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HE contemporary Cuban regime is difficult to lo-

cate in traditional regime categories. It is a person-
alistic and charismatic dictatorship with an idiosyncratic
mix of national-military, egalitarian, anti-American,
anti-capitalist, and communist elements, Although the
regime has gone through several distinct phases in the
past forty years, there has been one constant: the over-
riding presence of its founder and leader, Fidel Castro.
Other institutional actors respond to him directly. Al-
though Castro’s government is often said to be one of
the last communist regimes, it is more accurately de-
scribed as one of the newest. The Communist Party of
Cuba (PCC) did not hold its first congress until 1975,
no less than sixteen years after the triumph of the revo-
lution. It remains institutionally weak, and none of its
leading figures has a social or political base indepen-
dent of Fidel Castro. Moreover, the Cuban regime has a
strong military component. The Party ostensibly con-
trols the Revolutionary Armed Forces (FAR), but there
are questions about the effectiveness of its supervision.
The FAR's leading members have been either incorpo-
rated into the highest government and Party bodies,
purged, or bought off with access to the lucrative realms
of mixed enterprises, joint ventures, and tourism.

This article seeks to ascertain the nature of the con-
temporary Cuban regime. This is not merely a retro-
spective or academic exercise. The regime (then and
now), is the starting place for whatever is to come and
will condition the possibilities and direction of the
country’s political evolution.
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The Dilemma of Classification

The Castro regime is now more than forty years old. It
has survived many difficulties and many predictions of
its imminent collapse. The regime has survived by adapt-
ing to events, although these dynamic changes have been
masked by the continuous presence of Castro. The bi g-
ger adjustment may not be to the loss of Cuba’s patrons
in Moscow, but to the loss of Fidel himself either throu gh
death or disability.

Between 1971 and 1985, the Cuban regime achieved
a far-reaching accommodation with its Soviet counter-
part. As Havana shouldered its assigned role in the “so-
cialistdivision of labor,” it began, in effect, to experience
a transition toward post-totalitarianism. The new part-
nership involved active collaboration between Cuba and
the Soviet Union in the international sphere, including
the deployment of Cuban troops to various parts of the
third world. The two sides negotiated guidelines for
subsidizing the Cuban economy and institutionalizing
socialist planning mechanisms in Cuba. In a more po-
litical vein, the Cuban leadership moved toward the in-
stitutionalization of the role and structure of the
Communist Party (PCC) as well as the ratification of a
new constitution that closely paralleled the Soviet one.
Accompanying these initiatives were newly created
farmers’ markets and other reforms that, coupled with
the favorable terms of trade and other forms of support,
lifted Cuba from its failed 1961—70 mobilization cam-
paigns. Carmelo Mesa-Lago refers to the 1971-85 pe-
riod as one of “moderate Soviet [pre-Gorbachev]
economic reform.” For Pérez-Stable the 1970s and early
[980s were a period “when the leadership implemented
some market reforms . . . [and] the political system
gain[ed] the normal trappings of state socialism.” Jorge
Dominguez sees this as a period when the regime sought
allies to counterbalance the American embargo, copied
the institutional framework of its Soviet mentors. and
took on a distinctly “bureaucratic socialist” character.

These authors generally agree as to the most impor-
tant events of the years 1971-85, but not in their char-
acterizations of the regime during this period.
Dominguez argues that, as the institutions of a “bureau-
cratic socialist” regime were consolidated during 1971—
85, this new regime succeeded its totalitarian
predecessor from the 1960s and became the antecedent
of the “authoritarian™ one in the 1990s.* In contrast.
Mesa-Lago argues that the Cuban regime had become
totalitarian after 1961 and did not change qualitatively
during these years. For him, any changes that took place
through the 1980s were within the same regime type.’

Marifeli Pérez-Stable presents yet a third perspective,
advancing the notion of “mobilizational authorita-
rianism” to describe the Cuban regime. Framing her
analysis in the literature on the institutional dynamics
of state socialism and, more particularly, on the oscilla-
tion between the imperatives of “normalization” and
the politics of mobilization, she concludes that “insti-
tutionalization never reached an irreversible momen-
tum. . . . At the crucial crossroads of the mid-1980s
when Cuba confronted a downturn in the economy and
prospects of diminishing Soviet aid, [Fidel] Castro . . .
called for cutting back market reforms and renewing
mobilizational politics.”

Each of these interpretations has valid points. The
institutionalization of the late 1970s and early 1980s
was indeed tenuous. The failure to implement political
and economic normalization not only enhanced the
mobilizational style of governance associated with Fi-
del Castro, but also significantly narrowed the opportu-
nities to create structures and centers of power outside
party-state institutions. However, Dominguez’s argu-
ment that the events of the 197185 phase laid the foun-
dations for the subsequent emergence of an authoritarian
regime in the 1990s seems questionable.

While this article draws on some of the ideas ex-
pressed by these authors, it is grounded in the literature
on post-totalitarian regimes. The state-society focus of
this literature provides greater analytical leverage for
understanding the dynamics of the 1971-85 period, its
termination in the late 1980s, and the trends of more
recent years.

According to Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan, regimes
are identified by four characteristics: leadership, ideol-
ogy, mobilization, and pluralism. Under post-totalitari-
anism, politics takes on a more institutionalized form
within the organizations of the state in contrast to the
unpredictable exercise of power in the totalitarian or-
der. The ruling party still exercises leadership, but gov-
ernance begins to demonstrate more bureaucratic
tendencies and is less subject to the whims of the leader.
Ideologically, there is a growing disjunction between
the regime’s desires and capability. Ideology suffers
from a much lower commitment, and it becomes more
of a perfunctory ritual. Rather than actively mobiliz-
ing popular support for the regime, post-totalitarian
leaders begin to view the absence of open opposition
as tacit approval. Social and economic pluralism is
mostly tolerated, while political pluralism remains
largely prohibited.”

