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Abstract:  
 
Political will towards democratization is defined as follows: a government’s commitment 
and ability to act in furthering or reversing a democratization process.   
 
This simple definition brings out two fundamental features of political will.  1) 
commitment is determined by preferences for this  objective relative to other objectives 
actors or agents in a government may have. 2) ability is determined by the constraints 
actors or agents face in pursuing their preferences.  
 
The first feature implies that political will is not directly observable, because it depends 
on preferences.  We address this implication by identifying two characteristics of 
democracy that can be measured to identify the exercise of political will towards 
furthering or reversing the democratization process in any context, including Cuba: the 
freedom and fairness of the electoral process and the level of civil liberties. We also 
begin the process of developing and implementing mechanisms measuring these 
dimensions.  A survey of attitudes towards these two dimensions suggests very different 
views of their relative importance among those in power, opposition leaders and the 
general public.  
 
The second feature implies a variety of possible models for the determinants of political 
will.  We develop some of these determinants in a simple application to the current 
Cuban setting.  Our analysis of these determinants is not very encouraging in terms of the 
feasibility of a democratization process in Cuba. 
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Introduction 
 
 

The concept of political will can be applied to any contexts where actors in a 

political environment vary in their commitment and ability to attain a particular objective.  

The objectives in question can be comprehensive or non-comprehensive and they can be 

objectives independent observers view positively or negatively.  In this analysis we will 

focus on democratization, which is a comprehensive objective, keeping in mind that in 

any particular application actors that make up a government may be trying to reverse 

rather than to deepen a democratization process.  We will develop first the general 

concepts associated with this issue and, subsequently, we will apply them to the Cuban 

situation. 

Economists tend to describe evaluations of the feasibility of exercising political 

will in terms of the political economy of reforms while political scientists tend to do so in 

terms of the political will to reform.  Policy makers, practitioners and the media often use 

these terms or similar ones interchangeably to discuss the viability of policies.  We will 

use the term political will to describe a government’s commitment to pursue a particular 

objective, recognizing that the government is not a monolithic entity. 

Based on literature from both political science and economics, this document 

develops a conceptual framework for evaluating the political will to further or reverse 

democratization.   Section I provides a precise definition of political will applied to 

democratization and its main implications.  Section II identifies the potential actors and 

the principal dimensions of their preferences relevant for evaluating a democratization 

process.  Section III identifies the general nature of the constraints faced by these actors, 

including their capacities.  Section IV discusses observability and measurement issues, 
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identifies five major factors that determine the political will to democratize and proposes 

outcome indicators of this political will to democratize in the context of a prototype 

model. Section V applies these ideas to the Cuban situation.  

 
I.  Political Will Toward Democratization: What Is It?  
 

It is useful to start with a general definition of political will and what it implies 

before focusing on measuring this concept in any practical context.  In this section we 

start with a simple but general definition and we draw out its implications at an abstract 

level. 

A. Definition 
 

For our current purposes political will is a government’s commitment and ability 

to act in the furthering or the reversal of a democratization process.  Of course 

commitment and ability are two different dimensions, which will become clear in 

subsequent discussion.     

B. Implications 

First, commitment is determined by the preferences of the actors that are the main 

components of a government toward democratization or its main elements relative to 

their preferences for other objectives.  These preferences can be affected by beliefs and 

desires as well as interests.  We take them as given. 

Second, ability is determined by the constraints faced by each of these actors and 

their capacities to act individually as well as collectively.  At the time of measurement it 

is useful to differentiate the transactions costs of engaging in collective action from the 

political prices or political costs that may appear in the constraints faced by different 

actors.  Of course, they both matter. 
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Third, any particular implementation of this approach suggests identification of 

the relevant actors, their preferences toward democratization or its main elements, the   

constraints each one of these actors face and their capacities to act. 

II. Potential Actors and their Preferences Toward Democratization. 
 

In any society there are a number of potential actors that could play a role in 

determining outcomes.  Hence, in any specific analysis of political will it is useful to 

identify the main actors in the society as well as the preferences relevant for this 

particular application.   

A. The Actors   
 

In principle we would have i) the military, including factions   ii) the executive, 

including bureaucracies, iii) legislatures or parliaments as institutions and the political 

parties that make them up at a point in time, iv) the judicial system and any other 

institutions that impact the operation of the legal system, v) civil society and other 

institutions that may affect the level of popular support for an activity, for example the 

media, vi) the private sector and special interest groups, including actors that may be 

external to a country in some contexts. 

While all of the above actors would be relevant for democratization in principle, 

because it is such a comprehensive objective, the importance of some of them would vary 

with the context.  For instance, they could vary with regime type in the particular country 

of application at the time of analysis of the democratization process. Similarly, even the 

classification of some participants as actors or constraints may vary with the particular 

country of application.  

B.  Preferences toward Democratization 
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Each one of the above potential actors has preferences or basic objectives that 

they desire, and which they can perceive as consistent or inconsistent with the goal of 

democratization in any specific analysis of political will.  Preferences for each actor 

usually have several dimensions.  At this abstract level it is easiest to consider for each 

actor only two broad dimensions of preferences: self-interest or its elements and 

democratization or its elements.   

By and large we will view the first dimension as primary, in the sense of being 

given greater weight in any decision, and the other one as secondary, in the sense of 

having a smaller weight.  In a particular application one may want to consider more than 

one element of self-interest, for example preservation or improvement in an actor’s 

current position in terms of staying in power or income.  Of course, the elements of self-

interest may vary across actors or countries.  With respect to the secondary dimension of 

preferences, however, the opposite is the case.  Since it is the focus of our analysis of 

political will, it is useful to be specific on what we mean at this point.    

