnel per population” did not experience growth in skill. 
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Castro alone. The conclusion seems inescapable that equality on these two 

values has declined sharply. 

Domínguez reported that “[o]f the four modes of value enjoyment” (listed as security, 

liberty, equality, and growth), “the government has been willing to sacrifice liberty.” 

Additionally, while initially the Cuban revolutionary government appeared “committed to 

growth, equality, and security,” shortly thereafter “the commitment to equality faded by 

the latter part of the 1960’s.” Given “[t]he inequality of rectitude and power,” “the 

increase in equality in the late 1960’s is limited to greater deference for women in the 

social sphere, and more economic equality.” 

 Nikki R. Keddie (from Hogan 1992, 155) captures the international economic 

mood of the late twentieth century when describing how “[a]fter 1989, moreover, the old 

regimes in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe were seen as good examples of how 

communism could ruin an economy;” it would appear that “[u]nder these circumstances, 

classical communism could hardly be a model for anyone.” 

 But even for Fidel Castro? At first, the Cuban leader refused to budge from his 

orthodoxy. “[T]he liberalizing policies of glasnost and perestroika emanating from 

Moscow that were beginning to splinter Marxist societies” in Europe motivated a resolute 

commitment to “ideological rigidity and social conformity” in Cuba, as Latell (2013, 24-

5) details: 

Fidel was digging in, closing down micro-entrepreneurs he savagely 

condemned as “neo-capitalist exploiters.” By any measure, their crimes 

were paltry. One offender he publicly denounced for selling chocolates in 

Havana’s Lenin Park; another, an itinerant artist, was guilty of sketching 
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caricatures of people for a few pesos; another collected odds and ends at 

the city dump and made costume jewelry to sell. They were criminal 

outsiders in Fidel’s view, exploiters and violators of the centrally planned 

economy. 

And yet, when the Soviet Union finally ceased to be a political entity and Havana 

stopped receiving essential Soviet economic subsidies, Castro had a choice to make; 

essentially, “the Cuban government found itself trapped in a real conflict between trying 

to maintain socialism without the Soviet subsidy or beginning to take into account the 

economic laws of the market” (Sánchez 2010a, 8). Nevertheless, eventually “relative 

sanity prevailed, along with the desire to stay in power” (not an insignificant factor when 

discussing Fidel Castro), “and the so-called ‘Special Period’ was decreed, in which some 

concessions would be made to ‘save the gains of the Revolution’” (Sánchez 2010a, 8). 

Commenting on these “economic troubles that began for Cuba with the collapse of the 

Soviet Union,” Moses (2000, 25) explains why the Special Period was so difficult for 

Cuba: 

Cuba is a heavily trade-dependent nation, and until the dramatic changes 

occurred in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, it had relied on its 

socialist brothers in those countries for most of its trade. Between 1989 

and 1992, Cuba lost about 70 percent of its imports and exports. Facing 

this void, the island had to scramble to find new trading partners.48 

                                                 
48 Moses could have (but was unlikely to, given her background as a U.S. Foreign Service Officer) 

specified as a further economically debilitating factor for Havana the economic embargo coming from the 

international financial titan just ninety miles north. 
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Therefore, “[i]n 1991, to respond to the new circumstances, Fidel Castro declared the 

beginning of the ‘Special Period in Time of Peace.’”49 Fuentes (quote in Brenner et al. 

2008, 349-50) designates this time as one of “terrifying political and economic solitude,” 

“the harshest economic crisis that the country had ever lived through.” With “the 

precipitous fall of the Soviet bloc” came a “resulting economic debacle and timid reforms 

within the socialist economic system” for Fidel’s system (Fernández 2003, 598). 

Ventures previously considered entirely anathema to the Fidelista model then 

came to fruition; “[j]ust a few years later, as the crisis worsened, the government felt 

obliged to introduce major economic changes—with immediate social repercussions—

changes never before imagined” (Brenner et al. 2008, 349-350).50 These dramatic 

“deviations from the socialist path” realized fundamental economic “changes that would 

allow the country to muddle through” the Special Period, as Moses (2000, 28-9) details: 

One major change occurred in 1993, when the State made it legal for 

ordinary citizens to hold dollars, an action that previously had resulted in 

imprisonment. People with family overseas could now use dollars sent to 

them by their relatives, and people fortunate enough to work for embassies 

or foreign businesses could earn dollar bonuses. 

The permissibility of the second currency—at first the American dollar and 

eventually the Cuban Convertible Peso—was significant (Sánchez 2010a, 8).51 

Previously, given the state “[p]aternalism [which] stripped citizens of their civic, family, 

                                                 
49 Moses (2000, 25-6) explains the name as such: “In wartime, citizens make sacrifices for their country. 

During the Special Period, people would have to go without many goods, as if they were in a war. They 

would have less fuel, less food, less clothing, less everything.” 
50 Amid all the -isms (communism, socialism, Marxism, Marxism-Leninism) perhaps the best term for the 

government under Fidel Castro is “Fidelista” or “Castroist.” 
51 See page 109. 
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and work responsibilities, as well as the responsibilities each person has to himself,” a 

sort of “barter trade between freedoms and privileges was institutionalized” (4). As a 

result, for Cuban citizens “[e]verything you received above and beyond the norm was not 

due to your own efforts or talent; rather it was a perk, a reward for obedience” (4). 

Sánchez (2010a, 4-5) illustrates such patronage: 

A telling example was the emergence of regulations for the distribution of 

household appliances. These could only be bought through certificates or 

vouchers given out at mass rallies, after commissions analyzed the work 

and social merits of each applicant. Workers would earn points depending 

on their unconditional ideological support, the number of “voluntary” 

hours they worked, and attendance at political events. The purchasing 

permits needed to obtain a fan, or a refrigerator even took into account 

participation in the wars in Angola and Ethiopia. Outside this system it 

was impossible to buy anything. The same method was used to assign 

housing and the chance to enjoy tourist facilities. Everything had to be 

paid for twice; once in real money at a subsidized price, and again with 

freedom, whether offered sincerely or not. 

 Given that second currency, Cubans could now “obtain material goods without 

continuing to pay in freedom and support for the government;” effectively, “[t]he dual 

monetary system changed the face of a country that, for decades, had established 

rationing or favoritism as the path to goods and services” (Sánchez 2010a, 8). As Moses 

(2000, 29) explains, “[t]o give Cubans a place to spend these newly acquired funds, the 

State allowed them access to certain special stores where goods were available only for 
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dollars,” locations which “had previously been reserved for diplomats and other 

foreigners residing in Cuba.” However, “[p]ermitting individual Cubans to hold dollars 

quickly led to the creation of a dollar or high-cost-peso economy that exists parallel to the 

established nonconvertible peso economy.” Cumulatively, “[a]ll of these economic steps 

gave birth to a fissure in Cuban society between the haves and the have-nots.” Moses 

noted in 2000 (29) that “[t]his gap may yet haunt the regime,” and it did until 2013 when 

the second currency was delegitimized by the state. These two decades of attempting to 

run an economy with more than one currency evidenced again how “the socialist goal of 

equality continues to be undermined by the State’s policies,” as Moses noted in 2000. 

In a move as astonishing, given the Cuban revolution’s economic history, as the 

precipitous fall of the Berlin Wall and the Soviet bloc that it had come to represent for 

decades, during this time the Castro government also “allowed the first signs of private 

enterprise, permitting people to become ‘self-employed’ in certain areas of the economy” 

(Moses 2000, 29). Notably, the government “accepted that there would be small private 

restaurants” (Sánchez 2010a, 8). Given the reality of the times, “[i]n 1994, to ease the 

food shortage and stimulate private production, Raul Castro pushed for the return of free, 

as opposed to State-run, agricultural markets where private vendors could sell produce 

for a profit” (Moses 2000, 29). Even though “[t]he idea had been tried briefly in 1986 and 

then abandoned,” Moses (2000, 29) details, Fidel’s younger brother “was pragmatic 

enough to realize that the country’s most important national security issue was feeding 

the people.” Although items were expensive, there “the people had a food source other 

than the State ration card and the dollar store” (29). Private enterprise, it would seem, had 

gingerly begun to take root in a habitat previously considered entirely inhospitable. 
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 Sánchez (2010a, 8) traces the line of geopolitical causes and effects that defined 

economic rights in the Castros’ Cuba from the 1990s to 2010. With the introduction of 

the second currency, even though “[t]he overprotective and authoritarian father that the 

Cuban state had become did not look kindly on its children’s ability to thrive outside its 

protection,” in reality “it could do little to stop them” due to the presence of that 

additional currency. Just the same, the Castro government did what it could to restrict 

economic independence: “[l]egal and law enforcement mechanisms were created to 

ensure that the misguided entrepreneurs did not accumulate too many material goods, 

which might lead to independence,” which, of course, was impermissible. 

 The advent of the “two-currency system” (BBC News 2013a) and legality of 

some private enterprise—one consequence of which was that “prostitution reappeared 

with a vengeance, with the obvious tolerance of the authorities” (Sánchez 2010a, 8)—

meant a slightly less controlling state apparatus, and “[a]s an indirect result of this 

‘slacking off’ in vigilance, anti-government activity increased significantly.” A palpable 

example of this upsurge was when “[s]ome 120 opposition organizations across the 

country decided to coordinate and celebrate an event called the ‘Cuban Council’ or 

‘Cuban Assembly’ (Concilio Cubano).” 

 The Cuban government would have none of that, and therefore “[h]ours before 

February 24, 1996, the event’s promoters were imprisoned, an unequivocal signal that 

tolerance had its limits” (Sánchez 2010a, 8). A second event would also torpedo any hope 

for continued economic freedom- the demise of two Brothers to the Rescue planes flying 

from south Florida over the Florida Straits, an “attack on unarmed civilian planes” 

(Moses 2000, 130-32). As Sánchez (2010a, 8) describes it, “[t]o make matters worse” for 
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human rights activists, “on the same day the Cuban military shot down two small planes 

from Florida, crewed by exiles supposedly trying to drop leaflets over Havana.” Moses 

(2000, 130), described the incident as “two Florida-based small airplanes [which] had 

been shot out of the air over international waters by Cuban MiG fighters.” She listed the 

Brothers’ professed purpose as seeking out would-be émigrés on rafts heading north from 

Cuba, but acknowledged that various people maintained “that the organization, which 

began as a purely humanitarian effort, had become more political and was trying to 

provoke opposition to Castro on the island” (131). Havana’s stance was unambiguous- 

Moses (133, italics in original) describes how “Fidel went so far as to tell Time magazine 

that he had ordered the downing” and the ever-evenhanded “Cuban media portrayed the 

Brothers to the Rescue planes as ‘pirate airships’ that were bent on terrorist actions,” also 

calling the planes “military aircraft.” Semantics and exaggeration aside, the most 

important takeaway from the incident was that “[t]hree Brothers to the Rescue planes left 

South Florida that day in February, but only one returned. Four people died” (131). 

 Various authors’ musings on Castro and the Cuban government’s motivation for 

shooting down the planes speak to what stimulates policy in Havana. Moses’ (2000, 134-

5) explanation for why Havana shot down the Brothers planes holds much water: 

Why, after successfully improving the island’s image internationally, 

would Fidel take such a confrontational course of action? I would say that 

he had three goals: He had to maintain the specter of the United States as 

the enemy, he had to divert attention from the activities of Concilio 

Cubano, and he had to rein in the population, which was gaining some 

economic independence and beginning to speak openly of change. 
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 Indeed, at this point in 1996, “there were rumors that U.S-Cuba relations might be 

improving” (Moses 2000, 135). Moses points out four pieces of evidence suggesting this. 

First, “[t]he two nations had a working agreement on migration.” Second, American 

“[c]ongressmen and a variety of delegations were visiting the island.” Third, “[a]cademic 

visitors, including student groups, were establishing contact with universities.” Finally, 

with the Cuban government now permitting remittances and the possession of the 

American dollar, “Cubans living abroad were visiting relatives all over the island, 

spreading wealth, and inevitably carrying the influence of the outside world” (135), a 

world in which by this point in the twentieth century, “[c]ommunism clung to power only 

in Cuba and North Korea” (Gaddis 1998, 190).  

 Moses (2000, 135) does well to point out that “[i]f this interaction continued, 

Fidel could lose his scapegoat—the United States and its economic embargo.” This 

crutch, one of the most useful tools in Fidel’s considerable arsenal of propaganda, was 

essential; “[w]ithout an external enemy, he would have no place to put the blame for 

economic difficulties.” Theresa Bond (2003, 118-19) concurred, noting that “Castro has 

deliberately acted to spoil rapprochement in the past.” Immediately previous to Castro’s 

decisions to sabotage both the Concilio Cubano’s rendezvous and the Brothers’ flights, 

the American “Congress was expected to reject the Helms-Burton Act, which aimed to 

tighten sanctions on Cuba.” But “Castro’s shootings and jailings helped ensure the 

opposite result: the act passed.” Havana kept its scapegoat intact. 

The passage of the Helms-Burton Act coincided with the political ascension of 

Venezuela’s Hugo Chávez, another bombastic Latin American leftist, and the arrival of 

“the considerable financial and energy resources he put into the hands of the Cuban 
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government” (Sánchez 2010a, 8).52 The efforts of human rights activists endeavoring to 

affect a greater respect for economic freedom on the island were temporarily for naught 

as “the small openings began to shrink,” dramatically exemplified by the squelched 

Concilio Cubano rendezvous when it “was abruptly rounded up” by the ruling elite 

(Sánchez 2010a, 8; Bond 2003, 119). Sánchez summarized the economic freedom, or 

lack thereof, that came to pass in Cuba as a result of the tumultuous developments of 

early 1996: “[t]here would be no new licenses for self-employment, and a pack of 

inspectors fell on the private restaurants, forcing the majority of them to close.” Anne-

Marie Garcia (2013a) explained that the restaurants had served their purpose: “In the 

1990s, Cubans were allowed to open private restaurants to ease the pain of a severe 

economic crisis; when the worst had passed, authorities regulated the eateries practically 

out of existence until they were revived under the recent reforms.” 

In 2006, the best development for the furthering of economic rights in Cuba 

finally came to pass- Fidel Castro ceded power, “forced, following debilitating surgeries, 

to provisionally yield the presidency to his brother Raúl in July 2006, and to definitively 

step down in February 2008” (Latell 2013, 34). Certainly, “[t]he news of Fidel Castro’s 

retirement for health reasons offered a ray of hope” as Raúl “declared the need for 

structural changes” to the Cuban governmental apparatus (Sánchez 2010a, 8-9). 

In the immediate short term significant change was still absent. Sánchez (2010a, 

9) summarizes how “by the end of his first year in office as president of the Council of 

State, [Raúl’s] measures were only cosmetic, such as allowing Cubans to have cell 

phones, stay in tourist hotels, and purchase DVD players and computers,” changes to 

                                                 
52Helms-Burton passed in 1996 (Schoultz 2009, 503). 



113 

 

Fidel’s policies that at that point “only served to alert the rest of the world to the absurd 

limitations faced by Cuban citizens in their own country.” Catholic Cardinal Jamie 

Ortega did well to point out in 2003 that “[a]lthough education and health care are free in 

Cuba, wages do not generally adjust to the cost of living” (Brenner et al. 2008, 337). 

Nonetheless, in 2010 Fidel’s younger brother initiated “the beginning of sweeping 

economic reforms, including the elimination of a million public sector jobs, the easing of 

restrictions on private enterprise, and the first Communist Party Congress since 1997” 

(Moreno, Brady, and Ribar 2011, 3). As described by Freedom House (2012a, italics in 

original), 2011 also brought notable transformations as well, all signifying an 

“incremental relaxation of economic restrictions on individuals.” During 2011, “[t]he 

number of self-employment licenses increased from 157,000 in October 2010 to over 

338,000 in September 2011.” Furthermore, “[i]n September, the authorities approved 

three additional activities for private employment, and lowered taxes and eased 

regulations on others, as a way to incentivize growth in the cuentapropista (self-

employment) sector.” A month later, “the government authorized Cubans to buy and sell 

privately owned cars as well as new vehicles, though strict regulations limit the ability of 

most citizens to participate.” Further signifying that economic freedom was gaining 

ground in Raúl as opposed to Fidel’s Cuba, “a decree that took effect in November 

allowed Cubans to buy and sell houses without prior government approval, opening up 

the prospect of a real-estate market for the first time in 50 years.” Writing for CNN.com 

in 2012, Sánchez maintained that “[t]he reforms carried out by Raúl Castro lack the speed 

and depth most people desire, but are heading in the irreversible direction of economic 

opening.” 
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Still, by 2011 substantial economic limitations were still in place. Unlike state 

entities, private citizens could not “enter into economic agreements with foreigners as 

minority partners” (Freedom House 2012a). Even though “[t]he Raúl Castro government 

has made the fight against corruption a central priority, with long sentences for both high-

placed Cuban nationals and foreign businessmen who are convicted of economic crimes,” 

entrenched corruption was “a serious problem, with a culture of illegality shrouding the 

mixture of limited private enterprise and a vast state-controlled economy” (Freedom 

House 2013a). Additionally, penalties stayed substantial for both “regime critics or those 

who do not comply with economic restrictions,” fomenting “high levels of distrust, 

fostered by the constant fear of denouncement by neighbors to authorities,” exemplified 

by one citizen’s claim that “[e]veryone watches you here…[i]f it’s not the government, 

it’s the neighbors who immediately alert the authorities when someone arrives” (quoted 

in Moreno, Brady, and Ribar 2011, 12). 

Just the same, recent years have seen marked relaxation of restrictions on 

economic freedom. An August 2013 report from BBC Mundo (2013a) described how “at 

the end of 2010, the government approved 178 categories of self-employment, which 

were then increased to 181,” listing as most prevalent among these “food sales, 

transportation, street vendors, and housing rentals.” Private agribusiness benefited from 

eased regulations, and in 2013 small-scale farmers could do business with tourism 

entities and hotels (Associated Press 2013a). That same year, the government permitted 

public tourist enterprises to work with the private sphere, when “[p]reviously, state-run 

tour operators were supposed to deal only with government hotels, guides and eateries” 

(Associated Press 2013b). Additionally, Cuban professional athletes were freed to ply 
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their trades abroad- although not before seeking permission first (Castillo and Oppmann 

2013). The town of Mariel “is being transformed into a huge, modern, $900 million port 

and special commercial” area (Rodriguez 2013a). Rodriguez reported that Cuba’s 

“Communist authorities expect Mariel to become a center for foreign investment.” 

It is hard to overstate the significance of the expansions to economic freedom that 

took place in Cuba in 2013, certainly the most dramatic changes in all the years a man 

with the surname “Castro” has held power (Iyer 2013, 69-71). The Washington Office on 

Latin America (WOLA) captured the degree to which the economic culture has changed 

on the island- and the degree to which the revolutionary elite now at least tacitly permit 

the discussion of said economic culture (Thale and Goerdt 2013): 

[I]n a letter read in churches on Sunday, September 15, the Cuban 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference praised the economic reforms that have 

taken place on the island and called for a concurrent “updating” of the 

political system. 

The government’s reaction, or lack thereof, spoke volumes: 

[T]he official state-run media has not mentioned the letter, making it 

difficult to gauge the official reaction. This is significant in and of itself. 

The Bishops’ Conference released its last pastoral letter in 1993 in the 

midst of a serious economic crisis; the letter openly questioned the 

government’s monopoly on power and centralized economic policies. The 

state responded with fierce criticism. Editorials in the official media 

referred to the missive as a “stab in the back” and accused the bishops of 
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“conspiracy” against the Cuban people. Given such a precedent, no news 

may be good news. 

WOLA also provided one of the best synopses of contemporary changes within the 

Cuban economic climate: 

Over the past several years, President Raúl Castro has overseen a wide 

range of economic reforms that are designed to move Cuba away from a 

heavily centralized, state-run economy and toward a more mixed 

economy, with plans to move as much as 40 percent of the work force into 

the private sector. While these reforms have happened more slowly than 

planned and Cuban officials have insisted that the one-party system is not 

up for debate, small but real changes have begun to occur in Cuban 

society. 

 They certainly have, and compared to the complete intransigence that the Cuban 

government showed when confronting any hint of a desire for economic independence 

from the populace, the transformations of recent years have been positively brisk. Once 

the cantankerous and stubborn Fidel was no longer in charge, change was almost 

inevitable. According to an Associated Press report (2013c), the government has now 

permitted private individuals to charge others to use their home phones; similar legalized 

chartering with regard to internet use will eventually happen as well. As the Associated 

Press report details, “[m]any domestic land lines are not equipped for making long-

distance and international calls, though they can receive them.” Anyone renting out their 

telephone “will have to charge the same as what state telecom monopoly Etecsa charges 

customers, with the company paying them a commission.” For anyone looking to use a 
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friend’s phone to call beyond the island’s shores, “[i]nternational rates in Cuba can run as 

high as several dollars a minute.” Internet access remains restricted, however. Even 

though the government has “opened more than 200 public cyber-cafes across the island,” 

rates run around $4.50 hourly, a charge decidedly prohibitive, as Freedom House 

(Moreno, Brady, and Ribar 2011) reports as well. Even though approximately 11 million 

people live in Cuba, citizens only have “1.2 million fixed phone lines and 1.8 million 

cellphones” (Associated Press 2013c).  

 The proliferation of technology on the island, and citizens’ slowly flowering 

accessibility to it, is typical of many recent reforms in Cuba: “two steps forward, one step 

back” after having started from basically scratch (Garcia 2013a). Regarding citizens’ 

newfound ability to legally rent out the use of their phones, just “[a]s with a number of 

the 200 or so areas of independent economic activity now allowed under President Raul 

Castro’s reforms, the resolution seems geared toward regulating and taxing activities that 

are already common in the informal economy” (Associated Press 2013c). To cite two 

examples, numerous citizens had “already let neighbors use their phones for a fee,” while 

“a black market for the sale of dial-up Internet minutes” thrived (2013c). This all takes 

place in an environment in which the government maintains that “only 2.9 percent of 

Cubans say they have access to the full Web, though the real figure is believed to be 

higher accounting for the black market.” That said, “[m]ore Cubans do have access to a 

domestic Intranet where they can browse homegrown websites and send and receive 

email.” Residential internet connections remain heavily constrained; still, “authorities 

have said they intend to begin offering them to the wider public” in 2014. 
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 Late 2013 also brought the merciful end to an idea that only the most obstinate 

and antiquated Marxist-Leninist (i.e., Raúl Castro’s older sibling) could ever publicly 

claim as feasible economic policy: the two-currency system (BBC News 2013a; Orsi 

2013a). Fidel Castro’s opinion of money—and thus, the gist of Cuban state policy with 

regard to money during his years in power—is well established by three quotes from 

Fidel: 

- “[C]learly and definitely we must say that we propose to eliminate all 

manifestations of private trade!” (1968; quoted in Szulc 2002, 609) 

- “[I]t is absolutely necessary to de-mythicize money and not to 

rehabilitate it. In fact, we plan to abolish it totally.” (1967; quoted in Szulc 

2002, 609) 

- “The Revolution is going to establish all necessary controls. We are not a 

capitalist country, where everything is left to chance.” (Made between 

2003 and 2005; quoted in Castro and Ramonet 2009, 597) 

In 2013 no other nation printed two forms of legal tender, “a bizarre system that 

even President Raul Castro acknowledges is hamstringing the island’s socialist economy 

and must be scrapped” (Orsi 2013a). Previously, “[t]he more valuable convertible peso 

(CUC) was reserved for use in the tourism sector and foreign trade,” but as of late 2013, 

“its value will be gradually unified with the lower-value CUP, ending a system resented 

by ordinary Cubans” (BBC News 2013a). That system began in 1994, with the CUC 

“pegged to the US dollar and the other worth only a fraction of that” (BBC News 2013a). 

Once the Soviet Union’s economic patronage disappeared, as Orsi (2013a) notes, Havana 

decided “to reluctantly open the economy to tourism, while trying to insulate most 



119 

 

islanders from its capitalist effects.” Havana envisioned, or at least projected its hope, 

that “Canadian and European travelers would spend hard currency at government CUC 

shops catering almost exclusively to foreigners, while Cubans would keep living a 

socialist ideal in the other currency.” Havana effectively tried to save its economic cake 

while eating it at the same time, seeking “to receive hard currency needed for 

international trade from the outside world while insulating the rest of the communist 

economy from market influences” (Rodriguez 2013b). 

Naturally, as Orsi (2013a) writes, “[i]t hasn’t worked out that way.” Intended “to 

protect Cuba’s fragile economy,” the two-currency system “angered locals paid in the 

much lower-value CUP and denied access to goods only available for those with 

convertible pesos” (BBC News 2013a). Once the government “pulled back on subsidies 

that once covered almost all of islanders’ housing and food needs, people grew 

increasingly dependent on the added CUC income — moonlighting in the tourism 

industry or receiving remittances from relatives abroad” (Orsi 2013a). What the two-

currency system did accomplish was hasten and intensify “the creation of a two-tier class 

system in Cuba which divided privileged Cubans with access to the lucrative tourist and 

foreign-trade sectors from those working in the local economy - all-too-visibly 

contradicting Cuba’s supposedly egalitarian society” (BBC News 2013a). 

On December 20, 2012, Vice President Marino Murillo stated unequivocally that 

the CUC’s days were numbered, although he declined to specify an exact timeline 

(Rodriguez 2013b). Problematically, however, “for the most part, white-collar 

professionals are still excluded from the private sector” (Garcia 2013b). Writing two 
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months before the announced demise of the convertible peso, Orsi (2013a) details what 

this meant for professionals: 

The result is the upside-down wage structure where low-skill workers like 

hotel chamber maids earn more from travelers’ tips than professionals. A 

53-year-old doctor recently left the medical profession after 25 years 

because his $25-a-month salary was putting food on the table for just two 

days a month. He now helps his mother rent rooms to tourists paying in 

convertible pesos. 

 Nonetheless, recent years have seen an unmistakably dramatic increase in the 

legality of private enterprise in Cuba; the Associated Press quantified the increase when 

noting how “President Raul Castro has legalized small-scale private business in nearly 

200 fields since 2010 in an effort to rejuvenate Cuba’s economy” (Weissenstein 2013). 

This “limited opening” frequently goes hand-in-hand with “tighter regulations or higher 

taxes as private enterprise starts to compete with the government.” As Vice Minister of 

Culture Fernando Rojas stated to Juventud Rebelde, a Communist Party newspaper 

geared toward the island’s younger crowd, “What are we to do: prohibit or regulate? I 

believe in regulating, from a fundamental starting point: everybody complying with 

cultural policy” (quoted in Weissenstein 2013). 

Just the same, as Richard Feinberg of the Brookings Institution points out, 

“[t]here are those in the government who presumably want to see more private 

investment, consumers better served, and then there are those who represent traditional 

interests and industries,” adding that “[i]t’s a fascinating competition, and that 

competition will determine the future of Cuba” (quoted in Weissenstein 2013). An 
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example indicative of this dichotomy took place in Havana in the latter months of 2013, 

where nascent businesspeople for months had run small private movie and video game 

theaters by taking advantage of “ambiguities in licensing laws to transform cafes and 

children’s entertainment parlors into a new breed of private business unforeseen by recent 

official openings in the communist economy” (Weissenstein 2013). Garcia (2013b) 

explained at least part of the impetus behind starting such establishments, describing how 

“[p]rivate theaters have become increasingly popular as an alternative to poorly 

maintained state-run cinemas.” On November 2 government officials announced that 

these enterprises were unsanctioned, mandating immediate closure (Garcia 2013b). Given 

its history with and reaction to private enterprise since 1959, the government’s order was 

anything but surprising. 

 What happened next, however, was. A decidedly odd development took place- the 

government flinched, second-guessing itself. As Peter Orsi reported for the Associated 

Press (2013b), commentary in the newspaper Granma, the Communist Party’s principal 

print media outlet, both “acknowledged there was wide disapproval of the ban, and hinted 

it was being rethought.” Orsi noted how “[a]nalysts said the reversal could signal a 

greater willingness by the government to heed the desires of private entrepreneurs and 

their customers, as well as their growing influence in a country where the government 

still controls as much as about 80 percent of the economy.” One of the analysts Orsi cited 

was Philip Peters, president of the Cuba Research Center. Peters maintained that “Raul 

Castro’s government does not view these entrepreneurs as a necessary evil … They’re 

viewed as necessary to the economy” (quoted in Orsi 2013b). Another expert on Cuban 

affairs, University of Denver economist Arturo Lopez-Levy, stated that the Cuban 
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government’s reconsideration with regard to the private theaters “gives a bit of a measure 

of how the Communist Party is changing its prior arrogance, where (authorities) dictate 

what’s best and there’s no other choice but to accept it” (quoted in Orsi 2013b). 

 After becoming president, Raul Castro instituted some changes speedily, such as 

allowing citizens to use cell phones and computers and permitting Cubans to visit their 

own tourist hotels (Orsi 2013c). Other amendments took longer to materialize, as Raúl 

Castro “waited three years to announce more fundamental changes, including an embrace 

of limited forms of free market capitalism” (Orsi 2013c). Indubitably, “as more and more 

islanders go into business for themselves under President Raul Castro’s economic 

reforms, the ethos of capitalism is increasingly seeping into Cuban daily life, often in 

stark conflict with fundamental tenets of the Cuban Revolution” (Rodriguez 2013c). 

Rodriguez (2013c) highlighted this conflict when taking the temperature of the free 

market in Cuba in late 2013: 

The free market is still limited in Cuba, but already it is altering lives and 

reshaping attitudes in palpable ways. Some fear — and others hope — that 

values anathema to a half-century of Communist rule are taking root more 

with each passing day: It’s OK to make money, within limits; workers can 

reap the benefits of their own labor directly, instead of seeing it 

redistributed; individual enterprise is rewarded. 

One entrepreneur summed up the changing economic climate by averring how “[i]t’s a 

very positive thing, but some Cubans are having difficulty understanding that now not 

everything depends on the state” (quoted in Rodriguez 2013c). 
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 Just the same, the government has not altered its unwavering message that “state 

guarantees of free education, health care and other things are sacrosanct” (Rodriguez 

2013c). The government’s tone has communicated its stance that “the reforms aim to 

perfect socialism, not embrace capitalism” (Rodriguez 2013c). The announcement in 

Granma that initially outlawed the private theaters stressed how the government “will 

keep advancing decidedly in the updating of the Cuban economic model” (quoted in 

Garcia 2013b). 

 In October 2013, after noting that “[y]ou can find just about anything at El Curita 

marketplace in gritty central Havana” (open economic availability that was hardly 

existent in Fidel’s time), Anne-Marie Garcia (2013a) reported how soon “it could all be 

over as authorities begin enforcing a new law banning the private sale of imported 

goods.” Essentially, Cuba is endeavoring “a significant opening to limited private 

enterprise — even as it swears it won’t abandon socialism” (Garcia 2013a). In December 

2013, the state announced that it would relax lending regulations for private 

entrepreneurs (Associated Press 2013d). That same month the government also nixed the 

requirement for citizens to acquire a permit from the state in order to purchase 

contemporary cars from municipal vendors (BBC News 2013b), a prerequisite that had 

“sharply restricted the number of people allowed to buy vehicles from the state” 

(Rodriguez 2013d). Prior to 2011, citizens were banned from selling vehicles made after 

1959, the Cuban revolution’s first year (BBC News 2013b). Nevertheless, as of 

December 2013, the state still maintained a monopoly over the imported car market, and 

the country does not manufacture cars (Rodriguez 2013d).  
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 Under Raul Castro, the respect for economic rights and free enterprise in Cuba 

has gradually grown, at times at a plodding pace. According to Philip Peters, the number 

of nongovernmental employees in the workforce has increased roughly three-fold since 

the economic reforms took effect (Orsi 2013b), while Garcia (2013a) cited the same 

number when reporting in October 2013 that “[s]ome 436,000 Cubans are running or 

working for private small businesses under President Raul Castro’s package of social and 

economic reforms begun in 2010.” Two months later the Associated Press (2013d) 

updated that figure, writing that “[t]he number of islanders working for themselves has 

stalled for the past two years at about 444,000 — or 9 percent of the workforce.” Even 

though, as Garcia (2013a) describes, some decry that “the list of nearly 200 approved 

areas of independent employment is too short, it continues to expand,” noting that on 

“[t]he same day the ban on selling imports was announced, authorities OKed 18 more 

professions including blacksmiths, welders and real estate agents.” Garcia impeccably 

described current economic reforms in Cuba: “[t]ogether, the measures recall previous 

policies that critics describe as two steps forward, one step back.” Rodriguez (2013d) 

provided a similarly comprehensive summary of the recent transformations within the 

Cuban economy: 

President Raul Castro has been slowly allowing private enterprise into 

Cuba’s state-controlled economy and reducing the number and complexity 

of economic regulations in recent years, often opening a sector but 

imposing new restrictions when officials start to feel changes are 

happening too quickly or creating unexpected problems. 
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Following “decades of Marxist preaching that all Cubans should share the same 

fate,” many citizens now have the opportunity to “talk excitedly about determining their 

own fate through hard work” (Rodriguez 2013c). After decades during which “Cubans 

were guaranteed cradle-to-grave housing, food, health care and government jobs, 

regardless of performance” (Orsi 2013c) and “decades of being urged to report any black 

market activity in their neighborhoods, some Cubans now find themselves looking at 

their neighbors’ legal businesses and worrying that they’re falling behind” (Rodriguez 

2013c). Incredibly enough, Fidel Castro’s younger brother “has championed limited free-

market reforms since taking the reins of power from his brother Fidel in 2008,” a 

statement that for decades would have been laughably implausible (BBC News 2013b). 

