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THE SECRETS
OF CASTRO’S STAYING POWER

Jorge 1. Dominguez

How C'-u.ban Communism Survives

became commeon in Washington and Miami to bet on

the date that Fidel Castro would fall. Those bets were
based on the premise that the Cuban regime could not survive
without Soviet support. Gone was the Soviet economic subsidy
worth no less than one-sixth of the island’s total gross product;
gone were the weapons transfers, free of charge. From 1989 to
1992 the Cuban economy contracted sharply, with imports
shrinking from $8.1 billion to $2.2 billion. Yet the Cuban
regime remains with Fidel Castro firmly at its helm. How has
Cuban communism managed to survive?

Besides the fact that communism in Cuba was not guaran-
teed by Soviet tanks, Cuba is clearly different from the
regimes of Eastern Europe. As early as the spring of 1990 the
Cuban people understood that communism was reversibie.
Cubans had already witnessed its collapse elsewhere, and they
were feeling the negative economic effects. A public opinion
poll taken at that time showed that only one-fifth of respon-
dents said that the food supply was good and only one-tenth
could say the same of the quality of transportation. Such
results make the poll credible, and therefore we ought also to
believe that three-quarters of the respondents thought health
services were good and that four-fifths believed the same
about their schools. Cubans supported their regime because
they made differentiated judgments about its performance.
They understood its many failings but they could also identify
its successes.

Equally important, Cubans felt free enough to tell a pollster
their many cnticisms of government policy. For many years
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the Cuban government has permitted, and even stimulated,
forms of citizen complaint to expose corruption and misman-
agement, allowing local governments to channel these griev-
ances to the center. The pollsters tapped into this freedom to
criticize  specific, malperforming services. This modest but
important political space has remained Havana’s safety valve,
and U.S. observers often err in their assessments of Cuba
because they do not understand its full significance.

Research undertaken by Cuban scholars at the end of the
1980s shows also that Cubans do not accord much weight to
the Communist Party as an institution but think highly of indi-
viduals who are Communist Party members. In elections to
the municipal assembly in which at least two candidates had
been nominated, fewer than one in ten voters reported choos-
ing a candidate because he or she belonged to the party.
Instead voters gave varied reasons: a good neighbor, a good
worker, etc. It turned out, however, that many of these “good
citizens” were in fact party members. Unlike their Fast
European counterparts, these Cubans had not turned in their
party cards. Although the regime was vuinerable because the
party as an institution was not held in higher regard, it was
nonetheless strengthened by the personal qualities of its mem-
bers.

Cnticism of or noncompliance with certain government
policies has existed alongside significant tolerance by the
regime. At the same time, the regime has earned vital public
support for many of its programs and has honored important
promises to its citizens. For example, when the regime vowed
to rely on voluntary compliance in its efforts to promote mem-
bership in peasant cooperatives, it continued to do so even
after participation shipped from its initially strong response.

Cubans have disagreed with some of their government’s
policies over the years; there is fertile ground in which to plant
the seeds of opposition. But to understand why the Castro
regime has endured it is important to focus on facts rarely
reported outside Cuba: even among its critics, the regime may
be considered inept on many but not all policies; it is not uni-
formly oppressive, and many of those who belong to the party
are good folks.
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Lesson from Eastern Europe: Don’t Reform

CUBAN LEADERS have learned several lessons from
the attempted reforms that eventuaily undermined other
communist regimes. Lesson no. 1: undertake as few political
reforms as possible. Lesson no. 2: get rid of deadwood in the
party carly on, before you are forced to do so. Lesson no. 3:
deal harshly with potential or evident disloyalty. Lesson no. 4:
do not allow a formal opposition to organize,

Following these rules, Guba has averted the patterns that
led to the demise of other communist regimes. One such pat-
tern in Europe was the emergence of reformers within the
party who ousted the old guard and then led in forming a
political opening. In East Germany the makers of the transi-
tion wielded power only briefly before they themselves were
swept out by elections. In Hungary the process of reform
occurred over a period of years but, at the key opening, the
reformers again lost out. Another pattern evident in Poland
and Nicaragua (as well as in Pinochet’s Chile and Marcos’
Philippines) might be called “spectacular leadership error”:
rulers confident that they had substantial public support called
a national election, which they promptly lost.

