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INTRODUCTION
In the summer of 1994, the existence of balseros, Cubans leaving their country in fragile boats or homemade rafts, became the focus of media attention worldwide, as the numbers rescued by the U.S. Coast Guard surged from 248 in January, to 1,010 in July and then reached 21,300 in August.
 Although the social phenomenon and human drama of the balseros were of continuing interest in every Cuban-American community, national and international media coverage faded as soon as the numbers dipped to 20 in October 1994. This Issue Paper puts the balseros in historical perspective by defining, describing, and analyzing the phenomenon.

 The individual motivation and experience of the tens of thousands of Cuban citizens who put to sea between 1959 and 1994 is the point of departure. The history deliberately begins at the individual level - with the rafters themselves - in an effort to understand who they were, why they took the dangerous actions that they did, and what happened to them in the process. The paper carries through to the state and international levels by analyzing both the reaction of the Cuban regime to the collective challenge posed by the balseros, and the policy response of the United States. It concludes with a conceptual framework for understanding the multi-level balsero phenomenon and with a set of five key factors that are likely to affect the dynamic in the future.

DEFINITION OF TERMS   

  A balsero is any person who exits Cuba illegally, by sea, in a small boat or homemade craft.
 The balsero phenomenon can be conceptualized as an illegal, post-revolutionary form of exit that has gone through two temporal cycles - what will be called the early cycle (1959-1973) and the recent cycle (1983-1994). Between 1959 and 1994, at least 63,175 rafters survived the trip and entered the United States - 16,523 in the early cycle and 46,652 in the recent cycle (Ackerman 1996, Clark 1975). The individual experience of the rafters involves psychological and physical preparation, crossing, and arrival. It is a process involving both attitude and action. Although "boat people" have existed in other countries, the phenomenon of the balseros is unique inasmuch as the craft used are so small, often handmade and extremely precarious, and because the stubborn duration of the sea exodus is unusually long.

A TYPOLOGY OF BALSERO TRAVEL
Although the material resources and travel strategies of rafters cover a spectrum of experience, it is convenient to group them into three categories that define key points along the continuum. For those very few with money and connections, it is a mode of exit that can be quick, scheduled, and relatively safe
  - what will be called the water taxi mode. For those with access to boats or materials and with knowledge of the sea and of strategies for rescue, it is a very dangerous but attractive gamble - what will be called the betting mode. For those lacking connections, thousands of dollars, a rafting strategy, and reasonably safe access to boats and shoreline - what will be called the do-or-die mode - it is a means of exit that has the highest risk of apprehension and imprisonment while leaving, and of severe trauma or death at sea.

The Water Taxi
Water taxis are essentially smuggling operations that sell passage out of Cuba, or other points where balseros wash up en route to the U.S.  In a fast, small boat, the direct trip from Cuba can be accomplished in twelve hours and cost between $2,000 and $6,000. per person during the 1991-1994 period.

 Water taxis may come from the U.S. or originate in Cuba and typically carry 5-25 people. Those originating from Miami are generally hired by family members who live there and, during the early cycle, were referred to as family rescues.
  Prior to May 2, 1995, water taxis usually discharged their passengers close to shore in the Florida Keys under cover of dark. Rafters then swam ashore and alerted the Coast Guard of their arrival, claiming  that their boat sank near shore.  Since the May 2, 1995 decision by the Clinton administration to repatriate rafters rescued at sea, some balseros who arrived before May second have begun going back to Cuba on their own, armed with improved nautical knowledge and better equipment, in an effort to bring family members out without encountering U.S. or Cuban authorities. This type of exit does, however, present the psychological stress attendant upon any costly and uncertain illegal act. Additionally, it requires that the rafter have connections or make dangerous inquiries in order to locate a taxi. The water taxi accounts for a very small percentage of cases - probably less than 5%. 

The Betting Mode
Those who exit through the betting mode have gambled their lives and all or most of their material resources in order to leave. What distinguishes this group from those in the do-or-die mode is their superior resources and strategy. They have small boats, often with motors, or they construct ingenious craft that are actually able to float for sustained periods under harsh conditions - the more elaborate balsas (rafts) may have shade from the sun, a small tank for water or other essentials. They go through a host of preparations and trials - studying the currents and weather patterns; acquiring materials; building or buying and testing the boat; surveilling border patrol routes; training physically; meeting to discuss operational roles and contingency plans. It is not uncommon to hear of two or three years of active preparation. Those who combine preparation with rescue strategy fare best. 

The most typical rescue strategy is to cross in two jumps, stopping at islands in the Cay Sal Bank of the Bahamas (or the Cayman Islands for those who leave from Cuba’s Southern coast) where groups such as Hermanos al Rescate (Brothers to the Rescue) leave supplies and equipment, and where rafters can be sighted and picked up by the U.S. Coast Guard, or, at least, can rest and repair boats. Clearly, to enter the betting mode requires knowledge of the sea and weather, acquisition of very scarce materials, and contact with the outside world sufficient to hear about rescue services. The betting mode accounts for approximately 50-60% of balseros.

The Do-or-Die Mode
Those in the do-or-die mode have generally set out with nothing but determination. They are more likely to be in inner tubes or rafts constructed of empty barrels, styrofoam and bits of canvas or plastic. The canvas or plastic is wound in strips around the inner tubes to try to preserve the tubes from puncture by sharks and to reflect the sun from the dark tubes. Wooden handles are fashioned and laced through the canvas so that balseros can get a better grip and can lash themselves and their oars to the tubes. In turn, tubes can be lashed together to carry water and to have auxiliary tubes in case of shark attack, or deflation. The advantage of this type of true balsa is that it continues to float in high seas where small boats may be swamped. Those in the do-or-die mode are simply carried by the currents and the wind and have no control over their destiny once on the open seas. Probably 30-40% of rafters are in the do-or-die mode.

DANGERS AND DEATH RATES
Until Cuban government records become available, precise statistics on total number of departures, arrests and deaths at sea can only be estimated. Knowledgeable Cuban and U.S. sources point to a possible death rate as high as 75%.  Findings from a computer model of favorable winds and currents show that, under the best of conditions, only one in four rafters would make it to Florida or survive long enough to be rescued.
 Clark (1975) made exactly the same calculation for what he called a 3:1 failure to success ratio for the early cycle, based on content analysis of newspaper accounts, frequency of Coast Guard sightings of empty boats or boats with corpses, and interviews with agency personnel at the Cuban Refugee Emergency Center who, among many services, responded to family inquiries about relatives missing at sea.
  Fidel Castro gave the same ratio in 1994, when he stated that in the last, “four and a half years 51,076 Cubans tried to leave and 13,275 made it.”
 

 
Covering the first 5-10 miles is a critical test of homemade craft and death rates appear to be higher in that phase. During the summer crisis of 1994, when arrests were suspended in Cuba, and rescue efforts were at their height, Cuban officials encountered eight dead within the twelve miles of Cuban territorial waters, while U.S. Coast Guard officials found two dead outside the twelve mile limit.
 Taken together, these sources would mean that, between 1959 and late-August 1994, a total of as many as 100,000 balseros may have died in crossing.  

It is likely that those in the early cycle faced harsher conditions. This is so because Cuban gunboats were patrolling the Old Bahama Channel at that time with orders to shoot to kill as part of an effort to eradicate anti-Castro infiltration.
 Also, in the early cycle there was less traffic in the ship lanes and fewer pleasure craft that might discover balseros. Moreover, no one was specifically out looking for them. During the recent cycle, the efforts of the U.S. Coast Guard expanded. After the inauguration of Hermanos al Rescate on May 15, 1991, there were thirty five volunteer pilots with fifteen aircraft making regular flights four days per week - a total of thirty two sorties per week of 6-7 hours each. Over 4,200 rescues resulted from these flights.

