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Introduction

More than 50 years after the triumph of the Cuban Revolution and especially since the stark economic crisis of the 1990s, following the fall of the Soviet Union, Cuba has been undergoing fundamental transformations. Today the island is largely marked by rising levels of poverty and inequality, deteriorating social services, widespread corruption, and continued repressive state policies. It is also characterized by a largely octogenarian political leadership and an overwhelmingly disaffected, young population. Since taking over the country’s leadership from his brother Fidel, President Raúl Castro has introduced a sweeping set of economic, social and, to a lesser extent, political reforms. Whether these will lift the country out of its ongoing crisis is yet to be seen. However, what is certain is that Cuba and Cuban society are in the midst of the most significant changes since the 1959 Revolution. 

During the island’s current transition, OSF is interested in exploring ways in which it could support Cubans to develop a more open society. The question is which actors will drive that change and to what degree Cuban citizens can access the resources and information necessary to ensure that the change is not just driven by a few, powerful domestic and/or outside interests. In order to better understand and appreciate the complexities of the current situation, this background paper will provide an overview of some of the main political, economic, and social developments that have taken place in Cuba over the past few decades. It will also offer some thoughts on the island’s future. 


The Special Period

Overview and Assessment

Having been a Spanish colony for four centuries, then an American neo-colony, and finally a Soviet client state, it can be argued that Cuba only truly became independent after the fall of the Soviet Union. Since then the island has also been stuck in a deep economic crisis, which is referred to as the ‘The Special Period’. In 1991, after decades of generous Soviet subsidies and barter trade with COMECON states, extremely low domestic productivity, and the continued US embargo, Cuba was suddenly left - both economically and politically - isolated. The consequences were devastating and at the time many outside observers predicted that Cuba would be the next communist country to fall. 

However, former President Fidel Castro declared a national emergency and told Cubans to brace themselves for a time of extreme austerity and self-sacrifice. Simultaneously he opened the island up to foreign investment and mass tourism, allowed some forms of private business, and legalized the US dollar. The hope was to attract enough hard currency to revitalize the economy and save the revolutionary project. 
These capitalist-style reforms did keep the Revolution afloat for the next two decades but they also produced fundamental changes and many social contradictions in Cuban society. As such, the Revolution’s celebrated achievements of social equality, full scale public employment, and universal, high quality education and health care have become a thing of the past. Instead the island has become plagued by increasing levels of poverty and inequality, rising unemployment, poor social services, and widespread corruption. For average Cubans the past twenty plus years have mainly been defined by a daily struggle for survival. Apart from the many hardships caused by the Special Period’s severe material scarcities, constant blackouts, and failing public transport system, it is the dual currency and de facto double economy that have most affected people’s lives. 

Two currencies legally circulate in Cuba: the Cuban Convertible Peso or CUC (which replaced and is pegged to the US dollar) and the original peso cubano, which has become virtually worthless. The problem is that state workers, who until recently made up 80 % of the workforce, are paid their salaries in pesos cubanos. However, contemporary Cuban reality is such that everyone needs CUCs to survive. Stores and state run businesses are almost exclusively CUC-based, as is the booming black market and all tourist-related services and venues. Moreover, prices are extremely high given that almost all consumer goods (including 80% of Cuba’s food supply) are imported. In this context, the average monthly state worker salary of 360, pesos cubanos (roughly US$ 15), simply is not enough to feed a family. As a result, most Cubans are looking for CUCs to supplement their incomes and make it through the month.

Legal access to hard currency/CUC is difficult and restricted to those who work in the tourist industry (where they receive hard currency/CUC in tips), are self-employed in one of the private business sectors permitted by the state, or receive remittances from relatives abroad. As a result, many Cubans are involved in some form of illegal and illicit activity to make ends meet. Stealing from state enterprises, black marketeering, and prostitution are among the most common practices. For instance, it is not unusual to find a university professor lecturing by day and selling homemade pizzas at night; a state accountant pilfering office supplies such as paper, pens, and ink and reselling these on the black market; or a teacher engaging in sexual relations with foreign tourists.    

In this economic structure, the value of wages attributed to different professional sectors, in both the formal and informal economy, has not only altered the former socialist pattern of relative equity based on income but also devalued the meaning of education and professionalism. Prior to the Special Period, the highest paid Cuban workers, who were professionals such as engineers and doctors, only received 4.5 times as much as the lowest paid worker, a bus driver or waitress. In Cuba’s contemporary economy a self-employed manicurist or hotel waiter earns at least twenty if not fifty times as much as a neurosurgeon. Cubans call this phenomenon the ‘inverted pyramid’.

