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Abstract of Thesis

Though a causal relationship between new media and democratization remains a
powerful assumption in many political spheres, new media’s impact as a tool of liberation
is empirically underdeveloped. This thesis explores the uses and effects of new
information communication technology (NICT) within the authoritarian nation of Cuba,
using a conceptual framework that examines six levels of analysis: individual
transformation, intergroup relations, collective action, regime policy, external attention,
and capacity building. While the Cuban government continues to resist information
freedom, increased use of NICTs by dissidents and nongovernmental actors is fostering
democratic movement and signaling small but significant change in Cuba's political

dialogue.
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THIS STUDY
As the information revolution unfolds, the pivotal role of technology becomes

increasingly apparent. Foundational to modern societies, “new media” like the Internet,
mobile telephony, and other new information communication technology (NICT) are
being used to facilitate everything from multinational trade negotiations to hobby blogs.
Each day, advances in technology help bring innovation and connectivity to far-reaching
corners of the world, even some regions once considered impervious. This ability to
connect people and spread new information and ideas is being viewed as a unique
democratization opportunity for individuals and groups eager to capitalize on the political
reform potential of digital technologies. In fact, in many academic and foreign policy
circles, a causal relationship between NICT and democratization remains a powerful
assumption. * Both scholars and policymakers alike point to celebrated stories of wired
dissidents who have combated tyranny with little more than a cell phone and a Facebook
account. However, the Internet’s geostrategic impact as well as its overall potential as a
tool of liberation are empirically underdeveloped and are still being explored.?

In light of the deficient literature and widespread speculation, this thesis seeks to
make a unique contribution to the discourse by providing a rigorous analysis of the uses
and effects of NICT within an authoritarian environment, specifically the island nation of
Cuba. This country was chosen as the case study primarily because of its repressive
political structure and unique position in U.S. and global politics. Also, given the
regime’s success at resisting democracy, if research suggests that new media can make

political headway in Cuba, its effectiveness in less resilient countries could be even more

! Aday, S., Farrell, H., & Lynch, M. (2010). Blogs and bullets: New media in contentious politics.
Washington, D.C.: United States Institute of Peace.

2 Aday, S., Farrell, H., & Lynch, M. (2010). Blogs and bullets: New media in contentious politics.
Washington, D.C.: United States Institute of Peace. p.5



likely. That noted, the framework of this study offers a highly nuanced look at both the
liberating and reinforcing qualities of new media and the case-specific variables that help
determine its impact.

Foundational to any research on political effects, this study first addresses the
political, cultural, and economic context of Cuba, including a chronological overview of
the country’s traditional and new media. It then presents in-depth findings of the
availability, legality, and perceptions of online and mobile technologies in contemporary
Cuba, with attention to data that demonstrates both the challenges and opportunities of
digital dissidence. A conceptual framework proposed by George Washington University
professors Sean Aday, Henry Farrell, Marc Lynch, and John Sides is then used to
systematize the bulk of the analysis. This framework proffers five distinct areas of
assessment: regime policies, individual competencies, intergroup relations, collective
action, and external attention—each of which help capture the ways in which new media
impact political transition. The results of this analysis are then used to draw conclusions
and provide recommendations.

Justification and Case Selection

Cuba was selected as the case study for a number of reasons. First, it is a full-
fledged authoritarian regime and thus provides a good starting point for pre-transition
analysis. Second, in the media/democratization context, Cuba is often overlooked. For
example, Cuba garnered a single mention in the recent 360-page compilation Latin
American Democracy: Emerging Reality or Endangered Species: “Any discussion of

Latin America democracy and the media automatically excludes Cuba, where little with



"3 While this dismissal is not

respect to the media has changed in the last half century.
entirely without merit, it is glaringly simplistic and shortsighted. Admittedly, Cuba
maintains one of the strictest media environments in the world and its government is
largely successful in creating a controlled information environment.* However, as
illustrated in subsequent chapters of this study, the use of media in Cuba for democratic
purposes is far from stagnant.

Third, Cuba may soon be at a crossroads. Over the last five years it has entered an
unprecedented era of heightened diplomacy, economic partnership, and leadership
transition.” Its government, though firmly based in Socialist ideals, is also founded on the
personality and preferences of its longtime leader Fidel Castro, who is aged and ailing.
While Fidel remains alive, the current president, Fidel’s brother Raul, is seen as
somewhat of a puppet dictator under his brother’s authority.® However, Ral has
indicated that he is decidedly more open to economic liberalization—a goal that would
require increased reliance on NICT in order to compete in the global marketplace.” The
country’s relationship with the United States is also emerging from decades of icy
communications and new foreign policy initiatives may tangentially, if not directly,
impact the political environment of Cuba.

Finally, I chose Cuba because of its seemingly anomalous nature. While this may

seem counterintuitive for a study that aims to draw global implications, it is Cuba’s

® Bohning, D. (2009). Latin American democracy and the media. In R. Millett, J. S. Holmes, & O. J. Perez
(Eds.), Latin American democracy: Emerging reality or endangered species? (pp. 195-210). New York,
NY': Routledge. p 195.

* Freedom House. (2009) Freedom of the Press - Cuba. Washington, DC. Web site:
http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=251&country=7592&year=2009.

® Gershman, C., & Gutierrez, O. (2009). Can Cuba change? Journal of Democracy, 20(1), 36-54.

® De Cordoba, J. (2009, April 23) Fidel Castro rebukes Radl on U.S. The Wall Street Journal; Campo-
Flores, A. (2010, March 15). Cuba can't quit Castro. Newsweek, 155(11), 6.

"'Sullivan, M. P. (2008). Cuba's Political Succession: From Fidel to Radl Castro. Congressional Report
Service Report to Congress, 1-6.



fascinating defiance of conventional democratization techniques that would add salience
to any conclusions about the political impact of new media. Many countries have resisted
external and internal pressures to democratize; Cuba, however, a tiny island just 90 miles
off the coast of the most powerful democracy in the world, has managed to defy nearly
every hard and soft power tactic available.

In his book The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century,
renowned political scientist Samuel Huntington outlined the five main global trends that
contributed to the political liberalization of more than 60 countries.® Cuba defies each of
these trends specifically.

First, Huntington saw democracy take root as many authoritarian regimes lost
legitimacy due to poor economic performance. With the fall of the Soviet Union in 1990,
an already struggling Cuba lost approximately $6 billion in annual Russia-funded
subsidies—30 to 40 percent of its gross domestic product. This toppled its economic
infrastructure and ushered in the Periodo Especial or “Special Period” of particularly
devastating economic tribulation.® Still, Fidel Castro remained decidedly in control.

Second, Huntington postulates that growth in global economic output raised
living standards, increased education, and expanded the urban middle class in less
developed countries. This restructuring, he contends, created an organizational capacity
and knowledge base that allowed citizens to demand democratic governance. While Cuba
saw little change in its economy or class status structure, it already boasted an incredibly

educated citizenry—a characteristic that remains today. Currently, it is ranked ninth in

® Huntington, S P. (1991). The third wave: Democratization in the late twentieth century. Norman, OK:
Univeristy of Oklahoma Press.
° Mujal-Leén, E. (2009). Tensions in the regime. Journal of Democracy, 20(1), 20-35.



the world for education expenditures and boasts a 99.8 percent literacy rate.*® However,
the regime has been successful in requiring strong ideological content to permeate the
state-run education system.

Third, his theory claims that changes in the Catholic Church emphasized
individual rights and caused a shift in perspective, particularly for Catholic countries in
the Mediterranean regions and Latin America. Though Protestant, Jewish, and Santeria
religions are practiced in Cuba, the population is 85 percent Roman Catholic. In fact, the
Catholic Church is the largest independent institution in Cuba. However, sweeping
changes in church protocol had little effect on a country that identified strongly with
Catholicism.

The fourth cause of democratization in the twentieth century according to
Huntington was external factors, namely efforts to spread democracy by the United States
and the European Union. Over the last half century, the tiny island weathered a military
invasion, a stringent trade embargo, and a range of pro-democracy initiatives—all backed
and funded by the hegemonic U.S.** Castro has only used these efforts as fodder in a
public relations campaign against the U.S., as well as democracy in general.

The fifth and final contributing factor is what Huntington refers to as snowballing.
This is a longstanding democratic theory that suggests proximity to successful
democracies can have a democratizing effect on an entire region. In Latin America, the
theory held true. In 1977, military leaders in Ecuador announced their desire to withdraw

from politics and in 1978 a similar process in Peru led to the election of a constitutional

19 Central Intelligence Agency. CIA World Factbook - Cuba., Langley, VA. Web site:
http://https://lwww.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/CU.html.

Sheridan, M. (2009, December 25) Pro-democracy program in Cuba questioned after man detained. The
Washington Post, A03.



assembly. In Bolivia, a military withdrawal led to the election of a civilian president in
1982 and that same year, defeat in a war with Great Britain undermined Argentina’s
military government and produced the election of a civilian president in 1983.
Negotiations between military and political leaders in Uruguay led to the election of a
civilian president in 1984 and two months later Brazil selected its first civilian president
since 1964. Central America followed suit as Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala
elected civilian presidents in 1982, 1984, and 1985, respectively. Once again, Cuba was
the exception to the democratization rule. Castro continued to impose a particularly harsh
brand of communism while the majority of his Latin American neighbors became
increasingly receptive to democratic ideals.

Cuba’s historical resistance to democratization pressures, despite its apparent
qualification in each causal category, makes it an appealing test ground for the
examination of NICTs in processes of democratization. If analysis suggests that the
Internet can make political headway in Cuba, its effectiveness in less resilient countries
could be even more likely.

This thesis is relevant to the literature as it adds to a fledgling discourse on the
impact of new media within the field of transition studies, as well as sheds light on an
often-mischaracterized country that may prove to be a landmark democratization case
study. While a number of anecdotes can be found on Cuba’s political plight, no current or
comprehensive analysis of new media in the country has been published. From a
pragmatic standpoint, this research is relevant as it presents an analysis of specific
democratization efforts in Cuba, potentially contributing to more effective democracy

promotion by international actors. Comprehensive qualitative analyses, like the one found



in this thesis, can be invaluable to governments or nongovernmental organizations when
prioritizing projects and allocating funding, allowing increased support to projects and
initiatives most likely to garner success. Examinations of authoritarian countries can be
especially useful as such research provides insights into societies whose governments
systemically restrict information.

Research Questions

Q1: What is the relationship between the new media environment in Cuba and
democratization?

Q2: How are citizens and dissidents using new media?
Q3:  What is regime policy regarding new media?

Q4: Is new media lowering transaction costs, generating new competencies, and/or
facilitating the flow of information?

Hypothesis

While the Cuban government continues to resist information freedom, increased
use of new media by nongovernmental actors is fostering democratic movement within
Cuba.
Methodology

This study is a review of primary and secondary literature, news articles, Cuban
law, government reports, and historical documents. The framework for analysis draws
from a U.S. Institute of Peace report that suggests the impact of new media in contentious
or authoritarian environments can be better understood by using five interlocking levels
of analysis: individual transformation, intergroup relations, collective action, regime

policies, and external attention.*?

12 Aday, S., Farrell, H., & Lynch, M. (2010). Advancing new media research. Washington, D.C.: United
States Institute of Peace.



Individual transformation examines specific uses by and effects on individuals
who are exposed to new media communication flows. This includes developing “new
competencies” that allow individuals to understand information differently and
participate in the political process more effectively. In contrast, it can also lead
individuals to experience greater passivity, apathy, or confusion. An analysis of
intergroup relations addresses new media’s impact on discussions and debates within and
across groups in a society. A collective action analysis examines how new media affect
the potential for people to organize or protest, including potentially reduced
organizational transaction costs as well as changes in the political opportunity structure.
An analysis of regime policies outlines the current legal framework regarding NICT, as
well as the new media strategy of the ruling regime. The final level of analysis, external
attention, focuses on the awareness new media garners from outside actors, thus
potentially stimulating international movements of sympathy and/or diplomacy.

In addition to the five levels of analysis, this thesis will also address the issue of
capacity building within Cuba. This will include a breakdown of the country’s
democratic propensity, NICT infrastructure trajectory, and overall democratization
approach.

Measurement

Democratization is a complex concept that is difficult to quantify. Literally
translated, democracy means “power to the people” and is, at its most basic, a system of
free and fair elections. But the concept of democracy, especially within the context of
democracy promotion, is not often viewed as an all-or-nothing system with fixed

prerequisites and rigid exclusivity. In fact, most organizations that index democracy rate



countries on a gradient, as political conditions are rarely black and white. The Economist,
for instance, categorizes governments into full democracies, flawed democracies, hybrid
regimes, and authoritarian regimes. Freedom House, a D.C.-based think tank, shies away
from the term democracy altogether, and classifies countries on a sliding scale of
freedoms that link political liberty and human rights.

Even still, the complexities of politics and civil society do not easily conform to a
“Free” or “Not Free” grading system. In practice, democracy is not a specific structure or
model, but rather it “evolves according to the needs and traditions of diverse political
cultures.”*® Even nations generally considered democratic can differ substantially in
processes, systems, and constitutional framework. The graduated system has caused
political analysts to create qualified terms that characterize a variety of circumstances,
including semi-democracy, formal democracy, electoral democracy, fagade democracy,
pseudo-democracy, weak democracy, partial democracy, illiberal democracy, and virtual
democracy. ** For this reason, comprehensive definitions within the scope of
democratization should remain flexible.

To use political theorist Robert Dahl’s description, democracy, in its simplest
form, has two parts: the ability to set the agenda and the ability to decide the outcome.®®
This type of fundamental perspective is most helpful because, put simply,
democratization is a precarious thing to measure. There are a number of factors involved
and no universal system of measurement. Indications of change may not be entirely

evident, but democracy efforts could be building a country’s capacity nonetheless.