In general, the tendency seems to be to underestimate deaths or to deny them. It is difficult to understand how as many as 100,000 people could be lost without more of an outcry. The lack of access to Cuban records is one impediment. The fact that most balseros do not have immediate family waiting at their point of destination is another (See section on, Rafters Who Entered the U.S. Directly, for a further discussion of sponsorship patterns). On the individual level, the following statement by a balsera about her family’s experience is illustrative of human factors that favor denial. Twenty eight of her relatives left on the same day in three separate boats after two prior attempts failed. One attempt ended with more than a dozen family members incarcerated for two years. On the third attempt:

Once they got to the open sea - where the sea is dark, dark, dark - the navy blue-colored sea - well, the last boat - the big one - it broke apart. We couldn’t see - but the second boat could, when they were up on a wave - but we heard them screaming and then, just quiet .... It turned out that our grandfather had also arrived in the Caymans and not Miami - he got out from the second attempt. We told him the third boat never left. Then, when we got to Miami, they told him on the phone from Cuba that, yes, the boat had left. Now we tell him that we heard they are in Belize, where they don’t speak Spanish. We say they are on the beach and surviving by fishing ... that we cannot call. It would kill him to know. Imagine, we talk about them like they are still there. Why kill him too? It would kill him. They were his favorites... let him have some peace.

Certain dangers are common to all rafters and stem primarily from the inability to hold a small boat or raft on course on the high seas. Currents are simply too strong for these small craft - even with motors -  and so they are carried by the waters and drift for days. Rescue pilots report that the rafts, “scatter like gunshot” because of shifting currents, complicating search and rescue strategies.
 Food and water is often washed overboard or contaminated by salt water. Days are very hot and nights are very cold causing burns, dehydration and hypothermia. As these three processes set in, victims become belligerent and psychotic, posing a threat to their own safety and that of their fellow rafters. Once balseros have been at sea for more than two days, these processes come into play. 

The average time at sea for balseros between 1991-1994 was almost four days, with a range between one and thirty four days (Ackerman 1996). Hence, most rafters experience some of these problems. Additional dangers include the presence of sharks who attack the rafts when they smell blood or the putrefied flesh that is common due to burns and pressure sores. Sharks trail the boats and then attack directly coming up under the boats. Rotting food or corpses must be put overboard to prevent continuous attacks, and rafters must defend themselves in an initial frenzied attack that occurs when anything edible is jettisoned. 

The normal rolling of the seas is a danger in two ways. First, people become seasick and cannot keep food and water down even if it is available, hastening dehydration. Secondly, waves crest at the height of telephone poles sending balsas crashing forcefully into troughs that are literal tunnels of black water. Boats swamp and are battered. Storms and squalls come up unexpectedly and increase the possibility of swamping, sinking or being thrown into the water. 

These dangers are compounded by human error. For example, some balseros blacken their boats and their skin in order to avoid detection when they leave the country. However, this makes them impossible to sight and rescue. Taken together, these factors explain high death rates.

 Several times per hour, during 1993 and 1994, Radio Martí broadcast public service announcements with graphic testimony from balseros and rescue personnel, urging people not to set out.
 Still, numbers continued to climb.

THE EARLY CYCLE
Our central argument is that the rise and fall of numbers of balseros can be understood when the demography of the rafter population is combined with information about key political events at the state and international levels. When viewed in this dual context, the two cycles present a similar pattern and can each be sub-divided into four stages.

The four stages describe the size and velocity of the population leaving by sea during a given period of time, with the buildup phase defined by hundreds of participants with numbers rising, the surge involving thousands with numbers still rising, the tapering commencing with a fifty percent reduction of the peak numbers headed downward and lasting until the stage of near extinction involving only dozens of participants moving horizontally. In turn, the cycles and stages can be correlated with political and socio-economic events that precipitated, or diminished the cycles, producing their distinctive curves (See Figures 1 and 2).

Demography of the Early Cycle
Although both the balseros of the 1990s and those of the early cycle were a demographically mixed group, those in the earlier cycle are distinguished by demographically homogeneous clusters occurring at discrete phases of the cycle.
 By contrast, the recent balseros were heterogeneous throughout. Specifically, those in the buildup stage during 1959-60, tended to come from the upper and professional classes and they traveled in larger and more seaworthy craft, bringing much of their extended family. Thus, the early stages had fewer boats with more people in them. 

By 1961, as total numbers rose, the group became predominantly laborers and skilled workers, and continued this way throughout the first cycle. The educational level of over 65% of balseros between 1961 and 1974, was six or less years of schooling.  As a group, the early rafters were much more representative of the island population than were those arriving by plane during the same period on all variables.
  Nevertheless, their educational and occupational status was higher than average for the island population. Those leaving by sea were predominantly people with no other means of exit. Most notably, they lacked relatives in the U.S. who could sponsor them.
 They were predominantly white, young, married and male. Women comprised only 23%. Thus, many young, married men were leaving families behind. Only 32.6% of men who came in the early cycle were single. A total of 41.2% were age 29 or below.  During this first cycle, a conservative total of 16,523 balseros was reported by Clark, with 225 in the buildup stage, 9,840 in the surge,
  6,378 in the tapering, and 80 in the near extinction stage (See Table/Figure 1). These numbers include over 4,000 balseros who sought refuge at the U.S. Naval Base at Guantánamo, often floating there in bicycle tubes, or by swimming.

The clustered demographic pattern of the first cycle of rafters can be explained as a function of who was physically endangered, as well as politically/economically alienated by the transition to communism, and when. Many who left in 1959-60 were not only fleeing a regime they did not support, but the very real possibility of summary execution if they stayed. A 1967 balsero, who was an undertaker in Morón, described the 1959-60 period:

Each day on the radio I would hear, "37 fusilado (executed by firing squad) en Pinar del Rio, 21 fusilado en Oriente..." they continued all across the island, and I knew some of these gentlemen’s names... good people. And it went on for years. Eventually, they got around to people in my situation and by that time, I had lent my vehicle for  work - nothing big - carrying messages mostly, but it was enough. I had to leave the only way I could - in my boat - it was all I had left. I had no one in the United States. I didn’t want to leave - what good is a Cuban outside Cuba. Eventually, I brought out 17 family members - all in round about ways.
  

As numbers peaked, the government  brought counterrevolutionary groups under control and accommodated to international pressure to end summary executions. Lengthy prison sentences became the predominant sanction for those captured while trying to leave by sea. Late in the early cycle, those captured in small boats or rafts who were without adverse political histories, and were first offenders, got prison sentences from 2-10 years depending on circumstance. Those in the recent cycle generally faced only fines, incarceration for 1-3 years, and social ostracism if caught. Throughout, those who stole government boats got longer sentences, and the larger the boat, the stiffer the sentence. Of course, after 1968, most commercial boats of any size were nationalized, making access to equipment a higher hurdle in the second cycle.

During the 1960s, however, the area known as the Old Bahama Channel that lies between the northeastern provinces of Cuba and the outer islands of The Bahamas, was called “machine gun alley” or “death’s corridor” due to the patrols of Russian radar ships working in combination with fast, Russian-made, Cuban-operated gunboats that shot on sight. All early balseros had to contend with this factor. In both cycles, the Cuban troops followed boats into Bahamian waters or even onto Bahamian soil, and took people back by force

 In summary, during the first cycle, boats and materials were in wider circulation, but the dangers were also more bountiful, and U.S. Coast Guard assistance was not as extensive as it is today. Private groups such as Hermanos al Rescate did not yet exist. From 1959 to the present day, those with no other recourse for exit have chosen the sea as balseros. It has been predominantly - though never exclusively -  an option for young, married men from the working classes, most of whom probably died en route.