As a result of these developments, Cuban society has become increasingly polarized between those who, relatively speaking, have, easy access to CUCs and those who do not. This so-called ‘CUC apartheid’ has also created increasing socio-economic inequalities and provoked the formation of new social classes, which range from the rural poor to the nouveaux riches. This has in turn led to much resentment in a population that had been used to living in a relatively egalitarian social setting. The fact that these social divisions are also highly correlated with skin color makes for a particularly explosive situation. There is an uncomfortable sense that life has gone full circle. As in pre-revolutionary times, Cuba has once again become fully dependent on foreign investment, tourism and, until recently, even the US dollar (now the CUC). 


Cuban Society since the Special Period 

Changing Attitudes and Actions

The Special Period has not only altered people’s lives in very practical, every day kinds of ways but also provoked major changes in people’s attitudes and actions towards their own lives, their futures, and the state. Before the crisis, most Cubans relied on the government and, arguably, many still had some faith in the system. The failing economy, eroding quality of health care, education, and other social services, coupled with growing corruption, crime, and continued repressive policies have, however, led more and more people to no longer count on the state to help them solve their problems and instead forced them to look for alternatives. Although apathy, depression, and migration are some of the more drastic and dramatic measures people resort to, many if not most Cubans have been responding by creating and carving out their own spaces, networks, and mechanisms independently or at least parallel to the state. This is most visible in the economic sector, in that most Cubans no longer solely work for the state but either have their own small, private business or are engaged in some form of illicit/informal activity on the side. The same can be seen in social, cultural, and other spheres.  


Religion/Faith

Since the early to mid-1990s, more and more Cubans have been joining religious communities. During this time, faith-based organizations, including Catholic, Protestant and Jewish but especially Pentecostal, Afro-Cuban and Masonic, have grown in size, visibility, and influence all over the island. By providing social services and programs the state can no longer offer its citizens, such as homes for the elderly, soup kitchens, medicines etc., religious institutions have turned into important alternative spaces where people seek spiritual refuge, social connections, material support, as well as information and entertainment. Some religious organizations, in particular the Catholic Church, have expanded their influence throughout society through a number of important publications. Widely circulated and highly popular journals such as the Catholic Espacio Laical and Palabra Nueva offer important alternative views and voices on local and international issues to the official state press.  


Information/Communication

In Cuba all television, radio, and print media are under the direct control of the Cuban Communist Party, while the internet is inaccessible to about 90% of the population. As such the search for news, information, and knowledge beyond that provided by the state media has become an important endeavor for Cubans of all ages. The more established forms of doing so include making contact with family members and friends abroad, as well as doctors who have completed internationalist medical missions; interacting with tourists; listening to Radio Martí, the US sponsored propaganda station; and reading the aforementioned religious publications. In recent years, however, clandestine cable TV antennas, illegal internet connections, and island wide private video rentals have also become more common. 

For example, more and more people, especially those in Havana, are purchasing what is referred to locally as ‘un cable’. For the equivalent of US$5 a month one can get connected to a cable television antenna through which one has access to movies, news and sports programs, talk shows, and telenovelas (soap operas) from Mexico, Miami, and Brazil. Although highly illegal (and relatively costly by Cuban standards) more and more people are taking such risks in order to connect with the outside world and experience, albeit momentarily, a completely different reality.

Examples like these demonstrate how people are increasingly carving out alternative spaces and parallel mechanisms to the state. In so doing they are acting independently and taking initiatives as well as responsibility for themselves. In other words, they are taking their own lives into their own hands, which, after decades of depending on a cradle-to-grave system, is a huge step. Given that many of the activities involved in doing so are deemed illegal, people have to be very creative in outwitting the system and must constantly be on their toes not to be caught. These are skills that can and should not be underestimated given the energy, determination and courage that go into them. In short, a qualitative difference in the way many people think and act towards the state and among themselves has emerged and is growing more and more each day. However, these encouraging signs are also being accompanied by more worrying tendencies in people’s behavior and values. 


