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1 INTRODUCTION 
The building which houses the three main newspapers in Cuba (Granma, Juventud Rebelde and 

Trabajadores) is impressive with its massive grey concrete exterior. Situated close to the 

Revolutionary Square in Havana, adjacent to the Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces (which is surrounded by olive-green uniformed guards), the media 

building resembles a fortress more than a journalistic hub. The entrance hall, on the other hand, 

differs from its militaristic surroundings. With a ceiling extending to the top of the immense 

construction, the single table with a receptionist and a stationary telephone appears exceptionally 

small and fragile as I enter the room. On the wall to the right is a gigantic picture of the yacht 

Granma1 lying amid a lush, jungle-like landscape, with the red, white and green tocororo (Cuba’s 

national bird) situated in the foreground. There is nothing else in the room but a few chairs and the 

entrance to a lift in the back of the room, out of which appears the journalist I am going to interview. 

At that moment I realise that I have left my wallet at home and have no way to identify myself to 

the ageing woman behind the reception table. The journalist confirms that he knows me, and after 

a while I am, to my surprise, allowed into the heart of the Cuban state media. 

This anecdote illuminates one of the most important aspects of this thesis: on the one hand, the rigid 

appearance and mythical character of the state media structure, and on the other hand, the people 

inside it – individuals with an array of agendas, interests and ideals. When reading, watching or 

listening to Cuban state media, it is difficult to perceive that there is a daily struggle to balance 

professional ideals and the obligations imposed by the Communist Party (PCC). 

Little research exists on the Cuban state media. However, in recent years, the amount of research 

has increased, particularly quantitative studies. One of the largest comparative studies on 

journalistic ideals and practices is the Journalistic Role Performance project (JRP), which includes 

Cuba among 18 countries in the first wave of the study (Mellado et al., 2017; Mellado 2021). A 

handful of Cuban scholars living outside the island have contributed to broadening the knowledge 

about the media sector (see Olivera et al., 2021; Olivera & Fernández, 2022; Olivera & De Majo, 

2021; Olivera & Saladrigas 2023; Oller, 2017; Oller & Olivera, 2016; Medina & Somohano, 2020; 

Somohano et al., 2021). A substantial amount of research on state media journalists has been 

produced by Cuban students or academics living in Cuba, but this research has limited circulation 

outside of the island (e.g. García Luis, 2013; Elizalde, 2013). Among scholars originating from 

countries other than Cuba, qualitative research on state media or journalism students is limited, 

 
1 Granma is the name of a yacht Fidel Castro bought from a US couple while in exile in Mexico in 1956. The boat was used 
to transport 82 insurgents over the Gulf of Mexico in their attempt to overthrow the Batista government. The yacht is said to 
be named after the grandmother of the original owner, and Granma is now the name of both the landing province of the 
expedition and Cuba’s main newspaper and ‘official organ’ of the PCC (Daniel, 2006). 
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perhaps due to the difficulty of gaining access (see García Santamaría, 2017). It is much easier to 

find studies on non-state media, bloggers and social media, focusing on the opportunity to create an 

alternative public sphere in Cuba (Cearns, 2021; Henken, 2011, 2017; Henken & García 

Santamaría, 2021; Hoffmann, 2011, 2016; Venegas, 2007; Vicari, 2015). García Santamaría (2017, 

p. 116) has called for more research on Cuban state media journalists as ‘critical agents of structural 

change’ and not mere servants of the Revolution. With this thesis, I answer this call and seek to draw 

a nuanced and broader picture of the ideals, interests and strategies of journalism students and 

journalists working for Cuban state media. 

When I started this project in 2015, many defining events in Cuba–US relations had taken place, and 

it seemed that change was rapidly approaching. The US embassy in Havana was reopened after 

having been closed for half a century. In the spring of 2016, Barack Obama was the first sitting US 

president to visit Cuba since 1928, the Rolling Stones appeared in concert, and Chanel held a 

catwalk in central Havana. The spread of ‘offline’ Internet uploaded on pen drives, known as El 

Paquete (see section 3.7) began around 2010, setting the stage for communication and entertainment 

outside the state media. By 2016, Wi-Fi hotspots had surfaced everywhere, and new, non-state 

outlets proliferated. However, over time and with the election of anti-reformist Miguel Díaz-Canel 

as successor to Raúl Castro in the 2018 Cuban elections, it is clear that a Cuban ‘opening to the world’ 

promises many more twists and turns. In addition, with the US elections in 2016 and 2020, there 

has been a retrocession in diplomatic relations between Cuba and the US. Nevertheless, the state 

media’s historical monopoly is rapidly deteriorating, and the manner in which journalists reflect on 

this is a core issue of this thesis. 

1.1 Purpose  
This project is conceptually situated somewhere between journalism and anthropology. I chose a 

qualitative and inductive approach because I believe in the details of a story. There is an abundance 

of information in the way people choose to present themselves – how things are said or not said. I 

find that a personal story – the micro perspective – can shed light on the macro perspective in ways 

that are difficult to achieve with large quantitative studies. 

The political and technological changes in Cuba were occurring during the planning stages of my 

PhD project. At the same time, my university college in Norway was planning an exchange 

programme with Cuba, and contacts were now available to help me investigate conducting research 

on the island. My first trip to Cuba was in 2015, and the fieldwork was completed in 2016. From 

the start, this was a qualitative and inductive project. Initially I wanted to interview both state media 

journalists and non-state journalists. However, to be granted a research visa and to be affiliated with 

the University of Havana, I was not permitted to interview non-state journalists. The state media 
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journalists were, to me, the most interesting participants for this project, as little research had been 

conducted on this group. I find it fascinating to investigate how state media institutions work and 

what negotiations happen inside those institutions. Because I had access to the Faculty of 

Communication in Havana (lectures, professors, Internet, and intranet), I decided to include 

journalism students. The focus groups with students and access to the journalism curricula proved 

extremely valuable, as they helped me understand the professionalisation of journalists in Cuba.  

This study comprises a variety of data sources which, together, provide an extensive framework for 

discussing the limits and structures that influence journalism in Cuba. I conducted 12 semi-structured 

qualitative interviews with state media journalists, formal and informal interviews with Cuban 

academics, and five focus groups with journalism students. In addition, I gathered and read the 

curricula of the journalism programme at the University of Havana and studied Cuban research that 

had not been published outside of the island. Field notes and observations in Cuba offered additional 

sources of information.  

The purpose of this PhD thesis is to explore the limits and negotiations of autonomy (Waisbord, 

2013b) within the state media structure. My aim was to provide insight into the ways journalism is 

performed in a society where freedom of speech is limited and to shed light on how restrictions on 

journalistic autonomy affect individual journalists and journalism students. I hope to broaden the 

limited information that exists on Cuban state media journalists and provide a nuanced picture of 

state and non-state media in Cuba.  

1.2 Research questions and articles 
Many factors make the Cuban state media particularly interesting to study. First, the media 

monopoly of the PCC has been broken, and an ecosystem of media outlets is emerging. Second, the 

leeway that academics and intellectuals have enjoyed as well as the relative freedom of journalism 

education in Havana create interesting dynamics between academia and journalism (García 

Santamaría, 2017, p. 255).  

The general research question reflects the tension between the ideological calls for unity and 

sacrifice professed by the political elite and the professional formation of journalists, which largely 

reflects Western ideals2 of journalism: 

How do journalists in the state media and journalism students negotiate professional ideals and 

national imageries in a changing Cuban media landscape? 

 
2 For a definition, see section 2.1. 
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My approach has been inductive/abductive; in other words, the data guided the direction of the study. 

Both the general and specific research questions (listed below) were developed throughout the 

process of writing this thesis. The general research question was gradually refined and further 

focused after the four articles of the thesis were published, reflecting broader theoretical concepts 

than those permitted in the article format. The specific research questions began as explorative 

inquiries, keeping various directions open while analysing how journalists experience their work in 

state media and what it is like to study journalism in Cuba. The specific research questions have 

likewise been shaped during the process of analysis and article development. In covering themes 

relevant to more than one article, namely autonomy, self-censorship and negotiations of ideals and 

practice, the four specific research questions are each linked to the article with corresponding 

numeration. The research questions begin with the material focusing on practicing journalists, 

emphasising that this constitutes the primary data of the study. 

 

RQ1: In which ways does the defence paradigm in Cuba affect self-censorship strategies among 

state media journalists? 

This question is pursued in article 1, Natvig, A. (2019b). A place under siege: Self-censorship 

strategies among Cuban state media journalists. [Plaza Sitiada: estrategias de auto-censura entre 

periodistas en los medios del Estado cubano] Brazilian Journalism Research,15(2), 358–380.  

The article analyses how state media journalists negotiate, dispute and accept self-censorship to 

shield the country from negative portrayals in US media. Methodologically the article is based on 

semi-structured interviews with state media journalists. 

 

RQ2: What strategies do journalists working for state media use to expand their autonomy? 

Research question 2 is reflected in article 2, Natvig, A. (2021). Perceptions of and strategies for 

autonomy among journalists working for Cuban state media. In T. Henken, and S. García 

Santamaría (eds.) Cuba’s Digital Revolution: Citizen Innovation and State Policy. Miami: 

University of Florida Press. Natvig, A. (2022). Periodistas y medios estatales Cubanos: 

Percepciones y estrategias de autonomía. In T. Henken and S. García Santamaría (Eds) La 

Revolución Digital Cubana: Innovación Ciudadana Y Política Estatal. Madrid: Editorial 

Hypermedia Incorporated.  

This book chapter, which is published in both English and Spanish editions, addresses specific 

strategies applied by journalists to gain or maintain autonomy within the state media structure. The 
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chapter is based on semi-structured interviews with state media journalists but also uses data from 

focus group interviews with students. 

 

RQ3: In which ways does the non-state media challenge the state media, and how do journalists 

and students relate to this? 

This research question is discussed in article 3, Natvig, A. (2019a). Diverging ideals of autonomy: 

Non-state media in Cuba challenging a broken media monopoly. Journal of Alternative and 

Community Media, 4(2), 14–30.  

The article detects multiple normative frameworks at play in the Cuban media landscape, where 

journalism students are more welcoming of non-state media. Methodologically this article contrasts 

data from focus groups with journalism students and semi-structured interviews with state media 

journalists. 

 

RQ4: How do journalism students navigate between the perceived limits of press freedom in the 

state media and professional ideals learnt at the university? 

The fourth research question is examined in article 4, Natvig, A. (2018). Cuban journalism students: 

Between ideals and state ideology. Journalism Education, 7(1), 19–28.  

This article discusses how internship in state media is experienced by journalism students. It argues 

that the transition from the freedom of university to the rigidity of state media is straining for 

students. The article is largely based on data from focus groups with journalism students.  

 

During my fieldwork, I found some of the themes and concepts shared by participants particularly 

interesting, such as the perception of plaza sitiada (article 1) and strategies for autonomy (article 

2). The interests of the participants also impacted the study. The strong sentiments regarding non-

state media became an important source of information (article 3). The article on student internships 

(article 4) was based on a dilemma I discovered while transcribing and analysing the data. Knowing 

how journalists and students navigate in the state and non-state media – and discerning their 

reflections on autonomy – can illuminate core elements of journalism. How do journalists react 

when they are hindered from informing people about important events? Which strategies can be 

applied to bridge the gap between ideals and practice? 
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Journalistic resistance (subtle, visible or even violent) against lack of autonomy has been 

documented in countries around the world (Erzikova & Lowrey, 2010; Hamada et al., 2019; Lee, 

1998; Mellor, 2009; Ranji, 2019). The present study adds to this knowledge by confirming that, 

despite being part of a state media organisation in an authoritarian country, journalists do not become 

mere servants of the system. Furthermore, the ideals learnt in university by Cuban journalists can 

be both valuable and defining for the developments in the Cuban media sector in the future. If 

structural change with more autonomy from the PCC is achieved in the state media, and if non-state 

media is given a more solid legal base, Cuban journalists can produce the kind of journalism that 

will propel the country forward. Indeed, a Cuban journalist working for the non-state outlet 

Periodismo de Barrio won the 2019 Gabo award (in competition with 1,730 journalistic stories from 

Latin America, Spain and Portugal) for an investigative story on lead intoxication and its effects on 

a Havana neighbourhood (Gabo Awards, 2019). 

1.3 Summary 
The aim of this thesis is to contribute to a nuanced picture of how autonomy is negotiated in an 

authoritarian context. Several factors make Cuba particularly noteworthy to study. The breach in 

the state information monopoly, journalism education as a semi-autonomous sphere and the 

relationship with the US are important aspects influencing state media journalists and journalism 

students about to enter the profession. The general research question reflects these aspects by 

investigating how journalists negotiate professional ideals and national imageries. Each of the four 

specific research questions corresponds to an article, addressing central concepts such as autonomy, 

self-censorship and the gap between ideals and practice. 
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2 PREVIOUS RESEARCH: GLOBAL AND LOCAL 
INFLUENCES 

Journalism in Cuba, as in the rest of the world, is being influenced and changed by digitalisation 

and globalisation. At the same time, negotiations of autonomy are shaped by the unique social and 

historical framework of a country. This chapter discusses both global and local influences on 

journalism and autonomy. It begins by outlining research on how autonomy is perceived and 

negotiated around the world, with a particular focus on authoritarian and transitional contexts. It is 

then refined to reflect the specific Cuban context. 

2.1 Western journalism 
Firstly, it is important to define key concepts that refer to notions and ideals in journalism across 

the globe. The notion of Western ideals in particular warrants a definition, as it is used throughout 

this thesis to assess journalistic ideals in Cuba. In describing Western ideals in journalism, 

Hanitzsch et al. (2011) observed the following: 

Western journalists are generally less supportive of any active promotion of particular values, ideas 
and social change, and they adhere more to universal principles in their ethical decisions. Journalists 
from non-western contexts, on the other hand, tend to be more interventionist in their role perceptions 
and more flexible in their ethical views. 

Hanitzsch et al. (2011, 276), however, noted that this is not a normative perspective. Western values 

are not considered ‘better’ or ‘more professional’ than other values, but rather a way to display 

diverse social functions and professional values across societies. In the same study, Hanitzsch et al. 

(2011, p. 287) grouped journalistic culture into three main groups: ‘Western journalism culture’, 

‘peripheral Western’ and a third group comprising transitional democracies and developing 

countries that tend towards non-democratic forms of government. Nygren et al. (2015, p. 45) noted 

that professional journalistic cultures often share professional values, standards and practices, but 

vary due to cultural diversities. Relating their study to Hanitzsch’s analysis, Nygren et al. (2015) 

placed Sweden in the first group, Poland in the second and Russia in the last. Discussing the 

professional culture of Swedish journalists, Johanson (2015, p. 254) remarked:  

Swedish journalists represent a “Western journalism culture” cluster, which means that they 
traditionally follow ideals of detachment and consider themselves as watchdogs and a fourth estate. 
Moreover, Swedish journalism is strongly rooted in public service values. Historically the Swedish 
journalist has had the mandate to monitor society and to set the agenda following their professional 
norms and ideals. 

Although the ideals noted by Johanson (2015) referred specifically to Swedish journalists, they are 

transferable to a general understanding of Western journalism. As noted, this is not necessarily a 

geographical term but rather a cluster of ideals shared by journalists worldwide (and applied to 

varying degrees). Hanitzsch et al. (2011, p 287) observed that journalists in the US show ‘a 
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remarkable tendency to let personal evaluation and interpretation slip into the news coverage’, thus 

removing US journalism from its status as the archetype of ‘objective’ journalism.  

Based on research among journalists in 67 countries, the most recent data from the Worlds of 

Journalism Study characterised Western journalism as highly supportive of the monitorial role, 

relatively supportive of the accommodative role, less favourable of the interventionist role and 

antagonistic to the collaborative role (Hanusch & Hanitzsch, 2019). In popular terms, this means 

that Western journalism embraces the watchdog role and is hostile to collaboration with authorities. 

The Worlds of Journalism Study also demonstrated that this typology of journalism is characterised 

by high degrees of editorial freedom, minimal political influence despite high trust in political 

institutions, and adherence to universal codes of ethics (Hanusch & Hanitzsch, 2019). The current 

study applies a similar understanding of Western journalism. Since the term Western is often used 

in the literature concerning journalism culture, it makes sense to use it as a point of reference in this 

study of Cuban journalism as well. 

2.2  Autonomy in global journalism research 
While there are many differences between the state media in Cuba and the media in the countries 

mentioned in this section, the aim is to provide an overview of shared perceptions, strategies and 

structures. The Worlds of Journalism Study (Hanitzsch et al., 2019b) was the largest comparative 

study conducted on professional perceptions among journalists, and it included 67 countries around 

the globe. In the study, journalists reported on their perceived autonomy to select stories and 

emphasise story aspects. Overall, journalists in the study reported a high level of editorial autonomy, 

a finding which runs contrary to critical political–economic perspectives that tend to emphasise a 

deterioration of autonomy due to economisation of the media (Mastrini & Becerra, 2011; McManus, 

2009). This inconsistency was explained by the WJS study’s authors as the result of normalisation 

and socialisation into an organisational and corporate point of view. Despite structural limitations, 

journalists still experience a considerable degree of autonomy, as they have relative freedom to 

select stories and news angles. On a scale ranging from 1 to 5, the mean value of all countries was 

3.81 (value 4 was defined as ‘a great deal of freedom’). The lowest levels of editorial autonomy 

were reported in countries with a (semi-)authoritarian political system, such as Hong Kong (3.14), 

China (3.09) and Qatar (2.75). The greatest disparity in perceptions of autonomy was found in Qatar, 

a country that is home to the international Al Jazeera network, a newsroom considered to have the 

highest level of editorial autonomy in the Middle East (Figenschou, 2010; Hamada et al., 2019). 

Reich and Hanitzsch (2013) found that among 18 democratic and non-democratic countries, 

journalists who reported that their professional autonomy is limited tended to perceive their work as 

influenced by political actors. In their sample, state ownership of the media only accounted for a 
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minority of the countries, but within these societies, journalists recognised the presence of the state 

as a limiting force (2013, p. 149). Interestingly, authoritarian regimes scored higher than hybrid 

regimes on perceptions of autonomy (perhaps due to greater expectations of professional autonomy 

in the latter), and a surprisingly wide scope to pursue professionalism was found in societies with 

politically aligned news media (2013, p. 152). In a study of six emerging democracies in Eastern 

Europe, Southern Africa and East Asia, Voltmer and Wasserman (2014) concluded that journalists 

interpreted press freedom both through Western discourses and specific historical and cultural 

views. While embracing the idea of press freedom, journalists also saw themselves as educators and 

adversaries. A similar perception of journalists as simultaneous watchdogs and development 

journalists was observed among Fijian journalists (Hanusch & Uppal, 2015). 

Support for the watchdog role has been found in countries worldwide (Hanitzsch, 2011). However, 

the obstinately critical style of reporting that audiences may be accustomed to in developed 

democracies may be culturally inappropriate in others. According to proponents of an Asian values 

approach, criticism can be interpreted as a disrespectful attitude towards authority (Wong, 2004). 

The preferred function of journalism in such societies is to bring about social stability and harmony, 

and journalists act as helpers in promoting social development, economic growth and national unity 

(Hanitzsch et al., 2019, p. 42). Therefore, understanding the various loyalties journalists may have 

in authoritarian or transitional countries – or in countries with strong state media institutions – 

requires context-specific studies. 

In a study of Chinese journalists (N = 1,309), 52.9% reported that the main problem facing them in 

their work was the discrepancy between professional ideals and reality (Zhang & Su, 2012, p. 17). 

This is the main area of interest in the Journalistic Role Performance Project (JRP). This project 

aims to address the divide between ideals and practices through interviews with journalists and 

analyses of the journalistic output. The first wave of the project (2013–18) included 18 countries 

and analysed professional roles in print media. The second wave (2019–23) includes 37 countries 

from all corners of the world, and it likewise analyses how different media platforms (radio, 

television, online) affect journalistic roles. One of the main findings from the first wave of the study 

was that norms do not necessarily dictate journalistic behaviour, and the interaction between norms 

and ideals presents a complicated and contradictory field of study. Roles are flexible and changing 

– they are not fixed entities – and are perpetually contingent on external factors and events (Mellado 

et al., 2021b).  

The breach between ideals and practices, and negotiations over autonomy, are found in many studies 

in countries with limited press freedom. In Hong Kong, the indirect pressure from mainland China, 

including economic rewards to media owners and public criticism of the local media by Chinese 
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officials, constructs boundaries of autonomy. For instance, one line that cannot be crossed by the 

Hong Kong media is advocating Tibetan or Taiwan independence. Nevertheless, journalists in Hong 

Kong have maintained a high level of professionalism (Chan et al., 2012, p. 24). Hassid and 

Repnikova (2016) found that Chinese journalists can more easily publish sensitive stories if the 

topics have been sufficiently discussed in online forums. Some journalists even initiate the spread of 

a story online to write about it in print later, thereby expanding the borders of acceptable discourse. 

In a comparative study of Vietnam and Singapore, Lehmann-Jacobsen (2017) concluded that 

journalists in Singapore have a better understanding of what the state expects from them due to legal 

frameworks and are, therefore, more comfortable in their roles. Journalists in Vietnam, however, 

find that rules and boundaries on the part of the state are unclear, and this creates frustration. The 

more seasoned journalists feel that they enjoy greater autonomy, something which is found in 

journalism research globally (Lehmann-Jacobsen, 2017; Mellado & Humanes, 2012). 

Mellor (2009) argued that Arab journalists have managed to expand their autonomy by emphasising 

their role as experts in political affairs or as eyewitnesses to important historical changes, thus 

demonstrating that they are not mere mouthpieces for their regimes. In Ghana and Ethiopia, the 

journalistic responsibility of protecting ‘national interests’ and upholding goals of development 

journalism promotes a dual loyalty to the profession and to the interests of the state, implying that 

autonomy is compromised yet outwardly acknowledged by journalists (Hasty, 2005; Skjerdal, 

2012). In researching press coverage of elections in Tanzania and Uganda, Walulya found that 

despite advocating for freedom to report, structural conditions cause journalists to contradict ethical 

and professional standards. Walulya questioned whether this type of reporting could be considered 

a form of hybrid journalism, borrowing the concept from hybrid democracies, which is used to 

describe countries with both democratic and dictatorial tendencies (Walulya, 2018). 

In a study of a Russian province, Erzikova and Lowrey (2010) found that, faced with pressure from 

regional governors, journalists respond by avoiding political journalism and opting instead for 

entertainment reporting. Others resort to upholding the Russian literary tradition by providing advice 

and counsel or succumbing to demands of government bureaucrats. When out of office, however, 

journalists are critical of the government. In Iran, journalists apply strategies of mobilising their 

network to obtain information. To write stories on sensitive topics, journalists utilise actors outside 

the journalistic field and use a strategy of posing questions to officials that encourage a particular 

answer (Ranji, 2019, p. 205). 
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2.3 Local studies on negotiated autonomy in Cuban journalism  
In this section I narrow the scope of the study to research conducted in Cuba (though not published 

outside the island). These local research contributions have served as an important backdrop for 

broadening my understanding of how journalism is understood, discussed and analysed within Cuba. 

This research has also been a point of departure for my research questions on self-censorship (RQ1), 

negotiations of autonomy (RQ2, RQ3) and professional ideals (RQ3, RQ4). 

The book by late journalist and academic García Luis (2013) Revolución, Socialismo, Periodismo 

(Revolution, Socialism, Journalism) was a dominant reference among participants in this study. 

During interviews, many journalists and students asked if I had read the book, and they used phrases 

from it to make important arguments. I interpreted the participants’ questions the same way as 

García Santamaría (2017, p. 126), namely that the book was a way for journalists and academics to 

legitimise their own criticism. Indeed, García Luis (2004, 2013) has been so influential that I limit 

this review to his book (based on his PhD thesis) and one other PhD thesis. García Luis wrote 

various books and was president of the Cuban Journalist Union (UPEC) and dean of the Faculty of 

Communication in Havana before he passed away in 2012. 

García Luis (2013) argued that what Cuban journalists need is neither a ‘Bolshevik’ press removed 

from the people nor a ‘liberal’ press obeying the market and hegemonic powers. Instead, the Cuban 

media needs ‘a reintegration of the necessary power to accomplish its social mission, with honesty 

and professionality’ (2013, p. 200). García Luis argued that the professional culture of journalists 

in Cuba has suffered under the ‘external administration’ (a common/correct way of referring to 

censorship of Cuban journalists) of the media. For instance, filters to determine quality or self-

evaluation among journalists do not exist, and if they did, nobody would believe in them. This in turn 

creates an attitude among journalists that they do not have to make an effort; there is no point in 

investing energy in something that will not be published. One consequence is that the close-to-

reality genre of the reportage is lost. García Luis wrote: ‘We have been building a very crooked 

system that demobilizes, stagnates and corners creative thinking, in the name of not causing damage 

to the country’ (2013, p. 173). Journalists in his study called for more autonomy and economic 

independence, less centralisation of information and a greater awareness of the profession’s moral 

values, greater participation of journalists in creating ‘information policies’ (making journalists’ 

involvement bottom-up rather than top-down), upgrades of equipment and working conditions for 

journalists and the employment of editors and media managers with professional backgrounds (at 

the time, 50% had no journalism education) (García Luis, 2013, p. 175). 

Building on García Luis’s work, Elizalde’s (2013) PhD thesis investigated the need for a new 

information policy allowing Cuba to meet the massive transformations in the technological sector, 
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referred to as TICs (technologies of information and communication) (2013, p. 16). Elizalde 

emphasised the need for various forms of management of the media – finding ways for outlets to 

sustain themselves financially. She proposed a differentiation between outlets that are ‘public’, 

‘state’ and ‘governmental’ and argued that editors should be given more responsibility, creativity 

and independence in their selection of sources and should be burdened by fewer restrictions and 

less bureaucratic control. She also considered inter-organisational competition and establishment of 

standards similar to international media outlets an important step in improving public opinion of 

‘institutional media’. To Elizalde, if the media is not transformed to meet the new ways of 

communicating, the end result will be anomy and arbitrary decisions that can be harmful to the 

principles of communication in a socialist society. This can, for instance, lead to greater influence 

of liberal media outlets controlled by the market, which can profoundly change the communication 

sector (Elizalde, 2013, p. 140). 

2.4 Research on professional roles in Cuban journalism 
In the following section, I summarise the body of international research (published in either English 

or Spanish) on Cuban state media journalists and journalism students. These studies have been 

particularly important for my understanding of journalism students and the thesis of a possible 

emerging generational divide. These insights have been vital to the formulation of research 

questions 3 and 4. 