In a July 2013 article in Time magazine creatively and appropriately titled “Cuban 

Evolution,” Pico Iyer (71) wrote that “[f]ree enterprise may be breaking out on every 

side, but for now it’s very hard to see it in the dark,” an accurate appraisal. With regard to 

economic freedoms in Raul Castro’s Cuba as 2013 passed into 2014, Philip Peters’ 

statement in “A Contemporary Cuba Reader” (Brenner et al. 2008, 145) regarding 

“models of ownership, organization, and production” in the Cuban agriculture industry 

holds true for models throughout the entire Cuban economy: “[t]he jury is still out on 

these questions.” 

As 2014 ended, self-employment licenses in the country reached 483,000, while 

the number of jobs in which it was legal to be self-employed hit 201 (Freedom House 

2015a). 2013 and 2014 also saw the sanctioning of “498 new nonagricultural 

cooperatives.”53 And restaurants were in the midst of a transformation, with the 

                                                 
53 347 “were actively doing business as of May 2015” (Freedom House 2016a). 
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government starting “to transfer the management of most of its restaurants and other 

minor retail services to the private and cooperative sectors, targeting nearly 13,000 state 

enterprises for the overhaul.” Nevertheless, Freedom House put an asterisk on the 

numbers, arguing that even though numbers had risen, “the extent of private employment 

opportunities remains limited, with almost no professional jobs included in the expanded 

list of legal self-employment occupations.” Furthermore, “[p]rivate credit and wholesale 

access to merchandise for the nonstate sector remain largely nonexistent, which also 

limits the expansion of private activity.” 

Qualitative Measurements- Freedom of Movement 

 Article 13 of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights states 

that “[e]veryone has the right to freedom of movement and residence within the borders 

of each state,” and that “[e]veryone has the right to leave any country, including his own, 

and to return to his country.” Commenting on this Article 13 in 1988, Garcia-Crews et al. 

(239) stated plainly the reality of the Cuban government’s respect for the right to freedom 

of movement in, into, and out of Cuba before Raul Castro’s post-2010 reforms: “[n]o 

such protection exists in Cuban law.” 

 Garcia-Crews et al. (1988, 239-41) cite Cuban law when backing up their 

assertion, listing how in 1988 “Article 216 of the Cuban Penal Code makes it a crime, 

punishable by one to three years in prison, to leave the country, or to carry out acts with 

the intention of leaving ‘without complying with the legal formalities.’” Garcia-Crews et 

al. explain further how “[w]hile nominally a procedural requirement, Article 216 serves 

as an absolute bar to emigration when applications are not processed.” Furthermore, 

“[m]any of those who have been critical of the government have difficulty in getting a 
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prompt response to their applications to emigrate, or are denied permission to leave.” 

Garcia-Crews et al. also detail restrictions on the right to seek asylum, limitations in 

violation of Article 14 of the Universal Declaration. Stating plainly “that there is no right 

to emigrate from Cuba,” Garcia-Crews et al. (1988, 241) summarized freedom of 

movement in Fidel Castro’s Cuba up until 1988 as such: “Cubans are permitted to leave 

only when the government decides, for its own reasons, to allow them to do so.” 

Roberto Luque Escalona (1992, 1, italics in original) starts the introduction to his 

The Tiger and the Children: Fidel Castro and the Judgment of History with a sharp 

denouncement of Havana’s lack of respect for the right to freedom of movement: 

Of all the human rights violations that the Cuban people have suffered 

over the last thirty years, the most severe arise from the fidelista regime’s 

restrictions on emigration. Such restrictions, which masquerade as laws, 

vest in the State the prerogative to permit or deny any citizen the right to 

leave his country and settle in another. What is worse -- if anything can 

conceivably be worse--these “laws” also enable the State to prevent any 

citizen from returning to his country, if he so wishes. 

 Garcia-Crews et. al (1988, 241) recommended how “[i]n order to conform to 

international standards, the right to emigrate, and to return, should become part of Cuban 

law.” That moment would not arrive for another fifteen years, five years after Fidel had 

abdicated the presidency to his younger brother. In an early 2010 Human Rights Watch 

report (2010a), the organization highlighted Decree 217, a legal statute mandating that 

“all Cuban citizens from outside of Havana must obtain government permission before 

moving to the capital.” The organization called it “a draconian law that restricts freedom 
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of movement,” detailing how government officials had “repeatedly threatened to force 

González Leiva and his wife and fellow rights defender Tania Maceda Guerra to leave 

Havana and move elsewhere on the island.” Human Rights Watch’s José Miguel Vivanco 

commented that “[t]he harassment of González Leiva offers further proof that the Raul 

Castro government is willing to do everything within its power to prevent human rights 

monitoring, including forcibly displacing the monitors themselves” (quoted in Human 

Rights Watch 2010a). 

Amnesty International’s 2010 “Annual Report” on Cuba took on a similar tone, 

noting how “[r]estrictions on freedom of movement prevented journalists and human 

rights and political activists from carrying out legitimate and peaceful activities” (2010, 

2). In its “Freedom in the World 2012” country report on Cuba, Freedom House (2012a) 

detailed how during 2011 “[f]reedom of movement and the right to choose one’s 

residence and place of employment are severely restricted.” The organization’s “Freedom 

in the World 2015” country report on Cuba (Freedom House 2015a) echoed this nearly 

verbatim, but dropped the word “severely.” 

In an article for BBC Mundo published in July 2012, Sarah Rainsford both 

outlined the post-1959 history and further updated the current status of freedom of 

movement in Cuba. She noted the Cuban government’s original motivation for 

suppressing said freedom; that according to Havana, “it closed its borders shortly after 

the revolution as a matter of national security: the U.S.A., only 90 miles (145 km) away, 

was the base of a strong opposition to the Castro regime.” Even with the passage of more 

than a half century, in 2012 Cubans had to seek the government’s approval to travel 

beyond, emigrate from, and return to the country. Furthermore, time spent abroad 
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exceeding eleven months resulted in forfeiture of residence. The economic cost of travel 

in 2012 was effectively prohibitive as well: 

Those who hope to travel need a letter of invitation from the person whom 

they wish to visit (cost, US $200) and permission to abandon their place of 

work. For people in the professional ranks, that means a letter signed by 

an official. They also need US $150 for the permit to leave, more than 

seven times the average monthly salary. 

 Rainsford (2012) noted that in August 2011, “Raúl Castro confirmed that Cuban 

migration policy would alter, in part because, according to what he said, some regulations 

that were justified in 1959, ‘to defend the revolution,’ no longer had reason for being.” 

Nevertheless, by mid-2012 freedom of movement was not yet a reality in Cuba. 

 Reviewing 2012, Amnesty International’s 2013 “Annual Report” on Cuba 

discussed the improved freedom of movement afforded Cuban citizens in late 2012, 

along with remaining impediments (1): 

In October, the government announced changes to the Migration Law that 

facilitate travel abroad, including the removal of mandatory exit visas. 

However, a series of requirements – over which the government would 

exercise discretion – could continue to restrict freedom to leave the 

country. 

Human rights activists’ efforts to exercise their right to move about were notably 

curtailed, Amnesty International reported: “activists travelling from the provinces to 

Havana were frequently detained,” and “[p]olitical opponents, independent journalists 

and human rights activists were routinely denied visas to travel abroad.” 
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 On October 16, 2012, Granma announced that as of January 14, 2013, neither 

authorization to travel nor an invitation from abroad would be necessary to move beyond 

Cuba’s borders (Brumfield 2012). Simply a passport paired with the destination country’s 

entry visa would be enough to journey past Cuban shores. Travelers would be permitted 

to reside overseas for two years, and “[d]octors and other professionals who the 

government said owed Cuban society for their training will also be able to take advantage 

of the looser restrictions” (Oppmann 2013). However, “officials have said military 

officials, who might possess government secrets, and sports stars, who could earn a 

fortune overseas compared with their salaries in Cuba, will still face added restrictions” 

(Oppmann 2013). Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2015” country report on 

Cuba positively reviewed the change in migration policy, specifying that even with “legal 

language that leaves much arbitrary discretion in state hands, the law’s relatively broad 

implementation represents a dramatic step forward in restoring travel rights” (Freedom 

House 2015a). 

 The government reported that foreign travel in 2013 increased 35 percent after 

Havana liberalized its regulations on freedom of movement (Associated Press 2013e). In 

a January 17, 2014 update on Cubans’ movement, Peter Orsi wrote that with the demise 

of the exit visa, a “requirement that for five decades had made it difficult for most 

islanders to go abroad,” citizens were as a result moving across the Cuban border “in 

record numbers.” While “[t]he much-hated measure was long justified as necessary to 

prevent brain drain as scientists, doctors, athletes and other skilled citizens were lured 

away from the Communist-run nation by the promise of capitalist riches,” Orsi noted that 

while “[s]ome” Cubans departed the country, “there's no sign of the mass exodus that 
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some feared.” Still, he predicted that a rise in emigration would result from the new travel 

law. Nevertheless, Orsi listed how “[t]here are still barriers to travel, such as affording 

the cost of airfare and the difficulty of obtaining visas from countries that view Cubans as 

possible immigrants.”  

 Both Orsi (2014) and Yoani Sánchez (2014a) commented on how changes in 

migratory laws affected dissidents. Sánchez asserted that the reforms were anathema to 

the elder Castro’s long-term policies: 

When immigration reform was enacted in January 2013, the new ability to 

travel without major restrictions eased social unrest. But dozens of 

dissidents and activists are now able to attend international conferences 

where only official representatives were allowed before. What Fidel 

Castro had prevented for decades began to happen. 

Yoani Sánchez herself visited various countries as a result of the reform (Forero 2013). 

Orsi (2014) made a similar assertion, writing that numerous dissidents had “gone 

overseas to claim international human rights prizes and publicly bash President Raul 

Castro’s government,” adding that a dissident’s only impediment to a passport was an 

unresolved legal situation. Orsi quoted Berta Soler of the Ladies in White dissident 

group, who said that by traveling “to places where there is freedom, where there is 

democracy,” they could communicate “the reality of the Cuban people.” 

 And yet dissidents’ newfound ability to leave Cuba has not yet resulted in a 

watershed moment for their message, Orsi said, maintaining that “[d]issidents are coming 

and going and raising their international profiles — and money — but there has been 

little impact on their limited ability to effect political change back home” (2014). He 
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wrote that dissidents still “face an uphill climb to raise their profile back home, where 

they are largely unknown and ignored by state-run media.” Orsi quoted Baruch College 

professor Ted Henken, who agreed: “there’s still a brick wall in terms of control of the 

mass media and public spaces.” 

 Cubans’ right to freedom of movement has received a greater degree of respect 

from the government in recent years, especially when compared to how Fidel Castro’s 

government treated citizens’ migratory rights. Lamenting “the non-belligerent character 

of victims who only wished to express the natural desire of every man and woman to flee 

from where he is not esteemed or respected,” Roberto Luque Escalona (1992, 1-2) 

stressed his belief “that migratory restrictions are the worst crime committed against our 

people.” And the restrictions are not gone; BBC News (2015c) reported that “Cuba has 

reinstated restrictions on doctors leaving the island to work in the United States and other 

countries.” To go to another country, doctors would need “to apply for a special permit.” 

John Lewis Gaddis (1994, 183) wrote in his The United States and the End of the 

Cold War: Implications, Reconsiderations, Provocations, that “it appears to be more and 

not less difficult than in the past to keep people from crossing borders against the will of 

governments.” He then goes on to cite two long-term historical case studies: “[n]or, as the 

examples of Vietnam and East Germany suggest, is coercion very effective any longer in 

keeping populations from fleeing political repression and economic stagnation.”  

Qualitative Measurements- Freedom of the Press 

 Freedom House’s “Freedom of the Press 2006” country report on Cuba denoted 

how “[t]he constitution prohibits private ownership of media and allows free speech and 

press only if they ‘conform to the aims of a Socialist society’” (Freedom House 2006). 
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The 1976 Cuban constitution—taking into account the 1978, 1992 and 2002 reforms—

explicitly mentions the press in Article 53 of Chapter VII, which covers “rights, duties 

and fundamental guarantees” (Georgetown University Political Database of the 

Americas, 1995-2011): 

Citizens are recognized freedom of word and press according to the aims 

of the socialist society. The material conditions for its exercise are given 

by the fact that the press, radio, television, movies and other means of 

mass dissemination are of state or social property and cannot be object, in 

any case, of private property, which assures its use to the exclusive service 

of the working people and in the interest of society. 

Within A Contemporary Cuba Reader (Brenner et al. 2008, 390), María López 

Vigil wrote about her experience asking various Cuban journalists about prostitution on 

the island. The four answers Vigil quotes are indicative of what journalism became under 

Fidel Castro’s government: 

 - “With the revolution, prostitution was eradicated in Cuba and this is something 

else.” 

 - “Fidel has not spoken at length about this issue.” 

 - “Discussing the subject would actually promote it.” 

- “The whole thing overwhelms me; I wouldn’t even know what to say about it, so 

better I say nothing.” 

Vigil summarizes the “symptomatic” responses well: “[a]ll these Cuban arguments lead 

journalism to silence.” 
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  In the Castros’ Cuba, as Yoani Sánchez notes (2010a, 6), “[f]reedom of 

expression came to be considered ‘freedom of the bourgeois press.’” Soon after Castro’s 

revolution took hold in January 1959, the new government shackled freedom of the press 

(3):  

At the beginning of the revolution, the abolition of freedoms found a 

favorable climate in the unthinking enthusiasm that engulfed almost the 

whole nation and led it to sign a blank check payable to one person only: 

Fidel Castro. In the name of that vote of confidence, used ad nauseum by 

the “Maximum Leader,” within a short time political parties and all the 

institutions of civil society were swept away. Newspapers, radio, and 

television ended up under the control of the state. The same fate befell the 

theaters, art galleries, movie houses, libraries, bookstores, and any entity 

that might have an opportunity to generate information or opinion. 

Leycester Coltman described in his The Real Fidel Castro (2003, 165) what he termed 

“the beginning of the end of press freedom.” It came in January 1960- “a requirement that 

newspapers should print a ‘clarification’ by the printers’ union to articles which they 

considered inaccurate or tendentious.” 

Margaret Short quoted the Miami Herald’s Alfonso Chardy, writing in 1983, in 

her Law and Religion in Marxist Cuba (1993, 95): “There is no freedom of the press. The 

government-controlled media are ‘an instrument of the ideological struggle,’ serving only 

to advance and support official policy, propaganda, and doctrine.” Short also quotes (72) 

a 1965 Lee Lockwood interview with Fidel Castro, and the Cuban leader’s answers 

poignantly addressed the dearth of press freedom halfway through the Cuban revolution’s 
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first decade. Lockwood pointed out that “there is extremely little criticism of any kind in 

the Cuban press,” adding that “[i]t seems to be an arm of the government” (quoted in 

Short). Castro did not deny the American’s assertion: 

Well, what you say is true. There is very little criticism. An enemy of 

Socialism cannot  write in our newspapers — but we don’t deny it, 

and we don’t go around proclaiming a hypothetical freedom of the press 

where it actually doesn’t exist, the way you people do. Furthermore, I 

admit that our press is deficient in this respect…. 

Lockwood deemed it an “atmosphere of inhibition” (quoted in Short 1993, 73). 

Castro maintained that “when we no longer live under these circumstances”—referencing 

Washington’s mortal threat to the Cuban revolution—“the causes that require severe 

measures will actually disappear” (quoted in Short 1993, 73). He did admit to Lockwood, 

however, the true status of press freedom in 1995 Cuba: 

We have a goal, a program, an objective to fulfill, and that objective 

essentially controls the activity of the journalists. I would say that it 

essentially controls the labor of all the intellectual workers. I am not going 

to deny it. 

Castro further stated that he would not try to claim that “we delude ourselves that, under 

the present circumstances, journalism can have any other function more important than 

that of contributing to the political and revolutionary goals of our country.” Responding 

to Lockwood’s assertion that “[b]y stifling critical comment, don’t you make it unlikely 

that you will hear any ideas but your own,” Castro then made a statement which reads all 

the more strangely when held up to the light of ensuring years of press inhibition: 
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I confess that those are themes which we have to pay attention to in the 

near future. Because other things have been occupying our attention, we 

have not been able to concern ourselves with such obvious deficiencies as 

these. 

The “obvious deficiencies” would persist well beyond 1965. Short (1993, 76-7) 

also quoted a 1985 Playboy interview with Castro. The magazine (quoted in Short) asked, 

“Could someone write against your system in your newspapers?” Castro’s answer was 

similarly blunt: “No, a counterrevolutionary cannot write in our newspapers. Against our 

system he cannot write.” Two decades later in his autobiography with Ignacio Ramonet 

(2009, 546), Castro resolutely denounced a liberal notion of press freedom: 

If what you call freedom of the press is the right to mount a 

counterrevolution and allowing Cuba’s enemies to speak and write freely 

against Socialism and against the Revolution, to write slanders and lies 

and create conditioned reflexes, I’d have to say that we are not in favour 

of that ‘freedom’. So long as Cuba is a country blockaded by the empire, 

the victim of iniquitous laws such as the Helms ̶ Burton Act and the Cuban 

Adjustment Act, a country threatened by the president of the United States 

himself, we can’t give that ‘freedom’ to our enemies and their allies, 

whose objective is to fight against Socialism’s very existence. 

Essentially since the inception of the Castro government in 1959, Havana has 

enforced a concept of journalistic freedom strongly antithetical to that of other western 

states. Tad Szulc wrote in his 2002 Fidel Castro biography that “[h]aving abolished the 

‘liberal bourgeois freedom of the press’ in the early 1960s, he could not learn much from 
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reading his own newspapers and magazines, and palace courtiers do not normally 

generate or deliver bad news” (618). Jacobo Timerman had a stricter denunciation in a 

1992 book when discussing Cuban news. Both when working as an editor in chief and 

publisher, Timerman had intended to expose his editors to a wide variety of news. Cuban 

“news,” however, proved to be of little use: “the material could seldom be used, since it 

was gross government propaganda, and perusing Granma, a newspaper I received 

sporadically, was simply a degradation of the act of reading” (27). Yoani Sánchez 

concurred via Twitter in Spanish on New Year’s Eve 2013: “Journalism, journalism… 

how many horrors have been committed in your name! A few are called ‘Granma.’” 

Notwithstanding Raul Castro’s claim to believe “that the genuinely free press is that 

which serves the freedom of the people” (quoted in Moses 2000, 117), María López Vigil 

accurately summarized the official Cuban press’ contribution to the nation (Brenner et al. 

2008, 390): 

The media preach a doctrine of what should be and offer neither 

information nor reflection about what is. The media are state authority’s 

loudspeaker, not a space in which society’s distinct actors are represented. 

Journalists are not society’s critical consciousness, they are the state’s 

uncritical pawns. They don’t conceive of critically supporting the system, 

only of unconditionally identifying with it. 

The reality of journalism in the Castro’s Cuba is that the government has essentially 

“controlled all media for five decades” (Rodriguez 2014a).  

Freedom House designated the country’s press as “not free” in its “Freedom of 

the Press 2002” country report on Cuba (the organization’s first such report), and 
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maintained that distinction every year through its “Freedom of the Press 2016” report 

(Freedom House 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007a, 2008a, 2009b, 2010b, 2011, 

2012d, 2013b, 2014c, 2015b, 2016e). The 2002 report noted that “[j]ournalists are either 

servants of the regime or, if outside the government propaganda apparatus, were 

increasingly subjected to beatings, harassment, and imprisonment in 2001” (Freedom 

House 2002). The 2003 report listed how “[i]t is illegal for journalists to express opinions 

contrary to those of the state, and laws against criticizing the government, the revolution, 

and its leaders are punishable by jail time” (Freedom House 2003). That same report 

additionally noted that in 2002 “the government prohibited the sale of personal computers 

to the general public in order to prevent the emergence of independent publications and to 

keep the Internet age further at bay.” The press in Cuba was “dependent on the state both 

for funding and for the right to operate.”  

Freedom House’s “Freedom of the Press 2004” country report on Cuba noted how 

“all reporting is controlled for ideological content, which must be in agreement with 

official government positions” (Freedom House 2004). The report described what would 

later be dubbed the “Black Spring”: 

On March 18, 2003, authorities arrested 27 independent journalists, all of 

whom were subsequently given sham trials and prison sentences of up to 

28 years on charges of collaborating with “imperialist interests.” Reporters 

Without Borders has since labeled Cuba “the world’s largest prison for 

journalists.” The spring crackdown took place in conjunction with the 

arrest of 50 dissident political activists, most of them prominent 

spokespeople for a citizens’ initiative for democratic reform, the Varela 
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Project. Consequently, the government has undone the small hints of 

progress toward press freedom in Cuba that had taken hold in 2002, when 

Jimmy Carter arrived on a state visit and gave an unprecedented live, 

nationally broadcast, televised speech offering praise of the dissident 

movement and independent press. Governments and human rights 

advocacy groups worldwide, including many prominent European leaders, 

joined in strongly condemning the arrests of these journalists and 

democratic activists by Castro’s government. 

The 2004 report did note that “[a] few isolated independent journalists remain, but their 

situation is precarious, and they must practice self-censorship to avoid imprisonment.” 

 A July 2007 report titled “Ideals vs. Reality – Human Rights and US Foreign 

Policy: The Cases of Azerbaijan, Cuba, and Egypt” (Windsor 2007) delivered before the 

Subcommittee on International Organizations, Human Rights and Oversight of the U.S. 

House Foreign Affairs Committee updated the status of the autonomous press and the 

considerable pitfalls it faced. Journalists unaffiliated with the state dealt with “a targeted 

campaign of intimidation by the government, which uses Ministry of Interior agents to 

infiltrate and report on this critical but largely isolated element of Cuban society,” 

according to the report (7): 

Independent journalists, particularly those associated with a dozen small 

news agencies established outside state control, have been subjected to 

continued repression, including jail terms of hard labor and assaults by 

state security agents. 
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 The report also raised the issue of internet access, described as “heavily restricted 

and monitored within Cuba” (Windsor 2007, 7). The report cited dissident Guillermo 

Fariñas’ 2006 hunger strike seeking access. Freedom House’s “Freedom of the Press 

2007” country report on Cuba indicated that “less than 2 percent of the population was 

online in 2006” (Freedom House 2007). Its “Freedom of the Press 2008” country report 

on Cuba expounded on limits to Cubans’ technological freedoms (Freedom House 

2008a). Both holding and handing out overseas publications were banned. Satellite 

television was, too. Five years in prison threatened anyone illegally logging onto the 

internet, with twenty years possible for the author of an article that was deemed 

antigovernment on an overseas website. In 2007, under two percent of the country went 

online. Before June 1, having a DVD player was against the law.54 

 Still, the “Freedom of the Press 2008” country report on Cuba was not devoid of 

some positive trends (Freedom House 2008a). The report listed “a decrease in 

governmental harassment of journalists” in 2007, although it then immediately noted that 

“state security agents continued to threaten, arrest, detain, imprison, and restrict the right 

of movement of local and foreign journalists throughout the year.” It also reported that 

“[o]n a positive note, the growing number of blogs allow Cubans to more freely express 

their opinions.” One was Generacion Y, made by Yoani Sánchez in April 2007 (Freedom 

House 2009b). February 2008 brought over one million visitors to the site. Still, Freedom 

House reported that “[i]t is estimated that 2.1 percent of the Cuban population has regular 

access to the global internet and 11.5 percent can access the Cuban intranet.” 

                                                 
54 “Freedom of the Press 2008” covered the year 2007 (Freedom House 2008c). 
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 Freedom House’s “Freedom of the Press 2008” country report on Cuba (Freedom 

House 2008a) included a damning indictment of press freedom in Cuba, a charge that 

would reappear in near exact terms in every report since: 

[L]aws criminalizing “enemy propaganda” and the dissemination of 

“unauthorized news” are used to restrict freedom of speech under the 

guise of protecting state security. Insult laws carry penalties of three 

months to one year in prison, with sentences of up to three years if the 

president or members of the Council of State or National Assembly are the 

objects of criticism. The 1997 Law of National Dignity, which provides 

for jail sentences of 3 to 10 years for “anyone who, in a direct or indirect 

form, collaborates with the enemy’s media,” is aimed at independent news 

agencies that send their material abroad. 

Freedom House (2009b) reported that “[d]espite significant government 

restrictions and the continued imprisonment of 22 journalists, the authorities relaxed 

restrictions on the purchase of communications technology in 2008.” It was now easier to 

buy televisions, computers, and recording devices. Still, going online was a rarity for the 

average Cuban: 

While accessing the internet remains both logistically difficult and 

prohibitively expensive for most Cubans, some small improvements have 

been made. Starting at the end of March, Cubans were allowed to go into 

hotels with global internet connections, which were previously open only 

to foreigners. 

The country had one internet access provider: ETECSA.   
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 2010 saw the release of 17 journalists along with the majority of those imprisoned 

during the Black Spring (Freedom House 2011). The price for liberty was simple: foreign 

exile, what Freedom House deemed an “effort to marginalize opposition groups.” The 

three journalists who declined foreign exile stayed in jail. Freedom House summarized 

the developments as such: 

While the release [of Black Spring prisoners] was a relief for journalists 

and their families after years of suffering, the gesture did not signal 

fundamental changes in freedom of expression for all Cubans, and the 

laws under which they were jailed remain in place. 

Privately possessing electronic media was illegal in 2010, and while roughly 15 

percent of citizens went online, the majority of the time people accessed the Cuban 

intranet instead of the internet (Freedom House 2011). While the government was unable 

to establish “a systematic filtering system,” effective filtering systems still nonetheless 

existed: “the exorbitant cost of connections—about US$1.50 per hour from the points of 

access to the state-controlled intranet, US$7 per hour from a hotel to access the 

international network (the average monthly salary is US$20)—and infrastructural 

problems, particularly slow connections.” As Moreno, Brady, and Ribar would note in 

their 2011 report (13), “very few of [their] interviewees indicated they use computers at 

hotels to access the internet, and the high prices are generally prohibitive.” As Yoani 

Sánchez Tweeted in Spanish on September 16, 2014, “I have come to connect to the 

#Internet in a Havana hotel and the relationship (between) high prices and excessive 

censorship is so unbearable…” Another Tweet from the same day relayed Sánchez’s 
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positivity: “But… I am an optimist, to censure #Internet is like placing doors to the 

countryside, trying to cut the air with some enormous scissors.” 

 Freedom House (2011) also highlighted the “small but vibrant blogging 

community,” noting that while bloggers were not incarcerated, “they often face 

harassment and intimidation.” Freedom House paraphrased blogger Laritza Diversent’s 

belief that instead of trials such as those of the Black Spring, “extralegal harassment, 

including official summonses and arbitrary detentions, and social and cultural 

marginalization” threatened writers. 

 Freedom House (2012d) noted a rise in internet usage in 2011, to roughly 23 

percent of citizens, although most were still limited to the Cuban intranet. Logging onto 

the true internet beyond the confines of a hotel required “a special permit.”  

 Practicing journalism with a focus on human rights has been impeded, as 

Amnesty International described (2013, 1): 

The authorities adopted a range of measures to prevent activists reporting 

on human rights including surrounding the homes of activists and 

disconnecting phones. Organizations whose activities had been tolerated 

by the authorities in the past, such as the Cuban Commission on Human 

Rights and National Reconciliation, were targeted. Independent journalists 

reporting on dissidents’ activities were detained. 

Freedom House (2013b) updated the list of threats confronting “independent or critical 

Cuban journalists” to include “internal deportations, house arrest, and the blocking of 

individuals’ mobile-telephone service.” Privately possessing electronic media was still 

illegal in 2012, and while the percentage of the population going online rose to 26 
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percent, these connections were still principally limited to the intranet. Jumping onto the 

internet remained difficult: 

For the average Cuban, access to the global internet comes through 

outdated dial-up technology and is often limited to international e-mail. In 

2012, the Cuban government set rates for access to the World Wide Web 

at $6.50 an hour, and $1.65 an hour for international e-mail…Faster 

connections are available at tourist hotels and foreign embassies, which 

many independent journalists take advantage of, though this is technically 

illegal. 

Freedom House noted “more than 70 independent bloggers working in the country.” The 

blog Café Fuerte reported that 2012 also saw a Granma journalist, Mairelys Cuevas 

Gómez, leave the newspaper for Miami (Martínez 2012). The blog noted that “her 

desertion joins a wave of escapes of young members of the official press during the last 

year,” citing four other journalists who had fled. 

 Within the overview essay to Freedom House’s “Freedom of the Press 2014” 

report, Cuba was listed among the “worst of the worst” nations (Karlekar and Dunham 

2014): 

The world’s eight worst-rated countries, with scores of between 90 and 

100 points, remain Belarus, Cuba, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, Iran, North 

Korea, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. In these states, independent media 

are either nonexistent or barely able to operate, the press acts as a 

mouthpiece for the regime, citizens’ access to unbiased information is 
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severely limited, and dissent is crushed through imprisonment, torture, and 

other forms of repression. 

Yet Cuba was unique within this unenviable group: 

The only country in this cohort to have registered a significant shift in 

recent years is Cuba, whose score improved from 92 to 90 points in 2013 

based on a decrease in cases of extralegal harassment and imprisonment, 

as well as a positive change in the system of granting exit visas, under 

which a prominent blogger was allowed to travel freely outside the 

country. 

Even with the recent positive trend, the country still rated as the worst for press freedom 

in the Americas.55 

 Both Freedom House’s 2014 and 2015 “Freedom in the World” country reports 

on Cuba note how “[i]ndependent journalists, particularly those associated with the 

island’s dozen small independent news agencies or human rights groups, are subject to 

harassment” (Freedom House 2014b, 2015a). Michael J. Totten (2013) wrote in World 

Affairs that he had to camouflage his journalistic trip as touristic: 

I had to stay off their radar. Freedom House ranks Cuba as the sixth worst 

country in the entire world for journalists. The Castro government creates 

a more hostile working environment than even the Syrian and Iranian 

governments. The only countries on earth that repress reporters more 

                                                 
55 Freedom House’s Freedom of the Press 2014 report describes its methodology as such: “Countries are 

given a total press freedom score from 0 (best) to 100 (worst) on the basis of a set of 23 methodology 

questions divided into three subcategories, and are also given a category designation of ‘Free,’ ‘Partly 

Free,’ or ‘Not Free.’ Assigning numerical points allows for comparative analysis among the countries 

covered and facilitates an examination of trends over time” (Freedom House 2014a). 
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ruthlessly are, in order, North Korea, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Eritrea, 

and Belarus. All are either communist or post-communist in-name-only.56 

Explaining that “[t]he totalitarian state does weigh heavier than expected,” Totten quoted 

French historian Pascal Fontaine’s assertion in The Black Book of Communism when 

discussing the Committees for the Defense of the Revolution “that family intimacy is 

almost nonexistent” (Courtois et al. 1999, 15960). The journalist Totten then expounded 

on the historian’s statement by reflecting on totalitarian societies in general: 

Aside from the slave labor camps and the staggering body counts, I can 

think of no more devastating an indictment of totalitarian government than 

that sentence. Something broke inside me when I read it. 

 Totten (2013) confessed that he had “never felt so alone in [his] life,” and 

“couldn’t help feeling watched in that kind of environment, especially since everyone I 

know who has been there told me the hotels are bugged.” Cuba, in fairness, is nothing 

close to Stalin’s Soviet Union or Mao’s China, as Totten was quick to point out (italics in 

original): 

I wasn’t paranoid about it. Security personnel weren’t going to bust into 

my room and take me away. There was not much to fear, really. People 

weren’t getting shot in the streets. No one pointed a gun at anybody in my 

presence, nor did I see anyone get hauled off to prison. Cuba is not a war 

zone. It is not the Cambodian Killing Fields. Nor is it North Korea, which 

Christopher Hitchens once described as a place “where everything that is 

not absolutely compulsory is absolutely forbidden.” It’s not that bad. 

                                                 
56 Totten is presumably referring to Freedom House’s Freedom of the Press 2013 (Freedom House 2013c) 

here, which ranks those nations as such. 
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Totten’s next sentence captured an essence of Cuba: “But it is a total surveillance police 

state.” 

 Yoani Sánchez joined the Inter American Press Association for a gathering in 

Denver in October 2013 (Slevin 2013). Summarizing her arguments as “[m]ost Cubans 

remain cut off from the Internet but are still using creative ways to access and spread 

information online,” the Associated Press still described Sánchez’s testimony regarding 

the media in Cuba as “largely grim.” Nevertheless, Sánchez had positive trends to report 

(quoted in Slevin 2013): 

[S]he said people are sharing information on thumb drives and can use 

their cellphones to text and post messages to Twitter blindly, which she 

compared to sending a message in a bottle since she doesn’t know who is 

reading what she wrote. She joked that when Cuba is free, the country will 

have to build a monument to the thumb drive, which she said has done 

more to help the country than many of the people now honored by statues 

there. 

Sánchez asserted that under Raul Castro, the state has been hostile to dissidents, 

apprehending, beating, and then neglecting to chronicle these incidents. Comparing Raul 

to Fidel, Sánchez stated that “[t]hey play the good and the bad policeman but in the end 

they are two policemen” (quoted in Slevin 2013). Sánchez drove this point home nearly a 

year later in a September 16, 2014 Tweet to her followers: “I tell you something: the 

official press is a cadaver, the alternative networks of information killed it.” 

