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Preface

Approximately three years ago during her stay as visiting professor,
Marifeli Pérez-Stable proposed the project on which Cuban National
Reconciliation is based to the Latin American and Caribbean Center
(LACC) at Florida International University (FIU). The objective was to
contribute to the process of Cuban national reconciliation by means of a
methodology that would combine historical interpretation and compar-
ative analysis. To be honest, our first reaction was somewhat skeptical.
In the past twenty years there have been few discussions about Cuba in
Miami or anywhere else that did not generate passionate debates and
occasional confrontations. Our skepticism mainly pertained to the ques-
tion she intended to answer in the study. What should be done with a
past of human rights violations? This question stems from the controver-
sial assumptions that human rights have been violated in Cuba and that
there will come a time when Cubans will have to decide how to answer
it, as was the case in many other countries that now have democratic
regimes (even if human rights are still being violated in some of them).

The project’s objective was ambitious since it was not just a mere aca-
demic exercise, but also proposed to involve all those sectors willing to
participate. LACC was intrigued by the possibility of establishing an ini-
tial agenda for Cuba’s national reconciliation through a series of seminars
and discussions among historically opposed sectors, for until this project,
we had had few opportunities to conduct a conversation with sectors of
the Cuban exile community that viewed the Center’s activities on Cuba
with skepticism.

Financed by the Ford Foundation and the Open Society Institute, the
Task Force on Memory, Truth, and Justice is significant because Pérez-
Stable and her colleagues succeeded both in debating and proposing pos-
sible answers to the difficult question posed, and in making recommen-
dations for Cuba’s national reconciliation. The historical account provid-
ed by Cuban National Reconciliation serves to put in context the question
of what to do with a past of human rights violations through an analysis
of the experience of other countries. Thus, the report identifies and
defines ways in which this question has been approached. Instead of
dwelling on the accusations from one side or another, this report analyzes
the long list of charges not only against the Cuban government and the
violent opposition, but also against the United States.

A review of the experiences in Spain, South Africa, Central America,
Eastern Europe, and the Southern Cone provides an opportunity to
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understand the complexity of the answers to the central question. It fur-
ther reveals important lessons that could help Cubans as they attempt to
achieve national reconciliation. This report approaches the subject in a
distinct manner, combining an academically tested methodology with an
overview of how other countries answered the same question. These
experiences provide innumerable lessons that are skillfully compiled in
Cuban National Reconciliation.

Pérez-Stable and her colleagues have successfully established national
reconciliation as a long process that can take place only when the old pas-
sions that divide people are abandoned. It is a process that depends on
democratization and the construction of a state respectful of human
rights. At the same time, reconciliation necessarily involves the creation
of a tolerant civil society, willing to abide by the rule of law. As the expe-
riences of Spain, South Africa, Central America, Eastern Europe, and the
Southern Cone demonstrate, this is a difficult and lengthy process.

Upon reading Cuban National Reconciliation, LACC feels pleased and
proud of having embraced the task force. We know the report will gen-
erate even more debate, but it will also provide a valuable contribution to
national reconciliation in Cuba. It is even more gratifying to know that
this project has enabled Marifeli Pérez-Stable to become a permanent
member of the faculty, joining the ranks of the renowned professors and
researchers involved in Cuba-related issues at FI1U.

Eduardo A. Gamarra, Ph.D.

Director

Latin American and Caribbean Center
Florida International University
March 2003

Vi
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Presentation

Cuban National Reconciliation is an unusual report. It looks at a dem-
ocratic Cuba not yet in sight and raises some issues the country will
surely face. What should be done with a legacy of human rights viola-
tions once the transition process has begun? The democracies founded
since the 1970s have grappled with this question in different ways, and
for many, the answer has been to establish a truth commission. Their
efforts to come to terms with the past shed light on three central facets
of the process: recovering silenced or absent memories, identifying the
truth about what happened, and searching for justice. It is, moreover,
important to highlight the inconclusive and, in many cases, the painful -
ly insufficient character of democratization and reconciliation in new
democracies. Still, democracy-the only political system founded on the
rights of citizens to dissent through their own autonomous means with-
out fear of government reprisals-may be expanded, deepened, and
reformed. In that sense, the new democracies could not be more differ-
ent from the dictatorial regimes that preceded them: democracy is nour-
ished by an ethics of means and universal rights, while dictatorships
impose absolute ends.