La Doble Moral

The Special Period and the many prolonged scarcities it has produced have forced people to seek a number of informal and illicit means to resolve their daily problems. These survival strategies have in turn encouraged corruption and criminality. In fact, breaking the law has become standard practice at all levels of Cuban society, as has the phenomenon of la doble moral. This term, broadly speaking, refers to a dual set of behaviors and opinions: one for the public and the other for private consumption. In a society like Cuba where daily survival and state surveillance are omnipresent, la doble moral can be interpreted as an act of resistance. 

However, the levels of corruption, manipulation, and opportunism towards the state and also among people themselves have taken on worrying proportions. Whether it be in the work place, schools, the health care sector, on the street, or in the market place, at the official, unofficial, or private level, cheating, stealing, bribing, lying, and cutting corners are common to everyday life. In fact, despite being acknowledged by many and even openly criticized by the Cuban leadership[footnoteRef:1], la doble moral has become an unchecked modus operandi and has greatly affected the social and ethical fabric, as well as work ethic, of Cuban society. Although its effects and consequences can be felt on all levels of society they are especially visible among Cuban youth.  [1:  See: http://www.nytimes.com/2013/07/24/world/americas/harsh-self-assessment-as-cuba-looks-within.html)] 

Youth

Of the 11.2 million Cubans who presently live on the island, over 75% were born after 1959 and over 55% are under the age of 30. Unlike their grandparents, many of whom fought for the principles of the Revolution, or their parents who grew up in the golden years of Soviet subsidies, contemporary Cuban youth are a product of the Special Period and its many social contradictions. As a result, their experiences of growing up in a socialist, revolutionary society have been fundamentally different from those of previous generations.

Witnessing their family members and others leave their professional jobs to find more lucrative work in the hard currency tourist industry, get involved in some form of illicit business, constantly say one thing but do another, and/or make the difficult decision to leave the country for good, are just some of the many practices this generation has grown up with and often uncritically adopted. 

The state’s continued emphasis on revolutionary values such as patriotism, anti-imperialism, loyalty, education, social responsibility, and solidarity have become of little interest and concern to most Cuban youth. Instead, they are mainly motivated by a strong urge to consume, make a quick and easy buck, and live in the moment. Most also hope to leave the island for good and migrate to the United States or Europe. In short, it is individualism and materialism rather than loyalty and commitment to the state and society that matter most to this generation. 


Seeds of Civil Society?

There is a growing sense of personal agency among many ordinary Cubans, which has not only produced new social spaces and networks but also profoundly transformed the relationship between the individual and the state. It is here in these increasingly independent, grassroots attitudes and actions that seeds of a nascent civil society can be dimly observed. However, we can also recognise an alarming growth of social disengagement, political apathy, and a stark deterioration of civic values, especially on the part of young Cubans. 

What these diverse and complex grassroots dynamics, attitudes, and values will lead to and what impact they will continue to have on the development of Cuban civil society is unclear. However, what is certain is that Cubans are on the move. They are shaking off decades of state paternalism and dependency and increasingly taking their destinies into their own hands. It is this increasing independence that is the most important change taking place in contemporary Cuban society. 


Contemporary Cuba under Raúl

In 2006 Fidel Castro retired as President of the Republic and was replaced by his brother, Raúl, who formally took over as Cuba's president in February 2008 and as first secretary of the Communist Party in April 2011. Although the shift in leadership from one Castro to another has hardly offered a serious change or challenge to the established power structure, Raúl’s leadership style and political focus are remarkably different from that of his brother. As such, Fidel’s charisma, drama, and tendency to micromanagehave been replaced by Raúl’s pragmatism, diligence, and ability to delegate. And while Fidel took on the world, Raúl is trying to save Cuba’s moribund economy and ensure that the Revolution and Communist Party outlive him and his brother. To do so he has introduced a sweeping set of reforms known as ‘los Lineamientos de la Política Económica y Social’, which are fundamentally altering the country. He has also slowly discarded almost all of Fidel’s ministers and aids and replaced them mostly with army officers. 

In this, Raúl seems to be acutely aware that Cuban socialism is living on borrowed time. Not only is he facing a very real biological problem (he is now 81 years old, Fidel 86, and most of the Politburo members are over 70) but the Cuban state is bankrupt, the economy in deep crisis, and Cuba’s latest life line, Venezuelan aid, is no longer guaranteed since Hugo Chavez’s passing. Moreover, having repeatedly defaulted on its foreign debt, Cuba has little access to credit and the continued US embargo continues to cut the island off from its closest and most natural market. Its greatest economic challenges however, are domestic. These include: a highly centralized and increasingly corrupt system; decades of ill planning and entrenched mismanagement; and a deteriorated and dilapidated infrastructure and close to zero production. Moreover, the paternalist state did away with any incentive to work and any sanction for not doing so; as a result Cubans do not work very hard. Raúl now hopes to change all of this through his reform package, the lineamientos. 