Interaction with the State
For the Cuban state, the early balseros were initially minor players in the problematic of consolidating the security of the new revolutionary regime. Specifically, both the integrity of its borders and successful imposition of a new form of internal political domination were at issue.

 
Anti-Castro infiltration and possible foreign invasion were the most obvious security threats. The state countered these threats, in relation to maritime entry/exit, first with the immediate post-revolutionary creation of the militia, followed in 1960 by the Committees for the Defense of the Revolution (CDRs) which were involved in physical and ideological vigilance, and, by 1962, with the Frontier Guard which became the official, well-equipped border patrol.
 

The sea routes used by militant, anti-Castro exiles and foreign agents were the same as those used by balseros, making the latter group heir to the security measures applied to the former. Also, there was initially some overlap between the two groups, though it was minimal after the early sixties. In any case, revolutionary fervor was at such a pitch that distinctions were not made between counterrevolutionaries and those who were simply voting with their feet and leaving by sea. 

However, even after the counterrevolution was clearly contained by 1962, and eradicated by 1965, the numbers of balseros continued to surge.
  It is clear from Coast Guard and refugee agency data that those leaving were not primarily bourgeois allies of the old order, or political rivals making incursions. Nevertheless, the Cuban state continued, in a deliberate and focused way, to address the rafters. Although the balseros were predominantly workers, alienated by factors such as collectivization of jobs, limits on personal freedom, the compulsory draft, and imposition of the rationing system, their exit continued to be publicly interpreted by the regime as a security threat arising in the upper classes. Further, they were associated with “parasites” already in Miami, even though they were leaving by boat precisely because they lacked relatives in Miami.
 In this way, both the nature of domestic opposition and the growing diversity of exile could be denied.

On September 28,1965, Fidel Castro announced, almost in passing, in a speech celebrating the fifth anniversary of the CDRs, that those who lacked, “revolutionary genes” might be allowed to leave through the port of Camarioca if their relatives wanted to come from Miami to get them.
 He characterized the revolutionary process as voluntary and denied that the Cuban government had impeded exit, fired on balseros, or jailed anyone for leaving. He blamed the U.S. for shutting down legal immigration following the 1962 missile crisis, and for encouraging dangerous, illegal exits by sea.

 Within two days, Castro had elaborated a plan to open the port of Camarioca near Varadero, setting October 10, 1965 as a starting date.
 Castro encouraged all who wanted to leave to register to do so through Camarioca. Over 200,000 registered to leave, and 5,000 actually left by sea in boats obtained by relatives in South Florida, causing dangerous situations on the high seas and an immigration crisis for the U.S.
 The proposed Camarioca sealift was presented by Castro as a testament to the voluntary nature of participation in the revolution, and Castro predicted: 

Our hope is for ... truly revolutionary men and women, socialist men and women, men and women who are communists ... and those increasing numbers who will occupy the positions which are left vacant by those who leave, because we know that within a few years there will no longer be any Camariocans. We will see the time when there no longer are any counterrevolutionaries, because that bad weed is an old bad weed. It is a bad weed which grew in that heartless, ruthless society ....
 

Within three weeks, the invitation to leave was quickly amended to “refer to those who naturally, in agreement with the regulations and norms which are in force, have the right to leave the country,” excluded were all men of draft age or, “who will reach that age within a few years” or those who had recently served and might have knowledge of security arrangements or might be trained in the U.S. to “return as mercenaries.”
 Hence, most of the balseros, young men of draft age, continued to be without a legal means of exit.

 Worse still, many of those who fell into the excluded categories had rushed to reveal their desire to leave by the deadline of October 10, announced by the Cuban government. These registrants were consequently identified as politically unreliable and their opportunities for work and education curtailed, even as their possibilities for escape were being reduced. 

 Arrangements were quickly negotiated between the U.S. and Cuba for an orderly airlift that continued until 1973. Although this agreement gave no relief to those who were leaving illegally by boat, it served to regularize the appearance of exit and to provide both the U.S. and Cuban governments with immigration control and screening. Additionally, it helped the Cuban government identify and systematically extract a cost from those who were eligible to leave. Years of agricultural labor under harsh conditions was required of some, and surrender of all property was required of all who took the freedom flights between 1965 and 1973. 

In this context, increased border vigilance was converted into a mutual foreign policy goal, rather than an item of contention in the Cold War. In effect, the Cubans had profited from opening an escape valve for malcontents, and the U.S. had polished its image as a haven for refugees from communism. It then became mutually advantageous to shut down all unauthorized air and sea exits. Negotiation of an anti-hijacking agreement followed in 1971-72 and was signed in 1973.

 As a signal of good faith, in 1971, the U.S. initiated legal action against balseros arriving while the treaty was being negotiated.
  The Cuban government played upon this circumstance domestically, essentially saying that those leaving illegally, either in planes or boats, would be returned by the U.S.
  This created a climate of fear within Cuba for those who might have taken to the sea. In fact, no government boats of any substantial size were hijacked between the signing of the agreement and 1975, by which time, sea exits were so low that the U.S. Coast Guard ceased systematic data collection.
  It was not until the early months of 1980 that large boats were again seized in significant incidents and that small craft began to appear regularly.
  Still, it had taken an extraordinary level of vigilance to bring the balsero phenomenon under control and numbers did not taper to insignificant levels until 1971, fully six years after massive prevention efforts began.

Overall, the balseros had served both as one vehicle for, and the victims of U.S./Cuban migration accords, a pattern that would be repeated in the recent cycle of balseros. Basically, the Cuban government, sensitive both to the rise in the numbers of balseros, and to large numbers of citizens potentially eligible for U.S. visas, equated the two groups and forced the U.S. to the negotiating table by opening Camarioca. Those with relatives in the U.S. were labeled as synonymous with the rafters, and the port of Camarioca was opened ostensibly to permit their safe exit. The resulting U.S. immigration crisis brought an opening that permitted massive exit of those eligible for visas, under U.S. regulation and Cuban selection, rather than those who had been setting out to sea. In Cuban domestic politics, the social discontent and proletarian origins of the original balsero group were recast as simply another manifestation of the anti-Castro security threat from the upper classes.

 This “bait and switch” tactic had the additional advantage of obscuring the clear evidence of anti-regime sentiment among the working classes, who were declared to be beneficiaries and supporters of the new government. The concessions obtained from the U.S. were, in turn, used to identify and repress potential internal dissenters, to acquire free labor and real estate, and to intensify demands for mass demonstrations of support and compliance. The entire sequence demonstrated the political prowess of the Cuban state, and helped to consolidate regime dominance. The balseros were shut down in the process, though it took the threat of actual U.S. rejection to stop the flow.

THE RECENT CYCLE 

The total number of balseros entering the U.S. between 1983 and 1994 increased in three dramatic "jumps" in 1989, 1991 and then again in 1994. As previously argued and explained below, the changes can be best understood when demography is combined with political events. Over the total time period, the U.S. Coast Guard rescued 46,423 rafters. The sea exodus grew in the stages previously described; with dozens risking their lives in a period when the phenomenon was nearly extinct prior to 1989; hundreds doing so during a buildup  in 1989-1990; thousands in the surge of 1991- July 1994 and tens of thousands during a peak in mid- August, tapering to half that size by mid-September, and returning to near-extinction following joint action by the U.S. and Cuban governments. The curve described by this cycle, and the numbers involved can be seen in Table 2 and Figure 2. 

 Overall, the recent cycle occurred much faster than the earlier one. Also, the buildup of the early cycle was rapid and the tapering was prolonged. By contrast, in the recent cycle, the buildup took years, but the surge and tapering lasted only weeks. It appears that the second cycle was harder for citizens to start, and easier for the government to bring under control.

