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1. Cuba’s Revolution from Within
THE POLIT ICS OF HISTORICAL PARADIGMS

jennifer l. lambe and michael j. bustamante

When this year comes to a close,” the Cuban writer Virgilio Piñera observed 
in the newspaper Revolución on November 11, 1959, “what has been written 
about the Revolution  will comprise  little more than a novelette, a  couple short 
stories, a dozen poems, and a few hundred articles. No one would downplay the 
importance of this panoramic production about the Cuban Revolution. Never-
theless, the organic book, the history of the Revolution, has yet to be written.”1

As Piñera reflected upon “the Revolution” in 1959, he was referring to the 
anti- Batista strug gle that had unfolded before that year of insurgent triumph. 
 Today, in contrast, “the Revolution” generally denotes a historical age that 
only begins with Batista’s flight— for some ongoing and unbroken, for  others 
inconclusive or even terminal. Neither could we categorize what has been 
written about the 1959 Revolution as a mere “novelette.” Sixty years  later, that 
event has received as much attention as any other in recent Latin American 
history. Moreover, as self- interested academics dependent on the “wheel 
of revisionism” (per Florencia Mallon), we would be hard- pressed to stand 
 behind Piñera’s plea for one “organic” book that might pres ent “the History of 
the Revolution.”2 Certainly, the Cuban Revolution has not wanted for a constant 
stream of experts, churning out de cades’ worth of observations, analyses, and 
critiques.

Yet in spite of the profusion of work about the era in question— both criti-
cal and deferential, serious and superficial— our knowledge of the social, 

“
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cultural, and po liti cal history of revolutionary Cuba remains fragmented and, 
in many places, underdeveloped. In recent years, the scholarship has gained 
a fresh vitality, spurred by a more receptive, if still po liti cally constrained cli-
mate for researchers on the island, as well as the emergence of a new cohort 
of se nior and ju nior scholars abroad. Nonetheless, historians continue to be 
challenged by a dearth of primary sources, the vagaries of archival access, and 
the broader politicization of the field. “In more than one re spect,” noted the 
Havana- based historian Oscar Zanetti in 2010, “the Cuban Revolution has yet 
to be historicized.”3 Or, as the expatriate intellectual Rafael Rojas put it in 
2008, “fifty years is enough time for a historiographical school to emerge, 
and yet the Cuban Revolution wants for canonical studies.”4 Historical work 
published since then does not fully address  these concerns, even as the 2009 
fiftieth anniversary of the Revolution, and now the sixtieth, have brought re-
newed attention to what has been— and has yet to be— written of its history, 
particularly on the island.5

How can a historiographical school be si mul ta neously overpopulated and 
underdeveloped? In this context, what might it mean to write histories of 
the Cuban Revolution anew? This tension between analytical saturation and 
historiographical absence stems from the myriad ways in which history it-
self was central to the revolutionary proj ect.  After all, the barbudos not only 
assumed po liti cal power; they also effected, as Louis A. Pérez has written, 
an “appropriation of history”: “Central to the claim of historical authenticity 
was the proposition of the triumphant revolution as culmination of a pro cess 
whose antecedents reached deep into the nineteenth  century.”6 The Revolu-
tion’s master narrative (and the exile variations that emerged to  counter it) thus 
yoked the past to its vision for the pres ent, collapsing Cuban history into the te-
leological arc of an overdetermined  future. Official discourse, in turn, helped 
set the stage for its scholarly counterpoint. For years, researchers have had 
 little choice but to take revolutionary leaders at their word,  either to laud or to 
criticize them. From official claims and statistics, they have often generalized 
to popu lar experience more broadly.  Those temptations still confront scholars 
 today.

It is this old, often intramural conversation to which more recent critics, 
including some represented in this volume, have been responding with renewed 
energy. Taking inspiration from pioneering scholars in the past, commenta-
tors across the ideological and geo graph i cal landscape have rekindled the call 
for a historiography that might overcome partisan differences, what ever the 
obstacles. Without rejecting the imperative to revisit old debates with new 
evidence in hand, this volume embraces the need to move beyond preexist-
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ing polemics— whether questions about the Revolution’s success or failure 
or the root  causes of its evolution over time. Nonetheless, it also challenges 
the idea that analytical synthesis, or apo liti cal scholarship, is the necessary 
result. The Revolution from Within: Cuba, 1959–1980 thus meets Piñera’s call 
for an “organic” history of the Revolution with an assertion of plurality and 
antiteleology— what we might characterize as an essentially historicist spirit. 
This emphasis on diversity, however, should not be taken for an analytical 
free- for- all.

What connects all of the essays in this volume is their insistence on a Cuba- 
centric approach to the first two de cades of the island’s post-1959 history. De-
cades of scholarly production have brought us sophisticated accounts of the 
influence of major Cold War power brokers— the United States and the Soviet 
Union, especially—on Cuba’s revolutionary path. While gesturing to the im-
portance of  these and other transnational connections, however,  these essays 
are instead oriented to the internal dynamics of revolutionary pro cess. In this, 
they build on and open up several impor tant areas of thematic inquiry. The 
authors work to further pluralize our understanding of the revolutionary state 
beyond its most public leaders. And, through the insights of cultural history, 
they seek to restore the Revolution’s basic historicity and heterogeneity, high-
lighting the experiences of everyday actors without losing sight of the force of 
state power—at once overwhelming yet diffuse, per sis tent but also quotidian.

Yet  these essays also engage, implicitly or explic itly, the po liti cal stakes 
of Cuban history itself. On one hand, contributors historicize the uses made 
of Cuba’s past by the revolutionary state, dissecting the po liti cal weight with 
which officials invested historical narratives. Several essays capture such 
claims in their historical construction, as state actors fashioned the Revolution 
as the fulfillment of past po liti cal dreams deferred. But  these works likewise 
compel us to consider the impact of official narratives on what is known, and 
knowable, about the Revolution, particularly for scholars. In that, they force 
a reckoning with the po liti cal uses to which academic historical knowledge 
about the revolutionary era can still be put.

In what follows, we further detail this volume’s contributions to the 
field of revolutionary history at a vibrant, nodal point in its development. 
First, however, we try to understand the weight of official paradigms in the 
construction of historiographical narratives about the Revolution over time. 
How, we ask, have revolutionary pro cesses of state formation  shaped what 
popu lar, official, and, fi nally, academic voices have had to say about the Revo-
lution’s history? Overall, we argue that the construction of a revolutionary 
and counterrevolutionary canon of historical knowledge has thrown even 
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purportedly “neutral” scholars into a polarized minefield. The po liti cal func-
tion with which the state ascribed historical knowledge has thus endowed all 
historical scholarship on the Cuban Revolution with an inevitably ideological 
cast. This, we argue, is not just a historiographical problematic but an essen-
tial historical question in its own right.

Building a Revolution: The Uses of History

In its analytical approach to official paradigms, The Revolution from Within can 
be classified as a revisionist proj ect. But to call the essays in this collection 
“revisionist” begs the question: Revisionist relative to what? Most obviously, 
they push back on the par ameters governing official narratives within Cuba’s 
public sphere. They are not uniformly reverent; they do not celebrate the 
Revolution’s emergence, nor sugarcoat the conflicts that came in its wake. Yet 
they are also invested in exploring the Revolution’s lived meanings, diverse 
subjects, and internal complexities.  These imperatives are not exclusively or 
even primarily targeted to antagonistic po liti cal aims.

Debates about the purpose of historical revisionism are far from new when 
it comes to Cuba. As we explore below, historiographical rupture in the early 
1960s once represented a revolutionary response to the apo liti cal scholar-
ship of the past. Historical “revisionism,” however, was far from a uniform 
proj ect, and the po liti cal significance ascribed to it varied considerably over 
time. As the bounds for ideological diversity narrowed throughout the 1960s 
and 1970s, heterodox perspectives on Cuba’s past would be conflated with 
“ideological diversionism” and other po liti cal sins.7 In Cuba  today, “revision-
ism” continues to be read as constitutionally subversive, particularly in its 
presumed challenge to official narratives and the revolutionary state.

The essays in this volume thus evoke a question that has long haunted his-
torical knowledge of the revolutionary period. Namely, can even the most rig-
orous accounts of Cuba’s post-1959 history evolve beyond a game of opposed 
mirrors, one standing in the discursive and ideological space of Havana’s Rev-
olution Square, the other planted in front of Miami’s Freedom Tower?8 To 
return to Piñera’s insightful prognostications from 1959, can scholars of the 
Cuban Revolution be anything but historians of a “court,” beholden to one or an-
other master narrative?9 Should— could— historians of the Cuban Revolution 
find an analytical path out from  under the shadow of official (and counterof-
ficial) paradigms?

The prob lem is perhaps elucidated by an anecdote from a diff er ent, not un-
related context. In her essay “The Material Existence of Soviet Samizdat,” Ann 
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Komaromi relates a joke that would have been familiar to its Rus sian audience. 
“A Soviet grand mother is having trou ble in ter est ing her grand daughter in Lev 
Tolstoi’s beloved classic War and Peace,” Komaromi narrates. “The prob lem is 
not that the novel is too long. It just looks too official.” So the grand mother 
decides to get creative. Drawing on counterhegemonic visual codes, “the poor 
 woman stays up nights retyping the work as ‘samizdat,’ ” a term for clandes-
tine lit er a ture in the late Soviet Union.10 Suddenly, the classic remade with 
alternative trappings has become palatable— tantalizingly forbidden—to the 
grand daughter weary of tomes of all stripes.

Essentially subversive, samizdat drew its force and sustained relevance in 
the Soviet context from the fact of critique: a “re sis tance to mythologizing 
ideology in general.”11 In that,  there is much that endears the concept to a 
volume focused on the Cuban Revolution. An enduring notion of history as 
critique has likewise  shaped popu lar and scholarly accounts of Cuban history 
 after 1959— including some of  those in this volume— largely in response to 
the teleological narratives woven around revolutionary authority.12 In this for-
mulation, the “difference” of historiographical critique lies in its heterodox 
stance vis- à- vis Cuban po liti cal officials and institutions or, more rarely, their 
counter parts in the Cuban diaspora. Where Fidel Castro declared “100 Years 
of Strug gle,” for example, stretching from the first outbreak of the in de pen-
dence wars all the way through his revolutionary pres ent, his critics (Cuban 
and not) have stressed incompatibility with— and even betrayal of— those 
same princi ples and points of origin.

The grand mother’s parodic act, though, begs for another interpretation. 
However pleased her grand daughter might be to receive this remake of an old 
classic,  behind the cover she  will still be confronted with the same story. Tolstoi 
remains Tolstoi, adorned yet fundamentally unadulterated. For twenty- first- 
century Cubans and Cubanists, that act of mimicry masquerading as oppo-
sition would feel both immediate and significant. Trapped in the enduring 
terms of a Manichaean ideological field, revisionists of the pres ent, like  those 
of the past, find themselves hard- pressed to reach beyond fragmented half- 
truths, tepid deflections, and revolutionary just-so stories turned inside out.

Perhaps the correct response, then, is to aim for postrevisionism: to claim, 
however dubiously, that we can transcend the po liti cal fault lines that bur-
dened the telling of history in the past. It would be tempting, if disingenuous, to 
raise the shield of guild “objectivity,” of historical “professionalism.” Claiming 
scholarly “neutrality,” as has long been the practice in U.S. academic historical 
production, seems to offer one potential response to charges of politicization.13 
Yet we are too aware of how newer scholarship might recapitulate polarized 
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debates— how we might, in purporting to shed partisan trappings, actually 
endow them with renewed force. In the place of the revolutionary master nar-
rative, do we risk erecting another, essentially mirroring, even when negating, 
the central tenets of official discourse?

In the early 1960s, however, Cuba’s history represented genuinely subver-
sive material to  those who sought to build a new revolutionary society. Much 
as con temporary critics of the revolutionary government now claim history 
as a mode of critique, so revolutionary intellectuals once called for a new his-
tory to speak to a transformed pres ent. For its most radical proponents, a new 
history would not only overturn the “bourgeois,” pro- U.S., and nationalist 
mythologies they claimed to discern  behind prior historiographical work. It 
would also respond, quite explic itly, to the demands of the revolutionary mo-
ment. As Manuel Moreno Fraginals famously declared from the vantage point 
of 1966, “ There is a general clamor for a new history, for a distinct way of look-
ing at the past.”14 Importantly, this “new history” would not just detail events 
immediately preceding or following 1959; it would also revisit and reinterpret 
the in de pen dence era and beyond.

How new would the new history be? For Moreno Fraginals, it could not 
stop at the rejection of old paradigms, though it would be necessary to over-
come “petty polemics . . .  debating Saco, Martí, Céspedes [luminaries of 
Cuban national thought and the long Cuban in de pen dence strug gle] time and 
again.” “Destroying the old categories” represented an act of initial but ulti-
mately futile “iconoclasm.” In their place Moreno Fraginals called for a “true 
history,” committed by definition, that would break all “bourgeois” rules in 
clearing the path to a Marxist, dialectical approach: “We must head  towards 
 those truly rich sources that the bourgeoisie eliminated from our historical 
inheritance  because they  were precisely the most significant ones. And with 
the support of this new and essential research we must discover the dialectical 
laws of our history.”15

That is, what defined the new revolutionary history was that its authors 
(both state officials and professional historians) made historical production 
responsive—or, critics might say, beholden—to po liti cal concerns. Undoubt-
edly, the commitment of revolutionary historians yielded impor tant contribu-
tions to Cuban historiography, from new attention to marginalized “ people 
without history” to critiques of slavery, imperialism (Spanish and U.S.), and 
po liti cal corruption in Cuba’s past. Moreover, as Kate Quinn charts, in the 
1960s historiographical ferment provoked contentious debates over how 
Cuba’s past should be interpreted in light of its revolutionary pres ent.  These 
 battles pitted a nationalist camp that continued to lionize Cuba’s “heroes” 
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against Marxist scholars invested in uncovering economic pro cesses and 
structures. Yet by 1970, Quinn points out, this “critical historiography” was 
supplanted by a “culture of consent,” dominated by a more conservative nation-
alist school.16 For  later historians, this pivot rendered earlier, more heterodox 
work off limits.

Also of interest for this story of shifting samizdat is the fact that many clas-
sic official texts  were in fact written before 1959 and  later repurposed for a 
revolutionary context.17 This was true, for example, of longtime Cuban Com-
munist Party leader Blas Roca’s Los fundamentos del socialismo en Cuba (1943), 
which  after 1959 helped make the argument that Cuban history led inexorably 
to both revolutionary strug gle and socialism.18 Yet, in hindsight, the revolu-
tionary resurrection of this document is rather surprising.  After all, Blas Roca 
could boast a sustained history of militancy in the Communist Party, which 
spanned its early years as a contestational and revolutionary force, particularly 
leading up to the Revolution of 1933, but also a period of comparative success 
when it functioned as one of a number of progressive blocs cooperating with 
and tolerated during Batista’s only elected presidency (1940–44). It was Ba-
tista himself who legalized the Party in 1938. Subsequently, Roca’s  career saw 
the discrediting of the Communist Party for its collaboration with Batista; the 
resumption of anticommunist persecution in the late 1940s and  under Batista’s 
pro- U.S. dictatorship of the 1950s; and the tentative and often conflicted 
dance between the Communist Party and Castro’s revolutionary movement 
well into the 1960s. And so the shifting po liti cal fault lines between Roca and 
his one- time ally Batista  were rewritten in the revolutionary canonization of 
Roca’s text, which had been penned at a strikingly diff er ent po liti cal juncture. 
The transformation from countercanon to canon thus brings us back to the 
samizdat Tolstoi: the same text (Roca) could in one context be read as coun-
terhegemonic, only to be appropriated and made “official.”19

When it came to the post-1959 era itself, available portrayals further en-
trenched new master narratives by relying, with few exceptions, on anecdote 
and po liti cal truisms. By virtue of proximity to the events in question, testi-
monies by the Revolution’s leaders— whether Che Guevara’s narrative of the 
guerrilla war or Antonio Núñez Jiménez’s  later account, Marching alongside 
Fidel— overshadowed academic texts.20 Meanwhile, as insurgent achievements 
became “official” lore, exile counternarratives quickly emerged to refute 
them. Batista himself published exculpatory memoirs from exile, as did other 
republican- era politicians.21 Even more influential  were early U.S. academic 
and exile publications casting the Revolution’s radicalization across 1960 and 
1961 as a deviation from its “true,” more moderate aims.22
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 Those who tried to escape the choice between officialist conscription 
and exile denunciation found themselves all too often cast into the oppos-
ing camp. By the mid-  to late 1960s, a wave of foreign Marxist scholars had 
published some of the first analytical accounts of the Revolution’s first de cade 
in power. K. S. Karol, René Dumont, Maurice Halperin, Edward Boorstein, 
Leo Huberman, and Paul Sweezy remained critical of U.S. aggression and 
the exile community, and they  were sympathetic to the Revolution’s radical 
course.23 But unlike the more enthusiastic fellow travelers of the Revolution’s 
early years (e.g., C. Wright Mills, Jean- Paul Sartre, and Huberman and Sweezy 
themselves in an earlier book),  these authors  were not shy about criticizing 
the state’s self- inflicted wounds, particularly in the economic realm.24 Coin-
ciding with a period of financial hardship on the island and a turn  toward 
internal orthodoxy (in part via closer ties with the Soviet Union),  these texts 
quickly became non grata in Cuba. For a time, their authors, along with many 
other nonconformist intellectuals from the Latin American and Eu ro pean 
left, suffered a similar fate.25 More ambiguous in their implications  were the 
accounts of New Left– affiliated young Americans and Latin Americans who 
traveled to the island in continuing solidarity with, if not outright conformity 
to,  these po liti cal turns.  These authors  were often more attentive to the ways 
race, gender, and sexuality still divided Cubans— and their own group— along 
po liti cal lines.26

Institutionalization, followed by disillusionment and exclusion, could also 
endow a growing countercanon with amplified potency. Memoirs and expo-
sés by an expanding list of collaborators turned enemies of the revolutionary 
state— Teresa Casuso, Carlos Moore, Rufo López Fresquet, Mario Llerena, and 
particularly Carlos Franqui and Heberto Padilla, whose controversial 1971 ar-
rest fiercely divided the Revolution’s admirers abroad— provided insider ac-
counts of  those who  were instrumental in the Revolution’s rise but had fallen 
afoul of its rule.27 Though  these texts circulated on the island in scarce quanti-
ties, if at all,  there and in the exile community their critical portraits of state 
dynamics acquired allure precisely  because they  were taboo.

Historical texts— whether domestic or foreign, partisan, testimonial, or 
academic— thus evolved in revolutionary times. In the early 1960s the work 
of rewriting the Cuban historical tradition could be seen as genuinely sub-
versive in appropriating past manifestos as its own. Yet in yoking originally 
contestational texts to an institutionalizing state, canonization carried its 
own risks. Over time, it made a once heterodox historiography vulnerable 
to the Revolution’s po liti cal vicissitudes. Revisited in light of 1968, 1970, or, 
most decisively, 1989, what was once radical could seem tired and even hypo-
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critical. And as historical accounts took up the revolutionary era directly, their 
predictably heroic qualities produced an equal but opposite denunciatory re-
sponse, albeit mostly abroad.

So where does that leave us, historians conscious of the limitations of early 
schools, yet aware of, anxious about, or even energized by the po liti cal uses 
to which our own work can still be put? Can we escape the looping effects of 
the official historical canon? Or are our histories just Tolstoi masquerading as 
samizdat— a familiar oppositional fable hiding  behind an attractively “revision-
ist” cover? To answer  these questions, a further exploration of historiographical 
developments since the late 1960s is required. We offer such an analy sis below. 
But we also must recognize that the enduring place of revolutionary hagiogra-
phy in Cuba’s public sphere imbues many of the essays in this volume, like the 
work of our scholarly pre de ces sors, with a degree of contestational force. This 
is perhaps inevitable in a context in which historical work on the Revolution is 
implicitly pitted or mea sured against official discourse on the same.28

Even so, we insist on the analytical power of serious historicism. Scholars, 
we suggest, can best respond to the revolutionary appropriation of history 
(and the exile community’s mirror- image replies) by taking the Revolution’s 
historical narratives as their analytical starting rather than ending point. This 
work necessarily forgoes historiographical volleys lobbed from ideological 
safe spaces— the ivory towers of reciprocal deafness—in  favor of deep engage-
ment with Cuban sources and island colleagues. It may not be pos si ble to 
break the vise grip of hagiography on one hand and  wholesale denunciation 
on the other. Nonetheless,  there is scholarly territory that lies in between.

Historical Work in Historic Times:  
Past and Pres ent Scholarly Directions

In its emphasis on a Cuba- centric, historicist approach, The Revolution from 
Within seeks to contribute to the innovative and increasingly diverse work on 
the Revolution being produced within and beyond Cuba. Taking advantage of 
a more open, if still cautious climate for academic production on the island, 
intellectuals and scholars have played a notable role in probing Cuba’s revo-
lutionary conjuncture anew. But  these essays also draw on critical gestures 
advanced in previous scholarly production. They are not the first to grapple 
with the (im)possibilities of “rising above” (or beyond) the Revolution’s poli-
tics or the ways in which ongoing events shape the contours of scholarly work.

In addition to the critical Marxists already cited, we might point to the 
po liti cal scientist Richard Fagen as a pioneer of Cuban revolutionary history 
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“from within.” His foundational analy sis of po liti cal culture on the island, 
published in 1968, still offers a useful framework for understanding the pat-
terns and structures of grassroots po liti cal mobilization.29 Also noteworthy is 
the work of the anthropologist Oscar Lewis, who between 1968 and 1970 con-
ducted research on the island at Fidel Castro’s invitation. With a binational 
team of researchers, he examined the fate of former slum dwellers relocated 
to government housing  after 1959. The multiple publications that resulted 
from that proj ect offer a textured account of one of the Revolution’s signature 
reforms. Moreover, they portray everyday life  under socialism with a degree 
of detail that historians  today would be lucky to duplicate.30

By the end of the next de cade, another promising development had taken 
place. “Cuban Studies,” driven by the work of Cuban American scholars who 
had left the revolutionary island in their adolescence, began to coalesce as a field 
in the United States. Jorge Domínguez, Carmelo Mesa- Lago, and (a bit  later) 
Marifeli Pérez- Stable published still classic surveys of po liti cal and economic 
developments across the 1959 revolutionary divide.31 Given that academic work 
on the revolutionary period was generally limited on the island,  these studies 
and  others filled a crucial gap, particularly in their emphasis on macropo liti-
cal pro cess over time.32 It was also from this intellectual ferment that some 
of the most enduring commitments and pioneering efforts  toward scholarly 
engagement with the island  were born.

Throughout this early period, however, historical circumstances in and 
outside Cuba continued to influence the production and reception of such 
scholarly lit er a ture. The Lewis proj ect, for example, was forcibly shut down 
when Cuban authorities became concerned about its results.33 Meanwhile,  those 
associated with the field of Cuban Studies would confront critics on both sides 
of the Florida Straits. Developed in part along an area studies track, the dis-
cipline was in some ways intertwined with the geopolitics of the Cold War.34 
On the island, “Cubanology,” as it was derisively called, was criticized for 
its alleged ties to the U.S. foreign policy establishment and purported bias 
against the revolutionary government.35 For hardline exile activists, in turn, 
the cubanólog os gathered around María Cristina Herrera’s Instituto de Estu-
dios Cubanos, the more pro- Revolution magazine Areíto, or,  later, the journal 
Cuban Studies  were equally suspect, insofar as they  were not opposed to, and 
even participated in, cautious dialogues with island colleagues and officials.36 
Yet the very seriousness of the work undertaken by  these pioneering Cuban 
Studies scholars meant that their research— and their efforts to build schol-
arly communities on the island— often endured, even as they continued to 
weather shifting geopo liti cal circumstances. On the other side, their island 
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colleagues faced not insignificant professional risks in engaging in serious 
academic exchange, at times critical, with their U.S. counter parts.37

Scholars of revolutionary Cuba working outside of the United States—in 
Eu rope, Latin Amer i ca, and Canada, for instance— have tended to swim in 
less tumultuous po liti cal  waters, and many have generated prodigious bodies 
of scholarship and intellectual ties to the island.38 Nonetheless, the impact 
of po liti cal divisions, in the United States and abroad, was to fortify more 
established or safer areas of scholarly emphasis. U.S.- Cuban relations loomed 
particularly large, even for scholars working outside of that conflict’s direct 
shadow. From Morris Morley (Australia) to Thomas Paterson (United States), 
historians depicted the “breakup” of and subsequent hostility between the 
United States and Cuba as the central telos of the Revolution’s first years.39 
With the subsequent declassification of U.S. government documents, paired 
with revelations of the full gamut of U.S. efforts to oust Cuba’s revolution-
ary government, the temptation to reduce the history of the Revolution to its 
conflict with the United States did not go away.40 This conspicuously echoed 
one of the key tenets of official Cuban discourse itself. Yet the task of relaying 
more internally focused histories of revolutionary pro cess still seemed not 
just po liti cally fraught, but practically out of reach. With available archival 
sources on the period stopping in many cases in 1960, influential scholars 
who came up in the early Cuban Studies mold may have understandably con-
cluded that a deeper history of the Revolution was not a  viable pursuit.

In fact, it first became pos si ble to write critical, textured histories of 
Cuban politics and culture not about the Revolution but about the Repub-
lic  (1902–58). The backdrop to this development was the so- called Special 
Period, a moment of economic and existential crisis in the 1990s and early 
2000s brought on by the fall of the Soviet Union. In response, the Cuban gov-
ernment gingerly opened its doors to foreign capital but in the pro cess also 
revived some of the island’s pre-1959 ghosts. Emblems of what revolutionary 
discourse called the “pseudo- republic”— in equality, prostitution, the U.S. dol-
lar, Western tourism— resurfaced with a vengeance, and Cubans looked back 
to previous times for clues as to how to read their disorienting pres ent. With-
out ignoring the weight of U.S. influence and imperialism, a generation of 
Cuban and foreign scholars now paid closer attention to dynamics of agency, 
re sis tance, and popu lar mobilization in the pre-1959 years.41 In so  doing, 
they drew on trends in a wider Latin Americanist and Ca rib bean historiography 
that had moved away from the flattening paradigms of de pen dency theory.42 
They also unearthed historical analogues to the inventive ways in which 
Cubans in the 1990s managed to culturally, po liti cally, and eco nom ically “get 
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by” (resolver) in unpropitious sociopo liti cal circumstances. Such questions 
had also surfaced over the course of the Lewis proj ect de cades earlier.

Nonetheless, in writing about the Republic,  these scholars  were also writ-
ing about the Revolution, albeit indirectly. Insofar as they complicated revo-
lutionary mythologies about the pre-1959 past, they also put into question 
the historical truisms on which the Revolution’s po liti cal legitimacy rested. 
And they  were soon joined by wide- ranging, interdisciplinary treatments 
of the Special Period itself (and more recent years) in contiguous disciplines 
like anthropology and cultural studies that similarly cast revolutionary discourse 
into doubt.43 If tackling understudied aspects of the 1959–89 era remained 
challenging, critical attention to the racial, gendered, and sexual ambiguities 
attending Cuba’s economic and social evolution in the 1990s and beyond in-
volved an implicit judgment on the legacies of the previous three de cades.

Not long thereafter, scholars fi nally began to devote renewed analytical 
attention to the revolutionary years. This included, notably, insightful efforts 
to demythologize the anti- Batista insurrection.44 But other academic publica-
tions, such as Ideología y Revolución (2001) and Prensa y Revolución (2010) by 
María del Pilar Díaz Castañón, also began opening up the early experiments 
of revolutionary governance to cultural analy sis with, but not beholden 
to, hindsight.45 Both titles are embedded in exhaustive press research, and 
Prensa y Revolución, an edited volume written in collaboration with several of 
Díaz Castañón’s students, extends her expertise on the Cuban press to other 
scholars working on the period. Díaz Castañón’s work was joined by seminal 
English- language publications by Alejandro de la Fuente and Lillian Guerra, 
which brought renewed attention to the controversies and transformations of 
the Revolution’s first de cade.46 Guerra’s work in par tic u lar represents a trail-
blazing effort to reconsider the emerging revolutionary state from the bottom 
up, with an eye to tracking hegemony as an evolving construction rather than 
a naturalized outcome. The Revolution, she argues, deputized ordinary citizens 
to act on its behalf, augmenting state control but also personal agency. Such 
tactics, however, engendered overt and “unintended dissidence” as much as 
unpre ce dented popu lar support. Other scholars have applied a similarly nu-
anced cultural- historical lens to the politics of gender, the body, sexuality, and 
race.47

In the field of intellectual and literary history, meanwhile, new stud-
ies of revolutionary cultural production and the state’s cultural politics— 
particularly leading up to the repressive “gray years” (quinquenio gris) of the 
early 1970s— date in some re spects to the 1990s.48 Amid the ideological shifts 
of that era, the partial rehabilitation of nonconformist (but not antisocialist) 
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artists facilitated a qualified recovery of their past experiences of censorship 
and marginalization, often through published memoirs.49 Since then, how-
ever, scholars on and off the island have continued to bring fresh attention to 
the Revolution’s controversial chapters and forgotten voices, in and beyond 
the world of arts and letters. Groundbreaking books by Carlos Velazco and 
Elizabeth Mirabal about Guillermo Cabrera Infante and Guillermo Rosales 
have revisited the legacies of once- revolutionary writers turned expatriates, 
while Jorge Fornet’s El 71: Anatomía de una crisis (2014) provides an innova-
tive account of the Revolution’s most notorious year of intellectual repres-
sion.50 All of  these works, in turn, enter into implicit dialogue, and at times 
productive tension, with the wide- reaching, interdisciplinary scholarship of 
Rafael Rojas.51

This renewed attention to the Revolution’s history has produced not only 
a corpus of monographs but also a wave of scholarly and public- facing events 
and mobilizations on the island.52 For example, the Simposio Internacional 
sobre la Revolución Cubana, convened on multiple occasions by Cuba’s In-
stituto de Historia, has brought together leading academics, but also former 
Cuban government officials as participants. Then vice president Miguel 
Díaz- Canel (now president) attended the first edition of the event in 2015.53 
Meanwhile, a sequence of roundtables hosted by Temas magazine (published 
since 1995), together with a provocative series of new documentary films, has 
helped to push conversations about understudied chapters of the Revolution’s 
past further into the public sphere.54 More recently, addressing a new study 
group on the Revolution at the Instituto Cubano de Investigación Cultural 
Juan Marinello, the late socialist intellectual Fernando Martínez Heredia is-
sued a call to further historicize the Revolution beyond enduring “clichés” and 
oft- repeated “falsities.”55 If some of  these discussions have adhered to a largely 
hagiographical framework,  others have taken on a spirit of critical inquiry in 
broaching challenging and po liti cally complicated questions.

In  these ways, the intensity of recent discussions of the Cuban Revolution 
reflects a new horizon of scholarly possibility, as well as continued challenges. 
 Today,  those who seek to open up the Revolution to historical inquiry may 
not face the same risks that their pre de ces sors once confronted. To a signifi-
cant degree, scholars are no longer trying to tell the story of a historical pro-
cess in the direct shadow of the Cold War. Nonetheless, historians must still 
navigate both structural obstacles and the po liti cal stakes of academic con-
versations in which they engage, given the continued mobilization of Cuba’s 
past by the po liti cal class of its pres ent. As they do so, insights gleaned from 
Cuba’s own revolutionary trajectory, now entering its sixth de cade, as well as 
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cognate  contexts elsewhere, may yet allow scholars of the Revolution to chart 
a forward- looking, rather than Sisyphean, intellectual path.

Indeed, the dynamism of conversations about the Revolution is not solely a 
reflection of changing po liti cal and economic circumstances in Cuba. Rather, 
new work has found inspiration in historical and theoretical paths forged in 
other contexts, from Latin Amer i ca to the Soviet Union and beyond. Scholars of 
Cuba have been particularly influenced by a well- developed historiography on 
authoritarianism and pop u lism in Latin Amer i ca and the Ca rib bean, which 
has added nuance to traditionally mechanistic framings of the operations of 
revolutionary authority.56 One imagines that recent trends in the study of the 
Soviet Union  will also come increasingly to bear on Cuban conversations, from 
a centering of popu lar experience to more robust theorizations of disciplin-
ary and po liti cal power  under socialism.57 The theoretical corpus of Michel 
Foucault, a longstanding but po liti cally complicated source of inspiration for 
island- dwelling Cuban scholars, has already begun to inform discussions of 
gender, sexuality, and biopolitics in the revolutionary era.58

Nonetheless, the range of topics, sources, and periods has hardly been ex-
hausted. The 1960s, for example, continue to receive far more attention than 
the two de cades of “socialist institutionalization” that followed.59 Respond-
ing to and building on newer work, this volume thus pres ents multiple and 
complementary interventions into ongoing debates on the Cuban Revolution. 
Above all, contributors capture and contribute to the growing emphasis on 
revolutionary pro cess, viewed from within. As we discuss below, the most sa-
lient of their approaches to this question include a renewed interest in the 
conflicted and contested trajectory of state formation, a critical deployment 
of the major insights of cultural history, reflexive attention to the state of the 
Revolution’s “archive,” and an investment in analyzing the exceptionality (or 
not) of the Cuban Revolution, unbeholden to Cold War power politics.

In what follows, we have traced  these themes throughout the volume in 
ways that occasionally range out of chronological order, but we believe that 
this approach best highlights the significant continuity of the essays, even 
across diverse moments of the revolutionary proj ect. All told, this work can-
not fully resolve the continued challenges (existential or practical) associated 
with writing the Revolution’s history. Eras not fully covered  here, such as the 
1980s and 1990s,  will eventually become the focus of historical scholarship 
in their own right. Still, while building on impor tant trends evident in re-
cent work, the transnational cohort of authors gathered  here treat fresh topics 
and periods (the 1970s) with innovative sources. Most impor tant, the volume 
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affords an opportunity to assess the intersecting coordinates of an evolving 
field. “Revisionist,” returning to an earlier point, may remain a label more 
easily worn by scholars outside the island. Yet we argue that the imperative, 
echoing the title and concerns of the book itself, does draw from scholarly 
mobilizations from within.

The “State” and the “ People”: Approaches to an Intractable Binary

Even more so than in other revolutionary histories, scholarship on the Cuban 
Revolution has been  shaped by a top- down orientation. Per sis tent attention 
to Fidel, Che, and Raúl has tended to ossify their own po liti cal and ideologi-
cal trajectories, though more recent biographies— including of the Revolu-
tion’s leading  women— point in more dynamic and nuanced directions.60 
Nevertheless, far less attention has been afforded to other state and popu lar 
actors. Several essays in this volume revisit and repopulate the history of the 
revolutionary state, drawing on insights from other revolutionary and Latin 
American contexts. Overall, they revivify the early years of revolutionary state 
formation, restoring the essential dynamism of this pro cess, rescripting over-
determined outcomes (e.g., the state as leviathan), and framing it around a 
broader cast of characters.

Lillian Guerra’s essay, for example, captures revolutionary master nar-
ratives at a pivotal moment in their elaboration, as sierra leaders acted out 
their relationship to Cuba’s past for the eyes of Andrew St. George, a foreign 
journalist embedded with their troops. In order to garner popu lar support for 
their movement, revolutionaries began to act— the word is no coincidence— 
like a state: functional and socially responsible governance constructed as a 
deliberate, if sometimes vague, palimpsest of broken promises past. The result 
was a highly intertextual, if still incipient, “official discourse,” which glossed 
distant and proximate Cuban history as the justification for its righ teousness.

If Guerra allows us to see revolutionary leaders constructing an image of 
the state before it existed as such, other contributors seek to broaden our 
understanding of the Cuban state beyond the small inner circle that tends 
to draw the most attention. Several essays explore a variety of intermediate 
actors more rarely foregrounded in accounts of the Revolution’s formative 
de cades, including “everyday citizens,” however difficult their perspectives 
might be to access. How, authors ask, did state bureaucrats and average Cubans 
conceive of their roles in extending state programs? What kind of agency did 
they exercise?
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Building on the case study approach of some of her earlier work, María del 
Pilar Díaz Castañón captures the heterogeneous constituency that, in early 
1959, positioned itself in enthusiastic support of agrarian reform. Industrial-
ists, business  owners, and even schoolchildren pooled their centavos to deliver 
a vote of confidence to the reformist politics of early 1959. Yet the very breadth 
of support spoke equally to the undefined character of the revolutionary proj-
ect itself, a perhaps intentional vagueness that had characterized the 26th of 
July Movement since its  battles in the mountains. Soon, it would founder over 
inevitable differences; as Díaz Castañón notes, “What was pos si ble for some 
was not pos si ble for  others.”

In a similar vein, Reinaldo Funes Monzote’s essay draws our attention to 
one professional bloc of note: the geographers who, led by the revolutionary 
stalwart Antonio Núñez Jiménez, seized on the po liti cal opening afforded by 
1959 to advance their own programs for managing and transforming the natu-
ral environment. The proj ect of “geotransformation,” as it was known, con-
densed multiple prerevolutionary academic conversations into a mandate for 
state action. Though many of  these plans never came to fruition, they point 
not only to the weight of the revolutionary state (Núñez Jiménez was, ulti-
mately, a close collaborator of Fidel Castro’s) but also the stage it provided for 
other professional and social goals.

In the face of hyperpoliticization, then, no  simple binary between the 
“state” and the “ people” can be sustained. Rather, the volume’s contributors 
invite us to consider how a variety of actors— bureaucrats, ordinary citizens, 
and semi- autonomous institutions— conceived of and responded to their 
interpellation by an increasingly power ful state. Solely reliant on neither con-
sent nor coercion, revolutionary governance, they insist, drew from a potent 
mixture of both. A more robust analy sis of the interaction between state and 
populace productively moves us away from notions of popu lar irrationality, 
blanket repression, or “charisma” as the sources of revolutionary longevity 
and instead highlights mechanisms of incorporation, experimentation, and 
co- optation, as well as disagreement and divergence.