Los lineamientos: Overview and Assessment

Approved by a Communist Party congress in April 2011, the lineamientos (literally guidelines but de facto reforms) are being implemented slowly and with great caution. This is because they face stiff resistance from within the party and bureaucracy, where the words ‘reform’ and ‘transition’ are still mainly associated with the collapse of the Soviet Union and/or US policy towards Cuba. Officially, the reforms are thus ‘guidelines’ that are meant to ‘update’ the system, through the ‘promotion’ of ‘non-state actors’ and ‘co-operatives’. Whatever the language, the newly emerging economy can best be described as a public-private hybrid in which multiple forms of production, property ownership, and investment, in addition to a much slimmer welfare state and greater personal freedoms, will coexist with military run state-companies in key economic sectors, plus continued one party rule.

This new reality is slowly taking shape through the cumulative introduction of measures, the most important of which include: reforming the agricultural sector by turning over idle state land to private farmers and creating cooperatives; shrinking the size of state payrolls by allowing for greater numbers of small private businesses; the formation of a new tax code; legalizing the sale of private homes and cars between individuals; terminating subsidized canteen lunches; closing a number of health care facilities, and ending the ration book system. Moreover, the much criticized tarjeta blanca (Cuban exit visa) was eliminated in early 2013, giving a large percentage of the Cuban population the possibility to travel/leave Cuba more easily. 

Cuba’s demographic, geographic and economic reality (particularly the island’s aging population of 11 million inhabitants), its proximity to the US, and its combination of advanced human capital and dilapidated infrastructure set Cuba apart from other countries that have moved away from statesocialism. Moreover, unlike China or Vietnam at the start of their economic reforms, Cuba is an underdeveloped country with developed world problems: it has an aging population (18% are over 60 years of age); a shrinking birth rate (women are having on average 1.5 children); and its economy is heavily tilted towards the service sector. In fact, services make up 75% of the island’s GDP.	

Cuban officials and economists recognize the country’s structural weakness and have emphasized the need to boost exports as well as foster a more dynamic domestic market. However, so far the lineamientos have mainly focused on microeconomic reforms, while Raúl's macroeconomic recipe has been limited to austerity in order to trim the fiscal and current-account deficits. Instead the government’s main focushas been on downsizing its inflated payroll by expanding the small business sector.

Although important, this expansion of the private sector cannot resolve the core economic problems of the island. There are now 182 legal categories of self-employment but they are concentrated exclusively in the service sector. Moreover, start-up funds are scarce, fees for licenses high, and many of the legal categories are senseless. It is thus not surprising that the expansion of the cuentapropistas (self-employed) has not been able to slim down the bloated state payrolls. In 2010, Raúl pledged to eliminate 500,000 state jobs in the first six months of 2011, with an eye to incorporating 1.8 million workers (of a total of 5.3 million) into the private sector by 2015. So far the government has only managed to eliminate 137,000 jobs. 

Nevertheless the reforms are making an impact. Small businesses currently employ 400.000 citizens, an increase of 154% since October 2010. To supplement these gains, Cuba desperately needs to continue rebuilding its productive base and attract foreign investment. This would help diversify the economy, create jobs, and raise the standard of living. In this, Cuba’s highly educated workforce, vast amounts of fertile soil, limited but existing natural resources (nickel and potentially oil), and untouched beaches are important assets. If, how, and when this will happen is unclear. 

There was hope that offshore oil could bring relief but so far no oil in commercial quantities has been found. The sugar industry, which was once the island’s leading mainstay, continues to flounder despite recent increases in sugar prices. Cuba’s nickel industry has suffered from weakened world prices as well as a recent corruption scandal which closed one of the island’s three processing facilities. Although Brazil is currently investing heavily with the port of Mariel project and a sugar mill in Cienfuegos, it is still a drop in the bucket.[footnoteRef:2] In fact, many foreign companies are keen to invest in Cuba but are put off by the government's insistence on keeping a majority stake and its history of arbitrary policy change. It would no doubt help if Cuba were a member of the IMF and World Bank and had access to international credit but so far the government has shown no interest in joining. [2: Odebrecht is building a deep-water port and a container terminal in Mariel for the giant ships that will soon traverse a widened Panama Canal. The new port complex will be a ‘special development zone’ with factories producing for export. Much of the $975m for the infrastructure comes from Brazil’s National Development Bank.] 