We will focus on two dimensions of democratization while noting a third one as a 

moderating factor in the process.  The first and most obvious one is the fairness of the 

electoral processes.  This dimension is well accepted as an important ingredient of 

democracy.  Elections are held in almost all systems regardless of their classification as 

democracies or non-democracies with monarchies perhaps an exception.  This dimension 

is systematically measured by Freedom House (e.g., Piano and Puddington (2006, 

pp.780-781).  It is one of its three categories of political rights.1  

                                                 
1 Indeed, this dimension has led to the development of organizations that monitor electoral processes in the 
last half of the 20th century.  Some of these monitoring organizations are more credible than others.  
Furthermore, their credibility is an issue that has been well documented in press accounts of monitoring 
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Since the level of this dimension is evaluated numerically on an annual basis, it is 

an especially attractive measure.  Note that this is strictly the case since 2006 at this level 

of aggregation, but it is also true for the last 40 years as part of the aggregate political 

rights index.  Benyishay and Betancourt (2008) provide a procedure for estimating past 

values at lower levels of aggregation  using these two pieces of information for the civil 

liberties index and one of its components.  The same procedure can be used here. 

A second dimension of democratization is the protection of human rights.  

Many of these rights, for example freedom of speech and freedom of assembly, are    

part of the Bill of Rights.2  In the literature, e.g., Kaufman (2005), these rights are often 

referred to as first generation human rights and contrasted with second generation human 

rights.  The latter would include, for example, economic rights associated with 

geographical or employment mobility and property rights.  Both sets of rights are also 

measured by Freedom House (2006) under the label of civil liberties.  There are also 

other measures, for example Blume and Voigt (2007).  The level of these human rights 

can also be evaluated numerically in all systems, i.e., democracies and non-democracies, 

on an annual basis.   

There is a third dimension or aspect of democratization worth keeping in mind. 

When captured in one word, it is best referred to as legitimacy.   What we mean by this 

concept is that the governed accept or reject the right of the regime to govern for one or 

more reasons. This concept in general terms has become standard in the political science 

literature, for example Dogan (2004).  Diamond (2008) uses it as a matter of course and 

without explanation.  In our case we will note three aspects of legitimacy that may be 

                                                                                                                                                 
activities associated with the recent (December 2007) electoral processes in Russia and Venezuela.  
Nevertheless, monitoring issues will not be pursued at this point. 
2 Most Latin American constitutions include these rights in the text of the constitution. 
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especially relevant in particular cases without claiming to be exhaustive.  These aspects 

are the presence or absence of economic performance, political competition, and effective 

delivery of public goods (these can include basic services as well as sovereignty in the 

form of full control over national territory).  With respect to this third dimension its 

composition in terms of conceptual aspects as well as the measurement of many of these 

aspects is more controversial. Hence, it is easiest to introduce relevant aspects that can be 

measured as modifying factors in determining the levels of the first two dimensions of 

democratization.  

III. Constraints on and Capacities for Democratization. 

Each one of the above actors faces constraints of various kinds in pursuing  the 

objectives in their preferences.  We first describe the general type of constraints on 

democratization that apply in all contexts.  Subsequently, we discuss the ones that are 

inherently dependent on the characteristics of specific actors, which we call capacities. 

A.  Constraints 
 

Some constraints are in the traditional form of limits on time and other resources 

needed for attaining the objectives in a decision maker’s preferences. These constraints 

are similar to the traditional constraints of elementary economics and we will label them 

traditional.     

Other constraints arise as a result of the interactions between actors in a system of 

government. Indeed, the notion of checks and balances in a democracy implies that some 

of the actors identified above are supposed to act as constraints to excesses by other 

actors in the pursuit of their goals.  In other types of regimes similar checks are exercised 

by the pursuit of their own goals by other actors.  This is characterized, for example, as a 
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principal-agent problem between the executive and the bureaucracy that is supposed to 

carry out its orders.  More generally, a similar issue arises between the executive and the 

military with respect to some issues.  For instance, the military’s potential role on the 

threat of violence in the streets or even of peaceful demonstrations can operate as 

constraints on the executive.  The ability of actors to act as constraints is enhanced by a 

world of broad Internet access and widespread use of cell phones. We shall call these 

constraints interactive.  They are useful at the very least in identifying limits and sources 

of power.  They can also lead to more complex modeling of a particular problem.3   

One issue that arises in the context of interactive constraints is whether the 

analysis should be undertaken at the national level or at a lower level of aggregation. This 

can happen because there are administrative considerations that affect the level of 

political will toward democratization.  For instance, provinces and municipalities can 

exist as mere accounting devices or as actual wielders of economic and political power.  

The issue of decentralization of political and economic power and its impact on 

democratization is likely to vary widely among countries everywhere, and even over time 

in the same country.4  Thus, its importance and how to incorporate it into the analysis 

needs to be ascertained in the particular context of the analysis. 

Finally, some constraints involve factors that are external to actors in the system 

of government or to their interactions but that can affect the outcomes of interest, for 

                                                 
3 For instance, the political economy model of Grossman and Helpman ( 1996 ) relies on game theory to 
analyze electoral competition in the presence of special interests groups.  Similarly, Spiller and Tommasi 
(2007) adopt this approach as the underlying feature of their analysis of  Argentina’s political system.  One 
strand of political science literature has also adopted this approach, for example Bueno de Mesquita, et.al. 
(2003). 
4 For instance, India is a very decentralized country at the level of the state governments and considerable 
economic power in the areas of health and education is wielded by the state governments.  Within a state at 
the district or lower administrative levels, however, there was little effective decentralization the first 50 
years of independence.  This situation led to a number of constitutional amendments in the 1990’s to 
standardize and promote effective decentralization within states,  Crook and Manor (1998). 
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example, other countries, religious beliefs, ideologies, size, geography and demographics.  

We shall call these constraints environmental.  They also help identifying other limits and 

sources of power.  

The classification of constraints into one of the three types above is merely a 

simplifying or cataloguing device rather than a rigid taxonomy.  For instance, in some 

countries religious beliefs or geographical divisions along ethnic lines may play the role 

of interactive constraints rather than external ones.  In these cases it is also likely that an 

evaluation of political will is best done at a sub-national level. In other  cases, actors 

external to the system of government inside the country, for example other countries,  

may play such a dominant role in affecting political will to democratize that they should 

be  viewed as additional actors providing interactive constraints rather than as external 

constraints. The taxonomy is merely a device that forces an evaluation of the extent of the 

role of each factor in determining political will.  