3 National Endowment for Democracy. (2009, May 07) About NED. Web site:
http://www.ned.org/about/about.htmi85.

¥ Collier, D. & Levitsky S., Democracy with Adjectives: Conceptual Innovation in Comparative Research.
World Politics 49 (April 1997): 430-51.

> Dahl, R A. (1989). Democracy and its critics. New Haven: Yale University Press.



Though measurement is difficult, this does not mean assessments cannot be made. On the
contrary, the complexity only reiterates the need for comprehensive evaluations that

utilize “a more rigorous way of thinking”®

in determining transitions to democracy and
any gradual liberalization of the public sphere.
Assumptions

This research rests on two basic assumptions. First, it assumes that democracy is a
desirable political order that should be promoted. This is both a normative and
controversial claim. While this paper rejects sweeping assertions that democracy

17 it does assume that,

represents “the end point of man's ideological evolution,
comparatively, democracy is likely to produce positive consequences for individual
freedom, long-term political stability, economic opportunity, and international peace.
Second, this analysis assumes that international and historical case studies may be
relevant and applicable to modern events. Democracy is dependent on a number of
institutional and attitudinal factors, and every country has a unique, idiosyncratic context.
While one cannot conclusively determine causality with non-experimental data, case
studies can be useful tools in examining and comparing political indicators. As Voltmer
states, “Transitions to democracy are social experiments that...provide a unique
opportunity for deepening both theoretical and empirical understanding of the functioning

of democratic institutions in different cultural and political contexts.”*®

16 Aday, S., Farrell, H., & Lynch, M. (2010). Advancing new media research. Washington, D.C.: United
States Institute of Peace. p 2.

" Fukuyama, Francis. The End of History. The National Interest 16 (Summer 1989): 4.

18 \oltmer, K. (Ed.) (2006). Mass media and political communication in new democracies. New York, NY:
Routledge, p 1.

10



LITERATURE REVIEW

While the study of political transitions has become something of a growth
industry over the last two decades, the democratizing effects of mass media—and new
media in particular—have gone largely ignored by mainstream academia.*® Daniel Lynch
notes, “On the question of telecommunications, the silence of the transitions literature is
deafening.”?® Political scientist Patrick Meier echoes this sentiment stating that,
depending on one’s agenda, the available literature provides either an “anecdotal heaven
or data scarcity hell.”*

Though a number of case studies examine new media in post-transitional
countries, few gather crucial information on NICT use in countries under authoritarian
rule. This is due in part to the restrictive nature of authoritarian regimes as well as the
newness of the technology. For example, the introduction of the Internet in Eastern
Europe in the 1990s barely predated political transitions in the region. Conversely, a
plethora of literature exists on the role of new media in advanced industrial democracies,
examining issues like campaign fundraising, online voting, and political activism.?
While these findings may eventually pertain to later stages of democracy promotion, such
examples are much less relevant within the political context of authoritarian regimes and

should not be viewed as universal bellwethers of the democratization potential of new

media.?

Loveless, Matthew. (2008). Media dependency: Mass media as sources of information in the
democratizing countries of Central and Eastern Europe. Democratization 15.1: 163.

20 | ynch, D. (1999). After the propaganda state. Stanford University Press.

1 Meier, P. (2009). Twitter and Iran: First Get the Data. iRevolution, Palo Alto, CA. Web site:
http://irevolution.wordpress.com/2009/11/13/twitter-and-iran.

%2 Bimber, B. (2003). Information and American Democracy. Cambridge University Press; Coleman, S.
(2003). The e-connected world: risks and opportunities. McGill-Queen's University Press.

%% Kalathil, Shanthi, and Taylor Boas. Open Networks, Closed Regimes: The Impact of the Internet on
Authoritarian Rule. Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2003. p. 3-4
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Popular Speculation

Despite the deficiency of empirical data, there is no shortage of speculation on the
democratizing effects of NICT. Popular but often unsubstantiated theories linking
Internet diffusion and democratic consolidation are powerfully prevalent within many
Western governments as well as international organizations like the United Nations.?* In
fact, the conviction that the Internet promotes dissidence underpins a significant portion
of U.S. democratization and foreign policy goals. In March 2010, Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton cited the Internet as a “critical tool for advancing democracy,” and
asserted that “viral videos and blog posts are becoming the samizdat of our day.”?
Similarly, Secretary of State Colin Powell stated in his 2001 confirmation testimony that
“the rise of democracy and the power of the information revolution combine to leverage
each other.”?® Even in 1989, President Reagan predicted that “The Goliath of
totalitarianism will be brought down by the David of the microchip.”?’

This Information Age optimism is apparent in nongovernmental spheres as well.
Microsoft Chairman Bill Gates speculated that the “founders of our democratic society

28 and former Economist

would have celebrated the values that come with the Internet,
senior editor Frances Cairncross asserted that the Internet will “increase understanding,
foster tolerance, and ultimately promote worldwide peace.”?® Corporations are also

touting the democratization possibilities of NICT. Google hosts an Internet for Peace

2 World Summit on the Information Society, Geneva Declaration of Principles, 12 December 2003
Document WSIS-03/GENEVA/DOC/4-E.

% Clinton, Hillary Rodham. Remarks on Internet Freedom. U.S. Department of State, 21 Jan. 2010. Web
site: http://www.state.gov/secretary/rm/2010/01/135519.htm.

%6 Hoffman, D. (2001, February 1) Democracy needs many voices. New York Times.

%" Reagan, Ronald. Speech at London’s Guildhall, June 14, 1989.

%8 Gates, Bill. Remarks at CDT Annual Dinner 2007. Center for Democracy and Technology, 7 Mar. 2007.
Web site: http://www.microsoft.com/Presspass/exec/billg/speeches/2007/03-07CenterDemTech.mspx.

2 Cairncross, Frances. (2001). The Death of Distance: How the Communications Revolution Will Change
Our Lives. Boston: Harvard Business School. p. xvi.
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forum that states: “We believe that the Internet is a powerful tool that promotes freedom
of expression, while fostering the global spread of democracy.” It also posts the Internet
for Peace Manifesto, a portion of which reads:

We have finally realized that the Internet is much more than a network of

computers. It is an endless web of people...Digital culture has laid the

foundations for a new kind of society. And this society is advancing

dialogue, debate and consensus through communication. Because

democracy has always flourished where there is openness, acceptance,

discussion and participation. And contact with others has always been the

most effective antidote against hatred and conflict.*

The Internet was even nominated for the 2010 Nobel Peace Prize. Cuban blogger
Yoani Sanchez gave her endorsement via YouTube saying, “This little monitor, the
mouse, and the double-click helped connect people. So if the Internet were to win the
Nobel Peace Prize, it would be as if a little piece of that prize went to each one of us.”™

No doubt this speculation draws upon historical success stories, but the conviction
has deeper roots than political punditry. For the most part, media have long been viewed
as a fundamental component of democracy. Cited as a tool for information sharing,
public debate, and government accountability, the role of mass media has been
intrinsically linked with the democratic ideal.

Conceptually, this role is relatively new with distinctive origins in Europe and
North America; it was in eighteenth century Britain that people first began to explore the
possibilities of media as a means of facilitating civil liberties and delegitimizing

authoritarian rule. The concept of a “free press” was revolutionary. Heightened political

fervor and the distribution of compelling arguments (notably John Milton’s Areopagitica

* Manifesto. Internet for Peace, Web site: http://internetforpeace.org/ambassadorDetail.cfm?ambid=12.
*! Sanchez, Yoani. (2010, July 2) Internet for the 2010 Nobel Peace Prize. Web site:
http://'Y 0ani%20Sanchez%200n%20Internet%20for%20the%202010%20Nobel%20Peace%20Prize.
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and William Walwyn’s The Compassionate Samaritane) began to mold the theory of
democracy and a confluence of relatively inexpensive printing presses, politically-
motivated editors, and increased literacy expedited its practice. Subsequent deregulation
and court rulings “formally sanctioned the liberty to print all material,”%* thus
permanently redefining the purpose and reach of mass media.

Over time, the theoretical underpinnings of media and democracy have evolved
almost as much as the role of media itself. NICTs have revolutionized political
communication and have drastically changed the way in which people think about media
as a democratic institution. However, two primary assertions, which remain the
normative arguments for the essential role of the media in democratic societies, also
continue to reinforce the widespread speculation that NICTs facilitate democratic
outcomes.

The first assertion is that media play a role as forums for debate. This function has
long been cited as a fundamental requirement of the democratic political order.
Proponents assert that the exchange of ideas generates both awareness and ingenuity, and,
in a democratic society, the ability to openly criticize elected officials can produce more
responsible government. This exchange makes up the proverbial marketplace of ideas —
an intellectual realm where arguments and counterarguments compete, resulting in public
awareness and, theoretically, truth. Ideally, this public sphere is characterized by
autonomy and citizens can engage in “a free and open encounter.”* However, in some
repressive environments, NICTs have proven particularly advantageous in this respect, as

they allow citizens to air grievances and question authority with increased speed and

% Keane, John. (1998) Media and Democracy. Cambridge: Polity Press, p 9.
% Milton, John. (1644). Areopagitica. London.
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anonymity. Thus, NICTs create a virtual forum by which everyday citizens claim a voice
in civil society and the political process as a whole.

The second assertion is that the media plays a fundamental role as a provider of
information. Sociologist Michael Schudson maintains that, unlike its role as a forum,
media’s function as an information provider is a relatively recent addition to the popular
understanding of democracy. And though he is critical of this information-based model of
citizenship, he acknowledges the common supposition that “if information can be more
complete, more widely disseminated, more easily tapped into by citizens at large, then

34 The informational function of NICT crosscuts with a number of

democracy can flourish.
demaocratic theories, particularly those that place civil society as an agent of accountability.
As Diamond states, citizens “cannot be effective in contesting government policies or
defending their interests unless they are well-informed.”* The USAID Center for
Democracy and Governance echoes this sentiment stating that with adequate access to
information, citizens are more likely to “make responsible, informed choices rather than
acting out of ignorance or misinformation.”*

Of course, the value of mass communications — both in democracies and
democratization — is not without its caveats. Leo Bogart stipulates that media “is not

inevitably an agent of democracy” because of its manipulability.®” William Ernest

Hocking, a philosopher and professor at Harvard University in the 1940s, made similar

% Schudson, Michael. (2003). Click Here for Democracy: A History and Critique of an Information-Based
Model of Citizenship. Democracy and New Media, ed. Henry Jenkins and David Thorburn. Cambridge:
MIT Press. p 49.

% Diamond, L. (1999). Developing Democracy: Toward Consolidation. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press. p 10.

% Center for Democracy and Governance. (1999). The Role of Media in Democracy: A Strategic Approach.
Washington, DC: Bureau of Global Programs, Field Support, and Research; USAID.

¥ Bogart, L. (1998). Media and democracy. In E. E. Dennis & R. W. Snyder (Eds.), Media & democracy
(pp. 3-12). New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers.
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assertions. In Freedom of the Press: A Framework of Principle, he reexamines the
philosophies of Milton, Jefferson, and Mill and calls attention to the impairments of the
media.

“I am thinking of the varied contents of the press of today, the

extraordinary congeries of interests it serves, its enormous reach,

its entanglement with the economic and cultural life of the

community, with politics and education... | fear it is simply not the

case that in the profuse and unordered public expression of today

the best views tend to prevail.”*

Hocking contends that modern media is “hardly a free and open encounter,” and
that “so-called public debate” has become a euphemism.*® Similar concerns stem
specifically from the proliferation of NICT. Though Hocking expresses doubt that media
consumers want to hear all sides of an issue, Schudson argues that people may become
disproportionately fragmented with unlimited access to information—a concern that is
amplified in transitional societies where citizens are unaccustomed to political decision-
making.*® He argues that an abundance of media leads to a system of issue-based advocacy
where constituents become involved in the minutiae of governing, a system Schudson
maintains is contrary to the type of representative system envisioned by the founders of
modern democracy.**

Even proponents of media admit that it is not without its flaws. Information may
be inaccurate, journalists may violate objectivity, the public may prove apathetic, and

poverty and/or illiteracy may prevent access. These shortcomings, as well as others, lead

some scholars to argue that the media’s role in democracy is limited, even potentially

% Hockings, William. (1947). Freedom of the Press: A Framework of Principle. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

¥ Ibid.

%0 Schudson, Michael. Click Here for Democracy: A History and Critique of an Information-Based Model
of Citizenship. Democracy and New Media, ed. Henry Jenkins and David Thorburn. Cambridge: MIT
Press, 2003. p 49.

! Ibid.
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damaging.* However, there remains overwhelming consensus that media is an
important, albeit imperfect, component of democratic societies.

In addition to drawing upon the theoretical fundamentals of media and
democracy, some suggest that the “conventional wisdom” connecting NICTs and
democratization emerged from a strong libertarian culture that prevailed among Internet’s
early users.*® John Perry Barlow, a self-proclaimed “cyberlibertarian” and fellow at
Harvard Law School's Berkman Center for Internet and Society, proposed a Declaration
of the Independence of Cyberspace in 1996 at the World Economic Forum declaring “the
global social space...to be naturally independent of the tyrannies [that governments] seek
to impose.”** Libertarian tendencies of the United States as a whole may also contribute.
As Secretary Clinton stated in her Remarks on Internet Freedom in January 2010,
America’s “responsibility to help ensure the free exchange of ideas goes back to the birth
of our republic.”*

Shanthi Kalathil and Taylor Boas suggest that popular faith in the ability of
NICTs to challenge authoritarianism is most likely misplaced because of a particular
misreading of the fall of communism in Eastern Europe. While many view the Soviet
Union’s inability to control the flow of electronic information as crucial to its demise,

they contend that NICTs actually contributed little to its transition.*® Rafal Rohozinski

and Ronald Deibert agree that the correlation between the Internet and the rise of

“2 Islam, Roumeen. "Into the Looking Glass: What the Media Tell and Why." The Right to Tell: The Role of
Mass Media in Economic Development. Ed. Roumeen Islam. Washington, DC: World Bank, 2002. 1-26.

