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THE CUBAN DIASPORA AND U.S. CUBA POLICY:
WHO WANTS IT CHANGED?

Benigno Aguirre

For more than 40 years, longer than many people
can remember, the U.S. and Cuban governments
have not had diplomatic and trade relationships (for
a chronology of the U.S. embargo see Kaufman Pur-
cell and Rothkopf, 2000, Appendix A). During most
of that time this anomalous state of affairs did not at-
tract much controversy, for it was seen as an intrinsic
part of the dominant Cold War rhetoric. The lack of
relations with the U.S. did not pose an important
challenge to the survival of the political regime in
Cuba, for the continued break in relations was part
of worldwide strains in international affairs. It al-
lowed Cuba to profit handsomely from the financial
support of the former USSR bloc of countries at the
same time that it used a well-conceived and managed
emigration policy of Cubans to the U.S. for the exit
of surplus labor and discontented citizens (Kaplow-
itz, 1998). All of this changed soon after the miracle
year of 1989, as Cuba now finds itself in the most se-
rious and chronic economic crisis of its history. 

What to do? From the perspective of the Cuban state
the answer is obvious: bring in the dollar and the
American investor, but do it in such a way that they
do not challenge the political hegemony of the re-
gime (Robinson, 2000; Pickel, 1998). Indeed, all the
social engineering that is going on in Cuba today can
be understood as trial and error efforts to find ways
to successfully carry out this balancing act; the ongo-
ing uncertainties and shifts and half steps indicate the
inherent difficulties of carrying it out.

The prospect of change is at least as complex a prob-
lem from the traditional perspective of the Cuban

Diaspora of opposition to the regime and its totali-
tarianism. Over the years, the Diaspora has become
very diverse in experiences, professions, perceptions,
political outlooks, and intimate life worlds (Dukes,
1999). Most members of the Diaspora cannot be
oblivious to the suffering of the Cuban people and
thus are attracted to a change in U.S. policy that will
bring about change in the society and culture of the
island and perhaps a rebirth in freedom. And yet,
such a change will benefit their political enemy. Thus
is the complex drama of passion and reason of the
Cuban Dispora that fuels the so far intractable nature
of the controversy over reestablishing relations be-
tween the two countries.

Fortunately, as is true with everything else, the stale-
mate is being gradually resolved by time. In the
grand scale of things, Cuba has been a near non-enti-
ty for American foreign policy, particularly since the
disappearance of the Soviet Union. The demise of
the socialist world has brought about a radical trans-
formation of the U.S. political elite’s understanding
of the prerogatives of superpower status of the Amer-
ican state (for a defense of the U.S. embargo law see
Horowitz, 1998; Kaufman Purcell, 2000; Lopez,
2000; for the value of “engagement” as applied to
Cuba see Haass and O’Sullivan, 2000). The old anti-
communist rhetoric is no longer seen as relevant. In
the new climate, what to do with/to Cuba is now in-
creasingly open to the answers offered by the pecuni-
ary interest of influential segments of the American
capitalist class (Rosell, 2001; Taylor, 2002), particu-
larly the agriculture and tourism industries (Jayawar-
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dena, 2003). What has stopped the normalization of
relations is not Washington but Havana.

Time is also changing the Cuban Diaspora in myriad
ways. Most inexorably, death transforms it. More-
over, as life passes outside Cuba, the exile or migrant
changes in unexpected ways, and the all consuming
memory of experiences in Cuba gives ways to other
emotions and to other understandings. Even as im-
portant, over the course of decades different migrato-
ry cohorts have enjoined it. The aggregate result is
that the Diaspora is now much more heterogeneous
than ever before (Bonnin and Brown, 2002), much
more attuned to the subtleties of life in the U.S. and
the rest of the world, perhaps more sophisticated
than before about what sort of future would be best
for the homeland. 

This is the setting for this paper, presenting an em-
pirical analysis of Cubans’ opinions on the matter of
normalization of diplomatic and trade relations be-
tween the two countries.

METHODS

Data

The data comes from the 1999 Washington Post/
Henry Kaiser Family Foundation/Harvard Universi-
ty National Survey on Latinos in America.1 The
study included interviews with 818 Mexicans, 318
Puerto Ricans, 312 Cubans, and 593 Central or
South Americans throughout the United States. The
survey, part of a series, includes both citizens and
non-citizens, native and foreign born Latinos. It pro-
vides a comprehensive look at Latinos and at their at-
titudes regarding values, politics, race relations and
social policies, asking them about their perceptions
of U.S. culture and their adoption of American cus-
toms.2 

The analysis presented here uses un-weighted data
and is based on all the Cuban-origin respondents
(n=312) included in the survey. The dependent vari-
able asks the respondents “Do you approve or disap-
prove of re-establishing diplomatic and trade rela-
tions with Cuba? It was scored 0 and 1 (yes). Twelve
predictors were chosen to represent the dimensions
of ideological conservatism, acculturation, immigra-
tion experiences, and demographics that are often as-
sumed to be important determinants of attitudes of
Cubans in the Diaspora towards the present day Cu-
ban government. 

