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From 1974-1990, more than thirty of the world’s authoritarian regimes transitioned to 

democracy in what Samuel Huntington terms the third wave.  Sixteen years following the 

conclusion of the third wave of democratization, the Castro regime remains the official 

government of the Cuban state.    I examine what factors led to the continued existence of 

the Castro administration.  Several factors account for the prolonged tenure of the Castro 

administration.  Fidel was able to increase his political power through the monopolization of 

information.  The ability of the Castro regime to maintain authority was further exacerbated 

as a result of the country’s dependence on Soviet financing, the repositioning of a weakened 

Catholic Church, contradictory foreign policies of external actors such as the United States, 

and a powerless civil society. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Cuban Revolution came to an end, at least insofar as an ending can also mark 

the beginning, two hours after midnight, Thursday, January 1, 1959, with the departure of 

Fulgencio Batista from the island of Cuba.  What began nearly six years prior, as a less than 

satisfactory attack on the Moncada Army Barracks in 1953, ended with the seizure of Santa 

Clara and Santiago de Cuba by rebel forces.  The man who had dominated Cuban politics 

for a quarter of a century was succeeded by Fidel Castro, the infamous revolutionary leader 

of the July 26 Movement who would eventually transform Cuba into the first communist 

state in the Western Hemisphere.  As Batista fled with friends and family to the safety of his 

trusted friend Rafael Trujillo in the Dominican Republic, the people of Cuba took to the 

streets in an overwhelming display of enthusiasm.  The regime that had governed Cuba with 

an iron fist had come to an end, and the principal liberator was Fidel Castro.  It was at this 

moment that Castro was cemented into Cuban history; he was, to the Cuban people, the 

rightful leader born from the revolution.  Never before had such a figure been so embraced 

by the people of Cuba than Castro was on that day.  Acknowledging this, Castro delivered 

his first influential speech on January 1, 1959, atop a balcony in Santiago de Cuba: 

The Revolution begins now [he announced]. This time Cuba is fortunate: the 
revolution will truly come to power.  It will not be as in 1895 when the 
Americans intervened at the last minute and appropriated our country . . . It 
will not be as in 1933 when the people believed the revolution was in the 
making and Batista . . . usurped power . . . It will not be as in 1944 when the 
masses were exuberant in the belief that they had at last come to power, but 
thieves came to power instead.  No thieves, no traitors, no interventionists!  
This time the revolution is for real!1

 

Although it is uncertain how long the Cuban dictator will remain at the forefront of Cuban 

politics, the Castro regime has yet to fall from power.  What emerged from the overthrow of 
 

1 Pérez-Stable, 61 



 2

Batista was not a brief intermediary government which the United States had hoped would 

ensue, but rather a regime that has maintained power and authority since 1959. 

 The Western Hemisphere was forever shaken by the emergence of Fidel Castro.  

Latin Americans looked to Cuba for inspiration; many citizens under the authority of a 

repressive dictatorship sought to emulate the same revolution within their own governments.  

Where Latin Americans looked to Cuba with reverence, the United States viewed the Cuban 

events as nothing more than a nefarious display of third world barbarianism.  Since the 

conclusion of the Cuban revolution, the United States has sought to remove the Castro 

regime through the use of an economic embargo and an armed invasion.  What has surprised 

many, including past US presidents such as John F. Kennedy, is the fact that the Castro 

regime has managed to remain in power. 

Within the last half century, the world has witnessed one of the most complex 

political eras to date.  With the conclusion of World War II, the international political system 

had undergone numerous transformations shifting power between both democratic and 

non-democratic forms of government.  Nation-states often experienced frequent and volatile 

changes in leadership during the third wave of democratization, as it was termed by Samuel 

P. Huntington, a fifteen year period lasting from 1974 to 1990 in which democratic 

governments replaced authoritarian regimes in approximately thirty countries.  According to 

Robert Dix, little attention has been devoted to understanding the various political 

occurrences which characterize this time.  Dix notes that as several scholars have attempted 

to contextualize, with great difficulty, a general basis for understanding what factors lead to a 

breakdown of democratic regimes, few have given any significant contribution to the issue 
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of authoritarian breakdowns.2  Of those that have, an even smaller fraction has focused on 

personal dictatorships and the role individual leaders take in the transition to democracy.   

Understandably, no man in recent Latin American history has received more scholarly 

attention than that of Castro and his charismatic leadership.  The Cuban government has 

undergone extensive transformations within the last half-century prompting the question, 

what plausible factors led to the sustainability of the Castro regime?  As Huntington notes, 

“The nature of the authoritarian regime . . . cannot explain why some regimes transited to 

democracy and others did not.”3  Huntington singles out five independent variables that 

were present in many of the third wave transitions.  This study explores the Cuban case 

through the application of Huntington’s five variables of democratization in an attempt to 

explain why the Castro regime did not democratize during the third wave.  I shall argue that 

no one variable, in and of itself, will account for Cuba’s failure to democratize, but rather 

that the explanation is multivariate in nature.  I further argue that Cuba’s non-

democratization is the result of nationalism, the Soviet Subsidy, a weak church, contradictory 

U.S. foreign policies, and Cuba’s powerless civil society.  

Over the course of the last decade, numerous theories have emerged attempting to 

explain Cuba’s lack of democratic transition; however, few if any, have focused on the 

factors contributing to democratization.  The persistence of the Castro regime has been 

explained by scholars such as Mark Falcoff as the result of a sole authoritarian’s ability to 

maintain power, with the primary emphasis being placed on Castro as a leader and his 

charismatic ability to persuade the public.  Others such as Irving L. Horowitz have 

 
2 Dix, 554 
3 Huntington, 41 
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concluded that democracy in Cuba will result only after Castro falls.4  Even so, no 

comprehensive analysis of the Cuban case has explained why the Castro regime was 

successful in maintaining power during the third wave of democratization.  Huntington, in 

his award winning work The Third Wave, contributed one of the most highly influential pieces 

to the study of democratization; still, his work predominantly focuses on those countries 

which transitioned during the third wave rather than those failing to do so.  The application 

of Huntington’s variables to the case of Cuba will both be used to explain why the Castro 

regime has maintained power, as well as to serve as the basis of a scholarly critique 

evaluating the reliability of Huntington’s theory.     

What factors led approximately thirty countries to transition from an authoritarian 

regime to that of a democratic government in the 1970s and 1980s?  According to 

Huntington, “five such changes seem to have played significant roles in bringing about the 

third wave transitions in the countries where they occurred and when they occurred:” 

(1) the deepening legitimacy problems of authoritarian systems in a 
world where democratic values were widely accepted, the dependence of 
those regimes on performance legitimacy, and the undermining of that 
legitimacy by military defeats, economic failures, and the oil shocks of 1973-
74 and 1978-79; 
(2) the unprecedented global economic growth of the 1960s, which 
raised living standards, increased education, and greatly expanded the urban 
middle class in many countries; 
(3) the striking changes in the doctrine and activities of the Catholic 
Church manifested in the Second Vatican council in 1963-65 and the 
transformation of national churches from defenders of the status quo to 
opponents of authoritarianism and proponents of social, economic, and 
political reform; 
(4) changes in the policies of external actors, including in the late 1960s 
the new attitude of the European Community toward expanding its 
membership, the major shift in U.S. policies beginning in 1974 toward the 
promotion of human rights and democracy in other countries, and 
Gorbachev’s dramatic change in the late 1980s in Soviet policy toward 
maintaining the Soviet empire; and 

 
4 Edelstein, 9 
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(5) ‘snowballing’ or demonstration effects, enhanced by new means of 
international communication, of the first transitions to democracy in the 
third wave in stimulating and providing models for subsequent efforts at 
regime change in other countries.5 

 
What must be clearly understood is that no one factor in and of itself can solely 

explain why such a clustering of democratic transitions took place within a fifteen year 

period, nor must every variable be met in order to satisfy such conditions for 

democratization.  Each transitional case cannot easily be explained by five common 

variables.  Although parallels can be drawn, my study focuses on explaining what factors led 

to Cuba’s non-democratization during the third wave.  My examination does not attempt to 

predict what will result in the post Castro era or argue that democracy is the end result of all 

governments; rather, it seeks to understand what plausible factors were present during the 

course of his rule that would explain the longevity of the Castro regime. 

 

DEFINING DEMOCRACY 

 As this study centers on democratization as well as the variables which support the 

maintenance of an authoritarian government, it is important to understand what constitutes 

a democracy.  Although no single clearly agreed upon definition exists, I have chosen to 

define democracy as a political system encompassing both opposition and participation.  

Borrowing largely from Robert Dahl’s notion of ‘imperfect polyarchy,’ defining democracy 

as a two-dimensional political system emphasizes the importance of civil liberties as a 

necessity for opposition.  Understandably, defining democracy as opposition and 

participation has its limits just as any attempt to attach a static meaning would; what 

constitutes participation, and furthermore, to what degree must elections be competitive?  

                                                 
5 Huntington, 45-6 
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According to Dahl, participation consists of the right of all adults to vote and to contend for 

office; and opposition refers to organized contestation where more than one candidate or 

party has the opportunity to vie for the same seat in addition to the ability of the populace to 

express dissenting views.6  As Larry Diamond notes, Dahl’s inclusion of civil liberties differs 

greatly from the definitions of both Huntington and Joseph Schumpeter who define 

democracy merely as contested elections.7   

By defining democracy as the presence of contested elections, Huntington and 

Schumpeter have simplified a complex political system to its most rudimentary necessity.  

Although no constitutional democracy can exist without competitive elections, the mere 

presence of elections is not a sufficient enough measure to call a state democratic.  The 

parsimonious nature of their definition allows for a state which restricts political opposition 

to be termed democratic when it may in fact not be.  While a state which restricts political 

participation to a single party may hold a ‘contested election,’ where two candidates from the 

same party may vie for one seat, it remains undemocratic as the civil liberties allowing for 

political opposition do not exist.  With democracy understood as free and competitive 

elections with the inclusion of civil liberties, the Cuban state can be said to have experienced 

a brief period of democratic rule from 1902 to 1952 which was interrupted by two episodes 

of authoritarian rule.  Before explaining why the Castro regime was successful in maintaining 

power during the third wave, it is important that we first understand Cuba’s prior dealings 

with democracy.  I argue that the Castro regime has benefited from Cuban political culture 

and its longstanding link to authoritarianism. 