B. The Capacities 
 

The perceived capacity of an actor or actors to act, individually or collectively, is 

also affected by characteristics of the actor or actors such as education, religion, 

ideologies, and visions of the world.   

These capacities could be viewed as an additional type of constraint.  But it is 

useful to single them out separately.  In contrast to interactive and environmental 

constraints, this one is internal to the individual actor or group. In contrast to the 

traditional constraints it reflects limitations other than access to time and money.  These 

limitations lead to heterogeneity in the actors’ choice sets. That is, the ability to undertake 

certain actions will be influenced by these capacities. 
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Explicit mention should be made of the capacity to act collectively.  The ability to 

engage in collective action by any actor or group of actors varies with the issue (for 

example number of people who enjoy the benefits or pay the costs), and the 

circumstances of the society (for example, the extent of social capital).  It can also have 

an important impact on the extent of political will.  Perhaps the best way to capture these 

collective capacities is in terms of the transaction costs faced by each actor while 

engaging in collective action activities. That is, the actors with greater capacities can be 

characterized as facing lower transaction costs while engaging in these activities.  

Ironically, one of the determinants of these transaction costs is going to be the 

extent of political and civil liberties prevailing in the society at any one point.  For 

instance, if there is no freedom of speech or assembly the costs of transmitting 

information and organizing to engage in collective action will be much higher that when 

there are high levels of freedom of speech and assembly.  Fortunately, we now have 

measures of the levels of these freedoms across a wide variety of countries based on the 

persistent efforts of Freedom House.  Thus, the transaction costs of democratization will 

depend on the previous level of this dimension of democratization.  

IV. The Measurement of Political Will toward Democratization.  
 
 In this section we begin to move toward practical considerations in two ways:  
 
first, we consider general observability and measurement issues to be confronted  
 
as a result of the nature of the problem as well as of our conceptualization; second  
 
we develop indicators of main determinants of the political will for democratization in  
 
terms of the previous considerations. 
 
A. Basic Observability and Measurement Issues 
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Considering the potential complexity of determining political will as illustrated by 

the previous considerations, measurement will be a difficult problem.  Part of the 

difficulty is the lack of direct observability of some of the basic concepts in the previous 

formulation.  For instance, preferences are not directly observable.  Only the results of 

actions guided by these preferences will be directly observable.  Since some of the basic 

concepts determining political will are not directly observable, it follows that political 

will is not directly observable.   

In view of this characteristic of political will, we will proceed by using the 

previous discussion to: i) identify the main outcomes or indicators of a political will 

toward democratization; ii) identify indicators of the main determinants of the political 

will toward democratization; and iii) suggest the nature of the relation between 

democratization and the main determinants of the political will toward democratization.   

Before doing so, however, we will consider some measurement issues arising 

from the complexity of the framework and on which we can make progress at this stage. 

First, in any particular application some of the many factors outlined above will affect 

political will toward democratization positively and others negatively. Hence, whatever 

measure one uses as an outcome should be able to take on a range of values as opposed to 

a dichotomous one.  Thus, we will focus on measuring the extent of the political will to 

act in any particular application rather than on a single yes or no answer as to whether 

there is or there is not the political will to act.   

Second, our focus is on a government’s political will to act at a point in time.  

This feature could lead some to want to consider explicitly the type of regime that exists 

in the government whose political will toward democratization one is trying to measure.  
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Doing so, however, would lead into a discussion of a classification of democracies and 

non-democracies and possibly of further refinements within each category that is likely to 

be unproductive. 

For instance, one simple regime distinction with respect to the type of democracy 

is whether it is a presidential system or a parliamentary one.  Mueller (1996) has argued 

that constitutional democracies with parliamentary systems can generate political parties 

with national constituencies and more dispersed interests whereas presidential systems 

can generate political parties where the legislature represents narrow local interests and 

the national interest is left to the executive.  The applicability of this distinction in Latin 

America, however, is far less clear cut than when comparing the US and Europe.    

Similarly, a simple regime distinction suggested by Findlay (1991) with respect to 

non-democracies is traditional monarchies, traditional dictatorships, right-wing 

authoritarian states, left wing authoritarian states. The legitimacy of these regimes with 

the general population can vary considerably with the type of regime and it is one reason 

why the classification can be useful.  On the other hand, monarchies are irrelevant in 

Latin America. Furthermore, this is not the only possible classification and it is not well 

known or widely accepted in the political science literature. 

Rather than use an explicit classification of regime types, we will try to capture 

relevant dimensions of such a classification with specific variables when applicable.  For 

example, one important reason for interest in such a classification is the extent of 

separation of powers in a society.  One measurement of this concept that is widely use is 

Polity IV’s Constraints on the Executive variable.  It evaluates both democracies and 

non-democracies in this dimension.  It ranges from 1 to 7, where the highest number 
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indicates the greatest subordination of the decision making authority of the executive to 

other groups, Marshall and Jaggers (2004).  This index is available for many countries 

and for many years for each country.  In practice it can be especially useful in the 

measurement of interactive constraints.    

B.  The Determinants of Political Will Toward Democratization. 
 

Brinkehorff and Kulibaba (1999) in their working paper on identifying and 

assessing political will for anticorruption efforts identified five broad factors that 

determine political will for anti-corruption reforms.  We adapt each of these five factors 

for the analysis of political will toward democratization.  This is accomplished by 

formulating these factors as determinants of political will in terms of the previous 

discussion in section III.     

1. Locus of Initiative or Main Actors and their Preferences.  In terms of our 

framework above, this dimension means ascertaining, in any particular context, who are 

the actors pushing for or against democratization, and making a judgment on the intensity 

of their preferences toward each of the aspects of democratization identified above 

relative to their self- interest.  For each relevant actor in the applicable regime type a 

score of 1-75 could be given indicating the strength of alignment of their preferences with 

each of our two main dimensions of democratization: fairness of elections and civil 

liberties.   

