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7. The vulnerability of Christians in Cuba 
 
In this case study I apply the RM-VAT to all Christians in Cuba, with special attention to the 
active. Unlike the previous two case studies, I do not zoom in to a subnational area, mainly 
because there are no noteworthy geographical differences within Cuba, although some human 
security threats such as the intensity of surveillance and administrative restrictions are 
reportedly higher in the eastern half of Cuba (figure 7.1). The timeframe for this case study is 
contemporary, starting in 2011 after Fidel Castro resigned as First Secretary of the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party of Cuba, and ending in 2018 when Raúl Castro stepped 
down as President of Cuba. 
 
 

7.1 Map of Cuba 

 
Source: Google Maps. 

 
All RFATs highlight restrictions on religious freedom in Cuba, which are to a large extent a 
consequence of the authoritarian Cuban regime. The relevance of this case study can be found 
mainly in the additional information and nuances the RM-VAT offers by integrating the 
behavioral dimension of religion as well as the multidimensional nature of religious freedom, 
which are features that allow me to describe subtle forms of vulnerability that are not 
recognized by the RFATs. Following the research design, I consecutively present the context 
of the case study, in which I present an initial assessment of the regulation of religion by the 
Cuban authoritarian regime (7.1), data collection (7.2), security risks and ethical challenges 
(7.3) and the assessment phase (7.4). I end with an evaluation of the RM-VAT (7.5). 
 
 
7.1 The regulation of religion by the Cuban authoritarian regime 
 
In this context description I first discuss the differentiated treatment of Christians by the Cuban 
government (7.1.1). I then discuss the changes and continuity in Cuba’s religious policy (7.1.2) 
and finish with some conclusions regarding the ongoing vulnerability of Christians in Cuba 
(7.1.3). 
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7.1.1 The differentiated treatment of Christians by the Cuban government. 
 
 

7.2 Degrees of pressure depending on type of recognition of Christian denomination or church 
(Cuba) 

 
Source: own elaboration. 

 
The Cuban statistical office does not record religious affiliation. The World Christian Database 
(2017) estimates the total number of Christians at 7,013,000 (61.6%), which makes it the least 
Christian nation in the Latin American continent where all other countries, except for Uruguay 
(63.1%), have Christian populations above 85%. The low percentage of Christians is generally 
considered to be a direct result of the militant atheist policies in the early days of communism, 
aimed at eradicating religion (Fox 2013, 2016). 
 
Christianity was established in Cuba in 1512 through Roman Catholic priests of the Dominican 
order. The earliest Protestant activity dates back to 1741 when Cuba was under British 
occupation (González & González 2008); the first Protestant church was established in 1883 
(Holland 2003). According to WCD estimates, Christianity is composed of Catholics 
(6,092,000), various Protestant denominations (498,000), independent groups (409,000), 
unaffiliated (107,000) and Orthodox (52,900). Although a nominal majority, Catholics should 
be considered as a minority because of the high levels of discrimination this group experiences 
(Fox 2016:98). Protestant denominations have experienced important growth in recent years, 
but they still do not make up more than 5% of the total population.195 Outside Christianity, 
sizable portions of Cuba’s population are Agnostic (1,894,000) and Atheist (477,000) (WCD 
2017). (I was not able to determine why there is such a large number of Agnostics.) There are 
also small communities (thousands) of Muslims, Jews, Buddhists and Baha’is. Afro-Cuban 
religion, known as Santería, is also widely practiced, but is not organized in formal bodies, 
which makes data impossible to obtain (Goldenziel 2009). 
 

                                                             
195 Email correspondence with Bert Hoffmann (2018); “Will success spoil Cuba’s Revival?”, Christianity 
Today, 26/10/2015; “Cuba undergoes a religious revival”, The Guardian, 12/06/2015. 
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Although reliable data on religious practice and demography is impossible to come by due to 
practical limitations for data collection and “sensitivities related to polling about religion” (Pew 
Research Center 2014:11), a few observations can be made, which largely echo Margaret E. 
Crahan’s observations made in 1985. It is safe to assume that the characteristic Latin American 
distinction between nominal Christianity and active religious practice is also applicable to Cuba 
and is likely to be even more pronounced. Based on personal observations and interviews, I 
conclude that regular church attendance in Cuba is low among Catholics, but higher among 
Protestants. It is also safe to assume that the number of people engaging in the more active 
forms or religious behavior – the variables ‘missionary activity’ and ‘civic participation’ – is 
low, because they are to a large extent restricted by law. This does not mean that people do not 
engage in such behavior, but those people take a risk, which I describe more in-depth in the 
threat assessment. 
 
Goldenziel takes a different approach to civic participation. She posits that, considering the 
restrictions on freedom of expression, by joining a minority religion Cubans make an implicit 
political statement against the regime, because it is one of the few opportunities for them to 
express anything (2009:195). Seen this way, being a Christian, especially one joining a house 
church, can already be viewed as a form of civic participation, even when this does not translate 
into missionary activity or civic participation. 
 
As I argue in the threat assessment, religious identity and the least active forms of religious 
behavior are not a direct cause of vulnerability for most Christians. Religious affiliation used 
to be a problem during the early days of the communist regime, but this is no longer the case, 
especially since the religious policy changes of 1991 (more in the next section). As I 
substantiate in the threat assessment, in contemporary Cuba, the vulnerability of Christians is 
to a large extent a function of their behavior. As a general rule, the more active the social 
behavior of Christians, the greater their vulnerability. 
 
In the particular case of Cuba, the continuum of religious identity and behavior is insufficient 
for the RM-VAT to yield pertinent results. In addition to the types of religious behavior 
Christians engage in, vulnerability is also determined by the legal status of Christian 
denominations as well as their proximity to the government. First of all, there is a noteworthy 
difference between Catholics and Protestants, to which the Cuban regime has applied 
differentiated strategies, which present similarities with the religious policies of the Soviet 
Union and China (Koesel 2014; Sarkissian 2015). The strategy toward Catholics, the largest 
Christian group, has been one of (a) outright persecution, whereas the strategy toward the much 
smaller Protestant community has focused on (b) restrictions, (c) cooptation and (d) divide-
and-rule (Goldenziel 2009). 
 
The pressure on Catholics, especially Catholic clergy, is generally believed to be higher than 
on Protestants. The Catholic Church, seen as a foreign institution loyal to another state (the 
Vatican) has been strongly persecuted since the 1959 revolution, up to the point it looks like 
there is no viable Catholic church left in the country. As Fox summarizes, “Catholicism is still 
the largest organized religion in Cuba, but over 50 years of atheist communist rule has managed 
to create a culture where most young people are not religious and know little about the religion” 
(2013:204). Baptisms were forbidden for years, training seminaries were closed, and buildings 
were confiscated. Currently there are not enough priests to serve the community, and for this 
reason various European and Latin American priests work in Cuba. Seminaries are empty and 
attendance to mass is extremely limited (Crahan 1985; Lievesley 2004). 
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At the same time, restrictions were also placed on the registration of new Protestant 
denominations as well as on the opening of new churches within denominations, mainly to 
prevent Protestantism from growing. Protestant denominations that registered before 1959 are 
tolerated, but no new denominations have been allowed to register since. Also, only church 
buildings that existed before 1959 are allowed to operate (Goldenziel 2009). Except for one 
Russian Orthodox church in 2008 and a ‘show’ church in the tourist area of Varadero, no new 
church buildings have been allowed to be built since 1959.196 
 
This strategy of the regime failed to restrict the growth of Protestantism in Cuba. To circumvent 
the restrictions on building new churches, registered denominations that experienced growth 
in membership started to meet in homes of people, the so-called casas cultos or “house 
churches” (Goldenziel 2009). In addition, various independent (non-registered) denominations 
appeared, which all meet in house churches because they are not allowed to own any property. 
According to various Cuban church leaders I interviewed, the independent denominations now 
constitute two thirds of Cuba’s Protestant population.197 I was not able to confirm this claim, 
but it does not seem unlikely considering that data from the World Christian Database suggest 
there are more independent and unaffiliated Christians than mainstream Protestants (2017). 
 
The difference between registered denominations and independent denominations is essential 
to understand the limitations faced by their members, which each have distinct advantages and 
disadvantages. Registered denominations can function in relative openness but are nevertheless 
strongly supervised and face some restrictions. Independent denominations are technically 
illegal and face more restrictions, particularly related to their growth and their resourcing (Fox 
2015:55). They are also monitored but are not required to provide the same type of reports 
about their activities as the registered denominations. Independent denominations can only 
meet in house churches. There is no data available about independent denominations (only 
information about registered denominations is publicly available). 
 
House churches, both within registered and non-registered Protestant denominations, are 
technically illegal. Although they are tolerated, they are always at risk of being closed or 
confiscated, particularly if they grow, are used to spread ‘subversive’ messages or get into a 
conflict with neighbors (López 2005; Fox 2015:147). If they manage to avoid attracting any 
attention and stay under the radar, which is very difficult because informants are everywhere, 
this risk can be mitigated. 
 
In combination with the imposition of restrictions, the Cuban regime has also implemented a 
cooptation strategy towards Protestants, by inviting them to join the Consejo de Iglesias de 
Cuba, CIC [Cuban Council of Churches], a state-controlled body, similar to the Three Self 
Church in China, which is a church that was created by the Chinese government and is 
controlled by it (Koesel 2013). Membership of the CIC gives its members some benefits, such 
as access to foreign donations, the use of seminary facilities, the import of religious literature 
and opportunities to travel abroad, in exchange for tight internal surveillance and unconditional 
support to the regime, an arrangement that Goldenziel describes as “corporatism” (2009:187-
191). 
 
This strategy has only partially functioned. Of the 35 registered denominations, which are not 
representative of all Protestants in Cuba as already mentioned, only 22 are full members of the 

                                                             
196 Interviews with CU01, CU02, CU03 (2015, 2016). 
197 Interviews with CU09 (2012) and CU05 (2016). 
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CIC (see annex I). The registered denominations that did not join the CIC as full members 
(eight are associate members) comprise some of the largest denominations, including 
Assemblies of God, with 110,000 members and the two Baptist Conventions with a combined 
membership estimated at more than 100,000 members (US State Department 2017). In spite of 
its lack of representativeness, the Cuban government treats the CIC as the only voice of 
Protestant Christianity in Cuba. To the eyes of many external and internal observers, the CIC 
is also viewed as the only expression of Protestant Christianity, leading one Catholic priest I 
interviewed to lament: “Those Protestants in Cuba, they’re all communists.”198 He had 
evidently never been in touch with denominations that are not affiliated to the CIC. 
 
Finally, the divide-and-rule strategy of the Cuban regime has reinforced existing divisions 
among Protestant denominations, emphasizing the differences between ‘Reformed’, 
‘Arminian’ and ‘Pentecostal’ theologies. These divisions tend to take on a sectarian dimension, 
which foreign missions import into the country (Yaremko 2000) but is also encouraged by the 
government through the restrictions it places on freedom of assembly and interdenominational 
collaboration outside the CIC, in combination with the mistrust that is created by the permanent 
surveillance and informing that is characteristic of communist states.199 
 
Based on the former, Christianity in Cuba can be categorized according to five types, each one 
of them receiving a different kind of treatment from the government, as I summarized through 
figure 7.2. I added house churches as a separate type because of its analytical relevance, 
although house churches can be found within both registered and non-registered 
denominations. I color-coded the types based on the relative degree of pressure they are 
subjected to, with black (types 1, 4 and 5) expressing a higher degree of pressure than grey 
(type 3) and white (type 2). 
 
 
7.1.2 Changes and continuity in Cuba’s religious policy 
 
In order to interpret Cuba’s religious policy, I present two essential contextual elements – the 
evolutions in Cuba’s authoritarian government and the resulting religious policy. 
 
 
Authoritarian government 

 
After an armed revolt led by Fidel Castro and Ernesto “Che” Guevara against the regime of 
dictator Fulgencio Batista, the Cuban revolution of 1953-1959 provoked a geopolitical 
earthquake in the Americas and in the world, inspiring revolutions in the region and becoming 
an icon of the Cold War. Once in power, Castro rapidly moved toward the implementation of 
authoritarian policies, but only in 1961 did he announce that the Cuban revolution was in fact 
socialist, and publicly embraced Marxism and Leninism. In 1960, Cuba distanced itself from 
the United States and developed a relationship with the USSR, entering its sphere of influence, 
which reached a climax with the Cuban missile crisis of 1962 (Dabène 2006:115-120). 
 
Cuba is a single-party communist state, with a collegiate government and a legislative body 
called the Asamblea Nacional del Poder Popular [National Assembly of People’s Power]. 
Power is concentrated in the hands of one person (Fidel Castro until 2008 and his brother Raúl 
Castro until 2018), who not only presides over the executive branch but also appoints the 

                                                             
198 Interview with CU04 (2015). 
199 Interview with CU05 (2016). 
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members of the parliament, is commander-in-chief of the Revolutionary Armed Forces and 
chairman of the Partido Comunista de Cuba [Communist Party of Cuba]. Miguel Díaz-Canel 
is Cuba’s new president as of April 2018. Raúl Castro continues to control the Communist 
Party of Cuba and the Revolutionary Armed Forces, and is the intellectual author of a new 
constitution that is in the making. 
 
An important institution within the executive is the Cuban security police, which is comparable 
to the Stasi in former East-Germany. Through these institutions, the Cuban state exercises 
totalitarian control over many aspects of Cuban society. In addition, local chapters of the 
communist party, including youth and women sections, and the so-called ‘Committees for the 
Defense of the Revolution’, which are instruments of social-political control by militarizing 
ordinary citizens, monitor the population on a permanent basis (Werlau 2008). 
 
The authoritarian government system that Castro implemented continued even after the fall of 
the USSR. The Cuban regime did not renounce its support to communism, although its 
ideological commitment does seem to fade, and the use of communist rhetoric and symbolism 
is less frequent (Fox 2016:98). Cuba may be, very slowly, moving away from communism, but 
remains undemocratic, as is observed repeatedly by the Inter-American Human Rights 
Commission. In its 2016 annual report, it states: 
 

“As regards the human rights situation in Cuba, the Commission has constantly 
pointed out that the restrictions on political rights, the right to association, the 
right to freedom of expression and dissemination of thought, the lack of 
independence of the judicial branch, and the restrictions on the freedom of 
movement and residence have, for decades, constituted a permanent and 
systematic violation of the human rights of its inhabitants.” (ibid. 545) 
 

Moreover, the island continues to be firmly under the control of the Communist Party and the 
military, ruled by the same generation of leaders that participated in the Cuban revolution. Fidel 
Castro’s withdrawal from Cuban politics – he resigned as President in 2008 and as First 
Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Cuba in 2011 – did not lead to 
any significant moves toward democracy (HRW 2009), and political dissidents continue to be 
repressed (CPJ 2008). 
 