 

 
6 Dahl, 3 
7 Diamond, 7 
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DEMOCRATIC FAILURE IN CUBAN POLITICS 

 On May 20, 1902, twenty-four years following the conclusion of the Ten Year War, 

the Cuban Republic came to pass, marking the beginning of what would be a long and 

turbulent political history.  Cuban independence, or what began as mediated sovereignty, was 

born as a consequence of the unpopular adoption of the U.S. sponsored Platt Amendment 

to the 1901 Constitution.  Imposed during William McKinley’s presidency, the Platt 

Amendment was a set of seven provisions, each defining future relations between the United 

States and Cuba, with the most important stipulation7granting the United States the ability to 

intervene in Cuban political affairs to ensure political stability.  Under such an agreement, 

Cuba was to be liberated from the U.S. occupation which had resulted from the Spanish-

American War, and governed according to the 1901 constitution.  The island which had 

been marked by both Spanish and U.S. military rule had finally gained its Cuba libre as 

demanded by the three leaders of the independence movement—José Martí, Antonio 

Maceo, and Máximo Gómez—in 1868.8

  For thirty-three years following the adoption of the Platt Amendment, 

independence would be intimately linked to the political stability of the Cuban government, 

and the document which authorized U.S. intervention would serve to bolster an animosity 

between the people of Cuba and the United States.  The goal of Cuban politics was to ensure 

governmental stability; nevertheless, U.S. intervention was an inevitable reality.  Plattist Cuba 

exhibited a period of social turmoil.  The economy was plagued by frequent and often 

volatile labor strikes.  Unemployment mirrored the increase in foreign investment, and 

mediated sovereignty brought about the suppression of the clases populares.  In 1906, the 

                                                 
7  

8 Pérez-Stable, 37 
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political atmosphere of the Cuban Republic was marked by a three-year occupation by the 

United States, and a restructuring of the Royal Guard which would in turn be charged with 

the task of ensuring political stability.9

American interventionism began to exhibit costly ramifications for both the United 

States and Cuba.  The increasing need to protect foreign capital as a result of World War I 

left the United States thinly stretched.  Moreover, continuous interventions led to a severe 

aversion regarding U.S. policy; the Platt Amendment had grown troublesome.  The frequent 

instances of intervention did little, if anything, to bring about political stability.  The election 

of Gerardo Machado y Morales in 1924 signaled a much needed change in the Cuban 

political atmosphere.  Six years after the conclusion of World War I, the United States turned 

to Machado in hopes of ensuring social peace and stability; however, Machado’s campaign 

for regeneration quickly turned into a dictatorial suppression of popular unrest.  After 

amending the constitution to prolong his presidency, Machado was re-elected.  Although he 

had given Cubans greater control over the economy, his popular suppression of oppositional 

forces had engrained the power of personal dictatorships into the minds of many Cubans.  

Nevertheless, the machadista program ended on August 12, 1933, after an acute labor strike 

triggered an army rebellion.  His rule was central in the establishment of authoritarianism 

within Cuban political culture.  Ambassador Sumner Welles, after attempting to mediate the 

resignation of President Machado, assisted in the election of Carlos Manuel de1 Céspedes, 

which proved unsuccessful in the end as Fulgencio Batista y Zaldivar eventually staged a coup 

d’état resulting in Céspedes’ removal from office.10

 
9 Ibid., 38 
1  

10 Ibid., 40 
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On September 4, 1933, Batista led the Seargents revolt which replaced the 

provisional government of Céspedes with a five-member executive committee. The 

document which had plagued Cuba for more than three decades was unequivocally 

invalidated, with the appointment of provisional president Ramón Grau San Martín in 1933 

by the executive committee, and minister of government, Antonio Guiteras.  Both the 

machadato and Plattist Cuba had come to an end, leaving the state of Cuban affairs, and the 

relationship with the U.S., severely damaged.  As leader of the constitutional liberals, Grau 

San Martín was actively involved in the passing of the 1940 Constitution which was seen as 

Cuba’s most progressive document.  Shortly after, the Grau-Guiteras government promoted 

national reforms such as minimum wage standards, land reforms, and women’s right to vote: 

his policy, called Cuba para los Cubanos (Cuba for Cubans) enjoyed widespread support; yet, 

internal as well as external opposition mounted.  President Franklin Delano Roosevelt 

refused to confer diplomatic recognition, the Communist Party and the National Workers’ 

Confederation of Cuba (CNOC) saw the liberal reforms of the Grau-Guiteras government 

as a failure, and the recently dismissed political elite feared exile.  Only four months after the 

previous military coup overthrew the Provisional Government of Carlos Manuel de 

Céspedes, Grau was forced to resign. 

 With Grau removed from office, Batista usurped power through a coup d’état, 

becoming the de facto leader of Cuba in 1933, and was later elected as the country’s de jure 

president from 1940-44.  Ruling from behind the scenes, Cuba was governed by four 

successive presidents between 1933 and 1940: Carlos Mendieta y Montefur, José Barnet y 

Vinajeras, Miguel Gómez y Arias, and Federico Laredo Brú.  In 1940, Batista was elected 

president of Cuba by popular vote.  Moreover, he eventually called for a reconstruction of 
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the 1901 Constitution, and in 1940 the newly established constitution brought politics to the 

working class.  In 1944, after a complete term in office, Batista was succeeded by Grau San 

Martín, who was later followed by Carlos Prío Socarrás in 1948. 

Representative democracy in Cuba ended with the 1952 coup d’état led by Batista just 

months prior to the June elections.  Taking into account the lack of support from the 

general populace, Batista quickly suspended the Cuban constitution and thereby relied 

heavily on the military to keep order.  In an attempt to restore legitimacy to his 

administration, Batista ran unopposed in the 1954 elections.  Between 1952 and 1959, the 

political atmosphere in Cuba was marked by an insurgency as tumultuous as the history of 

the island.  Opposition to the Batista administration paralleled the growing number of 

revolutionary uprisings as the guerilla war continued until 1959. 

 Cuba’s experience with democracy was both brief and chaotic.  Nonetheless, the 

democratic failure of the Cuban state exemplifies a political culture which has been 

characterized by authoritarian experience.  The failure of democracy in Cuba was the direct 

result of political instability.  Batista provided for Cuba a sense of stability through an 

authoritarian state; consequently, the dictatorial foundation was ultimately advanced as 

Castro came to power in 1959.  The Castro regime thus benefited from the deep seeded link 

between authoritarianism and democratic failure within Cuban political culture.  Machado 

and Batista had exposed Cubans to the idea of authoritarian rule, and moreover, the Cuban 

people had experienced a sense of stability under Batista which was absent throughout their 

experience with democracy.  The remainder of this study focuses on Cuba as an 

authoritarian state and the factors which allowed the Castro regime to maintain power 

during the third wave of democratization.  In the following sections, I discuss the five 
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variables Huntington identifies as important in accounting for whether an authoritarian 

regime will democratize, and subsequently consider whether these variables explain why the 

Castro regime did not democratize during the third wave. 

 

DECLINING LEGITIMACY AND THE PERFORMANCE DILEMA 

  The basis of any personal dictatorship rests on the ability of the autocrat to maintain 

a strong sense of political legitimacy both at the national and international level.  Legitimacy 

is thus the backbone of the authoritarian system; a decline in legitimacy leads to the 

questioning of whether or not the current system is justifiable in its rule, and accordingly, a 

reversal would almost invariably produce a stronger authoritarian state.  Huntington 

proposes the legitimacy variable as one of five reasons democratization ensued during the 

third wave.11  As I will elaborate further, Huntington notes that democratization during the 

third wave was the result of an increasing difficulty in the maintenance of legitimacy 

triggered by an international call for democratization, the performance dilemma, and the 

reasonable weakening caused “by military defeats, economic failures, and the oil shocks of 

1973-74 and 1978-79.”12  If the loss of legitimacy is a primary variable in the move to 

democratization, I argue that the Castro regime was able to strengthen its legitimacy through 

an appeal to nationalism.  

Huntington explains that most authoritarian regimes experience a natural decline in 

legitimacy due to either the nature of the regime, the performance dilemma, or a compilation 

of both.  Primarily, the natural decline of legitimacy is a function of the underlying nature of 

a personal dictatorship.  Personal dictatorships lack the ability for self-renewal.  Whereas 

                                                 
 

11 Huntington, 45 
12 Ibid., 45 
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longstanding authoritarian regimes must rely on alternative measures to maintain legitimacy, 

democratic governments utilize elections as a method for self-renewal through popular 

consent.  As a consequence, the authoritarian leader often relies on non-democratic 

measures in an attempt to correct the deficiency posed by the nature of the system.  The 

natural decline of legitimacy is also a result of the growing dictatorial dependence on 

performance as a measure of legitimate authority.  By depending on performance, 

authoritarian leaders develop a level of accountability which must be maintained.  The 

inability to properly perform according to a self-declared standard inescapably weakens 

authoritarian legitimacy.  In order to prevent a natural decline in legitimacy, a dictator must 

provide some method for self-renewal, eliminate governmental accountability, or rely on 

ideology such as an appeal to the divine rights of kings as in the past.13 10

According to Huntington, legitimacy is in part vulnerable to economics.  Huntington 

attributes the oil price hikes of 1973 and 1979 as principal contributors to the weakening of 

authoritarianism.  Many authoritarian countries experienced severe economic hardships as oil 

prices continued to increase during the 1970s and early 1980s; the dependence of an 

authoritarian state on the world oil market resulted in a significant decline in legitimacy.  This 

is attributed to the extreme economic policies resorted to by authoritarian regimes to deal 

with the developing crisis.  Extreme economic policies often included rationing and the 

increased production of currency which typically led to inflation or the stagnation of 

production.14  The link between economic performance and the legitimacy of an 

authoritarian regime exists for the reason that authoritarian systems tend to control the 

economic functions of the state.  Consequently, a decline in economic performance would 

 
13  Ibid., 48 

13 Ibid., 48 
14 Ibid., 51 
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inevitably trigger a parallel decline in legitimacy as the authoritarian regime would be seen as 

the cause of the economic downfall.15  In some cases such as the Castro regime, the loss of 

legitimacy which resulted from economic tribulations was countered through the placement 

of blame on an outside force.  The Castro regime was able to blame many of Cuba’s 

economic failures on the U.S. imposed economic embargo to avoid a decline in legitimacy as 

a result of poor economic performance.  In an interview with Al-Jazeera Television in 

September of 2000, Castro notes the economic hardships which occurred as a consequence 

of the continuous embargo.  Effectively, the Castro regime has identified the United States 

as an imperialist system who has imposed hardship upon the Cuban people.16   

Huntington outlines five ways in which an authoritarian leader, when confronted 

with a decrease in legitimacy, has or could have responded.  Of the five, I maintain that 

Castro has primarily reacted to the legitimacy dilemma through an appeal to nationalism.  

Before it is possible to argue how Castro has responded to the legitimacy quandary, I must 

first establish that his regime has experienced a decline in legitimacy.  I postulate that the 

legitimacy of the Castro regime was weakened as a result of the international call for 

democratization, and by poor economic performance.   

The Castro regime should have experienced a decline in legitimacy based on both the 

nature of the regime and the length of its rule.  As noted earlier, personal dictatorships lack 

the ability for self-renewal, and as the Castro regime centers on the authority of one person, 

it cannot subsequently benefit from self-renewal.  Neither the nature of the regime nor its 

length in office has caused the Castro regime to democratize.  Although the Castro regime 

remains in power, I argue that it has experienced a decline in legitimacy. 