There are three types of post-totalitarian regimes:
early, frozen, and mature. In early post-totalitarian re-

Mujal-Leon and Busby Regime Change in Cuba 7



gimes, social reform is just beginning, while in frozen
regimes reform is stalled. Under mature post-totalitari-
anism, modest changes in the social and economic
spheres have occurred, but political diversity has not
yet had sufficient time and space to become established.
In mature post-totalitarian regimes, enough social ac-
tors may emerge to serve potentially as an opposition-
in-waiting with which would-be reformers can ally.

The foregoing typology may be applied to the Cu-
ban regime as follows. A transition to post-totalitarian-
ism began between 1971 and 1985. This process
reflected a strategic convergence between the leaders
of Cuba and the Soviet Union and pulled Cuba out of
its relative isolation, Cuba’s integration into the Soviet
bloc impelled and reinforced the domestic institutional
and economic changes outlined above. By the early
1980s, as Reagan's foreign policy became more asser-
tive and the Brezhnev succession played out in Mos-
cow, Fidel Castro increasingly (and with good reason)
began to doubt the reliability of the Soviet commitment.
Once Gorbachev came to power in 1985, the signals
became unmistakable. Moscow began to shift from grant
to loan mechanisms, reduced the above-market prices
paid for sugar and other products, and eliminated other
concessions.® Alarmed by these measures, Castro an-
nounced the process of rectificacion, a hard-line re-
sponse to perestroika in which the reforms of the
previous era were steadily undone and reformists like
Planning Minister Humberto Pérez were ousted. Cuban
peasant markets were shut down in May 1986, an an-
nouncement accompanied by scathing invective about
the noxious growth of individualism and market forces.”
This rhetoric signaled the end of the transition to post-
totalitarianism and launched an uneven return to the
mobilizational radicalism of the late 1960s. Any earlier
overtures to the market were replaced by appeals to
national conscience, resistance, and revolutionary spirit.
After setting aside the Soviet-inspired planning models
of the earlier era, Castro set ambitious national goals
for self-sufficiency in food production, housing con-
struction, and other social needs through the use of vol-
untary work brigades."

Three factors explain the truncated transition to post-
totalitarianism in Cuba during the 1980s. The first is
Fidel himself. By the time Gorbachev came to power in
1985 and announced his program of perestroika and
glasnost, he may well have anticipated how those re-
forms would debilitate and undermine his own system
of rule. Others within the Soviet orbit may have thought
the same thing, but Fidel's legitimacy was much less
dependent on Moscow. Not only had the Soviet-Cuban

relationship never been one simply of patron to client
(Castro had, after all, won power on his own), but the
autonomy of the Cuban regime was enhanced by the
presence and permanence of its founder. Unlike any
potential successor, he had an authority and prestige that
gave him the leeway to define and redefine the regime.
In these respects, even as the Cuban regime entered a
transition toward post-totalitarianism in the years 197 1-
85, its leadership situation was very different from its
East European or even Soviet counterparts.

Second, the Cuban ideology, with its mix of nation-
alism, anti-Americanism, and anti-capitalism, remained
robust and relevant. Even by the late 1970s and early
1980s, the regime had not lost its ideological moorings.
Although the 1980 Mariel exodus shook the regime and
demonstrated just how many people would leave the
island if given the opportunity, there was still cohesion
among the elite and in important sectors of society. Ide-
ology may also have been reinforced by the activist and
nationalist foreign policy that turned Cuba into a major
player in the non-aligned movement and a (partial) sur-
rogate for the Soviet Union in places like Angola and
Nicaragua. Moreover, the Castro regime had lost nei-
ther its mobilizational nor its repressive capacity in these
years, and the low level of economic and social plural-
ism in Cuba made it easier to truncate the transition to
post-totalitarianism. The introduction of market-type
reforms had been very limited, and there were few, if
any, independent economic or social actors beyond the
farmers’ markets.

Finally, the institutional weakness of the Commu-
nist Party and the corresponding strength of the Revo-
Jutionary Armed Forces (FAR) also help explain the
interrupted transition in this period. The conventional
logic of totalitarian and post-totalitarian consolidation
gives a central role to the Party. Under totalitarianism,
the Party establishes its hegemony over the armed forces
and security services. Under post-totalitarianism, it re-
tains a central role, but increasingly takes on a care-
taker, managerial function in the state apparatus.

Neither of these developments occurred in Cuba. The
regime was born out of military struggle, and the mili-
tary organization and its relationship to the regime pre-
dated the formal establishment of the Communist Party.
Both organizations were under the command and au-
thority of Fidel Castro. Even with the institutionaliza-
tion of the late 1970s and early 1980s, there was little
doubt that PCC cadres served at the pleasure of the
“maximum leader.” He was not constrained by its rou-
tines or bureaucracy, and he answered to no one else in
the Party leadership."
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Further compounding the problem for a weakly in-
stitutionalized Communist Party was the FAR. Cuba
watchers have advanced the notion of the “civic sol-
dier"—a person who, steeped in revolutionary ideal-
ism, performs whatever tasks the regime asks of him,
whether this involves defending the fatherland or doing
administrative work in state-run enterprises or govern-
mental bureaucracies. ' In this interpretation, civil-mili-
tary relations are in equilibrium.

However, other scholars point to the institutional
weakness of the PCC as compared to the military.
Domingo Amuchastegui, for example, argues that the
civil-military distinction has little validity in the Cuban
case." The issue goes far beyond the anecdotal but Sym-
bolic example of the military uniforms Fidel Castro al-
most invariably wears when in Cuba." Fidel Castro is
not simply a charismatic exemplar, but a commander-
in-chief whose policies, whether dispatching the FAR
on internationalist missions or opting for a return to
mobilization tactics, are implemented through the chain
of command.