                                                 
5 This scale is to be interpreted as follows:  A score of 4 indicates a neutral effect on a democratization 
indicator; scores below a 4 indicate a negative effect on a democratization indicator; a score greater than 4 
indicates a positive effect on a democratization indicator.  Thus, higher scores can be interpreted as 
increasing the democratization indicator.  We will use this same scale for every variable that is defined on 
the basis of a judgment.  It promotes consistency while allowing for the main differentiations that are 
possible in this setting. 
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2. Degree of Analytical Rigor or Capacities and Traditional Constraints of the 

Main Actors.  In our framework, this dimension means ascertaining the capacities of each 

of the actors in the locus of initiative to pursue each of these elements of democratization.  

For each relevant actor an evaluation of their capacities to act for or against each of these 

elements on a similar scale of 1-7 can be provided. There could also be an evaluation on 

the same scale of their traditional constraints in terms of time and resources in acting for 

or against the main dimensions of democratization.  These two evaluations can be merged 

into a single one in some cases.  The score on the capacities and the constraints can be 

added using equal weights for each actor when both are available.   

3. Mobilization of Support or Other Actors playing the Role of Interactive 

Constraints and Factors and /or Actors playing the Role of Environmental Constraints.  In 

our framework this dimension means ascertaining the extent of support for or against the 

main elements of democratization by all the actors that are not directly involved as the 

locus of initiative. That is for actors participating as interactive or external constraints an 

assessment of support for or against each element of democratization can be provided in a 

scale of 1-7.  Any factors not associated with one human agent or actor that plays the role 

of an environmental constraint can also be evaluated on a similar scale as well as 

variables that can serve as indicators of collective support among different actors, 

reflecting the extent of unification and organization. 

4. Application of credible sanctions or Assessments of Political Costs of all 

Actors identified in items 1-3 above.  In our framework this dimension means 

ascertaining the political costs to all of the actors in acting for or against the elements of 

democratization.  Economic costs are already included directly in the traditional 
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constraints.  Hence, these political costs reflect direct non-economic consequences for an 

actor such as loss of power or prestige not included previously.  For each relevant actor in 

the locus of initiative or as a constraint this assessment of the political costs can also be  

provided on a scale of 1-7.   Alternatively, if one finds sensible measures of political 

costs for classes of agents in a particular country these can be included here or as 

moderating factors that we label below as Z variables. 

5. Continuity of effort or Assessment of the Permanence of the Variables in the 

previous 4 items.  In our framework this dimension means an evaluation of the extent to 

which each actor is committed to reverse or deepen the main elements of the 

democratization process over the indefinite future.  It is in the evaluation of this 

dimension that a prior history of support or rejection can be given special attention.  For 

each relevant actor an assessment of this commitment to each dimension of 

democratization can be provided in a scale of 1-7.  Alternatively, if we are able to 

identify variables that capture items 1- 4 on a periodic basis, for example a year, we can 

construct indicators of permanence over the period of analysis for any particular country. 

General Comments on the Determinants of Political Will: i) Each of the five items 

above provides an evaluation of an aspect of the political will to democratize with respect 

to each of the two main dimensions of democratization identified in the conceptual 

framework. ii)  A subtle implication of our approach is that, for example, our view of 

mobilization of effort is designed to capture extent of support at a point in time rather 

than the ability of the reform initiators to bring about support. This is done on purpose so 

that when a determinant is calculated at two points in time, as we propose, the change in 

the determinant is an indicator of that ability. The approach in Brinkerhoff and Kulibaba, 
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by contrast, implies a once and for all measurement. iii) If in any particular context we 

have information on whether the actors identified above have exercised political will in 

this dimension before, higher or lower weights can be given to that actor in its 

contribution to any of the five factors in some modeling variants or an indicator of this 

experience can be introduced in other modeling variants. 

C. A Prototype Model of the Political Will Toward Democratization. 

Based on the previous considerations we can summarize our argument in terms of 

a prototype model.  While we are not committed to any one version of the model in terms 

of functional form or specific determinants to be included, it will help clarify and focus 

the previous discussion to identify the following features. We propose a multidimensional 

model because the view of democratization above is multidimensional.  It has two 

dimensions of democratization, fairness of the electoral process and the level of human 

rights, as our main outcome variables for two very important reasons.   

First, political will toward democratization is not directly observable or 

measurable.  In those circumstances, the next best thing is the level of outcomes obtained 

by exercising political will toward democratization that are observable and measurable.  

Both of these dimensions are important features of democracy and both of them can be 

readily measured with existing data sources. This is the minimum that needs to be 

explained by any model of political will toward democratization. They will play the role 

of dependent variables, Y1 and Y2, in what follows. 

Second, these two dimensions of democracy are widely accepted by political 

scientists and economists and they are capable of independent variation and in opposite 

directions.  A single aggregate index of the two would obscure these possibilities and or 
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require adjustments of one kind or another to compensate for this deficiency.6  Of course, 

one could ask why not more dimensions. Indeed, we argued that legitimacy is a 

fundamental aspect of democratization.  Legitimacy will play a role in our analysis, 

which is why we identified it earlier, but not as a dependent variable indicating an 

outcome of the exercise of the political will toward democratization.  First, while it is  

widely accepted as a concept in political science, it is not widely accepted as a concept in 

economics. Thus, it is controversial. Second, there is no widely accepted measurement 

device for this concept even in political science. Third, legitimacy itself can be thought of 

as having more than one aspect and not all of them are easy to measure as we saw above.  

Hence, we will use some of its components as determinants of political will but not as a 

direct outcome of exercising the political will to democratize.  

In sum our prototype model can be described at the abstract level in terms of the 

following two equations. 

Y1 = F(X1, X2, X3, X4, X5, Z1; Y3 )                        (1)  

 Y2 = G (X1*, X2*, X3*, X4*, X5*, Z2; Y4)             (2) 

The dependent variables (Y1, Y2) have already been defined in Section IIB.  