 
15 Ibid., 50 
16 De Salas-del Valle, ed., 28 
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In fact, the Castro regime experienced a decline in legitimacy as a result of the 

international call for democratization which placed the Cuban government under intense 

scrutiny directly following the conclusion of World War II.  Throughout the post-war and 

Cold War era, the United States adopted a more active approach to foreign policy, signaling 

an end to what many Americans perceived as isolationism.  A deepening legitimacy problem 

loomed over the Castro regime as the US turned its attention to the Western Hemisphere in 

its attempt to export democracy.  Predictably, Cuba appeared as an impediment to the newly 

perceived US mission.  The international call for democratization was in direct opposition to 

the advancement of Communism. 

 The Castro regime further experienced a decline in legitimacy as a result of its 

performance.  As a personal dictatorship, the Cuban government is dependent on the 

political performance of Castro which is consequently linked to the legitimacy of the Castro 

regime.  In 1992, Castro delayed his traditional 26th of July speech for over a month, raising 

considerable concern among the population as to the state of affairs in Cuba.  The 

performance of both the economy and Castro’s promise to ensure stabilization had 

weakened the regime’s legitimacy as evidenced in the case of the Juragua nuclear power 

plant.  With the prevailing energy crisis and daily blackouts, Cuba’s largest engineering 

venture to date was terminated; Fidel had declared that the Juragua nuclear power plant, a 

project which had already cost the Cuban people $1.1 billion, fell subject to the state of the 

economy.  According to Schulz “it [was] difficult to overstate the shock effect of this 

development.  For many Cubans, the nuclear facility had been a symbol of the long-hoped 

for future, the one spot in an otherwise bleak economic horizon.”17  The failure of the 

Juragua power plant suggested that neither solving the energy crisis nor the predicted 
 

17 Schulz, p. 94-95 
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economic success was in Cuba’s near future; subsequently, the result of the Castro regime’s 

inability to perform as promised led to a decline in the regime’s legitimacy. 

 Although the oil shocks of the 1970s were a factor Huntington notes as leading to 

the de-legitimization of many authoritarian regimes, this was not the case for Cuba.  The 

Russian subsidy provided the Castro regime with an abundance of oil for more than three 

decades; however, the Russian supply of petroleum ceased in July 1992.18  Understanding 

this, the ability of the Castro regime to maintain power during the third wave may be in part 

explained through the absence of the oil shocks which occurred during the 1970s; Cuba’s 

recent oil crisis has not led to a substantial decrease in legitimacy for the Castro regime.  I 

posit that the explanation lies in the ability of the Castro regime to create an appeal to 

nationalism. 

 Nationalism is the idea that a group of people can be bound together by several 

shared links such as territory, culture, language, and ideology.  In the Cuban political sphere, 

nationalism has served both as a tool for connecting an already homogeneous population as 

well as a method to bolster support.  Cuban nationalism centers on the concept of 

independence.  Years of political turmoil and civil war have instilled within the Cuban 

population a fear of returning to the days of foreign occupation under the United States.  

Noting this, the Castro regime has been effective in calling for an appeal to nationalism 

through the use of fear.  The use of fear as an appeal to nationalism is easily recognizable 

within a speech given by Castro titled There Is Only One Road to Liberation where he warns, 

“Now then, the Imperialists are threatening us with intervention.  Should we lose our sleep 

 
18 Schulz, p. 92 
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over that?”19  More notably, in a similar speech delivered three years later to celebrate the 

thirtieth anniversary of the attack on the Moncada Garrison, Castro insists: 

We have . . . drawn up plans to resist any naval blockade, no matter how long 
it lasts, and we have prepared ourselves to face any kind of aggression the 
imperialists may contrive.  Our people will be prepared to fiercely resist not 
just naval and airborne landing operations . . . but also to go on fighting even 
when the country has been invaded and occupied.20

 
Castro has often appealed to fear in order to gain the support of his people by warning the 

population of an impending attack from the United States.  B. E. Aguirre argues: 

The Cuban government’s monopoly of information and interpretations, its 
total command of formal education, and its assiduous attention to it, its 
ability to create facts, has rendered its favored explanations formidable 
channels used by Cubans to make sense of their world.  In turn, this usage 
provides legitimacy to the government.21

 
Castro’s domination of information through the lack of a free press has allowed the Cuban 

government to influence the population by instilling fear which has led to an increased sense 

of nationalism.  The Castro regime has been able to unite the Cuban people behind a hatred 

of a common enemy, the United States.  In an interview with Lee Lockwood, Castro 

acknowledges both the ability of the Cuban media to censor information as well as depict 

the United States in a negative light: 

It’s true, everything that we say about the United States here [in Cuba] refers 
essentially to the worst aspects of the United States, and it is very rare that 
things in any way favorable to the United States will be published here . . . 
We always try to create the worst opinion of everything there is in the United 
States, as a response to what they have always done with us.  We emphasize 
the worst things [and] we omit things that could be viewed as positive.22

 
 Other factors exist in relation to the monopoly of information which have further 

strengthened Cuban nationalism and by association, the legitimacy of the Cuban 

 
19 De Salas-del Valle, ed., 20 
20 Ibid., 21 
21 Aguirre, 4 
22 De Salas-del Valle, ed., 13 
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government.  Although the Bay of Pigs Operation was not directly carried out by the United 

States armed forces, US involvement served to reinforce the threat of foreign invasion which 

the Castro administration had so often advocated.  The attempted overthrow of the Castro 

regime strengthened the claims made by the Cuban government which warned of an 

impending attack.  Fear became truth in the eyes of many Cubans.  The perceived aggression 

by the United States was further exaggerated through the information monopoly held by the 

government. 

 At the core of Cuban nationalism is a refusal to be subjugated by a foreign entity.  

The proximity of the United States to the island of Cuba serves as a constant reminder of 

pre-1901 Cuba which was characterized by U.S. involvement in Cuban political affairs during 

the Batista administration.  Furthermore, the ripple effect caused by the United State’s 

exportation of democracy during the 1980s re-instilled the fear that the hegemonic activities 

of the US would eventually make its way to the island of Cuba.  The combination of the 

Cuban government’s monopoly of information, the Bay of Pigs Invasion, the previous 

history of US interference in Cuba’s affairs, as well as the fear of foreign domination has in 

turn served to strengthen the legitimacy of the Castro regime through an appeal to 

nationalism. 

 

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

To what extent economic development affects the breakdown of authoritarian 

regimes has been a widely debated topic.  A study conducted by Kenneth A. Bollen and 

Robert W. Jackman found that economic development is intimately linked to political 

democracy.  Bollen and Jackman also note that the correlation between economic 
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development and political democracy is so strong that its effect can be seen “even when 

noneconomic factors are considered.”  They argue that the relationship between economic 

development and democratization is so compelling that economic development in and of 

itself can be the principal explanatory factor behind democratization.23  While some scholars 

doubt whether economic development is the primary factor leading to democratization, 

Burkhart and Lewis-Beck admit that economic development does positively affect 

democratization.24  Similarly, Huntington asserts that the economic growth of the 1960s 

which increased education, living standards, and the middle class was a significant factor in 

the third wave of democratization.25

 Huntington outlines five ways in which economic development changes an existing 

autocratic social structure.  The first of Huntington’s five factors concerns the relationship 

between economic well-being and the popular attitudes of civil society.  Huntington argues 

that economic development changes the social structure of a state by manipulating the 

population’s attitudes so as to instill a desire for democracy.  One reason that this occurs is 

that education rises with economic development.  The social structure of the state changes 

dramatically with the rise in education as a result of a more highly educated populace.  

Consequently, a highly educated public possesses values congruent with democracy which 

eventually leads to democratization.26  Huntington’s third variable presupposes that 

economic development reduces the unequal distribution of resources among social groups.  

An increase in economic development leads to a greater availability of resources and as a 

result, social groups lose the need to compete as economic development provides better 

 
23 Huntington, 60. See also Bollen and Jackman, 38-39. 
24 Burkhark and Lewis-Beck, 88 
25 Huntington, 61 
26 Ibid., 65 
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access to resources which were once limited.  This leads to the promotion of democracy as it 

facilitates accommodation and compromise between competing social classes.  Fourthly, 

Huntington focuses on how economic development of the 1960s and 1970s led to 

authoritarian states opening to foreign trade, technology, and communication.  This 

integration would then facilitate the growth of non-governmental entities, creating a 

competition between the state and civil society.  The authoritarian state is then placed in 

opposition to non-governmental organizations as both the state and non-state entities 

compete for authority.  Democratization may ensue as newly affluent nongovernmental 

organizations may open society to the democratic ideals of the industrialized world.  

Furthermore, the increased access to trade would expose the closed system to the 

democratic ideals of the industrialized world.  Finally, Huntington asserts that economic 

development promotes the growth of the middle class which alters the dynamics of the 

political process, forcing the authoritarian state to display a greater accountability to the 

majority of the populace rather than to the small wealthy oligarchy.27   

 Huntington further introduces the concept of rapid economic growth as a factor 

leading to democratization, noting that a sharp increase in economic growth or economic 

crises may lead to the weakening of authoritarian regimes.28  Seymour Martin Lipset raised 

an argument quite similar to that of Huntington, essentially introducing a link between rapid 

industrialization and the increased emergence of extremist working class movements.29  

What must be noted is the rate at which a country experiences economic development and 

its affect on the authoritarian state.  Rapid growth brings about an increase in demands on 

the government to meet the needs of the citizenry.  If the government is unable to meet 
 

27 Ibid., 66 
28 Ibid., 72 
29 Lipset, 54 
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such demands, extremist working class movements emerge in an attempt to fill the void 

bringing about the basic premise of democracy, rule by the majority.  Although rapid 

economic growth further intensifies the process of democratization, it is not a necessary 

factor in the promotion of democratization.30

 On the whole, economic development positively affects democratization; 

additionally, democratization is further intensified by rapid economic growth.  Noting this, I 

suggest that although Cuba experienced a period of positive economic development, the 

increase in economic growth is attributable to the Soviet subsidy.  Cuba experienced two 

periods of significant economic growth from 1970-74 and from 1980-84; however, neither 

period resulted in the sustained growth suitable for democratization.  In defining significant 

economic growth, Tatyana P. Soubbotina comments that from 1965-99, “the average annual 

growth rate was 4.1 percent in low-income countries [and] 4.2 percent in middle-income 

countries.”31  Accordingly, significant economic growth must be more than the average 

annual growth rate of either 4.1 or 4.2 percent.  While education increased as a result of 

economic growth from 1970-88 in Cuba, I suggest two possible reasons why the Castro 

regime successfully maintained power despite the rise of education.   