The end of the Cold War did nevertheless bring about a noteworthy change in the field of 
economic policy, inspired by the Chinese model (Hearn & Alfonso 2012; Hearn 2013; 
Alzugaray 2014; Bye 2017). As a pragmatic response to the growing economic challenges, the 
Cuban regime implemented some degree of economic liberalization. A 1992 constitutional 
amendment removed certain limitations on foreign investment and granted foreign 
corporations a limited right to own property on the island if they established joint ventures with 
the government (Travieso-Diaz 2001). In September 2010, economic reforms were launched, 
including more self-employment with some possibilities to develop small businesses, leasing 
of state land to private farmers and in general reducing the state’s economic role (Moreno & 
Calingaert 2011; Bye 2014). The partial economic liberalization led to the emergence of a 
private sector, which now represents 10% of the Cuba’s workforce.200  
 
This development does not seem to have continued. Several people I consulted report that small 
businesses that grow too much are shut down by the government, and that there are indications 

                                                             
200 “BTI 2016 Cuba Country Report”, Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2016. 
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that some of the measures are being reversed, particularly the possibility to start small 
businesses. Moreover, just like in China, the gradual economic liberalization of Cuba has not 
been accompanied by an expansion of political rights (Hawkins 2001; Hoffmann 2016; Bye 
2016). 
 
 
Religious policy 
 
Religious groups pose an ideological threat to the revolutionary regime, because of their 
transnational networks, resources and opposition to communism (Goldenziel 2009:184; Fox 
2015:125; Koesel 2014:3). As Koesel argues,  
 

“Religious groups, as members of civil society, may be particularly threatening 
to authoritarian leaders because of their perceived ability to mobilize, especially 
at the grassroots. This is because religion is not simply a body of beliefs but also 
a community of believers. In authoritarian regimes, religious communities tend 
to represent the most diverse and robust forms of associational life outside of 
the state. They are voluntary organizations that cut across cleavages. They are 
endowed with resources and dedicated supporters, often led by charismatic 
leaders, and tied to larger domestic and transnational networks. In other words, 
religious communities have a distinct set of resources that make them 
particularly good at mobilization – a toolkit that authoritarian elites and their 
allies view as extremely threatening.” (ibid. 3) 

 
In 1961, the new Cuban government declared itself officially atheist and implemented a 
militantly antireligious policy (Kirk 1989). One of its first measures was the nationalization of 
all property belonging to religious organizations, the expulsion of hundreds of members of the 
Catholic Church including a bishop and various seminary professors, and the banning of private 
(confessional) schools (Zulueta Viar 1978; Faria 2002; Jiménez Ortiz 2008). Although 
churches were allowed to remain open, religious services were obstructed, individual clergy 
was persecuted, and some priests were sent to re-education camps (Lievesley 2004:147). 
 
After this initial period of confrontation, the relation between the Cuban state and religion 
relaxed somewhat. Systematic repression was replaced by an effort to control religious activity, 
but religious groups understood that any form of criticism of the regime was not acceptable 
(Lievesley 2004). In a meeting outside Cuba with a Cuban pastor, I was shown excerpts of a 
university thesis that was produced by Yoe Suárez, a student of journalism, who documents 
the repression of Protestant churches during the first decades after the revolution. The excerpts 
generally confirm the assessment presented here.201 Religious groups were barred from the 
Communist Party and from certain professions, and religion was negatively presented in 
official propaganda. Article 54 of the 1975 Constitution made it illegal to oppose one’s faith 
or religious belief to the revolution (Goldenziel 2009).  
 
Cuba is a classic case of a non-democratic regime in which the state represses religion (Koesel 
2014; Sarkissian 2015). The religious policy Cuba adopted shares many similarities with other 
communist countries such as the Soviet Union or China which it considered as examples. 
Cuba’s religious policy can thus be categorized within a general typology of communist 
methods on how to deal with religion, as Sarkissian argues: 

                                                             
201 Interview with CU26 (2018). 
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“[The] Chinese regime’s motivations for repressing religious groups in 
particular are based on an antireligious ideology. Like other communist regimes 
in this category (North Korea, Cuba, and Vietnam), the Chinese regime bases 
itself on ideals that advocate the eventual demise of religion altogether. Yet 
because the regime recognizes that eliminating religion completely is a long-
term goal, it copes with its continuing presence by imposing state control over 
religious institutions. Groups that attempt to function independently of the state 
apparatus are subjected to harsh repression and banned from the country. The 
regime is especially threatened by groups that have organizations based in 
foreign countries, such as the Roman Catholic Church, and the actions the state 
has taken against the Vatican’s attempts to govern Catholics in China 
demonstrate the state’s fear of independent religious activity.” (ibid. 78-79) 

 
Many of these characteristics are applicable to Cuba, whose religious policy “[approximates] 
the Chinese model” as Sarkissian observes (ibid). Religious institutions are controlled and 
monitored by the Ministry of the Interior, “with tactics including surveillance, infiltration, and 
harassment of religious professionals and laypersons.” Worship is only allowed at government-
approved sites. Members of the military are forbidden to engage in religious practices. 
Religious publications are submitted to strict censorship. Internet access is restricted. Churches 
are pressured to expel pro-democracy and human rights activists (Fox 2013:204-205). 
 
Amid the global collapse of communism, however, things started to change. In 1985, for the 
first time, Fidel Castro publicly spoke positively about religion, even though these positive 
comments were always made outside Cuba and typically to Catholic audiences that supported 
his political positions (Dominguez 1990). Eventually, symbolic gestures202 such as the 
televised church service during Reverend Jesse Jackson’s visit to Cuba in 1984 which Fidel 
Castro attended and the visit of Pope John Paul II to Cuba in 1998 followed (Kirk 1989; 
Lievesley 2004; Goldenziel 2009). Some Catholic buildings that were confiscated at the time 
of the revolution have been returned although many properties stay in the hands of the state.203 
 
1991 marked a real “Opening” to religious expression (La Apertura in Spanish), with religious 
people being admitted to the Communist Party. In 1992, the Constitution was amended to 
eliminate discrimination against religion and Cuba became a secular state rather than an atheist 
state (Goldenziel 2009). Several discriminatory policies were reversed, such as the import of 
religious publications that was made easier. In 2008, the process for obtaining approval to 
execute repairs to church buildings were relaxed and restrictions of religious clergy for 
traveling abroad were eased. In 2009 religious groups were allowed prison chaplaincy.204 Later, 
some forms of charitable initiatives were authorized (Fox 2013). 
 
The Cuban government understood it needed to deregulate religion to ensure the support of the 
main Christian denominations, but was cautious not to go too far in the deregulation to avoid 
losing control: “The Cuban government recognized the resurgence of religiosity in the 
population and responded by relaxing restrictions on religious groups in a way that would allow 
it to maintain control” (Goldenziel 2009:193). Because of the great divisions among religious 
groups, particularly within Protestantism, the deregulation of religion could be done without 

                                                             
202 “Cuban church speaking out on sensitive issues”, The Miami Herald, 31/01/1999; “Castro attends Cuba’s 
first Catholic beatification”, Reuters, 29/11/2008. 
203 Interview with CU04 (2015). 
204 “Cuba OKs organized religious services in prisons”, Associated Press, 19/05/2009. 
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great political risk. Many aspects of religious practice continue to be restricted, however, but 
it seems to happen more through what can be referred to as ‘bureaucratic discouragement’; “the 
government continued to try to control local congregations through recourse to legal 
technicalities.” (Lievesley 2004:179). 
 
 
7.1.3 The ongoing vulnerability of Christians in Cuba 
 
In line with the selection criteria for my case studies I formulated in section 4.3, the focus of 
this case study on Christians is justified because there is a reasonable degree of plausibility to 
the claim that this group is vulnerable to human security threats, within the context of the 
prevailing undemocratic regime. Whereas all forms of religious identification used to be a 
source of vulnerability in the early days of the communist regime of Cuba, this is no longer the 
case, especially since the policy changes that were adopted from 1991 onwards, 
notwithstanding the restriction of certain aspects of religious practice, which are 
comprehensively documented by RFATs. Unlike the previous two case studies, I look at 
Christianity in general, although I show that most threats lie on the active end of the spectrum, 
in addition to the differentiated treatment of the distinct types of Christianity by the Cuban 
regime. 
 
Christians as a group are easily distinguishable from other groups by their self-identification 
as such and their religious behavior. They do not constitute a different ethnic group within 
Cuba; all ethnic groups present in Cuba are also represented among the country’s Christian 
population. 
 
In this context description, I have tried to steer clear from any ideological judgements, limiting 
myself to stating facts that provide context as well as a justification for this case study. The 
objective existence of human rights violations and the undemocratic nature of the Cuban state 
can hardly be disputed. This context affects all Cuban citizens alike, including religious 
minorities, who have no legal security and are unprotected from arbitrary political decisions. 
There may be speculations about a possible political and economic transition of Cuba, but apart 
from some economic liberalization and deregulation, so far, no significant democratic advances 
can be observed. Cuba is not subject to human security challenges that are comparable to 
organized crime in Mexico, but the unpredictability, arbitrariness and unfairness of Cuba’s 
judicial system in combination with the permanent surveillance culture are characteristic of 
undemocratic regimes. 
 
The added value of the RM-VAT in comparison to the RFATs is that it allows to observe 
subtleties in this vulnerability which fills some gaps, providing nuances and new insights for 
the understanding of the vulnerability of Christians in Cuba. The RFATs are well-suited to 
describe a large part of the restrictions on religious freedom that result from this context. 
Contrary to the previous two case studies, Cuba is much more a ‘classic case’ of violation of 
religious rights and the existing RFATs are well designed to observe it. However, looking 
beyond the impact of religious legislation and policies, the application of the RM-VAT 
identifies subtleties of the vulnerability of Christians and specific human security threats that 
are not noticed by the RFATs because of their broader focus that does not distinguish between 
identity-based and behavioral expressions of Christianity, nor the differences between and 
inside Christian denominations. In this sense, the case study of Cuba can be considered as a 
‘hard case’ for the added value of the RM-VAT. 
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The potential for generalization of the findings of this case study resides primarily in its 
similarity with other communist regimes (in transition), and more generally authoritarian 
regimes, as well as with governments that display authoritarian tendencies that follow elements 
from what can be referred to as the “communist handbook” to regulate religion, such as the 
governments of Venezuela, Bolivia and Nicaragua, for example. I conducted fieldwork in 
Venezuela in 2013 for an international charity and desk research about Bolivia in 2018 for the 
Observatory of Religious Freedom in Latin America. I recognized several aspects of Cuba’s 
religious policy in these countries. 
 
The specificity of the vulnerability to human security threats of Cuban Christians is clearly 
observable to the extent that it can be related directly to the continuum of religious identity and 
behavior. The specificity assessment allows me to describe in which ways the vulnerability of 
Christians is different from other groups such as other religious minorities or political 
dissidents. 
 
The analysis of the coping mechanisms of Cuban Christians presents analytical relevance 
precisely because Christianity has persisted, and some Christian denominations have grown in 
spite of the decades long repression of religion on the island. This underlines the resilience and 
resourcefulness of Cuban Christians who found ways to deal with the restrictions. 
 
 
7.2 Data collection 
 
“There is a huge literature upon Cuba and none of it is neutral”, writes Lievesley, referring to 
the ideological polarization of scholarship about Cuba (2004:3). This is also true for reports 
about the human rights situation in Cuba, including religious freedom, where many sources 
contradict each other. On the one hand, the loudmouthed accounts of US-based activists, often 
from Cuban origin, are likely to be exaggerated. On the other hand, the ‘left wing’ of Latin 
American Christianity – groups that are close to liberation theology, such as the Fraternidad 
Teológica Latinomericana [Latin American Theological Fraternity] – tend to downplay the 
human rights record of the Cuban government. Inside Cuba, the same polarization can be 
observed between Christian denominations that are affiliated to the CIC who rarely express 
any inconformity, and denominations that are not affiliated to the CIC who are in a more 
difficult position. This reality makes it very complex to do research in Cuba, as I constantly 
needed to discern what the background was of the sources I consulted and the people I 
interviewed. 
 
As described in chapter 4, the data collection for the RM-VAT is based on the compilation of 
all relevant sources that were available to me. Since 2011, I actively monitored Cuba, collecting 
public sources from both faith-based organizations and secular media on the religious freedom 
situation in Cuba, as part of my work as researcher and operations manager of an international 
charity. During that time, I interviewed many people who were working in Cuba, collecting 
their firsthand reports. I also studied pertinent legal documents and RFAT reports. In 2015, I 
was commissioned by an international charity to research whether restarting operations in Cuba 
was opportune (this organization had worked in Cuba in the past). This research implied the 
elaboration of a report describing the religious freedom situation in the country. I was later 
given the assignment to set up operations, which I managed until the end of 2017. The goal of 
this assignment had no direct relation with this research, but it allowed me to be exposed to the 
reality of the field and to collect additional data for this case study. There was no friction 
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between this professional assignment and my research because I never announced my 
professional role during my first contacts with people so this did not influence their comments. 
 
Much of the input for the RM-VAT was obtained through two field trips I conducted to Cuba, 
the first took place from 4-11 March 2015 and the second took place from 10-16 February 
2016. During these trips, traveling with a colleague at both occasions, I conducted around 40 
interviews with Cuban church leaders and members in all major cities in the western half of 
Cuba. (I interviewed people from east Cuba outside the country.) The interviews were selected 
to obtain a representative spread of different denominations – Catholic and Protestant, 
registered and non-registered, affiliated to the CIC and not affiliated to the CIC. For the 
identification of the interviewees, I received help from various organizations, which I cannot 
name publicly for security reasons. I also made some of my contacts by randomly walking into 
churches or through referrals. 
 
During the interviews, I systematically introduced myself as a tourist from Holland, interested 
in meeting Cuban Christians, a cover I tried to maintain throughout the research, to protect both 
myself and my interviewees. When applicable, I would mention I was a friend of the person 
who gave me their contact information. I was always open about my primary motive for talking 
to the contacts, which was to understand the religious freedom situation. I only revealed my 
professional role to some of my contacts after a few conversations if I judged they could be 
implementing partners of the organization I represented. 
 