Indeed, we have even indicated there how to measure them for any country and time 

period.  The independent variables can be classified as follows.  The X’s or X*’s 

correspond to each of the five factors that determine political will toward democratization 

in each of these two dimensions.  The definitions of these five factors in terms of the 

relevant actors are discussed in detail in Section IV B.  In contrast to the dependent 

variables, however, their actual measurement or evaluation is context dependent and 

                                                 
6 Acemoglou and Robinson (2006) use a single variable to capture the level of democracy and are forced 
into these adjustments, by supplementing their main measure (the FH index of political rights) or by using 
an alternative measure. 
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needs to be done for each specific country that will be the subject of analysis.7  

Incidentally, note that these variables are really vectors of variables.  For instance, X1   

X*1is really a set of variables.  For example the set would be (X11, X12, X13) for any 

country in which there are 3 main actors in the locus of initiative for the determining the 

first of the two elements of democratization. 

The Z’s are other variables that affect these two dimensions of democracy without 

necessarily being related to the determinants of political will directly.  Prominently 

among these variables would be, for example, those that affect the legitimacy of a regime 

or an administration.  For instance, this would be the case for economic performance 

variables directly or interacted among themselves or with other variables.  Similarly, 

some of the factors acting as environmental constraints and not associated exclusively 

with an specific human agent can be included among the Z variables (religion, ideology, 

demographic characteristics) by themselves or interacted with other variables, including 

the X’s.    

The Y’s on the right hand side of the equations can be lagged values of either of 

the two dimensions of democratization that may affect the other one. They can also be 

current values because there is simultaneity in the model.  That is, fairness of the 

electoral process affects the level of civil liberties or viceversa.  None of these variables 

on the right hand side need to be the same in each equation, although they can be in some 

cases.  Thus, the notation is chosen to stress that they are allowed to be different. Both 

equations hold at a point in time and the time subscript has been omitted for simplicity. 

                                                 
7 We found insightful an earlier exercise by Sebastian Miller (2008), who applied these concepts to the case 
of Chile using our approach.    
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All of the symbols for variables on the right hand side of the equations are to be 

interpreted as vectors, i.e., in principle they represent a set of variables. 

V.  Implications for Cuba.  

An application of these ideas to Cuba’s current situation can proceed at many 

levels. We illustrate two of them.  First, we will consider the relevant actors, and 

perceptions of their preferences and constraints along the lines summarized in Section IV. 

B.  Second, we will report on a survey designed to elicit the views of key actors toward 

the two outcome variables emphasized in the prototype model of Section IV C.      

In Cuba the main actors in a move to democratize would be the military and the 

Communist party bureaucracy.  Legislatures and the judicial system have little influence 

other than as rubber stamp mechanisms. Civil society institutions are weak by design and 

the ones with an autonomous influence, the dissidents, are frequently persecuted by the 

current regime.  The private sector is quite limited. The self-employed are limited in 

terms of occupational activities, ability to hire anyone other than family and subject to a 

confiscatory tax regime (Ritter 2003).  The joint ventures and ‘sociedades anonimas’ are  

normally composed at the top of former military officers and Communist party 

bureaucrats.  Foreign investors must hire employees from a National Employment 

Agency, which is the one that pays workers (in pesos at the official exchange rate) while  

the Agency receives their  salaries (presumably in foreign currencies or close to their 

equivalent at the black market rate) from the foreign investors. There is no independent 

media and only last March it became legal to buy cell phones and computers, but these 

are unaffordable for the majority of Cubans who are without access to substantial foreign 

currency assets or earnings.   
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Some Cuban exiles would like to be major actors in the society but at present are 

unable to play much of a role, at least directly and openly.  US policy makers may have 

ambivalent attitudes toward democratization in Cuba, because of its implications for 

migration flows.  That is, a democratic regime could increase the probability of a major 

migration outflow if unable to satisfy economic aspirations.  The European Union has 

promoted human rights in ambivalent ways and is likely to limit its efforts to this area, 

espousing sanctions at times and economic engagement at other times.  Venezuela and 

China, which are Cuba’s main trading partners at this time (Mesa-Lago 2008), would 

seem to have no interest in promoting democracy in Cuba.  

 Within the military and the communist party bureaucracy at least two factions 

have been identified: the hardliners and reformers.  The former seem to prefer the current 

system with few changes and the latter are more open to economic reforms without 

political reforms, see Betancourt (2008) for a more detailed discussion of their 

preferences and traditional constraints. Neither group, however, has a strong incentive to 

democratize in terms of improvements in the electoral processes.  Nevertheless, the 

reformers can find benefits in promoting some civil liberties.  For instance, some civil 

liberties associated with second generation human rights, for example labor mobility, 

would benefit the success of some economic reforms.  

In some ways, the hardliners correspond to a faction in Cuba that Benemelis and 

Yañez (2007) identify as the talibanes, who are associated with Fidel.  But, they also 

identify the other main faction as raulistas and identifying them with the reformers is 

risky.  While last year, for example, the so-called raulistas seemed likely to play this role, 

recent appointments by Raul and the lack of serious movement toward meaningful 
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reforms cast doubts on this characterization at the present time.  In any event, the 

members of both factions identified by these authors come from both the military and the 

Communist Party bureaucracy. 

Rather than associating these factions with names, we will rely on the abstract 

characterization of factions as hardliners and reformers. Each faction can play the role of 

an interactive constraint for the other one in terms of the political will to democratize.  

Indeed, it is as an unintended outcome of these interactions that the main possibilities for 

democratization in Cuba could arise.  With respect to capacities, both factions have a 

high capacity to diminish the political will to democratize through repression.  While the 

reformers may have less of an incentive to do so in those areas that involve economic 

rights they would have a greater incentive in areas that involve political rights, precisely 

because of the fears that an economic opening may lead to political demands viewed as 

threatening to their hold on power.  

Environmental constraints can also affect the political will to democratize in Cuba 

in substantial ways.  The hardliners are more in sync with Fidel than the reformers.  They 

also have an easier time sustaining their positions if Chavez continues subsidizing Cuba.  

Hence, Fidel’s demise or Chavez policy turnarounds are circumstances normally beyond 

the control of either group that can affect their relative positions substantially.  Similarly, 

substantial offshore oil deposits within Cuba’s territorial waters that can be obtained with 

technology available to Cuba, directly or through third parties, would alter the 

interactions between these groups as well as the strengths of their preferences for 

democratization relative to other objectives. Ironically, this particular event would 

decrease the political will to democratize for either group if they were firmly in control at 
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the time the resources become available, by decreasing the economic benefits to 

democratization for those in power. 