The Task Force on Memory, Truth and Justice deemed it necessary to
imagine a democratic Cuba-the only one capable of consolidating
national reconciliation—and to reflect on these themes in the hopes of
helping those Cubans who will eventually carry out the transition on the
island. We make two main recommendations: first, that a
dialogue—among all Cubans and with all those interested in Cuba—be
held regarding the Cuban civic reunion and, second, that Cubans seek
the means to recover our historical memory as a central element of that
reunion, which must necessarily be peaceful, inclusive, and democratic.*

Twenty-six members made up the task force: sixteen Cubans from the
diaspora and ten persons from other countries. Human rights in
Cuba-like in any other country—are not the sole responsibility of
Cubans, which is why we included members from other national ori-
gins. As a group, the Cubans had not worked together before, and we
therefore lacked the needed trust to ease into the discussion of issues as
sensitive as the ones we proposed. Furthermore, our personal histories
reflected a broad spectrum of experiences, over more than four decades
in matters of the revolution, the Cuban government, the opposition,
and the exile community. Even though some non-Cuban members had
engaged in Cuba-related activities, most had not, and this task force was

vii
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their first immersion in the subject. Their knowledge and experience
regarding human rights, democratic transitions, and the processes of
memory, truth, and justice proved invaluable to our work; they also
showed an extraordinary good will towards Cuba and Cubans. Above
all, they helped us look at Cuba in the light of other experiences, a per-
spective that—perhaps because of our particular insular nature—we
Cubans do not always seek. We hope their prestige and credentials will
serve as a bridge to people from other countries who might be interest-
ed in looking ahead to Cuban national reconciliation. From the begin-
ning, what motivated all of us was an unflinching commitment to a
democratic Cuba, to the eradication of political violence among
Cubans, and to a belief in the need to recover Cuban historical memo-
ry. In the end, we developed the necessary trust in one another to issue
Cuban National Reconciliation.

The task force decided not to broach two issues that commonly arise
when discussing Cuba: the U.S. embargo and the properties confiscated
by the revolutionary government. We did not join the fray on the
embargo because we did not have consensus among us on the subject.
Neither did we deal with property-related issues: our charge was to deal
only with those issues related to the physical damages inflicted upon
human beings by political violence.

No doubt, it would have been preferable to conduct the work of the
Task Force on Memory, Truth, and Justice in Cuba and with the partic-
ipation of Cubans from the island. Our objectives—a democratic Cuba,
non-violence, and the restoration of memory—were not and are not
those of the Cuban government. Cuban National Reconciliation is noth-
ing more than an embrace of civic life and an invitation to dialogue-its
essence being a respectful discussion among people and groups with dif-
ferent points of view—as the only weapon. Even though all kinds of bar-
riers have been removed, maintaining communication with the island is
still not easy, especially with those Cubans who have publicly broken
from official Cuba and are risking their lives in the peaceful struggle for
a better future. Even more difficult is holding face-to-face meetings
between these Cubans on the island and those of us in the diaspora who
share their ideals. Neither do circumstances facilitate an exchange with
those individuals of professional and personal integrity who work with-
in official Cuba today but who will surely be agents of change in the
transition. The signatories of this report emphasize that Cuba’s future
depends mainly on Cubans living on the island: those who for years
have publicly expressed their conviction that the nation can and should

viii
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belong to all, the millions who from the privacy of their homes desire
that this should happen sooner rather than later, and those who within
or in the periphery of official Cuba seek changes that could eventually
contribute to a democratic transition.

The Task Force on Memory, Truth, and Justice did what was possible:
to bring together a group of 26 persons committed to the production of
this report.** Metaphorically speaking, it could be said Cuba has 15
provinces, not 14: the fifteenth is the diaspora in the United States and
other countries, with its headquarters in Miami. Cubans abroad are also
part of Cuba and, as such, we have both the right and the duty to express
ourselves regarding any Cuban issue. Although the prerogative on mak-
ing decisions on Cuba’s future belongs to Cubans on the island, we can
make a decisive contribution to that prospective national reunion right
now: reconciliation among Cubans in the diaspora. We hope the dis-
cussion of Cuban National Reconciliation in the diaspora takes place in a
spirit of true dialogue that is indispensable for the eventual reunion of
all Cubans. In recent years, Cubans abroad have taken steps towards
making our arena of public discourse more tolerant and open, but we
still have work to do, and we will do it.