As the Revolution began to radicalize,  there  were growing numbers of Cu-
bans who found themselves located outside new state imaginaries. The dis-
cursive (and  actual) vio lence of exclusion was the necessary counterpart to 
the task of popu lar incorporation, as some Cubans found their place in the 
new revolutionary state by questioning, informing on, and rejecting  those be-
lieved not to belong. As Abel Sierra Madero argues in his essay, this interplay 
culminated in the 1980 Mariel boatlift, a mass exodus of 125,000 Cubans who 
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would be stigmatized by both Cuban officials and their Miami counter parts. 
Sierra Madero invites us to consider how the Mariel boatlift actualized  these 
reciprocal pro cesses of inclusion and exclusion, conscripting some to act out 
the state’s long- established rejection of homosexuals, po liti cal nonconform-
ists, and  those who simply wished to leave. As it became ritualized and cen-
tralized in the moment of the boatlift, the “acto de repudio” brought together 
a number of exclusionary discourses and practices of de cades past, from a 
“dehumanizing” discourse of “animality” to masculinist and homophobic na-
tional imaginaries.

A Cultural History of the Cuban Revolution

Few groups more vividly confronted the interplay between inclusive and ex-
clusive state practices and discourses than  those writers, artists, and creators 
who found themselves swept up in the new state’s embrace— with some forc-
ibly located outside of it. It is no won der, then, that studies of lit er a ture, 
film, theater, and the arts constitute an enduring area of emphasis within the 
 historiography on the Revolution produced thus far. Yet for all of the revolu-
tionary government’s efforts to si mul ta neously expand arts education and re-
ward “folklore” with patronage, revolutionary officials tended to preserve an 
elitist definition of la cultura, referring less to a mission of popu lar inclusion 
than to an ideologically charged sphere of intellectual endeavor. In general, 
subsequent scholarship has followed suit.61

Challenging this division between “high” and “low” culture as it played out 
 after 1959, Elizabeth Schwall explores the counterpoint between two forms 
of dance: ballet, which is aristocratic in its origins, and cabaret, conceived 
of as crass and commercial.  Under the guidance of the Alonso  family, ballet 
famously morphed into an emblem of the Revolution’s sophistication at home 
and abroad. Cabaret, by contrast, could be dismissed as a curious holdover 
from times past. By looking on and off stage, however, Schwall elucidates how 
dancers in both genres not only changed choreographic content to be relevant 
to the new po liti cal order but also forged spaces for “con spic u ous and incon-
spicuous dissent.”

Contributors to this volume likewise gesture  toward the importance of the 
state- controlled “culture industries” in which many artists labored, building 
on Cuba’s status as a modern media space prior to 1959. Alejandra Bronfman 
and Yeidy Rivero, for example, have historicized the precocious development 
of radio and tele vi sion, respectively, during the republican period.62 Scholars 
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like José Quiroga and Lillian Guerra have also studied officials’ use of  these 
and other media  after the revolutionary triumph.63 Guerra’s contribution to 
this volume provides a bridge in this re spect, exploring how guerrilla insur-
gents of the 26th of July Movement mobilized foreign and domestic media to 
galvanize a broader audience of supporters.

Michael J. Bustamante draws our to attention to a  later moment in the 
 revolutionary state’s evolving self- representation, when the origin stories of 
po liti cal leaders reached a peak of retrospective simplification. Such pronounce-
ments found ubiquitous, if imperfect, analogues in a broader landscape of 
“memory surplus,” composed of museums, films, and writings celebrating an 
epic strug gle that, by many mea sures, appeared complete. Bustamante also 
asks  whether commemorative excess turned once seductive master narratives 
into stale bromides, absent fresh strug gles to revive earlier ambitions.

In dialogue with this introduction, both Guerra and Bustamante thus chart 
how the Revolution’s claims to historical predetermination evolved over time 
and in dialogue with changing po liti cal, economic, and social realities. Ulti-
mately, they argue, the production of official histories was never the result 
of a perfectly controlled conspiracy. While increasingly channeled over the 
1960s and 1970s through prescriptive ideological filters, historical knowledge 
remained the messy outcome of diverse institutions, players, and the publics 
with whom they interacted. But what role, exactly, did the “public” play in 
this pro cess?

We know much less about the everyday cultural practices, lifeways, and 
beliefs of ordinary Cubans—in short, the social universe beyond official politi-
cization. In her essay, María A. Cabrera Arús begins to point us in tantalizing 
directions in her analy sis of consumer options and discourses in the 1970s, at 
the high point of Cuban state socialism. How, she asks, did state officials and 
intermediate agents navigate integration into the socialist bloc in the early 
1970s, with all of the challenges it seemed to offer to material practices and 
ideological policies of the previous de cade? She suggests that they did so in 
contradictory yet generative ways: celebrating the technological possibilities 
afforded by the Soviet model while continuing to vaunt Cuba’s national mate-
rial traditions. Yet both groups strug gled to reconcile the economic stratifi-
cation that greater plenty seemed to imply, given the emphasis on egalitar-
ian scarcity throughout the 1960s. Ultimately, it was ordinary Cubans who 
 were left to navigate the material realities and contradictions of “socialist 
modernity.”
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Historical Revisionism and Archival Absence

In their efforts to pluralize and nuance our vision of the revolutionary experi-
ence,  these essays turn to a number of novel source bases, some previously un-
explored and  others read newly against the grain. Since state archives have yet 
to be declassified in any significant way, new histories of the Cuban Revolu-
tion have relied, per Jorge Macle Cruz, on “interviews, personal experiences, 
existing publications, memoirs, speeches, the press, and inferences.” As Macle 
Cruz argues in his contribution, efforts to further historicize the Revolution 
necessarily depend on initiatives within the island’s archival sector, as librar-
ians, archivists, and preservationists advocate for broader access to and coor-
dination of state rec ords. Several authors in this collection likewise wrestle 
with the consequences of restricted archival access and availability. Yet  there is 
much,  these essays show, that can be written and  imagined from alternative 
sources: the dancing body, popu lar fashion, and, in our own work,  mental 
hospitals and the ephemera of exile.64 More than fodder for well- worn polem-
ics, new archives can fundamentally alter our understanding of the Revolu-
tion, prying it open and reimagining it from the perspective of a broader range 
of actors and experiences.65

In the rush for novelty, however, we  ought not discard the significant insights 
that can be gleaned from the Revolution’s own published archive: the many 
(often unread) pages and issues of official newspapers, magazines, and bulle-
tins. Throughout her published work, Díaz Castañón has worked to historicize 
and contextualize the press in the transition to Revolution.  Here she carries that 
spirit to a  little remembered campaign in support of agrarian reform transacted 
in the pages of Bohemia, Cuba’s popu lar weekly. Other contributors read criti-
cally revolutionary imaginaries as they appeared in museums, the press, media 
campaigns, and even the arts, unearthing the silences and ambiguities built into 
the most official of official discourses.

Yet even at the highest levels of state policy,  there are dimensions of the 
revolutionary experience that remain opaque to historical understanding. 
Christabelle Peters offers a novel mode of entry into such questions in her 
essay on Che Guevara’s African experience. She revisits, and recasts, one of 
the archetypal “ great men” of the Cuban Revolution through the prism of an 
 imagined, albeit historically plausible conversation between him and Tanza-
nian president Julius Nyerere in 1964. What, she asks, might this tantaliz-
ing episode tell us about Che’s po liti cal evolution— and Cuba’s own African 
“shadow” life? How did dreams forged in the spirit of unbounded imagination 
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founder on realities of continued racial exclusion at home and geopo liti cal 
impossibility? And, most impor tant, how do we write through, around, and 
across the archival silences that might be forever closed?

Cuba’s (Revolutionary) Exceptionality?

Peters’s essay notably points us  toward another enduring problematic in the 
lit er a ture on the Cuban Revolution: the question of exceptionality. Cuba’s 
Revolution has sometimes been cast as a sui generis, uncategorizable phe-
nomenon, but also (paradoxically) as a pale imitation of any number of socialist 
and revolutionary models with which it interacted: Rus sia, China, Vietnam, 
and more. What happens, then, when we place Cuba in dialogue with other 
trajectories and examine concrete paths of connection? What common the-
matic concerns emerge from historicizing the ties between Cuba and other 
sites? A historiographical orientation to “within” hardly means seeing Cuba 
as hermetically sealed. It also requires engaging the external influences, refer-
ence points, and international events that  shaped the revolutionary everyday. 
From the Cold War to decolonization, the Revolution was bound up in some 
of the most impor tant geopo liti cal transitions of the period.

Peters offers a novel response to this debate in inviting us to consider link-
ages, philosophical more than diplomatic, between revolutionary Latin Amer i ca 
and decolonizing Africa. Ada Ferrer, meanwhile, orients us to a similarly plural 
mode of analy sis, placing the vicissitudes of Cuba’s revolutionary experiment 
alongside  those of Haiti, the “other” revolutionary island and a specter that 
had long haunted Cuban history (and historiography). In tracing connections 
between  these paradigm- shifting Ca rib bean revolutions, Ferrer draws compar-
isons related to the “revolutionary situation” of both islands, the geopo liti cal 
consequences of their revolutions, the politics of race and blackness, and the 
mutual and sometimes symbiotic attraction of Haiti and Cuba for po liti cal dis-
sidents all over the hemi sphere. She also considers the imaginative links forged 
between  these two cases by authors, intellectuals, and the Ca rib be an’s towering 
historian of revolution, C. L. R. James,  after 1959.

Overall, however, this volume takes the history of the Cuban Revolution 
largely on its own terms, with an emphasis on internal revolutionary pro-
cesses. The volume thus self- consciously forgoes the kind of  great power, Cold 
War intrigue that has long structured debates about Cuba’s revolution. Where 
anxious U.S. politicians and functionaries might have once occupied a star-
ring role, Peters points to lateral South– South connections and the impact 
of decolonizing Africa on Che’s ideological vision. The Soviet Union certainly 
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appears  here, too, but less as an imperial patron than as a source of fashion 
and material inspiration, as analyzed by Cabrera Arús.

And yet  these essays are deeply invested in the question—or prob lem—of 
Cuba’s exceptionality. Several contributors, including Alejandro de la Fuente 
and Rafael Rojas, consider just how diff er ent post-1959 Cuba was vis- à- vis its 
own prerevolutionary history. Is the Cuban Revolution largely a story of rup-
ture or of continuity? Has post– Special Period Cuba reverted to the ignomini-
ous economic and social circumstances of the pre- revolutionary past? Was 
the difference from that past ever as  great as revolutionary leaders claimed it 
to be? To answer questions about singularity, authors turn to other paradigm- 
shifting revolutions. De la Fuente, for example, offers a sustained engagement 
with the history and historiography of the Mexican Revolution. One point 
in par tic u lar stands out among the insights gleaned from the Mexican case: 
Cubanists, he warns, would do well to take the “coherence and effectiveness 
of the revolutionary state as empirical questions rather than assumptions.”

In a kindred spirit, Rojas situates the prob lem of revolutionary exception-
ality in the analytical space of historical time. Revolutions, he suggests, have 
long been studied as “pres ent pasts,” at once fleeting and eternal. He carries 
that paradox to the historical and historiographical construction of the Cuban 
Revolution itself. How, he asks, did it define its pres ent through relation to 
its past and  future? Was it two revolutions, a revolution with multiple phases, 
or merely the “totalizing, metahistorical” revolution stretching from the out-
break of the in de pen dence strug gle all the way through the revolutionary 
pres ent?

As already noted, perhaps the most influential trope informing histories 
of the Cuban Revolution on and off the island has been the presumption that 
the island’s history can be understood as a function of its conflicted relation-
ship with the United States. Faced, moreover, with the domestic archival 
limitations that Macle Cruz describes, it has long been easier to focus on U.S. 
sources that sustain this construct. Ironically, as patterns of diplomatic and 
economic isolation have given way in recent years to an unfolding and now 
fragile rapprochement, the U.S.- centric impulse has at times become, once 
again, the most tempting metanarrative of all. To close the volume, Jennifer 
Lambe offers a reflection on the con temporary stakes of historical scholarship 
on the Cuban Revolution in light of  these developments. Diplomatic normal-
ization with the United States  after 2014, she argues, necessarily revived an-
cient concerns about the status of Cuban history and its archive(s). Historical 
narratives in all their variety— official, dissident, critical, and ambivalent— 
have thus become vulnerable not only to revisionism but also to external (and 
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perhaps internal) erasure. In this regard, the proj ect of historicizing the Revo-
lution on its own terms is more crucial than ever.

Still, as the volume argues overall, histories of the Cuban Revolution need 
not cohere into a singular history. We can only imagine how the opening of 
new archives and sources, including  those utilized by this volume’s authors, 
may impact  future debates. In their very synergies and disjunctures,  these 
essays suggest that new historical accounts of the Revolution are necessarily 
composed of histories. Yet they  will also benefit, we argue, from reflexive at-
tention to Cuba’s own analytical paradigms and understandings: historicizing 
the Revolution from within.

A Note on Terminology

When it comes to the Cuban Revolution, words— English, Spanish, and 
other wise— are rarely innocent. The most basic categories through which we 
interpret Cuban history have long sparked  battles along partisan and ideo-
logical lines. Take, for example, the chronological demarcations essential to 
any historian’s work. As enshrined in a landmark two- volume publication by 
Cuba’s Instituto de Historia ( under the institutional aegis of the Communist 
Party), on the island the period before 1959 has come to be known as the 
“neo co lo nial” Republic, or the “shackled [mediatizado],” “bourgeois” Repub-
lic. Sometimes, as had previously been customary, that same period was still 
divided into Cuba’s “First” (1902–33) and “Second” (1933–58) Republics in 
recognition of the wave of revolutionary upheaval that brought an end to 
 formal (i.e., constitutional) U.S. oversight. Nonetheless it was only  after 1959, 
with the “triumph”— another charged word—of Fidel Castro’s government, 
that a true “Republic” was acknowledged to have been born. It perhaps goes 
without saying that exile chroniclers see  things quite differently, alleging that 
1959 (or 1960 or 1961) brought an end, not a hopeful beginning, to demo cratic 
governance on the island. Adding further complexity to the picture, the very 
rendering of the word “Revolution” with a capital “R,” long something of a 
convention in the field, seems to carry ideological assumptions born of the 
revolutionary context.

The prob lem, however, runs deeper. Though we could conceivably agree 
to steer clear of charged words with plastic meanings— “democracy,” say— 
scholars of the Cuban Revolution have also sparred over the term most es-
sential to this volume’s work: “revolution.” As we and other contributors to 
this volume suggest,  there is no basic agreement on  whether “the Revolution” 
(is it even singular?) begins or ends in 1959 or how long it continues thereaf-
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ter. Some, notably Rafael Rojas, have posited that the institutionalizing phase 
ushered in by Cuba’s rapprochement with the Soviet Union marks the Revolu-
tion’s terminus;  others instead date it to the dissolution of that bond with the 
fall of the Soviet Union and the introduction of liberalizing economic mea-
sures in the 1990s. Debated as well is the degree to which the Cuban govern-
ment should have a mono poly on the term— that is,  whether its proj ect, poli-
cies, and politics are the only “revolution” to which we might refer.

In recognition of our po liti cal differences, not to mention the theoretical 
richness provided by the same, we have opted not to impose semantic homo-
geneity on this volume’s authors. Instead, we have encouraged them to make 
the terms of their own historiographical engagement as clear and rigorous as 
pos si ble. This has yielded some inevitable points of disharmony and cacoph-
ony. Nonetheless, we believe that the interpretive possibilities opened up by 
this juxtaposition far outweigh its risks.
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2. The New Text of the Revolution

rafael rojas

To historicize a revolution, as the French historian François Furet asserts, is to 
consider how the pro cess inaugurates its own con temporary moment,  whether 
in France or the United States, Rus sia or Mexico, China or Nicaragua.1 Few 
other social phenomena demand that the historian take on the role of both 
critic and phi los o pher. In its origins, revolution is an astronomical term, re-
lated to accelerated movement in space and time. But it also describes the 
dynamism of regime change, one in which no realm of social life is left un-
touched. As such, historical studies of revolutions must treat them as both 
abstractions and concrete realities. Put another way, it is precisely within 
revolutions where dreams and terror most clearly converge, or, in the words 
of Reinhart Koselleck, the “space of experience” and the “horizon of expecta-
tions” find themselves in a certain “tension.”2

Since the romanticist historiography of the mid- nineteenth  century, rev-
olutions have been studied as pres ent pasts.  Whether for realist and liberal 
phi los o phers and thinkers, like Jules Michelet and Alexis de Tocqueville, or 
their critics, such as Karl Marx and Friedrich Nietz sche, revolution entailed a 
paradoxical ephemerality and permanence.3 The irony of the ancien régime’s 
per sis tence, in Tocqueville, or the idea of history’s repetition, first as tragedy 
and then as farce, in Hegel and Marx, constitute similar ways of understand-
ing the revolutionary event as alternatively past and pres ent, or living and 
dead time. The revolution’s afterlife, following the old regime’s destruction 
and the new one’s creation, did not have to do solely with the inner workings 
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of memory but also with institutional operations and the reproduction of the 
revolution’s values, discourses, and practices, more broadly.

Among all of the modern revolutions, Cuba’s proposed perhaps the most 
sustained equivalence between the general concept of revolution and other 
distinct notions, like the fatherland (patria), the nation, or socialism. This 
resonance has provoked an identification of sorts between the lifespan and 
everyday realities of the Revolution and  those of the state, the Communist 
Party, and the revolutionary government. The fact that the socialist state has 
remained in the hands of two leaders of the armed insurgency against the Ful-
gencio Batista dictatorship, together with the half  century of conflict with the 
United States, has reinforced  these semantic linkages, further strengthened 
by the intense socializing effects of repeated words and symbols over time. 
This inculcation of a symbolic field did not take place to the same degree in 
other revolutions, at least not during the twentieth  century—in the Bolshevik 
or Mexican revolutions, for example. In  those cases, the term “revolution” it-
self began to loosen its grip two or three de cades  after its triumph.

How have past and current interpretations of the Cuban Revolution navi-
gated the fact of this equivalence? As this essay explores, they have done so 
by revisiting the terms, chronology, and ideological presumptions of official 
narratives. The new historiography of the Cuban Revolution departs from a 
homogeneous and changeless image of the period  after 1959, while, at the 
same time, emphasizing the complexity of the old republican regime. In this 
way, historians have offered a vision of Cuba’s revolution that is not timeless 
but firmly anchored in time, and resolutely plural at that.

“Revolution” Singular or “Revolutions” Plural?

The historiographical debate around the Cuban Revolution has passed 
through many of the same benchmarks as modern thinking about revolutions 
since the nineteenth  century. During the first three de cades of the revolution-
ary period, from the 1960s through the 1980s, while the new social order was 
being institutionalized, historical writing on and off the island echoed the 
ideological and po liti cal conflicts produced by the transition to socialism. The 
government’s official documents and authorized historiography instituted 
a simplistic, binary account that was reproduced in the media as well as in 
basic and advanced texts for teaching national history. The exile community’s 
propaganda and a good part of the Western, anticommunist historiography 
articulated, for their part, a countertale, equally black- and- white, that clashed 
with the official history of the island.  These narratives rested on a degree of 
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internal consensus between two po liti cal groups that found themselves on 
opposing sides of the Cold War.

Since the early years following the revolutionary victory in January 1959, 
distinct historical and theoretical interpretations of the Revolution and its 
transition to socialism appeared from within the revolutionary government 
and the island’s intellectual and academic communities. Despite their pro-
foundly diff er ent approaches to po liti cal economy and the Eastern Eu ro pean 
socialist bloc, Marxist leaders like Carlos Rafael Rodríguez and Ernesto “Che” 
Guevara coincided on the fact that the Cuban Revolution had gravitated 
during the insurrection against the Batista dictatorship from a pluralistic 
movement and politics  toward a nationalist revolutionary ideology, neither 
Marxist- Leninist nor communist. In 1960 both sides converged on the idea of 
a “transition to socialism,” implying  either a separation between two phases 
of one revolution or two distinct revolutions, one that triumphed in Janu-
ary 1959 and another in April 1961, when the arrival of Cuban “socialism” was 
publicly announced.4

Rodríguez would label  these two phases of the revolution as, first, 
“democratic- bourgeois and anti- imperialist” and, then, “socialist.” A key turning 
point between them was reached with the nationalizations of major foreign and 
domestic business during the summer of 1960.5 This interpretation, which the 
Soviet Acad emy of Sciences would even make official, found ready support 
among both defenders and opponents of the Cuban Revolution between the 
1960s and 1970s. The former celebrated the turning point as the radicaliza-
tion of the revolutionary pro cess in the context of its confrontation with the 
United States. Critics denounced it as the “betrayal” of the liberal, demo cratic 
values of the fight against the dictator Batista and the result of Soviet expan-
sionism in Latin Amer i ca and the Ca rib bean. Critical and heterodox Marxists, 
including J. P. Morray, Adolfo Gilly, and Marcos Winocur, also subscribed to 
a theory of two revolutions, while still maintaining some distance from the 
incorporation of Soviet ele ments by the revolutionary leadership.6

Morray was one of the first from the left to apply the interpretive model 
of Trotsky’s “permanent revolution” to the Cuban case.7 Precisely  because of 
his familiarity with Trotsky’s thesis of the “revolution betrayed” following the 
Stalinization of the Bolshevik Revolution in the 1930s, Morray protested the 
liberalist and social- democratic propositions of the Kennedy administration 
and the first wave of exiles, who interpreted the turn  toward Communism as 
a “betrayal.”8 Gilly would continue this Trotskyist line of thought in his essay 
Inside the Cuban Revolution (1964), though the Argentine Marxist did perceive 
a Cuban version of Trotsky’s “Thermidorian Reaction” in the rising force of 
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a pro- Soviet current that rejected the “skipping of historical stages” (i.e., the 
idea that Cuba could jump to socialism prior to passing through advanced 
cap i tal ist development) and policies of agrarian autonomy and corporatism.9

Between 1968 and 1975, several reactions to this narrative of two revolu-
tionary phases and socialist transition emerged within the intellectual field 
and the island’s high ideological spheres.  These reactions can be understood 
as corresponding to two diff er ent discursive strategies, at times contradictory 
and at  others complementary. On one hand, Fidel Castro’s speech “ Because 
in Cuba  There Has Been Only One Revolution” (1968) marked the centen-
nial anniversary of the outbreak of the island’s first war for in de pen dence 
on October 10, 1868. Castro argued that the socialist model that the Cuban 
Revolution had  adopted was not so much due to an ideological turn  toward 
Marxism- Leninism as it was a natu ral consequence of the same revolutionary 
nationalism inaugurated by separatist and antislavery leaders of the nineteenth 
 century: Carlos Manuel de Céspedes, José Martí, Ignacio Agramonte, and An-
tonio Maceo. Castro’s thesis resonated closely with the work of historians like 
Jorge Ibarra.10 On the other hand, another Castro speech, delivered on the 
twentieth anniversary of the storming of the Moncada Barracks in 1973, pre-
sented the idea, already developed by Osvaldo Dorticós and other heads of 
state since the summer of 1961, that the Revolution’s leaders  were Marxist- 
Leninists since 1953. This, like the 1968 speech, delegitimized the premise of 
communist radicalization in 1960, albeit with a diff er ent argument.11

 These moves found echoes in academic historiography. The idea of a total-
izing, metahistorical revolution between 1868 and 1968 held a par tic u lar ap-
peal for nationalist historians like Ibarra, who  were sympathetic to a heterodox 
Marxism. Meanwhile, the premise of a secretly Marxist- Leninist leadership 
dating to 1953, forced to conceal its communist leanings in order to dodge the 
McCarthyism of the Cuban public, found a champion in the work of profes-
sional historians like Julio Le Riverend. In his work La república: Dependencia 
y revolución (1966), Le Riverend narrates the fifty- seven years of postcolonial 
experience in Cuba, from 1902 to 1959, as a prolonged lapse of dependence 
and underdevelopment that would justify the Revolution’s triumph and subse-
quent socialist  legal system. The final pages of his book, dedicated to the revo-
lutionary pro cess, are very careful not to define the 26th of July Movement 
 under a socialist ideology.12 However, in an essay written in 1975,  after the 
first Congress of the Communist Party, Le Riverend validated the argument 
that revolutionary leaders had been Marxist- Leninist all along, as previously 
espoused by Dorticós and Castro. Already this argument had become official 
in the “Historic Analy sis of the Revolution,” part of the government’s report to 
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the First Congress of the Communist Party of Cuba in 1975. It was even used 
in the preamble to the socialist Constitution of 1976.13 In his 1975 essay Le 
Riverend disputed both liberal and Marxist historians who subscribed to the 
idea that Castro and the 26th of July Movement’s ideology was not originally 
Marxist and, in passing, also critiqued the opposition and exile communities 
who brandished the cliché of a “revolution betrayed” by its communist turn:

Every thing came together in Fidel’s defense statement [ after the Moncada 
attack], where, in the midst of the armed strug gle, he expressed the fun-
damental concepts that are prerequisites of the socialist conceptions that 
would develop  after 1956. In “History  Will Absolve Me” (“La historia me 
absolverá”),  there are specific references to the “Golden calves”—to mag-
nates who claim they  will solve the nation’s ills when  really they  were only 
concerned with their earnings. . . .  Without  going beyond a brief analy sis, 
justice remains fundamentally rooted in class, given that the courts never 
indicted rich criminals. Talking heads and so- called “experts”  haven’t seen 
that the words of this document coincide with the proper vocabulary of 
 those  great creators of scientific socialism, Marx, Engels, Lenin.14

It is difficult, in this context, not to read the concluding paragraphs of 
the essay “Cuba on Its Way to Socialism (1959–1963),” written in 1979 by the 
vice president of the Council of State and member of the newly minted Po-
liti cal Bureau, Carlos Rafael Rodríguez, as critical of both official  theses, that 
of the “100 years of strug gle” and of the original Marxist- Leninist ideology of 
26-7- m leaders. Rodríguez was emphatic in his assertion of a radicalization of 
the revolutionary leaders’ ideology between the summer and fall of 1960 as a 
consequence of the confrontation between the revolutionary government, its 
internal opponents, and the United States.  After detailing the changes intro-
duced as part of the revolutionary government’s economic policy of national-
ization in 1960, Rodríguez concludes:

Therefore, though Cuba’s formal declaration as a socialist country did 
not appear in the words of its maximum leader, Fidel Castro,  until that 
dramatic moment on April 16, 1961, when he called out to the workers, 
who gathered to pay their final homage to the victims of the imperial-
ist bombings that occurred a day earlier, [and told them] to defend the 
revolution with the cry: “Long live our Socialist Revolution!,” the social-
ist characteristics of the revolutionary pro cess appeared clearly as of 
October 13, 1960. By our judgment,  there is no other way to understand 
the birth of the socialist revolution in Cuba.15
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Forms of Critical History

As late as the 1980s, the debate about the ideological identity of the Cuban 
Revolution still determined a good part of the historiographical production 
about the period between 1959 and the 1980s. At the same time, it remained 
hidden in the Cuban public and intellectual spheres and subject to the climate 
of polarization wrought by the ongoing conflict with the United States and the 
Miami exile community. Yet  after the sequence of events spanning the fall of 
the Berlin Wall in 1989, the USSR’s disintegration and the Fourth Congress 
of the Communist Party of Cuba in 1991, and the new socialist Constitution 
of 1992, historiography about the Revolution entered a phase of revisionism 
and critique. This scholarship has been picking up speed in recent years and 
has placed in doubt central issues advanced by the opposing narratives of the 
Cold War.

Books from the de cade  after the fall of the USSR, like Marifeli Pérez- 
Stable’s The Cuban Revolution: Origins, Course, and Legacy (1993), advance 
a critique of the allegedly eternal and steadfast Revolution as an ideological 
mystification that essentially superimposed the Revolution on its eminent 
leaders, the nation itself, or the conflicts between Cuba and the United States, 
the exile community, or the internal opposition. In addition to suggesting a 
specific temporal frame for the revolutionary phenomenon— the 1950s to 
the 1970s— Pérez- Stable endeavored to reconstruct the diverse social and po-
liti cal agents involved in the old regime’s destruction and the new regime’s 
establishment. The landmarks of the officialized narrative— the Moncada 
Barracks, the Sierra Maestra, the Granma— remained intact but  were now ac-
companied by other milestones produced by other revolutionary currents. In 
addition, Pérez- Stable did not shy away from tracing reformist proj ects or civil 
and peaceful opposition strategies pres ent in the 1950s and into the beginning 
of the 1960s.16

From an ideological point of view, Pérez- Stable’s book explains the transition 
from radical nationalism to a socialism made up of varied Marxist anteced-
ents. Thus, without entirely abandoning the thesis of the Revolution’s two 
phases, she highlighted a greater diversity of revolutionary and socialist “vi-
sions” during the first stages of the new order.17 She concludes that “institu-
tionalization” in the first half of the 1970s consolidated the construction of 
the new sociopo liti cal order and thus put a definitive end to the revolutionary 
pro cess, strictly speaking. However, she also notes that the bureaucratization 
of the regime, understood in light of the reforms propagated by Mikhail Gor-
bachev in the Soviet Union and the beginning of Eastern Eu rope’s transition 
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to market economies and democracy, demanded that the Cuban leadership 
reintroduce schemes of popu lar mobilization in order to avoid any movement 
 toward new reformist logics.18

As in Pérez- Stable’s work, recent academic historiography has taken on 
the symbolic construction of Cuba’s purportedly “continuous” revolution by 
insisting on more precise chronological demarcations, beginning with the 
1950s. In his Historia mínima de Cuba (2013), the historian Oscar Zanetti pro-
poses that the de cade of the 1950s should be understood as the collision be-
tween dictatorship and insurrection, while the concept of “revolution” should 
be reserved for the big economic, social, and po liti cal transformations that 
took place  after 1959, when the revolutionaries came into power.19 Moreover, 
Zanetti suggests the terms “socialist experience” and “institutionalization” 
for the period that commences at the end of the 1960s and the early 1970s, 
marking a clear endpoint for the Revolution’s time frame. Another pos si ble 
periodization, among many, restricts the revolutionary moment to the years 
between the 1950s and 1970s— the two de cades in which the republican re-
gime was destroyed and the new socialist regime was erected.20

Newer scholarship on the Cuban Revolution has also furthered our un-
derstanding of the social, po liti cal, and ideological plurality of actors in the 
Cuban past— critical approaches already percolating in the 1990s— while also 
noticeably focusing on more defined periods of time. Such trends left  behind 
the teleological discourse about the inevitable triumph of the socialist revo-
lution and the adoption of its institutional form in the 1970s. Scholars and 
historians instead forged new critical space to shed light on specific moments 
of the last days of the old regime and the first years of the revolutionary expe-
rience. Robert Whitney and Charles D. Ameringer, for example, studied the 
revolutionary change of the 1930s and the Auténtico Party governments of 
Ramón Grau San Martín and Carlos Prío Socarrás between 1944 and 1952.21 
In his biography of the populist leader Eduardo Chibás, The Incorrigible Man 
of Cuban Politics (2015), Ilan Ehrlich traced the po liti cal and electoral emer-
gence of the Orthodoxo Party— the Auténticos’ main opposition— and the 
passionate oratory of its found er.22 Jorge Ibarra Guitart completed his study 
on the elite Society of Friends of the Republic and the “Civic Dialogue” talks 
in the 1950s, which sought and failed to achieve a peaceful resolution to the 
crisis instigated by Batista’s 1952 coup.23 Julia Sweig focused her analy sis on 
the 26th of July Movement’s urban underground between 1956 and 1958.24 
María del Pilar Díaz Castañón reconstructed the intense ideological debate 
that came along with the socialist transition between 1959 and 1962.25 Samuel 
Farber rescued the original ideological diversity of the revolutionary proj ect 
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within  those same years, particularly with regard to the weight of the 1930s 
populist tradition.26 Sergio López Rivero analyzed the construction of the new 
hegemonic bloc inside the nascent revolutionary po liti cal class.27

This new historiography emerged  after an explosion of memoirs and testi-
monials published between the 1970s and 1990s by the Revolution’s leading 
figures, including works by Manuel Urrutia Lleó, Carlos Franqui, Mario Ller-
ena, and Huber Matos, and, more recently, Luis M. Buch, Enrique Oltuski, 
Julio García Oliveras, and Armando Hart. With archives of primary sources 
unavailable to most historians on and off the island,  these testimonies rem-
edied a material lack of evidence that is still felt in a significant number of 
studies on the Cuban Revolution. A new historiography thus took advantage 
of  these texts while also narrating and interpreting the past from a more dis-
tant and, consequently, more critically sophisticated vantage point— unlike 
what could be found in the testimonies provided by the protagonists and wit-
nesses of the Revolution themselves.

When Lillian Guerra’s Visions of Power in Cuba appeared in 2012, the new 
current of historiography was more than ready to address the transition be-
tween the insurrectionary period and the socialist system’s construction from 
a sociopo liti cal perspective. Beyond the  great popu lar mobilizations and the 
noteworthy extension of social rights produced by the Revolution, new his-
torians would also describe the re sis tance and opposition to the new order 
mobilized by diff er ent social sectors, along with the exclusion, repression, 
exile, or destruction to which  these marginalized groups  were subjected.28 
Guerra’s monograph is, perhaps, the most accomplished example of a new 
generation of historical studies about the Cuban Revolution. She narrates and 
interprets the revolutionary pro cess without obscuring its social, ideological, 
and po liti cal plurality. She also elucidates the dialectic of consensus and dis-
sent in which a new revolutionary power structure was forged.

As this edited volume demonstrates, new researchers, both on and off the 
island, continue to challenge the traditional historiographical presupposition 
conflating the Cuban populace with its government during pro cesses of social 
and po liti cal change between the 1950s and 1970s. The essays by Guerra, Díaz 
Castañón, Reinaldo Funes Monzote, Elizabeth Schwall, Christabelle Peters, 
Michael Bustamante, María A. Cabrera Arús, and Abel Sierra Madero trace 
a transformation that is more contentious than harmonious. Conflict arises 
through the construction of the new socialist state as it fractures public opin-
ion and civil society, makes environmental interventions in the name of its 
developmental and modernizing strategy, and creates a new social chore-
ography by implementing specific cultural policies like the Cuban School of 
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Ballet. Yet even in the Revolution’s more advanced, “institutionalized” years, 
tensions continue to surface,  whether in conflicted attempts to link domestic 
campaigns against racial discrimination to Pan- Africanism and decolonizing 
proj ects in Asia and Africa, the Sovietization of spiritual and material culture 
in the 1970s, or the propagation of a publicly homophobic morality that sub-
sumes the ideal of the “new man,” rejects sexual diversity, and reproduces 
machismo.

Cabrera Arús’s and Sierra Madero’s essays, in par tic u lar, reconstruct the 
moments when the island’s civil legislation most closely resembled the model 
propagated in the 1936 Soviet Constitution. In addition to its rigid framing of 
civil and po liti cal rights, the Soviet model penalized habits of consumption, 
cultural tastes, and other popu lar customs, while also persecuting “deviant” 
attitudes or  those other wise excluded from socialist identity. In its civil and 
penal codes as well as the government’s cultural, educational, and ideological 
policies, the Cuban Constitution of 1976 reproduced an entire mechanism 
of civil repression that was not solely po liti cal in scope. As in the USSR and 
Eastern Eu rope, vagrancy, truancy, emigration, rock- n- roll and bohemian life-
styles, homo sexuality, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and  mental illness  were subject to 
po liti cal scrutiny.29

Funes Monzote’s and Schwall’s contributions, on the other hand, take up 
the construction of the Cuban state in the 1960s. The state’s modernizing mis-
sion aimed to conquer nature, with plans to drain the Zapata Swamp and the 
Batabanó Gulf in an ambitious geotransformation program. Si mul ta neously, 
Cuban authorities aimed to invigorate high culture, such as classical ballet 
and modern dance, and incorporate forms of popu lar culture, like the famously 
spectacular Tropicana cabaret, into state ideology. From nature to culture, 
 there was no facet of life in which the state did not see fit to intervene.

Meanwhile, Peters takes on one of the transnational dimensions of the 
Cuban revolutionary experiment. Looking to the relationship between Che 
Guevara and the Tanzanian leader Julius Nyerere, Peters explores the com-
plexities and ambivalences that the ideal “new man” generated in the geopoli-
tics of the anticolonial left in the 1960s. The connection between the Latin 
Americanist and Pan- African movements during that de cade was one of the 
most creative dialogues among the “Third World” left, but it also produced a 
series of disagreements given that the nonalignment policy of a government 
like Tanzania’s implied a dialogue, not a rupture, with both the USSR and the 
United States.

From a distinct perspective, Bustamante tries to deal with the prob lems 
presented by an archive as polarized and manipulated as that of the Cuban 
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Revolution. Bustamante looks to a diverse sampling of literary, filmic, and 
journalistic documents in order to trace evolving repre sen ta tions of the Revo-
lution’s origins and historical development during the era of its institution-
alization in the 1970s. During this period, personal memories began to be 
absorbed, or mediated, by collective memory pro cesses in new ways, while 
collective narratives of history reached their most distilled, simplified ver-
sion to date. This was particularly true, as already noted, in the case of official 
documents from the First Congress of the Communist Party.

If the 1970s saw personal memory collapse more completely into state nar-
rative, the years of insurrection against the Batista dictatorship and the transi-
tion between the first and second revolutionary governments (between 1959 
and 1960) constitute the moment of the Revolution’s first symbolic engineer-
ing as myth. Guerra and Díaz Castañón explore this foundational period to 
locate the genesis of messianic images of and narratives about Castro. Guerra 
looks to the intervention of the North American press in  these origin stories, 
spotlighting the New York Times correspondent Herbert Matthews and, above 
all, the journalist and photographer Andrew St. George. Díaz Castañón, on 
the other hand, examines the dialectic between popu lar demands and revolu-
tionary mea sures that also reinforced the charismatic link between the Revo-
lution’s commanders and the majority of the country.

As one can read in the chapters in this volume, new scholarship on the 
Cuban Revolution already constitutes a significant historiographical corpus. 
 These works show that a new history of the Cuban Revolution is as much 
attuned to the mass incorporation of society to the new order as it is to the 
exclusionary discourses and practices that likewise constituted the socialist 
state. Besides clearly illuminating power itself, which official histories often 
confuse with notions of the  people or the citizenry, this new work accounts 
for the birth of subaltern subjectivities  under the egalitarian and sovereign 
Leviathan heading the revolutionary government. The subaltern subject can 
be seen in surviving sectors of the old regime, but also in new social actors of 
modest resources who suffered marginalization or who continued to be at-
tached to past mind- sets and traditions.