One way of summarizing the previous discussion is that the political will to 

democratize, as perceived on the basis of standard social science analyses of this issue, is 

very low.  Based on this perspective, one would attach a very low probability to the 

development of a democratization process in Cuba over the next few years regardless of 

what happens to Fidel or even Raul’s health status.  Nevertheless, it is useful to keep in 

mind two features of major changes in social processes.  If they behave in ways similar to 

non-linear dynamical systems, as some believe because of their complexity, e.g., 

Beinhocker (2006), changes in phases of regimes are by their very nature unpredictable 

or in the language of modern economics determined by unobservables.  While no one  

predicted the changes in 1989 based on clear logical analyses, some provided the basis 

for such predictions before the event, e.g., Ofer (1987).  It is in that spirit that we turn to a 

second mechanism for analyzing the political will to democratize in Cuba:  Namely, a 

survey of views with respect to the two main outcome variables of a democratization 

process.  

Our sample of interviewees included 28 individuals, men and women 

knowledgeable about current political conditions in Cuba.  The interviews were 

conducted personally by Jorge Sanguinetty on the condition of double and absolute 

confidentiality.  The questionnaires were not identifiable and the list of participants is and 

will remain anonymous.  The confidentiality condition was essential to propitiate honest 

answers as virtually all interviewees are well known in Cuban political circles. An 

attempt was made to include residents in Cuba, both members of the opposition and 
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individuals associated with the Cuban government. Nevertheless, only one questionnaire 

was returned duly filled out.  Many of the interviews were undertaken in person while 

others were carried out by phone.  

The questionnaire applied was identical, in terms of the type of questions, to one 

applied in a survey of Chileans participants: some of them were in the opposition to 

Pinochet’s regime and some of them were members of the government during Pinochet’s 

regime. All of them were active agents in the process that returned democracy to Chile in 

1990 and are highly recognized personalities in the country’s political arena. The context 

was, of course, different since they were asked to answer these questions with respect to 

the situation that existed in Chile just prior to the 1988 referendum.  This was helpful as a 

model because we had spent considerable time designing the questions for the Chilean 

survey.  Incidentally, the Chilean survey was possible because the interviewer, Ms. 

Vivianne Blanlot, was herself a very prominent public figure in Chile, among her 

accomplishments is having been Minister of Defense under President’s Bachelet 

administration, whose promise of confidentiality was credible to the participants.  

The survey provides empirical information relevant for the conceptual framework 

developed to evaluate political will. We applied a structured questionnaire of 16 items 

with 5 possible answers each, to be graded from 2 to -2. The questionnaire was especially 

designed for this effort and was a Spanish version of the one presented in this text. As 

there are great differences in perceptions about political will among participants 

previously affiliated with the government or with the opposition or who may have 

changed positions, in Chile as well as in Cuba, the questionnaire contains 16 questions 

addressing the interviewee’s perceptions about three kinds of actors in a possible  
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transition: government officials, members of the opposition, and the interviewee 

her/himself. Box 1 presents the questionnaire translated into English.  

 

Box 1: Questionnaire to Assess Political Will: Cuba, May 30 2008.  
 

Please reply exactly to what you are asked; do not change the question.  
The survey is designed for Cuban respondents.  
Choose only one answer; indicate which one with an X.  
 
Definition for this survey: Political Will is the commitment and the capacity of a government to strengthen or 
reverse a democratization process. 
 
1. Taking the most powerful and influential decision makers (government) in the country now, how would 
you qualify their political will to increase (positive) or to diminish (negative) the general level of individual 
liberties of Cuban citizens? 

Ο Very Positive Ο Somewhat Positive Ο Nil   Ο Somewhat Negative   Ο Very Negative 
 
2. Regardless of their combined degrees of political will, how do you think they would have rated the 
conditions prevailing now to increase the general level of individual liberties of Cuban citizens? 

Ο Very Favorable  Ο Favorable Ο Neutral  Ο Unfavorable Ο Very Unfavorable 
 
3. How do you personally rate those conditions? 

Ο Very Favorable  Ο Favorable Ο Neutral  Ο Unfavorable Ο Very Unfavorable 
 
4. Did you personally expect that Cubans would have been better off (happier) or worse off (less happy) with 
more individual freedoms?  

Ο Much Better Ο Just Better Ο The Same Ο Just Worse Ο Much Worse 
 
5. Did you personally expect that Cubans would have been better off (happier) or worse off (less happy) with 
free and fair elections?  

Ο Much Better Ο Just Better Ο The Same Ο Just Worse Ο Much Worse 
 
6. Among the most influential and powerful decision makers (government) of the country at this time, what 
do you think are their predominant preferences or attitudes regarding more individual freedoms for Cubans?  

Ο Very Positive Ο Positive Ο Nil  Ο Negative Ο Very negative 
 
7. Among the most influential political leaders of the opposition at this time, what do you think are their 
predominant preferences or attitudes regarding more individual freedoms for Cubans?  

Ο Very Positive Ο Positive Ο Nil  Ο Negative Ο Very negative 
 
8. Among the most influential and powerful decision makers (government) of the country at this time, what 
do you think are their predominant preferences or attitudes regarding free and fair elections for Cubans?  

Ο Very Positive Ο Positive Ο Nil  Ο Negative Ο Very negative 
 
9.  Among the most influential political leaders of the opposition at this time, what do you think are their 
predominant preferences or attitudes regarding free and fair elections for Cubans?  

Ο Very Positive Ο Positive Ο Nil  Ο Negative Ο Very negative 
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10. In your opinion, what do they think at this time about how ready the country is for a change in the system 
of government? 

Ο Very Much Ο Somewhat  Ο Indifferent Ο Not Ready Ο Not Ready at All 
 
11. In your personal opinion, at this time what proportion of Cubans appreciate having more individual 
freedoms? 

Ο Great Majority Ο Some Majority  Ο 50-50  Ο Minority Ο Very few 
 
12. What do you think is the predominant opinion among de most powerful and influential decision makers 
at this time about the proportion of Cubans that appreciate having more individual freedoms? 