 Manuel Madrid-Aris, in his article titled Growth and Technological Change in Cuba, notes 

that Cuba’s centrally planned economy is largely linked to the agricultural sector with sugar 

production amounting to 77 percent of total exports during the 1980s.  International trade 

beyond sugar production was composed of the exportation of both tobacco and mineral 

exports such as nickel.  Cuba’s economy is relatively small in comparison to other countries 

in both Latin America and the Caribbean. As a result of Cuba’s size, the Castro regime can 

 
30 Huntington, 66 
31 Soubbotina, 23 
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more easily control the economic activities of the state.  With a lack of resources, and a 

dependence on world sugar prices, Cuba’s economic history has shown a strong reliance on 

imports, consequently exemplifying the state’s inability to meet the demands of the citizenry 

through production.  Madrid-Aris notes that the Cuban revolution has struggled with the 

need to diversify its industrial sector.32

 Nevertheless, according to work done by Madrid-Aris’s, Cuba has experienced 

positive economic growth since 1960; however, the overall increase was neither significant 

nor sustained.  From 1960-64, Cuba’s estimated economic growth, Gross Material Product 

(GMP), increased 1.9 percent with per capita growth in decline 0.2 percent.  A 1.9 percent 

increase in GMP is not considered significant.  During the same period, Soviet subsidies as a 

percent of GMP totaled 8.0. 

 Between 1965 and 1969, the Cuban economy also experienced a positive increase in 

economic growth totaling 3.6 percent; however, the economic growth does not rise to the 

level considered significant in promoting democracy.  From 1965-69, the Cuban economy 

also displayed a positive increase in per capita growth of 1.7 percent, with Soviet subsidies 

totaling 7.0 percent of the Cuban GMP.  Overall, between 1960 and 1988, economic growth 

in Cuba increased 4.4 percent, a low level of growth.  The following table outlines economic 

growth, per capita growth, and soviet subsidies from 1960-88.1

 

 

 

 

 
32 Madrid-Aris, 217 
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Growth Growth in GMP as a % of GMP 

Table 1.1. The Cuban Economy33

 

 Economic Per Capita Soviet Subsidies 

1960 – 1964 1.9 -0.2 8.0 

1965 – 1969 3.6 1.7 7.0 

1970 – 1974 10.0 8.2 7.0 

1975 – 1979 3.4 2.2 18.0 

1980 – 1984 5.7 5.1 33.0 

1985 – 1988 1.3 0.3 n.a. 

Average 4.4 3.2  

 

Note that from 1970-74, economic growth in Cuba significantly increased 10.0 percent with 

an overall rise of 6.4 percent from the previous period.  Per capita growth totaled 8.2 

percent, from 1970-74 rising 6.5 percent from the previous five year period.  It is interesting 

to take notice of the mere parallel increase of economic growth and per capita growth with 

Soviet subsidies composing 7.0 percent of the overall GMP.  The rapid increase in economic 

and per capita growth between 1970 and 1974 is more clearly witnessed in the following 

graph. 

       

 

 

 

                                                 
33 Ibid., 217 
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      Figure 1. Economic and Per Capita Growth 
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Figure 1 more clearly highlights several key elements of Cuba’s economic and per 

capita growth.  The Cuban economy has experienced a period of economic growth since 

1960, and more noticeably, a brief period of rapid economic growth between 1970 and 1974.  

Although the period of economic growth from 1970-74 above 5.0 percent which 

development theorists identify as the threshold for significant growth, the rapid economic 

growth was not sustained as economic growth for the following period resulted in an 

increase of 3.4 percent.  Secondly, per capita growth in Cuba since 1960 closely mirrors that 

of economic growth with the greatest difference occurring from 1960–64.  Overall, from 

1960–88, the statistics provided by Madrid-Aris present an average increase of 4.4 percent in 

economic growth, and an average annual increase of 3.2 percent in per capita growth, neither 
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 1968, the main factor behind this growth is directly attributable to the 

Soviet s

ultimate

                                                

proving significant.  Although the Cuban economy did experience positive economic growth 

between 1960 and

ubsidy.    

Table 1.1 illustrates the considerable increase in Soviet Subsidies over time, and 

according to Madrid-Aris, Soviet subsidies reached “a higher share of [the] national product 

than investment for the period 1980-84.  In other words, it can be assumed that most of the 

Cuban investment during this period was realized by using Soviet subsidies.”34  Soviet 

subsidies are also responsible for the constant growth of the Cuban economy from 1960-88 

in maintaining a constant source of monetary support for Cuba’s main export, sugar.  As 

previously mentioned, the Cuban economy is based on the exportation of sugar and is thus 

highly susceptible to world sugar prices; however, Madrid-Aris maintains that stability was 

attained by fixed prices which were guaranteed by the Russian government.  Additionally, 

Cuba has operated a trade deficit for more than 32 years with imports greatly outnumbering 

exports, and based on Madrid-Aris’ findings, Soviet subsidies filled the apparent gaps, 

ly keeping the Cuban economy afloat.35   

Although the statistical evidence linking Soviet subsidies as a percent of GMP with 

economic growth does not prove a direct causal link it suggests a strong connection.  

Between 1960 and 1974 Soviet subsidies as a percent of GMP remained somewhat constant: 

Soviet subsidies totaled 8.0 percent of the overall GMP from 1960-64, and 7.0 percent of 

GMP from 1965-74.  Between 1975 and 1979, the Cuban economy displayed a 3.4 percent 

increase in economic growth; however, Soviet subsidies during the same period totaled 18.0 

percent of the GMP, more than doubling the economic subsidies from the previous period.  

 
34 Ibid., 217 
35 Ibid., 218 
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 more readily witnessed in the examination of the 1990-93 collapse of the Cuban 

econom

 sharp economic downturn as a consequence of the 

decline 

deficit which increased 21.0 percent between 1990 and 1994, the Castro regime began to 
                                                

The Cuban economy further displayed a reliance on Soviet subsidies between 1980 and 1984 

as 33.0 percent of GMP is attributed to Soviet financing.   Cuban dependence on Soviet 

financing is

y. 

According to Ernesto Hernández-Catá, the Cuban economy had benefited from 

three decades of Soviet assistance which took the form of both non-repayable subsidies and 

loans.  Hernández-Catá points out that the positive economic growth of the Cuban economy 

was the result of a heavily subsidized exchange between Cuban sugar and Soviet oil; 

moreover, the subsidized exchange allowed the Cuban government to sell excess oil imports 

abroad at world market prices, further resulting in an influx of hard currency.  Between 1986 

and 1990, Soviet assistance totaled US $4.3 billion which was composed of non-repayable 

subsidies totaling US $2 billion and Soviet loans totaling US $2.3 billion.  Not surprisingly, 

the Cuban economy experienced a

of Soviet assistance in 1989. 

Hernández-Catá concludes that the effects of the complete Soviet withdrawal in 

1992 were numerous.  Primarily Hernández-Catá notes that the ratio of foreign savings to 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) suffered significantly, falling from 14.0 percent in 1989 to 

1.0 percent in 1994.  As the Cuban government could no longer depend on the sale of 

imported oil, Cuba’s gross national saving fell from 1990-94 by more than 7.0 percent.  

Furthermore, the ratio between gross domestic investment and GDP also suffered 

significantly, Hernández-Catá notes, “as the country began to consume its stock of fixed 

capital and to run down inventories [at] a rapid rate.”36  In response to the growing state 

 
36 Hernández-Catá, 25 
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issue money in an attempt to increase domestic savings.37  In brief, the economic downfall 

of the Cuban economy signifies Cuba’s intense dependence on Soviet financing.  As 

economic growth in Cuba was both dependent on and the result of Soviet assistance, the 

Castro regime was able to maintain authority during the third wave of democratization 

because the factors that connect economic growth to democracy weren’t present as Cuban 

economic growth occurred as a result of Soviet financing. 

 As noted earlier, the Cuban economy experienced positive economic growth 

between 1960 and 1989 however it was the product of both Soviet loans and non-repayable 

subsidies.  The influx of economic resources generated economic growth; however, the cost 

of this dependence on such an influx to create economic growth was exemplified in the 

1990-94 economic recession.  If economic growth itself explains democratization, 

democratization would have been most likely to ensue between 1990 and 1994 as the severe 

economic decline should have resulted in the weakening of the Castro regime through a loss 

of legitimacy.   

Yet Castro stayed in power.  This suggests that there are other factors at work to 

explain Castro’s persistence.  One reason Huntington gives for why economic growth yields 

democratization is that it leads to a better educated citizenry who will demand democracy.  

The level of education within the Cuban state did increase between 1970 and 1988.  What 

factors allowed the Castro regime to successfully maintain power in light of a more literate 

population? 

 As a result of economic growth, the percentage of literate adults within the Cuban 

state increased from 90.2 percent to 94.4 percent between 1970 and 1988.  According to 

statistics from the Latin American Centre at Oxford University, the literacy rate of Cubans 
 

37 Ibid., 27 



increased approximately 1.2 percent every four years.  Figure 2 more readily illustrates the 

decrease of illiteracy within Cuba and it relation to the economic growth.  

 

      Figure 2. Economic Growth Versus Illiterate Adult Population38
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Although the overall increase in literate adults remains insignificant, as of 1988, 94.4 percent 

of the adult population was literate, and as of 2000, 96.7 percent of the adult population in 

Cuba was literate.  Huntington notes that according to an analysis conducted by Mitchell 

Seligson, democratization is most apt to occur in Latin American states with at least a 50.0 

percent literate population.39  If Seligson is correct, what plausible factors could explicate the 

                                                 
38 Madrid-Aris, 217 See also Astorga, Bergés, and FitzGerald 
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ability of the Castro regime to maintain authority during the third wave despite Cuba’s high 

literacy rate? 

Two possible reasons exist.  The first deals with Cuba as a centrally planned 

economy, observing that economies which are controlled by the government are less likely 

to allow for democratization than more liberalized economies such as capitalism.  Although 

capitalism is not synonymous with democracy, the population is less reliant on the 

government for economic stability than in centrally planned economies.  It is difficult for a 

citizenry to protest against a government which controls the welfare of each family.  An air 

of uncertainty exists as to what would become of the Cuban economy in the absence of the 

current government which would likely prevent the occurrence of democratization; 

nevertheless, fear of the unknown and the nature of the economy still do not effectively 

explain why the Castro regime was able to maintain power in light of a highly educated 

population.  A second and more plausible explanation would suggest that the Castro regime 

was legitimated through the false feeling of economic growth.  Soviet assistance had 

increased economic growth allowing the Castro regime to utilize the excess oil imports to 

subsidize social projects such as education.  In appearing to enact social changes, the Castro 

regime may have benefited from an increase in legitimacy.  

 The longevity of the Castro regime can in part be explained through its economic 

history.  The Cuban economy experienced positive economic growth between 1960 and 

1989; however, it was not significant.  The Castro regime was able to maintain authority 

during the third wave as a result of the Soviet subsidy, even though the positive economic 

growth did facilitate increased education within the Cuban state.  The applicability of 
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Huntington’s theory to the case of Cuba presents the interplay between multiple variables in 

explaining why the Castro regime remains in place. 