Indeed, it is odd that subaltern studies, emerging from theories of Orien-
talism and postcolonial nationalism in India and other Asian, African, and 
 Middle Eastern countries— and already usefully transplanted into Latin Amer-
ican studies— has only rarely been invoked as a frame of analy sis for revolu-
tionary Cuba.30 As studies of subalternity in Eastern Eu rope suggest, it would 
be misplaced to understand socialism in Cuba as having overcome the post-
colonial condition, let alone eliminated the subaltern subject (allegedly by 
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transforming him or her into the new hegemonic actor). The idea that the 
formation of a hegemonic power in Cuba during the 1960s and 1970s did not 
generate its own, new subaltern subjects risks perpetuating the mistaken con-
flation of revolutionary government and populace, not to mention the belief 
that conflicts over class, race, and gender dis appeared  under socialism.  These 
notions can be refuted by applying the tools of subaltern studies to the Cuban 
case, but also by deploying the theoretical currents of posthegemonic Marx-
ism that are beginning to circulate in Latin American and Ca rib bean histori-
ography and cultural studies.31

In shining a light on conflicts between state and society, the new critical 
history of revolutionary Cuba forces the historian to take stock of the margin-
alized, repressed, or exiled during the heroic era of the “new man.” Like any 
modernizing and secularizing pro cess, the Cuban Revolution intervened in 
the ideas and beliefs, habits and customs of society,  shaped, in this case, by 
an inherited republican order created in 1901 and its reformulation in 1940. 
Revolutionary, civic strains of Cuban nationalism had also gained momentum 
since the revolutionary movement of 1933 and  were further radicalized by 
the New Left, especially through Che’s platform. At the same time, such val-
ues morphed significantly  under the growing weight of dogma and orthodoxy 
characterizing the Soviet- style Marxism- Leninism that gained influence on 
the island by the end of the 1960s.

The incorporation of Marxism- Leninism as state ideology, starting in 
the 1960s but especially  after the First National Congress of Education and 
Culture in 1971, had impor tant effects in all spheres of public policy. This 
indoctrination  shaped both economic policy and international relations 
due to the adoption of a national planning model that resembled  those fol-
lowed by the member countries of the Council for Mutual Economic Assis-
tance, as well as a geopo liti cal and military alliance with the powers of the 
Warsaw Pact. Similarly, in elementary, intermediate, and advanced levels 
of education, culture, the arts, and ethnic, religious, and sexual relations, 
Cubans contended with the uncritical assimilation of Soviet social scien-
tific models, grounded in atheist, materialist, anthropological, macho, and 
homophobic references. A  great deal of the repression and marginalization 
suffered in the ideological and cultural fields of  those de cades clearly had 
to do with the limits imposed on civil and po liti cal liberties; we cannot 
discount, however, the force of philosophical dogma transplanted from the 
Soviet bloc.

Both on and off the island, new historians have incorporated the construc-
tion of the socialist state into the history of the Revolution. For de cades, official 
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narratives only highlighted the epic history of the insurrection against Batis-
ta’s dictatorship and the  great collective undertakings of the 1960s as a means 
of establishing sovereignty, equality, and social justice as the basic premises of 
the Cuban consensus. The new historiography insists, however, that the Revo-
lution is not only about the destruction of the old regime but also about the 
construction of a new social and po liti cal order and, as such, of a new hege-
monic power. The greater visibility of the Revolution’s hegemonic structures, 
in turn, paradoxically allows historians to depict its constitutive plurality in 
greater detail. In this way, attention to the delicate balance between popu lar 
inclusion and exclusion becomes integral to the Revolution’s narration and 
interpretation.

Such a focus on the dialectic between integration and exclusion in Cuban 
revolutionary experience breaks with the paradigm of civic homogeneity that 
accompanied the construction of the socialist state between the 1960s and 
1980s. From a Cuban pres ent that, in vari ous ways, maintains its wariness of 
social heterogeneity and cultural and po liti cal diversity, new scholarship fixes 
its gaze on the re sis tance exercised by the subaltern against socialist hegemony. 
Even though it flowed into oppositions and exiles and the antagonistic parti-
sanships of the Cold War, this re sis tance mobilized around values that  were 
recognized at one time within the pluralistic field of revolutionary ideology. 
The new history of the Revolution, therefore, is also a history of its dissenters, 
its oppositions, and its exiles. It keeps steadily in sight the fact that this plural-
ity arose directly out of the intrinsically heterogeneous event of January 1, 1959.
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3. Writing the Revolution’s History out of Closed Archives?
CUBAN ARCHIVAL LAWS AND ACCESS TO INFORMATION

jorge macle cruz

Any cursory analy sis of the sources cited in most studies of the Cuban Revolu-
tion,  whether published in Cuba or abroad, would reach a common conclusion. 
With few exceptions, authors have largely depended on interviews, personal 
experiences, existing publications, memoirs, speeches, the press, and infer-
ences to render their judgments. In other words, researchers interested in ex-
ploring the light and dark sides of Cuba’s revolutionary nationalism since 1959 
have generally not had access to sources from government archives.1 To this 
day most historians remain unable to consult information, documents, or cor-
respondence from within official Cuban institutions.2

What have been the intellectual effects of this archival absence and asym-
metry over time? How has the closed or other wise unavailable nature of most 
Cuban state archives  shaped our understanding of the Revolution’s past? In the 
pages that follow, I reflect on the consequences, and the  causes, of Cuban docu-
mentary paucity for the post-1959 era, as well as the imprint of such source gaps 
on the scholarship in this volume. Especially in the context of a proj ect that 
seeks to direct our attention to the Cuban revolutionary pro cess from within, 
we must consider  whether a Cuba- centric history of the Revolution can be 
conceived without adequate archival sources on the same. Put another way, if 
the chapters of this book seek to shine new light on the complex interactions 
between Cuban society and the Cuban state, can such an objective be fulfilled 
without more state institutions themselves opening their documentary stores?
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As the editors to this collection describe, and the contributors prove, it 
is pos si ble to work around current archival limitations. A substantial, if in-
complete historiography on the Revolution— one that has broached sensitive, 
uncharted, and sometimes forgotten topics— already exists. The scholars in 
this volume also mine novel sources on and off the island to advance insights 
and original claims. Nor should we fetishize government sources above all 
other kinds. Official documents are produced for a specific audience and at a 
specific time. They are as much “social constructions” as interviews or press 
accounts; they need to be questioned and dissected, not taken as faithful, fac-
tual mirrors of real ity.

Still, the evidentiary value that additional archival sources could add to 
any number of studies on the Cuban Revolution cannot be ignored. One can 
imagine what internal government materials might add, for example, to many 
of the essays in this volume. Yet even more germane to the broader concerns 
of this book, reflecting on existing evidentiary gaps helps us understand the 
binary traps into which understandings of Cuba’s post-1959 history still too 
often fall. Despite historians’ best attempts to avoid official and dissident 
“ grand narratives” of the kind that tend to shape popu lar repre sen ta tions, the 
politics of the Revolution’s history, as the editors note in their introduction, 
still invariably loom large. But in a research landscape in which subjective 
testimony becomes one of the few routes to unearthing grassroots experience, 
and the “hard truths” of archival fixity continue to elude us, can the spec-
ter of “shifting samizdat” (pace Lambe and Bustamante) be even partially left 
 behind?

In time Cuba’s archival landscape may offer scholars better research op-
tions than  those available  today. As I argue below, drawing on years of ex-
perience as an archivist in Cuban institutions, the question is often not so 
much  whether government documents exist. Frankly, they do, though eviden-
tiary erasure and disappearance are also realities with which scholars must 
contend. Rather, we must ask  whether sufficient  legal norms, orga nizational 
practices, and resources are in place in Cuba  today to compel regular docu-
mentary transfer, pro cessing, and public access. In some cases, the obstacles 
to access— especially when related to mundane state  matters not pertaining 
to national security— largely stem from bureaucratic, financial, or procedural 
 matters. In  others, implicit concerns over the po liti cal sensitivity of materials, 
and the alleged misuses and misrepre sen ta tions to which they may be put, create 
the impression of a conspiracy of government secrecy or neglect.

Thus, this essay traces the landscape of Cuban archival institutions, laws, 
and practices, past and pres ent, as well as  those that still need to take shape, 
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with an eye to elucidating the nature of existing research challenges and 
 future opportunities. My aim is to illuminate both the continued difficulties 
involved in historicizing the Cuban Revolution and, in so  doing, the ingenuity 
demonstrated by scholars in and out of this volume. More often than not, 
historians of the Cuban Revolution must find creative ways to navigate a 
landscape of archival absence, incompleteness, and/or unavailability. But in 
making adaptations to circumstance, they, together with archivists, must con-
tinue to advocate for greater documentary openness on the basis of interna-
tional princi ples and standards.

Archival Laws in Cuba: A Primer

Why is access to official archives so impor tant? In the words of one expert, 
archives “store evidence of activities undertaken and not. They document 
and verify if the resources of a country are being used adequately, and they 
give proof to judge  those who do not fulfill their responsibilities.”3 Curiously, 
though, it was Ernesto “Che” Guevara who more pointedly addressed the ur-
gency of the question in a revolutionary context such as Cuba’s, where what 
can be expected to end up in archives is perhaps the first issue one should 
consider. “A big part of the history of revolutions is underground,” Guevara 
wrote. “It  doesn’t come to public light. Revolutions are not absolutely pure 
movements; they are built by men and they are forged in the midst of internal 
fights, ambitions, and mutual misunderstanding. And all of that gradually be-
comes silenced and dis appears.”4

What, then, can we say about the state of archives and archival practices in 
Cuba  today? What policies and procedures for the preservation of official rec-
ords are in place? Do the gaps in available documents confirm the intuitions 
that Guevara expressed? Or are they the result of more administrative forms 
of negligence, resource shortages, or  legal delays?

A brief history of Cuban archival laws helps put pres ent developments in 
context. During Cuba’s colonial period, from 1559 to 1898, the Spanish Crown 
promulgated numerous ordinances, royal  orders, and royal decrees concerning 
the protection of documents. Most notably, on January 28, 1840, the Crown 
ordered the creation of the Archivo General de la Real Hacienda de la Isla de 
Cuba— later renamed Archivo General de la Isla de Cuba (1857)—to preserve 
documentation related to Spanish colonial administration. However, access 
to its holdings remained restricted to specific government officials and intel-
lectuals.5 By contrast,  orders emitted during the short period of the first U.S. 
occupation (1898–1902)  were more in ter est ing from a juridical point of view, as 
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they created the position of director of archives and invested the job with 
considerable authority in the governing hierarchy. Regulations passed by the 
occupation government also made it mandatory to archive official documents. 
This set the stage for the evolution of the prior General Archive  toward a new, 
more accessible modality of a national archive, which opened its doors to the 
public and researchers for the first time on October 21, 1899.

During the republican period (1902–59), a stronger  legal corpus devel-
oped. Officially the institution changed its name in 1904 from General Ar-
chive of the Island of Cuba to National Archive (with “of Cuba” appended in 
corresponding documentation).6 Additional regulations focused on the organ-
ization of the institution internally and strengthening the  legal protections 
afforded to documents deposited therein. Documents stored in the National 
Archive  were officially declared part of the national patrimony; as impor tant, 
any act that jeopardized their integrity and conservation was deemed a crime 
punishable by law. Fi nally,  after moving locations several times, in 1944 the 
National Archive moved into a newly constructed building in Old Havana, 
where it is still  housed  today.7

For a long time  after the triumph of the Revolution in 1959, however, only 
one major law— Law Number 714 from January 22, 1960— concerned archival 
affairs. In addition to regulating the functioning of the National Archive, this 
norm endorsed all prior regulations from the republican era. Notably, it also 
mandated the archival transfer of documents from all state entities  after spe-
cific periods of time, and it established that only the director of the National 
Archive could order the purging of documents from the public administration 
of the state. But rather than set the groundwork for a more comprehensive 
national system of archives, the law was conceived only for a single National 
Archive, which could not possibly  handle the amount of coordinating, en-
forcement, or pro cessing work required. Even more damning, the law lacked 
a series of implementation protocols to make it operational. As a result, state 
institutions and public organ izations never felt obliged to comply. No mecha-
nism forced them to or ga nize their internal documentation according to the 
standards of archival science or, more specifically, to put in place adequate 
document management systems. As a result, through the year 2001 the only 
archives in Cuba that worked together in a coordinated  matter  were  those 
included in the so- called Network of Historical Archives, which, like the Na-
tional Archive, generally held pro cessed, accessible materials dating only to 
1960.

More than forty years  later historiographical needs began to give rise to 
new demands, and the first steps  were taken to begin introducing impor tant 
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modifications to existing archival legislation. On August 8, 2001, the Ministry 
of Science, Technology, and the Environment promulgated Decree- Law 221, De 
los Archivos de la República de Cuba (Concerning the Archives of the Republic 
of Cuba). This legislation created a full National System of Archives, which in 
turn required that institutional archives be or ga nized in  every institution and 
organ belonging to the central administration of the state, as well as within 
other government dependencies.  Legal foundations, po liti cal organ izations, and 
mass organ izations  were also required by this law to preserve institutional mate-
rials. Most impor tant, the law fi nally outlined the broader institutional architec-
ture to facilitate the obligatory transfer of government documents no longer in 
use  after five years. First, inactive government documents  were to be deposited 
in so- called Central Archives, where they would remain for twenty- five years 
in a “semi- active” state, still inaccessible to the public. Then, once government 
documents  were deemed to have become fully “inactive,” they  were to be de-
posited in the Network of Historical Archives, including the National Archive, 
for the eventual use of researchers. To assist in  these pro cesses, the same law 
established the National Commission of Expert Control (Comisión Nacional 
de Control y Peritaje), a collective body charged with overseeing the effective 
valuation of archival materials and their transfer to archival institutions through 
local- level commissions. In this way, Decree- Law 221 greatly surpassed prior 
regulations dating to 1960, which attributed “expert control” functions to a 
single official.

Archivists successfully proposed further changes to archival legislation in 
the following years. Most impor tant, Decree- Law 265, from 2009, replaced 
Decree- Law 221 and established further par ameters for the protection of the 
nation’s documentary patrimony, as well as more detailed norms and princi-
ples to guide document management. This law also established the National 
Archive of the Republic of Cuba as the governing methodological organ ization 
for all archival  matters in the country. The National Archive  today likewise co-
ordinates the functioning of the full National System of Archives, including 
the Central Archives of the state and the Network of Historical Archives. By 
law all institutions in the system function with a significant degree of opera-
tional decentralization.

Results: Continuing Challenges in Cuba’s Archival Landscape  Today

But what, concretely, have been the results of the improved  legal framework 
to date? How can we relate this abbreviated review of archival  legal history to 
the practical question that most interests researchers in this volume: access 
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to information? Unfortunately, a significant gap still exists between  legal re-
quirement and archival real ity.

First, it is worth noting that a number of post-1959 official documents did 
come into the National Archive’s collections, albeit sporadically, prior to the 
administrative and  legal momentum initiated  under the 2001 and 2009 
archives laws.  These include the archives of the Ministry of Agriculture (pro-
cessed, covers through 1976); the National Bank of Cuba (pro cessed, cov-
ers through 1961); the Havana Stock Exchange (pro cessed, covers through 
1970); the National Association of Agronomy and Sugar Engineers (unpro-
cessed, covers through 1963); the National Commission for the Promotion 
and Defense of Tobacco (unpro cessed, covers through 1962); the Regulatory 
Commission for the Shoe Industry (unpro cessed, covers through 1961); the 
National Customs Office (unpro cessed, covers through 1979); the National 
Exporting and Importing Com pany for Primary and Secondary Materials 
(unpro cessed, covers through 1965), the National Institute for the Stabiliza-
tion of Sugar (pro cessed, covers through 1964); the Ministry of Industries 
(unpro cessed, covers through 1967); and the National Trea sury (Ministerio 
de Hacienda, partially pro cessed, covers through 1962).  These collections, 
primarily related to economic affairs, add to the even more impor tant post-
1959 files  housed at the National Archive before 2001. The latter include 
the archives of the National Institute of Agrarian Reform (with restrictions, 
1959–60), one of the most power ful institutions in the Revolution’s early 
years; the Ministry for the Recovery of Ill- Gotten Goods (with restrictions, 
1959–60), responsible for confiscating the property of corrupt pre-1959 fami-
lies and businesses; the Central Planning Board (unpro cessed, covers through 
1960), a major economic policy body; and the National Institute of Saving and 
Housing (unpro cessed, 1959–60), responsible for public housing programs. 
In this sense, the 2001 law served first and foremost to create a strengthened 
 legal framework for the necessary (if slow) pro cessing of  those select post-
1959 collections that the National Archive and, to a lesser extent, provincial 
historical archives already had in their possession. It also facilitated, again 
gradually, the arrival of new, more con temporary material, such as the papers 
of the state- run cubalse Corporation (unpro cessed, 1994–2009) and  those of 
the National Office of  Free Trade Zones (unpro cessed, 1997–2006), despite 
 these files’ relatively young age.

But it is also true that  these sources constitute only a small portion of  those 
that should, by law or in princi ple, now make their way to the Network of His-
torical Archives. For example, archives from the Ministry of Agriculture ( after 
1976), the Ministry of Finances and Prices, and the Ministries of Foreign 
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Commerce and Foreign Investment (and their institutional pre de ces sors) re-
main in state possession and inaccessible to the public. Both the Ministry of 
Culture and the Ministry of Foreign Relations, meanwhile, maintain propri-
etary archives of their own. In other cases,  legal provisions exempt substantial 
groups of material from inclusion in the Historical Archives. The Ministry 
of the Revolutionary Armed Forces, for instance, operates an entirely sepa-
rate system of generally closed archives. Moreover, Decree- Law 221 (2001) 
granted the Council of State, the Council of Ministers, and the National As-
sembly of  People’s Power authorization to keep documents in their central 
archives for as long as they deemed necessary, in de pen dent of the date of their 
creation— though this provision is not referenced in the newer Decree- Law 
265 from 2009, thus creating a situation of  legal uncertainty. Article 50 of 
this law does mandate that the archives of the leadership of the Cuban Com-
munist Party, the Union of Communist Youth, and other mass organ izations 
be transferred to the Cuban Institute of History. This academic institution, 
however, answers to the Central Committee of the Cuban Communist Party, 
not the National System of Archives.

At the very least, then— and leaving aside legislated exceptions—we can 
say that if current  legal requirements for obligatory document disclosure and 
transfer had been in place all along, historiography produced on the Revo-
lution since the late 1980s could have been strengthened by a much wider 
corpus of official government sources— particularly on economic and social 
 matters. Instead, even  those pro cesses of archival preservation now mandated 
by law and  under way remain hampered by inertia, neglect, a lack of adequate 
staffing, or a combination of all three. (Witness the thin list of new archival 
collections donated to the National Archive since 2001.) Many more state 
institutions and entities still hold onto their files even when they should not. 
Meanwhile, sources pertaining to the highest echelons of government, no 
 matter how old, or related to military, criminal, and national security  matters, 
generally remain off limits.

Admittedly, the resource prob lem does play a major role in inhibiting pro-
gress. Cuba’s National Archive, to take just one example, is already experienc-
ing exponential growth in demand for its ser vices. From just 6,527 users over 
the course of 2008 (with over 48,316 requests to consult specific documents), 
the average number of users per year  rose to 10,260 between 2011 and 2014 
(with 110,587 annual document consultations).8 This does not include  those 
who use the Archive’s library or periodical collection, which would add another 
1,000 users and 5,200 consultations of books, newspapers, and magazines an-
nually. Just how high would  these statistics rise if all appropriate collections 
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had been transferred from the Central State Archives to the Network of His-
torical Archives? And would the National Archive, with its current staff, tools, 
space, bud get, and technological deficiencies, have been at all prepared to 
 handle the load?9

But as one can infer from the list above, many of the collections of official 
revolutionary documents that do exist in the National Archive, or in its often un-
derused provincial counter parts, remain  either wholly or partially unpro cessed. 
 Others are still severely or wholly restricted with regard to public access. For 
instance, to consult the archive of the National Institute of Agrarian Reform, 
though now pro cessed and part of a “public” archive, one needs a signature 
from the minister of agriculture himself or herself. Letters of permission are 
needed to access other collections as well. Keep in mind, too, that the Na-
tional Archive continues to pro cess and receive collections from before the 
1959 period. This points to the need to improve and clarify the  legal and pro-
cedural filters through which official documents from the revolutionary pe-
riod are made available for, rendered useful to, and/or withheld from wide 
public consultation. The first filter is  legal; that is,  there are administrative 
rules that legitimately determine the length of time documents remain out of 
the public eye or that aim to protect the privacy of living individuals named 
 after documents are transferred to the public historical rec ord. The second is 
that of conservation, or the standards by which archives legitimately restrict 
access to  those materials in a poor material condition. A third crucial filter, 
though, is that of description, “the pro cess of capturing, collating, analyzing, 
and organ izing any information that serves to identify, manage, locate, and 
interpret the holdings of archival institutions.”10 Unfortunately, only starting 
in 2007 did Cuba begin to widely apply up- to- date, international standards 
for assigning multilevel descriptors to archival materials— namely,  those 
recommended by the International Council of Archives— and at a fairly 
slow pace.11

The description and cata loguing prob lem may be most acute in the case of 
state institutions whose historical materials have not yet been transferred to 
Cuba’s public historical archives.  Because even if such documents had been 
adequately relocated to the required repositories much earlier, the collections 
to be transferred often do not resemble proper archives at all. Most could be 
better classified as “ware houses of papers,” and the passage of time and new 
laws have not necessarily remedied the challenge. Document management— 
including the description of collections— has never been a focus of public 
administration in revolutionary Cuba. Still, the issue in many cases is best 
understood not as a lack of documents but rather one of collections spread 



Writing the Revolution’s History 55

across the most disparate institutions without any proper organ ization. I have 
personally had the privilege of seeing numerous files of documents, belonging 
to varied institutions and ministries, labeled only with such inscriptions as 
“Papers from 1961” or “Documents sent by X.” It is in  these moments that the 
Cuban archivist grasps the responsibility attached to the profession, as well as 
how much remains to be done. But the archivist also realizes that a significant 
part of that which had been presumed to be lost actually exists. It exists, even 
when, as in all pro cesses of social convulsion, part of the documentation ends 
up destroyed (as Guevara predicted) and custody falls first on the shoulders of 
 those loyal to the new power, not archivists. It is  these disparate traces of his-
torical experience that must be rescued from public ignorance and reclaimed 
as an integral part of the  great puzzle of national memory.

The Historian’s Dilemma: Past and Pres ent Strategies

Considering  these circumstances, what is the historian to do? How have past 
scholars inside and outside Cuba gotten around the obstacles enumerated 
 here? And have some scholars found ways, regardless of the rules, to get 
 behind closed archival doors? What are current scholars  doing, including 
 those in this volume, to render the internal history of the Revolution more 
legible? What tasks remain incomplete?

As José Ragas has noted, existing impediments to archival access “have not 
discouraged researchers from writing about Castro’s Cuba.”12 Indeed, given the 
source types most widely available— the Cuban press, speeches, and published 
reports and statistics—it has sometimes appeared as easy to write about Cu-
ba’s post-1959 history from outside the island as from within it. Referring to 
his corpus of academic work, the economist Carmelo Mesa- Lago, one of the 
found ers of Cuban studies in the United States, offered the following reflec-
tion in a 2012 interview: “All of my work has been written virtually without 
having been able to undertake proper academic research in Cuba. Between 
1967, when I wrote my first book about socialist Cuba, and 2012, when I pub-
lished my last, I have only been able to visit the island five times: 1978, 1979, 
1980, 1990, and 2010. Each one of  these visits was limited to six days, and I 
mostly participated in seminars and meetings with academics and officials.”13 
Mesa- Lago alludes to the po liti cal effects of strained bilateral relations be-
tween Cuba and the United States on possibilities for academic exchange 
over the years, particularly the awarding of research visas to scholars (Cuban 
Americans included) who hold critical views of the Cuban government. But 
notwithstanding  these tensions, Mesa- Lago’s work has been the subject of 
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praiseworthy and thoughtful critical analy sis on the island, of the type that 
one only receives when one’s work is serious.

Yet it is not as if other foreign, let alone Cuban, scholars have fared uni-
versally better in gaining access to official materials. Research visas may 
be relatively forthcoming for  others working on the post-1959 period  these 
days— including historians represented in this volume. But open doors to 
precarious or restricted government archives, including for island- based his-
torians, remain rare. Still, infrequent exceptions tempt us with the possibili-
ties that official archives might offer, in the event that their transfer to public 
historical archives became more regular. For instance, in the early 2000s the 
U.S. historian Julia Sweig gained access to the highly restricted collections 
of the Office of Historical Affairs of the Council of State. This allowed her to 
write about the internal, contentious history of the 26th of July Movement in 
the 1950s with an unpre ce dented degree of detail.14

The most extraordinary case of a historian gaining access to classified 
Cuban government archives, though, may be that of Piero Gleijeses. Before 
beginning his detailed study of revolutionary Cuba’s foreign policy in Af-
rica and participation in the Angolan war, Gleijeses told the Cuban leader 
Jorge Risquet Valdés that he “believed in the Cubans’ word, but it was not 
the same as if  those words  were backed up by documents.”15 Cuba then put 
into Gleijeses’s privileged hands fourteen thousand pages of previously classi-
fied documents— largely from Cuba’s armed forces, but also from the archives 
of the Council of State and Raúl Castro. Writing in 2013, he recognized the 
exceptionality of the case: “The Cuban archives for the post-1959 period are 
closed. I am the only foreign scholar who has been allowed to enter them— 
after years of effort and failure.” “ There is no established declassification 
pro cess in Cuba,” he added.16 In the first instance he refers to the classified 
status of military documents, which may be similar in any country. But in 
the second, and in apparent ignorance of the new par ameters of Cuban ar-
chival law that compel document disclosure in many cases, he references a 
broader archival real ity. This holds  because for years  there was no effective 
 legal norm that required state institutions to transfer documents to public 
archives in accordance with their age. In this sense, Gleijeses’s experience 
seems to confirm the impression that Cuba grants exceptional authorizations 
to consult restricted documentation only to  those whom it “trusts.” And while 
select island- based writers have enjoyed access to such materials, anecdotal 
experience suggests that many Cuban scholars seeking to consult less sensi-
tive files encounter impediments equal to or greater than  those their foreign 
colleagues face.17
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In many cases, then, it has been left to Cuban libraries to fill the gaps— not 
by providing access to internal government sources to which they do not have 
access, but by making available other kinds of materials from which schol-
ars, Cuban and not, can benefit.18 As recent scholarship and the essays in 
this volume attest, the revolutionary- era press has proven a particularly rich 
font of information. Together, surveys of the diverse publications from the 
earliest years of the Revolution (as María del Pilar Díaz de Castañón shows 
in her essay) and the recovery of little- known periodicals from  later, more 
restrictive years have permitted historians to dissect discursive frameworks, 
reconstruct subjectivities, and read between the lines in new ways (see Mi-
chael J. Bustamante’s essay for an example of the latter). While access to the 
rarest of  these materials, let alone their state of conservation, often remains 
a challenge, libraries and other academic institutions have also undertaken 
impor tant, incipient digitization efforts with the help of foreign partners, 
the results of which sometimes make their way onto flash drives and into 
scholarly cir cuits of hand- to- hand exchange. Recently the cultural institute 
Casa de las Américas compiled a substantial portion of its own internal ar-
chive into a searchable database, which is already available for purchase on 
the academic market abroad.19 Meanwhile, at the Institute of Cuban History, 
the José Martí National Library, and icaic (Cuba’s film institute), a number 
of important digitization proj ects involving sources from the revolutionary 
era are also  under way.20

At the same time, historians of the Cuban Revolution— particularly  those 
interested in state formation and grassroots experience— also have to be en-
trepreneurial.  Those able, typically foreign scholars, seek out new or unused 
archival collections abroad (in this volume, see Lillian Guerra’s use of the 
papers of the journalist and photographer Andrew St. George, for instance). 
 Others gather rare documentary materials from private archives, on the is-
land and off, or conduct oral history (in this volume, see Abel Sierra Madero’s 
contribution on Mariel). Most often a combination of  these strategies is re-
quired, as is the support of a multinational community of committed schol-
ars willing to share materials, advice, and diverse forms of institutional and 
extra- institutional support. This volume attests to the collaborative possibili-
ties of such academic exchange, even as its contributors acknowledge that 
Cuban scholars face greater obstacles in obtaining the financing (and visas) to 
conduct research abroad. But it is worth noting that access to some govern-
ment materials not in public archives has become pos si ble, if irregular. In 
this volume, for instance, Elizabeth Schwall makes use of previously untapped 
sources from the Ministry of Culture— specifically  those pertaining to its 
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pre de ces sor, the National Council of Culture (1959–75). Likewise, María A. 
Cabrera Arús dissects internal government reports on consumption patterns 
in the 1970s, the product of a multiyear effort to compile her own archive on 
Cuban material culture  under socialism.21

Archival deficits notwithstanding, the scholars in this volume show that 
one can make a significant contribution to recovering popu lar experience  under 
the Revolution through a combination of creativity, per sis tence, and analytical 
skill. As new scholars continue scouting out sources where one might least 
expect them, the historiography on Cuba’s revolutionary period stands to 
be even further enriched. Meanwhile, demands to see internal government 
documentation  will only increase.  Those files constitute the next frontier of 
research for historians to come.

Inconclusive Conclusions: Guiding Princi ples for the  Future

Clearly, the Cuban archivist’s job is far from over. And given the passage of 
time, not to mention the non- climate- controlled conditions in most Cuban 
institutions, the dangers of losing untold, disor ga nized bundles of govern-
ment documents are real. Where to obtain the resources to undertake such 
a monumental task is an impossible question to answer at this stage. Still, 
Cuba’s community of archivists is clear on some of the princi ples that should 
be followed in the  future,  whether by way of demanding effective compliance 
with existing laws or reforms to the same.

First, the freedom of information is legally recognized  today by close to one 
hundred countries,22 and the International Council of Archives proclaimed it 
a key princi ple of the organ ization in August 2012.23 In turn, a similar com-
mitment to transparency in Cuba should oblige all institutions to eventually 
turn over essential documentation to public archival institutions, even that 
information not yet subjected to proper archival organ ization. In short, Cuba 
requires a Freedom of Information Law.24

Second, access to most government sources in public archives should be 
permitted following a reasonable amount of time, facilitated by the work of 
archivists, and made pos si ble by conservation techniques. That is, the three 
principal filters that can block documentary access ( legal, description, and 
conservation status)— even  after transfer to public facilities— should dis appear 
gradually, as they are not intended to be permanent barriers.

Third, the continued denial of access should be the exception to the rule 
rather than the norm, and regulated by law. That is, the  factors that would jus-
tify the prolonged classification of a document— privacy protections, national 
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security concerns, and so forth— should be clearly delimited in archival legis-
lation so that they do not become hidden barriers for the historian.25 Ideally 
historians and citizens would have the ability to legally contest classification.26 
According to un princi ples, the ethical requirement of “limiting exceptions” 
to public disclosure means that “the denial cannot be based [solely] on the goal 
of protecting governments from an embarrassing situation or the revelation of 
its incorrect acts.”27 Cuba would do well to adopt a similar standard.

Fourth, and as already intimated, Cuba’s own archival and information laws 
require further improvement. Decree- Law 265 (2009) has proven to be insuf-
ficient, despite having a section that deals specifically with freedom of infor-
mation. Even worse, almost a de cade  after it was approved, its implementing 
regulations have still not been approved. In response the leadership of the 
National Archive itself has crafted a new draft law and corresponding rules in 
an effort to strengthen document management and disclosure requirements. 
In 2011 the National Archive also compelled the National Assembly to discuss 
the need for adequate and obligatory document management at all levels of 
the government. Since then, however, proj ects for reform have stalled; the 
new draft archive law does not, at this writing, appear to have advanced much 
beyond the proposal and discussion stage with relevant government inter-
locutors. Besides, if Cuba is to clarify the fuzzy line between the princi ple of 
 free access and the legitimate reasons for which archival documents may still 
be classified, the creation of a more robust in de pen dent entity charged with 
overseeing the impartial application of an eventual Freedom of Information 
Law seems equally urgent.28

All told, the marginalization of archival science in Cuba, and its delayed 
implementation in the case of sources from the revolutionary era, has not 
been the result of any known official directive. But one cannot deny that re-
tellings of Cuba’s post-1959 history have thus far been unable to draw from a 
considerable documentary arsenal. Archivists, as true allies of historians,  will 
always want full access to sources from all official spheres. Yet in order to real-
ize the old aspiration that no document be perpetually secret, a cultural, and 
not just  legal, transformation is also required.

Like the historians included in this volume, then, we archivists must be 
optimistic, putting our faith in the winds of change.  Those winds,  after all, 
should not pass by the institutions that can legitimize them in time: archives 
themselves, which operate something like the “mind” of a society. Documents 
are akin to anecdotes in our heads, filling and shaping the wider contours of 
memory. Protecting and preserving them is necessary to break with de cades 
of inertia and remedy a considerable historical debt.
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4. Searching for the Messiah
STAGING REVOLUTION IN THE SIERRA  

MAESTRA, 1956–1959

lillian guerra

In August 1959 Bohemia magazine revealed how deeply expressions of belief 
in Fidel Castro’s messianism had penetrated the public imagination. According 
to the journalist Mario Kuchilán, for many Cubans, especially peasants, Fidel 
was not only “the living incarnation of Jesus Christ” but a new and improved 
version of him. Recently, Kuchilán continued, Telemundo’s broadcast of an 
artist’s fanciful rendition of Fidel had provoked a flood of viewer requests 
that the tele vi sion station provide copies of the portrait for display in private 
homes. With a national circulation of half a million subscribers, Bohemia will-
ingly stepped in to satisfy demand. Meant to be clipped out and framed, the 
sketch revealed Fidel “not as he is physically but as the greater part of the 
Cuban  people see him spiritually. . . .  It is, perhaps, a fleeting lightning bolt 
imprisoned on paper, that extraordinary  will of God to cast man in His own 
image. But it is not Jesus Christ, it is Fidel Castro Ruz.”1

 Until now, historians, myself included, as well as most historical protago-
nists of  these events, have largely focused on the period immediately  after 
the flight of Fulgencio Batista in January 1959 to explain Fidel Castro’s rise to 
messianic status.2 Or they have taken that messianic status for granted with-
out accounting for how it was earned. Giving speeches, chatting with average 
citizens, and signing autographs in the com pany of foreign journalists in his 
eight- day, town- by- town journey from Santiago to the capital, Fidel and his 



68 lillian guerra

massive convoy parted open the country like a veritable sea in biblical times. 
Undoubtedly fueled by the euphoria of popu lar expectations for a new era 
 free of Batista, Fidel’s reception among citizens was also highly produced, 
managed, and choreographed, mostly by Carlos Franqui, a journalist and 
the national director of propaganda for the 26th of July Movement, and 
Emilio Guede, an advertising executive and secretary of propaganda for 
Resistencia Cívica (Civic Re sis tance).3 Still, the cultivation of popu lar and 
international Fidelismo before  these landmark events has been overlooked. 
By shining a light on forgotten aspects of the anti- Batista insurgency, this 
essay fills that gap.

Of course, leadership in the 1953 assault on the Moncada Barracks, mass 
circulation of his eloquent defense “History  Will Absolve Me,” and a 1955 fund-
raising tour of the United States had already launched the figure of Fidel 
Castro as a daring politician.4 Likewise, in her impor tant Inside the Cuban 
Revolution: Fidel Castro and the Urban Underground, Julia Sweig shows how 
the 26th of July Movement made strategic alliances with, but ultimately out-
flanked, other anti- Batista groups. Sweig is also to be credited for making the 
intrepid, well- documented argument that before 1958 the 26th of July Move-
ment’s success owed more to its urban underground than to the rural guerril-
las. Yet while pulling the curtain back on intra-  and intermovement politics, 
her sources cannot explain how the myth of the guerrillas’ predominance so 
firmly, and emotionally, took hold.

The military importance of the guerrillas may have been exaggerated, but 
the image of Fidel as a selfless, Christ- like redeemer, at home and abroad, owed 
its origins to the Sierra Maestra.  There Castro and other 26th of July figures 
worked to cultivate their reputations as proto- political leaders, responding 
to, even mimicking strategies of the Batista government already in place. A 
master of spectacle by design, the dictator Batista crafted a “theatre state” 
of his own  after his March 1952 coup that relied on censorship, vio lence, and 
spectacles of mass support to rule.5 Although Batista created Cuba’s first cen-
sorship office, euphemistically titled the Ministry of Information, he did not 
establish blanket censorship  until January 1957, when news of rebel victories 
and vio lence in the Sierra Maestra broke out.6 Thereafter,  because citizens 
 were constantly called to serve as witnesses to Batista’s theatrics through a 
heavi ly managed and often explic itly censored press, foreign chroniclers and 
readers played a central role in reporting the alternative truths of the dic-
tatorship’s atrocities and, particularly  under the leadership of Fidel’s 26th of 
July Movement  after 1956, or ga nized armed re sis tance. Clandestine news-
papers, illicit radio broadcasts from rebel headquarters in the Sierra Maestra, 
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and word of mouth combined to pres ent an entirely diff er ent narrative about 
events, one that arguably required the intervention of citizens’ imagination to 
achieve coherence and completion.

This essay contends that it was precisely on the terrain of citizens’ imagi-
nations that Fidel, his initially tiny band of eigh teen armed rebels, and hun-
dreds of underground civilian activists managed to proj ect the impossible: 
their own movement’s ultimate moral invincibility vis- à- vis other po liti cal 
forces in Cuban society and anti- Batista groups. That message spread, more-
over, both locally in the sierra’s growing “liberated zone” and nationally and 
internationally with the aid of the underground and foreign press. Of course 
for residents of the sierra themselves, the real effects, and at times the force, 
of the guerrillas’ rule was impor tant to securing loyalty and support. And 
for many  others in Cuba— and in part for progressives abroad, as the histo-
rian Van Gosse has explored— the nationalist and anti- imperialist ideals of 
the 26th of July Movement held an intrinsic, historically rooted appeal.7 But 
if Fidel was ultimately able to effortlessly claim the mantle of national lead-
ership in the immediate aftermath of Batista’s flight, he did so in large part 
 because of the brilliant public relations campaign that he and his supporters 
had forged in the Sierra Maestra. This campaign both occluded the role of 
the urban underground, whose story Sweig has rescued, and had regional, 
island- wide, and international reach. It wielded real, if selective, evidence of 
the guerrillas’ achievements as well as the affect generated by carefully crafted 
visual and rhetorical appeals. Rebel leaders achieved this combination through 
two means: first, by assigning a particularly gifted foreign journalist the role 
of witness, observer, and chronicler of the guerrillas’ exceptional morality to 
the world; second, by “proving” to  those immediately around them, including 
local peasants and other visitors, that they could replace the state by dupli-
cating its primary functions as a purveyor of justice and defender of citizens 
from vio lence. The result, even as the circulation of specific photographic and 
printed materials remains difficult to document, was a cult of personality and 
popu lar faith in and out of the sierra that exploded onto the streets of Cuba in 
1959 already quite fully formed.