* Kalathil, S., & Boas, T. (2003). Open networks, closed regimes: The impact of the Internet on
authoritarian rule. Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, p 2.

“ Barlow, J.P. (1996, Feb 8). A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace. Web site:
http://https://projects.eff.org/~barlow/Declaration-Final.html.

** Clinton, Hillary Rodham. (2010, Jan 21). Remarks on Internet Freedom. U.S. Department of State. Web
site: http://www.state.gov/secretary/rm/2010/01/135519.htm.
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democracy in Eastern Europe may have been little more than coincidental. “The rise of
the Internet coincided with a major set of political upheavals that culminated with the
collapse of the Soviet Union and communist bloc,” the authors state. “In the euphoria that
ensued, the idea of technological redemption, inevitable democratization, and for some,
the end of history, coalesced into a popular ideology that equated technology with
empowerment.”*’

Though the majority of speculation leans positively to the democratization
potential of new media, there are those who argue on the contrary. Georgetown
University fellow Evgeny Morozov is particularly vocal in his rejection of the political
power of NICT, calling the Internet a “confusing news junkyard” that has “neither
brought down dictators nor eliminated borders.”*® In fact, he asserts that many of the
transnational networks fostered by NICT actually worsen the worldwide community,
with online problems of child pornography, drug trafficking, electronic piracy, open
forums for racism and xenophobia, and the mass proliferation of mediocre user-created
content.*® He also cites commonly praised examples like Iran’s green movement and
Burma’s distribution of cell phone photos as examples of hype without actual impact.

He concedes that online services such as Twitter, Flickr, and YouTube may make
it easier to circulate information and mobilize protests, but points out that neither the
Iranian nor Burmese regime has reformed in response to virtual protests. Instead,

authorities can use the Internet as a counteroffensive by hosting websites that encourage

the public to identify protestors. In fact, police have used the very photos and videos

*" Deibert, R., & Rohozinski, R. (2008). Access denied: The practice and policy of global Internet filtering.
Cambridge: MIT Press.
8 Morozov, E. (2010, May/June). Think again: The Internet. Foreign Policy.
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uploaded by dissidents and Western sympathizers as incriminating evidence. For this
reason, Morozov argues that neither Twitter nor Facebook provides the security required
for a successful revolution, and may even serve as an early warning system for
authoritarian rulers. “If a political movement is disorganized and unfocused, the Internet
might only expose and publicize its vulnerabilities and ratchet up the rancor of
internecine conflicts,” he states. “Even when Twitter and Facebook do help score partial
victories, a betting man wouldn't put odds on the same trick working twice.”*® Morozov
takes particular issue with the champions of NICT and criticizes “the utter idiocy,
inappropriateness and outright danger of operating on extremely simplistic assumptions
about Internet Freedom.”®* However, and perhaps ironically, his own arguments are void
of any quantifiable data and are similarly founded in little more than anecdotal rhetoric.
Sweeping statements, both of online empowerment and cyber-skepticism, are
often impressionistic and lack reliable evidence. This does not necessarily mean they are
inaccurate, but they are categorically unexplored. Patrick Meier concludes that the
widespread speculation has lead to an “anecdotal ping pong tournament” while, in reality,
there is simply a “general lack of quantitative data and rigorous qualitative case study

analysis” to definitively support either claim.*

% Morozov, E. (2010, May/June). Think again: The Internet. Foreign Policy.

*1 Morozov, E. (2010, May 13). How to become an Internet freedom warrior. Foreign Policy
2 Meier, P. (2009). Twitter and Iran: First Get the Data. iRevolution, Palo Alto, CA.Web
site: http://irevolution.wordpress.com/2009/11/13/twitter-and-iran.
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Academic Analyses

Though speculation and ideology appear to dominate the discourse, there are a
handful of analyses and well-informed case studies that provide essential insight. As a
starting point, there are several cross-national surveys by international watchdog groups
like Human Rights Watch, Freedom House, and Amnesty International that examine
global connectivity and provide information on the NICT environment in authoritarian
regimes. Given the deficiency of media-specific literature, these datasets contain some of
the most useful findings within the discourse. However, while invaluable as raw data, few
attempt comparative analyses or examine implications of political impact.

Beyond basic usage statistics, consensus on the effectiveness of new media as a
tool of democratization is equivocal. Unfortunately, some conclusions in academia are
little more than weakly strung associations. In a look at democracy and press freedom,
Hedwig de Smaele uses post-communist Russia as a litmus test on the importance of
media in transitional governments. Her conclusion is unremarkable:

“[There is a] common understanding that press freedom and democracy

are closely associated concepts. Neither concept, however, is

unequivocally defined... Having said that, the correlation seems to exist:

in the sense that there was ‘no democracy’ and ‘no press freedom’ in the

Soviet Union and there is only ‘partial democracy’ and ‘partial press

freedom” in post-communist Russia.”>®

A few studies have attempted a more quantitative assessment. Christopher Kedzie
used both theory and data analysis to address the rise of nascent democratic institutions
across Eurasia in the late 1980s. He contended that low GDP in the region challenged

fundamental assumptions linking economic development and democracy; and

hypothesized that it was access to information via new media that stimulated political

*% de Smaele, Hedwig. "Mass Media and the Information Climate in Russia." Mass Media and Political
Communication in New Democracies. Ed. Katrin Voltmer. New York, NY: Routledge, 2006. p. 54
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change. Kedzie performed a regression analysis on 144 countries comparing email access
and level of democracy as ranked by Freedom House. He found that not only was there a
statistically significant correlation between GDP and democracy, but the coefficient on
interconnectivity was also large, with a single point increase on the interconnectivity
scale corresponding to a five-point increase in democracy rating. Furthermore, the level
of certainty that interconnectivity was a valid predictor for democracy was greater than
99.9 percent, higher than any other potential predictor.>* “New communication media
markedly stand out from previous technologies in fundamental ways that tend to bias
political outcomes in favor of greater societal openness and freedoms,” he concluded.
“Likewise, if leading democracies seek to influence democratic development effectively
and efficiently, they cannot disregard a critical role for new communications
technologies.”*

A similar study used worldwide surveys of public opinion, systematic content
analysis of websites, and case studies of online civic engagement in 179 countries and
found a statistically significant relationship between Freedom House scores and the
number of Internet users per capita.”® The study noted: “The Internet alters the
mobilizing structure, providing new points of access into the political system, creating
new possibilities for collective action, organizational linkage across distances, and

informal networks.”®’

> Kedzie, Christopher. Communication and Democracy: Coincident Revolutions and the Emergent
Dictators. 1997 Dissertation for the Pardee RAND Graduate School.
55 H

Ibid.
*® Norris, Pippa. Digital Divide: Civic Engagement, Information Poverty, and the Internet Worldwide.
Cambridge University Press, 2001.
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One of the more extensive analyses on NICT’s potential for democratization is a
study by Shanthi Kalathil and Taylor Boas that scrutinizes the full range of Internet use
under eight authoritarian or quasi-authoritarian regimes namely China, Cuba, Singapore,
Vietnam, Burma, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt. The study
examined Internet use within four comprehensive categories—civil society, politics and
the state, the economy, and the international sphere—and found most generally that
conventional wisdom linking the Internet to democratization was categorically
overstated.®® A useful component of this study is that it situates the political impact of the
Internet within the full national context of each country. It is not merely a list of data
examined in a vacuum, but takes into account political, economic, and cultural catalysts
that may affect the way the Internet is used as well as overall political change. Such an
approach ensures that isolated examples of particular types of Internet use are not taken
out of context.

In their observations, the authors discovered that while the Internet can influence
governments and societies around the world, it does not unequivocally undermine
authoritarian regimes. In fact, it can present both opportunities and challenges to
authoritarian rulers. In addition to directing the development of the physical
infrastructure, many regimes have created strategic plans that manage diffusion and use
connectivity to the advantage of the state. The study makes a number of assertions
regarding Internet use in authoritarian regimes; those particularly applicable to this thesis

are highlighted below:

%8 Kalathil, S., & Boas, T. (2003). Open networks, closed regimes: The impact of the Internet on
authoritarian rule. Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.
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State propaganda grows sophisticated. In addition to propaganda that permeates
politics, state-run education, and traditional mass media, authoritarian regimes are
utilizing the Internet to extend their ideological reach. Many state newspapers are now
posted entirely online, some with interactive discussion boards and web forums.

State capacity matters. Effective implementation of Internet policies is highly
contingent on individual state capacity. Large, inefficient bureaucracies may find it more
difficult to control public Internet use while divided or ambivalent leadership may
contribute to contradictory and ultimately ineffective ICT policies. On the contrary, a
small, efficient state can benefit from more focused leadership and smaller organizational
reporting structures.

Authorities learn to constrain politically threatening use. Most commonly,
governments use firewalls and proxy servers to block content that is considered
politically or morally threatening, but censorship is never totally effective. Regimes that
are wary of web-savvy hackers opt for a simpler and cruder method: restricting public
access to the Internet. These regimes do not have a need for a centralized censorship
system involving firewalls or proxies. Cuba fits into the latter management style.

Access is still mainly for elites. While conventional wisdom presumes the Internet
to be a “mass medium” it rarely reaches large portions of the population. Typically, a
handful of dissidents will also have access but they are usually few in number and garner
little domestic recognition. Furthermore, the political impact of online dissidents only
extends as far as their ability to communicate with others who also have Internet access.

Internet use does not occur in an information vacuum. Other mass media and

means of communication can play a much greater role in providing unauthorized
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information. Some countries allow (or are unable to prevent) access to Western-based
satellite television, mobile text messaging, or am radio transmissions. For instance,
Cuban citizens are more likely to access information about the world through conduits
like contact with tourists or phone calls with relatives living abroad—a factor that
potentially improves their ability to coordinate with dissidents and supporters outside of
the country.

The study also made conclusions specific to Cuba’s approach to the Internet.
After a detailed examination, the authors concluded that the government’s approach “has
allowed its authoritarian regime to limit the medium’s potentially threatening impacts
while gaining tangible benefits from its diffusion.”*® Essentially, it found that Cuban
authorities have been fairly successful at allocating the diffusion of the Internet in a way
that benefits social priorities but avoids potentially destabilizing effects. Though this
study is incredibly useful in addressing overstatements and misperceptions regarding the

Internet’s “insurmountable threat to authoritarian rule,”®

it must also be qualified, as it
was published in 2003 and now contains outdated data.

Mentioned earlier in this thesis, an important contribution to the literature is a
series of publications, including a conceptual framework, authored by George
Washington University professors Sean Aday, Henry Farrell, Marc Lynch, et al. The
reports summarize the proceedings of a conference on new media’s impact in contentious
politics and provide a refreshingly balanced viewpoint. The authors acknowledge that

new media are indeed powerful but can have mixed effects in their capacity and

consequences. Void of hype and hyperbole, the report suggests a switch in how scholars

* Kalathil, S., & Boas, T. (2003). Open networks, closed regimes: The impact of the Internet on
authoritarian rule. Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, p. 44.
% Ipid., p. 1.
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and policymakers address the potential transitioning impact of new media. The authors
note that the long-term consequences of complex NICT tools are difficult to discern, and
reject the notion that new media help or hurt the spread of democracy in any universal
sense. “New media, like the traditional media before them, are not hardwired for either
dictatorship or democracy.”®

The authors assert that instead of debating “back-and-forth over fundamentally
unanswerable questions,” attention should be turned to the more specific mechanics of
new media in contentious or non-permissive environments.®? In a uniquely productive
approach, the report delineates five distinct levels of analysis that can help researchers
identify and clarify the effects of new media: individual transformation, intergroup
relations, collective action, regime policies, and external attention.®

Individual transformation refers to the specific effect on individuals who
participate in or are exposed to new media communication flows. This includes “new
competencies” that allow them to understand information differently, participate in the
political process more effectively, or, alternatively, make them more passive or apathetic.
An analysis of intergroup relations looks at how new media may reshape discussions and
debates within and across groups in a society. The focus of this level is to determine
whether media “bond” group members, “bridge” members of different groups, or polarize
groups across political or sectarian divides. A collective action analysis examines how
new media affect the potential for people to organize or protest. This includes an

assessment of potentially reduced organizational transaction costs as well as changes in

8 Aday, S., Farrell, H., & Lynch, M. (2010). Advancing new media research. Washington, D.C.: United
States Institute of Peace, p. 2.

%2 Ibid.

8 Aday, S., Farrell, H., & Lynch, M. (2010). Blogs and bullets: New media in contentious politics.
Washington, D.C.: United States Institute of Peace, p. 6.
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the political opportunity structure. An analysis of regime policies looks at the new media
policy and counterstrategies of the ruling regime. In the cat-and-mouse game between
activists and authorities, this assessment details the regime’s technological, legal, and
ideological tactics of repression. The final level of analysis, external attention, focuses on
the attention new media may garner from outside actors. This exposure can stimulate
international movements of sympathy, as well as hostility, but internal impact can be
limited.