While it may be true that Castro prevents institution-
alization in the traditional sense, it is also evident that
he employs institutions to execute his strategic shifts.
In an earlier era, analysts emphasized the proto-mili-
tary character of all communist parties. The collapse of
the Soviet bloc and the managerial transformation of
the few communist parties that remain in power ren-
dered this scheme anachronistic. The notion needs to
be resurrected with respect to Cuba, but not in the tradi-
tional Leninist sense where the Party is dominant and
other organizations serve as its transmission belt. In the
Cuban case, it is the Communist Party that has been
infused by the hierarchical and military spirit of the revo-
lution, and Fidel Castro is commander-in-chief first and
PCC chief second.

Where we do part company with Amuchdstegui is
with respect to his insistence on “unicellular” civil-mili-
tary unity. Around the time the Cuban-Soviet partner-
ship began to congeal in the early and mid-1970s, a
division of labor was established between the FAR and
the PCC. While the Party monopolized the domestic
political arena and, particularly, the economic and plan-
ning agencies, the armed forces concentrated on the in-
ternational sector with a proficiency that enhanced both
their own and Cuba’s prestige and legitimacy. This di-
vision stood until the mid- and late 1980s, when the
“experts” in the PCC were purged, and the Party in-
creasingly became an ideological watchdog and tribune.
At the same time, the FAR received a new set of orders.
As the cold war withered, the Cuban role in Angola and

other third world trouble spots came to an end. A rede-
ployed FAR came home to new duties and a transformed
role.

During the 1970s and into the mid-1980s, the FAR
had been a privileged but externally focused institution
whose service as the praetorian guard of the interna-
tional revolutionary movement brought it accolades,

Fidel Castro is not simply a charismatic
exemplar, but a commander-in-chief
whose policies, whether dispatching the
FAR on internationalist missions or
opting for a return to mobilization
tactics, are implemented through
the chain of command.

recognition, and influence.” Its preeminence may have
intensified concerns about its loyalty, or at least some
authors so believe. One perceptive student of Cuba’s
politics and military forces argues that Castro’s Guerra
de todo el Pueblo (“war of all the people™) concept was
more than simply a device to mobilize the population
to resist a possible invasion by the United States. It was
also intended to dilute the influence of the FAR by cre-
ating “several redundant layers of the ‘people’ in uni-
form.”"* Fears of disloyalty may have been compounded
by reports of widespread desertions—an estimated
56,000 soldiers between 1983 and 1987,

The execution of General Arnaldo Ochoa in June
1989'" and the subsequent purges of the Ministry of the
Interior (MININT)" as well as the Western Army™ hi gh-
light the tensions associated with the return of Soviet-
trained, combat-weary veterans. Whether Ochoa had
contacts with Gorbachev or other Soviet reformers or
had decided to challenge Fidel Castro is unknown and
perhaps unknowable. But it is doubtful that the drug
and corruption charges against him were the exclusive
or even the primary reason for his arrest. Whatever the
precise combination of reasons for his elimination, there
is little doubt that through his execution (and that of
Antonio de la Guardia), Castro sent a clear signal to
anyone else who might harbor thoughts of disloyalty.
This coup de main allowed Castro to reassert his ulti-
mate authority, and also enabled the faction of military
officers around Rail Castro (the so-called Raulista
group) to consolidate and extend its control over both
the armed forces and the security services.

The new relationship between the military and secu-
rity forces resulted in a substantial purge of the intelli-
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gence apparatus. It also gave rise to fresh opportunities
for those who accepted the changed arrangements. A
purged and more docile military was allowed to extend
its domestic reach beyond institutional borders and into
the realm of mixed enterprises, tourism, and exports.
Hence, a dual process was under way in Cuba in the
late 1980s and into the 1990s. As the political leader-

The emergency economic package
included new laws that allowed greater
foreign investment, encouraged
joint ventures, and established
free trade zones.

ship reaffirmed its hierarchical and political control over
the military, it also opened the doors to greater finan-
cial opportunities and rewards for some high-ranking
officers. Many other officers and former bureaucrats
gained access to employment opportunities in joint ven-
ture companies and in the informal sector. As will be
discussed below, these economic outlets increased the
possibilities for corruption and illicit activity.

The late 1980s saw the end of the first Cuban transi-
tion to post-totalitarianism. The reassertion of Fidel
Castro’s foundational and personalistic authority trumped
the incipient institutionalization of regime structures. The
continued vitality of regime ideology. its sustained ca-
pacity for mobilization, the institutional weakness of the
PCC. and the absence of significant social or economic
pluralism contributed to the return to the totalitarian
schemes and mobilization politics of the past. In addi-
tion to these domestic elements, changes in the Soviet-
Cuban relationship and then the collapse of the Soviet
Union generated a profound crisis for Havana.

The Crises of the 1990s

The Cuban regime confronted an economic and politi-
cal crisis of unprecedented proportions in the early
1990s. The collapse of the Soviet Union meant the loss
of $4 billion in annual subsidies—nearly 30 percent of
Cuba’s GDP. Exports crashed by 70 percent, 1mports
by 75 percent. From 1989 to 1993, Cuba’s real GDP
dropped nearly 35 percent, a contraction in national in-
come second only to that experienced during the Great
Depression. By one estimate, this translated into a 37
percent average decline in personal income over 1989
levels.?! Open unemployment and underemployment ac-
counted for only 40 percent of the economically active

population in 1994, even as the official unemployment
statistics showed unemployment at less than 10 percent.
Sugar output dropped by 39 percent, equaling $700 mil-
lion in lost exports. There were also sustained declines in
the output of non-sugar agriculture, mining, and manu-
facturing, growing fuel shortages that caused blackouts,
transportation problems, and factory stoppages. and a
growing budget deficit that was aggravated by the black
market. The peso traded illegally for up to fifty times the
official exchange rate. As social problems and unemploy-
ment increased, so did the number of people who risked
their lives by leaving on boats and rafts. An estimated
30,000 people tried to flee on rafts in 1993 alone.

