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Abstract

This article is the result of critical discourse analysis (CDA) research on a corpus of 190 

articles published by The New York Times (NYT) on Cuba, in the crucial period between 

17 December 2014 (17D) and 28 December 2015, that is, over the first year after the 

beginning of the new US Cuba policy. In an attempt to help understand the complex 

relations between Cuba and the US, the article analyses ideological trends and the way 

some controversial issues are discussed by the newspaper.
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cuba in the US media and some theoretical reference  
to consider

Historically, the representation of Cuba in the US mainstream media has been, 
at least, highly controversial; very often, it has been, rather, blatant misrepresen-
tation. This historical tendency can be verified in many works written in both 
Cuba and the US.1

It is well established that there can be various factors that influence the way 
discourse is built. In the case discussed in this article, the importance of two of 
them should be highlighted: the context of the historical and present-day bilat-
eral relations between Cuba and the US, as well as the social subjectivity which 
encompasses ideology and beliefs, among other components.
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Throughout the years, the bilateral relations between Cuba and the US have been 
characterised, to a great extent, by conflict, which accounts for the use of journalistic 
and media discourse in general as a weapon in that confrontation; nonetheless, that 
conflict undergoes certain modifications now, after 17 December 2014 (17D).2

With regard to ideology and social subjectivity in the US, it can be useful to 
look into the work of Jorge Hernández.3 Although there is a complex ideological 
spectrum within the US, often resulting in diverse views in the media, Hernández 
has put forth a characterisation of what he regards as the prevailing set of beliefs 
and world view of that country’s dominant elite, which includes political, eco-
nomic and mainstream media circles. For example, one of those beliefs is that 
capitalism is the ultimate system, of which they are the world leaders, and thus 
any attempt anywhere on the planet to provide an alternative is lashed out at 
and even considered dangerous to their national security. Other features 
described by Hernandez are liberalism, individualism, emphasis on private prop-
erty, a messianic attitude, the manifest destiny, the restriction on the role played 
by the State, the conviction that the market and competition play a fundamental 
role in the regulation of social relations,4 and the strong belief that the US are a 
chosen people, among others. Broadly speaking, Hernández argues, conserva-
tism thrives in the US within a liberal matrix.

the research and brief notes on the methodology used

In this context, we analysed the discourse of The New York Times (NYT) in the 
period between 17 December 2014 and 28 December 2015, that is, over the  
first year after the beginning of the new US Cuba policy. While conducting the 
analysis, a key scientific question has been whether the NYT’s discourse some-
what reflects Hernández’s views on the predominant beliefs in US elite groups. 
A total of 190 articles were studied from the NYT website on Cuba.5

It is relevant to analyse the discourse of NYT due to the three reasons listed 
below, among others:

•• This newspaper cleared the way, in the mainstream media, for the new policy, 
by publishing a series of editorials that drew attention to the issue and pro-
moted the policy change towards the island.6

•• Subsequently, NYT has followed up on the evolution of the talks and the 
change derived from the new policy, thus becoming a sequential record of the 
events and prospects, from the ideological perspective of the journal.

•• NYT is a very influential newspaper, both in the US and the world.7
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Critical discourse analysis (CDA) has been used as a method created from an 
interdisciplinary approach aimed at revealing intention, ideology and other com-
ponents of social subjectivity in discourse, as well as unveiling strategies used to 
discursively build a negative image of other social groups and their ideology or 
world view, and/or a positive image of the speaker/writer’s social group and his/
her ideology or world view.

Therefore, the consideration of the ideological dimension has been crucial, 
although other dimensions have also played a role in achieving a comprehensive 
analysis: the pragmatic dimension focuses on the intention of what is said, the 
linguistic means used according to that intention, and the context; the semantic 
dimension is relevant when it comes to the meaning of the words used and the 
concrete manifestation of that meaning in discourse; the semiotic dimension 
considers the sense existing in discourse beyond what is said verbally, that is, 
implications and presuppositions which often require a greater intellectual effort 
to be uncovered; the political dimension takes into account the political inter-
ests, motivations and relations that may be causes of what is said; the historical 
dimension provides the necessary view on the antecedents and evolution of the 
phenomena discussed in discourse; the logical dimension examines the logical 
connections of what is said; and the cultural dimension looks at the most general 
cultural basis of the discourse built.