Los lineamientos: Impact on the lives of ordinary Cubans

Although the reforms are being implemented slowly they are already having a huge impact on the lives of ordinary Cubans. After decades of rigid economic centralization and travel restrictions they are giving people more economic freedom as well as freedom of movement/travel. These are important and exciting developments. However, the lineamientos also are further increasing the already existing socio-economic inequalities and producing new ones. This is because so far they are mainly benefitting Cubans who already have access to some capital, with which they can now start a small business, buy property/car, and/or leave the country/travel. These tend to be Cubans who have savings and/or have family abroad who send remittances. By default they exclude people who are poor and/or unemployed, or who don’t have family abroad, savings, and/or social and political capital. 

Due to the island´s historical and contemporary race/class/migration dynamics, the majority of the so-called ‘haves’ in contemporary Cuba tend to also be phenotypically ‘white’, while the many ‘have nots’ are predominantly Cubans of African descent. In other words, the newly emerging inequalities are occurring along racial lines. A key factor contributing to this situation is that most Cuban exiles/émigrés that now send back remittances to Cuba tend to be white. Their money transfers to the island mainly benefit white households, making the over one billion US dollars of remittances entering Cuba each year a largely white phenomenon. 

Cuba is beginning to resemble the rest of Latin America but without political liberties. The Gini coefficient of income inequality (where 0 represents complete equality and 1 complete inequality) rose from 0.24 in the late 1980s to 0.41 a decade later to 0.5 in the late 2000s (similar to the Latin American average of 0.53). As yet, Cuba has no visible oligarchs but it does have a number of increasingly wealthy people. They include owners of tourist-linked private businesses, some private farmers, successful artists, and officials, especially in the military. According to a survey in Havana 20% of the population was poor (defined as ‘at risk of being unable to satisfy their basic needs’) in 2000. Although statistics are unavailable, experts agree that the national figure is now considerably higher. Moreover, numbers are likely to grow if the government does not strengthen its social safety net and create opportunities that benefit the unemployed and socio-economically vulnerable so that they too can take advantage of the current economic reforms. Such opportunities might include access to microcredits, wholesale markets, business training, and affirmative action programs.

Church-State Relations
One of the most interesting recent political developments is the relationship between the Catholic Church and the state. Once stark enemies, Raúl Castro strategically has chosen to use the Church as an intermediary to engage with Cuban society during the current period of major transformations. In fact, Raúl and Havana’s Cardinal Jaime Ortega are said to hold regular talks. The Church, which was officially marginalized for decades, is taking advantage of this new privileged position by cautiously (its critics say too cautiously) urging the government to grant individuals more socio-economic and political liberties as well as pushing for more space and influence of its own over Cuban society. The government has in fact gradually relaxed curbs on church activities.
Unthinkable even just a few years ago, the Catholic Church now has limited airtime on Cuban state radio and occasionally on state television and is allowed to organize religious processions in public. Even the Church’s growing educational efforts, although unofficial, are mostly tolerated by the state. Moreover, Catholic churches are being restored, a new seminary is being built and last year Pope Benedict visited Cuba, as did his predecessor John Paul II in 1998.
Although Cuba is known as a Catholic country and the Church continues to be the only independent, non-governmental organization that can be found all over the island, it must be emphasized that Cuba, unlike the rest of Latin America, is not a strongly Catholic country. 60% of the Cuban population is baptized but only 5% are practicing Catholics and most of these are senior citizens. A visit to Sunday mass in any Catholic church on the island can attest to this. Instead, Cubans are more interested in Pentecostalism and Afro-Cuban religions, such as Santeria, which are known for their concrete, problem-solving approach, tight knit communities and heavy use of uplifting music and dance. Nevertheless the Catholic Church is currently providing a meeting place in which conversations between the Communist Party and some of its opponents and critics can take place. This is an important role in the current time of transition. 


