
EXCURSUS I 
James Finn on 
Preachers, Politicians, and Political 

Prisoners 

We read the news release with a measure of sur- 
prise. It began: “Reports of human rights violations 
in Cuba have been called ‘exaggerated’ by a Na- 
tional Council of Churches executive who has just 
returned from that island.” 

Surprise because Worldview had just published 
(January/February) an article by Theodore Jac- 
queney that offered detailed information about polit- 
ical prisoners in Cuba, described the wretched con- 
ditions in which many of them exist, and gave 
estimates of the number of political prisoners. The 
number of political prisoners in any country is dif- 
ficult to ascertain, since the estimate depends on 
matters both of definition-what is a political 
prisoner?-and hard information. Jacqueney pre- 
sented, therefore, estimates offered by the U.S. 
State Department, the International Rescue Com- 
mittee, Miami Herald, Journal de Geneve, Washing- 
ton Post, Amnesty International. The number 
ranged from 5,000 (based on Cuban Government 
sources) to 50,000. 

We read further in the news release. The execu- 
tive who said the reports of human rights violations 
had been exaggerated was William L. Wipfler, mis- 
sion director for Latin America for the NCC. He said, 
also, that on the basis of his discussions with gov- 
ernment and church leaders he had concluded that 
there was in the US.  considerable misinformation 
about human rights in Cuba and that “Cubans are 
dealing seriously with the question of human rights.” 
The small group he was with met with “a justice of 
the Cuban Supreme Court, two officials of the 
Communist Party and a member of the Central 
Committee of the Party,” and suggested to these 
officials that Cuba release more information con- 
cerning human rights in Cuba. The Cuban response 
was “positive.” 

We knew Wipfler to be an informed, conscien- 
tious, and dedicated person who has, over the 
years, worked hard for imprisoned and oppressed 
people in a number of Latin American countries. A 
call went through to Wipfler. Was this press release 
accurate? Yes, he said, the group had found that a 
bulletin published in the States had listed a number 
of people who were reportedly political prisoners in 
Cuba and were told that “many of them were not in 
prison at all.” Had he talked with any of these 
people? No, he had not. Had he read the article by 
Ted Jacqueney in Worldview before he made the 
trip to Cuba? Yes, in fact he had shown a copy of the 
article to the Cubans he had talked with, but there 
had not been time to go through it with the Cuban 
officials in the limited time they had spent together. 
But it would be very useful if that could be done, i f  the 

article could be critiqued by informed Cubans. 
Had he visited any of the prisons, talked to any of 

the prisoners? No, as we must already know, this is 
not an easy thing to do in many countries, including 
Cuba. But he had been told that some of tht *:!orst 
prisons, the horrors erected under Batista, were 
being closed and new prisons with better facilities 
for the prisoners were being opened. But there were 
a number of political prisoners in Cuba? Yes, of 
course, but as we agreed, a univocal definition of 
political prisoner is hard to formulate. Some of the 
prisoners were people who had engaged in acts that 
would be termed criminal in a civil court, having 
planned or taken part in various kinds of acts, some 
armed, against the Government. Criminals? Politi- 
cal prisoners? Further, if the United States is to 
normalize relations with Cuba, lift the embargo, 
exaggerations about violations of human rights in 
Cuba will only get in the way. Agreement, some 
desultory exchanges, end of conversation. ~ 

We went back to our files, made other phone calls, 
checked with other sources. Result? Continued 
dissatisfaction with the information provided b y q e  
press release and. William Wipfler himself. Part 6f it 
had to do, we realized, with the approach his group 
took concerning the violation of human rights in 
Cuba and part with the sponsorship. 

Item A on our list of evidence about political 
prisoners in Cuba remains Jacqueney’s article. It 
presents facts-names, dates, places, conditions. 
Unless they are corrected, we accept them as true. 
And they present a harsh and ugly picture. But there 
are other examples. 

Item B. On March 3, 1977, Frances R. Grant, 
Secretary-General of the Inter-American Associa- 
tion for Democracy and Freedom, wrote to Dr. Marc 
Schreiber, Director of Human Rights, United Na- 
tions, a letter from which the following paragraphs 
are excerpted: 

On behalf of the Inter-American Association for 
Democracy and Freedom and its Ad Hoc Commit- 
tee of Political.’Refugees, we are submitting to 
your off ice a list of women political prisoners now 
held in the prisons in Paraguay and Cuba. 

Although we are aware that there are 
thousands of political prisoners, both men and 
women, confined in both countries with little hope 
of freedom or trial, we are centering this protest 
on the women prisoners, because of the added 
hardships imposed upon them by their physical 
conditions as well as by the fact that this is the 
Woman’s International Decade and it would seem 
to us that the first aspect of Women’s Liberation 
should indeed be liberation from incarceration for 
political motives. Such violationsof liberty assault 
thd rights, stipulated in both the Charter of the 
United Nations and in its Declaration of Human 
Rights, as well as in its further instruments con- 
cemed with civil and political liberties. 

