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Cuba, Venezuela and Nicaragua may look like separate crises.

They are three versions of the same problem: authoritarian

systems in Latin America are adapting and surviving.

That should worry Washington. The issue is not only whether

dictators fall, but whether authoritarian systems survive them.

Cuba is now the urgent test. Protests have spread across Havana

as blackouts deepen. Residents have banged pots, burned trash,

and demanded electricity. Cuba’s energy minister has

acknowledged that the country has run out of diesel and fuel oil.

Some Havana neighborhoods have endured near-daylong power

cuts, and Cuba has now moved to suspend Visa and Mastercard

transactions amid intensified U.S. sanctions pressure.

Then came two remarkable developments. CIA Director John

Ratcliffe reportedly traveled to Havana for talks with Cuban

Interior Ministry officials. Days later, the United States indicted

former Cuban President Raúl Castro over the 1996 Brothers to

the Rescue shootdown. These were not routine signals.

Washington was speaking to the security core of the Cuban state

while escalating legal pressure against one of its most powerful

surviving figures. That combination makes Cuba the clearest

example of a pressure campaign that still lacks a visible

democratic endgame.
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Venezuela shows the risk.

Nicolás Maduro may be gone. But chavismo is not. Delcy

Rodríguez, long powerful in the old regime, is now central to

Venezuela’s interim government. Caracas is pursuing debt

restructuring, renewed dealings with international financial

institutions, and a return to global oil markets.

A transition that preserves the courts, security services, ruling-

party networks, oil bureaucracy, and patronage system of the old

order is not democratic. It may reduce migration pressure and

restore services. But if citizens cannot choose leaders, organize

freely, and hold abusers accountable, Venezuela has merely

changed its operating system.

Nor can Venezuela be rebuilt without its people abroad. As I

argued in “La reconstrucción de Venezuela también pasa por sus

migrantes,” the diaspora cannot be treated as a remittance

machine or a symbol. If migrants and exiles remain outside the

settlement, Venezuela may become more investable without

becoming more democratic.

Nicaragua is the third warning sign. Daniel Ortega and Rosario

Murillo are adapting through repression and international

alignment. Their government has crushed civil society, stripped

opponents of nationality, and tightened cooperation with

Moscow.

In Americas Quarterly, I argued that Nicaragua’s military

cooperation agreement with Russia matters because it signals

continuity. Ortega is telling Washington and Nicaraguans that he

has no intention of liberalizing. He will survive by hardening the

state and betting the world has too many crises to care.

Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua therefore present a common

challenge. These governments are not static. They adjust, shift

alliances, manipulate negotiations, and use crises to consolidate

power. Their central objective remains survival.

Washington’s own strategy is also changing. During the Cold War,

U.S. policy toward Cuba revolved around containment, exile
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politics, property claims, and anticommunism. Later, democracy

promotion became the dominant language. Today, the language

is more transactional: migration, oil, debt, sanctions, security

cooperation, stability, and competition with Russia and China.

That shift is understandable. The United States cannot ignore

migration, hostile intelligence activity, transnational crime, energy

markets, or Russian and Chinese influence in the Caribbean

basin. But a purely transactional policy can turn democracy into a

bargaining chip.

Cuba illustrates this danger clearly. Any future opening will raise

questions of sanctions relief, political prisoners, investment,

migration, compensation, and expropriated assets. These are not

new issues. In my 1998 article, “Cuban Expropriation Legislation

in the Latin American Context,” I argued that Cuba’s property

questions sit within broader Latin American debates over law,

sovereignty, compensation, development, and political power.

But if any transition is negotiated mainly with security officials,

creditors, investors, and foreign governments, Cubans may

remain spectators.

The lesson across the three cases is blunt: removing a dictator is

not the same as removing a dictatorship. Stabilizing an economy

is not the same as restoring democracy. Talking to a security

apparatus is not the same as empowering citizens.

Washington should not pretend that every crisis has a clean

democratic solution ready for immediate implementation. Cuba’s

state is brittle. Venezuela’s institutions are compromised.

Nicaragua’s opposition has been scattered, jailed, exiled, or

stripped of legal space. But that makes democratic principles

more important, not less. Without them, the region may drift

toward authoritarian systems with fewer slogans, more foreign

capital, selective cooperation with Washington, and no real

transfer of power.

The United States should engage where engagement serves clear

interests. It should support humanitarian relief in Cuba without

strengthening repression, support Venezuela’s recovery without
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letting old-regime actors monopolize the transition, and keep

Nicaragua visible.

Cuba’s blackouts, Venezuela’s post-Maduro uncertainty, and

Nicaragua’s Russian embrace are not isolated stories. Together,

they show the central challenge facing the hemisphere.

Authoritarianism is adapting faster than Washington’s response.
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