During the period 1991-1994, when thousands were coming, a total of 45,575 balseros were rescued by the U.S. Coast Guard.
  Of those, 16,778 entered the U.S. immediately. The remainder were sent to “safe-haven” camps located at U.S. military bases in Guantánamo, or Panama. Subsequently, the Panama camps were closed and residents there, as well as almost two thousand balseros stranded in camps on the Cayman Islands, were consolidated at Guantánamo.

 Between November 1994 and May 2, 1995, several thousand of those in Guantánamo entered the U.S. under humanitarian parole based on illness, unaccompanied minor status, advanced age or possibility of adverse circumstances affecting children and families.
 The fate of the majority of the healthy, young, largely-male, camp population was unclear until May 2, 1995, when the U.S. government assured admission to all but a few alleged criminals as part of a larger policy shift on Cuba. It is estimated that the camps at Guantánamo may be emptied as early as January 31, 1996.
  Balseros picked up by the U.S. Coast Guard since May 2, 1995 have been repatriated directly to Cuba.

Demography of the Recent Cycle 

The demographic profile that follows divides the recent balseros into two groups, those who entered the U.S. directly and those who went to Guantánamo. This was done by comparing two sets of data to test Kunz’s (1973, 1981) theory that refugees who leave with some degree of planning and anticipation are distinct from those who leave in an acute situation without time for planning.

 Perhaps the most striking difference between the 1991- July 1994 balseros and those leaving in August-September 1994, is the type of craft used. Prior to the relaxation of border enforcement by the Cuban government, following civil unrest in Havana in August, most people left in small boats not rafts, often using motors, and with the majority having between six and twenty persons on board.
 The average crossing between October 1991 and June 1994 required almost four days with three days as the median and a range from one to thirty four days reported.
 Calamities involving death of some members, shipwreck, or other trauma were common.

 
By contrast, in mid-August, from fifteen miles off Cuban shores, the seas from Mariel to Havana’s eastern beaches were often literally dotted with a line of flimsy rafts, typically carrying nine people or less and shoddily made from anything that would float.
  Employing 56 vessels, the U.S. Coast Guard implemented its largest naval action since World War II, to rescue the balseros. Officially called Operation Able Vigil, the rescue assisted over 3,600 craft that were corralled in a narrowing arc of vessels moving down from the Florida Keys to just three miles outside Cuban territorial waters. Most people were on the water for twelve hours or less before rescue. This is not to minimize the hardship faced by the Guantánamo rafters, but simply to alert readers that the composition, experience and motivation of the two groups may differ. The first group fled illegally, the second exercised an option suddenly offered by their government.
 Ultimately, of course, the experience of prolonged detention in materially difficult and politically uncertain conditions represents a significant difference between pre-and post-August 1994 refugees.

Rafters Who Entered the U.S. Directly
Those who entered the U.S. directly between 1991 and 1994 were the youngest group of Cuban refugees yet, with a median age of 27.  Like the earlier cycle of rafters (1959-1974) they included few females (26.9%) and most men were married (65.2%). It is interesting to note, however, that year-by-year the percentage of women and children was showing a slow but steady increase. In 1991, women made up only 20%  but by the close of 1994 comprised 36%. In 1991 children made up only 11.1% but by the end of 1994, they accounted for 14.4%. Apparently as the phenomenon grew, more entire families were willing to face the risks. Still, 86.5% of those who entered during the three year period left some or all of their immediate family in Cuba.

 Slightly more than eight percent (8.3%) of those entering directly were either black or mulatto. These levels of black/mulatto participation exceed 1965-1975 levels (3.1%) but are lower than numbers leaving during Mariel (23%). The geographical distribution of the rafters who entered the U.S. directly is also a variant over past patterns. For the first time, Havana is not the place of last residence for the majority (34.3% were from the capital). Rather, every province is represented and 59 cities and towns contributed. As is discussed below, this pattern altered sharply in August when the Frontier Guard was lifted.

Those who entered the U.S. directly were also the most highly educated group to enter exile at that point, with 14.6% having 13 or more years of education. Occupationally those who entered directly show 18.5% with professional or managerial jobs; 37.5% with skilled and technical jobs; and 28.3% unskilled.
  The rest were in service jobs or in agriculture. They did not, however, have experience with the English language with fully 82.6% unable to speak English at arrival. Like the early cycle of rafters, the recent arrivals had few relatives in the United States and were sponsored primarily by friends, or distant relatives, most of whom had arrived since 1980 themselves. Only 20% had sponsors who arrived before 1980 and 61% were sponsored by non-relatives or very distant relatives. Hence, the newest arrivals are typically being helped by those who immediately preceded them.

Studies of the Cuban exodus have traditionally been organized around successive “waves” of refugees. The waves are temporal categories that have heterogeneous demographics. Nevertheless, each wave has been characterized as a group, and examined relative to the island population (i.e., Who left? Who stayed?). The waves have also been compared to each other. Those arriving in the first wave (1959-1964) had a median age of forty, were more middle class, and professional as a group;
 those in the second (1965-1974) had the same median age, were less educated, less likely to speak English and contained more lower-middle class occupations than the prior wave. Both of these groups tended to be married, white, and to bring immediate family members with them. The early balseros came during the time period of the second wave (comprised mainly of those who participated in the Freedom Flights), but lacked relatives to sponsor them. They were also less educated than those who came at the same time by air. Those in the third wave (1980 - Mariel) were younger, more often single, contained more blacks and mulattos, had a more diverse educational mix, and even less ability to speak English. All groups of refugees had educational achievements that were above the average for the island population, though the first wave contained more professionals than either the second or third. Table 3 compares the two cycles of balseros and those at Guantánamo with prior waves on a series of variables.

The Rafters at Guantánamo 

Data on the Guantánamo rafters were collected through a written survey that asked about basic demographic information, motivations for leaving, and contained an open ended question on the things respondents would keep and change in Cuba.
  The survey was administered in seven different camps in Guantánamo between July and August 1995 and, therefore, over represents young, adult, single, healthy men who were not with members of their immediate family.
 Survey respondents tended to be from the province of the city of Havana. Data from the survey, therefore, have been weighted by province (see Table 4 for weighting factors and a comparison of data for the entire Guantánamo population versus the sample) but represent only the healthy, adult population between ages 19 and 65. A comparison can be made of the healthy adult Guantánamo rafters with all prior waves by looking at Table 3.

Data on age were collected by age groups and cannot be expressed as a mean or median age, but 46.3% were thirty years or younger and fully 21.5% were between ages 19 and 25. The Guantánamo sample was 83.5% male with 36% single. Respondents identified themselves racially as black  in 18.5% of cases and mestiza in 12.1% of cases, a considerable increase of Afro-Cubans over the balseros who entered the U.S. directly.  These differences echo the racial differences between the first two waves and Mariel.
  One might tentatively speculate that Afro-Cubans exit in greater numbers when the government has lifted the sanctions on leaving. What motivations and calculations are involved would require further study.

The percentage of persons with thirteen years or more of education leapt to 43.5% in the Guantánamo group, up from just 14.6% for the 1991-1994 balseros. It must be remembered, however, that tremendous pressure existed in the camps to exaggerate educational and occupational credentials in order to be viewed as acceptable for entry. This probably accounts for at least some of the difference.
 

U.S. Coast Guard reports that most rafters, after August 12th, came from the Havana area are supported, with 59.6% reporting the capital city as their place of last residence. Thus the two recent groups do seem to be demographically different, with the Guantánamo group having higher participation rates from Afro-Cubans, and single men from the capital, who may have been more highly educated and skilled than former groups.