Social Services

Twenty years into the crisis Cuba’s celebrated health care and education systems have begun to show serious signs of deterioration. Although infant mortality is still low, maternal mortality has risen. Drugs, even aspirin and band-aids, are in short supply and hospital patients have to bring their own sheets and food. In 2013 there have been two separate, seriousoutbreaks of cholera on the island, a disease that had not been seen in Cuba for over 50 years. Access to adequate and specialized care has also become increasingly difficult, given that almost 40,000 Cuban doctors and other health care workers are working in over 70 countries around the world (mainly in Venezuela and Sub-Saharan Africa). By sending its medical professionals abroad on ‘international medical missions’, the Cuban government not only earns desperately needed hard currency but also keeps its high quality health care reputation alive (at least internationally). This medical diplomacy is an important part of the island’s foreign policy. Unfortunately, Cubans on the island are the ones who have to pay the price by no longer having access to adequate, quality care.

Similar observations can be made about the country’s education system. The main problem is that with the start of the Special Period a majority of primary, secondary and tertiary level teachers left their jobs to find more lucrative work in the informal economy. The government responded to this sudden crisis by hastily replacing the former, well-trained and experienced teachers with second and third year university students, who had no work or pedagogical experience. A method known as teleclases was introduced, by which students were instructed via taped video lectures. The results have been disastrous. An entire generation is graduating from high school with a substandard education level. Moreover, this is now becoming the norm. The situation is in fact so critical that many parents are hiring private tutors to ensure that their children get a decent education. 


Human Rights and Dissent

Under Raúl’s tenure there has been a call for greater public discussion. Public debate and criticism have increased during this time and there is a sense that people are less fearful of expressing their opinions, albeit within limits. This is a positive development that hopefully will continue. Moreover, many political prisoners have been released with the help of the Catholic Church’s mediation. Nevertheless, according to Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, human rights abuses continue. In fact, under Raúl´s watch abuses apparently have even increased in number, although long term prison sentences have been replaced by serial, short-term detentions. 

It is no secret that the regime has always acted ruthlessly when it comes to dissent. In 2002, when Oswaldo Payá and other activists gathered the 10,000 signatures needed to ask the National Assembly to debate their request for multi-party elections, the regime responded with a counter-referendum in which 8 million citizens were persuaded to vote for a constitutional amendment to declare socialism ‘irrevocable’. A year later many of those activists were among 75 opposition members given long sentences in show trials. Oswaldo Payá died last year in a car crash. His family believes it wasCuban state security that caused the accident and they are pushing for an international investigation. 

The few remaining, traditional dissident groups on the island are small, faction-ridden and heavily infiltrated by state security. Some are opportunists and have been easy for the regime to caricature as agents of the United States. Others are very brave people who have faced constant harassment and/or imprisonment. Most experts agree that change is unlikely to come from these groups due to their isolation and division. 

There is, however, a new type of opposition growing in Cuba which the government finds harder to control: the bloggers. Yoani Sanchez is no doubt the most well-known among them. She began her blog ‘Generation Y’ in 2007, in which she mixes political commentary with observations about everyday life in Cuba. Over the last few years Ms. Sanchez has been joined by a few dozen more critical bloggers. Denounced by the government as cyber terrorists, they are often insulted and threatened by state security agents. 

Information technology has certainly opened a crack in the Cuban monolith but it is a small one. Although Ms. Sanchez is famous around the world and was voted one of the 100 most influential people by TIME magazine a few years ago, she is relatively unknown on the island. Unless the internet becomes more accessible to the wider population this will probably not change any time soon. 

Nevertheless, Raúl’s decision to let Cubans buy mobile phones and computers a few years ago has probably had more impact than he or anyone else expected. Unofficial estimates put the number of mobile phones at 1.8 million on the island. Many people now use them to take video and photos of human rights abuses such as police beatings of opposition activists. These images are then transmitted to Miami television stations, which broadcast them and then send them back to Cuba on memory sticks and DVDs, where they are circulated island-wide. In so doing more and more people are becoming aware of the ongoing human rights abuses as well as gaining access to other types of news and information.

However, the most interesting and potentially consequential critical debates are happening among intellectuals, artists, rappers, independent filmmakers, former officials, and lay religious leaders, whose websites, lyrics, films, journals, and public fora are more accessible to the wider public. In general these actors don’t propose a radical break with all of the Revolution’s legacies and symbols. They also maintain their distance from foreign, especially US, financial support, which marks many dissidents as mercenaries in the eyes of Cuban state. They do this more out of political conviction than strategic calculus, refusing to accept the purported choice between towing the party line at home and collaborating with transition schemes from abroad. Instead they understand and, through their work, do justice to the fact that their reality is much more nuanced and complicated.  