Writing Cuban National Reconciliation was a complex task in view of
the ideas that were developed and the many points of view to be consid-
ered. The report resulted from three meetings and constant communi-
cation among the task force, as well as endless consultations with
Cubans from the diaspora and the island. The task force met in
Cuernavaca (June 2001), Cancun (April 2002), and Morelos (January
2003). In October 2001 and February 2002, we met with some 25
Cubans in Miami to discuss issues of historical memory and national
reconciliation. These meetings unveiled an optimistic microcosm of
dialogue and reconciliation. We will go on advancing along that course
in the diaspora. We also procured opinions on the draft report from
Cubans on the island; in the text, we quote those who replied. Our web
page-http://memoria.fiu.edu—is an open portal that will incorporate
different views on memory, truth, and justice, including the full com-
ments we received from Cuba and those we may receive once the report
circulates. The web page will also contain documents, publications, and
links related to Cuban national reconciliation, as well as this report and
the original Spanish version.

What did the task force achieve after two years of reflection and dis-
cussion? We initiated this process well aware of the historical polariza-
tion that characterizes Cuban politics and convinced we could no longer
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put off creating an extremo centro (“extreme center”)-not to eliminate
the poles of the political spectrum but to create a space for those of us
who do not line up with either extreme. Only a Cuban public space
inclusive of a wide, strong, and rooted center can harbor and nourish the
pluralism imperative for a civic and democratic life among all Cubans.
We offer readers an interpretation of Cuba’s historical context looking
forward to a reconciliation through remembering, while bringing
together antagonists, past and present. At the same time, the report does
not gloss over the hard truths about the human costs extracted by the
revolutionary government, the armed opposition, and the U.S. govern-
ment in defending their respective ends at all costs. After two years of
work, we raise more firmly than ever the bulwarks of dialogue and mem-
ory on the road to a democratic Cuba.

Cuban National Reconciliation reflects the consensus of the Task Force
on Memory, Truth and Justice. Not every member agrees with every
phrase of the text, but-with the exception of what has been indicated in
the individual comments—everyone agrees with the report’s general con-
tent and tone, and supports its main recommendations. All signatories
do so as individuals; institutional affiliations and mentions of national
origins are only for identification purposes. We hope this report stimu-
lates dialogue on recovering memories, establishing the truth, and
searching for justice, all looking forward to a civic reunion in Cuba and
among all Cubans.

Marifeli Pérez-Stable

Coordinator

Task Force on Memory, Truth, and Justice
March 2003

*Throughout this report the phrase “among all Cubans” includes both
Cubans residing on the island and those who reside abroad.

**Members were selected by the steering committee: Marifeli Pérez-
Stable, Jorge I. Dominguez and Pedro A. Freyre.
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Introduction and Executive Summary

A democratic Cuba is not yet in the offing. Even so, Cuban National
Reconciliation looks in that direction because only through democracy
will the diversity and pluralism within the Cuban nation find their
proper course. At the beginning of the 21st century, democracy is the
only political system capable of protecting civic life. A civic, democrat-
ic, and inclusive reunion—in Cuba and among all Cubans—would be the
foundation for national reconciliation. Even though full reconciliation
is not easily accomplished, we strive to attain it, at least to the level nec-
essary to make democratic life possible among all Cubans. Even if con-
ditions favoring a democratic transition have not yet emerged, this
report considers that a serious and judicious dialogue about it is salutary
and indispensable—first, among all Cubans on the island and abroad,
and also with and for all those anywhere who may be interested in
Cuba’s future. That is our main recommendation, and it is in the spir-
it of reconciliation that we present this report.

