Freedom of Religion in Cuba

When people hear the word “Cuba” they automatically think of problems and violations of human rights. Cuba has big problems when it comes to any kind of freedom. For the last forty years Cubans have been living in a world where human rights haven’t been respected.  Since the Revolution Cubans have forgotten about their religious beliefs and traditions because religious freedom was not tolerated, a right guaranteed under Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

Freedom of religion has never been respected in Cuba since Fidel Castro came to power 43 years ago. Since then people have not been allowed to celebrate the holy days they love. The Constitution recognizes the right of citizens to practice any religious belief, but in law and in practice, the government places restrictions on freedom of religion. Cuba historically has been a society without an especially strong religious character. Church and state have been constitutionally separate since the 1959, but it’s still under Castro’s control. People are not allowed to preach or sermonize. The country doesn’t have a religious base and does not celebrate holy days or traditions.

In the 1970s the Government closed all the Jehovah Witness temples where people got together to discuss their ideas. Therefore, they had to meet privately in their own houses. In the 1960s many of the people that belonged to the Catholic religion were pursued and punished by the UMAP (Military Unit to Help Production). During that period, many church leaders and religious professionals left the country, fearing persecution. The UMAP system ended in 1967. However, over the next 30 years, the government and the Communist Party systematically discriminated against people who openly professed their faith. The 70s was a period of religious repression where many people were taken to jail and had their religious belongings confiscated. To this day there are a lot of professions or jobs that are closed to people who practice any religion. The government discourages members of the armed forces from allowing anyone in their household to observe religious practices. Many students have been expelled from college for the religious beliefs or association. The government prohibited the construction of churches on the island. Prisoners do not get to attend religious services. The Catholic Jorge Garcia Perez asked to see a priest or to get a Bible many times. When the priest appeared at the prison, he was not allowed to visit Antúnez. Possession of the Bible or religious material is forbidden.

When I lived in Cuba the state criticized an Epiphany parade in downtown Havana on January 6th, 2001, that was organized by Spain's embassy. The state run media believes the event was an "imported capitalist show dangerous for local children." During the morning of January 6th, three persons dressed up as the Magi and gave candy and presents to the kids in Havana. In the news they criticized that organization and what they had done. The state said that children were hurt, and it caused a public disturbance.  According to the government Three Kings Day has never been part of the Cuban tradition, even though Cubans did celebrate it before 1959. After the Pope’s visit to Cuba in 1998, things changed a little. The Government made Christmas a “public holiday”. The state hasn’t done anything to encourage the celebrations. Before this citizens weren’t allowed to buy Christmas trees, and trees weren’t exhibited in public places. Then the authorities allowed large Christmas trees to be displayed in some Havana hotels reserved for foreign tourists. The government also allowed the trees to be sold in selected shops that operated with U.S. dollars only. You can’t talk about celebrations or family traditions. No Christmas material is allowed in school.

In summary Cuba experiences constant violations of human rights. Castro controls Cuban’s lives, he even controls their religions. The freedom of religion is completely violated in Cuba. Citizens are not allowed to build new churches, or get together to discuss their ideas. People are not allowed to celebrate any religious tradition. Catholics were punished for a long time, now they are just discriminated in many ways. Even though things changed a little after the Pope’s visit, Cuba still doesn’t have holidays, or a religious base, and in my opinion, it never will.
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