This economic free-fall could have had disastrous
political consequences for the regime. Such events as
the fall of the Berlin Wall, the execution of Nicolae
Ceausescu, the collapse of the East European regimes,
and the demonstration and subsequent crackdown at
Tiananmen demonstrated just how perilous were the
waters surrounding Cuba.>* Riots and disturbances in-
volving would-be rafters in the port cities of Cojimar
and Regla in July and September 1993 senta clear mes-
sage to the Cuban leadership.*

In August 1993, Fidel Castro finally responded by
announcing a broad package of measures that included
legalizing the possession and use of dollars (including
remittances), certain types of self-employment, the con-
version of state farms into cooperatives, and the estab-
lishment of agricultural (now called “artisan’) markets.
The government also implemented monetary and fiscal
reform measures that would sharply cut the budget defi-
cit and reduced the subsidies to state enterprises that
were losing money. The emergency economic package
included new laws that allowed greater foreign invest-
ment, encouraged joint ventures, and established free
trade zones.”

There is a lively debate in academic circles over just
what these changes have meant for the Cuban regime.
One line of interpretation atfirms that the current re-
gime is an exemplar of mobilizational authoritarianism
whose weak institutionalization bodes ill for a peaceful
transition. Another line of arguments insists the changes
made during the 1990s have created an incipient au-
thoritarian regime. A third approach insists that the
present regime is a mixture of “sultanism”™ and frozen
post-totalitarianism. In this view, although the regime
has permitted limited market reforms, it allows no space
for political alternatives and quickly marginalizes any
emerging reformers. Focusing on the free hand Fidel
Castro has to manipulate the body politic, Juan Lopez
also ascribes sultanistic qualities to the Cuban leader. If
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Ldpez is correct, then there is no possibility of reform.
Thus the only transition possible in Cuba is through a
bottom-up rebellion aided by “latent soft-liners.” simi-
lar to what occurred in Romania under Ceausescu. To
support his argument, Lépez makes the case that the
number of dissidents in Cuba today equals or exceeds
the levels in Romania, East Germany, and Czechoslo-
vakia before 1989.° While there may, indeed, be simi-
larities in how Fidel Castro exercises his authority and
the patterns evidenced by Nicolae Ceausescu in Ro-
mania and Kim Il Sung in North Korea, the sultanistic
comparison ends there. Ultimately, however, we would
not call the Cuban regime “sultanistic,” not least be-
cause of its reliance on ideology and mobilization.

These events opened the way to the most recent phase
of the Cuban regime, a charismatic, early post-totalitar-
ian incarnation. This phase is characterized by a profound
tension. The revolutionary founder still has the capacity
to limit change, mobilize the population, and affirm the
validity of his egalitarian ideology to elites and sociely
alike. The state stymies human rights groups and the
Catholic Church at every turn and for every bit of space
in society. The opposition is weak, disorganized, and in-
timidated—for good reason. However, there is growing
evidence that regime ideology has become hollow, and
there are signs of an embryonic economic and social plu-
ralism in an increasingly stratified society.

But it is not simply a matter of eroded capability or
the transformation of society that complicates a full re-
turn to the models of the past. There are other factors
that the regime and Fidel Castro cannot control. Exter-
nal factors, such as globalization and the obvious diffi-
culty of finding an international partner willing to
subsidize the Cuban economic experiment, make a re-
turn to full totalitarianism quite problematic. There is
also the looming succession crisis. Much as in Spain in
the twilight of the Franco era, in Cuba the emerging
question is “After Castro, what?” The answer is by no
means clear, but the countdown has begun, both within
and outside the regime. This process is irreversible, al-
though paradoxically it reinforces the role played by
Fidel Castro in the short term.

We turn now to examine the nature of the charis-
matic early post-totalitarian Cuban regime in the 1990s
from the perspective of such regime components as lead-
ership, ideology, mobilization, and pluralism.

Leadership. The Cuban version of post-totalitarianism
does not entirely fit within the ideal-type mold. First
and most important, Fidel Castro retains broad power
and influence. No one within the elite questions either

his role or, ultimately, his decisions. Even regime re-
formers have been known to repeat the mantra, “With
Fidel everything, against Fidel nothing.” Castro derives
his authority from several sources. Not only is he the
founder of the regime, but he has shaped and set its
ideology. He has successfully guided Cuba through
many crises over the past four decades. His charisma is

Castro directed the regime to reenergize
its ideology by appealing to other
core elements of its platform,
including nationalism, social justice,
and regional solidarity.

prototypical, its importance to the regime increased by
the scope of the crisis in the 1990s. Castro also contin-
ues to exercise a military-like authority over regime
institutions, especially the PCC and FAR. He has used
both to mobilize the population and to transmit ideo-
logical directives. In more traditional party-state sys-
tems, it is the Communist Party that generates and
transmits ideology, but in the Cuban context, the Party
and the military are themselves transmission belts for
charismatic rule.

If the Cuban regime is characterized by stability at
the top. the lower rungs have been in flux, especially
since the late 1980s. Some leaders have been purged,
and many older leaders have retired. voluntarily or not.
Politburo member Carlos Aldana was ousted in 1994,
as was Politburo member and foreign minister Roberto
Robaina in 1999. Younger Party leaders have been in-
stalled in virtually every province, as well as in key
state administrative posts. As Marifeli Pérez-Stable has
noted, some of the younger cadres who took up leader-
ship positions in the economic ministries are “presum-
ably more reform-oriented” than their predecessors.”’
Even if this were so, however, we can well suppose that,
while Fidel Castro is an active presence in Cuban poli-
tics, they will be careful in expressing their views and
preferences.