Ideological conservatism

Abortion. Do you think abortion should be legal in
all cases, legal in most cases, illegal in most cases, or
illegal in all cases? Scored 0 through 3.

Political. Did you come to the United States to es-
cape political persecution? Scored 0 and 1 (yes).

Republican. In politics today, do you consider your-
self a Republican? Scored 0 and 1 (yes).

Traditionalism, a multi-item scale ranging from –14
to 18.

Acculturation

Attention to Politics. How much attention would you
say you pay to politics and government? A lot, a fair
amount, not much, none at all. Scored 1 through 4.

Citizen. Are you a legal citizen of the United States?
Scored 0 and 1 (yes).

Language. What language do you usually speak at
home? Only Spanish, more Spanish than English,
both equally, more English than Spanish, or only En-
glish. Scored 1 through 5.

1. It was conducted by “telephone between June 30 and August 30, 1999. Fieldwork was conducted by International Communications
Research. It used a representative sample of 4,614 adults, 18 years and older, including 2,417 Latinos and 2,197 non-Latinos. Among
the non-Latinos were 1,802 non-Latino white adults and 285 non-Latino black adults. Respondents were selected at random. The mar-
gins of sampling error for each group are 2% for total respondents, 2% for Latinos, 2% for non-Latino whites, and 6% for non-Latino
blacks. Individuals were identified as ‘Latino’ if they answered ‘yes’ to the question ‘Are you, yourself of Hispanic or Latin origin or de-
scent, such as Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, or some other Latin background?’ Latino adults were interviewed in their choice of En-
glish or Spanish. Fifty-three percent of the Latino interviews were conducted in Spanish.”

2. Washington Post article reprints from the Latino survey and information about the survey can be obtained from the Kaiser Family
Foundation publications request line at 1-800-656-4KFF; also at www.kff.org.

http://www.kff.org
http://www.kff.org
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Immigration

Golden Immigrants scored 0 and 1 (for immigrants
that came before 1969).

Send Money. Do you regularly send money back to
your relatives in Cuba? Scored 0 and 1 (yes).

Demographics

Age. What is your age? Scored 18 through 89.

Education. What is the last grade or class that you
completed in school? None or grade 1 through 8,
High school incomplete, High school graduate, Busi-
ness, technical or vocational school, some college,
college graduate, post-graduate training. Scored 1
through 7.

Gender, scored 0 and 1 (for males).

We use binomial logistic regression (BLR)3 on all cat-
egorical variables to model the respondents’ attitudes
towards reestablishing trade and diplomatic relations
with Castro’s government. We tested the model as-
sumptions of BLR; in terms of its additivity, exten-
sive exploratory analysis indicated that there were no
statistically significant second-order interaction terms
in the models presented. For example, interaction
terms of Age with Golden, Republicanism with
Golden, and Education with Traditionalism did not
add to the analysis substantively or improve the sta-
tistical fit of the model. In term of its linearity, math-
ematical transformations of the continuous predic-
tors (Age, Education, Traditionalism) did not
strengthen the overall fit of the model. There is also
the absence of multi-collinear relationships among
the predictors in the model; all of their tolerances are
above .60 (except for Language (.49)), as well as the
absence of statistically significant residuals. 

Results 
Table 1 presents two BLR models. The first model
includes all of the predictors. In the second BLR
model, the Backward Stepwise (Likelihood Ratio)
method of regression is used to identify a more parsi-
monious subset of statistically significant predictors.

In both models, the Hosmer and Lemeshow’s good-
ness of fit test indicate that the models do not differ
significantly from the observed data. There are a
number of surprising findings in these results. 

As model 2 indicates, respondents who considered
themselves members of the Republican Party, if com-
pared to respondents who were not Republicans,
tended not to want rapprochement with Castro
(B=-.55), the log odds are about one half that they
would want to change the existing policy. More gen-
erally, it is the case that opposition to the change in
policy is stronger among conservative, traditional re-
spondents; a one-unit increase in the traditionalism
scale decreased the desire to change the policy by
B=-.04. 

An interest in politics is associated with an increasing
desire to change the policy; thus, the more the re-
spondents put attention to politics the more they fa-

3. For a review of BLR see Field, 2000; another excellent discussion of BLR is found in http://www2.chass.ncsu.edu/garson/pa765/lo-
gistic.htm. BLR is appropriate for the present case, for it is designed to model a dichotomous dependent variable with categorical and
continuous predictors.

Table 1. Binary Logistic Regression Models 
of Normalization of Relations

Model 1 Model 2
Exp (B) Walda

a. All coefficients significant at the p<.05 level except as indicated.
Backward Stepwise (Likelihood Ratio) method of regression.