 

RELIGIOUS CHANGES 

 According to Huntington, third wave democratizations were heavily impacted by the 

changes in the religious doctrine of the Roman Catholic Church.  In response to the 

outcome of the Second Vatican Council which took place between 1962 and 1965, 

Huntington notes that national churches changed from “defenders of the status quo to 

opponents of authoritarianism and proponents of social, economic, and political reform.”40  

The Second Vatican Council, also referred to as Vatican II, was an Ecumenical Council of 

the Roman Catholic Church convened by Pope John XXIII in 1962.  As a primary initiative, 

the Second Vatican Council sought to re-evaluate the position of the Catholic Church in the 

modern world.  Third wave democratizations were further influenced by the new role of the 

Catholic Church within authoritarian states.  Ivan Vallier points out that the Catholic 

Church, a transnational actor, was often in opposition to both nation-states and national 

political movements such as communism in an effort to forward papal initiatives.41

Before investigating what religious changes prompted third wave democratizations, it 

is important to understand the nature of the Roman Catholic Church before such changes 

took place.  Huntington notes that the Catholic Church is both patriarchal and authoritarian 

in structure, with all power resting in an infallible pope.42  Prior to 1963, the Catholic Church 

typically worked alongside many authoritarian governments in an effort to increase church 

membership.  In its relationship to the state, the Catholic Church, often inhabiting lower 
                                                 
40 Ibid., 45 
41 Vallier, 479 
42 Huntington, 75 
 
42 Huntington, 75 
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income authoritarian ruled countries, at times legitimated the actions of the ruling regime.43  

What then prompted the Catholic Church to alter its position from a proponent of the status 

quo to an opponent of authoritarianism and furthermore, how is religious change a plausible 

variable in bringing about democratization during the third wave? 

 One of the chief products of the Second Vatican was the Pastoral Constitution on the 

Church in the Modern World which acknowledges the duty of the Catholic Church in serving 

society as well as the need for social change.44  In addition to the newly perceived role of the 

Catholic Church within modern society, the Declaration on Religious Freedom details the 

essential role of government in safeguarding the rights of individuals: 

The protection and promotion of the inviolable rights of man ranks among 
the essential duties of government . . .therefore government is to assume the 
safeguard of the religious freedom of all its citizens, in an effective manner, 
by just laws and by other appropriate means.45

The most important of its assertions was the acknowledgement of the rights of individuals 

which was first introduced by Protestantism and is often linked to the development of 

democracy.  By emphasizing individuality and the rights of the people, the Catholic Church 

was forced to re-examine its relationship with the various governments it had once 

legitimized.  As a secondary result of the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic Church called 

for collegial action to be taken by clergy to bring about social change. 

 In keeping with the notion of individuality, the Catholic Church found itself in 

opposition to many repressive regimes.  Huntington also notes that additional factors may 

have positively affected the democratization of countries with a predominant Catholic base, 

such as a newfound participation of priests in the political activities of the state.  The 

transition of the Catholic Church from an opponent to a proponent of democracy is most 
 

43 Ibid.,77 
44 Pope Paul VI, 1965 
45 Ibid., 1965 
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apparent in modern studies of church-state relations.  Catholicism of the 1950s was an 

obstacle to democracy in that it functioned as an authoritarian organization which 

continually legitimized the actions of repressive governments such as the Franco regime in 

Spain; conversely, although the church still functions as an authoritarian organization, its 

post 1970 changes have mirrored the development of many modern democracies.46

 The ability of the Catholic Church to promote democratization became prevalent 

during the third wave.  According to Huntington, democratization typically occurred after a 

regime was declared in opposition to the ideals of Catholicism.  With its transnational 

abundance of resources and ideological clout, the Catholic Church could no longer be 

utilized by authoritarian regimes as a method for obtaining legitimacy.47  As Huntington 

notes, the accession of Pope John Paul II closely paralleled the development of the Church’s 

fight against authoritarianism: 

In March 1979 in his first encyclical [Redemptor Hominis] John Paul II 
denounced violations of human rights and explicitly identified the Church as 
‘the guardian’ of freedom ‘which is the condition and basis for the human 
person’s true dignity.’  Papal visits came to play a key role.  John Paul II 
seemed to have a way of showing up in full pontifical majesty at critical 
points in the democratization process: Poland, June 1979, June 1983, and 
June 1987; Brazil, June-July 1980; the Philippines, February 1981; Argentina, 
June 1982; Guatemala, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Haiti; March 1983; Korea, 
May 1984; Chile, April 1987; Paraguay, May 1988.48

 
The political outlook of the Catholic Church placed an increased pressure on both the 

citizenry and repressive regimes in an attempt to incite a transition to democracy.  

Huntington supports his claim, maintaining that in Poland, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Chile, and 

Paraguay, Pope John Paul II identified the Catholic Church in opposition to the ruling 

regime.  Huntington notes that the papal visit to Poland in 1979 was crucial in bringing 
 

46 Huntington, 77 
47 Ibid., 82 
48 Ibid., 83  See also John Paul II, 1979 
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about democratization as his multiple visits led to the deterioration of state-induced fear 

among many Polish citizens.  Although the resulting actions of the Catholic Church against 

authoritarianism was a central factor in bringing about third wave transitions, I argue that the 

Castro regime was able to maintain authority within Cuba as a result of a deeply weakened 

Catholic Church.   

 According to Margaret E. Crahan, the Cuban Catholic Church has not been a 

dominant force within the Cuban political sphere either before or after the 1959 revolution.  

Crahan attributes the initial weakness of the Cuban Catholic Church “to the unique historical 

and social experience of Cuba, as well as to the fact that the Church remained until the early 

1960s a missionary outpost of Spain.”  The weakness of the Cuban Catholic Church is the 

result of Cuba’s colonial past and the extended Spanish involvement which the Catholic 

Church sought to maintain.  Crahan further notes that “as an institution, the Catholic 

Church in Cuba is, as it was in 1959, the weakest in all of Latin America.”49  Whereas Crahan 

insists that the Cuban Catholic Church remains the weakest within all Latin American 

countries, John C. Super argues that although the Catholic Church in Cuba may have been 

small, it is not justifiably the weakest.  In a comparison between the Cuban and Panamanian 

Catholic Church, Super finds that in 1955, the number of inhabitants per priest in Cuba 

greatly outnumbered the Panamanian ratio by 2.5 thousand inhabitants per priest.50  

As Shawn T. Malone mentions in his article “Conflict, Coexistence, and Cooperation: 

Church-State Relations in Cuba,” although the Cuban Catholic Church maintains a large 

membership base, it has witnessed extensive constituent participation since the onset of the 

Cuban revolution.  In fact, with only 10.0 percent of the Cuban population actively 

 
49 Crahan, 319-20 
50 Super, 513 
 
50 Super, 513 
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participating in its functions, the Catholic Church has not registered as a dominant political 

force in the eyes of the Cuban government. Malone notes that its members were largely 

drawn from the upper-middle class which inevitably left the majority of Cuban citizens to 

view the church as a predominantly foreign based, urban serving organization.51  Although 

the Catholic Church has had little penetration in Cuba’s political affairs, I argue that the 

Castro regime further weakened the Church through a state-sponsored attack which forced 

the Catholic Church to reposition itself within Cuban society and eventually pursue a 

strategy of accommodation.    

 The history of church-state relations in Cuba has been both turbulent and hostile.  

The Catholic Church began its relations with the Castro regime often opposing its ever-

strengthening communist ties.  Crahan notes that the first notable break between the 

Catholic Church and the Cuban government occurred as a reaction to the constitutional law 

of agrarian reform which was decreed on May 17, 1959.  The disapproval of the agrarian 

reform stemmed from the Catholic Church’s growing fear that Cuba would eventually 

become a communist nation.52  Malone notes that the Catholic Church’s opposition to the 

Castro regime was a reaction to the numerous government actions which contradicted the 

principles of the Church. 

 According to Malone, the Cuban Catholic Church was sent into a deteriorated state 

as a result of both the redistribution of property and the nationalization of education.53  The 

redistribution of property removed a large source of church income and the nationalization 

of education limited the church’s religious influence outside of mass.  The closing of private 

Church-operated religious schools limited the influence of the Church as it removed a 
 

51 Malone, 2 
52 Crahan, 325 
53 Malone 2 
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primary means to attract adolescents into Catholicism.54   As a result of the nationalization 

of education, the Cuban Catholic Church also lost a primary source of income as well as 

many of its leaders to the fear of religious persecution.  Crahan comments that in 1962, the 

Cuban Catholic Church was faced with many difficulties: 

The exodus reduced substantially the income of the [C]hurch in addition to 
the loss of its leaders . . . The churches were depopulated and stripped of 
their schools, the keystone of its recruitment strategy.  Some Catholics were 
imprisoned for counterrevolutionary activities and the remainder were 
suspect by the government.55  

 
The membership base of the Cuban Catholic Church was severely curtailed by what Malone 

notes as  

revolutionary loyalty.  In addition to revolutionary loyalty, the Catholic Church was further 

weakened by the exile of many Cuban conservatives, most conspicuously, Catholic priests.  

By 1962, months before the Second Vatican Council would declare the rights of individuals 

above the repression of authoritarian regimes, the Catholic Church was in no position to 

further oppose the Cuban government. 

 The ability of the Castro regime to maintain authority during the third wave of 

democratization was in part the result of a state-sponsored attack on the Catholic Church.  

Malone notes a period of religious persecution which ensued in the Cuban political arena 

was intended to diminish the power of the church.  This period of state sponsored 

discrimination included such measures as prosecution of clergy, religious service disruptions, 

and destruction of church property.  The aim of each measure was to interrupt the 

willingness of the Cuban Catholic Church to oppose the Castro regime.  According to James 

A. Curry, state induced religious persecution was widespread amongst many communist 
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countries within Eastern Europe and Southeast Asia.  Curry notes that prior to 1979, the 

Soviet Union espoused an anti-religious sentiment which was closely followed by a state led 

persecution of religious activity.56  During the anti-religious advance, the Cuban government 

further restricted the capabilities of the Catholic Church as a result of religious 

discrimination.  Malone notes that the church was increasingly wounded through the 

discrimination of believers in both education and the job market.  According to Jorge Luis 

Romeu, the religious discrimination which occurred in Cuba after 1959 eventually made its 

way into the educational system.  Romeu notes that although science based curriculums were 

expanded, Catholic students were not allowed to register for such programs as medicine, 

education, and economics.  Moreover, Romeu explains that a large percentage of Catholic 

students and faculty were expelled from the school system in the early 1960s.57

 The Castro regime recognized the potential impact religion could play on the 

legitimacy of its government.  The Cuban state advanced both a physical and political assault 

against the Cuban Catholic Church.  Malone describes the Cuban government’s use of re-

education camps as a state controlled method to eliminate opposition through the use of 

education.  Anti-social elements, including members of the Catholic clergy, criminals, and 

prostitutes, were grouped together in an attempt to diminish opposition; however, the 

pinnacle of the state’s attack on religion occurred in 1975 when the first meeting of the 

Congress of Cuban Communist Party was held and its members called for the elimination of 

religious beliefs.58  With the Catholic Church under attack, the religious changes which 

Huntington declared as a variable for democratization had little capability in bringing about 

democracy for the Cuban state. 
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 In response to the continued persecution, the Catholic Church eventually 

repositioned itself in an attempt to survive.  Malone observes that the church’s effort to 

peacefully coexist within the Cuban state was a direct response to the government’s constant 

position of antagonism.  Its decision to work within the existing restraints further 

exemplified its apparent weakened position as a defender of democracy.  According to 

Malone, the Catholic hierarchy pursued a policy of accommodation with the Castro regime.  