Overall, the authors provide a much-needed format for new media analysis;
however, they reiterate that there is no one-size-fits-all framework. Macro-level
frameworks (like the relationship between GDP and democracy sustainability) as well as
actor-centered frameworks (like those outlined above) are both essential in providing the
building blocks of a well-rounded assessment of new media’s potential.®*

In summary, it is clear that the discourse on new media’s democratizing potential
has been dominated by loosely strung theories and unsubstantiated speculation. In the
face of limited data, the pendulum of rhetoric has swung from overly optimistic
statements brought about by the fall of the Soviet Union, to equally cynical conclusions
fuelled by seemingly unsuccessful movements in places like Iran and Darfur. Fortunately,
the speculation seems to be giving way, at least to some extent, to more deliberate,
measured assessments. As noted by Aday, et al, better data must be gathered to provide

better answers to more specific questions.®

% Aday, S., Farrell, H., & Lynch, M. (2010). Advancing new media research. Washington, D.C.: United
States Institute of Peace, p. 2.
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THE CUBAN CASE
National Context

In order to understand the current media situation in Cuba, it is imperative to first
recognize and address the underlying political, economic, and cultural characteristics that
make up Cuban society. As noted by Kalathil and Boas, “In assessing the political impact
of the Internet in any country, one must consider the full national context in which that
impact occurs.”®®

Cuba’s story is a volatile one. After gaining independence in 1902, Cuba
experienced a string of militaristic and corrupt governments until 1959 when Fidel Castro
led an army in the revolution against U.S.-backed dictator Fulgencio Batista. Although
Castro promised to restore the Cuban constitution and hold free elections, he quickly
allied his fledgling regime with the Soviet Union and declared the Communist Party of
Cuba (PCC) sole authority of the state. Following the Cuban Missile Crisis and the Bay
of Pigs conflict in 1962, the United States enacted strict economic sanctions against the
island, instituting a trade embargo and decades of icy communications.

Today, the Cuban government looks much like it did in 1959. Although Fidel
Castro formally handed the presidency to his younger brother Radl in 2008, the aged and
ailing dictator remains the focal point of Cuban culture. Fidel Castro has become one of
the most iconic leaders to emerge from world politics in over five decades. He has

transformed Cuban society, stirred up revolutions in Africa and Latin America, and

provided inspiration for leftist rulers across the world. He has successfully

% Kalathil, S., & Boas, T. (2003). Open networks, closed regimes: The impact of the Internet on
authoritarian rule. Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, p. 6.
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institutionalized a “cult of personality” that pits democracy, and more specifically
America, against the plight of the Cuban people.

The country’s economy operates off a convoluted system of rations, regulations,
two currencies, and four markets (peso, hard currency, agro, and black). Economic
staples include commodities like sugar, tobacco, and nickel, as well as a blossoming
albeit heavily regulated tourism industry. While the American embargo remains
decidedly intact, foreign companies are gradually increasing their presence in the
struggling country, especially in the quest for oil in the Gulf of Mexico.

Blatant disregard of human rights continues to be a serious challenge within the
country. When subjected to the United Nations (UN) Human Rights Review in 2007,
Cuba repeatedly came up short. Cuba rejected all UN-backed assessments, including
recommendations on the liberation of political prisoners and freedom of expression,
stating that the assessments “violated Cuba’s right to self-determination.”®” Freedom
House gave Cuba the lowest possible rating for both civil liberties and political rights in
its Freedom in the World 2008 report, once again reiterating the nation’s standing among
the world's most repressive regimes.®

According to the U.S. State Department, Cuba held at least 194 political prisoners
at the end of 2009. Although some convictions were for offenses like public disorder and
attempting to leave the country illegally, others included disrespect of the head of state,
disseminating enemy propaganda, illicit association, clandestine printing, or the broad

charge of rebellion, which sometimes has been brought against advocates of peaceful

% De Mar, R. (2010). Cuba. National Democracy Institute, Washington, DC. Web site:
http://www.ndi.org/cuba.
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democratic change. Human rights groups also reported an increased tendency to
incarcerate dissidents charged with nonviolent offenses in maximum-security prisons
usually reserved for violent convicts or career criminals.®

Anti-American sentiment is rampant and the lines differentiating America and
democracy are often blurred. Castro and his supporters maintain that the U.S. trade
embargo owns sole responsibility for Cuba’s crippled economy and blame the American
“imperialists” for their economic woes. ° Though the trade embargo is the principal
complaint, other issues like the Guantanamo Bay Naval Base and a somewhat convoluted
immigration policy also spark resentment.

Civil society exists only in highly restricted forms, primarily through minimal
cultural and social activities provided by the Catholic Church. As religious and charitable
activity beyond church property is limited, priests are proving increasingly influential.”
Sermons do not require prior government approval and in some cases, clergy members
have made veiled criticisms of the government without reprisal.”® Catholic Church
officials are also occasionally permitted to broadcast 15-minute radio programs, as long
as the programs are apolitical.

One of the most challenging obstacles to democracy promotion within Cuba is
political apathy. Having been exposed to decades of propaganda and firsthand human
rights violations, many citizens have grown apathetic and even hesitant toward societal

change. In a Freedom House report published in March 2009, some Cubans expressed

% U.S. Department of State,. (2010). 2009 Human Rights Report: Cuba. Bureau of Democracy, Human
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fear that political change would bring crime and insecurity to Cuba. Despite Raul Castro's
launch of the debate critico, reportedly allowing open dialogue about the failures of the
Revolution, many doubt the government will address public concerns. Some respondents
said they felt incapable of organizing a response to government oppression.”

Non-domestic actors, like other Latin American countries and Cuban diasporas in
America, may be altering the democratization landscape as well. The U.S. Census Bureau
American Community Survey estimated that in 2007 there were approximately 1.6
million people in America who self-identified as Cuban.”* Until recently, the group has
shown near unanimity in its advocacy for Cuban isolation; both Bill Clinton and George
W. Bush promised, and later implemented, harsher restrictions on Cuba as they vied for
Florida’s electoral votes. However, the fractures between the moderate Miami Cubans
and the hard-liners have recently widened, with a growing number of Cuban-Americans
calling for change. The Cuban American National Foundation (CANF), the largest and
most powerful Cuban advocacy group in the U.S., recently published a white paper
calling for a complete turnaround of U.S. relations, advocating the elimination of
restrictions on aid and travel, and actively and openly assisting Cuban civil society
groups.”

Latin American countries have also become more engaged through diplomacy
efforts. In June 2009, El Salvador’s newly elected president, Mauricio Funes, made it his

first act as president to restore full diplomatic relations with Cuba, and earlier that year
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Costa Rican President Oscar Arias extended the same courtesy. In a press statement,
Arias wrote, “The time has arrived for direct and open dialogue, for official and normal
relations that should permit us to tackle our agreements and our disagreements, talking
with ourselves openly and with sincerity.””® Costa Rica and El Salvador were the last two
remaining Latin American countries to reinstate Cuban diplomacy efforts. There can,
however, be a lack of international solidarity when addressing the need for democratic
reforms in Cuba, as evidenced by the debate surrounding the Organization of American
States (OAS) meetings in June 2009. Though Cuba had indicated no interest in having its
OAS suspension lifted (and clearly does not meet the group’s standards for democracy
and human rights) some Latin American countries challenged the norm by insisting Cuba
be fully reinstated.”

Currently, the number of political prisoners in Cuba is at an all-time low. This is
due primarily to a July 2010 landmark agreement between Raul Castro and Cuban
Roman Catholic Cardinal Jaime Ortega in which the government agreed to release into
exile 52 prisoners of conscience.”® As of December 2010, 11 of these dissidents remained

imprisoned, despite a November 8 deadline.
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Media Overview

Before the Revolution, Cuba ranked first among Latin American countries in the
diffusion of mass media.”® One inhabitant in 25 owned a television and one in eight
received a newspaper. Cuba was the first Latin American country in which radio was
introduced and, together with Brazil and Mexico, was one of the continent’s first
countries with TV broadcasting. Following the United States, Cuba became the second
country in the world to transmit color television. But, with the Revolution came a
fundamental break in the structure and function of mass media in Cuba.

Today, all print and electronic media are state owned and operated with no private
interests or commercial practices. In 2009, the CP operated four national television
stations, six national radio stations, one international radio station, one national
magazine, and three national newspapers, as well as a number of local media outlets.®
The government is also the sole book publisher and, with the exception of some religious
publications, state censors require prepublication approval.

The Cuban government relinquishes a fair amount of censorship responsibility to
individual media groups and professionals, but a strict legal framework ensures
compliance. Laws against antigovernment propaganda, graffiti, and disrespect of officials
carry penalties between three months and one year in prison; criticism of the president or
members of the National Assembly or Council of State is punishable by one to three
years in prison. Disseminating “enemy propaganda,” a catch-all for material considered

counterrevolutionary or suspicious, is punishable by up to 15 years imprisonment if

™ perez, L A. (1999). On becoming Cuban: Identity, nationality, and culture. Chapel Hill, NC: University
of North Carolina Press. p. 296

8 U.S. Department of State. (2010). 2009 Human Rights Report: Cuba. Bureau of Democracy, Human
Rights, and Labor, Washington, DC. Web site: http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rIs/hrrpt/2009/wha/136108.htm.

32



distributed by means of mass media. Authorities use mobile patrols to search for
unauthorized Internet, satellite television, and digital cable users.

Most “authorized” Cuban journalists belong to the Union of Cuban Journalists
(UPEC) an allegedly self-financed NGO with approximately 2700 members, or about 96
percent of the country's press professionals.®! UPEC's stated goals include continued
technical training for its members and the promotion of the social recognition of
journalism, but it is uncertain how aggressively the group pursues liberalized media
functions.

Cuba’s constitution provides for speech insofar as it “conforms to the aims of
socialist society”—a clause effectively banning free speech. The U.S. State Department
reported in 2009 that the Cuban government subjected independent journalists to travel
bans, detentions, harassment of family and friends, equipment seizures, imprisonment,
and threats of imprisonment. It also found that it is not uncommon for General
Directorate for State Security (DGSE) agents to pose as independent journalists to gather
information on activists and spread misinformation and mistrust within independent

journalist circles.®
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Cuban Internet: Revolution or Reinforcement?

“And the Internet, you know, has done a lot to bring democratic capitalism to
other parts of the world. It was instrumental...in bringing down the Berlin Wall.
The Internet was instrumental in the demise of the old Soviet Union. And we
think the same thing should happen in Cuba.”

— Former U.S. Congressman James Courter, June 5, 2000

Introduced to Cuba in the late 1980s, online connectivity first came when
American academics solicited and eventually secured the creation of an email connection
routed through a Canadian member network of the Association for Progressive
Communications. Unlike Internet Protocol (IP or TCP/IP) already standard in Western
networks, this connection operated off of a Unix-to-Unix Communication Protocol
(UUCP) that allowed data transmission through email but did not support interactive
applications like the World Wide Web. Established with little controversy, computers in
Toronto began to place daily phone calls to Cuba’s National Center for Automated Data
Exchange (CENIALI), routing all email traffic in and out of the country.

Nelson Valdés, a professor of sociology at the University of New Mexico was
instrumental in the negotiations. Born in Cuba and raised in America, he was a strong
proponent of the Cuban Revolution and thus gained credibility with Castro’s regime.
Valdés noted:

A key reason for the success of the negotiations was that security
and ideological issues did not surface. Neither the Cubans nor the
Americans involved attempted to bring pressure to bear over who
should or should not be allowed access to the E-Mail connection.
In short, no attempt was made to frame the issue of external

connectivity in the context of the clash between the United States
and Cuba.®
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The Internet’s apolitical groundwork vanished in 1992 when the U.S. Congress
passed the Torricelli Law, a pro-democracy policy that sought to promote two-way
communication between the U.S. and Cuba. The policy was backed by a RAND
Corporation study that suggested increased communication between the countries would
facilitate the emergence of civil society structures in opposition to the Communist
regime. The study recommended using existing telephone lines to transmit digital
information and “build bridges across computer networks...with the expectation that free
information flows should foster pluralist tendencies.”®*

Strong forces within the Cuban leadership argued that joining the Internet would
be “ideologically detrimental.”®® Lieutenant-Colonel Ricardo Sanchez Villaverde,
professor for automatization at the Instituto Technoldgico Militar José Marti wrote: “As
part of the hegemonic project of the United States [the Internet] represents an invasion sui
generis, which is not led by marines but by the information which is moved via satellite,
fiber optic cables and Hertzian waves.”®

Though the Cuban government publically condemned the motives of the United
States, it did not block the reestablishment of direct telephone communication, nor did it
modify the existing UUCP network to Canada. It did, however, freeze indefinitely any
future negotiations. Bert Hoffmann, a researcher at the Institute for Iberoamerican

Studies in Hamburg, contends that it was America’s framing of the issue in a political

context that transformed the Internet from a tool of information into a tool of ideological
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subversion.?” In the midst of economic crisis in 1993, CENIAI proposed the adoption of
a full IP Internet access as a means of stimulating revenue. Cuban authorities quickly
rejected the proposal—not because of an innate aversion to the Internet, Hoffmann
argues, but because the issue had become framed within the context of external
confrontation.

Of course, Hoffmann concedes, even outside of the U.S.-Cuba confrontation,
Cuban officials had reservations about connecting to a transnational information network.
That hesitancy persisted through the 1990s and into the 21 century, and has evolved
only minimally into the country’s current strategy for Internet use.

Today, a legal and technical labyrinth guards against unauthorized Internet use,
but availability and affordability are the main obstacles to public connectivity. There are
approximately 700,000 computers on the island—=62 per 1,000 residents—and many are
in government offices, health centers, and education facilities. This is comparatively low
for the region as the Caribbean averages 160 computers per 1,000 residents.® Internet
penetration also remains one of the lowest in Latin America and Cuba ranks fifth lowest
in the region in fixed-line teledensity.®® However, the growth of connectivity is
noteworthy. The World Bank estimated that in 2008 approximately 1.5 million Cubans
had Internet access — nearly 13 percent of the population — more than double that from

five years previous.*
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Cubans, like foreigners, can purchase Internet access cards from the national
telecommunications provider for less-restricted use at hotel business centers. However,
cards must be purchased in convertible currency and rates are usually between five and
ten convertible pesos ($5.40 to $10.80) an hour. Cubans earn, on average, the equivalent
of less then $20 a month, thus presenting a major affordability problem.

Cubans can access the Internet only through government-approved institutions,
and Cuban law requires that all public Internet facilities register with the Ministry for
Information Technology and Communications—the government subsidiary also charged
with conducting unannounced inspections. In October 2008, the government instructed
these facilities to block websites “whose contents are contrary to social and moral
interests and community standards” and applications that “affect the integrity or the
security of the State.”®* The same decree ordered Internet providers to prevent the use of
encryption software and the transfer of encrypted files.

