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	On January 20, media outlets noted the death the previous day of Wilman Villar Mendoza, a 31-year-old Cuban who reportedly succumbed to pneumonia following a 50-day hunger strike in a Santiago prison in eastern Cuba.  
	Within 24 hours, the White House issued a statement praising Villar Mendoza as “a young and courageous defender of human rights and fundamental freedoms in Cuba who launched a hunger strike to protest his incarceration and succumbed to pneumonia.”  Amnesty International proclaimed that “the responsibility for Villar Mendoza’s death in custody lies squarely with the Cuban authorities, who summarily judged and jailed him for exercising his right to freedom of expression.”  Similar statements praising Villar Mendoza as a martyr to the cause of human rights in Cuba were issued by Human Rights Watch, the Heritage Foundation, the Wall Street Journal, and others.
	These reports had one thing in common; they relied heavily on information provided by Villar Mendoza’s wife, Maritza Pelegrino Cabrales, who identified herself as a member of the Cuban dissident group, the Ladies in White (Damas de Blanco).  And central to the story was the reported fact that, as noted by the Wall Street Journal on January 29, 2012, “Villar Mendoza was beaten and arrested for his part in a peaceful protest march” in his hometown of Contramaestre in early November 2011.
  	Just a few days later, however, the Associated Press reported that Pelegrino Cabrales had changed her story, and was now saying that her husband was originally arrested back in July 2011, intoxicated, for domestic abuse.  She also acknowledged that her husband had not previously belonged to any Cuban human rights or dissident organization, and that he “first joined up with anti-government activists in August or September” (AP) while he was awaiting trial on the domestic abuse charges.  Shortly after he was tried and found guilty of these charges, in November, Villar Mendoza was classified as a “political prisoner” by the dissident group the Cuban Commission for Human Rights and National Reconciliation.
	It’s likely there is much we don’t know – may never know - about Villar Mendoza’s arrest, incarceration, political views, and death.  Whether he was a committed dissident, or a man facing a prison sentence for domestic abuse who thought that belonging to a human rights organization might provide international attention and protection, is unclear.   Further clouding the issue is the Cuban government’s assertion that Villar Mendoza – whom it did characterize as having consorted with “counter-revolutionary elements” - was not on a hunger strike and did in fact receive proper medical attention.  And the possibility exists that Cuban officials pressured Villar Mendoza’s wife to change her story (although she continues to maintain government negligence in her husband’s death while in custody).
	
	One thing we do know, however, is that the US trade embargo and travel restrictions first imposed against Cuba in 1962 make it that much more difficult to learn the true details of the case, or to provide appropriate support to those working for increased freedoms in Cuba.  Two days before Villar Mendoza died, I was at a meeting at the US Interests Section in Havana, listening to a State Department official describe the reality of being prohibited from traveling outside Havana without permission (almost never granted), because of the lack of formal diplomatic relations and continued hostility between our two governments.  US officials are essentially quarantined in Havana, unable to establish meaningful contacts with either Cuban government officials or the Cuban people.  Accordingly, we know far less than we should about changes taking place in Cuban society and politics, in a country of 12 million people 90 miles from our shores.  
	I’ve been reminded of the Alice-in-Wonderland quality of Cuban-US relations even more recently with the news coming out of Syria.  Here is a country where successive dictators, Bashar al-Assad and his father, Hafez al-Assad, are likely responsible for the torture and deaths of tens of thousands of their citizens, yet the US maintains an embassy in Damascus (now temporarily closed because of the internal strife) and has had official relations with Syria for decades.  
	The Cuban regime of Fidel and Raul Castro may have much to answer for in its treatment of political dissidents and opponents of one-party rule.  But by no stretch of the imagination has the situation in Cuba ever resembled the crushing of opposition that is currently taking in place in Syria.  Despite near civil war in that country, and the indiscriminate shelling and killing of women and children in cities such as Homs, the US maintains diplomatic relations with Syria (and it should, I would argue, to at least have a presence in the country with which to try and end the conflict).
	On this 50th anniversary of the imposition of the US trade embargo and travel ban on Cuba, US-Cuban politics remain as passionately enflamed as ever.  The Villar Mendoza story is sadly symbolic of how domestic politics in the US continue to hamstring US policy towards Cuba.  As we approach the uncertainty of the post-Castro era, we will need better information and more reasoned judgments, products of a lifting of the trade embargo and travel restrictions, if we are to establish more productive US-Cuban policies that benefit both peoples.  
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