Cuban National Reconciliation looks forward to the establishment of a
truly democratic Cuba, since only the rule of law is capable of guaran-
teeing the necessary degree of reconciliation for Cubans to live in peace.
This report does not propose one or another specific political program.
Its platform is very broad—an inalienable commitment to human
rights—and its sole demand is that this commitment be assumed without
hesitation. By dialogue we understand a respectful discussion among
people and groups with different points of view who-willing to listen to
one another—seek an agreement or, at least, a partial bridging of their
differences. What Cuban National Reconciliation calls for is nothing
more than an ethics of means—respect for human rights—that guarantees
the only outcome that admits no compromise: a civic and democratic
life for all Cubans.

Well before the revolution, Cuban politics tended towards polariza-
tion: Cubans confronted one another over causes they considered just
and, more often than not, valued these causes more than the means used
in their pursuit. Though broad and plural, the political spectrum before
1959 did not nurture a true culture of dialogue among opponents nor a
strong commitment to democratic institutions. Politics, understood as
give-and-take, slowly lost credibility, and violence gained ascendance as
a means to defeat enemies. As just means receded, the Cuban arena for
public discourse narrowed. With the coup d’état on March 10, 1952,
Fulgencio Batista undermined constitutional rule, installed a repressive
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regime, and violated human rights. Efforts to negotiate a return to
democracy failed; armed struggle decided the fall of the dictatorship. In
the view of almost all Cubans, the triumph of the revolution on New
Year's Day 1959 offered the nation an extraordinary opportunity for a
new national foundation.

Though at first the revolution opened up the public arena, it soon
closed off access to anyone who did not second the views on social jus-
tice and independence from the United States espoused by the top lead-
ership. Radicalization entailed the elimination of capitalism, the sup-
pression of independent institutions to settle political differences, and a
turn towards the Soviet Union. When a cause values absolute partisan
ends over just means, it ceases to be a just cause no matter how laudable,
and even if it enjoys majority support, as was the case in Cuba at the
beginning of the revolution. The great majority of those who opposed
the revolution’s radicalization believed that restrictions on freedom, total
state control over the economy, and an alliance with communism
debased Cuban aspirations for democracy and freedom. The demand
for iron-clad loyalty to the country, the revolution, and the maximum
leader provoked the political polarization. Though the cold war aggra-
vated it, the roots of the polarization were Cuban. Over the ensuing
decades, the Cuban government has excluded more and more Cubans
from the public arena by suppressing the rich pluralism in Cuban soci-
ety and even within its own ranks.

Cuban National Reconciliation rejects all platforms based on absolute
partisan ends, for they necessarily entail the exclusion of those who do
not share them. By contrast, this report proposes Cubans adopt an
ethics of means: an inalienable commitment to human rights based on
inclusion and respect for and among all citizens. Only a state founded
on the rights of citizens to dissent—by their own means and without fear
of reprisals—will be capable of achieving peace among Cubans. As long
as Cuba’s political spectrum remains closed to pluralism and dialogue, it
will not deserve to be called democratic. No one, and no group, has a
prerogative to reason: every Cuban has the right to express himself or
herself and, also, the duty to listen. The first bastion of democracy is a
political culture broadly rooted on a citizen ethics that is respectful of
rights and duties. This report seeks a dialogue aimed at strengthening a
new culture of inclusion and responsibility among all Cubans.

Cuban National Reconciliation is focused on a question Cubans will
almost certainly have to face upon embarking on a transition to democ-
racy: what should be done with a past of human rights violations? The

4



english pdf.gxd 3/24/2003 12:55 PM Page 22 $

Cuban National Reconciliation

recovery of historical memory, the arrival at truths regarding what actu-
ally happened in Cuba, and the search for justice are not easy subjects.
Precisely because Cuban politics have been polarized, the tendency has
been to justify what happened on the basis of the causes upheld by each
of the sides. The experiences of new democracies since the 1970s under-
score the importance of reconsidering the history that, in each case, led
to polarization—not to belittle ideals or renew confrontations—but to
gain a new understanding of how inviolable just means should be for
civic life.