Not surprisingly, Castro’s own political reforms have been
mimmal. He has taken steps to eliminate discrimination
against religious believers and to broaden the Communist
Party’s appeal, and a new electoral law authorizes direct elec-
tions for National Assembly deputies and Provincial Assembly
delegates. But the number of candidates in these elections
equals the number of posts, nominating procedures make it
impossible for an opposition candidate or party to operate,
and partisan electoral campaigning remains illegal.

Cuba’s official media has flooded the country with the “bad
news” from Europe’s old communist regimes: the breakup of
the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia; the out-
break of civil wars; the increase in unemployment and infla-
tion; the elimination of various consumer subsidies; and the
increase of common crime. The message to ordinary Cubans
is clear: the transition to capitalism is long and painful. Elites
receive a more specific message: look at what happened to
Mikhail Gorbachev and other reformers; the path of reformist
concessions has no end—critics and opponents are never satis-
fied and will always demand more. For Cuban leaders, there-
fore, the images on the television screens tell them to close
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ranks and prevent reforms that might weaken the regime
litically. ]
POA rcla)t(ed task has been to rejuvenate the leadership under
President Castro and his brother Ranl, the armed forces min-
ister. Until 1980 not one member of the party’s Political
Bureau was dismissed—this since its founding in 1965. In con-
trast, by the end of the Fourth Communist Party Congress in
’ 1991 only five of those who
T s sq: were members in 1975 still
Cuba’s opposition remained. In the interim many

has been hit espe- of Cuba’s most important offi-
cially hard by the cials were dismissed; some

were disgraced.
economy’s cata- Amon%g-;r those disgraced,

strophic decline.” three stand out. Humberto
Pérez, the architect of Cuba’s
economic recovery in the 1970s, was dismissed in 1985 for
excessive reliance on market mcchanism;. Carlo_s Aldana, _for—
mer party secretary for ideology and international relations
and among the most pragmatic and open-minded of the
senior leadership, was dismissed in 1991 for corruption and
negligence of duty. Worse still was the fate of Division General
Amaldo Ochoa, a highly decorated war hero for his military
campaigns in the Horn of Africa in 1977-78, who was execut-
ed before a firing squad in 1989 on corruption and drug-traf-
ficking charges. Such trials—alongside the Nuremberg-style tri-
als that Miami radio stations promise await them— leave
Cuba’s army officers loyal to the regime, grateful for their
perks and unmotivated to revolt. _ )

The government subsequently reversed its very modest polit-
ical opening of the 1980s that had allowed the semi-legal for-
mation of small human rights and opposition groups. Since
1991 many human rights and opposition activists have been
arrested and sentenced to tough prison terms for their crimes
of opinion and peaceful association, seeking to exercise their
rights under Cuba’s constitution. Since 1991 th? Cuban nteri-
or ministry has authorized and organized “rapid reaction
brigades” to harass and at times to beat up dissidents. These
brigades are officially described as the spontaneous response of
outraged citizens to those who defame the government, the
Communist Party and their leaders. This officially sponsored
violence is also intended to have a deterrent effect, iIntimidat-
ing those who might join the feeble opposition.
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Cuba’s opposition has been hit especially hard by the econ-
omy’s catastrophic decline. For any individual to survive it
takes longer to stand in line for breakfast; it takes longer to
stand in line before dinner. Private automobile transportation
has come to a virtual standstill. It takes much longer to walk
or to bicycle to work. After such a “normal” day’s travail,
walking or bicycling to an evening political meeting becomes
less thinkable. Economic hardship, which affects government
officials far less, has further weakened Cuba’s already enfee-
bled and always incohesive opposition groups.

In short, the Castro brothers have ruled over and disman-
tled an excessively stable oligarchy. Mid-level cadres most fear
the “certainty” that reform communism in Cuba would in due
course lead to their own personal demise. Harsh penalties are
meted out to those elites and ordinary citizens who do not toe
the official line. Although many abroad expected that econom-
1c hardship would increase support for opposition groups, the
short-term effects of this hardship have weakened and disorga-
nized them, making it easier for the regime to endure. These
factors have enabled Cuba’s regime to resist the fate of its erst-
while European allies. Cuba’s would-be Boris Yeltsins have
thus far been cowed. Its would-be Violeta Chamorros and
Viclav Havels are in prison or in Miami. ‘

The Black Market’s Helping Hand

CASTRO HAS ADJUSTED to the collapse of his
communist partners by dramatically lowering Cuba’s
standard of living. Cuba’s leadership seeks simply to persevere,
proud but poor. The regime could survive for an indefinite
period at this level of hardship. There is no serious prospect of
economic improvement unless major changes are undertaken.
But Castro is not so rigid and dogmatic that he will never
change; backed into a corner, even now Cuba has already
begun a transition toward freer markets.