These dimensions gave rise to parameters which are methodological instru-
ments to disclose discourse strategies, the latter being strategies used in dis-
course, with a certain structure and a specific function according to the intention, 
which could be ideologically, politically, and/or culturally motivated.

The methodology8 used in this research consisted of, first, applying the 
parameters to all the articles of the corpus. Then, through analysis-synthesis, 
recurrences and trends therein were pinpointed, taking into consideration the 
dimensions suggested and the discourse strategies unveiled by the parameters.

The methodology implemented is inspired to some extent by van Dijk’s9 
works and Thompson’s10 deep hermeneutic which brings forward three phases: 
socio-historical analysis, formal analysis of the discourse structures and the re-
interpretation as an act of creative synthesis on the basis of the first two phases.

results

Globally, a wide variety of topics were discussed by NYT, some of them recur-
rently; for example, the negotiations between the two countries; the evolution of 
relations in the new period and the prospects; today’s Cuban society including 
its economy, sports, art, fashion, and the environment, as well as the issue of the 
nationalisation of US property after the triumph of the Revolution and the claim 
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for indemnification. The Pope’s visit to Cuba and the migratory situation of the 
Cubans stranded in Costa Rica were also covered quite extensively.

Nonetheless, two topics stand out in this large corpus: one of them because of 
its absence and the other because of its disproportionate presence. No articles 
were devoted to looking into the economic and human harm brought on by the 
US blockade,11 while several articles dealt with the so-called Cuban dissidents, 
which turns out to be disproportionate considering the small size and little influ-
ence of this group on the island. This topic-related discourse feature hints at the 
intention of focusing on the issue and blowing it out of proportion.

Although numerous topics concerning the Cuban domestic reality are dis-
cussed in the corpus, the image conveyed is still incomplete, fragmented, and 
often inaccurate.12

In regard to the discourse content, a greater bilateralism manifests itself in 
comparison with other periods,13 that is, a larger number of ideas held by the 
ideological counterpart (Cuba) is presented. However, when Cuba’s arguments 
are offered, they often appear isolated, fragmented, inarticulate, insufficiently 
elaborated, and often delegitimized, while there is a tendency to repeat and 
systematically deploy arguments in tune with the set of ideas described by 
Hernández.

It is significant that the arguments of the traditional hard line opposing the 
new Cuba policy are presented in relative abundance, but the arguments sup-
porting the new policy are advanced more frequently, better elaborated and in 
more prominent positions within the texts (at the beginning, for example), while 
in other periods,14 to a greater extent, NYT balanced out in its discourse the 
presence of those two historical trends in the US policy towards Cuba.

In the corpus, the demand for a quid pro quo policy sometimes emerges, 
which highlights the warning provided by the Cuban scholar Elier Ramírez, who 
debunks the argument that Cuba should reciprocate – with an action functional 
to the US interests – every step taken by Washington to dismount the old aggres-
sive policy deemed flawed by themselves.

In different moments of the corpus, the complaint arises that ‘President 
Obama has given a lot and not gotten much … People want to see us get some-
thing.’15 As Ramírez explains,16 this policy has never worked with Cuba and it 
does not make sense in the case of the island in the first place, because of the 
asymmetrical nature of the relations between the two countries, including the 
actions historically taken by them. While the US has carried out numerous coer-
cive and interventionist actions against Cuba throughout history (acts of terror-
ism; military invasion; economic, financial and commercial blockade; illegal 
radio transmissions; regime change programmes; territorial occupation, among 
others), the only action that adversely affected US citizens to some extent was 
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the nationalisation of their property after 1959. Later on in this article, it will be 
analysed that this action was legitimate in the light of international law and the 
problem could have been resolved successfully for both parties had the right of 
Cuba been respected then.

An ideological constant in the NYT discourse is the use of specific conceptu-
alisations (from the liberal ideology) of democracy, human rights, freedom and 
civil society, as if they were universally valid and accepted conceptualisations,17 
which turns out to be a key hurdle in the inter-ideological dialogue between 
Havana and Washington.