The FAR, and the security services under its super-
vision, again provide an exception to the pattern of flux
that normally characterizes the leadership of regime
institutions. The execution of General Ochoa and the
resulting purge of the Ministry of the Interior consoli-
dated the influence of the Raulista faction in the FAR.
Over the past decade the military has been distinguished
notonly by its cohesion, but also by the way the regime
relies on it to lead in the economic and administrative
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Vladimir Putin and Fidel Castro embrace, with Radl Castro looking
on, during the Russian president’s state visit to Cuba in December
2000. (AP Photo/losé Goitia)

arenas. In their dual function of guarding security and
improving administrative efficiency, the diverse ele-
ments of the FAR are virtually assured of playing an
important role not only as a source of expertise in eco-
nomic reform and management but in shaping the tran-
sition to the post-Castro future.

Ideology. Why has reform—economic, political, and
social—been so half-hearted in contemporary Cuba?
Why has Cuba not followed the example of China or
Vietnam in enacting more thoroughgoing market re-
forms that could galvanize its economy?* The enduring
vitality of ideology provides an important part of the an-
swer to these questions. Fidel Castro s, after all, the ideo-
logue of the Cuban regime. A keen observer of the debates
among the international intelligentsia and their potential
impact on Cuba, Castro has consistently developed rhe-
torical strategies for both domestic and international
consumption with an eye toward defending the ideals
and accomplishments of the national project.

The demise of the Soviet Union and its allies de-
prived the Cuban regime of an important ideological
plank. In response, Castro directed the regime to reen-
ergize its ideology by appealing to other core elements
of its platform, including nationalism, social justice, and
regional solidarity. For example, in July 1992 the Cu-
ban National Assembly unanimously approved amend-
ments stripping the constitution of its Soviet-era
references to “the community of socialist countries,”
“proletarian internationalism,” “the leading role of the
working class,” and “scientific materialism.” Replac-
ing these and other phrases were references to Latin
America and the Caribbean, José Marti, the Cuban na-
tion, and patriotic education.”” Although not every ref-

erence to Marxism-Leninism was excised, the amended
constitution had now been “Cubanized.”

The regime has also taken great pains to defend its
accomplishments in health care and education. This too
makes sense, because these sectors are key sources of
domestic and international legitimacy. To defend its
social project, the Communist Party recently severely
restricted soup kitchens, day care centers, free pharma-
cies, and other social projects organized by the Catho-
lic Church. As he did in the 1970s with the non-aligned
movement, Fidel Castro has tried to position himself
and Cuba in the vanguard of the struggle against glo-
balization and to employ this dimension as a vehicle
for regime relegitimation.

Castro’s continuing presence and his constant exhor-
tations to revolutionary struggle and ideology place
strict, if formally undefined, limits on how far govern-
ment and Party functionaries can deviate from the offi-
cial canon of nationalism, anti-capitalism, and
anti-Americanism.* As Edward Gonzilez has argued,
the pursuit of deeper reform would have “high political
and ideological costs for the regime. They [would] un-
dermine [its] control over society . . . [and would] tend
to demoralize the regime’s cadres.”™ This last point is
worth emphasizing. While reformist sectors exist in the
state administration and economic ministries, Castro is
probably not alone in his preference for a distinctly Cu-
ban ideological identity. Linz similarly argued that mid-
level government functionaries tend to resist a
reinterpretation of regime ideology because to do so
would undermine the system in which they have in-
vested their lives.”

Even though Castro tries to keep ideological change
within narrow limits, there are visible signs of erosion
in Cuban society. The daily accommodations that ordi-
nary Cubans have had to make over the past decade to
resolve day-to-day economic problems have undoubt-
edly taken a sharp toll. To survive in contemporary Cuba
is constantly to break the law and its normative (or ideo-
logical) underpinnings. As ideology ceases to capture
the popular imagination, a regime loses its credibility
and legitimacy in terms of both the process and the out-
comes.> If a regime is able to deliver legitimate out-
comes (such as health care or education), the perceived
legitimacy of process becomes less important.* Cubans
might have been willing to accept restrictions on civil
liberties so long as the outcomes were perceived as fair
and desirable. If, however, the regime is unable to guar-
antee the basic necessities of life as well as the “[so-
cial] gains of the Revolution™ over an extended period,
a serious legitimacy crisis looms. Regimes that assume
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complete responsibility for economic and social well-
being are especially vulnerable on this score.*

On balance, then, the Cuban regime’s ideological
vigor has declined since the fall of the Soviet Union.
Nevertheless, Fidel Castro and a significant number of
cadres remain committed to the utopian vision, far more
than expected in a consolidated post-totalitarian re gime.

Mobilization. Under post-totalitarianism, the regime’s
willingness and capacity to mobilize the population
declines. The 1991-2001 period conforms, at least in
part, to this characterization. Mobilization is an instru-
ment that can be employed to affirm legitimacy and to
generate enthusiasm around a national project. It is also
an instrument to intimidate and control the population,
and, as such, it functions in tandem with repression.
Both mobilization and repression reflect the absolutist
and state-centered vision of the Cuban totalitarian syn-
drome and its variants, but it is important ( analytically
and politically) to understand, as Pérez-Stable has noted,
that the regime “‘cannot be understood exclusively in
terms of its repressive component.”* Although it is pre-
dictably very difficult and risky to ascertain just what
public opinion and attitudes really are under conditions
of dictatorship, important sectors of the population may
indeed view an autocratic regime as legitimate or as
having some right to rule. Obviously. such sentiments
may vary both in breadth and over time.

