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PERSPECTIVA








CASTRO’S  GIFT





   Fidel Castro’s agreement to permit over 20,000 Cubans to come to America each year has been upstaged by burning prisons and endless media drivel, but it is important to modern civilization that we ignore all that nonsense and focus on the true significance of this very special kind of emigration. The selection process involved in emigration from a Communist country is without precedent in history. It is, in fact, the one most valuable gift that a Communist leader can bestow on the free world, but its value is not understood by any but a small group of specialists on the subject of Communist economics. If we are to conduct our relations with Cuba intelligently during the confusing years to come, we must look carefully at what it means to the modern world when a 20th century human being manages to get out of the walled-in feudalism of a Communist country.


There are two things the world’s fifteen Communist nations have in common: 





1 ) All fifteen of them are surrounded by heavily guarded frontiers to keep their citizens from escaping, and 


2) All fifteen of them are politically supported by an overwhelming majority of their citizens, a majority that would never leave the Workers’ Paradise, walls or no walls.


   Those two facts combine to make what used to be considered a profound paradox. Why spend all that money for barbed wire, patrol boats and hordes of border guards when only a small minority of the population would leave in any case?


   The question has fascinated free-world students of Communism for many years, and digging out the answer has usually condemned us to read stacks of dull and humorless records from the Communist countries of East Europe and Asia. The only relief we could depend on, these past three decades, has come from the passionate and colorful denials of reality periodically issued by Fidel Castro. 


   Cuba’s Fidel Castro and Czechoslovakia’s Alexander Dubcek are the only two Party leaders in modern times who have been unable to look Communism in the face. For Dubcek, it led to a massive invasion of his country by Soviet armies and “advisors” and a life of obscure poverty for himself . For Castro, it has led to a massive invasion of his country by Soviet purposes and “advisors” and a life of hopeless poverty for Cuba.


   What Castro found impossible to face up to is that Communist nations raise their living standards above the barest subsistence level by the shameful expedience of slaveholding. The contrast between the dreary truth behind the walls and the extravagant propaganda spread around the world about “economic justice” has been too sordid for the proud Castro to stomach. Because he periodically denies the truth—to the world and to himself—he has been severely disciplined by the Soviet Union and by the inescapable economic realities of life. 


   The economic realities of life first intruded themselves on a Communist country immediately after the Soviet Union was born. Like all of the Communist nations that would follow, the Soviet Union found that the guarantee of economic equality put the majority of its population on permanent vacation. The economic “justice” of Communism was heady stuff when mobs were needed to swarm through the streets and ransack the town houses of Russia’s merchants and industrialists, but the bloom faded when the mob was introduced to that daily productive activity the cold, cruel economic world calls “work”.


   Lenin solved the problem by permitting Russia’s handful of vigorous economic producers to prosper in direct proportion to their contributions. He called it the New Economic Policy, which was the forerunner of the economic restructuring going on in China and Russia today. It made the Soviet Union more prosperous in the 1920s than it has ever been since.


   But a prosperous Soviet Union, operating under a regime of free enterprise, had no further use for the dull-witted aparatchiks of Communism. A small group of Party leaders, among them Joseph Stalin, was painfully aware of that uncomfortable fact. They fought the “capitalist roaders” tooth and nail throughout the well-fed, well-clothed years of the New Economic Policy. 


   The Party’s chance to restore true Communism in the Workers’ Paradise finally came at the end of the 1920s. By that time the Proletariat, both rural and urban, had seen all the economic “injustice” it could tolerate. Hard working neighbors were getting rich. Skilled artisans in the cities were making money hand over fist. This was precisely what the Proletariat had fought a revolution to abolish!


   An emotional “prairie fire” of sacking and burning and murder broke out at the end of 1928 (in the rural areas first), that was used by Stalin to unhorse his competitors in the Soviet leadership. It was the first of the “killing fields” that have characterized Communist nations ever since (but never in Cuba). Economic justice was restored in huge collective farms in the countryside and in huge Proletarian flophouses in the cities.