This ability to adjust to circumstances helps explain the
regime’s durability. In the long run, the free-market transition
will lay the foundation for Cuba’s future, no matter who rules
the nation or what form the government takes. Some of this
transition has occurred within the framework of the formal
economy. The regime has set aside a cornerstone: in the early
1960s it expropriated all foreign property; in the early 1990s it
welcomes private foreign investment under attractive terms.
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Such investment is notable in the tourist sector, but it can also
be found in agriculture, manufacturing assembly plants and
risk contracts for petroleum exploration. Like their total value,
the number of investment projects is small but rising.

This trend has occurred mainly in the export sector. But the
government has also liberalized regulations to permit the pri-
vate contracting of certain services. Some state enterprises that
export goods and services have been semiprivatized—that is,
they operate as private firms with the state as sole shareholder.
It would be but a small additional step to permit their full pri-
vatzation, leaving them in the hands of former government
and party cadres. This move cleverly anticipates the do-it-
yourself privatization underway in the former Soviet Union or
the last-minute reward to the faithful undertaken by the San-
dinistas in Nicaragua in 1990. But whatever the motivation,
these changes extend the scope of Cuba’s market economy.

The rise of the illegal market economy is more important in
understanding how ordinary citizens have adjusted to econom-
ic adversity. The black market’s present dimensions are diffi-
cult to gauge. Some illegal markets depend on theft, but many
others represent markets at their best. For example, state agri-
culture has never developed an efficient food distribution sys-
tem. Even today crops sometimes rot unharvested in the fields.
Behaving illegally but efficiently, peasants and commercial
intermediaries connect with urban consumers to bring supply
and demand into balance.

These illegal markets have become the regime’s “secret
agent” in the adjustment process, although the official position
is to denounce and repress them. Recurrence to illegal mar-
kets is commonplace, and the survival of ordinary Guban fam-
ilies (and even the families of government officials and party
members) has increasingly come to depend on them. It is diffi-
cult to live simply on what the regime’s ration card allocates,
and the black market enables ordinary Cubans to supplement
their diets. It also makes food or other consumer riots less like-
ly. As a result the regime’s survival has come to rest on them

as well, and these illegal markets are in fact tolerated.

Illegal markets are financed by the central bank, as the gov-
ernment’s reliance on printing paper money to finance its own
deficit creates considerable excess liquidity. As money in circu-
lation increases, however, so does inflation. Because prices in
the formal economy are repressed, inflation so far accelerates
only in illegal markets. In this fashion, however, the state is
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losing effective control over both macroeconomi '

the economic behavior of its citizens. The verylcpll")c?cltls(;z S?a(:
has helped the regime to endure since 1989 may contribute to
its weakening in the years ahead. But whether inflation in ille-
gal markets eventually becomes a factor in bringing down the
regime will depend on possible changes in Cuban domestic
politics as well as in U.S. policies.

Washington’s Unwitting Support
THE CASTRO REGIME endures in part because its

) enemies unwittingly help it to survive. U.S. polici -
vide ample fodder for Cuban %ardh’ners, help censI:)?"hicrl:fais)rI;g-
tion Cuban-Americans could provide relatives on the island
arz)d1 grevent ordinary Cubans from learning about the outside
world.