Ο Great Majority Ο Some Majority  Ο 50-50  Ο Minority Ο Very few 
 
13. What do you think is the predominant opinion among de most influential political leaders of the 
opposition at this time about the proportion of Cubans that appreciate having more individual freedoms? 

Ο Great Majority Ο Some Majority  Ο 50-50  Ο Minority Ο Very few 
 
14. In your personal opinion, at this time what proportion of Cubans appreciate having free and fair 
elections?  

Ο Great Majority Ο Some Majority  Ο 50-50  Ο Minority Ο Very few 
 
15. What do you think is the predominant opinion among de most powerful and influential decision makers 
at this time about the proportion of Cubans that appreciated having free and fair elections? 

Ο Great Majority Ο Some Majority  Ο 50-50  Ο Minority Ο Very few 
 
16. What do you think is the predominant opinion among de most influential political leaders of the 
opposition at this time about the proportion of Cubans  that appreciated having free and fair elections? 

Ο Great Majority Ο Some Majority  Ο 50-50  Ο Minority Ο Very few 
 
 

The answers of the 28 respondents were duly tabulated and are depicted in Table 

1 according to a scale that moves from left to right with the corresponding values of: 2, 1, 

0, -1 and -2.  When one looks across the rows of table 1, one finds that the mean answers 

to the questions, x, fall into 3 groups: (I) x < 0, questions 1, 2, 6 and 8; (II) 0 ≤ x < 1, 

questions 3, 10, 12, and 15; (III) x ≤1, questions 4, 5, 7, 9 11, 13, 14, and 16. Group I 

questions generated negative responses on average. The first three in this group (1,2, and 

6) asked about the respondents perception of whether those in power in Cuba had the 

political will  to increase civil liberties or believe that now was the right time to increase 

them, or had favorable preferences or attitudes toward increasing them. Interestingly, the 
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last question in this group (8) asked the respondent for his/her’s perception of the 

preferences or attitudes of those in power toward free and fair elections. It got the highest 

negative response of all 16 questions by a wide margin (-1.3 average versus -0.4 for the 

next negative average).  Thus, the respondents have widely different beliefs about the 

preferences or attitudes of those in power in Cuba toward these two different dimensions 

of democracy. 

Group II questions generated mildly positive responses on average.  The first one 

(3) asks for the respondent’s opinion about whether now there are favorable conditions to 

increase civil liberties. The second one (10) asks for the respondent’s opinion as to 

whether or not those in power think the country is prepared to change the system of 

government.  The last two (12 and 15) asks for the respondent’s perception of the extent 

or proportion of Cubans that those in power believe would appreciate civil liberties or 

free and fair elections.  In sum, the respondents believe that those in power are not in 

favor of either of these two dimensions of democracy, especially, free and fair elections, 

but believe that most of the population would appreciate them, especially civil liberties.  

Group III questions generated strong positive responses. The first two (4,5) ask 

the respondents if they think Cubans would be better off with more civil liberties and 

with a fair electoral process. Another two (7 and 9) ask the respondents about their 

perceptions of whether the most influential opposition leaders have positive preferences 

or attitudes toward civil liberties and a free and fair electoral process.  Two others (13 

and 16) ask the respondents about their perceptions of whether the most influential 

opposition leaders believe that most Cubans would appreciate more civil liberties and a 

free and fair electoral process. The last two (11 and 14) ask the respondents for their own 
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opinion on whether most Cubans would appreciate having more civil liberties and a free 

and fair electoral process.  

It is interesting that in group III (14) is the question with the lowest average score 

by a clear margin (an average of 1 versus an average of 1.4 for the next lowest average 

among the other 7 questions). It suggests that the respondents view civil liberties and free 

and fair elections as substantially different dimensions of democracy. They think that the 

benefits from the two dimensions perceived by ordinary Cubans on the island are 

different and, recalling the results for group I, the benefits perceived by those in power in 

the island are even farther apart.  In their perception both classes of agents find civil 

liberties a more attractive dimension of democracy than free and fair elections.  

Ironically, their perception of what most influential opposition leaders in the island 

believe about ordinary Cubans views (questions 13 and 16) is different. In their 

perception influential opposition leaders think ordinary Cubans appreciate free and fair 

elections just as much as more civil liberties, in the sense that these two questions have 

the same average score.  

To conclude, suppose these respondents perceptions coincide with the views 

actually held by ordinary Cubans, those in power and influential opposition leaders.  

What can we say about the political will to democratize in Cuba? We can say that it is far 

more likely to manifest itself through an improvement in various forms of civil liberties 

than through a reliance on free and fair elections.  Those in power have a strong aversion 

to the electoral dimension and only a very mild one to the civil liberties one.  Ordinary 

Cubans have strong preferences for both dimensions, but substantially more for the civil 
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liberties dimension than for the electoral process one. Finally, influential opposition 

leaders have an equally strong preference for both dimensions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
References 
 
D. Acemoglou and J. Robinson. 2006. Economic Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy. 
Cambridge University Press. 
 
E. Beinhocker. 2006. The Origin of Wealth. Harvard Business School Press. 
 
J. Benemelis and E. Yañez. 2007. “ El Rey y los Delfines: Las Batallas por la Sucesión 
en Cuba.”Cubanalisis. 
 
A. Benyishay and R. Betancourt. 2008. “Civil Liberties and Economic Development.” 
mimeo. University of Maryland. August. 
 
R. Betancourt.2008 “Human Rights and Economic Growth: Why the Real China Model 
MAY Be Desirable in a Post Fidel Transition.”  in J. Perez-Lopez (ed.) Cuba in 
Transition. Vol. XVII. Papers and Proceedings of the Annual Meetings of ASCE. 
 
L. Blume and S.Voigt. 2007. “Economic Effects of Human Rights.” Kyklos, 60, pp.509-
38. 
 
D. Brinkehorff with N. Kulibaba. 1999. “Identifying and Assessing Political will for 
Anti-Corruption Efforts,” Working Paper, AID Implementing Policy Change Project. 
  