   That was the last straw for the small minority of productive farmers and artisans who had made the 1920s so prosperous. Many had been slaughtered in their back yards or packed off to labor camps by 1930, but the survivors from both town and country cut their bonds to the “Motherland” and went out into the modern world—where, in fact, they belonged.


   The result in Russia was hunger and privation, precisely the conditions that had caused Lenin to institute free enterprise in the first place. Stalin could hardly turn the clock back again; he and his followers would be the most obvious anachronisms. His solution was to erect Communism’s first walls.


   It is a fact often overlooked, but the walls around the Communist world were never contemplated by the theorists and founders of Communism. Neither Marx nor Engles ever espoused them. Lenin made it a practice to throw dissidents out of the Soviet Union—and anyone else he didn’t like. But on June 9, 1935, Stalin changed Article 58 of the Soviet Criminal Code to make any attempt to escape from the Soviet Union punishable by death. He promptly doubled the size of the border guard and began building that principal monument of world Communism, the Wall. It had only one purpose: To hold inside the country those whose economic production was greater than their economic rewards, those who raised the living standards of the country above what could be provided by its torpid Proletariat.


   The phenomenon of captive populations is unprecedented in historic times. Many groups and societies have founded their economies on envy in the world’s history, and several still do. That’s what an Israeli kibbutz is. And an Amish community in Pennsylvania. And a monastery. But none of these hold their residents captive. If forced economic equality is not in someone’s best interest, he is free to go. Only Communist nations harness their economic horses to the Proletarian wagon and shoot them down when they try to escape.


   But the aspect of this phenomenon of primary significance to the modern world outside has been the leaks those walls have sprung now and again over the years. Those leaks have created “economic miracles” in the free world from West Germany to the Asian rim of the Pacific to our own United States. In this ironic sense, free nations everywhere should be grateful to Communism for sorting out the vigorous, independent producers in its midst and bequeathing them to the modern world outside. In this ironic sense, Castro and his Party brethren have been the free world’s benefactors.


   There is little evidence to suggest that Castro knew, at the beginning, that his mandate to rule Cuba was a mandate of envy. He was far less aware of the true nature of the emotions sweeping through the Cuban people than was that small cadre of professional Communists surrounding him, that small cadre whose efforts shepherded Cuba into becoming a Russian satellite. Fidel thought it was his personal magnetism that created such wild enthusiasm. He left the details of economic “justice” to the professionals. 


   The Proletariat quickly erected an elaborate network of neighborhood enforcers, a network designed to keep people from benefiting from their own production. That minority of vigorous, independent producers that has turned up in the midst of every Communist country soon realized that it would have to leave Cuba if it intended to remain modern and free. Blessed by tropical seas and a plethora of small boats, Cuba’s producers began to leave their lock-step island. They went to Central America and the United States with nothing but the clothes on their backs and their inner indominability. They had all of the handicaps of refugees to overcome. Those who went to the United States had a language barrier to add to their desperate poverty. Yet, within a few short years they were producing at a higher rate than native-born Americans and were prospering as they should prosper in a free economy.


   By 1965, the historical pattern had established itself in Cuba. Before the revolution, Cuba’s per capita economic production was the highest in Latin America; it was now the lowest. Castro’s Soviet advisors were demanding that he patch up his walls and patrol Cuba’s coastal waters more diligently—as befitted a proper Communist leader. The Soviets were paying the bills to keep the moribund economy afloat and they were furious to see those Cubans who were willing to work for a living piling into boats heading for the free world outside.