The BBC reported in October 2013 that the Communist party had selected new 

editors to head both Granma and Juventud Rebelde, Cuba’s principal newspapers (BBC 
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News 2013c). The report indicated that “[a]t the Party’s congress in the summer, 

politicians called for a new type of journalism in Cuba, with less self-censorship and 

secrecy;” inserting fresh leadership atop the papers was “seen as the first important 

development in that direction.” The Granma appointee used Twitter, and supported 

“using social media to promote dialogue.” BBC News’ report (2013c) quoted Raul 

Castro’s beliefs that Cuba’s press was “triumphalist” as well as “apologetic.” 

 In 2014, Sánchez teamed with husband Reinaldo Escobar to publish 

14ymedio.com, Cuba’s “first major independent general-interest news outlet in five 

decades, offering a mix of feature and news reporting, opinion, sports and even hair and 

beauty tips that she and her backers hope will challenge the official government 

monopoly on information” (Weissenstein 2014). The development was set to “test both 

the government’s tolerance for dissent and blogger Yoani Sanchez’s ability to parlay her 

international blogging success into a domestic audience on an island moving from 

electronic isolation toward broader Internet access.” That it did; the Associated Press 

noted that “[t]he site went live just after 8 a.m. Havana time and there appeared to be no 

immediate government attempt to block it.” Another Associated Press (2014) report the 

same day described the expected: connection to Sánchez and Escobar’s site within Cuba 

had been blocked following its inception: “[m]ore than an hour after its launch, the site 

www.14ymedio.com was directing readers inside Cuba to a page dedicated to scathing 

criticism of blogger Yoani Sanchez by pro-government writers.” Internationally, 

connectivity seemed clear.  

Within A Contemporary Cuba Reader (Brenner et al. 2008, 389-90), María López 

Vigil had asked Cuban journalists, “Why doesn’t the media deal with Cuba’s new reality, 
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one that is increasingly complex, and with such diverse points of view?” Six years later, 

the familiar—but perhaps now accelerated—dance of one (or two) steps forward 

followed by one (or two) steps backward continues.  

Both Freedom House’s 2014 and 2015 “Freedom in the World” country reports 

on Cuba noted that news media remained under state control (Freedom House 2014b, 

2015a). The 2014 report listed a five percent “estimated effective internet penetration 

rate” (2014b). Nevertheless, online activity still was not dormant (2014b): 

To the extent possible given these severe restrictions, online activity has 

flourished on the island, including many semi-independent online news 

portals, rigorous debates on Twitter and Facebook, “revolutionary” blogs 

that are also occasionally critical of government policies, and the use of 

thumb drives to share information among those without regular internet 

access. 

The report singled out Twitter for particular significance, describing it as “an important 

tool for human rights activists to disseminate photographs, films, and written reports on 

abuses, with a small community of around 150 users employing their mobile phones to 

reach a global audience.” The 2014 report also put the number of independent bloggers at 

roughly 100, explaining that some “faced harassment and detention for supporting 

dissidents and human rights activists.” 

 Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2015” country report on Cuba had 

similar findings (Freedom House 2015a, italics in original): 

Recent growth in independent media has also been noteworthy, with 

bloggers and citizen journalists finding new ways to disseminate news and 
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opinions. Two notable examples are the digital magazine On Cuba, started 

in 2012, and the digital newspaper 14ymedio, launched in May 2014. 

2013 and 2014 saw over 150 internet cafés pop up. The report noted two important 

developments: various illicit private Wi-Fi networks and the rise of ‘“paquete semanal’ 

(weekly packet),” a clandestine circulation of digital information. In 2014 both printing 

and handing out independent news were still against the law. At least in 2015, according 

to Fox (2015), “[a] few independent blogs and online news outlets are tolerated, although 

some such as noted dissident Yoani Sanchez’s website ‘14ymedio’ are blocked on the 

island.” 

 Citing Juventud Rebelde, the New York Times reported in mid-2015 that the 

country was set to open “about three dozen Wi-Fi hot spots around the island” (Burnett 

2015). Additionally, connectivity fees would drop. The newspaper quoted Ted Henken, 

who described the news as a possible watershed moment: “Now their model is, ‘We’re 

going to bring prices down and expand access, but we are going to do it as a sovereign 

decision and at our own speed.’” 

Qualitative Measurements- Freedom of Religion 

 Dagoberto Valdés summed up communism’s failure with regard to Cuba (quoted 

in Erikson 2009, 286-87) as such: “The Cuban government represents the last bastion of a 

failed ideology, and the people have suffered greatly for this…Our spiritual life is 

moribund, and the country needs a spiritual and civic reawakening.” In a synopsis 

coinciding with the Ibero-American Summit held in Havana on November 15 and 16, 

1999, Human Rights Watch adequately summarized religious freedom in Fidel Castro’s 

Cuba: “While Cuba permits greater opportunities for religious expression than it did in 
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past years, and has allowed several religious-run humanitarian groups to operate, the 

government still maintains tight control on religious institutions, affiliated groups, and 

individual believers” (Human Rights Watch 1999). “Tight control” was an apt descriptor, 

despite Castro’s claim to the contrary, as quoted in Szulc (2002, 470): “our Revolution is 

in no way against religious sentiment.” 

 Margaret Short’s 1993 Law and Religion in Marxist Cuba harshly reviewed 

religious freedom in Fidel Castro’s Cuba. Marcos Antonio Ramos explained in the text’s 

forward (iii) that Short’s work “points out the many limitations on religious freedom and 

on associated fundamental civil liberties in Cuba.” As Short summarized in her text’s 

conclusion (151), “[t]he legal system itself was methodically transformed into an 

inherently atheistic and repressive force in revolutionary Cuba.” 

 The relationship between churches and the Castro revolution did not start off well, 

as noted by Diego A. Abich for the Wall Street Journal in 1985. In an essay titled “The 

Americas: Nicaragua Eyes Cuba's Resolution of Religious Debate,” and quoted by Short 

in her text (1993, 98-9), Abich wrote that Fidel Castro had “decided that no faith or 

authority could be considered higher than that of the state.” Religious institutions felt the 

effects of Castro’s revolution immediately (quoted in Short 1993, 98-9): 

The division between the churches and the Cuban state began in 1959 after 

the provisional government initiated a series of arbitrary and despotic 

measures, including mass executions of people without due process of 

law. When religious leaders denounced these injustices and the increasing 

influence of communists in the government, Mr. Castro reacted by 

accusing them of being “counterrevolutionaries.” In May 1961 the 
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government seized all Catholic and Protestant facilities, including 

universities, and in September 1961 it expelled 130 priests and the bishop 

of Havana, Msgr. Boza Mas Vidal. 

In her text’s conclusion (1993, 147) Short described the “concerted effort by the 

government, by zealous revolutionaries, and by the revolutionary tribunals to debilitate 

the church.” 

 Abich (1985) continued by noting dramatic dips in numbers among the faithful. 

He wrote that “about 800 priests and 2,225 nuns were in Cuba in 1959 serving 5.5 million 

people.” By 1985, although the population had nearly doubled to ten million people, the 

nation only had 215 priests. Under 200 nuns remained. Abich also noted how “[m]any 

members of the Jewish and Protestant clergies also were forced to leave the country as a 

result of the government’s policy.” Before 1959, the population included roughly 10,000 

Jewish people, a number that dwindled by 1985 to around 200. Abich noted that 

“[a]lthough the Jews were very active in the life of the nation, they were apolitical -- 

nevertheless, all their properties were seized by the government.” Abich also reported 

that “[s]ome denominations have been outlawed, their sanctuaries closed and their 

members incarcerated. Such is the case with the Jehovah's Witnesses, Seventh-day 

Adventists, Gideons International and others.” Abich listed how “[i]n 25 years no new 

churches have been built and construction material for those in need of repair is often 

denied.” Discussing the Catholic Church, Damian J. Fernández wrote in A Contemporary 

Cuba Reader (Brenner et al. 2008, 95-6) that “[t]he state restricts the number of priests 

allowed into the country, controls church access to the media, prohibits religious schools, 

and limits conspicuous religious services, such as open-air masses.” 
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The repression has been apparent in Cuban constitutions. Marcos Antonio Ramos 

pointed this out in the forward to Short’s text (quoted in Short 1993, iii): 

One of the many contributions of this volume is its treatment of legislation 

that existed before the 1992 constitutional changes. A good example of 

how important these issues are is highlighted in the wording and the 

application of Article 54 of the Cuban Constitution. It allowed for the 

“practice” and the “profession” of religion, but these were limited by “the 

scientific concept of the universe” — which was another way to deal with 

religious phenomena, thereby providing the basis for this atheistic 

ideology to become the protected “unofficial” state religion. 

Abich (1985) wrote that “Cuba’s constitution of 1976 defines the country’s cultural and 

educational policy as based on the scientific and materialistic concepts of the universe, a 

reminder that religious beliefs conflict with the foundations of Cuban society.” 

Article 54 of the 1976 Cuban constitution lists two additional points: how “the 

law regulates the activities of religious institutions,” and “it is illegal and punishable to 

put faith or religious belief against the Revolution, education, or compliance with work 

duties, defending the homeland with arms, revering its symbols and the other duties 

established by the Constitution” (Georgetown University Political Database of the 

Americas 1995-2006). 

 Short made special mention of two other articles of the 1976 constitution (1993, 

14-15). Article 5 specifies that “[t]he Communist Party of Cuba, the organized Marxist-

Leninist vanguard of the working class, is the highest leading force of society and of the 

state, which organizes and guides the common effort toward the goals of the construction 
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of socialism and progress toward a communist society” (quoted in Short). Short then 

references Article 61, which reminds that “[n]one of the freedoms which are recognized 

for citizens can be exercised contrary to what is established in the Constitution and the 

laws, or contrary to the existence and goals of the socialist state, or contrary to the 

decision of the Cuban people to build socialism and communism. Violations of this 

principle are punishable” (quoted in Short). 

 Short (1993, 15) then dissects the above two articles: 

In the first instance, it is affirmed that the Cuban Communist Party (a 

small, elite group57), chosen outside of a representative process, is the 

body of highest authority over the people and the government. Members 

of this elite group are the ones who determine the “goals” of and for 

society. 

She continues: 

Those freedoms which are otherwise constitutional actually can be 

exercised only when compatible with the state’s communist goals. 

Furthermore, the “laws” are placed on an equal footing with the 

constitution, in effect eliminating constitutional protection from arbitrary 

legislation. Hence, ultimately and essentially, all human rights are 

determined by decision of the Cuban Communist Party and not by public 

referendum. 

Short (19) lists sections 1976 Programmatic Platform of the Cuban Communist Party as 

“decisive in the understanding of the right to freedom of religion as expressed in the 

                                                 
57 Here Short cites the Yearbook on Latin American Communist Affairs: 1971 of Stanford University 

Hoover Institution Press, edited by William E. Ratliff. 
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constitution,” one of which is that “the gradual overcoming of religious beliefs by 

materialistic scientific propaganda and the cultural advancement of the workers.”58 As 

Short notes, the Party “platform underscores the contradictions inherent in Article 54 and 

in the constitution overall.” In general, “from the outset, the framing of the Constitution 

of 1976 was itself in violation of the letter and spirit of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, which emphasizes throughout the equality of persons and the right to 

representation” (14). 

 At least up until Short’s publication in 1993, her assertion (20) at the end of the 

text’s first chapter rang true: 

Variance of the Cuban charter with the standards for the right of religious 

freedom, outlined in the United Nation’s Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (especially Arts. 2 and 18) and in the whole of the Declaration on 

the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based 

on Religion or Belief, is striking.59 Violations of freedom of conscience 

and the free exercise of religion, the two principal components in the 

panoply of rights allied with “religious freedom,” have been incorporated 

into Cuban law. 

 The Cuban revolution is intrinsically Marxist-Leninist, and as Short notes in her 

text’s preface (1993, v), “Marxism and Marxism-Leninism have a great deal to do with 

religion.” She quotes J.M. Bochenski in the conclusion (149), who maintained how “a 

true believer of any great religion and a true Marxist-Leninist affirm diametrically 

opposed views insofar as the principal tenets are concerned, that is, the very legitimacy of 

                                                 
58 The emphasis here is Short’s. 
59 A 1981 UN document. 
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religion.”60 She warns (117) that “[a]lthough it may appear on the surface that the Cuban 

government is uniformly tolerant of the church and that the presence of church buildings 

in which religious services are held indicates an openness, a real freedom, the underlying 

reality is that the government has proved exceptionally apt in Lenin’s technique of 

discriminating between the ‘church’ and ‘believers.’” The latter, she specified, “in the 

historically conservative evangelical sense — are suppressed.” Freedom of religion was 

not truly respected (150, italics in original): “[w]hile it can be said that worship is 

generally permitted inside the churches in Cuba, this freedom of worship must not be 

understood to imply freedom of speech within the churches, as gatherings are closely 

monitored.” Any sense of religious liberty was qualified (117, italics in original): “[t]here 

is freedom in Cuba to be a Christian — if one is a Castroite ‘revolutionary Christian,’ if 

one is fundamentally a Marxist-Leninist.” 

 Within A Contemporary Cuba Reader, Mimi Whitefield and Mary Beth Sheridan 

(Brenner et al. 2008, 101) cited a November 1994 poll when noting that “[o]ne in five 

had been to church during the past month, a surprisingly high number in a country that 

officially repressed religious practice until 1985.” Citing the work of a Father Rene 

David, Short (1993, 109) maintained “that discrimination and intolerance are pervasive 

within the Cuban social system.” 

 Short (1993, 115-16) also quoted U.S. Representative Henry J. Hyde, who 

discussed “the unique Marxist example in Latin America” when Reverend J. Bryan Hehir 

omitted Cuba from his 1982 discussion in front of the House Subcommittee about 

religious freedom in the region. Hyde spoke to the following: 

                                                 
60 From Bochenski’s 1975 “Marxism-Leninism and Religion” within Religion and Atheism in the U.S.S.R. 

and Eastern Europe, edited by Bohdan R. Bociurkiw and John W. Strong. 
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If I may just tell you, I was in Cuba 4 years ago and went to mass on New 

Year’s Day in a beautiful Church, St. Mary of the Sea, or Star of the Sea. 

It was New Year’s Day. There were four of us at mass. Four people. Three 

little old ladies and myself and my driver[,] and the priest was an 

Augustinian Spanish elderly man, and we had a chat afterward.61 

That chat spoke volumes: 

I asked him about the church in Cuba. He said, “Oh, yes, we are open, we 

can have mass. But nobody comes anymore.” I said, “Why not?” “Because 

they lose their apartment; the kids don’t get in good schools. Every 

religious holiday they have something to do like cutting sugarcane. There 

is not too subtle discrimination against the church.” 

Short (1993, 95) also cites Alfonso Chardy, who noted in 1993 that “education is based 

on ‘dogmatic rigidity,’ and the government uses it as a tool for political control and 

indoctrination.” Short (111) agreed, describing “a frustration at the ridicule and taunting 

experienced by Christian children in schools and youth associations.” Additionally, she 

described how prospective professional careers were also limited by one’s theological 

bent, listing another “frustration that university training and careers in law, journalism, 

medicine, pedagogy, psychology, and civil administration have been closed to Christians 

willing to testify to their own belief in God when questioned by university examiners.” 

 Sánchez (2010a, 5, emphasis in original) made similar points, explaining how 

“[r]eal socialism had an ardor for atheism, and among the questions you had to answer to 

get a job, enroll in the university, or receive new housing, would be whether you had 

                                                 
61 The math here seems incorrect, but nevertheless this is how the quote reads. 
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religious beliefs, which creed you preferred, and how you practiced it.” Indeed, 

“[r]enouncing the practice of the religion you believed in…was equivalent to giving up 

gems of freedom.” 

 Fidel Castro had his arguments. As quoted in Short’s work (1993, 78-81), Frei 

Betto (1988, 212) detailed revealing commentary from the Cuban leader, who assured 

Betto of the following (quoted in Betto): 

I feel that every citizen’s right to his own beliefs should be respected, 

along with his rights to health, life and freedom and all his other rights. 

That is, I believe that the individual has the inalienable right to have or not 

to have his own philosophical ideas and religious beliefs. I believe that 

this is the inalienable right of every individual, along with many other 

rights—that is, it’s not just a question of political tactics. 

This is immediately followed by a significant clause: “Now, you were asking if the 

conditions existed for that. I don’t think they do, because we haven’t worked in this 

direction, as we should have done.” 

 Castro offered another argument when conversing with Betto (1988, 210): 

All of the privileged social classes that had a monopoly on the Church 

were against the Revolution, so when, in organizing the Party, we 

excluded those who believed in God, we were excluding them as potential 

counterrevolutionaries, not Catholics. This doesn’t mean that all Catholics 

were counterrevolutionaries. 

Shortly thereafter, he comes close to contradicting himself: 
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Individuals weren’t required to renounce their beliefs to join the Party. It 

was assumed that anybody who joined the Party would accept the Party’s 

policy and doctrine in all aspects. 

That final statement does a nice job of encapsulating the Cuban revolution’s political 

ideology under Fidel Castro. 

When discussing the United States’ failed 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion, Castro 

(quoted in Betto 1988, 195-96) asserted that “[n]o churches in Cuba were ever closed 

down—none of them.” Betto also asked Castro if it was “true that Christians aren’t 

allowed to belong to the Communist Party of Cuba,” to which Castro responded, “[t]hat’s 

right.” He asserted to Betto (213-14) that “we have an enemy that has been using religion 

as an ideology against our Revolution.” Castro did make an admission, however: 

In principle, I can’t agree with any kind of discrimination. I say this very 

openly. If I were asked if any subtle discrimination existed against 

Christians, I’d say “Yes.” I’d honestly have to say “Yes.” It’s something 

that we haven’t overcome as yet. It’s not intentional; it’s not deliberate; 

it’s not programmed. It exists, and I believe that we have to overcome this 

phase; the conditions must be created and confidence must be built up 

even though imperialism is still threatening us and many of the people 

who are over there are the former bourgeois, landowners and members of 

the privileged classes that turned religion into a counterrevolutionary 

ideology.  

Within Betto’s text (1988, 181) Castro lamented the alliance of “the bourgeois 

and landed sectors, the rich sectors:” 
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Together with them, the institutions that served all those interests started 

launching campaigns against the Revolution. That’s how the initial 

conflicts with the Church began, because those sectors wanted to use the 

Church as a tool against the Revolution. 

When Betto brought up “problems in the relationship between the Revolution and the 

Church” (185), Castro expounded “the wealthy class had a monopoly on the Church; it 

tried to use it and to lead bishops, priests and ordinary Catholics to take 

counterrevolutionary positions” (186). He specified that “[n]or were there any problems 

with Catholic beliefs; the problems that arose concerned Catholic institutions.” 

Castro’s made other denouncements of the church during the beginning of the 

Cuban revolution within Betto’s text. He maintained that “[o]ur first conflicts with the 

Church arose when they tried to use the Church as a tool, as a party against the 

Revolution” (182).62 Castro claimed that “the opposition and imperialism may use 

religious beliefs as a weapon against the revolutions” (212). 

In an entry on CNN.com’s Belief Blog writing about Pope Benedict XVI’s 

upcoming trip to Cuba, Patrick Oppmann (2012b) also cited Betto’s text: 

The church was considered a threat to the revolution in the days after he 

took power, Fidel Castro told theologian Frei Betto…The Catholic 

Church, Castro said, was “permeated by reactionary ideas, right wing 

ideas,” and populated by clergy who “tried to use the church as a weapon, 

an instrument, against the revolution.” 

                                                 
62 Here “they” are the Jesuits. Here Castro said “most of them were Spaniards who held reactionary, right-

wing, Spanish-Nationalist—even pro-Franco—ideas.” 
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As such, Oppmann said, “[t]he church suffered greatly in the backlash, with most of the 

country’s priests leaving for exile. Religion was transformed into a topic to be discussed 

in whispers.” 

Reports of subtle and overt discrimination are not hard to find. Quirk (1995, 365) 

reported constraints around the Bay of Pigs invasion: 

In revolutionary Cuba, Catholics had found little to celebrate. When 

parishioners in the capital tried to take part in the traditional Easter 

procession, they were arrested, as were those in nearby Güines, who were 

reenacting the Passion. Authorities explained that they had no permits for 

public demonstrations. 

Leycester Coltman (2003, 177) noted a particularly absurd bastardization of the Christian 

nativity: 

Propaganda started to take some fairly grotesque forms. At Christmas 

1960 a large marquee was illuminated with a novel version of the nativity 

scene. The guiding star was José Martí. The Three Wise Men, Fidel 

Castro, Che Guevara and Juan Almeida (a black member of the 

leadership) were bringing to the Cuban people the gifts of Agrarian 

Reform, Urban Reform and the Year of Education. 

 Abich (1985) listed similar realities, reporting that “[t]he holy week observance 

has been pre-empted by the weeklong celebration of the defeat of the Bay of Pigs 

Invasion, and the July 26 Revolution holiday is observed during the Christmas holiday 

with required civic events that preclude family and religious gatherings,” also noting that 
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“[p]arents who keep their children at home to observe religious holidays are subject to 

imprisonment.” 

 Abich (1985) described Havana’s strategy as to “divide and subvert the churches 

and keep them in submission to the state.” He continued, noting how “[o]ther tactics have 

ranged from the establishment of concentration camps, where thousands of religious 

believers were forced to work under inhumane conditions, to mass imprisonment of 

religious leaders (such as the case of 50 Baptist preachers sentenced to long prison terms 

in 1965), to present-day religious persecution as reported by those released from prisons 

during Jesse Jackson’s visit to Cuba last summer.” 

 Abich (1985) did not mince words when detailing the limitations placed upon 

religious entities, for which “[n]o work of proselytism is allowed and all meetings are to 

be conducted within the church:” 

Churches have to register as “associations.” All of their activities are 

closely monitored and supervised by the Department of Belief, Culture 

and Teaching of the Central Committee of the Communist Party. The 

church has no means of communication, no freedom of expression. 

Short (1993, 110, emphasis in original) reported similar findings, writing that “[l]iterature 

which takes an emphatic stand for the priority of God and the Lordship of Jesus Christ is 

considered by Cuban authorities to be counterrevolutionary.” Furthermore, “[o]ne finds 

that books with an evangelical Christian perspective, such as personal testimonies of 

God’s salvific action, guides to Christian morality and ethical living, and sources for 

pastoral training and apologetics, must be brought in from the outside because the Cuban 

government does not allow their printing in Cuba.” 
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 In time, limitations on freedom of religious expression waned. As described by 

Marcos Antonio Ramos in the forward to Short’s text (1993, ii), 1991 saw the Fourth 

Congress of the Cuban Communist Party opt “to allow believers into the party ranks after 

a series of promises to end the ideological discrimination against them.” More change 

would come in 1992, Ramos described (quoted in Short): 

The changes introduced to the Cuban Constitution by the National 

Assembly in 1992 include the proclamation of a “lay [secularized] state” 

— in which there is, theoretically, no open support or preference for any 

particular governing ideology including atheism, which had received 

previous support — and the admission of believers to the only political 

party existing in Cuba. 

By the time that the Berlin Wall had become ashes, respect for freedom of religion in 

Castro’s Cuba had also changed, Oppmann (2012b) explained: 

But life for Cuba’s Catholics changed with the collapse of the Soviet 

Union and the lead-up to John Paul’s visit. Christmas was reinstated as a 

holiday. Cuba went from being an officially atheist state to a secular one. 

Cubans were told by their leaders for the first time that they could be both 

openly religious and members of the Communist Party. 

 Coltman (2003, 276-78) explained the transformation as the religious could now 

be Communists as well: 

This exclusion had been introduced when the Catholic Church was 

working actively against the Revolution. But circumstances had changed, 
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and the Party would be seen to be more broad-based and representative if 

religious people were allowed to join.   

According to Coltman (295), Castro had decided that religiosity wasn’t threatening: 

Castro took the view that the revival of religion was fairly innocuous and 

could be tolerated. In earlier years he had actively persecuted the Catholic 

Church. He regarded all religion as a product of ignorance and 

backwardness. But he recognized that the stresses and strains of the 

Special Period had inevitably made religion more attractive. He wanted to 

show understanding and sympathy: hence his favourable public references 

to people with a religious vocation. He even had a half-compliment for 

Pope John Paul II: ‘A brave man, but a fundamentalist.’ 

And so, as Short listed in the preface to her text (1993, vi), “Article 41 of the 1976 

Constitution, which prohibits discrimination based on ‘race, color, sex, or national 

origin,’ has been expanded to include ‘religious beliefs.’” Castro noted this in his 

conversation with Frei Betto (1988, 212): “As you know, absolute respect for the 

religious beliefs of citizens is established and guaranteed in our Constitution.” 

 A document from the United Nations’ Office of the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights from its 55th session on April 22, 1999 applauded “the fact that the 

Government of Cuba has taken the first steps towards the opening of society for religious 

institutions, and expects that Cuban citizens will be granted the right to freedom of 

religion and belief.” Restrictions were still in place after the turn of the century, however. 

In Freedom House’s “Worst of the Worst 2010: The World’s Most Repressive Societies” 

(Piano et al. 2010, 9), the organization listed how “Cuba continues to employ 
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authoritarian measures to control religious belief and expression. Churches are not 

allowed to conduct educational activities, and church-based publications are subject to 

censorship by the Office of Religious Affairs.” Freedom House’s 2014 and 2015 

“Freedom in the World” country reports on Cuba (Freedom House 2014b, 2015a) echoed 

these points. Moreno, Brady, and Ribar (2011, 19) reiterated how “[i]n previous Freedom 

House studies, the Catholic Church was generally viewed as being restricted to social and 

cultural activities, voicing limited dissent from the government, and playing an 

essentially non-political role.” That was changing somewhat (emphasis in original): 

Restrictions on the exercise of religion appear to have been relaxed in the 

past year, however, and the Cuban Catholic Church has become more 

vocal in the political arena. The church played a key role in the July 2010 

prisoner release negotiations, and in November 2010 was permitted to 

open a seminary for the first time in over 50 years. In December of the 

same year, Raul Castro was photographed wearing a yarmulke while 

participating in a traditional Jewish religious ceremony. 

The same report quoted a musician who explained how “[t]he Revolution faced off 

against the church for a long time.” The musician cited a spark: “[s]ince Pope John Paul 

II’s visit, relations have been reestablished and little by little Catholicism is growing 

stronger again.” Moreno, Brady, and Ribar tempered this optimism, nonetheless, 

explaining how “[t]he Cubans interviewed did not appear to place much importance on 

the church’s growing strength, or offer any comments on the role of the church as a 

service provider or supporter of civil society” (20). Freedom House’s 2011 “Worst of the 

Worst” report (Piano et al. 2011, 13) noted how “official obstacles to religious freedom 
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remain substantial.” The ban on educational activities was still in place, with “church-

based publications” also “subject to censorship by the Office of Religious Affairs.” 

Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2012” country report on Cuba (2012a) still 

listed the aforementioned “official obstacles to religious freedom,” the ban on “ordinary 

educational activities” in addition to censorship (as did Freedom House’s “Freedom in 

the World 2013” country report on Cuba),63 but the 2012 report did note that “[i]n 

November 2011, the church began offering a Master’s in Business Administration 

(MBA) program that focuses on small and medium-sized enterprises.”  

 The decisive influence of John Paul II’s visit is apparent in the literature. David 

Ariosto took the temperature for religious liberty when he wrote for CNN.com in 2012 

that “[i]n Cuba, though John Paul helped to warm church-government relations, the 

country’s ties with religion have remained complicated.” He explained how “[d]ecades 

earlier, Castro’s communist revolution sought to stamp out religious influence in Cuba, 

confiscating church property and expelling religious workers, some of whom had 

supported anti-Castro forces.”  

 Moreno, Brady, and Ribar (2011, 19) listed in a footnote how “Cuba’s Catholic 

leadership has expressed hope that Pope Benedict XVI will visit.” In 2012, that wish 

came to fruition. In his entry on CNN.com’s Belief Blog, Oppmann (2012b) quoted the 

thoughts of seminary rector Jose Miguel Gonzalez, who talked about Catholics’ need “to 

keep progressing without fear, respectfully” (quoted in Oppmann 2012b): 

                                                 
63 Freedom House 2013a. 
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We have to do it despite few resources, the scarcity of priests, the few 

institutions we have. We don’t have any schools here, hospitals or means 

of mass communication. 

 Oppmann (2012b) noted the “decades of chilly relations between church and 

state” in Cuba, “including the near dismantling of Cuba’s Catholic Church in the 1960s.” 

Nevertheless, 2012 saw Cuba “rolling out the welcome mat for the pope’s visit, even if it 

is offering no apologies for its past actions.” A notable first took place: “[o]utside 

Havana, a Catholic seminary opened just more than a year ago, the first building Cuba’s 

government has allowed the church to build since the revolution.” What was previously 

taboo was now a reality, where “it is commonplace to see Cubans wear crucifixes and 

baptize their children. Church attendance, while still low, has rebounded.” Nevertheless, 

“in spite of those advances, many here feel that John Paul’s call for greater openness has 

still not been realized.” 

 A late 2014 article in USA Today by Alan Gomez pointed to how much had 

changed. Its subject was Gloria Gomez (no relation), a woman who once “lost out on a 

job because she showed up to the interview with a cross hanging from her necklace,” 

explains the author: 

It was 1970, at the peak of Cuban leader Fidel Castro’s crackdown on 

Catholic Church institutions around the island. Gomez said she not only 

lost the secretary job, but also friends who either renounced their religion 

to appease the communist government or didn’t want to be associated with 

someone so outspoken about religion. 
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Gomez persevered, and continued attending church. Annually, “[s]he brought out a 

Nativity scene and a small, plastic Christmas tree in her home.” That faith was eventually 

rewarded, with the current pontiff making a mark: 

She watched as Castro’s government slowly allowed Catholics to practice 

their religion more freely and as Pope Francis helped broker last week’s 

deal to restore diplomatic relations between the United States and Cuba. 

Gomez told the author, “It’s so beautiful to see religion blooming again.”  

Pope Francis was hardly the first pope to cause change in revolutionary Cuba. 

Ariosto (2012) cited CNN’s John Allen, a Vatican expert, who explained that “papal 

visits can have an impact…can kind of jar things loose” (quoted in Ariosto 2012). In the 

USA Today piece (Gomez 2014), the author quoted Cuban Gerardo Mitchell, who when 

referring to Pope John Paul II explained how “[e]verything changed after the pope came.” 

A significant change was palpable, Gomez wrote: 

Pope John Paul II’s visit served as a total shock. Castro shook hands with 

the pope, even trading in his military uniform for a business suit for the 

occasion. Castro allowed more open expressions of religion and even 

agreed to make Christmas Day a national holiday for the first time. After 

Pope Benedict XVI visited in 2012, Good Friday became a national 

holiday as well. 

  Respect for freedom of religion in Cuba has come a long way, but still is not fully 

realized. Freedom House’s 2014 and 2015 “Freedom in the World” country reports on 

Cuba still listed “official obstacles” as inhibiting religious freedom (Freedom House 

2014b, 2015a). And yet, in 2014 the Catholic Church received approval from the 
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government “to build a new religious center for the first time in more than 50 years” 

(Freedom House 2015a). Ariosto (2012) quoted CNN’s John Allen, who mused that “it 

seems that under Raul, Cuba is taking baby steps toward normalization.” Just the same, 

Aristo noted in 2012, “religious access to state television and the administration of 

religious schools remain largely restricted.” The Washington Office on Latin America 

(Thale and Goerdt 2013) reported that “the Cuban Catholic Church has been allowed to 

carry out adult education classes and public religious processions, among other 

previously prohibited activities.” The next month, the Associated Press (2013f) 

nonetheless noted how “[t]he Catholic Church has been barred from participation in the 

Communist-run nation’s system of universal free education, despite requests that it be 

allowed to run schools as it does in other countries.” A year later, the Associated Press 

(Andrea Rodriguez 2014a) updated the status of the Catholic Church’s access to media 

and communication, reporting that “Catholic authorities want further concessions such as 

more access to radio and TV airwaves, the return of more church property and permission 

to begin some kind of religious education ‒ causes that could be helped by not 

antagonizing the government.”  

 In January 2015, Mario Félix Lleonart Barroso updated current challenges to 

religious freedom for Yoani Sánchez’s online news outlet 14ymedio.com. He maintained 

how “in our country there are great impediments that limit exchange in the religious area 

and that form part of what many of us denominate ‘the internal blockade.’” He offered a 

few resolutions: 

The Office of Attention to Religious Matters of the Central Committee of 

the Communist Party of Cuba should disappear. It is unacceptable that an 
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office embedded in an organization of atheist ideology, that in addition is 

the only party legally recognized, hopes to settle all related with religion 

in a country. 

Legality still evaded “tens of religious groups,” he wrote. And a new “Law of Worship” 

is warranted: 

A Law of Worship approved by all people and whose letter defends 

religious liberties should be created. In spite of its urgent need until now it 

shines by its absence. 

In January 2015, Patrick Oppmann reported that “in the isolated town of Sandino, 

Cuba’s first Catholic church since the 1959 revolution took power is set to be built.” And 

it would not be the only one: “church officials said requests to build new churches that 

had long been ensnared in red tape began to receive government approval.” Palpable 

change had arrived.  