Even though this report offers some broad explanations for Cuba’s
polarization, in no way whatsoever do we pretend to have covered all its
complexity nor do we claim our reading of the events to be the only pos-
sible one. We do, however, insist that the logical conclusion of the
Cuban historical experience is that civic life should be the only invio-
lable end. We offer these explanations—not to reenact old differences or
declare a new round of winners and losers—but in the hope of encourag-
ing a dialogue that moves Cubans closer to a political culture based on
citizen rights and duties. These explanations should in no way be con-
strued as justifications for human rights violations. We wholly and
unequivocally condemn those perpetrated by the Cuban government as
well as the abuses incurred by the armed opposition. Yet, since govern-
ments should be the main guarantors of human rights, their responsibil -
ity is incomparably higher when such rights are breached; moreover,
governments always have at their disposal more numerous and powerful
resources to impose their will. In the future, a new discourse of inclu-
sion and national reconciliation will thus have to be crafted by those in
power, acknowledging the state’s responsibility in deepening and main-
taining the political polarization among Cubans after 1959.

In order to frame the discussion on violations and abuses, Cuban
National Reconciliation lists the principal international agreements on
human rights and humanitarian law and proposes them to Cubans as a
counterweight to absolute partisan ends. Today, more than ever, they
represent broadly accepted standards for political coexistence, the treat-
ment of prisoners, and the conduct of war. Whether or not the Cuban
state or its current government has signed them, we consider them eth-
ical and legal guideposts that bolster Cuba’s national interest because
they facilitate a civic and democratic life among all Cubans. The report
provides a list of allegations, facts, and questions regarding government
violations and abuses perpetrated by the violent opposition that, one
way or another, need to be investigated so that the truth of what hap-
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pened in Cuba is credibly established among Cubans everywhere; it is,
however, a partial list, pending what future investigations may reveal.
The U.S. government’s participation in violent acts against the Cuban
government is also discussed. We also thought it useful to delimit two
periods since 1959 during which violations were committed: the 1960s,
when the government faced an extensive armed resistance and—accord-
ing to what we currently know-the worst and most widespread viola-
tions happened, and the decades since 1970, when a nonviolent oppo-
sition emerged and repression has tended to rely on intimidation,
harassment, arbitrariness, and imprisonment. Our second recommen-
dation is that, by whichever way, Cubans should strive to recover their
historical memory.

Cuban National Reconciliation opens with an overview of the broad
international consensus on democracy and human rights, forged more
energetically after the cold war, though the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (1948) had long established the basic guidelines on the
matter. After 1989, two realities marked Cuba’s international relations:
the government’s opposition to the international consensus on human
rights and a near universal opposition to the U.S. embargo. The consti-
tution and the criminal code in effect in Cuba are extraordinarily restric-
tive of individual freedoms, emphatically prohibitive of all peaceful
opposition, and supportive of a far-reaching policy of silencing and
intimidating the citizenry. Thus, the rights of all citizens—not just the
rights of opponents and human rights activists—are disregarded on a
daily basis by the Cuban government.? As a result, the United Nations
Commission on Human Rights has approved resolutions condemning
the human rights situation in Cuba, and the European Union has con-
ditioned economic cooperation to the Cuban government abiding by
the principal international agreements on this issue. Especially after the
cold war, the character of the Cuban political system figures prominent-
ly in its international relations—a consequence of the island’s geographi-
cal location and its status as a weak power.

The report then sheds some light on the Cuban historical context with
the purpose of highlighting the different ways in which polarization
took place and how the revolution drastically aggravated it. Though the
cold war deepened the Cuban conflict, the United States and the Soviet
Union were not its main actors. We underline the fact the revolutionary
government had a genuine Cuban opposition on the island and, thus,
national reconciliation also implies a recognition of this opposition’s
own personality and political program, the coincidences and shared
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ideals with the United States given the cold war context notwithstand-
ing. Relations between the Cuban government and the organized oppo-
sition throughout the decades are also sketched, drawing hope from the
affirmation of nonviolence by most opponents of official Cuba, on the
island and in the diaspora. It is also worth noting that exiles—after
decades of seeing themselves as the main opposition to the Cuban gov-
ernment-today freely admit that opponents and human rights activists
on the island should play the leading roles.

