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The Speech at the Final Dinner of Cuban National Reunion 

San Juan, Puerto Rico 

Saturday, August 15, 2015 

(The Feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary) 
 

 
Dear Cuban Friends, 

 

      I 

 

It is a real honor for me to be with you here tonight – Catholics celebrating the 

Feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary - and being invited to address you at 

the final dinner of your national meeting. Let me first thank the organizers for their 

excellent work and applaud all of you for your contributions to this extremely interesting 

debate I have had an opportunity to observe and reflect on during the past three days.  

 

The Declaration of San Juan you have just adopted, and which will be read here 

tonight, is undoubtedly an important step forward in your very long journey to get over 

the totalitarian regime – in power over 56 years now – and finally restore democracy in 

Cuba and bring freedom and prosperity to the Cuban people. The fact that you speak in it 

in one voice, both Cubans from the island and exile - regardless of the different points of 

view you may have, based on your life experience, religious creed or political orientation 

- means a lot, indeed, and is sending out a powerful message not only to the Cuban 

nation, but to the whole world.  

 

I am perfectly aware that the debate on the future of Cuba is primarily your Cuban 

internal affair; that no one else but you Cubans are in charge of here to formulate 

strategies; to make plans; to implement decisions and bear responsibility for their 

outcomes. But allow me to step into your conversation for a moment and share with you 

a couple of thoughts from my outside perspective. 

  

 

      II 

 

I have been already introduced here tonight – actually I forgot to thank 

you……for your kind words – but let me add a couple of comments from my personal 

encounters with the Cuban problem in the past. 

 

I remember my first visit to South Florida to meet with the representatives of the 

Cuban American community in 1990, when all of a sudden, after the decades spent in the 

cage of a totalitarian system, the world widely opened for us and we were given an 

opportunity to travel abroad.  

 



2 

 

Everyone I talked to in these “fair, well-spoken days”, seemed to be expecting the 

fall of communism in East Central Europe would cause the same opening in Cuba (the 

Soviet Union was withdrawing from the island, and the United States just ninety miles 

away); that it was just a matter of time before another, in this case imaginary Berlin Wall 

built by Fidel Castro, would collapse, but simply it didn’t happen. Instead, the “special 

period” brought aggravated hardships on ordinary Cubans and just some adjustments of 

the existing system reacting to the worsened economic situation. The power structure of 

the regime, however, remained intact and the “Cuban Revolution” survived. Why?  

 

I am sure you know the reasons much better than I do. Let me just add a few 

comments based on our Central European experience of transition. There were “things”, 

for sure, we had to do at home and no one could do them for us, when we started as 

dissidents assembled in the Charter 77 our journey to freedom, calling for the dialogue 

with the government about human rights. As members of nations living in the territory 

traditionally exposed to the geopolitical influences of bigger powers, we could hardly 

succeed in our liberation without an enabling international environment. In order to be 

able to re-open our societies and get rid of our own Czechoslovak totalitarian 

government, we had to be released from the Babylonian captivity in the Soviet Empire 

where we got into after the Second World War.  

 

Were we here entirely dependent on the evolution of relationships between the 

superpowers? Could we pursue some sort of foreign policies of our own as an 

independent human rights initiative, to influence our situation and achieve our goals? 

 

My answer is: yes we could, but it required not only persistence, but also realistic 

assessment of the existing international situation, knowledge of mechanisms and 

procedures of inter-state relations, especially in the area of human rights, the art of 

negotiation and coalition building…., in short the overall effectivity of our actions. What 

offered us an opportunity to make our case in the international realm in the 1970s and 

1980s were the policies of “détente” in Europe, all major powers had interest to 

participate at a so called Helsinki Process, which was to transform the Cold War 

confrontation into cooperation, the “peaceful relationships between states with different 

social and political systems.”  

 

There was a key condition if we wanted not to fail with our cause: the recognition 

of all the parties, including the countries of the Soviet bloc, that fundamental human 

rights and freedoms had to be respected and that the independent voices of civil society 

had to be recognized as legitimate partners in this process. It was a tough struggle, but 

with the help of our international friends and allies - the United States decided to lead 

here by example - we got this recognition in the end of the day and became the players on 

the international scene in the process which succeeded to decrease the tension in the 

relationships between the East and the West and culminated in our 1989 Velvet 

Revolution. 

 

 

      III 
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What I would like to stress in my second hindsight is the importance of 

international solidarity the most important lesson we learned in the years of struggle. 

After we ourselves were liberated from the communist yoke we tried to pay back our debt 

as much as we could when formulating the new foreign policies of our now democratic 

state. It is actually this sentiment and this conviction what has created the firm bond 

existing till today between the Czech and the Cuban people, in spite of the geographic 

distance and many differences between our histories, cultures, mentalities, habits and 

forms of expression. It is why we are on your side in your struggle for democracy in 

Cuba, and we will remain to be with you in the future.  

