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Abstract

The fifty year old U.S. embargo on Cuba re-
mains steadfast despite the sanctions’ inability to bring
the objectives to fruition. One way to analyze this
anomaly is to trace the evolution of the embargo via its
presence and decline in international laws. When the
embargo became a ban by the United States alone, its
failure was inevitable. This paper seeks to understand
how and why the Cuban embargo and the accompany-
ing norms persisted in the United States long after the
rest of the world adopted a different view. A construc-
tivist analysis is used to examine the emergence of
morally desirable norms as constructed by the United
States in international and domestic spheres. This
process is traced with the norm life cycle theory. With
this in mind, I examine how and why the U.S. first
constructed the image of Cuba as the enemy and how
norm development at the international level filtered
down to U.S. domestic policy. This diffusion of norms
paved the way for a unilateral stance when the rest of
the world abandoned the embargo and the norms as-
sociated with it.

For over two centuries, the United States has
viewed Cuba as an untapped resource just beyond its
sphere of political, ideological and economic influ-
ence. During an era when Manifest Destiny ruled,
Secretary of State John Quincy Adams stated it was a
“law of nature that Cuba would one day gravitate only
to the North American Union” (Schwab, 1999, p. vii).
To make Cuba a natural extension of the United States
was a goal in 1783 and the idea still echoes in drafts of
U.S. foreign policies today. When the United States
lost its military and financial grip in 1959 to Fidel
Castro’s band of revolutionaries, the United States
could no longer direct Cuba’s labor system or actively
participate in the economy. Schwab and others refer
to an embargo as an act of war, which makes President

Eisenhower’s first sanction, which prohibited Cuban
exports to the U.S., the first step in an ongoing war
with Cuba (1999; Adelman, 1972).

The fifty year old war remains steadfast despite
the sanctions’ inability to bring the objectives to frui-
tion. One way to analyze this anomaly is to trace the
evolution of the embargo via its presence and decline
in international laws. When the embargo became a
ban by the United States alone, its failure was inevi-
table. It is widely held that no unilateral embargo in
history has ever worked and there are “no examples
of U.S. unilateral economic sanctions changing the
basic character or significant policies of a foreign na-
tion” (Anderson, 1998; Schwab, 1999). However, an
analysis of the ineffectiveness of unilateral sanctions
does not seek to understand how and why the Cuban
embargo and the accompanying norms persisted in the
United States long after the rest of the world adopted a
different view. With this in mind, I examine how and
why the U.S. first constructed the image of Cuba as
the enemy and how norm development at the inter-
national level filtered down to U.S. domestic policy.
This diffusion of norms paved the way for a unilateral
stance when the rest of the world abandoned the em-
bargo and the norms associated with it. A constructiv-
ist analysis is best suited to examine the “development
of morally desirable norms” as constructed by the U.S.
in the international and domestic spheres (Sterling-
Folker, 2006, p. 119). One way to trace the process is
with Finnemore and Sikkink’s norm life cycle theory.
They argue that “norms evolve in a patterned ‘life
cycle’ and that different behavioral logics dominate
different segments of the life cycle” (Finnemore, 1998,
p. 888). This cycle begins with a norm emergence,
then a norm cascade and finally internalization.

Norm Life Cycle Theory

According to Finnemore and Sikkink (1998),
the study of norms has been central to the study of
politics for at least two millennia. From Aristotle to
E.H. Carr, scholars have tried to understand how hu-
man assumptions or conclusions about issues influence
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ideas about justice and good. A form of realist con-
structivism might emphasize the reification of embed-
ded power structures via nationalist or moral rhetoric
and propaganda. One of the strengths of constructiv-
ism is its ability to address rapid, radical change. In
opposition to realists, constructivists see interactions
as the generators of outcomes that only appear to be
inevitable. If these interactions were to change—if the
U.S. were to perceive Cuba as a friend rather than an
enemy, for example—the outcome would be different.
In general, norms are defined as a “standard of
appropriate behavior for actors with a given identity”
(Finnemore 1998, p. 891). A norm isolates single
standards of behavior whereas institutions are a collec-
tion of practices and rules (p. 891). So a norm is rec-
ognizable because it usually prompts justification for
action and leaves a trail of communication in its wake.
The norm in this case is the political and economic
isolation of Cuba; the embargo is the institution that
sets the rules and practices for maintaining this norm.
Using the norm life cycle as a means of analy-
sis for this case highlights the connection between
domestic and international norms. Although many
international norms began as domestic norms, this is a
case where the interaction was more fluid. Finnemore
and Sikkink (1998) also suggest that domestic influ-
ences are strongest at the early stage of a norm’s life
cycle and weaken once a norm has been institutional-
ized internationally. The case of the Cuban embargo
does not fully support this either. Therefore, a few
modifications to the norm life cycle are necessary.
Rather than tracing a single cycle, two overlapping
cycles are required (see Table 1). International and
regional norms and U.S. domestic norms emerge (step
1) and converge. A norm cascade (step 2) is reached