Through casual conversations, I tried to learn more about the main human security threats my 
interviewees were facing, but I could not take any notes for security reasons (see below) and 
because I did not want the conversations to look like formal interviews. During my second trip 
I interviewed the contacts that I found most interesting for a second time, which was useful to 
build trust, and allowed me to clarify aspects that I encountered during my first trip. After 
returning from both trips, I wrote summaries of my main findings. 
 
I had the opportunity to meet with a number of Cuban church leaders outside Cuba during 
training conferences I organized on behalf of an international charity in Trinidad and Tobago 
from 22-27 August 2016 and in Costa Rica from 4-9 December 2017, which were attended by 
10 and 6 Christian leaders, respectively. Because of security reasons, these trainings had to be 
conducted outside Cuba. The first training was to present strategies used by churches in China 
and Russia, two former communist countries, to cope with government repression of religion. 
The second training was intended to build capacity for advocacy and documentation of human 
rights violations. During these training weeks, I was able to have lengthier conversations with 
the participants and could also conduct longer interviews of which I made notes, which are 
kept by me on file. I conducted the interviews in Spanish, but all quotes included in this chapter 
have been translated to English. At the occasion of the second training, I presented a draft 
version of the threat assessment and submitted it to a focus group discussion, which allowed 
me to refine and improve it. 
 
Since 2011, I kept close contact with various faith-based organizations working in Cuba, and 
with Cuban Christians through various means, including personal meetings in Costa Rica, 
Canada, Colombia, Mexico, The Netherlands and the United States. From 9-12 January 2017 
I attended a consultation of representatives of some 20 faith-based organizations working in 
Cuba in Chicago, which not only broadened my understanding of the human security threats 
that religious minorities face, but also gave me insight into how Cuban churches deal with 
foreign donors. The latter was useful mainly to understand to what extent support from abroad 
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constitutes a coping mechanism for Cuban Christians, while at the same time increasing its 
economic dependency and generally reinforcing denominational divisions. 
 
 
7.3 Security risks and ethical challenges 
 
Cuban society is characterized by an advanced degree of suspicion and secrecy, which is the 
result of decades of communism, where anyone can be an informant of the regime. In order to 
obtain useful information, I needed to win the trust of my interviewees, but I could never be 
completely sure they were telling the truth or withholding information. One interviewee 
confided: “Nobody in Cuba tells you everything. I don’t know everything that’s going on inside 
my denomination. I don’t tell you everything.”205 
 
Finally, I was aware that my presence could in some cases have generated expectations with 
some interviewees for donations or other forms of support, although I always made it clear that 
I was not in a position to provide any financial support. During one interview with a pastor, he 
shared that his daughter had dreamed that her house would receive a visit of two foreigners (in 
this particular trip I was accompanied by a white South-African colleague), which I found 
amusing but also suspicious.206 Since there are so many foreign faith-based organizations that 
visit Cuba – it is truly a popular destination for ‘religious tourism’ –, who generously donate 
money and supplies, it is always a risk that interviewees say what they think the donor wants 
to hear. 
 
For all these reasons I could only treat the interviews as anecdotal evidence. Never were they 
my only source for the threat assessment. My strategy was to speak to as many people as I 
could, both in and outside Cuba in order to discern patterns and cross-check my findings. The 
consultation of faith-based organizations working in Cuba that I attended in Chicago in January 
2017 was particularly useful to confirm and nuance my initial findings. 
 
The conduct of the fieldwork did involve security risks, both for myself and for the people I 
interviewed. The worst that could happen to me was to be expelled from the country, but 
contacts I visited risked being interrogated or harassed. I became aware this happened to at 
least two persons I spoke with. One interviewee was particularly down-to-earth when I asked 
him about the security risks for him meeting me: “There is nothing that can happen that can 
make me more vulnerable that I already am. I am more concerned about your safety.”207 
 
Because the organization I represented, is blacklisted in Cuba, my ‘cover’ was to travel to Cuba 
as a tourist, which allowed me to travel freely around the country in a rented car, but it also 
meant I had to behave like a tourist, i.e. I could not speak in church services or seminaries had 
I wanted to, or even conduct formal interviews. My meetings were mostly short, unannounced, 
and I did not take any notes to protect my interviewees. To further protect my interviewees, I 
have anonymized their names, denominational affiliations and places of residence, unless they 
have since left the country. 
 
I visited Cuba in 2015 and in 2016 but following the advice of a colleague working for a faith-
based organization and my most trusted contacts in Cuba, I decided not to travel to the island 
in 2017. By then, I had given some interviews to various news services and the testimony I 
                                                             
205 Interview with CU05 (2017). 
206 Interview with CU06 (2015). 
207 Interview with Mario Félix Lleonart Barroso (2016). 
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gave at a congressional hearing in the United States in September 2015, where I mentioned the 
religious freedom situation in Cuba, had started to get spread. Hurricane Irma, that hit Cuba in 
September 2017 also made it impossible to visit Cuba for a short period of time and led to 
increased surveillance of Cuban security services. Instead, I stayed in touch with my Cuban 
contacts through email (always using covert language), through telephone (whenever they were 
outside Cuba) and through colleagues who traveled to Cuba. I also had the opportunity to meet 
various Cuban leaders, belonging to a wide range of denominations, outside of the country on 
a number of occasions, which was quite beneficial because they could speak more freely. 
 
 
7.4 Assessment phase 
 
In the threat assessment, I inventory, substantiate and categorize the main threats to which 
Cuban Christians are vulnerable. By moving beyond the nominal (identity-based) definition of 
religion, I was able to discern mechanisms of vulnerability that are not applicable to 
Christianity as a whole, and to differentiate between socially active groups within Christianity 
(7.4.1). In the specificity assessment, I determine the degree of uniqueness of these human 
security threats to Christians. As I argue, some threats are comparable to any other individual 
or group engaging in similar behavior, but other threats are specifically related to their religious 
affiliation (7.4.2). Finally, in the resilience assessment, I discuss mechanisms Christians use or 
could use to be more resilient to human security threats (7.4.3). 
 
 
7.4.1 Threat assessment 
 
The restrictions on religious expression imposed by the Cuban state are well documented by 
various scholars and recognized in the RFATs, as described above. These restrictions are 
arguably an important source of vulnerability for religious groups, but they can be misleading 
because they do not differentiate between minorities defined by their behavioral characteristics, 
which constitutes an important shortcoming because it leads to the neglect of important human 
security threats. In this threat assessment, I focus on aspects of these threats that are not covered 
by the RFATs, such as the subtleties of the various forms of pressure or the precise types of 
religious behavior that cause vulnerability. 
 
Figure 7.3 provides an overview of the ten human security threats I identified that are applicable 
to Christians, following the usual categorization of threats resulting from religious identity, 
threats resulting from semi-active religious behavior and threats resulting from active religious 
behavior. I give empirical evidence for each of these threats, followed by some conclusions. 
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7.3 Threat assessment of Christians (Cuba) 

Spheres of 
society 

Religious identity 
Semi-active religious 

behavior 
Active religious behavior 

Family 
sphere 

1. ‘Conversion’ 
from the 

Communist Party 

4. Restriction of 
educational activities 

No restrictions on 
religious expression in 
this sphere as a result 

of active religious 
behavior. 

Church 
sphere 

2. State surveillance 
 

4. Restriction of 
educational activities 

5. Restrictions on various 
aspects pertaining to 
freedom of worship 

6. Restrictions on church 
growth 

8. Restrictions on 
missionary activity 

Social sphere 2. State surveillance 
4. Restriction of 

educational activities 
9. Hindrance of 
charitable work 

Business 
sphere 

2. State surveillance 

No restrictions on 
religious expression in 

this sphere as a result of 
semi-active religious 

behavior. 

9. Hindrance of 
charitable work 

Cultural 
sphere 

2. State surveillance 

No restrictions on 
religious expression in 

this sphere as a result of 
semi-active religious 

behavior. 

No restrictions on 
religious expression in 
this sphere as a result 

of active religious 
behavior. 

Government 
sphere 

2. State surveillance 
3. Discrimination 
when dealing with 

the authorities 

7. Prosecution of 
conscientious objectors 

10. Intimidation of 
people engaging in 

human rights activism 

Source: own elaboration. 
 
As can be observed, the majority of the threats listed in this table are described with the generic 
word ‘restrictions.’ This is because they refer both to laws or government practices that restrict 
specific groups of activities and to the different possible consequences for people engaging in 
such activities. These consequences generally involve questioning and intimidation. In the most 
extreme cases they can lead to more severe human rights violations, including (arbitrary) fines, 
short term or long-term imprisonment, property destruction or confiscation and even expulsion 
from the country. The severity of these threats depends on different factors I describe in this 
threat assessment. 
 
 
Threats resulting from religious identity 
 
Of the ten human security threats I identified, three can be categorized as threats resulting from 
religious identity, i.e. any person that self-identifies or that is visibly identifiable as Christian 
is vulnerable to them. 
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Threat 1: ‘Conversion’ from the Communist Party 
 
Whenever an active member of the Communist Party decides to join a church, this can have 
consequences for this person and his/her family. It generally puts them at risk of losing their 
jobs. In the past, this used to be a very serious issue, but conversion is no longer forbidden and 
converts can now openly join a church. Religious identity is not recorded on official documents 
and ID’s, but it can be safely assumed that security services do keep track of such changes. 
Since 1991, party members are allowed to have a religious affiliation, so from a legal 
perspective there is no incompatibility between being a Christian and a party member. 
Conversion continues to be discouraged, however, and could lead to various discriminatory 
measures, for example when dealing with the authorities (threat 3). 
 
Many different types of people can be considered as converts to Christianity. In a highly 
secularized society, any person who at a given moment decides either to become a Christian 
(if this person was an atheist or an agnostic) or to practice their faith more actively (in the case 
of nominal Catholics, or believers who decide to switch to another Christian denomination) 
can be considered a convert, i.e. as someone who changes their religious beliefs. Reprisals for 
conversion, as already stated, used to have far-reaching consequences for everyone, but this is 
no longer the case today, at least not to the same degree. It continues to be difficult for 
communist officials, however, to convert to Christianity. 
 
In various interviews, I was told that a growing number of Communist officials join churches, 
but that it is difficult to determine how genuine their conversion is. Former Communist Party 
members are often met with suspicion when they want to join a church, because Christians are 
used to people portraying themselves as earnest believers who renounced the Marxist and 
atheist ideology, but who are in fact acting as informants of the regime. 
 
In a Protestant magazine for Hispanic residents in the United States an interview that was 
published with Jorge Luis Pantoja, a Cuban secret agent who was trained to infiltrate a Baptist 
church and become a youth leader and pastor. In the interview he shares that after years of 
working as a spy, he experienced a genuine conversion, which placed him in a difficult 
situation: “I could not tell anyone about [my conversion] because I took a military oath, and 
this would be considered as treason of the fatherland. My only option was to speak with God 
daily asking for direction. As a young person I was afraid of what could happen to me because 
I started to learn how low and dirty this regime really was.” Jorge Luis Pantoja saw no other 
alternative than to remain silent about his newfound faith for a number of years, and finally, in 
1995, requested political asylum in the United States, voluntarily exiling himself from Cuba.208 
 
Although this example took place in 1995, it can be taken as representative of what other 
converts from the Communist Party face, especially the fear of reprisals, even after the Opening 
of 1991. I was not able to determine the scale of such conversions. For security reasons, it is 
understandable that stories about conversion to Christianity of party officials who are expected 
to be atheists are not made public. My interviewees were not too eager to speak about cases 
they know of either, presumably to protect themselves and their church members. Moreover, 
although no longer illegal, baptisms of converts are often postponed or done secretly to avoid 
any problems.209 
 
 
                                                             
208 “De Agente Secreto a Siervo de Dios”, Cristianismo Hispano Hoy, January 2015. 
209 Interview with CU05 (2016). 
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Threat 2: State surveillance 
 
State surveillance, both physical but also digital (the state is the only internet provider in Cuba) 
is a threat that is present in all spheres of life, revealing the totalitarian traits of the authoritarian 
Cuban regime. Monitoring of church services and sermons is systematic, but beyond the church 
sphere there is widespread monitoring as well. RFATs widely acknowledge its existence, but 
do not qualify how intimidating and even paralyzing this form of psychological pressure can 
be. Although it is not physically violent, state surveillance is an important human security threat 
that directly threatens human dignity. 
 
By international human rights standards, surveillance is labeled as a human rights violation. 
Surveillance not only has a chilling effect on the exercise of civil liberties; it also constitutes a 
disparity in the power relation between the watcher and the watched which “creates the risk of 
a variety of harms, such as discrimination, coercion, and the threat of selective enforcement, 
where critics of the government can be prosecuted or blackmailed for wrongdoing unrelated to 
the purpose of the surveillance” as Richards asserts in his article “The Dangers of Surveillance” 
(2013). It is generally accepted that the right to privacy can be infringed under specific 
circumstances such as a security threat,210 but even this is highly controversial (Richards 2013). 
 
State surveillance is very common in the Cuban context, directly infringing religious freedom. 
There is a broad consensus among the Cuban ministers I interviewed that it is both permanent 
and systematic. One pastor said: “We know that there are always informants listening to our 
sermons. That is why we are always very careful and refrain from making any comments that 
could disturb the communists.”211 Another pastor said: “As long as we stick to religious themes, 
we have nothing to fear, but when we discuss social issues, there are always informants.”212 
 
Surveillance is not limited to the contents of sermons and church services, but encompasses 
almost all spheres of life, including all written and electronic communications especially of 
church leaders and other influential persons, as well as any published materials. “Neighborhood 
committees report everything that may seem subversive to the authorities”, declared one 
pastor.213 Another told me: “They [the state security] already know you’re here, meeting with 
me.”214 A representative of a foreign organization working in Cuba also told me: “Virtually 
anyone can be tempted to become an informant for the authorities. When a poor family is 
offered a weekend in a tourist hotel, they easily reveal sensitive information about their 
ministers.”215 Among the Cuban ministers I interviewed, I observed a certain acceptance of the 
surveillance, presumably because they are simply so accustomed to it that they do not question 
it. This being said, when I had the opportunity to meet with some of them outside Cuba, they 
expressed relief that they could talk freely.216 While sharing a meal safely in Costa Rica, one 
pastor told me: “Even now, I look around for people overhearing our conversations. I know 
there is no threat here, but I’m just so used to it.”217 
 

                                                             
210 “Mass surveillance is fundamental threat to human rights, says European report”, The Guardian, 26/01/2015. 
211 Interview with CU07 (2016). 
212 Interview with CU08 (2016). 
213 Interview with CU05 (2016). 
214 Interview with Mario Félix Lleonart Barroso (2015). 
215 Interview with CU09 (2013). 
216 Interview with CU10 (2017). 
217 Interview with CU05 (2016). 
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The only people who seem to be really bothered by the permanent surveillance, are foreign 
ministers working in Cuba and Cubans who live outside Cuba. “I am sure that there are 
infiltrated agents at all levels. Sadly, this is how it is. Not only in Evangelical [Protestant] 
churches but also in Catholic churches, centers of Spiritism and [masonic] lodges. The fear to 
lose power brings them [the Cuban government] to do this, but let’s remember that God has 
got time and it will come”, 218 says Jorge Luis Pantoja. “There are always informants in church. 
It can be people of whom you least expect it”,219 an Italian Catholic priest working in a coast 
town in Cuba told me and he requested me to never email him because he was concerned that 
he might be expelled from the country. 
 