Additional Human Rights Violations in the Castros’ Cuba 

 Freedoms of assembly, association, economy, expression, movement, press and 

religion are key elements of defining human rights in the modern era. What is more, they 

have been the subject of scrutiny under the Castro regime. In most cases, one sees halting 

or uneven efforts by the government, but these rights are often violated. Yet, the Cuban 

populace has felt other infringements upon their intrinsic rights: an absence of a UN-

equivalent level of democracy, poor prison conditions, the holding of political prisoners, 

instances of sub-par legal representation and mistreatment of homosexuals. 

Absence of UN-Equivalent of Democracy 
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 Beginning in 1959 with the dawn of the Cuban Revolution, Fidel Castro was “the 

absolute and exclusive centre of power” (Coltman 2003, 154). This would not change for 

47 years, until illness forced Fidel to cede power to his brother Raúl, at first on an interim 

basis in 2006 and then officially in 2008 (Freedom House 2012a).64 Tad Szulc (2002, 64) 

effectively contextualized Fidel’s long-term grip on complete authority: 

While the top power structure in Cuba is reasonably well coordinated in 

terms of the overall management of the country, the fundamental problem 

remains Fidel Castro’s psychological inability, rather than conscious 

refusal, to let go of any power.65 The result is that all authority and 

responsibility continue concentrated in his hands, a state of affairs that 

paralyzes all initiative on lower levels. Castro’s compulsive dedication to 

detail, and the conviction that no matter what the subject he knows more 

about it than anyone else, have combined to make him an obstacle to an 

efficient development of the economy and the society. Most Cuban 

managers in the totally state-owned economy simply have no courage to 

make decisions within their purview, fearing displeasure on high and, 

most likely, punishment. therefore [sic], a mutually protective association 

of bureaucrats has come into being, and the bitter Havana joke is that 

Cuba does have a two-party system after all: the Communist party and the 

bureaucratic party. The waste of resources and talent is staggering. 

                                                 
64 In April 2016, the Associated Press reported that First Vice President Miguel Diaz-Canel had been “long 

seen as [Raúl] Castro’s successor” (Weissenstein 2016). 
65 Although Fidel has quite consciously refused to cede power as well. 
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Carlos Franqui (1985, 168) had a similar description- “all power was concentrated in one 

man.”66 And that man was synonymous with all that Cuba became in the years 

immediately following 1959: “Fidel became the revolution.” Latell (2013, 172) made this 

exact point: 

Anyone with the least understanding of Cuba’s experience understood that 

Fidel Castro was synonymous with the revolution. Umbilically connected, 

they live or perish as one. It had been that way since the first shots were 

fired against the Batista dictatorship in July 1953. Since he won power no 

Cuban had ever challenged Fidel’s hegemony and gotten away with it. 

 Within Appendix D to Law and Religion in Marxist Cuba (1993, 177), Short 

explains that on April 22, 1959, Fidel Castro guaranteed that the Cuban government 

would have elections by 1963. This promise did not come to fruition. As Quirk (1995, 

247) noted, during the revolution’s first year in power (1959), Castro had no desire for 

elections: 

Castro also blew hot and cold on the question of holding general elections. 

One day he would promise that within months—or within two or four 

years at the most—the country would be ready to go to the polls. At other 

times he would insist that the people did not want elections, that, in any 

event, they would vote for July 26 candidates.67 The fact was that Fidel 

                                                 
66 It bears mentioning that within the bibliographic essay at the conclusion of Don Munton and David A. 

Welch’s The Cuban Missile Crisis (2012, 111), these two authors describe Franqui’s text as “engaging but 

not entirely reliable.” Nevertheless, Franqui’s conclusions dovetail well with those of the other authors 

quoted in this thesis. 
67 As Short (1993, 176) explains, July 26, 1953 was the date of Castro’s attack on Santiago de Cuba’s 

Moncada Barracks. 
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Castro did not want elections. He distrusted the people, as individuals, to 

make informed decisions. 

 As Latell (2005, 163) pointed out, Fidel Castro “probably could have won a fair 

election with more than 90 percent of the vote during the first euphoric months, though 

he was not tempted in the least.” But Jacobo Timerman (1992, 46), noting events across 

the Atlantic, wrote that “[a]fter the recent Polish experience, it isn’t hard to predict that in 

a free election the candidate Fidel Castro would receive less than 10 percent of the 

votes.”68 

 Castro had feigned democracy, claiming in 1959 that “[d]emocracy is my ideal, 

really” (quoted in Totten 2013).69 Castro continued by delineating his purported 

preference: “There is no doubt for me between democracy and communism” (quoted in 

Totten 2013). As Totten pointed out, “[t]hat first sentence was a lie, but the second 

sentence sure wasn’t.” As it was, communism suited Castro like a glove, Gaddis 

perceptively explained (1998, 180-1): 

Castro began his career as a revolutionary with no ideology at all: he was a 

student politician turned street fighter turned guerrilla, a voracious reader, 

an interminable speaker, and a pretty good baseball player. The only ideas 

that appear to have driven him were a lust for power, a willingness to use 

violent means to get it, and an unwillingness to share it once he had it. If 

he followed any example, it was that of Napoleon, not Marx.70 Despite the 

influence of his own brother Raúl and Guevara, both avowed Marxists, 

                                                 
68 Timerman’s text was originally published in 1990.  
69 Totten cites The Wall Street Journal here. 
70 Gaddis cites Quirk’s text here. In one of the literature’s most fascinating points, Vladimir Roca (quoted 

in Sweeney 1996, 19) maintained that “Fidel has always been a fascist.” 
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Castro did not start thinking of himself in those terms until well after he 

had deposed Batista and assumed the title—his choice—of Maximum 

Leader. Washington’s hypersensitivity may have pushed him in that 

direction: he had always been anti-American, and could rarely resist the 

temptation to needle Uncle Sam. But it seems more likely that Marxism-

Leninism appealed to Castro for domestic and personal reasons. As an 

authoritarian and historically determined ideology, it provided the best 

possible excuse for not holding elections, which might allow future rivals 

to emerge. 

 So the Cuban revolutionary government’s model was to suppress any potential 

such emergence. As pointed out by Jorge I. Domínguez in his 1973 article “The 

Performance of the Cuban Revolution: A Provisional Assessment” (206), “[c]ompeting 

groups are illegitimate. Decisions are centralized in few hands, often those of Fidel 

Castro alone.” This, for Fidel, was essential, especially after the Berlin Wall fell, Coltman 

explained (2003, 287, italics in original): 

Elections, Castro knew, were in Western eyes the one real criterion of 

democracy. He had often defended the Cuban system of Soviet-style 

indirect elections to the National Assembly. But the Soviet Union had 

disappeared from the map, and Castro concluded that he would lose 

nothing by allowing direct elections. The crucial requirement in his 

opinion was to ensure that counter-revolutionaries were prevented from 

becoming candidates. So direct elections were duly held to the National 

Assembly, and some non-Communists (but not dissidents) were allowed to 
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get elected. Liberalisation did not stretch to allowing the expression of 

anti-government views. Anyone could propose a candidate; but in each 

district an electoral commission, comprising representatives of trade 

unions and other ‘mass organisations’, was empowered to weed out 

unsuitable candidates. To maintain ‘unity,’ all approved candidates were 

elected, provided they got more than 50 per cent of the vote. Castro 

himself campaigned in the streets of Havana for a seat in the Assembly. 

Fidel “enjoyed virtually unlimited authority” (Center for Systemic Peace 2010, 2). In 

addition to holding the roles of Chief of State and First Secretary of the Communist 

Party, Fidel “exercised ultimate control over all aspects of life through the Communist 

Party and the state security apparatus,” as well as “personally chose the membership of 

the Politburo, the select group of loyalists that headed the Party.” 

 Immediately after Raúl became president in February 2008, the electoral climate 

was unchanged, as Erikson (2009, 57) noted: “[t]he Communist Party is the only legally 

recognized political party in Cuba, and opposition leaders cannot run for seats in the 

National Assembly. There are no competitive, multiparty elections.” Polity IV’s 2010 

report on Cuba (Center for Systemic Peace 2010, 1-2) noted that the Communist Party 

was still alone in its legality, and “contested elections for the National Assembly” did not 

exist. But the monarchical nature of the presidency was no absolute: when Raúl took 

charge, “the unlimited power of the chief executive has been slightly restrained. Raul, 

despite his significant power, does not enjoy the same degree of political authority over 

the Politburo as had his brother.” 
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Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2013” country report on Cuba (2013a) 

described the dearth of representative government in 2008 Cuba as such: 

In the January 2008 National Assembly elections, as in previous elections, 

voters were asked to either support or reject a single PCC-approved 

candidate for each of the 614 seats. All candidates received the requisite 

50 percent approval, with Raúl Castro winning support from over 99 

percent of voters.71  

 By 2012, change was subtly in the air. As reported by BBC News in January 2012 

when it reviewed Raúl’s discourse before a Communist Party conference, Fidel’s younger 

brother still supported only recognizing the Communist Party as legitimate. But Raúl 

talked about how that party required more democracy. Not for the first time, he discussed 

how the government might cap terms in office at ten years, what the BBC described as “a 

major change in Cuba where senior positions are dominated by veterans of the 1959 

revolution, known as the ‘historic generation’.” Thanks to a 2012 Communist party 

decision, elected officials are now restricted to a pair of five-year terms (Freedom House 

2015a). 

  2015’s municipal elections brought “an unprecedented” electoral development 

for Cubans: a pair of dissident candidates (BBC Mundo 2015a). Hildebrando Chaviano 

and Yuniel López each became a candidate thanks to a public vote at the neighborhood 

level (BBC Mundo 2015b). To win election, however, they would have to prevail in 

another vote, this time secret, without a campaign. Both failed to win, but not before 400 

or so people voted for them (Coyula 2015, BBC Mundo 2015a, BBC Mundo 2015b). 

                                                 
71 This report also noted that April 2010 brought municipal council elections. About 15,000 delegates sit on 

169 municipal councils. Voters elect councils every 30 months. 
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Human rights activist Regina Coyula (2015) put the development in context: “although 

neither of the two won, both phenomenon, -the nomination and the voting- are 

unprecedented and should serve to the government as a thermometer.” BBC Mundo 

(2015b) wrote that “a victory would have been something unique, given that in Cuba’s 

one-party system only the official Communist Party is legal, to which neither of the two 

belong.” 

 The Associated Press (2015b) reported that “[a] win by either would have been 

symbolically significant but would have had little immediate practical implication for the 

one-party Communist Party system.” Indeed, they were hoping to win municipal spots, of 

which there are 12,589; there were 27,379 candidates (BBC Mundo 2015b). The 

neighborhood vote picks half of these municipal candidates; the government picks the 

other half (BBC News 2015a, BBC Mundo 2015b). Municipal assemblies select 

nominees for half of those who sit on provincial assemblies; the government picks the 

other half (BBC News 2015a). Provincial assemblies will pick nominees for half of the 

National Assembly. This assembly chooses the Council of State, and the Council of State 

picks the president. 

 14yMedio put these opposition candidacies in further context (14ymedio 2015a). 

Chaviano and López’s municipal electoral commissions would label them 

counterrevolutionaries (14ymedio 2015b). It was a unique event (14ymedio 2015a): 

The publication of these biographies, with strong criticisms of the 

candidates, is an unprecedented fact in the history of the Cuban electoral 

processes under the current system. Until now, the people nominated were 
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always described in laudatory tones, emphasizing their professional and 

personal qualities. 

 Alejandro Rodríguez (2015) issued a strong criticism of the Cuban electoral 

process, pointing out the Cuban Parliament’s limitations: 

The Cuban Parliament (National Assembly of the Ruling Party) is famous 

for meeting a pair of times per year, legislating little, and dedicating itself 

to approving with unanimity the Decrees and Resolutions that come from 

the Council of State and Ministers. Therefore the lack of citizen 

enthusiasm before their electoral rights is quite natural. 

Rodríguez pointed out a commonplace complaint- “that the Cuban Communist Party 

(PCC) is who is in charge, assuming functions that would correspond to the Assemblies.” 

Poor Prison Conditions 

 Within the literature on life in the Castros’ Cuba, much has been made of prison 

conditions. Fidel issued an impassioned defense of the nation’s penal system in his 2009 

autobiography with Ignacio Ramonet (573): “there is not a single case of physical 

mistreatment or torture in the entire history of the Revolution. No one can give a single 

case of torture, a single person assassinated, a single person ‘disappeared’, which is so 

common in Latin America.” Damián J. Fernández echoed this in his “Dissent in Cuba: 

Between Seduction and Normalization” (2003, 606), writing that the government “has 

even denied that torture is practiced and that there are disappearances, which are common 

in other countries of the region. Nevertheless, victims as well as activists have challenged 

the official version.” Authors have as well. In Szulc’s Fidel (2002, 611), the author 
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quoted Castro as saying that “unnecessary severity has never been a characteristic of this 

Revolution.” Szulc countered with the following: 

Unfortunately, this judgement is unlikely to be shared by hundreds of 

Cubans who were tried by these courts and, twenty or twenty-five years 

later, remain imprisoned on obscure charges. There are at least three 

hundred political prisoners—fewer than thirty were released in 1986—and 

by all accounts they are subjected to extremely harsh treatment. Freed 

prisoners have reported systematic torture up to the mid-Seventies, and 

Castro will never be able to erase from his revolution’s history the shame 

of the irrational and capricious reign of terror in his “Gulag South” penal 

system in the quarter-century after victory. 

Robert Quirk (1995, 652) also countered Castro’s claims: 

Fidel Castro denied that political prisoners had been subjected to torture 

during their detention by the State Security officials. There was no need, 

however, to resort to such crude measures when weeks or months of 

incessant psychological pressures could work wonders. Those who 

received long prison terms, whose sentences were extended without any 

judicial process, who were confined to cramped cells infested with 

bedbugs, lice, and mosquitoes, who were brutalized, beaten, starved, and 

denied bedding and even elemental medical care, had been unwilling to 

play the game according to revolutionary rules. 

 Fernández (2003, 606) listed how “in defense of its human rights record, the 

official [Cuban] discourse highlights the campaign of reeducation of political and 
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common prisoners as a sign of the progressive nature of the Cuban penal system.” In his 

1988 essay “Cuba and the Politics of Human Rights,” Tony Platt (47) wrote that “experts 

from the United States and elsewhere who have visited Cuba and investigated its penal 

system are generally positive about what they find,” also citing a positive review from a 

group of criminologists. Citing the Institute for Policy Studies’ “Cuban Prisons: A 

Preliminary Report,” Platt also argued (51) that “most prisoners in Cuba are held in 

uncrowded prisons.” 

 Other reviews are less positive, including the aforementioned report from the 

Institute for Policy Studies (1988). This report did mention that it “heard no complaints 

about the use of instruments of torture to inflict pain; neither did we find any policy of 

extrajudicial executions or disappearances” (58). In its review, the report started out with 

the good, or “humane and constructive features of the Cuban penal system,” and then 

listed “the harsh and cruel features” (58). According to the Institute, both the negative 

and positive aspects resulted from “the determination to re-educate prisoners.” 

 Regarding positive aspects, the Institute for Policy Studies (1988, 58) listed paid 

jobs for prisoners, clean conditions for “regular prison facilities” and educational 

services. The list of negative aspects wasn’t short (59, italics in original). Prisoners “who 

resist re-education or violate prison discipline — including passive violation such as 

hunger strikes — are confined for extended periods, sometimes in extremely harsh 

punishment cells — bare, tiny, dark, cold (or hot, depending on the season) — sometimes 

with insufficient food.” Directly contradicting Fidel Castro, the Institute for Policy 

Studies reported that “[i]n two prisons, Boniato and Combinado del Este, we encountered 

frequent complaints that prisoners who did not conform to the prison regime had been 
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beaten with rubber hoses (mangueras), or with fists or sticks.” For prisoners housed in 

“punishment cells,” life was difficult (60). They “received a small breakfast and larger 

supper, but no lunch — a very deprived diet.” Toilet conditions were acceptable for 

some, but not all, such as those confined in punishment or “harsh protection” areas. 

Those in punishment cells used “holes in the grounds.”  

 The Institute for Policy Studies (1988, 60) explained that “[f]or most prisoners 

overcrowding is not a problem.” Again, this was not the case for all prisoners: 

On the other hand, we saw extremely crowded conditions in punishment 

cells. At their worst, we saw a few three-person cells where prisoners were 

confined 24 hours a day that measured 5 feet by 7 feet, for a total of 35 

square feet or 12 square feet per prisoner. Most punishment cells in most 

prisons we saw contained one or two prisoners. Some punishment cells 

were slightly larger, measuring 6 feet by 12 feet. In the punishment cells 

in three of the prisons we saw, prisoners slept on bare cement slabs 

without bedding. In others, adequate bedding with mattresses is provided. 

The toilet (a hole in the floor) is in the cell, as is a spigot for water. Light 

is minimal.” 

Space was not much better for others (59): 

Prisoners in protection cells (due to difficulties living in collective cell 

blocks) who do not work have only slightly better facilities than those in 

the punishment cells and go outside only once a week for an hour or two. 

In some prisons they are then placed in large iron cages which are too 

small to take walks. 
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 The Institute for Policy Studies (1988, 61) listed other problems. At the time of 

the report’s publication, the International Committee of the Red Cross wasn’t allowed “to 

establish a presence in Cuba.” The report also noted that “[t]he Cuban prison system is 

made very hard by the prolonged prison sentences that have prevailed.” Identifying the 

plight “of those prisoners who experience the worst of the Cuban prison system, this can 

mean several years in cramped, poorly lighted, locked cells with an hour a week in the 

sun and infrequent visits” (61-62). 

 The Institute for Policy Studies is not the only source to detail poor treatment of 

prisoners. A delegation from the Association of the Bar of the City of New York (Garcia-

Crews et al. 1988) detailed one section of the Combinado del Este prison called “the 

rectangle of death” (227-9). Their tour of the prison had originally neglected to include it. 

Several cells included two doors: “(t)he internal door is made of metal bars partly 

covered by sheetmetal; approximately two feet in front of the barred door is a wooden 

door that opens onto the corridor and which, when closed, blocks all light that might 

enter the cell.” When discussing the rectangle’s “punishment cells,” the report explained 

that “[t]he one prisoner whose face we glimpsed through the slot of a punishment cell did 

not have any clothes on, according to the guards.” Not all rooms in the rectangle had a 

pair of doors though; “[p]risoners with whom the delegation talked later said that the 

removal of the wooden doors coincided with visits by foreign delegations.” 

 The delegation explained that it did not require a heinous crime for a prisoner to 

go to the rectangle (Garcia-Crews et al. 1988, 229): 

Various infractions of prison discipline apparently can lead to time in the 

rectangle of death. Among these are hunger strikes, according to several of 
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the prisoners with whom we spoke. One of them, Ariel Hidalgo Guillen, a 

former teacher who was sentenced to eight years for “enemy propaganda,” 

was put in a punishment cell in the rectangle of death in December 1987, 

because he went on hunger strike to commemorate human rights day and 

to protest the treatment of another prisoner. 

The report did list a better reality for political prisoners, albeit far from suitable: 

The improved treatment for those political prisoners whom we saw does 

not mean, however, that all harsh treatment has ended. For many of these 

political prisoners poor prison conditions and inadequate or delayed 

medical care have resulted in lingering medical problems. We were told 

that two common prisoners, both of whom were described as having some 

mental problems, had been severely beaten in the two months before our 

visit. One of them, who apparently refused to enter his cell, was beaten by 

three guards and dragged along the floor by his testicles. A few months 

earlier, another prisoner who is in Combinado on charges of “enemy 

propaganda” for writing placards that said “Down With Fidel,” was placed 

in a punishment cell and received water only once a day, and half rations 

of food, according to his mother, with whom we met in Havana. 

The report stated that “[i]n sum, conditions in prisons have generally improved in the 

recent past, but substantial violations of human rights remain, particularly in Combinado 

del Este” (231). 

 Quirk (1995, 652-3) maintained that “[p]olitical wrongdoing—by both men and 

women—was infinitely worse than common crimes.” Quirk gave the example of Yara 
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Borges, who “related that she had been beaten with the flat side of a machete on both 

sides of her body.” The author quoted Borges as explaining that “[e]very tour of 

inspection ended with somebody getting beaten.” Quirk listed a particularly gruesome 

detail that befell some imprisoned boys: 

Several of the men who wrote later of their experiences in Cuban prisons 

reported the presence of fourteen- or fifteen-year-old boys who were 

confined with the adults, usually because they had tried to escape from the 

island. Most had been brutally sodomized. Their treatment was not Fidel 

Castro’s concern.72 

Quirk also noted the demise of Pedro Luis Boitel (653-4): 

In 1970 his term was extended indefinitely. In fact, he was already under a 

virtual death sentence. He had refused rehabilitation,73 and when he 

declared a hunger strike, the prison officials withheld all food. By then 

both of his legs had been amputated because of infected wounds brought 

on by the many beatings he had suffered at the hands of the vindictive 

guards. At the time of his death, in May 1972, he weighed only eighty 

pounds. Shortly before he died he managed to smuggle out a letter that 

detailed the “cruel and inhumane” treatment accorded political prisoners. 

“We are living skeletons,” he said. Fidel Castro had given orders that 

Boitel should be “liquidated” so he would not “fuck up any more.” The 

popular onetime student leader was buried secretly. 

                                                 
72 This appears as a footnote on page 653. 
73 Synonymous with reeducation, Quirk explained. 
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 Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2015” country report on Cuba noted 

that the country “does not grant international humanitarian organizations access to its 

prisons, though it did allow a group of foreign correspondents access to some prisons in 

April 2013, just weeks before the UN Human Rights Council’s regular comprehensive 

review of practices on the island” (Freedom House 2015a). Such a visit had not been 

permitted since 2004. The report from a delegation of the Association of the Bar of the 

City of New York (Garcia-Crews et al. 1988, 216) explained that Havana “most recently, 

allowed the International Committee of the Red Cross to conduct a visit to Cuba’s 

prisons.”  

Holding of Political Prisoners 

 Regarding political prisoners, in his autobiography with Ignacio Ramonet, Fidel 

Castro issued an impassioned denial that Cuba incarcerated prisoners of conscience 

(2009, 573; italics in original):  

Here, no one has ever been imprisoned for being a dissident or because 

they see things differently from the way the Revolution does. Our courts 

sentence people to prison on the basis of laws, and they judge 

counterrevolutionary acts…The idea that in Cuba we send people to 

prison for having a belief that’s different from the Revolution’s is 

ridiculous. Here, we punish acts, not ideas. 

But the expression of these political ideas? This is another matter. Castro also maintained 

(573) that “[t]here has never been a demonstration broken up by public law 

enforcement.” These are bold statements with which a number of sources in the literature 

disagree. 
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 The 1988 report from the delegation from the Association of the Bar of the City 

of New York (Garcia-Crews et al. 234) helps pick apart Fidel’s argument: 

A statute that labels non-violent dissenting speech as “enemy 

propaganda” and prohibits and punishes such speech, violates the 

internationally recognized rights of freedom of speech and association. 

Sentencing persons convicted under the statute to one to eight years in 

prison violates other international human rights standards as well. 

Punishment that is grossly excessive in relation to the gravity of the 

offense violates the prohibition on cruel and inhuman punishment. Surely 

it is cruel and inhuman to impose severe sentences for acts which by 

international standards should not be punished at all. 

Fidel Castro argued in his autobiography with Ignacio Ramonet (2009, 573) that “this 

Revolution has the support of the people; it is defended by the people, because the entire 

nation defends the Revolution.” But as Leycester Coltman (2003, 247) asked, “[i]f 

Castro’s government and political system enjoyed public support, why did he need to 

keep so many individuals in prison for their political beliefs?” 

 When describing the penal environment for political prisoners after Fidel Castro 

began to lump political and regular prisoners together in one category in 1966, Quirk 

(1995, 654) offered a harsh description of food in Cuban jails for the political prisoner: 

Even with full rations, the diet in Cuban penal institutions offered only 

subminimal nutrition—too few proteins and vitamins. A former prisoner 

spoke of food by the spoonful. Breakfast might be a piece of bread and 

some weak coffee. On this fare men in concentration camps, such as those 
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on the Isle of Pines, were expected to perform hard labor—for example, 

breaking rocks, all day. At noon and in the evening—if there was a third 

meal—spaghetti or macaroni, or perhaps some maggoty beans and rice, 

and watered-down broth might be served, and occasionally some canned 

Russian meat, which was too often rancid. Not surprisingly, every prisoner 

seemed obsessed with the idea of food and of eating. Most of the men 

suffered from malnutrition and, in the worst cases, diarrhea, dehydration, 

scurvy, anemia, polyneuritis, beriberi, tuberculosis, or hepatitis. 

 Amnesty International’s 1987 report explained that by “the end of 1986 Amnesty 

International knew of approximately 450 political prisoners, of whom 10 were adopted as 

prisoners of conscience” (151). A little over a decade later, there was hope on the horizon 

that repression might wane with the visit of Pope John Paul II in 1998 (Human Rights 

Watch 1999). While the government did liberate around 100 political prisoners after John 

Paul II’s stay, “most of them had served the majority of their sentences, and police 

required them to refrain from engaging in opposition activities.” Nine years later, a 

Human Rights Watch report detailed that “[i]n addition to dissidents arrested in the last 

several days, more than 200 people are incarcerated in Cuba for political reasons” 

(Human Rights Watch 2008a). In a 2009 report titled “New Castro, Same Cuba,” Nik 

Steinberg updated how political prisoners fared under new leadership: 

As the new head of state, Raúl Castro inherited a system of abusive laws 

and institutions, as well as responsibility for hundreds of political 

prisoners arrested during his brother’s rule. Rather than dismantle this 

repressive machinery, Raúl Castro has kept it firmly in place and fully 
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active. Scores of political prisoners arrested under Fidel Castro continue to 

languish in Cuba’s prisons. And Raúl Castro’s government has used 

draconian laws and sham trials to incarcerate scores more who have dared 

to exercise their fundamental freedoms. 

Freedom House (Piano et al. 2010, 9) noted that “[t]he absolute number of political 

prisoners in Cuba decreased slightly from 205 to 201 during 2009.” Amnesty 

International reported in 2010 (1) that “[g]overnment critics continued to be imprisoned; 

many reported that they were beaten during arrest.” 

 Freedom House noted a drop in political prisoners in 2010 (Piano et al. 2011, 13): 

The absolute number of political prisoners in Cuba decreased from 201 in 

2009 to 163 in 2010. While the government agreed in July to release the 

remaining 52 people arrested in the March 2003 crackdown, it missed a 

November 7 deadline for all 52 to be released, as a final group of 13 

prisoners refused to agree to leave Cuba. 

The start of the release of those remaining 52 followed “prolonged negotiations with the 

Roman Catholic Church and the Spanish government.” Daniel Wilkinson, managing 

director for the Americas Division of Human Rights Watch, noted that the announcement 

that the 52 political prisoners would be liberated came about “after the archbishop of 

Havana and the Spanish foreign minister interceded directly with Raúl Castro” 

(Wilkinson 2010). Wilkinson did add that “that group does not include any of the many 

other Cuban dissidents arrested since Raúl Castro took over from his ailing brother in 

2006.” A Freedom House report described the agreement to free the 52 as “the largest 

prisoner release on the island in decades” (Moreno, Brady, and Ribar 2011, 13). 
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 Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2012” country report on Cuba 

explained that thanks to the talks held with the Catholic Church and Spain, “166 political 

prisoners were freed” between July 2010 and March 2011 (Freedom House 2012a). The 

52 from 2003 were part of this total. Freedom House did point out that “[e]ven as the 

long-term political prisoners were released, the government significantly increased the 

number of short-term detentions, making them the preferred form of repression.” But in 

July 2010, there were 167 “longer-term political prisoners,” and by December 2011 that 

number was around 73. That same month, “the Cuban government released 2,999 

prisoners who had mostly fulfilled their sentence, but only seven of those had been 

imprisoned for political reasons.” A 2012 CNN.com article on the visit of Pope Benedict 

XVI reported that “[r]ights groups say the nation has largely emptied its jails of political 

prisoners, and yet it continues to harass the country’s activists” (Ariosto 2012). 

 Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2014” country report on Cuba updated 

the number of political prisoners, stating that the Cuban Commission for Human Rights 

and National Reconciliation (CCDHRN) projected “102 political prisoners, with 87 

behind bars and another 15 on parole, under constant surveillance and periodically 

detained” (Freedom House 2014b). Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2015” 

country report on Cuba gave an update (Freedom House 2015a): 

In 2014, the CCDHRN estimated that Cuba had more than 100 political 

prisoners. In December, imprisoned USAID contractor Alan Gross was 

released along with U.S. intelligence officer Rolando Sarraff Trujillo as 

part of the deal with the U.S. government. Cuba committed to releasing 53 

additional political prisoners about which the United States had expressed 
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concern based on reports from CCDHRN. Despite this progress, human 

rights groups on the island have indicated that many of those released have 

limited freedom of movement and are at risk of rearrest. 

This report also stated that “a number of the political prisoners released in 2014 are under 

‘conditional’ freedom that prevents them from traveling abroad.” 

Instances of Sub-Par Legal Representation 

 The literature also includes descriptions of accused criminals receiving less than 

ideal legal representation. The Institute for Policy Studies (1988, 61) explained that 

“Cuban judicial theory does not provide for independent advocates for prisoners. It is not 

considered an appropriate function for lawyers to represent prisoners in matters dealing 

with prison conditions.” Garcia-Crews et al. (1988, 222) noted that around the time of its 

publication, “it appears that attorneys are unwilling to pursue a substantial defense of 

those accused of political crimes.” The delegation (229) “asked the prisoners whether 

officers from the Fiscalia’s74 office for the ‘control of legality’ ever came to the prison, 

and were told that there are visits to the common prisoners, but never to the political 

prisoners.” Quirk (1995, 652) offered a strong denouncement of the rights of the accused: 

In revolutionary Cuba each presumed culprit was assigned to a single 

State Security officer whose sole aim was to obtain a confession. There 

could be no other satisfactory conclusion to the process of investigation, 

arrest, accusation, and interrogation. 

 Perhaps this should not be a surprise. Short (1993, 16) pointed out that a 

“presumption of innocence and the guarantee of a public trial (Art. 10 of the Universal 

                                                 
74 Meaning district attorney or public prosecutor. 
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Declaration) are omitted in the 1976 Constitution.” Human Rights Watch issued a related 

critique ten years later (2003c):  

Cuban courts deny defendants basic rights of due process. Courts lack 

independence and impartiality, and trials of dissidents are sometimes held 

behind closed doors, violating the right to a public trial. 

In the introduction to the report provided by Garcia-Crews et al. (1988, 208), 

Garcia-Crews, himself an ex-political prisoner in Cuba, detailed the limitations of the 

courts: 

There exists no true separation of state powers, thereby precluding judicial 

review of human rights abuses engaged in by the regime. Moreover, the 

independence of legal counsel in general, and public defense counsel in 

particular, is completely unknown to the Cuban justice system. 

The report pointed out that in “the early years following the revolution, the client’s 

interests appear to have been considered almost entirely subservient to those of the state, 

with defense of political prisoners a perfunctory matter, if any defense was presented at 

all” (221). This report explained that “evidence gathered by the delegation left us with 

serious doubts about the independence of the bar in Cuba,” adding that “[t]he absence of 

attorneys independent of the state and willing forcefully to challenge a prosecutor, 

particularly in political cases, removes what is in many countries an important source of 

protection for human rights” (223). Freedom House (2016a) provided a contemporary 

update, stating that “[t]he Council of State has total control over the courts and the 

judiciary.”   

Mistreatment of Homosexuals 
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 Quirk (1995, 525-26) described the plight of male75 homosexuals in newly 

revolutionary Cuba: 

Initially many welcomed the overthrow of Batista and Castro’s 

proclamation of a humanist revolution. They quickly realized, however, 

that the new regime was even less tolerant than the old. Homosexuals 

were harassed by the authorities, and there were periodic clampdowns, 

leading to widespread arrests. 

So, homosexuals went for “a six-month stint of hard labor in the Military Units for the 

Increase of Production (UMAPs)” after “no judicial hearing or trial and no legal 

procedure of any kind.” It was not a humane experience: 

For the officials rehabilitation took a backseat to punishment and revenge. 

The prisoners were placed under the charge of brutal, sadistic guards, who 

took pleasure in beating and, in some instances, killing them, all in the 

name of enforcing revolutionary standards of decency and discipline. 

Quirk described how “[a]s reports of scandalous conditions at the camps spread, leading 

intellectuals protested vigorously to the government.” Quirk wrote that by 1967 Castro 

directed the camps to be shut down, but that was not the end of mistreatment: “the 

government continued to send suspected homosexuals to prisons.” 

Coltman (2003, 189, italics in original) wrote of similar treatment: 

In fact a number of homosexuals were punished. They were forcibly 

enrolled, together with various categories of common criminals, into the 

                                                 
75 Quirk explained in a footnote on 525 that “[f]emale homosexuality was of no concern to the July 26 

rebels and was therefore largely ignored or overlooked by the police.” 
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notorious Military Units for the Support of Production (UMAP), a forced-

labour organisation. 

Szulc (2002, 624) wrote that an “onslaught on supposed ‘counterrevolutionary’ 

intellectuals began around 1965, when the regime started to arrest those it considered as 

‘antisocial elements,’ especially if they were homosexuals, and to put them in the UMAP 

forced-labor army battalions.” Szulc (567) described “the persecution of homosexuals” as 

having “reached its apex in the 1960s and 1970s, when hundreds or more were forcibly 

enrolled (along with common criminals) in the so-called Military Units for the Support of 

Production (UMAP).” 