For instance, regarding human rights, while in the US more emphasis is laid 
on civil liberties like freedom of speech, Cuba advocates a greater balance 
between civil and political rights, on one hand, and economic, social and cul-
tural rights, on the other hand. Cuba also puts emphasis on the universal, indi-
visible and interdependent character of human rights. These divergent views 
result from major differences in philosophical outlook as well: a positivistic  
perspective from the liberal stance, which isolates the phenomenon, and a  
materialist-dialectical and historical view from Cuba, which considers the inter-
connection and interdependency among all human rights.

For example, the asymmetric economic power in the news world allows 
major outlets like NYT to reach a much larger audience, hence the greater ‘free-
dom’ of speech such media enjoy. Eduardo Galeano described this reality when 
he said that ‘one of the most despicable modes of private property [is] the private 
property over the right of free speech’.18

That is why Cuba needs to preserve the media in the hands of the socialist 
State, as set forth by the Constitution,19 in order to prevent gargantuan transna-
tional powers – and some domestic groups interested in siding with those powers 
– from turning the mass media on the island into political instruments that 
would serve their agenda against most Cubans who voted in 2002 for the irrevo-
cability of the socialist character of the Cuban political and social system.20

Ideologically, the NYT discourse is in tune with the set of beliefs determined 
by Hernández. Systematically, it argues that Cuba should shift to a multi-party 
system, the respect for individual liberties the way they are understood by pre-
dominant thought in the US, and minimum State intervention in the economy, 
with total freedom for the market forces.

Within the ideological framework aforementioned, three essential topics are 
extensively discussed: (1) why and for what purposes the US changes its Cuba 
policy now, (2) the Cuban economy and its links with the blockade, and (3) the 
nationalisations of US property after 1959. NYT got the following ideas across 
concerning those issues.
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Why and for what purposes does the US change its  
cuba policy now?

The NYT sets out the following reasons why the US changes its policy now:

•• The ‘embargo’ has benefitted ‘the Castro regime’; the goal of overthrowing 
the Cuban government has not been reached that way.

•• Other countries like China are gaining a growing influence on the Latin 
American region in terms of project financing and commerce.

•• In the past, there were US politicians who were less interested in this issue and 
they supported the Cuban-American hard liners; some did it for fear of losing 
Cuban-American votes, but today most US people, and also most Cuban-
Americans, favour lifting the ‘embargo’ (blockade).

•• The new Cuba policy considerably improves the US image in Latin America 
and paves the way to better advance its interests in the region.

Subtler is the idea in the NYT discourse that another reason why the US 
changes its policy now would be capitalising on Cuba’s own domestic transfor-
mations so as to attempt to redirect them into capitalism.

A significant idea that is reiterated in the NYT discourse – by means of vari-
ous discourse strategies and naturally pushed forward as if it were an irrefutable 
truth – is that the US should try to gain more sway over Cuba’s political system. 
This idea is often promoted subtly, thus blurring what is otherwise a clear viola-
tion of international law which advocates the self-determination of nations.

An instance that illustrates this is the interview with the poet who read one of 
his works during the flag-raising ceremony at the US embassy in Havana on 14 
August 2015. The interview was published by NYT on 28 July 2015 in which he 
said:

I found myself craving some guarantee these historic changes will lead to greater 
freedoms and prosperity for the people of Cuba, which I hope the president does 
not lose sight of. opening up Cuba has to mean way more than our own desires 
as Americans to be able to travel freely to the island.21

The NYT insinuates that, given the failure of the hard-line policy, the US will 
go down the following paths to achieve the same old regime change strategy:

•• Suppressing the open US hostility as a variable which gathers the Cuban peo-
ple around their government to face a mighty external force.
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•• Attempting to influence the Cubans to get them to change their system into 
‘democracy and dignity’22 by means of an economic, cultural and technologi-
cal influx towards the island, as well as a stronger interaction between Cubans 
and US people. In this context, NYT criticises ‘“the Cubans” slow approach 
to making deals’.23

•• Attempting to encourage political divisions on the island, taking advantage of 
the diversity of interests that may emerge. As a matter of fact, NYT asserts 
that considerable political divisions already exist in the country.24

•• Providing logistical support and training, among other types of assistance, to 
the self-employment sector (‘private’), aspiring to have this social group 
become a political force that would promote a shift to capitalism. It is signifi-
cant that NYT is opposed to the traditional ‘pro-democracy’ programmes 
that, like Zunzuneo,25 take up big budgets, are often unmasked by Cuba, and 
discredit the US considerably. Explicitly, it is argued that:

While encouraging democratic reform, and backing dissidents is certainly 
worthwhile, the United States can have a bigger impact by finding ways to 
support private entrepreneurs and by peeling back the sanctions [against the 
island].26

•• Strengthening the Cuban ‘civil society’.27

•• Continuing to meet with the ‘dissidents’ without these meetings being looked 
at as actions aimed at toppling the ‘Castros’.