In a comparative analysis of news articles (N = 9,841) from Brazil, Cuba, Chile, Mexico and Ecuador, 

Mellado et al. (2017, p. 10) found that the Cuban press scored the highest on all the indicators of 

the ‘loyal-facilitator’ role, which is characterised by supporting national politics and promoting a 

positive image of the political elite and national triumphs. This finding was corroborated by the JRP 

(Mellado, 2021). Olivera and Torres (2017, p. 144) revealed that among 627 news articles from 

Cuban state media, the ‘loyal-facilitator’ role was found in 82% of those published in Granma, 

whereas in Juventud Rebelde it was found in 66% of the articles. This indicates that despite both 

organs being connected to the PCC, internal and external conditions allow for a slightly different 

relationship with power holders in Juventud Rebelde. A study involving a questionnaire of 46 Cuban 

journalists in a mixture of ‘state’ (N = 17), ‘social’ (N = 12) and ‘private’ (N = 6) media outlets (the 

difference reflecting the legal status of the outlet) revealed that journalists define their most 

important functions as being to inform, tell the truth and represent the people, while relatively few 

viewed criticism or ‘defending the Revolution’ as important (Veliz et al., 2019, p. 281). For more 

on journalistic roles in Cuba in relation to the JRP, see section 4.3. 

A survey of journalism students (N = 383) at seven different institutions throughout Cuba revealed 

that students see ‘civic journalism’ as a professional ideal in the sense that they want to participate 
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in and influence public issues and be closer to public needs and interests; this perspective greatly 

differs from the ‘loyal-facilitator’ role of state media content found in other studies (Somohano et 

al., 2019, p. 326). In a comparative study among journalism students in Cuba, Venezuela and 

Ecuador (N = 1,273), Oller et al. (2017, p. 267) found that Cuban students were more interested in 

politics than their counterparts in Venezuela and Ecuador. The Cuban students were also more 

inclined towards subjects related to economy, trade and politics, and less inclined towards 

entertainment compared with the students in the other two countries. Further, the Cuban students 

represented the most ‘analogue’ of the three countries, as televised news and printed newspapers 

were more widely used than Facebook in Cuba for reading news stories. Another study based on 

the same set of data revealed that journalism students in all three countries view censorship, pressure 

from governments and self-censorship as the biggest threats to their profession, and they perceive 

these as obstacles to quality journalism (M = 3.6 on a 1–5 scale). Notably, this perception of threat 

was somewhat lower among Cuban students (M = 3). Foreign ownership of media and a growing 

dependency on freelance journalists were perceived as minor threats (Oller et al., 2019, p. 98).  

In qualitative studies involving Cuban state media journalists, Oller and Olivera (2016, p. 154) 

interviewed 45 journalists in Cuban state media. They concluded that there is a large gap between 

what the journalism profession is and what it should be, particularly considering the ‘external 

regulation’ and lack of autonomy of journalists. State media journalists in the study were aware of 

their role as political actors but considered themselves ‘spokespersons’ rather than ‘propagandists’. 

Furthermore, journalists viewed themselves as capable of holding opinions that may differ from that 

of the government but always from a constructive and non-confrontational perspective (2016, p. 193). 

In an article analysing various political documents, media and academic articles, in addition to 

interviews with journalists, Olivera et al. (2021) concluded that journalists agree on the need for a 

legal framework and the right to access information, but they disagree on the political direction of 

the media. Olivera and Fernández (2022) interviewed experts in communication and political 

sciences about Cuba and conducted content analysis of a variety of documents and interviews with 

journalists from previous studies. They concluded that Cuban professionalism under Raúl Castro 

seemed to be more closely connected to ideals of social justice, national sovereignty and citizen 

participation than to autonomy. They observed a tension between journalists leaning towards ideals 

of public service and those striving for greater autonomy. 

Pérez (2006) interviewed 47 Cuban journalists who graduated during the 1990s to assess their 

ideology. Approximately one-third of the interviewees had left the country. The journalists in 

Pérez’s study had conflictual and ambivalent views of the ideals of the 1959 Revolution. He wrote: 

‘The Revolution is, for these young men and women, like a mythical animal described in very 
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different manners by everyone who claims to have seen it’ (2006, p. 260). García Santamaría (2021) 

analysed ‘fantasies’3 that young journalists use to cope with restrictions and oppression of their 

professional practice and investigated what drives them to contravene the social and political 

boundaries of the state media and venture into non-state projects. García Santamaría argued that by 

envisioning change in the state media system, young journalists have contributed to shaping the 

boom in independent media outlets. In her PhD, García Santamaría (2017) concluded that the 

elements slowing down a change led by Cuban journalists are a lack of resources and materials in 

newsrooms and the importance of historical moral values. At the same time, journalists reassert their 

autonomy through attempts at broadening the debate on what can be publicly discussed or by using 

creative styles of writing to make monotonous news stories livelier. Another strategy involves 

developing individual projects, such as blogs, through which frustrations can be channelled. The 

close relationship between journalists and media scholars has also promoted professional agency and 

made unfulfilled demands of the profession visible (2017, p. 259). After interviewing 35 young 

Cuban journalists working for state and non-state media, Roberts (2019, p. 41) found that strategies 

for navigating constraints included making the struggles visible through ‘acceptable outsiders’ from 

Latin America, covering cultural expressions such as hip hop and trova and displaying social unrest 

outside of Cuba, such as the turmoil in Venezuela and racism through the #BlackLivesMatter 

campaign. 

2.5 Summary 
Negotiations on how to conduct journalism and how to achieve degrees of autonomy are issues 

journalists struggle with in countries around the world, as documented by the Worlds of Journalism 

Study (Hanitzsch et al., 2019b) and the Journalistic Role Performance Project (Mellado, 2021). In 

authoritarian and transitional countries, negotiations over autonomy often involve multiple 

considerations, mixing Western ideals with historical and cultural considerations (Voltmer & 

Wasserman, 2014). This highlights the importance of viewing journalism and journalists both as part 

of a globalised dialogue and as participants in a local, context-specific discourse.  

Previous research on Cuban journalism shows that state media journalists and journalism students 

negotiate various role conceptions, Western ideals and security discourses and non-confrontational 

quests for autonomy (García Santamaría, 2017; Oller & Olivera, 2016). The research unpublished 

outside of Cuba has been an important backdrop in enhancing my understanding of how journalism 

is lived and experienced in Cuba by Cubans and in which ways it is possible to discuss the 

transformation of state media journalism (Elizalde, 2013; García Luis, 2013). This thesis relates to 

 
3 This concept is, according to García Santamaría, drawn from a ‘Logics Approach’ to identify how identities are shaped and 
changed. 
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the previous literature by discussing the multiple loyalties of journalists. At the same time, it 

contributes to broadening knowledge on how journalists and students negotiate global or Western 

ideals in the specific Cuban context. 
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3 CUBA: A BRIEF OVERVIEW 
To illustrate how journalism culture is formed by national characteristics, it is necessary to examine 

the specific context from which the Cuban state media emerged. This chapter also casts light on the 

underlying reasons for some of the mechanisms I analyse in my articles, such as the antagonism 

between Cuba and the US (article 1), why the state media developed to become such a rigid structure 

(article 2) and the expansion of non-state outlets (articles 3 and 4). I briefly recount the main 

historical events and media developments from 19th-century colonialism, the 1959 Revolution and 

the ‘Special Period’ during the 1990s. I then elaborate on recent media developments, particularly 

focusing on the expansion of digital journalism and non-state media outlets. 

3.1 (Pre-)Colonial Cuba 
Cuba was ‘discovered’ by the Western world when Christopher Columbus arrived in 1492. Before 

the Spaniards arrived, native tribes of largely Arawak and Chiboney inhabited the island. The 

indigenous population in Cuba was forced into slavery, and within a single generation, most of the 

natives had died from overwork, disease and mass suicide. A notable exception is the Taino Arawak 

tribe, which fought fiercely against the Spaniards. Today, their leader, Hatuey, is a national hero in 

Cuba (Brenner et al., 2015, p. 11) and the first in a series of national liberation symbols. Cuban 

history from the 16th century is one of dependence. The island was a Spanish and (briefly) English 

colony for approximately 400 years (1514–1895). 

Sugar played a decisive role in ousting the Spanish rule in favour of a US one. By 1800, Cuba was 

the world’s leading sugar producer, an achievement built on the exploitation of about 750,000 

African slaves. The US soon became Cuba’s primary trading partner despite Spanish taxation. The 

economic development also stimulated infrastructure, civil society and the press (Tone, 2006, p. 

16). For instance, the first newspaper, Papel Periódico de La Havana, appeared in 1790. While the 

rest of Latin America was involved in violent battles for independence, Cuba was occupied with 

reformism through newspapers, books and the voicing of arguments in Spanish courts (García Luis, 

2013, p. 72). Cuba’s capitalistic economy, built on sugar and slavery, created a wealthy upper class 

distanced from workers and the middle class. This societal division sparked the 1895 war of 

independence against the Spanish colonial powers, and those same forces are also key to 

understanding why the 1959 Revolution eventually succeeded. 

After decades of uprisings, the war of independence started in the underdeveloped eastern parts of 

Cuba, where the Spanish taxation had the greatest impact and people had less to lose. The 1895 war 
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was organised politically and ideologically from New York by journalist and poet José Martí,4 who 

was killed in the early days of the war (Tone, 2006, p. 36). Martí thus became (and remains) an 

important national symbol of resistance and an extremely important tool in shaping national myths, 

particularly within journalism. 

The unrest brought concerns about the property owned by US companies and the security of US 

residents in Cuba. Therefore, in 1898, the military ship USS Maine was dispatched to Cuba. When 

the ship exploded (for an uncertain reason) in the Havana harbour, the US intervened. Less than six 

months later, a bilateral peace treaty, known as the Treaty of Paris, was signed between the US and 

Spain, without Cuban participation. While the treaty formally gave Cuba independence from Spain, 

the island became a de facto colony of the US (Brenner et al., 2015, p. 14). In 1902 the Platt 

Amendment was incorporated into the Cuban constitution, securing Guantánamo as a US outpost 

and permitting US intervention (García Luis, 2008; Merrill, 2009). This war of independence, where 

Cuba essentially traded one master for another, marks the outset of what eventually grew into a 

deep resentment towards US domination on the island. 

3.2 The Batista era 
The Platt Amendment was in effect from 1903 to 1934. During this time US companies and 

investment banks secured control over basic Cuban infrastructure (Brenner et al., 2015, p. 14). By 

the 1950s Cuba was dominated by US businesses and became a bastion of anti-communism. While 

a paradise for US tourists, the country was ridden by violence, terror and corruption. In addition, 

there were widespread illegal activities connected to US mafia investments in casinos, in addition 

to sex and drug trafficking. Among the many shifts in power before the 1959 Revolution, the 

military leader Fulgencio Batista played the most crucial role. Batista exercised significant 

influence throughout the 1930s (when he overthrew the 1933 revolutionary government) and as the 

elected president from 1940 to 1944. The 1940s marked a period of competitive politics, ending 

with a 1952 military coup by Batista, who remained in power until the 1959 Revolution (Merrill, 

2009; Sáenz Rovner, 2008). 

The broadcast media flourished during the 1940s and 1950s. Journalism as a Western discourse 

with global reach in many aspects manifested itself in Cuba during this period. Some of the views 

on journalism that are established in Cuban academic literature may have their roots in these 

interactions with US media. Rivero (2009, p. 276) asserted that Havana was possibly the most 

important centre of commercial radio and television production in Latin America at this time. While 

 
4 Martí invokes admiration from all sides, his philosophy has been claimed by both Batista and Fidel Castro. He is seen as 
profound anti-US and also interpreted as an advocate for a strong Cuba-US friendship (Kirk, 1977). It is no coincidence 
that the most important Miami news outlets covering Cuba are named after him. 
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US investments in Cuba were an undeniable reason for this, local and national approaches also 

contributed. For instance, Cubans became specialists in ‘indigenising’ US broadcasting practices to 

a Cuban reality and acquired expertise in advertising due to the introduction of US broadcasting 

agencies in the early 20th century (Rivero, 2009, p. 280). The exact number of print media outlets 

is uncertain, but scholars agree that there was a broad spectrum of publications that included more 

than 100 newspapers and magazines. Further, during the 1950s, there were six national and 146 

local radio stations as well as five television broadcast stations in Havana (García Luis, 2013, p. 75; 

Guerra, 2012). Only the US, Canada and England exceeded Cuba in the number of television sets in 

1956 (Rivero, 2009, p. 285). 

Prior to the 1952 coup, the printed press enjoyed relative freedom and political influence. However, 

after Batista took power, widespread censorship and bribery became the norm (Guerra, 2012, p. 

40). When political censorship was mandated by law in 1957, it promoted an exodus of media 

professionals, which was further exacerbated by the 1959 Revolution. Those who remained became 

key members of the state media system; in particular, the experienced advertising professionals 

were central in crafting propaganda campaigns to form the new socialist state (Rivero, 2009, p. 289). 

3.3 The 1959 Revolution 
The well-developed media infrastructure in Cuba played a decisive role in the years of struggle 

leading to the 1959 Revolution. In relative isolation, Fidel Castro (who would later become president 

and founding father of the Revolution) and his guerrillas were leading the uprising from the Sierra 

Maestra mountains in the eastern part of Cuba. On a daily basis, urban activists confronted violence 

from Batista forces, and their survival depended on anonymity. Through clandestine publications 

and their own radio broadcasts on Radio Rebelde (Rebel Radio), Fidel and the Sierra guerrillas 

quickly became the face of the movement, aligning their struggle with Martí and Cuba’s 19th-

century independence war. To advance this image, Fidel invited dozens of journalists to the Sierra, 

beginning with Herbert Matthews of The New York Times (Guerra, 2012, p. 17). 

But why did the Cuban Revolution succeed, when similar attempts to overthrow US-backed 

dictatorships failed in Latin American countries from Argentina to El Salvador? According to 

political analyst Laurence Whitehead (2007, pp. 4-6), frustration from previous social revolutions 

on the island along with the 1940s experience with competitive politics, US interventions and 

Batista produced an anti-imperialist and centre-left culture that largely supported Castro’s 

Revolution. Moreover, after the Revolution, the socialist state was built without widescale violence, 

largely due to immigration to the US among those in opposition: ‘In contrast to other socialist 

revolutions, Cuba needed no major civil war and no gulag […] since its insularity and proximity to 

a welcoming Florida offered an exceptionalist solution – albeit one with its own exceptionalist 
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political consequences’ (Whitehead, 2007, p. 5). In addition, as open mass repression of dissidents 

could serve as a justification for a US military intervention, it prohibited the development of extreme 

government discrimination (such as that involving ‘class hatred’ towards those with a bourgeois 

past in the Soviet Union). The Cuban state’s strategy of control instead became one of ‘moralism’ 

over ‘militarism’, such as through CDRs – neighbourhood committees monitoring the attitudes and 

behaviour of citizens. While mass participation in numerous confrontations with the US in the early 

days of the Revolution consolidated the legitimacy of Fidel’s rule, it also normalised political rituals 

and blurred the lines between liberation and authoritarianism (Guerra, 2012, pp. 22-27). 

3.4 Dependence on the USSR 
The 1960s were marked by confrontations between the US and Cuba and increasing Cuban 

dependence on the Soviet Union. Main events of that era can briefly be summarised as the 1960 

implementation of the US commercial, economic and financial embargo against Cuba (referred to 

as el bloqueo [the blockade] in Cuba); the unsuccessful Bay of Pigs invasion by US forces in 1961; 

and the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962. These events had lasting effects on Cuba and offer a starting 

point for understanding the increasing ideological gap between the US and Cuba and for 

comprehending why the state media became so rigid. For instance, the invitation of the Communist 

Party (despite their previous support for Batista) into central positions in the fundamental structures 

of the Cuban government, particularly in media and culture, contributed to steering top leaders 

towards a pro-Soviet state. Although Fidel eventually embraced communism, most revolutionaries 

were not communists from the outset (Guerra, 2012, p. 18). According to García Luis (2013, p. 78), 

the nationalisation of the media sector also happened partly by chance; much of it was the 

consequence of a rapid drop in advertising in private radio and television outlets and the exodus of 

its leaders. Furthermore, pressure from organised workers in the printed press through coletillas 

(small notes expressing support for the Revolution) precipitated a nationalisation of the media 

(García Santamaría, 2017, p. 47). 

After the consolidation of the Cuban Communist Party in 1965, the official news organ of the PCC, 

Granma, was established along with Juventud Rebelde. Two independent outlets, El Mundo and 

Bohemia, were maintained. The journalistic quality, however, suffered in terms of professionalism 

and creativity. The press model was designed to promote national unity and not allow any room for 

US counterrevolutionary strategies (García Luis, 2013, pp. 80-86). Ironically, despite the CIA’s 

attempts to create a counterrevolution in Cuba, the US government policy of giving Cuban refugees 

material and political advantages over other immigrants had the opposite effect. The ‘wet foot, dry 
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foot’ policy,5 which until 2017 granted Cuban emigrants permission to enter the US without a visa, 

gave the most fervent oppositionals a ‘safety valve’ in the US (Guerra, 2012, p. 23). Lastly, the fear 

of US aggression and the increasingly deteriorating Cuban economy during the 1960s promoted 

strong ideological bonds and economic dependency on the Soviet Union – a situation that lasted 

until its demise in 1989. 

3.5 The Special Period 
The socialist economic system (COMECON), to which Cuba had belonged since early 1972, ended 

with the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Cuba was plunged into a severe economic crisis, with the 

GDP falling by 35% between 1989 and 1993. Cuba had an enduring shortage of raw materials, a lack 

of capital resources and was technologically outdated, and as a consequence, it experienced massive 

de-industrialisation, which by 2011 was only 45% of the 1989 level (Bye, 2020, p. 11). The term 

‘Special Period in a time of peace’ was coined by Fidel Castro in 1989, defining a time of permanent 

hardship that would last until the turn of the millennium, when Venezuela emerged as a central ally. 

To remedy the crisis, PCC leaders changed their position on a wide range of ideological principles, 

such as abandoning atheism, allowing tourism and monopoly capitalism, and opening free-trade 

zones and joint-venture projects producing goods that Cubans could not buy (Guerra, 2012, p. 10). 

Further, the economic crisis led to the introduction of US dollars (USD), causing Cuba to operate 

with two different monetary systems.6 

For the media, the Special Period was a time of major setbacks. The 1986 congress of the Cuban 

Journalist Union (UPEC) had started a process of ‘rectification’, aiming to demonstrate that the 

media would no longer ‘stay on the surface of the problems’ (Marrero, 2006, p. 70). The 1993 

UPEC congress instead centred around the lack of job opportunities and scarce resources in 

newsrooms. Instead of investigative journalism, it turned to a platform of ‘resistance’ (Marrero, 

2006, p. 81). Before the expansion of the Internet, the publications of the Catholic Church, such as 

Espacio Laikal and Palabra Nueva, and the relatively open academic magazine Temas were 

important exceptions to the media monopoly on the island. Despite limited circulation and 

occasional crackdowns, such as during the civil society debate during the late 1990s (see Hoffmann, 

2011), these outlets have been vital in uniting Cuban and diasporic intellectuals (Marreiro, 2014, p. 

13).  

 
5 This interpretation of the law came in 1995. It stated that Cubans reaching US shores (‘dry feet’) could apply for 
residency. Any Cuban caught in the waters between Cuba and the US (‘wet feet’) would be returned to Cuba or to a third 
country. 
6 The Cuban peso (CUP) is worth 1/25 of the Convertible peso (CUC), which is fixed to the US Dollar. 



   
 

22 

Since the 1959 Revolution, there have been many attempts at dialogue between Cuba and the US. 

From a Cuban perspective, lifting the embargo/blockade7 has been a central demand for moving 

towards normalisation. For 30 years, the UN General Assembly has called for the US to end the 

Cuban embargo/economic blockade (where these two terms are used interchangeably). In 2022 the 

US and Israel were the only two countries that voted against a resolution ending the 

embargo/blockade (Reuters, 2022). From a US perspective, the embargo was a means to strangle a 

potential Communist threat close to its shores, an impression exacerbated by the active involvement 

of the revolutionary Che Guevara and Cuban military support for various guerrilla groups in Latin 

America and Africa during the 1970s and 1980s (Gold, 2019). However, Cuba researchers agree 

that the Cuban regime has acted in ways that impede a lifting of sanctions, including the most recent 

‘thaw’ during the Obama administration. Without external aggression, it would be more difficult to 

explain shortages and mismanagement on the island (Bye, 2020; Whitehead, 2007). If Cuba were 

to lose its underdog role, it could ‘become just another relatively needy and somewhat unsuccessful 

Caribbean nation’ (Whitehead, 2007, p. 10). 

In addition, the maintenance of the embargo laws has been a central political demand among 

influential Cuban exiles. This group of individuals has been steadily growing, and between 2000 and 

2017, it almost doubled. In 2022 almost 250,000 Cubans emigrated to the US due to the economic 

crisis and inflation in the wake of COVID-19 and harder US sanctions (Guerra, 2023; U.S. CBP, 

2022). Of the 2.3 million Cuban Americans (a considerably high number considering that there are 

11.2 million people in Cuba), 66% live in Florida (Noe-Bustamante et al., 2019). The Cuban 

American community in Florida has been leaning towards the right politically, and winning over this 

group has been an important part of US election campaigns in Florida. From a Cuban perspective, 

Miami is itself a symbol of resistance to the Cuban system. This is largely due to the high percentage 

of Cuban Americans, and media outlets (such as radio and TV Martí) covering Cuba from the US.  

3.6 Reforms and continuity 
Around the year 2000, Venezuela and Hugo Chávez emerged as a new socialist ally for Cuba, 

offering new forms of support through oil deliveries and other goods in return for Cuban medical 

services. In 2006, due to illness, Fidel transferred all of his functions to his younger brother Raúl 

Castro, who formally became president in 2008. According to Hoffmann (2016, p. 1731), this shift 

of power replaced charismatic socialism with bureaucratic socialism; the personalist politics of Fidel 

were replaced by a re-institutionalisation emphasising the formal structures of state and party. 

 
7 The most important laws embodying the embargo/blockade are 1) the Cuban Democracy Act (1992), which tightened the 
embargo to achieve democratisation. The only area exempt from the list of sanctions is Internet access and 
telecommunications (Hoffmann, 2011, p. 14). 2) The Helms-Burton Act (1996) which extended the embargo to include 
foreign companies trading with Cuba (Bye, 2020, p. 108). 
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The 2011 Party Congress initiated some important structural reforms, which roughly can be 

described as lessening state control. Most importantly, the non-state sector in agriculture and among 

self-employed workers was expanded and a real estate market was opened (including fewer 

restrictions on buying construction materials) along with the leasing out of land and small-scale 

businesses to private initiatives. Another important area of reform was integration with the world 

economy by allowing direct foreign investment and articulating the intention of eliminating the dual 

monetary system, which is yet to occur (Bye, 2020; Torres, 2017). Furthermore, the 2013 migration 

reform abolished the need for an ‘exit permit’ to leave the country, granting most Cubans the liberty 

to travel.8 The law also allows Cubans to stay abroad for 24 months without losing Cuban residence. 

This was previously conceived of as a ‘definitive exit’ that impeded return to the island (Hoffmann, 

2016, p. 1736). 

However, in recent years there has been a reform backlash. Since 2016, restrictions and raids against 

cuentapropistas (self-employed workers) have increased, limiting the possibility of expanding 

private initiatives legally and thus moving them further underground instead. It is estimated that 

about 60% of the non-state economy is informal (referring to goods bought outside Cuba or stolen 

from state businesses to sell on the black market). Furthermore, the deep social and economic crisis in 

Venezuela is affecting Cuban access to foreign currency and oil deliveries, adding to a list of 

economic problems such as a slow bureaucracy, a ban on direct recruitment, the dual currency and, 

in particular, the US embargo/blockade (Bye, 2020, pp. 37-107).  

Those with few resources to offer in the informal exchange economy, those being hit by increased 

food prices in private markets, and those with a strong ideological commitment (e.g., large parts of 

the bureaucracy, low-level officials in the party and state employees) are particularly prone to being 

against reform. These groups have likely contributed to the reform backlash in recent years, and 

consequently created an ‘internal blockade’ that many consider a bigger problem than the US 

blockade (Bye, 2020, p. 79). While the economic situation in Cuba was in crisis before, the COVID-

19 pandemic led to an almost complete collapse in international tourism, in addition to reduction in 

remittances. With the combination of increased US sanctions and COVID-related reduction in 

foreign revenue, the Cuban economy contracted by 11% in 2020 (BTI, 2022).  

Despite its economic and bureaucratic difficulties, Cuba outranks neighbouring countries in several 

measures of living standards.9 The birth mortality rate in Cuba is the lowest of all Latin American 

countries. The life expectancy of 78.9 years is the highest in the region; only Puerto Ricans live 

 
8 According to the Catholic Patmos Institute there are currently 223 persons who are prohibited from leaving Cuba 
(Hernández, 2020). 
9 If very small island states in the Caribbean are not taken into consideration. 
 



   
 

24 

longer. With a GDP expenditure of 12.8%, Cuba leads the world in the most money channelled into 

education (as of 2010). With the population’s average of 14 years of education, this also explains 

why the population’s literacy rate is 99.8%. The population of 11 million is clustered throughout 

the country, particularly around Havana (2 million) and in major cities such as Santiago de Cuba, 

Camagüey and Holguin (CIA, 2019). 

3.7 State and non-state media in Cuba 
Economic development in Cuba is operating in reverse, and so are relations with the US10 following 

a short-lived softening during Obama’s second term in office. The expanding media environment, 

however, has slowly but steadily pushed the limits of the state media system since the introduction 

of the Internet in 1996 (Hoffmann, 2011, p. 6). Contextualising the media expansion in Cuba is 

important in understanding why such developments are perceived as threatening by some of the 

participants in this study and to what degree the non-state media is able to challenge the established 

state media structure.  

Essentially, the difference between state media and non-state media as defined in this thesis is that 

state media receives funding from the state or government (for a discussion on terminology, see 

section 5.10). Non-state media is a broad term used in this thesis for media outlets that do not receive 

direct funding from the state or government. It is, nevertheless, a multifaceted group of outlets that 

vary in terms of organisation, ideology and professionality.  

I draw on Henken (2017) to outline possible subgroups of non-state media:  

• Digital millennials refer to mainly apolitical cultural outlets (both online and on paper) that 

produce other types of stories than state media (Vistar, Play-Off, Garbos, CiberCuba, El 

Toque).  

• Critical digital revolutionaries are examples of outlets run by Cubans who support the 

Revolution but also criticise the government (Havana Times, La Joven Cuba, Periodismo 

de Barrio).  

• The digital diaspora are news and entertainment outlets primarily based and funded outside 

of Cuba (Cubaencuentro, Cuba Net, OnCuba). Some participants in this study view these 

outlets as the most hostile to Cuba in terms of funding and content.  

 
10 The Trump administration has limited remittances (which is the most important income for Cuba, along with tourism and 
medical help), put restrictions on travel between US and Cuba, and activated title III of the Helms-Burton Act. This makes it 
possible for landowners, who had their properties confiscated after the 1959 revolution, to sue (in US courts) companies or 
individuals who derive financial profit from the confiscated property in Cuba (Bye, 2020, p. 122) 
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• Digital dissidents refer to outlets that are blocked from public Wi-Fi. The most (in)famous 

of these is probably 14ymedio. Most collaborators in these outlets are not trained journalists, 

as it would not be compatible with a job in state media. 