B. Bueno de Mesquita, A. Smith, R. Siverson and J. Morrow. 2003. “The Logic of 
Political Survival.” MIT Press. 
 
R. Crook and J. Manor. 1998. Democracy and Decentralization in South Asia and West 
Africa.  Cambridge University Press. 
 
L. Diamond. 2008. The Spirit of Democracy.  Times Books, Henry Holt and Company, 
LLC. 
 
M. Dogan. 2004.  “Concepts of Legitimacy”. in M. Kogan (editor)Encyclopedia of 
Government and Politics. Taylor & Francis. 

 29



 30

 
R. Findlay. 1991. “The New Political Economy: Its Explanatory Power for LDC’s”.  In 
Politics and Policy making in Developing Countries. Ed. G. Meier. San Francisco: ICS 
Press. 
 
Freedom House. 2006. Freedom in the World. http://www.freedmhouse.org 
 
G. Grossman and E.Helpman .1996. “Electoral Competition and Special Interest 
Politics,”.  Review of Economic Studies, 63, pp. 265-86. 
 
Kaufman, D.2005. “ Human Rights and Governance: The Empirical Challenge” in P. 
Alston and M. Robinson (editors) Human Rights and Development , Oxford University 
Press, 2005. 
 
M. Marshall and K. Jaggers. 2004. Political Regimes Characteristics and Transitions. 
Polity IV Project. University of Maryland. 
 
C. Mesa-Lago. 2008. “The Cuban Economy: in 2006-2007: Fidel’s Legacy and Raul’s 
Policies.” in J. Perez-Lopez (ed.) Cuba in Transition. Vol. XVII. Papers and Proceedings 
of the Annual Meetings of ASCE. 
 
S. Miller 2008. “Political Will for Democratization in Chile: Pinning Down Actors and 
Numbers.” mimeo. University of Maryland. January. 
 
D. Mueller. 1996. Constitutional Democracy. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
G. Ofer. 1987. “Soviet Economic Growth, 1928-1985: A Survey Article.” Journal of 
Economic Literature.25. pp. 1767 1833. 
 
A. Piano and A. Puddington. 2006. Freedom in the World 2005 .New York: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 
 
A. Ritter. 2003. “The Taxation of Micro Enterprise in Cuba.” in A. Ritter(ed). The Cuban 
Economy; Performance, Problems, Policies and Prospects. Pittsburgh University Press. 
 
P. Spiller and M. Tommasi. 2007. The Institutional Foundations of Public Policy in 
Argentina. Cambridge University Press. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



TABLE No.1

Questions 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 TOTAL MEA
Cases

1 0 1 1 2 2 1 2 -2 2 -1 2 2 2 1 -1 1 15 0.93
2 -1 -1 1 2 2 -1 1 -1 2 -2 2 0 1 1 0 1 7 0.43
3 -2 1 1 2 2 1 2 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 23 1.43
4 0 1 1 2 -1 1 2 -2 2 -1 2 0 1 -1 -1 0 6 0.37
5 0 0 1 2 2 0 2 -2 2 1 2 -2 2 2 -2 2 12 0.75
6 1 1 2 2 2 1 2 -2 2 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 24 1.50
7 1 1 2 2 2 1 2 -1 2 1 2 0 2 2 -1 2 20 1.25
8 0 1 1 2 2 -2 2 -2 2 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 19 1.18
9 0 -1 -1 1 1 0 1 0 2 -1 0 1 0 0 1 0 4 0.25

10 0 -1 2 1 1 1 2 -2 2 1 2 1 2 2 1 2 17 1.06
11 -1 -2 1 2 2 -1 2 -2 2 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 16 1.00
12 1 0 1 1 1 0 2 -1 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 9 0.56
13 0 1 1 2 2 0 1 0 1 0 2 -1 2 1 -1 1 12 0.75
14 -1 -1 1 2 1 1 2 -2 2 1 2 -2 2 2 -1 2 11 0.68
15 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 15 0.93
16 -2 -2 1 2 2 -2 1 -2 2 1 2 0 1 1 0 1 6 0.37
17 0 -1 1 0 2 -2 2 -2 2 2 2 -2 2 1 -1 2 8 0.50
18 1 1 -1 1 1 1 1 0 2 -2 -1 1 1 -1 -2 0 3 0.18
19 -1 -1 -1 0 0 0 1 -1 1 2 2 2 2 0 1 2 9 0.56
20 -2 0 1 2 1 0 1 -2 1 -1 2 2 2 1 0 2 10 0.62
21 1 -1 1 1 1 -1 1 -2 1 1 1 1 1 -1 1 -1 5 0.31
22 0 -1 1 1 2 0 2 -2 2 0 2 0 1 1 0 1 10 0.62
23 -1 -1 1 2 2 -2 2 -2 2 -1 2 2 2 2 2 2 14 0.87
24 1 -1 -1 2 0 -1 1 -2 1 0 -1 -2 2 -1 -1 2 -1 -0.063
25 0 -2 -2 1 2 0 2 0 1 -1 1 1 -1 1 1 1 5 0.31
26 -2 -2 -2 0 2 -2 2 -2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 10 0.62
27 0 -1 1 2 2 0 2 -2 2 1 2 2 2 2 1 2 18 1.12
28 1 1 2 2 1 0 2 1 1 1 2 2 0 1 1 2 20 1.25

TOTAL        -5 -10 17 42 40 -5 46 -35 46 10 44 20 40 29 9 39 327 15.688

MEAN        -0.2 -0.4 0.6 1.5 1.4 -0.2 1.6 -1.3 1.6 0.4 1.6 0.7 1.4 1.0 0.3 1.4

STDDEV 1.02 1.1 1.13 0.69 0.79 1.09 0.49 1.08 0.49 1.19 0.92 1.41 0.84 1.04 1.28 0.83

STD/MEAN -5.7 -3.1 1.87 0.46 0.55 -6.1 0.3 -0.9 0.3 3.34 0.59 1.97 0.58 1 3.98 0.6

N

8
8
8
5
0
0
0
8
0
3
0
3
0
8
8
5
0
8
3
5
3
5
5

3
5
5
0
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