Examples abound of how Washington unintention
sters the Castro regime. On a daily biis Miami radio asltl;,tigr?i
and occasionally the U.S. government’s own Radio Mart,
frighten Cuban citizens with the prospect of the return of
exiles who will demand property restitution. Washington pre-
vents AT.&T. from activating a new telephone link to the
island on a normal commercial basis and prohibits the export
of communications equipment such as fax machines and elec-
tronic mail. In the late 1970s Castro’s regime entered one of
its most unstable episodes after opening Cuba’s borders to
international tourism; but in 1982 the Reagan administration
helped Havanrfl‘regain control of its borders by making it ille-
gal for U.S. citizens to spend money in Cuba, thus stopping
U.S. tourism cold. Continuing U.S. military maneuvers and
(I)}f%rﬂ:}%hts con;lti?ntly remind Cubans of the possibility of a

.5, threat, making it easier i
o threa homelagd_ for Castro to call for sacrifices to

Most helpful to Cuba’s hardliners has been the so-
Cuban Democracy Act, which Congress enacted in the i(‘:aal-}l ?ﬂ"
1992 in the midst of partisan competition for Florida’s elec-
toral votes. The act’s only significant measure has been to
mandate penalties on U.S. firms whose third-country sub-
sidiaries trade with Cuba. Since that trade was mostly in food-
stuffs, Cuban leaders should now find it easier to blame food
shortages on Washington. Prior to the Cuban Democracy Act
Castro’s regime had become internationally isolated. It has
since been able to construct a large and heterogeneous coali-
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tion to defend itself. U.S. penalties on firms in third countries
have provoked protests from nearly all the major U.S. allies
and trading partners. In late 1992, for the first time since it
began in 1960, the U.S. trade embargo was overwhelmingly
condemned by the U.N. General Assembly, with the only U.s.
support coming from Israel and Romania.

The Cuban Democracy Act’s most likely result will simply
be Cuban firms buying from non-U.S. subsidiaries. The act is
politically counterproductive and economically ineffective. The
United States has resurfaced as a credible international enemy,
threatening Cuba once again, this time with starvation. What
better gift could Cuban hardliners have received?

A New Course for U.S. Policy

HE CLINTON administration should take the initia-

tive-—regardless of what Castro does—to facilitate a
peaceful political transition in Cuba. A more active U.S. poli-
cy is needed to reduce the likelihood of internal violence and
to help open a wider political space for organized opposition
to form. Cuban leaders have long experience in administering
repression and adjusting to hardship. What they do not know
how to deal with 1s openness and peace.

First, Washington might defang Castro’s nationalist appeals
if it ceased war games around Cuba. Confidence-building
measures would reassure the island’s citizens against U.S.
attack, making it harder for Castro to ask for sacnfices.
Second, the United States should also stop assisting Cuba’s
censorship of information: allow A.T.&T.’s telephone link on a
commercial basis; permit the sale of fax machines and other
communications equipment; lift regulations impeding U.S. citi-
zens from traveling to Cuba; foster academic, cultural and
artistic exchanges; arrange for the opening of news bureaus in
Havana and Washington; nurture techmical cooperation
between U.S. and Cuban institations to protect migratory
species, clean up pollution in the Straits of Florida and
exchange information on hurricane tracking. The fact of such
cooperation should be broadcast to Gubans.

To remove aspects of the U.S. embargo beyond communi-
cations would require reciprocal changes in Cuba. But having
demonstrated a willingness to Lift restrictions in one area, the
United States could use the remainder of the embargo as an
active instrument of negotiation to bring about further open-
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ing. Such U.S. policies would at last permi
_unfolding of a political process in Cul?a, pe;;};fdz?;ozznﬂlg I‘cl,lgﬁﬂ
cials and party members to advocate more openly a redirec‘
tion of policies. They would also allow regime opponents t-
build on the evident discontent and galloping inflation in i]lec-)
%aslbmjfkem. A more varied politics could become possible in
S a—at first simply as tendencies within the Communist
arty—but only if U.S. policy changes so that Cubans who
seek change would no longer be vulnerable to the accusad
thzx they are traitors to the homeland. o
common objection to this approach is that i
works to force open a communli)sﬁ regime. This0 r;lgjé:;?;f;‘lloir;
irrelevant in Guba’s case. These proposed changes are remark
ably modest and, in effect, would realign policy toward Cubz;
with what Reagan administration policy had been toward var-
lous other communist regimes. '
‘The United States permitted
U.S. tourists to visit Poland, Cuba looks