As I discuss in article 3, participants in this study mostly referred to the first three categories of 

these non-state media subgroups. In broad terms, among students, the ‘Digital millennials’ category 

was most referred to, whereas journalists collaborating with non-state outlets mostly referred to 

‘Critical digital revolutionaries’ and ‘The digital diaspora’. The fourth group, ‘Digital dissidents’, 

was not mentioned by anyone, as it is not a viable option for journalists or students wanting to keep 

multiple jobs. At the same time, if anyone were interested in this option, they probably would not 

have shared that in their interview. As participants may mention various categories and as these 

keep changing, I have chosen to use the general term non-state media when describing this 

multitude of outlets. 

As seen above, these categories are largely based on online outlets. Although there are printed 

versions of some of these outlets (such as Vistar), most information is spread online or through El 

Paquete. Among participants in this study, some differentiated between private media (receiving 

funding from private or commercial companies) and alternative media (funded by embassies, NGOs 

or similar organisations). Other participants in this study did not seem to find such categorisations 

relevant. In its early years (beginning around 2007), non-state media was marked by low 

professionalisation, and the content resembled opinion pieces rather than articles based on 

objectivity (Henken, 2017, p. 435). In the last decade or so, there has been a steady growth of young 

journalists contributing to professionalisation in all subgroups of the non-state media (García, 2016, 

p. 119; Geoffray, 2021; Henken, 2021). 

 

3.7.1 State media structure 

The state media refers to media outlets funded and controlled by the state or government. Hence, 

control mechanisms of the Departamento Ideológico del Comité Central del Partido Communista 

de Cuba (Ideological Department of the Central Committee of the Cuban Communist Party) are a 

part of the journalistic workday. However, as observed by Bye (2020, p. 6), there is a notorious lack 

of information about how the Cuban government functions and who actually makes decisions. The 

first PCC Congress in 1975 marked the outset of the institutionalisation of the state press and its 

alignment with the political project. Thus, the financial structure of the state media remains within 

the control of the PCC. Academics worry that the absence of decisions made by anyone other than 

the political elite may cause the state media to lose both credibility and persuasive power when 

faced with competition from the non-state media sector (Elizalde, 2013; Garcés 2016).  
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Information and exact numbers on the state media structure are scarce; however, the model in figure 

1 may serve to clarify the structure of the state media in Cuba (Valaracel et al, 2020, p. 97). 

 
Figure 1: Illustration of the registered media in Cuba in 2018 

 

Translating the model above, there are two news agencies: Prensa Latina and Agencia Cubana de 

Noticias, both of which distribute stories to the state media and maintain reporters and 

correspondents domestically and abroad. There are three national newspapers and 15 provincial 

newspapers. The three national newspapers are connected to organs of the PCC and are financed by 

these respectively (Granma/Central Committee of the Cuban Communist Party, Trabajadores/The 

National Workers Confederation, and Juventud Rebelde/Young Communist League). 

In addition, there are more than 400 periodicals, out of which one finds the cultural magazines 

Caimán Barbudo and Bohemia. There are 100 radio broadcasters throughout the country and five 

online news platforms (figure 1 is from 2018; the number of online platforms has since increased). 

Further, there are 10 national television channels, one international channel, 16 provincial television 

centres, 28 municipal television centres and one community television channel. Instituto Cubano de 

Radio y Televisión (ICRT,  the Cuban Institute of Radio and Television) is the official state 

broadcaster. According to its website, the ICRT's mission is to ‘direct, execute and control the 

application of state and government policy regarding radio and television activities’ (ICRT, 2019). 

Cubadebate has, on the contrary, a somewhat lower count on the total number of newspapers, digital 

outlets, radio and television broadcasters with some sort of economic relationship to the state: 15 

national and three international outlets in addition to 41 local outlets throughout the island 

(Cubadebate, 2019). Common to all of the state media outlets is that they are struggling financially, 

they lack the resources needed to practice journalism and they pay comparatively low salaries. 

Despite the reluctance towards change in state media outlets, some developments are notable. Since 

2013, the multistate-owned station Telesur, based in Caracas, Venezuela, has been broadcasting in 

Cuba for 12–14 hours per day through state television, giving Cubans access to an alternative source 



27 

   
 

 

of information (Marreiro, 2014, p. 10). The impression from speaking with Cubans about the content 

in Telesur is that the channel is perceived to report international and Cuban stories faster than the 

national state television and that the channel has a left-wing approach supporting Cuba (which is 

perceived as a positive thing by some). 

Another way of giving Cubans a voice in state media, albeit limited, is the double-page Cartas a la 

Dirección (Letters to the Newsroom) that Granma has published each Friday since 2008 (with 

similar concepts in both Juventud Rebelde and Trabajadores). A study from the Faculty of 

Communication in Havana (FCOM) of this section in Granma concluded that the ‘public agenda’ 

(what people are talking about in the streets) is reflected among the published letters, but this is not 

echoed in the newspaper’s coverage on national issues (Rosabal & Gallego, 2010, p. 152). Despite 

replies from the bureaucracy, the lack of opportunity for journalistic follow-up to these letters was 

also confirmed by journalist participants interviewed for this thesis. For those with access to the 

Internet, there are also commentary fields below online articles and on the Facebook pages of state 

media outlets. Recently, Granma has introduced the option to pose questions to state employees at 

a given time and about certain subjects through its website. 

It is difficult to obtain reliable statistics on the number of journalists working for state media outlets. 

According to the information centre of the Cuban Journalist Union (UPEC), 250 professionals 

applied to join in 2019, but the union did not reveal any information on the total number of members 

(Cubaperiodistas, 2019). A study of journalism students in Cuba (N = 383) can, however, provide 

insight into the background of newly educated professionals. This study found that the median 

age of students was 20.8 years, and 67.8% were female. More than 37% of the parents of Cuban 

journalism students had obtained a university degree (Oller et al., 2017, p. 247). 

3.7.2 Internet and telecommunications 

While restricting the Internet has been a central concern for Cuban authorities, they have not had 

the financial means to see through a labour-intensive censorship like that seen in China (Marreiro, 

2014, p. 6). In its early years, the Internet was principally for the state and official institutions, and 

for many citizens in Cuba, this meant having access only to the domestic network and not to the 

World Wide Web. Furthermore, ‘legitimate’ users had to sign a declaration stating they would not 

access ‘anti-Cuban’ content (Hoffmann, 2011, p. 14). These measures were, however, hard to 

implement, and since 2004, independent bloggers have started their own ventures, followed by a 

growth of citizen journalism from 2008. Arguably the most well-known of these is Yoani Sanchez, 

who began with the blog Generación Y and now runs the collective project 14ymedio. In 2012, she 

described herself as a ‘blind tweeter’ due to the difficulties of access. Her tweets would go out by 

SMS in bulk and receivers would upload them online, which in turn would be picked up by Hispanic 
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television and watched by Cubans on illegal satellite dishes (Rathbone, 2012). Despite difficulties 

for independent actors, there was an improvement in media policy when Raúl Castro held office. 

For instance, the de facto toleration of oppositional outlets such as 14ymedio offers a striking 

contrast to the policies under Fidel Castro. In 2003, as many as 75 dissidents, including a number of 

journalists, were sentenced to prison terms of up to 30 years (Hoffmann, 2016). 

Non-state initiatives (see article 3) have been fuelled by Internet cafés opening in 2013 after the 

Venezuelan fibre-optic cable ALBA-1 came into use (Frank, 2013). Accessing email via cellular 

phone through the state company ETECSA’s ‘Nauta’ service became possible in 2014 (cellular 

phones were allowed in 2008). Wi-Fi hotspots across the island were established in 2015 and 

expanded from 35 to more than 200 in 2016. That same year, Internet speed and access were 

improved through a deal with Google that allowed it to install servers on the island. In addition, the 

breach of the state information monopoly was exacerbated by the spread of the ‘offline’ Internet El 

Paquete, which consists of USB sticks filled with the newest entertainment shows, movies, video 

games, sports, digital books, magazines, cellular phone applications (such as the extremely popular 

Revolico, which is a Cuban Craig’s List) as well as news articles from both state and non-state outlets 

(El Paquete de Cuba, 2019). Interestingly, Cubans in the diaspora import El Paquete as a way to 

connect with their home country (Cearns, 2021).  

As long as El Paquete follows the unwritten norms of no pornography, no religion and no politics, 

it survives in an ‘alegal’ sphere of acceptance from authorities. Subscriptions can be as inexpensive 

as 5 Cuban pesos (20 US cents); however, its compilers, packagers and distributors also receive 

income from paid advertisements embedded in the programming (Henken, 2017, p. 433). El 

Paquete is a good example of a successful private enterprise that has grown so large that it will be 

impossible to close down despite the recent unwillingness to embrace private initiatives. El Paquete 

is considered to be the country’s largest private industry (with about 45,000 distributors), and its 

content reaches half of the population and generates more than $1.5 million weekly (Wall, 2017). 

In 2018, 3G was launched, and in 2019, home access to the Internet was legalised (previously, 

access to the Internet was granted only to certain professions and institutions). Still, ETECSA is the 

only legal provider of Internet access, and equipment cannot be sold by local businesses (Freedom 

House, 2019; Semple & Cohen, 2019). However, Cuba-style connectedness has outmanoeuvred 

bureaucracy for quite some time; illegal antennas and Wi-Fi duplicators, as well as routers 

connecting entire neighbourhoods, are widespread. The resolution legalising home networks also 

requires that the previously illicit systems comply with the law. This has jeopardised the existence 

of broad networks such as SNET (an acronym for Street Network), which connects over 20,000 

Cubans through gaming, and this has sparked public demonstrations (Pérez, 2019). 



29 

   
 

 

Despite the veritable explosion of information available to Cubans, prices for legal connection to 

the Internet remain extremely high ($1 per hour for Wi-Fi and $7 per 600 MB 3G). Cuban official 

statistics report that 40.3% of the population had access to the Internet in 2016 (ONEI, 2016). A 

study from a Great Britain ‘creative agency’ called We are social claimed (based on various state 

and NGO sources) that Cuban Internet users comprised 51% by 2019, and mobile social media users 

comprised 56% of the population, which is almost on par with global averages, according to the 

same site (We are social, 2019). However, this data does not reflect the crucial distinction between 

open and limited use of online systems. Some Cuba analysts claim that 22.8% of the population only 

periodically uses email or navigates within the Cuban intranet, and only 3.5% can utilise web 

browsing – thus not mentioning the other 73.7%, who are offline (Henken, 2017). 

3.7.3 Conditions for the non-state media 

It is in these waters that non-state media outlets navigate – in a constant battle for legality and 

legitimacy, managing to reach out to audiences while avoiding the invisible glass ceiling (see article 

2). In April 2018, Miguel Díaz-Canel became president, and he began by promising continuity and 

seeing through a new constitution that may further complicate the situation for non-state media 

outlets. The new constitution, ratified in 2019, recognises the right of ‘freedom of the press’, but it 

also states that the media, in any form, are: 

The socialist property of the whole people or of the political, social and mass organisations; and 
cannot be the object of another type of property. The State establishes the principles of organisation 
and operation for all social media (PCC, 2019, article 55). 

Díaz-Canel also approved a new policy on Information and Communication Technologies (TICs) 

as a decree law, which means it has been accepted without review by the National Assembly (Díaz- 

Canel, 2019). In addition, a TICs policy document has circulated among newsrooms since 2018, 

stating that editors have the autonomy to decide content but that the PCC controls the general policy 

(PCC, 2018). In 2021 the Cuban government enacted vaguely defined Internet regulations. These 

grant authorities expanded powers to restrict online speech, such as by criminalising the sharing of 

‘offensive’ and ‘false’ information online (CRP, 2021; Ministerio de Justicia, 2021).  

Thus, a central issue, as raised by Bye (2017, 2019), is the battle between immensely popular 

institutionalised market mechanisms, such as El Paquete and Revolico, and the substantial official 

resistance towards those mechanisms. How many restrictions on personal initiatives will the youth 

be willing to take with a deteriorating economy and state salaries too small for subsistence?11 The 

answers to questions such as this are yet unclear. In October 2019, a declaration was signed by 19 

 
11 A minimum income to survive was in 2015 calculated to be CUP 1450 per person, while the average salary in the state 
was CUP 740 in 2016. This means, two average incomes in a family of four would only cover 25% of their basic needs 
(Bye, 2020, p. 86). 
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‘independent and non-state’ outlets claiming that since 2018 there have been 183 documented 

cases12 of aggression towards journalists (APLP, 2019). The journalists requested that authorities 

give ‘independent and non-state’ outlets a legal character and contended that they should have the 

right to inform people (Cibercuba, 2019). Interestingly, some of the most widely read and 

acknowledged non-state outlets did not sign the declaration (including OnCuba, Periodismo de 

Barrio and El Toque). While these outlets’ websites do not reveal why they abstained from signing, 

this may point to some possible frictions between non-state outlets. 

Still, the safety situation for journalists is much worse in other Latin American countries than in 

Cuba, according to Reporters Without Borders (RWB). Between 2019 and 2022, 64 journalists have 

been killed in Mexico, Haiti, Honduras, Colombia, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, Guatemala and Paraguay. 

In Mexico alone, 36 journalists were killed, making it the deadliest country in the world for 

journalists to work in (Reporters Without Borders, 2022a). Cuba ranks 173 of 180 on the RWB 

press freedom scale, thus maintaining its position as the ‘worst country for press freedom in Latin 

America’ (Reporters Without Borders, 2022b). For Cuban journalists, this means that despite real 

threats of imprisonment and arbitrary detentions, defamations and bans on leaving the country, they 

can exercise criticism without fearing for their life.  

3.8 Summary 
Some of the most important factors leading to the Cuban Revolution of 1959 and the rigid state 

media structure include the experiences of Spanish colonialism and US political, economic and 

military interference. These influences led to popular support for the Revolution as well as 

acceptance of power consolidation and media control by the Communist Party. In addition, the 

persistence of the Revolution, despite severe economic mismanagement, has been supported by the 

US’s role as a ‘safety valve’ for the most fervent oppositionals to the Cuban regime. The ideological 

opposition to the US13 remains an important tool for the PCC in arousing public support and 

legitimate media censorship. Today, the Cuban media scene is proliferating with alternative means 

of communication, such as El Paquete and non-state outlets. Internet access is steadily increasing, 

but the political climate is not granting more autonomy to either state or non-state outlets. 

  

 
12 For instance, two Cuban journalists were detained and their work confiscated when doing a story on a desolated sugar 
community (Periodismo de Barrio, 2019). Another example is the imprisonment of journalist Roberto Quiñones after his 
attempting to cover a trial (Cubanet, 2019) 
13 It is, however, important to note that the term ‘opposition’ to the US is contentious and ambiguous. It is not necessarily a 
generalized opposition to the US, but rather opposition to US policies against the Cuban state (the blockade/embargo). 
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4 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
In researching Cuban journalists and journalism students, I found that both external scholarly 

research (e.g. Olivera & Fernandez, 2022; Somohano et al., 2021) and empirical data from the 

current project highlight one sentiment shared by most participants: ambiguity. This ambiguity is 

directed towards the limits of journalism allowed in state media, where journalists must balance 

professional ideals against a need to support the national project. Elaine Díaz, journalism professor 

and editor of the non-state outlet Periodismo de Barrio, has exposed the seemingly inherent tension 

after the state media avoided writing about rolling blackouts in Cuba. Referring to the five-year 

journalism education programme in Cuba, she tweeted: ‘How could they read and debate In Cold 

Blood, the Watergate case, the reportage of Tom Wolfe, La noche de Tlatelolco, […] and still 

remain silent today. Remain silent every day. Or report only part of reality?’ (Díaz, 2019, July 19). 

4.1 Journalism culture in Cuba 
This chapter is structured around two different approaches to journalism in an attempt to map out 

theories concerning the various loyalties negotiated by journalists working for the state media. 

Firstly, considering professionalism, I outline a theoretical foundation reflecting what many 

journalists in this study have expressed, namely a desire to work without interference from politics 

(the PCC) and the market (the fear of a capitalist takeover of the island). Albeit an ideal almost 

impossible to live up to, the professionalisation paradigm14 helps shed light on normative standards 

shared by many Cuban journalists (as discussed in articles 2, 3 and 4). This paradigm does not, 

however, capture the specific Cuban context of being the ideological opposite of one of the most 

powerful countries in the world, the US. The ‘siege’ mentality this has promoted in the media, and 

the journalistic responsibility of protecting the nation, are also vital to understanding how journalists 

negotiate their role in society (discussed in article 1). Therefore, and secondly, I elaborate on the 

interpretive and imagined community to which Cuban journalists and students also belong. These 

frameworks of journalism are overlapping, integrated and disputed, yet in sum they comprise what 

I consider to be constructive entry points for the analysis of journalism culture in Cuba. 

  

 
14 While using the word professionalism to describe theories used in this chapter, I will apply the word professionalisation 
to the paradigm as a whole. This is to illustrate that professionalisation is a continuing process, something one must work 
both to achieve and maintain (Evetts, 1999). 
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4.2 Professionalism and professional autonomy 
Relating to the main research question – How do journalists in state media and journalism students 

negotiate professional ideals and national imageries in a changing Cuban media landscape? – in this 

section, I define the first part, namely what I mean by professional ideals in journalism. It can be 

debated whether journalism is a profession,15 but for the purpose of my research, I find it more 

critical to explore how the journalists working in Cuban state media perceive that their area of 

expertise is affected by the policies of the PCC.16 To elaborate, I build on Freidson, Dzur and 

Waisbord by analysing professionalism and autonomy. I further include perspectives from the 

Journalistic Role Performance Project, which in a quantitative manner has mapped the divergence 

between journalistic ideals and performance in a range of countries, including Cuba. 

4.2.1 What are professions? 

I use Eliot Freidson’s definition of professionalism, which in its most elementary sense, and as an 

‘ideal type’17 is ‘a set of institutions which permit the members of an occupation to make a living 

while controlling their own work’ (2001, p. 17).  

The privilege of self-control is essential, as it implies that tasks performed by members of a 

profession differ significantly from those of other workers. There are two general ideas behind 

professionalism; one is that the work accomplished in a profession is specialised to a degree that it 

becomes inaccessible to those lacking the proper training and knowledge. The other is that 

professionalism cannot be standardised,18 such that the workday of a professional is unpredictable 

(unlike, for instance, work on an assembly line) (2001, p. 17). Another important aspect separating 

professions from other types of occupations is the ‘ideology of service’. Occupations requiring 

specialised knowledge, such as those of merchants or politicians, for example, claim to serve either 

their customers or constituencies. The big difference is that while merchants may suggest and 

advise, they do not claim the right to decide over customers or disrupt their wishes. Professionalism, 

however, does permit the assertion of this kind of independence, in addition to a higher goal, a sort 

of moral standard reaching beyond everyday tasks (e.g., justice, salvation, truth, health). This 

striving to attach a profession to desirable (albeit often large, abstract and disputed) values prompted 

Freidson to characterise professionals as a ‘secular priesthood’ (2001, p. 122). 

 
15 For a discussion on this topic, see Olsen (2018, p. 18). 
16 There is a whole body of literature relating to how new technology, non-professional actors and user-generated content 
also push professional journalistic boundaries (Carlson, 2015; Lewis & Usher, 2016; Singer, 2010; Susskind & Susskind, 
2015). Considering the current media situation in Cuba, such actors are not yet in a position to broadly challenge the state 
media institutions and these points of view will thus not be included in the analysis. 
17 For an outline of the various phases in the study of professions see Fauske (2008) and Molander and Terum (2013). 
18 Sjøvaag (2013, p. 164) however argues that routine is more important than originality in journalism, pointing towards a 
standardisation that Freidson argues is incompatible with professionalism. 
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Albert Dzur summarised the points made by Freidson into three central characteristics of 

professions: knowledge, self-regulation and social responsibility (2008, p. 45). These three elements 

are dependent on each other, as described by Olsen (2018, p. 21): ‘It is hard for an occupation to 

gain autonomy without holding special knowledge and a social obligation. Moreover, it is hard for 

an occupation to develop special knowledge and fulfil its social obligations without autonomy.’ The 

privileges granted by (a status as) a profession cannot be taken for granted. Members of a profession 

must continuously demonstrate that their monopoly on knowledge and autonomy promotes societal 

benefits, such as curing cancer or solving juridical questions; if not, a profession may lose its base 

of legitimacy (Dzur, 2008; Molander & Terum, 2013).  

4.2.2 Professional journalism and autonomy 

Journalistic autonomy can be defined as the opportunity for, or motivation of, journalists to work 

without external control or influence. Autonomy is considered something journalism is dependent 

on to serve democracy. This in turn requires that journalists are without bonds to either the state or 

the market (Waisbord, 2013b, p. 43). Despite being an ideal that is close to impossible to achieve 

completely, autonomy has in many studies been considered one of the most important premises for 

journalists to fulfil their social mandate (Deuze, 2005; Lauk & Harro-Loit, 2016; Merrill, 1990). 

Indeed, Hanitzsch et al. (2011) found that reliability, factualness and neutrality are important aspects 

of journalism globally and may belong to a ‘universal professional identity and ideology of 

journalists’ (2011, p. 287).  

Mellado et al. (2017b) conceptualised autonomy as the degree to which journalists can practice their 

professional roles and ideals. Mellado et al. (2017b, p. 2) argued that it is difficult for journalists to 

serve their purpose in society without autonomy and in the face of increasing self-censorship. Still, 

despite the absence of democracy, journalists find ways to gain or maintain autonomy.   

According to Waisbord, a key difference between journalism and other professions is that the latter 

partner with the state to maintain autonomy through legal frameworks. Professional journalism, 

however, is firmly placed in a liberal view of itself as independent of bonds to the state. What is 

shared between the journalistic profession and other professions is the notion of autonomy: ‘The 

aspirations to autonomy and self-governance that characterise the ideal of professionalism resonate 

with the liberal vision of a journalism independent of the government’ (Waisbord, 2013b, p. 47). 

Waisbord considered it ‘unrealistic’ to hold journalistic autonomy in such high esteem, as it will 

inevitably be compromised by modern society’s interdependency and heteronomy (2013b, p. 47). 

The difficulty with the concept of autonomy is that it implies absolute terms, independence or 

subjugation, but such dichotomies miss the nuances of journalism, and the term itself is too abstract 

and complex to offer definitive answers (2013b, p. 71). 
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Sjøvaag has described autonomy as ‘restricted at the political, economic and organisational levels 

of news production, negotiated at the editorial level, and exercised at the level of practice’ (2013, 

p. 155). In other words, the institutions allowing a journalistic outlet to survive set the boundaries 

of autonomy, allowing more autonomy to journalists higher up in the hierarchy of the institution. It 

ultimately centres on the interplay between actors and structure, as the daily task of producing the 

news requires a certain degree of autonomy in the selection of sources, stories, and related matters, 

yet at the same time, the desire to be published creates conformity and reinforces the system 

(Sjøvaag, 2013). 

This interplay begs the question: To what degree does professional autonomy truly exist, or does it 

imply ignoring the many ways journalism is connected to political power and business? (Waisbord, 

2013b, p. 57). While claiming that ‘the modernistic notion of autonomy is antiquated’, Waisbord 

nevertheless considered it ‘mistaken to conclude that journalism completely lacks autonomy for it 

is essentially subjected to external interests’ (Waisbord, 2013b, p. 47). Put simply, autonomy is not 

a zero-sum game. There are margins and outskirts of autonomy where journalism can claim a 

foothold despite operating in unfavourable conditions; in the words of Waisbord, ‘What is needed 

is to understand when, where, for what and why journalism maintains or pursues autonomy, or 

instead, abjures any pretense to exercise independent judgement and conforms to expectations and 

desires of external actors’ (Waisbord, 2013b, p. 71). 

4.3 Journalistic Role Performance 
Difficulties persist in discussing the concept of professional journalism, as it is often grounded on 

a blending of normative and occupational definitions. Normative definitions refer to ethical and 

ideal standards (such as objectivity or fairness) and generate arguments about the legitimacy of 

journalistic professionalism. Occupational arguments describe what journalism does, such as the 

evolution of journalism as an occupation (Waisbord, 2013b, p. 7). Essentially, the blending of 

definitions reflects the gap between ideals and practices. What journalists say they do – or what 

ideals they purport to follow – may not be reflected in their actual practice.  

From 2010 to 2020, an entire body of literature has emerged on the gap between norms and practices 

in journalism, including research relating to the Journalistic Role Performance Project (JRP) 

(Mellado et al., 2017; Mellado, 2021; Mellado & Van Dalen, 2014). This literature distinguishes 

itself because it compares interviews with journalists against the journalistic content they produce 

rather than simply relating what journalists claim to do. In relation to my project, the comparative 

dimension of the JRP where Cuba is included is most relevant. However, the findings of the relevant 

part of the JRP study were only starting to be published at the time when this thesis was initially 

submitted (June 2020). In addition, there are some limitations in the extent to which the JRP 
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framework can be applied in my project. Whereas the JRP utilises a deductive and quantitative 

approach to the gap between ideals and practices, my project is an inductive and qualitative attempt 

to explore nuances in how journalists in Cuba perceive and react to this gap. The JRP nevertheless 

serves as an important backdrop for my own research, both because of its specific data on Cuban 

journalism and its comparative analysis with other countries around the world. 

Previous research in the field has focused mainly on Western nations and established democracies, 

with the presumption that these have similar media systems and journalistic cultures (Hallin and 

Mancini, 2004; 2017; Aalberg & Curran, 2012; Donsbach & Patterson, 2004). The JRP data 

suggests that journalistic roles are dynamic, fluid and context dependent and should be seen as 

‘hybrid sets of practices and narrative devices’ (Mellado 2021a, p. 10). This perspective differs from 

the literature on a broader range of countries outside of the West, as these studies have dealt only 

with the roles – but not the performance – of journalists (Hanitzsch et al., 2011; Hanitzsch et al., 

2019; Weaver & Willnat, 2012; Voltmer & Wasserman, 2014). 

In its first wave (2013–2018), the Journalistic Role Performance project analysed professional roles 

through content analysis of 30,000 news stories from 64 media outlets in 18 countries. Hundreds of 

journalists were surveyed to study the link between practice and perceptions. The study asks the 

question, ‘Under what circumstances is the materialization of professional roles actually possible?’ 

(Mellado 2021a, p 3). The locus of this project is to move away from the assumption that roles are 

fixed entities and that ‘dominant types’ exist in specific geographical contexts. The JRP operates 

with six pre-defined roles along two dimensions – the political/power dimension and the audience 

dimension – as demonstrated in figure 2 (JRP, 2023). Between 2015 and 2021, the interventionist 

role has moved from a separate category to a sort of meta role affecting and activating other roles 

(Mellado, 2021b, p. 38). 