   Disillusionment apparently came hard to Castro, as far as we can tell from the records. He reluctantly agreed that those shameful walls would have to be strengthened around Cuba. but he had none of the cold detachment of his Eurasian comrades. He would do as he was told and build his walls, but he would first dramatically deny in public what he had agreed to do in private. On the 28th of September, and again on the 30th, Fidel announced that anyone who wanted to leave Cuba for the United States could get out and good riddance. As the Soviet Union, itself more poverty stricken than Cuba, watched in horror, the United States put a formal note of acceptance in Castro’s hands within three days and had a detailed proposal for a massive airlift to Miami on his desk at the end of the week. Castro’s bombast had trapped him into an economic disaster for Cuba.


   Before Castro closed down the airlift in 1970, three and a half percent of the Cuban population had taken a plane to Miami and the economy had rapidly deteriorated to the point of Russian exasperation. From 1959 to 1974, another four percent had escaped to the U.S. in small boats and yet another one and a half percent had escaped to other countries in the Caribbean region —a grand total of nine percent of the Cuban population.


   There is hardly a nation on earth that could not afford to lose nine percent of its population. Ever since the early 19th century the populations of the world’s nations have been too large, not too small. But to lose a selected nine percent is something else again. Let’s look at history’s evidence of what happens when Communism’s walls spring a leak and the very special selection forced by economic “justice” decides who leaves and who stays.


   One of the reasons Castro’s Soviet advisors were so adamant about his need to guard Cuba’s borders more diligently was that they had just slammed the door shut on East Germany and knew to the last ruble (or pfennig), the value of a good stout Communist wall.


   Between 1945 and 1961, the circumstances of Berlin’s Four Power status at the end of World War II had caused an enormous breach in the Soviet wall around its East European empire. Although they had wasted no time dropping the iron curtain along the dividing line between their newly-conquered satellites and Western Europe, the Soviets had no independent authority to regulate the movement of people in the “city” of Berlin. Berlin was (and theoretically still is) administered jointly by the Soviet Union, England, France and the United States.


   Berlin is not at all what one normally thinks of as a city. With lakes and forests and extensive farmlands surrounding it, the city itself shares the incorporated title “Berlin” with dozens of towns and villages scattered about in an area more than fifteen times the size of New York. It is the hub of eastern Germany with spokes of railroad lines, highways and canals running out to the rim in all directions. Its perimeter with East Germany stretches for hundreds of kilometers, a perimeter crossed in the normal course of business by half a million East Germans every working day from 1945 to 1961. For sixteen years the human blood stream of Communist Germany pumped through a Berlin in every respect freely open to the outside world. Plane rides to West Germany were available at government expense to any who desired to turn their backs on Communism.


   In West Germany a refugee’s skill and energy brought maximum economic return, which was in stark contrast with the Proletarian economic “justice” one had to endure among the shabby ruins of East Germany in those years. There was no language problem of the sort that faced Cubans going to America; escape to the West in their case meant going from one twin brother to another. The city of Berlin made them Siamese twins.


   Aside from the daily commercial ebb and flow across the city itself, it was customary for East Germans to visit relatives in the West on their summer vacations. During the 1950s it was common for over two and a half million East Germans to go through their porous version of the Iron Curtain each year to drop in on aunts and uncles in the free world. In all this bustling annual interchange, only eight out of every hundred Eastern visitors ever decided to stay in the West. Some others walked out of East Germany without using family visits as a pretext. Some simply went to work in West Berlin one morning and never went back.


   From 1949 to 1961, over thirteen percent of the population of Communist Germany walked out into the free world through the various holes in the German wall. Allowing for the shorter time period involved, that percentage is approximately the same as the Cuban one—about one percent per year.


   That’s worth thinking about. When we discuss this matter in public we usually beat our breasts about the poor enslaved populations of the Communist conspiracy and then draw sharp contrasts between the blessings of freedom and the horrors of totalitarian collectivism. We like to suggest something profound by remarking that the nine percent or thirteen percent who escaped into the free world had “voted with their feet”. That’s perfectly true, of course, and we’re happy for those who escape. But it’s far more profound to notice that the other ninety-one or eighty-seven percent voted with their seats. With the gates to the outside world standing wide open for many long years, they found reasons to stay.