Just like the practical restrictions on aspects of freedom of worship, the permanent surveillance 
has a paralyzing effect on the work of Christian ministers, effectively reducing their freedom 
to speak freely and undertake any initiative the authorities might not appreciate. When a 
religious minister ‘crosses the line’, this can lead to interrogations at the police station or at the 
party bureau, occasional physical harassment or he can be accused of any fabricated charge 
like I describe in threat 5. 
 
 
Threat 3: Discrimination when dealing with the authorities 
 
“You’d be stupid to put your religion on a job application. (…) It would go straight in the bin”, 
said a schoolteacher,220 a statement that represents quite well that religious people continue to 
face some degree of discrimination in any dealings with the authorities. The existence of this 
discrimination is such a normal thing for most Christians that they rarely complain about it. 
When specifically asked about it, however, Christian leaders acknowledge it happens, but seem 
to have accepted it as something that is simply part of their lives.  
 
Christians occasionally experience discrimination in the form of exclusion from access to basic 
social services and food rations.221 Christians are also often discriminated when they apply for 
various permits. This does not happen homogeneously throughout the country, as it is more 
frequent in the east.222 I was not able to determine why there are differences in the application 
of the restrictions between neighborhoods and regions, but I did perceive some churches to 
have better relationships with the authorities than others, suggesting it is possible to mitigate 
some of the threats through personal advocacy. At any rate, the unpredictable and arbitrary 
implementation of such restrictions causes Christians to experience a lot of stress.  
 
Although this is not as strong as in the past, being a Christian continues to be viewed as an 
obstacle to professional growth.223 Generalized restrictions on (university) education for 
Christians are largely a thing of the past, but children of outspoken Christians do continue to 
face them. For example, one pastor told me his daughter was not accepted in university: “I 
suspect this happened to punish me because my church has been very successful in converting 
people to the Gospel.”224 The same applies to discrimination against Christians and other 
religious people in public employment (private employment does not technically exist in 
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Cuba); it used to be stronger in the past, but individual Christians may still encounter 
discrimination in public employment, both in getting into jobs and in promotion. A young 
engineer told me he would have faced challenges in his job for a public company for being the 
son of a pastor if he had not developed a good relationship with his boss.225 
 
 
Threats resulting from semi-active religious behavior 
 
Under the category of semi-active religious behavior, which covers religious participation and 
religious lifestyle, I identified four threats. 
 
 
Threat 4: Restriction of educational activities 
 
Under the antireligious interpretation of the communist ideology, education is an exclusive 
prerogative of the state (Sarkissian 2015). Any non-state institutions, whether families, private 
schools or religious institutions, are, strictly taken, not entitled to engage in any form of 
educational activities. In the categorization I adopted, these institutions correspond to the 
family, church and social spheres. In the social sphere, a strict prohibition of religious education 
can be observed, including religious education outside of public schools (Fox 2015; US State 
Department 2017; Open Doors International 2017). Non-compliance with the education policy 
occasionally leads to human rights violations. A recent widely mediatized case involved a 
pastoral couple, Ramón and Adya Rigal, who refused to send their children to a public school, 
“arguing that the state system emphasises a Marxist-Leninist atheist ideology that goes against 
their beliefs. They also [said] their children were bullied at school.”226 The couple was arrested, 
and after a quick trial, the pastor was condemned to a one year prison sentence and his wife to 
house arrest. In addition, the pastor was required to cease his work as a church leader. After 
international advocacy efforts, the sentences were reduced, and the pastor was allowed to 
resume his religious work. 
 
The case of Ramón Rigal is controversial because the pastor was effectively withdrawing from 
the legal obligation for education, which would be an offence in many democratic countries 
that do not have legal provisions for homeschooling. It does, nevertheless, highlight that the 
Cuban state provides no room for conscientious objection in the case of education, and that 
refusal to comply can lead to the prohibition of ministerial work and even to prison sentences. 
According to Christian Solidarity Worldwide (CSW), a faith-based charity, several cases of a 
similar nature occurred in the course of 2017.227 Open Doors International reports that 
“especially marginal Protestant groups such as the Apostolic Movement or Jehovah’s 
Witnesses denounce they suffer reprisals for not complying with the legal requirement to send 
their children to state schools” (2017). 
 
The restrictions on religious education are not absolute, however. In the church sphere there is 
slightly more room for educational activities. “The state is particularly jealous about the 
influence of churches on young people”, explains a pastor. “As churches, we can develop 
educational programs, but they must be low scale so we do not attract attention.”228 
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Extracurricular catechism is not impossible, but must be done cautiously by avoiding large 
gatherings of youths and the teaching of any topic that could be labeled as ‘subversive.’229 
Similarly, various Christian denominations from time to time organize summer camps for 
youths, which are tolerated, provided this is done “cautiously.”230 
 
This being said, various Protestant pastors regret that their denominations have failed to 
educate their congregations in essential fields: “Our church members are dealing with many 
challenges: family disruption, loss of values, drug abuse and adolescents without direction. We 
neglected our role to educate them.”231 This situation is a direct result of the prevailing 
communist policy: “We always assumed that we as church leaders needed to stay out of 
education because this is the role of the state, but we are starting to realize now that this was a 
mistake.”232 
 
In higher education, perhaps paradoxically, religious education is possible, but only in 
government approved seminaries of registered denominations, which are always under intense 
scrutiny. Curricula and literature must formally be approved by the CIC (and informally by the 
Communist Party). Topics related to any form of social or political engagement of Christians 
are to be avoided at all times.233 This is also the primary reason why the training events I 
organized had to be held out of country. 
 
Finally, in the family sphere, education is also limited by the communist understanding that 
this is a state prerogative. This directly contradicts one of the tenets of religious freedom as a 
multidimensional concept which is the respect for the right of parents “to ensure the religious 
and moral education of their children in conformity with their own convictions”, as stated in 
article 18, paragraph 4, of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, a legally 
binding instrument that Cuba signed in 2008 but has not yet ratified. (It is not likely that Cuba 
will ratify this legal instrument. The Cuban government has publicly stated it does not consider 
it to be necessary, arguing that the 1959 revolution had brought about civil and political rights 
in the country.) In practice, Christian parents try to educate their children in the Christian faith, 
as various interviewees affirmed, but the educational role of parents is not fully respected.234 
As one pastor declared: “Schoolteachers pit children against their parents by saying things like: 
‘don’t believe what your parents tell you, they’re wrong.’”235 
 
 
Threat 5: Restrictions on various aspects pertaining to freedom of worship 
 
As described above, after the Opening of 1991 a number of restrictions on religion were 
relaxed, but laws and government practices nevertheless continue to restrict various aspects 
pertaining to freedom of worship (Hearn 2008). The RAS Project also mentions these 
restrictions but does not provide any detail about the human security threats that Christians face 
when they fail to respect these restrictions. The fieldwork I conducted reveals that this is 
dependent upon many factors, including the type of Christian denomination and the extent to 
which a particular individual or group is viewed as a threat to the regime. House church 
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buildings, which by default do not have permission to host religious activities, are always at 
risk of being closed or confiscated. 
 
In one very extreme case, for example, a house church building was destroyed by government 
bulldozers and its members detained by the police.236 The particularity of this case was that the 
pastor of this church had repeatedly made statements criticizing the regime (threat 10), his 
church had experienced rapid growth (threat 6) and was part of an unregistered denomination, 
thus technically illegal. 
 
Such violence occurs and is concerning but is relatively rare. The Violent Incidents Database 
of the Observatory of Religious Freedom in Latin America, that keeps track of incidents of 
closed, confiscated or destroyed churches based on media research, only records eight similar 
cases since 2011. A number of faith-based organizations claim to have recorded much higher 
numbers, but these claims could not be independently verified.237 Many of my contacts in Cuba 
also seriously question the reliability of these claims.238 
 
Much more common are the practices of intimidation, bureaucratic discouragement and 
discrimination. For example, Cuban ministers who travel abroad to attend international 
conferences are systematically questioned before and after their trips.239 The import of 
Christian materials needs to be channeled through the CIC, and is subject to censorship: 
literature that is considered subversive by the regime, such as theological works on social 
mobilization, human rights and social transformation is systematically confiscated.240 I was 
able to confirm this myself when I visited the printing presses and libraries of various Cuban 
denominations. In 2015 and 2016 I visited the seminaries of the Seminario Evangélico de 
Teología, a shared facility of three CIC affiliated denominations, the seminary of the Iglesia 
Cristiana Reformada (Christian Reformed Church), the seminary of the Convención 
Evangélica de Cuba Los Pinos Nuevos (Worldteam) and I spoke with seminary leaders of the 
Convención Bautista de Cuba Oriental (American Baptist Churches). I also spoke to the people 
operating printing presses at the Iglesia de la Biblia Abierta (Open Bible Churches), the Liga 
Evangélica de Cuba (Independent) and the Iglesia Evangélica Pentecostal de Cuba 
(Assemblies of God). 
 
Sometimes the state intervenes in the designation of denominational leaders, and ensures the 
President of the CIC is always favorable to the regime.241 Internet access is limited (slow and 
costly) and largely monitored.242 Christian materials can be accessed, as long as they are not 
viewed as subversive by the regime.243 Owning printing presses used to be restricted but is now 
possible, but there is no way to obtain paper, ink and other supplies legally244, and even on the 
black market – the real market – this is difficult.245 Mail can be received but only up to a certain 
weight.246 Registered denominations can have a bank account, but there is a maximum amount 
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of monthly transactions they are allowed to handle.247 Christians do not lose their inheritance 
rights, but retired pastors do not receive a pension.248 
 
The pattern that emerges is that many aspects of freedom of worship are tolerated, but always 
subject to limitations.249 Formally, many things are possible, but in practice, much is 
intentionally slowed down or stalled through bureaucratic processes, leading to frustration and 
a permanent feeling of obstruction. “The permanent obstruction is a strategy of the government. 
Only the most determined people actually manage to get things done”, as one interviewee put 
it.250 
 
Another pattern that emerges from the interviews is that Christians are rarely directly accused 
of violating religious policy, which explains why such threats are not recognized by RFATs. 
Rather, when the authorities want to hinder a particular individual or church, a frequently used 
strategy is to fabricate charges that have nothing to do with religion. For example, one strategy 
is to accuse someone of buying on the black market, which is illegal, but this is also a very 
convenient tool, because virtually everyone in Cuba buys on the black market perforce as many 
supplies are simply not available in the formal economy.251 “Whenever there are reports that 
religious ministers are caught buying something on the black market, it is likely there is 
something else behind it”, says a representative of a faith-based organization working in 
Cuba.252 A similar strategy is to accuse a church of violating zoning regulations, which is very 
common in the case of house churches, whose formal destination is residential and not 
religious.253 
 
Beyond fabricated charges related to black market purchases or zoning regulations, the private 
life of church leaders, who are subject to permanent surveillance, can be used against them. 
For example, in Sodoma, enquête au cœur du Vatican, a worldwide research about 
homosexuality in the Catholic Church, French sociologist Frédéric Martel describes how 
secretly homosexual priests and bishops are blackmailed by the Cuban regime to force them to 
tone down their opposition to the regime (2019). 
 
Christians have learned to find ways to work within these restrictions by being very cautious 
and ‘staying under the radar’ as much as possible. Developing personal relationships with the 
authorities has been a good strategy to mitigate risks, but when authorities change, there is no 
way to tell how unpredictable things are. “If we are smart, we can enjoy some degree of 
freedom, but you need to know how the system works”, says one pastor.254 The unpredictable 
and arbitrary use of such strategies are nevertheless like a sword of Damocles hanging over 
churches in Cuba, for whom there is no true legal security, leaving them vulnerable even when 
they stay within the limits of the law.255 
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Threat 6: Restrictions on church growth 
 
I chose to mention the restrictions on church growth as a separate threat because it is such an 
important factor of vulnerability of Christians. In threat 5, I described the existence of 
restrictions on various aspects of freedom of worship, but I also explained that within these 
limitations and hindrances it is nevertheless possible for churches to function. However, 
whenever churches start to grow in membership, integrating many new converts, they 
frequently experience more opposition. It is not even necessary for ‘subversive activities’ to 
take place within a church; their sheer growth is viewed as a threat by the state. 
 