One cannot easily ascertain whether there is a pro-
gressive loss of interest in organizing mobilization or
whether boredom and withdrawal are part of day-to-
day life in contemporary Cuba. Given the (still) dire
economic situation, most Cubans are probably more
concerned with finding food and earning a living (the
so-called sociolismo) than with ideological principles
or mobilization. There is ample anecdotal evidence for
this, ranging from jokes to movies and folk songs.

Efforts to mobilize and repress the population
dropped noticeably between 1993 and 1996.% This de-
cline undoubtedly reflected a tactical adjustment to the
economic crisis and the decision to focus on stabilizing
the economy. But by 1996, the regime began to set clear
limits on political liberalization. The downing of the
Brothers to the Rescue plane, the arrest of the members
of the Concilio Cubano who had organized to meet in
Havana that very weekend, and Ratil Castro’s blister-
ing April 1996 speech at the PCC Central Committee
plenum lambasting reformist intellectuals and their for-
eign connections sent clear and unmistakable signals.
The sharper political tone had an economic counterpart,
whereby the regime tightened controls on the informal

economic actors who had emerged after dollarization
in 1993 and introduced modern managerial techniques
(perfeccionamiento) into enterprises in an effort to im-
prove their efficiency while reinforcing their socialist
character.

Efforts to intensify mobilization have increased
sharply over the past two years. The Elidn Gonzilez
affair provided a major opportunity in this regard. In
what was almost a rebuff to the “lost” generation that
had come to political maturity in the 1980s and early
1990s, Fidel Castro now concentrated his attention on
the “new” and younger generation. The exercises in
mobilization were less intense than in decades past, but
the capacity to assemble thousands of people, whether
to demand the return of Elidn or to protest the U.S. em-
bargo, suggests an enduring capacity ascribed to Fidel
himself, not any formal office.

Pluralism. Pluralism in its various dimensions remains
underdeveloped and very vulnerable in Cuba, another
fact supporting the characterization of the regime as
early post-totalitarian. Economic pluralism has certainly
increased since the early 1990s, as has self-employment.
Between 1989 and 1999 the share of non-state jobs
(mostly in agricultural cooperatives and family busi-
nesses) increased from 5 to almost 25 percent of the
work force. The agricultural sector also experienced
dramatic changes.” While in 1992 state farms controlled
approximately 75 percent of the land under cultivation,
three years later, only 27 percent remained in state
hands.* The economic reforms of the 1990s opened up
important spaces for “enclave capitalism” in such sec-
tors as agriculture, biotechnology, and tourism.
Dollarization also helped Cubans who received remit-
tances from relatives outside the country or who ran
small businesses catering to foreign tourists. The sig-
nificance of these economic changes should not be un-
derestimated. These measures opened space for new
actors in the economic arena and correspond to the ex-
pected steps during a transition to post-totalitarianism
in which economic pluralism precedes political plural-
ism. There were, nonetheless, important limits to the
reforms. The state retained control over larger enter-
prises and placed strict controls on the activities of pri-
vate micro-enterprises.*’

No discussion of economic pluralism in contempo-
rary Cuba is complete without a discussion of the sub-
stantial economic role of the FAR. For the military, the
collapse of the Soviet bloc hastened a budgetary de-
cline already in progress. As Cuban soldiers returned
from international expeditions, defense spending fell:
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from 9.6 percent of GDP in 1985 to a mere 2.8 percent
in 19954 As budgets and active-duty levels dropped.
the regime opened new economiic opportunities for loyal
members of the FAR, extending the role of the civic-
soldier from traditional agricultural production to man-
aging joint ventures with foreign investors. A prime
example of this strategy involved the creation of the

No political party other than the
Communist Party is legal, and the
regime alternates between outright
repression and more subtle
intimidation of dissidents.

Gaviota group, an entity that has since diversified into
numerous other sectors, including restaurants, resorts,
and even information technology and department
stores.™

There are three categories of entrepreneur-soldiers.
The first involves former high-ranking officers (and their
families) who hold jobs because of their special links to
Raiil Castro and the regime. The second includes mili-
tary personnel who have been assigned to state enter-
prises to improve the management of state resources
and production. The third category is made up of lower-
ranking retired army personnel and former Ministry of
the Interior officials who are self-employed or work for
foreign companies and make a living further outside
the formal state-controlled system. Although all of the
above may be said to be developing entreprenurial tal-
ents, it will most probably be those in the latter two
categories who will create the opening wedge for an
emerging capitalist class in Cuba. The military’s entry
into the economic arena has obvious benefits, for by
offering military men a privileged lifestyle through par-
ticipation in the dollar economy, it presumably assures
their loyalty to the regime.” However, this economic
role may also generate greater opportunities for cor-
ruption as well as increased resentment of the economic
gap separating the privileged military officers from the
rest of the armed forces as well as from the populace at
large.*

What may be of more immediate political relevance,
however, is the emerging cadre of technocrats and man-
agement experts in the military establishment. In post-
totalitarian contexts, such experts typically are found
in the Party apparatus.” One of the peculiarities of the
Cuban case may be that this pattern does not hold and.
indeed. could be inverted. The primary source of “red”

influence could eventually come from the PCC, and the
experts from the military. The emergence of such ten-
sions may be one key to understanding the dynamics of
the post-Castro era.

Economic pluralism is fragile in contemporary Cuba.
but it is far more vigorous than social pluralism. Totali-
tarianism has had a profoundly adverse impact on Cu-
ban society. State organizations monopolize and direct
the citizenry, while civil society is still relatively weak
and disorganized. The Catholic Church is undoubtedly
the country’s most important civil society organization.
Its international support network, well-defined ideol-
ogy and belief structure, and permanent cadre organi-
zation differentiate it from other social actors. Even so,
the Cuban Catholic Church is but a pale shadow of what
its Polish and Hungarian (and even Chilean) counter-
parts were under communism.** Despite hopes to the
contrary, the church has not experienced a dramatic
expansion in its social presence in the wake of Pope
John Paul II's January 1998 visit to Cuba.