Contrary to Kunz’ (1973,1981) theory that the motivations of those leaving with planning are different from those leaving abruptly, however, the two groups present similar motivations for leaving. The Guantánamo group was asked to give a scaled response to the relative importance of scarcity of food; lack of a future in Cuba; state control and lack of freedom; and desire for reunification with family in the U.S. as a motivations to their exit. Essentially, the Guantánamo rafters were greatly or very greatly motivated, first, by desire for freedom and release from state control (90.7%); second, by lack of a future in Cuba (89.7%); third, by desire for reunification of their families (37.5%); and last, by lack of food (14.3%).  Among the rafters who entered the U.S. directly, the same pattern was found in response to an open-ended question on motivations for leaving and a question on when they first seriously thought about leaving. Fully  61.1% gave dates of first intent that pre-dated the 1989 economic crisis.
  Additionally, 63.2% state that their desire to leave was politically motivated and an additional 17.1% had mixed political and economic or social motives. Only 5.3% gave purely economic reasons for leaving. Economics seems to play a secondary role in motivating both groups of rafters. When this motivation is analyzed together with data from interviews and historical factors at the macro level, the same pattern emerges as that found in the early cycle of rafters. Essentially, the state gained control on the balsero phenomenon in early August by precipitating a migration crisis.

Interaction with the State 

In the recent balsero cycle, the Cuban state initially faced the problem of holding numbers of exits down during the 1980s and early 1990s, to prevent deterioration, in an environment of eroding support.
  Previously, in the early balsero cycle, the state had been imposing increasing control in a situation of popular support, accompanied by real danger of foreign intervention. They now had to maintain and justify control in a situation of declining prestige and resources, with rising discontent but a deeply entrenched system of physical and ideological, mass vigilance. If too much control were exerted, the society might rebel ... with too little, the ability to remain in control might slip away. Additional influences motivating rafters in the second cycle include, relative levels of access to free media and information about U.S. life, world events and conditions; relationship of the historical leadership to the society; levels of unemployment; and general lack of political and economic prospects for change.

Foreign Information and Influence
During the 1961-1979 period, the island had been comparatively isolated from independent foreign influences, leaving citizens without a ready comparison in a heavily propagandized, communist society. These conditions changed, following two events occurring in 1978. The first was conclusion of a year and a half of U.S.-sanctioned, secret talks conducted with the Castro government. The second was el diálogo (the dialogue) of 1978, the first return visit of prominent exiles to Cuba for talks with Castro. The two were intimately related since el diálogo served as a ceremonial mechanism to broadcast the outcome of the secret talks. Some credit Bernardo Benes, a Miami banker and civic leader, with orchestrating both events.
  

In any case, the primary results of the talks and dialogue were, a plan to release 3,600 political prisoners; agreement that exiles could return to the island for family visits and that family reunification was a goal of both governments; and mutual U.S./Cuban decision to permit remittances and expanded shipment of food and medicine parcels from exiles to their relatives in Cuba.
  Castro began referring to the exiles as “the Cuban community abroad,” thereby avoiding the usual derogatory comparisons, as well as the reasons why so many found themselves “abroad.”
  The pun of the moment was that the exile traidores (traitors) had become trae dolares (dollar carriers) and that gusanos (worms) had been transformed into mariposas (butterflies). Beneath this characteristic Cuban irony, political judgments were being made both from above and below.

From above, the format for revealing the accords merits discussion. Use of a dialogue between the exile community and Castro had two principal effects. It continued and enhanced the image of Castro as a reasonable leader, skilled manipulator, and man of the people. And, it eliminated the necessity of acknowledging a direct agreement with the U.S. government. Exiles returning to the island and endorsing the substance of the secret accords, together with the immediate release of forty six of the most prominent political prisoners (who were allowed to return to Miami with Benes during his first public visit on October 21, 1978) obscured the fact that Castro had struck a deal directly with the U.S. enemy in order to bring Yanqui revenue to the economically strapped government. Indeed, most histories of the period present the dialogue as having stimulated US/Cuban accords, rather than the reverse. Although the Cuban government lost face to a certain degree by dealing with the exiles, Castro astutely avoided the appearance that rapproachment with the U.S. government was possible or desirable. In the process, political opening was minimized and economic gain maximized. A total of between 300 and 1,000 million dollars was netted annually in remittances over the next decade.
 Also, as the recent cycle of balseros reveals, Castro had no difficulty in re-imposing negative labels on the exiles when it once more became politically convenient.

Relationship to the Historic Leadership
Even so, an immediate effect in Cuba was increased public alienation from the historic leadership. A balsero, who had been a radio news announcer in Cuba, and arrived (badly burned and dehydrated) on an inner tube in 1993  reported:

In 1978, I could not believe that Fidel was going into El Habana Libre to shake the hands of gusanos. Right then, I saw that we had been deceived all along - the revolution was completely betrayed with that act. I had been taught to hate those people. I began to gather money and wait for the next opportunity. At Mariel you had to go and say you were a fag, kiss a friend in the police station, things like that to get out .... I wouldn’t do it. But, it got harder and harder to read the news after 1989. Finally, I got a boat.

The relative difference between island and exile life also became known and personally felt, especially in Havana. People began to have less guilt about having North American dreams, although they had to keep them to themselves or to a confined group of confidantes. The inconsistency of the regime was apparent not just in about-face policies on exile visits and remittances, but with the subsequent closing of free farmers markets and the withdrawal of plans to allow private rental of property and a general closing of material incentives.
 These were part of an effort to rectify “errors and negative tendencies” through heightened mobilization of revolutionary consciousness within the society.  With the opening of Radio Marti in 1985, news from the U.S. became abundant and easily available. Hence, people were not only longing for a different life, they had an idea of what that life was, and where it could be found. In effect, the ratio of costs to benefits in permitting exit as a mechanism to reduce domestic dissent, had begun to shift. Costs were being reflected back from the success of the exile enclaves in the U.S. The clearest negative consequence, at the mass level, was a loss of regime control over information and perception.

The rhetoric of the regime also changed, and took on an increasingly hostile and blaming tone toward the people after 1980. A new man had developed but he was a lumpen, not Che’s new man. When young people with no pre-revolutionary exposure grew to adulthood, Fidel had predicted the extinction of "Camariocans." In the recent cycle of rafers, as at Mariel, he postulated the existence of large numbers of anti-social youth, and he presented a theory of how they had been created by U.S. immigration policy. Speaking live on television and radio, following a rash of boat hijackings and the first large-scale, citizen riots on August 5, 1994, Castro said:

Most of these people are criminals, people awaiting trials, lumpen and antisocial individuals who, under other circumstances, would never get a permit to travel to the United States. They are part of a group of criminals and antisocial individuals who have fantasized about dodging the laws to accomplish their goals by hijacking boats, reaching the extreme of even obstructing or interrupting transportation across Havana Bay by provoking this type of incident.”



Subsequently, outlining the situation in more detail on September 24, 1994, after suspending  the Border Guard he said:

A frame of mind, an idea, a belief, a conviction, had been created in many people that they had the right to travel to the United States illegally, that they needed no permit from SINA (the U.S. Interest Section) which it had refused to give them. They were convinced that they could leave by sea in commandeered ships. ... notice this, the fewer visas they granted for legal travel, the more illegal entries occurred. This happened between 1990 and 1994. They gave 11,222 of the 160,000 visas which corresponded to family reunifications, yet they granted 17,210 visas for that category meaning counterrevolutionary prisoners and their relatives ....

Cuba’s efforts prevented the arrival of 37,801 people in four and one-half years, while thanks to the U.S. policy they received 13,275 people during the same four and one half year period. ... Many of these went by raft. Every day for years radio stations encouraged and called on people to steal a boat and depart illegally by whatever means that could take them to the United States. Can we really be blamed for this? Can a policy, a strategy be clearly seen here? Fewer and fewer legal visas are being granted, as little as five percent of the 20,000 per year ....