 

To illustrate my point I will read to you from a historical document: A statement I 

delivered as the head of the Czech delegation in Geneva in April 1999 under the occasion 

of the 55th session of Commission for Human Rights as one of the two co-authors of the 

draft resolution on the human rights situation in Cuba.  

 

I believe, the arguments formulated in this statement introducing our draft 

resolution - criticizing the Cuban government for the non-compliance with its 

international obligations and defending Cuban dissidents and their cause of human rights 

- remain valid till today.  

 

And just to argue that good things can occasionally happen within the 

international community of states: we didn’t only make our case in front of the 

international audience worked hard by the experienced and savvy team of Cuban 

diplomats. We won it, after the United States had lost in the same struggle in the previous 

year!  It was a small, but still a sweet victory in a very difficult international environment 

over the arrogant and overly too self-confident totalitarian regime. 

 

Madam Chairperson, 

“…..Our action is based on the recognition of and the respect for the elementary 

standards of the International Bill of Rights, valid for all members of the international 

community….If we believe that human rights are indivisible and of a universal nature, we 

must be ready to defend them not only when our own fate and well-being are at stake, but 

also when others are being deprived of them, - in whichever part of the world. 

The co-authors, the Czech Republic and Poland, have strong reasons to take this 

step. These reasons largely stem from their own historical experience with the same 

totalitarian system as the one now practiced in Cuba. Former dissidents learned to 

appreciate the value of support from the democratic world…. when they were themselves 

persecuted not so long ago. Our commitment to help other people persecuted for human 

rights originates from there. 

…… 

The resolution, while being critical, is definitely not confrontational. Its 

underlying philosophy is the promotion of international dialogue and cooperation. Its 

aim is not only to condemn what we consider as evident and blatant violations of human 
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rights, but also to signal the readiness to extend a helping hand to Cuba. The 

international community declares here unequivocally its sincere will to assist Cuba in 

developing a more pluralistic society and a more efficient economy. 

Let me now make a few additional points on behalf of the Czech Delegation. After 

all, it was in Prague, and not anywhere else, that the idea to initiate this resolution came 

from. For us, Czechs, Cuba is not an abstract or an exotic term, but a country known to 

many people from intensive contacts before the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. There is a 

long tradition of good relations between Czechs and Cubans and our motion is definitely 

not meant to throw it away. 

Nevertheless, we made our own bitter experience with a political regime which 

paid no respect to human rights and kept our whole society closed for decades. We 

learned that there can be no real development, no economic prosperity, and no well-

being of the people, no constructive dialogue, and no active involvement, without 

democracy, without the rule of law, without the honest and principled policy in the field 

of human rights. 

Our experience makes us to believe that it is the internationalization of human 

rights that creates a favorable environment for peaceful international politics. And not 

only that: it is again the internationalization of human rights, that represents a "sine qua 

non" condition for efficient, rational and at the same time just forms of international 

economic cooperation. Our position has a clear implication: Isolation, any form of 

political or economic "containment", the absence of communication, the language of 

confrontation cannot bring us closer to our goal which is universal respect for human 

rights, but also economic and social development. Isolation and the feeling of hostile 

encirclement provide a fertile ground for the justification of repression. We have to 

commit ourselves and must be able to find other, more creative and more helpful 

approaches. 

The main reasons for its submission, at least on the Czech side can be 

characterized with (the French philosopher) Pascal as the “reasons of the heart" (les 

raisons du coeur): Ten years ago, the Czech dissidents (and one can easily add the 

Slovak, Polish, Hungarian and many other dissidents from East-Central Europe) were in 

a similar situation as many individuals in Cuba today and they highly appreciated any 

expression of international solidarity. It is not only difficult to forget that, but what else 

but a true spirit of solidarity and cooperation can be recommended as the basic principle 

of action for the international community? 

Let me conclude with President Havel's words: "Only the voting result will show 

to what extent we will have succeeded in our intentions. Whatever the outcome, our 

conviction that his step is the right thing will remain unchanged. We can imagine 

ourselves in the position of those whose cause we are advocating. Our own past history 

supplies ample evidence that far too often the roles of the defenders and the defended can 

be reversed." 
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I believe I can conclude with these words from 16 years ago. As you well know, I 

am not a diplomat any more, but I can assure you: I am still trying in my current 

capacities - as Director of the Vaclav Havel Initiative for Human Rights and Diplomacy 

at Florida International University in Miami; President of the Vaclav Havel Library 

Foundation in New York; and last, but not least, President of International Platform for 

Human Right in Cuba – to pay back our lasting debt in the field of international 

solidarity: to help your dignified cause to the best capabilities of all these institutions I 

am associated with - to share with you our experience, to be your honest and reliable 

partner in an on-going dialogue, to make your efforts on the international scene more 

effective, and first of all to assist you to win. 

Thank you for your attention.    