There is, however, evidence that the Catholic Church
has been revitalized and has begun to develop a stronger
presence in Cuban society. There are reports of increased
attendance at mass (particularly among young people),
though levels ebbed soon after the pope’s visit. Yet the
new members who continue to participate in church
activities have a visibly more intense commitment, The
papal visit infused the church hierarchy and clergy with
a new sense of energy and self-confidence. Moreover,
magazines like Vitral and Palabra Nueva press the outer
edges of toleration, and as mentioned earlier, Caritas
and other church-related organizations have become
more active in providing food, medicine, and other so-
cial services.”” The Cuban state has reacted sharply and
negatively, throwing up bureaucratic roadblocks to these
efforts.* Most recently, an internal PCC document took
the church to task for its efforts to provide such social
services and urged Party cadres to combat any erosion
of the state’s presence in this arena.

Since the 1980s, there has been a perceptible expan-
sion in the space the Catholic Church and other civil
society organizations occupy, even though they still
operate under very difficult conditions. The roster goes
far beyond traditional human rights groups, although a
commitment to any of them still often entails loss of a
job, harassment, and possibly jail. The alternative groups
include literary and cultural circles, gay and transves-
tite networks, as well as Afro-Cuban cultural and reli-
gious organizations. The vast majority of these groups
are not explicitly interested in politics, but their very
presence and efforts to affirm a distinct identity sug-
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gest the growing fragmentation of the monolithic ver-
sion of “Cuban-ness” that the state regime successfully
imposed over the past forty years.* There can be little
doubt that Castro takes very seriously this threat to he-
gemony in the social sphere. The regime has sponsored
its own set of civil society organizations (the so-called
GONGOs, governmental non-governmental organiza-
tions), and its leaders and intellectuals take pains to insist
that there is no contradiction between state predomi-
nance and the existence of civil-society organizations.™
If there is some scope to social pluralism in contem-
porary Cuba, political pluralism remains anathema. No
political party other than the Communist Party is legal,
and the regime alternates between outright repression
and more subtle intimidation of dissidents. There is some
evidence of bolder activity during the 1990s. Indepen-
dent trade unions, peasant organizations, press associa-
tions, and even political parties have made an appearance
on the Cuban scene, but they still operate under very
strict limits.” At best these are fledgling organizations
that are kept under constant surveillance and harass-
ment by the police and the ubiquitous Committees for
the Defense of the Revolution (CDRs).5
Contemporary Cuban society exhibits signs of plu-
ralism unimaginable in earlier phases of the revolution.
An influential article categorized the various stages in
the development of civil society as defensive, emergent,
mobilizational, and institutional.™ Juan Carlos Espinosa
made a persuasive argument that contemporary Cuba is
in either the first or second stage and manifests either a
defensive or emergent civil society.™ Non-state actors
(non-governmental organizations, church groups, artist
networks, farmers, the self-employed, etc.) are trying
to defend their autonomy against a state whose impulse
is to control every aspect of their behavior. What has
changed over the past fifteen years is the state’s capac-
ity to control non-state actors. On one level, the state
acknowledged this incapacity in the early 1990s and en-
acted reforms that allowed such groups to widen their
scope of activities. More recently, moderate economic
stabilization has allowed the regime to recover much of
its former capacity. Crackdowns on dissidents and greater
restrictions on the self-employed attest to its willingness
and capability to circumscribe civil society activities.

The Post-Castro Era

The transition to the post-Castro era has begun. Change
is inevitable, and the only question is what direction it
will take. As elaborated above, the current regime is in
the charismatic early post-totalitarian stage. Several el-

ements should be emphasized. First, Fidel Castro’s per-
sonal authority is crucial. The Cuban regime has always
been his in a very special way. but the crisis spawned
by the collapse of the Soviet Union and the impending
post-Castro era have made him even more indispens-
able. Second, the Cuban economy displays lowered state
capacity, very limited and weakly institutionalized eco-

History clearly shows that autocratic
regimes are at their most vulnerable
during succession crises.

nomic reforms, a larger number of economic actors. and
growing social and economic stratification. Third, the
extensive military participation in the economy may
have two consequences. At the societal level, serving
and former officers could develop into a proto-capital-
ist class. At the elite level, the military could spawn a
technocratic class of experts who, unlike the reds in the
Communist Party, might press for a deeper economic
reform agenda in the post-Castro era. Finally, the Catho-
lic Church has gained space and self-confidence in the
past few years, and there has been a marked increase in
the number of formal and informal cultural, religious,
and social organizations. Although the number of hu-
man rights groups and activists increased during the
1990s, the regime continues to harass and intimidate
them, with the pressure intensifying over the past two
years.5

What implications does this characterization have for
analyzing the direction of change in Cuba? It is IMpos-
sible to anticipate all or even many of the contingencies
that may affect the succession and transition. However,
history clearly shows that autocratic regimes are at their
most vulnerable during succession crises. This window
of vulnerability has now opened for Cuba. Many as-
pects of the succession crisis will play themselves out
behind closed doors and may never be widely known.
Perhaps not much will happen (or at least manifest it-
self) in the early phase of the post-Castro era. Ratil
Castro has been his brother’s formally designated suc-
cessor since 1997,

Although we are uncertain about the specific trajec-
tory of change in Cuba, we wish to be clear about some
of our basic assumptions. Fidel Castro’s charismatic au-
thority and leadership skills have enabled the regime to
retain its capacity for mobilization and to forestall a
complete loss of ideological vigor. After Fidel Castro
dies or become incapacitated, there will be a pronounced
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leadership vacuum and a potentially disorderly succes-
sion process. Rail may be more skilled than people sup-
pose, but even so, charisma is not something that can
be inherited. Moreover, while Rail has evident politi-
cal and managerial skills (not least in terms of patron-
age), this is not the same as possessing his brother’s
dexterity in anticipating and addressing international and
domestic challenges.