 
Figure 2: Journalistic roles defined by the JRP. 
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Certain norms are often seen as pillars in journalism, and these include truth-seeking, scrutinising 

those in power and giving ordinary people a voice; but upon closer inspection, it is apparent that 

journalists may take on a multitude of roles that can contradict traditional norms. For instance, the 

coverage of the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated that the interventionist, loyal-facilitator, 

watchdog, civic, service and infotainment roles were applied simultaneously and in an overlapping 

fashion in countries around the world (Mellado, 2021a, p. 6). Normative theories related to a 

Western understanding of journalistic professionalism have had a large impact on journalistic roles 

and locked news in rigid genres, where there is a sharp division between opinions and facts. 

Journalism students around the world adopt this perception in addition to the concept of objectivity, 

where a central role is to act as a watchdog and to never display loyalty towards elites (Mellado et 

al., 2013; Hovden et al., 2016). While enforcing established norms of the profession is useful as a 

pedagogical tool, strict normative expectations can fuel discrepancies between ideals and practice 

(Waisbord, 2013b; Tandoc et al., 2013).  

The JRP embraces four conceptual distinctions. Role conception refers to the role which journalists 

themselves view as most important. Role perception is the expectation of journalists’ or the media’s 

role in society and what journalists perceive as socially required. Role enactment refers to the 

decisions journalists make in reporting, implicating the degree to which journalists have autonomy 

to practice the journalistic roles they believe are important. Role performance is the sum of 

newsroom decisions and styles of journalistic reporting. It can also be seen as negotiations over 

internal and external constraints that may impede, but also enable, journalism practice (Mellado et 

al., 2017, p. 7).  

As there inevitably will be a gap between ideals and practice due to internal and external influences, 

the role enactment concept is almost impossible to fully apply. Mellado and Van Dalen (2014) 

found that the gap between role ideals and news outcomes was significant for the service, watchdog 

and civic roles. The gap was smaller in press outlets with greater perceived autonomy, while the 

gap increased with political or economic external influences. In fact, one of the findings of the JRP 

is that news coverage often supports elites despite the watchdog role being socially expected, 

discussed and theorised (Mellado, 2021a, p. 9). Therefore, several researchers have argued that role 

conflict is a common experience among journalists and that it is not necessarily a problem. 

Journalists may activate different roles at different times, depending on which political, economic 

and media systems they belong to, thus making journalistic roles contradictory and complex (Lynch, 

2007; Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Waisbord, 2013b; Mellado et al., 2017).  
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4.3.1 Role performance in Cuba 

One of the main conclusions of the JRP is that roles are fragmented, socially constructed, operate 

simultaneously and contain both ideals and practices. The context in which journalists work affects 

role performance, but it is not only geographic, political or cultural elements that determine this. 

Historical moments and journalistic traditions are also important (Mellado et al., 2021b, p. 226). 

This section examines which roles are most prominent in Cuba. 

The interventionist role alludes to the degree to which journalists use their own voice to bring about 

change in their reporting (Mellado, 2021b, p. 34). When applied to countries with limited press 

freedom, the JRP results diverge. While the interventionist role is absent in Malaysia and the 

Philippines, there are significant levels of intervention in news reporting in Cuba, China and Russia 

(Mellado et al., 2021a, p. 70). In stable democracies, opinion pieces were found to be more frequent. 

In contrast, in non-democratic regimes, news items with interpretation (63%), evaluative adjectives 

(51%) and the first-person (7%) dominated. Thus, the results suggest that journalists in stable 

democracies are more prone to state their own opinion, whereas journalists in non-democratic 

regimes tend to convey what audiences should think (Stępińska et al., 2021, p. 94). In China and 

Cuba, interventionism can be interpreted as a way to defend the state or as a form of self-censorship 

(Stępińska et al., 2021, p. 99). 

The watchdog and loyal-facilitator roles refer to journalists seeing themselves as monitoring and 

challenging power holders or as defenders or spokespersons for official policies, respectively. The 

loyal-facilitator role might materialise in two different ways. One is to promote political elites and 

those in power, and the other is a nation-supporting role that focuses on prestige and national 

triumphs (Mellado, 2021b, p. 35). Although the watchdog and loyal-facilitator roles are conceptual 

opposites, they may exist simultaneously and work independently of each other. The watchdog role 

is found more frequently in countries which have experienced political turmoil (e.g., Spain, Greece), 

but it is almost nonexistent in China, Hong Kong, Cuba, Chile and Switzerland. Cuba leads the 

group in relation to the loyal-facilitator role, reflecting state control over the media and the impact 

of the US economic blockade (Mellado et al, 2021a, p. 73). Considering the two sub-dimensions of 

the loyal-facilitator role, Cuba exceeds all other countries, with almost 40% of news items 

supporting elites and almost 30% of items promoting nationalism. Further, left-leaning papers 

showed twice as much support for elites as centrist or right-wing newspapers, a finding that might 

explain the prevalence of this role in Cuba (Márquez-Ramírez et al., 2021, p. 116-118). 

The JRP defines three roles relating to audience approach. The civic role aims to educate, empower 

and inform the public on complex topics. The infotainment role views the public as spectators 

needing to be entertained. The service role regards the audience as clients and provides advice and 
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information. These three roles are independent of each other: one, two or three can operate at the 

same time (Mellado 2021b, p. 36). Interestingly, the civic role is frequently observed in Cuba as 

well as in Russia, Mexico, Argentina and Malaysia. The infotainment and service roles are found 

to a lesser extent in Cuba (Mellado et al. 2021a, p. 75).  

Combining these roles, the JRP has revealed a significant negative correlation between the 

interventionist and loyal-facilitator roles in Cuba. Specifically, the use of the interventionist role 

decreases the presence of the loyal-facilitator role. Thus, journalists avoid using the interventionist 

role when promoting their country positively (Mellado et al., 2021a, p. 77). This could also mean 

‘that the use of the journalistic voice is not always channelled towards propagandistic aims’ 

(Mellado et al., 2021b, p. 230). Cuba stands out as a country in the JRP where theoretical 

expectations are met, implicating a high level of the loyal-facilitator role, interventionism and 

loyalism and a low level of the infotainment role (Mellado et al., 2021a, p. 79). In addition, the 

interrelation between watchdog and civic roles is found in emerging democracies rather than 

established ones. Thus, the lack of autonomy does not necessarily prevent interventionism, and 

professional autonomy does not necessarily promote interventionism (Mellado et al., 2021b, p. 

231). 

4.4 The interpretive and imagined community 
This section addresses the second part of my main research question, namely how journalists and 

students negotiate national imageries in a changing Cuban media landscape. The collective 

processes related to the protection of Cuba (the ‘siege’ mentality) are important factors behind the 

self-censorship practices discussed in article 1. As outlined in chapter 3, specific historical 

formations have contributed to building collective imageries of the external threat from the US, and 

consequently, a nationalism built on resistance against imperialism and the need for collective 

sacrifice. The media plays an important role in this story – a role that is not easily defined within a 

professionalisation paradigm. Theories of the interpretive and imagined community provide a 

broader framework which considers the nation, community and social networks of which journalists 

are part, besides paying attention to the individual agency of journalists. 

4.4.1 National imageries 

The portrayal of nations as communities is a useful point of departure for discussing how journalistic 

loyalty to national narratives manifests in the Cuban state media. Anderson, who coined the concept 

of ‘imagined communities’, argued that ‘print-capitalism’ is the most important factor spurring the 

imagination of nations as horizontal and territorial bounded units. Two factors were important in this 

construction. First, print-languages provided a way for communication and connectedness between 

a limited number of people. Second, print-capitalism fixed language in a way that built an ‘image 
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of antiquity’ which is central to the idea of the nation (2016 [1983], p. 44). However, as Anderson 

noted, the riddle is why Spanish America ultimately split into 18 separate states after three centuries 

under Spanish rule. As Anderson argued (2016 [1983], pp. 58-65), it was not ‘national print-

languages’ that promoted this division but rather the vast number of Creoles that came to imagine 

themselves as fellow nationals. The embryo of Latin American nationalism was created as a result 

of colonial hierarchical structures. The fate of being born in the Americas meant a life of 

subordination and exploitation by Spaniards even though Creoles and Peninsulares (a reference to 

peninsular Spain) shared religion, language and ancestry. The spread of print and newspapers in the 

late 17th century permitted imagined communities to emerge within what previously had been 

colonial economic administrative units. Arguably, from the outset, Latin American nationalism thus 

differed from the language-based nationalism created in Europe in the 18th and 19th centuries (2016 

[1983], p. 71). 

Hasty (2005, p. 11), however, held that Anderson’s (2016 [1983]) analysis omitted ‘an examination 

of the actual practices through which the national imagery is achieved and maintained by the state.’ 

This is important because there is more to news media than the production of strategic texts. Hasty 

argued that structures guiding everyday practices and relationships between journalists, state 

officials and media audiences are equally important in promoting national imageries. These 

relational practices promote the production, circulation and recirculation of information (Hasty, 

2005, p. 11). Accordingly, the interpretive community concept offers valuable tools for 

understanding aspects of journalism culture. Zelizer (1993) described how, over time, journalists 

maintain a community through common understandings related to important journalistic events. She 

has contended that discourse, informal contacts and narratives are imperative components uniting 

journalists. According to Zelizer, seeing journalists as part of an interpretive community is a ‘means 

of understanding the shared past through which journalists make their professional lives meaningful 

and unite themselves’ (1993, p. 219). This alternative frame is needed to capture how a community 

emerges through journalistic meeting arenas, where reporters tacitly learn the codes of group 

belonging. Further, the importance of narrative and storytelling is central to understanding how and 

why some discourses gain momentum and how these can be used to downplay competing narratives 

of the same event. 

Zelizer referred to two defining journalistic occurrences: McCarthyism and Watergate. The 

discourse surrounding these journalistic events, as demonstrated by Zelizer, has changed over time. 

The lapdog journalism during the McCarthy era changed from being a shameful epoch to something 

inciting change and learning. Watergate, however, has discursively moved from a celebration of 

investigative reporting to a recognition of a lack of lasting change. Discourses about important 
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incidents like these contribute to standards of journalistic behaviour as the ‘borders of appropriate 

practice need renegotiation’ (Zelizer, 1993, p. 224). 

Complementing the interpretive/imagined community, Michael Billig’s (1995, p. 6) perceptions are 

useful in understanding how Cuban nationalism associated with the ‘siege’ mentality fluctuates 

along with US nationalism. Billig used the term ‘banal nationalism’ to describe everyday 

ideological habits that reproduce established nations of the West. One of Billig’s main points was 

that nationalism is often conceived of as either exotic and passionate (e.g., anti-colonial liberation 

groups) or dangerous (e.g., right-wing fascist movements). This focus on the extremes causes us to 

overlook the daily, routine and familiar forms of nationalism. Established nations with confidence 

in their continuity are not characteristically termed ‘nationalist’. ‘Banal nationalism’ is meant to be 

a reminder that despite globalisation, nationhood is still being produced in everyday activities. 

Banal nationalism is not found in the fervently waved flag but in the one hanging unnoticed in a 

public space (Billig, 1995, p. 8). 

4.4.2 Conflicting ‘truths’ 

Lillian Guerra held that the grand narrative of the Revolution created by political leaders during the 

1960s (epitomised through the epic struggle of Fidel Castro and his men in the Sierra Maestra) was 

a discursive strategy to substitute a public sphere and legislative bodies with mass organisations. 

The maintenance of the Revolution and collective empowerment demanded unconditional support. 

This justified the repression of dissent in addition to increasingly greater degrees of sacrifice and 

obedience to the state. To manage this, the Cuban people were discursively promoted as the 

protagonists in a battle between good and evil, freedom and imperialism. As Guerra argued, this 

dynamic was not only imposed from above, but also involved the public as much as the state in 

supporting widely held goals. However, it also legitimated an authoritarian political culture and the 

transformation into a ‘grassroots dictatorship’ and a popular nationalism defined as ‘Fidelismo’ 

(Guerra, 2012, pp. 3-13). 

Defending the Cuban Revolution has been, and still is, a discursive act. One way it is accomplished 

is by defining the political process as an unending event that is ‘a triumph over U.S. power that beat 

the odds and continued to beat them no matter how high they became’ (Guerra, 2012, p. 28). 

Therefore, revolutionary image-making created (and still creates) an appeal to the enormity of what 

people were experiencing. Imageries were meant to persuade Cubans to look beyond everyday 

struggles and the mundane circumstances of daily life, exuding a ‘process of becoming’, meaning 

a distant, collectively imagined, idealistic future. This ‘hyper-reality’ of the Revolution produces 

an illusion while simultaneously encouraging the desire for it (Guerra, 2012, pp. 29-30). 
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4.4.3 Journalistic loyalty towards the nation 

If the nation is perceived to be threatened, nationalistic media narratives increase in all types of 

media cultures (Ottosen, 1991; Ravi, 2005; Zelizer & Allan, 2011; Ørsten & Nørgaard Kristensen, 

2006). In a postscript a decade after the 9/11 attacks, Waisbord (2011, p. 288) argued: ‘whether 

official sources frame specific issues as national, collective threats or matters of individual concern 

largely determines whether risk narratives are used to report news in a political communication 

scene suffused with “security” discourses’. There is, however, scant literature on how journalists 

negotiate loyalties to both their profession and the nation when security threats are a continuous 

part of national discourse. 

Analysing the Israeli media during the Al-Aksa Intifada in 2000, Zandberg and Neiger (2005) argued 

that journalists as part of an interpretive community initially conceived national belonging as more 

important than membership in a professional community. Israeli journalists ‘repaired their 

professional paradigm’ by returning to a more professional perspective after the initial grief and 

confusion expressed through a nationalist discourse. But how do journalists deal with such a major 

contradiction? Zandberg and Neiger (2005) suggested that ‘Journalists avoid identity crisis because 

they are never in a situation of being loyal to the two communities at the same time.’ They thus 

proposed a model of journalists as members of ‘contradicting communities’. This point of view has 

been challenged by Skjerdal (2012, p. iii), who found that within an Ethiopian context, loyalties 

towards the profession and towards the nation are present at the same time, ‘persistently and 

forcefully’. Skjerdal proposed instead a model of ‘competing loyalties’ to describe how journalists, 

through self-censorship and discourses of fear, produce a submissive style of reporting while 

contemporaneously trusting a critical public and thus rescuing a sense of professionalism. 

Normatively, however, a potential loyalty towards the government was perceived as broken, while 

the national and professional loyalty held equal importance. 

4.4.4 Self-censorship 

Journalists may experience loyalty towards both the profession and the state or nation. 

Governments, however (particularly in authoritarian contexts), might perceive the media and 

journalist professionals as potential threats. The legitimacy of the state may be jeopardised if 

journalists expose to society alternative narratives, perceptions and social realities. This causes 

complex relationships between the state and the media and can create a situation where 

professionalism may be replaced by self-censorship practices (Elbaz, Magal, Nets-Zehngut, & 

Abutbul Selinger, 2017, p. 123). Self-censorship can be defined as ‘the withholding of journalistic 

material due to felt external pressure’ (Skjerdal, 2010, p. 99). In their meta-analysis of publications 

on media coverage in conflict, Elbaz et al. (2017, p. 129) defined important contextual factors that 
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promote self-censorship as authoritarian political traditions (Lee, 1998; Merrett, 2001; Simons & 

Strovsky, 2006) and a context of conflict, where journalists unite against a common enemy 

(Nohrstedt & Ottosen, 2001).  

Journalists may silence sensitive topics, forming black holes, as if those topics do not exist. 

Silencing topics may be a decision by the individual journalist in not exposing critical information 

or it may be decided by actors higher up in the hierarchy to avoid publicity on specific issues (Elbaz 

et al., 2017, p. 127). Voluntarily adopting restrictive measures to protect ‘national interests’ or to 

promote ideals of ‘development journalism’ is a strategy used by journalists both in Ethiopia and in 

Ghana (Hasty, 2005; Skjerdal, 2008). For organisations, self-censorship is likely if there is a fear of 

being closed down, a threat to economic or business interests or ownership with external affiliations 

(Elbaz et al., 2017, p. 130). In liberal Chinese media organisations, politically sensitive issues are 

calibrated to lessen the risks of crackdowns by constructing a positive political stance (Tong, 2009). 

Following a wave of terrorist attacks at the turn of the millennium in Russia, editors agreed on 

‘responsible’ editorial guidelines (Simons & Strovsky, 2006).  

In addition to the individual motivations for self-censorship, such as fear of personal safety, losing 

one’s job or a dependence on government sources, self-censorship may also be encouraged by 

positive incentives, such as financial compensation or professional advantages (Elbaz et al., 2017). 

Skjerdal (2010, p. 101) has identified this as a ‘symbiotic relationship’ between Ethiopian 

journalists and the state, in which easier access to information and services is given in return for 

favourable coverage. On a societal level, motivations for self-censorship may be due to individual 

or group support for social values such as specific ideological or political beliefs, leading to 

avoidance of information that compromises support for these beliefs (Elbaz et al., 2017, p. 131). For 

instance, in South Africa (Merrett, 2001), Argentina (Pinto, 2008) and Indonesia (Tapsell, 2012), 

social values have muzzled journalistic self-determination, illustrating that self-censorship has 

implications for democracies, transitional countries and authoritarian ones. The consequences of 

self-censorship, as identified by Elbaz et al.’s (2017, p. 133) meta-analysis, are a narrower debate in 

the public sphere due to the public lack of knowledge and a reproduction of dominant narratives. 

Further, self-censorship may lead to enhancement of the ruling system due to a lack of counter-

narratives and may harm the function of the media by lessening its autonomy and independence and 

hindering the proper functioning of democracy (Elbaz et al., 2017).  
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4.5 Journalism as a discursive institution 
The discursive institutionalism framework proposed by the Worlds of Journalism Study introduced 

a complementary analytical tool for studying journalism. While the opposing loyalties between 

profession and nation are emphasised in the discussion, discursive institutionalism can offer 

additional insight to strengthen the interpretive community framework. 

As demonstrated by the Worlds of Journalism Study, there are many ways to define journalism. 

Although studies have confirmed that support for the watchdog role can be found around the world 

(Hanitzsch et al., 2019c, p. 195), there is little empirical evidence supporting a universality of 

journalism attached to normative ideals of democracy and holding the government to account 

(Hanitzsch et al., 2019, p. 26). Developing and transitional societies have specific challenges 

relating to political, social and economic conditions, and a framework capturing these differences 

is important in understanding journalism culture around the world. To address the various ways 

journalism is viewed, practiced and considered, researchers behind the Worlds of Journalism Study 

have argued that ‘journalism is a social institution and that it is discursively (re)created’ (Hanitzsch 

et al., 2019, p. 28, italics in original). In other words, journalism as an institution is a way for 

journalists to navigate the complex world of newsmaking by organising and structuring their work 

through legal frames and informal rules. 

Journalists are socialised into ‘the way we do things’ through journalism education and, later, 

through the myths and tales of other journalists inside the institution. This promotes idealised 

expectations that are created and re-created among journalists. These discursive practices serve to 

demarcate boundaries against outside forces (Hanitzsch et al., 2019, p. 29). Drawing on Bourdieu 

(2011), Hanitzsch et al. (2019) contended that discourse puts ideas into practice; it is, therefore, 

never neutral, but rather a place of struggle between various fields, where some elements 

(journalists, institutions, or ideologies) have a stronger influence than others.  

However, it is important to consider to what extent the questionnaire applied in the Worlds of 

Journalism Study can offer insight into journalism culture, as such, when the data comprises only 

the personal accounts of journalists. As shown by JRP, deals and practices may vary greatly 

(Mellado, 2015; Mellado, 2021). The broad focus of the Worlds of Journalism Study may direct the 

analysis away from a fine-grained account of how local politics and institutions affect media 

policies (Waisbord, 2013a, p. 137). The same critique applies to the design of my own project. In 

interviews, journalists have provided me with information that later proved to be false. Therefore, 

lacking participant observation in newsrooms and analyses of articles, it is important to recognise 

that only one aspect of journalism culture can be accessed through interviews. Knowledge about 

how journalists negotiate central aspects of journalism (such as autonomy and external influences) 
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in Cuba may contribute to broadening the concept of journalism culture. At the same time, this 

study confirms that an analysis of journalistic roles or global media trends is not necessarily the 

most fruitful point of departure to understand local negotiations of journalism in Cuban state media.  

4.6 Summary 
In this chapter, I outlined three ways of understanding the belonging and loyalty of Cuban state 

media journalists and journalism students. In the discussion, I will in particular emphasise the 

frameworks of professionalism/journalistic roles and the interpretive/imagined community. 

Theories of professional autonomy as outlined by Freidson (2001), Dzur (2008) and Waisbord 

(2013b) offer insights into the battles for autonomy within and between professions. Journalists 

need autonomy from the state and the market to perform their jobs and serve democracy, but this is 

a difficult ideal to achieve. To bridge this contradiction, the Journalistic Role Performance Project 

(Mellado, 2021) provides valuable insights into the flexibility and multifunctionality of journalistic 

roles. In the case of Cuba, the JRP has found that the loyal-facilitator role is prominent both in 

supporting elites and as a nationalistic expression. At the same time, the use of the interventionist 

role decreases the use of the loyal-facilitator role. 

The second part of the theoretical framework relates to national imageries, and the ‘siege’ mentality 

affecting Cuban journalists. Accordingly, loyalty towards the nation must be outlined within a 

different paradigm – the interpretive/imagined community. Drawing on Zelizer (1993) and Anderson 

(2016 [1983]), I argue that narratives and shared discourse contribute to re-creating Cuban 

nationalism based on opposition to the US, and to maintaining a vision of the imagined Cuba. This 

imagined idealistic future (Guerra, 2012) requires the unconditional support of both the people and 

journalists and binds journalists to practices that sometimes run contrary to the professionalisation 

paradigm. 
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5 METHODOLOGY 
Attending a conference named Revolutionary Havana in Bergen, Norway, in August 2019, I found 

myself next to a speaker who sighed and moaned every time someone presented a positive, or in 

my opinion, balanced view of how life is experienced in Cuba. When speaking to this American 

Cuban during lunch, she explained in detail how she had been rhetorically framed as an enemy by 

the political elite in Cuba. She, like many Cuban exiles, conceptualised the Revolution in terms of 

‘betrayals and counterfactuals’, as Guerra (2012, p. 8) has put it. When I attempted to explain some 

of the positive traits of working in Cuban state media (as described to me by participants), she 

responded, ‘They are not telling you the truth; can’t you see they are forced to say these things?’ 

5.1 What is true or valid knowledge? 
This encounter with an exile-Cuban discourse illustrates the need to discuss what can be considered 

‘true’ or ‘valid’ knowledge. These considerations are central questions of philosophy and 

epistemology: What is truth? Which criteria are needed to define true or valid knowledge? 

(Glanzberg, Fall 2018 Edition). Certainly, these questions are too broad for the limits of this chapter, 

but they serve as a backdrop for what I wish to discuss, namely how I can interpret my interview 

data and theorise meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A simpler way of phrasing it can be by asking 

the following: ‘What kind of knowledge is it possible to possess about a given subject?’ (Aase & 

Fossåskaret, 2014, p. 45). 

Since I believe that certain aspects of research can be claimed independent of my own interpretation 

– but at the same time believe that the data from my interview-based research is largely context 

dependent – I consider myself a critical realist. Critical realism (CR) is situated between 

objectivism and constructivism. While objectivism measures truth by its correspondence to facts 

(Glanzberg, Fall 2018 Edition), constructivism denies the existence of any social reality apart from 

human perception. Truth can, therefore, only be measured by the coherence between assumptions 

and conclusions (Aase & Fossåskaret, 2014, pp. 47-49). 

The most important tenet of CR is that it combines a realist ontology (i.e., a real world exists 

independently of humans’ perceptions and theories) with a constructivist epistemology (humans’ 

knowledge about the world is constructed from specific perspectives and, thus, can never be 

objective). Although all knowledge is created and ‘theory laden’, this does not impede knowledge 

from referring to a real world. However, knowledge about a real world can never be complete, and 

it is always subject to revision (Maxwell, 2012, p. 5). From a CR perspective, mental phenomena 

are parts of reality, not separated from it. This means that intentions, beliefs, opinions and values 

held by participants in a study are no less real than physical phenomena (Maxwell, 2012, p. 40). 
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According to CR theory, all knowledge is fallible, but some knowledge may be seen as closer to a 

real world than other knowledge. An important objective is to identify and explain what generates 

human ideas or actions and to acknowledge that such ‘causal mechanisms’ driving social events or 

phenomena are relevant for scientific investigation (Danermark et al., 2002; Fletcher, 2017). 

Further, the concept of ‘thick description’ as developed by Geertz (1973) is instructive. It values 

the interpretation of meanings that participants give to their actions and what this shows about their 

society. In the words of Geertz, ‘Understanding a people’s culture exposes their normalness without 

reducing their particularity’ (1973, p. 14). 

CR influences my research in several ways. Because knowledge will always be filtered through my 

perceptions, it is important to acknowledge my role as both an observer and constructor of meaning 

at a certain time and place (Aase & Fossåskaret, 2014, p. 41). Thus, this study is an interpretation 

of the reality I observed during fieldwork. Over the years of writing this thesis, the perceptions of 

participants may have changed. CR helps me overcome ontological contradictions connected to my 

data: How can I evaluate what is ‘true’ in an interview? Is it important at all to decide whether the 

respondents’ perceptions of reality correspond with the objective reality? Regarding the latter 

question, the empirical part of the research is primarily based on interviews with journalists and 

journalism students and their perception of professional culture. However, the fieldwork also 

consists of observations of newsrooms and the media environment as well as readings of relevant 

documents, including journalism curricula. This is done to achieve a thick description of the 

environment in which current and future journalists operate. In a critical realism approach, 

interpretation of the field data becomes meaningful because it acknowledges the existence of 

different perceptions of reality while not dismissing the notion that objective truth exists beyond 

human contentions. For example, a research participant may give an account of a free media 

situation without censorship, while critical assessment of the situation could determine that 

censorship is prevalent in that environment. Furthermore, when participants step out of discursive 

limits (defined by the PCC) or when their accounts appear contradictory, CR provides a framework 

to discuss both inconsistencies in participants’ perceptions as well as the reasons why participants 

might choose alternative narratives (causal mechanisms). 

Sandberg (2010, p.455) has argued that ‘truth’ does not define the relevance of data: ‘No matter 

what kind of stories are told, or whether they are true or false, they tell us something important 

about values, identities, cultures, and communities.’ In other words, all types of stories, true or not, 

can provide valuable knowledge and insight into dominant narratives in journalism cultures. 

Because there is a sharp division between the public and the private self in Cuba, there can be 

discrepancies in what participants say depending on which discourse they choose to draw on. This 
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is in itself interesting, because in the span between narratives lies a valuable source of information 

(Sandberg, 2010). 