Coltman did point out that in his later years, “Castro came to regret the 

homophobic zeal of his early years in power” (2003, 189). Crary (2014) noted that 

“[m]ore recently, Castro apologized for the persecution.” Within the journal Health and 

Human Rights in an article titled “HIV/AIDS in Cuba: A Rights-Based Analysis,” Tim 

Anderson wrote that by the 1990s, “the country has actively promoted respect for sexual 

diversity” (102). And Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2015” country report on 

Cuba (2015a) noted that the country “has made important strides in redressing 

discrimination against the LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) community.” 

Conclusions 

 Cuba rated well in three CIRI dataset indices, which measured 1981 through 

2010. With regard to extrajudicial killing, Cuba ranked 18th out of the 21 nations studied, 

19th in women’s economic rights, and 20th in women’s political rights. With these three 

indices, a lower ranking means a better respect for that right. Cuba ranked 12th in the 

disappearances index. 
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 But overall within the CIRI dataset, Cuba rated poorly. Cuba was 6th in physical 

integrity rights. Cuba was 2nd in torture, and was ranked 1st (i.e., worst) in political 

imprisonment, freedom of assembly and association, freedom of foreign movement, 

freedom of domestic movement, the freedom of speech, electoral self-determination, 

freedom of religion, worker’s rights, and independence of the judiciary. 

 Looking at Freedom House’s scores for political rights (PR) and civil liberties 

(CL) on the 1-7 scale, Cuba never received a score lower than 6 for either political rights 

or civil liberties in any year between and including 1972 and 2015, faring the worst 

among the 21 nations studied. With regard to the political terror scale, which measured 

from 1976 to 2014, Cuba finished 13th best of the 21 nations under review. When 

comparing Polity IV scores, Cuba’s average was the worst of the 21 countries.  

 Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2016” country report on Cuba 

maintained that “the warming of relations” between Washington and Havana “did not 

lead to a comparable change in the Cuban government’s respect for civil liberties and 

fundamental political rights” (Freedom House 2016a). The report noted a “systematic use 

of short-term ‘preventive’ detentions—along with harassment, beatings, and ‘acts of 

repudiation.’” It also stated that the Communist Party “controls all government offices 

and most civil institutions.” Additionally, “political organizing outside the PCC is 

illegal,” “independent campaigning is not permitted,” and “[p]olitical dissent, whether 

spoken or written, is a punishable offense.” The report also states that “[f]reedom of 

movement and the right to choose one’s residence and place of employment are 

restricted.” With regard to foreign travel, the exit visa requirement was dropped in 2013, 

and “the law has generally been respected.”  
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Freedom House reported that “[r]restrictions on freedom of association remain the 

key political form of governmental control in Cuba” (Freedom House 2016a). Still, 

freedom of expression has improved in Cuba (Brenner et al. 2008, 341), and Freedom 

House (2016a) provides examples, along with context: 

Hundreds of internet cafés have opened between 2013 and 2015, and 

nearly 60 public-access Wi-Fi hotspots were established in mid-2015. E-

mail has been accessible via mobile phone since 2014. An estimated 

150,000 Cubans now have daily access to the internet, up from just 75,000 

in 2014. Still, the island is among the least connected nations in the 

Western Hemisphere.76 

 And even though “it remains illegal to print or distribute independent media, both 

journalists and Cuba’s new media start-ups have used innovative methods to share 

information online via e-mail subscription services or weekly PDF news digests” 

(Freedom House 2016a). Furthermore, “[a] sophisticated data packet distribution system 

uses flash drives to circulate a weekly menu of digital information, and Cuba’s new 

private mobile phone repair shops often double as independent media and phone app 

distribution points.”  

The Cuban government still runs the news (Freedom House 2016a): 

The Cuban news media are owned and controlled by the state. The 

independent press is considered illegal and its publications are classified 

as “enemy propaganda.” 

                                                 
76 Freedom House (2016a) noted that “[t]he first-ever public Wi-Fi hotspots were opened across the island 

in June and July, increasing internet access for those who could afford the $2 usage fee.” 
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Nevertheless, “in recent years Cuba has witnessed the growth of citizen journalism, an 

increase in the number of independent bloggers, and the appearance of a small number of 

independent, island-based news outlets.” And Freedom House pointed out that “[s]ome 

state media have begun to cover previously taboo topics, such as corruption in the health 

and education sectors.” 

Religious freedom faces “[o]fficial obstacles,” but “the Roman Catholic Church 

has played an important role in civil society, enabling discussion of topics of public 

concern” (Freedom House 2016a). Freedom House pointed out that “Cuba’s Catholic 

Church enjoyed an unprecedented expansion in its pastoral rights in 2015, including 

periodic access to state media and public spaces, as well as the ability to build new 

churches and print and distribute its own publications,” also noting that “[r]eligious 

freedoms also expanded around the time of Pope Francis’s historic visit to the island in 

September.” 

2015 did bring a historic first when two dissidents were candidates for municipal 

council elections (Freedom House 2016a). Hildebrando Chaviano and Yuniel López lost, 

but still, “they had been nominated by ordinary citizens in what was widely viewed as an 

extremely rare display of public defiance against the one-party system.” 

 Looking at economic freedom, the two-currency system was on its way out the 

door (BBC News 2013a; Orsi 2013a; Rodriguez 2013b). And even though “the extent of 

private employment opportunities remains limited, with almost no professional jobs 

included in the expanded list of legal self-employment occupations,” recent years have 

brought good news on this front (Freedom House 2016a): 
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The number of self-employment licenses rapidly expanded from 157,000 

in October 2010 to more than 504,600 by May 2015, though the figure 

reportedly dropped in the second half of the year to 496,400. The number 

of legal occupations for self-employment grew from 178 to 201 between 

2010 and 2015. 

Freedom House explained that “[e]conomic reforms continued in 2015 but at a slower 

annual pace than any year since 2011."  

Freedom House (2016a) gave an update on political prisoners and political 

arrests: “[w]hile the total number of political prisoners fell sharply in 2015, the number of 

political arrests remained roughly the same as in 2014, surging to historic heights in the 

last three months of the year.” The report added that Havana “claims it holds no prisoners 

of conscience, but various rights groups assert that there remained between 27 and 70 

political prisoners at the end of 2015.” 

On short-term detentions, Freedom House (2016a) cites the Cuban Commission 

for Human Rights and National Reconciliation, noting that it “documented 8,616 

politically motivated short-term detentions in 2015, down from a record high of 8,899 in 

2014.” And these detentions went after certain segments of the population: 

Nearly all politically motivated short-term detentions in recent years have 

targeted members of independent associations, human rights groups, 

political parties, or trade unions. For example, systematic repression has 

continued against the peaceful public activities of civil and human rights 

groups such as the Ladies in White and the Patriotic Union of Cuba 

(UNPACU). In 2015, the government prevented peaceful Sunday marches 
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led by the Ladies in White, turning the planned demonstrations into a 

spectacle of harassment and arbitrary detention each week. 

 A July 2016 report from Univision News gives a present-day update (Weiss 

2016). It cites the head of the Unión Patriótica de Cuba, José Daniel Ferrer, who puts the 

number of dissidents in prison in Cuba at 100. The report notes that “Ferrer said that 

peaceful activists continue to face ‘break-ins, robberies and repression’ on the island.” 

Univision News includes a cautionary quote from Ferrer: 

“When people in the exterior, be it politicians or the media, say that things 

are changing in Cuba they’re doing the regime a huge favor,” Ferrer said, 

“because there is nothing changing in Cuba.” 

According to Weiss, “Cuba’s leadership complains the U.S. trade embargo has not been 

lifted and appears reluctant to reciprocate by opening the island’s economy to U.S. 

companies, or softening the harsh treatment of political dissidents.” Citing the Cuban 

Commission for Human Rights and National Reconciliation, the author notes that “short-

term political detentions – some for as little as two or three hours – are up from a monthly 

average of 718 last year to a monthly average of 1,095 during the first six months of this 

year.”  Citing the same source, Weiss also points out that “the number of dissidents who 

have been sentenced to longer terms in prison or labor camps over the past year has risen 

from about 70 to more than 100.”77 Ferrer comments on internet connectivity as well 

(quoted in Weiss 2016): 

                                                 
77 This includes “at least 20” from the Unión Patriótica de Cuba. 
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“People say there is internet in Cuba,” Ferrer said. “Well, yes, but in 

reality there’s terrible access, it’s hard to find and really expensive. It’s 

there just for people to defend the government.” 

The Ladies in White, Unión Patriótica de Cuba, and Ferrer all figure prominently 

in the next chapter. 

 

Chapter Four – Dissidents’ Work 

 This thesis’ first chapter introduced the problem of human rights in Cuba, the 

second chapter defined human rights according to UN principles, and the third reviewed 

the status of human rights in post-revolutionary Cuba. This chapter will examine the 

work of the most influential dissidents and dissident groups.  

This chapter is organized chronologically before turning to Yoani Sánchez, who 

has been called “the most internationally recognizable face of Cuba’s small dissident 

community” by the Associated Press (Rodriguez and Orsi 2013), and Oswaldo Payá, 

called the Cuban government’s “most prominent critic” by 46 signatories to an appeal to 

the United Nations (quoted in Washington Post Editorial Board 2013b). 

Huber Matos 

 Damián Fernández (2003, 595-6) describes the first years of the Cuban dissidence 

as such: 

In the initial phase (which covers the years of maximum revolutionary 

expression, 1959-1966) the dissidence and the opposition originate within 

the same revolutionary ranks as an answer to the radicalization of the 

communist path, the centralization of power in a maximum leader and the 
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abuses of power. Leaders (such as Huber Matos and Eloy Gutiérrez 

Menoyo, among many others) as well as common and ordinary citizens 

break with the Fidelista revolutionary process and convert into opponents 

(many of these armed and risen up against the rebel army). The 

revolutionary provenance of the first opposition and dissidence is a point 

that merits consideration, since in general the opposition in Cuba just like 

in the diaspora has been seen as counterrevolutionary. If it is certain that 

they are opposed to the Revolution, these same individuals had fought for 

her in its reformist and democratic version, under the framework of the 

Constitution of 1940. These ‘contras’ were of a progressive, nationalist 

and populist ideology, typical of a sector of the Latin American political 

thinking. Precisely from the ranks of the Revolution the opposition surges, 

which was shot, condemned to prison or exiled. 

 Latell (2013, 106) described Matos as “one of the revolution’s most popular 

commanders,” 78 while Coltman (2003, 162) called the commander “one of the most 

successful and popular officers in the Rebel Army.” He “ran afoul of Fidel just nine 

months after their victory when he criticized the growing influence of communist 

apparatchiks in the new government” (Latell 2013, 106).79 Following Matos’ 2014 death, 

a report in the Associated Press described Matos as having “helped lead the Cuban 

Revolution as one of Fidel Castro’s key lieutenants before his efforts to resign from the 

burgeoning communist government landed him in prison for 20 years” (Wides-Munoz 

                                                 
78 Here Latell cites “Biographic Data” from the National Archives and Records Administration, 104- 

10247-10399. 
79 Again Latell cites the National Archives and Records Administration: “Forwarding of Tapes,” May 1, 

1964, 104- 10183- 10284. 
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2014). Shortly after the dawn of the Cuban revolution in 1959, “a disillusioned Matos 

wanted out of the new government, fearing the Castros and [Che] Guevara were steering 

the country toward communism, and that Fidel Castro had no intention of holding free 

elections as he had promised.” 

Quirk (1995, 275-9) described Castro’s handling of “[t]he showcase trial of Húber 

Matos and his officers:” 

From the outset it was apparent that the prime minister would allow 

nothing short of a conviction on all counts. The verdict had been dictated 

well beforehand, in Castro’s speeches and in the editorials of newspapers 

and commentaries on radio and television networks. Few Cubans doubted 

the major’s guilt. Castro had tried to whip up a national frenzy with alarms 

of attacks against the revolution. Facing charges of treason, sedition, and 

“collaboration,” Matos was tried by a military court under the penal code 

decreed in the Sierra Maestra. 

Castro said that Matos’ resignation “played into the hands of the counterrevolutionaries” 

(quoted in Quirk 277). And according to Castro, Quirk wrote, Matos’ true wrongdoing 

was “the mass resignation of his officers” (278). Matos’ final statement was poignant 

(quoted in Quirk 278): 

A revolution such as ours cannot condemn anyone for his thoughts. To do 

so would represent a denial of the same revolution. Martí has told us that 

the first duty of each man is to think for himself, and I have exercised that 

right in the ranks of the revolution. No one told me, when we were in the 
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Sierra Maestra, that after we had triumphed we should have to keep silent 

or to say yes to everyone. 

Castro, who had “assumed the roles of chief witness, prosecutor, and judge” 

(Quirk 277) informed the judges that “If this court fails to find the defendants guilty, 

history will condemn you” (quoted in Quirk 278). But a dead defendant would not do 

(279): 

[Castro] did not want Húber Matos dead, only punished and out of the 

way. He told members of his cabinet that he did not intend to make a hero 

of a turncoat. The judges, with their guilty verdict, sentenced Matos to 

twenty years in prison. 

 Latell (2013, 106) noted that “Matos’s only offense had been to speak the truth 

about Fidel’s duplicity.” 80 Quirk (1995, 279) described what befell Matos: 

For twenty years Matos, who had committed no crime, attacked no one, 

was mistreated, confined to small cells with no light, beaten, and denied 

medical attention. For long periods he wore only his undershorts, and with 

no bedding he was forced to sleep on the stone floors. But he never 

surrendered, always refused to be “rehabilitated.”81 

Luque Escalona (1992, 122) maintained that “the popularity of Huber Matos among his 

troops and the influence that he exercised over his officers proved menacing to Fidel and 

led to Matos’ ouster.” Matos would eventually head Independent and Democratic Cuba in 

                                                 
80 Here Latell cites the National Archives and Records Administration: “Forwarding of Tapes,” May 1, 

1964, 104-10183-10284. 
81 Quirk cites a number of authors at the end of the paragraph cited here. See Quirk 858. 
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Miami (Wides-Munoz 2014), which as Purcell (1991/1992, 138) noted, was linked to the 

Cuban Democratic Convergence. 

 Franqui’s Family Portrait with Fidel (1985, 54) explained that Matos “could have 

done lots of things, such as starting a revolt, but he did absolutely nothing.” To Franqui, 

Matos “was never involved in counterrevolutionary activities of any kind, but Fidel 

viewed him as a rival.” Matos is as such an atypical dissident of sorts. But who among 

the dissidents in the Castros’ Cuba is conventional? 

Heberto Padilla 

 While this poet “never attempted open defiance or public criticism of Castro,” the 

author Coltman nevertheless listed him as a dissident (2003, 232-3). Coltman explains 

that Padilla’s “poems were politically disengaged, and full of enigmatic signals of 

disillusion.” Furthermore, “the problem was made more serious when Padilla began to 

acquire an international reputation.” Padilla won “a major literary prize,” beating out a 

pair of “pro-Castro candidates” for it. The government “feared that Padilla would become 

more openly disaffected in the belief that his international fame and connections would 

provide protection against harassment.” Coltman noted that “[w]hen Castro ordered 

Padilla’s arrest, he knew that there would indeed be an adverse international reaction. He 

was willing to pay the price.” Padilla would confess- to a degree: 

Faced with the prospect of a long prison sentence, Padilla decided to do 

what Castro wanted. He prepared a long confession of his guilt, 

incriminating also some of his friends. He hoped that his abject self-

criticism, in the grovelling language of Stalinist show trials, would be 

easily recognized as false and induced only by fear. The confession earned 
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him immediate release. He repeated it, at even greater length, at a 

specially convened meeting of the Cuban Union of Writers and Artists. 

Most of those present probably had no difficulty in recognizing Padilla’s 

insincerity, but they kept their thoughts to themselves. 

Retamar and Beverley (1996, 180) described Padilla’s self-criticism, calling it “a 

calculated caricature of the speeches made by the victims of the dreadful Moscow trials 

of the thirties.” He “was quickly released; however, his weeks in jail, and the 

decodification of his self-criticism as a parody, mainly by ex-Stalinists who were familiar 

with the original texts (his intended audience), contributed to the erosion of the 

intellectual international front, which the revolution could, until then, count on.” 

Discussing “the Padilla affair” within the journal Chasqui, Paul A. Schroeder 

Rodríguez (2008, 127) explained that it “compelled many artists and intellectuals to 

radicalize their positions in favor or against the Revolution, and the most public fallout 

had Carlos Fuentes, Mario Vargas Llosa and Jean Paul Sartre, among others, withdraw 

their support of the Revolution.” Rodríguez continued, noting that “[w]ithin Cuba, the 

affair set the stage for the First National Congress on Culture and Education in 1971, 

whose primary goal was to prevent repeats of the Padilla affair by making explicit the 

role artists and educators were to play in the process of institutionalizing the gains of the 

Revolution’s first decade.” What followed was stark, as described by the editors of A 

Contemporary Cuba Reader (Brenner et al. 2008, 340-1, emphasis in original), and 

highlights the Castro government’s efforts to inhibit freedom of expression: 

While the revolutionary government has never been able to fully control 

the outspoken, lively, and irreverent Cuban culture, there have been 
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pendulum swings, so that censorship and self-censorship were pervasive at 

some points more than at others. The low point in cultural freedom came 

in 1971––when the quinquenio gris (literally the “five-year gray period”) 

started. In actual fact, it lasted a lot longer than that, and was a period 

typified by an autocratic, dogmatic approach to culture, administered by 

functionaries who were more concerned with ideological purity than 

anything else. Following the show trial of the talented Cuban poet Heberto 

Padilla in 1971, cultural bureaucrats tightened their grip on expression. 

Writers such as [Antón] Arrufat and [Pablo Armando] Fernández were 

denied permission to travel abroad. Their work went unpublished and they 

were given menial jobs. Others—such as Reinaldo Arenas—chose to flee 

the country. 

 Carmelo Mesa-Lago (1972, 90-1) described what came from the First National 

Congress on Education and Culture: 

The resolutions from the First National Congress on Education and 

Culture held in April and Castro’s speech closing this event further 

emphasized the new hard line: (a) primacy of political and ideological 

factors in staffing universities, mass media and artistic institutions; (b) 

reeducation of school-age children who show criminal or “antisocial” 

behavior; (c) tighter controls on literary contests to assure that judges, 

authors and topics are “truly revolutionary”; (d) more control on subjects 

of publication, giving priority to textbooks over literary works; (e) 

elimination of foreign influences in art and literature to wipe out “cultural 
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imperialism”; and (f) violent attack against the “pseudoleftist bourgeois 

intellectuals” from abroad, warning that the doors of Cuba will be closed 

expect for those foreigners who are “unconditionally” in favor of the 

Revolution.82 

Cuban Committee for Human Rights (CCHR/CCPDH) 

Writing in Latin American Politics and Society, Gerardo Otero and Janice 

O’Bryan called the Cuban Committee for Human Rights and the Cuban Commission on 

Human Rights and National Reconciliation “[t]he two more renowned” human rights 

groups (2002, 40). The authors noted that like the Cuban Commission on Human Rights 

and National Reconciliation, the Cuban Committee for Human Rights urges “respect for 

human rights, dialogue with exiles, and peaceful political solutions.83  

The Cuban Committee for Human Rights traces its origins into the early history 

of the Cuban revolution (Fernández 2003, 595): 

Sympathizers of the Revolution became the leaders of the movement for 

human rights. The first formal association of human rights in 

revolutionary Cuba, the Cuban Committee for Human Rights (CCPDH),84 

was founded in 1976 by a handful of individuals that had supported the 

Marxist-Leninist tendency adopted by the Revolution at the start of the 

sixties.  

                                                 
82 Here Mesa-Lago cites the following: CASALS, L. (1971) "Literature and society," chapter 16 of C. 

Mesa-Lago (ed.) Revolutionary Change in Cuba. Pittsburgh, Pa.: Univ. of Pittsburgh Press, and a 1971 

edition of the Granma Weekly Review (specific edition ambiguous in Mesa-Lago’s references). 
83 The authors cite Juan M. del Aguila here- Del Aguila, Juan M. 1993. The Politics of Dissidence: A 

Challenge to the Mono- lith. In Baloyra and Morris 1993. 164-88. 
84 Here Fernández lists the group as “Comité Cubano pro Derechos Humanos (CCPDH),” which literally 

translates as Pro-Human Rights Cuban Committee,” another name for the CCHR, as pointed out by Otero 

and O’Bryan (2002), citing del Aguila. 
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This is not an insignificant point, Fernández explained: 

The social and historical origins of the movement are important. The 

individuals that organized the group were professionals that up to this 

moment occupied middle-rank positions in the State. Many of them with 

Marxist credentials of many years, as a result of their affiliation to the 

Socialist Popular Party (PSP), which was the old pro-Soviet party and 

precursor of the PCC.85 

 Fernández (2003, 596) noted that “during the embryonic period of the movement, 

the members of the CCPDH quietly carried out work of monitoring and documenting 

cases of abuse against human rights, running great risks by visiting embassies and 

international journalists to provide them information.” 198086 brought the end of 

obscurity for the group: “confronted with the incidents that surrounded the Mariel exodus 

(including the infamous ‘acts of repudiation’, which were massive acts officially 

approved against individuals who wanted to abandon the island), members of the 

CCPDH increased their activities and in the process lost their anonymity.” The group 

faced repression. The increased number of human rights organizations in the 1980s was 

influenced by the CCPDH, with “some of these associations derived from the CCPDH” 

(598).  

In her 2000 text (126-7), Moses wrote that the group “tries to inform people about 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and shares information on human rights 

violations on the island with international organizations.” When discussing the group, 

                                                 
85 Cuban Communist Party. 
86 Year of the Mariel boatlift, when more than 100,000 Cubans left the country for American shores 

(Brenner et al. 2008, 46). 
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Moses listed Gustavo Arcos as its leader, calling him “perhaps the best known of the 

activists” as well as “at the helm of the opposition, whether or not there is a unifying 

organization.” 

Cuban Commission for Human Rights and National Reconciliation (CCDHRN)87 

 In a footnote within its report, the delegation of the Association of the Bar of the 

City of New York (Garcia-Crews et al. 1988, 237) described the advent of the Cuban 

Commission for Human Rights and National Reconciliation in 1987 and its link to the 

CCHR, as well as its defining characteristics: 

The CCHR has suffered damage internally since last summer. During the 

fall, personal and political differences led Mr. [Ricardo] Bofill’s88 former 

deputy, Elizardo Sanchez Santa Cruz, to set up his own human rights 

group, called the Cuban Commission for Human Rights and National 

Reconciliation. This discord is, perhaps, a sign of the enormous pressure 

under which all Cuban human rights activists function. The Commission is 

smaller, claiming several dozen members, compared with over 100 

claimed by the CCHR. The Commission also prefers, unlike the CCHR, to 

redress complaints of human rights abuses by privately bringing them to 

the attention of government officials. The CCHR is substantially more 

confrontational. It criticizes the government frequently and, so far as we 

are aware, has no private contacts with government officials. The 

                                                 
87 The acronym comes from its title in Spanish- “Comité Cubano pro Derechos Humanos y Reconciliación 

Nacional” (Fernández 2003, 600). It’s also listed in the literature as “Comisión Cubana de Derechos 

Humanos y Reconciliación Nacional,” translated as Cuban Commission for Human Rights and National 

Reconciliation. 
88 Writing in 1988, Garcia-Crews et al (236) listed Ricardo Bofill Pages as CCHR’s leader- “now, and has 

been for several years.” 
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government’s response to the CCHR has been substantially harsher than 

its response to the Commission. Neither group, however, has ever received 

replies to their requests for recognition as legally constituted 

organizations. 

The delegation pressed Havana to “respect the right of local human rights groups, such as 

the Cuban Committee for Human Rights and the Cuban Commission for Human Rights 

and National Reconciliation, to investigate human rights practices and to publish their 

findings” (243).  

 A 14ymedio report in September 2015 on events preceding Pope Francis’ visit to 

Cuba provides an example from the group (14ymedio 2015c): 

The Cuban Commission for Human Rights and National Reconciliation 

has expressed this Friday in a statement its “profound indignation and 

concern before the ‘social clean-up’ that the Government has carried out 

lately in Havana, Holguín and Santiago de Cuba. The spokesperson of the 

organization, Elizardo Sánchez, emphasizes that thousands of beggars, 

panhandlers, ragged people, mentally sick and other helpless wanderers, in 

its great majority older people who do not have a home, have been 

interned before the pope’s visit, which will begin tomorrow. 

This report from 14ymedio explained that the statement from CCDHRN “maintains that 

the ‘social clean-up’ carried out by the secret political police has as an objective to put 

these people out of the sight of pilgrims, foreign journalists and other visitors. The 

organization underscores that internments have been carried out without judicial order 
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and without giving the whereabouts of the victims. The CCDHRN asks that the pontiff 

intercedes for their immediate liberty.” 

 Citing the work of Juan M. del Aguila,89 Otero and O’Bryan listed some of the 

group’s positions as “the denunciation of human rights violations, lifting of the U.S. 

embargo and normalization of U.S.-Cuban relations, and social democratic principles” 

(2002, 40). Fernández (2003, 600) described the CCDHRN as “one of the principal 

associations.” The author noted that in 1987, a time during which groups “demanded 

essential changes in the rules of the political game,” the CCDHRN “asked for a plebiscite 

and collected 11 thousand signatures in three months in support of the initiative.” 

Human Rights Watch (2002) described the organization as “a respected Havana-

based nongovernmental group.” In July 2002, the organization “released a partial list of 

political prisoners that included 246 cases they considered to be reliably documented.” 

Elizardo Sanchez 

Klapper and Weissenstein (2015) described Elizardo Sanchez as the “head of the 

Cuban Commission on Human Rights and National Reconciliation, a relatively moderate 

dissident group.” At the beginning of the 1990s, Foreign Affairs called him “one of 

Cuba’s leading dissidents” (Purcell 1991/1992, 137). Otero and O’Bryan (2002, 40) 

pointed out that Sanchez was additionally the leader of the Democratic Socialists.90  

Writing an article for World Policy Journal, Samuel Farber (1992, 338) wrote that 

the spectrum of Cuba’s “opposition ranges from the conservative Cuban Democratic 

coalition, supported by the Miami-based Cuban-American National Foundation, to the 

                                                 
89 Del Aguila, Juan M. 1993. The Politics of Dissidence: A Challenge to the Mono- lith. In Baloyra and 

Morris 1993. 164-88. 
90 Here the authors cite the work of Susan Eckstein: Eckstein, Susan. 1994. Back from the Future: Cuba 

Under Castro. Princeton: Princeton University Press.  
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liberal and social-democratic Cuban Democratic Convergence, led by Elizardo Sanchez.” 

Farber called CCHR “the third principal opposition group,” adding that they “remained 

independent of both coalitions.”  

Purcell (1991/1992, 137-8) lent further context to the Cuban Democratic 

Convergence: 

The failed Soviet coup, however, encouraged many of Cuba’s internal 

dissident organizations to form two major coalitions. Both favor a 

peaceful transition to democracy via elections and a market economy. 

Their main differences are tactical and, to a lesser extent, ideological. The 

more conservative group, the Cuban Democratic Coalition, opposes 

dialogue with the Castro government. The other group, the Cuban 

Democratic Convergence, is more social democratic and favors 

negotiations among all Cubans in order to achieve a democratic transition. 

 CCHR’s links to each were lukewarm: 

The Cuban Committee for Human Rights, led by the prominent dissident 

Gustavo Arcos Bergnes, remains in contact with both groups, but so far 

has joined neither. In September, however, Arcos and Sanchez, whose 

human rights group forms part of the Cuban Democratic Convergence, 

met for several hours in an effort to find common ground. The meeting 

was significant because the two men, Cuba’s most important dissidents, 

had long been considered rivals. 
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Citing Amnesty International,91 Otero and O’Bryan (2002, 41) noted that each belonged 

to Concilio Cubano. 

Fernández (2003, 600, 595-6, emphasis in original) listed Sanchez, then as well as 

in 2015 directing the CCDHRN, as integral to the dissidence’s history: 

The second phase of the dissident movement is marked by the 

establishment of the first committee in favor of human rights on behalf of 

Ricardo Bofill, Marta Frayde and Elizardo Sánchez Santacruz. Like the 

first opponents, these had impressive revolutionary credentials, some with 

tight bonds with the PSP92 and others had even been intimate friends of 

Fidel. This period is distinguished for its similarity with the dissidence of 

the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, which served for the Cubans as an 

ideological and practical model. The modus operandi was typical of the 

dissidence of socialist countries: small cells that worked in secret inside 

and outside the prisons. 

Catholic Church / Jaime Ortega 

 The Catholic Church has had a rocky relationship with Havana; “[r]elations were 

hostile between the Catholic Church and the officially atheist state for decades after 

Cuba’s 1959 revolution” (Rodriguez 2014a). Andrea R. Rodriguez (2015) looked at those 

early years as such: 

Church and state waged open warfare in the early years after the 

revolution. Castro sent priests, including the current archbishop of 

                                                 
91 Amnesty International. 1996. Cuba: Government Crackdown on Dissent. Report. April 25. 
92 Popular Socialist Party, or “Partido Socialista Popular” (Fernández 2003, 595). 
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Havana, Cardinal Jaime Ortega, to prison or work camps. Some clerics 

openly supported anti-revolutionary fighters.  

Atheism eventually gave way to secularism (Ariosto 2012). Purcell (1991/1992, 138) 

listed how the church became busier: 

The Catholic Church has also stepped up its activities. The archbishop of 

Havana has demanded religious freedom in a handbill distributed to his 

congregations, and he appealed to the Cuban people to refuse, on ethical 

grounds, participation in the “rapid deployment forces” that the regime has 

organized to repress even its peaceful opponents. In early December the 

archbishop also delivered a statement calling on the authorities to make 

the necessary changes in order to avoid violence. 

Rodriguez wrote for the Associated Press in 2014 that “[i]t was Ortega that negotiated 

better ties” with the Cuban government (2014a). As of September 2015, Ortega was still 

cardinal (Associated Press 2015a). 

Freedom House’s 2008 Spanish-language report “Change in Cuba: How Citizens 

View the Future of their Country” listed the Church’s limitations, explaining that “the 

participants in the Freedom House study declared overwhelmingly that the Catholic 

Church does not play a role in building civil society, and will not have any influence on 

the future direction for Cuba” (Freedom House 2008b, 18). The report cited “various 

respondents” when it said that “religion helps many Cubans deal with the scarcity of life 

on the Island, and the role of the Church is limited to social and cultural activities in local 

communities” (18). The report even said that “it seems that the Catholic Church as an 

institution does not play an important role in the lives of Cubans, neither politically nor 
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religiously” (19). Freedom House explained that “beyond the projects of community 

social work, none of the respondents felt that the churches had the necessary potential to 

carry out changes on the local or national level.” But the Catholic Church was not 

entirely worthless- it may not have been “seen as a center of opposition against the 

government,” but it generated “respect as an autonomous actor in Cuban society.” 

 Six months after the 2008 study, Freedom House released another, this one titled 

“Another ‘Special Period’ in Cuba? How Citizens View Their Country’s Future” 

(Freedom House 2009a). Here the organization explained that “[f]ew interviewees expect 

the Catholic Church to contribute to political change” (3). The report found that “the 

Catholic Church plays a significant role in providing social services,” but was “not seen 

as a locus of political dissent.” In 2011 another Freedom House study came out (Moreno, 

Brady, and Ribar 2011, 19): 

In previous Freedom House studies, the Catholic Church was generally 

viewed as being restricted to social and cultural activities, voicing limited 

dissent from the government, and playing an essentially non-political role. 

Restrictions on the exercise of religion appear to have been relaxed in the 

past year, however, and the Cuban Catholic Church has become more 

vocal in the political arena. The church played a key role in the July 2010 

prisoner release negotiations, and in November 2010 was permitted to 

open a seminary for the first time in over 50 years.  

Nevertheless, a familiar sentiment still predominated- “Cubans interviewed did not 

appear to place much importance on the church’s growing strength, or offer any 

comments on the role of the church as a service provider or supporter of civil society. 
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Some said the church as an institution was unimportant, and none referred to potential 

assistance from the church when discussing concerns related to the economic reforms” 

(20).  

 Discussing civil society, Jorge I. Domínguez called Catholic bishops “[t]he 

leaders of the largest and best organized of its entities,” also maintaining that they “have 

grown more experienced when addressing the broad issues that confront Cubans” (2003, 

34). BBC Mundo noted in 2012 that Raúl Castro and Ortega were able to share ideas with 

each other (Ravsberg 2012b). Freedom House’s “Freedom In The World 2012” country 

report on Cuba pointed out that the “Church has been playing an increasingly important 

role in civil society, mediating in the case of the 2003 political prisoners, enabling 

discussion of topics of public concern, and offering material assistance to the population, 

especially in the countryside” (Freedom House 2012a). 

  And yet, could the Catholic Church be more instrumental? Damian J. Fernández 

wrote in 2001 that “as the only autonomous social actor with a national reach, the church 

finds itself in a privileged but difficult position” (Brenner et al. 2008, 95-6). When Pope 

Benedict XVI visited Cuba in 2012, Ariosto (2012) wrote that even though “the country’s 

Roman Catholic Church has often been lauded for its role in recent reforms, it has also 

received heavy criticism for appearing too cozy with the government.” Writing in 2003, 

Tim Padgett explained Ortega’s position for Brenner et al. (2008, 110): “The [2003] 

crackdown makes it easier to understand why Cardinal Jaime Ortega of Havana recently 

insisted that the Cuban church cannot and will not ‘be on the side of the opposition, the 

same way you cannot ask the church to support the government.’” Writing for CNN.com, 

Oppmann (2012b) cited another Ortega belief, that Benedict’s “visit is meant to address 
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questions of faith, not politics.” Oppmann quotes a Florida International University 

professor, who maintained that “[t]he church is not lifting a critical, prophetic voice 

against situations that the whole world sees as oppressive” (quoted in Oppmann 2012b). 