Fidel’s original guerrilla band established a deep, abiding relationship with 
one foreign journalist: a Hungarian- born, self- taught freelance photographer 
and former U.S. military intelligence agent in Eu rope, Andrew St. George.8 To 
put it mildly, St. George was Fidel’s secret weapon. Far more impor tant in the 
long run than Herbert Matthews, who spent less than a day with Fidel and his 
tiny band of survivors for the famous February 1957 cover story printed in the 
New York Times, he nonetheless continues to be less well known.9 St. George 
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made six trips to the sierra, none of them lasting less than a month, several of 
them as long as two.

Living, marching, and sacrificing with the guerrillas, St. George produced 
thousands of unique images of guerrilla life and culture, many of which be-
came central to the clandestine press of Fidel’s movement and allied groups 
like Raúl Roa’s Resistencia Cívica. His first portrait of Fidel, taken in April 1957 
and titled Christ and the Cannon, was published no fewer than 120 times by 
September 1958.10 St. George also smuggled a cropped photo taken by his 
friend and fellow journalist Robert Taber back to New York for use as back-
ground on the 26th of July Movement’s colorful fundraising bonos (bonds) 
in 1957; the image lives on  today, emblazoned on the corner of  every daily 
edition of the Communist Party organ Granma.11 St. George came to see the 
many Cuban spies, guides, and foot soldiers with whom he lived as friends 
and even  family. When he and his wife, Jean, named their first son Andrew, 
Fidel Castro offered to serve as godfather and baptize him  after the victory, 
when, he assumed, St. George would naturally move his  family to Havana.12 
Alongside one of St. George’s most influential articles for Coronet magazine, 
Fidel published “Why We Fight,” a manifesto subsequently reprinted in eleven 
diff er ent publications across Latin Amer i ca.13

With the help of St. George’s lens and pen, guerrillas consciously imitated 
the methods of Cuba’s nineteenth- century mambises in order to claim the ful-
fillment of a historically frustrated moral mission dear to the Cuban  people. 
They also refuted the legitimacy of Batista’s martial rule by creating a real- life 
alternative state and society in miniature, a simulacrum of the world that 
 Fidel’s vision of revolution would make. For peasants in the sierra, the material, 
lived realities of this mini- state  were palpable. Yet in transmitting glimpses of 
that world into the national and global imagination, the rebels also marketed 
themselves not as fearsome warriors but as honorable, serious, and likeable liv-
ing legends. By late 1958 they  were decidedly a cause célèbre, receiving dozens 
of famous visitors to the sierra, not just politicians but prominent figures in the 
entertainment industry, including Havana’s top cabaret stars.

By putting con temporary published accounts in dialogue with largely un-
touched, “raw” archival sources, this analy sis discovers a diff er ent, now mostly 
forgotten story than the one that the mainstream press, and even St. George 
himself at times, wanted to tell about rebel activities in the sierra. In par tic-
u lar it draws on St. George’s dispersed, largely untouched photographic and 
written archives, a portion of which I helped to cata logue at Yale University 
Library. Uncata logued materials also became available to me subsequently 
thanks to St. George’s  widow. I am especially grateful to Jean St. George for 
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shipping an enormous box to my home in the summer of 2015; it contained 
a trea sure of “situationers” (highly detailed field notes) and other documents 
of St. George’s work on the island in 1958.14 In them, and in other related 
photographic and filmic materials, we discover Fidel, Raúl, and  others perform-
ing roles derived from national historic myths and the mass culture of tele vi-
sion and Hollywood movies for a singular purpose: they wanted to cast their 
methods of vio lence, as well as their very real plan of economic restructuring 
(already being enacted in miniature), in an acceptable, civilized, nonthreaten-
ing, and often downright entertaining light.

 Doing so served the needs and expectations of both a foreign audience and 
citizens who might other wise have dismissed the armed rebels as po liti cal 
misfits or untrustworthy radicals. However reluctant Fidel made out his revo-
lutionaries to be in the months he spent with St. George at his side, revolution 
was revolution, and both of them knew it. Making revolution acceptable for 
all, Cubans and Americans alike, was a primary, challenging goal.

Andrew St. George and Fidel Castro’s Rebels with a Cause

Recalling the conditions that the eigh teen surviving members of the Granma 
expedition faced in the winter of 1957, when Herbert Matthews visited the 
Sierra Maestra, Che Guevara pointedly remarked two years  later, “The presence 
of a foreign journalist, American [by] preference, was more impor tant to us 
at the time than a military victory.”15 Yet if Matthews’s New York Times front- 
page article had humiliated the Batista regime for claiming that Fidel was long 
dead, St. George fulfilled a far more impor tant and enduring task: he served 
as an imperial witness to Fidel and his troops’ paradoxical self- construction 
as reluctant altruistic revolutionaries forced to defend a pure  people against a 
barbarous tyrant. As Fidel explained to St. George in handwritten responses 
in April 1957, the guerrillas faced no real  enemy besides Batista and his admin-
istration; not even Batista’s soldiers  were to blame: “The only corrupt  thing in 
Cuba is the tyranny [of Batista].  Because our  people are  wholesome and highly 
moral. . . .  Unfortunately, before the arms of the dictatorship, one also must 
have recourse to arms. . . .  The army is tired of . . .  Batista. . . .  The soldiers 
live  under constant surveillance and the terror of the military police. We, in 
fighting for the freedom of all the  people, also fight for the freedom of the 
soldiers.”16

According to Fidel, moreover, it was Batista, not his movement, that 
put Cuba at risk of becoming pro- communist: “[The idea that we are pro- 
communist] is as absurd as having told the Cuban  people more than twenty 
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times that I have died.”17 Not only did businessmen have more to fear from 
Batista’s nationalization plans, remarked Fidel in two recorded interviews 
(possibly referring to Batista’s buyout of the British- American– held United 
Railways of Havana in 1953), but the best witnesses to the “demo cratic and 
nationalist” nature of his movement  were foreign reporters like Matthews, 
cbs’s Bob Taber, and, of course, St. George himself.18 Punctuated with dozens 
of photos by St. George, Miami’s Sierra Maestra, the 26th of July’s newspaper, 
seconded this with a two- page spread. It reminded readers of the Communist 
Party’s condemnation of armed protest against the dictator and was titled “Ba-
tista: Friend and Protector of the Communists.” (Allegations of Batista’s “pro-
tection” of Cuba’s communists stemmed from the alliance between Batista 
and the Partido Socialista Popu lar [psp, Cuba’s traditional communist party] 
during the former’s tenure as elected president between 1940 and 1944. Like-
wise,  after Batista’s coup in 1952, the psp had condemned Fidel’s 1953 attack 
on the Moncada Barracks as “putschist” and “bourgeois.”)19

Fidel’s concern with assuaging readers’ fears over pos si ble nationalization 
became one of three consistent themes echoed across St. George’s most in-
fluential publications.20 A second was Fidel’s repeated denial of any po liti cal 
ambitions. At thirty and then thirty- one, the 26th of July leader argued he was 
far too young to run for president. Besides, the 1940 Cuban Constitution ex-
pressly forbade it, requiring a minimum age of thirty- five.21 Fidel also insisted 
he needed a break  after the war: “I have never thought of being President of 
Cuba.  After we win, I am  going to return to the Sierra Maestra, building roads 
and hospitals as we have promised.”22

In addition, Fidel often presented his followers as committed but reluctant, 
and therefore disinterested, revolutionaries, soldiers who aspired to peace 
rather than war in the theater of the Sierra Maestra. Explaining this apparent 
paradox years  later, Fidel said, “We had to demonstrate before public opinion, 
and leave well established, that if  there was  going to be a war it was not  going 
to be  because the revolutionaries wanted one.”23 Thus, in his encounters with 
St. George, Fidel insisted that the rebels’ strug gle was not to turn the world 
upside down in Cuba but to restore the princi ples of civilization in the face of 
Batista’s culture of barbarism.

For example, Fidel in ven ted, and St. George dutifully echoed, far- fetched, 
highly fictitious claims as evidence of Batista’s savagery. In St. George’s first 
article, Fidel described the now- legendary story of Batista’s soldiers tortur-
ing Abel Santamaría and providing his  sister Haydée proof of his suffering in 
much more horrifying terms than any post-1959 account. Rather than pre-
senting Abel’s extracted eyes on a plate to a horrified Haydée (something that 
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genuinely occurred), St. George quoted Fidel as saying that Batista’s soldiers 
delivered Abel’s testicles, not his eyes.24 In describing the fateful landing of 
the Granma, Fidel similarly explained that eigh teen survivors of the voyage 
“ were tortured for the better part of the day and fi nally put to death by getting 
their genitals hacked off.”25 A year  later St. George echoed Castro, describing 
the killing at the Moncada Barracks as typical of Batista’s forces, “an orgy of 
sadism and revenge— mostly [relying on death] by castration.”26 However, in 
meeting batistiano fury, Fidel declared that his own forces had and would al-
ways turn the other cheek.

Illustrated by photos and a cover shot of Fidel taken by St. George, the 
26th of July Movement’s official organ greatly promoted this idea.  Under the 
title “Diff er ent Ways of Treating War Prisoners,” New York’s edition of Sierra 
Maestra included a picture of a government casquito (helmeted soldier) stand-
ing next to a barbudo (bearded guerrilla) with the caption, “Batista’s soldier 
captured by rebels, smiles assured that his life and physical integrity  will be 
respected.” Immediately below this was a photo graph of a man’s back, criss-
crossed by scars from a severe beating. “Castro’s partisan, prisoner of Batista 
is whipped by the men of the dictator,” reads the caption.27

According to Manolo Ray, secretary general of the 26th of July Movement’s 
Action and Sabotage units, so successfully did the message of Batista’s savagery 
versus Fidel’s chivalry penetrate public consciousness that the movement 
was able to thwart Batista’s censors in Cuba by openly selling postcards with 
similar images. Buyers then mailed them; no explanatory text was needed. 
It was the best  free publicity the cause had yet to receive, Ray recalled in Au-
gust 2008:  there was no way the censors could stop the mail, even though 
they tried. “It  didn’t cost us a single drop of blood.”28 Six years  later, I found 
one such postcard in an archive, featuring a man’s back crisscrossed with the 
marks of an electric prod. Much as Ray described for Cuba during Batista’s 
rule, I knew exactly what that image meant: it needed no introduction.29 And 
while it is impossible to verify precisely how many or widely such documents 
and underground materials circulated, veterans like Ray insist on their cumu-
lative effect.

The idea that Batista’s men savagely whipped their rebel counter parts 
clearly tapped collective memories of Spanish colonial days, when nineteenth- 
century revolutionaries like José Martí compared the po liti cal yoke that white 
men suffered to the dehumanizing chains of black slaves. In many other ways, 
however, Fidel and his followers claimed the mantle of mambises, the term 
used to describe Cuba’s revered, often barefoot, and largely black in de pen-
dence fighters. At times the comparison was explicit. Resistencia Cívica, a 
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Havana- based organ ization, published a centerfold of portraits by St. George 
of Fidel’s top leaders  under the title “The Mambises of the Sierra” in their of-
ficial, clandestine organ.30 However, the guerrillas mostly claimed the mam-
bises’ heroic legacy through actions glossed as evidence of moral purity and 
impeccable honor. In recruiting his men, for example, Fidel insisted that the 
 simple habit of cursing, normally a favorite macho pastime in Cuba, was suf-
ficient grounds for exclusion from the rebel army. “I spent many nights watch-
ing them,” said Castro of new recruits. “It is the way you do  little  things that 
 really tells. When one of the boys would curse, or shout in anger, fail to obey 
the quiet word, I sent him home. I wanted a diff er ent army, an army of gentle-
men. Not the rich or educated kind. I wanted hidalgos, natu ral gentlemen.”31 
Through stories and documented scenes like  these, Fidel and his willing ac-
complice St. George ascribed a very diff er ent kind of morality and masculin-
ity to the leadership they invited readers and citizens to imagine and thereby 
endorse. Convincing  people that Fidel and his men could one day craft such a 
revolutionary state, however, took more than mere words and images: it took 
actions, heroic deeds, and even policies. As the following discussion recounts, 
the 26th of July Movement managed to carry out such activities through me-
thodical and impressively effective means.

Acting like a State, or How Fidel Forged War without Endorsing War

Photographic evidence from St. George’s first month- long stay with Fidel’s 
forces in the sierra documented the methods, culture, and selfless values of 
the mambises among 26th of July guerrillas in their efforts to not only enact 
the ser vices of an efficient state but dramatically usurp the moral and po liti cal 
authority of Batista’s government in the pro cess. The same photo graphs, origi-
nally published by St. George in a November 1957 edition of Look magazine, 
would be reproduced repeatedly in the United States and Eu rope during and 
 after the war, publications that likely circulated back to the island as well.32 
The first half of the article focused on the legendary mambí method of lighting 
cane fields on fire, roasting and eating snakes, sleeping on the run, and set-
ting up temporary roadblocks. The other half dealt with a less romantic side 
to guerrilla life. First, Fidel held oath- taking ceremonies in which his origi-
nal force of twelve apostles, “Los Doce”— really eigh teen in number— asked 
crowds of local villa gers to take pledges of “allegiance, loyalty and support” 
for the rebels. As St. George noted, guajiros (rural peasants)  were mostly con-
signed to involuntary drudgery  after taking the oath: growing crops was their 
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“primera consigna,” the other bearing cargo. Fleeing the land or refusing to 
cultivate, Fidel made clear,  were punishable acts of betrayal.33

Sealing this point, the rebels subsequently created a “jungle judiciary” to 
try local peasants who refused to take the guerrillas’ side and could be accused 
of “banditry” for this or other offenses.34 The rebels also held “long talks with 
guajiros” to explain the pro cess, “an essential facet of Castro’s strategy.”35 In 
 doing so, the rebels showed themselves to be morally righ teous substitutes for 
government officials and undermined the patron- clientelism of supposedly 
mutual dependence on which both the local agricultural economy and Cuba’s 
national system of politics  under Batista traditionally relied.

Relying on the same term that Batista used to define Fidel’s men and the 
Spanish had used to describe mambises, Fidel defined  these peasants as 
“bandits” for having seized resources left in the wake of a rebel encoun-
ter with government soldiers; over such resources only the rebels could 
claim control, he explained.  These outlaw “wolf packs,” Fidel claimed,  were 
the rebels’ biggest headache. Unpoliced, they pillaged helpless villages for 
money, weapons, and  women. “If we  don’t keep order in our liberated zone,” 
said Fidel, “the  people suffer. Our revolution is tarnished.” Prisoners shown 
 were bandit chiefs, captured  after a week of relentless tracking by rebels 
(figure 4.1). The jungle had no prisons. The penalty for extreme crimes was 
death.36 Illustrated with photo graphs of a confessed rapist and leader of a 
twenty- two- member local gang, the article excused the rebels’ “stern jungle 
justice.” Rape was for “mountain  people and the puritanical Castro . . .  an in-
tolerable crime.”37 Indeed, according to the article, rape was also the only crime 
meriting execution. Privately, however, St. George’s notes to editors and un-
published photo graphs told a much darker tale.

Clearly documented in St. George’s many film reels and memos was the 
dual function of the  trials and the executions. On the one hand, the  trials 
themselves served notice to local peasants that by acting like a state, the guer-
rillas  were becoming one in practical terms, not just in words or in their own 
minds. Second, initial execution squads, almost always led by Raúl Castro, 
seemed to include  every available armed male member of a troop. Excluded 
 were Fidel and  Father Sardiñas, a Catholic priest who offered last sacramental 
rites to prisoners before they  were tied to a tree and shot. Judging from the re-
markable, shocked look on many of the executioners’  faces  after carry ing out 
their first execution in April 1957, the experience of killing such prisoners was 
meant to harden the rebels in the general absence of encounters with Batista’s 
soldiers, the official  enemy.



FIG. 4.1.   After the disastrous landing of his expedition on the eastern coast of Cuba 
in December 1956, Fidel Castro’s eighteen- man guerrilla army avoided all military 
encounters with Batista’s forces for several months while attempting to gain the support 
of subsistence peasant farmers of the Sierra Maestra. Isolated, impoverished, and utterly 
neglected by the government, the peasants responded positively to the initial “public 
ser vice” that Fidel offered them: the opportunity to arrest, try, and execute dozens of 
bandits and rapists who had been preying on the local population with impunity for 
years. Ably assisted by Humberto Sori Marín, the attorney of the republic- in- arms and 
former president of the Inter- American Bar Association  until Batista targeted him, Fidel 
presided over the open- air  trials of twenty- nine captives in June 1957, when the freelance 
photographer Andrew St. George first visited. Cuban Revolution Collection, Yale Univer-
sity Manuscripts and Archives, ms 650, Box 1, Folder 20, Book I, Print 19. Full print in 
the Andrew St. George Papers, also at Yale. Courtesy of Andrew St. George  Family.
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St. George’s first trip to the Sierra Maestra, his subsequent collaboration 
with the clandestine press of the 26th of July, and his June 15, 1957, story in 
Mexico City’s splashy magazine Mañana clearly pleased Fidel. In a handwrit-
ten letter delivered by Dr. Miguel Ángel Santos Busch in late June 1957, Fidel 
personally invited St. George back to the sierra as “the rebel army’s ‘regular 
combat correspondent.’ ”38 Thus, on October 11, 1957, Celia Sánchez, who 
used her  father’s home as a safe  house, issued St. George a handwritten safe 
conduct pass and pink paper flag labeled “Prensa” for him to wear.39

Ultimately, the rebels  were able to extend the reach of their liberated zone 
to encompass most of southern Oriente province by the summer of 1958. In 
that same summer, St. George spent more than two months on a two- hundred- 
mile guided tour of the impressively expanded rebel zone, especially Raúl 
Castro’s Segundo Frente Frank País. Executions had become a discomforting 
norm, and Raúl, according to St. George’s private notes, the rebels’ “heaviest- 
handed executioner.”40 Fidel and Raúl’s forces had also  adopted a “peculiar 
rebel punishment: mock execution. Though none of [the condemned] died, 
rebels lined them up, fired over their heads, then shouted ‘One  hasn’t been 
hit!’ to make each blindfolded boy think he survived by accident, [and] would 
get it in the second fusillade.”41 While Raúl had personally tied the boys to 
trees and directed the scene, St. George witnessed similar tactics on a march 
 toward El Cobre. Intercepted by a rebel platoon, a “suspicious wayfarer” fell 
in fright when a  rifle was fired over his head and Captain Rigoberto Ramírez 
menaced him with a pistol, “firing past his ear. . . .  The threat of summary 
execution was rebels’ only means of coercing information from suspects.”42

In notes accompanying a “situationer” memo to nbc that describe photo-
graphs now preserved at Yale, St. George commented, “Framed in red at bot-
tom is prob ably the best execution sequence I ever photographed in rebel 
camp; for technical reasons, it was not published. The victim is a Chinese- 
Creole half- caste named Henrique (Quiqui) Chang, an apparently depraved 
sex deviate who invaded the police- less rebel area with a small gang of his own 
and proceeded to rack up an impressive number of rapes on peasant girls. An 
open- air rebel court martial convicted him of 21 confessed violations [and the 
death of one] protesting husband.” The same sheet then described St. George’s 
photo graph of an official bulletin signed by Raúl Castro, “listing suspected 
‘government spies’ executed at Soledad Sugar Mill in a single day . . .  and urg-
ing other rebel field commanders to proceed against ‘spies’ with similar sever-
ity.” Seconded by classified reports at the U.S. Consulate in Santiago, the list 
contained thirty- nine names.43
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Although initially sympathetic, St. George’s perspective evolved over sev-
eral trips: it was not just or even mostly rapists and common criminals whom 
rebel judges tried and convicted but chivatos (government informers and 
spies), many of whom  were  women and girls. “Hunting down ‘government 
spies’— i.e. anyone who gives army [the] time of the day—is perhaps top- 
priority rebel occupation,” St. George wrote in an internal memo describing 
pictures taken during his second trip, in the summer of 1957. The practice was 
common enough that St. George documented it frequently, often suppressing 
a rising sense of concern. In notes describing photo graphs his editors consid-
ered too bloody to publish, St. George wrote, “Suspected army spy captured 
by patrol is threatened with shooting and shot by accident. It’s a botched but 
typical casualty of this  family war of accidents and errors.”44

Accidents and errors, when they affected the lives of alleged “girl spies,” 
could be traumatic. St. George photographed “a chubby girl” as she “[stood] 
dejectedly between guards” while a rebel leader, Juan Almeida, interrogated 
her and local witnesses “to determine her degree of guilt” before remanding 
her to the rebel Judge Advocate’s Office for trial and near- certain death.45 Yet 
even more disturbing to St. George was the case of Olga Suárez, captured 
when rebels took the town of Bueycito (population 12,000) and accused of 
being an informer for Batista’s troops. Characterizing Suárez as “a pharma-
cist, divorced, with three  children,” St. George was haunted by her distressed 
visage; he mused in his notes that the “bulk of evidence indicated she would 
almost certainly be executed.”46 Olga’s fate clearly bothered St. George: al-
though he  later published her anxiety- ridden portrait in Der Spiegel, he refused 
to witness her killing.47

While the vast majority of peasants may have sided with the guerrillas, 
tracking down and killing the local “bandits” whom St. George described as 
Fidel’s “biggest headache” was bloody business. According to Neill Macau-
lay, a U.S. citizen- turned- guerrilla, exterminating spies—on flimsy evidence 
alone— formed a significant part of rebels’ regular duties throughout the cam-
paign, one that haunted him for years.48 Admittedly, Macaulay formed part of 
a small column in western Pinar del Río province, far removed from central 
guerrilla activities in the eastern sierra. Yet if the identification of chivatos 
everywhere was as arbitrary as Macaulay’s gruesome account suggests, then 
the protracted trial and methodical execution to which Fidel subjected the ac-
cused when St. George first visited his troops may well have been staged more 
for the sake of show than routine.

By the summer of 1958, the hardships of war and the creation of a revo-
lutionary state that accepted no neutral side had quickly become facts that 
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St. George and 26th of July guerrilla leaders neither could nor wanted to deny. 
The military initiatives of Fidel and Raúl reached new heights of bravado with 
re spect to the United States and local businesses, both foreign and domestic. 
On the one hand, they continued efforts to recruit imperial witnesses to the 
rebel cause through Hollywoodesque per for mances that St. George and  others 
now filmed and did not simply photo graph. On the other hand, they steeped 
 those efforts in moral and po liti cal righ teousness, claiming the mantle of a 
Christian mission while also establishing with martial fury the sovereignty 
of the revolutionary state in the Sierra Maestra. Although rebels’ use of vio-
lence continued to appear defensive in nature, it also became unpre ce dented 
in scope.

Performing Power, Projecting Empowerment: Christian Disciples  
or Bad Boys and Glamour Girls of La Sierra Maestra?

What garnered the rebels their place on the world stage was not simply the 
romantic image of successful, daring warfare that they forged in the media, 
but the practical success of their guerrilla methods in 1958, on both a sym-
bolic and an experiential level. At first, the rebels depended on the food and 
hospitality of the region’s impoverished peasants for their very survival. Fairly 
soon, however, they began a campaign of raids on local ranches and estates 
from which they exacted “taxes” and other financial contributions to the revo-
lutionary cause (figure 4.2).49 In exchange, the guerrillas provided receipts 
and bonds payable upon achieving victory, much as Cuba’s historical mam-
bises had once done.50 As their strength and numbers grew, so did their bra-
vado. Their army drew overt parallels to the kind of world that would result 
once the revolution against Batista and the Old Republic was won.

Over multiple, two- month- long trips in the summer and fall of 1958, 
St. George meticulously documented the radical shifts in po liti cal control, 
military power, and orga nizational effectiveness the rebels now enjoyed. 
He was clearly impressed.51 The rebels had opened eight field hospitals that 
treated injured revolutionaries and local peasants alike: “Extending medical 
aid to civilian population has always been rebel custom; a humanitarian ges-
ture, it has also proved strongest po liti cal lure in an area where the ratio of 
hospital beds is 8,500 inhabitants for  every bed, and where doctors are not 
seen for de cades” (figure 4.3).52 They founded elementary schools for bare-
foot, half- naked  children. They established toll roads, set up agencies for 
the taxation and “military protection” of landlords, acquired a government 
tank, and requisitioned wall phones from United Fruit Com pany, as well as 
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multiple jeeps from Texaco’s nearby refinery.53 The rebels had also or ga nized 
roadside bazukero teams that, according to the Havana- Santiago Bus Com-
pany, destroyed seventy brand new air- conditioned buses in only two months, 
forcing a suspension of all ser vice.54 While St. George found Carlos Franqui’s 
founding of Radio Rebelde impressive, he was bowled over by the vast com-
munication network that formerly vulnerable combat patrols now enjoyed. 
He counted thirty radio transmitters and over a hundred shortwave receivers, 
some operated by female message decoders such as Magaly Montané.55

Most impressive to St. George, however, was the considerable po liti cal 
pull and legitimacy the rebels had achieved. Marching down a two- lane high-
way with hundreds of rebels, he witnessed their occupation of thirty towns 
“against half- hearted opposition.”56 Incredibly, thirty- six out of forty- one sugar 
mills  were paying taxes to the rebels by the fall of 1958.57 Anxious “business-

FIG. 4.2.  By late 1958 the guerrillas controlled much of the rural economy in far- eastern 
Oriente, including the coffee, rice, and  cattle estates of the lowlands. Using revenues 
generated by taxation and their own power to intimidate through force of arms, guerril-
las often enjoyed certain luxuries such as the pig roast seen in this image. According to 
St. George’s field notes, this unit featured a Bolivian recruit whose identity and motiva-
tion remain unknown. Andrew St. George Papers, Yale University Manuscripts and 
Archives, ms 1912, Box 7, Folder 1. Courtesy of Andrew St. George  Family.
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men have filled rebel [coffers] but their most significant tribute was  running 
Santiago telephone line directly to rebel outpost,” he wrote. “This was the 
contribution of Cuban Telephone Co. (US- owned), worried sick over getting 
its plants around Santiago taken out by anti- telephone- company rebels, who 
have already taken out hundreds of poles, dozens of miles of wiring. This is 
the first rebel city line since Fidel’s landing two years ago and apple of their 
eye.”58 If the activities of the urban underground before 1958 had achieved 
more for the movement than  those of the sierra, in the final of year of the 
insurgency, Fidel and growing numbers of 26th of July insurgents had clearly 
gained control.

Rebel leaders delighted in regularly harassing U.S. companies, often for no 
other apparent reason than to show their strength and prophesy the  future 
consolidation of Cuba’s national sovereignty. The notion that U.S. investors 
had begun paying “tribute” to Fidel’s troops was not lost on U.S. Ambassa-
dor Earl Smith, who demanded that they stop. “As Americans,” Smith wrote 

FIG. 4.3.  In addition to building one- room schools for the education of long-isolated 
peasants, Fidel’s guerrillas established field hospitals.  Because of the infrequency of 
direct encounters with Batista’s troops, doctors treated far more locals than wounded 
soldiers.  Here Dr. Eduardo Ordaz,  future legendary head of Cuba’s principal psychiat-
ric hospital, Mazorra, tends to a malnourished, listless boy. Cuban Revolution Collec-
tion, Yale University Manuscripts and Archives, ms 650, Box 1, Folder 92, Book II, 
Print 22. Full print in the Andrew St. George Papers, also at Yale. Courtesy of Andrew 
St. George  Family.
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in a private letter to U.S. businessmen, “we [have] no right to pay money to 
active revolutionaries who are trying to overthrow a friendly government.”59 
St. George regularly witnessed rebels taking U.S. company- owned jeeps on 
joyrides, only to leave them abandoned along roads or in the countryside. 
They also showed their strength by invading and occupying small towns, none 
of which they held for more than a few hours.60 Accompanying a rebel guard 
to the Texaco refinery near Santiago, St. George watched, dumbfounded, as a 
26th of July guerrilla donned a helmet with a covered-up Texaco insignia and 
then honored Texaco plant man ag ers’ request that St. George refrain from 
taking pictures. Apparently, neither side wanted to heighten tensions with the 
U.S. government. Pictures of the takeover made relations between rebels and 
the com pany seem less than cordial and the guerrilla’s occupation of Tex-
aco unwelcome. “ These shots escaped confiscation only by lucky accident,” 
St. George explained.61

In other words, from all outward appearances, the rebels had successfully 
recruited Texaco’s plant man ag ers, local coffee planters, and assorted for-
eign and native businessmen into the ranks of the rebel army’s enthusiastic 
supporters. Surely the involuntary nature and pragmatism of their support 
was not lost on St. George, any more than it was on Fidel himself. For this 
reason, St. George’s careful, sympathetic documentation of the self- sacrifice 
of individual guerrillas and his unabashed repre sen ta tion of their exploits 
in a romantic, even glamorous light are significant. However cynically one 
might interpret guerrilla leaders’ reliance on foreign journalists and the 
craft of image- making, St. George witnessed heroism as well as an abiding 
sense of the rebels’ generosity, and even humor, amid often dehumanizing 
conditions.

No better example emerges in St. George’s private papers and photo-
graphic rec ord than that of Luis “El Guajiro” Crespo, one of the rebel forces’ 
premier bomb- makers, to whom St. George dedicated more than a reel of 
film. A survivor of the Granma— the pleasure- yacht that carried Fidel Castro 
and his original rebel supporters from Mexico to Cuba in 1956, only to be deci-
mated by Batista’s forces before a small group escaped to the mountains— the 
thirty- three- year- old Crespo was a former sugar worker from Camagüey who 
had been  running the rebels’ main bomb factory near Fidel’s headquarters for 
over a year. What impressed St. George, however, was the fact that Crespo 
had  adopted a “crippled war orphan as his mascot, whom he has exercised and 
massaged  until the boy is slowly beginning to walk.” Admiringly, St. George 
captured El Guajiro working in his bomb shop and sitting atop a pile of 150- 
pound unexploded bombs dropped by Batista’s air force, while his  adopted son 
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played happily nearby.62 In an image that reversed 1950s- style gender roles, El 
Guajiro is shown lovingly washing his boy on a large rock next to a stream and 
dousing him with Johnson’s baby powder in the over- the- top way any Cuban 
would recognize. Importantly, St. George wanted editors to realize that this 
extraordinarily generous warrior- father was real, not just an image. Describ-
ing a picture of Crespo massaging the legs of the crippled boy, St. George 
insisted, in characteristic shorthand, “This is daily routine for rebel ancient 
known as ‘El Guajiro’ and not stunt.”63

Without doubt, however, it was the  women in the rebel army who stood 
out the most. An unpublished series of photo graphs documenting the lives 
and routines of  these  women seemed to ask why anyone, let alone such beau-
tiful creatures, would want to risk their lives fighting a dictatorship in the 
woods. Examples included mostly forgotten and anonymous “girl guerrillas,” 
such as a “gun- toting rebel  mother of four” from Santiago; Anita, the wife of 
Captain Eusebio Mora, who “marched for fourteen days through the jungle 
to reach her husband’s troop”; Alicia Marín, one of a dozen local girls who 
worked voluntarily as cooks; and Teresita González, a twenty- four- year- old 
Havana model and chief of rebel messengers who performed highly danger-
ous work, crossing back and forth across rebel lines.64 Cuban  women of the 
Revolution  were not only bold but proud to express their feelings and sexual-
ity with the men they loved: “The wives of officers, who get to yearn too hotly 
for their husband’s com pany, are sometimes permitted to join the jungle army 
for a few weeks— provided they are hardy enough to put up with the jungle 
life. Some girls, however, all but outdo the men.”65

To be sure, many of the comments regarding the role of  women that 
St. George submitted never made it into print. The same is true of many of 
Fidel’s entreaties to U.S. officials, conveyed as statements to the press, which 
editors entirely ignored. “Let the State Department send up a man  here and 
 we’ll talk  things out. . . .  I  don’t [insist on diplomatic] recognition,  don’t even 
want to hear the word, let your man come as a reporter, as a shoe salesman, 
a com pany negotiator, I’ll keep his presence secret, but let him come,” Fidel 
said.66 When asked about Raúl’s decision to “[put] out an in de pen dent, 
anti- U.S. po liti cal line from his command in the Sierra del Norte,” Fidel balked 
and declared his frank disdain. Adding insult to injury, Raúl had also taken to 
playing the role of trickster, ordering his men to turn the  water system on and 
off at the U.S. Guantánamo Bay Naval Base, thereby demonstrating his power 
to make the United States anxious and uncomfortable at  will.67 What did Fidel 
think of Raúl’s harassment of U.S. residents and U.S. installations, including the 
naval base? “Folly.”68
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Still, even if unpublished,  these par tic u lar remarks revealed rising anx i-
eties about the movement’s international and domestic image overall. Dan-
gerous public tensions had emerged between Raúl’s new rebel headquarters 
in the northern range of Sierra Cristal and the U.S. government. In June 1958 
guerrillas  under Raúl’s command took hostage nearly a dozen foreign employ-
ees of U.S. oil and mining companies as well as twenty- eight U.S. marines, a 
story widely reported in U.S. newspapers and forcibly ignored by the Cuban 
media. Controversy over the official U.S. ban on further weapon sales and 
Batista’s still- obvious reliance on U.S.- manufactured arms had been brewing 
for months.69 By early July the number of hostages totaled forty- seven U.S. 
citizens and three Canadians.70

As its intellectual and strategic author, Raúl meant much of this operation— 
dutifully photographed, filmed, and chronicled in the international press by 
St. George and  others—to appear harmless in its objectives, a mere effort to 
protest the U.S. military backing of Batista. However, as became clear from 
Fidel’s own negative reaction, Raúl did not just “mug for the camera” in taking 
foreign executives and U.S. marines hostage; he revealed at least part of the 
hand of cards that the 26th of July guerrillas had yet to play. As Fidel admitted 
in a personal note to Celia Sánchez in June 1958, just as Raúl initiated the kid-
nappings,  after the current war against Batista was over a “much wider and big-
ger war” would commence, one that Fidel secretly called, at the time, his “true 
destiny.” Only openly launched in 1959, that war was with the United States.71

Raúl’s Wild West and the  Great International  
Hostage Crisis of June– July 1958

According to Military Order No. 30, signed by Raúl Castro, the United 
States was pulling strings with allied dictatorships of the region to help Ba-
tista’s armed forces make up for weapons the U.S. government had publicly 
announced it would no longer provide. Stamped “Made in the USA,” bombs 
shipped from Trujillo’s Dominican Republic and tanks supplied by the So-
moza dictatorship in Nicaragua testified to the duplicity and “criminal policy” 
that defined Washington’s response to the Cuban war (figure 4.4).72 For  these 
reasons, announced Raúl, they  were “now obliged to expedite Military Order 
No. 30 which  orders all military commanders of the Second Front, as an act of 
legitimate defense, to detain all American citizens within [the rebels’] reach.”73 
According to Mario Llerena, a 26th of July Movement spokesman in New York, 
the guerrillas deci ded to take the hostages  after receiving credible evidence 
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that the U.S. government continued to ship weapons to Batista’s army through 
the U.S. Naval Base at Guantánamo, despite its public declaration to the con-
trary only a few weeks earlier.74 Called “Operation Anti- Aircraft,” the capture 
of the hostages represented an opportunity for the rebels to fight U.S.- issued 
bombs with ideas whose moral appeal they hoped would prove contagious.

In his comments to St. George, Fidel characterized the hostage prob lem as 
a mere “headache.” Similarly light in its assessment, a 26th of July Movement 
radio broadcast of the Fidel Castro Freedom Network denied any kidnapping 
had happened at all: “The incident was ‘only a tour’ to show the devastation 
caused by Cuban forces using United States arms against the rebels.”75 Yet de-
spite Fidel’s dismissals,  there is  little doubt that for U.S. officials, the kidnap-
ping easily amounted to the greatest hostage crisis in U.S. history  until that 
point. Attesting to this in a recent filmed interview, Robert Weicha— a former 
cia agent, vice consul in Santiago, and chief consul Park Wollam’s partner in 
multiple meetings with Raúl to bring an end to the standoff— explained that 

FIG. 4.4.  Positioned on a lookout post near the national shrine to the Virgin of Charity, 
this guard worked a twelve- hour shift, watching for Batista’s aircraft in the night sky. 
Desperate to contain peasant support for the guerrillas, Batista’s forces began bombing 
peasant families in the spring of 1958, a strategy continued through the end of the war. 
Andrew St. George Papers, Yale University Manuscripts and Archives, ms 1912, Box 8, 
Folder 2. Courtesy of Andrew St. George  Family.
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one key reason for his presence in the negotiations was to better assess condi-
tions for a pos si ble U.S. invasion.76

Wollam and Weicha quickly surmised that, regardless of the open hostility 
and distrust of Raúl’s group  toward the Americans, the primary goal of the kid-
nappings was not po liti cal provocation, or even diplomatic recognition, but 
international publicity. Indeed, when Wollam first arrived to meet Raúl, he 
discovered Jules Dubois was already  there. Editor of the Chicago Tribune and 
president of the Inter- American Press Association, Dubois was a longtime ally 
of the 26th of July underground.77 Within days St. George and a cbs tv News 
reporter, Eric Duerschmidt, had arrived; both brought movie cameras.78

Before  these cameras, Raúl, Vilma Espín, and the guerrillas of Raúl’s Se-
gundo Frente provided dramatic evidence that they  were not just power ful 
and in control but extremely relaxed, unhurried, and thoroughly entertained 
by the American visitors. In a break between meetings, Manuel Piñeiro, or 
“Barba Roja”— known  after 1959 as Fidel’s lead international intelligence 
official— donned tennis whites and showed off his skills to Weicha on an im-
provised rebel tennis court. Espín played with loaded submachine guns for 
the camera. Raúl graciously allowed his consular guests to hold the weapons 
for a group portrait. Yet the rebels did not limit their strategy to intimidat-
ing U.S. officials; they illustrated the justice of their cause through the warm 
and friendly treatment of foreign prisoners before top U.S. reporters. When 
Duerschmidt and St. George crash- landed an aircraft in Raúl’s camp, the reb-
els brought out U.S. employees of the $100 million U.S. government- owned 
Cuban Nickel Com pany.79 Incredibly, St. George and Duerschmidt even 
filmed the hostages as they played a lively game of  horse shoes while sur-
rounded by smiling peasant boys and amicable armed guards. One is left to 
won der  whether the rebels or the hostages would have been quite so friendly 
had the U.S. cameramen, and the respective audiences they represented, not 
been  there.  Later Raúl issued an apology in which he admitted the role he 
assigned to journalists and their readers in the war: “I realize that this was a 
drastic action. I wanted  these [hostages] as international witnesses to see the 
26th of July Movement rebel encampment, their cause and [what] they are 
fighting for— freedom of the  people.”80

St. George’s films clearly document a gregarious, mixed- race, and cross- class 
group of freedom fighters engaged in conversational and cultural exchanges 
with the representatives of a U.S. corporation. Moreover, the leading protag-
onists in the films— Espín, wearing a mother- of- pearl button- down blouse; 
Raúl in his ten- gallon hat; and Fidel, with his nerdy black- rimmed glasses— 
look as out of place as the U.S. mining com pany employees, with their linen 
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bowling shirts, sunburns, and fancy pleated pants. Together, they proj ect the 
idea that only the most unjust of circumstances could have forced other wise 
“civilized” and clearly bourgeois  people to be  there.  There is evidence of U.S.- 
supported bombing raids on civilian populations, yet the relaxed outward 
countenance of the U.S. citizens seems to confirm their confidence in the 
ultimate justice and nonthreatening nature of the guerrilla cause. Unfortu-
nately, it remains impossible to track exactly where, or  whether,  these par-
tic u lar films  were seen. Nonetheless, they powerfully speak to the guerrillas’ 
enduring repre sen ta tional strategies to audiences at home and abroad.