The RFATs show a picture that churches face restrictions but are tolerated. Through my 
fieldwork, I found that these restrictions intensify when churches start to grow. If a church 
really grows fast and visibly, it can lead to its complete destruction, although this rarely 
happens. More often, other pretexts are found to intimidate the pastor or priest, sow divisions 
causing churches to split or even fabricate scandals to discredit the religious minister leading 
the church.256 “The authorities try to do anything to keep us small”, said one pastor.257 Another 
said: “Churches are largely left alone when they’re small, but when we start to grow in 
numbers, the oppression starts.”258 Making a similar point as Scolnicov (2011) and Koesel 
(2014) about the permanent tension between authoritarian (communist) regimes and religion 
as competing sources of legitimacy, an older pastor explained: “The communists don’t like 
large gatherings of people. They simply cannot stand it that we [religious ministers] have such 
an influence in the community while the Communist Party is losing members.”259 
 
Beyond the generalized restrictions on freedom of assembly, the reasons for the Cuban 
regime’s suspicion of church growth can be both ideological and political, as this quote 
summarizes: “It’s simple. The ideological bases of the Cuban revolution have always been the 
Marxist-atheist philosophy. Its main concern is a great revival in the churches because this 
could lead to a weakening of the regime, as each person who converts to the Gospel is one 
person less who believes in this system.”260 Another interviewee argues: “Vital religion and 
the communist ideology are incompatible. The sight of successful and growing churches is a 
sign to the world that communism failed.”261 
 
 
Threat 7: Prosecution of conscientious objectors 
 
Conscientious objection is classically associated with both freedom of religion and freedom of 
conscience. In legal scholarship, defining the boundaries of the right to conscientious objection 
is controversial,262 because determining when and under which conditions religious demands 
should justify exemptions from civil laws is extremely complex (Nussbaum 2007; Bouchard 
& Taylor 2008; Tollefsen 2009; Wolfe 2012). Without going into this debate, what interests 
me in the framework of this case study is the extent to which conscientious objectors – as an 
expression of religious lifestyle – in Cuba are vulnerable to suffer human security threats. 
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The RAS Project indicates the existence of “slight restrictions” on conscientious objection in 
the case of military service, explaining that “conscientious objectors to military service are not 
given other options for national service and are prosecuted” (the most recent data is from 2014), 
in accordance with article 65 of the Cuban Constitution which states that refusal of military 
service is a punishable offence. A 1991 report by Amnesty International stated there were 
“Unconfirmed reports of Jehovah’s Witnesses being imprisoned for refusing military service 
(…).”263 Participation in some communist celebrations is compulsory, but none of the people I 
interviewed seemed to find this problematic, or perhaps they decided it was not worth 
challenging it, which suggests that nobody takes communist dogmas seriously enough to bother 
challenging them. 
 
I did not come across any contemporary cases of conscientious objectors getting in trouble. 
Conscientious objection to military service is not an issue in most Christian denominations, as 
it is mainly a concern for Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Apostolical Movement and Quakers which 
are relatively small in Cuba. Moreover, it seems that alternatives to military service are now 
available: “For religious groups that actively oppose military participation, there are no legal 
provisions exempting their members as conscientious objectors; in practice, the authorities 
allow conscientious objectors to perform alternative service” (US State Department 2017),264 
which the Cuban government, through its Permanent Mission to the UN office in Geneva, 
confirmed in a letter to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR). I conclude that prosecution of conscientious objectors to military service is a low 
intensity threat for Christians. 
 
Conscientious objection is an issue in the field of education, which I already discussed in threat 
4. Beyond education and military service, the only other areas where the right to conscientious 
objection of Christians is restricted is in the field of family policy. A number of Christian 
ministers I interviewed complained that they were pressurized by the authorities to publicly 
express their support of gay rights, which the Cuban government decided to embrace in 1986, 
after decades of persecution of sexual minorities.265 For religious ministers holding 
conservative views, not supporting this policy is a matter of conscience. Refusal to express 
their support to it did not get them into trouble, but they did receive warnings this will be the 
case in the future.266 
 
 
Threats resulting from active religious behavior 
 
Of the ten identified threats, I categorized three as resulting from active religious behavior, 
referring to missionary activity and civic participation. Although only a minority of Christians 
engages in such activities, it is likely this is precisely because these activities face so many 
restrictions. The intensity of these threats is also higher than for the threats described above. 
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Threat 8: Restrictions on missionary activity 
 
Restrictions on missionary activity is the first major threat resulting from active religious 
behavior that can be identified. Because the state is the main actor responsible for the 
vulnerability of religious groups in Cuba, it is pertinent to look at what RFATs, particularly the 
RAS Project, inform about this, before contrasting it with my empirical observations. The 
RFATs all point to the existence of legal restrictions on missionary activity, which are placed 
both on Cuban nationals and foreign clergy or missionaries who can be denied visas or given 
visas under the condition that they refrain from proselytizing (Fox 2015:193-194). 
 
Cuba’s policy regarding missionary activity is not unequivocal. An assessment of this policy 
in 2008 by Fox indicated that some aspects were relaxed (2015), but later reports by other 
sources both confirmed267 and contradicted this.268 It seems that the Cuban government is 
struggling to determine its policy, leading to a great amount of legal uncertainty for Christians 
in Cuba. Just as with other threats, it seems that restrictions on missionary activity are tighter 
in the east of Cuba, and generally target fast growing denominations that are not registered or 
registered but not affiliated to the CIC. 
 
What RFATs inform about the restrictions on missionary activity needs to be nuanced by 
empirical observations. During my visits to Cuba, I was able to observe groups engaging in 
street evangelism, but I would not jump to the conclusion that missionary activity is now 
accepted. For example, I observed a very marginal group of social outcasts with little education, 
who gathered for religious services next to a garbage dump, who were not restricted in doing 
street evangelism. My personal guess is that the authorities did not bother to intervene because 
it seemed unlikely that this marginal group would be successful in gaining any adepts. On the 
other hand, I also received reports of better organized groups belonging to larger 
denominations, who requested permission for street evangelism which were denied.269 
 
I can only speculate what the reasons are for allowing only some groups to engage in 
missionary activity, but I would expect the authorities are cautious not to give the impression 
that religion is oppressed in Cuba, and therefore only restrict the missionary work of groups 
that they view as a threat, in a similar way that freedom of worship is not restricted but church 
growth is. By comparison, the Afro-Cuban religion is now very visible on the streets of Havana 
and faces less restrictions than Christianity.270 A review of literature suggests that the Cuban 
government has become less hostile to this religion in recent years, mainly because it is 
increasingly viewed as part of the Cuban national culture – in opposition to Christianity which 
is viewed as imposed by Spanish colonialism in the case of Catholicism and American 
imperialism in the case of Protestantism – and because it has increasingly become an export 
product (Miller 2000; Hearn 2008). (Ironically, when taking a historical perspective, the 
presence of both Christianity and Judaism in Cuba precede Afro-Cuban religion.) 
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Threat 9: Hindrance of charitable work 
 
With the Opening of 1991, religious groups were authorized to engage in some forms of 
charitable work. Many religious groups, who in the past could not conduct any form of 
charitable work, gratefully took advantage of this opportunity.271 The largest charitable 
initiative in this field is the Cuban chapter of Caritas, which legally operates in Cuba since 
1991 under the umbrella of the Catholic Church (Goldenziel 2009:199). The Christian charity 
World Vision International also started to do work in Cuba in 2011.272 
 
The broadening of the possibilities for religious groups to conduct humanitarian work is not as 
positive as it may seem. It is strictly limited to areas that have been previously authorized by 
the government, such as initiatives providing meals for elderly people and (disabled) children 
or emergency relief programs, which are Cuba’s most important social challenges and for 
which the government’s capacity is limited (Hearn 2008). Charitable work needs to stay within 
the boundaries defined by the government. Religious groups cannot, for example, engage in 
any activities related to education (threat 4), work with youths or business development. Also, 
humanitarian work is only possible for registered denominations (denominations that are 
affiliated to the CIC have more options) and is always subject to strict monitoring. The state 
must always be given the credit and any initiative must be cautious not to attract too much 
attention. At all times, missionary activity through these activities must be avoided.273 In Cuba: 
Religion, Social Capital, and Development (2008), Hearn makes very similar observations in 
his study on the Afro-Cuban religious community, speaking of “state stewardship” of the social 
initiatives of this group. 
 
The RAS Project identifies the existence of formal and practical restrictions on any form of 
civil society organizations with a confessional base, implying that any form of charitable work 
needs to be conducted directly by churches. Religious clergy is also restricted in chaplaincy in 
hospitals, prisons or military. Finally, the RAS Project observes the occurrence of 
“arrest/detention/harassment of religious figures/officials/members of religious parties for 
activities other than proselytizing.” 
 
A recent example of the restrictions on charitable work are the hindrances placed on the 
churches that tried to provide humanitarian aid to the victims of hurricanes Matthew and Nicole 
in September and October 2016 and hurricane Irma in September 2017.274 In both events, in a 
display of interchurch solidarity, a coalition of churches loaded some trucks with food and 
supplies, but these trucks were stopped by the authorities for not having the proper permits. 
One interviewee, who was involved in the humanitarian operation after hurricane Irma, said: 
“The authorities told us there was no need for us to take humanitarian aid to the victims and 
that this is the responsibility of the state. They confiscated all the supplies to distribute it 
themselves.”275 In order to bring the humanitarian aid to the victims, the group had to come up 
with alternative strategies, such as traveling by night and in smaller, less conspicuous 
vehicles.276 
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Another example where restrictions apply is in the field of business development initiatives, 
which some churches engage in with a vision of generating income sources for poor church 
members, to finance the operations of the church, raise income for missionary work or even 
finance the operations of their printing presses. Various churches have encouraged and 
supported its members to take advantage of the legal possibility to create small businesses such 
as copy shops, coffee shops, souvenir stores, micro-farming, etc. It is not completely 
impossible for religious groups to engage in such activities, but it is key they do not attract too 
much attention because businesses that grow too visibly risk being closed as one interviewee 
recalled: “My cousin started a small business, a restaurant, just around the corner. After three 
months it was shut down by the government. Why? Because it was too successful.”277  
 
More problems occur when churches actively engage in business development initiatives,278 
for example through the provision of microloans, for which foreign ministries often provide 
capital: “Our microcredit program is under threat. The government says that churches should 
not give loans for businesses. They say that if someone needs credit, they can reach out to the 
public banks. But this is not true, they never give loans to small businesses.”279 
 
In summary, as long as charitable work by religious groups stays within the confines of 
established boundaries, it can be done, but it is always subject to government monitoring. 
However, when charitable programs cover other fields, especially education or business 
development, they are met with restrictions. If these restrictions are not observed, more severe 
human security threats can follow. 
 
 
Threat 10: Intimidation of people engaging in human rights activism 

 
The final threat that is applicable to Christians is the intimidation of people engaging in human 
rights activism or any form of public criticism of the Cuban regime. This is by far the most 
intense threat Christians face, although only a small minority of them engages in this type of 
activity because of the obvious risks this implies. 
 
As I discuss in the specificity assessment, Christians engaging in human rights activism and 
secular (non-religious) human rights activists share a similar vulnerability to this threat, in a 
country that is not democratic by any standard. Yet, there are features of this vulnerability that 
are unique to Christians. To start, the RFATs highlight “restrictions on clergy and/or religious 
organizations engaging in public political speech (other than sermons) or propaganda or on 
political activity in or by religious institutions”, “restrictions on religious political parties” and 
“restrictions on clergy holding political office” (RAS Project). 
 
In Cuba, there is a tacit understanding among most Christians that they should simply stay 
away from any political activity, which for some is based on a theological option that 
discourages an active role in civil society280 and for others is the result of a modus vivendi under 
the Cuban communist regime.281 As Koesel explains, under the USSR, “it was understood that 
religious groups were to stay out of politics and education, and in return the state would not 
interfere in their internal affairs” (2014:33), and this is also applicable to Cuba. The Cuban 
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state has a similar – tacit – agreement with religious groups, although it is not always respected. 
With some frequency, the state does intervene in the church sphere (threats 2, 4, 5, 6 and 8), 
and a minority of socially active Christians venture into the field of politics, not by standing 
for election, which is impossible without being a member of the Communist Party, but by 
making public political statements or joining protests. 
 
A distinction must be made between intervening in politics as a church or religious group or as 
an individual believer. In both cases, from a normative standpoint, there should not be any 
restrictions placed on the freedom of (political) expression for religious actors, as this does not 
constitute a violation of the principle of separation between church and state (Habermas 2006; 
Petri & Visscher 2015). In Cuba, political expression is restricted for all types of religious 
actors: the state engages in various form of repression of the political expression of religion as 
described by Sarkissian (2015:37-40). 
 
In the case of church bodies, denominational leaders deliberately chose to avoid making 
political statements, mainly to avoid trouble. “We just don’t do this [making political 
statements]. It would make things worse for us”, one denominational leader said.282 Another 
commented: “In Cuba, if we really want to promote social change, we should not do it through 
open criticism of the government. We need to be cautious, patient and strategic.”283 
 
Some individual Christians, including church leaders, actively engage in political speech, and 
face severe human rights violations as a result. A noticeable example is Pastor Mario Félix 
Lleonart Barroso, who is a strong believer in the theological option which is known as ‘integral 
mission’, a current that shares common features with liberation theology and which highlights 
that Christianity has a mission in the social, political, educational and political fields, and 
should not be reduced to religious worship.284 His views led him to actively engage in social 
action by collaborating with human rights activists, becoming a blogger publicly denouncing 
the regime, writing for various underground newspapers, organizing conferences and concerts, 
and participating in radio and television programs outside Cuba (including a Miami-based radio 
broadcast that can be received in Cuba). He suffered from severe human security threats, 
including intense surveillance, confiscation of personal belongings, numerous threats, beatings, 
imprisonments,285 and finally had to exile himself from Cuba.286 
 
Like Mario Félix Lleonart Barroso, there are various other Christian human rights activists that 
suffer human security threats for their political positions. A recent case involves a university 
student who was active in a group that advocates for religious freedom in Cuba. After 
performing advocacy work in the United States, he was harassed and later expelled from his 
university, following the fabricated justification that he had accumulated too many absences.287 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
A characteristic of the regulation of religion by the state in present-day Cuba is that it rarely 
involves physical violence. The regulation of religion is mainly expressed through legal 
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restrictions on religious practice, in combination with intentional bureaucratic discouragement 
and intimidation tactics. Bourdieu’s notion of “symbolic violence” describes this form of 
violence well (Bourdieu & Passeron 1970). Interviewees share that during the early days of 
communism, religious actors faced beatings, imprisonment and sometimes forced labor and 
even murder, but that this is no longer the case. The pressure on religious actors is generally 
subtler now, taking the form of harassment, strict surveillance, discrimination and occasional 
imprisonment of leaders. This is not to say that physical violence against religious groups is 
nonexistent. Various sources indicate that some violent incidents are still taking place, 
including arrests, demolitions of religious property and various forms of harassment (CSW 
2017; US Department of State 2017; USCIRF 2017; Open Doors International 2017). 
 
Most threats included in this threat assessment are recognized by RFATs, but my fieldwork 
discerns interesting empirical nuances. A central finding is that the vulnerability of religious 
minorities in Cuba is primarily, although not exclusively, the consequence of social activism 
that is inspired by religious convictions. A high degree of social activism can also lead to 
restrictions of other, less active forms of religious behavior, as a kind of repercussion measure. 
 