Cuban National Reconciliation subsequently outlines the experiences
of other countries—new democracies from the 1970s onward-regarding
historical memory and the search for truth and justice: Argentina, Chile,
and Uruguay in the Southern Cone; El Salvador and Guatemala in
Central America; Czechoslovakia, Albania, Bulgaria, Romania, Poland,
Hungary, and Germany in Eastern Europe; Spain; and South Africa.
These cases share with Cuba a fundamental characteristic: human rights
were violated because a logic of absolute partisan ends took over politics
and allowed the use of violence to exclude those who dissented. In this
regard, the ideological profile of the different regimes and the popular
support some of them had are not the gist of our considerations. These
experiences equally underline the broad array of factors that influence
transitions and the answers given to the question of what should be done
with a legacy of human rights violations.

The following section, “The Issue of Human Rights in Cuba: Past and
Present,” focuses on two realities. First, the international community
readily acknowledges current violations of civil and political rights by
the Cuban government. In fact, a large number of countries demand
that these rights be respected as a condition to fully normalize their rela-
tions with Havana.  Second, the history of human rights
violations—especially, but not exclusively, in the 1960s-has not been
equally acknowledged and, therefore, needs full clarification as a prelude
to a democratic Cuba.  That future Cuba—responsive to the demands
from Cuban civil society, to the experiences of other countries, and to
international norms regarding humanitarian law—will have to determine
if war crimes and crimes against humanity were committed after 1959,
and, if so, to identify those responsible for such crimes which do not
have a statute of limitations. A democratic Cuba should also follow the
example of most democracies by abolishing the death penalty.

We conclude with an outline of four key elements in the long process
of Cuban national reconciliation:
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« Reconciliation of every Cuban with himself or herself.
« Family reconciliation, which is the one most advanced to date.

« Reconciliation in the diaspora, which is the one within reach
and should not be postponed.

« Political reconciliation—sustained by a civic awareness of citi-
zenship rights and duties—which will only be fully attained
under the protection of a state respectful of the citizenry’s right
to dissent through autonomous means without fears of
reprisals.
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International Consensus on Democracy
and Human Rights

Although the global character of human rights was proclaimed by the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, a broader consensus on its
implementation could not be reached until after the cold war. For
decades it was relatively easy to condition the issue to the conflict
between the United States and the Soviet Union: on the one hand,
Western democracies respected civil and political rights while providing
an unevenly matched array of social and economic rights; on the other,
in the U.S.S.R. and Eastern Europe-the so-called people’s democra-
cies—the social safety net was extended more equally, while individual
liberties were banned or severed.® During the 1970s, this division began
to be questioned by, among others, the Helsinki Final Act, which estab-
lished the interdependence among political, civil, economic, social, and
cultural rights. Furthermore, the Helsinki agreement granted legitimacy
to the idea that human rights concerned the international community,
not just individual countries. Subsequently, men and women from all
nations rose up against violations in other countries, though their
protest did not necessarily imply support for regime change in those
places. It was then that the international human rights movement took
off.

At the beginning of the 21st century, cold war relativism regarding
human rights has little resonance, and not only because that war is over.
The international consensus on human rights has arisen mainly due to
the new democracies that emerged beginning in the 1970s. Under the
rule of law, no political objective—no matter how edifying it may be pro-
claimed to be—justifies the violation of life, of people’s personal safety, of
the right against arbitrary arrest, and the right to due process, nor of
freedoms of speech, association, and conscience. Though imperfect and
incomplete, democracy leads to civil and political freedoms, and pro-
vides the means for self-determination according to the citizenry’s
(changing) will. Its essence is a demanding consensus on the respect for
human rights that needs, allows, and encourages differences while offer-
ing an institutional framework to settle them. At a minimum, democra-
cy is a political system that guarantees the rights of a peaceful opposition
and offers it the possibility of gaining power in free elections. The work
to establish these facts irrefutably has been long and arduous, and it is
those who lived under dictatorships until recently who best understand
them.
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Nevertheless, the Cuban government continues adhering to a relativist
conception of human rights. Its constitution and criminal code categor-
ically prohibit peaceful opposition and endorse wide-ranging policies
aimed at silencing and intimidating the citizenry, which constitutes a
violation of everyone’s civil and political rights. In fact, the Cuban gov-
ernment subordinates citizen rights to what the ruling elites and a sec-
tor of the population understand as the common good and the nation-
al interest. Cuba was one of the first countries to proclaim the Universal
Declaration, and the Cuban state must respect it entirely. In the Western
Hemisphere, the American Declaration of the Rights and Duties of Man
(1948) and the American Convention on Human Rights (1968) have
served, since then, as a beacon in the difficult path towards democracy.
The Cuban state signed the first, but not the second. Moreover, the
Inter-American Democratic Charter—approved by the Organization of
American States (OAS) in 2001-reaffirms representative democracy as
essential for the stability, peace, and development of the hemisphere’s
people. Neither the present nor any future government in Havana will
be able to pursue full hemispheric insertion without endorsing the basic
principles on human rights and democracy included in these docu-
ments.
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Cuba’s International Context in the
1990s and Early 21st Century