Whereas the Catholic Church had once criticized the Cuban government for its socialist 

actions, it eventually demanded that the U.S. accommodate the Castro regime by removing 

the blockade.  Malone asserts: 

By the end of the decade, although the Church was by no means allied with 
the revolution, it had resolved to coexist with the regime, distancing itself 
from an opposition role in favor of internal rebuilding and pastoral 
ministry.59

 
Crahan notes that the period of rapprochement between the Catholic Church and the Castro 

regime was attributed to the fact that the Cuban Catholic Church “was frozen in a pre-

Vatican II mold which was reinforced by an exodus of clergy, religious and laity.”  Crahan 

further suggests that the policy of accommodation was a result of the economic and 

diplomatic embargo which “further isolated the [C]hurch from progressive trends within the 

international church.  Thus, the ferment unleashed by Vatican II (1962-65) and the Latin 

American Bishops Conference at Medellín, Colombia (1968) had less impact than changes 

resulting from the Cuban Revolution.”60  By 1979, one year prior to the start of the third 

wave, the Catholic Church took steps to demonstrate its loyalty to the Castro regime by 

warning its constituents not to associate with the visiting exiles. 
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 Cuba’s failure to democratize during the third wave was exacerbated by the condition 

of the Catholic Church for the twenty years prior to the third wave and during its duration 

until 1990.  The Church’s newfound good standing with the Cuban government allowed for 

such progress as the importation of approximately thirty-thousand bibles which were 

originally banned from Cuba, and the reinstatement of a prison ministry.  Malone notes two 

occasions where the Cuban government appeared to improve relations with the Catholic 

Church.  The first occurred in 1985 when Fidel stated, during an interview on religion, a 

desire to work with Christians.  The second more noteworthy event occurred in 1991 when 

Cuba’s Fourth Communist party Congress met to allow believers to obtain party 

membership.  Although both incidents appeared to signal an ever strengthening relationship 

between both the Cuban state and the Catholic Church, hostilities emerged in 1990, ending 

the brief period of cooperation.61

 Because this study seeks to explain Cuba’s failure to transition to a democracy during 

the third wave, I shall not attempt to overstep my reach and explain the impact of church-

state relations post 1990; however, several questions remain as to how the Church’s 

repositioning as an oppositional force to the Cuban government has affected Cuba’s ability 

to democratize.  Future studies could examine, in more detail, the influence of the papal visit 

to Cuba in 1999, and the outcome of Castro’s visit to the Vatican in 1996.  I will also refrain 

from assessing the current ideologies of the Church under Benedict XVI, and his relation to 

the fight for democracy; even so, I will attribute the repositioning of the Catholic Church in 

the early 1970s as an attempt to survive.  As for the Cuban state and its endeavor to 

consolidate power, by limiting the power of the Church, the Castro regime could focus its 

attention on the failing economy which was a result of the withdrawal of Soviet financing.  
 

61 Malone, 5 



Both rationales became increasingly intertwined, which limited the ability for the religious 

changes in the doctrine of the Catholic Church to bring about democratization in Cuba.  

Figure 3 demonstrates how religious changes have affected Church-state relations in Cuba. 

 

 Figure 3. Religious Changes and Church-State Relations In Cuba 
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Cuba’s inability to democratize due to religious changes was the outcome of several factors 

including a weakened church, state-sponsored religious persecution, and an ill-timed 

repositioning of the Cuban Catholic Church. 

 

NEW POLICIES OF EXTERNAL ACTORS 

 No state operates in a vacuum independent from the policies of a foreign 

government or institution.62  Democratization during the third wave was heavily influenced 

by foreign institutions.  The role of foreign actors in the process of democratization depends 

almost entirely on the level of influence held by an external institution in relation to the 

authoritarian state, and as Huntington points out, the dominant sources of power and 
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influence during the third wave included “the Vatican, the European Community, the United 

States, and the Soviet Union.”63  For the purposes of this study, both the Vatican and the 

European Community will not be discussed as the latter had little effect on the Cuban case 

and the influence of the former was detailed in the previous section.  Consequently, this 

section focuses on the United States, its change in policy towards the promotion of human 

rights, and the effect of its foreign policy on the Cuban state.     

Between 1973 and 1989, the United States began to take a more active approach 

within the international arena.  According to Huntington, the evolution of American foreign 

policy towards the promotion of human rights progressed through four phases.  Following 

the conclusion of the Vietnam War in 1973, the first phase was initiated by Congress 

through the Subcommittee on International Organizations and Movements.  Huntington 

notes that “the subcommittee’s report in early 1974 urged that the United States make the 

promotion of human rights a major foreign policy goal and recommended a variety of 

actions to promote that goal.”64  Accordingly, Congress later added a number of human 

rights amendments to various pieces of legislation such as the Foreign Assistance Act and 

the Mutual Assistance Act which were designed to inhibit the transfer of aid from the United 

States to any country found in violation of human rights. 

Huntington observes that the second phase of the American foreign policy transition 

began with the election of US President Jimmy Carter in 1977.  According to Papp, Johnson, 

and Endicott, the inauguration of Carter signaled the progression from the realpolitik foreign 

policies of the Nixon Administration to one centered on human rights.65  Papp, Johnson, 

and Endicott further note that within his first year in office, Carter successfully placed 
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human rights at the forefront of American politics, and moreover, effectively emphasized its 

importance on a global level, calling for the democratization of repressive regimes.  The 

Carter Administration took extensive measures to achieve its moralistic goals.66  As 

Huntington points out, Carter employed such strategies as presidential speeches, 

bureaucratic reorganization, and economic sanctions intended to underscore the significance 

of human rights in the newly developed American foreign policy.  The shift from the second 

to the third phase of policy evolution began with the start of the Reagan Administration.  

Huntington comments that: 

The Reagan Administration came into office determined to distinguish its 
foreign policy from that of its predecessor.  One element of this was to 
criticize the Carter human rights approach because it focused on individual 
human rights abuses rather than on the political systems that denied human 
rights.67

 
Huntington further declares that the Reagan Administration eventually reevaluated its 

policies between 1981 and 1982 which moved American foreign policy into its fourth stage 

in the promotion of human rights. 

 The development of U.S. human rights policy reached its final stage in 1983 with the 

creation of the National Endowment for Democracy (N.E.D).  The N.E.D, an organization 

charged with strengthening democratic institutions through monetary support, symbolizes 

the Reagan administration’s shift from a predominantly communist driven foreign policy to 

one which includes all human rights violators.  The Reagan administration had altered US 

foreign policy in much the same way as Carter had done years earlier.  Understanding that 

American foreign policy evolved over the course of two presidencies to eventually focus on 

human rights, it is necessary to comprehend the connection between the U.S. shift in foreign 
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policy and its role in democratization.  According to Huntington, the United States often 

employed the use of economic sanctions to compel an authoritarian regime, or its citizens, to 

democratize.  Economic pressures included US trade limitations, the denial of loans as well 

as foreign investment, and as Huntington further mentions “negative votes or abstentions 

with respect to loans by multilateral financial institutions.”68

 Although the United States imposed an economic embargo on the island of Cuba in 

1961, the Castro regime has yet to fall from power.  I argue that the implementation of the 

economic embargo on behalf of the United States was in contradiction with its immigration 

policy, which allowed for the prolonged tenure of the Castro regime.  Moreover, I outline 

the specifics of the Cuban embargo from its establishment until the end of the third wave, 

detailing its intended purpose as well as the shift in rationale behind its implementation.  

Before it is possible to explain Cuba’s failure to democratize as a result of the United States’ 

contradictory foreign policy, it is imperative to document the relationship between both 

states in order to better understand the Cuban embargo. 

 The deterioration of U.S.-Cuban relations began directly following the ascension to 

power of Fidel Castro in 1959.  According to William M. LeoGrande in his article “From 

Havana to Miami: U.S. Cuba Policy as a Two-Level Game”: 

The early years of the U.S.-Cuban relationship were determined primarily by 
international factors.  Analysts disagree as to whether the deterioration in 
relations was caused by irreconcilable differences between the two countries’ 
interests or by misperception and poor diplomacy, but few attribute the 
downward spiral to domestic political dynamics.69

 
In fact, LeoGrande notes that the deterioration in relations between the United States and 

Cuba was largely due to public opinion.  LeoGrande further observes the connection 
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between the two, citing the results of a Gallup poll taken in May 1960 which found that only 

2 percent of US citizens held a positive opinion of the Castro regime.  Conversely, 81 

percent of the populace thought the Cuban regime to be oppressive.  Additionally, a Gallup 

poll taken a year later surveyed the American populace questioning whether or not the public 

would support a trade embargo placed on the Cuban state.  63 percent of those polled 

supported the use of an economic embargo until Castro was removed from power. 

 Although the U.S. public strongly favored the implementation of an embargo, 

LeoGrande interjects that the primary source of tensions between both the U.S. and Cuban 

governments stems from security-related issues as well as Cuba’s intimate relationship with 

the Soviet Union.  The combination of security issues and public opinion are directly 

responsible for the antagonistic relationship between Washington and Havana.  As a 

secondary factor, the rapid deterioration of U.S.-Cuban relations can also be accredited to 

the minimal opposition voiced against the aggressive proposed policy measures.  While 

understanding the cause of hostility on the side of the United States, it is also necessary to 

note that the breakdown of U.S.-Cuban relations developed under much different pretenses 

for the Cuban government. 

 For Cuba, the antagonistic relationship with Washington was much more heavily 

influenced by internal factors than for the United States.  As LeoGrande points out, Castro’s 

abrupt rise to power centered on a diverse movement whose only bond was the result of an 

overpowering desire to overthrow the preceding government.  Both moderate and radical 

Cubans struggled to influence Cuban political affairs.  Whereas the radical wing of the 

revolutionary movement sought independence from the authorities in Washington, the 

moderates largely favored the United States.  Scholars such as Theodore Draper (1965) 
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believe that Castro’s staunch position regarding the United States is the consequence of an 

attempt to consolidate control over the Cuban populace.  The consolidation of power, 

achieved through an appeal to nationalism, gave Castro the overwhelming ability to merge a 

divided movement while validating his suppression of oppositional forces.70

 From 1959-1990, U.S.-Cuban relations have remained broken with brief periods of 

negotiation during both the Carter and Reagan administrations.  With the breakdown in 

relations, and a public outcry for economic sanctions, Washington unequivocally issued an 

economic embargo on August 28, 1960 prohibiting Americans from traveling to, trading 

with, or pursuing business interests on the island of Cuba.  According to Shani Palencia, the 

U.S. imposed economic embargo was issued “in response to the Cuban nationalization of 

American property on the island” and moreover “completed the break between Cuba and 

the United States.”71  Although the economic embargo began as a method of containment, I 

argue that its initial purpose shifted to one charged with the promotion of democratization.  