Foreign Relations

Despite huge expectations that relations between Cuba and the US would normalize under the Obama administration, official relations between the two governments remain largely unchanged. President Obama’s lifting of the Cuban-American travel and remittance sending restrictions, as well as the return to the Clinton era people-to-people programs, has, however, allowed for much greater grassroots contact between the two countries. In fact, apart from Cuban and Cuban-American family visits, Americans, especially students and cultural visitors, have become a common sight in Havana, as have Cuban scholars and artists attending conferences, exhibition openings, or other cultural events in the US. These are important, positive developments. 

The more complex and difficult issues that keep the two nations apart, such as re-establishing diplomatic relations, the US embargo, Cuba being on the US State Sponsor of Terrorism List, the Cuban Five, and Alan Gross, remain blocked. Changing many of these issues, especially the embargo, is legally complicated. However, after winning both the Florida and Cuban-American vote, Obama may be emboldened to call for significant changes in US Cuba policy during his second term. Whether he will do so or not remains to be seen. 

In the meantime Cuba is becoming more connected and integrated into the regional and international community. Beyond Cuba’s strong political and economic relations with Venezuela and the ALBA community, economic ties with and investments from Brazil are growing rapidly. The almost collective criticism of the US’s exclusion of Cuba at the 2012 Summit of Americas meeting and Raúl Castro´s current presidency of the CELAC clearly show how important Cuba has become to the LAC region and how strong its support for the island´s reintegration into the region is. Moreover, European leaders´ participation in January´s (2013) CELAC Summit in Santiago de Chile also shows European recognition of Cuba´s importance in the region. This is in line with the recent decision by the European Union to normalize relations with Cuba and authorize Catherine Ashton to negotiate a bilateral agreement with the island. In the wider international context, especially in the Global South, Cuba remains an important symbol of defiance against the US. This can be seen every year at UN General Assembly meeting in New York where a large majority of countries vote against the US embargo towards Cuba. In sum, Cuba´s reputation and role in the LAC region has fundamentally changed for the better and is steadily growing in the wider international community.


The Miami Factor: The Cuban-American Community

In the first fifteen years after the Revolution half a million Cubans arrived in Miami. Thanks to generous federal assimilation aid and their own entrepreneurial spirit, they turned Miami from a sleepy beach town into a dynamic business hub. Moreover, they built one of the most powerful political machines in American history, dedicated to overthrowing the Castro brothers through the economic embargo imposed in 1960. That political machine explains why the US has not established normal relations with Cuba as it has done with other communist nations such as Vietnam and China. 

However, despite the very real political rifts, the economic embargo and deep-seated emotional wounds that exist between Havana and Miami, the two Cuban communities have been and continue to be much more closely connected than is usually publicly acknowledged. Since the Mariel Exodus in 1980, but especially since the beginning of the Special Period, over 400,000 Cubans have arrived in Miami. Most have done so as economic migrants rather than political exiles and most retain close family ties to the island. As a result, a wide range of transnational ties have emerged over the past decades, of which family visits and the sending of remittances are among the best known. In addition, numerous social, cultural, and religious ties have developed, all of which are slowly but surely transforming the relationship between this otherwise divided nation. Any visit to the Miami airport today attests to the strength of these ties; in peak season over a hundred weekly charter flights carry Cubans and Cuban-Americans between the two countries.

The changes and evolution of the Cuban-American community has, however, not yet been matched by political change. This is mainly because older, conservative Cuban-Americans contribute generously to campaign financing. They also vote in large numbers and for the cause, while their children, grandchildren, and recent arrivals, although far greater in number, are less likely to vote at all or don’t care enough about Cuba. Also, the Cuban-American lobby in Washington, DC is extremely powerful and engaged in keeping the current, isolationist US policies towards Cuba in place until the Castro regime has ended.

Today questioning the embargo publicly in Miami is still contentious but it is no longer unheard of. In the past those who dared to do so lost their jobs and were disgraced in public. But like Cuba, Miami is changing. In fact, there are many Miamis. Now Cuban-American organizations such as the ‘Cuba Study Group’, founded by Cuban-American business men, and‘Roots of Hope’, a group set up by Cuban-American university students, are appearing and offering an alternative discourse and an agenda that is both critical of the island’s regime but also against the US embargo. It is very likely that these bridge-building initiatives and organizations will grow in numbers and hopefully be met by their counter-parts on the other side of the Florida Straits. Like in Cuba, it is only a matter of time before the old guard in Miami ceases to exist and a younger, less embittered and angry generation take over. 