We are herewith presenting lists which have 
been authenticated not only by our own sources 
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of investigation but by other reliable international 
agencies in which ̧ we have full confidence .... 

We hope that an Ad Hoc Committee, similar to 
that established to deal with the violations of 
Human Rights in Chile, be proposed to examine 
cases here presented. If such Committee be 
approved, we would cooperate fully in providing 
substantiating data by individuals who, them- 
selves, or whose family members have been 
subject to “cruel, degrading treatment and tor- 
tu re. “ 

Accurate or exaggerated? 
Item C. On March 11, 1977, the International 

Rescue Committee issued an appeal in behalf of 
Cuban political prisoners that contained the follow- 
ing paragraphs: 

Estimates of the number of political prisoners 
vary from 5,000 (the figure given by Castro) to 
more than 50,000. Even if one accepted the 
Castro figure, there are more political prisoners in 
Cuba than in the Soviet Union in proportion to 
their populations. 

Fidel Castro has not given amnesty to a single 
political prisoner in 76 years [emphasis in 
original]. Yet, the right of free expression of 
thought, assembly and association, freedom of 
movement and residence, and freedom from arbi- 
trary arrest is guaranteed by the Cuban constitu- 
tion. 

Among the prisoners are thousands of men and 
women who have been jailed for more than ten 
years, and some for more than 16 years. 
Thousands of the prisoners have close relatives 
in the United States. 

The Cuban penal system and treatment of 
prisoners reflects the structure, organization and 
institutionalization of the Soviet system: 
maximum security prisons, regular prisons, work 
camps, traveling labor brigades, and separate 
camps for groups such as the military, the peas- 
ants, and Jehovah’s Witnesses. Sentences are 
regularly extended for prisoners who will not 
submit to “reeducation,” i.e., those who will not 
confess their errors and therefore, perhaps, gain 
transfers from maximum security prisons to labor 
camps. The deprivation of food, water, medical 
attention, space and other brutalities is a sys- 
tematic method of dealing with those-both men 
and women-who refuse “reeducation.” 

Accurate or exaggerated? 
We could add more statements, but these are 

enough. It is undoubtedly true that there are some 
reports about prisoners in Cuba that are exagger- 
ated or incorrect. In an area where hard information 
is difficult to get, some errors are likely. Further, 
some groups have a vested interest in presenting 
the worst possible case for Cuba (and other coun- 
tries). But before something can be exaggerated it 
must first exist. The point is to get as accurate 

information as possible and to provide support and 
help for prisoners where ‘possible. If it harms their 
cause to exaggerate their case, it does little good 
simply to criticize the exaggerations. It is as easy as 
it is unpleasant to conjure up a picture of prisoners 
long interned under harsh conditions hearing, via a 
grapevine, that visiting dignitaries have said the 
issue of political prisoners has been exaggerated. 

The press release issued by the National Council 
of Churches stated that the eight Christian leaders, 
of whom Wipfler was one, went to Cuba on an 
eleven-day trip “sponsored by the National Council 
of Churches and the Cuba Resource Center, a 
nonprofit organization supported primarily by 
church contributions.” The trip was facilitated 
(which we understand to mean at least partially 
funded) by the Resource Center and the ICAP 
(Cuban Institute for Friendship Among Peoples) in 
Havana. 

Under Wipfler’s direction the Latin American 
bureau of the NCC has earned well-deserved re- 
spect. Often under trying and even dangerous cir- 
cumstances it has helped prisoners and exiles. It is 
upsetting when a church group gives the appear- 
ance, however unjustified the charge, that it is 
biased in favor of a dictatorial regime rather than the 
prisoners of that regime. It is particularly upsetting 
when it is a church group as respected as Wipfler’s. 
When the President of the United States, who holds 
a notably political office, can speak against the 
violation of human rights in opposition to national 
leaders who deny or minimize them, it seems pass- 
ing strange to encounter church leaders who appear 
to be soft-pedalling such criticisms on prudential 
political grounds. It does bear out de Tocqueville’s 
observation that in America the politicians often 
sound like preachers, and the preachers like politi- 
cians. We note that it is President Carter who often, 
sounds like a preacher. We also note that he has 
recently effected the release of political prisoners, 
especially in Latin America. 

Thomas C. Franco on 
Poland’s Shield of Faith 

The abbey of Pauline Brothers in Czestochowa with 
its famous Gothic painting, Our Lady -of-Czes- 
tochowa, is the most sacred Catholic shrine in 
Poland. The monastery stands atop a hill called 
Jasna Gora. Czestochowa was the only city in 
Poland to withstand the bloody invasion of the 
Swedes in the seventeenth century. The successful 
defense of the city by a rabble of townspeople and 
peasants was attributed to the miraculous power of 
the painting at Jasna Gora. 

S.S. squads mined the monastery church at 
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