Like the photo graphs shot during St. George’s first visits to the Sierra Maestra 
and  later published in the international and Cuban clandestine press, a dis-
course of total support imbued  these films of the hostages to reveal the rebels’ 
total invincibility. Viewed through the lens of St. George’s camera, guerrillas’ 
revolutionary real ity showed American hostages in a war zone cavorting with 
their captors as if all  were the best of friends and on the same side. In such 
images, American employees of the U.S.- owned Cuban Nickel Com pany ap-
pear as uninformed victims of their government’s hy poc risy, their eyes opened 
by their captor- rebels to the society suffering around them. In staging  these 
interactions, guerrillas si mul ta neously sought to authenticate the morality of 
the cause and the humanity of its leaders through imperial witnesses.

Obviously, guerrilla warfare in the sierra was nothing like how St. George’s 
films—or the earlier, more widely seen cbs documentary Rebels of the Sierra 
Maestra— depicted it.81 Conflict, tension, and vio lence— not tranquility, trust, 
and friendship— had long characterized the region.  Until the fall of 1958, 
rebels restricted the brunt of their verbal attacks,  trials, and executions to 
local peasants rather than confront the more obvious  enemy, that is, the local 
landlords and members of the economic elite who  were directly responsible 
for Batista’s power and abuses in Oriente. Indeed, even when they had the 
chance to do so, they did not kill, hurt, or harm U.S. citizens or the U.S. ma-
rines whom the rebels themselves charged with being directly allied to Ba-
tista; on the contrary, they courted, charmed, and released them, occasionally 
before the lens of tele vi sion cameras. Just as they had done when the cbs 
film crew visited the sierra earlier that year, the guerrillas made light of re-
sis tance among any social class in the fall of 1958, when St. George visited 
them. Tactically limiting their attacks to the property rather than the persons 
of the constituted regional order and discursively reducing any opposition to 
a smattering of confused rural “bandits” allowed the rebels to claim visually 
what Fidel had stated aloud to cbs reporters a year earlier: “All the  people of 
the Sierra Maestra are with us.”82
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Conclusion

In the Sierra Maestra the 26th of July Movement rehearsed— consciously and 
unconsciously— the Revolution to come. Through tactics and imagery, the 
rebels forced protagonists and antagonists onto a visual stage in which only 
they appeared capable of moral action. Symbolic inversions of power and de-
nials of vio lence flowed through messianic and apostolic images that Fidel 
and the guerrillas, respectively, presented of themselves.  These images spoke 
loudly and deliberately of a  people struggling in real ity for liberation against 
the greatest of odds and the most power ful of imperial states, a society that 
could be saved only by a  great, ideologically impartial moral force embodied 
in the figure of Fidel Castro and his barbudos. The international and domestic 
legend that resulted from their collaboration with St. George speaks clearly of 
the emerging frame of historical and cultural memory within which the Batista 
regime was supposed to be understood and, through Fidel, fi nally overturned.

 There, in the Sierra Maestra, if actions mattered as much as words to the 
success of the 26th of July Movement’s moral victory over military and po-
liti cal opponents, then elsewhere, outside the spaces rebels controlled, the 
images that clandestinos crafted of the guerrillas and that the guerrillas them-
selves helped stage combined the power of myth and legend to demoralize 
foes, convince class adversaries, and garner international support. Arguably, 
Fidel and other leaders knew that the images St. George crafted could speak 
for them more loudly and more clearly than the rebels could—or perhaps even 
wanted—to speak for themselves.
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5. “We Demand, We Demand . . .”
CUBA, 1959: THE PARADOXES OF YEAR 1

maría del pilar díaz castañón

What’s past is prologue—it usually repeats itself. The  future closes in, though, 
like an impending storm, quickly opening up from above. Many voices have 
characterized the before, and myriad more the  after, of Cuba’s elusive first 
revolutionary year. But almost  every analy sis a posteriori— whether focusing 
on the Revolution’s imaginary and its manipulation, the occasionally infantile 
attempts to transform the environment, or the terrible cultural  battles of 
the 1970s— overlooks a curious, quick, and decisive metamorphosis during 
the first months of 1959.1 This change marked the con temporary of the revo-
lutionary moment, the person who received the Revolution’s subversions of 
the previous order.

This chapter sets out to explore the transition from a rhe toric of “we 
demand”— constitutive of any change of government over the course of the 
island’s history—to one of “we give.” The con temporary of the revolution, in 
other words, evolved in 1959 from the person who takes to the person who 
provides, becoming the protagonist of generous “offerings” that would char-
acterize the first revolutionary de cade. I trace this transition by examining the 
language employed in advertisements welcoming the Revolution’s triumph 
as well as the nature of Cubans’ sustained participation— across all social 
classes—in the fundraising campaign for agrarian reform that Bohemia maga-
zine announced in March 1959.
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Of course, the greatest difficulty in evaluating the nuances of this change 
stems from the diverse voices that described the island’s pa norama during 
the 1950s. Arguably none was more precise in illustrating the Cuba that 
would soon generate revolutionary change than that of the writer Jorge 
Mañach.

Mañach enjoys a reputation that the passing of time has not tarnished. The 
absence of his texts from the island’s bookstores has not prevented a  great 
number of potential readers from coming to know him, by reference, as the 
author of Indagación del choteo or, perhaps, Martí, el Apóstol. Still, the fact 
that  these texts are no longer widely read only serves to confirm their impor-
tance. His  theses on high culture and its crisis continue to be talked about by 
specialists.

Mañach the columnist, by contrast, enjoys less renown  today. “Our Jorge,” 
as the intellectual Rubén Martínez Villena elegantly satirized him, acquired 
a deserved seat in Cuban letters, not only for the grace of his pen but also for 
the sheer range of its deployment: as an essayist, a journalist at Bohemia and 
the Diario de La Marina, a professor of the history of philosophy at the Uni-
versity of Havana, a commentator at cmq Radio- Television, a narrator, and al-
ways a distant observer of the po liti cal climate.2 During his time his opinions 
garnered a re spect in which even archenemies could share, comparable only 
to the esteem in which Herminio Portell Vilá’s or Gastón Baquero’s writings 
 were held.3

Mañach’s voice, though, would be heard most clearly from that monument 
that Miguel Ángel Quevedo would baptize the “Bohemia de la Libertad” (Bo-
hemia Liberty Edition), outlining what he called “El drama de Cuba” (The 
Cuban Drama). Written originally in 1958 for the Pa ri sian magazine Cuader-
nos, with the intention of exposing the singularity of Cuba’s misfortune, this 
lengthy essay essentially offered two  theses.4 First, Mañach argued that it was 
the  people’s apathy that permitted “The Cuban Drama” to take place. Second, 
he contended that Cuba’s drama was the consequence of a malady summed 
up in the solemn sentence: “Throughout its fifty odd years of Republic, Cuba 
has never been a democracy satisfied with itself.”5 In other words, it had never 
been a democracy at all.

As such, it might seem logical to assume that the country would look to 
the dawn of 1959 with the clear expectation of fi nally becoming a democracy. 
Politics—or, more precisely, po liti cal disorder— demanded a radical change, 
though for some any change would have sufficed. How Cuba attempted to 
achieve such a feat with the passive citizenry so well described by Mañach 
has been the subject of other reflections.6 Very few, however, would have 
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Enrique Núñez Rodríguez’s courage to publicly and forthrightly claim the fear 
involved. “I have the courage to be an honest man,” he wrote, “who did not 
have the courage to rise to the occasion.”7

It is worth remembering that some insistent, albeit scarce voices in Cuban 
po liti cal life (Andrés Valdespino, Ángel del Cerro, Mario Llerena,  Father Igna-
cio Biaín) did refer to the necessity of deep change as an inevitable task of the 
triumphant revolution.8 But for every one  else, the time of asking—of present-
ing demands— had arrived.

Thus,  after the mix of elation and uncertainty of  those first days of Janu-
ary passed, the ahora sí (now it’s fi nally time) moment had arrived.9 A wave 
of patriotic advertisements— inset text boxes or vignettes that replaced the 
usual copy describing a product’s benefits with a welcome to the victors— 
elucidated the reception afforded by businesses, property  owners, and associa-
tions to the changes being inaugurated.10 They si mul ta neously laid out some 
of their initial expectations: the achievement of liberty and gratitude to  those 
who made it pos si ble, the hoped- for creation of new sources of employment, 
faith in Cuba’s  future, and, of course, recognition of the Revolution’s leading 
figures.11

In an amusing mix of the bygone and that which was still to be born, some 
advertisements welcomed Dr. Manuel Urrutia Lleó as “Honorable Señor 
Presidente Provisional” (Honorable Mister Provisional President), but also 
as “Ciudadano Presidente” (Citizen President), “Primer Magistrado” (First 
Magistrate), “Intachable Magistrado” (Impeccable Magistrate), or simply “Sr. 
Presidente de la República” (Mr. President of the Republic).12 This is the case 
of the sober text that the Parke- Davis Laboratory inserted in Diario de La 
Marina, in which Fidel Castro very clearly figured in second place.13 Greetings 
given to the president did extend to Castro as well.

The majority of the well wishes expressed by businesses and associations 
in January would not follow this model, however. For Polar Brewery, Fidel 
Castro was “the maximum inspiration of the Cuban Revolution and the first 
soldier of true liberty.”14 For the Wholesalers and Textile Importers, he served 
as the “paladín de la libertad” (guardian of Liberty).15 According to Antillana 
Steel, Fidel supplied the “brawn and brain  behind the revolution giving faith 
back to the  people.”16 And for “Baby’s Home” and the Bay of Havana Associa-
tion of Commerce and Industry, he was, matter- of- factly, the “líder máximo” 
(maximum leader).17 The title jefe supremo (supreme chief), offered by the 
Rex and Duplex cinemas, seems to be an exception but nonetheless fits a pat-
tern of exalting the combatants and offering general expressions of hope for 
liberty, justice, and pro gress.18 For the London City store, Fidel Castro was 
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simply “Fidel Castro,” and the revolutionary government, the “Revolutionary 
Government.”19

Granted, the more cautious stuck to saluting  mothers or quoting a line by 
José Martí.20  There  were  those who welcomed the outset of the year with 
the mambí cry “¡Viva Cuba Libre!” (Long live  Free Cuba!), comfortable in the 
safe territory that earlier historical referents provided.21 But the desire to make 
a good impression became inseparable from the expectation of real change, 
catalyzed by the idea that “ahora sí.” Now anything seemed pos si ble. Though, 
of course, what was pos si ble for some was not pos si ble for  others.

The “ahora sí” impulse has a storied history for Cubans. The inverted 
conscience of the nation— that “most beautiful land” where nothing other 
than beauty existed— had forged a myth of subjunctive possibility: “If they 
only let us . . .  If they only cut taxes . . .  If the market . . .  If . . .” This be-
lief held true in de pen dent of the par tic u lar characteristics of product and 
market. Any Cuban businessman had complete faith that his business could 
flourish, if only they,  those in charge, got rid of the biggest hindrances from 
above.

This certainty, together with the complex notion formed over centuries 
that Cuba “could be”— that it had potential but had not been allowed to 
flourish— was as typical in the mentality of a power ful sugar trader like Julio 
Lobo as it was in the mind of a  humble rice farmer. One of the constants of 
Cuba’s divided bourgeoisie, which Alfred L. Padula characterized with such 
skill, was the repeated hope that “what may come” would benefit them.22 If it 
is a detriment to  others, well, that’s business. The complex matrimonial alli-
ances that linked diff er ent sectors of the Cuban bourgeoisie did not prevent 
any individual from pursuing self- interest. Naturally, each investor saw the 
world only through his own two eyes.

In this way, for the hacendados, landowners of the Cuba over which Her 
Sweet Majesty Sugar reigned, the oft- announced Agrarian Reform— one of 
the few laws that unavoidably was coming down the pike— did not at all seem 
like it should be cause for consternation.23 It was the  cattle ranchers who 
owned the most land in Cuba, extending across the island. The hacendados 
had only sugar refineries. Quite diff er ent from the tendency of revolutionary 
rhe toric to identify as latifundista any owner of private agricultural property, 
the hacendados did not possess huge extents of land. Thus, the iconic photo of 
the revolutionary leader Antonio Núñez Jiménez— Cuban flag in hand, lead-
ing a small troop on  horse back about to take over a farm— marks his entry 
onto King Ranch, the biggest and most elite of North American commercial 
 cattle interests.24
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Consequently, it seems entirely logical that the all- powerful Asociación 
Nacional de Hacedados de Cuba (andhec, National Association of Cuban 
Hacendados), known for skillfully lobbying the state since its inception, pub-
licized its contribution to the Agrarian Reform very explic itly and very early 
on with a huge inset, on two facing pages, in the widely read magazine Bohe-
mia. It is worth citing the entire text, which calls to mind the Arabian Nights 
in its attempt to change out new lamps for old:

 Today, February 24, we, Cuba’s hacendados, men of the sugar harvest, 
call on the leaders of the Revolution, the men of the 26th of July: We 
need to achieve Agrarian Reform and the Industrialization of Cuba! And 
if to achieve them we need to address the basic structural trou bles of the 
sugar industry, then  there is no prob lem.  Because together with you, 
we— working hard and studying together— very soon, among all of us, 
 will find a solution. And  these are not mere words. For our part, this is 
already an accord, a call to action, and a firm decision.

(Signed) national association of cuban hacendados25

As seen  here, the hacendados not only supported the Agrarian Reform and 
Cuba’s industrialization, neither of which affected them; in a style formerly 
deployed during their Republican trajectory, they envisioned (1) heading 
the Reform themselves and (2) telling the revolutionary government how it 
should proceed.

Note, too, that February 24, the anniversary of the beginning of Cuba’s 
second war of in de pen dence, was the date chosen for the assembly to reach 
the above accord. The use of history as a source of legitimation could not 
be clearer. Neither can we ignore the commanding tone with which they as-
serted the necessity of what  were already, as far back as the skirmishes of the 
Sierra Maestra, two of the Revolution’s most obvious, public goals.

The hacendados also made their demands. Elegantly, yes. But their petition 
showed support for the Agrarian Reform as a way to resolve the interferences 
and prob lems that they, the “men of the sugar harvest” (as they called them-
selves) faced.

And to accomplish their goals— how could it be other wise?— they named 
a commission that would reach corresponding accords.26 This was the tenor 
of Year 1: commissions proliferated  because, now, associations of  every type 
wanted to be heard— and they made their demands known.

With the skill that made them masters of the country’s economic destiny, 
the hacendados’ accords reflected a  simple idea: We  will collaborate with our 
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experience, and we  will support you with our resources, but be so kind as to 
understand that you, the Revolution, need us.27 Keep us in mind. Without 
sugar, as the old expression goes,  there is no country.

Indeed, hidden  behind the melodic phrase “the basic structural trou bles of 
the sugar industry,” what the hacendados  were  really asking was that  things 
basically return to how they  were—or, as they say in Cuba: que el relajo tenga 
algún orden, that  there be order to the chaos. Trou bles, though, continued to 
multiply. Sugar workers made more demands. Time spent attending vari ous 
committee meetings was production time lost. Demands to reinstate work-
ers fired during the Batista regime created even more serious prob lems. The 
hacendados also complained that the workers’ “snail’s pace” was endanger-
ing the harvest, a veiled threat that in the past would have made the country 
 tremble.28

But not anymore. The ever irate  union leader Conrado Bécquer declared 
that “this [would] be the last harvest” in which the hacendados did as they 
pleased and “[tried] to avoid the differential,” a bonus payment due to sugar 
workers.29 But in truth, this had nothing to do with the prob lems at hand, nor 
did it respond to what was, in fact, a logical request of andhec to address 
delays in the pace of work. Let’s be honest: it was all very well that the Revolu-
tion wanted to end unemployment as promised, but not by arbitrarily placing 
three workers in the same job with at least two more salaries to pay.

 These all stand as clear signals of one world being phased out and another 
still struggling to find, or create, its place. This is the foundational paradox 
of Year 1. The Revolution’s men had clearly defined ideas of what needed to 
get done. Each was premised, though, on the only world they knew, the very 
world that  those same men  were demolishing. Who could expect the interreg-
num to involve much more than enthusiasm and the ac cep tance of unavoid-
able change?

In this context, the hacendados, like every one  else (or almost every one 
 else), presented an image of collaboration with the new government and the 
new strongman.30 In contrast to the more nationalist sector of the Cuban 
 middle classes, however, they did not need to strug gle for control of the 
domestic market. They had the quota— a fixed portion of the import mar-
ket, by treaty, in the United States.31 In short, they enjoyed the guaranteed 
backing of the North American po liti cal system and the protection of the 
Cuban state.

By contrast, albeit with serious internal differences regarding capital, com-
petition, and state protection, the non- sugar- affiliated industrial class was the 
most nationalist sector of Cuba’s complex bourgeoisie. This class— dedicated 
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to industrial sugar cane pro cessing, construction material supply, and scarce 
food and textile plants— suffered from competition with North American 
products in Cuba’s internal market. Generally, U.S. commercial imports ben-
efited from customs exemptions and other fiscal protections.

So for the non- sugar industrialists, the Revolution and its industrial diversifi-
cation proj ect looked like the fulfillment of an old dream. Their “ahora sí” was 
the “ahora sí” of the entire nation. They had spent de cades fighting to obtain 
state protections already given to the sugar industry. Their most lucid minds— 
Pazos, Boti, López Fresquet, Cepero Bonilla— advocated for them time and 
again.32 According to the commonsense reasoning of two of  these profession-
als, reflected in the “Economic  Theses of the 26th of July Movement,” develop-
ing national industry went hand in hand with eliminating unemployment.33 
Citizen support would be vital, too, in bringing about the inevitable end to 
sugar’s leading economic position.34

During Year 1, therefore, Cuba’s industrialists did not have to make de-
mands. They had been  doing so since the 1920s. Now they felt fully within 
their rights to head a movement taking as its economic banner their old de-
sire: the industrial diversification of the country. In fact, the revolutionary 
government was executing the industrialists’ plans. Operación Honestidad 
(Operation Honesty), a campaign to get citizens and businesses to pay their 
back taxes, was already  under way and national industry enjoyed total state 
support. Additionally, the intention to exhaustively exploit the country’s natu-
ral resources and protect profitable industries was evident. Already the exploi-
tation of sugar cane and sugar by- products for industrial purposes was being 
eagerly considered.35

For  these reasons Cuba’s industrialists saw fit to remind the Comisión de 
Ministros designada para la orientación y planificación de la economía nacio-
nal (Commission of Ministers Designated for the Orientation and Planning of 
the National Economy)— the commission par excellence— that, unlike  others, 
they  were not bandwagon “January 2” revolutionaries as far as the diversifi-
cation proj ect was concerned. Their “continuous efforts,” they argued, had 
contributed to fostering national awareness around the issue.36 And did they 
ever succeed. In April, Operación Industria Cubana (Operation Cuban Indus-
try) showed off the principal achievements of this sector at the University 
of Havana’s Medical School with the objective of proving that it was entirely 
unnecessary to turn to foreign markets. “Consumir lo que el país produce” 
(Consuming what the country produces)— the Cuban industrialists’ old 
slogan— was now complemented with the legitimizing corollary for all: “es 
hacer patria” (is to be patriotic).
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But being patriotic also required settling an old moral debt. The most ne-
glected class,  those who most contributed to the country’s in de pen dence, the 
peasants, could not be forgotten.

The precarious conditions in which the peasantry lived and the repeated 
abuses they suffered  under republican governments had been a constant re-
frain in the press. On January 8 Havana was able to see them in the flesh. The 
majority of the barbudos (the bearded revolutionaries)  were obviously peas-
ants. They arrived smiling, beaming with the aura of triumph. However, on 
the 22nd of the same month, cmq Radio- Television broadcast the peasants’ 
 faces to the  whole country, “sad, gaunt, scored with hardship,” “each one 
marked by the backwardness, abandonment, and misery through which 
‘our’ rural families have lived for centuries.”37  These  were the countrymen 
and - women who came to testify at the trial of the ex- Batista military leader 
Jesús Sosa Blanco.

The trial, besides being public, took place in the sports complex Pala-
cio de los Deportes,  today the Ciudad Deportiva.38 By way of comparison, 
the Bohemia news column “En Cuba” (In Cuba) recalled the impact of the 
1950–51 Kefauver Commission hearings on or ga nized crime in the United 
States, whose broadcast had para lyzed the country from coast to coast.39 The 
photo- story in Bohemia captured the witnesses at the very moment they testi-
fied. They  were numerous, accusing Sosa Blanco of committing 108 murders. 
The terror was encapsulated in the well- known phrase: “¿Qué pasa si Sosa 
pasa?” or “What might come to pass, if Sosa passes by?”

The trial “was a cruel, harsh, and  bitter spectacle, but illuminating and 
necessary,” noted the column “En Cuba.”40 And as the direct sequel to “Oper-
ación Verdad” (Operation Truth)— a campaign, culminating just days before, 
in which foreign journalists  were invited to the island to witness the  trials of 
other Batista- regime criminals— the prolonged proceedings built on ongoing 
efforts to secure support for revolutionary justice.41 But the trial also allowed 
Cuba’s urban public to see the peasant not as stereotype— spotless guayabera, 
boots, smiling ear to ear  under a palm- frond sombrero— but in the flesh: skinny, 
toothless, poorly dressed, and with limited vocabulary. The invitation of half a 
million peasants to the capital (in July 1959) was still in the  future. The aston-
ished students of the “Ana Betancourt” schools for rural  women had not yet 
flooded Havana’s streets. Yet already by the end of February, the notion of a 
debt owed to the peasant was being repeated all over the press.

Considered a “debt of honor,” the Agrarian Reform was thus seen not only 
as part of the proj ect to diversify the economy but as the ideal way to pay 
penance for the nation’s secular sins.42 February 24, the anniversary of the 
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launching of Cuba’s final war for in de pen dence in 1895, marked the beginning 
of the effort.43

From  there, initiatives multiplied. The idea of founding a “Fidel Castro 
Agrarian Column” would not materialize, but the tractors gathered soon 
thereafter in Havana’s “La Tropical” Stadium  were quite tangible.44 At the 
same stadium, donated “agricultural implements” of all kinds, ranging from 
machetes to hoes and metal files, piled up.

Then Bohemia issued a surprising call to participate in “La Colecta de la 
Libertad” (The Collection for Freedom).45  Those alive at the time have forgot-
ten this par tic u lar fundraising campaign, since “ there  were so many.”46 But for 
the researcher, it is a gift— and not  because it was the first of its kind.

The Colecta represented a call “to the Cuban  people” that Miguel Ángel 
Quevedo launched during a “moment of genuine civic miracle.”47 Not only 
 were citizens asked to donate a day’s worth of their salary to the Revolution, as 
is typically remembered. In addition, Quevedo called on the totality of Cuban 
society, beyond the bound aries of haves and have- nots, to contribute what ever 
they could.48 Hacendados, industrialists, laymen, and professionals  were all 
asked to collaborate by underwriting the financing of the Agrarian Reform. 
But the campaign also appealed to citizens, teachers,  house servants and nan-
nies, even  children, who  were asked to donate their snack money.49 For the 
sake of integrity, checks  were to be made out to “Fidel Castro. Bohemia Maga-
zine, Havana.”

In an accompanying two- page photo- story illustrating the peasant’s real- 
life conditions, the inset text informed the reader of dedicated telephone lines 
for the proj ect and Bohemia’s address. But last and most impor tant, the text 
advised the public, “Weekly  until April 30 we  will publish the roster of organ-
izations and  people who mail their financial support.”50

Mail?  People showed up. Bohemia’s offices  were immediately flooded by 
a mass of citizens  eager to contribute and make their donation count. The 
 human tide that invaded the magazine’s headquarters forced a quick expansion 
of space, telephone lines, and staff specially assigned to the task. Moreover, it 
obliged the magazine to print page  after page filled with participants’ names 
and their corresponding donations.

 Here the researcher is left dumbfounded by the results. Even with the 
magazine closing at 12:00 p.m. on Tuesday, March 3, it took only three days to 
gather $260,739.81.51 Believe it or not, and to Quevedo’s own surprise,  children 
did contribute their modest snack money, and they even showed up with 
piggy banks.52 The request that citizens donate a full day’s pay for the industri-
alization proj ect was also favorably received.53
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The first to show up  were the employees of the celebrated Casa de los Uno, 
Dos y Tres Centavos (House of the One, Two, and Three Cents)— popularly 
known as the Casa de los Tres Kilos— with the sum of $256.50,  after which 
the  owners, obviously, had to contribute as well.54 Reading the “First Roster” 
(“Primera Relación”) reveals donations of $3 given by three  people. Many 
gave only $1, and someone even donated forty cents.55 The old servants of 
the deceased former president Mario García Menocal donated $11.56  There 
 were eleven of them. Contributions  were also sent via post. One of the letters 
is especially in ter est ing  because it reveals how sure the donor was that Fidel 
Castro himself had convened the Colecta de la Libertad.57

This qualifies, perhaps, as the first sign of what would  later become a 
general tendency: the attribution of all revolutionary initiatives to Fidel. In 
a letter written to the magazine, though, Castro explic itly thanked Quevedo 
for his brilliant idea and contributed to the Colecta himself, a donation that 
was duly registered on a second page as part of the “Second Roster” of con-
tributors.58 The lengthy name that Quevedo gave the proj ect— Movimiento 
Patriótico de Apoyo Económico a la Reforma Agraria y el Desarrollo Indus-
trial (Patriotic Movement of Economic Support for the Agrarian Reform and 
Industrial Development), which Castro mentioned in his letter— became a 
way to legitimate the contributions of impor tant donors, who posed for His-
tory by handing over donations in front of an enormous banner boasting the 
ostentatious title.59 Of course, the movement became an association with cor-
responding members and identified by the complex initials mpaera. Even 
con artists pretended to gather donations on behalf of the association.60

And yet Bohemia itself, with its characteristic journalistic talent, called 
each of its weekly features about the campaign a “Report to the  People,” in 
white letters on a black band. Under neath was the boldface heading “colecta 
de la libertad,” followed by the quantity collected and, in parentheses, an 
indication of  whether the list of donors was the Second, Third, or Fifth Roster. 
The complete name of this “Movement”— echoing that other “Movement,” 
the 26th of July— would have filled the entire page.

All told, Quevedo’s call to action was a success. The extensive list of the 
Second Roster brings to light another in ter est ing fact: Cubans in New York 
and Tampa, Florida, also sent in contributions to the Agrarian Reform.61 Ad-
ditionally, for the first but not the last time, an anonymous donor was listed.62 
This was the final roster in which names of donors appeared in one column, 
with the amount of their contribution beside them. By the third publication, 
the names and donations  were referenced one  after the other, separated by a 
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 simple semicolon, a clear indicator that the magazine needed to save space to 
include  every participant.

A complete study of the Colecta and its repercussions would require a 
book. For now, the most crucial aspect to highlight is that its very existence 
and continued success marked the first incorporation into the revolutionary 
arena of that citizen who “did not know how to fight,” as Núñez Rodríguez 
had written, but who could now collaborate.63 The campaign’s call to action 
allowed each citizen to claim a role in the essential tasks of the nation.

By contrast, in mass audiences at public speeches, or in the dialogues and 
sometimes interrogations that Fidel Castro engaged in with the crowd, the 
individual citizen remains invisible. It is always the  people (plural), the mul-
titude, that dominates our interpretations. This holds true even for the first 
massive response to a po liti cal mobilization, what would  later be known as 
the beginning of Operación Verdad.64 It was not in vain that such acts  were 
immediately called concentraciones, or concentrations. Individual  wills  were 
condensed; individualities  were lost.

The Colecta, on the other hand, named the individual citizen: José Vidal, 
Lucila F. Machín, Vivian Fernández García, or Enrique de la Osa, who do-
nated $25.65 The participation of associations constrained individuality only 
as far as groups limited their self- definition: workers and employees from the 
España sugar mill, employees from Arenal Cinema, Juan Cañizares Youth 
Lodge, and teachers and staff from the Escuela de Hogar (Home Economics 
School) of Manzanillo.66 One of the more curious cases is that of the workers 
of Leslie Pantin and Sons, who apparently made contributions in three diff er-
ent groups on the same day, each identified, simply, as “employees of Leslie 
Pantin and Sons.”67 The repeated appearance of anonymous donors indicates 
that not every one was proud to see their name appear in Bohemia, clearly 
an indication of the residual caution displayed by citizens unwilling to risk 
causing trou ble. But though they collaborated without being named, they col-
laborated all the same.

The Colecta de la Libertad thus illustrates one of the most significant para-
doxes of Year 1. Far from listing demands, as both big and small associations 
had insistently done since January, the individual citizen in this instance gave 
the  little that he or she had, knowing that the name and contribution amount 
would appear in Cuba’s— and Latin Amer i ca’s— most widely read magazine. 
In a society where worrying about “What  will they say?” still dominated social 
mores, the fact that one might reveal the state of one’s finances by  going all the 
way to Bohemia just to hand over forty cents sent a power ful message.
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Gossip, for once, seemingly did not  matter to the con temporary of the 
Revolution. Originally slated to conclude in March, the end date for the Col-
ecta was pushed back over and over again due to the surge of donations and 
individual donors from all directions. For instance, the Havana Port Workers’ 
Union sent in its contribution, but not to Bohemia. For what ever reason, they 
gave their check to Commander Juan Almeida, who deposited it at the maga-
zine with a huge grin across his face.68  Every type of association, from rural 
schools all over the country to Masonic lodges and the famous Havana Busi-
ness Association, sent their contributions.69 Several participants, moreover, 
noted that their donation was made pos si ble by reductions in rent costs, the 
result of another government mea sure.70 The absenteeism of the citizenry, the 
main culprit in Mañach’s “Drama of Cuba,” seemingly had begun to dis appear.

Of course, big businesses and organ izations donated, too. To this end, the 
roster recorded $250,000 from the Rice Harvester’s Association, $70,528.22 
from the workers of the Cuban Electric Com pany, a measly $25,000 from the 
staff of the Trust Com pany of Cuba, and, last but not least, $250,000 from 
Shell, the first big foreign firm that signed onto the Colecta.71 In fact, big busi-
nesses donated so much that, once their contribution was removed, the Col-
ecta’s total dropped from a  grand $13 million to a  little over $1 million, almost 
reaching $2 million.72 So, what happened?

What happened was the Agrarian Reform itself. Foolishly, yesterday’s men 
held onto an unwavering belief that the world they had so long dominated was 
still the same. This was a grave error.73

Though every one knew that the Agrarian Reform was coming, that did 
not prevent many from wishing that it would occur at their con ve nience. We 
should recall that already starting in February the hacendados had offered 
to design the Agrarian Reform themselves, yet they  were paid no mind.74 In 
March they announced to Bohemia, as a result of a General Assembly of their 
members (Junta General de Asociados), a contribution to the Colecta not from 
andhec but from the sugar industry as a  whole, which the magazine cal-
culated at $8 million.75 That same month the hacendados communicated to 
Bohemia their contribution as a class, still insistent on participating in the 
Reform’s design. They announced “a $2,500,000 fund destined for study and 
execution of the early phases of Agrarian Reform and the industrialization of 
the country.”76 Quevedo incorporated the donation into the fifth roster.77 (The 
supposed studies have dis appeared without a trace.)

Meanwhile, the all- important  cattle ranchers— who, as noted, had the 
most to lose in terms of land— also proposed making their own large donation 
in kind to the Colecta, quite apart from the efforts of other sectors. And they 
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reportedly had assurances that the  actual mea sures of the Agrarian Reform 
would be moderate. A firsthand witness and longtime fighter in the strug gle 
against the Batista tyranny, as well as a member of the most elite Cuban– North 
American bourgeoisie, commented years  later, “Every one knew that the  cattle 
ranchers sat down time and again with [the revolutionary leader] Sorí Marín 
asking him to moderate the law. . . .  It was being said that the day before [the 
signing of the Agrarian Reform Law in La Plata] Sorí had assured every one 
that the law would not be radical. . . .  Sorí was the one taken by surprise.”78

But in the end the reaction of  today’s men astonished the power ful of 
yesterday. In a televised appearance, Fidel Castro refused to accept the contri-
butions of the  cattle ranchers, considering them bribery and extortion.79 With 
this same attitude, he rejected  every one of the big businesses’ contributions 
as well.80 In a forgotten chart that has not been seen in fifty years, Quevedo 
explained the consequences of this decision. The numbers reveal a real ity that 
the subject of the Revolution did not then appreciate but is now evident. And 
as no one has taken a look at them in half a  century,  here they are:

Former Balance  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $13,572,178.91

minus:

National Association of  Cattle Ranchers’ Contribution  
of 10,000 pregnant heifers with an approximate value of  . . . . $1,250,000.00

Sugar Industry Contribution. Approximate value of  
100,000 tons of sugar . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $8,000.000.00

Cuban Hacendados Association’s new contribution . . . . . . . . . $2,500,000.00

Total to deduct  after Dr. Fidel Castro 
renounced  those contributions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .$11,750,000.00

Collection’s Total  after Deduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $1,822,178.00

Ground Transport Retirees and Workers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .$20,000.00

Members of the Union for Encomenderos and Mataderos . . . . . . . $10,000.00

Contribution of the town of Yagüajay, Las Villas,  
given to citizen president Dr. Urrutia . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $20,060.02

Rest of Roster:  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $73,424.86

General Total  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $1,945,663.7981

Fidel Castro believed that he had refused $5 million. No. Looking at the 
hard figures, we can see he rebuffed a much more significant sum. But he also 
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rejected much more. By taking this action, without realizing it Fidel refused 
to conserve the myth of popu lar hegemony that the Colecta had originally 
produced. His gesture showed the con temporary of the Revolution that,  after 
every thing, the famous $13 million  hadn’t come from their own efforts—no 
 matter how hard they had worked. It was the same characters as always, the 
rich and the power ful, who had made the Colecta grow.

 Here, though, the foundational paradox of Year 1 reveals itself again. The ab-
sentee citizen of the Republic had become a participatory subject in the Colecta. 
But the myth of popu lar decision- making power held strong.  People would 
firmly believe, from this moment on, that their participation was decisive. 
And in more than one sense, it was. The Colecta was the first time in the 
young Revolution’s history that the individual citizen appeared with a first and 
last name. So no  matter the  actual balance between individual donations and 
 those of traditional interests, Cubans would still be  eager to take part in any of 
the period’s many other demands.

The Colecta’s fizzling out did not mean that attention to the Agrarian 
Reform ended. In fact, Operación Reforma Agraria was just getting  under 
way.82 Strategy, however, turned from collecting money to gathering signa-
tures. During debates around the law, an army of  women took to the streets 
of the capital asking for “signatures for the Agrarian Reform.” Likewise, the 
Agricultural and Livestock Exposition at Quinta de los Molinos and the Ag-
ricultural Festival of la Rampa  were said to “enjoy public approval.”83  These 
events served as a precursor to an avalanche of attention to agrarian issues 
that would take place in July. In the same tele vi sion appearance in which he 
rejected big business’s contributions, Castro invited half a million peasants to 
Havana, a mass gathering that would take place a month  later.

The “we demand” of January 1959 transformed from March through June 
into “we give.” The revolutionary dynamic, however, soon de- emphasized 
the value of the individual citizen’s offerings, relegating him or her again to 
anonymity.