The Heir Apparent: Miguel Díaz-Canel

In February 2013 Raúl Castro began his second and apparently last presidential term. To the surprise of many, he also named as first vice-president Miguel Díaz-Canel, a 52 year old former higher education minister and two time provincial party secretary. This makes Mr. Díaz-Canel Raúl’s de facto designated successor. Before his elevation Díaz-Canel was a relatively unknown figure in the Cuban political landscape and very little is still known about the new heir apparent. What is noteworthy is his age. He was born after the Revolution which means he is the first such high-ranking individual who is not part of the old guard of those who fought in the Revolution. This is significant. 

Mr. Díaz-Canel is known for his ideological firmness, although it is unknown what he thinks in private. For now he has vowed to keep Cuba on its socialist path. As former minister of higher education he forged close ties with Nicolas Maduro, Venezuela’s current president. Given Cuba’s dependence on Venezuela’s subsidized oil and political support, this will no doubt be a relationship Mr.Díaz-Canel will try to continue to stay close to.


Some Thoughts on the Island’s Future

Cuba’s future depends as much on its own economic growth as it does on its ties to the outside world. The current reforms are a first step in the right direction but they are not enough. What the island desperately needs is serious foreign investment as well as domestic production. 
Politically speaking, it is difficult to predict what will happen on the island. There are too many unknown variables and the current power structure is too opaque and secretive to identify any serious cracks in the system and/or the agents of change. Moreover, the party, with its over 800,000 members and another 700,000 in its youth wing, has been accustomed to exercising power at all levels in a top-down fashion and will not relinquish this easily. Much of the resistance to change can be explained by bureaucratic inertia and the fear of loss of control, as well as the perks that go with it. Many who feel that they have devoted their lives to the Revolution are embittered by the idea that the reforms are opening up a route to acquiring money, and eventually power, outside the party. 
The fundamental question facing the party is how it will take a step back from day to day governance and address the population’s desire for greater transparency and democratic participation. In the best of cases, Cuba would continue on a gradual path towards a more open, pluralistic society, while preserving its foreign policy independence. The likelihood of this happening is, however, probably greater after the Castros are no longer alive. Such a gradual transition would give time and space for the economy to grow and civil society to develop and play a part in the political process. 
However, there are also a number of other less attractive but likely scenarios. For instance, it is not hard to imagine a Putin-like figure emerging from the army or security forces and creating a military dictatorship. The foundation for this has in fact already been laid in that the Cuban armed forces own and manage the most important and lucrative state enterprises (tourist, nickel, oil and other sectors). Its elites thus have a vested interest in keeping power concentrated and in their own hands, albeit with an opening of the economy and increased cuts in social spending. In such a scenario the military elite could align itself with any ideology as long as the status quo would be maintained. Such a situation would not rule out internal power struggles, coup d’états, and/or conflict. 
There is also the possibility that the current reforms will not bear fruit quickly enough but instead create greater hardships and social inequalities. This could lead to an increasingly frustrated population and potential civil unrest. 
In all of this it is important to remember that Cuba is located in the heart of the world’s most important drug trafficking triangle. Due to the regime’s tight social and political control, the island has so far been kept relatively isolated from the region’s thriving drug trade, organized crime and violence, and transnational gang culture. However, this could change. Regardless of whether there is a political transition on the island or not, the combination of a well-armed but poorly paid police force and military, increasingly corrupt bureaucracy and sophisticated security apparatus, failing economy and deteriorated infrastructure, frustrated population, and highly disaffected and materialistic youth, provide the ideal ingredients to turn Cuba into a prime drug trafficking local.


Conclusion

Contemporary Cuba is arguably an even more complicated and contradictory place than it was two decades ago after the fall of the Soviet Union. For these and many other reasons the island’s future remains uncertain. Much depends on the current leadership’s willingness to continue to reform both the economy and political system without further compromising the Revolution’s social gains. It also depends on US-Cuban relations and Cuba’s continued integration into the regional and global communities. It is clear that Cuba’s reality, whether political, economic, social or cultural, is not black and white but highly nuanced and constantly changing. The current period of change is an opportune moment to reach out and work with Cuba and Cubans to support them to become a more open society. 
1