and international law and U.S. domestic policy reflects
this. The international internalization falters against
evolving norms and current events. At this point, the
U.S. norms and the norms of the international commu-
nity diverge, resulting in United States standing alone.
The norm life cycle in the U.S. repeats a norm cascade
(step 2) and internalization takes place (step 3).
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When Fidel Castro adopted Marxist-Leninist
ideas in Cuba, President Eisenhower devised an exten-
sive plan to topple Castro’s regime. The U.S. had sev-
eral goals when the sanction was established: to bring
about a democracy by causing the current government
to fall, to gain compensation for confiscated property,
to improve human rights policies, curb emigration to
the U.S., and to break up the alliance with the Soviet
Union (Lopez, 2002, p.126; Clissold, 1997, p. 74). As
an international norm entrepreneur, someone who pro-
motes certain normative choices, Eisenhower attempt-
ed to convince a critical mass of states to embrace this
anti-Communist norm. His plan included the creation
of a unified political opposition, a propaganda of-
fensive, support for covert activities in Cuba and the
development of a guerilla force outside Cuba (Lopez,
2002, p. 126). Under pressure from the United States
to quell the spread of an armed revolution, the Orga-
nization of American States (OAS) adopted this norm
and joined the U.S. in an embargo that ended trade and
diplomatic relations with Cuba.

For the region, this can be considered a criti-
cal mass since the ban on trade directly affected Cuba.
President Kennedy continued to push the norm with
military action and continued support for the embargo.

Table 1 Normal Emergence Normal Cascade Internalization
. (1959-1960s) Entrepreneurs OAS, U.S. policy accepts
Domestic frame Cuba as dangerous norm via institutionalization/ | -------------
Communist satellite embargo

(1970s) int’1 support falters, (1980s-present) CANF/Cu-

I B B domestic support increases via | ban community monopolizes

nternational . . . .
Cuban exile community issue, pushes embargo, stifles
opposition
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After the Bay of Pigs disaster in 1961 and the end

of the Cuban missile crisis in 1962, the international
norm began to fall apart. Despite previous conflicts,
Castro reached out to various countries to reestablish
trade relations. Many responded positively, result-
ing in the OAS voting to lift the multilateral sanctions
against Cuba. At this point, U.S. norm entrepreneurs
began to take steps to reverse the emerging norm
against the Cuban embargo.

After the OAS sanctions were lifted, the Ford
administration began secret talks with Cuban officials
to discuss the normalization of relations. However,
talks halted when Cuba sent 30,000 troops to partici-
pate in the Angolan revolution. The Carter administra-
tion reconvened discussions, but added the removal of
troops in Africa to its previous list of objectives.
Dialogue between the Carter and Castro administra-
tions was fruitful and in 1977 the ban on travel to
Cuba was lifted and a U.S. interests section was estab-
lished in Havana. Cuban exile representatives and the
Cuban government also negotiated the release of 2400
Cuban political prisoners. By 1989, all Cuban troops
had withdrawn from Africa and the U.S. State Depart-
ment recognized Castro’s efforts in improving human
rights policies in its annual report (Lopez, 2002). The
U.S. did not respond to these improvements and other
moves toward establishing friendly relations. All the
demands of the Carter administration were met and
conditions were ideal for discussions about normaliza-
tion. Furthermore, U.S. policy was running counter
to emerging regional and international norms against
the sanctions. But, the embargo was not lifted. One
reason for this lies in the emergence of domestic norm
entrepreneurs. In the absence of international norm
entrepreneurs defending the embargo, domestic entre-
preneurs emerged to take their place: the Cuban exile
community in the United States. The strength and
persistence of this community lies in its dual identity
as norm entrepreneurs and an epistemic community.

An epistemic community is a group of pro-
fessionals that claims an expertise in a particular
policy-relevant area. The Cuban exile community
is not politically monolithic, but like all epistemic

communities the members share a set of normative
and principled beliefs, which provide a values-based
rationale for their social actions. In accordance with
Haas’ four characteristics of an epistemic community,
the Cuban exiles also share a particular set of causal
beliefs derived from their analysis of the problems at
hand (1992). Third, there are shared notions of valid-
ity, that is, “intersubjective, internally defined criteria
for weighing and validating knowledge in the domain
of their expertise” (p. 3). Finally, the Cuban exile pro-
motes common policy goals and practices associated,
“presumably out of the conviction that human welfare
will be enhanced as a consequence (p. 3).