But what could not be taken away was the conviction that effort could 
decidedly influence the country’s course. La Colecta de la Libertad did not 
appear in the exhaustive “Pa norama de la Libertad” at the end of 1959, in 
which Bohemia included the year’s most noteworthy events. Nor did the maga-
zine say anything in that issue about the participatory citizen and his or her 
short- lived individuality. Starting in 1960 the masses would already be that: 
an anonymous multitude. Yet they would remain convinced, as in the Colecta, 
that their individual participation was decisive, even as they sacrificed civic 
individuality in accordance with the vicissitudes of po liti cal life. The fleeting 
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civil society that was redesigned during the Revolution’s Year 1 would cede its 
place to politics, and, eventually, the citizen became a militiaman. But that, as 
Kipling liked to say, is another story.
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6. Geotransformación
GEOGRAPHY AND REVOLUTION IN CUBA  

FROM THE 1950S TO THE 1960S

reinaldo funes monzote

On June 29, 1967, in a meeting with the Directorate of the Cuban Acad emy 
of Sciences, Antonio Núñez Jiménez, its founding president, addressed how 
the Acad emy could contribute to the transformation of Cuba’s natu ral envi-
ronment.1 He made reference to a conversation with Fidel Castro a month 
earlier, in which the two had discussed creating a freshwater reservoir in the 
Ensenada de la Broa (La Broa Inlet), as suggested by the director of the Insti-
tute of Oceanology.2 The revolutionary leader showed an interest in the idea, 
remarking that it cohered well with other proj ects in development, such as 
the draining of the Gulf of Batabanó and the building of a road to the Isle of 
Pines.3 As a result, a meeting with specialists from vari ous institutions was 
called for the next day at the University of Havana.  There, it was agreed that 
no proj ect that seemed unrealistic would be disclosed to the public for the 
time being, even if it might be “feasible [once Cuba arrived at] a higher phase 
of social development.”4

Núñez Jiménez’s interest in the topic nonetheless remained keen. He 
went on to recall that when discussing the potential of the new man and of 
a  socialist and communist revolution to transform the natu ral environment, 
the prime minister (Castro) had jokingly remarked, “ After all, the Soviets, the 
Americans,  aren’t they trying to reach the moon? Well, this proj ect is our 
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voyage to the moon.” On the basis of this notion, Núñez Jiménez argued that 
“Cuba’s voyage to the moon would be the large- scale transformation of the 
country’s natu ral environment.”5 He was quick to clarify, though, that at least 
ten years of research would be required before any proj ect could be seriously 
undertaken, except in the case of small- scale experimental endeavors. In his 
view, the conversion of the Ensenada de la Broa into a freshwater reservoir 
was the true priority, as the rapid growth of and numerous advancements in 
Cuban agriculture could soon lead to a dearth of arable land, creating the 
need for “revolutionary methods” to increase productivity within a shorter 
span of time.

All reservations aside, in 1968 Núñez Jiménez published his seminal work, 
Geotransformación de Cuba, as a series through the Acad emy of Sciences. The 
work was also publicized that very same year in Granma.6 It is difficult to say 
 whether this represented a shift in communication strategies or an attempt to 
highlight the potential and promise of science and technology to improve liv-
ing conditions in Cuba, by then already immersed in the so- called revolution-
ary offensive, a campaign to radicalize the Revolution’s social model, including 
via the nationalization of remaining private businesses.7 Of course, it could 
also be attributed to the author’s sole initiative, as he had previously proposed 
preparing a book highlighting current ideas on the relationship between na-
ture and development.8

This chapter explores the concept of “geotransformation” used by Núñez 
Jiménez to characterize plans,  great and small, to transform Cuba’s natu ral 
landscape  after 1959.  There are numerous and varied  factors to consider, and 
it is impossible to cover them all in their full complexity. Ultimately, geo-
transformation drew upon loaded ideas such as “pro gress,” “civilization,” and 
“development,” which imply an anthropocentric stance on the relationship 
between  humans and the rest of the natu ral world. The pages that follow focus 
on the context of the 1950s and 1960s in order to illustrate links between 
the evolution of geo graph i cal thinking and the revolutionary movement that 
 rose to power in January 1959.9 This perspective, one that traces connections 
across the republican and revolutionary periods— and specifically in the realm 
of scientific or economic endeavors— tends to be absent from explanations of 
the origins and dynamics that led to the proclamation of a socialist revolution.

The few studies that make reference to environmental and geo graph i cal 
themes in revolutionary Cuba have placed greater emphasis on the notion of 
“the conquest of nature” within communist ideology and the resulting envi-
ronmental effects of its implementation.10 However, it would be inaccurate to 
assert that only  those states that  adopted so- called real socialism pursued this 
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objective.11 Within Cuba itself, a review of the prerevolutionary press offers 
ample evidence of the excitement aroused by numerous chimerical proj ects 
around the globe. An article by a French scientist reprinted in the magazine 
Carteles in 1959, for example, highlighted such proj ects as the creation of an 
inland sea in the heart of Africa from the  waters of the Mediterranean and a 
train that would travel from London to New York, crossing the Bering Strait.12

In order to analyze Cuba’s plans for transforming the natu ral environment 
in the first de cade of the socialist revolution, this essay takes geo graph i cal 
ideas from the era preceding 1959 as its point of departure. In par tic u lar, I  will 
trace Núñez Jiménez’s trajectory, from his professional training as a geographer 
to his work and involvement in the upper echelons of the Cuban Revolution 
and, above all, his central role in the consolidation of a new scientific and po-
liti cal culture.

Before this, however, it is necessary to briefly review the  career of Salva-
dor Massip, considered the  father of modern geography in Cuba, and that 
of his wife, Sarah Ysalgué, who had a decisive influence on the professional 
formation of Núñez Jiménez. Several of their works published before 1959 
attempted to affirm and secure geography’s relevance as a profession, while 
also rejecting environmental or geo graph i cal determinism as frameworks for 
contemplating and, ultimately, solving the nation’s prob lems. The predomi-
nance of this same theoretical inclination during the subsequent post-1959 
phase does not mean that other geo graph i cal ideas  were wholly absent at the 
outset of the Revolution, but  these cannot be addressed  here for lack of space.

Together, the work of Massip and Núñez Jiménez illustrates the ways rev-
olutionary ideas left their mark on “geography” as both space/territory and 
academic discipline over time. The convergence of  these representatives of 
two distinct generations is evident in their shared rejection of geo graph i cal 
determinism and the presumed incompatibility of tropical zones with “civi-
lization.” Both likewise believed in the central role of geo graph i cal science 
in economic planning, as well as the possibility of achieving development by 
changing  humans’ relationship with the natu ral environment.13 In parallel, 
this essay also takes up issues that can contribute to understanding the par tic-
u lar influence of geographic thinking  after 1959, such as the renewed official 
emphasis on the sugar and agricultural industries  after 1963 ( after prior ef-
forts at industrialization fizzled) and the impact of the Cold War on the com-
petition between cap i tal ist and communist countries in the realms of science 
and technology.
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Salvador Massip and Modern Geography in Cuba

The de cade of the 1950s would see a number of significant changes to major 
geo graph i cal theories and concepts.  These built on the evolution of industrial 
society, the rise of social revolutions and economic crises, and accelerated 
advancements in science and technology facilitated by the age of oil.  After 
the end of World War II, new ideas about economic development, coupled 
with the strug gle for decolonization in Asia and Africa, began to crack the 
monolithic hegemony of “Western civilization” and social Darwinism.  These 
changes directly influenced the transition from a deterministic vision of geog-
raphy to new tendencies that sought to define the  human as an active agent in 
relation to the natu ral world. An example that can be cited in this re spect is 
“Man’s Role in Changing the Face of the Earth,” a colloquium held at Prince-
ton University in 1955.14

Most of the geo graph i cal lit er a ture on Cuba written through the 1940s, 
produced by nationals and foreigners alike, was suffused with deterministic 
presumptions. This can be observed in articles by geographers from the United 
States, such as Ray H. Whitbeck and Derwent S. Whittlesey.15 Likewise, Cuban 
geographers  were influenced by the environmental and geo graph i cal deter-
minism of authors such as Ellen Churchill Semple and Ellsworth Huntington, 
who argued that the optimal climate for civilization was the temperate zone, 
seen as more stimulating of  human achievement.16

The professional trajectory of Salvador Massip Valdés (1891–1978) epito-
mizes the evolution of geo graph i cal concepts then permeating debates about 
Cuban society. Over the course of his long  career as a geographer, spanning 
the period from the 1920s to the 1970s, new ideas about the role of geography 
in national socioeconomic and sociopo liti cal pro cesses gained influence in 
Cuban academic discussions and public life.  After completing his studies at 
the University of Havana in 1909 and working as a professor of geography and 
history at the Instituto de Segunda Enseñanza in Matanzas, Massip left for the 
United States to study geography and graduated with a master’s degree from 
the Department of Natu ral Sciences at Columbia University in 1922. Starting 
in 1924,  after returning to Cuba, he worked as a professor of geography at the 
University of Havana for over four de cades. By then he could already be con-
sidered the  father of  human geography on the island.17

Massip and his wife, Sarah Ysalgué (1894–1989), whom he married in 1924, 
played a decisive role in the institutionalization of geography in higher education 
through the establishment of professorships dedicated to the discipline, first 
at the University of Havana’s School of Education (Facultad Pedagógica) in 



1927, and then at its School of Philosophy and Letters (Filosofía y Letras) in 
1933. A native of Guantánamo, Ysalgué graduated with a degree in teaching 
and pedagogy from the University of Havana in 1919, while teaching geogra-
phy and history at the Escuela Normal of Matanzas. Between 1920 and 1921 
she completed studies in geomorphology at Columbia University Teacher’s 
College, where she also received a master’s degree in 1942. As university pro-
fessors of geography, both she and Massip introduced field research and field 
excursions into all of their courses. Their professional influence was decisive 
in young students like Núñez Jiménez, who was mentored by Ysalgué as he 
completed his gradu ate thesis about Cuba’s “Bellamar” caves.

One could say, with some caveats, that Massip, who identified as a follower 
of Semple’s social geography, was greatly influenced by deterministic ideas 
and discourses through the 1940s. Factores geográficos de la historia de Cuba 
(1931) and Factores geográficos de la cubanidad (1941), which grappled with the 
role of insularity, uniformity, and “tropicality” (tropicalidad) in the formation 
of Cuban culture, are two works that exemplify this trend.18 Still, despite the 
weight he afforded to “geo graph i cal  factors,” Massip’s early adoption of anti- 
imperialist stances on the role of Eu ro pean powers and the United States in 
Latin Amer i ca was a central characteristic of his work. This can be observed 
in his translation of and commentary on an article written by John E. Pomfret, 
“ Human Geography and Culture,” published in Havana in 1938.

Pomfret rejected deterministic geographers, to whose “limited vision” 
he attributed the “gross exaggerations” that exposed them to the “greatest 
ridicule.” In contrast with the deterministic view, he saw man as capable of 
overcoming the limitations of his environment. He felt that this had already 
occurred in the nations of Western Eu rope and the United States that had 
managed to subdue and control the natu ral environment “to such a point that 
they have molded it, almost willfully, to their own benefit.” Regarding the 
United States in par tic u lar, he wrote, “The conquest of the environment is 
representative of Euro- American Culture. All around the globe it appears in 
search of raw materials for its industry. All environments are forced to pay it 
tribute.”19

Although he broadly agreed with the author, Massip included an endnote 
distancing himself from what he called the “physical transformation of the 
face of the Earth.” In his view, this had another name: “quite clear and signifi-
cant, that of imperialism.” The so- called New World had entered a new era of 
this phenomenon, and the United States, “with its massive riches and enor-
mous industrial development, [had] made its influence felt within the weaker 
nations of the rest of Amer i ca.” U.S. methods, according to Massip, consisted 
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in attracting a president (Porfirio Díaz in Mexico, Juan Vicente Gómez in Ven-
ezuela, Augusto Leguía in Peru, and Gerardo Machado in Cuba) and secur-
ing his position in power in exchange for relegating the country to the status 
of financial and economic colony. When  these tactics proved in effec tive, the 
United States provoked revolutions, or other wise made governments fall. In 
this regard, “what the government in Washington, Wall Street capitalism, and 
its many allies call ‘communism’ is  little more than the awakening of the sur-
vival instincts of Hispanic- American groups, whose existence is compromised 
by the threat of being completely absorbed or reduced to servility by Anglo- 
Saxon groups.”20

While Massip maintained  these po liti cal leanings, in the 1950s his work 
turned  toward a more pragmatic vision of geography, one geared  toward solv-
ing practical prob lems. In vari ous writings he defended the need for planning 
in Cuba, which could have been influenced by his knowledge of Puerto Rico’s 
pro gress on this front, which he experienced firsthand when he was a visit-
ing professor at the University of Río Piedras between 1946 and 1947. A good 
example of this can be found in the inaugural address he gave for the 1951–52 
academic year at the University of Havana, titled “Geography and Its Impor-
tance for Resolving the Prob lems of the Cuban Nation.”

Among other aspects, Massip highlighted the influence of geo graph i cal 
 factors on the Cuban economy, the risks associated with the depletion of the 
country’s riches and resources at the hands of an extractive economy that was 
favorable to very few, and the need to study the relationship between envi-
ronmental and social  factors. The artificial distortion caused by the hoarding 
of lands, on one hand, and Cuba’s scarce population, on the other, imposed 
“a typically colonial regime [on the nation], where the rewards of capitalism 
 were enjoyed by a handful of millionaires who traveled outside the country 
that produced it, while the masses suffered unspeakable misery.” Accord-
ing to Massip, “Few countries in the world [had] such a large quantity of re-
sources . . .  in such a relatively small space; but also in few areas of the world 
was  there such a brutal contrast between the extreme wealth of a few and the 
extreme poverty of the majority.”21

Massip emphasized the urgent need for a politics of planning, in accor-
dance with the recommendations of the Truslow Mission of the International 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development in 1950.22 He also made reference 
to the five- year plans of the Soviet Union, planning efforts in countries with a 
demo cratic state— such as the United States and  England— and even the Mar-
shall Plan to rebuild Eu rope. But he insisted above all on the case of Puerto 
Rico, pushing for the establishment of a junta de planes (planning board), as 



was the case in that neighboring island. Although such a body would involve 
numerous specialists, it would be a geographer’s job to coordinate their ef-
forts, for which a map already created by Cuban and U.S. cartographers might 
serve as a useful tool. The central characteristics of the plan, which reflected 
nationalistic goals, would be (1) the moral and physical rehabilitation of the 
populace, an intensification of health and hygiene, and a new educational 
direction; (2) agrarian reform, consisting in dividing idle latifundios (large 
estates) into parcels, granting lands to the campesinos (Cuban farmers), and 
providing them with the necessary means of production; (3) the diversifica-
tion of agricultural production and the achievement of self- sufficiency; and 
(4) the gradual industrialization of the country.

Thus, at the First National Conference on Planning in Havana (1956), Mas-
sip and Ysalgué presented a conference paper titled “Geography and Plan-
ning,” which reiterated  these same ideas.23 They began by making reference 
to the classic experience of the Tennessee Valley Authority, where geogra-
phers, including the proj ect’s director, Donald Hudson, as well as engineers, 
architects, economists, medical doctors, and other professionals, had played 
a central role. They also cited vari ous irrigation works that had been carried 
out since 1933 by Zionist settlers in Palestine— draining swamps and building 
canals  until they made the desert bloom. A final reference point was the case 
of Belgium, where planning, they argued, had reached the utmost perfection 
with the distinguished and significant involvement of expert geographers.

In Massip and Ysalgué’s view, the existing work of Cuban engineers and 
architects (who had been working on  these issues for some time), suggestions 
made by foreigners, and papers presented previously by Rafael Picó in 1953 
at the Cuban Society of Engineers all pointed to the need for a  great national 
planning initiative. This proj ect, they insisted, would have to prioritize regional 
needs and would require numerous technical experts, such as geographers, 
geologists, engineers, architects, economists, sociologists, medical doctors, and 
hygienists. Some could be hired from within the country itself, as had been 
the case in Puerto Rico’s planning pro cess. But if necessary, Massip and Ysal-
gué  were not opposed to hiring qualified candidates from abroad, as the USSR 
had done during its first five- year plan.

 These ideas about planning in Cuba— adapted, as we have seen, from such di-
verse reference points as Western Eu rope, the United States, the USSR, and even 
a colonial site such as Puerto Rico— also built on significant, ongoing changes 
within geography as an academic discipline and geo graph i cal ideas at large. We 
might cite, for example, reformulations within the field of tropical geography 
and its gradual replacement by the so- called geography of development.24 Also 
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relevant was the emergence of subfields such as active geography and construc-
tive geography, dedicated to not only caring for but multiplying natu ral resources 
available for  human betterment.25 Massip and Ysalgué’s trajectories are emblem-
atic of  these transitions and transformations, as well as of a growing social com-
mitment and po liti cal consciousness within the discipline. Their work signaled 
a departure from the field’s previous status as mere intellectual curiosity or, at 
best, a curricular requirement. Moreover, both Massip and Ysalgué  were not only 
critical of the dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista that began in Cuba on March 10, 
1952; they openly opposed it and subsequently took part in the revolutionary 
social pro cesses that began in 1959.

Núñez Jiménez and Ideas for Transforming Cuba’s Natu ral Environment

The influence of Massip and Ysalgué, as mentioned earlier, was decisive 
for Núñez Jiménez’s training as a geographer. Born in Alquízar, Cuba, in 1923, 
Núñez Jiménez became the founder of the Cuban Speleological Society in 
1940 at the age of seventeen. From that point, he would prove a diligent ex-
plorer of the country’s many regions, thus becoming deeply acquainted with 
the social, economic, and environmental realities of the Cuban countryside.26 
Between 1946 and 1951 he studied at the School of Philosophy and Letters at 
the University of Havana, specializing in geography. Aside from his profes-
sional training, he also took part in vari ous revolutionary strug gles during this 
period, joining the Socialist Youth chapter at the university and becoming a 
member of the Popu lar Socialist (or Communist) Party.27 As such, in 1951 
he headed the Cuban del e ga tion to the Third World Youth and Students for 
Peace Festival, held in East Berlin, and in 1952 he presided over the organ izing 
committee for the “Month of Soviet- Cuban Friendship.”  Because of  these po-
liti cal affiliations, starting in 1946 Núñez Jiménez was frequently accused of 
“communist activities” and was arrested on vari ous occasions.

Both as a university student and  later as a professor of geography and his-
tory at the Instituto de Segunda Enseñanza of Vedado, Núñez Jiménez con-
tinued his explorations of Cuba, or ga nized by the Speleological Society. As a 
result of more than fifteen years of expeditions across the Cuban archipelago, 
including reconnaissance flights, in 1954 he published Geografía de Cuba (Ge-
ography of Cuba).28  Because of the book’s critical perspective on socioeco-
nomic prob lems, above all in rural zones, as well as its denunciation of the 
effects of U.S. imperialism, Batista himself ordered that it be withdrawn from 
circulation, labeling it communist propaganda. Between January 16 and 17, 
1955, copies of the book in bookstores, as well as printed copies at the Lex 



publishing  house and the original printing plates,  were confiscated. Its au-
thor, moreover, was interrogated by the Military Intelligence Ser vices, and 
on March 30 the Ministry of Education prohibited the use of the book as a 
source, reference work, or reading material in public primary,  middle, and 
secondary schools, or private educational institutions subject to the Ministry’s 
oversight.

Regardless, the geo graph i cal thinking that imbued this work proved influ-
ential. Of note is Núñez Jiménez’s rejection of the environmental determin-
ism of authors as diverse as Angel Ganivet (Spain), Baron de Montesquieu 
(France), Ellsworth Huntington (United States), and Francisco Bulnes (Mex-
ico). To this end, he lamented the work of  those intellectuals who contended 
that Latin Americans  were inferior,  whether  because of racial mixture, the 
physical environment of the region, or many other  factors. In Núñez Jiménez’s 
opinion,  these types of theories only tended to justify “international abuse or 
paralyze the creative work of our  peoples.” On the contrary, he believed, it was 
social and economic regimes that bore responsibility for  those evils “some try 
to blame on climate, topography, or the transparency of the sky.” The physical 
environment could have influenced primitive humanity, but that relationship 
had already been inverted: “ Today man influences his geographic surround-
ings. He is capable of dominating a flood, merging two wide rivers like the 
Volga and the Don, making Antarctica habitable, turning the most arid deserts 
into gardens, transforming dry climates into humid ones, lowering the tem-
perature in warm places, and producing heat in cold environments. Not only 
does modern man change natu ral conditions. He is also capable of modifying 
the characteristics of man himself, and he is capable of correcting  factors of 
inheritance.”29

Núñez Jimenez’s Geography of Cuba was also unique in its concrete propos-
als, such as the need for an agrarian reform “that to be true needs to involve 
the expropriation of all latifundia and the  free distribution of land among 
farmers.” By the same token, the author also suggested vari ous ideas for trans-
forming Cuban nature.  These included protecting forests that covered the 
course of rivers and easily erodible soils; constructing dams, hydroelectric 
plants, irrigation channels, and aqueducts; and preparing the Cuban  people 
for proj ects of reforestation.30

Núñez Jiménez had already disseminated  these ideas in major press outlets 
such as the magazines Carteles and Bohemia, where he described his travels 
through the country and discussed changes that Cuba’s geography required. In 
1951, for instance, he argued that, when ready, the country needed to confront 
the prob lem of deforestation, improve its soils, and undertake proj ects to take 
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better advantage of surface and subterranean  waters— all with the collabo-
ration of scientists and technicians from disciplines such as geography, geo-
logy, botany, and zoology. Small, individual geo graph i cal transformations, 
he contended, “would enrich small geographic areas, together amounting to a 
 grand and positive transformation of Cuba.”31

Likewise, on the occasion of an expedition down the Toa River in 1948, 
Núñez Jiménez outlined his belief that the river could truly transform the 
island. On one hand, the river offered a  great potential resource for providing 
electricity to Oriente province, an opinion supported by the U.S. hydroelec-
tric engineer Erkin Birch. But more impor tant, he argued that the untapped 
mineral wealth of the area, when supplied by said hydroelectric plants lo-
cated along the Toa, could convert Oriente province into a power ful indus-
trial zone.  There was also, in his view,  great potential for growing coffee and 
bananas. Nevertheless, much of the territory along the river remained totally 
idle. Núñez Jiménez thus concluded, “We have within our reach, as a gift from 
 mother nature, the means to make our country the garden of the Amer i cas. 
But, sadly, if we do not react against our own apathy we  will turn Cuba into a 
wasteland of famished settlers who  will have to wait for every thing to come to 
them from across the seas.”32

Two frequent themes in his articles  were  water and the ongoing devas-
tation of Cuba’s forests. On the first topic, Núñez Jiménez warned that the 
island was in danger of  running out of the liquid vital to the pro gress of the 
country.33 On the second, he highlighted the impact of deforestation on ero-
sion and rivers, while also arguing that it was necessary to prohibit the de-
struction of coastal mangroves. With re spect to man’s capacity to become the 
master of nature, he mentioned examples from the United States, such as the 
transformation of the Tennessee Valley; China, with its  great dikes and forests 
planted to dominate the wide River Huai; the Soviet Union, where the Don 
and the Volga had been merged into one river and enormous bordering for-
estlands had also been created; and Mexico, where vari ous efforts  were also 
 under way to win the  battle over the land. But in Cuba, “if such a  battle was 
also undertaken [in the past], it was only to mistreat and impoverish the land, 
not to protect it. Thus, all energy should be channeled to curing  these ills.”34

 After the scandal surrounding Geografía de Cuba, Núñez Jiménez moved 
to Marta Abreu University in Santa Clara, where he obtained the position of 
professor of geography and geomorphology in November 1955. From  there 
he presided over the Junta of Patriotic Unity (Junta Patriótica de Unidad) be-
tween 1957 and 1958, which brought together militants from the 26th of July 
Movement and the Revolutionary Directorate— leading anti- Batista insur-



gent organ izations— and  those of the Popu lar Socialist Party. Fi nally,  after the 
failed general strike of April 1958, a crucial turning point in the evolution of 
the anti- Batista strug gle, Núñez Jiménez joined the rebel troops commanded 
by Ernesto “Che” Guevara following the latter’s arrival in the province of Las 
Villas. At that point he was designated chief of Topographical Ser vices and of 
Military Contacts (Enlaces Militares, i.e., with other insurgent factions) for 
the rebel army, earning the rank of captain. With his cartographic knowledge, 
he contributed to the pivotal takeover of Santa Clara by the rebels.

The triumph of the Revolution in 1959 opened unpre ce dented possibili-
ties for putting into practice Núñez Jiménez’s ideas for transforming Cuban 
nature. The relationship between revolutions and the environment in Cuban 
history is a complicated theme, whose full analy sis exceeds the scope of this 
essay. By way of pre ce dent, though, it is enough to note  here that Cuba’s Revo-
lution of 1933 also generated interest in regenerating nature, as can be seen 
in the creation of the Conde de Pozos Dulces National Forestry School that 
same year. Likewise, the goal of adequately using Cuba’s natu ral resources was 
pres ent from the beginning of 1959, and Núñez Jiménez played a decisive role 
in this re spect. No longer was he just one of a small group of professional 
geographers. From his high position in the new government, he was able to 
begin implementing ideas that,  until that point, had circulated only on a theo-
retical plane.

Notably, on October 20 of that same year, a new edition of his Geografía 
de Cuba was published. It was presented in the halls of Lex publishing  house 
by the guerrilla commanders Raúl Castro and Camilo Cienfuegos, together 
with the intellectual Jorge Mañach— who had denounced the confiscation of 
the work in 1955— and the former Guatemalan president Juan José Arévalo, 
the author of influential anti- imperialist works such as The Fable of the Shark 
and the Sardines: Latin Amer i ca Strangled (1956).35 By that point Núñez Jimé-
nez was already a close collaborator of Fidel Castro, with whom he had been 
involved in student  battles at the University of Havana. He would  later recall, 
“The 30th of January, Fidel returned to visit us at La Cabaña [fortress]. From 
that day forward, I started to work more assiduously with the Commander in 
Chief.  After a long conversation with Che, I headed to Havana one night with 
Fidel. Along the way, we talked about the necessary transformation of Cuba’s 
natu ral environment. Fidel showed himself to be passionate about the theme. 
‘But first it is necessary to transform man,’ he told me.”36

Subsequently, Núñez Jiménez’s knowledge of geography influenced his 
being named the first executive director of the National Institute of Agrarian 
Reform, a position he held  until 1962. In fact he was one of the authors of 
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the first law of agrarian reform promulgated on May 17, 1959. In parallel, he 
became a guide of sorts to Castro, with whom he explored Cuba’s landscape. 
Castro recognized as much in a speech on January 15, 1960, at the Acad emy 
of Medical, Physical, and Natu ral Sciences of Havana, on the occasion of the 
twentieth anniversary of Cuba’s Speleological Society. With regard to this 
organ ization’s work, Castro stated that it had been useful not only for scien-
tific purposes but for the national economy as well. Many early initiatives had 
been inspired by spelunkers’ knowledge of caves and other geo graph i cal fea-
tures of the island.  These included tourist developments in Cayo Largo and, 
especially, efforts to transform the largest “swamp” of the country: “Thanks to 
the insistence of comrade Núñez Jiménez, we went to the Zapata Swamplands 
[Ciénaga de Zapata], and thanks to his interest in that region of Cuba, thanks 
to his knowledge of that region, an interest arose in all of us for the Zapata 
Swamplands, and  today, in just a few months’ time, the Zapata Swamplands is 
becoming not only one of the most beautiful tourist centers of Cuba, but also 
one of the richest regions of the country.”37

Fidel described Núñez Jiménez as the best companion with whom to travel 
throughout the island. He was a tireless explorer, “a true encyclopedia of 
knowledge about Cuba.” Through him, Fidel claimed, he had been educated 
“in a pleasant and enjoyable way with knowledge of the nation and recoup[ed] 
time wasted while a student, instead of dedicated to the study of geography.” 
At another moment he argued that the nation’s destiny depended on Cubans’ 
identification with its land and soil. The goal, he said, was to forge “a  people 
who yearn to work and enjoy the setting and the wealth of the land where they 
live.” For this reason it was necessary to awaken in youth an interest in scien-
tific activity, to that point limited to a small circle of researchers. The  future of 
the country belonged, Fidel claimed, to the “men of science.”38

A New Science for the Transformation of Nature

As an expression of this growing interest in promoting scientific research, the 
revolutionary government proposed, via Law 1011 of February 20, 1962, to es-
tablish the National Commission of the Cuban Acad emy of Sciences, charged 
with replacing the hundred- year- old Havana Acad emy of Sciences founded in 
1861. Its first president and founder would be Núñez Jiménez, with a coun-
sel of recognized researchers from the natu ral and social sciences.39 The new 
organ ization’s purpose was, above all, to accompany proj ects for economic 
and social development initiated by the government and study Cuba’s natu ral 
resources through vari ous institutes established to this end. According to one 



of the protagonists of  these efforts, on April 24, 1964, during a meeting of the 
Directorate of the Acad emy with Che Guevara in attendance, the Acad emy’s 
potential role in new agricultural plans was discussed, thus marking the first 
application of its scientific activities to the concrete needs of the country.40

The concept of “geotransformation,” announced by Núñez Jiménez soon 
thereafter, fit within this growing emphasis on the role of science in the 
intensification of agriculture. By that point the revolutionary leadership saw 
the need for a “technical revolution” to complement Cuba’s social revolution, 
echoing the terms of the Cold War competition between the  great powers 
to prevail in science and technology. Examples of some of the proj ects un-
dertaken therein include hydraulic megadams; the use of atomic energy; the 
growing use of chemical fertilizers, herbicides, and agricultural mechaniza-
tion; and efforts to control the climate— all of which generated interest in 
Cuba. According to the historian John McNeill, the imperative for economic 
growth, together with the preoccupation with national security,  shaped the 
basic socio- ecological trajectory of the twentieth  century, in de pen dently of the 
ideas, programs, or po liti cal structures that governed par tic u lar scientific en-
deavors.41 So too on the island, though at no time more so than during the 
Cuban Revolution.

Not surprisingly, the new Cuban Acad emy of Sciences ultimately estab-
lished its most solid links with its peer organ izations in countries from the 
socialist bloc. Still, collaboration with scientists from other countries and in-
ternational organ izations, such as the Food and Agriculture Organ ization of 
the United Nations and unesco, was not absent. Indeed, the push to develop 
science and technology in Cuba was directed above all to the  battle to domi-
nate nature, an objective very much in line with broad development schemes 
embraced by the West in the wake of World War II. Moreover, the idea of 
“dominating nature” could also trace its origins to schemes for the “conquest 
of the tropics” by the “white man” that  were influential in the transition from 
the nineteenth to the twentieth  century. This latter vision appears in numer-
ous texts of the era and, of course, was not restricted to the conquest of the 
Latin American tropics alone.42

Nonetheless, more and more, Western development frameworks would 
share the spotlight— around the world and in Cuban eyes— with the idea of 
the “conquest of nature,” which acquired  great prestige in the Soviet Union, 
perhaps  because that country did not possess tropical territories as such.43 In 
par tic u lar, in 1948 the Soviet government initiated an ambitious program called 
the Stalinist Plan for the Transformation of Nature. Some even identify it as 
Stalin’s version of the Marshall Plan.44 Key ele ments included reforestation to 
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protect the soil, the growth of more food crops, and the construction of res-
ervoirs to assure stable harvests in regions of the so- called Steppe of Hunger. 
In line with the gigantic scale of Soviet agrarian policies, it was said that  these 
plans  were without parallel anywhere in the world.45 Similarly, in the com-
munist revolution in China led by Mao Zedong, socio- environmental trans-
formations  were undertaken. Controlling nature was seen as a symbol of the 
awakening of the nation, helping to “move the mountains of apathy that  were 
the  great obstacle to developing countries.”46

In his articles from the 1950s, as we have seen, Núñez Jiménez showed 
he was up to speed with  these kinds of proj ects in diverse parts of the world, 
particularly in the socialist countries. His interest in the latter, coincidentally, 
was facilitated by a goodwill visit in July 1959 to the United States at the same 
time that the Soviet Exposition of Science, Technology, and Culture was on 
view in New York. He took advantage of an extra- official exchange with the 
exhibition’s organizers to inquire about the possibility of bringing it to Cuba. 
Months  later a formal invitation to this end was extended to the vice presi-
dent of the Soviet Council of Ministers, Anastas Mikoyan, during the latter’s 
visit to Mexico in November. On February 4, 1960, the Soviet leader himself 
arrived in Havana to inaugurate the Exhibition of the USSR’s Advancements 
in Science, Technology, and Culture at the National Museum of Fine Arts the 
next day.47

In June of that same year, Núñez Jiménez led Cuba’s first official del e ga-
tion to the USSR. Upon his return, in a tele vi sion appearance on July 15, he 
told viewers that it had been a lifelong dream to visit that country, since he 
belonged to a generation for whom “every thing Soviet was vetoed, [and] get-
ting to know the Soviet Union was impeded.  Those [Cubans] who did get to 
know the country and returned  were jailed by the tyranny [the Batista gov-
ernment].”48 Among the subjects that he discussed  were the USSR’s  great ef-
forts to transform nature, which he had been able to witness during some of 
his travels and in several exhibitions. Despite having some previous knowl-
edge of  these initiatives, he confessed to being surprised by the technology 
involved. One example cited was an ongoing effort to modify on a  grand scale 
the USSR’s desert areas, converting them into “true gardens for agriculture.” 
He also mentioned the unification of enormous rivers and their channeling 
 toward the oceans of the North, the Baltic Sea, and territories neighboring the 
Mediterranean. Núñez Jiménez assured the Cuban public that, as a professor 
of geography, he had been impressed by every thing he had seen.49

He also described in special detail his visit to the Soviet Union’s Acad emy 
of Sciences, as well as that institution’s proj ects to create the material bases 



for a  future communist society. Among  others, he mentioned plans to redi-
rect all rivers in Siberia, which flowed from South to North, so they would 
flow from East to West, with the objective of creating a “Sea of Siberia.” From 
 there the  waters of this man- made sea would be directed via special chan-
nels  toward the deserts of central Asia to create lands useful for agriculture. 
Another Soviet plan  under study involved building a large dam north of the 
Kamchatka peninsula and Alaska and placing enormous atomic energy mo-
tors  there to direct the warm currents of the Pacific Ocean  toward the Arctic. 
The goal was “to defrost the northern part of the entire Asian and Eu ro pean 
continent, thus achieving one of the most extraordinary conquests of man 
over nature.”50

In 1962 Cuba’s National Council of Culture (Consejo Nacional de Cultura) 
published a book that shared Soviet ideas about the conquest of nature with 
the Cuban public. At one point it read, “When man works according to a uni-
tary plan, with one objective, society  will be able to do anything that it pro-
poses. It  will have thousands of arms and a  giant brain at its disposal: world 
science united. All of nature  will be its enormous economy, sensibly or ga-
nized and planned.”51

As this quote attests, at the time officials and citizens placed  great faith in 
the power of science to transform  human society and solve grave prob lems 
faced by a good number of formerly colonized countries or, as in the case 
of Cuba,  those highly dependent on external powers. The attractiveness of 
this conviction for prac ti tion ers in the field of geography was also undeniable, 
and in large part this explains the evolution of professionals like Massip and 
Ysalgué  toward ever more radical positions, in spite of their advanced age. 
Massip,  after taking part in several diplomatic missions for the revolutionary 
government, was named a member of the National Commission of the Cuban 
Acad emy of Sciences and the first director of its Institute of Geography and 
Geology, founded in 1962. Ysalgué held vari ous positions at the same insti-
tution between 1962 and 1967, such as chief of the Department of Physical 
Geography.

In 1965 Massip recalled how university gradu ates in geography before 1959 
 were presented with few  career options other than teaching.52  After that date, 
in contrast, the possibilities had widened considerably due to the applications 
of the field in the discovery and management of natu ral resources for the 
benefit of the masses. As an example, Massip cited the Soviet geographer In-
nokentii Gerasimov’s ideas with re spect to the prob lems presented by Soviet 
geography at the time. Scientific research in the USSR, Gerasimov proudly 
boasted, had become oriented  toward the transformation of the physical 
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environment and the utilization of natu ral resources to grow the socialist 
economy. Massip felt Cuba could achieve the same.53

In Massip’s view, the creation of the School of Geography as the result of 
Cuba’s university reform in 1962, and the subsequent increase in the number 
of students in the discipline, made it pos si ble to envision a moment in which 
Cuban geographers could perform the same ser vices for their country that 
geographers in the USSR and other socialist nations  were already perform-
ing in theirs. Nonetheless, in a 1968 summary of the evolution of geographic 
thinking about Cuba over the previous hundred years, he listed a considerable 
number of challenges still facing the field:

First, the exploration of the national territory, in order to discover new 
natu ral resources and develop [the island’s] productive forces; second, 
better knowledge of the physical environment, to increase the yield of 
the land and combat the havoc caused by droughts, floods, deforesta-
tion, erosion, and hurricanes; third, a better distribution between agricul-
tural areas (by crop type) and industrial areas; fourth, the study of the 
physical environment to design communication networks and achieve 
better use of the means of transportation; fifth, the division of the na-
tional territory into economic regions to establish distinct companies 
for industrial, agricultural, and  cattle production; sixth, the study of the 
insular platform and the  waters that cover it, to make better of use of 
fishing and other sea- born resources.54

To fulfill  these objectives, Cuban geographers would soon have at their dis-
posal a new National Atlas of Cuba (1970), a crucial resource that the Institute 
of Geography of the National Acad emy of Sciences was developing with the 
collaboration of Soviet geographers. With re spect to the atlas, Massip— who 
worked with Núñez Jiménez, Ysalgué, and  others to prepare it— believed it 
would give proof of Cuba’s capacity for collective work and its revolutionary 
advances. With this work  behind them, he insisted, “high- level national plan-
ning [could] now be facilitated, and Cuba now [had] a solid base for develop-
ing further geo graph i cal and other types of research.”55

The Geotransformation of Cuba

It was in this context that Núñez Jiménez’s seminal text on geotransforma-
tion in Cuba was published. But importantly, that concept, and efforts  toward 
its implementation, also coincided with a crucial period of radicalization 
within the Cuban revolutionary pro cess. The year was 1968, a time when 



vari ous controversial proj ects related to the transformation of nature con-
verged. Among  others, one could mention the Invading Brigade of Agricul-
tural Machinery (Brigada Invasora de Maquinaria Agrícola,  later named  after 
Che Guevara); the Havana “Greenbelt” (Cordón de la Habana), a pi lot proj ect 
to grow coffee on the outskirts of the capital; the founding of the National 
Botanical Garden and the National Zoo, together with the building of Lenin 
Park, thus creating an extensive green zone on the capital’s periphery; and, 
fi nally, the birth of the “Schools in the Countryside” (Escuelas en el Campo), 
a system of boarding schools throughout the rural countryside where students 
would combine academic study with agricultural work. Of course one also has 
to mention the preparations for the Ten- Million- Ton Harvest between 1969 
and 1970, an ambitious plan to achieve a historic sugar crop whose returns 
would purportedly help Cuba “leap” to a higher stage of development.