•• Attempting to muster support of ‘reformist’ sectors within the very same 
Cuban government.

•• Trying to drum up support of Europeans and Latin Americans to persuade 
Cuba to allow for ‘more political liberties’ and modify its judicial system.

As has been displayed hitherto, a thorough analysis of the NYT discourse 
makes it clear that the US has not given up on its goal of changing the Cuban 
system towards capitalism, for the accomplishment of which it conceives new 
tactics.

That is the reason why many of Obama’s moves announced have been aimed 
at benefiting mostly the Cuban ‘private sector’, while avoiding having the Cuban 
State companies involved. These steps are actually still limited; despite his inabil-
ity to totally lift the Congress-sanctioned blockade, the US President could do 
more to advance towards a mutually beneficial economic interaction.28 However, 
while it is said that Cuba is ‘stalling on making any changes to facilitate business 
ties with the United States’,29 the US intention is to ‘pressure Havana to open its 
own markets and relax its own structures’.30
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the cuban economy and its links with the blockade

The prevailing opinion expressed in the corpus by NYT on the Cuban economy 
describes it as ‘wobbly’.31 For instance, it is stated that the solution to the issue 
of nationalisations (which will be analysed later in this article) ‘will be a crucial 
move for the Cuban government if it wants to attract foreign investors and res-
cue its crippled32 economy’.33

In a fragmented way, the emergence of new phenomena against an economic 
backdrop of change is admitted, like the rise in the number of self-employed 
workers (‘private sector’) or the implementation of some ‘reforms’, but NYT 
remains far from acknowledging that a comprehensive renovation of the social-
ist model is taking place in Cuba.

It is actually a discourse oversimplification that most of the time places the 
blame on the Cuban government and its ideology for the economic hardships the 
island is confronted with.34 All in all, both the historical and multicausal per-
spectives are absent, while the transition to capitalism in Cuba is presented as an 
inevitable step to overcome the difficulties.

In the new context of binational relations, the US is depicted as a would-be 
‘savior’ of the Cuban economy. In fact, the importance of the US Executive’s 
regulatory changes is blown out of proportion. Although these new rules are 
positive in the road towards improving relations, they are still very limited.35

On the topic of the blockade (‘embargo’), in the corpus analysed, its existence 
is mentioned and its lifting is promoted, but its impact throughout half a century 
is minimised, and it is discursively depicted as a pretext of the Cuban govern-
ment to justify ‘its own failure’; for example, it is stated categorically that ‘… the 
enmity between the United States and Cuba … has … served as a pretext for 
government repression and shaped the lives of all Cubans in painful ways’.36

the nationalisations

The nationalisations of foreign companies, including US ones, carried out by the 
Cuban Revolution are presented by NYT as an illegitimate act of force that the 
island must rectify in order for the ‘normalization’ of relations between the two 
nations to be viable.

The image that is discursively projected on the topic is that Cuba snatched 
properties away and committed a historical injustice that led the US to enforce 
sanctions:

The Schechter family farm in Pinar del río became one of almost 6,000 properties 
owned by American citizens and companies that were confiscated by the Cuban 
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government. With the stroke of a pen or the pointing of a rifle, countless farms, 
oil refineries, homes, factories and other businesses were nationalized – losses 
that ultimately led the United States government to prohibit trade with Cuba.37

However, almost nothing is said in the corpus about the reasons for which 
Cuba confiscated the properties or the reasons why the US owners could not be 
indemnified.