5.2 Qualitative research and project design 
Operating within a qualitative framework has been my intention from the start. One reason for this 

is the experience of working on my master’s thesis about a border conflict between Costa Rica and 

Nicaragua (Natvig, 2013). Readers said that it was easy to see that I had enjoyed writing the 

qualitative part, but not so much the quantitative. I am also a journalist, and I became one because 

I like to find and tell stories. My background has certainly influenced the present study. I have a broad 

knowledge of Latin America from studies, research and travels. I have studied in Mexico, written 

my master’s thesis in Central America, and travelled through large parts of Latin America. I also 

speak Spanish more or less fluently. Maintaining this fluency has been an important consideration 

when selecting Spanish-speaking countries for travel, studies and research. In addition to my 

background as a journalist, my interest in social anthropology has shaped this study. While 

acknowledging the value of quantitative studies providing a broad overview, my interest, 

nevertheless, lies in the specific, concrete cases and events which can shed light on how things operate 

in a society. I value openness regarding research methodology, and I often find this in 

anthropological works. For instance, I both agree with and appreciate Geertz’s (1973, p. v) 

description of ethnographic fieldwork: 

This backward order of things – first you write and then you figure out what you are writing about – 
may seem odd, or even perverse, but it is, at least most of the time, standard procedure in cultural 
anthropology. […] we do not start out with well-informed ideas we carry off to distant places to 
check out by means of carefully codified procedures systematically applied. 

Relating this to my own project, both the lack of information about Cuban state media journalists 

and the many restrictions on doing research in the country made the research process anything but 

linear. The data selection thus became a pragmatic approach of using all of the methods available, 

which I also believe is a strength of this project. The relationships between data, research questions, 

articles and analysis are outlined in figure 2. 
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Figure 3: Methodological overview. 

Research Question Data Article Analysis 

RQ1: In which ways does the 
defence paradigm in Cuba 
affect self-censorship 
strategies among state media 
journalists? 

12 journalist interviews   
1 

Self-censorship 
strategies. 
Cuba–US relations. 

RQ2: What strategies do 
journalists working for state 
media use to expand their 
autonomy? 

12 journalist interviews 
5 focus groups 
 

 
2 

Strategies of autonomy. 
The rules of the game 
in state media. 
Non-state media. 

RQ3: In which ways does the 
non-state media challenge the 
state media, and how do 
journalists and students relate 
to this? 

12 journalist interviews 
5 focus groups 
 

 
3 

Autonomy ideals. 
Emerging non-state 
media outlets. 
A generational divide. 

RQ4: How do journalism 
students navigate between the 
perceived limits of press 
freedom in the state media 
and professional ideals learnt 
at the university? 

5 focus groups 
Journalism curricula  

 
4 

Differences between 
ideals and practice. 
Opportunities in non- 
state media sector. 

 

I visited Cuba twice during the project, first in 2015 to conduct initial research and meet with 

academics and researchers at the Faculty of Communication at the University of Havana (FCOM). 

The fieldwork was conducted in the fall of 2016. In this section, I explain the reasons for the number 

of research participants. I also discuss the quality of the data and any ethical considerations, 

particularly emphasising the interviews with journalists, as these were the most difficult to obtain. 

As seen figure 2, journalist interviews were used as data in three of the four articles. Next follows 

a section for focus groups with students, which were used in three of four articles. In the section 

supplementary data, one finds data considered important in anthropological research, which is the 

area where I define this work: Cuban research, student curricula, observations and field notes. 

Lastly, I outline the various steps of analysis (translation, transcription, coding and terminology). 

5.2.1 An impossible research visa 

In addition to wanting to investigate issues in Latin America and practice Spanish, there were two 

reasons for selecting Cuba as the place to conduct research on journalists. First, I had contacts at the 

FCOM in Havana. This was because my university college in Norway had initiated an exchange 

programme with the University of Havana. Second, the Obama administration was softening its 
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relations with Cuba, and the possibility of an acceleration of change on the island was widely 

predicted. 

During my first visit in 2015, I probed the possibilities of interviewing journalists in all types of 

publications – state as well as non-state, and preferably also oppositional (for an outline, see article 

3). I was told by Cuban academics that a research visa was necessary in order to do research in Cuba 

in general, and particularly if I wanted to interview state media journalists. To obtain the research 

visa at the Cuban embassy in Oslo, I needed to be affiliated with a local institution. The FCOM 

agreed to support my work under the condition of limiting the study to journalists in state media. 

Although academics at the FCOM would have liked to include non-state outlets, it could cause 

trouble if ‘alegal’ media outlets were studied by the faculty. The other option I had was to enter 

fieldwork without a research visa and try to work it out on my own. In retrospect, I do not think it 

would have caused trouble being outside the framework of the FCOM, and I know of others who 

have conducted research on their own, such as by holding interviews in a less formalised manner. 

However, at the time, I did not consider it wise to base my PhD project on such a loose foundation, 

and I opted for the affiliation with the FCOM. 

To become a visiting scholar, I was required to send my project draft to the University of Havana. 

Influential scholars at the FCOM recommended that I leave out all critically minded references to 

Cuban journalism. For example, the reference to the World Press Freedom Index (RWB, 2016), 

ranking Cuba 171 out of 180 countries, had to be deleted along with similar research. While this is 

problematic when viewed from a democratic or Western point of view, conducting research in 

authoritarian countries may demand a different strategy – if one wishes to complete any research at 

all (for similar experiences see Clark, 2006; Zayani & Sahraoui, 2017). Importantly, however, I did 

not at any point hide my research identity from institutions, participants or people I encountered in 

Cuba. 

Despite obtaining proof of affiliation with the FCOM, the Cuban embassy in Oslo was unable to 

help me secure a research visa. Their requests kept changing, and as time was running out, I had no 

choice but to apply for tourist visas for myself, my husband and our newborn child. After arriving 

in Cuba, I was told by diplomats that even they had to travel on tourist visas. In Havana, I 

immediately started the research visa application process. It was, as everything else, time 

consuming, bureaucratic and slow (it took over a month). Through friends, I had the opportunity to 

conduct interviews with state media journalists during the first few weeks, but my contacts at the 

FCOM said that to avoid trouble I should wait for the proper visa. However, my family had a limit 

of two months on their tourist visas because my research visa could not be extended to them. Since 
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my infant was quite young, I had to leave with my family when their visas expired. That left only 

three weeks to conduct the interviews, which is not much time in an authoritarian country. 

5.2.2 Gatekeepers in Havana 

I pressed some of my contacts at the FCOM for the chance to complete interviews while waiting 

for the visa. To accelerate the project, one of the faculty leaders issued a statement saying, ‘I 

CERTIFY that the postgraduate student Anne Natvig is realising her investigation about the current 

situation for the Cuban press, supported by the Faculty of Communication at the University of 

Havana’ (see appendix D). I was instructed to show this if questioned by anyone. The requirement 

was that participants had to be contacted by the FCOM rather than by me. Together with a leading 

academic, I made a list of journalists I found interesting, and he offered additional suggestions. One 

selection criterion was that journalists preferably had multiple jobs, also outside state media. This 

could provide perceptions of both state and non-state media and shed light on the changing media 

context in Cuba. 

The gatekeeping function of my contact is apparent, and the dependency on pre-approval and 

contact with participants before interviews can be viewed as problematic. A gatekeeper controlling 

access in authoritarian countries is, however, not uncommon (see for instance Figenschou, 2010). 

When conducting research in foreign cultures, the Norwegian Research Ethics Committee states that 

one should respect local traditions and authorities. This requires careful planning so that local control 

does not compromise research integrity (NESH, 2016). It is, however, not always possible to predict 

what may happen during fieldwork. I agree with Ryen (2011) that the academic field and ethics are 

not defined only by the place the researcher comes from. It is not always possible to fully maintain 

the ethical standards one may follow at home, and in foreign cultures, one sometimes must do what 

is possible or simply good enough (2011, p. 419). In my project, this meant obtaining a degree of 

knowledge about state media journalists – or getting nothing at all. 

At the same time, academics at the FCOM did what they could, within the framework of a state 

institution, to help me start the project while I waited for the research visa. I share the experience of 

García Santamaría (2017, p. 127), who has also been affiliated with the FCOM and researched state 

media journalists, that the only thing Cuban academics asked of me was to put effort into 

understanding the contextual factors shaping the Cuban media system, and the nuanced debates 

going on within it. The affiliation with the faculty and the fact that contact with journalists was 

initiated by central academics had several advantages. It helped assure participants that the project 

was serious (see also Rivera et al., 2002, p. 685) and that their statements would not be used as tools 

in a polarised political discourse. I believe this helped convince participants that taking time off their 

busy schedules was worthwhile. 
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The period during which these interviews were conducted in 2016 was quite unique considering the 

political climate, the openness towards the US and the rest of the world as well as economic reforms 

(see chapter 3 for more). It was a time of softer bilateral relations and easier access to the front-line 

soldiers in the state media. After four years of the Trump administration in the US, the election of 

less reform-friendly Díaz-Canel in Cuba and the economic consequences of the COVID-19 

pandemic, this study could have been much harder to accomplish. 

Within the FCOM, I had relatively free rein in interviewing students, partaking in lectures and 

searching the intranet for academic reports, and logging on to the Internet and using the library. I 

took advantage of these opportunities and spent a great deal of time in the library reading Cuban 

research unpublished outside of the country. When I secured the research visa, I had already 

conducted 11 interviews. I had planned interviews with another 5–6 journalists whom I reached 

through friends, and I hoped these could help me find others in a classic ‘snowball sample’ (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016). I had also scheduled newsroom observations in two state media outlets. However, 

just one day after receiving my research visa, Fidel Castro died. While being an important moment 

in history, giving me valuable insight into the state–people relations in Cuba, his death meant the 

virtual ending of my opportunity to continue interviewing journalists. 

The country went into a nine-day period of mourning during which neither music nor alcohol was 

allowed. It was as if the very heart of Cuba had been shut off. Fidel Castro’s ashes travelled across 

the country, retracing the route of the 1959 freedom caravan all the way to Santiago de Cuba. Cuban 

state media journalists worked night and day. When the mourning period was over, I called and sent 

messages to the journalists whom I had planned to interview, but all except one chose to remain 

unavailable (which is not particularly difficult in a largely offline country like Cuba). Due to the 

extraordinary situation, the newsroom observations also had to be cancelled, to my increasing 

frustration. In retrospect, it makes sense that both journalists and newsrooms considered the timing 

to be extremely poor for a foreign researcher asking difficult questions about the state media. What 

was lost was the opportunity to see how state media institutions work from the inside, how the 

editorial meeting works, how journalists navigate scarce resources and slow Internet connections, 

and to learn about the perspectives of additional journalist participants. 
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5.3 Data quality and generalisability 
Due to the unique Cuban context and the possibility of journalists not being able to – or choosing not 

to – share their personal opinions, it is important to discuss the quality of the data and consider to 

what degree it can be transferable or generalisable to a broader context. While this situation demands 

additional ethical considerations (see section 5.4), it also demands careful examination of journalists 

as sources (students to a lesser degree, as they are within the framework of a much freer academic 

community). I have been inspired by other studies on groups that are incentivised to tell polished 

narratives and not necessarily their own truth, such as Roma beggars on the streets of Scandinavian 

cities (Djuve et al., 2015). In addition, drawing on my own experiences of interviewing Norwegian 

politicians when working as a journalist, I had specific objectives for the interviews. 

5.3.1 Establishing trust and the allied foreigner 

I wanted to establish trust between the participants and myself. By trust I mean obtaining detailed 

stories and personal experiences on how journalism is negotiated within the state media system – not 

only the polished, official version. Female journalists in foreign cultures often find that they gain 

access more easily because they are perceived as unthreatening (see for instance Solberg, 2013). In 

Cuba, however, the opposite was the case. Academics at the FCOM warned me that I could be 

viewed as a ‘CIA agent’ by state media journalists (Why would a Norwegian researcher be 

interested in the Cuban state media?). Aase and Fossåskaret observed that conducting fieldwork in 

other cultures makes finding a status more difficult. A status is a social position with a set of rights 

and duties. Roles are different behaviours one can have in relation to a status (2014, p. 67). If the 

participants in a study do not know in which status or role to place the researcher, the easiest 

approach is to keep the conversation at a superficial level (Aase & Fossåskaret, 2014, p. 99). The lack 

of trust, or an understandable status or role, became apparent during the pilot interview, where the 

dialogue with a middle-aged reporter went poorly. In my field notes, I wrote: ‘It was all in all very 

uncomfortable interviewing him; it seemed he was ready to attack me with words anytime I, as a 

foreigner, even insinuated that there is a lack of freedom of the press in Cuba. I also ended up not 

asking many of the questions about journalistic practice.’ 

In the subsequent interviews, without being consciously aware of doing so, I tried to construct a 

role as the allied foreigner regarding my status as a foreign researcher. This implied emphasising a 

distance from the US in norms and values and establishing myself as an ‘open-minded foreigner 

with no agenda in Cuban affairs.’ I also emphasised that Norway shares certain traits with Cuba, 

such as free health care and education. In this excerpt with a young reporter, I even compared parts 

of the two countries’ political systems: 

A: […] I came without knowing much about Cuba. 
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J7: You should be happy, it’s better. 

A: Yes, because in Norway, Cuba is not a subject, really not. And we are also very different 
from the US because our [political system] is Social Democratic, which is similar [to 
Cuba], but there are more parties. 

Although this seems strange to me now, that approach did have an impact. Guiding role expectations 

contributed to establishing trust in quite a few of the interviews. I also believe that sharing my own 

experiences and being honest about what I did not understand about Cuba and Cuban journalism 

contributed to building a good relationship with participants. When trust was not established, stories 

were more generalised or superficial. I found it easier to connect with journalists of about my own 

age, as I did not have to work as hard to rid myself of a possible ‘CIA-agent’ role. I also connected 

well with both senior journalists in the study. This may have been because they saw it as their task 

to inform me about different aspects where I lacked knowledge, or simply because we got along. 

For instance, before interviewing a very busy senior journalist, my contact at the faculty said I 

should be happy if I was even granted an hour. I stayed for four hours, talking and drinking pitch-

black coffee with sugar. 

Another way of establishing trust (after learning from the first interview) was to avoid words with 

negative connotations, such as censorship, self-censorship or freedom. By encouraging journalists 

and students to tell stories, asking about specific incidents at work or when covering events, I 

received more open and unreserved answers than I had thought possible. The fact that participants 

were journalists themselves (or becoming ones) of course contributed to this. They were familiar 

with the interview situation, and they sometimes backed their claims with specific cases even before 

I asked them to. I believe that stories and concrete examples (which illustrate central issues such as 

autonomy and self-censorship) are the principal strength of my research and are lacking in previous 

literature on Cuban state media journalists.  

By entering a role as an ‘allied foreigner’, consciously or not, I might have contributed to shaping 

the information given to me by participants. A foreigner critical to the US may receive a certain 

type of response. Had I adopted a different role, the interviews would have been shaped in other 

ways. As I stated in the previous section, I remained vigilant for detailed stories on how Cuban 

journalists perceived their work. The participants in this study live in an extremely polarised 

environment, and it is understandable that they may be hesitant to speak with a foreigner. Some of 

them had experienced doing interviews with foreign journalists and afterwards being framed as in 

opposition to the revolutionary project due to their criticism. For me, this was a central concern – 

that I must not display journalists one-dimensionally as either being for or against the PCC and the 

Revolution.  
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One could also argue that a role as ‘allied foreigner’ is a somewhat naïve way of meeting people or 

that it potentially could lure journalists into sharing more than they were comfortable with in 

retrospect. I do, however, believe that is overestimating my influence as a researcher. The 

participants in the study are well-educated and intelligent, and I believe they are conscious about 

how they conduct themselves when stepping outside discursive limits. My responsibility is to 

uphold their anonymity and display the many-faceted ways of critique and belonging in Cuba. 

In relation to CR theory, the possibilities and limitations of roles enacted during an interview are 

merely a reflection of the social world. Interviews are not, and can never be, an objective source of 

information. Still, the discourses one enters into during a personal meeting can be used as a source 

of scientific investigation regarding both subjective and objective realities. 

5.3.2 The number of participants 

The strength of qualitative research lies not in trying to make generalised claims but in 

understanding the meaning behind the stories told by participants. The processes, evaluations and 

decisions related to the number of participants are all important factors in making qualitative research 

transparent (Malterud et al., 2016). Academics have debated whether it is fruitful for qualitative 

researchers to determine sample size a priori. In an overview of this debate, Sim et al. (2018) argued 

that deciding on a number is ‘inherently problematic’ also from an epistemological point of view 

because one cannot know which themes or content will be relevant. The interpretation of relevance 

will also differ between researchers. Sim et al. (2018) argue that the number of participants is 

irrelevant; what matters is how the researcher uses the data. 

Nevertheless, I wish I could have conducted more interviews with Cuban journalists. There were 

many external limiting factors, such as the expiry of my family’s visa, restrictive Cuban rules on 

research and the unforeseen event of Fidel Castro’s death. Such limits are something one must expect 

and accept when opting for research in a fragile and authoritarian context. Malterud et al. (2016) 

emphasised the ‘quality of dialogue’. They asserted that the analytical value of empirical data is 

partly determined by the ‘chemistry’ between researcher and participant and that it also depends on 

the skills of the interviewer in challenging participants when interactions are tense. 

Through working as a journalist, I have been trained in interviewing, in listening to what people 

say, and in following up on interesting and unanswered information. In Cuba, there were several 

factors that challenged my interviewing skills. First, I was worried about pressuring journalists to 

reveal information that could provoke negative consequences for them later (see section 5.4). 

Second, it was difficult to know if sufficient trust had been established to ask difficult questions. 

Saying something that could be considered offensive might ruin the conversation. At times, this 
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caused me to avoid pressuring journalists to respond if they were hesitant. On other occasions, I 

tried to make controversial issues less threatening, with varying degrees of success. For instance, in 

this excerpt, I tried to ask how journalists deal with censorship, but the question was lost in a heap 

of verbal precautions: 

It’s just that I do not understand how, because you have this formation, at times you have to leave 
something out. Is it something you feel is difficult as a journalist with this formation that exists, or 
is it something you accept as “this is how it is right now”? 

From a highly critical standpoint, such safeguards may have caused me to lose valuable information 

(blocking the entrance to the back-stage, in the words of Goffman (1974)) or to interpret life in Cuba 

with a ‘romantic cast’ of the Revolution (Guerra, 2012, p. 21). As I commented in article 3, state 

media journalists appear to be quite in line with party politics on how to relate to non-state media. 

However, as I demonstrate in the next sections, there are various ways of working with information 

that may be guided by considerations other than the participants’ own opinions. 

5.3.3 The cracks in a story 

Failure to ask the difficult questions can be problematic. It may result in journalists producing only 

a state media narrative, or they may even be lying, without being challenged to explain 

discrepancies. Through the example of one of the participants, I want to advance Sandberg’s (2010, 

p. 455) argument that ‘truth’ is not necessarily the best measure of interesting and relevant data.  

One of my interviews was conducted in the middle of a newsroom (a location chosen by the 

participant). As I believed that this situation would make it impossible for the journalist to be 

critical, I was caught by surprise by the details the participant shared on the effects of (self-

)censorship and how journalists are supposed to behave within a state media organisation. After 

conducting more interviews, I realised that the stories he had told me were largely within discursive 

limits. Later in the fieldwork, I met the journalist at a professional event. He took me aside and 

related concrete examples of how his work had been censored, using such strong words to describe 

his annoyance that I have not included it in my articles. After returning from the fieldwork, I have 

tried to keep track of the lives of the participants, looking for their by-line in publications and 

Googling their names. I then discovered that the participant was working for a non-state outlet that 

he previously had said was a threat to Cuba. 

This story shows that it is quite easy to get the ‘correct revolutionary journalist’ narrative among 

Cuban state media journalists. In a study by Djuve et al. (2015), one central element was to avoid 

‘the beggar narrative’ among Roma beggars in Scandinavia, meaning that they were looking for 

more than a pitiful story. Interviewing Roma beggars in a nice, warm location brought about a 

broader image in the stories than interviewing them in the streets. In the case of this journalist, lying 
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about unwillingness to work for non-state outlets could be a pragmatic way of not attracting negative 

attention. Or it could be a way to display himself as a dedicated employee, which could increase the 

likelihood of positive benefits. Outside of the newsroom, he could speak more freely, as one would 

expect. The interesting part is that the journalist positions himself both within and outside of official 

discourse, both in a narrative as the ‘correct revolutionary’ and as a ‘free thinking professional’. 

This demonstrates that fragmentation in argumentation sometimes is more interesting than searching 

for rationality in the stories people tell (Sandberg, 2010, p. 462). In addition to looking for the cracks 

in a story, coherence can also validate data. For instance, when various journalists repeat how the 

censorship strategies of the Ideological Department work, there is no reason to suspect that these 

answers are coordinated between journalists to appear in a certain way, and they can be considered 

valid (Sandberg, 2010, p. 453). 

5.3.4 Triangulation within methods 

To verify data and attempt to define its relevance and quality, the use of a variety of sources has 

been vital in my research. Previous literature on both students and journalists in Cuba has been an 

important source of reference. I have found many of the same issues in the literature that resonate 

with my qualitative approach. For instance, the works of García Santamaría (2017; 2021) discussed 

the negotiation of professional identity among journalists. Oller and Olivera (2016; 2017) identified 

a dissonance among both journalists and students relating to ideals and practice.  

Further, I read a multitude of Cuban media outlets and maintain contact with people I became 

acquainted with in Cuba as well as Cubans I have met elsewhere. I have frequently consulted these 

sources to learn about how changes in Cuba are perceived, what media content the individuals 

consume and what people’s views are on various state media content. This has allowed me to keep 

track of what is happening in Cuba from a local perspective, and not only through the media. I have 

also presented three of my articles and my synopsis at conferences with Cuban academics and Cuban 

emigrants present, which has provided feedback on my analyses from those who live in the reality 

I am trying to describe. Thus, applying a mixture of methods from my fieldwork combined with 

insights from academic works, conferences and local observations has functioned as a safety net to 

ensure that analyses contain relevant information and that a ‘thick description’ is possible. 

5.4 Informed consent and anonymity 
Every participant (journalists, academics and students) was handed a sheet with information (see 

appendix C) about the project, publishing of information, anonymity and the voluntary nature of 

the participation. Beforehand, I had a scholar at the FCOM review the information sheet. He relayed 

that in Cuba it could invoke scepticism if participants had to sign a sheet. Orally agreeing to an 

interview was considered a sufficiently affirmative act of consent (a similar experience was shared 
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by Rivera et al. (2002, p. 685) in Russia and China). I accepted this input on Cuban norms for 

research behaviour and obtained oral agreements for participation after handing out the information 

sheet. The Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) approved the project draft, interview guides 

and participant information sheet before I left for fieldwork. As mentioned, the project draft 

approved by the NSD was different from the one sent to the University of Havana. 

On the one hand, Cuban journalists can be viewed as elite sources because they are familiar with 

the interview situation and are able to prepare and promote certain points of view during the 

interview (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015, p. 159). On the other hand, they may be considered 

vulnerable, as journalists in Cuba can experience repercussions if they are too critical on subjects 

related to domestic or political issues. According to Brunovskis (2015), an important part of making 

ethical judgements in research lies in understanding the context and the probable consequences of 

the choices one makes (Brunovskis, 2015, p. 55). As a researcher, one has a responsibility for 

avoiding harm to participants, as outlined in paragraph 12 in the guidelines of the Norwegian 

National Committee for Research Ethics in the Social Sciences and the Humanities (NESH, 2016). 

However, various books on qualitative research note that knowing beforehand which consequences 

may cause harm can be difficult (See for instance Kaiser, 2012). I therefore consider anonymity the 

most important way to protect both journalists and students, although the latter group is less 

vulnerable to identification because there are hundreds of journalism students. Anonymity 

minimises negative consequences that opinions outside official discourse can cause and may allow 

participants to speak more freely. Anonymity, however, collides with the journalistic ideal of 

securing transparency for readers, and participants may feel less obliged regarding the accuracy of 

the information they provide when names are excluded (Brurås, 2010, p. 197). 

The 12 journalist participants in the Cuban state media were divided into three broad age groups for 

the purpose of anonymity. There were five journalists in the group young reporter (20–35), five in 

the group middle-aged reporter (35–50) and two in the group senior reporter (50+). Their 

workplace and professional title were omitted. Participants were also given a pseudonym in the text, 

as I consider a name easier to read and relate to than a number. The names were chosen from the 10 

most popular names in Cuba for both sexes. The same pseudonyms were used throughout the four 

articles. This can be a way to make transparent for readers the amount of exposure each participant 

received in my project. At the same time, if a reader is meticulously interested, it is possible to 

discern a broader picture of each participant by comparing information from all four articles. When 

using quotes where journalists refer to specific media content they produce (e.g., article 2), I have 

not used the pseudonym because the participant’s age and sex could allow identification. 
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As mentioned by Heggen and Guillemin (2012), a study with few participants or an unusual research 

context can more easily lead to identification, particularly if one reveals details of the research 

(Heggen & Guillemin, 2012, p. 472). Details often provide interesting analyses, and it has been 

difficult to know at which point details begin to compromise anonymity. For instance, one of the 

participants lost his job in the state media after a blog post. His story is widely known, as it was 

covered internationally. If one is particularly interested, one might sketch out his identity by 

comparing information from all four articles. As his points of view are publicly known, I do not think 

an identification would cause additional harm; he has already been punished by losing his job. It is 

possible to argue, as Kvale and Brinkmann (2015, pp. 91-95) have, that anonymity may also deny 

participants the voice that was the aim of the interview. Indeed, participants spending time providing 

valuable information to the researcher may wish to be credited through the use of their name. 

Perhaps it is pertinent to ask, What are the benefits of the study? For many of the participants in this 

project, I believe it is having their voices heard outside of Cuba. 

Most of the journalists I interviewed did not seem preoccupied with anonymity. One journalist 

asked me whom else I had been interviewing, and she found it amusing that I would not answer. 

Later, at a journalistic event, the same journalist told a friend and fellow journalist that I had been 

interviewing her. He answered, ‘Me too!’ and she said laughingly, ‘Oh, so we are both on your secret 

list.’ This incident suggested that these journalists did not consider the information they shared to 

require the protection of anonymity. 

5.5 Semi-structured interviews with journalists 
The interviews with journalists provided my main source of information. These were used in articles 

1, 2 and 3. In line with what Kvale and Brinkmann (2015, p. 57) termed the ‘interviewer as 

traveller’, I consider interviewing a process of ‘knowledge construction’ in that the conversation and 

accounts that are created during a meeting between two people are what is important. Accordingly, 

I use the word ‘participant’ instead of ‘interviewee’, ‘informant’ or ‘respondent’ because I believe 

we both participate in creating knowledge. The interview guide was inspired by themes from the 

questionnaire in the Worlds of Journalism Study (see appendix A). While the WJS is a quantitative 

study, the subjects treated in the questionnaire provided useful guidance when designing my qualitative 

interview guide. Thus, the inspiration from the WJS simply means that some relevant topics from the 

quantitative WJS questionnaire were remodelled into qualitative questions for my interview guide.  