Yet if such events marked a significant turning point in the Revolution’s 
evolution, Núñez Jiménez’s text stuck to a more familiar chronological frame-
work.  After offering a brief historical and philosophical preamble, he divided 
his analy sis of the history of Cuban geotransformation into two periods: a 
negative one,  running from colonization through 1959, and a positive phase 
since that year. From the first era, he highlighted harmful impacts such as 
the salinization of the Laguna de la Leche (Cuba’s largest freshwater lake), as 
well as the groundwater of the coastal plains; the deforestation of upper river 
basins; the destruction of other forests; and erosion. He also recognized posi-
tive changes to the environment, such as irrigation channels in the zone of the 
Mayabeque River and the construction of the Roque Canal to control flooding 
on the plains of Colón.

But only in the new revolutionary era, in his view, did a true path  toward 
positive geotransformation open, thanks to scientific development. For Núñez 
Jiménez—as for Massip before him— science and technology allowed Cubans 
to begin studying the changes that needed to be made to the geography of 
their entire archipelago, with the geographer playing a central role as a new 
kind of engineer, alongside specialists from fields such as geology, geophys-
ics, and geochemistry. Geography, as he put it, was the science of dominating 
nature, and its role, together with other sciences, was to aid Cubans in con-
structing socialism and communism. It would do so by restoring devastated 
forests and creating new ones; detaining erosion and forming new soils; con-
structing dikes to create new, workable lands and building reservoirs to bring 
 water to where it was necessary; diverting the flow of rivers for productive 
ends; and cultivating the depths of the seas. Núñez Jiménez also highlighted 
the need to take advantage of the sun, the internal heat of the planet Earth, 
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the wind, ocean currents, atomic energy, and even the enormous power of 
hurricanes to generate energy for  human development.  Waters contaminated 
by industry would be purified and reutilized. In short, Núñez Jiménez’s ambi-
tions  were all- encompassing and, for his time, could even seem fantastical: 
“We  will control our highly variable climate by taking the heat energy from 
the sun to transform it into a temperate environment; we  will create clouds 
and make them rain, in accordance with agricultural needs.”56

In line with  these objectives, the president of the Acad emy of Sciences sug-
gested that “the greatest undertaking of the  future man of communist society 
[would] be the  great, bloodless  battle to transform nature.” To achieve this, 
together with the development of new technology and science, “[Cubans] 
would have to embark on the most difficult task of constructing the man of 
the twenty- first  century.”57  Here Núñez Jiménez obviously drew on the for-
mulation of Guevara, for whom the construction of a new society depended 
on “the formation of the new man and the development of technology.”58 But 
for Núñez Jiménez, that new man, as a communist, also needed to have an 
“equally developed” consciousness about “how evolved new machines  will be 
that,  under his command,  will transform seas into land, or  will begin to har-
vest the moon.”59

In contrast to  these theoretical imaginings, plans actually put into place 
mostly had to do with the effective management of  water, almost always in 
close relation with efforts to intensify agricultural production or expand lands 
dedicated to it. One of the highest priorities was better controlling rivers by 
building large reservoirs and canals to help manage floods and irrigation. 
Advances in this re spect took place in Oriente and a few other provinces 
following the devastation of Hurricane Flora (1963). In parallel, environmen-
tal and agricultural authorities oversaw the building of agricultural terraces 
and forested areas to control erosion in zones such as the Sierra del Rosario 
(mountains in Pinar del Río province), the Sierra Maestra (the island’s largest 
mountain range in the east), the Isle of Pines, and the hills on the outskirts 
of Havana.

Still, more ambitious, concrete proj ects  were also envisioned. One of the 
most impor tant involved draining the Zapata swamp, in parallel with initia-
tives to promote tourism in the area and protect native species (such as croco-
diles and manatees).60 In essence, authorities hoped to reclaim large swaths 
of swampland and make them suitable for agricultural production, especially 
the harvesting of rice. In truth, similar ideas had circulated among Cuban 
scientists before 1959. But in contrast to  those efforts, Núñez Jiménez argued, 
“only the Revolution in power began to transform all of Zapata region, build-



ing highways through the swamps and dogtooth limestone coasts, building 
towns, schools, dikes, opening canals, and cleaning up the zone.”61 He also 
referenced the work of technicians from the Dutch com pany nedeco who, 
at the beginning of 1959, helped build a pi lot polder in the area— a par-
cel of land reclaimed from the sea— dedicated to growing grass for grazing.62 
 These specialists also undertook studies to the same end at the mouth of the 
Cauto River, the island’s longest,  running through an extensive area in eastern 
Cuba.63

Geographers studied other wetlands to see if they could be similarly re-
claimed. One idea, for example, was to convert into dry land the 190 kilo-
meters between the northern coast of Camaguey province and the set of large 
island keys offshore. This territory, it was thought, could be useful for agri-
culture or mariculture— via the planting of edible algae—or even industrial 
purposes. Added to this was the already referenced study for draining the Gulf 
of Batabanó between the Cuban mainland and the Isle of Pines. If accom-
plished, such a  grand endeavor could increase the size of agricultural lands in 
the country by an amount equivalent to the territory of Oriente province, the 
island’s largest.

Among  those proj ects focused on the better management and use of exist-
ing  waters, the idea of diverting the flow of the Toa River in the northeast of 
Oriente province was among the most developed. Specialists hoped to redi-
rect the river southward to supply the driest portion of the province, then 
carry its  waters to Guantánamo Bay via an artificial canal. Utilizing the slogan 
“Not one drop of  water to the sea,” Núñez Jiménez also recommended con-
structing a canal that circled the entire Cuban coastline to retain groundwa-
ter.64 Likewise, he suggested blocking the currents of subterranean rivers at 
points close to the coastline and diverting the flow for purposes of irrigation. 
At the time, a canal was already being constructed at the mouth of the Cauto 
to capture runoff from the river basin.

More ambitious proposals involved forming large reservoirs of freshwater 
out of the Ensenada de la Broa, off the southern coast of Havana and Matanzas 
provinces, and Nipe Bay, off the northern coast of Oriente. Núñez Jiménez at-
tributed the Nipe Bay idea, in par tic u lar, to the leader of the Revolution, who 
proposed blocking the entrance of salt  water to the narrow bay and transform-
ing it into an internal lagoon into which freshwater rivers would continue to 
flow, thus naturally desalinating the  water. Studies conducted by the National 
Institute of Hydraulic Resources indicated that this proj ect could be com-
pleted in three years. The successfully desalinated  water would then be used 
for irrigation.
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Yet another idea to which Núñez Jiménez and other interested scientists 
paid serious attention was that of generating artificial rain. As an alternative 
to drying out the Gulf of Batabanó, scientists proposed creating a kind of natu-
ral cloud machine in its deep  waters. By growing dark algae,  those  waters 
would, in theory, absorb more solar radiation, become warmer, and thus 
contribute to extending the rainy season in the southern area of the island 
between Pinar del Río and Las Villas provinces. Likewise, at the Experimen-
tal Department for Cloud Physics of the Acad emy of Sciences, located south 
of Havana, a group of Cuban, Soviet, Czech, and French specialists worked 
on techniques to “ ‘milk’ the necessary  water from clouds.” With this goal in 
mind, fifty large petroleum- burning machines— called Meteotron engines— 
were installed to create gigantic dark clouds for testing  whether intensified 
rains could be generated.65

Perhaps the last geotransformation proj ect worthy of mention is the “com-
munist hectare” (hectárea comunista)— a plan, as mentioned in a speech by 
Castro, for marking off hectares of dogtooth limestone, covering them with 
soil brought in by truck, and dedicating the land to harvest. This would dem-
onstrate that “with the help of machines,  human work multiplies many times 
over and anything is pos si ble.”66 Such a conviction was also fueled by ongoing 
efforts to convert the outskirts of Cuba’s capital into a “greenbelt” for agricul-
tural production.67

In the end, a  great number of  these proj ects never came to fruition. This 
demonstrates that what may have been feasible from the standpoint of geo- 
engineering was not always workable from other points of view— the eco-
nomic, or the orga nizational, for example.  These proj ects thus stand mostly 
as testaments to an era of  great optimism in man’s capacity to dominate na-
ture. More work needs to be done to determine  whether subsequent scientific 
research or the evolution of environmentalism helped to persuade  those in 
charge that many of  these proj ects would in fact be difficult to execute. One 
has to keep in mind, however, that events such as the preparation for the Ten- 
Million- Ton Harvest, and the failure to achieve this goal, may have redirected 
attention away from such proj ects and caused authorities to question their 
viability.

Geographers in Cuba nonetheless kept discussing  these themes and pro-
posals in subsequent years. Some Cuban ideas even became reference points 
for Soviet and other international authors.68 At the First International Work-
shop on Transforming the Geographic Environment in Cuba, or ga nized by 
the University of Havana in 1988, a paper presented by Luisa Iñiguez defined 
“transformation” as a way to optimize the geographic setting, using “a series 



of mea sures for the rational utilization of natu ral resources and their protec-
tion, improvement, and enrichment.” Grander schemes in this direction may 
not have materialized— some thankfully so, given the environmental devasta-
tion they would have caused. But Cuba had, she noted, made notable strides 
 toward restoring vegetation and forest cover, improving hydraulic manage-
ment through irrigation, creating layers of cultivable soil in areas where  there 
previously was none, experimenting with climate control via artificial rain, 
and fighting off erosion through the creation of terraces, the use of fertilizers, 
and the desalination of the soil.69

A Brief Assessment

Evaluations of Cuba’s potential for economic and social development before 
1959 generally reflected scarce knowledge of the island’s natu ral resources 
and their inefficient use. One 1953 study, for example, concluded that infor-
mation available about  these issues was relatively scarce, irregular, and un-
centralized. It also lamented the absence of scientific centers and researchers 
dedicated to exploring Cuba’s natu ral environment.70 Some steps  were made 
 toward changing this situation in the 1950s, such as the cele bration of the 
First Symposium on Cuban Natu ral Resources, held February 3–14, 1958. But 
the deficiencies in the field remained notable.71

In the socialist era the Cuban Acad emy of Science dedicated its efforts to 
filling this gap. The Mexican economist Juan F. Noyola, who first arrived in 
Cuba as an expert for the United Nation’s Economic Commission for Latin 
Amer i ca and the Ca rib bean and subsequently joined the revolutionary proj-
ect, noted in 1963 that one of the island’s priorities should be the promotion 
of scientific, technological, and natu ral resources research. The limited avail-
able material and the lack of trained scientists made it difficult to study Cuba’s 
natu ral resources and their more rational use. But in his opinion Cuba enjoyed 
some clear advantages, such as the quality of its soil, its mineral resources, its 
geographic position, and, in par tic u lar, its tropical climate.  After emphasizing 
the need for agricultural, livestock, and forestry research, he concluded, “It 
can be affirmed that Cuba is  today the best equipped country in the world to 
guide other  people in the tropical regions  toward a path for the conquest and 
better use of nature.”72

Holding similar views, Núñez Jiménez gave  great importance to the fact 
that Cuba hosted the only socialist Acad emy of Sciences in the intertropical 
zone. Among the Acad emy’s first affiliated institutes was the Cuban Institute 
of Tropical Research, whose objective was to “rapidly employ the techniques 
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obtained in more temperate climates for the study and better use of the re-
sources of our environment.”73 To this end, he recalled the  great contribution 
of the pioneering nineteenth- century Cuban physician Carlos J. Finlay, “who 
with his discovery [in the 1880s of the fact that yellow fever was transmitted 
by mosquitos] made the tropics habitable, without greater dangers for the life 
of man than in more temperate climates.” For all  these reasons, Cuba’s pre-
eminent geographer affirmed:

We believe that Cuba, as the most developed country in all of the tropi-
cal areas of the world, should be the guiding light for scientific research 
on the same, thus contributing, with an internationalist spirit, to the 
development of all tropical zones. Imperialist nations like Holland, for 
example, created  great research centers of this type, like the Institute 
of Tropical Research in Amsterdam (the most complete in the world); 
but, naturally,  these institutions  were established with the purpose of 
exploiting the natu ral and  human resources of the tropics. Our socialist 
homeland is in the position, with the fraternal assistance of the social-
ist nations, to create an Institute of Tropical Research where we do not 
only develop our own resources, but also collaborate to develop better 
management strategies for natu ral resources in all tropical countries 
around the world.74

This line of thinking concerning the tropical condition was very diff er ent 
from old deterministic concepts that presented tropical regions as incapable 
of self- government. In this way, the Cuban Revolution inspired hope that a 
tropical country could achieve development through socialism. In 1982, upon 
receiving the title of professor emeritus at the Central University of Las Villas, 
Núñez Jiménez wrote the following about his Geografía de Cuba from 1954: 
“In that work, I advocated for the disappearance of the myth of geographic 
fatalism, I demanded an agrarian reform, I supported the ‘Cubanization’ of our 
industries, and, among other evils, I directly attacked Yankee imperialism and 
its meddling in Cuba.”75

As this essay has argued, and Núñez Jiménez’s 1954 text proves, this opin-
ion was not entirely a product of the Revolution itself. To a significant de-
gree it coincided with a strain of geographic thinking in Cuban academia that 
before 1959 also contested the deterministic visions that had dominated 
the profession historically.  After World War II decolonizing nations rejected 
theories that condemned the tropical world to backwardness and a position of 
tutelage vis- à- vis Western powers. At the same time, this turn also intersected 



with the promotion of development policies that continued to adapt ideas 
from the old metropolises.

It is difficult to say precisely to what degree  these geographic ideas influ-
enced other leaders of the Cuban Revolution. But at least in the case of Núñez 
Jiménez, we can say that his work reflected a deep familiarity with old de-
bates between determinist and “possibilist” positions. Already by the 1950s 
experiences of economic planning around the world— from the New Deal in 
the United States to the Five Year Plans of the USSR, and even the proximate 
case of Puerto Rico— were cited as models to demand a transformation of the 
Cuban real ity. And not all prerevolutionary Cuban governments  were indiffer-
ent to  these calls for change.

Still, with the radical changes initiated in 1959, and in step with the con-
solidation of a strategic alliance with the Soviet Union  after 1960, ideas about 
the transformation of nature came to occupy a privileged position among the 
objectives of a new socialist society. All the same, historians must study more 
deeply the implications of the concept of geotransformation in academic de-
bates of the time. In par tic u lar we must look more closely at the transition 
between the 1950s and 1960s  toward new tendencies in Soviet geography that 
questioned the dualism between physical geography and  human or economic 
geography, or the presumed preeminence of the former.76

And yet, despite all the excitement, despite the development of considerable, 
novel research agendas, most of the more ambitious proj ects never came to frui-
tion. The most notable changes had to do with the intensification of agriculture 
and the control of  water. One vis i ble inheritance from this period are the reser-
voirs constructed to expand Cuba’s  water reserves. Together they boast a storage 
capacity 150 to 180 times larger than that available before 1959. At the same 
time, thanks to the fact that large proj ects like the reclaiming of the  Zapata 
Swamplands  were never completed, Cuba  today has been able to preserve a 
unique ecosystem, considered the largest wetlands in the Ca rib bean. Indeed, 
in  later years Núñez Jiménez distanced himself from vari ous geotransformation 
proj ects from the 1960s. As early as the fortieth anniversary of the Speleological 
Society of Cuba (in 1980), he launched the campaign “ Towards a Culture of Na-
ture” to contribute to greater public consciousness about socio- environmental 
prob lems. A year  later, his work was crucial to the drafting of Cuba’s 1981 Law 
for the Environment and the Rational Use of Natu ral Resources.

 After the first discussions at the National Assembly about this law, Núñez 
Jiménez wrote an article on the subject for Granma, the Communist Party daily, 
at the request of Fidel Castro.77 He argued that the economic development 
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of the country had led, on occasion, to damaging tracts of soil. It was a pity, 
he suggested, that Cuba could not develop a greater “consciousness about 
protecting nature in general and the soils in par tic u lar, planting trees wher-
ever  doing so was not an obstacle to the functioning of modern machines.” 
According to the author’s  later testimony, however, Castro told him that the 
best part was that which affirmed, “The  battle to protect the integral Cuban 
landscape is a long  battle without rest,  because it has many enemies— the 
largest of which is our own lack of knowledge of the laws governing the 
equilibrium of nature.”78
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7. Between Espíritu and Conciencia
CABARET AND BALLET DEVELOPMENTS IN 1960S CUBA

elizabeth schwall

In 1968 two visitors to Cuba considered the fraught place of cabaret and bal-
let in a socialist society. The Jamaican intellectual Andrew Salkey spent New 
Year’s Eve at the famous Tropicana Club. As bedazzled “chorus girls high- 
kicked,” Salkey’s travel companions, fellow foreign visitors, took issue with 
the perceived foreignness and commercialism of the show, apparent “hand- 
me- down left- overs from Broadway and Batista.” Salkey, though, saw “native 
Cuban contributions to the vulgarity,” leading him to accept the per for mance 
“on its own terms.”1 A few weeks  later, the British critic Arnold Haskell 
delivered a lecture on ballet appreciation sponsored by Cuba’s National Bal-
let. One might have expected him to equivocate too, wondering about the role 
of an elite dance form in a society preoccupied with radical transformation. 
Haskell nonetheless lauded Cuban ballet dancers as “hard workers . . .  with a 
truly revolutionary fervor.” Cubans, he contended, had built a national ballet 
aesthetic thanks to a “talented and artistic  people with a tradition of popu lar 
dances and a rich folklore.”2

In many ways, both cabaret and ballet represented holdovers from the 
Cuban Republic. Before 1959 cabarets served as hubs for entertainment and 
illicit activities, especially  after Fulgencio Batista came to power by military 
coup in 1952. Starting in the 1940s, Cuba also boasted an impressive ballet 
establishment, thanks to civic associations like the Sociedad Pro- Arte Musical 
and the Cuban ballet pioneers Alicia Alonso, her husband Fernando Alonso, 



and her brother- in- law Alberto Alonso. When the 26th of July Movement 
overthrew Batista in 1959, cabarets bore associations with vice, exploitation, 
and the deposed ruler. Ballet, on the other hand, represented an elite dance 
originally formed in Eu ro pean and Rus sian courts and enjoyed mostly by the 
Cuban bourgeoisie.

Ironically, the dance forms also resonated with divergent ideals of the new 
po liti cal order. On the surface, dances in cabarets, venues associated with 
freedom of movement and indulgence, mirrored the spirited insouciance of 
the Revolution’s jubilant first years. Ballet, by contrast, depended upon con-
trolled choreography and ascetic dedication, characteristics that dovetailed 
with the stricter ideological landscape that prevailed in Cuba as the 1960s 
continued. In other words, cabaret embodied a liberated revolutionary spirit, 
while ballet represented a disciplined revolutionary consciousness. In 1967 
an unnamed Cuban student interviewed by U.S.- based Chicana writer and ac-
tivist Elizabeth Sutherland, described revolutionary spirit and consciousness 
as defining attributes of 1960s politics. While not originally used to discuss 
dance,  these categories also encapsulated parallel ideological tensions in the 
Cuban dance world. According to the Cuban teen, “ ‘Our generation has a per-
fect balance of Revolutionary spirit’— enthusiasm, spontaneity— ‘and Revolu-
tionary conscience’— discipline, selflessness. ‘I think the next generation  will 
have more conscience and less spirit.’ ”3 Although the original Spanish does 
not appear in the text, the youth likely invoked the common terms espíritu rev-
olucionario (revolutionary spirit) and conciencia revolucionaria (revolutionary 
conscience in Sutherland’s translation, but  here I suggest the more precisely 
po liti cal term, “consciousness”).4 Revolutionary spirit pointed to unbridled 
excitement for the  future, like when Fidel Castro attributed his tireless late 
nights not to wakeful drugs, but to “pastillas del espíritu revolucionario” (pills 
of revolutionary spirit).5 Revolutionary consciousness suggested a model po-
liti cal militancy, such as when writer Juan Marinello described “conciencia 
revolucionaria” inspiring socially engaged art.6 According to the Cuban youth’s 
prediction of revolutionary change, the unbridled euphoria of initial revolu-
tionary triumph would fade, and the imperative of more rigid organ ization 
and discipline would gain steam. In kind, the fates of cabaret and ballet in 
post-1959 Cuba might be expected to track an ascendant conformism in so-
ciety broadly.

This chapter, however, shows impor tant similarities in how cabaret and 
ballet changed over time as innovators in both forms improvised to navigate 
sociopo liti cal shifts. Improvisation, according to Danielle Goldman, involves 
“giving shape to oneself by deciding how to move in relation to an unsteady 
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landscape”; indeed, Cuban cabaret and ballet dancers improvised to reframe 
their art and accentuate its relevance to a protean po liti cal proj ect.7 This 
meant that cabaret and ballet choreographies at times reflected ideas about 
spirited rebellion and at  others militant sacrifice. As a result, I argue that revo-
lutionary spirit and consciousness coexisted in Cuban cabaret and ballet and, 
by extension, Cuban society at large. While ballet’s increasing public profile 
might seem to reaffirm a growing conservatism and less tolerance of mass cul-
tural expressions, both forms adapted, persisted, and in some instances tested 
the limits of state power. As a result, Cuban cabaret and ballet dancers moved 
actively between espíritu and conciencia throughout the 1960s.

Tracing the fates of “lowbrow,” popu lar cabaret and “highbrow,” elite  ballet 
revises existing understandings of dance in revolutionary society and cul-
tural politics in 1960s Cuba. Scholars have described the post-1959 govern-
ment’s support for concert dance forms (above all, ballet, but also modern 
and folkloric dance) as well as dancers’ reciprocal po liti cal backing of the 
new government in power.8 Existing analy sis, however, has not considered 
resonant dynamics in cabarets, the role of dancers in advocating for their 
art, con spic u ous and inconspicuous dissent, and the messiness of improvised 
changes alongside institutional and cultural inertias. Dance also provides a 
vivid, underutilized lens for examining the reach and limits of state power 
in 1960s Cuba.9 As an art of motion, dance eludes fixity and lacks the preci-
sion of verbal language, making it more open to interpretation than other 
discursive forms. Dance thus provided a powerfully ambiguous medium for 
promoting revolutionary ideals, especially as po liti cal intentions passed from 
choreographers to dancers to audiences. While operating within nationalized 
dance establishments, cabaret and ballet dancers individually interpreted the 
complicated revolutionary proj ect and modified the scope of revolutionary 
culture. In  doing so, they inhabited subjectivities in the interstices of narrow-
ing po liti cal paradigms.

Revolutionizing Revelry: From Sensual Liberation to Combatant Happiness

In a 1984 memoir, Carlos Franqui, a 26th of July Movement intellectual and  later 
critic of Fidel Castro, described how Cubans initially created a “pachanga 
revolution . . .  of freedom and joy.” This meant approaching the serious business 
of revolution with a festive air. “We Cubans try to have fun with every thing,” 
Franqui claimed, bordering on ste reo type: “cyclones, demonstrations, hunger, 
even war.” The Revolution thereby entailed “a Cuban way of changing life: 
voluntary  labor, militia duty, rumba, all at the same time.”10



Although this “Cuban” ebullience pervaded the island immediately fol-
lowing 1959, such levity eventually dissipated and a defensive moralism took 
hold. In this context, sensual dances, particularly  those performed in caba-
rets, seemed in many ways antithetical to revolutionary norms. As this section 
details, however, dance makers creatively appropriated discourses of revolu-
tionary spirit and consciousness, reasserting the social value of their per for-
mances. The result in the cabaret world was a fascinating, if vexed, blending 
of old and new.

In the first days of 1959 Cubans clashed over the revolutionary appropriate-
ness of leisure places and pastimes, especially  those associated with tourism. 
On January 1 mobs attacked  hotels where Batista’s followers congregated. The 
new leadership initially closed all casinos and several cabarets and  hotels.11 
Yet while some heralded the move, employees protested, since casino rev-
enues sustained the tourism industry.12 The new regime conceded and recog-
nized the benefits of tourism: jobs for Cubans, money for national coffers, and 
international goodwill. To reconcile such activities with the Revolution, the 
government rewrote gaming laws to ensure central controls over gambling.13 
Resolving  these immediate issues, the new government then launched “Oper-
ation Tourism” with a reconstituted Instituto Nacional de Industria Turística 
(National Institute of Tourist Industries, or init) aiming to make tourism 
a “second national zafra” (sugar harvest).14 Despite government initiatives, 
however, tourism floundered as a result of po liti cal instabilities. According to 
figures issued by init, Havana received 258,789 tourists in 1957; 197,789 in 
1958; and only 168,621 in 1959.15 Reacting to the decline, the Cuban govern-
ment seized large  hotels operated by U.S. entrepreneurs, such as the  Hotel 
Nacional and the Habana Hilton, along with other residential  hotels and the 
Tropicana Club, in June 1960.16 Casinos closed and gambling eventually be-
came illegal.17 The  hotel takeovers coincided with contemporaneous nation-
alization efforts, such as the government seizure of the U.S. oil companies 
Texaco and Standard Oil for refusing to refine Soviet crude petroleum. On 
October 13, 1960, authorities nationalized 382 private enterprises, including 
eleven of the country’s most luxurious  hotels.18

 These po liti cal and economic developments also affected cabarets, some 
of which  were attached to major  hotels. According to famed dancer Sonia 
Calero, the 1959 Revolution brought immediate pay cuts for the highest- paid 
performers, equalizing an industry that had considerable hierarchies of sal-
ary and fame.19 Moreover, distinctions in the entertainment and audiences 
of diff er ent clubs reportedly lessened. Before 1959 the most opulent cabarets, 
such as the Tropicana and Sans Souci, catered to tourists and local elites.20 
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Middle-  and lower- class Cubans, meanwhile, went to places like the Ali Bar, 
Sierra, Alloy, and Night and Day.21 Top- tier clubs featured big- name artists 
and extravagant productions, while second-  and third- tier establishments of-
fered more modest shows. State interventions  after 1959 challenged  these 
demographics; lower entry costs helped to diversify the clientele. The 1960 
show Pachanga en Tropicana, for instance, advertised tickets at “revolutionary 
prices, so that all of Cuba can enjoy it.”22 New, smaller clubs also opened as 
init worked to employ the large number of performers.23 For the moment, 
old, if now more broadly accessible, forms of entertainment remained per-
fectly compatible with revolutionary praxis.

While the regime change affected audience composition and pay struc-
ture  behind the scenes, changes manifested more slowly  under the spotlights. 
Shows resembled spectacles of the previous de cades, drawing heavi ly on erotic 
exoticism, particularly through the display of the female body. According to 
a description in the entertainment magazine Show, Club 66 in August 1959 
demonstrated through  music, dance, and menu offerings the “existence of a 
piece of Africa in the capital.” The star dancer Eva Torres impressed audi-
ences as her “graceful body, undulating and sensual, carrie[d] the rhythm of 
the drums with feverish passion.”24 In Bienvenido, amigo (Welcome, friend) 
at Club Parisien in the spring of 1960, dancers performed “Polynesian ritu-
als” with elaborate costumes and mesmerizing ribbon dances.25 Along similar 
lines, the Habana Riviera debuted a show in January 1961 featuring perform-
ers portraying Hawaiians dancing in and out of their canoes while traversing 
the Pacific seas.26

Slowly, however, signs of revolutionary times began to appear on stage. For 
example, in May 1959 the Capri Casino premiered a show choreographed by 
Alberto Alonso, Consumiendo productos cubanos (Consuming Cuban Products), 
which aligned with con temporary efforts to encourage citizens to buy domestic 
goods.27 An announcement described the spectacle as “100% Cuban,” in both 
content and production, thereby complying with government mandates to 
maintain a mostly Cuban workforce.28 Tributes to the eastern city Santiago 
de Cuba  were also common and carried clear po liti cal valences. On June 6, 
1959, Canto a Oriente (A Song for Oriente) at the Tropicana paid tribute to the 
historic “birthplace of heroic mambises and rebels.”29 In April and May 1961 
shows at the Habana Libre (former Habana Hilton) included numbers cel-
ebrating current agricultural efforts such as “A tumbar la caña,” wherein smil-
ing performers held machetes and sang about cutting sugar cane.30  Whether 
the result of top- down content directives, an opportunistic catering to the po-
liti cal moment, or autonomous personal convictions, the industry was “revo-



lutionizing” revelry. Unfortunately, available sources do not rec ord the nego-
tiations, bureaucratic chains of influence, and compromises that undoubtedly 
took place among cabaret operators, midlevel man ag ers, directors, choreogra-
phers, and po liti cal leaders.

What we do know is that a significant turning point for the politicization 
of dance— albeit outside of the cabaret milieu— came with the confiscation 
of the film p.m. in late April 1961. This short, now infamous “ free cinema” 
documentary lacked a single spoken word and instead featured the late- night 
choreographies of lower- class, mostly mixed- race Cubans carousing in bars 
near Havana’s port during the winter holiday of 1960–61.31 Released soon 
 after Cuba repelled the Bay of Pigs invasion, the film offered, in the eyes of of-
ficials, “a biased image of Havana nightlife that, far from giving the spectator 
a correct impression of the Cuban  people in this revolutionary stage, impov-
erishes, disfigures, and distorts.”32 Following p.m.’s controversial censorship, 
artists, intellectuals, and government officials met in June 1961 to discuss the 
par ameters of cultural production. During the final meeting, Fidel Castro de-
livered a speech known thereafter as “Palabras a los intelectuales” (Words to 
the Intellectuals), asserting that only art that furthered the Revolution had a 
right to exist.33 The film’s portrayal of dance and indulgence ostensibly failed 
in this re spect. The censorship of p.m. hinted at the transgressive power of 
sensual liberation, and it foreshadowed developments on the cabaret stage.

Following the p.m. affair, moralizing in cabaret per for mance became more 
common, though no direct causal link can be established. Starting in Decem-
ber 1961, the Tropicana show choreographed by Armando Suez, Leyenda An-
tillana, featured performers in Chinese and Rus sian costumes, interpreting 
national dances as well as numbers about the literacy campaign.34 This likely 
reflected and responded to the audience, which a U.S. report from March 1962 
described as mostly “middle- class Cubans, Communist bloc technicians, and 
a few out- of- town farmers who often turn up with their  children.” The same 
author lamented that, contrary to the “propaganda” at the Tropicana, the Ha-
bana Riviera had the “only girlie act in all of Cuba.” Yet even that show was 
tame by comparison to  those of the past, featuring “girls wander[ing] around 
in briefs, tossing confetti at the audience, and trying to appear enticing, yet 
moral.”35 In Carlos Franqui’s estimation, the growing puritanical ethos resur-
rected “all the punishments [Fidel] suffered as a boy in his Jesuit school . . .  
separation of the sexes, discipline. . . .  All sensuality, of course, is anathema 
to him.”36 According to this admittedly retrospective and imaginative view, 
growing signs of social conservatism may have represented the continuation 
and intensification of bourgeois scruples in a revolutionary key.
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But even though such entertainment seemed incompatible with an increas-
ingly austere revolution,  these activities had po liti cal importance, according 
to period observers. An October 1961 article claimed that widely patron-
ized “cabarets and nightclubs of a first, second, and third order” signaled an 
increase in the average citizen’s purchasing power and evidenced government 
efforts to keep entry “prices affordable to all.”37 Further, a March 1962 ar-
ticle asserted that, in contrast to “lying reports” about social disarray in the 
international press, Cubans enjoyed a vibrant club scene. Though no longer 
featuring “trashy striptease,” the five large cabarets in Havana still boasted 
shows with bud gets as high as $26,000, and a hundred or so smaller clubs op-
erated at full capacity nightly.38 Another, more sanctimonious piece described 
how the Revolution offered an alternative, equally inspiring nightlife of pupils 
studying by candlelight, government employees working late into the night, 
and militants guarding against “imperialist sabotage.”39 All the same, caba-
ret per for mance continued, and a 1964 commentator summed up the recent 
changes to the Tropicana by describing a refreshing lack of “gross sensuality.” 
Dance, the observer found, now filled eve nings with “alegría combatiente,” a 
combatant happiness, indicative of Cuban revolutionary resiliency and good 
taste.40

The 1964 film Nosotros, la música (We, the  Music) captured the cheerful 
image of a lively, celebratory Cuba that such articles promoted.41 The film goes 
through vari ous manifestations of popu lar culture, including a scene with the 
dancer Ana Gloria performing in the cabaret Johnny’s Dream. Ana Gloria was 
a fixture on cabaret cir cuits before and  after 1959, well- known for her per for-
mances of the mambo, cha- cha- cha, guaracha, son, and rumba. In the film she 
wears a black leotard and saunters with swaying hips through the audience 
to enter the small, intimate stage. Upon arrival, she drops to a low, grounded 
stance. With arms and knees bent, her feet move rhythmically and constantly 
as she dances with command and abandon. Nothing about this per for mance 
signaled revolutionary change; the scene easily could have occurred in 1958. 
Yet in a wider context, the dancers in the film embodied the healthy (and 
sometimes titillating) combatant happiness described by the Cuban press of 
the period. In director Rogelio París’s estimation, the pachanga of the early 
years remained alive and well.

As supporters in the mass media reformulated revelry as a symbol of 
revolutionary spirit and cultural vitality, dancers also defended the social 
value of their per for mances by pointing to their professionalism and audi-
ences. In 1964 a foreign reporter, identified only as “Lisa,” interviewed two 
female cabaret dancers for a Canadian Broadcasting Corporation special on 



Cuba. The interview followed a cabaret per for mance that resembled pre-1959 
productions— complete with  women in extravagant attire, Ana Gloria, and 
 couples performing acrobatic versions of popu lar Cuban dances.42 Speak-
ing with “Lisa” immediately following their routine, the dancers remained 
in their skimpy costumes, still perspiring from the per for mance. Through a 
translator, the reporter asked the first  woman if she missed U.S. audiences. 
The dancer carefully deflected the question while promoting her status as 
an artist. For the dancer, performing for small audiences posed no prob lem 
since, in the translator’s words, “she likes her art and she works with plea-
sure even . . .  when  there is [sic] a few  people around.” Using the term “art” 
instead of “entertainment,” the dancer cast her per for mances as meaningful 
revolutionary work.  Later, the reporter asked the dancers about the differ-
ences between pre-  and post-1959 working conditions. The first responded 
that before 1959, she performed mainly for foreigners and elites. In the post-
1959 moment, “she now works for the  people. . . .  This working place belongs 
to them,” the translator asserted. A second dancer largely concurred: “The 
main difference is in the public. . . .  Now we find all kinds of  people, intel-
lectuals, workers, professionals, all kinds of  people that compose the Cuban 
society of this day.”43 In  these responses the dancers used populist values to 
reframe their art as an impor tant contribution to the Cuban nation.

Still, while the performers  adopted ele ments of prevailing po liti cal rhe-
toric, they  were also strategic in their invocation of patriotic tropes. When the 
interviewer asked the first dancer if she was a communist, she smiled slyly and 
responded, “I am Cuban.” “Not communist?” the reporter pressed. “Cuban 
and nothing more,” came the reply.  Later, her colleague expressed admiration 
for the Revolution and Fidel, but she underscored revolutionary nationalism 
rather than Marxist– Leninist belief. As the translator put it, “She only knows 
that she’s Cuban. . . .  And she fights for her country and does anything she 
has to do.” When asked if she hoped “someday to become a good Marxist Le-
ninist,” the dancer laughed: “It’s too dull to become a good Marxist Lenin-
ist.” In  these ways, while complimenting Fidel as an “impor tant man,” the 
performers indicated their suspicions of dry communist doctrines.44 In  these 
exchanges, individualist revolutionary spirit and tactical expressions of col-
lective consciousness comingled, suggesting the dancers’ complicated profes-
sional and po liti cal standing.

Despite cabaret dancers’ assertions of their cultural and revolutionary value, 
cabaret venues continued to hold an uncertain place in revolutionary soci-
ety, prompting a careful defense published in 1967. Entitled “El Cabaret, ¿Tam-
bién Cultura?” (Cabaret, Also Culture?), the article reflected on the dark 
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history of such establishments: exploitative impresarios, demeaning displays 
of  women’s bodies, and unthinking audiences in a drunken stupor. Mediocre 
per for mances had wasted the talents of Cuban  women, the author argued. 
Such productions had no place “in a society that . . .  tries to elevate not only 
the economic but also the moral and cultural level of its members . . .  like 
ours  today.” Nonetheless, the article insisted that “the cabaret also can be 
an instrument of culture.” In par tic u lar, the text praised Labana in the Capri 
Cabaret, “a show that manages to entertain and amuse, within the framework 
of cabaret, by means of culture and not against it.” Without providing any in-
dication of the show’s content, the author assured readers that the “Capri has 
not been converted into a dusty and  silent library.  There are  bottles.  There 
is  music, dances, scenery, jokes, swaying.  There are also female thighs, always 
very delightful.” The Capri managed to achieve a delicate balance, according 
to the writer: “without abandoning the drink,” the cabaret contributed to a 
“cultured and happy society.”45

In late 1967 and early 1968, however, Salkey had trou ble reconciling well- 
worn conventions and novel content on and off similar stages. One night, in 
search of a club, a Cuban acquaintance informed Salkey’s group that none of 
them “would be allowed into the cabaret at  Hotel Capri without a jacket.” This 
astounded the visitors. Not dressed according to old bourgeois codes, they 
instead went to a more casual club where they watched an opulently dressed 
performer sing a jazzy, sentimental song about Vietnam for a “proletarian au-
dience.” The venue mixed U.S. influences with revolutionary messaging and 
publics. The extravagance of larger clubs, meanwhile— like the Tropicana 
during the New Year’s Eve show mentioned earlier— continued to surprise. 
“Three full orchestras . . .  magnificent luminous costumes, fire- work displays 
and gushing tinted smoke screens dazzled the large audience,” Salkey re-
called. Two nights  later Salkey and his friends went to the Caribe, where they 
watched a satire about Batista- era prostitution and U.S. exploitation. “As in 
the Tropicana cabaret,” he concluded, “we saw the old, tried format . . .  being 
used  here for a somewhat new purpose.” While appreciating Cuban inventive-
ness, Salkey wondered at the “staleness” of the genre and how it related to the 
po liti cal pres ent. Cubans that he spoke with “agreed that  there was a ‘gap’ be-
tween the new life in Cuba and the many forms of popu lar entertainment.”46

Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, the cabaret sector did enter a crisis a few 
months  after Salkey’s visit. In March 1968, Castro declared the beginning of a 
revolutionary offensive to address ideological lapses and economic stagnation. 
In addition to nationalizing all remaining Cuban- owned private businesses, 
Castro forced cabarets, along with bars and places selling alcohol— even 



state- owned establishments—to close their doors.47 The radicalization also 
sought to remove distractions; citizens  were to focus on the utopian goal of 
harvesting 10 million tons of sugar in 1970.