According to Dávalos,38 the properties nationalised in Cuba were not arbi-
trarily taken away. It was a legal process, within the framework of Article 24 of 
the Cuban Constitution at that time. Among the causes that triggered the nation-
alisations were the actions taken by the three companies that imported and 
refined oil in Cuba: Esso, Texaco, and Shell, which started to limit the imports. 
Confronted with these circumstances, the Cuban government was compelled to 
import Soviet crude which those three companies refused to refine, thus bla-
tantly violating Article 44 of the Law of Combustible Minerals (Ley de Minerales 
Combustibles), in place since 1938.

NYT conveniently omits in its discourse some of those elements which are 
central to understand the events:

Confiscation of American properties in Cuba began in 1960 after United States oil 
companies refused to refine russian crude. Cuba in turn nationalized the oil 
companies, so the United States refused to buy Cuban sugar.39

The unbalanced information is a strategy used in the previous fragment to pin 
the blame on the Cuban government.

Actually, Cuba was always willing to compensate; in fact, the island reached 
indemnity agreements with other countries, such as the United Kingdom and 
Spain. Nonetheless, although the US formally recognised the right of Cuba to 
nationalise properties, it refused to negotiate unless its conditions were accepted, 
that is, prompt payment (within six months), full market value, and cash.

As Lars Schoultz40 states, ‘that position was never realistic’, since the Cuban 
political elite, headed by Batista, had emptied out the State coffers. Cuba put 
forward a feasible option, even better in some aspects than the compensation 
offered by the agrarian reform that the US had promoted in Japan. Consequently, 
‘had the Cuban proposal been accepted … , the way other countries did, the US 
nationals would have already received due compensation’.41 On the contrary, 
the US took punitive actions thus violating international law.

Those adversely affected by the nationalisations are depicted by the NYT 
discourse as victims of the Cuban government, while nothing is said, for instance, 
about the 200,000 Cuban rural families stripped of subsistence land at that time, 
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or about those who had to rent land (85 percent of farmers) and could be evicted 
anytime.42

Therefore, the Agrarian Reform was indispensable and, as Schoultz43 explains, 
‘given the magnitude of U.S. investments, no Cuban government could make any 
significant change in the Cuban economy without affecting U.S. interests’.

conclusion

This article is the result of the analysis of a large corpus of articles on Cuba pub-
lished by the NYT over a pivotal period in the history of the Cuba–US relations, 
in which these two nations reestablished diplomatic relations and agreed on 
moving along in a process towards the normalisation of bilateral relations, after 
half a century of US hostile policies against Cuba.

The relevance of the research lies in the substantial influence of NYT both in 
the US and the world, as well as its peculiarities as a leading newspaper in the 
promotion of a new US policy towards Cuba. The significance of this study also 
lies in the need to analyse large corpora to reveal opinion and ideological trends 
in the mainstream media, especially on issues that are controversial and also 
essential to the nations involved. That is why this research can contribute to 
inter-ideological debates and to explaining power relations and the way they 
manifest themselves in discourse. It may also be helpful when it comes to search-
ing for the truth about complex topics that have historically engendered political 
and ideological polarisation.

CDA was used as an interdisciplinary approach. Specifically, parameters 
brought forward based on various dimensions were applied as methodological 
instruments.

Resulting from the application of this methodology, including the analysis of 
the recurrences and trends found in the corpus, relevant opinion and ideological 
tendencies were detected on various topics related to Cuba, in the new context 
of relations with the US. The newspaper displays a definite tendency towards the 
predominant set of beliefs that characterises the US elite groups as described by 
Jorge Hernández, and extensively promotes the new policy shaped by the White 
House towards the island, as a tactic to induce the political change that could 
not be forced through the downright hostile hard-line policies enacted over half 
a century.

The reasons why the US now changes its policy emerge in the corpus, as well 
as the paths the North American country intends to follow so as to contribute to 
a change to capitalism in Cuba.

With regard to the Cuban economy, the image conveyed in discourse is that 
of a failed economy resulting from the wrongdoing of the Cuban government 
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and its ideology, while the importance of the impact of the economic, financial 
and commercial blockade imposed on the island over half a century is mini-
mised. On the contrary, the impact of the positive US Executive’s regulatory 
changes is discursively magnified.

The delicate issue of the nationalisations carried out by Cuba in the wake of the 
Revolution is distorted, because the Cuban view is not voiced and the island is 
blamed for the US owners’ failure to be properly compensated. This discourse con-
struction misrepresents objective reality and oversimplifies complex phenomena.
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