In 2009, the U.S. State Department’s Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and
Labor reported that not only did the government attempt to control nearly all Internet
access, it also reviewed and censored email, employed Internet search filters, and blocked
access to websites it deemed objectionable. Even PCC circles are not exempt from
monitoring and regulation. Extensive filters are used in government offices that both
restrict access to content and slow download times. Full Internet access is granted only to
a limited number of officials and government-approved doctors, professors, and

journalists deemed “ideologically trustworthy.”%

°1 Quoted in U.S. Department of State. (2010). 2009 Human Rights Report: Cuba. Bureau of Democracy,
Human Rights, and Labor, Washington, DC. Web site:
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rIs/hrrpt/2009/wha/136108.htm.
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Created nearly 15 years ago, law-decree 209 remains an accurate summary of
Cuba’s approach to the Internet. Titled “Access from the Republic of Cuba to
Information Networks of Global Reach,” the law states that Internet access will be
employed “in function of the interests of Cuba, giving priority to juridical persons or
institutions that are of greater relevance to the life and development of the country.”*® In
other words, the Internet will serve the purpose of the state, not the individual. This is
consistent with the country’s dichotomic pattern of separating its foreign and domestic
sectors, using ICTs to enhance its social initiatives internally while restricting full
Internet access to tourism and export-oriented industries.

Strategically, Cuban authorities have attempted to join the information
superhighway by allocating the diffusion of the Internet in a way that benefits social
priorities but avoids potentially destabilizing effects. ICT infrastructure and computer
networking are used to augment public initiatives. For instance, the Ministry of Public
Health’s Infomed, one of the oldest programs in the country, uses email lists to connect
medical centers nationwide and disseminate health alerts.”* Authorities also aggressively
promote Cuban tourism on the Internet, encourage foreign investment in a growing
number of e-commerce ventures, and implement a national intranet to bring connectivity,
albeit limited, to the masses.

While pieces of Cuba’s Internet strategy resemble those of other authoritarian
regimes worldwide, its overall approach to web connectivity is quite distinct. Kalathil and

Boas found that most authoritarian states use a market-led model of Internet
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development, permitting the proliferation of Internet access through cybercafés and
residential dial-up accounts while restricting specific websites and conducting
surveillance. Cuba, on the other hand, has rejected such a rapid, market-led model of
Internet diffusion for a much more meticulous, steady approach. Cuban authorities
carefully control the pace of development by determining the social and economic sectors
in which the Internet will be allowed. The Cuban government maintains control not
through a massive, centralized censorship mechanism like China’s “Great Firewall,” but
rather through ad hoc monitoring of individual facilities and by denying access where it
could be potentially subversive.®

This conservative approach, however, may be short-lived. Economically isolated
by both the U.S. embargo and its own commitment to socialism, Cuba has increasingly
turned to more capitalism-friendly peers like China, Russia, and Venezuela for
technological support and enterprise. Upon the creation of the Cuban Ministry of
Computer Technology and Communications in 2000, its new director stated that Cuba
“took into account the experience of China, which is the other place where the state has
played the role that it has played here.”®” The head of China’s Ministry of Information
Industries echoed this sentiment and stated that “China will play a decisive role in the
improvement of Cuban telecommunications.”®®
This partnership could completely overhaul Cuba’s economic and

telecommunications sectors. Chinese investors are already modernizing Cuba’s national

telephone system and increased cues from China’s socialist market economy model could
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have comprehensive effects on a country as geographically condensed as Cuba. Stimulus
for NICT development is also stemming from recently improved bilateral relations with
Russia. In March 2010, delegates from Cuba and Russia signed a pact to jointly develop
information technology, agreeing to cooperate in areas of telecommunications, radio
spectrum, and professional training.

Potentially a watershed for Cuban technology, Cuba and Venezuela have
partnered in a prospective 1,013-mile subsea fiber optic cable connecting the two
countries. An online Cuban publication reported that construction of the $70 million
project is expected to begin sometime early 2011, though actual timelines are unclear;
Venezuelan Science and Technology Minister Jesse Chacon inaccurately announced in
May 2010 that construction would begin within the week.* The proposed cable would
run from La Guaira in Venezuela's VVargas state to Siboney, outside Santiago de Cuba and
would have a 640 GB capacity, multiplying Cuba's connectivity by 3,000. The cable
would accommodate new services like high speed internet and cable television that are
not feasible with Cuba’s current satellite communications. In a press release, Chacon
stated that the cable is a “vital element of relations between the two countries.”*®
Venezuela is Cuba's closest ally in Latin America, and a key financial supporter through
oil and trade deals.

Major shifts in U.S. foreign policy are also having an effect on the advancement
of Cuban NICT. Two days prior to the original announcement of the Cuba-Venezuela

cable in October 2009, the U.S. government gave permission to TeleCuba

Communications, a Miami-based telecommunications company, to lay a similar subsea

% Survey Ship Mapping Eastern Cuba for Undersea Cable. Cuba Standard, 27 May 2010. Web site:
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cable between Key West and Havana. Financed by private investors, the project would
cost around $18 million and result in a high capacity cable (8Th/s-10Th/s) that would
eliminate the need for satellite communication between the U.S. and Cuba.'® At the
time of this paper’s submission, it was still unclear whether the Cuban government would
agree to placement of the cable.

The Obama administration also made sweeping changes to U.S.-Cuba foreign
policy in 2009, issuing the first embargo easement in nearly 50 years. A significant

portion of the new policies focused on the telecommunications sector and included:

« Animmediate authorization of U.S. telecommunications companies to establish
themselves in Cuba through telecoms facilities, roaming agreements with Cuban
service providers, or transactions leading to the provision of satellite radio and
television services

« Ability for U.S. residents to enter into service agreements with telecoms
companies providing services to Cubans

« Permission to donate certain telecommunications devices to Cuba without a
license

Although the shift in policy was a sharp deviation from the norm, the message
was resoundingly familiar. A White House press release framed the changes as a way “to
reach out to the Cuban people in support of their desire to freely determine their
country’s future.” Establishing better telecommunications, the press release stated, is “our
best tool for helping to foster the beginnings of grassroots democracy on the island.” %
Initially, Cuba’s response to the policy shift suggested it may be ready to negotiate.

President Raul Castro stated publically that Cuba was ready to discuss “human rights,

191 TeleCuba Communications, Inc., Local Telecommunications Company Receives Authorization to Build
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freedom of expression, political prisoners: everything, everything, and everything.”*

Six days later, Fidel Castro curtly retracted his brother’s statement, sending a palpable
message that Cuba was unwilling to reciprocate any U.S. conciliatory actions.

One of the most noteworthy developments in Cuban new media is the emergence
of a vibrant blogger culture. A 2009 special report by the Committee to Protect
Journalists (CPJ) found that despite legal and technical obstacles, “a growing number of
Cuban bloggers have prevailed over the regime’s tight Internet restrictions to disseminate
news and views online.”*** The report confirmed that at least 25 blogs, identified as both
independent and journalistic, are being updated regularly. As many as 75 independent
“personal interest” blogs are also in operation.

Unlike the Glasnost-inspired movement of the 1990s that saw Cuban journalists
openly challenge the PCC, the bloggers distinguish themselves as apolitical
commentators on Cuban life. Their postings, however, are no less provocative. Many
address social issues like poverty, sex trafficking, immigration, and — central to their
plight—the need for greater freedom of expression and information.

Laritza Diversent, a 28-year-old Havana lawyer, hosts a blog that explores legal
issues in Cuba. Las Leyes de Laritza (Laritza’s Laws) articulates common legal
frustrations and gives voice to an entire generation of silenced Cubans. “It belongs to
thousands of young people who are trying to express many things, who want alternatives,

who dream of a future,” Diversent said. “Even if we feel scared, it is an opportunity to
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say what we think.”'%

Typically in their 20s and 30s, the bloggers live mostly in
Havana and are students, teachers, lawyers, artists, and musicians. While a few use
pseudonyms, most blog under their own byline.

Undoubtedly the most prominent of Cuba’s bloggers is 34-year-old Yoani
Séanchez. Her blog, Generacion Y, has received international acclaim for its uncommonly
candid depiction of Cuban life. Like all Cubans, Sanchez is prohibited from having an
internet connection in her home. She works around the restriction by emailing friends
from tourist hotels who then post her blog online. The far-reaching support for
Generacion Y is apparent: the website provides 18 language translations and in 2009,
Sanchez posted comments from an e-interview with President Obama.

In an effort to motivate fellow Cubans, Sanchez also operates what she calls the
“Blogger Academy”—a twice weekly course on blogging basics held in her Havana
apartment. Participants gather to learn online tools like WordPress, Wikipedia, and
Twitter; in one particular class, she teaches students how to send tweets from a cell
phone, as few Cubans have internet access. Approximately 30 people are currently
enrolled and a waiting list for the next course is full.

Of course, this level of activism does not go unnoticed by Cuban authorities. The
government deemed Generacion Y a threat to national security and officially blocked it
on the island, though it is still accessible through third-party sites. A number of Blogger
Academy students have experienced police harassment and some of Sanchez’s NICT
equipment has been confiscated. On November 6, 2009, government officials stopped

Sanchez and fellow blogger Orlando Luis Pardo on their way to a demonstration against
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violence. Sanchez and Pardo were beaten during their brief detention. However, despite
hostile repercussions, bloggers “have opened a new space for free expression in Cuba,”
according to the CPJ report, and offer “hope for the rebirth of independent ideas in
Cuba’s closed system.”%

In summary, though the Cuban government has traditionally been Internet-averse,
it is implementing new strategies that attempt to utilize online capabilities for specific
social and economic goals, while limiting destabilizing effects through strict control of
public consumption. Cost and inadequate infrastructure continue to be the primary
obstacles to connectivity but, even with censored content and high costs, public demand
for access is high. Juxtaposed with the restrictive information environment, officials have
taken steps to make Internet facilities more available and consequently, the number of
Cubans with access has more than doubled in the past five years. A growing dissident
community is using the Internet, often in conjunction with traditional media, to educate

fellow Cubans and interact with an international audience, thereby making small but

significant changes to Cuba’s dictatorial political landscape.
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Mobile Telephony: A Coveted Commodity

“Like the United States and Europe, Cuban society will be changed by
the cell phone.” — Anonymous Cuban BlackBerry owner, January 2009

Until President Raul Castro lifted a longstanding ban in April 2008, owning a cell
phone in Cuba was illegal. Now permissible, mobile phone service is offered solely by
Cubacel, a subsidiary of Cuba’s state telecommunications company ETECSA. The actual
number of cell phone users in Cuba is unclear but is usually cited around 800,000. Even
using high estimations, Cuba has the lowest mobile phone penetration in Latin America.
In fact, there is a substantial gap between Cuba’s mobile penetration, which stood at
approximately six percent in early 2010, and the rest of Latin America’s, which averages
above 80 percent.'”’

As with the Internet, cost is the chief prohibiter of mobile phone access. A typical
cell phone costs around $60 and the government activation fee, though significantly
reduced in the past two years, is $43. However, Cubans are finding ways to avoid the
high price tag. Some purchase used phones on the gray market — most likely outdated
models from the U.S. or Spain. Even more likely, they receive one from a relative living
abroad, an option that became easier after the U.S. lifted an import embargo and began to
allow U.S. residents to send phones to their families in Cuba.

Usage costs are also pricey. Local calls between cell phones cost $0.65 per minute
and international calls top $2.70 and $5.85 per minute for the United States and Europe,

respectively. For this reason, Cubans do not actually talk on their cell phones. Instead,

they use the devices almost exclusively for the Short Message Service, or SMS
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capability. At a more reasonable $0.17 per message, text messaging has become the
primary utility of Cuban mobile phones. When asked about using his 2003 Sony Ericsson
to make calls, Roberto Machado, a 31-year-old artist, replied with shock: “Speak? As in a
conversation? Never. Not once. You would have to be crazy or desperate.”*%®

Despite high cost and limited functionality (due to a depleted satellite bandwidth,
there is also no Internet or email access on cell phones) demand for mobile connectivity
is high. When cell phones were first legalized, other modern conveniences such as DVD
players, microwave ovens, and computers also became legal—but no gadget could
compete with the popularity of the cell phone. After restrictions were lifted in 2008,
nearly 8,000 new mobile connections were sold in the first ten days. Eight months later,

109

Cuba’s subscriber base had surged to 480,000 lines.™ Washington Post writer William

Booth recently reported that Cubans have an “absolute craving” for cell phones and
called them the “new status symbol in proletarian Havana.”**

Of his vintage Sony Ericsson that was a gift from an aunt in Spain, Machado
declared, “I love it. I tell you, with this life isn't the same.”*** A young woman waiting in
the two-hour line outside the ETECSA store echoed his sentiments. She said that she
used her Samsung cell phone, also a gift from a relative overseas, as an alarm clock for
more than a year until she saved enough money to pay the activation fee. Tatiana

Gonzalez, a manager of medical records in a hospital, dreams of owning a cell phone one

day. Though she makes only $21.44 a month, she plans on saving enough over the next
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year to purchase a boxy Nokia 1112 for $58. “They're crazy for them,” Booth writes.
“Everyone agrees a microwave is a useful tool, but a cell phone is the icon of
modernity.”**?

Cuban officials have indicated that they would like to improve Cuba’s mobile
penetration and, since 2003, have invested approximately $150 million to develop its
cellular phone industry. Of the island's 169 municipalities, only 23 are without mobile
phone coverage, in most cases because they are located in mountainous or swampy
areas.'*® In April 2010, Maximo Lafuente, ETECSA’s vice president of mobile services,
told Cuba’s official news agency that the government will “make the necessary
investments” to bring the number of wireless subscribers to one million by the end of the
year. He added that ETECSA aims to have 2.4 million subscribers by 2015.1*

The Cuban government has also gradually reduced the cost of account activation
and usage since 2008. Lafuente noted that starting June 2010 cell phone users would
benefit from significant cost savings on calls made between 11:00 p.m. and 6:59 a.m. and
a new “caller pays” system would be implemented. He said that rates for domestic and
international calls will fall by between 42 and 75 percent depending on the destination.
As of the submission of this paper, it is unclear whether these cost-saving plans have
gone into effect.