The professor asked, “Why can’t the pope or the church insist there be more opening, 

more democratic reforms, more freedom for the people?” Before Pope Francis visited the 

island in 2015, the government took activists who were pressing for the government to 

free political prisoners into custody, among them Jose Daniel Ferrer (BBC News 2015b). 

Ferrer commented that “[t]he Church should be concerned about this or any time human 

rights are involved. It’s their duty” (quoted in BBC News 2015b). 

 Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2014” country report on Cuba pointed 

out that various “publications associated with the Roman Catholic Church have emerged 

as key players in debates over the country’s future, including Espacio Laical, Palabra 

Nueva, and Convivencia” (Freedom House 2014b, italics in original). Freedom House 

added that “[l]ow-circulation academic journals such as Temas are similarly able to adopt 

a relatively open and critical posture, given their limited mass appeal” (2014b, italics in 

original).  

 While Espacio Laical lost a pair of editors to resignation in 2014, it at least had 

been “a rare local source of news and commentary that is not controlled by the 

government or the Communist Party, and in recent years it has published a number of 

articles with tough analyses of President Raul Castro’s economic and social reforms” 

(Rodriguez 2014b). It was an anomaly in Raul Castro’s Cuba, “unusual in Cuba for 

publishing articles both by academics sympathetic to the government and by others who 

criticize it.” Contributors were both domestic and international. Freedom House’s 
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“Freedom of the Press 2013” country report on Cuba noted that the “Catholic Church is 

permitted to publish two magazines in Cuba, Espacio Laical and Palabra Nueva, which 

are occasionally critical of the government” (Freedom House 2013b, italics in original). 

Rodriguez (2014a) gave an example of a publication from Espacio Laical: 

In July 2013, Espacio Laical published a supplement titled “Cuba 

Dreamed, Cuba Possible, Cuba Future,” outlining what the country should 

aspire to, including freedom of expression, political association and 

private economic rights. University of Havana religious historian Enrique 

Lopez Oliva said that surely set off alarms both within the Catholic 

community, which is divided over how much the church should involve 

itself in politics, and for government and party officials, who say Raul 

Castro’s reforms do not contemplate change to Cuba’s single-party 

system. 

A point made in a 2014 article on 14ymedio discussing Washington and Havana’s 

newly-forged ties highlighted the church’s recent role as social actor, citing Convivencia: 

“Convivencia puts special emphasis on the intervention of Pope Francis as mediator in 

the dialogue between both countries and expresses its desire that the Church keeps 

intervening between the opposition and the authorities” in Cuba. Freedom House’s 

“Freedom of the Press 2008” country report on Cuba listed another publication from the 

Catholic Church, Vitral (Freedom House 2008a). The weekly publication “had a 

reputation for being one of the only periodicals to offer independent opinion and critical 
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commentary,” but it had “suspended publication in April, citing lack of resources.”93 It 

started back up, albeit “with a much less critical focus.” 

The Catholic Church in Cuba has recently positioned itself to help citizens take 

advantage of economic change on the island, with the church reporting that “it has 

launched classes aimed at training aspiring entrepreneurs to open and run small 

businesses permitted by the country’s new program of economic reforms” (Associated 

Press 2013f). The archdiocese in Havana announced that it was putting on “three-month 

workshops and a two-year degree program taught by clergy members on the basics of 

private business, including sourcing of materials, accounting and tax regulations.”   

 Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2014” country report on Cuba 

explained that the “Church has been playing an increasingly important role in civil 

society, enabling discussion of topics of public concern and offering material assistance 

to the population” (Freedom House 2014b). “Freedom in the World 2015” echoed that 

nearly verbatim (Freedom House 2015a). Writing for the Associated Press on the eve of 

Pope Francis’ 2015 visit, Andrea R. Rodriguez (2015) provided a good view of Cuba’s 

religiosity now- and how far it has come: 

When Pope Francis arrives in Havana on Sept. 19, he’ll find his church 

ministering to more Cubans than at any time since the 1959 revolution that 

brought Fidel Castro to power. After decades of conflict with Cuba’s 

Communist-run government, the Roman Catholic Church has quietly 

established itself as practically the only independent institution with any 

widespread influence on the island. Expanding into areas once utterly 

                                                 
93 This report reflected on the year 2007 (Freedom House 2008c). 
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dominated by the state, the church is providing tens of thousands of people 

with food, education, business training and even libraries stocked with 

foreign best-sellers. 

And this is not limited to a handful of parishes: 

Church officials say every parish in Cuba does at least modest community 

outreach, mostly involving education and assistance for the needy. In the 

central town of Remedios, volunteers give out free haircuts and food. In 

Santiago, one of the cities Francis will visit, thousands of people each year 

avail themselves of a church basement library offering computer access 

and printing services. 

Concilio Cubano 

 Concilio Cubano (Cuban Council) came into prominence in the mid-90s (Font 

1996, 580): 

Increasingly after 1994 and throughout 1995, dissidents advocating 

democracy began to organize themselves in the interstices of the highly 

controlled polity. By 1995, more than a hundred dissident groups came 

together under the umbrella of Concilio Cubano, a platform calling for a 

peaceful transition to democracy and national reconciliation. Against 

existing law and the wishes of the state, Concilio Cubano called for a 

national meeting on February 24, 1996. But the government did not 

authorize the gathering, and the shooting of the two civilian aircraft from 

Miami the same day tilted the internal balance in favor of repression. The 

constraints on free speech and political association were effective in 



220 

 

circumscribing this process to still relatively small numbers of individuals. 

But this movement is the germ of a new factor in the Cuban revolutionary 

polity poised to grow in importance over time. 

John Sweeney lists the founding fathers and mothers of Concilio Cubano as 

Gustavo Arcos, Rene Gomez Manzano, Marta Beatriz Roque, Elizardo Sanchez, Felix 

Bonne and Oswaldo Paya Sardina [sic] (1996, 19). According to Sweeney, the 

government was not expecting an opposition: “[t]he emergence of a united opposition 

surprised the Castro regime and independent observers, but Cuba’s repressive state 

security does not appear to have lost any of its effectiveness.” The government’s response 

to Concilio Cubano was mixed: 

The Castro regime’s response to El Concilio has been cautious, given its 

history of brutally repressing all internal opposition. The organization’s 

leaders are under close electronic and human surveillance. Some have 

been assaulted in the street and others have received death threats. Strange 

visitors are noted, followed, and in many cases are detained and 

interrogated. The more people there are in a given opposition group, the 

more likely it is that the group has been infiltrated by one or more state 

informers. Still, none of El Concilio’s founding leaders have been 

sentenced to lengthy periods in prison. The Castro regime appears to be 

treading more softly than it ordinarily would, because it doesn’t want to do 

anything to spoil the false international image that Cuba is opening up at 

last…Some of the new opposition groups are remarkably bold, however, 
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and it may be only a matter of time before Castro’s state security shuts 

down these groups. 

Writing for the Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs (1997, 63-4), Jorge I. 

Dominguez noted that in February 1997 “leading members” of the Concilio Cubano were 

arrested, and the group was barred from meeting.94 

 Sweeney (1996, 19-20) quoted Julio Suarez, who also went by Yndamiro 

Restano, when further describing the government’s reaction. Suarez said that following 

the advent of Concilio Cubano, as well as the founding of independent media, “repression 

by the state has increased significantly. El Concilio’s creation scared the Castro regime” 

(quoted in Sweeney 1996, 19).  

 Writing in 2003 for Foro Internacional, Damián J. Fernández (595) maintained 

that “the history of the dissidence in Cuba has had up to the present four phases.”95 The 

third phase, according to Fernández, lasted from 1987 to 1996, and was “distinguished by 

the multiplication of associations dedicated to the defense of human rights” (598). He 

noted that Concilio Cubano’s fall marked an important point in the dissidence’s history 

(599): 

The fourth phase of the opposition movement begins in 1996 with the end 

of Concilio Cubano. Despite this strong setback, the dissidence 

reorganizes itself (this time in a more fragmented form to avoid cases like 

that of the Council) and after various years it expands. The growth in the 

number of groups is exponential, passing some 100 in the middle of the 

nineties to more than 350 in 2000. The geographic coverage of the 

                                                 
94 Dominguez cites “Hidalgo, A. and T. Machado”, as well as Amnesty International, here. 
95 See pages 183 and 194 of this thesis for the first two. 
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movement is wide, reaching the provinces. A new generation of leaders 

arises, more representative of the population in general. And within this 

leading stage emerges a strong current of public civic resistance. The 

movement, nevertheless, continues being a minority and besieged by the 

authorities. The fragmentation by ideological and personal motives is also 

a pronounced feature of this stage. 

Gerardo Otero and Janice O’Bryan wrote for Latin American Politics and Society 

(2002, 50) that the rise “of umbrella organizations, such as Concilio Cubano, shows 

movement toward a ‘thickening’ of the civil sphere, which increases the potential 

efficacy of civil society as an opposition force.” Moses (2000, 135) wrote that “the 

creation of Concilio had led to a blossoming of the number of individuals in the dissident 

community.” But Otero and O’Bryan qualified the success achieved by “organized 

dissident groups” in the 1990s (42). Citing a litany of sources, they stated that with regard 

to “influence over state policies or society at large, however, all sources (no matter how 

optimistic) conclude that these groups have had a negligible effect so far.” 

Ladies in White 

 In his text The Cuba Wars, Daniel P. Erikson discussed the Ladies in White in his 

chapter on “The Dissenters” (2009, 54-55), where he wrote of meeting the writer Raúl 

Rivero, “one of the few dissidents arrested in the spring 2003 roundup who had achieved 

international stature.”96 Rivero’s wife Blanca merits mention in the story of the Ladies in 

White: 

                                                 
96 Erikson’s description of Rivero’s relevance bears mentioning: “Rivero first broke with the Cuban 

government in 1991, when he joined a group of ten intellectuals who sent a letter of protest to Castro 

calling for the release of all ‘prisoners of conscience.’ At the time of his arrest in 2003, Rivero was the only 

signatory of that letter who had not yet fled Cuba. With his departure, none remain.” 
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Reyes had achieved acclaim in her own right as one of the leading voices 

of the Damas de Blanco, the “ladies in white” who held silent marches in 

Havana each Sunday to protest the jailing of their husbands, brothers, and 

sons. The plight of the Damas de Blanco, founded shortly after the 

crackdown in 2003, drew widespread sympathy among democracy 

activists overseas, and in 2005 the European Parliament awarded the 

group the Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought, its top human rights 

prize, named for the famed Soviet dissident.  

Oppmann (2012b) noted that the group held “weekly silent protests outside a Havana 

Catholic church asking for greater personal freedoms and the release of jailed family 

members.” Their protests happened on Sunday, with their name deriving from the clothes 

worn (Ravsberg 2011a).  When she died in 2011, Laura Pollán was the group’s 

leader (Ravsberg 2011b). She had been married to an economist who was among the 

dissidents arrested in 2003, and “together with other spouses of dissident prisoners they 

created an organization to fight for their freedom.” That freedom was made reality in 

2010.97  

In 2011 BBC Mundo described the Ladies in White as “practically the only active 

opposition movement in recent years,” calling them “the only opposition movement that 

has publicly demonstrated in recent years” (Ravsberg 2011a), adding in an article later 

that year that “for seven years their Sunday walks along the Fifth Avenue of Miramar in 

Havana were the only opposition expressions that there were on the island” (2011b). 

Nevertheless, Pollán had told BBC Mundo in 2010 that “we are not a political movement 

                                                 
97 BBC Mundo (2012c) noted that “several” were freed. 
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nor an opposition organization, we are simply a group of women with a great pain and 

much love for their families and the country. But we are not political” (Ravsberg 2010). 

Pollán said that the group suffered acts of repudiation, and pointed out that the ladies 

were “immersed in remembering the black spring of 2003, when 75 people were unjustly 

condemned for carrying out independent journalism, libraries and opposition.” Ravsberg 

reported in 2010 that “until now the aggressions have only been verbal.”98 

  Freedom House has regularly updated readers on the Ladies in White. In a report 

prepared for the Subcommittee on International Organizations, Human Rights and 

Oversight of the U.S. House Foreign Affairs Committee (Windsor 2007, 7), then 

Freedom House director Jennifer Windsor highlighted the Ladies, pointing out that 

“[t]hey have courageously marched every single Sunday since mid-2003:” 

I want to recognize in particular the important work of the Damas de 

Blanco, or Ladies in White, who work tirelessly on behalf of their 

imprisoned relatives, 59 of whom have been serving sentences since the 

2003 crackdown. These women have demonstrated for their fellow Cuban 

citizens that fear can be conquered and demanding one’s rights is not only 

just and legitimate, but possible. 

Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2012” country report on Cuba noted that the 

group “continued their protests during 2011 despite repeated episodes of harassment from 

authorities and regime supporters, and the death of their leader, Laura Pollán, in October” 

(Freedom House 2012a). Noting that “authorities ramped up short-term detentions of 

                                                 
98 BBC Mundo (Ravsberg 2010) added that “during the marches the Ladies in White go protected by 

civilians with communication radios, possibly members of the Ministry of the Interior who stop any 

physical confrontation.” 
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dissidents, making them the preferred form of repression,” “Freedom in the World 2013” 

(Freedom House 2013a) stated that the group “continued their protests into 2012” in the 

face of harassment. Of note this year is that the group “joined forces with a related group, 

the Damas de Apoyo (Ladies in Support), to pursue the release of all political prisoners 

and demand the restoration of fundamental civil and political freedoms. They also spread 

across the country, gaining adherents in eastern Cuba.” “Freedom in the World 2014” 

listed Berta Soler as the group’s leader (Freedom House 2014b). “Freedom in the World 

2015” (Freedom House 2015a) explained that even though “[a] record number of 

politically motivated detentions were recorded in 2014, and crackdowns on activists 

continued,” in December of that year the Ladies were allowed “to march without state 

interference or harassment.” 

 Ravsberg quoted Pollán as saying that “we understood that our fight had 

transcended and that it can no longer only be about the 75,” referring to those jailed in 

2003’s Black Spring (2011a). Ravsberg described her as “the most visible face of the 

Ladies in White.” The ladies certainly attracted the government’s attention (Ravsberg 

2011b): 

Last year [in 2010], the Catholic Church intervened in their favor, the 

government authorized their protests and began a negotiation with the 

clergy and the Spanish government that culminated with the liberation of 

all prisoners of conscience in Cuba, including Laura’s spouse. 

Nevertheless, the Ladies in White continued their protest activities, 

turning themselves some way into another dissident movement with a 

character more political than it had had during its first years of activity. 
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BBC Mundo (2012c) pointed out that “the group now defends other causes linked to 

human rights on the island.” Ravsberg (2011b) noted that “after the liberation of the 

dissident prisoners the attitude of the authorities before the Ladies in White became 

harsher and in various occasions hundreds of young people prevented [the Ladies] from 

leaving their houses to carry out new public manifestations.” The group was 

“predominantly Catholic” (BBC News 2015b), but with the prisoners no longer held, the 

Catholic Church did pull away from the group as the Ladies became more political 

(Ravsberg 2011b). Yet the group’s “public activities continued and they try to endure in 

the street, something that practically no dissident group has achieved in the last ten 

years.” According to Ravsberg, “that activism is what most stands out about the Ladies in 

White.” Ravsberg (2011b) explained in the wake of Pollán’s death that the group faced 

challenges, “facing a greater repression from supporters of the government” as well as 

“the competition of new dissident groups formed by some of the recently liberated 

prisoners.”  

Just days prior to Pope Francis’ 2015 visit, at least 50 activists, the majority of 

whom belonged to the Ladies in White, were apprehended by Cuban police as they called 

for political prisoners’ freedom (BBC News 2015b). Citing 14yMedio, BBC News 

reported that “members of Ladies in White and activists from other opposition groups 

were handcuffed and pushed into police cars and buses.” BBC Mundo reported that Berta 

Soler, who had become head of the Ladies in White, had received a unique invitation: “to 

greet the Pope in the gardens of the Nunciature, together with 150 more guests” (Ventas 

2015). This came in person from Cuba’s papal representative, the nuncio.99 But Soler did 

                                                 
99 Here BBC Mundo cited Soler and Marta Beatriz Roque, an economist. 
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not go, because she could not. “Another representative of the opposition to the Cuban 

government,” Miriam Leiva, was headed to the gathering, too.100 BBC Mundo quoted her 

as explaining that “when I left home a member of state security approached me and took 

me to a police unit, where they retained me for three hours.” Soler said that she had the 

same experience. This was not an isolated incident- with regard to another event where 

the Pope would be, “other dissidents did not have an invitation, but they were also 

arrested when they were going to see the Pope, various Cuban dissident organizations 

reported” (Ventas 2015). And regarding a mass that Pope Francis celebrated, “[t]he head 

of the opposition group Ladies in White said 22 of 24 members of her group who wanted 

to attend Mass were prevented from going by Cuban security agents” (Winfield and 

Weissenstein 2015).  

With relations between Havana and Washington now warmer than they have been 

for decades, the Associated Press reported in mid-2015 that “many dissidents” were 

“feeling increasingly sidelined and abandoned as both countries celebrate milestones like 

Monday’s opening of embassies in Havana and Washington” (Rodriguez and Orsi 2015). 

The report quoted Soler, describing her as “leader of a faction of the Ladies in White, one 

of the island’s best-known dissident groups:” “The only thing they want is to open up 

business, the embassy. Whenever someone high-level came from the United States 

before, they always made time to meet with us before getting on the plane (back home), 

and that’s not happening.”101 Rodriguez and Orsi described a Ladies in White march 

which attracted counter-protesters and then police, who “swooped in, plucked the 

                                                 
100 Leiva contributed to Ladies in White’s creation (Rodriguez 2013e). 
101 Another AP report two months later (Winfield 2015) gave Soler the title of “head of the well-known 

opposition group Ladies in White.” 
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dissidents from the melee, loaded them on waiting buses and drove off.” It was not 

atypical: 

The Ladies in White say their demonstrations have been broken up in this 

manner every Sunday for months. Recently the group has been departing 

from unwritten rules under which their marches were tolerated as long as 

they did not stray from their traditional route or incorporate male 

demonstrators, and it may be a deliberate tactic to provoke a reaction and 

draw attention. 

Guillermo Fariñas 

 In 2010, Guillermo Fariñas received the Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought 

from the European Parliament (Freedom House 2010a): 

Mr. Fariñas, a psychologist, independent journalist, and former soldier, 

has carried out 23 hunger strikes in order to draw attention to the grave 

and systematic human rights abuses perpetrated by the Cuban government. 

Called to action by the death of fellow political prisoner Orlando Zapata 

Tamayo, Mr. Fariñas embarked on a historic 83-day hunger strike to 

demand the release of 26 ill political prisoners in Cuba. The hunger strike, 

which ended after the Cuban government decided to release 52 political 

prisoners, called international attention to the abysmal human rights 

situation in Cuba. 

According to Freedom House, the strike almost killed Fariñas. David J. Kramer, then 

executive director of Freedom House, noted “Mr. Fariñas’ enormous contribution to the 

fight for human rights in Cuba” (quoted in Freedom House 2010a). Kramer grouped 
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Fariñas with other notable figures: “As a Sakharov Prize recipient, Mr. Fariñas joins a 

distinguished list of human rights activists, including fellow Cubans Oswaldo Payá and 

the Ladies in White, who have risked imprisonment and even death in their nonviolent 

struggle for human rights and democracy” (quoted in Freedom House 2010a). Discussing 

Fariñas’ receipt of the Sakharov Prize, Human Rights Watch (2010b) noted that “[s]ince 

Fariñas ended his 135-day hunger strike, Cuba has released more than 40 political 

prisoners, forcing most into exile in Spain.” 

  Windsor (2007, 7) wrote that “one brave independent journalist, Guillermo 

Fariñas, went on a seven-month hunger strike last year demanding Internet access, which 

is heavily restricted and monitored within Cuba.” In a 2013 article published by 

Cubaencuentro.com and then translated to English in the Havana Times, Haroldo Dilla 

Alfonso asked, “what would happen if members of Cuba’s leadership accepted an 

exchange with figures of the opposition?” Fariñas figured in the answer: 

This is the possibility that one of the most exemplary and self-denying of 

Cuban dissidents, Guillermo Fariñas, is apparently suggesting. According 

to Fariñas, he has, accidentally or intentionally, come into contact on more 

than one occasion with high Cuban government officials, culled from the 

military circles he was a part of before becoming a declared dissident. 

According to the article, here Fariñas “refers to half a dozen high-ranking officials who 

speak to him of such delicate matters as a proposal to include dissidents in Cuba’s 

parliament, the subordination of Raul Castro to his senile brother, their fears of having to 

repress an uprising calling for political changes and of flirting with other transitional 

processes taking place in the high spheres of power.” The author maintains that, “[i]f this 
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is the case, and I have no reason to assume Fariñas is lying, then we would be facing a 

rather complex situation, in which the renowned dissident speaks openly of his sensitive 

ties to those in power.” At least at this point in the story of the Cuban dissidence, the 

manner in which “Fariñas portrays himself, as a privileged interlocutor who has no 

qualms about sharing his private exchanges, is precisely the contrary of what any power 

faction in Cuba is looking for.”  

 Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2014” country report on Cuba 

(Freedom House 2014b) described Fariñas as “a longtime human rights activist and 

member of UNPACU,” the Cuban Patriotic Union. 

Cuban Patriotic Union 

 In 2014 an article on Yoani Sánchez’s 14ymedio news website told readers that 

“currently the Patriotic Union of Cuba is the biggest group of the Cuban opposition and 

the most active” (14ymedio 2014). BBC Mundo described the Cuban Patriotic Union, 

known as Unión Patriótica de Cuba or UNPACU in Spanish, as “the island’s most visible 

and active organization of opponents” (Ventas 2015). Freedom House included the group 

in its “Freedom in the World 2014” country report on Cuba (Freedom House 2014b), 

noting that 2013 “featured a coming together of various dissident and human rights 

groups, such as the Cuban Patriotic Union (UNPACU), the Damas de Blanco (Ladies in 

White), the Cuban Commission for Human Rights and National Reconciliation 

(CCDHRN), and Estado de Sats (State of Sats), to collaborate on common goals,” adding 

that “[t]he leaders of these groups gained a higher international profile through foreign 

travel.”102 

                                                 
102 “Freedom In The World 2014” covers the year 2013 (Freedom House 2014d) 
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In August 2014, UNPACU entered into “an alliance” with the Autonomous 

Pinero Party (14ymedio 2014): 

In declarations to 14ymedio, José Daniel Ferrer, executive secretary of 

UNPACU, claimed that both organizations share the commitment to 

strengthen all activities of the nonviolent fight and invite the smallest 

entities to join the alliance. 

14ymedio pointed out the role the UNPACU had played in recent years: 

The tendency to realize alliances and consolidate agreements in the Cuban 

opposition has accelerated in the last two years under the leadership of the 

Patriotic Union. The most important of these convergences happened last 

year with the fusion of the Antitotalitarian United Front (FANTU), 

represented by the Sakharov Prize-winner Guillermo Fariñas, and 

UNPACU. 

 In 2012 UNPACU member Wilman Villar died just over seven weeks after 

commencing “a hunger strike to protest his four-year jail sentence for disrespecting 

authority and resisting arrest” (Freedom House 2012c). Freedom House noted that the 

“government’s confinement of Villar under extreme conditions, as well as its failure to 

provide timely medical attention, contributed to his death.” Villar had been “beaten and 

threatened with imprisonment if he did not rescind his allegiance to the opposition.”  

 Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2015” country report on Cuba 

(Freedom House 2015a) provided an update on UNPACU: 

The year 2014 saw a rise in crackdowns on members of the Patriotic 

Union of Cuba, a human rights nongovernmental organization (NGO). Its 



232 

 

leader, José Daniel Ferrer, was repeatedly detained between 2012 and 

2014 after being released from a long prison term in 2011. Human rights 

activists and independent journalists and lawyers with the organizations 

CubaLex (a public interest legal consultancy), Hablemos Press, the Ladies 

in White, and CCDHRN have been subject to similar harassment 

inhibiting their work. 

During Pope Francis’ 2015 visit to Cuba, “a man began emotionally appealing to the 

pope and grabbing onto the popemobile” (Winfield 2015). Ferrer, described by Winfield 

as “head of the Santiago-based opposition group Patriotic Union of Cuba,” confirmed 

that the man who appealed to the pope belonged to UNPACU. This article also noted that 

“at least three other opposition members were thwarted trying to accept Vatican 

invitations to greet the pontiff at ceremonies in Havana.” 

Yoani Sánchez 

 In October 2013, Foreign Policy published an article titled “The Quiet 

Revolution.” Author Sheldon Himelfarb pointed out how “almost unfathomably, in a 

single year, humans transmit more data than in all previous years combined” as he wrote 

of the “revolution in innovation, information, and communication.” Himelfarb explained 

why: 

The catalyst for this quiet revolution comes down to a single reality that is 

both commonplace and incredible: For the first time in human history, 

people everywhere — including in impoverished conflict zones — have 

the ability to take photos, push data, publish text, and send information 

around the world or down the street with the click of a button. We are all 
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social-media makers now, and the extent to which we see this at work in 

the peacebuilding field every day cannot be overstated. 

It is, then, perhaps inevitable that someone like Yoani Sánchez would come along. But 

that does not diminish this woman’s ongoing influence. As Oscar Hijuelos wrote for Time 

in 2008 when the magazine listed her among “the world’s most influential people,” 

“under the nose of a regime that has never tolerated dissent, Sánchez has practiced what 

paper-bound journalists in her country cannot: freedom of speech.” Hijuelos praised 

Sánchez’s work: 

The pieces she has been clandestinely sending out from Internet cafés—

while posing as a tourist—are often funny, elegantly written and poignant. 

Her subjects have included the shortage of lemons, the turgid proceedings 

of the Cuban parliament and the slowness of meaningful reforms by Raúl 

Castro. These have earned her international acclaim. With a feisty 

dedication to the truth, Yoani Sánchez’s activities bode well for the future 

of her country. 

As Sánchez herself wrote on her Twitter page on December 16, 2013, “Journalism, sharp, 

incisive, unaccommodating… will be decisive for a change in #Cuba.”  

 “[A]mong the second generation of Cubans born under communism” (Slevin 

2013), Sánchez began to blog less than ten years ago (Forero 2013). It was a quiet start: 

In Cuba, where those deemed political threats are tracked by the 

intelligence service, Sanchez had to be discreet when she started blogging 

in 2007. She would sneak into hotels, head to the business center and fire 
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off vignettes to friends on the outside who would then post them on her 

site.103 

Sánchez maintained that “one of the distinctive characteristics of this first decade 

of the twenty-first century is the loss of the informative monopoly” (2010b, 95). In Cuba, 

she called the loss “perhaps the most significant change brought about in recent years” 

(106). She pointed out that “citizens have begun to use the Internet as a public plaza of 

discussion in the absence of tangible spaces” (101). She highlighted Twitter (105-6): 

Unlike other web services, Twitter offers the possibility of publishing 

through SMS104 without the need of being connected to the great 

worldwide web. It would seem to be a tool made in accordance with this 

“Island of the Disconnected”, if it were not for the high price of sending 

text-only messages to cell phones abroad. Nevertheless, those brief 

messages emitted from Cuba have become common in 

cyberspace…Under the tag #cuba you can read from urgent 

announcements like ‘I’m detained’, to the recurring ‘My house is 

surrounded by State security agents to the demand for the resignation of 

certain public officials. It is worth pointing out as an example of this last 

potentiality of tweets sent from the patio, the request for the dismissal of 

the minister of Public Health for the death –caused by starvation, 

negligence and cold– of tens of patients in the Havana psychiatric hospital 

during January of 2010. 

                                                 
103 In the online edition of this Washington Post article, “friends on the outside” contains a hyperlink that 

connects readers to translatingcuba.com, which bills itself as “a compilation of translations from Cuban 

blogs.” 
104 Text messaging. 
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She believed that “the increase of the access to information and the technologies to 

spread it, although yet marked by a high dose of illegality and secrecy, has managed to 

bring about a qualitative change in Cuban society” (106). And “any individual can 

become a transmitter of news or audiovisual materials.” On October 6, 2012 Sánchez 

tweeted out her gratitude: “At least now we have #Twitter to narrate what happens to us. 

For many decades, worse things happened and ‘nobody listened.’” 

 In 2010 Daniel Wilkinson wrote for Human Rights Watch how “in recent years 

the blogosphere has created an outlet for a new kind of political criticism that is harder to 

control.” Wilkinson pointed to “more than one hundred unauthorized bloggers in Cuba, 

including at least two dozen who are openly critical of the government,” and called 

Sánchez’s Generation Y blog “[t]he best known.” Citing the opinion of Cuban writer José 

Manuel Prieto, Wilkinson zeroed in on what the Cuban exile community thought about 

the bloggers: 

But more than their politics, Prieto said, what’s appealing is their 

measured tone. Sánchez herself puts it this way: “I have never used verbal 

violence in my writings. I have not insulted or attacked anyone, never used 

an incendiary adjective, and that restraint may have garnered the attention 

and sympathy of many people.” Ironically, the bloggers’ moderation may 

be their most subversive quality. It makes it harder for the Castro 

government and its supporters to dismiss them as right-wing ideologues. 

 Wilkinson opined that “[i]f these blogs are to serve as a catalyst for change, however, it 

will not be by influencing Castro sympathizers, who are less likely to read them anyway. 

Instead it will be their growing audience within the exile community, whose leaders have 
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largely shaped US policy toward Cuba.” Discussing reader comments on Generation Y, 

Wilkinson points out that the “open dialogue is a historic achievement for Cuba, and it is 

only possible thanks to the Internet.” Writing in 2010, Wilkinson added that “the 

bloggers themselves have only limited access to this conversation, and most other Cubans 

on the island still have none.” Here the author stumbles upon an important point, that 

bringing widespread internet access to Cuba could very well be a major factor in bringing 

about greater respect for human rights on the island.  

Wilkinson described Havana as engaging in a sort of whack-a-mole game with 

bloggers, arguing that “the inherent porousness of the Web means that anyone with an 

Internet connection can disseminate new material without prior approval” (2010). Like 

with domestic access to Generation Y, censorship can and will happen; however, the 

government “cannot stop other sites from springing up.” Wilkinson detailed what 

bloggers went through:105 

The biggest challenge for Cuban bloggers isn’t outright censorship. It’s 

simply finding a way to get online. To set up a private connection requires 

permission from the government, which is rarely granted. Public access is 

available only in a few government-run cybercafés and tourist hotels, 

where it costs approximately five US dollars an hour, or one third of the 

monthly wage of an average Cuban. As a result, bloggers often write their 

posts on home computers, save them on memory sticks, and pass them to 

friends who have Internet access and can upload them—for example 

workers in hotels and government offices. Others dictate their posts by 

                                                 
105 Not an uncommon theme in the literature. 
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phone to friends abroad, who then upload them through servers off the 

island. 

An October 2013 Associated Press article noted that Sánchez “said people are sharing 

information on thumb drives and can use their cellphones to text and post messages to 

Twitter blindly, which she compared to sending a message in a bottle since she doesn’t 

know who is reading what she wrote” (Slevin 2013). Sánchez then gave a tongue-in-

cheek preview of a post-Castro monument to come, kidding “that when Cuba is free, the 

country will have to build a monument to the thumb drive, which she said has done more 

to help the country than many of the people now honored by statues there.”  

In 2011, Sánchez commented on the process of acquiring an exit permit- noting 

that authorities “will inquire about whether or not you belong to any ‘little group’ and 

will be a little more emphatic when they inquire about whether or not you are member of 

Las Damas de Blanco” (3) This source, TDR from MIT Press described Sánchez as “an 

internationally celebrated Cuban blogger with several international awards for her critical 

portrayal of life in Cuba under the Castro government,” noting that Sánchez’s “blog, 

Generación Y, gets over one million hits a month and is translated into 17 languages.” 

Wilkinson (2010) also noted that Sánchez “set up a ‘blogger academy’ in her apartment.”  

 She had certainly drawn the government’s attention. Freedom House’s “Worst of 

the Worst 2010” report covering 2009 noted that she “was denied a visa to receive a 

prestigious journalism award in the United States, and in November Sanchez reported 

that she and another opposition blogger, Orlando Luis Pardo Lazo, were forced into a car, 

beaten, and denounced as ‘counterrevolutionaries’ by three men they assumed to be 

government agents” (Piano et al. 2010, 1, 9). Describing perhaps the same incident, 
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Amnesty International’s 2010 annual report on Cuba said that Sánchez was told “this is 

the end of it” (quoted in Amnesty International 2010, 2).  

 But it was not the end of it. In January 2012, she “was prevented from traveling 

abroad for the 19th consecutive time in late January and was detained twice in the fall, 

once while trying to cover the Carromero trial” (Freedom House 2013a). Carromero was 

behind the wheel in the car crash which killed Oswaldo Payá, and “Sánchez was 

temporarily detained along with her husband, also a blogger, en route to cover the 

Carromero trial in the city of Bayamo” (Freedom House 2013b).  