The exile community’s participation in U.S.
national politics is relatively recent. The earliest
immigrants were white, affluent and socially well-
connected. Many were confident that the Castro
government would quickly collapse or that the U.S.
would intervene and instigate a coup. Eager to re-
turn to their lives in Cuba, they saw little reason to
become involved in American politics (Hiendl, 2004,
p. 7). In fact, the CIA’s overt military operations and
covert paramilitary support for Cuban rebels indirectly
encouraged more radical exiles to remain outside the
formal political system. This detachment persisted
throughout the 1960s, as sabotage campaigns in-
creased and the U.S. government was distracted by the
Vietnam War. However, it was the escalating conflict
in Vietnam, rife with accusations of imperialism, that
prompted a gradual crackdown of paramilitary orga-
nizations based in the U.S. Faltering military support,
some diplomatic successes and increased dialogue
with the Castro government caused the Cuban exile
community to “change the venue of their anti-Castro
struggle from the international (i.e. raids on the Cuban
coastline) to electoral politics at the local, state and
national level” (Heindl, 2004, p. 9).

In April 1980 Castro permitted an exodus of
approximately 125,000 Cubans, many of whom were
criminals or mentally ill. The security implications
of Mariel boatlift gave Cuban hardliners an advan-
tage over moderates who wanted to continue relaxing
restrictions. A further hindrance to the moderates was
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President Jimmy Carter’s failed bid for re-election.
The hardliners seized this opportunity to support and
elect a Republican U.S. Senator in Florida. They also
established the Cuban American National Foundation
"#$%&'()**)+,-.//0(,1)(1).234.5,)5*(67(.(8459)6+-+9(
epistemic community.

Although not international in scope, CANF
and its members exhibit the aforementioned charac-
teristics of an epistemic community. The members
claim a specialized knowledge of life in Cuba, al-
though many left over 30 years ago. Domestic and
international conditions have been well suited to their
goals; there is a “near-consensus among relevant
knowledge holders” and their issue does not touch the
;;65)(-+,)5)*,*<(67(6,1)5(*,.,)*(I=56>+'(?@@A'(BC(A
In other words, a majority of the community agrees
that the Castro regime must be toppled and this issue
is of little concern to anyone else. CANF is arguably
the predominant representative of the Cuban exile
community. It uses government funding and politi-
cal connections to diffuse norms in Cuba, in the exile
community, and internationally, when necessary. For
example, U.S. grant money was used to establish the
European Commission for Human Rights in Cuba in

norm quickly became internalized with the approval
of the Cuban Democracy Act in 1992 and the Helms-
Burton Act in 1996.
( N1)("48.+(0)16;5.;0(#;,(""O#&(B561-8-,)2(
U.S.-owned or controlled subsidiaries located abroad
from doing business with Cuba. U.S. companies were,
however, allowed to engage in media and communi-
cations and non-governmental organizations donated
humanitarian aid to Cuban. According to political
scholars, unfettered communication is one of the most
effective ways to undermine undemocratic politi-
;J(FO* ) I*(I"-**6/2'(APPD&C((Q1-/)(.,,)1B,-+9(,6(
empower Cubans with undiluted information, the act
isolated other countries by closing U.S. ports to “all
BE&G{(essels carrying goods to or from Cuba [for
AR@(2.0*S(.7,)5(26;T-+9(-+(.("48.+(B65,<('U;1>.8'(
1999, p. 41). The bill’s author, Congressman Robert
N655-;)//-({OVIWE&'(*,.,)2(,1.,(,1)("48.+(5)9-1)(>64/2(
crumble in a few months as a result of this bill.
Countries that accused the U.S. of bending
international laws with the Cuban Democracy Act
were outraged at the blatant imperialism of the Helms-
Burton Act. This law includes provisions that push
Cuba to grant citizenship to Cuban-born returnees,

F.25-2(1G)-+2/'(?@@H'(BC(A?&C(("#$%(./*6(*4BB6&;3A{ permits to private communications companies,

and heavily funded anti-Castro politicians in Florida
elections. The relatively high proportion of Cubans
in the electorate in Florida also added to their political
clout.

After the fall of the Soviet Union, the Cuban
exile community divided again. Moderates re-
emerged hoping the economic crisis in Cuba would
result in resumed dialogues. However, there was little
support for this in the George W. Bush or Clinton