Exp (B) Wald
Ideological Conservatism

Abortion 1.03 .05 (ns)
Political .92 .31 (ns)
Republican .58 14.42 .58 15.3
Traditionalism .96 4.5 .95 6.87

Acculturation
Attention to Politics 1.25 2.34 (ns) 1.28 3.08
Citizen 1.32 3.11 1.29 3.4
Language 1.18 1.58 (ns)

Immigration
Golden Immigrants .84 .94 (ns)
Send Money 1.14 .51 (ns)

Demographics
Age .99 1.51 (ns) .98 5.94
Education 1.02 .04 (ns)
Gender 1.35 5.20 1.36 5.78

-2 Log Likelihood 416.53 355.51
Hosmer and Lemeshow

Test Chi Square 4.97 (ns) 2.63 (ns)
Nagelkerke R Square .26 .25

http://www2.chass.ncsu.edu/garson/pa765/logistic.htm
http://www2.chass.ncsu.edu/garson/pa765/logistic.htm
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vored a policy of rapprochement; the log odds go up
.25 for every increase in reported attention to the po-
litical process. Moreover, naturalized respondents
also favored it. They had a B=. 25 log odds to desire
the change if compared to the non-naturalized.

Finally, two demographic variables, age and gender,
also proved to be statistically significant predictors of
the desire for a change in policy. A year’s increase in
the age of the respondents was associated with a neg-
ative effect; a B=-.02 log odds that they would disap-
prove of the change. Moreover, men were almost one
third more likely than women to approve it (B=. 31).

Assumptions that are prevalent in some mass media
and public discussions about the attitudes of the Cu-
bans in the U.S. towards the policy of rapproche-
ment (Grenier and Pérez, 2003) did not receive sup-
port from this research. For example, as shown in the
models, the so-called Golden exiles, or respondents
who came to the U.S. in the immigration cohort im-
mediately after the post 1959 Castro exodus and are
considered the quintessential political refugees, were
not more likely than other Cubans to oppose the pol-
icy change. Other multivariate BLR analysis (not
shown, available upon request) indicates that the re-
verse is also true, and that the so-called Red Worms,
or those Cubans who came to the U.S. in the after-
math of Cuba’s present day economic crisis and had
personal association with the regime in power, were
no more likely to support the policy change. 

Similarly contradicting the opinion of some, respon-
dents who had family in Cuba and regularly sent
money to them were no more likely than other Cu-
bans in the U.S. Diaspora to approve of the change.
This is also true of respondents who stated that they
came to the U.S. to escape political persecution; they
are no more likely than other Cubans to disapprove
of the policy change. It is also worthwhile to mention

that the so-called second generation—Cuban-origin
native born respondents—were not more likely than
the foreign-born Cuban respondents to support the
policy change (not shown, available upon request).

Given the contrary assumptions made by some ob-
servers of the Cuban Diaspora about the supposed
important political differences among the genera-
tions towards the Castro regime (Grenier and Pérez,
2003, 93-95), these negative findings are extraordi-
nary and unexpected. They contradict commonly ex-
pressed assumptions about the attitudes of the Cu-
ban community in the United States towards the
desirability of U.S. policy change towards Cuba, its
assumed emotionalism, intolerance and irrationality
(Grenier and Pérez, 2003, 92-93), instead docu-
menting the high level of maturity in the thinking of
Cubans about the issue. Their desire for a change in
official policy towards Cuba is not a reflection of de-
gree of support of the present day regime in power.

WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN
The most statistically important predictor in the
models was whether or not the respondents identi-
fied themselves with the Republican Party.4 Opposi-
tion to the policy change is by now an article of faith
among conservative Republicans in the Cuban Di-
aspora,5 and it is not inappropriate to suggest that
until now the Party’s stand on the Cuba policy is an
important reason for the vote of Cubans on behalf of
Republican Party candidates. This happy coinci-
dence is bound to change, however, as the search for
profits by American corporations in a future Cuba
helps jettison increasing number of national Republi-
can Party officials from their traditional approach to-
wards Cuba (Brenner, Haney, and Vanderbush,
2002).

In the meantime, the acculturation of Cubans into
the society and culture of the United States, such as

4. Opinion polls (e.g., Time/CNN, January 7, 2000; CBS News/New York Times, October 25, 2000) indicate that both nationwide
and in Florida, Republicans, if compared to Democrats and Independents, have a slightly greater tendency to oppose opening diplo-
matic relations with Cuba. They also show (e.g., ABC News, May 13, 2002) that the majority of respondents would like the U.S. gov-
ernment to lift travel restrictions.

5. Grenier and Pérez (2003, chapter 7) assume the presence of a conservative, anti Castro “exile ideology” among large segments of the
Cuban-origin population in the U.S. However, our findings indicate that this ideology exists only among a small segment of this popu-
lation. 
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obtaining citizenship, gaining command of the En-
glish language, and knowledge of political news,
makes them, both those in the first and the second
generation, more prone to want to abandon the
present policy. Thus, when the shift in the national

Republican Party’s stand towards Cuba happens, as I
believe it will, large segments of the Cuban commu-
nity in the Diaspora will be ready and waiting, defus-
ing the issue and its impact on voting behavior, and
thus making it less painful for the Republican Party. 
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