Moreover, I argue that the primary intention behind the economic embargo was annulled by 

the contradictory policies of the United States towards the Cuban government. 

 In its initial stages, the U.S. imposed economic embargo was a reaction to both 

public opinion and the immediate security threat presented by the Cuban government.  

According to Louis A. Perez Jr., author of “Fear and Loathing of Fidel Castro: Sources of US Policy 

Toward Cuba,” the economic embargo originated as a method of containment and was 

charged with the task of usurping the Cuban regime from within.  Perez further notes that 

the execution of the US embargo was the result of the inability of the United States to 

overthrow the regime through the Bay of Pigs Invasion of April 17, 1961, five months 
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before Congress authorized its enactment.72  Ideally, the use of economic sanctions was 

intended to create a state of economic chaos, and in addition, it was further intended to 

break down the current production system, inevitably causing a significant amount of 

distress amongst the Cuban people.  Economic sanctions tend to produce shortages in basic 

supplies as well as scarcities in provisions for both the lower and middle class citizenry; 

nonetheless, the inducement of starvation through shortages and scarcities was aimed at 

generating a general dissatisfaction for the Cuban regime from within.  The basic premise 

holds that if the Cuban populace was plagued by hunger, a considerable amount of 

abhorrence would be directed at the Castro regime, eventually instigating action against the 

source of their frustration.  Economic embargos are not typically intended to incite action 

from the top down as authoritarian leaders generally control the state’s resources and could 

therefore easily survive extended periods of blockades; rather, a sense of relative depravation 

must originate from the bottom up in order to successfully provoke democratization.  As a 

secondary objective, the United States had hoped to demonstrate to the Cuban people the 

ramifications of Castro’s policies, and convey his imminent downfall as the consequence of 

his errors.  Perez notes: 

Sanctions were designed to bestir the Cuban people to political action by 
subjecting the population to hardship as a way to erode popular support of 
the Castro government.  The intent was to politicize hunger as a means of 
promoting popular disaffection, in the hope that driven by want and 
motivated by despair Cubans would rise up and oust Fidel Castro.  President 
Eisenhower approved economic sanctions in the expectation that ‘if [the 
Cuban people] are hungry, they will throw Castro out.’  Eisenhower 
embarked on [a] well defined policy driven by the primary objective . . .to 
establish conditions  which will bring home to the Cuban people the cost of 
Castro’s policies and of his Soviet orientation. 73
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 According to Huntington, the acts of external actors were in part responsible for the 

occurrence of many transitions during the third wave.  The economic embargo was designed 

as one of six methods of US influence.74  Even though its enactment occurred sixteen years 

prior to the major policy shift mentioned by Huntington, its design was meant to create an 

economic disturbance which would ultimately lead to a popular rebellion against the Castro 

regime.  How then has the primary purpose of the embargo evolved from its original 

intentions, and furthermore, what caused its failure? 

  Even though the U.S. imposed economic embargo began as a method of containing 

communism, a brief period of negotiations ensued between 1974 and 1975 intended to 

normalize relations between both the U.S. and Cuban governments.  The Ford 

administration took active steps towards the easement of the economic embargo including 

voting for the relaxation of OAS sanctions; however, the significance of such actions stems 

from the shift in Washington’s policy.  LeoGrande points out that during the Kissinger 

negotiations in 1974 and 1975, the security concerns, which were in part the cause of the 

Cuban embargo, were no longer prevalent; however, the purpose behind the embargo was 

forced to shift, inevitably paralleling the U.S. policy changes under the Carter and Reagan 

administrations.75  Today, the U.S. imposed Cuban embargo exists as an attempt to cripple 

the Castro regime whereas it originally began as a response to security concerns.  Noting 

this, I argue that Huntington’s fourth variable of democratization was annulled by the 

contradictory policies of the United States. 

 The U.S. embargo failed in its attempt to instigate a coup from within because the 

concept of sanctions was flawed in that the United States held contradictory foreign policies 
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regarding the Cuban case.  Perez notes that the pressures necessary for the successful 

achievement of the Cuban embargo, the popular discontent, were mitigated by Cuban 

emigration.  Even if the imposed economic sanctions accomplished the task of generating an 

overwhelming dissatisfaction for the Cuban regime, its effects are minimized by the loose 

immigration policy held by the United States in regard to Cuba.  The chance for organized 

opposition to mount a campaign against Castro was further negated by his willingness and 

ability to deport opponents of the Cuban regime.  As Perez highlights, if the Cuban embargo 

were to be supported by a strong U.S. immigration policy not allowing Cuban exiles or 

refugees to emigrate, popular discontent would remain secluded to the island of Cuba.  

Cuban discontent would then grow exponentially, eventually leading to the overthrow of the 

Castro regime.76

 The contradictory aim of U.S. foreign policy towards Cuba arose with the Cuban 

Adjustment Act of 1966 which granted any Cuban reaching U.S. shores political asylum.  

Rather than diminish the power of the Cuban regime, the United States effectively 

consolidated Castro’s control over the Cuban state, and encouraged Cuban emigration.  The 

extent of economic distress in Cuba as a result of the embargo is apparent through the 

willingness of 1 million Cubans to abandon the island and their homes.  Perez notes that the 

inconsistency in U.S. foreign policy was further exacerbated by the overwhelming presence 

of Cuban-Americans in Miami who publicly welcome Cuban refugees.  As a result, the 

Cuban embargo remains ineffective to date.77

 Understandably, the actions of the United States were ineffective in producing 

democratization in Cuba during the third wave.  Huntington notes that economic sanctions 
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were often employed by external actors such as the U.S. as a method to promote third wave 

transitions.  Though the embargo did not originate under the auspice of human rights, its 

basic premise eventually shifted to encompass such goals.  But, in contrast to its intentions, 

U.S. foreign policy regarding the Cuban state was contradictory in that the Cuban embargo 

was annulled by the enactment of the Cuban Adjustment Act in 1966. 

 

DEMONSTRATION EFFECTS OR SNOWBALLING 

According to Huntington’s five variables for democratization, third wave transitions 

were, in part, the result of the numerous transitions which were already taking place.  

Huntington notes: 

A fifth factor contributing to the third wave may be variously termed 
demonstration effect, contagion, diffusion, emulation, snowballing, or 
perhaps even the domino effect.  Successful democratization occurs in one 
country and this encourages democratization in other countries, either 
because they seem to face similar problems, or because successful 
democratization elsewhere suggests that democratization might be a cure for 
their problems whatever those problems are, or because the country that has 
democratized is powerful and/or is viewed as a political and cultural model.78

 
Although it is difficult to quantitatively discern what impact demonstration effects had on 

third wave transitions, Huntington observes that a study conducted by Almond and Mundt 

titled Crisis, Choice, and Change, found demonstration effects to be one of five environmental 

causes leading to democratization.  Noting that it is difficult to objectively quantify the 

importance of demonstration effects, Huntington presents possible hypotheses as to what 

role they may have played during the third wave. 

Huntington observes that demonstration effects served three purposes in promoting 

democratic transitions.  Firstly, demonstration effects presented the possibility for 

                                                 
78 Huntington, 100 



 48

                                                

transitions.  Countries with repressive regimes or minimal democratic experience often 

observed the democratic transitions of other countries and wished to emulate the process in 

hopes that a democracy would bring about better conditions.  Demonstration effects further 

symbolize the success of the people, and serve to promulgate a sense of triumph.  

Demonstration effects served to stimulate the process in other nations as one transition 

leads to another. 

Secondly, prior demonstrations allowed those countries who wished to emulate the 

process of transitioning the opportunity to witness how it was done.  Rather than knowing 

that a democratic transition is possible, the ability to understand how it was conducted 

provides bordering countries the skills necessary to achieve a successful democratic 

transition.  Thirdly, prior demonstrations provide for more effective demonstrations to be 

carried out as spectators learn from the mistakes of others.  Bystanders are thereby better 

equipped to react to a multitude of situations, and have consequently learned what to avoid 

or overcome.  Huntington mentions the three general functions of demonstration effects in 

third wave transitions. 

Huntington first notes that demonstration effects were more prevalent throughout 

the third wave of democratization than in any of the previous two political waves.  

Huntington attributes its newfound significance to the massive extension of communication 

which took place following the end of the Second World War.  Huntington states that the 

cause stems from “the tremendous expansion in global communications and transportation 

that occurred in the decades after World War II and particularly the blanketing of the world 

by television and communications satellites in the 1970s.”79  Although authoritarian leaders 

may have struggled to prevent the increase in communication from disseminating external 
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information, it became increasingly difficult to accomplish.  Huntington admits that by the 

mid-1980s, many authoritarian regimes became increasingly threatened by the impact of 

democratic revolutions abroad which were further intensified by accessible communication.  

Huntington points out that if it were not for the increased communication, the 

demonstration effects in both Poland and the Philippines would have been less likely to 

influence Chile’s transition to a democracy. 

Secondly, demonstration effects were most prominent amongst culturally 

comparable populations in addition to those countries who occupied territory in the same 

regions.  Culturally homogeneous populations tend to relate more readily to the 

democratization of countries with a similar composition, and furthermore, demonstration 

effects are more powerful the closer the recipient country is geographically to the antagonist 

nation-state.  Huntington maintains that the democratization of Portugal heavily influenced 

the Spanish transition to democracy and moreover intensified the snowball effect which 

extended into Latin America.  According to Huntington, the most significant example of 

how the demonstration effect impacted democratization amongst neighboring countries was 

exemplified in the case of Eastern Europe.  Figure 4 more readily illustrates the snowball 

effect in Eastern Europe as demonstrations moved from Poland to Romania. 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 4. The Snowballing Of Eastern Europe 198980
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According to Huntington: 

The East European and East Asian democratization processes illustrate a 
third important aspect of demonstration effects: The change over time in the 
relative importance of the causes of a democratization wave.  The 
demonstration effect obviously cannot affect the first democratization.  The 
early democratizations of the third wave were the result of triggers, not 
snowballs.81

 
Huntington adds that the power of demonstration effects may also lead to the 

democratization of a country with no previous democratic dealings.82 11According to Jerome 

Slater, the credibility of the domino theory as a factor in democratization “oversimplifies the 

relationship between revolutions in one country to potential revolutions elsewhere in the 
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region.”83  Slater considers the history of communist revolutions and regime changes in both 

China and Cuba, noting that neither the communist transition of China in 1949 nor the 

Cuban revolution in 1959 led to any additional communist revolutions. 84  Slater notes the 

severe lack of communist expansion in Latin America notwithstanding Castro’s indubitable 

efforts to export revolutions abroad.85  

Huntington notes that the snowball effect as a stand-alone variable may be enough 

to force a recipient country to transition in the absence of other variables; however, the 