The interview guide consisted of four sections: 1. Personal profile, 2. Construction of news, 3. 

Internet and social media and 4. Professional values. The first section was used as an ice-breaker to 

stimulate conversation. I tried to evaluate to what degree trust had been established before deciding 

which section to move on to. A ll of the subsequent sections, however, contained issues that 
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journalists sometimes refrained from answering. In most interviews, I also let participants guide me 

towards what they perceived as important, and I skipped or contracted parts of the guide, but I always 

attempted to put the central questions of each section to all participants. 

There were seven male and five female journalists participating. Although the number was quite 

balanced, this was partly by chance. The study does not have a gender focus, and as it was hard to 

reach participants, gender was not an important selection criterion. I do, however, consider the 

views of both sexes essential to gaining insight into the experiences of Cuban journalists. Most of 

the journalists were working in Havana, and a few were situated in towns west of the capital. In this 

thesis, I refer to ‘Cuban journalists and students’, although most of the participants lived in Havana. 

I am aware that perceptions and media practices in Havana may be different from other parts of 

Cuba, but I have chosen this general term to include all of the participants. 

The journalists could determine whether I would record the interview, which was something all 

participants agreed to. The interviews lasted from 1 to 4 hours, and I met with some of the journalists 

several times. This was either casually, because I went to journalistic events or forums at the FCOM, 

or because I was invited by journalists to join them at various happenings. The journalists selected 

the location for the formalised interviews. This was a pragmatic approach, as journalists have long 

workdays, and many hold several jobs. I wanted to facilitate the interview so that I did not claim 

too much of their free time. I interviewed two journalists in their homes, two journalists came to 

my apartment, I met one journalist at a café and four interviews were conducted at the Faculty of 

Communication. The last three interviews took place at the journalist’s workplace. Of these, two 

were done in private offices while one interview was conducted in the middle of the newsroom, as 

mentioned in the previous section. 

Almost all of the interviewed journalists worked for different media outlets (television, radio, 

national newspapers, local newspapers, or online news outlets); only two of them worked for the 

same outlet. Journalists also work with different tasks (news reporter, specialists in certain fields, 

mid-level editor, chief editor), and many of the journalists can be considered quite influential 

regarding their ability to voice complaints. As Cuban academics have some of the island’s most 

progressive voices on change in both political matters and in the media (See for instance Garcés, 

2013, 2016; García Luis, 2013; Hernández, 2003), a participant selection based on these premises 

may reflect this critical academic tradition. What the selection might lack is more opinions of 

journalists who are lower in the hierarchy. It is in-depth understanding and richness of information 

that define whether one can learn about the most important issues of the research, what Patton (2015) 

called ‘purposeful sampling’. Despite a possible bias in the sense that many journalists are 

theoretically and professionally talented, they meet one important criterion for purposeful sampling: 
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they are not a homogenous group, and the interviews bring forth nuances on a variety of topics 

important to the research, such as autonomy and self-censorship (Malterud, 2017, p. 59). 

5.6 Focus group interviews with journalism students 
I wanted to interview journalism students and also study their curricula since this provides insight 

into the professionalisation of journalists in Cuba. I believe this strengthens the project because I 

am studying both those about to become journalists and those within the profession. The journalism 

students are situated in a framework where ideals of journalism are maintained, whereas those 

working in media outlets experience breaches between ideals and practices. The contrast between 

practicing journalists and journalism students is demonstrated in article 3, where perceptions of 

non-state media are discussed by journalists and students. Students are the main source of 

information in article 4, where they discuss professional ideals during internships. In article 2, the 

contrast between students and journalists helped me understand and discuss professional autonomy. 

Further, the focus group interviews with students were vital in understanding how the changing 

media landscape in Cuba is perceived by different generations.  

I conducted five focus group interviews with students, with a total of 19 participants, and the groups 

ranged from two to eight participants. Becoming a professional journalist in Cuba requires five 

years of study. I interviewed third-, fourth- and fifth-year students, considering discussions would 

be better with students who had a few years of study to draw on. I also wanted students to have 

experiences from internships in state media. The interview guide addressed the contents of 

journalism education, motivations for becoming a journalist, perceptions of state and non-state 

media and practical training (see appendix B). I primarily used the interview guide to touch on 

similar subjects in all the groups, emphasising dialogue and discussions between students. 

Although I had initially planned to conduct one-on-one interviews, I changed my mind when I 

experienced the open-minded atmosphere at the FCOM. As students were encouraged to discuss 

and criticise, I thought of focus groups as a good way to learn about subjects that I perhaps had not 

thought of beforehand (Guldvik, 2002, p. 39). The eight participants in the first group were recruited 

by a recently graduated research assistant at the FCOM. This focus group functioned as a pilot group 

to adjust the other interviews and to guide my own expectations of the degree of openness to expect 

from students. Because I was concerned that transcribing material from a group of eight fast-talking 

Cubans could be difficult (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015, p. 176), I asked them to speak one at a time. 

This somewhat hindered a natural dialogue and discussion. In addition, the research assistant was 

present and often intervened in the conversation, seemingly overlooking that he was not a part of 

the focus group. 



61 

   
 

 

Learning from the pilot study, I wanted to keep groups small so that I could easily follow the 

dialogue and create accurate transcriptions, even though larger groups can bring about a broader 

range of expression (Krueger & Casey, 2009, p. 69). By notifying students about my project at 

lectures for 3rd- and 4th-year students and from spending time at the library, I recruited participants 

for the other groups. The remainder of the focus groups were conducted in social spaces in the 

faculty, such as at sofa groups or around small tables. This contributed to a more relaxed and 

conversational dialogue. 

There was reason to expect that answers from journalism students in Havana may be different from 

those of journalism students in other parts of the country, as the Internet infrastructure is better 

developed in the capital. Moreover, the voluntary participation by students may have promoted the 

particular points of view of students engaged in the changing Cuban media landscape. However, since 

students display a variety of opinions on Cuban media, I believe that the focus groups represent a 

range of points of view. 

5.7 Supplementary data 
This section contains data that have been used in articles as well as data that provides more of an 

informational backdrop to this thesis. While only some of this information is used in the articles, 

the methods nevertheless shaped the way I see and understand Cuba.  

One of the personal difficulties in writing about journalism in Cuba is the unavoidable obstacle of 

me being a Western journalism scholar conducting research in a ‘non-Western’ context. The same 

concern has been recognised by the creators of the Worlds of Journalism Study, who stated that 

‘most journalism research, comparative or not, about a Western country or not, still carries 

significant Western conceptual baggage’ (Hanitzsch et al., 2019, p. 24). That the English language 

is the most widely used in academic discourse leads to a further advantage for scholars from the 

Global North, advancing their intellectual authority over research originating in other languages 

(Hanitzsch et al., 2019a, p. 5). The frustration over how easy it is for Cuban ‘dissidents’ to be heard 

compared with academics residing in Cuba has been described by Cuban sociologist Hernández 

(2002, p. 12): ‘A Cuban who neither leaves Cuba nor joins the organised “dissidence” is, according 

to established discourse of the outside, a personification of the state – a nonperson, in fact.’ 

Therefore, in my research on Cuba, I have deliberately tried to use Cuban research, whenever it is 

relevant, to ‘de-westernise’ journalism research and to base my claims on research and experiences 

described by Cubans in Cuba. 

I have used content from Cuban research literature in all four articles and in this synopsis, 

emphasising the local PhD theses. This has been a very important source of information, both for 
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direct use and as background information. In Cuba, I was fortunate to be given free access to 

research originating at the FCOM on the intranet of the faculty. Reviewing the titles of all available 

publications, I selected 25 academic works published between 2004 and 2016. These comprise a 

selection of Bachelor, Master and PhD theses. The research I gathered during my fieldwork is 

largely unknown and unpublished outside of Cuba. One explanation for this is language and 

structures, but there may also be political reasons, as it might be used as a means of 

‘compartmentalising knowledge and restricting public debate’ (García Santamaría, 2017, p. 128). 

This highlights the importance of researchers engaging in fieldwork and actively seeking to obtain 

information that otherwise would not have been disseminated.  

I also gathered journalism curricula for the 3rd, 4th and 5th year of study (see article 4). The 

curricula were an important source of information for articles 3 and 4, as they offered insight into 

some of the pillars of journalism education and the professionalisation of journalism students. The 

various types of information on investigative research, for instance, gave me a broader 

understanding of the degree to which journalism education differed from the type of journalism 

practiced in the state media. 

Further, the two academics interviewed for this study work in the field of social sciences. Both are 

important voices in the debate on how journalism and society in general should be in Cuba. 

However, I have only used direct citations from one of them in my articles (article 3). I have also 

interviewed various academics at the FCOM in a more informal manner, but these are not included 

as part of the listed empirical data. The most important function of these interviews has been to 

demonstrate how it is possible to talk about society, what kinds of demands and expressions it is 

possible to use from an academic standpoint, and the ways in which scholars interpret Cuban society 

and the media landscape – in other words, contextualising the study and contributing to the ‘thick’ 

description of the qualitative data. 

Lastly, I want to mention another important aspect of the thesis’s methodological backdrop: 

observations and field notes. I made many observations while spending time at the Faculty of 

Communication, when visiting media outlets for interviews and generally engaging in the media 

consumption of people that I met in the streets. Impressions, thoughts, worries and considerations 

both before and after each interview have been noted, in addition to important events where I met 

journalists. I have also made a note of curious happenings from wandering the streets, the opinions 

of a taxi driver or ice salesperson on El Paquete or the latest music show. In total, my field notes 

have been invaluable for capturing the emotions I had during fieldwork, how I evaluated my 

surroundings and how my interpretation of Cuban society changed over time. 
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5.8 Transcription, translation and publication 
All of the interviews except one (in English) were conducted and transcribed in Spanish, and all 

interviews were recorded. A Cuban researcher transcribed seven of the journalist interviews and all 

of the focus groups. A local transcriber was useful to confirm accuracy when participants used local 

slang or expressions. Five of the journalist interviews were transcribed by me. I wanted to 

familiarise myself with the interviews in which the atmosphere was somewhat tense and lacked the 

flowing dialogue that distinguished others. I also transcribed interviews with themes that I deemed 

sensitive, in which I did not want an external transcriber to take part. I listened to the sound files of 

all of the interviews while simultaneously reading the transcripts. This helped me secure accuracy 

and review the contents of the interviews. In this process, I added missing details, corrected the use 

of punctuation and modified some mistakes, both in my own transcriptions and those of the Cuban 

researcher. I have undertaken all the translations from Spanish to English in this text and in the 

articles myself, and I have verified these with a Spanish-speaking proofreader. 

I have purposively selected open access journals as publication channels for three out of four 

articles. Two of the articles are published in both English and Spanish. I agree with Aase and 

Fossåskaret (2014, p. 220) that it should be an ethical principle to give the people who shared 

information about themselves free access to the results, particularly when research is done in 

developing countries. Otherwise, the knowledge the participants helped me produce would probably 

be inaccessible to them. 

5.9 Coding 
When coding the data, I was inspired by the (reflexive) thematic analysis model of Braun and Clarke 

(2006, 2019). Thematic analysis involves ‘searching across a data set [...] to find repeated patterns 

of meaning’ that are relevant to the research question (2006, p. 86). I consider applying this 

framework an important tool in showing my role in identifying patterns and making the analytical 

process transparent (2006, p. 80). 

I have used an inductive (or abductive) approach in applying thematic analysis. Through this 

method, it is the data and not the theory that determines the themes or patterns that I have developed 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 84; 2019). My field notes have been useful as a starting point for potential 

codes, and I continued to note ideas during the transcription process. I used NVivo to code and 

transcribe the data. Familiarising myself with the content through transcription gave me general 

ideas about what was in the data. Next, I reviewed the interview transcripts one more time and 

selected colours to mark four broad categories in the text: Censorship, Traditional vs. New Media, 

USA and Values. During this process I started to construct various patterns that could be relevant 
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within each category, and I noted these in a book. When plotting the four initial categories into 

NVivo, I started expanding each one into more specific codes. For example, I kept USA as a ‘parent 

node’ and created ‘child nodes’ referring to subjects such as ‘protect Cuban interests’, ‘stories about 

Cuba’ and ‘historical development’. As the coding progressed, these child nodes were split into even 

more specific codes (2006, p. 89). 

The coding was done both on a semantic and latent level. Some codes were made based only on 

direct description, such as ‘daily routines’ in the newsroom. Other codes departed from possible 

underlying assumptions or ideas (2006, p. 84), such as when participants described practices that I 

label ‘censorship’. However, semantic coding also evolved to a latent level; for instance, ‘daily 

routines’ eventually became part of ‘autonomy’. The student focus groups were coded separately 

from those of journalists, as I did not know how the articles would be structured. Therefore, I kept 

student answers within one parent node, with child nodes such as ‘internship’, ‘norms’, 

‘challenges/criticism’ and ‘about the faculty’. I coded all data, even if it seemed to be without 

relevance for any aspect of my project. Some content was coded multiple times since it could be 

related to various subjects (2006, p. 89). 

After obtaining an overview of the data, I was better able to assess themes that contributed to 

answering my research questions (2006, p. 81). I reviewed the texts related to each parent/child node 

and started a process of generating new themes. Large parts of the parent nodes Censorship and 

Values merged into one, Autonomy. The parent node Journalism Education to some degree spread 

itself out to the parent nodes USA, New Media and Autonomy, and the theme New Media 

eventually had child nodes from all of the initial categories (2006, p. 91). The reorganising and 

revising of parent and child nodes was a continuous process, and it has been conducted both 

analogically by using Post-it notes and through the NVivo programme. 

5.10 Choice of terminology 
5.10.1 What should the ‘state media’ be called? 

I tested a multitude of terms to describe the Cuban media outlets that either are directly connected 

to organs of the Communist Party (government) or financed by the state budget. As there is only one 

political party in Cuba, it does not really make sense to create a division between funding from the 

government and funding from the state. However, the levels of scrutiny from the Ideological 

Department of the PCC vary among the outlets; those closest to the government are under tighter 

control. The editors can also interpret the changing editorial guidelines in various ways. That is to 

say, there is a certain level of variation between outlets. 



65 

   
 

 

In Cuba, all outlets with funding from the state/government go by the name medios públicos (public 

media). In English, this can be confusing, as public media often is financed through annual fees 

paid by receivers and sometimes also by foundations or businesses. In the information letter I 

handed out before each interview, I used the term prensa estatal (state press). One participant 

reacted to this, saying: ‘state press is reductionist when it comes to the editorial lines of each media 

outlet.’ I wanted to accommodate this criticism and tried the words government-financed and state-

financed, but in a text, these words became too long and difficult to read. The term official media is 

also used by some, but I wanted to focus on the source of financing to create a distinction between 

state and non-state media (which I discuss in article 3). 

For article 2, the term ‘state media’ was also a subject of debate. The editors disliked the term ‘state 

media journalists’ because it could imply that journalists are owned by the state, not just working 

for it. It is certainly not my intention to reduce the complexity of Cuban state media by using this 

term; it is simply for lack of a better word that can encompass its meaning. State media is also a 

term used by many Cuban journalists (see for instance Periodismo de Barrio, 2018) and among the 

participants in this study. The selection of the terms ‘state media’ and ‘state media journalists’ 

represents a pragmatic approach to making a complex definition readable and avoiding 

misunderstandings regarding funding. 

5.11 Summary 
Conducting research in a restrictive context, with difficulties of access to participants, and the 

possibility of the participants reproducing an official narrative, has been challenging. To overcome 

some of these obstacles, important methodological tools included working with the interview 

situation to establish trust and to find a status or role that participants can relate to. I emphasised 

sharing personal experiences and promoting myself as neutral to the polarised debate between Cuba 

and the US. Most of the responses from the journalists reflected an official discourse to some extent, 

but they also stepped outside this framework, thus juggling between narratives of being a ‘correct 

revolutionary’ and a ‘correct professional’. Therefore, looking for the cracks and discrepancies in a 

story has been a useful approach. It enabled me to describe the meanings participants gave to their 

actions. Gathering information as broadly as possible and analysing data from the points of view of 

various sources have been tools used to validate the research material. 
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6 DISCUSSION 
In this section, I first discuss the four specific research questions based on the findings in the articles 

and the theoretical framework of this synopsis. Using this as a backdrop, I consider issues related 

to professional journalism, journalistic role performance, and nationalism to discuss the general 

research question. 

6.1 The US role in defining parameters of Cuban journalism 
The defence paradigm in Cuba is based on the perceived threat from the US. Broadly summarised, 

this threat involves the potential undermining of the Cuban socialist system. The field of 

communications is considered particularly prone to being affected by US interests. For the PCC, 

there are no limits to what or whom the US could theoretically pay or persuade to become its 

‘mercenaries’ in the journalistic field. However, as argued in chapter 3, the Cuban underdog status 

created by the defence paradigm is also a convenient way for the PCC to legitimate its role. This is 

the background for RQ1: In which ways does the defence paradigm in Cuba affect self-censorship 

strategies among state media journalists? 

Cuban state media journalists are the front-line combaters of a wildly undefined mass of potential 

threats. This role can be viewed as a historical prolongation of the words of national hero José Martí: 

‘Journalists have so much of a soldier in them!’ (¡Tiene tanto el periodista de soldado!) (Aguirre, 

2003, p. 336). Thus, journalists in state media are placed in a narrowly defined role as soldiers, and 

journalism thus becomes a political act (García Santamaría, 2021). As I discuss in article 1 (Natvig, 

2019b), the editorial guidelines defining which stories are too ‘sensitive’ to disseminate to the public 

change with the shifting relations with the US. In theory, any subject could provide weapons to the 

enemy in its bid to harm the Cuban system. This transfers a great deal of responsibility to the 

individual journalists and the editors of each outlet in interpreting and deciphering which stories it 

is possible to publicise. In all professions, there will be variations in the degree of preparation and 

the capacities of each individual. Opposing the (sometimes absurd) restrictions in editorial guidelines 

is time consuming and demanding. Therefore, self-censorship is an understandable strategy to 

attempt to strike a balance between self-determination and external control – in addition to keeping 

one’s job. As noted by Roberts (2019, p. 44) on Cuban journalists, the term ‘self-censorship’ might 

be an over-simplification because ‘[t]he act of circumventing institutional constraints is in itself a 

form of agency within the confines of tolerated discourse by the state.’ 

One of the core concepts of the JRP is that roles overlap, change and are context dependent. Despite 

the fact that 30% of the items in the JRP sample for Cuba (Márquez-Ramírez et al., 2021) presented 

national triumphs (the loyal-facilitator role), state media journalists may still have a role conception 
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closely knit to professional journalism (Waisbord, 2013b; Freidson 2001; Dzur 2008). In examining 

the multiple roles journalists assume, it is never either–or. Journalists may seize the opportunity to 

apply one role one day, and another the next, depending on the context. Journalists in Cuba need to 

consider the demands of the PCC, social expectations from Cuban citizens on relations to the US, 

individual values, and the overarching concept of nationalism and promoting the national struggle 

against the US threat. Managing to navigate this terrain seems like a full-time job in itself, so it 

makes sense that other roles and ideals may be put on hold.  

However, support for the nation and subsequent self-censorship in a situation of conflict can be 

found in any political context (Ottosen, 1991). Self-censorship can involve conscious considerations 

due to fear, but it can also involve unconscious processes, such as motivations stemming from 

journalists’ own social values, as argued in article 1 (Natvig, 2019b). Perhaps there is a need to refine 

the concept of self-censorship, divided as it is between nationalistic ‘war-coverage’ in Western 

contexts and more enduring processes related to rewards and punishments in authoritarian regimes 

(Elbaz et al., 2017). In Cuba, both of these motivators for self-censorship exist; there is a perpetual 

situation of ‘war’ in the sense that the threat from the US is unending. In addition, the concept of 

rewards and punishments from the PCC is highly real. In Cuba, the external pressure arguably is 

stronger than in other contexts. Therefore, it may be that journalists fluctuate even more between 

roles and modify their self-censorship strategies to a larger extent than in countries with a more 

stable ‘enemy’ or source of self-censorship. 

6.1.1 Contradicting discourses 

There are understandable reasons why many journalists support the PCC’s analysis of the US threat. 

For instance, the economic embargo/blockade is something that affects all Cubans. As I argue in 

article 1, the plaza sitiada concept creates difficult professional compromises because of journalists’ 

support of social values and ideology (Elbaz et al., 2017). Essentially, journalists both accept and 

dispute the same security paradigm. Their loyalties are continuously competing between nation and 

profession (Skjerdal, 2012). Given the enemy image of the US that is imprinted as a part of national 

ideology, journalists do not have the option to shift between loyalties (Zandberg & Neiger, 2005). 

While RQ1 focuses on the defence paradigm as a major driving force for self-censorship strategies, 

there could be numerous additional reasons. As I mentioned in article 1, blaming the plaza sitiada 

mentality could also be a convenient excuse for journalists to not extend their efforts. 

Still, the US is a defining force in Cuba, both structurally and discursively. Journalists and students 

in Cuba must be aware of these contradicting discourses, and they need to know how to interpret 

them. This is one of Zelizer’s (1993) most important arguments for adopting the interpretive 

community paradigm in journalism studies. The places where journalists meet, and the shared 
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discourses journalists apply for defining events, are key to understanding how they navigate in all 

types of societies. For Cuban journalists and students, this paradigm is perhaps best understood if 

paired with the concept of imagined communities (Anderson, 2016 [1983]). Arguably, the imagined 

community is stronger in Cuba than in comparable countries, be it those with similar political 

systems or other countries in Latin America. While significant parts of populations in many 

countries have an ambivalent relationship with the US, few countries are more closely situated 

geographically than Cuba – and few diverge so radically in terms of ideology. 

The imagined community in Cuba has been built on opposition to imperialism and colonialism. 

There is an abundance of national symbols in Cuba to remind its citizens of the historical legitimacy 

of the Revolution. The anti-colonial struggle of Taino chief Hatuey might not be on the mind of the 

average Cuban when drinking the beer with the same name or when seeing Hatuey’s face on the 

label. Such symbols, nevertheless, contribute to building everyday imageries of collectivity and 

antiquity, which are vital to the creation of nationalism (Anderson, 2016 [1983]). The same applies 

to the busts of national icon and revolutionary poet José Martí (which are found everywhere from car 

repair shops to official buildings), not to mention the revolutionary slogans, murals, billboards and 

photos of revolutionary heroes. 

The unconscious consumption of national symbols is an important contributor to keeping core 

Cuban revolutionary values alive, which is what Billig (1995) termed banal nationalism. 

Interestingly, for Cuban exiles in the US, José Martí is a symbol in much the same way that he is in 

Cuba, except he represents values such as the absence of repression and freedom of speech. This 

means that Cuban journalists and students need to know the implicit meanings connected to these 

everyday symbols not only from a Cuban point of view but also from that of Cubans in the US. 

Furthermore, they need to take a stance in how they relate to this, particularly when it comes to 

deciding where to work. It can be difficult to decide to work for non-state outlets because a large 

number of these relate to a discourse somewhere in between the ‘siege’ mentality in state media and 

that of US-based media outlets covering Cuba. 

The grand narrative of the Revolution, as described by Guerra (2012), consisted of resistance and 

redemption, a people’s uprising against injustice, a people who willingly gave up their individual 

rights for the sake of the collective. In this process, coercion and volunteerism became mixed in 

with what became a ‘grassroots dictatorship’. For journalists, understanding national discourse 

means accepting the achievements of the Revolution, acknowledging the threat of these being 

undermined by US interests, and demonstrating a measure of support for these ideals. At the same 

time, supporting the national project does not mean having unreserved support for all of the PCC 
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policies. In this diffuse landscape, loyalties are divided not only between the profession and the 

nation but also between the nation and the party. 

As Anderson reminds us, the nation, despite being a collective creation, can ask for great sacrifices 

by its citizens because it is perceived to be interestless. Other bodies that one can join or leave at 

will (e.g., the Labour Party or Red Cross) are not usually something citizens are willing to die for. 

Making the ultimate sacrifice for the nation, however, assumes an unrivalled moral grandeur. 

Anderson (2016 [1983], p. 144) noted that dying for ‘the revolution’ relates to a perception of 

something profoundly pure: ‘…it may be that to the extent that Marxist interpretations of history 

are felt (rather than intellected) as representations of ineluctable necessity, they also acquire an aura 

of purity and disinterestedness.’ Although journalistic sacrifices for the sake of the nation are not a 

matter of life and death, the literature on self-censorship indicates that the nation indeed persuades 

journalists to leave professionalism behind in ways that no other entity can. But once again, lines 

are blurred when it comes to Cuba. Because the grand narrative of the Revolution has been created 

and maintained by the PCC, it is difficult to pinpoint what distinguishes the nation from the 

Communist Party (and connected organisations). Nevertheless, some journalists retain a sense of 

professionalism by drawing a distinction between nation and party. If a story is too ‘sensitive’ to be 

published, they can claim that it is for the ‘greater good of the country’ (Natvig, 2019b). Thus, 

lowering journalistic standards due to national concerns may be an easier professional compromise 

than acknowledging self-censorship in order to preserve the hegemony of the PCC (or admitting that 

you have given up trying). However, some journalists quoted in article 1 view the defence paradigm 

as a political act much more than a national concern. 

Then there is the other side of the coin. ‘What do they (the US) say about us (Cuba)?’ If a Miami 

outlet publishes an article about someone who has been harassed by the PCC, that does not 

necessarily represent an attack on the national community itself. As I comment in article 1, some 

journalists will interpret such stories as a display of the incapacities of state media – maybe even as 

a necessary adjustment. Because the limits of what is a real threat to Cuba are unclear, journalists 

respond to the defence paradigm based on how they interpret the nationalistic discourse. This in turn 

depends on whether they see a division between nation and party or whether they see it as one unit. 

In articles 1, 3 and 4, many of the young journalists, journalism students and academics expressed the 

opinion that the parameters of the old security paradigm are outdated. These considerations partially 

contribute to building a professional or alternative interpretive community that works in tandem 

with the security paradigm. 
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6.2 Autonomy and its impossibility 
Autonomy is a difficult ideal to achieve if it means all-or-nothing, total independence or total 

subjugation. The reality is usually somewhere in between, and it is on the periphery of this large 

and abstract ideal that it is possible to discuss it in a Cuban context. As noted by Waisbord (2013b), 

the interesting part is to discover why journalists continue to pursue autonomy and when (and why) 

they yield to external interests. Hence, in RQ2, I ask, What strategies do journalists working for 

state media use to expand their autonomy? 