2013 saw the “pioneering blogger” Sánchez at the forefront of her country’s 

“growing group of cyberactivists” (Freedom House 2014b). They had “recently begun to 

hold public gatherings and link up with other independent civil society groups.” As of 

January 2013, an exit visa and invitation were no longer prerequisites to go beyond 

Cuban shores. Sánchez went abroad for three months (BBC News 2013c). The 

Associated Press listed her travels as stops in “more than a dozen countries in Europe and 

the Americas” (Slevin 2013). 

 Sánchez explained to Hala Gorani of CNN how she was able to travel: “I think 

that first of all the political cost of not letting me leave was too high” (quoted in 

Amanpour 2013). Discussing “recent international tours of several prominent Cuban 

dissidents,” Haroldo Dilla Alfonso (2013) pointed out that the tours afforded the travelers 

“greater international exposure, something which will doubtlessly help soften the 

onslaughts of State repression.” The Washington Post updated readers on Sánchez’s trip, 

explaining that “over the past six years, Sanchez, 37, has regularly uploaded posts on her 

Generation Y blog that are then read by half a million people, most of them outside the 
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island” (Forero 2013). Sánchez explained that her trip was a long time coming (quoted in 

Forero 2013): 

For five years I’ve tried on 20 occasions to travel, every time I received an 

invitation,” she said, describing the universities and book fairs that wanted 

her to attend, often to honor her with awards. “So this is a trip that I owe 

myself to be able to recoup a little bit of what was denied me by my 

government.” 

 Sánchez’s words to The Washington Post are poignant and revealing: “There are 

moments when my knees shake, and I ask myself, ‘Why did I get into this?’ But there is 

no turning back now. I can’t stop, and they can’t erase what’s in the blog” (quoted in 

Forero 2013). Forero cites Frank Calzon, who according to Forero argues that she 

“obsesses the regime because she writes in a vivid, engaging style and because she has 

mastered technology that dictators fear.” Despite “several detentions,” Sánchez had “not 

been jailed for lengthy stretches,” with Forero contending this was “perhaps because 

Cuba has of late appeared to be avoiding the bad publicity of jailing dissidents long-

term.” Citing American academic Ted Henken, Forero reported that “[t]hese days, her 

blog gets 10 million page views a month, with a post sometimes generating up to 5,000 

comments.” 

 The Cuban government has its arguments about her work- Sánchez’s blog had 

been “blocked in Cuba for three years, with the Cuban government accusing her of being 

a paid CIA agent” (Forero 2013). In Miami, Sánchez faced online questions including 

both acclaim and “criticisms of her supposed alignment with Washington against the 

Cuban government” (BBC Mundo 2013b). With respect to her trip, Sánchez said “no 
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governmental institution, no party, no ideological group has given me a cent.”106 Reuters 

reported that while abroad Sánchez “occasionally was the object of protests” (Franks 

2013). While she was in Mexico, “opponents threw fake U.S. dollars at her, implying, as 

the Cuban government does, that she is funded by Washington.” Her response made 

sense, given her countenance- she “deflected their antagonism by saying she wished such 

open protests were permitted in her own country.” Sánchez had touched on the accusation 

in an October 6, 2012 tweet: “#Cuba Malevolent official maneuver to call me ‘pro 

American blogger’ I am #proCuba for a #Cuba sovereign from #USSR#Venezuela and 

#USA.” A 2014 Sánchez article (2014b) weighed in again on the topic: 

I know a foreign journalist who each time that she writes a press note 

about the Cuban dissidence, adds a paragraph where she clarifies that “the 

Government considers this opposition created and salaried from 

Washington”…Nevertheless, her texts are missing a phrase that could give 

another point of view to readers and which summarizes in communicating 

that “the Cuban dissidence considers the Government of the Island a 

totalitarian dictatorship that has not been subject to the scrutiny of the 

ballot box”. That way, whoever consults the journalistic note could draw 

their own conclusions. Unfortunately the objective of correspondents like 

her is not to inform, but to impose a mold of opinion as stereotyped as it is 

false. 

As she came back to Cuba from her trip abroad, Reuters reported that previously 

Sánchez had “been subjected to a steady bombardment of government derision and has 

                                                 
106 This quote comes in the video posted on the cited website. 
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been detained on a number of occasions, and it appeared on Thursday the derision, at 

least, would continue” (Franks 2013). Someone blogging for the Cuban government 

tweeted that Washington financed Sánchez’s trip. Nevertheless, even though “a number 

of the island’s best-known dissidents have traveled abroad to collect prizes and give anti-

government speeches,” Reuters noted that “[s]o far, all those who have returned have had 

few problems.” Sánchez’s “family and about a dozen supporters applauded loudly and 

shouted ‘welcome home’ as she emerged from the customs area at the Havana airport” 

(Franks 2013). As they embraced, “curious Cubans awaiting other passengers looked on 

and asked reporters who she was.” 

 The Associated Press (Rodriguez and Orsi 2013) wrote that Sánchez’s time 

abroad “cemented her status as the most internationally recognizable face of Cuba’s small 

dissident community.” Describing her as “less well-known at home,” Rodriguez and Orsi 

reported that “[o]f 20 Cubans surveyed informally by The Associated Press this week in 

Havana, just seven said they had heard her name, and several of those were unclear on 

exactly who she was,” while just “three were aware of her global tour.” And yet the 

international renown could be her saving grace: 

Analysts say Sanchez’s rising international fame likely insulates her 

physically from arrest. She has told people close to her she expects to be 

the target of less detention but more propaganda offensives by the 

government and its allies. 

 Reviewing the year 2014,107 Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2015” 

country report on Cuba highlighted “[t]he appearance of a small number of independent, 

                                                 
107 See Freedom House 2015c. 
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island-based news outlets—including the sites Havana Times, On Cuba, and 14ymedio 

(launched by pioneering blogger Yoani Sánchez in May 2014)” (Freedom House 2015a). 

The New York Times called it “the island’s first independent digital newspaper” (Sánchez 

2014a). The editor-in-chief would be Reinaldo Escobar, married to Sánchez and also an 

activist (BBC News 2014a). The BBC reported that “Sanchez said the website would 

provide daily news about the communist-run country, but insisted it would not be a 

platform against the government.”  

On the same publication date, May 21, 2014, that BBC.com had the headline 

“Cuban dissident Yoani Sanchez launches online newspaper” (BBC News 2014a), it also 

ran the headline “Cuba blocks Yoani Sanchez's dissident newspaper” (BBC News 

2014b). The censorship happened mere “hours after it went live,” and Cuban visitors 

were “diverted to another website, which accuses Ms Sanchez of having hidden political 

interests.” The other site painted Sánchez as money-hungry: “web users in Cuba reported 

that they were being diverted to a website calling itself ‘yoani$landia’, which accuses Ms 

Sanchez of being ‘obsessed with money’ (quoted in BBC 2014b). An article there 

explained that the “website is from a group of people who had enough of seeing Yoani 

Sanchez presenting herself as the Mother Teresa of Calcutta of Cuban dissidents,” calling 

Sánchez “probably the richest Cuban on the island” (quoted in BBC News 2014b). The 

BBC reported that the website claimed Sánchez received financial backing from media 

out of Spain and Brazil, and noted that “[t]he editors of yoani$landia do not identify 

themselves, but they are believed to be Cuban government officials.” Weissenstein and 

Rodriguez (2014) described the page receiving redirected web traffic as containing 
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“scathing criticism,” written “by well-known pro-government writers.” At least as of 

June 3, 2015, 14ymedio was inaccessible in Cuba (Fox 2015). 

14ymedio was set to be a 21st century media outlet, and a unique one at that- there 

would be no paper form (Weissenstein 2014). The goal was “to avoid legal trouble by 

keeping distribution solely online.” Given the legal climate, this made sense: 

Cuban law prohibits the distribution of independent mass media that the 

government sees as damaging the national interest. In addition, newspaper 

publishing is not on a list of approved private businesses, so there is no 

way for Sanchez and Escobar to get a license to operate and hire staff. 

And appropriately enough, 14ymedio would also offer “a weekly PDF,” one which “can 

easily be distributed by memory stick.” 

 In an op-ed for the New York Times on May 27, 2014, Sánchez wrote about what 

happened “[w]hen immigration reform was enacted in January 2013” and dissidents 

could “attend international conferences where only official representatives were allowed 

before” (2014a): 

Various governing bodies and other groups around the world can now hear 

the proposals, arguments and demands of Cuba’s democratic forces. The 

myth of the Cuban Revolution suffered a great loss as soon as its critics’ 

voices started to be heard. It is no longer a monologue. Now there’s a 

different and polyphonic choir, one the official propaganda tries to silence 

with the useless strategies of demonization and fear. 
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Sánchez’s voice is perhaps the most pronounced among this polyphonic choir, thus 

justifying her place near the top of the list of the most distinguished Cuban dissidents.108 

Oswaldo Payá 

But Sánchez is not at the top of the list. That distinction goes to one man who 

gave his life for the cause- Oswaldo Payá. Human Rights Watch issued the following 

commentary after Payá’s death (2012): 

Oswaldo Payá’s long struggle for civil and political freedoms in Cuba was 

defined by an effective blend of idealism and pragmatism, which laid bare 

the hostility of the Castro government toward calls for basic freedoms. 

The brilliance of Payá’s Varela Project was that it used the Cuban 

government’s own laws to challenge its repressive tactics, through 

collecting more than 10,000 signatures in 2002 to call for a constitutional 

referendum. The declaration advocated democratic reform, respect for 

human rights, and freedom for all political prisoners. It required both 

leadership and courage on the part of Payá and his fellow organizers to 

collect the signatures, and many paid the price with brutal prison sentences 

in a 2003 crackdown, which followed the government’s resounding 

rejection of the project’s demands. It is tragic that Payá did not live to see 

these freedoms respected by the Cuban government.  

But as the editorial board of The Washington Post maintained (2012), even though “his 

dreams have yet to be fulfilled, they will be, and when they do, it will be in no small 

measure because he had the courage to take those first steps.” 

                                                 
108 Asking Sánchez a question in Spanish in front of a gathered audience at my alma mater while she went 

on her 2013 tour is likely the greatest intellectual thrill I have yet experienced. 
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 The Post’s editorial board commented on Payá’s formation (2012): 

From the time he was a youth, Mr. Payá spoke his mind. In school, at age 

17, he told friends of his support for the Prague Spring, while Mr. Castro 

was backing the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. For his remarks, Mr. 

Payá was sentenced to three years in a labor camp, where he hacked sugar 

cane and quarried marble 10 hours a day. “It was a struggle between 

power and spirit,” he said. “I left with a stronger faith that things can 

change.” Mr. Payá, an engineer and Catholic, never lost that faith. He 

stood up for religious and political freedom in the 1980s and 1990s. He 

came to greater prominence in 2002 with the Varela Project, named after 

Felix Varela, a 19th-century Catholic priest and independence activist. 

Adding that “Payá was the only youngster in his primary school who refused to become a 

member of the Communist Youth after the 1959 revolution,” Tim Padgett explained that 

it was “the Catholic faith that fuels Payá’s mission” (Brenner et al. 2008, 107). Padgett 

quotes an auxiliary bishop of Miami, Augustín Ramos, to drive home the point: “[Payá] 

discovered a pacifist method more compatible with his Christianity. He realized that you 

can bring down a house in two ways—with a hurricane or with termites. The former just 

wasn’t going to happen in Cuba, but the latter is still possible.” And as Padgett (Brenner 

et al. 2008, 107) put it, “[t]he best place for the termites to munch, Payá decided, was 

Castro’s own constitution, which on its face, if hardly ever in its execution, allows for 

democratic niceties like multiple-candidate elections and referendums.” 

 Payá launched Pueblo de Dios in 1987, a magazine “which regularly called on 

Cuba’s Catholics to be in the vanguard of the human rights discussion” (Brenner et al. 
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2008, 108). While this was done with the help of the church, the church abolished the 

magazine in 1988 “under intense pressure from the government.” Payá went out and 

started the Christian Liberation Movement, or MCL. Like Yoani Sánchez, Payá’s 

reputation (for a time) helped insulate him from the Cuban government: Padgett called it 

“a measure of Payá’s growing popularity with Cubans that, while police often took him 

into custody for questioning, they never imprisoned him outright—even after he and the 

MCL began a grassroots ‘dialogue’ on a national human rights referendum in 1991.” 

Payá commented that it was “the first totally peaceful movement for change in the history 

of Cuba,” adding that the powers that were “did not know how to confront that” (quoted 

in Brenner et al. 2008, 108). Some people knew how to react: “Castro supporters 

ransacked Payá’s Havana house and defaced it with graffiti that read ‘Traitor’ and 

‘CIA.’” 

 There is a direct line between the MCL109 and the Varela Project, perhaps Payá’s 

single greatest triumph (Brenner et al. 2008, 108-9): 

In 1992 Payá began his attempts to run for Cuba’s parliament as an 

opposition candidate. He was, predictably, arrested; but again, he was 

never imprisoned. That allowed him to go on building a broader grassroots 

following, especially as Cuba’s post-Soviet-aid economy hit rock bottom 

in the 1990s. By 1996 Payá and the MCL felt strong enough to start the 

Varela Project—a petition campaign to get the necessary 10,000 

signatures that, under the 1976 Constitution, legalized a national 

referendum. Payá sought a plebiscite on five basic human rights issues: 

                                                 
109 Payá was its leader (Bond 2003, 127). 
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free speech, free assembly, multiparty elections, broader free enterprise, 

and the freeing of political prisoners. 

Writing in Foreign Affairs, Theresa Bond (2003, 128) explained that “this massive 

accomplishment was finally managed by an umbrella dissident group called Todos 

Unidos.” The name, Padgett wrote (Brenner et al. 2008 109), “was particularly shrewd,” 

for Padre Félix Varela was “a Cuban Catholic priest who in the mid-nineteenth century 

helped spark the movement for Cuba’s independence from Spain, which it eventually 

won in 1898, and freedom for black slaves." 

 The visit of Pope John Paul II  in 1998 “further galvanized not only the Cuban 

Church but also Catholic dissidents like Payá—and the ongoing efforts of Cuban 

Catholics to win sainthood for Padre Varela” (Brenner et al. 2008, 109). Padgett quoted 

Payá as such: 

“It drove home for people,” says Payá, “that we [the MCL] are first and 

foremost persons of faith. They realized that it’s much harder—

impossible, really—for a government to crush that sort of thing or keep it 

silent.” 

 2002 was a big year for the Varela Project (Brenner et al. 2008, 109). By then, it 

had amassed “more than 11,000 signatures, from Havana to Santiago in the east and Pinar 

del Río in the west.” Bond (2003, 128) noted that “the petition—demanding freedom of 

association, freedom of expression, amnesty for political prisoners, free enterprise, and 

free elections—was presented to the National Assembly” in May. The Varela Project did 

not initially rock the boat. That changed: 



248 

 

At first, Castro ignored it, and perhaps he would have continued to had it 

not been for Jimmy Carter, who happened to be in Havana at the time. 

Carter had the audacity to mention the Varela Project in a speech carried 

live by Cuban radio and television, thereby forcing it into the public eye.  

Schoultz (2009, 533) explained that “[t]wo days before Carter’s arrival, Payá and his 

colleagues had presented a petition signed by 11,020 Cubans to the National Assembly.” 

Carter’s stop in Cuba provided the project with “its mass media moment” (Brenner et al. 

2008, 109):110 

In a speech to Castro and a host of communist V.I.P.s in Havana, which 

Castro allowed to be broadcast nationwide, Carter not only mentioned the 

Varela Project but championed it. Suddenly every Cuban household knew 

about it—not only that there was a constitutionally sanctioned petition 

drive taking place on their streets, but that it was a Catholic-inspired 

campaign. 

 In the end, Castro did not ignore the Varela Project. Bond (2003, 128) described 

Castro as “[e]mbarrassed.” The response was strong: “Castro arranged to have ‘the nation 

speak’ in response, and a month later, nearly 99 percent of Cuba’s registered voters (at 

least according to the official press) signed a petition declaring the Cuban socialist 

system ‘untouchable.’” And declining to sign, “of course, was never an option.” 

 Padgett, writing in 2003, explained that “[e]ventually, Castro had to strike with a 

harder fist—hence the arrests, convictions, and lengthy prison sentences, as many as 28 

years, for 75 Cuban dissidents this past spring, more than 50 of whom were Payá 

                                                 
110 Padgett (Brenner et al. 2008, 110) noted that “within a year after Carter’s visit, the Varela Project 

claimed to have garnered an additional 30,000 signatures.”  
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lieutenants” (Brenner et al. 2008, 110). The offenders “were accused of treason for taking 

aid from the United States, which Castro insists is poised to invade Cuba now as it 

invaded Iraq.” One huge name escaped prison: “the fact that Castro did not jail Payá—

even Castro realizes what an international outcry that would provoke—is in itself proof 

that Payá is an unprecedented irritant for the Cuban regime” (106-7). Schoultz (2009, 

536) made a similar point: “The government had arrested nearly every major dissident 

except Oswaldo Payá, who was saved, perhaps, by his international prominence.”  

 Fidel Castro had his rebuttals for the Varela Project. Padgett (Brenner et al. 2008, 

109) wrote that “Castro tried to counterattack by dismissing the Varela petitions as 

illegitimate.” Within his autobiography (2009, 421-22), Castro’s interviewer Ignacio 

Ramonet asked him about how the petition’s signatures were gathered. Castro alleged 

“promises of visas for travel to the United States for people whom visas aren’t given to 

for one reason or another. And all of that backed by organizations in the United States, 

with financial resources … There was money there, just like in regular election 

campaigns, which is something that disappeared in Cuba a long time ago.” When 

Ramonet pressed Castro by asking, “You’re saying that some of those signatures were 

bought?”, Castro replied that “There was a little of everything – bribes, too” (quoted in 

Castro and Ramonet 2009, 422). 

 In his autobiography with Ramonet (2009, 425-7), Castro called those behind the 

Varela Project “a virtual reality.” He labeled the project a “counterrevolutionary, pro-

Yankee project.” Castro claimed “all the leaders and all the ringleaders of all the counter-

revolutionary groups, groups against the Revolution, are organized by the American 

Interests Office.” Shortly after that, Castro reiterated his point, toeing the line of self-
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contradiction in the process: “All those so-called dissidents are a virtual reality; as I’ve 

said, they don’t exist – it’s an insignificant number and, what’s more, they’re run by the 

American Interests Office.” When asked about Payá’s Sakharov Prize, Castro responded, 

“Europe doesn’t know anything about this – that’s what I can say about that.” In his notes 

to the text of Castro’s autobiography, Ramonet (697) had noted that “[t]he Varela Project 

was supported by the US/Miami Cuban exile community and by the United States 

government, and the Cuban government has accused some of the dissidents within Cuba 

of receiving aid from James Cason, head of the American Interests Office in Havana.” 

 Schoultz (2009, 536-7) wrote about the spring 2003 crackdown, “when the 

government moved against the citizens whom Cason had been encouraging, arresting 

seventy-five prominent dissidents.” Schoultz listed Hector Palacios Ruiz as one of the 

arrested: “A leading member of two dissident federations, Concilio Cubano and Todos 

Unidos, Palacios was accused of using his home to distribute books and magazines 

provided by the U.S. government.” Schoultz then included a note specifying that “the 

New York Times had published a public statement rejecting U.S. financial support written 

by Palacios and another of the seventy-five, Pedro Alvarez Ramos” (721). As previously 

noted, Todos Unidos worked on the Varela Project, and the group “lost four of the six 

members of its governing body to the recent crackdown” (Bond 2003, 128). Schoultz 

(537) described the use of “the Law for the Protection of Cuban National Independence 

and the Economy,” also known as Law 88: 

Law 88 was used for the first time in the trials of the seventy-five 

dissidents, where evidence included testimony by twelve security agents 

who had infiltrated several dissident organizations, supplemented by 
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documents indicating the dissidents’ ties to the U.S. government or to U.S. 

government-funded NGOs. One undercover agent accused Alfonso 

Valdes, a board member of the Varela Project, of meeting at the Interests 

Section with a U.S. government auditor to verify that Valdes was 

receiving the money and equipment that AID was paying a U.S.-based 

NGO to deliver. 

Schoultz argued that “[s]ome of this evidence was credible, and some of it would never 

have stood up in an impartial courtroom.” According to Bond (2003, 128), just “a dozen 

of the 75 jailed dissidents formally belonged to Payá’s organization, but many others had 

helped out in his petition drive and are now paying the price for it.”  

 Padgett (Brenner et al. 2008, 107) was correct when noting that “to be taken 

seriously as a patriotic Cuban politico, Payá had to thwart one of Castro’s favorite modes 

of attack: accusing dissidents of being tools of the United States.” Also contributing to 

Brenner’s anthology, Julia E. Sweig (239-40) pointed out the success of this tactic: 

Dissidents who openly associate with U.S. policy and its advocates in 

Miami or the U.S. Congress mark themselves as stooges of the United 

States, even if they are not. Moreover, the Cuban government has 

successfully undermined both the domestic and the international 

legitimacy of dissidents by “outing” some as sources, assets, or agents of 

the United States (or of Cuba’s own intelligence services). The 2003 arrest 

and incarceration of seventy-five dissidents was intended to demonstrate 

that Cuba could and would preempt outside efforts at regime change 
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regardless of the consequent international outcry and U.S. congressional 

rebuke. 

But, Sweig continued, “[t]here are some genuine dissidents in Cuba untainted by either 

government and not weakened by infighting.” Payá, she maintained, was an example; and 

“it is only by resisting the embrace of the international community, and of the United 

States in particular, that Payá has maintained his credibility and autonomy.” Schoultz 

quoted Payá as saying, “it is not right, nor do we accept, any external element, whether 

from the United States of America, Europe or anywhere else, trying to design the Cuban 

transition process” (2009, 550).111 Padgett (Brenner et al. 2008, 108) quoted Payá as 

asserting that “[t]he Castro government insists on protecting Cuba’s sovereignty.” Payá 

then turns the argument back on the Castro government: “My point is, by defending 

Cubans’ civil rights, we are also defending Cuba’s sovereignty.” 

 Damián J. Fernández (2003, 599) included the Varela Project when listing the 

phases of the Cuban opposition: 

Perhaps a fifth phase can be demarcated with the Varela Project, headed 

by the opposition leader Oswaldo Payá Sardinas. What is innovative about 

the project is not just that it has managed to gather more than 11 thousand 

signatures in a society silenced by fear (some observers put the number of 

signatures after the Project was taken to the office of the National 

Assembly at more than 20 thousand), but also that it tries to use the 

socialist legality to combat the system. That is to say, in this case the 

dissidence opts for the official normativity to reform it and thus tries to 

                                                 
111 Schoultz cites the Inter-Press Service from May 11, 2004.  
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normalize the Cuban politics. Under the protection of articles 63 and 88 of 

the Constitution, which allow a national referendum to change laws if 

more than ten thousand signatures are gathered, is how the Varela Project 

has been formulated. 

On March 17, 2004, various human rights groups including Freedom House and 

Human Rights Watch released a joint statement “on the first anniversary of the 

crackdown on peaceful dissent in Cuba” (Freedom House, Human Rights First, Human 

Rights Watch, “other human rights organizations” 2004). The statement noted that 

“supporters of the Varela Project” are “within the ambit of the UN Declaration on Human 

Rights Defenders.” Payá’s place among Cuban dissidents is as yet unsurpassed. In the 

preface to the section of their text where Padgett’s piece appears, Brenner et al. (2008, 

49) pointed out the significance of Payá to the Cuban dissidence: 

Conventional wisdom held that these small, isolated groups had little 

capacity to reach beyond their own ranks with a message of opposition. In 

2002, however, a Christian activist, Oswaldo Payá, surprised everyone by 

collecting more than eleven thousand signatures on the Varela Project’s 

petition demanding democratic reform. Tim Padgett’s profile of Payá 

describes how he came to lead the most effective domestic opposition to 

Fidel Castro in half a century. The dissidents’ ability to work together and 

mobilize people far beyond their own numbers suggested strength greater 

than any opposition the Cuban government had faced before. 

After Payá lost his life, Elizardo Sánchez said that “for the prodemocracy movement on 

the interior of Cuba it is an irreparable loss, because Oswaldo Payá was without a doubt 
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the most notable political leader of the democratic opposition, with a labor of more than 

20 years trying to promote democratic coexistence in our country” (quoted in BBC 

Mundo 2012d). In 2013, The Washington Post’s editorial board reported that Rosa Maria 

Payá, Oswaldo’s daughter, went in front of the U.N. Human Rights Council (The 

Washington Post Editorial Board 2013b): 

Speaking for the group U. N. Watch, Ms. Payá presented an appeal signed 

by 46 activists and political leaders from around the world, urging the 

United Nations to launch an international and independent investigation 

into Mr. Payá’s death. The signatories declared, “Mounting and credible 

allegations that the Cuban government may have been complicit in the 

murder of its most prominent critic, a leading figure in the human rights 

world, cannot go ignored by the international community.” 

Conclusion 

 These people can impact human rights on the island by raising international 

awareness of human rights conditions in Cuba, and by raising domestic awareness of 

what is possible. Awareness alone does not produce palpable change (and as the next 

chapter will show, has not yet helped produce significant change in Cuba), but it is a 

contributing factor: a first step. The Ladies in White “drew widespread sympathy among 

democracy activists overseas” (Erikson 2009, 54-55). A Guillermo Fariñas hunger strike 

“called international attention to the abysmal human rights situation in Cuba” (Freedom 

House 2010a). Yoani Sánchez gained “international acclaim” (Hijuelos 2008) and 

“obsesses the regime” (Forero 2013).112 Oswaldo Payá rose to “international 

                                                 
112 This is Forero citing Frank Calzon via paraphrase.  



255 

 

prominence” (Schoultz 2009, 536), and his Varela Project “challenged the government to 

undertake democratic reforms” (Human Rights Watch 2012). And with Jimmy Carter’s 

inclusion of it in a speech that was transmitted across the country, the “constitutionally 

sanctioned petition drive taking place on their streets” was nationally known (Brenner et 

al. 2008, 109).  

A section of Gaddis’ epilogue to his text The Cold War: A New History (2007, 

265) bears inclusion here: 

The information revolution reinforced the spread of democracy because it 

permitted people to inform themselves and react to what they learned 

more quickly than in the past. It became more difficult during the Cold 

War to withhold news about what was going on in the rest of the world, as 

well as to conceal what was happening within one’s own country. This 

kind of “transparency” provided new kinds of leverage against 

authoritarian regimes, as the Helsinki process dramatically illustrated. 

That leverage is what human rights activists in Cuba can use. Given the contemporary 

“revolution in innovation, information, and communication” (Himelfarb 2013), this 

leverage is powerful.  

 

Chapter Five – First Steps on the Road to Change 

 This thesis’ first chapter introduced the topic, the second defined human rights, 

the third reviewed human rights in modern day Cuba and the fourth reviewed the work of 

dissidents and their potential impact on the island regime. This fifth and final chapter 

measures how their work has influenced human rights conditions in Cuba. Here this study 
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looks back to Chapter Three to review the quantitative measurements of Freedom House 

and the political terror scale.113   

Freedom House 

Looking at quantitative measurements from 1972 to 2015, Cuba trended as such 

in Freedom House’s ratings. On the y-axis, political rights are listed first and civil 

liberties second, with the two numbers separated by a period. For example, a rating of 

“7.6” means a score of 7 for political rights and 6 for civil liberties: 

 

 

The period between 1977 and 1987 saw improvements in political rights by 

yielding average scores of 6, but these gains were quickly lost in the subsequent period, 

which included some of the most severe economic crises the island nation has ever 

experienced.  

                                                 
113 After falling to a score of -7 in 1961, Cuba’s POLITY IV score never changed. 
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1987 brought the Cuban Commission for Human Rights and National 

Reconciliation (CCDHRN) to the scene. Fernández (2003, 600) explained the 

significance of the time period: 

An important change took place at the end of the eighties and beginning of 

the nineties with respect to the theme of human rights. The groups, instead 

of limiting themselves to the promotion of these rights, demanded 

essential changes in the rules of the political game; in other words, the 

agenda went from being minimalist to being maximalist. In 1987, one of 

the principal associations, the Cuban Committee pro-Human Rights and 

Reconciliation National, led by Elizardo Sánchez Santacruz, asked for a 

plebiscite and collected 11 thousand signatures in three months in support 

of the initiative. 

While it is possible that all of this may have helped motivate Havana to take a harder line 

with regard to political rights, the overall change was still small- 1 on a 1 to 7 scale. 

Moreover, these vocal calls for change may have only served to highlight the country’s 

shortcomings with respect to human rights. So while it is difficult to identify linkage, it is 

evident that the island’s quantitative human rights measures indicated a decline during 

the late eighties until the mid-2000’s. 

At the end of 1988, civil liberties too returned to the worst possible rating. This 

was the same year the Cuban Committee for Human Rights “established a political party” 

(Fernández 2003, 600), but it is unlikely that that was a significant factor in this drop in 

the country’s civil liberties rating. 
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In 2008, civil liberties improved by 1. The ratings have remained unchanged 

since. Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2009” country report on Cuba114 noted 

that “Cuba’s civil liberties rating improved from 7 to 6 due to new rules allowing greater 

access to consumer goods, the implementation of economic reforms, and approval of 

social freedoms for homosexuals and transsexuals” (Freedom House 2009c). There has 

not been a demonstrative push by human rights activists to improve access to consumer 

goods, and there is scant evidence that their advocacy for economic freedoms resulted in 

the implementation of economic reforms. As far as social freedoms for homosexuals and 

transsexuals, an unlikely actor helped this. Freedom House (2009c) explained that “Cuba 

positioned itself at the forefront of the gay rights movement in Latin Americain [sic] 

2008, due in part to the advocacy of Mariela Castro, Raul Castro’s daughter, on behalf of 

equality for homosexuals and transsexuals.” But Mariela Castro’s name does not appear 

elsewhere in the literature as a human rights activist for any other cause, and while her 

contribution should not be discounted, it is small and highly specific. 

 

Political Terror 

 Like the CIRI dataset, political terror scale employed Amnesty International and 

United States Department of State information on human rights, but political terror scale 

sometimes incorporated information from Human Rights Watch as well. 1 is the best 

rating, and five is the worst. Looking at quantitative measurements from 1976 to 2014, 

Cuba trended as such: 

                                                 
114 This report covered 2008. See Freedom House 2009d. 
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1979, when the score improved from a 4 to a 3, did not have a noteworthy event. 

From 1979 to 2001, the score stayed at 3.0 with two exceptions: 1986 and 1995, when the 

score leapt to 3.5 each of these years. 1986 was not a distinguished year for dissident 

movements, but was a year marked by Castro’s infamous speech proclaiming a new 

policy of “Recification,” which meant an end to small economic and personal freedoms 

and a strengthening of the island’s revolutionary ideology and its institutions. Raúl 

Rivero “founded an independent press agency called CubaPress” in 1995, “and he 

remained a forceful, if peaceful, opponent of Fidel Castro’s regime” (Erikson 2009, 55). 

Fernández highlighted what was happening in the dissidence at the time, from 1987 to 

1996 (2003, 598): 

Fostered by two principal factors: contacts with embassies and 

international organizations and the visit of the United Nations High 

Commission for Human Rights to Cuba, this period is characterized by an 

important increase in the number of activists and of their international 

presence. This phase can be considered like the takeoff of the dissident 
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movement, since the number of organizations multiplies (they add up to 

more than 100 in 1994). Various leaders acquired international renown 

and public presence…It is in this phase when the dissidence reached its 

maximum level of coordination under a governing group called Concilio 

Cubano. But all these hopes suffered a hard blow in 1996, the year in 

which the government moves against the Concilio, devastates its leaders 

and worsens repression against opponents. The Concilio is left without 

direction and does not manage to recuperate. 

And yet, “a chain reaction” was underway (598): 

The dynamic of the creation of these groups during the period resembles a 

chain reaction. That a group of individuals joined together to defend moral 

values and that their ideas had an echo on the island’s inhabitants 

demonstrated that civil resistance was possible. Many followed the 

example shortly after. 

Moses’ (2000, 135-6) discussion of Cuba shooting down the Brothers to the Rescue 

planes on February 24, 1996 (see Chapter 3 of this thesis) bears mentioning here: 

The downing of the planes also drew attention away from the plight of 

Concilio Cubano. Because all eyes were on the bilateral conflict, the focus 

of interest shifted away from internal difficulties and the formation of an 

umbrella organization of opposition groups. Just as only months before the 

creation of Concilio had led to a blossoming of the number of individuals 

in the dissident community, the crackdown on dissent and the shooting 

down of the planes led to a mass exodus through the door of the U.S. 
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refugee program…By shooting down the planes, Fidel brought the 

momentum of economic and social change on the island to a grinding halt. 

It is possible that the slightly worsening human rights situation in 1995 and subsequent 

return to a rating of 3.0 in 1996 was somewhat influenced by these events, but the change 

from 3.0 to 3.5 and back to 3.0 again was small, essentially a blip on a large-scale radar 

screen. But Concilio Cubano clearly grabbed the Cuban government’s attention. 

