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Why Is Cuba Still Embargoed?





	In 1960 the United States levied a unilateral embargo against Cuba, and so began probably the most infamous embargo in modern history.  This embargo has had several objectives over the years and some have shifted in importance, and still the embargo remains.  The first objective sought by the United States through the embargo was overthrowing the Castro regime.  Second was to contain the revolution within Cuba.  Third, which is partially related to the containment policy, was to break Soviet-Cuban relations.�   Fourth is of course the symbolic point that the embargo makes.  And later, after Russia’s failure, with the United States as the clear-cut hegemon the goal of eventual democracy for Cuba was added.  


	Clearly these goals were particularly poignant during the height of the cold war, and at the time, they were wholly justified.  The United States saw Cuba as a potential Russian satellite - a closer and smaller ally which posed a threat to the United States.  As a result the United States sought to deter Cuba’s foreign relations with the USSR towards a less amiable one.  In other words, the U.S. wanted Cuba to snuff out any possibilities of collaboration between themselves and Russia.  How would they influence Cuba in this manner was the next logical question.  The United States, at the time, had an immense grasp on the Cuban economy.  Not only was Cuba selling up to 58 percent of its sugar crop to the U.S., but sugar also comprises 80 percent of the Cuban exports.�  


Furthermore, “the United States provided more than 60 percent of Cuba’s imports prior to the sanctions…”�  Thus, Cubans were very heavily reliant upon the U.S. buying their sugar exports in large quantities and supplying imports to a large extent.  


	Because Cuba was almost entirely reliant upon the United States importing their sugar and supplying more than half of its imports, the embargo would be extremely effective.  However, time has shown that although the embargo has been very effective in destroying the Cuban economy for many years, the embargo may not have achieved all the aforementioned goals.  “Clearly, the embargo has not isolated Castro politically - Pope John Paul visited him in January” of 1998.�  And elsewhere, “during the week when (U.S. Secretary of State, Madeleine) “Albright issued her statement (supporting the embargo), the highest ranking Canadian to visit Cuba in twenty years traveled to Havana to meet with Castro, promising healthy aid and trade packages.”�  As shown, Castro’s regime is neither dead nor suffering.  In fact, many point out that “Cuba’s economic failings (have allowed) him to manipulate nationalist sentiments.”�  The rally around the flag effect is the most readily available explanation.  The United States has, in this way respect, caused Castro’s popularity to increase because he is able to make the U.S. out as the enemy and the reason for Cuba’s poor conditions.


	Further failed U.S. goals include deterring Soviet-Cuban relations.  Because Cuba lost the United States as a major trading partner it needed a equally apt market in which to 


sell its goods.  Russia provided this market fairly quickly and gladly.  As a result history shows Cuba became Russia’s ally and, in this regard, the U.S. embargo was a complete failure.  According to George McGovern “The embargo never did make any sense.  It only made Cuba more dependent on the Soviet Union and eliminated any influence we might have.”�  As a result of this type of sentiment the Carter administration in the 70s moved to weaken the embargo’s grip on Cuba’s trade.


	Yet another goal which has been, at best, dubiously successful is the attempt to make a symbolic point of Cuba.  That is, to take a stand against the humans rights violations inherent in the Castro regime.  Also a point, which is now coming more to the forefront of this debate, is that of a democratic political structure.  In its quest to see all countries as democracies, the United States, is now demanding Cuba work toward a market economy in order to have the embargo lifted.  Seeing as Cuba has not made any steps toward this end, one could assume that this goal, too, has failed to this point.


	In the context of such overwhelming failures the question must be risen: Why hasn’t the U.S. dropped the almost 40 year old embargo?  To say the question is complex would be an understatement.  Some theoretical perspectives would suggest an opposite policy with Cuba - one of openness and freer trade.  To the lay audience it may seem to be out of simple spite or stubbornness that the United States chooses not to drop the embargo.  However, upon deeper probing the only way the embargo turns out to be a success is when viewed in the domestic arena.�  Other theoretical perspectives, though, provide ample reason for the United States to drop the embargo.  By doing so they show that not only is the United States’ policy ill-chosen in regards to international well-being, 


but also provide evidence that the only possible reason for continuing to support the embargo is domestic politics.  Only domestic politics can explain why after eight years of Cuba being broken from the USSR, the U.S. still continues to support the embargo.