Many researchers consider autonomy to be the most important premise for journalists in fulfilling 

their social mandate, and that autonomy is contingent on democracy (Waisbord 2013b; Hanitzsch 

et al., 2011; Deuze 2005). While the same researchers acknowledge the impossibility of being free 

from external influences, the approach of the JRP is unique as it maps the various influences on a 

journalistic product in all types of political regimes. In the case of Cuba, this is particularly 

interesting because there is little comparative research on the media output of authoritarian regimes. 

As seen in my own project and noted by Mellado et al. (2017b), journalists find ways to gain or 

maintain autonomy despite the absence of democracy. 

Autonomy and the negotiations over it can be studied on many different levels. Journalists, editors, 

outlet profiles, owners, audiences and many other factors can influence the journalistic product 

(Mellado, 2021). While my project is qualitative and perhaps more of an anthropological inquiry 

into the perceptions of journalists, the JRP remains relevant, particularly relating to the role 

conception of journalists and students. I respond to RQ2 by discussing two levels of autonomy 

among journalists: individual and collective. 

Some of my initial questions were, ‘How do journalists put up with so many restrictions? Have they 

given up or maybe they just do not care?’ A similar question posed by friends visiting Cuban 

academic Julio García Luis is referred to in his book (2013, p. 127): ‘Why, with your passionate 

Revolution, do you nevertheless have such a boring press?’ Journalism education in Cuba is no 

exception in terms of how it provides journalists with role ideals that are difficult, if not impossible, 

to meet (the watchdog role in particular). As Freidson (2001) and Dzur (2008) counselled, the 

central characteristics of professions are knowledge, self-regulation and social responsibility. 

Autonomy is the key – without autonomy, it is difficult to develop special knowledge and attain 

social obligations. In the Cuban context, the relative academic autonomy contributes to provide 

journalists with knowledge about journalistic ideals, or role conceptions, that may not easily be used 

but may push the boundaries of autonomy. 
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Concerning individual autonomy, one could argue that journalists in Cuban state media exercise a 

peculiar kind of autonomy, one that requires more skills to navigate than a journalist in, for example, 

Norway, would need to have. Some important aspects of the negotiations of autonomy are (blurred) 

boundaries and the journalist’s position within the organisation. As discussed in article 2 (Natvig, 

2021), journalists higher in the hierarchy and with prominent roles in the outlet seem to be better 

prepared to ‘balance and battle’ the restrictions of the system, which is similar to the processes 

described by Sjøvaag (2013). Implicit or explicit guidelines, material restrictions and the will of 

editors are just some of the obstacles one must overcome to be able to push the boundaries of 

autonomy. Importantly, the journalist must be willing to accept potential consequences. In article 

2, some participants claimed to receive positive feedback on their attempts, or none at all, even if 

they did expect the stories to be disclaimed by editors. Others had to deal with negative consequences, 

and to ‘stay in the game’ was not something all of them managed to do. Thus, it is not surprising that 

Cuba outranks all of the other countries in the JRP study on the loyal-facilitator role (Mellado et al., 

2021a, p. 73). However, what is not seen in the statistics on journalistic role performance in the JRP 

is that journalists in state media use their knowledge and the ideals learnt in university to create 

some space for autonomous decisions, although it may not be apparent in the journalistic product.  

From the perspective of the PCC, blurring the already imperceptible lines of acceptable behaviour 

solidly decreases the number of journalists able to push boundaries of autonomy from within. The 

psychological mechanisms at play are basic ones. In any confined context, having a clear set of 

boundaries and rules promotes a sense of safety, and it opens room for exploration. If the rules keep 

changing, it can cause anxiety and uncertainty (Passer & Smith, 2001). Thus, having clear boundaries 

regarding what journalists can and cannot do, and how to relate to external influences, makes a 

journalistic workday easier and causes less confusion. As I stated in article 4, journalism students 

find these unwritten and changing rules to be extremely difficult to understand and navigate. 

Lehmann- Jacobsen (2017) found the same tendency in Southeast Asia. Journalists in Singapore 

were more confident in their roles than their Vietnamese counterparts, largely explained by 

Singapore’s clearer framework. Some Cuban state media journalists have pursued and achieved 

individual autonomy, and these achievements have been noticed by others as honourable 

exceptions. Nevertheless, as illustrated by the three bloggers in article 2 (and by students in article 

4), the potential to overstep the lines or become demotivated by the lack of change impedes broader 

individual pursuits of autonomy among journalists in state media. 

Regarding collective autonomy among state media journalists, it is instructive to recollect the early 

days of the Revolution in the 1960s. Seen from the political elite’s point of view, the question was 

not the degree to which criticism could be tolerated. Criticism became meaningless if people 
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accepted the Revolution as a disinterested tool for political re-distribution of power. As a ‘grassroots 

dictatorship’, the collectivity that the Revolution demanded held no room for the pursuit of autonomy 

(Guerra, 2012). Therefore, it is difficult to talk about the ‘state’ and ‘autonomy’ in a way that makes 

sense outside of Cuba. The state is both the saviour and the villain; it can – and does – demand great 

sacrifices for the sake of keeping the nation unified. Perhaps the foundations of professionalism and 

professional journalism (Freidson, 2001; Dzur, 2008; Waisbord 2013b) need to be adjusted to fit 

the Cuban context. Autonomy Cuban-style is not, and never has been, an absolute term. While many 

participants in this study wanted more freedom, their desire was never at the expense of the nation 

or the possible undermining of the socialist project. Autonomy in Cuba can perhaps be seen as a 

shared puzzle, where some bits belong to the professionals and others to the state. Social 

responsibility may also be understood differently in Cuba if interpreted through a collectivist view. 

It may be interpreted as something that can contribute to the greater good of the people – and the 

state.  

Today, the quest for collective autonomy among journalists is largely found within the framework 

of the journalist union, UPEC, and among journalism academics. Arguably, these groups also 

channel international norms and values into journalism in Cuba. As noted in chapter 2, the need for 

a framework allowing less external control is something academics call for (Elizalde, 2013; García 

Luis, 2013). Forwarding demands through organisations resonates well with the way protests are 

allowed to be channelled in Cuba. The authorities in the country have been particularly efficient in 

segregating cultural and social claims from political demands, thus marginalising political 

opponents. The intellectuals who agree to negotiate with the authorities thereby become legitimate 

voices in the debate, but they also contribute to maintaining and reproducing the border between 

social and political spheres (Geoffray, 2014, p. 234). This underscores how collective pursuits 

for autonomy through journalistic meeting arenas might strengthen the interpretive community 

among journalists, becoming the only real alternative for them to remain in ‘the game’.  

6.3 A generational divide 
I continue the exploration of the meaning of autonomy by discussing how the changing media 

context influences institutional and professional autonomy for journalists in state media and among 

journalism students. The question posed in RQ3 is, In which ways does the non-state media 

challenge the state media, and how do journalists and students relate to this? 

Reich and Hanitzsch (2013) asserted that journalists in authoritarian countries experience more 

perceived autonomy than those in hybrid regimes, perhaps due to a higher expectation of autonomy 

in hybrid regimes. In this respect, Cuba is an interesting case. While often being labelled 

‘authoritarian’, journalists have a desire (and a hope, if not an expectation) for greater professional 
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autonomy (or a version of it). Again, the globalised or Westernised ideals of journalism confront the 

local conditions of professional demands made by the PCC as the vanguards of the media. Journalists 

aim for institutional autonomy through the channels of collective autonomy (UPEC) or through 

working with a state organ. But the fight must be subtle, and it must be undertaken with the right 

means and by the right person. The degree of institutional autonomy is perhaps the area where the 

non-state media can most effectively challenge the state media.  

While non-state media is subject to crackdowns and (at a minimum) must relate to the discursive 

limits of no pornography, no religion and no politics, it largely fulfils the three central premises of 

professionalism: a large portion of the journalists in these outlets are educated (knowledge), they 

shed light on issues silenced by state media (social responsibility) and they work without direct 

monitoring by the state. Some of the crowdfunded outlets also work relatively independently of 

market demands (autonomy) (Dzur, 2008; Freidson, 2001). Notably, the non-state media is not a 

homogenous group in terms of organisation, ideology or professionalism (see section 3.7). It is not 

only the diversity that makes non-state media difficult to describe but also that such outlets have 

been framed and understood so differently within and outside of Cuba. When Internet access was 

highly restricted in Cuba, activists who denounced the social and political order were 

overrepresented in their visibility abroad. However, the liberalisation of the Internet has led to a 

professionalisation of non-state outlets and a growth in a less explicit political use of the Internet 

(Geoffray, 2021, p. 150). One of the most infamous outlets in Cuba, 14ymedio, has also moved 

towards professionalisation. As US researcher Ted Henken wrote (2021, p. 175), ‘The subjectivity 

of blogging and the transparency of noncredentialled bloggers who practice “citizen journalism” 

have served as a vital check on and crack in the dominant system where state propaganda 

masquerades as “professional journalism”’. 

As Zelizer noted, discourses about important journalistic incidents contribute to standards of 

journalistic behaviour as the ‘borders of appropriate practice need renegotiation’ (Zelizer, 1993, p. 

224). Presumably, ‘borders of appropriate practice’ in the state media would have been renegotiated 

with the impulses from non-state media. While journalist participants did acknowledge that some 

stories are pushed through in state media after circulating in non-state outlets, the findings in article 

3 (Natvig, 2019a) show that journalists largely draw on a ‘local’ discourse. Professionalism should 

be achieved through collective attempts at autonomy such as the UPEC. Journalism students are 

today leaning towards Western or global ideals of being society’s main providers of information. 

Thus, what is considered appropriate professional practice is not coherent between the actors 

involved, and this is a potential source of friction. 
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As this study has documented, specifically in article 3, there is a divide in perceptions of professional 

autonomy between journalists and journalism students. This can be seen as a divide in the interpretive 

community because journalists of different generations value distinctive skills and ideals. The 

multiple agendas of preservation and change may weaken the journalistic community and its ability 

to resist external influences. Both the sociologist cited in article 3 (and other academics) and Elizalde 

(2013) warned against a possible scenario in which the development in the media scene runs out of 

control and leads to arbitrary decisions impeding professionalisation. At the same time, the PCC 

has its own view of such a scenario, inscribed in Cold War logic. This view is referred to as ‘the fear 

of Glasnost’. This is a metaphor meant to legitimise state control over the media, and it refers to the 

way Soviet state media crumbled in the wake of Glasnost, paving the way for a takeover of private 

media outlets with equally low journalistic quality (García Luis, 2013, p. 70). The concept of 

‘Glasnost’ serves as a warning from the PCC and as a way to delegitimise non-state media, in 

addition to stress the importance of solving Cuban problems within the state structures. The 

possibility of non-state media leading to ‘yellow journalism’ (low-quality commercial journalism) 

was a concern among several journalist participants in this study. 

Guerra (2012, p. 30) argued that keeping core ideals of the Revolution alive has been based on a 

‘process of becoming’, of imagining an idealised future. To some extent, this echoes what many of 

the older generation of journalists, as well as academics, are doing. They are discussing, outlining 

and imagining a press system that would remedy all the flaws in the current state media apparatus, 

given the will of the political system. However, with the emergent non-state media sphere, there are 

new opportunities for imagining. García Santamaría (2021) asserted that young journalists’ 

visualisations of projects beyond those of the state media provide an escape from daily reality and at 

the same time shape the digital media sphere. Discourse can indeed shape and re-shape society if it 

produces sentiments strong enough to build new social formations, as noted by Lincoln (1992). 

Younger generations have different ideals, imaginations of becoming and discourses on how to 

achieve those aims. If the political elite decides to frame these discourses as a flirtation with the 

enemy, as was indicated by some journalists in article 3, non-state outlets can come to challenge 

state media in unpredictable ways. 

Generational divides are found in other transitional societies as well. In Russia, Pasti (2005, p. 99) 

located an older generation of Soviet-era journalists who did not question close collaboration with 

the authorities, and a new post-Soviet generation (or ‘pampers-generation’, as noted by Erzikova 

and Lowrey (2012)) perceived journalism as a PR role to benefit influential persons in business and 

politics. Unsurprisingly, the youth hold different ideals than older generations, but in the Cuban 

context, the outcome may affect the preservation or change of the very Revolution itself (if young 
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people able to elicit change choose to remain in Cuba). Following Guerra’s argumentation, the 

reason for the appeal of Fidel Castro and why the grand narrative of the Revolution mainly stayed 

‘true’ despite a less-than-prosperous outlook (particularly since 1989) is partly due to the voluntary 

demolition of civil society structures (Guerra, 2012, pp. 11,14). However, it cannot be taken for 

granted that future generations of journalists will continue to feel loyalty towards the nation and 

remain true to core revolutionary ideals, particularly when these have repeatedly proven to be mere 

rhetorical practices (for instance, the numerous times leaders of the PCC have expressed a desire 

for more autonomy for journalists). 

As noted in chapter 3, there has been a reform backlash in recent years. A further restriction of rights 

and possibilities may provoke noticeable reactions from the non-state media sector. After all, this 

is a sector dominated by young people who are increasingly influenced by outside impulses through 

the expansion of the Internet and social media. Once again, the high level of education plays an 

important role. Cubans have skills, and they are inventive. It is not difficult to put up a proxy to 

access the online sites blocked by the PCC or to disseminate information (for instance, through El 

Paquete). The initiatives of non-state outlets collectively demanding less harassment and more rights 

(Cibercuba, 2019), public demonstrations to preserve the (illegal) ‘Street Network’ (Pérez, 2019) 

and various ‘Twitazos’ (outpouring of tweets) demanding lower Internet prices (OnCuba, 2019; 

Pentón, 2019; Zaldivar, 2019) show that public spheres exist (albeit possibly ‘with adjectives’ such 

as ‘restricted’ or ‘precarious’). Nevertheless, this indicates that an increasing number of non-state 

media actors are calling for a ‘de-politization of social relations’ and the right to an autonomous 

public sphere (Hoffmann, 2011, pp. 6,9).  

6.4 The role of the academic community 
The academic environment in which journalism students meet is an arena where Western or global 

journalistic discourses and ideals are allowed to be developed and nourished. Padilla and Viera 

(2021) argued that academics belong to a ‘semi-official’ public sphere that allows some autonomy 

within the structures of officially recognised institutions. Members of this sphere (which also 

includes actors within the cinema, literature, arts and music sectors) often have channels for sharing 

and distributing information with both national and international scope. A good example is the 

Temas magazine, which organises a monthly discussion panel known as ‘Último Jueves’ (Last 

Thursday) and is a forum where all citizens can participate. In RQ4 I ask, How do journalism 

students navigate between the perceived limits of press freedom in the state media and professional 

ideals learnt at the university? 

Journalism students move from a ‘semi-official public sphere’ to an ‘official public sphere’ when 

entering state media during internship and during their social service period (after completing the 
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five-year career). The ‘official public sphere’ in state media largely promotes institutionalised 

discussions (Padilla & Viera, 2021). At the same time, journalism students and young journalists 

often hold multiple jobs. A study of 142 graduates between 2010 and 2014 found that 55% 

collaborated with both state and non-state media in addition to maintaining a permanent position in 

a state outlet (García, 2016, p. 119). Journalism students working for non-state outlets then enter a 

third arena, deemed a ‘networked public sphere’ by Padilla and Viera (2021). 

The different roles that journalists assume contain both ideals and practices, and these overlap, 

change and take new forms over time (Mellado et al., 2021b). For Cuban journalism students, there 

are a multitude of factors affecting how they can interpret their role as journalists. Not only must 

they consider the national imagery and political role of the state media but they also must operate 

in a historical moment that is unrooting the media practice of half a century. Although role conflict 

might be a common journalistic experience and not a problem in itself, the role conflict journalism 

students in Cuba experience is arguably more intense.   

As stated in article 4 (Natvig, 2018), journalism students found it difficult to bridge the gap between 

ideals of journalism learnt at university and practice realities in state media. Journalism education 

as a promoter of Western ideals is indeed found in many countries with limited press freedom, 

pointing towards a standardisation of journalism education (Josephi, 2010). The specific media 

context in Cuba makes this particularly interesting. Before the expansion of the Internet and non-

state initiatives, journalists who found the ‘legitimate discourse’ in state media to be too restrictive 

either had to leave the country or find another type of work. Now, remaining within the profession 

is a real alternative, as the non-state outlets provide a space to let off steam. In this context, the role 

of the academic community as a bridge between an ‘official’ and a ‘networked’ sphere has become 

even more important.  

As outlined in chapter 3, media professionals who did not emigrate after the Revolution became key 

members in crafting propaganda for the PCC. The Cuban media scene has changed from being ahead 

of most other Latin American countries in the 1950s to becoming an information monopoly, and it 

is now seeing a flourishing of digital media. The US broadcasting tradition is arguably still a part 

of the media, despite disruption and change. The status of academics and the fact that their opinions 

are respected and acknowledged by the political elite seem to promote confidence in both students 

and journalists that it is possible to oppose the institutionalism in state media. This can be considered 

a major driving force for journalistic endeavours towards autonomy and professional ideals. For 

instance, the words and arguments in the oft-cited book by García Luis (2013) have given journalists 

a language with which to voice demands (García Santamaría, 2017, p. 259). Furthermore, the 

interchange between journalists and academics, with many journalists giving lectures at the FCOM, 
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may be seen as a bridge between practice and theory operating outside the rigid framework of the 

state media. Thus, the academic environment is both a maintainer and promoter of a global discourse 

on professional journalism. This allows journalism students to imagine and aim for a type of 

journalism that currently is unavailable to them in state media. Cuban journalism education also 

contributes to professionalisation of the non-state media ecosystem (particularly in Havana), as many 

students opt for this career path. 

6.5 The invisible lines 
Central to professional journalism is that it is dependent on the ideal of autonomy in order to fulfil 

societal functions (Deuze, 2005; Lauk & Harro-Loit, 2016). However, various types of roles are 

assumed by journalists around the world, and some of these are largely incompatible with 

journalistic autonomy. Nevertheless, journalistic autonomy is an ideal that exists throughout the 

world, despite external factors restricting it (Hanitzsch et al., 2011; Mellado, 2021). The most 

prominent role in Cuban state media is the ‘loyal facilitator’ (Mellado et al., 2017; Olivera & Torres, 

2017), but as I have demonstrated in this thesis, neither journalists nor students about to enter state 

media perceive their professional identity through a lens of submissiveness towards authorities. The 

general research question asks, How do journalists in the state media and journalism students 

negotiate professional ideals and national imageries in a changing Cuban media landscape? 

Through their knowledge base and awareness of social responsibility, Cuban journalists aim for the 

central premises of professionalism (Freidson, 2001). However, the encroachment of the PCC and 

the ID on the professional ‘turf’ of journalism and the consequent lack of autonomy make it difficult 

to actualise these ideals (Abbott, 1995). However, as noted by Waisbord (2013b), journalism also 

finds ways of gaining and maintaining professional ideals on the margins of autonomy. The articles 

in this thesis demonstrate that despite unfavourable working conditions and state interference in 

various parts of the journalistic process (from the selection of stories to the editing of them), 

journalists preserve a sense of professionalism. This is accomplished by maintaining strong 

relations with the academic community or by applying specific strategies. These strategies include 

self-censoring on certain issues to avoid scrutiny from the PCC’s Ideological Department or 

invoking the interest of Miami outlets, while still publishing portions of a story (article 1). Some 

are able to express criticism by making the most of early hours with fewer editors, and some use 

blogs as a means to let off steam – within acceptable limits (article 2). Among journalists and 

students about to enter the profession, the most common strategy to achieve autonomy is 

collaboration with a range of non-state outlets (articles 3 and 4). 

In light of the efforts of the leaders of the 1959 Revolution to eradicate all that came before (in terms 

of social strata, religious belonging, and ethnicity), the imagined community in Cuba is extremely 
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dependent on the version of society and the type of nationalism promoted by Fidel Castro. The state 

media functioned as the emergency brake in this system – the reliable transmitter of unifying 

sentiments, operating as a means of putting binding obligations on individuals through the use of 

words (Gouldner, 1996). As noted by many Cuba researchers, it is the speeches of revolutionary 

leaders that define the Revolution, and it is made and re-made by talking (García Santamaría, 2017; 

Guerra, 2012; Karlsen, 2013). 

Lincoln (1992, p. 9) asserted that discourses uniting ideological persuasion and sentiment evocation 

can fundamentally shape and re-shape societies. Ever since the 1959 Revolution, the real or 

imagined threat of US aggression has had all the components necessary to arouse sentiments and 

build national imageries. Considering the juxtaposed, overlapping and mixed sentiments relating to 

public rallying in favour of the Revolution (described by participants in this study and also by 

Guerra (2012)), it makes sense that journalists and students (to varying degrees) see it as their 

responsibility to advance the security of fellow Cubans. This loyalty to the nation and the re-creation 

of the Revolution is fed by the discourses journalists themselves assert in state media. Therefore, 

despite aiming for professionalism, these ideals often contravene the unifying function of the state 

media. At the same time, journalists vacillate between agreeing and disagreeing on the validity of 

the security paradigm, being well aware that journalistic credibility and legitimacy are at stake in 

negotiations with the political agenda.  

Journalists in any part of the world may have ideals that are incompatible with how reporting and 

news-work are conducted (Mellado, 2021). Internal and external influences can easily separate 

ideals and practices and infiltrate the autonomy of professionals. Certainly, these factors exist in 

extreme form in Cuba. The loyal-facilitator support towards elites and the nation shown in the 

Cuban sample exceeded all other countries in the JRP, and this aligns perfectly with the wishes of 

the PCC. At the same time, the civic role is quite frequently applied, which to some degree reflects 

the ideals of education and empowerment (within limits), which is also a part of PCC policy. 

Notably, the interventionist role lowers the presence of the loyal facilitator role in Cuba. In addition 

to the interventionist role possibly being an ideology speech in journalistic disguise, it may also be 

a means of gaining a portion of autonomy, as an opinion piece may grant more freedom than the 

blatant PCC propaganda reflected in support for the nation and elites. 

One question remains unsolved: What is left of the journalistic profession in Cuba after such 

negotiations with both the local/political context and a globalised or Westernised discourse? 

Perhaps Guerra’s (2012) conceptualisation of the Cuban Revolution as a palimpsest can be a guide 

to some reflections. A palimpsest is a manuscript page on which the writing has been erased and 
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replaced by another text. Using the ‘Padilla affair’19 as an example, Guerra argued that revolutionary 

leaders have put their efforts into writing over and scripting the thoughts and actions of citizens in 

ways beneficial to the government. Erasing text by hindering citizens’ access to ideas and ‘policing 

the autonomy of words and thoughts’ has been an important strategy to secure the stability of the 

revolutionary state (Guerra, 2012, p. 357). 

As mentioned, journalists are collectively depicted as soldiers. Journalists aiming for individual 

agency through claims of professionalisation can be seen as a way of bypassing the political 

framework. From the perspective of the PCC, this is viewed as ‘counterrevolutionary’ (García 

Santamaría, 2021). The irony, however, is that many state media journalists already work for non-

state outlets. They are simultaneously working for and against the PCC and the defence paradigm. 

Indeed, Díaz-Canel reminded journalists of this in his closing speech at the 2018 UPEC conference 

(Granma, 2018). ‘With irony but without euphemism’ he referred to journalists working for media 

outlets outside the state as ‘the new revolutionaries’. Their mission is, according to the Cuban 

president, disobedience and division. The new revolutionaries often learn such traits at US 

universities while claiming to be without ties to the official line of thought: ‘The new revolutionaries 

are democratic and respectful of contrary opinions, so those who do not share their positions are: 

submissive, lambs, obedient, mediocre, Taliban, Red Khmers, Stalinists, government officials and 

repressors.’ 

Thus, a ‘policing of the autonomy of words’ still exists. What is journalistic autonomy, then, in such 

a context? Autonomy Cuba-style is a fine-grained mixture of partially applying professional ideals 

on the fringe of the possible. ‘The possible’ is a reference to the PhD thesis by Elizalde, named the 

‘Consensus of the possible’, which can be understood as what it is possible to do ‘within the 

revolution’ (Castro, 1961) and within the security paradigm. Perhaps it can be considered a 

fragmented professionalism? For instance, as documented in article 2, the lines of acceptable 

behaviour ‘within the Revolution’ are blurred, and probably intentionally. If journalists become too 

dedicated to either autonomy or social obligations, this will provoke consequences (such as losing 

one’s job or being branded a dissident). The only area of professionalism that can be pursued 

without large-scale negotiation is the ideal of knowledge. It can grant a much larger portion of 

autonomy, as universities and academic magazines belong to a ‘semi-official’ sphere. 

Among the fragments of autonomy pursued every day by journalists, the possibilities of putting the 

pieces together to achieve more room to manoeuvre is steadily growing. What is at stake when non-

state outlets are pushing the boundaries of both the professional and the imagined/interpretive 

 
19 Herberto Juan Padilla was a Cuban writer and poet who was imprisoned in 1971 for criticising the government. 
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community? A central issue, both for the media sector and Cuban society in general, is that of money 

versus ideals. In other words, reform society and accept more actors in the economy or defend a 

standstill with the state as the main provider. This means that economic development can be a major 

deciding factor in how journalism, both within state and non-state outlets, will develop. 

As political legitimacy has not been re-established through the reforms initiated by Raúl Castro, the 

choice for president in Díaz-Canel might be between increased democratic participation and deep 

socioeconomic reforms and more repression and exclusion (Bye, 2020, p. 219). The latter 

alternative might force many non-state outlets further underground or promote an increased exodus 

of well-qualified media professionals. Some journalists in this study stated that new criteria of 

newsworthiness have been imposed by non-state coverage, but only sporadically. The rigidity of 

the system will be exposed and put to the test in the years to come regarding the degree to which 

the state media can continue with the same amount of rigid and militaristic rhetoric in the midst of 

an expanding online media environment with liberal journalistic ideals. The likelihood of keeping 

young journalists in the profession and in the country may lie in the state media’s ability to undergo 

reform. Most of the young people in this study were largely supportive of the ideals of the 

Revolution but lost faith in these when they repeatedly have to give way to defence considerations. 

However, reaching a point where the PCC will allow state media to fulfil professional demands by 

granting journalists sufficient autonomy seems unlikely in the near future. 

6.6 Summary 
This chapter discussed the four specific research questions, each of which are related to the article 

with the same numeration. It also answered the general research question in relation to the 

theoretical framework of this synopsis. I found that the professional loyalty of Cuban journalists is 

split between the profession and the nation and also between the nation and the PCC. This has 

created many contradicting discourses and practices. Further, the chapter illustrates that state media 

journalists’ role conception and role perception, in addition to self-censorship strategies, may be 

more fluctuating than in other contexts due to the unstable enemy image of the US.  