Castro regime remains the government of the Cuban state.  In exploring plausible factors for 

Cuba’s non-democratization, I contend that Cuba’s inability to democratize as a result of 

demonstration effects is the consequence of a weakened civil society exacerbated by an 

overly repressive regime hostile to opposition.  It is necessary to define civil society and 

further explain its relation to democratization.  As Gerardo Otero and Janice O’Bryan 

maintain, civil society is the sphere of social interaction autonomous from state power 

including but not limited to social movements, private market economic activities, and 

voluntary political associations. 86  According to Otero and O’Bryan: 

‘Civil society’ can be defined both broadly and narrowly.  In a broad 
definition, it is the sphere of social interaction between the economy and the 
state, and includes social movements and the intimate sphere of the family.  
In a narrow definition, civil society consists of ‘voluntary political association 
oriented by its relationship to the state, but self-limiting in not seeking a 
share of state power.’87
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Grant Folland of Michigan State University maintains that the civil sphere is an area of 

negotiation between non-governmental actors which invariably includes the media.88

According to Otero and O’Bryan, an interrelation exists between both civil society 

and the state.  Although authoritarian dictatorships tend to operate in opposition to civil 

society, neither exists entirely independent from the other as the former may influence the 

latter or vice versa.  Otero and O’Bryan propose that the authoritarian state may also, at 

times, accommodate specific factions of civil society in an attempt to increase its legitimacy; 

however, socialist states habitually operate in opposition to civil society unless a degree of 

openness is permitted allowing for the recognition of individuals or groups to partake in the 

governance of the country.  Otero and O’Bryan note that “civil society and private market 

economic activities can be seen as constituting an alternative sphere to the monolithic 

dominance of ruling Communist parties.  In this confrontation, civil society can become the 

means to channel diffuse dissidence into an organized opposition as it grows in strength and 

numbers.”89  Otero and O’Bryan further explain the four stages of civil society’s 

development in relation to its role in democratization as originally suggested by Weigle and 

Butterfield in 1992. 

Initially, civil society begins in a defensive stage, primarily operating in reaction to 

specific events such as systemic crises or economic catastrophes originating at the hands of 

the authoritarian state.  In reaction to the pending loss of legitimacy, civil society enters into 

the emergent stage where limited oppositional groups form to combat the increasing societal 

pressures.  This phase of development widens the gap between the ruler and the ruled as the 

latter emerges as a conscious voice in opposition to the former.  Factions of civil society 
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begin to develop specific aspirations and goals, inevitably leading to hostile actions in 

opposition to the ruling regime.  Within the third stage, civil society mobilizes in an attempt 

to obtain the objectives as set forth in the second stage.  The mobilization stage includes 

demonstrations, the advancement of underground movements, and public attempts to 

discredit the ruling regime.  Civil society thus presents itself as a viable alternative to the 

currently existing regime, demanding the end of its hegemony.  Upon the successful 

achievement of second stage goals, civil society enters into the fourth and final stage of 

development where the institutional framework is laid for a viable alternative government.  

In brief, civil society influences the emergence of democratization through four stages of 

development: defensive, emergence, mobilization, and institutional. 90     

A strong civil society is both beneficial and necessary for democratization.  The 

snowball effect, as proposed by Huntington, is an external force meant to inspire the civil 

society of another state to action.  Its effect becomes inconsequential if the civil society of 

the recipient nation is unable to meet the demands necessary for democratization, and as a 

result, breakdown occurs at either the first or second stage of development.  I argue that this 

occurred in the case of the Cuban state at the hand of an overly oppressive dictatorship.  

The ability of the Castro regime to maintain power during the third wave was in part the 

cause of a destabilized civil society which was further weakened by state-induced repression. 

According to Michael J. Mazarr, a major failure of the Cuban revolution stems from 

the fact that the Castro regime has denied Cuban citizens their basic human rights and in the 

process, their basic political freedoms.  The Castro regime has resorted, on occasion, to 

torture, brutality, and violence against a large number of Cuban dissidents.  The repression 
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of human rights as a method of social control has led to a severely weakened civil sphere.  

Mazarr describes Castro’s use of brutality: 

From the start, Castro valued loyalty highly and refused to tolerate any 
dissent, which he views as ‘counter-revolutionary agitation.’  There is no 
freedom of the press in Cuba, nor of assembly, religion or speech.  Arbitrary 
arrests are common, and dozens of political prisoners are held despite the 
best efforts of international human rights groups, which have forced some 
releases.91

 
Mazarr refers to the human rights abuses which began shortly after the Castro regime 

assumed power.  He maintains that the human rights abuses have yet to end.  The Cuban 

civil sphere operates in a state of fear under the tutelage of Fidel Castro.  Enacted as a 

method of social control, the repression of basic human and political rights undermines the 

effectiveness of civil society in mobilizing against the regime.  The Cuban civil sphere has 

remained stagnant at the third stage of development, having already reached the first two 

stages.  Mazarr further considers the level of repression under the Castro regime and notes 

that even though Cubans possess the ability to complain about working conditions through 

proper channels, few avenues exist for appeal.9212In a study comparing both the Castro and 

Franco regimes, Alfred G. Cuzán notes that both authoritarian governments employed the 

use of repression as a method to weaken civil society; however, the extent of repression used 

by the Castro regime was more severe than that of Franco’s.93  Soviet assistance also 

contributed to the Castro regime’s ability to oppress dissidents as Soviet arms were 

constantly provided to the Cuban government.  Moreover, the Castro regime was able to 

isolate the Cuban island from considerable foreign influence which, gave the Cuban 

government greater control over the state. 

 
91 Mazarr, 71 
92 Ibid., 73 
93 Cuzán, 27 
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Donald E. Schulz notes that the power of the government remains undaunted while 

the Cuban civil society lay weakened and in fear.94  Whereas Huntington proposes the role 

of demonstration effects as a tool for the advancement of democratization,95 Schulz suggests 

that the Castro regime was able to maintain power as a result of state-induced systematic 

repression.  Schulz argues that “Fidel remained determined to maintain control as he 

attempted to open up the island to foreign economic penetration. Thus, meaningful political 

reform was rejected; repression continued.”96  Behind such determination, the Castro regime 

acknowledged the downfall of Eastern Europe, and accordingly, understood the flagrant 

mistakes so as to correct its own internal deficiencies, inevitably strengthening the regime.  

Otero and O’Bryan note that approximately 50 dissident groups existed within the Cuban 

state by the early 1990s; however, the total membership amounted to a mere 1,000 citizens, 

hardly enough to mount a serious threat to the Castro regime, and the groups were restricted 

to operation within a repressive state hostile to its stated goals.97

The snowball effect appears to have been weakened by an unorganized civil sphere 

which has been unable to successfully transition to an organized third level of development.  

Moreover, Cuba’s geographical isolation limits the applicability of Huntington’s theory of 

proximity as a factor in promoting the domino effect.  Castro has taken an inconceivable 

amount of measures to limit the existence of opposition, which helps explain the failure of 

the Cuban state to transition as a result of the snowball effect. 

 

 

 
94 Schulz, 112  
95 Huntington, 101 
96 Schulz, 112 
97 Otero and O’Bryan, 39 
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CONCLUSION 

Sixteen years following the conclusion of the third wave of democratization, the 

Castro regime remains the official government of the Cuban state.  Despite the presence of 

several factors favorable to democratic transitions, the Castro regime successfully maintained 

control during a fifteen year period when approximately thirty of the world’s authoritarian 

governments transitioned to democracy.  The Castro regime remains in power as a result of 

five independent and intervening variables: nationalism, the Soviet Subsidy, a weak church, 

contradictory U.S. foreign policies, and Cuba’s powerless civil society. 

1. The longevity of the Castro regime is in part attributed to the successful execution 

of a widespread appeal to Cuban nationalism.  In an attempt to strengthen the declining 

legitimacy of the Cuban government, the Castro regime effectively utilized its monopoly of 

information to exacerbate the Cuban fear of foreign domination.  The legitimacy of the 

Castro administration was also deeply strengthened as a result of the Bay of Pigs Invasion 

which reinforced the longstanding threat of foreign domination, a fear which the Castro 

regime often utilized in its appeal to nationalism. 

2. The continued existence of the Castro regime, at least from 1960-92, can also be 

explained as a result of the heavy Soviet financing.  Although the Cuban state experienced 

positive economic growth, the factors which connect economic growth to democratization 

were dependent on Soviet subsidies.  Soviet assistance accounts for the positive economic 

growth of the Cuban economy from 1960-89 as well as the rise in education.  Whereas a 

highly educated populace should lead to the democratization of an authoritarian regime, the 

Castro regime was most likely legitimated through a false feeling of economic growth. 
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3. Whereas Huntington suggests that third wave democratizations were heavily 

impacted by the changes in the religious doctrine of the Roman Catholic Church, the Castro 

regime was able to sustain control over the Cuban state despite the outcomes of the Second 

Vatican Council.  The Catholic Church has yet to register as a dominant force within the 

Cuban political sphere, and remains to this day victim of state-induced discrimination.  As a 

result of the state-sponsored religious persecution, the Catholic Church eventually 

reexamined its relationship with the Cuban state and resolved to peacefully coexist with the 

Castro regime forgoing a role in promoting democratization. 

4. The ability of the Castro regime to maintain power during the third wave of 

democratization is in part attributed to the ineffective foreign policies of the United States.  

Although the U.S. economic embargo was enacted as a tool to bring about the 

democratization of the Castro regime, the Cuban government has continued to defy its 

existence for forty-five years with the assistance of Soviet financing.  The failed attempt by 

the United States to instigate a coup d’etat against the Castro regime through the use of an 

economic embargo was the result of the contradictory aim of U.S. foreign policy towards the 

Cuban nation that also permitted discontented Cubans to immigrate to the U.S., where they 

could not directly subvert the Castro regime.   

 5. Whereas demonstration effects promote democratization by empowering civil 

societies of foreign nations to challenge authoritarianism, the Castro regime successfully 

countered the snowball effect through the weakening of civil society.  The systematic use of 

repression has left Cuban civil society in a weakened state.  Moreover, the Castro regime has 

taken numerous measures to remove opposition such as the deportation of anti-

revolutionary forces.     
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As a whole, neither factor in and of itself can fully explain why Cuba fell short of 

democratization during the third wave; however, the combination of all five variables 

account for a more complete explanation as to the existence of such a longstanding regime.  

Furthermore, this study does not account for every plausible factor in Cuba’s non-

democratization, and moreover, does not attempt to overreach in its applicability to other 

states.  Although specific factors may create an environment favorable for democratization, 

they do not necessarily lead to a democratic transition.  The relative significance of 

Huntington’s theory varies between nation-states and authoritarian systems.  

Democratization should not be understood to be the product of political trends or common 

variables, nor can five variables fully explain why democratic transitions occurred when and 

where they did.  Democracy is not the consequence of causes, but rather the result of a 

general will to transition by either the authoritarian leader or civil society.  
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