Regardless of the level of government support in the near future, it appears Cuba

has officially entered the age of mobile telephony. The use of mobile phones among
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ordinary Cubans has visibly increased, and high consumer demand signals sustained

growth into the future.
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DISCUSSION

“It is telling that the Internet has provided you and other courageous Cuban
bloggers with an outlet to express yourself so freely, and | applaud your
collective efforts to empower fellow Cubans to express themselves through the
use of technology.”*®

— President Obama to Cuban blogger Yoani Sanchez, November 2009

Five Levels of Analysis

A report authored by four George Washington University professors and
published by the U.S. Institute of Peace asserts that the impact of new media can be better
understood through a framework that considers five levels of analysis: individual
transformation, intergroup relations, collective action, regime policies, and external
attention. These levels address important relationships between new media and
democratization, including new media’s role in networking, citizen competency, and
government counterstrategy. However, the authors acknowledge that the framework is
fundamentally actor-centered and does not accommodate a number of relevant analyses,
particularly those that are macro-level. “Stretching the existing framework to include [all
levels of analysis] would likely create a framework too loose to be useful,” the report
states.™® Instead, the authors suggest using this framework as a base upon which
appropriate levels of analysis can be added.

The adaptable format provides a systematized core but also the flexibility to
accommodate complex circumstances inherent in global politics. This thesis uses the
recommended five levels as the primary means of analysis, with one additional level to
discuss the macro-level issue of capacity building, a less tangible but nonetheless relevant

piece of Cuba’s democratization story.
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Individual Transformation

One of the biggest problems with the speculative discourse on the power of new
media use is that it often imputes a political character to the technology itself, i.e. the
Internet liberates or mobile phones unite. However, it is essential to recognize that the
medium is only a tool of the people who use it. As Morozov quips, “Tweets don’t
overthrow governments; people do.” But this does not negate the potentially important
role of NICT. As Aday et al note, new media can affect political transition via their effect
on individuals who participate in or are exposed to those communication flows.*” These
digital portals of information can help individuals develop new competencies that
motivate them to participate and equip them to do so more effectively.''®

In Cuba, new media’s impact on individual transformation reaches further than
Internet penetration numbers might indicate, facilitating the dissident movement within
multiple segments of society both in its own right as well as in conjunction with
traditional communication methods. Dissidents are combining the strengths of traditional
and new media to reach the masses. Bloggers, who often cannot read their own postings
online, save their work to CDs and flash drive, which are then easily distributed to
libraries across the island. From here, the information is often printed and hard copies are
passed from hand to hand. This type of resourcefulness is not new to Cuba; Cubans have

even used elections to express discontent with the government. In the 2008 election, more
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than a million voters submitted blank or incomplete ballots, presumably as a statement of
dissatisfaction. ™

In contrast to the democratic movement in Central and Eastern Europe that
consisted mainly of dissident intellectuals, Cuba’s movement includes a range of actors
from a variety of different society sectors. The dissident community in Cuba not only
includes intellectuals but also “everyday” Cubans, students, government workers, and
cultural icons—each utilizing new media in various capacities. For example, in January
2007, Antén Arrufat, Cuba’s most celebrated playwright, wrote a derisive letter
criticizing Raul Castro for attempting to reinstate Luis Pavon Tamayo, a former official
responsible for Stalinist-style cultural purges in the 1970s. The letter was posted online
and spurred a flood of sympathetic Internet posts—dozens of which came from
intellectuals and artists within the government-sponsored culture apparatus.*?

Cuba’s youth are also using new media to show their discontent. While older
generations feel apathetic toward change, young Cubans feel they have little to lose—a
characteristic some claim fosters “unconventional protest”*# like Internet and video
testimonials. Discontent is apparent, not only in juvenile crime and unemployment rates,
but also in politically caustic lyrics of rock musicians, self-organized school protests, and
unprecedented temerity. Damian Fernandez of the Cuban Research Institute maintains
that teenagers “constitute the single most potentially explosive social group for the

regime and its successors.”*%
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In February 2008, college students at the elite University of Computer Science
secretly videotaped a school-wide Q&A session with National Assembly president
Ricardo Alarcon. The interaction grew increasingly confrontational and Alarcon became
noticeably flustered. “It seems to us a revolution cannot advance without a plan,” a
student stated pointedly. “I'm sure it exists, we just want to know what it is.” One student
asked specifically about Internet restrictions, to which Alarcon replied that he did not
have the expertise to address the question. Not only did the video make its way to the
BBC and CNN, it also was circulated rapidly throughout Havana by the technologically
equipped computer science students.*?®

Even authorized journalists are showing fractures in their commitment to the
Castro regime. In a 2006 study, 47 Cuban journalists who graduated from the University
of Havana between 1991 and 2000 were interviewed. Participants were “visibly
confused” about their intermediary between the state and the people. As one interviewee
stated, “If I am loyal to the Revolution, | cannot be loyal to my profession; and if | am
loyal to my profession, | cannot be loyal to the Revolution. I do not know how to make
the two of them compatible.” Though interviewees still generally considered journalism a
good job, some confessed to being called liars by strangers in the street. The study noted
that most participants distanced themselves from the CPP, a fundamental change that

“leaves them close to the ideology of liberal journalism.”*?* This could prove particularly

salient with regards to new media because, according to CPJ, the industry has a long
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tradition of online journalism reaching back to the mid-1990s when reporters made a
practice of faxing or e-mailing stories to foreign-based news Web sites.'?

The flagship of digital dissidence in Cuba is no doubt the blogger community.
Cuban bloggers are typically under the age of 35, consist mostly of working
professionals, and are generally identified as the post-revolutionary youth—the first
generation separated from the experience and ideology of the Cuban Revolution. This
group of individuals has proven particularly adept at utilizing new media as they
creatively work around obstacles and utilize unique resources both on and off the island.
In its 2009 report, CPJ found that for the most part, dissidents using NICTs were able to
maneuver around legal, economic, and technological limitations to create uncensored
dialogue and express opinions contrary to the Cuban regime.*?

Cuban bloggers are also providing information to help other citizens develop new
competencies. Havana attorney Laritza Diversent’s blog, for example, outlines and
explains common legal issues and frustrations in Cuba. Her blog not only gives voice to
thousands of silenced Cubans, it also educates those unfamiliar with the technicalities of
Cuban law. Yoani Sanchez uses blogging as a means of informing and motivating her
fellow Cubans about social and economics problems. While it is true that most Cubans do
not have direct access to the online posts, the information is still spreading enough to
incite interest in the movement, as evidenced by the four-month waiting list for Sdnchez’s
Blogger Academy.

Because of the scarcity of NICT in Cuba and its reliance on other communication

methods for maximum impact, new media has had few negative effects on individual
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transformation. Nations with highly active online public spheres can often encounter
consequences of passivity or confusion caused by an overabundance of information or a
lack of distinction between rhetoric and substantial political action.*?’ Radicalization can
also be a result of new media’s individual transformation effects, as evidenced by jihadist
Internet sites, but also does not appear to be an issue in Cuba.

Intergroup Relations

As evidenced by the range of individual actors being transformed by Cuba’s
movement of digital dissidence, new media is becoming a common denominator among
multiple segments of society. This creates the potential for both positive and negative
consequences, including heightened connections and the increased spread of information,
as well as harmful polarization effects and emphasis on bias-confirming information.*?
Fortunately, much like with individual transformations, Cuba’s new media environment
is able to facilitate traditional methods of intergroup communication without bringing
many negative effects.

Not only is new media being used by different socioeconomic and ethnic groups,
it is also connecting different dissident and civil society groups. Though still restrictive,
Cuba’s fledgling civil society is slowly expanding and associational groups like
organized trade and independent labor unions are growing in membership and scope.
Gershman and Gutierrez point out that although Cuba’s democratic movement is
nowhere near as organized as Poland’s Solidarity movement in the mid-1980s, it is

actually larger in terms of its sheer number of groups and the wide variety of activities
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and outlets.*?

With this setup, mobile phones and flash drives do not necessarily need to
be available to the masses as they are used to communicate group-to-group.

The dissident population in Cuba is uniquely suited to benefit from new media.
Not only is this broad group ideologically independent and technologically inclined, they
are also relatively decentralized. This achieves two objectives. First, anyone with a flash
drive or a camera phone can participate, allowing multiple segments of society to become
involved and empowered, regardless of one’s connection (or lack of connection) with a
central leadership structure. Second, the multi-polar system curtails government
crackdown efforts as there is no central base of operation. Described as a “horizontal

patchwork of overlapping centers,”**

the plural organizational structure is analogous to
the Internet itself. It does not operate in a hierarchical fashion extending vertically, but
rather is most effective as it works as a web of networks and connections.
Collective Action

In certain political environments, new media may affect the potential for
individuals and groups to organize or protest. With the popularity of cell phones, it is
quite possible that the medium could one day facilitate a flash mob in Cuba similar to
those seen in Iran’s 2009 Green Revolution. However, it is not currently apparent that
new media are involved in outward collective acts of dissidence in Cuba.

It should be noted, however, that the “collective” style of many of the country’s
current democratization efforts puts Cuba’s dissidents in a position to benefit greatly

from future NICT use. The Varela Project, for example, was a constitutionally-based

civic initiative created by Oswaldo Payéa (one of Fidel Castro’s most prominent critics)
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that collected 30,000 signatures calling for a referendum on democratic reforms. Paya
also spearheaded the ambitious Cuban Forum project. In secret groups of two to 12, as
many as 14,000 Cubans submitted suggestions on constitutional reform, covering
everything from freedom of expression to healthcare. The suggestions were compiled into
a 170-page document outlining the blueprint for a new Cuban constitution.*** Both of
these collaborative initiatives would benefit exponentially from lowered transaction costs
of NICT.

Additionally, as explained within the Intergroup Relations context, new media in
Cuba is helping to create “flat” rather than hierarchical networks—a characteristic Aday
et al note could be key in collective action efforts.**
Regime Policy

Although NICT is regularly touted as a tool of liberation, authoritarian regimes
around the world are responding with complex NICT strategies of their own. Cuba’s
government has clearly made efforts to update its approach to the Internet over the last
decade. Officials have replaced their passé aversion to technology with a strategy that
aims to develop Cuba’s NICT for specific social initiatives as well as participation in a
globalized economy. While its approach has been largely successful in using the Internet
to reinforce government control, there are growing indications that the dichotomic
strategy may be unsustainable. Modernization of the NICT industry has received

unprecedented priority under Raul Castro and, since he became president in 2008, Cuba

has modified its stance on a number of NICT issues. However, it has done so in an oddly
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contradictory way. For instance, as the government updates its infrastructure to provide
greater access and bandwidth, it also enhances software filters—even on government
computers—that slow download times. Similarly, the Castro regime makes concerted
efforts to boast about its global partnerships, yet simultaneously impedes public
communication beyond the island’s borders.

One of the more peculiar incongruities is that while access remains highly
restricted, bans on certain new media technology have been lifted making computers,
DVDs, and mobile phones legal to the public. The digital conciliation represents a catch-
22. Access to consumer goods fulfilled Raul Castro's promise to ease restrictions that
fostered resentment for decades; however, while the gesture placated one issue, it fueled
another: an insatiable demand for information.**® This conciliation of consumer goods
may prove particularly detrimental to the regime. Now-legal DVDs and flash drives are
being used to cheaply, quickly, and clandestinely disseminate large amounts of
unauthorized information throughout the island. And, while computers remain too
expensive for the general population, key members of the Cuban blogosphere are now
able to draft posts at home, limiting the money and time spent at costly and highly
monitored hotel business centers.

Mobile telephony most likely holds the greatest democratization potential in
Cuba, at least in the short term. Despite prohibitive costs, once-outlawed cell phones have
become a national sensation. The phones are being used—for texting, not calling—on
every street corner in Havana, causing some to claim a loosening on the regime’s grip on

information. “These goods fan a different, rival revolution — in information,” the

133 Carroll, R. (2010, April 26) Cuba's mobile phone boom sees few calls but plenty of chatter. Guardian,
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Guardian’s Rory Carroll reports. “Cubans yearn for news other than state media
propaganda.”*3*

Now, armed with camera phones and SMS, government-hushed information on
everything from gas shortages to U.S. foreign policy is spreading virally and is
challenging the state monopoly of news in an unprecedented way. Ruben Polanco, a 29-
year-old worker at a state bank, says Cubans are better informed and more empowered
than ever before. “With this,” he said, indicating the camera on his phone, “the truth gets
out.” 1%

While still not an outright threat to PCC control, growing instances of digital
rebellion and government circumvention suggest that Cuba’s new media strategy may be
backfiring. Damian Fernandez, director of the Cuban Research Institute at Florida
International University, contends that Cuba cannot accomplish both modernization and
containment objectives simultaneously. “The effort to curtail Internet usage goes against
the government’s attempt to bring Cuba into the 21* century and globalize its economy,”
Fernandez said. “You can’t have it both ways. You can’t restrict and modernize.”*%

Of course, Kalathil and Boas would argue that many authoritarian regimes are
doing just that. However, there is a glaring omission in their study: no acknowledgment is
given to gradations in outcomes. While there may not be total regime overhaul or even
obvious acts of protest, political challenges and changes are clearly being seen in

authoritarian regimes attempting to implement both progressive and repressive

telecommunications policies.
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Singapore’s semi-authoritarian regime, for example, is often touted as the gold
standard of modern dictatorship. In 2009, the country boasted a GDP of $236 billion and
has proven remarkably stable politically. And, although it openly censors and regulates
Internet content, it also boasts a technologically adept public and one of the most
dynamic NICT sectors in the world. However, Singaporeans, who historically have been
more motivated by the economy than ideology, are demanding greater political
participation in response to recent unemployment rates and unpopular immigration
policies. Members of the opposition party are taking advantage of the tech-savvy
environment by disseminating information via open-source technologies like RSS, SMS,
blogging, and live webcasting.** Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, who faces a quasi-
competitive election in November 2011, has agreed to electoral system reforms in an
attempt to stave off declining approval ratings. The reforms include an increase in the
allowed number of opposition members in parliament from six to nine — a small but
significant victory for opposition candidates.