It is also argued that core concepts of professionalism and journalistic autonomy (Freidson, 2001; 

Waisbord, 2013b) might need to be altered to fit the Cuban context; this means including the state 

as a component in the understanding of social responsibility and self-regulation. The data from 

journalists and students illustrated an emerging generational divide, inciting different types of 

imaginations of a collective future (García Santamaría, 2021; Guerra, 2012). This points towards 

multiple normative frameworks at play and possible friction in the ‘interpretive community’ 

(Zelizer, 1993).  
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The leeway of the academic community allows for aspirations of autonomy and professional ideals 

among journalism students, thus making the discrepancy between ideals and practices difficult to 

manage. While breaches between ideals and practices are common throughout the world (Mellado, 

2021), this is at an extreme in Cuba. In this chapter, I have argued that journalists in state media 

practice a fragmented professionalism. Participants preserve a sense of professionalism by 

maintaining bonds with the academic community, by applying carefully selected self-censorship 

strategies, by collaborating with the PCC or by opting for (part-time) jobs in non-state outlets.  
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7 CONCLUSION 
State media journalists in Cuba are far from being mere mouthpieces of the system or ‘correct 

revolutionaries’. When asked about their opinions and day-to-day work, an array of individual 

agendas and strategies appeared. These struggles to achieve or maintain professional journalism are 

subtly (or not at all) displayed in their products in state media. The same processes are evident from 

research detecting the gaps between role conception and role performance (Mellado, 2021). This 

project confirms the need for serious fieldwork to attempt to understand different journalistic 

cultures by experiencing them first-hand. Although limited in many ways, this project only 

considered what journalists and journalism students say, and did not include analyses of their 

journalistic output. Nevertheless, the study broadens the understanding of journalism in a changing 

authoritarian society and the nuances in negotiations between local and global journalistic 

discourses. In Cuba, this is particularly interesting given its ambiguous relationship with the US and 

the way the Internet and non-state outlets are challenging what was previously a state media 

monopoly. 

The aspect that has been fundamentally difficult to understand, as a foreigner, is that journalists in 

Cuban state media are critical towards the inflexibility of the political agenda restricting the media, 

yet at the same time they support large parts of the political system which is the source of these 

journalistic limitations. This points to some of the many overlapping, mixed and diffuse processes 

operating in the negotiations of autonomy and nationalism in Cuba. 

The main finding in this thesis is that the lines of acceptable journalistic behaviour ‘within the 

revolution’ are blurred. This leaves a large amount of responsibility to journalists and promotes 

both self-censorship practices and strategies to rescue a sense of professionalism. Journalists strive 

to fulfil professional ideals of autonomy and social responsibility (Waisbord, 2013b; Freidson, 

2001) while simultaneously avoiding stepping ‘outside’ of the Revolution and becoming a 

‘counterrevolutionary’. One of the vaguest areas of what one can or cannot do is the coverage of 

stories that might evoke the interest of the US. As argued in article 1, self-censorship is thus a way 

to balance external demands with journalistic integrity, accepting that not all stories can be told. At 

the same time, journalists largely support the social values of the Revolution and, therefore, have 

incentives for self-censorship. However, journalists relate to this in different ways. Some rescue a 

sense of professionalism by accepting the defence paradigm as a national concern, whereas others 

see it as profoundly political. For the latter group, restrictions are experienced as harsher and more 

demanding. 

Journalists and journalism students in Cuba must relate to a multitude of discourses and navigate 

among them. The expansion of non-state outlets steadily increases this plethora of discourses. There 
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is the ‘siege’ mentality in the state media, the US media outlets covering Cuba, and the different 

ideals and agendas of the non-state outlets. Thus, aiming for some sort of coherent understanding 

of journalistic professionalism and bridging ideals and practices in this landscape is extremely 

demanding. I argue that the non-state media and the academic community contribute to building a 

professional or alternative interpretive community (Zelizer, 1993) that works alongside the security 

paradigm. This may lead to a consolidation of professionalism Cuba-style, which takes the political 

will into account. Alternatively, it can lead to friction because the interpretive community is 

understood differently among journalists of different ages. 

Blurred boundaries are also an efficient tool for decreasing individual attempts at autonomy within 

state media institutions. In article 2, I found that journalists higher in the hierarchy are best prepared 

to tackle restrictions and potential consequences, and therefore they can push for autonomy within 

state media outlets. The uncertainty of overstepping the invisible line rather promotes attempts at 

collective autonomy instead of individual autonomy. From the authorities’ point of view, organised 

attempts through, for instance, UPEC are much more tolerated. At the same time, remaining within 

the framework set by the PCC, the borders between social and political spheres are largely 

reproduced (Geoffray, 2014). 

Non-state media is broadly challenging the state media hegemony in journalism. Despite having a 

relatively low readership within Cuba, non-state media still allows journalists and journalism 

students to work for – and imagine – a different type of media system. As has been argued in this 

thesis, discourse can shape and re-shape society (Lincoln, 1992). This is particularly true in Cuba, 

where much of the Revolution’s success is attributed to the speeches of revolutionary leaders and 

how this has aroused public support for a ‘grassroots’ dictatorship (Guerra, 2012). The imagining 

of the way the media could work is divided between generations. 

Many of the non-state media outlets fulfil central elements of professionalism and are less 

intertwined with political demands than state media. The booming online media ecosystem is thus 

a major draw for young journalists and journalism students. As argued in article 3, journalist 

participants largely draw on local discourses in working through the system to achieve change. The 

younger generation, on the other hand, leans towards globalised ideals of journalism. The 

interpretive community (Zelizer, 1993) seems to be split between actors of different generations as 

the borders of appropriate practice are not consolidated. This could lead to broader demands for a 

more autonomous social sphere and may possibly initiate friction with the political leadership. 

In this context, the academic community as a ‘semi-official’ public sphere is more important than 

ever. Journalism students find the transition from university to state media during internship 

extremely difficult. The breach between the ideals taught at university and the reality in state media 
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is hard to bridge, as argued in article 4. Many students also have jobs in non-state media and shuttle 

between three social spheres: the ‘official’ in state media, the ‘semi-official’ at university and a 

‘networked social sphere’ in non-state outlets (Padilla & Viera, 2021). The role of the academic 

community in preparing students and giving them the confidence to practice a type of journalism 

that is unavailable in state media, but which they can pursue in some of the non-state media outlets, 

is extremely important. 

A breach between ideals and practices is a common experience throughout the world. Still, Cuba is 

different from many other countries in the sense that the media structure meets ‘theoretical 

expectations’, meaning that the loyal-facilitator role is prominent alongside interventionism and 

loyalism (Mellado et al., 2021a). I argue that the gap between ideals and practices in Cuba, at the 

time of this fieldwork, is experienced as harder to navigate than in other contexts. In addition, 

quantitative frameworks lack the nuances that appear in qualitative studies. This study illustrates 

the multifaceted ways journalists strive to gain or maintain autonomy and professionalism despite 

unfavourable working conditions. 

Lastly, I argue that the negotiations with the local/political context of nationalistic sacrifice, 

resistance and redemption, and a globalised/Westernised discourse of professional demands have 

created a form of fragmented professionalism in Cuba. Journalists continue to pursue ideals of 

autonomy and social responsibility, but becoming too dedicated to either one can have negative 

consequences and may contradict the social values of the Revolution. This causes journalists to 

pursue bits and pieces of professional ideals along the borders of tolerated discourse. Some of the 

non-state outlets challenge this ambiguous framework by promoting more solid professional ideals 

and the possibility of an alternative public sphere. 
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9 SUMMARY OF ARTICLES 
The positive aspect of an article-based thesis is that one can finish segments one by one. The 

negative aspect is that one cannot change what was done years ago and once the articles have been 

published. As time has passed, I have learnt more about conducting research, about Cuba and about 

the available literature. This chapter lists the four published articles and addresses positive aspects 

of the research as well as what could have been done differently.  

In retrospect, I believe I underestimated the difficulty of undertaking a research project on a hard-

to-reach group situated half the world away. While I am glad that I had the opportunity and that I 

managed to see it through, it has been challenging. For instance, returning to conduct more 

interviews was outside the scope of what was possible financially and timewise. Anonymity for 

participants has hindered me from following their lives through, for instance, Facebook (apart from 

those with open profiles). Still, I am deeply thankful for the many insights this inquiry has given 

me over the course of these years. 

 

 

9.1 Article 1 
Natvig, A. (2019b) A place under siege: Self-censorship strategies among Cuban state media 

journalists. [Plaza Sitiada: estrategias de auto-censura entre periodistas en los medios del Estado 

cubano] Brazilian Journalism Research,15(2), 358-380.  

The threat paradigm of protecting Cuba against US aggression has defined the Cuban state media 

since the 1960s. This article analyses the ways Cuban journalists negotiate between professional 

ideals and a responsibility to protect the nation. Journalists apply self-censorship strategies to meet 

editorial demands of positive news, but they acknowledge and worry about the lack of relevant 

information being provided to the people. At the same time, journalists believe certain information 

should be withheld from publication in order to protect the nation. 

The strength of this article is that it goes into detail about how self-censorship is understood and 

experienced by state media journalists. In previous literature, there is little information on specific 

strategies among Cuban journalists. The article could, however, have discussed the breach between 

ideals and practices to a larger extent. 
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9.2 Article 2 
Natvig, A. (2021) Perceptions of and strategies for autonomy among journalists working for Cuban 

state media. In T. Henken and S. García Santamaría (eds.) Cuba’s Digital Revolution: Citizen 

Innovation and State Policy. Miami: University of Florida Press. Natvig, A. (2022) Periodistas y 

medios estatales Cubanos: Percepciones y estrategias de autonomía. In T. Henken and S. García 

Santamaría (Eds) La Revolución Digital Cubana: Innovación Ciudadana Y Política Estatal. 

Madrid: Editorial Hypermedia Incorporated.  

This article, which was published in the form of a book chapter, more closely examines the various 

channels and strategies used by state media journalists to publish stories that otherwise would be 

censored. The chapter argues that it is possible for journalists to expand their own autonomy 

within state media. For journalists lower in the hierarchy, it can be accomplished by avoiding 

politics or keeping multiple jobs, also outside state media. For those with more prominent roles, 

criticism can be voiced through a careful selection of interviewees, or one can inform and work with 

the PCC on sensitive issues. 

The strength of this book chapter (which is also published in a Spanish version) is the detailed 

stories of how autonomy is negotiated by journalists (and students). While a single story, by itself, 

cannot be generalised to a profession in general, it can shed light on how a system works from the 

inside.  

 

9.3 Article 3 
Natvig, A. (2019a) Diverging ideals of autonomy: non-state media in Cuba challenging a broken 

media monopoly. Journal of Alternative and Community Media, 4(2), 14-30. 

The article detects an emerging generational divide by outlining how the ecosystem of non-state 

outlets affects perceptions of autonomy among journalists and students. Students are more 

interested in working for non-state outlets, as they provide broader journalistic opportunities. 

Journalists inside state media are also eager for change, but they want change through the proper 

channels of state ownership rather than through private businesses. 

I am ambivalent towards the theoretical framework of this article. I find the theoretical assessment 

to be one of the article’s strengths, but I am not sure if the classification of media systems is the 

best theory for analysing my data. The true value of my interviews lies at the other end of the 

spectrum. It is the nuances, the ambiguity and the sense of simultaneous belonging and opposition 

that make my data interesting. While Siebert et al. (1956) offered a normative framework for 
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authoritarian countries, which was further nuanced by Ostini and Fung (2002), these models are 

insufficient to capture the Cuban context. It is the way the media system reflects a country’s specific 

political system, and the incongruities and tensions between local and global influences, that in my 

opinion provides the most fruitful point of departure for analysis (Voltmer, 2011, p. 240). In the 

methods section, I am overlooking the fact that there are additional interesting stories to be told 

through the information that is omitted by participants.   

 

9.4 Article 4 
Natvig, A. (2018) Cuban journalism students: between ideals and state ideology. Journalism 

Education, 7(1), 19-28.  

The dissonance between ideals and reality that journalism students experience during internships is 

discussed in this article. It demonstrates that journalism education in Havana largely pertains to 

Western normative ideals. This makes the gap between theory and practice almost unbridgeable for 

students entering the confines of state media outlets during their internships. For many students, the 

non-state media represents a viable option to put journalistic ideals into practice. 

This article was the first to be written of the four articles. While the theoretical section is quite good, 

the discussion is somewhat repetitive. Aspects of new theory introduced in the conclusion could 

have been moved up to the discussion section. 
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10 PUBLISHED ARTICLES 
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10.1 Article 1 
English version: A place under siege: Self-censorship strategies among Cuban state media 

journalists 

Spanish version: Plaza Sitiada: estrategias de auto-censura entre periodistas en los medios del 

Estado Cubano 
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10.2 Article 2 
English version: Perceptions of and strategies for autonomy among journalists working for 

Cuban state media 

Spanish version:  Periodistas y medios estatales Cubanos: Percepciones y estrategias de 

autonomía 
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10.3 Article 3 
Diverging ideals of autonomy: Non-state media in Cuba challenging a broken media monopoly 
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10.4 Article 4 
Cuban journalism students: between ideals and state ideology 
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APPENDICES 
A. Interview guide journalists (Spanish/English) 

Cuestionario para periodistas Perfil 

profesional 

1. Hábleme de su trabajo: 
a. ¿Cuánto tiempo llevas trabajando como periodista? 
b. ¿Cuál es su cargo (título) dentro de la organización? 
c. Describe un día normal en el trabajo. 
d. ¿Qué tipo de historias escribes/supervisas? 
e. ¿Cómo se obtiene la información para sus últimas historias? 
f. ¿En promedio, cuántos artículos periodísticos produces/editas durante una semana 

normal? 
g. ¿Con qué persona en la sala de redacción tienes más contacto? 
h. ¿Con qué frecuencia participa usted en la coordinación editorial y de la redacción 

(por ejemplo, asignar periodistas, reuniones editoriales etc.)? 

 

2. ¿Está haciendo trabajo periodístico por otros medios de comunicación o tienes otro tipo de 
trabajo? 

a. Si es así, cuenta me un poco. 
 

3. ¿Por qué se hizo usted periodista? 
a. ¿Qué nivel de educación tienes? 
b. ¿Te has especializado en algún medio de comunicación? 
c. ¿Por cuánto tiempo ha trabajado en su trabajo actual? 
d. ¿Por qué trabajas aquí? 
e. ¿En tu opinión, cuáles son las ventajas/desventajas de ser periodista? 

 
Construcción de noticias 

4. Cuéntame sobre cómo se producen noticias e historias periodísticas. 
a. ¿Quién (dentro o fuera la redacción) determina lo que se debe priorizar? 
b. ¿Qué historias te animan (otras personas) de escribir? 
c. ¿Hay temas/historias que no se debe escribir? 
d. ¿Tiene artículos que ha sido detenidos/reescritos? 
e. ¿En tu opinión, cuánto puede decidir tu mismo sobre el producto? 
f. ¿Hay posibilidad de ser crítico (a personar o instituciones en poder)? 

 

5. Uso de fuentes 
a. ¿Cómo se seleccionan las fuentes? 
b. ¿Hay fuentes que se utilizan con más frecuencia que otros? ¿Confía usted en esta 

información? 
c. ¿Hay grupos que se utilizan poco como fuentes? 
d. ¿Hay otras personas en la redacción o externas que tiene opiniones sobre el uso de 

fuentes en su producto periodístico? 
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Internet y redes sociales 

6. ¿Ha notado algún cambio en el periodismo cubano en los últimos 5 años? 
a. ¿La competencia de otros medios (privados)? 

b. ¿Los blogs o redes sociales? 
c. ¿Opiniones de la audiencia? (en Granma los viernes, por ejemplo) 
d. ¿Hay influencia o presión para cambiar el periodismo cubano desde otros países? 

(EE. UU., Europa, América Latina) 
e. ¿Desafían los medios digitales a los medios tradicionales? 

 

7. ¿Puede describir como era de ser periodista antes? (en los 90, 2000) 
a. ¿Cómo ha sido el proceso de cambio con la llegada de sitios webs? (que hacen otra 

forma de periodismo) 

Valores profesionales 

8. ¿Qué considera usted son las principales funciones/responsabilidades de la prensa (frente a 
los receptores)? 

a. ¿Qué responsabilidad tiene las periodistas frente a los receptores? 

 

9. En su trabajo qué significa para ti: 
a. ¿Ser objetico/subjetivo? 
b. ¿Ser comprometido/imparcial? 
c. ¿Autonomía? 

 

10. ¿Cuales consideras son las características de la prensa estatal en Cuba? 
a. ¿Hay otros tipos de medios? (de oposición) 
b. ¿Qué los caracteriza? 
c. ¿Es posible hacer crítica dentro de los medios estatales? 
d. ¿Hay modos de trabajar para desviar reglas que existe? 
e. ¿La prensa estatal – es un sistema que funciona? 

 

11. ¿Es suficiente su libertad periodística? ¿Quieres más? 
a. ¿Si fueras periodista de otro país, qué sería? 
b. ¿Tienes algunos deseos de como el trabajo pueda cambiar para que pueda trabajar 

como tú quieres? 

 

12. ¿Hay algo más que no te he preguntado que piensas es relevante? 
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1.1.2 Journalist questionnaire 

Professional profile 

1. Tell me about your work 
a. How long have you been working as a journalist? 
b. What is your position (title) within the organisation? 
c. Describe a normal day at work. 
d. What kind of stories do you write / supervise? 
e. How did you get the information for your latest stories? 
f. On average, how many newspaper articles do you produce/edit during a typical 

week? 
g. Who in the newsroom do you have the most contact with? 
h. How often do you participate in editorial coordination or management within the 

newsroom (for example, assigning journalists, editorial meetings, etc.)? 

 

2. Are you working for other journalistic outlets or do you have another type of job? 
a. If so, tell me a little. 

 

3. Why did you become a journalist? 
a. What level of education do you have? 
b. Have you specialised in any particular type of media? 
c. How long have you been working in your current job? 
d. Why do you work here? 
e. In your opinion, what are the advantages / disadvantages of being a journalist? 

News construction 

4. Tell me about how news stories are produced. 
a. Who (inside or outside the newsroom) determines what should be prioritised? 
b. What stories are you encouraged to write (by other people)? 
c. Are there topics/stories that should not be covered? 
d. Have any of your news stories been stopped/rewritten? 
e. In your opinion, how much can you decide on the product yourself? 
f. Is it possible to be critical (of persons or institutions in power)? 

 

5. The use of sources 
a. How are sources selected? 
b. Are some sources used more frequently than others? Do you trust this information? 
c. Are there groups that are little used as sources? 
d. Are there other people in the newsroom or outsiders who have opinions about the 

use of sources in your journalistic product? 

Internet and social networks 

6. Have you noticed any change in Cuban journalism over the last 5 years? 
a. Competition from other (private) media? 
b. Blogs or social media? 
c. Opinions from the public? (in Granma on Fridays, for example) 
d. Are other countries influencing or pressuring for change in Cuban journalism? 

(USA, Europe, Latin America) 
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e. Do digital media challenge traditional media? 
 

7. Can you describe what it was like to be a journalist before? (in the 90s, 2000) 
a. How has the arrival of online media changed journalism? (those who do another 

form of journalism) 

Professional values 

8. What do you consider to be the main functions / responsibilities of the press (towards its 
public)? 

a. What responsibility do journalists have towards their public? 

 

9. What does these words mean to as a journalist: 
a. Being objective / subjective? 
b. Being committed / impartial? 
c. Autonomy? 

 

10. What do you consider to be the characteristics of the state media in Cuba? 
a. Are there other types of media? (in opposition) 
b. What characterises them? 
c. Is it possible to criticise within the state media? 
d. Are there ways to work to deviate rules that exist? 
e. The state media - is it a system that works? 

 

11. Do you consider your journalistic freedom to be adequate? Do you want more? 
a. If you were a journalist from another country, which would it be? 
b. Do you have any thoughts on how your work could change to allow you to do the 

type of work you want to do? 

 

12. Is there anything else I haven't asked you that you think is relevant? 
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B. Interview guide students (Spanish/English) 
 
Cuestionario para estudiantes 

13. Cuéntame un poco sobre la enseñanza del periodismo: 
a. ¿Qué tipos de lecturas hay? (contenido) 
b. ¿Cómo se organiza el trabajo periodístico práctica? 
c. ¿En qué tipo de medios se pueden especializar? 
d. ¿En qué modos se utiliza Internet/medios sociales como herramientas 

periodísticas? 

 

14. ¿Por qué quiere ser periodista? 

 

15. ¿Cómo ve su futuro como periodista en Cuba? 
a. ¿Cuáles son las ventajas de trabajar como periodista? 
b. ¿Cuáles son las desventajas o desafíos? 
c. ¿Ha habido cambios en los últimos años que influyen en su opinión? 
d. ¿Qué tipos de medios usas tú mismo? 

 

16. ¿En qué tipo de medio de comunicación quiere trabajar? ¿Por qué? 
a. ¿Muchos intelectuales en la facultad son muy críticos de la prensa cubana, que 

piensen ustedes? 

 

17. ¿Desde el punto de vista de estudiante, que piensas tu caracteriza a los medios estatales? 
a. ¿Usted consideraría trabajar allí? 

 

18. ¿Hay otros medios de comunicación (en oposición)? 
a. ¿Qué los caracteriza? 
b. ¿Usted consideraría trabajar allí? 

 

19. ¿Qué considera usted son las principales funciones/responsabilidades de la prensa (frente a 
los receptores)? 

a. ¿Esta función se puede practicar en los medios dónde ha estado de practica? 
b. ¿Qué responsabilidad tiene las periodistas frente a los receptores? 

 

20. ¿Si vas a escribir sobre estos temas, cómo se lo hace? 
a. Una historia política 
b. Informes sobre problemas sociales 
c. (¿Qué se puede escribir? ¿Con quién se puede hablar? ¿Cuáles consideraciones son 

importantes? ¿Y porque consideras eso?) 

 

21. ¿Cuál es su opinión sobre estos conceptos? 
a. ¿Ser objetico/subjetivo? 
b. ¿Ser comprometido/imparcial? 
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c. ¿Autonomía? 
 

22. ¿En qué modos está internet/medios sociales afectando el periodismo actual? 
(positivo/negativo) 

a. ¿Cómo se usa el internet en el estudio de periodismo? 
b. ¿Desafían los medios digitales a los medios tradicionales? 
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Student questionnaire 

23. Tell me a little about the journalism education: 
a. What types of classes are there? (content) 
b. How are internship periods organised? 
c. What type of media can you specialise in? 
d. In what ways is the Internet / social media used as journalistic tools? 

 

24. Why do you want to be a journalist? 

25. How do you see your future as a journalist in Cuba? 
a. What are the advantages of working as a journalist? 
b. What are the disadvantages or challenges? 
c. Have there been changes in recent years that influence your opinion? 
d. What types of media do you use yourself? 

 

26. What type of media outlet do you want to work in? Why? 
a. Many intellectuals at the faculty are very critical of the Cuban media, what do you 

think? 

 

27. From a student's point of view, what do you think characterises the state media? 
a. Would you consider working there? 

 

28. Are there other types of media outlets? (opposition) 
a. What characterises them? 
b. Would you consider working there? 

 

29. What do you consider to be the most important roles / responsibilities of the media 
(towards the public)? 

a. Can this function be practiced in the media where you have had internship periods? 
b. What responsibility do journalists have towards their public? 

 

30. If you are going to write about these topics, how do you do it? 
a. A political story 
b. A report on social problems 
c. (What can you write? Who can you talk to? What considerations are important? 

And why do you consider that?) 

 

31. What is your opinion on these concepts? 
a. Being objective / subjective? 
b. Being committed / impartial? 
c. Autonomy? 

 

32. In what ways are the internet / social media affecting journalism today? (positive negative) 
a. How is the internet used in the study of journalism? 
b. Do digital media challenge traditional media? 
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C. Informed consent (Spanish/English) 

Para participantes en el Proyecto: Periodismo en Cuba Sobre 

el proyecto: 

Dentro un contexto de mayor acceso a internet en Cuba, los medios digitales han aumentado 

significativamente y representan un desafío para las agendas de los medios tradicionales. El objetivo 

de este proyecto es diagnosticar cómo los periodistas y estudiantes de periodismo cubanos es 

enfrentarán a estos cambios. Al mismo tiempo, se pretende examinar la percepción de la función 

periodística entre los periodistas de la prensa pública en un momento de cambio. 

Este proyecto será realizado en colaboración con la Universidad de Oslo y la Universidad de Volda, 

teniendo como contraparte la Universidad de La Habana. Es parte de un doctorado de periodismo 

en las instituciones noruegas mencionadas. 

Contenido del proyecto: 
 

El proyecto tiene como objetivo entrevistar a periodistas en la prensa estatal y a estudiantes de 

periodismo. Las preguntas buscan las opiniones de los periodistas sobre su trabajo y la función 

periodística en Cuba hoy. Se podrá grabar las respuestas de los enstrevistados, si estos dan su 

consentimiento. 

Anonimato de la información 
 

Toda la información que revelan las entrevistas será tratada confidencialmente. La investigación 

tiene fines académicos y sus resultados podrían ser socializados en artículos científicos y en medios 

de comunicación, sin que en ningún caso interese identificar las fuentes de información o los 

periodistas específicos entrevistados. 

Participación voluntariamente 
 

La participación en el estudio de periodismo en Cuba es voluntaria. Usted tiene el derecho de retirar 

su consentimiento si lo desea. 

Si tienes algunas preguntas o deseas más información, se puede contactar con: 

Anne Natvig / +47 99618704 / annenatvig@gmail.com 

 
 

mailto:annenatvig@gmail.com
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El defensor del pueblo relacionado a investigaciones, Servicios de información de ciencias sociales 

noruegas (Norsk Samfunnsvitenskapelig Datatjeneste), es informado sobre el estudio. 
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For participants in the Project: Journalism in Cuba About 

the project: 

In a context of greater internet access in Cuba, digital media has increased significantly and 

represents a challenge for traditional media agendas. The objective of this project is to examine how 

Cuban journalists and journalism students face these changes. At the same time, the aim is to 

examine perceptions of journalistic functions among journalists in the public media in a time of 

change. 

This project will be carried out in collaboration with the University of Oslo and Volda University 

College, with the University of Havana as a counterpart. The study is part of a journalism doctorate 

at the Norwegian institutions mentioned. 

Project content: 

 
The project aims to interview journalists in the state media and journalism students. The questions 

seek the opinions of journalists about their work and the journalistic role in Cuba today. The 

responses of the interviewees may be recorded, if they give their consent. 

Information anonymity 
 

All information revealed by the interviews will be treated confidentially. The research is for 

academic purposes and its results may be socialized in scientific articles and in the media, without 

there in any instance being any interest in identifying the sources of information or the specific 

journalists interviewed. 

Voluntary participation 
 

Participation in the study of journalism in Cuba is voluntary. You have the right to withdraw your 

consent if you wish. 

If you have any questions or want more information, you can contact: 

 

Anne Natvig 

+47 99618704 

annenatvig@gmail.com 

 

mailto:annenatvig@gmail.com
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The research-related ombudsman, Norwegian Social Sciences Information Services (Norsk 

Samfunnsvitenskapelig Datatjeneste), has been notified about the project. 
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D. Preliminary investigation certificate 
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