	When one thinks of foreign policy involving any Western developed nation and any Latin American country the Marxist model quickly comes to the forefront.  Because of the past treatment of Latin American countries by Western nations looking at the Marxist model first is a good place to start.  The Marxist model suggests that classes act in their own material interest.  Further in acting in one’s own interest, according to Marxism, the exploitation of the lower classes is an integral part of the aggressor’s economic system.  It is widely accepted, and plainly obvious, that there is no exploitation by the core of the periphery in the Cuba-U.S. embargo example.  Further, because Marxism dictates that the core must exploit the periphery in order to develop, it becomes even more apparent that the Marxist model should not be applied to explain the Cuba-U.S. embargo example.  Not only has the United States continued to develop, but they have done it without interacting, in any real way, with Cuba.


	Somewhat similar to the Marxist model, in that it portrays the strong taking advantage of the weak, the realist model should also be examined.  The realist model dictates a zero sum game and this idea is echoed in a somewhat different manner by William F. Buckley Jr. “Castro’s economy goes down one degree, our (United States’) satisfaction level goes up one degree.”�  Although this is not directly related to a fixed amount of power it does tap into the idea of a zero sum mentality.  A mentality that was 


predominate during the cold war - their moving one step up meant we were two steps behind.  With this mentality it’s power that matters and taking offensive stances chances a better payoff.  Thus it can help explain the quick action taken by the United States toward a proactive and unilateral act such as the embargo.  In essence, the United States, in order to attempt to solidify their place as the predominate hegemon took a hard and offensive stance on Cuba because it saw Cuba as a symbolic threat to its power.  Now, though, in 2000 “not only is the embargo meaningless from a diplomatic standpoint, but it can hardly be justified militarily anymore.  Indeed…the Pentagon itself opined that Cuba posed no military threat to the U.S. or other countries in the region.”�  Under the realist model the embargo on Cuba has probably seen a good deal of success.  Whether the embargo is the reason Cuba is not a military threat is another debate, but according to the realist model, even, there is no longer a need for the embargo because Cuba is depleted of any real power relative to the U.S.


	A less confrontational model, the institutionalist model, states that the international system is an anarchy, but that it is not a zero sum game.  With this in mind it is possible to have all states gain by creating institutions of structure (freer trade, policing, environmental, etc.).  Because of the a mentality that allows for all nations to benefit the institutionalist model would have the U.S. creating a free trade pact with Cuba, rather than the opposite - an embargo.  Because hegemonies seek freer trade it would be likely that the U.S. would want free trade, and certainly their role in GATT et al., shows this desire.  However, with Cuba the story is different.  Obviously, then, the institutionalist model lacks the proper backing to explain the Cuba-US embargo case.


	Just as the institutionalist model would have the U.S. creating structures to ensure freer trade, the domestic politics model might lead towards the same direction.  The reason for this is because the United States, as a hegemon, would want and encourage free trade.  Because of the profits American businesses stand to gain by opening up trade internationally, it can be reasoned that those same businesses would apply pressure to this end.  By this rationale business leaders are likely to pressure for as many free markets as possible so they might be able to have an opportunity at newer markets.  NAFTA is one example where opportunity lies in large, and in the case of Mexico, fairly undeveloped markets.  “A recent trade study estimated that the United States and Cuba could quickly be doing some $7 billion a year in business.”�  Assuming this $7 billion in extra trade is good for the U.S., which it quite obviously would be, why - according to the domestic politics theory - doesn’t the United States opt to drop the embargo?  


	Let us first take a more obvious example.  China has the biggest available market in the world because of its immense population.  United States’ business owners have always been eager to tap into China’s greatest resource.  And although there might be some domestic opposition from local workers who stand to lose their jobs because they are displaced by Chinese workers, the opposition is largely unorganized and diffuse.  In regards to diffuse interests - if the majority of the people oppose a certain piece of policy 


it does not mean that policy will not be passed through.  What ends up mattering more is the organization and furor with which the group pursues its end.  In the case of China - businesses have a lot to gain and not much to lose so they opt to go forward with the trading as much as the government allows.  Additionally they will lobby government for the reduction of barriers with China because they have so much to gain.  


	In the case of Cuba the scale is far less.  Cuba’s market, as earlier stated, is probably around $7 billion a year.  Although this is a good amount it is, relative the United States’ GDP, far less than one percent.  Using the domestic politics theory we should still be able to see why the U.S. still opts to keep the embargo, despite this $7 billion potential market.  In order to see this, we will need to dig a bit deeper.