In 2002, the human rights situation was measured as slightly better, at 2.5. The 

rating would remain at 2.5 until 2006, when it jumped up to 3. 2002 was noteworthy 

insofar as it was the year of the start of the Varela Project. While this may have 

influenced the score given to Cuba, it is hard to know for sure that this event had such an 

immediate impact on the nation’s human rights score. It is also worth noting that 2003 

was the year of the Black Spring, when “Cuban government agents rounded up 75 

political opponents (including 29 journalists) and summarily sentenced them to jail terms 

of up to 28 years” (Sabatini 2016). These political opponents “were released seven years 

later after the Catholic Church interceded.” Despite the Black Spring, Cuba’s score from 

2002 to 2005 was 2.5. 2006 was the last time there was a change in Cuba’s political terror 

scale score. While 2005 saw the Ladies in White receive the Sakharov Prize (Erikson 

2009, 54-55), it is difficult to envision this having had an effect on Cuba’s score.  
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First Steps 

 Thus, a review of this thesis’ quantitative indices shows that the presence and 

work of dissidents in Cuba has had little, if any, demonstrative effect on human rights 

conditions in Cuba. Qualitatively, this essay has detailed a modest increase in human 

rights conditions in the Castros’ Cuba as 1959 falls further and further into the past. 

Quantitative measures seem to indicate that the emergence of the Cuban dissident 

movement can be temporarily linked, in a few instances, with improvements in the 

nation’s human rights scores. This is the case for the emergence of the Varela Project and 

the improvement of Cuba’s political terror score in 2002. Similarly, Freedom House 

scores see a slight improvement in 2008, a period where we see an increase in the number 

and visibility of domestic dissident groups. However, these are the exceptions that only 

highlight the country’s otherwise consistently poor human rights record. There is little 

evidence that even the work of Oswaldo Payá or Yoani Sánchez has brought about a 

quantifiable change in how the Cuban government respects human rights.  

Significant challenges to a better human rights situation in Cuba remain. Amnesty 

International’s 2015/2016 report on Cuba noted that “[r]eports continued of government 

critics, including journalists and human rights activists, being routinely subjected to 

arbitrary arrests and short-term detention for exercising their rights to freedom of 

expression, association, assembly and movement” (Amnesty International 2016).  

Freedom House’s “Freedom in the World 2016” country report on Cuba conceded 

that a pair of “dissidents were allowed to run as candidates in April elections to Cuba’s 

municipal councils” (see Chapter 3), but reported that Washington and Havana’s 

“warming of relations did not lead to a comparable change in the Cuban government’s 
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respect for civil liberties and fundamental political rights” (Freedom House 2016a). And 

familiar realities had not changed in 2015:115 “during the year the regime also continued 

its systematic use of short-term ‘preventive’ detentions—along with harassment, 

beatings, and ‘acts of repudiation’—to intimidate the political opposition, isolate 

dissidents from the rest of the population, and maintain political control of all public 

spaces.” Freedom House stated that limits “on freedom of association remain the key 

political form of governmental control in Cuba.” Challenges to religious freedom were a 

reality. Freedom House acknowledged that economic liberalization persisted, however 

slowly. The New York Times reported on April 16, 2016 that at the most recent 

Communist Party congress, “President Castro admitted that the government had 

completed only a fifth of the economic changes approved at the last congress in 2011” 

(Burnett 2016). Press freedom was still an oxymoron (Freedom House 2016a), although 

there was some leniency (Fox 2015): 

Cuba enshrines control over the country’s news organizations in its 

constitution, using the main newspapers and broadcasters to deliver the 

official Communist Party line. A few independent blogs and online news 

outlets are tolerated, although some such as noted dissident Yoani 

Sanchez’s website “14ymedio” are blocked on the island. 

  The work of Huber Matos, Heberto Padilla, the Cuban Committee for Human 

Rights, Cuban Commission for Human Rights and National Reconciliation, Elizardo 

Sanchez, Jaime Ortega, the Catholic Church, Concilio Cubano, the Ladies in White, 

Guillermo Fariñas, the Cuban Patriotic Union, Yoani Sánchez and Oswaldo Payá has not 

                                                 
115 This report covers 2015 (Freedom House 2016b). 
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yet directly motivated a dramatic change for human rights in Cuba. But these people have 

sparked widespread reaction from the Cuban government. They have demanded attention. 

They made a name for themselves and their causes. 

 When U.S. President Barack Obama visited Cuba in early 2016, he met with 

various dissidents, including Jose Daniel Ferrer, Berta Soler, Guillermo Fariñas and 

Elizardo Sanchez (McCaskill 2016). Had he been alive, Oswaldo Payá surely would have 

been there as well. The New York Times reported that Yoani Sánchez had been invited 

(Cave and Davis 2016). The Los Angeles Times detailed her absence (Wilkinson 2016): 

Noticeably absent from the conference table with Obama was the famous 

Cuban blogger Yoani Sanchez. She has tweeted that she is covering 

Obama’s visit as the journalist she is, not as a participant. Her friends have 

said she no longer wants to be seen as the face of the dissident movement 

but wants to work as an independent reporter. She did not respond to 

requests for comment. 

According to Elizardo Sanchez, the meeting lasted much longer than expected- more than 

three times as long as they had thought. Receiving this type of audience from one of the 

most influential men in the world is no small task. 14ymedio (2016) reviewed the 

meeting: 

Obama praised the “courage” of the dissidents and representatives of the 

independent Cuban civil society and stressed that one of the objectives of 

normalization with Cuba is to be able “to listen directly” to the Cuban 

people and guarantee that “they have a voice” too in the new period 

started between the two countries. 
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 Oswaldo Payá was especially provocative to the Cuban government- “Fidel 

Castro responded to the Varela Project’s petition by mobilizing over 90 percent of the 

population to sign petitions for a constitutional amendment making socialism inviolable” 

(Brenner et al. 2008, 49). The Varela Project, as Bond (2003, 128) pointed out, “startled 

Castro and his regime, showing them that their once-obedient subjects were shedding 

their fears.” And Payá’s work continued after he passed away, as The Washington Post 

editorial board explained (2013c) when quoting Rosa Maria Payá: 

Indeed, Ms. Payá suggests that Cuba is at an inflection point. Her father 

worked hard to prepare the groundwork for a transition to democracy. 

Now, with Fidel and Raul Castro in their sunset years, such a transition is 

no longer a distant dream. For a decade, Mr. Payá had been working on a 

petition demanding political freedoms in Cuba. When he presented the 

petition to the National Assembly in 2002, he had 11,020 signatures; now 

there are more than 25,000. “My father knew he was close to the 

moment,” she told us during a visit to The Post Tuesday afternoon. 

 Ahead of Barack Obama’s visit to Cuba, Carl Gershman wrote in 2016 that “Rosa 

María Payá, the daughter of the martyred activist, has launched a campaign called Cuba 

Decides that builds upon her father’s famous Varela Project and calls for a plebiscite on 

whether to hold free, fair and multiparty elections.” In the article published on March 17, 

Gershman relayed that “just last week a coalition of pro-democracy nongovernmental 

organizations called Another 18 (#Otro18) presented the draft of an alternative electoral 

law to the National Assembly and held a news conference and a forum on the theme ‘For 

Freedom of Choice.’” On March 25, 2006, Rosa María Payá tweeted, “We delivered 
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yesterday in Cuban Parliament a total of over 35000 signatures of citizens supporting 

democratization!” 

 Payá’s work lives on. In 2003 Tim Padgett wrote that “Payá insists that his 

movement has let a genie out of the bottle that will eventually succeed, either during 

Castro’s lifetime or shortly thereafter—meaning that democratic change post-Castro 

might be easier now that a nonviolent, grassroots reform spirit has finally penetrated into 

the island’s civic veins, largely through the Varela Project” (Brenner et al. 2008, 110). 

Payá did let the genie out, and his work will contribute in a significant way to any 

eventual democratic change, if and when it happens. He, along with the other human 

rights activists profiled in this thesis, laid the foundation. The Washington Post editorial 

board (2012) was right when it argued the following: 

In the annals of those who fight for freedom and human dignity in the face 

of totalitarianism, there must be a special place for individuals who dare 

take the first steps, when the monolith of power seems so foreboding. 

Oswaldo Payá took them in Cuba, showing people that they did not have 

to remain silent in Fidel Castro’s prison of crumbling communism. 

Someone has to take the first steps. Oswaldo Payá took them. Yoani Sánchez is taking 

them too, along with many other Cuban citizens who were imprisoned or subdued over 

time. Their efforts are vital for the fight for greater respect for human rights in Cuba. 

Even if their legacies have yet to fully take root, their work will live on as Cuba continues 

to change. Even though most of the quantitative indices measured in this thesis do not 

suggest that the work of grassroots activism has resulted in tangible change, there is hope 

that it is possible in the future.  
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Appendix 
 

CIRI dataset: Torture, 1981 – 2010   

1. Brazil 0.07 

2. Cuba 0.10 

3. Colombia 0.13 

4. Mexico 0.13 

5. Ecuador 0.20 

6. Venezuela 0.23 

7. Nicaragua 0.27 

8. Peru 0.33 

9. Haiti 0.37 

10.    El Salvador 0.40 

11. Paraguay 0.47 

12. Chile 0.50 

13. Guatemala 0.50 

14. Honduras 0.50 

15. Dominican Republic 0.60 

16. Panama 0.73 

17. Argentina 0.77 

18. Bolivia 0.80 

19. Uruguay 1.03 

20. United States 1.13 

21. Costa Rica 1.40 

 

CIRI dataset: Political Imprisonment, 1981 – 2010   

1. Cuba 0.03 

2. Colombia (scores unavailable for '83 and '94) 0.50 

3. Peru 0.50 

4. Mexico 0.60 

5. Haiti 0.70 

6. Chile 0.80 

7. Venezuela 1.10 

8. El Salvador 1.17 

9. Nicaragua 1.23 

10. Guatemala 1.33 

11.    Bolivia 1.37 

12. Paraguay 1.37 

13. Honduras 1.40 

14. Dominican Republic 1.47 

15. Argentina 1.50 

16. Ecuador 1.50 

17. Panama 1.60 
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18. Brazil 1.70 

19. United States 1.70 

20. Uruguay 1.70 

21. Costa Rica 1.90 

 

CIRI dataset: Assembly, Association, 1981-2010  

1. Cuba 0.00 

2. Paraguay 1.03 

3. Haiti 1.10 

4. Nicaragua 1.20 

5. Dominican Republic 1.47 

6. Venezuela 1.47 

7. Chile 1.53 

8. El Salvador 1.53 

9. Peru 1.53 

10.    Ecuador 1.60 

11. Guatemala 1.60 

12. Bolivia 1.70 

13. Colombia 1.73 

14. Honduras 1.80 

15. Argentina 1.83 

16. Brazil 1.83 

17. Panama 1.83 

18. Mexico 1.87 

19. Uruguay 1.87 

20. Costa Rica 2.00 

21. United States 2.00 

 

CIRI dataset: Freedom Foreign Movement, 1981-2010   

1. Cuba  0.90 

2. Haiti  1.60 

3. Nicaragua (score unavailable for 1981)  1.69 

4. Colombia  1.73 

5. El Salvador  1.73 

6. Dominican Republic  1.77 

7. Paraguay  1.80 

8. Venezuela  1.83 

9. Peru  1.87 

10. Ecuador  1.90 

11. Guatemala  1.90 

12. Panama  1.90 

13. Brazil   1.93 
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14. Bolivia  1.93 

15. Costa Rica  1.97 

16. Argentina  2.00 

17. Chile  2.00 

18. Honduras  2.00 

19. Mexico  2.00 

20. United States  2.00 

21. Uruguay  2.00  

 

CIRI dataset: Freedom Domestic Movement, 1981-2010   

1. Cuba  0.00 

2. United States  1.13 

3. Nicaragua  1.43 

4. Paraguay  1.43 

5. Dominican Republic  1.50 

6. Haiti  1.57 

7. Venezuela  1.63 

8. Ecuador  1.73 

9. Chile  1.77 

10. Bolivia  1.83 

11. Costa Rica   1.87 

12. Uruguay   1.87 

13. Peru   1.90 

14. Brazil   1.93 

15. Columbia   1.93 

16. Argentina   1.97 

17. El Salvador   1.97 

18. Guatemala   2.00 

19. Honduras   2.00 

20. Mexico   2.00 

21. Panama   2.00 

 

CIRI dataset: Freedom of Speech, 1981 – 2010  

1.  Cuba 0.00 

2.  Nicaragua 1.00 

3.  Colombia 1.10 

4.  Haiti 1.10 

5.  Venezuela 1.10 

6.  Panama 1.13 

7.  Peru 1.17 

8.  Ecuador 1.23 

9.  Paraguay 1.33 
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10.  Bolivia 1.37 

11.  Chile 1.37 

12.  Guatemala 1.40 

13.  Argentina 1.43 

14.  Mexico 1.47 

15.  Honduras 1.50 

16.  Uruguay 1.60 

17.  Dominican Republic 1.67 

18.  Brazil 1.70 

19.  Costa Rica 1.73 

20.  El Salvador 1.73 

21.  United States 2.00 

 

CIRI dataset: Electoral Self-Determination, 1981 – 2010   

1.  Cuba 0.00 

2.  Haiti 0.77 

3.  Nicaragua 1.13 

4.  Mexico 1.40 

5.  Bolivia 1.47 

6.  Paraguay 1.47 

7.  Chile 1.50 

8.  Guatemala 1.53 

9.  Venezuela 1.57 

10.  Panama 1.60 

11.  Peru 1.60 

12.  El Salvador 1.63 

13.  Uruguay 1.63 

14.  Columbia 1.73 

15.  Ecuador 1.77 

16.  Honduras 1.77 

17.  Argentina 1.80 

18.  Brazil 1.80 

19.  Costa Rica 1.87 

20.  Dominican Republic 1.93 

21.  United States 2.00 

 

CIRI dataset: Freedom of Religion, 1981 – 2010  

1.  Cuba  0.10 

2.  Mexico  0.77 

3.  Nicaragua  1.40 

4.  Bolivia  1.43 

5.  Guatemala  1.47 
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6.  Venezuela (score unavailable for 2003)  1.52 

7.  Panama (score unavailable for 1981)  1.55 

8.  Argentina  1.60 

9.  Paraguay  1.60 

10.  Chile  1.70 

11.  Dominican Republic  1.70 

12.  Ecuador  1.70 

13.  Haiti  1.73 

14.  Peru  1.77 

15.  Costa Rica  1.83 

16.  El Salvador  1.83 

17.  Honduras  1.87 

18.  Brazil  1.90 

19.  Colombia  1.93 

20.  Uruguay  2.00 

[U.S. data unavailable from ‘81 to ‘06, after which the US received 

an average of 2]  

 

CIRI dataset: Worker’s Rights, 1981 – 2010  

1.   Cuba  0.00 

2.   Guatemala  0.30 

3.   Haiti  0.38 

4.   El Salvador  0.67 

5.   Paraguay  0.73 

6.   Colombia  0.77 

7.   Bolivia  0.80 

8.   Brazil  0.80 

9.   Chile  0.80 

10.   Nicaragua  0.90 

11.   Panama  0.90 

12.   Peru  1.00 

13.   United States  1.00 

14.   Dominican Republic  1.03 

15.   Mexico  1.13 

16.   Costa Rica  1.17 

17.   Venezuela  1.17 

18.   Ecuador  1.20 

19.   Honduras  1.23 

20.   Uruguay  1.30 

21.   Argentina  1.50 

 

CIRI dataset: Independence of the Judiciary, 1981-2010  
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1.   Cuba  0.10 

2.   Haiti  0.20 

3.   Nicaragua  0.60 

4.   El Salvador  0.63 

5.   Paraguay  0.73 

6.   Venezuela  0.83 

7.   Dominican Republic  0.87 

8.   Panama  0.87 

9.   Bolivia  0.90 

10.   Ecuador  0.93 

11.   Argentina  1.00 

12.   Guatemala  1.00 

13.   Colombia  1.03 

14.   Honduras  1.03 

15.   Mexico  1.03 

16.   Chile  1.23 

17.   Peru  1.30 

18.   Brazil  1.33 

19.   Uruguay  1.87 

20.   Costa Rica  2.00 

21.   United States  2.00 

 

Freedom House 1972 1973 1974 

  PR CL  PR CL  PR CL  

Cuba 7 7 7 7 7 7 

Argentina 6 3 2 2 2 4 

Bolivia 5 4 5 4 6 5 

Brazil 5 5 5 5 4 4 

Chile 1 2 7 5 7 5 

Colombia 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Costa Rica 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Dominican Republic 3 2 3 2 4 2 

Ecuador 7 3 7 4 7 4 

El Salvador 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Guatemala 2 3 2 2 4 3 

Haiti 7 6 6 6 6 6 

Honduras 7 3 6 3 6 3 

Mexico 5 3 4 3 4 3 

Nicaragua 4 3 5 4 5 4 

Panama 7 6 7 6 7 6 

Paraguay 4 6 5 5 5 5 

Peru 7 5 7 5 6 6 
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United States 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Uruguay 3 4 5 5 5 5 

Venezuela 2 2 2 2 2 2 

 

Freedom House 1975 1976 1977 

  PR CL  PR CL  PR CL  

Cuba 7 7 7 6 6 6 

Argentina 2 4 6 5 6 6 

Bolivia 6 5 6 4 6 4 

Brazil 4 5 4 5 4 5 

Chile 7 5 7 5 7 5 

Colombia 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Costa Rica 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Dominican Republic 4 2 4 3 4 2 

Ecuador 7 4 6 4 6 4 

El Salvador 2 3 3 3 4 4 

Guatemala 4 3 4 3 3 4 

Haiti 6 6 6 6 7 6 

Honduras 6 3 6 3 6 3 

Mexico 4 3 4 4 4 3 

Nicaragua 5 4 5 5 5 5 

Panama 7 6 7 6 6 5 

Paraguay 5 5 5 6 5 6 

Peru 6 4 6 4 6 4 

United States 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Uruguay 5 5 6 6 6 6 

Venezuela 2 2 1 2 1 2 

 

Freedom House 1978 1979 1980 

  PR CL  PR CL  PR CL  

Cuba 6 6 6 6 6 6 

Argentina 6 5 6 5 6 5 

Bolivia 5 3 3 3 7 5 

Brazil 4 4 4 3 4 3 

Chile 6 5 6 5 6 5 

Colombia 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Costa Rica 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Dominican Republic 2 2 2 3 2 3 

Ecuador 5 4 2 2 2 2 

El Salvador 5 5 5 4 5 5 

Guatemala 3 4 4 5 6 6 
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Haiti 7 6 7 6 7 6 

Honduras 6 3 6 3 4 3 

Mexico 4 4 3 4 3 4 

Nicaragua 5 5 5 5 5 5 

Panama 5 5 5 5 4 4 

Paraguay 5 5 5 5 5 5 

Peru 5 4 5 4 2 3 

United States 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Uruguay 6 6 6 6 5 5 

Venezuela 1 2 1 2 1 2 

 

Freedom House 1/1981- 

8/1982 

8/1982-

11/1983 

11/1983-

11/1984 

  PR CL  PR CL  PR CL  

Cuba 6 6 6 6 6 6 

Argentina 6 5 3 3 2 2 

Bolivia 7 4 2 3 2 3 

Brazil 4 3 3 3 3 3 

Chile 6 5 6 5 6 5 

Colombia 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Costa Rica 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Dominican Republic 1 2 1 2 1 3 

Ecuador 2 2 2 2 2 2 

El Salvador 4 5 4 5 3 5 

Guatemala 6 6 6 6 5 6 

Haiti 7 6 7 6 7 6 

Honduras 2 3 3 3 2 3 

Mexico 3 4 3 4 3 4 

Nicaragua 6 5 6 5 5 5 

Panama 5 5 5 4 4 3 

Paraguay 5 5 5 5 5 5 

Peru 2 3 2 3 2 3 

United States 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Uruguay 5 5 5 4 5 4 

Venezuela 1 2 1 2 1 2 

 

Freedom House 11/1984-

11/1985 

11/1985-

11/1986 

11/1986-

11/1987 

  PR CL  PR CL  PR CL  

Cuba 6 6 6 6 6 6 

Argentina 2 2 2 1 2 1 
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Bolivia 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Brazil 3 2 2 2 2 2 

Chile 6 5 6 5 6 5 

Colombia 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Costa Rica 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Dominican Republic 1 3 1 3 1 3 

Ecuador 2 3 2 3 2 3 

El Salvador 2 4 3 4 3 4 

Guatemala 4 4 3 3 3 3 

Haiti 7 6 5 4 6 5 

Honduras 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Mexico 4 4 4 4 4 4 

Nicaragua 5 5 5 6 5 5 

Panama 6 3 6 3 5 5 

Paraguay 5 5 5 6 5 6 

Peru 2 3 2 3 2 3 

United States 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Uruguay 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Venezuela 1 2 1 2 1 2 

 

Freedom House 11/1987-

11/1988 

11/1988-

12/1989 

1990 

  PR CL  PR CL  PR CL  

Cuba 7 6 7 7 7 7 

Argentina 2 1 1 2 1 3 

Bolivia 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Brazil 2 3 2 2 2 3 

Chile 5 4 4 3 2 2 

Colombia 2 3 3 4 3 4 

Costa Rica 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Dominican Republic 1 3 1 3 2 3 

Ecuador 2 2 2 2 2 2 

El Salvador 3 3 3 4 3 4 

Guatemala 3 3 3 3 3 4 

Haiti 7 5 7 5 4 4 

Honduras 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Mexico 3 4 4 3 4 4 

Nicaragua 5 4 5 5 3 3 

Panama 6 5 7 6 4 2 

Paraguay 6 6 4 3 4 3 

Peru 2 3 2 4 3 4 
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United States 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Uruguay 2 2 1 2 1 2 

Venezuela 1 2 1 3 1 3 

 

 

Freedom House 1991 1992 1993 

  PR CL  PR CL  PR CL  

Cuba 7 7 7 7 7 7 

Argentina 1 3 2 3 2 3 

Bolivia 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Brazil 2 3 2 3 3 4 

Chile 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Colombia 2 4 2 4 2 4 

Costa Rica 1 1 1 1 1 2 

Dominican Republic 2 3 2 3 3 3 

Ecuador 2 3 2 3 2 3 

El Salvador 3 4 3 3 3 3 

Guatemala 3 5 4 5 4 5 

Haiti 7 7 7 7 7 7 

Honduras 2 3 2 3 3 3 

Mexico 4 4 4 3 4 4 

Nicaragua 3 3 4 3 4 5 

Panama 4 2 4 3 3 3 

Paraguay 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Peru 3 5 6 5 5 5 

United States 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Uruguay 1 2 1 2 2 2 

Venezuela 1 3 3 3 3 3 

 

Freedom House 1994 1995 1996 

  PR CL  PR CL  PR CL  

Cuba 7 7 7 7 7 7 

Argentina 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Bolivia 2 3 2 4 2 3 

Brazil 2 4 2 4 2 4 

Chile 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Colombia 3 4 4 4 4 4 

Costa Rica 1 2 1 2 1 2 

Dominican Republic 4 3 4 3 3 3 

Ecuador 2 3 2 3 2 4 

El Salvador 3 3 3 3 3 3 
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Guatemala 4 5 4 5 3 4 

Haiti 5 5 5 5 4 5 

Honduras 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Mexico 4 4 4 4 4 3 

Nicaragua 4 5 4 4 3 3 

Panama 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Paraguay 4 3 4 3 4 3 

Peru 5 4 5 4 4 3 

United States 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Uruguay 2 2 2 2 1 2 

Venezuela 3 3 3 3 2 3 

 

Freedom House 1997 1998 1999 

  PR CL  PR CL  PR CL  

Cuba 7 7 7 7 7 7 

Argentina 2 3 3 3 2 3 

Bolivia 1 3 1 3 1 3 

Brazil 3 4 3 4 3 4 

Chile 2 2 3 2 2 2 

Colombia 4 4 3 4 4 4 

Costa Rica 1 2 1 2 1 2 

Dominican Republic 3 3 2 3 2 3 

Ecuador 3 3 2 3 2 3 

El Salvador 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Guatemala 3 4 3 4 3 4 

Haiti 4 5 5 5 5 5 

Honduras 2 3 2 3 3 3 

Mexico 3 4 3 4 3 4 

Nicaragua 3 3 2 3 3 3 

Panama 2 3 2 3 1 2 

Paraguay 4 3 4 3 4 3 

Peru 5 4 5 4 5 4 

United States 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Uruguay 1 2 1 2 1 2 

Venezuela 2 3 2 3 4 4 

 

Freedom House 2000 2001 2002 

  PR CL  PR CL  PR CL  

Cuba 7 7 7 7 7 7 

Argentina 1 2 3 3 3 3 

Bolivia 1 3 1 3 2 3 



278 

 

Brazil 3 3 3 3 2 3 

Chile 2 2 2 2 2 1 

Colombia 4 4 4 4 4 4 

Costa Rica 1 2 1 2 1 2 

Dominican Republic 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Ecuador 3 3 3 3 3 3 

El Salvador 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Guatemala 3 4 3 4 4 4 

Haiti 6 5 6 6 6 6 

Honduras 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Mexico 2 3 2 3 2 2 

Nicaragua 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Panama 1 2 1 2 1 2 

Paraguay 4 3 4 3 4 3 

Peru 3 4 1 3 2 3 

United States 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Uruguay 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Venezuela 3 5 3 5 3 4 

 

Freedom House 2003 2004 2005 

  PR CL  PR CL  PR CL  

Cuba 7 7 7 7 7 7 

Argentina 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Bolivia 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Brazil 2 3 2 3 2 2 

Chile 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Colombia 4 4 4 4 3 3 

Costa Rica 1 2 1 1 1 1 

Dominican Republic 3 2 2 2 2 2 

Ecuador 3 3 3 3 3 3 

El Salvador 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Guatemala 4 4 4 4 4 4 

Haiti 6 6 7 6 7 6 

Honduras 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Mexico 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Nicaragua 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Panama 1 2 1 2 1 2 

Paraguay 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Peru 2 3 2 3 2 3 

United States 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Uruguay 1 1 1 1 1 1 
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Venezuela 3 4 3 4 4 4 

 

Freedom House 2006 2007 2008 

  PR CL  PR CL  PR CL  

Cuba 7 7 7 7 7 6 

Argentina 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Bolivia 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Brazil 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Chile 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Colombia 3 3 3 3 3 4 

Costa Rica 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Dominican Republic 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Ecuador 3 3 3 3 3 3 

El Salvador 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Guatemala 3 4 3 4 3 4 

Haiti 4 5 4 5 4 5 

Honduras 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Mexico 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Nicaragua 3 3 3 3 4 3 

Panama 1 2 1 2 1 2 

Paraguay 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Peru 2 3 2 3 2 3 

United States 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Uruguay 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Venezuela 4 4 4 4 4 4 

 

Freedom House 2009 2010 2011 

  PR CL PR CL PR CL 

Cuba 7 6 7 6 7 6 

Argentina 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Bolivia 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Brazil 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Chile 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Colombia 3 4 3 4 3 4 

Costa Rica 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Dominican Republic 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Ecuador 3 3 3 3 3 3 

El Salvador 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Guatemala 4 4 4 4 3 4 

Haiti 4 5 4 5 4 5 

Honduras 4 4 4 4 4 4 
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Mexico 2 3 3 3 3 3 

Nicaragua 4 4 4 4 5 4 

Panama 1 2 1 2 1 2 

Paraguay 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Peru 2 3 2 3 2 3 

United States 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Uruguay 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Venezuela 5 4 5 5 5 5 

 

Freedom House 2012 2013 2014 

  PR CL PR CL PR CL 

Cuba 7 6 7 6 7 6 

Argentina 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Bolivia 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Brazil 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Chile 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Colombia 3 4 3 4 3 4 

Costa Rica 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Dominican Republic 2 2 2 3 2 3 

Ecuador 3 3 3 3 3 3 

El Salvador 2 3 2 3 2 3 

Guatemala 3 4 3 4 3 4 

Haiti 4 5 4 5 5 5 

Honduras 4 4 4 4 4 4 

Mexico 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Nicaragua 5 4 4 3 4 3 

Panama 1 2 2 2 2 2 

Paraguay 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Peru 2 3 2 3 2 3 

United States 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Uruguay 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Venezuela 5 5 5 5 5 5 

 

Freedom House 2015 

  PR CL 

Cuba 7 6 

Argentina 2 2 

Bolivia 3 3 

Brazil 2 2 

Chile 1 1 

Colombia 3 4 
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Costa Rica 1 1 

Dominican Republic 3 3 

Ecuador 3 3 

El Salvador 2 3 

Guatemala 4 4 

Haiti 5 5 

Honduras 4 4 

Mexico 3 3 

Nicaragua 4 3 

Panama 2 2 

Paraguay 3 3 

Peru 2 3 

United States 1 1 

Uruguay 1 1 

Venezuela 5 5 

 

 

United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

  Via http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/ 

Article 1- All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are 

endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of 

brotherhood. 

Article 2- Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, 

without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or 

other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status. Furthermore, no 

distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, jurisdictional or international status 

of the country or territory to which a person belongs, whether it be independent, trust, 

non-self-governing or under any other limitation of sovereignty. 

Article 3- Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person. 

Article 4- No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall 

be prohibited in all their forms. 

http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
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Article 5- No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment. 

Article 6- Everyone has the right to recognition everywhere as a person before the law. 

Article 7- All are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to 

equal protection of the law. All are entitled to equal protection against any discrimination 

in violation of this Declaration and against any incitement to such discrimination. 

Article 8- Everyone has the right to an effective remedy by the competent national 

tribunals for acts violating the fundamental rights granted him by the constitution or by 

law. 

Article 9- No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest, detention or exile. 

Article 10- Everyone is entitled in full equality to a fair and public hearing by an 

independent and impartial tribunal, in the determination of his rights and obligations and 

of any criminal charge against him. 

Article 11- (1) Everyone charged with a penal offence has the right to be presumed 

innocent until proved guilty according to law in a public trial at which he has had all the 

guarantees necessary for his defence. 

(2) No one shall be held guilty of any penal offence on account of any act or omission 

which did not constitute a penal offence, under national or international law, at the time 

when it was committed. Nor shall a heavier penalty be imposed than the one that was 

applicable at the time the penal offence was committed. 

Article 12- No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with his privacy, family, 

home or correspondence, nor to attacks upon his honour and reputation. Everyone has the 

right to the protection of the law against such interference or attacks. 
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Article 13- (1) Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and residence within the 

borders of each state. 

(2) Everyone has the right to leave any country, including his own, and to return to his 

country. 

Article 14- (1) Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum 

from persecution. 

(2) This right may not be invoked in the case of prosecutions genuinely arising from non-

political crimes or from acts contrary to the purposes and principles of the United 

Nations. 

Article 15- (1) Everyone has the right to a nationality. 

(2) No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his nationality nor denied the right to change 

his nationality. 

Article 16- (1) Men and women of full age, without any limitation due to race, 

nationality or religion, have the right to marry and to found a family. They are entitled to 

equal rights as to marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution. 

(2) Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of the intending 

spouses. 

(3) The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to 

protection by society and the State. 

Article 17- (1) Everyone has the right to own property alone as well as in association 

with others. 

(2) No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his property. 
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Article 18- Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this 

right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in 

community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in 

teaching, practice, worship and observance. 

Article 19- Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right 

includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart 

information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers. 

Article 20- (1) Everyone has the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and association. 

(2) No one may be compelled to belong to an association. 

Article 21- (1) Everyone has the right to take part in the government of his country, 

directly or through freely chosen representatives. 

(2) Everyone has the right of equal access to public service in his country. 

(3) The will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of government; this will shall 

be expressed in periodic and genuine elections which shall be by universal and equal 

suffrage and shall be held by secret vote or by equivalent free voting procedures. 

Article 22- Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to social security and is 

entitled to realization, through national effort and international co-operation and in 

accordance with the organization and resources of each State, of the economic, social and 

cultural rights indispensable for his dignity and the free development of his personality. 

Article 23- (1) Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and 

favourable conditions of work and to protection against unemployment. 

(2) Everyone, without any discrimination, has the right to equal pay for equal work. 

(3) Everyone who works has the right to just and favourable remuneration ensuring for 
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himself and his family an existence worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if 

necessary, by other means of social protection. 

(4) Everyone has the right to form and to join trade unions for the protection of his 

interests. 

Article 24- Everyone has the right to rest and leisure, including reasonable limitation of 

working hours and periodic holidays with pay. 

Article 25- (1) Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and 

well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical 

care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of 

unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in 

circumstances beyond his control. 

(2) Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and assistance. All children, 

whether born in or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the same social protection. 

Article 26- (1) Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the 

elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. 

Technical and professional education shall be made generally available and higher 

education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit. 

(2) Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to 

the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote 

understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and 

shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace. 

(3) Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their 

children. 
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Article 27- (1) Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the 

community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement and its benefits. 

(2) Everyone has the right to the protection of the moral and material interests resulting 

from any scientific, literary or artistic production of which he is the author. 

Article 28- Everyone is entitled to a social and international order in which the rights and 

freedoms set forth in this Declaration can be fully realized. 

Article 29- (1) Everyone has duties to the community in which alone the free and full 

development of his personality is possible. 

(2) In the exercise of his rights and freedoms, everyone shall be subject only to such 

limitations as are determined by law solely for the purpose of securing due recognition 

and respect for the rights and freedoms of others and of meeting the just requirements of 

morality, public order and the general welfare in a democratic society. 

(3) These rights and freedoms may in no case be exercised contrary to the purposes and 

principles of the United Nations. 

Article 30- Nothing in this Declaration may be interpreted as implying for any State, 

group or person any right to engage in any activity or to perform any act aimed at the 

destruction of any of the rights and freedoms set forth herein. 
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