China is also struggling to maintain balance between its economic and social
objectives. China vigorously encourages Internet-driven development and, at 32 percent
of its population, has an astounding 420 million Internet users.**® The essence of China’s
struggle has played out on the international scene with what equates to a technological
showdown with Google. In 2006, Google began operating a mainland China-based search
engine and agreed to censor search results as long as it could inform users that it was

blocking content at the request of the Communist government. In January 2010, after
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discovering that someone based in China had tried to hack the gmail accounts of human
rights activists, it announced that it would no longer provide censored search results. In a
clever workaround, it redirected all Google.cn traffic to uncensored servers in Hong
Kong and, in July, China begrudgingly agreed to renew Google’s license to operate.
Similarly, a study conducted by Columbia University’s Guobin Yang found that
“everyday” Internet users in China echoed Google’s resourcefulness. In his ten-year
study, Yang found that state efforts to constrain online activism in China did little to
discontinue dissidence but only led to more creative acts of subversion.***

Again, the challenges posed by new media in these circumstances have not
translated into complete regime change, nor can a causal claim be made about their direct
political impact. However, with bellwethers like Singapore and China bending under the
pressure induced by the contradictory nature of their progressive NICT strategies, the
case for the political potential of new media becomes stronger. As evidenced by current
new media trends, Cuba is unlikely to be an exception. In fact, it may have accelerating
characteristics. Unlike China, Cuba has a more manageable population size and an almost
entirely literate citizenry; unlike Singaporeans, Cubans are far more discontent with the
economic opportunity and standard of living provided by Cuba’s socialist system and
may look for more comprehensive political changes.

As Cuba attempts to balance policies of both modernization and restriction, it is
encountering irreconcilable outcomes brought about by the inevitable push-and-pull of a
dual NICT strategy. Essentially, the objectives of one strategy are amplifying the

obstacles of the other. As George Washington University professor David Shambaugh
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notes of China’s similarly conflicted NICT strategy, the battle over information “reflects
and constitutes a central contradiction—between the needs of a modernizing economy on
the one hand, and the desire by the Party-state to maintain absolute political power on the
other.” 4

External Attention

The viability of a democratic movement in Cuba is also buoyed by the level of
external attention it receives and the strong international partnerships of the dissident
community. While previous dissident efforts were generally confined to the island and its
limited communication resources, new media has allowed for increased global
connections that provide a myriad of support.

Bloggers and independent journalists on the island who file to overseas news
outlets have proven particularly effective conduits for information that is censored by
authorized Cuban media. In March 2009, for example, a number of high-ranking
government officials—including Foreign Minister Felipe Pérez Roque and Vice President
Carlos Lage—were abruptly removed from office. The Cuban media briefly reported the
news at the end of a televised newscast and the official dailies printed resignation letters a
day later, with no commentary or justification. Journalists with international ties, such as
Elizardo Sanchez Santa Cruz, president of the Cuban Commission on Human Rights and
National Reconciliation, and formerly imprisoned journalist Oscar Espinosa Chepe, were

able to gather context from international sources and then openly discuss the reasoning

and repercussions of the decision online.
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As an intermediary structure, new media facilitates the flow of two-way
communication, not only bringing uncensored information onto the island but also
allowing Cubans to disseminate a more accurate picture of Cuban life to the rest of the
world. Blogs have been particularly effective to this end. Their depictions of daily life
add a personal element to Cuba’s socioeconomic struggles and have highlighted
problems that otherwise may have gone unnoticed by an international audience. CPJ
found that international media outlets sought out the opinion of Cubans bloggers and
even published their work.'* In September 2009, an association of Cuban bloggers sent
the first Twitter message originating on the island, announcing the winners of a local
blogging contest. This type of global visibility also provides some level of domestic
protection from harassment and imprisonment.

Even the Cuban government’s increased international partnerships may eventually
contribute to greater democratic ideals in the country. While not likely anytime soon,
future participation in intergovernmental organizations could also give Cuba a legal
makeover. Institutions like the World Bank, World Trade Organization (WTO), and
International Monetary Fund (IMF) now encourage—and often require—the deregulation
of telecommunications sectors in exchange for membership. China, for example, had to
agree to foreign telecommunications investment to join the WTO. As Cuba continues to
increase its association with global partners, it may also submit to similar prerequisites.
Consequently, such reforms may reduce state influence in key economic sectors and

promote local growth in domestic Internet industries.**?
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Analysis of Capacity

While it is not unreasonable that many people categorically dismiss
democratization in Cuba as irrelevant or impossible, this may be due to an overly
simplistic system of measurement. If free elections and complete regime overhaul are the
only indicators of success, a cursory glance at Cuba’s situation leaves little hope. Clearly,
democracy promotion and the diffusion of new media in Cuba face a number of
obstacles. However, it is also clear that the measurement of political activity is very much
a scaled concept affected by a number of factors outside of free elections, some of which
could include educational opportunity, the ability to protest peacefully, the existence of
trade unions, or freedom of religion—all of which are present in modern-day Cuba. And,
as Patrick Meier notes, even without full regime change or overnight transitions to
democracy, there can still be a diffusion of power.'*

An important consideration in this regard is capacity building. This phrase has
become somewhat of a buzzword in policy circles and has been used in a variety of
contexts. At its simplest, capacity building refers to the process of developing and
strengthening the skills, instincts, processes, and resources needed to accomplish a
particular goal.*** In the case of Cuba’s dissident community, that goal is political
consolidation and, while current political changes may be minimal or unobvious, the
groundwork for future change is being laid. As Thomas Carothers points out, many of the

most important results of democratization cannot be seen in protest or read on the

3 Meier, P. (2010). The Digital Disruption: Connectivity and the Diffusion of Power. iRevolution, Palo
Alto, CA. Web site: http://irevolution.wordpress.com/2010/11/01/digital-disruption/.

%4 Philbin, A. (1998). Capacity Building Work with Social Justice Organizations: Human Rights and
International Cooperation, The Ford Foundation.

63



Internet, but are instead “psychological, moral, subjective, indirect and time-delayed.”**®

For this reason, it is important to recognize characteristics and themes that could likely
contribute to a positive democratization trajectory.
Setting the Stage: Infrastructure

Though seemingly commonsensical, it is important to note that adequate
telecommunications infrastructure is a fundamental precursor to any potential influence
of new media. A cursory glance at Cuba’s new media infrastructure may cause some to
dismiss its potential in Cuba entirely. Admittedly, Cuba has one of the lowest levels of
Internet penetration in the region, and at 2.9 percent, the lowest mobile phone saturation
in Latin America. Internet connections in Cuba are still transmitted via satellite and there
are only 62 computers per 1,000 residents on the island, compared to the regional average
of 160 computers per 1,000 residents.**

However, Cuba’s NICT infrastructure is on an upward trajectory. In recent years,
the government has implemented investment and modernization policies that underscore
a strategic shift in its approach to new media. Unlike its traditional state-socialist
approach that gave low priority to a sector it considered both opulent and dangerous, the
new approach aims to utilize a strong telecommunications sector in its attainment of
national development goals. Since 1990, the government has updated nearly 80 percent of
the country’s telephone system from analogue to digital lines and many hospitals,

schools, and post offices are now equipped with NICTs. Cuba maintains several dozen
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wide area networks (WAN) and hundreds of local area networks (LAN) in addition to its
national IP-based Intranet.

The island’s infrastructure is also being significantly augmented by its foreign
partners. China has become Cuba’s principal supplier of telecommunications equipment
and Chinese investors are overhauling the island’s obsolete communication systems. A
major milestone in Cuba’s NICT pursuit will likely be the subsea fiber optic cables
connecting it with Venezuela and/or potentially the United States. These landmark
upgrades would increase Cuba’s connectivity capacity 3000-fold, bringing new services,
quicker connection times, and greater affordability.

The government is also working to improve its intellectual infrastructure by
helping citizens become more familiar with new technologies. Resources are being
channeled toward government programs like the Youth Computer Club (YCC), an
initiative that offers free computer-based courses ranging from database maintenance to
Web design to artificial intelligence. In addition to a purported 600 mini-facilities
nationwide, YCC also operates four large computer complexes in Havana, Pinar del Rio,
Cienfuegos, and the Isle of Youth, as well as five mobile computer labs that bring new
media to remote areas. These efforts carry a dual goal of both reinforcing Cuba’s overall
emphasis on education as well as facilitating its long-term objective of developing an
active software industry.

Even with its currently limited infrastructure, the growth of Internet use is
noteworthy. The United Nation’s International Telecommunication Union estimated that
in 2006, approximately 190,000 Cubans had Internet access—just less than two percent

of the population. Today, there are more than 1.6 million Internet users in Cuba
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representing 14 percent of the population—a sevenfold increase in less than five years.
As noted in the literature review, a handful of studies propose that this increased access,
even if only to basic email, could have positive effects on democratization efforts.

Given the backwardness of its telecommunications sector just two decades ago as
well as its structural and financial limitations, Cuba has made significant strides in the
modernization of its telecommunications strategy and infrastructure. With additional
milestones on the horizon, its progress and trajectory are such that global NICT
consultant Lawrence Baker predicts the “genuine liberalization” of Cuba’s

147 Of course, what this

telecommunications sector within the next five to ten years.
means for political change is still unclear. As noted frequently in this study and others,
the technology itself is not inherently liberating. However, the Cuban government’s new
prioritization of its telecommunications sector is laying the groundwork for NICT
potential. The salience of Cuba’s improved infrastructure lies not with a particular
outcome per se, but with the communication opportunities it affords activists who choose
to utilize it.
Readiness and Propensity

A common criticism of Kalathil and Boas’ study is that it fell short in its
discussion of underlying democratic potential outside the new media environment. The
Journal of Communication’s review noted that the analysis “failed to engage important

issues such as timing and ‘readiness’ that would precipitate such transition.”**® It is

important to recognize that the democratizing effects of new media do not occur in a
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vacuum and any attempt to pin political activity on any one particular factor provides a
skewed perception with disproportionate causal implications. To avoid a similar
oversight, it is important to discuss the democratic context of Cuba.

Using Robert Dahl’s description, democracy, in its simplest form, has two parts:
the ability to set the agenda and the ability to decide the outcome.** Cubans have
arguably contributed to both components, with public outcry influencing recent economic
reform, legalization of certain consumer goods including mobile phones, and the release
of imprisoned dissidents. Just as its anomalous nature may have prevented it from
democratizing during the “Third Wave” of the 1980s, Cuba’s uniqueness may now serve
as an ideal primer for democratization in the 21st century. While the Castro government
is undoubtedly among the world’s most egregious authoritarian regimes, Cuba exhibits a
number of democratic qualities that may prove foundational for political change and
essentially set the stage for new media as a tool for democratization.

Contrary to many of its non-permissive peers, Cuba embraces fundamental
principles of gender equality, nonviolent religious worship, and education and literacy.
Whereas these issues have recently posed serious problems for democracy promotion
efforts in countries like Irag and Afghanistan, implementation of these values is already
weaved into the fabric of Cuban culture. Cubans are also unique in their electoral
knowledge. Contrary to the laborious and confusing voter education that accompanies
most political transitions—Ilike efforts currently underway in urban and rural Sudan that

have resulted in continuously postponed elections—citizens in Cuba are familiar with the
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voting process. In fact, voter turnout reaches upwards of 90 percent in noncompetitive
national and municipal elections.**

Cubans have also shown adeptness at circulating information despite the
restrictive environment. When official media attempt to suppress information, the people
rely on an impromptu communication channel: old fashioned word of mouth. The
informal network has become so widely relied upon that it carries the nickname “Radio
Bemba,” translated Radio Lip. Of course, the side-street chitchat includes celebrity gossip
and Major League Baseball scores (neither of which is covered in the official press) but it
also spreads news that the government aims to repress. In 2006, when a deadly outbreak
of dengue fever spread across the island, Radio Bemba was the sole warning system as
officials allowed no newspaper articles or radio reports until the epidemic passed.* This
informal but effective communications tool not only evidences the people’s ability to
circumvent the government, but also demonstrates their desire for information.

A major contextual element that should be a part of any discussion regarding
democratization in Cuba is the transitioning leadership. The 2008 transition between
Fidel and Raul Castro undoubtedly brought significant shifts in domestic and foreign
policy. Raul has proven more open minded in regards to the economy, diplomacy, and
technology. During his short tenure he has lifted bans on certain NICT products and
services, strengthened diplomatic partnerships around the world, and worked to expand
the economic and telecommunications sectors in Cuba. However, many still perceive

Fidel as the primary decision maker—a perception validated by incidents like the 2009
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retraction of his brother’s commitment to an open dialogue with the United States. So
while progress has certainly been seen during Raul’s presidency, the more significant
factor may be that upon Fidel’s death, a void in leadership will be created and different
actors, i.e. the U.S., Venezuela, and/or the Cuban people, will compete for political
influence in the absence of Cuba’s most iconic leader.
A New Kind of Revolution

Though Castro’s Cuba was born out of uprising and violence, the political
movement taking place today is conversely characterized with moderation and patience.
This is not to say that the dissident movement is placid. On the contrary, the Cuban
Democratic Directorate validated the grassroots momentum in its Steps to Freedom
report: in 1997, 44 actions of civic resistance were documented and in its most recent
report published in 2006, the organization reported 2,768 such actions—a 64-fold
increase.'®® But rather than calling for an overhaul of the regime, many Cubans are taking
a more nuanced approach by using NICTs to address inadequacies in the system and
compensate for informational gaps left by the official media. Tactics of political
moderation, lateral leadership, and international coordination are being used in tandem
with the viral capabilities of new media to thwart the government’s traditional efforts of
dissident suppression. While the government’s NICT plan sends bipolar messages of
restraint and progress, the dissident counter approach is conversely focused and steady.