Here, one can see how these two mechanisms worked: the tougher Cuba’s economic situation became, the fewer people they received legally and the more they received illegally.   ... The thesis we advance is that the fundamental factor is really the economic blockade which compelled increasing numbers of departures. ... So, we simply issued instructions to make the policy more flexible, the Border Guards’ activities more flexible.

In a subsequent interview for French television, Castro denied responsibility for creating any part of the problem, either through suppression of human rights or failed economics, allowing only that the rapid expansion and maintenance of a system of social welfare benefits for the people had probably been an economic strain that contributed to the exodus once funds and services were reduced. He specifically denied that rafters had been arrested, jailed, or impeded from leaving.
 

 
Since two rounds of citizen-initiated exit had preceded the recent cycle of balseros, (the early balsero cycle [1959-1974] and the invasion  by 10,800 persons of the Peruvian embassy in Havana that led to Mariel in 1980) many Cubans had come to believe in the existence of an “escape valve” process. This involved Castro opening the gates for a short time in response to growing mass action, using a foreign policy pretext, to facilitate exit of those in the society who felt most pressured. Simply stated, Cubans knew their chance would come and this emboldened action when opportunity seemed imminent. The government had “staged” the Camarioca incident in 1965, and had given hints of such a possibility for weeks prior to the Peruvian Embassy takeover.
  People anticipated another possibility and would listen to Castro’s speeches looking for signals of impending openings.

Unemployment and Future Prospects
The regime did not simply suffer from unfavorable comparison to capitalist regimes. It had lost support because of affirmative military and economic activities of its own making as well. The role of Cuba in Angola, and the treatment of troops upon their return were major factors for many of the young men who became rafters. The obligation of military service was unpopular on its own, but when troops were sent to Angola en masse in 1975, it carried the additional possibility of death in combat and burial in Africa. The sacrifice, in 1989, of that war’s hero, Gen. Arnaldo Ochoa, resulted in the first extensive anti-government graffiti campaign that could be seen throughout the island. Unemployment, or menial work in agriculture, or as a state security enforcer were the only job possibilities for many who had been in combat in Africa.

 Of course, the fall of communism (and the simultaneous tightening of the U.S. embargo) was the largest factor in altering the terms of domestic life in Cuba. It was clear that the economy had failed on its own terms, and that international proletarian solidarity was not a viable option. Youth unemployment was common from the early 1980s, as was “over-education” and educational tracking that conflicted with students’ own interests. It is quite common to hear from balseros that they had to pursue years of study in fields they did not enjoy, or to live in areas where they did not want to be, because they were talented enough to merit education, but not sufficiently politically integrated to be placed in choice fields or locations. A sense of hopelessness fed the potential numbers of rafters.

Mrs. D, a housewife whose husband was a fisherman in Isabela de Sagua, comments on why her family left:

We left to find work and to eat .... well, to make our way forward. I lost 35 years - going to meetings - the CDR, the FMC - hiding my faith -- because I wanted this girl of mine to have an education. She was refused her career because of my religion. I never missed a meeting. I helped with everything...the voluntary work...everything.  She had to study to be a draftsman instead, and then there was no work for her except agriculture. Thirty five years wasted. In the last year, when they knocked for the meetings, I told them ... go away, I’m with the soap opera!

 Numbers of rafters began to surge in 1991, apparently as a function of citizens’ political/economic/social alienation. But, in the summer of 1994, the numbers of balseros peaked suddenly, jumping from hundreds to thousands, when the Cuban government once again facilitated exit. As Mesa-Lago (1994) makes clear, the Cuban government retained the ability to impede exit but the demand was rising, and the number of legal exits was falling.
 This was an explosive internal situation. It erupted on August 5, 1994 when anti-government rioting broke out in the Old Havana section of the capital. Twenty to thirty thousand demonstrators chanted anti-government slogans and smashed store and hotel windows.
 They were contained by police. Following an initial period of blustering and blaming, Castro presented the previously mentioned theory of U.S. responsibility and lifted the border guard on August 12, 1994 allowing free exit. During the first twelve days of August this amounted to 729 rafters rescued by the USCG. During the next twelve day period, with the Guard removed, the numbers totaled 14,066 - nearly a twenty-fold increase.

The U.S. also acted quickly to prevent boats leaving South Florida, and met immediately with leaders of the Cuban-American community to request their support for containing the crisis by stopping the balseros at sea and taking them to a “safehaven” in Guantánamo.
  On August 19th Attorney General Janet Reno made it clear that the rafters would not be allowed in and, on the following day, the President confirmed that remittances to Cuba would be stopped as would family visits, gift parcels and most charter flights.
 The flow of people continued, but the crisis on U.S. shores was precluded. 

With his income effectively slashed, the pressure was now on Castro. The hail of refugees he unleashed had been deflected to Guantánamo without causing a lasting rift between the Cuban-American community and Washington. Additionally, Clinton had avoided the clash of personalities and daily personal involvement that had worked in Castro’s favor at the time of the Peruvian Embassy asylum incident. Castro quickly indicated his willingness to negotiate.
  

On August 26, the U.S. and Cuba announced plans to meet to discuss the crisis. An agreement was signed on September 9, involving only migration issues as the U.S. had wanted, but granting sufficient concessions to give the Cuban government breathing room. The Cubans received agreement to have the current waiting list for visas cleared, to continue family reunification visas, to assure issue of a minimum of 20,000 yearly visas for eligible Cubans, to impede future rafters from entering the U.S., and to refuse parole to those who entered in irregular ways.
  In turn, the Cubans agreed to take measures to prevent departures “using mainly persuasive methods.” 

After September 13, 1994 the Cuban government showed clearly that it could impede departures. Only 80 persons were picked up by the USCG between September 14, 1994 and September 30, 1994, and, by December 1994, the numbers had dropped to zero. Between January 1, 1995 and April 30, 1995, when the policy changed again, only 228 persons were rescued by the USCG. Between mid-September and October 31, 1995 an additional 181 rafters evaded US/Cuban sea patrols and made their way to U.S. soil.

Humanitarian visas began to be granted in October 1994 and were gradually expanded in November and December.  In May 1995, when those remaining at Guantánamo grew restless in anticipation of a hot summer, the U. S. Military identified the need for additional measures, and the Clinton administration agreed to let all but a few alleged criminals at Guantánamo into the U.S., but to repatriate all new balseros rescued at sea directly to Cuba. Asylum requests were to be evaluated on USCG vessels at sea. Between May and September 1995, the USCG repatriated 128 Cubans. The second cycle of rafters was exhausted both from above and below.

CONCLUSIONS
Each case of citizen-initiated exit from Cuba has had distinctive curves (See figures 1 and 2) when only the duration and magnitude of exit are considered. However, when analyzed in the context of  political relations between Cuba and the U.S., a pattern emerges that describes each of the cycles explored here. The leitmotif of the pattern is as shown in figure 3.  
 Initially, by letting rafters go in increasing numbers, Castro entered in the crisis and then transferred it to the U.S. government. If the U.S. failed to rescue rafters, it was unacceptable in humanitarian terms. If they did rescue them, both the rafters and the Cuban government would be encouraged to increase the numbers, as had happened at Mariel. And, ultimately, if they rescued them, they were obliged to do something with them, which created domestic, electoral turmoil related to migration policy and conflicting demands from various constituencies in South Florida.