Five decades after the Cuban revolution, the vulnerability of religious minorities evolved. 
During the first years of communism, the regime’s strategy was to try to violently eradicate 
any form of Christian expression. This strategy largely failed, and churches continued to grow. 
Now the government’s strategy is to allow religious practice but to control public expressions 
of Christianity that could threaten the regime. On the surface, there seems to be freedom of 
worship, but in reality, Christians, particularly those that are socially active, are a vulnerable 
group. Based on the threat assessment, I conclude that religious people are no longer 
discriminated in terms of access to university education, public sector jobs and membership of 
the Communist Party, or to a much lesser degree than used to be the case in the early days of 
the communist regime. Attendance of church services, even in house churches or non-
registered denominations, also is no longer a problem as it used to be. 
 
A great percentage of Christians do not practice their religion, and those who do face relatively 
little obstacles if they stay within the boundaries the government sets for religious practice. 
However, although both religious identification and semi-active religious behavior are 
tolerated, the unpredictability of the state and the permanent surveillance are nevertheless very 
intimidating. Indeed, religious ministers, especially those who are not affiliated to the CIC, live 
in a constant state of fear and discouragement, as they are subject to permanent surveillance, 
the threat of fabricated charges whenever something they do displeases the authorities, ongoing 
discrimination, total absence of legal security, and frustrating restrictions in the conduct of their 
work. 
 
The restriction of many dimensions of religious freedom is not viewed as a problem by most 
Cuban religious leaders I interviewed. My interpretation is there are two reasons for this. The 
first is that they are simply content with their newfound freedoms, which allows them to do 
much more than what they used to be allowed to do in the past. Occasional imprisonments and 
threats serve as a reminder that there are lines that should not be crossed.288 The second reason 
is that many religious groups have, perhaps unconsciously, internalized this narrow 
interpretation of religious freedom – an authentic expression of “symbolic violence” –, 
sometimes to the point that they believe they have freedom of religion and would not even 
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consider doing anything outside these parameters (which is a form of “symbolic violence”, to 
use Bourdieu & Passeron, 1970). 
 
There is also the matter of the standard for religious freedom in international human rights law, 
which recognizes the multidimensionality of religious freedom I described in section 3.3. This 
standard is not necessarily the standard of the Cubans I engaged with, who often resorted to 
compare the present situation with the much harsher conditions during the early days of the 
communist regime. Especially the older generation of leaders seemed very content with their 
newfound freedoms since the Opening of 1991. I found younger interviewees to be more aware 
of the fact that it is still not the ideal situation. When asked about the restrictions they face to 
operate their churches, many would answer there are none, but whenever I asked specifically 
about aspects related to church repairs or extensions, active missionary activity or criticism of 
the government, all would immediately declare that these things are not possible or subject to 
restrictions. This discrepancy could be explained by the optimistic nature of the Cuban people 
or their reluctance to express criticisms to strangers, but it is also possible that this is because 
they got so used to the pressure that they consider it as normal.  
 
The internalization of the narrow definition of religious freedom is also present among 
international faith-based organizations that are active in Cuba. Some seem quite naïve, but they 
all accept the rules imposed by the Cuban government; they know that in order to be allowed 
to work in Cuba, they must avoid any form of intervention related to human rights, or they 
must somehow do it undercover.289 
 
More active forms of religious behavior continue to be a serious source of vulnerability. 
Churches cannot grow too much, registration of new churches is nearly impossible, social work 
beyond the defined boundaries is forbidden and any form of human rights activism or public 
statements against the regime are immediately repressed. The repression mostly takes the form 
of harassment but can also go further, such as fabricated charges, bureaucratic discouragement, 
discrimination, and bulldozering of church buildings or house churches and imprisonment of 
church leaders in the most extreme cases. 
 
The main criterion for the repression of religious behavior seems to be that it is threatening to 
the regime. Any religious group that grows too much is viewed as a threat, and this is even 
more so when religious groups engage in any form of human rights activism, or simply develop 
projects that lead them to develop a certain degree of moral authority within a community, 
thereby undermining the legitimacy of the state. 
 
The common denominator of the threats to Christians is that any form of religious behavior 
that is viewed by the regime as subversive creates vulnerability. This can be semi-active 
behavior such as church growth but also more active behavior such as human rights activism. 
As a general observation, the more active religious behavior gets, the more the intensity of the 
threats increase. 
 
Although the restrictions and surveillance seem to be indiscriminate, threats are generally 
higher for denominations that are not affiliated to the CIC, including the Catholic Church and 
the various independent Protestant denominations and house churches, particularly in the case 
of passive and semi-active religious behavior. In the case of some forms of semi-active and all 
forms of active religious behavior, the difference between CIC affiliated groups and non-
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affiliated groups fades, as engagement in such behavior by any type of religious organization 
is not appreciated by the regime. (This being said, CIC members rarely engage in active 
religious behavior beyond the authorized boundaries anyway.) 
 
I conclude that the Opening did not provide full religious freedom but only created the illusion 
of religious freedom. The Cuban state defines the parameters of what religious freedom 
includes, effectively restricting it to purely ‘ministerial’ activities – freedom of worship, i.e. 
activities taking place within the church sphere –, excluding its social dimensions. For example, 
Fox specifies that only “apolitical worship” is allowed, meaning that the inclusion of any 
political content in church services, theological training or religious literature is impossible 
because of permanent government surveillance and harassment, as is characteristic in 
autocratic regimes (2015:55-111). Goldenziel even argues that surveillance of church services 
actually increased since 1991: “Although Cuba’s constitutional change to become a secular 
state appears to increase religious freedom, the Cuban government has greatly increased its 
efforts to regulate and monitor religion” (2009:208). 
 
 
7.4.2 Specificity assessment 
 
In this section I evaluate the specificity of the human security threats Christians face in Cuba. 
When relevant, I compare the vulnerability of Christians to the vulnerability of two obvious 
groups: (a) other religious groups such as Afro-Cuban religion, Judaism or Islam and (b) other 
socially active groups, mainly secular human rights activists, which are frequently referred to 
as ‘dissidents.’ This allows me to determine threats with a high, medium and low degree of 
specificity, as summarized in figure 7.4. 
 
 

7.4 Specificity assessment of threats against Christians (Cuba) 

Degree of 
specificity 

Identified threats 

High 
Restrictions on various aspects pertaining to freedom of worship 
Restrictions on church growth 
Restrictions on missionary activity 

Medium 

‘Conversion’ from the Communist Party 
Discrimination when dealing with the authorities 
Restriction of educational activities 
Prosecution of conscientious objectors 
State surveillance 

Low 
Hindrance of charitable work 
Intimidation of people engaging in human rights activism 

Source: own elaboration. 
 
 
Threats with a high degree of specificity 
 
Of the identified human security threats, three can be categorized as having a high degree of 
specificity. Because these threats are related to typical religious activities belonging to the 
church sphere, establishing their specificity is relatively straightforward, because non-religious 
groups simply do not engage in such activities. (This being said, non-religious groups do face 
important restrictions of freedom of assembly and freedom of association, which makes their 
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position in this respect somewhat comparable to house churches and unregistered Christian 
denominations.) 
 
Of the three threats in this category, two correspond to semi-active religious behavior – 
“Restrictions on various aspects pertaining to freedom of worship” and “Restrictions on church 
growth.” The threat “Restrictions on missionary activity” corresponds to active religious 
behavior. Regardless of their high degree of specificity, the intensity of these threats is 
generally not very high. 
 
Part of these threats are applicable to all religious groups, but there are nevertheless noteworthy 
differences both within Christianity and with other religious groups. Indeed, as argued in the 
threat assessment, restrictions in this category are more strictly enforced in the case of Catholic 
churches, non-registered Christian denominations and house churches (types 1, 4 and 5 in 
figure 7.2) and to a lesser degree for registered denominations that are not affiliated to the CIC 
(type 3). This is even more so in the case of Christians who also engage in other forms of active 
religious behavior. CIC affiliated denominations are largely left alone (type 2). 
 
In comparison to other religious groups, there are some noteworthy differences which underline 
the specific vulnerability of Christians. For example, in the field of missionary activity, the 
restrictions placed on Christians do not seem to apply to Iranian Shi’ite missionaries, who in 
2014 were allowed to establish a cultural center and a mosque in Havana, and who actively 
work to recruit and convert Cubans.290 The same applies to the restrictions on the opening of 
new places of worship. Save the two exceptions mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, 
Christians have not been authorized to open new churches since 1959. (Many house churches 
have opened, however, but these have an uncertain legal status.) Yet, mosques are being opened 
in Cuba: apart from the Shi’ite mosque, on a personal visit to Cuba in 2015 I observed a large 
building site for another mosque in Havana, which is a component of a cooperation agreement 
Cuba signed with Turkey.291 Finally, many of the restrictions on freedom of worship 
experienced by Christians I discussed in the threat assessment do not apply to Afro-Cuban 
religion.292 
 
The existence of these differences between religions could be explained from the perspective 
that the Cuban regime only restricts forms of religious expression it considers as a threat. 
Following this assumption, the Cuban government has no incentive to restrict the missionary 
activity by the Shi’ite missionaries, because this community only grew to 70 people in three 
years and is therefore not mobilizing large groups of people.293 The same is true for the 
missionary activities of marginal Christian groups, which do not face any restriction either, 
whereas more organized, larger, Christian groups do. The Cuban government also seems to 
have an incentive to authorize the opening of mosques, because it is interested in developing 
good relationships with Muslim countries such as Iran, Turkey and Qatar.294 The current 
tolerance of Afro-Cuban religion can be interpreted as a political decision of the Cuban 
government to support this ‘autochthonous’ expression of Cuban culture as explained earlier. 
 

                                                             
290 “Cuba, Iran's island in the sun”, The Hill, 24/10/2016. 
291 “Turkey's Erdogan proposes building mosque in Cuba”, Reuters, 12/02/2015. 
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294 “Latin America’s leftist regimes get cozy with Iran”, Christian Science Monitor, 15/02/2016; “Turkey's 
Erdogan proposes building mosque in Cuba”, Reuters, 12/02/2015; “Turkey and Qatar’s Burgeoning Strategic 
Alliance”, Middle East Institute, 08/06/2016. 
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Most of the restrictions regarding freedom of worship apply to all Cubans, not only Christians. 
Hearn mentions these specifically in the case of Afro-Cuban communities (2008). This being 
said, these restrictions constitute important limitations on the freedom of worship of Christians, 
mainly because Cuban Christianity widely uses printed materials, much more than Afro-Cuban 
religion, or most ordinary citizens for that matter. Moreover, the possibility of applying these 
restrictions makes it possible for the Cuban authorities to enforce them to Christian groups it 
wishes to muzzle. 
 
There are also specific restrictions on Christians in the realm of freedom of worship. 
Obstruction of church services is a permanent threat for house churches.295 Renovating or 
building extensions to church buildings is very difficult. Requests for church repairs are stalled 
in the bureaucracy, and therefore always slow.296 An illustration of the way Christians are 
restricted is the initial prohibition for the rebuilding of churches that were destroyed by 
hurricanes Matthew and Nicole in September and October of 2016. As explained, in Cuba the 
building of new churches is restricted, but churches that existed before the 1959 revolution are 
tolerated and should therefore be allowed to be rebuilt. A pastor explained that the authorities 
simply decided to ignore that these churches had ever existed and refused to allow them to be 
rebuilt.297 Only after providing proof that the churches existed, combined with intense 
advocacy efforts, was it possible to rebuild the churches.298 
 
 
Threats with a medium degree of specificity 
 
As threats with a medium degree of specificity, I have categorized “‘Conversion’ from the 
Communist Party”, “Discrimination when dealing with the authorities”, “Restriction of 
educational activities”, “Prosecution of conscientious objectors” and “State surveillance”, three 
of which correspond to religious identity and two of which correspond to semi-active religious 
behavior. These threats are applicable to both nominal Christians and socially active Christians. 
 
Discrimination when dealing with the authorities is a reality for many minority groups in Cuba, 
although its intensity varies depending on the particularities of each case and the specific group 
a person belongs to. At a basic level, all Cubans who are not members of the Communist Party 
can be subject to some degree of discrimination, although this is much less a reality today than 
in the past. More frequent are discriminatory practices against specific minority groups, such 
as sexual minorities, the Afro-Cuban population and, of course, religious groups, although the 
nature and intensity of this discrimination has considerably diminished in recent years (Miller 
2000). The main reason why I gave these threats a medium degree of specificity is because 
there continues to exist a certain level of historical suspicion toward religious groups, including 
especially the largest religious group in Cuba, Christianity (Goldenziel 2009:184; Koesel 
2014:3; Fox 2015:125). 
 
In the field of educational activities, non-state education is restricted for any private actor, but 
Christians are the only sizable group that actively seeks to play a role in the education sphere, 
whether through catechism or formal seminary education, and therefore encounters the most 
important restrictions. Prosecution of conscientious objectors is a threat that is generally 
applicable to all Cubans, but in practice, only outspoken Christians face this issue. State 
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surveillance is generalized as well, but it is possible to establish a certain degree of specificity 
for religious groups, because they are specifically targeted because of their capacity to mobilize 
and influence large groups of people. 
 
 
Threats with a low degree of specificity 
 
The following two threats were given a low degree of specificity: “Hindrance of charitable 
work” and “Intimidation of people engaging in human rights activism.” Both threats 
correspond to active religious behavior. The main reason why I assigned a low degree of 
specificity to these threats is because they are applicable in similar ways to non-Christian 
groups, i.e. any other socially active group that engages in human rights activism. When 
Christians become socially active in this way, they automatically become ‘dissidents’, and are 
treated as such by the regime. 
 
The threats I categorized as having a low degree of specificity, may nevertheless be very 
intense. Reports from both human rights watchdogs and faith-based organizations confirm that 
any person engaging in active behavior that denounces the undemocratic nature of the regime, 
whether journalists, human rights activists or religious ministers, are subject to intense threats. 
 