	Who are the players in the domestic realm of the Cuba issue?  Business interests are always a force, as well as the public’s will, and then there is the “Cuban exile community.”  When taking into account domestic politics one must always keep in mind the theory of diffuse versus concentrated interests.  One good example is of the milk farmers who at one time lobbied for an increase in government subsidies because of waning profits.  Although this tax has a negative (monetarily) effect on the millions who buy milk and a positive effect on only a few hundred milk farmers, the subsidy was passed.  The reason, of course is because of the diffuse interests of the milk consumers.  To them the tax is only a few cents and they are not likely to cause much of a stir over such a small inconvenience.  The milk farmers, however, stand to gain millions by the small increase and thus are very willing to lobby for the subsidy.  This is true for any domestic policy.


	When the business sector requests for the embargo to be dropped they are competing with a few things.  First they must fight public opinion, which in the case of Cuba is very negative (albeit artificially through the use of propaganda).  As Buckley puts it “the difficulty embedded in arguing for repeal is seen in the language: ‘the anti-Castro people.’”�  That is, the business sector must be very delicate in asking for a repeal of the embargo for fear to appearing “pro-Castro,” a title which, even in this post-McCarthyism period, will not bode well for its bearer.  Thus the situation for businesses which seemed a no-brainer in the China example now -  with Cuba - becomes a delicate balancing between public opinion, the anti-Castro lobby, and the possible gains from the Cuba market.  


“Business interests have historically played a role in advancing or deterring embargo policy.  If, for example, the business community actively opposes an embargo policy, it can use its substantial power to get the policy reversed.  In the Cuba case, however, business interests have usually played second fiddle to U.S. government goals in determining the shape of U.S. policy.”�  





Though the U.S. government may have, at first, been the primary proponents of keeping the embargo, it is doubtful that they were that actively lobbying for the embargo later into the game.  In 1978 a public opinion poll cited 54 percent of the people as being pro-embargo.�  However, now it is more of a concentrated effort by conservatives and the Cuban refugees to keep the embargo intact.  With the government facing a highly concentrated and dedicated, but relatively small, group of proponents of the embargo and a diffuse, but larger, group of opponents the choice becomes easier.  


“Today, pro-embargo lobbyists argue that the embargo has a greater chance of success now that ever before because the Soviet Union no longer exists and Cuba no longer has a sugar daddy to help pay its tab.  While it is true that Cuba no longer can rely on lucrative trade agreements with the former Eastern bloc, Cuba has nonetheless been able to find trading partners among the former socialist nations and, more important, among market economy countries.  Hence, while the Cuban economy is undeniably suffering from the loss of its former closest trade allies, it is surviving nonetheless.”�





	On the surface one might see that the U.S. government is carrying out an embargo against a country whose humans rights policies have been severely lacking in the past.  But, as can be seen through the examination of the domestic politics theory by outlining the primary players in this case, it is evident that that is just a guise.  Really the United States is choosing to embargo Cuba because its domestic politics will not allow it to repeal the almost 40 year old embargo.  


	Despite the $7 billion in potential markets and potential example the United States could make of Cuba by helping them towards a market economy (both of which are beneficial to the United States), there remains a closed economic policy to their neighbors.  As Kaplowitz suggests - “business leaders hesitate to take a prominent anti-embargo position partly to avoid being targeted by the vocal conservative element of the Cuban exile community and partly because the Cuba market simply is not large enough to warrant taking on the U.S. government.”�  In other words it is a simple case of the government doing the popular support arithmetic.  Votes are equal to the support minus the opposition.  Currently the support (anti-Castro people and Cuban refugees) of the embargo is still extremely adamant in its ideology and the opposition (business leaders and even some human rights leaders) feels the loss is negligible in comparison to the potential flak they could get for supporting such a radical cause.


As is true with changing norms, though, it is probable that the Cuban embargo will in the near future cease to be an issue of a stubborn domestic group holding back the relations of two countries and, in essence, prolonging the effects of the cold war.  It is quite likely that as other competitors such as Japan and Europe expand their markets to Cuba and the as the United Stated realizes it has no more international reason to continue the embargo, it will concede and slowly lift the embargo.  In all likelihood this will be accompanied by some sort of move toward a market economy, at least symbolically, or in spirit, by Cuba.  Look for the domestic politics of this situation to be overshadowed by international motivations.
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