   How happy the West Germans were to receive their “selected” percentage can be gauged by all of the enthusiastic statements made during the era of the “Economic Miracle” in the 1950s. Their selected brethren from the East were given explicit credit for their role in West Germany’s economic renaissance. It became very clear in those years that living near a Communist economic prison camp is money in the pocket for free countries.


   But only if the wall leaks.


   On August 13, 1961 the East Germans plugged their leak. They walled off the eastern half of Berlin and set about the construction of a national barricade that stretched 1381 kilometers from the Baltic Sea to the Czech border (where it meets the elaborately constructed and much older Czech version of the “Wall”).


   The East Germans spared no expense. West Berlin authorities calculated that the original cost of building the Wall was about 9 billion 1988 dollars. The annual cost of maintenance and staffing has been reliably estimated to be $825 million. Staggering costs, to be sure, but only when mistakenly regarded as a dead-weight pile of masonry. The fact is, that money constitutes the best investment a Communist nation can make.


   Five years after the Wall went up, there was an economic renaissance in East Germany. No one doubted what marvelous new labor resources had caused it. Indeed, the East German Communist Party itself bragged in 1966 that, thanks to the “measures taken on August 13, 1961, the economy and the standard of living in the German Democratic Republic have greatly improved”.


   During the years when productive East Germans were able to leave the country, the productivity of the labor that was left behind fell inexorably about 2.4% a year. When the Wall went up in 1961, the steady decline abruptly stopped and started to turn around. Between 1961 and 1963, Ulbricht claimed an improvement of 10%. By 1969 the East German labor force was producing at a rate 52% better than it had been in 1961. Between 1961 and 1967, industrial output rose from 62 billion Deutschmarks to over 95 billion Deutschmarks a year. If only half of the turnaround is credited to basic labor productivity, the value received by East Germany for its pile of cement and barbed wire amounted to 2.75 billion (1964-size) Deutschmarks a year. If we consider the original cost of the Wall and only those improvements made during the period covered by our calculation, the German Wall paid for itself in a little over three years and seven months! By May Day of 1965 the happy leaders of the German Democratic Republic had written off their entire original investment and were earning a net profit over operating expenses of 1.65 billion 1988-size dollars a year!


   Those are the facts that Castro’s Russian advisors were thinking about when he threw open the Cuban Wall in 1965. They were furious with Castro’s grandstanding, but did not discipline him publicly at the time. They waited until the spring of 1968 when Castro irritated them even further by pretending to be in charge of Cuba’s foreign affairs. At that time they cut off Soviet oil deliveries and brought the Cuban economy to its knees in two months. Fidel quickly remembered which side his bread was buttered on.


   Yet once again his mouth got ahead of his memory when, in 1980, he bragged about the universal loyalty of his population and removed the guards around the Peruvian Embassy. A mob scene ensued.


   This time Castro’s fury was added to that of his Soviet paymasters. Out of a spiteful resentment toward the economic facts of the modern world he “trashed” the flood of refugees from Mariel and sought to force America and its free neighbors to refuse entry to the very people it had found most valuable in the past. Fortunately, the U.S. managed to garner 125,000 legitimate refugees out of the deal and was not deterred by Castro’s vicious ploy.


   The U.S. tried in 1984 to poke another hole in the Cuban wall but that year’s negotiations broke down in the midst of pointless quarreling. Persistence paid off in the end, however, as last November’s pact shows.


   The significance of all this ponderous diplomacy and public bickering cannot be appreciated unless you keep in mind the basic facts of Communist emigration. Those who benefit from least-common-denominator economics are right at home in a Communist country; the walls were not built for them.  But those people for whom a least-common-denominator economy is the greatest disadvantage are precisely the ones who want out, are precisely the ones the walls were built for in the first place, and are precisely the ones a free economy wants most. No other large scale human process places people where they belong with such precision.
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