The fact that the specificity for this group of threats is low does not mean there is no specificity 
at all. Indeed, there are some accents that characterize the vulnerability of Christians to these 
threats. A key aspect is that the behavior of Christians is inspired by their religious convictions. 
Also, it must be remembered that the regime is particularly weary of Christians because of 
features such as their claim to moral authority, their organizational capacity, their influence 
over large numbers of people (church members), their mobilization capacity and their 
international ties. In the case of the Catholic Church, especially, their ties with the Vatican, a 
foreign state, raise the suspicion of mixed allegiances. A church can also become a symbol of 
subversion, such as the human rights group known as the Damas de Blanco [Ladies in White] 
because of the white gladiolas they carry, whose main act of protest is to attend Sunday Mass. 
These features clearly differentiate Christian dissidents from non-Christian dissidents who 
generally do not have access to this ‘religious capital.’ 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
Whereas the intensity of the threats faced by Christians increases as their religious behavior 
gets more active, this is not true for their specificity. This specificity resides mainly in the fact 
that some of the more risky forms of behavior are exclusive to Christian religious practice (such 
as Christian worship, conscientious objection or missionary activity) or because in the Cuban 
context it is only Christians who engage in such activities (such as educational or humanitarian 
work).  
 
Specificity decreases in the case of social activism, precisely because any person or group that 
chooses to engage in such activities can expect a similar response from the state. This being 
said, even in such cases it is possible to isolate certain elements that are specific to Christians 
in the Cuban context which set them apart from other religious and non-religious groups, such 
as their moral authority, mobilization capacity or international connections. For example, state 
surveillance is widespread in all spheres of society, but churches generally receive special 
attention because of the influence they have over large groups of people. 
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Fox comprehensively establishes the existence of hostilities toward religion in Cuba – the 
existence of demonstrable threats to religious minorities, to use the vocabulary of this research 
–, but at the same time considers there is no specificity to these threats: “While the state is 
hostile to religion, this hostility is at about the same level as state hostility to other types of 
non-state organizations. Religion is not singled out.” In light of the empirical evidence I 
presented in this specificity assessment, I argue this conclusion is contestable. 
Methodologically, I do not treat specificity as a binary variable, but rather as a sliding scale, 
roughly divided into three. Even in cases when threats are applicable to both religious and non-
religious groups, there are still essential elements that are directly attributable to religion. 
Moreover, Fox’s conclusion only concerns the variables he collected in the RAS Project, which 
do not look at differences between Christian denominations, the subtle nature of some human 
security threats which I observed empirically through the threat assessment, and some forms 
of religious behavior it does not consider. 
 
Koesel’s discussion of the characteristic elements of religion that make religious groups 
vulnerable under authoritarian regimes (2014) seems more applicable to the case of Cuba. 
These elements are related to the fact that religion directly competes with the legitimacy of the 
state (Ghanea & Xanthaki 2005; Habermas 2006; Ghanea, Walden & Stephens 2007; Scolnicov 
2011; Fox 2013) and because of its mobilization capacity (Koesel 2014). As already explained, 
this mobilization capacity sets religious groups apart from other human rights activists, which 
may have a constituency, influence and international connections, but do not have entire 
congregations behind them. This is particularly true in Cuba, where religious groups are 
tolerated amid the restrictions, but freedom of association and assembly is restricted for non-
religious groups. 
 
I do agree with Fox that the specificity for most threats Christians face is likely to be low, 
because the Cuban state places similar restrictions on all non-state actors. Indeed, because of 
the authoritarian nature of the Cuban state, any person or group who engages in socially active 
behavior can be expected to be vulnerable, whether they are religious or not, as is documented 
by public and private human rights watchdogs. 
 
In the course of this research I also identified a number of threats that are applicable to 
Christians but did not pass the threshold of specificity. These threats are “restrictions on 
freedom of assembly for non-religious meetings” and “restrictions on freedom of expression 
of religious leaders.” Although they constitute severe limitations on the religious freedom of 
Christians, they are by no means unique to this minority. Under the current Cuban political 
system, no civil society group other than the Communist Party, whether religious or not, is 
allowed to gather for whatever purpose. (Perhaps paradoxically, freedom of assembly is only 
allowed for registered religious groups and sometimes tolerated for house churches, as long as 
they stick to purely religious themes.) Freedom of expression also is restricted for all. Although 
Afro-Cuban religion seems to have more leeway than Christianity, this does not mean that its 
followers can freely express views that are critical of the government. 
 
 
7.4.3 Resilience assessment 
 
The third step of the RM-VAT is the resilience assessment. In this assessment, I use 
information provided in the previous two assessments, but I also add new empirical material to 
describe how Christians in Cuba cope or could cope with the threats they face. After describing 
these coping mechanisms, I formulate some conclusions. 
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Coping mechanisms 
 
In this section I describe the main coping mechanisms that are used by Christians in Cuba, 
following the categorization of coping mechanisms introduced in chapter 4. The focus group 
session in which a group of Cuban church leaders discussed my initial conclusions allowed to 
nuance and complement my findings. It also revealed that Cuban Christians, although they 
have developed a substantial number of techniques and resources to cope with pressures, are 
generally unaware of their importance as they have grown so used to using them. This being 
said, the application of the focus group was instrumental to stimulate the self-reflection of the 
participants about coping mechanisms. 
 
 
Avoidance 
 
Avoidance is a common coping mechanism for all Christians, although documenting it is 
challenging, because people who adopt this coping mechanism by definition avoid making 
their views known. Moreover, the majority of my interviewees were actively practicing 
Christians who are generally more outspoken about their faith and are less drawn to adopting 
this coping mechanism. This being said, many of them do apply avoidance in different parts of 
their work and personal lives. A phrase that is frequently mentioned in this regard by the 
Cubans I interviewed is ‘staying under the radar’, which refers to the attitude they adopt of 
trying not to be noticed by the authorities and always being cautious. I observed avoidance in 
many different areas, such as in the organization of evangelistic activities, the creation of small 
businesses, the conduct of social work, the operation of a printing press, etc. These activities 
are generally conducted in such a way that they attract as little attention as possible, with 
frequent tactical postponements. 
 
Individual Christians too practice avoidance. For example, a young engineer working for a 
state company who remained silent about his Christian convictions to avoid any trouble in his 
professional career.299 A church leader told me that he picks some battles that are important to 
him, but avoids others to diminish pressure from the government.300 Jorge Luis Pantoja, the 
former secret service agent mentioned in my description of threat 1, decided to remain silent 
for a time about his conversion to Christianity until he finally decided to leave the island 
without ever telling anyone but his spouse about his conversion instead of directly confronting 
the authorities. 
 
Christians also adopt ways of speaking covertly through bible stories, parables, biographies of 
saints or well-known Christians and seemingly apolitical religious acts. For example, in one 
church service I attended, the pastor made references to John Bunyan, the 17th century English 
writer and preacher, who had been imprisoned for his missionary work, leaving his audience 
to establish a parallel with the persecution in modern-day Cuba. The Ladies in White, the group 
mentioned above, silently protest against imprisoned dissidents by attending Sunday Mass.301 
Outside Christianity, in Afro-Cuban religion, the annual procession in honor of San Lázaro has 
evolved in the 1990’s into a forum for the expression of political protest (Hagedorn 2002). In 
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all examples, seemingly religious acts constitute covert expressions of protest, which really is 
the only way for religious organizations to express disagreement with the regime. 
 
There is an inherent contradiction between engaging in any form of public or social activity, 
which by definition generates exposure, and the imperative of not attracting attention. Cuban 
Christians have found ways to continue to engage in such activities while at the same time 
minimizing their exposure. For example, missionary activity is done preferably through 
personal, casual looking conversations instead of through large open air gatherings. Businesses 
are careful not to grow beyond one employee. Churches avoid integrating new converts, but 
instead direct them toward house churches within the same denomination. Humanitarian work 
is done but in small groups and from different locations.302 
 
The use of covert language in communications is standard practice for Christian leaders and 
activists. Copying different people in emails or explicitly mentioning dates and places where 
meetings take place is avoided, to not alert security services who may be spying on private 
telephone or electronic conversations. Yet, Cuban leaders warn about “too much secrecy”, 
because that can also create suspicion. “I’ve got nothing to hide. It’s all open,”303 says one 
Cuban pastor. Another pastor says: “If we’re just talking about theological matters, which 
interest us as church leaders, we’ve got nothing to fear.”304 However, mentioning political 
subjects, such as criticism of the human rights situation in Cuba, is avoided at all times. 
 
At times, staying under the radar is impossible, and the only alternative that is left for many 
Cubans is to either abandon their social activity or to leave the country. Since the Cuban 
revolution this has happened in large numbers, mainly to the United States. According to data 
from 2013, there are 1,135,000 foreign born Cubans living in the United States (Pew Research 
Center). I was not able to establish the percentage of Cuban Christians who migrated to the 
United States as a result of an avoidance strategy. However, many interviewees pointed to the 
fact that there are numerous church leaders who end up migrating to the United States, either 
because they grew tired of all the oppression or because they were requested by the authorities 
to leave, leaving Cuban churches without leadership,305 in line with a pattern described by 
Hirschman: “Latin American powerholders have long encouraged their political enemies and 
potential critics to remove themselves from the scene through voluntary exile.” (1970:60). I 
interviewed at least five people in such a position.306 
 
 
Spiritual endurance 
 
In almost all the interviews I conducted with Cuban Christians, they expressed how their 
Christian faith is “a source of comfort, relief and hope” that helps them to undergo the 
challenges that are inherent to living in a communist system. Especially “the Biblical teaching 
that believers are not of this world but are promised a future, better world” was cited as a source 
of consolation.307 In addition, Cuban Christians expressed they find comfort in the realization 
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that Christians have suffered tribulations throughout history and presently continue to suffer in 
different parts of the world.308 
 
A number of them also expressed they felt a calling to remain and serve the church in Cuba, 
instead of leaving to the United States (one interviewee who has said this ended up leaving 
anyway).309 Cuban Christians also remind themselves that living in the United States, although 
it continues to be an aspiration for many, is not necessarily ideal, particularly when 
“considering the temptations and challenges of materialism” they would face there. Some even 
view living under communism as “a blessing because it helps them to stay true to the faith.”310 
 
Finally, the ‘house church model’ can be an important source of spiritual endurance. As Koesel 
suggests, house churches are particularly appropriate for the development of deep personal 
relationships and have allowed Chinese churches to grow in ways it may not have without the 
restrictions imposed by the communist regime (2014). This also seems to be the case for Cuban 
churches, as various interviewees recognized. 
 
 
Compliance 
 
For Cuban Christians, compliance can take two general forms. It can take the form of real 
compliance, i.e. acceptance and obedience to regulations, or it can take the form of formal 
compliance with regulations, even though their spirit is disrespected. For example, building an 
extension to a church building is not really possible, but if this is done very gradually, without 
attracting attention, and formal requirements such as the maintenance of the historical façade 
of the building are respected, restrictions can be circumvented. I could observe this when I 
visited the church of a pastor in west Cuba, which in 1959 was a small building that could hold 
50 people at most, as I estimated from a black and white photograph I was shown. The façade 
was maintained, but three stories were built on top of it, without ever disrespecting any 
regulations. Now the building can hold 500 people.311 
 
One pastor I interviewed routinely applies this kind of strategies: “You need to navigate the 
inner workings of the system. You won’t get permission to build a church. What you do is you 
request permission to build a storage shack, and then you request permission for remodeling it. 
If you’re clever, you can work around the restrictions.”312 Another pastor operates an illegal 
printing press in east Cuba, with the complicity of the authorities. He says: “The only reason 
why my printing press is not shut down is because I maintain such good relations with the 
authorities. We have an unspoken agreement that I will never print anything that could 
jeopardize the authorities. I also printed some materials for them when their own printing press 
was broken.”313 A youth pastor from Havana encouraged one of his church members to write 
a thesis about the persecution of Protestants during the first decades after the Cuban revolution. 
Producing such a thesis as a theology student would have been impossible because of the 
restrictions on seminaries, but he cleverly took advantage of a legal loophole and was able to 
write the thesis as student of a journalism program. The thesis was later published in the United 
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States, but distributed through flash drives in Cuba, circumventing the restrictions on 
printing.314 
 
Not all Cuban Christians are as resourceful as the examples I mentioned, who seem to be the 
exception. More often, Christians prefer to obey when they are ordered to shut down a 
particular project or operation. “Sometimes it’s best to just comply. You need to pick your 
battles.” says one pastor.315 To many, compliance is thought of as a protection mechanism: “If 
we are ever questioned, we can always say we have always obeyed previous orders.”316 
 
 
Social wisdom 
 
Most of the Cuban Christian leaders I interviewed seemed to have developed an acute sense of 
social wisdom. As can be deducted from the description of the previous coping mechanisms, 
Christian leaders think through very carefully when to avoid or to comply with the authorities, 
and when to engage in behavior that might be risky such as social work, evangelism or 
(international) advocacy. Many realize that if they antagonize the authorities too much, it might 
make things worse for them in the long run. Therefore, they approach their interaction with the 
authorities ‘strategically’, weighing the consequences of any action they take. They comply 
with the authorities most of the time, so they are not viewed as ‘trouble makers’ and disobey 
only when they consider the matter is sufficiently important.317 This point is also made by 
Martel, who asserts that Catholic leaders in Cuba often have no choice than to collaborate with 
the government if they want to have even the slightest form of influence (2019). 
 
The importance of social wisdom can also be observed when it is lacking. In the case of a 
minority of Christian leaders who have become victims of human security threats it could be 
argued they have been ‘unwise’, in the sense that their behavior is often viewed as 
unnecessarily provocative by their peers, an observation I also made about some of the cultural 
dissidents in the Nasa indigenous communities of Colombia. 
 
 
Moral standing 
 
Moral standing can be both a coping mechanism and a source of vulnerability. In contrast to 
the case study on actively practicing Christians in northeast Mexico, the moral standing of 
religious leaders, i.e. the credibility as a result of their religious roles, rarely works in their 
favor in the case of Cuba. Indeed, a high moral standing in society increases vulnerability 
because it is precisely the moral authority of religious leaders the communist authorities are 
weary of. It can happen that Christian leaders earn the respect of communist officials, for 
example if they develop personal friendships or because their spouses attend their church and 
this could then sometimes constitute a coping mechanism. However, if the humanitarian work 
of a church generates a certain level of goodwill within a community, the church is put in a 
position where it competes with the state (similar to what can be observed with the issue of 
traditional vs Christian education in the Nasa community in Colombia), and this is never 
appreciated by the communist leaders. 
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Solidarity 
 
Some examples of inter-Christian solidarity can be observed in Cuba, in spite of the limited 
material resources that churches generally have. Hurricanes Matthew and Nicole (September-
October 2016) and Irma (September 2017) provide good illustrations of this solidarity. The 
hurricane damage caused important humanitarian challenges such as reduced access to drinking 
water, food and other supplies. The hurricanes also caused the destruction of a number of 
churches and pastoral houses. To attend to the humanitarian situation, Cuban churches from 
the west of Cuba, which was less hit by the hurricanes, collected donations and supplies to help 
the churches in the affected areas of the country. As operations manager of an international 
charity in Mexico and Cuba, I led various humanitarian initiatives after the hurricanes, allowing 
me to personally observe this inter-Christian solidarity. 
 