In many ways, this differs from political movements on the international stage as
well as historically in Cuba. Unlike Cuba’s unsuccessful independent press movement of
the 1990s, the online opposition astutely distances itself from rigid political rhetoric.

Bloggers generally avoid links to official dissident groups and tend not to criticize the
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Castro regime directly. Instead, they focus on social outcomes of their national system —
issues like food shortages, education, housing, and crime — without calling direct
attention to administrative failures or political ideology. In an interview with National
Public Radio, Yoani Sanchez defended her Generacion Y blog accordingly:
“Unfortunately, in Cuba, the act of wanting to find out what the official media is hiding is
viewed as an attack on the integrity of the state,” she said. “But that's not our intention.
This is an educational project, not a political one.”*>®

The benefits of this approach are threefold. First, unlike the volatile movements in
Iran or Burma that attempted to utilize NICT in a revolutionary capacity, Cuba’s
trajectory remains slow but stable. There are no uprisings or mass demonstrations and,
consequently, NICTs pose no immediate threat to government control. While online
dissenters undoubtedly encounter harassment and abuse from government officials, they
also have received significantly more leniency than their predecessors in the independent
press movement. Second, the non-aggressive environment has allowed the government to
make a number of concessions in regards to NICT consumer goods so that, while
affordability may still be an obstacle, legality is not. Third, the moderate approach is
well-timed. With a leadership that is aged and ailing, an inevitable transition of power is
on the horizon. By steadily increasing online dissidence and NICT know-how, the

movement may very well be laying the foundation for future political opposition, without

inciting a present-day government crackdown.
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This approach, bolstered by the connective and informative characteristics of new
media and the external attention it brings, may be bringing about a new kind of

revolution.
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CONCLUSIONS

Currently, the Internet and even the popular mobile phone are not mass media in
Cuba. Only a portion of the population is within proximity to necessary infrastructure and
even then many cannot afford it. However, the people who are using new media are
creatively enveloping a larger-than-expected portion of the population and shaping an
international debate disproportionate to their numbers.

The Cuban government maintains a dichotomic strategy towards new media that
attempts to utilize NICT for specific social and economic goals while limiting
destabilizing effects through strict control of public consumption. The Cuban government
has taken steps to make Internet facilities more available and the number of Cubans with
access has more than doubled in the past five years. Since the longstanding ban on cell
phones was lifted in 2008, mobile telephony among ordinary Cubans has also visibly
increased. As with the Internet, affordability is the chief prohibiter of access. But, despite
high cost and limited functionality, demand for both online and mobile connectivity is
high. Though the country still lags behind its Latin America neighbors, Cuban officials
have indicated that they are working to improve mobile penetration and hope to have 2.4
million cell phone subscribers by 2015.

While the government’s approach has been fairly successful in using NICT for
regime reinforcement, there are growing indications that the strategy may be backfiring.
As the government works to modernize infrastructure, expand domestic markets like
tourism and telecommunications, and compete in a global economy, it simultaneously
attempts to limit the availability of new media to its general population. This

unsustainable policy of modernization-plus-restriction not only generates public
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discontent and a greater abundance of short-term technological loopholes, it also builds
the long-term infrastructure that is foundational for future democratization efforts.

The government’s disjointed approach to new media is only magnified by the
cohesion and creativity of the dissident movement. Despite attempts to use the Internet
solely as a tool for government reinforcement, a small but relatively significant number
of Cuban activists are using the Internet to add new voices to the political debate.
Bloggers are providing the international community with glimpses into the realities of
Cuban life, as well as disseminating insightful messages among their fellow Cubans and
providing a much-needed forum for discussion, though admittedly limited in its domestic
scope. While the Internet is by no means a mass medium in Cuba, the blogosphere is
presenting a noteworthy change from the political monologue that has prevailed in Cuba
for the last 50 years. The widespread popularity of cell phones is also helping to break
down communication barriers, and the innovative use of camera phones, flash drives, and
CDs—as standalones and in conjunction with traditional media—is spreading
information faster and more effectively than ever before.

Increased interaction with an international audience is also helping to expand
Cuba’s marketplace of ideas. While previous dissident efforts were confined to the island
and its limited communication resources, new media has allowed for increased global
connections that provide financial, technical, and diplomatic support. Even the regime’s
international partnerships may prove beneficial to democratization. Increased guidance
and financial support from foreign partners like China and Venezuela are accelerating the

modernization of Cuba’s NICT strategy and infrastructure and conciliatory shifts in U.S.
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foreign policy are beginning to have positive effects on the quality, availability, and
affordability of new media in Cuba.

In addition to infrastructural advancements and considerable international
support, it is the Cuban culture that may be the linchpin in its transition to democracy.
Though the government affords little in the way of free speech or individual liberty, a
number of democratic ideals are already engrained in the fabric of Cuban society. Values
like gender equality and religious tolerance are widely accepted, and the vast majority of
Cubans already possess a strong familiarity with election processes—issues that have
proven formidable obstacles in democratization efforts worldwide. Additionally, the
Cuban people are highly educated and boast a 99.8 percent literacy rate, one of the
highest in the world. Merge these ideals with a propensity for new media, elevated social
and political dissatisfaction, and a burgeoning dissidence movement, and it is not difficult
to see a country poised for transition.

To be certain, Cuba’s dissident movement is not currently in a position to openly
challenge the Castro regime. However, momentum is growing and new media is playing
an undeniable role in empowering and mobilizing a once-silenced community.
Sentiments expressed online are symptomatic of dissatisfaction at-large and, though
seemingly small and subtle, new media is communicating that malaise like never before.

In a recent Foreign Affairs article, Eric Schmidt and Jared Cohen commented on
the seemingly small contribution of NICT, citing the facilitation of flash mobs, firewall-
thwarting technology, and online journalism. “Taken one by one, these may be seen as

impractical or insignificant, but together they constitute a meaningful change in the
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democratic process.”*** Such is the case with Cuba. Despite institutional and
infrastructural impediments, NICT is being used to bring small but undeniably significant
change to a political landscape that has gone relatively untouched for half a century.
Increased availability and functionality of new media, along with the ingenuity of the
Cuban people and the greater international recognition they are receiving, bespeak a new

kind of opposition that is gradually establishing a permanent presence in the country.

54 Schmidt, E., & Cohen, J. (2010). The digital disruption. Foreign Affairs, 89(6), 75-85.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Work to eliminate the U.S. trade embargo

In terms of contradiction, Cuba’s NICT strategy is rivaled by U.S. foreign policy
towards Cuba. Though it was first implemented as a means of “support for the Cuban

1155

people, it has reinforced Castro’s anti-America/democracy agenda and further

restricted the flow of information. Referred to as a “cold war anachronism kept alive by

Florida politics,”**°

the U.S. trade embargo has grown exponentially stringent and
ineffective over its existence. One of the absolute keystones to democratizing Cuba is
rejuvenating and revitalizing its economic practices and infrastructure. Removing the
embargo would spur economic opportunity for everyday Cubans and contribute to the
creation of a middle class. Cubans, who currently live well below U.S. poverty standards,
cannot be expected to engage in meaningful civic or political activity while consumed
with securing the most basic needs of food and shelter. Bolstered economic ties would
not bring immediate economic liberalization, but would likely lead to gradual
decentralization, positive shifts in ideology, and a citizenry more able to engage in
political and civic involvement.
2. Increase diplomacy

For 50 years the United States has tried unsuccessfully to strong-arm Cuba into
democracy. Each “hard power” tactic has caused a greater splintering of U.S.-Cuba
relations and instead of catalyzing reform or revolution, the lack of diplomacy has only

further alienated an impoverished people and legitimized Castro’s anti-America rhetoric.

Given the failed outcome of coercive attempts, a more compelling approach is one that

155 U.S. Department of State., (1992). Cuban Democracy Act of 1992. Washington, DC. Web site:
http://www.state.gov/www/regions/wha/cuba/democ_act_1992.html.
¢ Editorial. (2009, June 4) Mr. Obama, Cuba and the O.A.S. The New York Times, A26.
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allows for the negotiation of reasonable objectives, not blanket sanctions. In order to
effectively reengage Cuba and the Latin American community in the promotion of
democratic ideals, U.S policy must deviate sharply from the status quo. Recent efforts by
the Obama administration are a first step, but these efforts must be consistent and
amplified. Though the White House has participated in discussions regarding direct mail
services and migration issues, the agenda should be widened. The Associated Press
recently reported that Cuban officials have “expressed exasperation” that the U.S. is not
more interested in diplomatic relations, noting that Cuba has released many of its political
prisoners and is reforming its economy to reflect many aspects of a free market system.
The U.S. should be more receptive to these attempts at diplomacy so that discussions can
eventually lead to issues of economic partnership, NICT infrastructure, and human rights.
3. Reassess ineffective initiatives

The U.S. embargo is simultaneously juxtaposed with a number of well-financed
programs and initiatives aimed at promoting democracy in Cuba. One such program
allocated more than $45 million to a covert operation that sought to smuggle NICT
equipment into the country.*® This resulted in the imprisonment of an American USAID
employee and provoked even greater enmity from the Cuban regime. The absurdity of
this juxtaposed strategy is that, if not for the embargo, U.S. companies could openly sell
the devices to Cubans, thus reducing overall cost and dismantling the regime’s stronghold
on NICT. Though the embargo remains intact, the U.S. should not attempt to bypass its

own barrier surreptitiously. These funds would be better allocated toward legal capacity-

157 Sheridan, M. (2009, December 25) Pro-democracy program in Cuba questioned after man detained. The
Washington Post, A03.
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building initiatives like humanitarian aid, hurricane relief, or community programs run by
the Catholic Church.

The Radio Marti and TV Marti initiatives should also be discontinued. These 24-
hour broadcast stations transmit democracy-related programming from Miami to Cuba
over short and medium wave frequencies. Originally established in 1985 by President
Ronald Reagan, the project is U.S. funded and over the last two decades has cost an
estimated half billion dollars, with a current annual budget of $34 million.™*® Not only is
it expensive, it is also ineffective as the Cuban government effectively jams the signals
and the broadcasts rarely make it into the country. Though Radio Marti’s signal has better
signal reception than TV Marti, less than one percent of Cuba’s 11 million residents have
ever heard it. As these initiatives only serve as provocations to the Cuban government,
they should be discontinued as a gesture of goodwill as a new phase of diplomacy ensues.
4. Organize cell phone donations

The average lifespan of a cell phone in the U.S. is less than 18 months, leading to
more than 130 million cell phones being discarded each year. The U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency found that less than one percent of these unwanted phones are reused
or recycled, and an estimated 500 million cell phones currently sit dormant in desk
drawers across the country.*® Similar to groups like the National Coalition Against
Domestic Violence and Cell Phones for Soldiers that collect cell phones for charitable
causes, a non-profit organization dedicated to improving information flows in Cuba could
collect cell phones for redistribution to Cuban residents. The NGO would be entirely

apolitical, and would likely be permitted to operate in Cuba under humanitarian aid

158 Adams, D. (2009, February 16) Time to scrap TV Marti, critics say. St. Petersburg Times.
39 Sullivan, D. E. (2006). Recycled Cell Phones - a Treasure Trove of Valuable Metals. U.S. Geological
Survey, Washington, DC. Web site: http://pubs.usgs.gov/fs/2006/3097/.

78



exemptions of the U.S embargo. The initiative could organize drop-off locations, involve
college campuses, and engage mobile phone providers in the collection of used phones.
Not only would this would immediately increase the number of cell phone users in Cuba,
it could also potentially lower the overall cost by offsetting the current supply/demand
imbalance.
5. Engage Latin American leaders

The need for the U.S. government to engage Latin America in the Cuban
democracy dialogue is now more crucial than ever. As evidenced by the debate
surrounding the Organization of American States (OAS) meetings in 2009, there is often
a lack of solidarity when addressing the need for democratic reforms in Cuba. Though
Cuba has indicated no interest in having its OAS suspension lifted and clearly does not
meet the group’s standards for democracy and human rights, some Latin American
countries were insistent on full reinstatement. In the end, however, the OAS meetings
may prove to be a turning point for U.S.-Latin America relations. As a New York Times
article states, “Washington moved significantly closer to other governments in the
hemisphere on the emotional issue of how to deal with Cuba. And officials speculated
that the goodwill generated by the compromise could go a long way to bolster
Washington’s relations with a region that has long complained of being treated as a junior
partner.”*®
6. Engage Cuban diasporas

Historically, the Cuban-American community has played an incredibly influential

role in determining U.S.-Cuba foreign policy. The group’s size and politically active

1%0Thompson, G. (2009, June 3) Imposing Conditions, O.A.S. Lifts Its Suspension of Cuba. The New York
Times, A10.
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nature have translated into significant political leverage. The Cuban American National
Foundation recently published a white paper calling for a complete turnaround of U.S.
relations, advocating the lifting of restrictions on aid and travel.*®* This move will
undoubtedly help reconnect Cuban-American diasporas with their homeland and its
people. Diasporas are critical to the opposition movement in Cuba and should be utilized
by Cubans dissidents as well as advocates in the U.S. to put political pressure on elected
officials. Dissidents should continue to tell the uncensored story of Cuban life through

their blogs, emails, letters, etc. to educate and motivate this politically powerful group.

161 Santos, J. (2009). Policy Positions. Cuban American National Foundation, Miami. Web site:
http://www.canf.org/index.php?submenu=Issues&src=gendocs&ref=PolicyPositions&category
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