I\N/E;:Iai;agum exciles d:}? telephone increasingly like
a an ine -3 ;
dents %g)lbuy fax machi:i:s (f;tﬁ- “!USt another island
or to the Tiananmen Square In the Caribbean.”
revolt). It developed an exten-
sive systemn of confidence-building military measures with th
Soviet Union as well as many academic and culturzﬁ
exchanges. Along with coercive measures, these modest poli
cies contributed to political openings in communist re 'me? )
There is another alternative for the Clinton adminglistration'
to ignore Cuba. It no longer matters as an international issue.
811}:32 looks increasingly like just another island in the
artbbean. Tts focus is now on luring tourists, not deploying
troops to Angola and Ethiopia or military advisers to
Nicaragua and the Congo. Cuba’s relations with Russia no
longer threaten U.S. security, although minor annoyances
remain {the port of call for the former Soviet sz] at
Cienfuegos and the electronic intelligence facility at Lou‘?:ies)
Cuban support for insurgencies has virtually ended, except for
residues of past entanglements. Its goal is no long;:r to [Eoster
revolution but rather to attract private foreign investment
Trade with Canada has become more important than refa-
tions with Tajikistan. The regime is happy when its malcon-

giltllﬁieenugrate and hopes only for their remittances in the
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For domestic political reasons, however, change in 1.5. pol-
icy scems unfikely. Although the Cuban-American conumunity
is in fact divided about evenly, only right-wing lobbies are well
organized politically. In early 1993 they retained a lock on
US. policy that made Cuba appear to be among the most
important issues on the U.S. agenda. While neglecting Guba
would be better than unwittingly bolstering its hardliners, U.S.
interests would best be served if Cuba were to accomplish a
peaceful transition toward a more open society and polity.

Castro Could Well Endure
WHY, THEN, has Fidel Castro survived so long in

power? For the very reasons he may continue to do so
for many more years, unless U.S. policies change to make
opposition politics at long last possible in Cuba. Heir to an
authentic social revolution, ordinary Cubans remain free
enough to voice complaints while they distinguish carefully
between what they do and do not like, and whom they do and
do not respect. Cuba’s civil society is no longer as weak as it
once was, but opposition to the regime has been weakened
disproportionately by economic duress and remains hampered
by a lack of leadership and organization to capitalize on cur-
rent social and economic hardships. The state remains strong-
ly repressive but is now assisted by illegal markets that have
enabled Cubans to adjust to economic decline.

Never before have so many Cubans expressed their disap-
proval of the communist system. Unofficial but reliable reports
indicate that in the December 1992 municipal elections one-
fifth to one-quarter of all votes cast—and up to a third in
Havana—were blank or null ballots, a fivefold increase from
previous electdons. Such results may presage the beginning of
a long-expected political transition in Cuba. Only by under-
taking major political changes can Cuba’s leaders hope o
recapture the consent of the population. But those changes are
nowhere in sight.

Those Cubans in the opposition must organize far more
effectively than they ever have. As long as citizens express
their dissidence through lawful channels, the regime will not
tumble. But beyond repression and fear, an important barrier
to the growth of organized opposition is that many opposing
the regime do not wish to “commit treason” or to become
“the party of the United States.” To create the necessary polit-
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ical space for an organized opposition to grow—and
eyentttlllaltly to tﬁun}]_ph—\’\’ashiggton must r;glzderatc tho]zjsgrgzﬁf
cies that monopohze oppositio i
e hardﬁnlzm, PP n to the regime and fuel the
Cuban leaders could stabilize their political s
undertaking careful changes of their own. thcy coul};tfe[Tglaht;Z
the black market to improve efficiency and production; the
could decentralize power to energize those local po]itical’ insti}i
tutions that retain significant public support precisely because
they are close and responsive to the needs of ordinary citizens.
Such a strategy would not require political liberal-
ization—Cuba would retain a one-party system. It would not
return Cuba’s economy to its pre-1989 circumstances; it would
not reestablish the regime’s full legitimacy. Such chan,ges how-
ever, could stem the economy’s decline and even bring’ back
some growth; they could make it more likely that ordinary cit-
1zens would remain allegiant enough for the regime to survive,
Castro may yet consolidate his style of socialism in Cuba
Even at this late hour, the regime remains in power because it
retains the allegiance of enough of its people and the reluctant
partnership of many .S, allies. These circumstances prevail
in part because Washington’s rigid opposition continues to
allow Castro to rally citizens to defend what many Cubans are
able to recognize as the regime’s legitimate successes. The
Umnuted States has been a staunch enemy of Fidel Castro, but
with an enemy like this one, he may not need friends. #» ,