In spite of this impressive display of solidarity, it is the exception rather than the rule. There is 
a lot of mistrust among Cuban churches, and even within Christian denominations, much of 
which is the direct result of the divide-and-rule strategy of the Cuban regime.318 Collaboration 
beyond the limits of Christian denominations remains uncommon. Christian leaders are aware 
that this reduces their overall resilience because they do not act as a bloc but find it difficult to 
trust one another.319 
 
Within denominations, however, solidarity networks are important. They are often funded by 
international (Western) partners of Cuban churches, who generously supply funds for 
materials, church repairs, salaries, pensions and small business development initiatives.320 In 
addition to the remittances that are sent to Cuba by emigrants to their family members, this 
constitutes the main source of income that pays for the expenses of Cuban churches (Goldenziel 
2009). This finding is confirmed by interviews I conducted during the consultation of faith-
based organizations working in Cuba that I attended in January 2017 in Chicago. This is true 
also for other religious groups, such as the much smaller Jewish community and to a lesser 
extent the Afro-Cuban religious communities (Hearn 2008; Goldenziel 2009; Weinreb 2017). 
Weinreb speaks of a “gift economy” that emerged between Jewish Cubans and their visitors. 
This concept is largely applicable to the relation between Cuban Christians and foreign 
missions. In addition, the international ties of Cuban churches, although not appreciated by the 
Cuban regime, provide these churches with advocacy partners who frequently speak for them 
in international advocacy forums and in the media. 
 
As with other coping mechanisms, international advocacy can also be a source of vulnerability, 
because it can be counterproductive. Frequently, Cuban leaders complain about the undirected 
advocacy efforts of international faith-based organizations in which very often Cuban 
emigrants to the United States are involved that “do more harm than good.”321 “They only yell 
at the Cuban authorities, but their reports are often not accurate, and they create problems for 
us [Cuban Christians]”, says one Cuban pastor.322 
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Collective action 
 
Whereas solidarity refers to the mitigation of the humanitarian impact of human security threats 
within a religious community, collective action corresponds to the engagement in advocacy or 
any form of (organized) non-violent resistance or protest against the actors responsible for the 
human security threats. Collective action as a coping mechanism is relatively underdeveloped 
among most Christians in Cuba. The principal aim of the divide-and-rule strategy used by the 
Communist Party was precisely to prevent any form of coordinated effort among Christians 
that could destabilize the regime. In addition, Christians prefer not to engage in any form of 
political advocacy because they are very concerned that this could disturb the precarious status 
quo that allows them to operate their churches with relative freedom provided they do not 
criticize the authorities. 
 
In recent times, however, some things appear to be changing. Socially active Christians have 
started to learn about nonviolent resistance through their relations with other (non-religious) 
dissidents. Spread through flash drives, copies from works like From Dictatorship to 
Democracy (1993) by Gene Sharp have become available and some Christian activists timidly 
start to adopt some of its techniques.323 There are YouTube videos that present the application 
of Gene Sharp’s methods by dissidents in Cuba.324 
 
A follower of Gene Sharp’s teachings, Mario Félix Lleonart Barroso, a pastor and human rights 
activist, told me in an interview that he had received notice that he would be arrested because 
a particular blog post he published annoyed the authorities. He immediately asked the members 
of his congregation to come to his church for a service. Overcoming their fear, many people 
gathered in front of the rectory where he lived in display of solidarity. When the police arrived, 
the crowd made it practically impossible to arrest him.325 
 
Other church leaders have applied the same tactic:  
 

“[…] Rudisbel Rivera Robert, the owner of the property on which a large 
unregistered church meets in Santiago, was detained and interrogated for 
supposed ‘public disorder’, but when he was cited a second time and the police 
saw that he was accompanied by a group of supporters from his church, they 
congratulated him for the orderliness of their meetings and released him.”326 

 
Among church leaders there appears to be a growing awareness that concerted efforts, provided 
they are executed ‘wisely’ – this is the word my interviewees use –, can sometimes be 
beneficial. For example, after initial refusals to obtain permission for the rebuilding of churches 
that were destroyed by a hurricane, lobby efforts of church leaders proved successful.327 This 
being said, only a tiny minority of Cuban Christians engages in this kind of efforts and can thus 
truly be considered as socially active. For the majority of Cuban Christians, advocacy remains 
something to be avoided. Many interviewees do not believe that international pressure can have 
a positive effect on religious freedom. 
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Collective action is not limited to advocacy. As Koesel argues, house churches can be viewed 
as an “organizational weapon.” In an article, this scholar compares the underground Protestant 
house church in China and the rise of early communist parties. In both cases, similar 
organizational forms were adopted “to protect it in a hostile political environment.” In Chinese 
house churches, just like in the equivalent Cuban casas cultos, “The different levels are 
insulated from each other, with limited knowledge of the members above and below. In this 
way, if anyone is raided by the authorities, the others can continue to function with little 
interruption” (2013:572). 
 
 
Taking up arms 
 
I did not come across any example of Cuban Christians taking up arms to defend themselves 
against threats. Historically, this has never happened and does not seem to be on the agenda of 
any of the people I interviewed. I also doubt whether such a coping mechanism would be in 
any way effective, considering the symbiotic relationship between the Communist Party and 
the military – both institutions are under the control of Raúl Castro. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
In a way, the resilience assessment counterbalances the threat assessment. Although there is 
certainly scope for improvement, a great number of the threats to which Christians are 
subjected in Cuba are mitigated by the various coping mechanisms that they routinely use. 
Especially the clever avoidance strategies, the spiritual endurance and the exceptional 
solidarity, which developed over the course of several decades are all inspired by much social 
wisdom and, are important sources of resilience of Cuban Christians. 
 
Of course, there is a clear difference between the more active Christian individuals and groups, 
and the ones who deliberately steer clear from any form of activism. As already stated, socially 
active Christians constitute only a very small group in Cuba. The examples of coping 
mechanisms presented in this resilience assessment can thus hardly be generalized to the whole 
Christian population. 
 
Moreover, avoidance in the form of leaving the country continues to be very frequent, 
especially in the case of people who previously have been very outspoken in their missionary 
and human rights activism, but eventually reach a point where they can no longer cope with 
the ubiquitous discouragement and harassment. The various ‘voice’ strategies are thus 
neutralized by the fact that ‘exit’ is always an option. This being said, advocacy, as a form of 
collective action, is gaining some traction, but continues to be the effort of a lonely few, which 
inevitably decreases its effectiveness.  
 
Finally, moral standing, solidarity in the form of humanitarian work or education and very 
visible forms of collective action, although they can be thought of as sources of resilience, can 
work against actively practicing Christians. The exposure that comes with these mechanisms 
can transform a coping mechanism into a source of additional vulnerability. The same is true 
for engagement in social work which enters into conflict with the ideological position of the 
communist state against private initiatives. 
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7.5 Evaluation 
 
In this section I evaluate the application of the RM-VAT to the case of Christians in Cuba. I 
consecutively highlight its contributions (7.5.1) and limitations (7.5.2). 
 
 
7.5.1 Contributions 
 
In comparison to the previous two case studies, the value of the RFATs to this case study is 
much greater. Indeed, the restrictions on religious freedom that are imposed by the state – a 
direct consequence of the authoritarian nature of the regime and its atheist and antireligion 
ideology – is an essential aspect of the vulnerability of Christians in Cuba and are 
comprehensively documented by most RFATs. However, there are noteworthy elements to this 
vulnerability that this RM-VAT allowed to reveal that the RFATs misjudge, in part because 
these tools were not designed to observe them. 
 
The first contribution this case study makes concerns the observation of the subtle nature of 
the vulnerability of Christians. Although the application of the RM-VAT to Christians reaches 
similar conclusions as most RFATs, it also goes beyond them. The additional knowledge that 
emerges from this case study resides primarily in the qualification it gives of the subtlety of 
this vulnerability, especially after the changes that occurred since the 1990’s.  
 
The subtlety of the vulnerability of Cuban Christians goes beyond legal and policy aspects of 
religious freedom. It includes things like the frustration that is caused by the government tactic 
of bureaucratic discouragement, the general legal insecurity due to the inconsistent, and 
therefore unpredictable application of regulations throughout the territory and in time, the 
intimidation and the cultivated mistrust between people that are caused by permanent 
surveillance, and the continuous minor forms of harassment. These elements are hard to 
quantify which explains why they are overlooked by most RFATs. When looked at 
individually, these threats may be negligible but taken together they create a culture of fear that 
is paralyzing and effectively restricts religious expression in different spheres of society. 
 
Similarly, violent incidents against Christians that can be measured as such are rare. Arrests of 
Christian leaders are sporadic but when they happen, they have a chilling effect. More often, 
however, Christian ministers that are viewed as a threat by the regime are attacked on fabricated 
charges that appear to have nothing to do with religion, and that are therefore not considered 
by RFATs. Christian ministers that have to leave the country in appearance do so voluntarily, 
but often after a climate was created in which they no longer felt safe; such threats are not 
counted as forced expulsions in the RFATs either. 
 
The second contribution of this case study is the finding that many Cuban Christians, as well 
as international Christian organizations working in Cuba, have internalized the restrictive 
definition of religious freedom as freedom of worship (and only apolitical worship), that is 
imposed by the communist regime. In the threat assessment, I was able to identify human 
security threats that express themselves outside the church sphere and that are the result of the 
more active forms of religious behavior. I was able to observe this thanks to the methodological 
innovations of the RM-VAT – the categorization of threats by spheres of society and the 
continuum of identity-behavior. The conduct of fieldwork itself gave me more sensitivity to 
the context than I would have had if I had gathered evidence for the lists of variables that 
compose most RFATs. Especially the distinction between types of Christianity based on their 
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level of proximity to the regime, as well as the distinction between religious identity and 
different forms of behavior inspired by religious convictions were useful because they allowed 
me to make more than general observations of religious freedom by moving beyond the 
standard identity labels such as ‘Catholic’, ‘Protestant’ or ‘Jewish.’ For example, I was able to 
understand the specific position of house churches, which face more restrictions than 
government-controlled denominations. 
 
A third contribution regards specificity. The analytical distinctions of the RM-VAT allowed 
me to discern different degrees of specificity which made it possible to nuance two generally 
held assumptions about religious freedom in Cuba: that religion, and Christianity in particular, 
is not singled out as a target by the state but that all forms of civil society are repressed, and 
that religious ministers who engage in social action are subject to the same treatment by the 
state as any other political dissident. I was able to show that these statements are only true at a 
global level, but that there nevertheless is a degree of specificity of the vulnerability of 
Christians, depending on their behavioral characteristics, denominational affiliation, and other 
factors. Specificity decreases when religious behavior gets more active, but only to a degree. 
Characteristic elements of Christian groups such as their mobilization capacity, their moral 
influence and their competing claims to legitimacy must be accounted for. 
 
The observation of the resilience of Cuban Christians is a fourth contribution of this case study. 
In contrast to the previous two case studies, the coping mechanisms of this religious minority 
are noteworthy because the repression of religion by the communist regime has been a reality 
for such a long time. In spite of all its tactics, the Cuban regime has not been able to eradicate 
religion, and some Christian denominations have even grown. Spiritual endurance and 
international solidarity may have played a role, but it is possibly the social wisdom of Christian 
leaders that has made the greatest difference. The ‘forced invention’ of the house church model 
could also have contributed to it. The only downside to this otherwise positive assessment of 
the resilience of this minority is its acceptance of the narrow definition of religious freedom as 
well as the mistrust between religious groups that the regime provokes as part of its divide-
and-rule strategy. 
 
 
7.5.2 Limitations 
 
The main limitations of this case study were not conceptual, but rather practical, related to 
difficulties in the conduct of the fieldwork and access to sources, within a context of permanent 
surveillance and mistrust on the one hand (which implied that Cuban Christians rarely 
document incidents of violations of religious freedom), and unspoken expectations from 
foreign visitors on the other. Both factors implied that I could never be completely sure my 
interviewees were telling the truth. For my visits to Cuba, using a cover was unavoidable in 
order to obtain information. A third visit to the island had to be cancelled for security reasons. 
The lengthier interviews could only be done outside of the country. This all points to the limits 
of anecdotal evidence: replicability of my research in the Cuban context is difficult for practical 
reasons. 
 
In addition, because scholarly interest in active Christians in Cuba is relatively limited, I did 
face some challenges to contrast some of my empirical findings with academic literature. 
Statistics on religious demography and practice also were not readily available. The tendency 
to frame the Cuban situation in ideological terms by critics (namely the anti-Castro lobby in 
Florida, including exiled Cuban Christians) and supporters (such as leftwing denominational 
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organizations in Latin America) of the Cuban regime was not helpful either to strive for 
objectivity because they are prone to either exaggeration or downplaying of threats. I am still 
confident in the validity of my findings but there are sections where I could not go beyond 
anecdotal evidence. 
 
The finding that many Cuban Christians seem to have internalized a narrow conception of 
religion and religious freedom as imposed by the Cuban state was also a limitation for the 
conduct of my fieldwork. It implied that most of my interviewees experienced a large number 
of restrictions on religious freedom as something normal and did not have full awareness about 
the threats they face, particularly the ones that are not related to the church sphere. I was able 
to overcome this to some extent by adapting my questions, or by asking the same questions on 
a second or third encounter after investing in building trust with contacts. The focus group 
session I had the opportunity to organize was helpful in this respect, but it also revealed that 
self-reflection about restrictions on religious freedom and possible responses is relatively 
limited. Curiously, Cuban Christians seem to apply coping mechanisms unconsciously. 
 
Methodologically, although the application of the RM-VAT again proved to be a useful tool 
for data collection, it was nevertheless necessary to add a description of the different types of 
official recognition of Christianity in the introductory section of this chapter, without which 
the threat assessment would have been less meaningful. To properly observe the vulnerability 
of Cuban Christians the continuum of religious-identity was insufficient; distinguishing 
between types of Christianity was essential for the threat assessment to add value. 
  