Without Fidel Castro’s authority and
resourcefulness, cleavages between
Party and military leaders could
constitute one of the most destabilizing
forces of the post-Castro order.

The Cuban regime may take one of four paths in the
wake of Fidel Castro’s departure. One would return Cuba
to the totalitarian past. This would entail a reaffirma-
tion of ideology, a return to mobilization, an end to
market reforms and incentives, restrictions on social and
economic pluralism, and a crackdown on dissident ac-
tivity. A second path is a collapse scenario involving a
transition from below and a popular revolt that would
spread to sectors of the military. The third path would
lead Cuba toward the stabilization of a post-totalitarian
regime. Post-totalitarianism would be the staging area
for the fourth path, but under this scheme the regime
would then evolve toward the adoption of deeper and
more significant economic and institutional reforms that,
in turn, could produce a transition to democracy.

Of these options, the return to totalitarianism and the
collapse scenario are the least likely. With Fidel Castro
gone, exercises in mobilization and ideological vigor
would not be easily sustainable, either among the elite
or in society at large. Moreover, it is difficult to imagine
any contemporary international actor that would be will-
ing to finance an autarkic totalitarian project. The pri-
mary political game in post-Castro Cuba will play out in
the post-totalitarian arena, pitting those who favor a
more institutionalized version of the status quo against
those who favor liberalization and deeper reforms.

The collapse scenario would probably require both a
sharp rupture of the regime elite and a breakdown in
the regime’s repressive capacity. Neither development
seems likely. Moreover, as the Cuban experience of the
early 1990s demonstrated, social and economic crisis
is not a sufficient condition for mass protest to emerge
and regime transformation to occur.” That said, an ex-
ogenous shock, such as an economic crisis, a natural

disaster, or an immigration crisis, that led to rapidly
deteriorating living conditions or social instability could
still foment mass protests, at which point the military
and security apparatus would have to choose between
repression and disobeying orders.”” Although this Ro-
manian-type situation could conceivably occur, the re-
gime has been careful to tamp down protest (o avoid
such tests of loyalty. In the post—Fidel Castro era, such
spontaneous protests may take on a new significance if
fissures in the elite should emerge.

In all probability, the immediate post-Castro era will
feature some variation on post-totalitarianism in which
elite politics dominates. Saying this does not minimize
cither the importance or long-term significance of struc-
tural economic changes, but the nature of the Cuban
regime (and the “anthropological lesions™" it has in-
flicted on society) reinforces the need to focus on the
elite. Cuban civil society is weak and disorganized, and
for a variety of reasons, has not yet been able to articu-
late a credible alternative national project around which
either mass publics or elites could mobilize. Civil soci-
ety will not be easily resurrected and, at least in the
short term, may not play as important a role as some
transition analysts suggest.” There are several groups
within the regime and others outside it that will play
crucial roles in the two most likely scenarios. On the
regime side are the military, the Communist Party, and
technocrats in the bureaucracy. On the other side are
the Catholic Church, human rights groups, and the ex-
ile community.

Groups from within the regime will be at the epicen-
ter of the political dynamics of the early post-Castro
period. Among these, and as befits the trajectory of the
regime, the military will emerge as the linchpin. Part of
its influence (the irreducible core, perhaps) will derive
from its monopoly on the instruments of violence. In
addition, from their position at the commanding heights
of the joint-venture enterprises, current and former of-
ficers have been the primary contacts with international
investors, and this will enhance both their resources and
their influence. Moreover, though the final verdict 1s
not yet in with respect to perfeccionamiento
empresarial, the past decade has seen the military be-
come manager of last resort for the state-socialist project
in Cuba. Armed forces control of the repressive appara-
tus and the presence of military personnel in the
economy could leave the Communist Party as the rump
enforcer of ideology and the ostensible guide of the
Committees for the Defense of the Revolution. As the
ideological project of the regime moves toward redefi-
nition, moreover, the PCC may find its legitimacy fur-
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ther debilitated. This is less likely to occur with respect
to the armed forces, which can more easily lay claim to
the role of defender of the fatherland. In contrast to the
military and the PCC, the civilian technocratic elite
possesses few resources. Without Fidel Castro’s author-
ity and resourcefulness, cleavages between Party and
military leaders could constitute one of the most desta-
bilizing forces of the post-Castro order.

Once such breaches develop, non-regime elites may
have a greater role to play in Cuban politics. The Catho-
lic Church will probably not take an overt political role.
but its call for national reconciliation and Jjustice will
undoubtedly help shape the political agenda and pro-
vide a bridge between regime reformers and an emerg-
ing opposition. From sectors close to the church,
Christian Democratic groups are likely to emerge whose
social programs may prove attractive to moderate elements
within the regime. Human rights groups will also grow
bolder, more numerous, and more diverse. Some of them
may be transformed into political organizations. For its
part, the diaspora will become an increasingly important
force, not just in economic terms but also in constructing
the new Cuban polity and identity. Since the death of Castro
will open new opportunities for political change in Cuba,
it may allow exiles to turn their attention away from
winning the forty-year civil war and toward exploiting
political opportunities on the island.

The end of the Castro era will signal the conclusion
of one project for Cuba and the beginning of another.
As its centenary of independence approaches, Cuba
confronts simultaneous political, economic, social, and
cultural challenges that, rhetoric notwithstanding, are
far from resolution. The dilemmas of nation- and state-
building remain on the agenda. They will pose a major
challenge for whatever regime emerges in Cuba over
the next decade.
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