In the early balsero cycle, the numbers rose steadily and were slow to decline because the government lacked control. In the recent cycle, the numbers rose slowly, then plunged upward, only to shut down quickly, precisely because the government had control. In both cases, the numbers surged several fold when the Cuban government permitted free expression of the popular desire for exit.

The balseros were, in the end, a group only in the sense that they shared certain sentiments including, alienation from the regime, desire for liberation, willingness to risk long odds to secure a better future. They did not organize collectively, were leaderless, had no institution that they inhabited together or upon which they could rely to articulate a position, and, until the summer of 1994 when the Frontier Guard was temporarily suspended, they did not even gather in one spot. They were an aggregate statistic rather than a mass of people. Yet, they interacted with the state in a collective way, because their intent and numbers were known via Cuban security networks and media reports from South Florida. The sum of their actions, defiance of the state prohibition against exit and rejection of the regime, represented a threat to the regime, unless the sum was controlled.

The recent rafters existed in the public mind as two things. First, they were a social phenomenon, whether defined as brave, young people seeking freedom or as anti-social elements fleeing responsibility. Second, they were the third major opening of the “safety valve.”
 Here, a distinction is made between appreciation of the balseros as a publicly imagined group taking a personal risk, and appreciation of the Cuban state’s management of a social phenomenon within domestic and international policy arenas.

 When the numbers of exits could no longer be successfully controlled through legal prohibition and border enforcement, the state again turned to strategic manipulation. Using essentially the same pattern as with the early cycle of balseros and the Peruvian embassy asylees, the Cuban government began to increase the size and intensity of the already growing exit phenomenon. The jump in size produced a refugee crisis in South Florida that was then used as a means to pressure the U.S. for negotiations involving even larger concessions regarding the exit of the most alienated. As with the two prior cases, the process worked in terms of immediate goals of reestablishing control over exit and the citizenry, and facilitating the escape of the most disaffected. Notably, however, it was less successful in stigmatizing those who left or in pulling the U.S. into substantial concessions. 

Although the Cubans received concessions, the prior pattern had been altered substantially inasmuch as the U.S. government: (1)refused to directly accept the surge of refugees, (2) was able to prevent exiles from heading South to rescue their compatriots, and (3) sanctioned the Cuban government financially. The measures, implemented on August 20, 1994 were not rescinded as a result of the September talks. This calls into question the utility of replaying the safety valve scenario in future, both for the Cuban government and the Cuban people. Essentially, the costs to Castro (discussed below) were greater than the benefits, while the U.S. suffered very little. Promoting or amplifying a domestic crisis only has value for the Cuban state if it results in the objective, opening of the escape valve, and if the benefits derived from exit continue to outweigh the costs. For the rafters, of course, release from their personal circumstances is the objective and they clearly suffered the most in this cycle, as in the earlier one.

The loss of remittances cut in two ways. First, it increased discontent on the island among those who depended on their families in exile for help. This is especially true in Havana where the majority of pre-1990 exiles have their roots. Secondly, the fact that most recent balseros left dependent family members behind in the midst of an economic crisis, amplifies pressure for reunification, a pressure that has now spread across the entire island, with the majority of recent balseros coming from outside Havana. The greater geographic dispersion of the post-1990 rafters means that more people in outlying areas on the island will now have direct social networks and sources of information in exile. This simultaneously augments and disperses the pull toward exit, making it harder to control.

Ironically, since the regime did not include aggressive, ritual, popular rejection of the “anti-social” rafters, as it had previously, it opened intellectual and emotional space for independent judgment at the mass level. This failure to mobilize will further dampen state loyalty and erode control. Thus, the next round of citizen demand can be expected to occur sooner, and be geographically broader, larger, and more difficult to control, both through domestic and international mechanisms.

The present migration accords, coupled with U.S. intransignance and the economic embargo, oblige each government to absorb the domestic political consequences of having effectively closed down illegal means of exit. As the two balsero cycles have demonstrated, this poses a domestic threat to the Cuban state by those who are disaffected but without options for exit. The historical motif of citizen initiated surge, followed by government amplification, will need a new twist on illegal exit from Cuba in order to produce a shift from domestic to international crisis. In other words, repetition of the pattern seems to have resulted in decreased effectiveness of outcome for the Cuban regime. Calling for exile boats to come, and anticipating U.S. welcome for the malcontents, can no longer be assumed. Arguably, Castro cannot even count on the populace to denounce or attack those who attempt to leave. And, it can ill afford the loss of remittances, tourist revenue and foreign investment caused by these events.
 

If the Cuban state wants to employ a strategy of minimal use of violent force against the domestic population, it will have to evolve its nonviolent tactics. Under present conditions, the most obvious gambit for opening a future escape route that promises to produce a crisis for the U.S. without undue risks for the Cuban regime, would be for Castro to invite mass movement directly into Guantánamo. Since the U.S. Naval Base shares a land border with Cuba, and has been established as a refugee "safe haven," it lends itself to this possibility. It has the added “virtue” of being an on-going item of contention between the two regimes. To promote incursion into Guantánamo would be a feather in Castro’s nationalist cap, would have a certain level of mass appeal, and would simultaneously permit escape of a sort, while pushing the U.S. toward further concessions. This is just one scenario of how the pattern might be adapted and it is offered simply to make the point that the strategy has eroded and needs adaptation, but is certainly not yet exhausted.

 For those Cuban citizens unable to obtain and/or pay for a U.S. visa, but still seeking exit, the options have been severely curtailed. By the Fall of 1995, the principal means of extra-legal entrance to the U.S. for Cubans was to go legally to a third country, and then to the U.S. illegally by air. Any who are detected in the Miami airport presenting false papers, are returned to the country from which they entered. Therefore, Cubans fly to the U.S. from third countries using false papers to exit the third country. They destroy the papers en route, and then present their Cuban passports to the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service asking for political asylum. In Miami, these individuals have been detained so long as there is room at the local INS detention facility on Krome Avenue, though a lucky few are released to relatives directly from the airport when Krome is overcrowded. 

This form of exit requires good standing with the Cuban regime in order to get to a third country, money to buy false papers and plane tickets, sophisticated knowledge of the system to negotiate the INS bureaucracy at the airport, and resources to live for a possible extended period without employment. Clearly, this is an elite escape route, and would not help those leaving by sea. Would-be balseros are again without prospects.

Through their individual action, rafters created a collective political action potential similar to that of people's movements in other parts of the world. The rafters are  particularly reminiscent of the East Germans who spontaneously and individually gathered in train stations to try to leave the country in September of 1989.
  In East Germany, this was a prominent factor in bringing the government down in short order. It was not necessary for individuals to unite, organize or act over a long period of time.
  Why are the results so different in the case of the balseros and of Cuba?

Individual Factors 

Central to the Cuban case is the historical origin of the revolution and the skillful use, by the historic leadership, of what has been called the “fundamental attributional error.”
 This describes the human tendency to attribute problems, failures and difficulties of all sorts to self over surroundings. Essentially, when things go wrong, we tend to blame ourselves and to look within for errors before blaming environmental factors. This is a very powerful force when considered together with the near-universal support enjoyed by Castro and the revolutionary project during its early years.
 Unlike Eastern Europe where communism was imposed by a conqueror, the Cuban people welcomed the revolution and it came from within. They do, quite literally, have themselves to blame. This history works powerfully with the government’s comprehensive mass organizations at the individual level.

When interviewed, very few of those who entered directly presented themselves as “fully integrated” with the revolution, but most could describe a path by which they might have been more integrated - joining more mass organizations, the party, etc. While in Cuba, they did not reject the possibility of greater integration in an overt and critical way. They simply evaded it, rather than embracing it. Therefore, it is possible to say, if only we’d tried a little harder to comply.