Two facts have marked Cuba’s international relations in the post-cold
war period: its government’s opposition to the broad international con-
sensus on human rights, and the ample dissent regarding the U.S.
embargo.® In 1992, the United Nations General Assembly approved two
resolutions that expressed the wishes of most members: that the United
States lift the embargo, and that Cuba carry out economic and political
reforms. At the beginning of the new century, neither has materialized.

While the United States reinforced the embargo through the Torricelli
(1992) and the Helms-Burton (1996) acts, the European Union (EU),
Canada, and Latin America set the basis for a policy of so-called con-
structive engagement and repudiated the U.S. laws. Still, an easing of
tensions between the United States and Cuba has taken place on two
fronts. In 1994, Havana and Washington signed a new migratory agree-
ment that has entailed regular contact to examine its implementation.®
Similarly, the United States and Cuba have generally encouraged and
supported cultural and academic exchanges. Since 1996, the EU has
annually ratified a common position regarding Cuba along the lines
normally demanded from its trading partners: compliance with the
international agreements and norms on human rights as a prior step to
economic cooperation (humanitarian cooperation is not conditioned).
Though differently, both the United States and the European Union
condition their relations with Havana to the Cuban government’s
implementation of domestic changes. While human rights violations by
any government (e.g. China, Vietnam, or Saudi Arabia) are always
deplorable, the situation for Cuba has been different. Especially in the
post-cold war period, the character of the Cuban political system weighs
heavily on its international relations—politics and geography have thus
determined it. It is undoubtedly unfortunate that different standards are
applied to similar situations regarding human rights, particularly when
these double standards undermine the credibility of the claim to their
universality. Nevertheless, the unequal treatment given to violators has
not become an obstacle to the ever stronger consolidation of the inter-
national consensus regarding democracy and human rights.

After the fall of the Berlin Wall and, especially, after the downfall of
the Soviet Union, Cuba lost its main allies and was forced to restructure
its relationship with the world. When its economy collapsed, the gov-
ernment decreed a certain liberalization regarding foreign investment,
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self-employment, independent work, agricultural cooperatives, and the
U.S. dollar as legal tender. These measures reduced the state’s role, par-
tially loosened the official ties that determined people’s livelihood until
1990, and reactivated the economy slightly. However, there have been
no noteworthy political changes regarding the monopoly of the
Communist Party nor, in general, regarding human rights. Still, the gov-
ernment has not been able to exercise the same control on society, as evi-
denced by the ascendant strength and geographical expansion of civil
society activities as counterparts to official ones.”

The policy of constructive engagement adopted by the European
Union, Canada, and Latin America was aimed at encouraging changes
in Cuba. Canada took great pains to nudge Cuba in that direction when
it offered economic cooperation, humanitarian assistance, and develop-
ment aid without political conditions, as well as efforts to help the
island’s hemispheric reinsertion. Though modest, the economic reforms
that were implemented suggested the possibility of a new round to con-
solidate the economy, e.g., the legalization of small- and medium-sized
private business and the easing of regulations regarding foreign invest-
ment. Spain, Portugal, and Latin America also made considerable efforts
to encourage changes in the island. Spain’s determination to facilitate
Cuba’s soft landing in the new international context was particularly
notable. During the first 1beroamerican summits, Mexico, Colombia,
and Spain pressed Castro on the importance that he be the one to lead
the reform process. Iberoamerican countries also backed the Cuban gov-
ernment concerning the embargo. The following quote from the final
declaration at Cartagena de Indias, Colombia (1994) best expresses the
condemnation of the embargo regularly issued at these summits:

We recommend the elimination, in accordance with the princi-
ples of international law and with U.N. resolutions, of unilater-
al coercive economic and commercial measures that may affect
the free development of international commerce and harm the
living conditions of Latin American peoples.