21-+-%,5.,-6+*(+2("#$%(*,-0)2(+0() 7765 *C((K+(7.;,

CANTF pushed for tighter restrictions hoping it would
L+.//0(,6BB/)(,1)("48.+(96M)5+1)+,C((N1)5)765)'(.,(.(
point where domestic internalization of the norm was
breaking down, the hardliner norm entrepreneurs, led

by CANEF, initiated a new cascade via its strong orga-
nizational network. The anti-Communist norm was
reinterpreted with language that evoked human rights,
freedom and democracy. The reinstatement of this

and promise equal radio and television time to politi-

cal parties—a promise the U.S. does not even grant to

its own politicians. However, the most controversial
element of the law is Title IV, which “denies visas and
)+,50(,6(,1)(XCUC(,6(,16*)(>16(Y,5.7L;Z(-+(;6+L*;.,)2(
B56B)5,0(;/.-1)2(80(.+#1)5-;.+<(![0/)' (?@@A&C((N1)(
European Union immediately reacted to this extrater-
ritorial clause by taking the issue to the World Trade
\59.+-].,-6+(IQN\&C((N1)(QN\(-**4)2(.(8/6;T-+9(.;,(
that prevents any EU citizen from complying with the
Helms-Burton Law.

Since the CDA and the Helms-Burton Act,
"#3$%(1.*(/6*,(*61)(67(-,*(B6>)5C((K+L91,-+9(5)*4/,)2(
in a split and U.S. interests have shifted away from
Cuba. From CANF’s inception to its integration into
national politics, the two entities mutually reinforced
each other. However, the Cuban embargo’s decline
from prominence does not necessarily create an open-
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ing for change. To date, it quietly perpetuates the
internalization of the norm.

The literature on norm cycles tends to over-
look norm reversal altogether. Norm decay or death,
when discussed at all, is usually described in tandem
with the emergence of a new norm. For example, the
emergence of democratic norms come at the expense
of decaying non-democratic norms. By omission,
Finnemore and Sikkink seem to imply that after the
internalization— of a norm it is immune or resistant to
decay. Most recently, Doyle (2008) proposes a sketch
theory of norm decay regarding nuclear non-prolifer-
ation, but it is still formative and has yet to be applied
to other norms.

Reversing the Cycle?

The entrenchment of this norm is especially
interesting because it stands in opposition to national
and global norms and values. In other words, main-
taining the embargo contradicts the very norms it
claims to pursue—freedom, democracy, human rights,
and respect for international law. The argument that
the embargo is just because Cuba is communist does
not make sense when U.S. relations with China and
other non-democratic countries are considered. Hu-
man rights violations are another reason given for
maintaining the embargo. Again, ties have not been
cut with other countries in violation of this norm.

In fact, diplomatic relations often increase so as to
pressure compliance with international human rights
laws. Furthermore, as mentioned above, the latest acts
violate international law and trade agreements, thus
undermining U.S. credibility in the area.

The economic justification, that isolation will
crush the Cuban regime, may be the weakest. Democ-
ratization, respect for property rights, slowing migra-
tion to the U.S. and improving human rights were
a few of the goals of the embargo. Support for the em-
bargo based on anti-communist rhetoric is hypocriti-
cal. The US has maintained consistent trade relations
with communist countries such as Vietnam, China,
Turkey, and Middle East. Globalization, whether

openly embraced or not, is said to achieve many of the
above goals, some indirectly. Open markets are gener-
ally tied to democratic countries, which establish and
enforce property rights for landowners and often open
borders for workers. Indirectly, a more stable society
might mean fewer displaced persons. Finally, when
the Soviet Union collapsed in 1992, its financial posi-
tion as Cuba’s underwriter also dissolved. Ironically,
it is liberal economics, or free trade, an important facet
of globalization, that has helped the Cuban govern-
ment survive for so long. The Cuban regime relies
on an ability to control key economic variables which
involve an ability to shield itself from global trends, an
ability that is normally undermined by globalization
itself (Brown, 2001, p. 168). But, in the case of Cuba,
its small size allows it to more easily exclude or regu-
late “foreign competition and limit the capacity of for-
eigners to own domestic corporations” (p. 168). The
rise of the integrated global economy has narrowed
the ranged of possible economic systems substantially,
but the communist model is not dead yet. In short, the
economic logic of the embargo failed when the rest
of the global community stepped in to fill the trade
deficit. This paradox of globalization leaves the U.S.
embargo standing only on moralistic reasoning, which
contradicts many other U.S. norms and values.

The tactics employed by the international and
domestic norm entrepreneurs throughout the norm
life cycle are repeated again and again in U.S. policy
towards Cuba (Hoffman, 2005). The critical mass of
actors to be persuaded by the president shifted from
states to Congress, via the Cuban exile population, the
current norm entrepreneurs. In the early stages of the
embargo, a regional critical mass, including the OAS,
accepted the “appropriateness of the behavior called
for by the new norm” (Hoffman, 2005, p. 125).

At first the broader international community
did not participate; later it condemned the embargo
explicitly. One year after the Cuba Democracy Act
passed, the United Nations General Assembly con-
demned it 88 to 4. In 1999, the Assembly voted 155
to 2 against the Cuban embargoes. These actions in the
international sphere prevented the norm from reaching
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