 On the other hand, most feigned a level of integration sufficient to be able to obtain education, work and social acceptance. This involved being a part of the denunciation, vigilance, and exhortation of ones self, neighbors and coworkers. It also entailed consistent participation in mobilizations, marches and acts honoring the regime. It is possible to say, if only we’d tried a little less to comply. 

 One balsera put the complexity of renouncing the Cuban system in chilling perspective. She said: 

We talk in Cuba of being forced to wear masks of compliance and we say we want to take them off. But, over time, they have been grafted to our faces and we would rip our own features off if we suddenly revealed what’s underneath. So, we leave and hope they will dissolve in a new environment.
  

The necessity of a double face was a recurrent theme in balseros descriptions of why they left. To move beyond self reproach (the manifestation of the fundamental attributional error) requires self confidence and self esteem, but most balseros have had a systematic disruption of the continuity between belief and behavior, that is, between self and presentation of self. For some, this meant separating home life and public life; for others it meant divisions within the home and denunciation among family members; still others found it difficult to stay whole emotionally under these conditions; or found it convenient to simply label one set of beliefs/behaviors as real and another as necessary.  Whatever the individual pattern of coping with regime demands for surface loyalty, the cost was an inhibition of collective action.

The line between oppressor and oppressed and self and state has been blurred by universal participation. People had to feign support, and enforce support in others, from childhood. Rafters can, nevertheless, distinguish between genuine feelings and pretense. That is, they can identify behavior that they presented out of necessity (they know when and how they dissimulated, when they didn’t and why) and they also can measure the consequences of their own participation. They recall who they denounced and what the results were for that person. Without a doubt, it would be easier to simply exit from this complex situation than to try to unravel and resolve it. Fear of reprisals, and the wish to put political life behind them is stronger than any belief that it can be clarified in the present Cuban reality.  A mere 33% of rafters surveyed in the recent cycle, thought that their actions would affect the regime, though the figures were reversed regarding effects on the general population, and on friends and relatives. Two-thirds thought their leaving would greatly affect these latter groups.

Finally, day-to-day survival costs, in terms of energy required per unit of material gain, are very high in Cuba. The process of resolviendo (making-do, getting along, managing through ingenuity) is exhausting and requires cooperation among families and friendship groups. Although this cost is more pronounced since loss of Soviet patronage, it has always been high. Many are simply too tired and/or engaged in basic survival tasks to rebel.

State and International Factors
When combined with selected variables at the state and international level, these individual level mechanisms account for the failure of the Cuban case to progress toward consistent and widespread mass action. First, Cold War rhetoric has been conflated with nationalist and North-South rhetoric in Cuba. Giving up on socialism is equated with the abandonment of national liberation from U.S. domination and interference, and with surrender of the presumed logros of universal education, and heath care.

Meanwhile, the Revolution really did achieve a level of respect for Cuban sovereignty that is unparalleled in the hemisphere. At the same time, development policies based in neo-liberal reform measures have not produced any notable successes elsewhere in the hemisphere having been hampered by increasing levels of corruption, lingering vestiges of authoritarianism, and unremitting poverty. There is no exemplary alternative to emulate, and there are several disastrous examples to be avoided. By staying the course, Cubans retain their place as the hemispheric symbol of standing up to the Yanquis. 

Thirdly, the consolidation of Cuban national identity inevitably runs up against the inability of the economy to stand alone, regardless of the form of political domination. Neither under capitalism nor communism, has the economy been able to achieve national ownership, growth, and income sufficient to let the island stand alone economically. Related to this, neither capitalism nor communism has overcome levels of corruption and inequalities of wealth sufficiently to achieve domestic social peace. These two projects, nationalism and economic self-sufficiency, have clashed and intertwined throughout Cuban history. 

The regime has successfully manipulated the popular myth that the U.S. embargo is all that is obstructing self-sufficiency. Continuing to wed the two concepts (national identity and economic self-sufficiency), prolongs the regime by avoiding the unpleasant reality of protracted, economic dependency. It also cuts Cuba off from an emerging economic strategy of immigrant enclave support for home country development.
 Other Latin American countries with large immigration to the U.S. have begun to see development links forged between successful, small entrepreneurs in the U.S., and their relatives and/or towns in their country of origin. If Cuban political independence is the bitter pill the U.S. must swallow, then economic dependence is the Cuban counterpart. Ironically, by stimulating a diaspora, the revolution may have made post-Castro transcendence of economic dependence easier, by establishing a network of  potential exile development-entrepreneurs throughout the world.

Fourth, the division of the Cuban nation continues to be treated as a zero sum game, both by the U.S. and Cuban regimes. Consequently, the exit of rafters could only expand the numbers in Miami, without causing any fundamental shift in the balance of political forces. This mutual insistence on capitulation, with the U.S. insisting on a fundamental change in the form of political domination, and Castro insisting on U.S. economic opening without political change, leaves the divided halves stereotyped. The U.S. Cubans are seen as oligarchs who will displace the island population, robbing them of their homes and exploiting them economically. The island population is cast as oppressed, inert and unable to act on its own. 

There was nothing in the balsero phenomenon that moved immediately beyond this bifurcation. Granted, over time, the post-1980 refugees may be a vital link between earlier exiles and the island population, but there was no immediate reconciliation affected by the balseros. Their ordeal and its conclusion in a U.S. policy of repatriation, did, however, stimulate attention in the exile community to the possibilities of nonviolent opposition. 

Several networks of telephone/fax communication, material and moral support projects, and nonviolent actions such as the Democracy Flotilla have sprung up.
 On the island, independent groups of journalists, lawyers, doctors and economists have also begun to organize using nonviolent tactics and have joined the earlier human rights groups in forming the Concilio Cubano (Cuban Council) to act as a forum for mutual support.
 The rise of these groups, following the end to the possibility of exit, is not coincidental. These expanded links within the divided Cuban nation, provide the best hope for substantial movement toward reunification, though the shape of specific political alliances is still vague.

Fifth, the atomization of Cuban society remains extreme. Independent sites for action, what Sharp calls loci of power, were almost entirely absent during the recent balsero cycle.
 Most balseros report, in their personal histories, that they were alienated politically and that their exit was an act of repudiation and defiance, but not an act of struggle. In other words, they were disgruntled, saw no prospects for acting on their concerns in Cuba, and did not intend to struggle with the state through their exit. At most, they hoped their exit would have a demonstration effect on other Cubans who might act still more defiantly. They risked their lives to escape, not to try to change the regime. What is more, they could not envision places where struggle might take place. Churches, human rights groups and independent organizations in general, were viewed as “trouble,” not as causing trouble. The state’s ability to monitor and punish these groups was seen as thorough and inevitable - essentially they felt that the regime could not be defeated. The phrase, “Why go to jail?” was repeated as a reason for avoiding human rights groups despite belief in their objectives. 

 Most significantly, coincidence of U.S./Cuban interest in shutting down the rafters was sufficient to control them. Their acceptance of risk was conditioned on the belief that they might improve their opportunities if they survived the trip. If rafters had continued to set out in numbers after September 13th, the agreed U.S./Cuban date for shutting down exits, an argument might be made that ordinary citizens were struggling against the state. Or, if an alternative site for exit had crystallized, (embassy break-ins, requests for refuge in churches, general strikes, etc.) the argument could be made. But, this was clearly not the case. A schematic of the process underlying the rafters’ strategy appears in Figure 4.

Thus, the net effect of U.S. rejection of the balseros may have been to stimulate civil society in Cuba, and to expand alliances between exile and island groups. The prior cycles of citizen action demonstrate that average Cubans will act in response to perceived opportunity, even when risk is high, and that combined U.S./exile resolve to contain internal dissent, is most likely to produce internal demands for political change, as well as to foster mutual aid between the island and segments of the exile.
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