At the same time, the summits have also been unequivocal regarding
democracy. The summit in Chile (1996) issued a final declaration,
signed by Fidel Castro, stating the following:

We reassert our commitment to democracy, the rule of law, and
political pluralism. There exists in Iberoamerica the conviction
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that the separation of powers, their mutual control, proper rep-
resentation and participation of majorities and minorities, free-
dom of speech, of association and reunion, full access to infor-
mation, free, regular, and transparent elections of political lead-
ers, constitute essential elements of democracy.

Through the United Nations, the international community has also
expressed its dissatisfaction with the embargo and with the absence of
civil and political freedoms in Cuba. Overwhelming majorities at the
General Assembly have annually approved a resolution against the poli-
cy of isolation implemented by the United States.® Since 1991, the
Human Rights Commission at Geneva has been passing resolutions
condemning the Cuban situation. Only in 1998 was the motion defeat-
ed, mainly as an acknowledgement of the government’s partial restora-
tion of religious freedom and the release of some 300 prisoners on the
occasion of Pope John Paul II's visit to Cuba that year.® In 1999, the
commission once again issued a resolution condemning Cuba. Not only
had Cuba’s National Assembly passed an exceptionally draconian law
against freedom of expression, but four opponents who had been held
in preventive detention without bail since 1997 were tried and convict-
ed.

The 2002 resolution was approved under novel conditions: in 2001,
the United States was not reelected as a full commission member and
had only observer status. The resolution critical of Cuba—promoted
mainly by the Latin American members—obtained the favorable vote of
the region’s countries represented on the commission, except for
Venezuela, which voted against it and Ecuador which abstained.
Nevertheless, the wording of the resolution has been the most moderate
to date. It reads:

The commission invites the Government of Cuba, whose
efforts to give effect to the social rights of the population
despite an adverse international environment are to be recog-
nized, to make efforts to achieve similar progress in respect of
human, civil and political rights, in accordance with the provi-
sions of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the
principles and standards of the rule of law.

Mexico’s vote was especially pointed as it was the first time it backed a
resolution against Cuba.
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By the mid 1990s, the isolation of the Cuban government intended
by the United States had been prevented by the policy of constructive
engagement and by the effectiveness of Cuba’s Ministry of Foreign
Relations. Cuba had diplomatic relations with 178 countries and com-
mercial relations with 166, and had increased links with Latin America
and the Caribbean. Except for the United States, there was consensus
regarding the island’s insertion into the international economy. In fact,
the world had opened up to Cuba before Pope John Paul Il offered his
memorable farewell to the island: “May Cuba open itself up to the
world, and may the world open itself up to Cuba.” However, Cuba’s
opening to the world has not ensued due to the Cuban government’s
unwillingness to reciprocate the European Union, Canada, and Latin
America in their constructive engagement. On the matter of human
rights, it showed little cooperation. Although Cuba allowed the visit of
the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights in 1994,
Havana never acquiesced to that of the special rapporteur appointed by
the United Nations (1992-1998) to deal with the human rights situa-
tion in Cuba.*

In the mid-1990s, the European Union initiated conversations with
the Cuban government to reach an economic cooperation agreement
and to discuss issues related to human rights. The European Union’s
conditions were and are: releasing political prisoners, reforming the
criminal code (especially the abolition of the death penalty), and ratify-
ing the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.
Conversations between the European Union and Havana coincided
with the request to the government by Cuban Council-an opposition
coalition formed in October 1995-to hold a meeting at the end of
February 1996. Some thought the request would be granted in light of
the EU talks, but it was not. Worse still, Cuban air force MIG fighter
jets shot down two civilian planes belonging to Brothers to the Rescue;
four men were Killed. At the time, the Helms-Burton bill was making
little progress in the U.S. Congress, partly d