 After the sugar campaign concluded unsuccessfully, init reopened caba-
ret doors. For the Tropicana’s  grand return to operations, its director Joaquín 
M. Condall staged Así eran los romanos (The Romans  Were This Way), com-
plete with stately images from antiquity.48 Perhaps the choreographer aimed 
to promote the “culture” of an institution previously dedicated to gratuitous 
glitz, or perhaps he alluded to the heroism of a regime persevering through 
crisis.  Either way, the piece provided a strange performative comment on a 
moment of austerity, one that may have entertained but also inspired audi-
ences to reflect on the sometimes surreal juxtapositions of the revolutionary 
 here and now.

Revolutionary Ballet: Gestures of Support and Discontent

While Cubans worked to “revolutionize” revelry in cabarets, dancers and gov-
ernment officials described ballet as inherently revolutionary starting in 1959. 
This designation, however, necessitated reframing aspects of ballet history 
and aesthetics at odds with the pop u lism, masculinist ethos, and radicalism 
of Cuban nationalist, and eventually socialist, politics.  Toward this end, bal-
let leaders embraced the Cuban revolutionary state’s promotion of traditional 
gender roles and ideals of corporeal discipline.49 Yet while ballet mirrored 
state policies and cultural discourses in this way, the prominence of the dance 
form also challenged narrow notions of revolutionary masculinity by exalting 
a nontraditional male figure, the ballet- dancing man. Furthermore, though 
some ballet dancers supported the cultural and po liti cal status quo,  others 
challenged aesthetic and po liti cal bound aries. Conceptual maneuvers to ac-
commodate ballet to revolutionary culture paralleled  those found in cabaret. 
Also like cabaret, ballet was not monolithic and dancers differentially prioritized 
conscientious discipline and spirited innovation. Thus a form closely asso-
ciated with the Revolution harbored ideological multiplicities that signaled 
fissures in the po liti cal unity sought by the state.

Ballet and revolution may appear to make strange bedfellows, yet this af-
filiation built upon more than a de cade of Cuban ballet leaders working to 
establish a relationship with vari ous Cuban governments. In 1948 Alberto, 
Fernando, and Alicia Alonso founded the first professional ballet com pany 
in Cuba, the Ballet Alicia Alonso, which soon enjoyed an annual subsidy 
of $43,000 from President Carlos Prío Socarrás.  After Batista’s 1952 coup, 
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the com pany and supporters campaigned in per for mance programs and the 
press to augment this sum, contending, “The Ballet Alicia Alonso needs ur-
gently an annual subsidy of no less than $200,000.”50 Along with  these ap-
peals, Ballet Alicia Alonso performed for Batista’s 1955 “inauguration” and 
 adopted the name Ballet de Cuba in anticipation of greater official support.51 
Yet the Ballet de Cuba’s relationship with Batista deteriorated in 1956. That 
year the government eliminated the existing subsidy and instead promised 
Alicia $500 a month for her “artistic merits” and ser vice to the country.52 
This set off a firestorm  after Alicia publicly rejected the offer. The Ballet de 
Cuba staged a nationwide protest tour and then suspended activities  until 
early 1959.53 Despite vacillating po liti cal alliances, ballet leaders remained 
steadfast in their determination to secure state funding for a world- class bal-
let establishment.

Early in 1959 Fernando and Alicia joined forces with the new leadership. 
On February 3 the Ballet de Cuba performed for the first time since 1956, 
and on February 15 the com pany mounted the same program in tribute to 
the new government.54 On September 17 a per for mance program declared 
the com pany’s alliance “with the Revolution.”55 Besides  these proclamations, 
Fernando and Alicia had deep ties to members of the 26th of July Move-
ment, such as the geographer Antonio Núñez Jiménez. Fernando and Alicia 
befriended Núñez Jiménez in the 1940s and participated in excursions with 
his spelunkers society, the Sociedad Espeleológica de Cuba.56 In 1952 Núñez 
Jiménez married Lupe Velis, a ballerina in Fernando and Alicia’s com pany. 
He began to actively support ballet soon thereafter. Com pany documents, 
correspondence, and per for mance programs listed him as being in charge of 
“administration” in the early 1950s.57 Additionally Núñez Jiménez served as 
first vice secretary of the Institución Ballet Alicia Alonso, a civic association 
founded in 1952 to support the com pany.58 Perhaps unsurprisingly, Núñez 
Jiménez facilitated a partnership between the 26th of July Movement and bal-
let in the spring of 1959. Late one night, he visited Fernando at home, accom-
panied by Fidel Castro.  After hours of conversation, Fidel famously asked the 
com pany director how much money he needed.59 Fernando supposedly told 
him $100,000, to which Fidel replied, “Take $200,000 and make it good.”60 
This often- repeated legend celebrates Fidel’s beneficence but ignores the fact 
that Alicia and Fernando had pushed for $200,000 in public support since the 
early 1950s.61 The gentlemen’s agreement became Law 812, passed on May 20, 
1960.62 Explosive evidence of the partnership between ballet and the new gov-
ernment came in August 1960, when counterrevolutionaries planted a bomb 
at the Ballet de Cuba studios.63



In the meantime, Alicia had emerged as a paragon of revolutionary citi-
zenship  because of her tenacity, talent, unswerving po liti cal support, and 
embrace of a carefully gendered role.64 According to a 1960 article, Alicia 
achieved her stardom through hard work and bravery in the face of long- 
standing vision prob lems: “Alicia has had to overcome her deficient eyes. . . .  
Hers is a triumph of  will. . . .  Alicia is a  great ballerina  because she wants 
to be.”65 In the realm of Cuban politics, Alicia participated in mass organ-
izations, including the Federación de Mujeres Cubanas (Federation of Cuban 
 Women, founded in August 1960). She also led the Ballet de Cuba in forming 
its own Comité de Defensa de la Revolución (Committee for the Defense of 
the Revolution), declaring institutional commitment to “revolutionary vigi-
lance.”66 Most impor tant, Alicia became an archetype of revolutionary femi-
ninity. As one article declared, she had broken a “myth” by demonstrating “her 
indisputable supremacy in the world of ballet,” while also being a “complete 
 woman,  mother of Laurita, grand mother of Iván.”67 Alicia ostensibly contrib-
uted to social advance through professional success, po liti cal participation, 
and fulfilling traditional familial obligations.  These discourses on discipline 
and gendered tropes suggest the partial per sis tence of bourgeois norms and 
their incorporation into the lived experience of the Revolution’s early years.

Contrary to the cult of Alicia and ballerinas in general, male ballet dancers 
combated preconceptions in Cuba before and immediately  after 1959. Exist-
ing Cuban ballet figures such as Fernando and Alberto Alonso taught and cho-
reographed. Alicia partnered with foreign- born male dancers from New York 
and Latin Amer i ca initially and then the Soviet Union in the 1960s. Yet de-
spite  these examples, widespread homophobia and assumptions about dance 
as an effeminate art deterred families from allowing their sons to dance. As 
a 1961 article put it, the “erroneous prejudice of some families” impeded the 
development of Cuban male dancers.68 Soon  after 1959, ballet leaders worked 
to address this prob lem by revising the means and methods of ballet training.

The Academia Municipal de Ballet de la Habana (Municipal Acad emy 
of Ballet of Havana) played an impor tant role in achieving this end. Cuban 
teachers Josefina Elósegui, Fernando Alonso, and Rus sian émigré Anna Le-
ontieva spearheaded efforts to reor ga nize the school  after 1959. The original 
Academia Municipal was founded in 1948 with Elósegui as a ballet teacher, 
school subdirector, and advisor to a civic association founded by parents to 
support the school.69  After 1959 she continued to administer the Academia 
Municipal de Ballet, and in August 1960 the municipal government appointed 
her director of the school. At that time, the Academia Municipal occupied 
studios in Central Havana (at the streets Rastro and Belascoaín) and Miramar 
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(at the school Leontieva founded in the 1950s). The Academia Municipal con-
solidated and began relocating in 1961 to a new building at L and 19 streets 
in the Vedado district, where it continues to operate  today.70 Si mul ta neously, 
Leontieva and Fernando designed a detailed curriculum for ballet students, 
complete with milestones for nine years of instruction.71 The government 
made official its support for ballet education in the March 1961 Law 742.72 In 
July 1961 over nine hundred  children auditioned for 250 state- funded scholar-
ships to study at the acad emy.73

While the government supported dance education, dance leaders focused 
on addressing “the lack of male dancers,” according to a document produced 
by the Academia Municipal.74 Dance leaders implemented curricular changes 
to  counter prejudices against dancing boys and men. Article 10 of the Aca-
demia Municipal de Ballet bylaws asserted that boys and girls would train 
separately starting in the second year of study, and boys would have a male 
teacher. This ensured that boys did not “imitate” girls’ gestures, as clarified 
in a note following the stipulation.75 In a 1960 document on  future plans for 
dance pedagogy, Fernando and Leontieva wrote, “To promote in Cuba the 
cultivation of ballet . . .  among men in order to solve the current shortage of 
[male] dancers . . .  [we need] a lot of propaganda and a curriculum that, in 
terms of men, pres ents dance as what it is and should be, besides an art, a way 
to achieve the totality of masculine physicality, the development of strength 
as well as grace and elegance, and a supreme aesthetic expression of virility” 
(emphasis in the original).76 A summary reiterated that propaganda needed 
to insist on male dancers’ “hygienic, virile and even . . .  sporting aspects.”77 
Fernando promoted the image of a masculine dance maker through words 
and actions. A photo graph accompanying an article on ballet training shows 
him teaching class armed and wearing fatigues (figure 7.1). He proj ects a mas-
culine martial discipline and symbolic  battle readiness. As ballet leaders tried 
to promote male dancers as virile revolutionaries, they reaffirmed prevailing 
pre-  and post-1959 heteronormative frameworks.

Along with reworking ballet instruction, ballet leaders promoted a more 
muscular image of Cuban ballet dancers choreographically. An early, illustra-
tive example is Avanzada (1963), a “ballet inspired by a heroic event in the 
 battle of Sta lin grad,” choreographed by the Soviet dancer Azari Plisetski.78 In 
the ballet, dancers in fatigues performed strong movements of aggression. The 
ballet establishment not only staged the work in Havana theaters for familiar 
publics, but also traveled to reach new audiences and proselytize the notion 
of ballet, like revolutionary defense, as a calling for patriotic men and  women. 
In 1964, ballet dancers presented Avanzada to Cuban soldiers in Guantánamo, 



foregrounding the similarities between the dancers on stage and the ser-
vicemen in the audience given their shared costuming, physical exertion, and 
devotion to the cause (figure 7.2). In 1966 the connection between dancers 
and armed fighters became a staged real ity. In June sixty- six members of the 
Batallón de Ceremonias de la Defensa Popu lar (Ceremonial Battalion of Popu-
lar Defense) joined six ballet dancers in a special per for mance of Avanzada. 
Ballet dancers performed the original choreography and the battalion danced 
moves inspired by “throwing grenades, vari ous exercises, all based on choreo-
graphic designs,” the newspaper reported.79 In this event, soldiers of art and 
 actual soldiers danced together, performing their militant, equally masculine 
support for the Revolution in tandem.

And yet, despite  these efforts, the ballet establishment could not avoid the 
repressive suspicions, practices, and attitudes  toward the culturally and po-
liti cally “marginal” taking hold in society at large. Starting in the mid-1960s, 
reigning po liti cal discourse labeled homosexuals, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Sev-
enth Day Adventists, Catholic priests, Protestant preachers, some artists and 
intellectuals, and young peasants who resisted collectivization “antisocials.” 
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dance step in the center of the salon.” inra, August 1961, 93.
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As scholars have shown, between 1965 and 1968 the government “reeducated” 
many in forced  labor camps.80 Several male ballet dancers  were detained and 
interrogated, but Alicia intervened on their behalf.81 Male dancers who suf-
fered discrimination became increasingly dissatisfied with po liti cal develop-
ments. When the Ballet Nacional de Cuba (formerly Ballet de Cuba, renamed 
in 1962) traveled to Paris for an international ballet competition in 1966, ten 
male dancers defected. The defectors explained, “We are not opposed to the 
revolutionary action of the pres ent regime. But we deplore the arbitrary 
persecution . . .  which affects anybody showing the least sign of nonconfor-
mity  either in his way of life, his religious opinions, or simply his clothes. It 
has become impossible for us to work as artists in such a climate of threats 
and incertitude.”82 In their statement the dancers suggested that the current 
regime had betrayed the Revolution through its repressive cultural policies.

Along with explicit defections and protests, other ballet prac ti tion ers sub-
tly subverted genre and po liti cal conventions through their work. The cho-
reographer Alberto Alonso was one impor tant case. He built on a previous 
history of creative in de pen dence.  After cofounding Ballet Alicia Alonso with 
Fernando and Alicia, he branched off to form his own ballet com pany in 1950 
and to choreograph for cabaret and tele vi sion.  After 1959 he directed a new 

FIG. 7.2.  A 1964 per for mance of Avanzada in Guantánamo. Courtesy of the Museo 
 Nacional de la Danza, Havana, Cuba.



com pany, eventually named the Conjunto Experimental de Danza de la Ha-
bana (Experimental Dance Ensemble of Havana), which performed works 
featuring a mix of ballet and popu lar dance styles, such as the production 
El Solar. Alberto created a ten- minute version of El Solar for tele vi sion and 
nightclub audiences in 1951, and he revived and reworked the piece in 1963. 
The new version ran forty- five minutes and was set in the early 1960s. As 
his co- collaborator, writer Lisandro Otero described in a per for mance pro-
gram, Alberto choreographed “a national dance, popu lar and cultured,” that 
depicted the experiences of everyday citizens.83 The ballet thrilled Cuban au-
diences, inspiring a musical, Mi Solar (1964), and a film, Un día en el solar 
(1965).84 Moreover, when the Conjunto Experimental toured abroad from late 
1965 through early 1966, the ballet so impressed the Bolshoi ballerina Maya 
Plisetskaya that she asked Alberto to choreograph a ballet for her.85

In spite of  these achievements, however, the Conjunto Experimental abruptly 
dissolved in 1966. Alberto told the story of this dissolution and its aftermath 
 after leaving Cuba in the early 1990s. In a 1994 interview with the Cuban 
dance historian Célida Parera Villalón, Alberto confided that, upon return-
ing to Cuba in 1966, he discovered that the government had appointed a new 
director of his com pany.86 In a speech to audiences in Gainesville, Florida, in 
the 2000s, he elaborated: “The new director, a party member, of course, knew 
nothing about art, much less about dancing. He was a tailor.”87 Alberto thus 
left the com pany in protest and traveled to the Soviet Union to collaborate 
with Plisetskaya, the composer Rodion Shchedrin (Plisetskaya’s husband), 
and the stage designer Boris Messerer (Plisetskaya’s maternal cousin). All 
three of Alberto’s collaborators had firsthand experience with the strictures 
and vio lence of the Soviet state.88 Carmen (1967), the resulting work inspired 
by the classic Bizet opera, depicted what Alberto described in an elliptical 
1983 interview from Havana as a clash between a rebellious gypsy  woman 
and the authoritarian monarchy of nineteenth- century Spain.89 In the 1990s 
and 2000s, by that point in exile, Alberto alleged the piece contained another 
layer of meaning: it was a meta phorical critique of the Cuban state.

 Whether this subversive intent existed from the beginning remains difficult 
to corroborate given the retrospective nature of Alberto’s testimony. The set-
ting, story line, and characters of the ballet nonetheless did conceivably leave 
room for critical interpretations. Carmen is set in the  middle of a bullfighting 
ring. Spectators represent supporters of a dictatorial government. They sit 
around the arena, coldly judging the action, “much like an inquisition.”90 Car-
men, by contrast, is a nonconformist “antisocial.” She fights against her op-
pressive antagonist Zúñiga, a swaggering Spanish overlord.91 Although Carmen 
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must submit to Zúñiga’s rules, he “fears most what she represents— freedom,” 
Alberto stated in the 2000s.92 Don José, a tragic character, falls in love with 
Carmen and her ideals, but he ultimately defends the status quo. Escamillo, 
the bullfighter, seeks to conquer Carmen while also dancing with a bull (or 
fate) performed by a  woman in black. Although bulls typically symbolize viril-
ity, Alberto made the bull a  woman to link her to Carmen, who stubbornly de-
fends her in de pen dence. In the final scene, Carmen dances with Don José and 
the bull with Escamillo,  until both  women collapse. Although Carmen dies, 
Alberto contended that she triumphed by never giving up her princi ples.93

It is therefore pos si ble to see the ballet as a meta phor for the relationship 
between the nation and state in 1960s Cuba. In this reading, Carmen symbol-
izes liberty and the Cuban  people, while the male characters personify agents 
of an overbearing po liti cal authority. Zúñiga might represent authoritarian 
control (or even Castro); Don José, empty ideologies; and Escamillo, perfor-
mative bravura. The choreography seems to reinforce  these associations, as 
Carmen performs stylized movements, such as flourishes of the arms, hands, 
and hips, referencing her Spanish nationality, while representatives of the 
state perform choreographies of inertia. In the opening scene, Carmen cuts 
through the air with high kicks, sweeping jumps, and deep lunges. This con-
trasts with the masked onlookers sitting heavi ly in oversized wooden chairs 
above the bullring.  Later, when Zúñiga, Don José, and Escamillo perform 
movements similar to Carmen’s, they appear robotic and constricted.94 In the 
final scene Carmen and the female bull fly into wielded knives, consummat-
ing their sacrifice in pursuit of a repressed ideal.

Cryptic program notes from Carmen’s Cuban premiere in August 1967— 
just a few months  after its April showing in Moscow— provide  little help 
in discerning Alberto’s true intentions. An impressionistic sentence appears 
next to the per for mance credits: “Love, hate, passion and conflict, forces that 
in the arena of life, the bullfighting ring, oscillate ominously among each 
other, driven by the impetuous temperament of one  woman: Carmen.”95 
Though not an obvious po liti cal denunciation, the line avoids absolute nar-
ration, encouraging audiences to meditate on broader themes like “passion 
and conflict” that may have resonated with Cuba’s recent past. In a detached 
insert to the per for mance program from August 2, 1967, Alberto alludes to 
 these pos si ble connections: “I wanted to identify the theme of ‘Carmen’ with 
the character of our times. . . .  The strug gle between the cold, dry, inhu-
man, and mechanical, and the passionate fight for what one wants . . .  for 
the right to be  free. . . .  ‘Carmen’ does not give up. . . .  ‘Carmen’ dies without 
surrender.”96 Perhaps, then, this statement did gesture to veiled critical com-



mentary about the increasingly “cold, dry . . .  mechanical” postures of the 
Cuban state.  Here, Alberto wrote the word “Carmen” in quotation marks, 
referring ambiguously to the female protagonist, the ballet, or both. In this 
way, he arguably implied that the ballet itself, and not only its protagonist, 
defied an oppressive order.

Yet even if Alberto intended a broader critique, con temporary audiences in 
Cuba and abroad missed or remained  silent about such interpretations. They 
instead focused on the ballet’s talented performers and its significance for 
international relations. One review praised the Cuban and Soviet collabora-
tors, describing the ballet as a “living symbol” of Cuban- Soviet cooperation.97 
Mexican and Cuban critics, moreover, marveled over Alicia’s portrayal of the 
sensual, fiery gypsy.98 Ironically, Carmen became one of her favorite roles. As 
Alicia, a staunch supporter of Castro, performed the ballet, she undermined 
a critical reading of its contents. Abstract indirectness may have allowed 
Alberto to air other wise unacceptable opinions. Yet nonverbal, ephemeral 
dance also made it pos si ble for such statements to go unnoticed.

If no one understood or mentioned veiled meanings, one might won der if 
Alberto’s inscrutable critique mattered. But at the very least, the transgressive 
message ostensibly embedded in the ballet mattered to Alberto. The chore-
ographer  later disclosed that he never expected Carmen to spark citizen 
or government action: “Carmen was just my opinion, a small drop in a vast 
ocean, but it made me feel good and somehow at peace with myself.”99 This 
history challenges assumptions that the Cuban ballet establishment uniformly 
supported the state. Moreover, for considering the potential of po liti cal cri-
tiques through dance, Carmen provides a unique source.

Conclusion

In the 1960s, revolutionary spirit morphed from a symbol of youthful rebel-
lion to endurance in the face of adversity. At the same time, manifestations 
of revolutionary consciousness took on increasing complexity as individual 
interpretations of Cuba’s po liti cal proj ect went in diff er ent directions— 
dovetailing, clashing, or coexisting tensely with state prescriptions. Choreog-
raphers and dancers reconfigured cabaret festivities into gestures of “combat-
ant happiness.” Ballet prac ti tion ers, in turn, portrayed their art as a meta phor 
for the more restrained values of revolutionary dedication and order. Yet even 
as the po liti cal environment hardened, subjecting more commercial forms of 
entertainment to critique, late- night cabaret cele brations persisted. Acts of 
ballet agency likewise stretched the supposed po liti cal conservatism of that 
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form.  These varied per for mances became physical manifestations of ingenu-
ity and perseverance. As Orlando Jiménez Leal, one of the creators of the con-
troversial documentary p.m., commented de cades  later in exile, “The revolution-
ary triumph of 1959 brought the country a  great party. However, already in 1961 
 there existed an enormous po liti cal tension in the atmosphere; in some ways, 
the lights had been turned off at the party, but  people continued dancing.”100 
Even in fraught times, choreographic innovations across genres continued, 
and Cubans kept dancing with, and in spite of, state mandates.

Juxtaposing traditional and nontraditional sources— historical texts as well 
as dancing bodies— this chapter has examined how Cubans expressed rebel-
lious liberation, ordered devotion, and combinations of the two in the context 
of a revolutionary society still finding its po liti cal bearings. With each per for-
mance, cabaret and ballet forged a place in Cuban society despite surface in-
congruities with socialist times. Not unlike the geographers and fashion de-
signers discussed by Reinaldo Funes Monzote and María A. Cabrera Arús in 
this volume, Cuban dancers, choreographers, and teachers broadly interpreted 
the Revolution on their own terms, navigating its tantalizing possibilities and 
pressing limitations. Performers expanded the par ameters of revolutionary cul-
ture (to incorporate “low” and “high” forms), revised standing definitions of mas-
culinity (to include the male ballet dancer), and even articulated subtle forms 
of po liti cal critique (decrying authoritarianism). The state invested in and to a 
certain extent controlled dance venues, but dancers and choreographers alone 
inhabited the stage and directly dialogued with audiences. In  doing so Cuban 
dance professionals did not march in lockstep  behind the Revolution but inter-
acted with the po liti cal proj ect as one would a dancing partner: constantly im-
provising and negotiating for agency within generalized routines. Through such 
maneuvers, dancers moved between espíritu and conciencia, inserting flexibility 
and motion into their po liti cal pres ent and  future.
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8. When the “New Man” Met the “Old Man”
GUEVARA, NYERERE, AND THE ROOTS  

OF LATIN- AFRICANISM

christabelle peters

Among the “ great men” whose stories have come to dominate  grand historical 
narratives of post-1959 Cuba, Ernesto “Che” Guevara remains a standout, 
even stand- alone, figure. At the same time, however, even a hero of his stature 
may be considered a victim of the fragmentation and underdevelopment 
that—as Michael Bustamante and Jennifer Lambe write in the introduction 
to this volume— beset “our knowledge of the social, cultural, and po liti cal 
history of revolutionary Cuba.” The challenge, then, becomes one of forging 
new pathways to understanding that connect across the multiple gaps and di-
vides that characterize the Cuban historical experience. Put more succinctly, 
it is a  matter of finding the missing links. Thus can a historian, faced with a 
lack of so- called hard evidence in the quest to solve a particularly compelling 
mystery, be inspired to act like a detective when confronted with a cold trail, 
which means piecing together a case by tracing back from an action (effect) 
to its likely inspiration (cause). Above and beyond the capacity to understand 
 human psy chol ogy, this type of investigation calls for imagination. And this 
essay  will probe the potentialities that lie within imagination as a research 
method in order to investigate one of the unexplained conundrums in the 
history of Cuban foreign relations, namely Guevara’s fateful decision to fight 
with rebel forces in the Congo when it appeared as though he had elected to 
do exactly the opposite.
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On the one hand, imagination may be seen as bridging the gap between 
research in the arts and the sciences, to the extent that it highlights the inter-
section between qualitative techniques and scientific research princi ples. Many 
of the greatest advances in science have imagination at their core. And it is 
generally accepted that we cannot discover what we do not know, or explain 
what we do not understand, without the creativity of envisioning what we 
cannot see. On the other hand, it is pos si ble to see imagination as a natu ral pro-
gression from the affective turn in social and humanities research, in which 
the consideration of feelings and emotions in  human actions has taken on 
increasing importance over the course of the past de cade.1 The focus on af-
fect and the emotional life- world has extended discussions about culture, sub-
jectivity, identity, and bodies that  were begun in critical theory and cultural 
criticism, particularly by poststructuralists and deconstructionists. What 
particularly interests me is how this pro cess has opened up the hy po thet i cal 
dimensions of lived experience in a way that allows a natu ral flow of under-
standing to emerge from imaginative inquiry as a method of  doing history 
and, specifically in this study, how it elucidates Cuba’s role in the global his-
tory of decolonization.

Aside from his exploits and achievements as a physician, guerrilla fighter, 
military strategist, and po liti cal thinker, Che Guevara is remembered for being 
one of revolutionary Cuba’s and the global left’s greatest dreamers. It was his 
“African dream,” culminating in the ill- fated covert operation in the Congo, 
that exercised perhaps the most decisive influence on  later Cuban policy for 
that continent, at the same time that the experience almost destroyed him. 
As Rafael Rojas indicates in this volume, revolutions are the moments when 
dream and terror (or hope and horror) collide, and in that regard it can be ar-
gued that Guevara has come to symbolically embody the hair- raising “point of 
collision” between all that is terrifying and what is sublime about transforma-
tions of all kinds (be they po liti cal, social, or even personal), as well as  those 
specifically connected to his  adopted homeland  after 1959. My intention is to 
draw attention to the cultural reverberations inherent in po liti cal revolutions 
by discussing how the problematic of race and national identity in Cuba in-
tersected with the revolution’s policy for Africa, as can be seen in the cultural 
discourse of Latin-Africa that first emerged at the time of “Operation Carlota,” 
the Cuban military engagement in the Angolan Civil War in November 1975.

For the investigative experiment at hand, I propose that we imagine a 
conversation that might or might not have taken place between Che Guevara 
and Julius Nyerere, the first president of in de pen dent Tanzania, in the capi-
tal city of Dar es Salaam during the course of the Argentine’s stay  there 
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in  February 1965.  After sketching out a background to Guevara’s visit, I  will 
make the case for the imaginary dialogue by moving back and forth between 
its pos si ble contents and the “evidence” of subsequent events, with a focus 
on Cuban policy for Africa. The aim of this task is to discover the dynamic 
qualities of self- consciousness that are pres ent in action:  those points of sig-
nificance that are interwoven into the ongoing meaning and unfolding of per-
sonal life, and which, I would like to suggest, may fi nally guide, shape, and 
influence po liti cal events.

Fi nally, since so much of African diaspora history is made up of “shadow” 
lives— discourses and journeys that fall outside of the confines of “official” 
channels, a history of intimacies and personal ties— this  imagined conver-
sation between Guevara and Nyerere may additionally be conceived as my 
attempt to theorize aspects of postrevolutionary Cuban diplomatic history 
within an Africanist frame of reference.  Doing so, moreover, decenters 
Cuban revolutionary history from its own insular exceptionality, staging an 
exchange in which a representative of Havana’s government (in this case 
an Argentine) takes in lessons rather than spreading the island’s “superior” 
example.

Chronicles of a Death Foretold

Often in this type of phenomenological inquiry we find that meaning appears 
in a type of narrative form as a theme permeating the experience in question. 
The theme that appeared in the pro cess of my research for this essay was “the 
journey,” in par tic u lar, the journey as a transformational experience. We know 
that Guevara undertook a number of impor tant, life- transforming journeys 
before his death in Bolivia in 1967. He was also an avid chronicler, and so we 
have been able to read his journals and diaries from some of the most impor-
tant stages of his journey through life. We recall, for example, Notas de Viaje, 
a rec ord of the  great tour of Latin Amer i ca that he undertook in 1952 with 
his friend Alberto Granado, which was published in En glish as The Motor-
cycle Diaries (1995). This travel diary is as impor tant for its testimony of Che’s 
po liti cal enlightenment as for the spectacular geo graph i cal scenes described 
within its pages. Of even greater significance for our study, however, was Gue-
vara’s recognition that the journey had changed him. Following his return to 
Argentina, he observed, “The person who wrote  these notes died upon step-
ping once again onto Argentine soil, he who edits and polishes them, ‘I,’ am 
not I; at least I am not the same I was before. That vagabonding through our 
‘Amer i ca’ has changed me more than I thought.”2
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Another impor tant chronicle of adventure was Guevara’s diary of guerrilla 
warfare in Cuba between 1956 and 1958, Episodes of the Cuban Revolution-
ary War (1963), in the wake of his fateful meeting with Fidel Castro. In his 
personal journal of the time, he wrote, “A po liti cal occurrence is having met 
Fidel Castro, the Cuban revolutionary, a young man, intelligent, very sure of 
himself and of extraordinary audacity; I think  there is a mutual sympathy be-
tween us.” And it would be this same Fidel who ensured that Cuba was first 
to publish the diary written during twelve months of the guerrilla campaign 
in Bolivia, adopting the title The Secret Papers of a Revolutionary: The Diary of 
Che Guevara (1968).

Given this lifetime habit of keeping a diary or journal, it goes without say-
ing that Guevara’s first visit to sub- Saharan Africa between December 1964 
and March 1965 was carefully recorded, and his thoughts about the leaders 
of the newly in de pen dent states that he visited inscribed in his notes.3 This is 
especially so given the importance attached to the tour at both the personal 
and po liti cal level. Consequently, it is a tragedy for  those of us who study 
African themes that his impressions of the continent that has glorified him 
over generations as a symbol, martyr, and even  father of liberation have not 
been publicly available. Without question the tour formed the cornerstone 
of Cuban policy for Africa, inciting the internationalist missions that took 
place in a dozen or more countries (including Algeria, Guinea, Sierra Leone, 
South Yemen, Syria, and Somalia) in the ensuing years, culminating in the 
epic military and humanitarian operations by Cuban soldiers, military advisors, 
doctors, teachers, engineers, and  others in the Angolan Civil War.4 But travel-
ing through Africa also captivated Guevara’s romantic spirit. On the way back 
to Cuba from his Africa tour, he held a conversation with the intellectual and 
writer Roberto Fernández Retamar in which he confessed that Paris had held 
a strong attraction for him as a young man, but that that was before Africa.5

Representing the Revolution abroad in its first year, Guevara embarked on 
a whistle- stop tour of countries of major and minor interest ( whether eco-
nom ically or po liti cally), including the North African nations of Egypt and 
Morocco, as well as Sudan. However, the odyssey that interests us  here took 
place between December 1964 and March 1965, involved multiple cities on 
the African continent, and seemed to have been, at least initially, inspired by 
a strong impulse to  counter attempts by the new and old colonial powers to 
regain control of the Belgian Congo, including via the execution of in de pen-
dence leader Patrice Lumumba. In  later years the tour would hold par tic u lar 
importance for establishing the blueprint of Havana’s grandiose strategy of 
engagement on the African continent, since it was then that the first contact 
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between a high- level representative of the Cuban government and numerous 
African liberation movements (including the Popu lar Movement for the Lib-
eration of Angola [mpla]) took place.6

During this era the most radical leaders in the Organ ization of Afri-
can Unity (oau), known as the “Group of Six,”  were Gamal Abdel Nasser 
of Egypt, Ahmed Ben Bella of Algeria, Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana, Sékou 
Touré of Guinea, Modibo Keïta of Mali, and Julius Nyerere of Tanzania.7 
Within this circle Algeria, Guinea, and Tanzania  were founding members 
of the oau’s Liberation Committee, which was established in Addis Ababa 
in May 1963 with the purpose of coordinating and assisting the continent’s 
diverse array of in de pen dence movements. For a variety of reasons, includ-
ing po liti cal stability and the existence of well- established links between the 
communist countries and the liberation movements, which all had offices in 
the Tanzanian capital, Dar es Salaam was chosen as the Liberation Commit-
tee headquarters.

During his initial three- month tour, Guevara visited and consulted with all 
six of  these “revolutionary” states, and  were we to attempt to single out one 
par tic u lar nation or friendship for its influence upon his thinking at the time, 
our first instinct would perhaps be to indicate Algeria.8 Altogether he spent 
over a month on an extensive tour of that country, developing a firm bond 
with the former revolutionary fighter and first president Ben Bella and thus 
hatching the major initiative in international politics that would become the 
foundation of Cuba’s policy for Africa. It was in Algiers that Che planned the 
remainder of his tour, and he  later returned  there to share his observations 
on the situation in Africa with Ben Bella, including his nascent plans to sup-
port the armed strug gle in the Congo. We know that the Algerian president 
was set against Guevara’s plans for the Congo, and he was supported in this 
view by Nasser. Ben Bella recalled, “The situation in black Africa was not com-
parable to that prevailing in our countries; Nasser and I, we warned Che of 
what might happen.”9 Sources close to Guevara hold diff er ent opinions about 
the impact of Ben Bella’s counsel. For instance, some claim that his resolve to 
go to the Congo had already started to wane  toward the final days of his time 
in Algiers. However, all appear to agree that the week he spent in Tanzania 
was when the final, fateful decision was taken.10 This leads us to won der what 
might have happened during the time he spent  there. What significant event 
could have eclipsed the advice of his most trusted foreign ally?

We can search for clues to the mystery in Che’s writings, this time in The 
Diaries of the Revolutionary War in the Congo, set down in Tanzania between 
December 1965 and January 1966, which starts with the somber and forebod-
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ing words, “This is the history of a failure.”11 Guevara recounts the visit he had 
made in the previous year thus:

In a story of this kind, it is difficult to locate the first act. For narrative 
con ve nience, I  shall take this to be a trip I made in Africa which gave 
me the opportunity to rub shoulders with many leaders of the vari ous 
Liberation Movements. Particularly instructive was my visit to Dar es 
Salaam, where a considerable number of Freedom Fighters had taken 
up residence. Most of them lived comfortably in  hotels and had made 
a veritable profession out of their situation, sometimes lucrative and 
nearly always agreeable. This was the setting for the interviews, in 
which they generally asked for military training in Cuba and financial 
assistance. It was nearly every one’s leitmotif.12

We can just picture the ascetic revolutionary sneering as he penned this 
damning portrait, and certainly the text that follows provides no evidence 
of an enlightening encounter or event taking place that could account for 
the hardening of purpose that witnesses agree took place during this period. 
Yet some impor tant experience must have occurred. Outside of the “inter-
views” that Guevara describes in this passage,  there was another meeting that 
 appears only fleetingly in the rec ords but that I suspect had a far greater im-
pact than we have been able to ascertain.13 This was the meeting that took 
place between the Argentine revolutionary and the Tanzanian leader, Julius 
Nyerere, who was known as “Mwalimu” (the teacher), in reference to his for-
mer profession but also to his ability to impart deep learning. We know that 
Nyerere greeted Guevara at a reception held by Foreign Affairs Minister Oscar 
Kambona to welcome him to the country and that the two men spoke.14 But 
what they talked about has not been reported. Still, I imagine that Che’s ob-
servations  were duly noted that night before sleep or perhaps on the following 
morning before his talks at the  hotels began in earnest. What would he have 
recorded?

Notes on a Native Son

One of the  things that would have struck and impressed Che was Mwalimu’s 
self- sacrificing disposition. He fasted on a regular basis and dressed mod-
estly in a Mao tunic, eschewing the more flamboyant styles  adopted by other 
African heads of state and thus matching the Argentine’s preference for 
 simple forms of attire. Also, unlike many of his contemporaries, Nyerere did 
not siphon off his nation’s wealth for personal gain. He was considered by 
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many to possess a nobility of spirit that Che would have admired. Fi nally, 
like  Guevara, Nyerere was drawn  toward policies of collectivization and 
guerrilla warfare influenced by the  People’s Republic of China  under Mao 
Zedong.15 In the 1970s he would introduce a policy of collectivization in the 
country’s agricultural system known as ujamaa (translated as “unity,” “one-
ness,” or “familyhood”).

The two men also shared a similar social philosophy. Although it was not 
 until 1967 that Nyerere issued the Arusha Declaration, which outlined in de-
tail the concept of ujamaa that came to dominate his policies, he had already 
started publishing ideas on traditional African socialism that would certainly 
have struck a chord with the architect of Cuba’s “New Man,” who wrote poetic 
verse in his military fatigues.16 Indeed, it was from Tanzania that Guevara 
filed his article “El socialismo y el hombre en Cuba” for the Uruguayan news-
paper Marcha, which published it on March 12, 1965, and evokes for the first 
time the concept of “el hombre nuevo.”17

In a 1962 pamphlet with the title Ujamaa: The Basis of African Socialism, 
Nyerere writes the following:

Socialism— like democracy—is an attitude of mind. In a socialist society 
it is the socialist attitude of mind, and not the rigid adherence to a stan-
dard po liti cal pattern, which is needed to ensure that the  people care 
for each other’s welfare. . . .  In traditional African society every body was 
a worker.  There was no other way of earning a living for the commu-
nity. Even the Elder, who appeared to be enjoying himself without  doing 
any work and for whom every body  else appeared to be working, had, 
in fact, worked hard all his younger days. The wealth he now appeared 
to possess was not his personally; it was only “his” as the Elder of the 
group which had produced it. He was its guardian. . . .  When I say that 
in traditional African society every body was a worker, I do not use the 
word “worker” simply as opposed to “employer” but also as opposed to 
“loiterer” or “idler.” One of the most socialistic achievements of our so-
ciety was the sense of security it gave to its members, and the universal 
hospitality on which they could rely. But it is too often forgotten, nowa-
days, that the basis of this  great socialistic achievement was this: that it 
was taken for granted that  every member of society— barring only the 
 children and the infirm— contributed his fair share of effort  towards the 
production of wealth.18

Imagine for one moment the impact of  those sentiments on the moralistic 
revolutionary who in a series of speeches and essays— including the above- 
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mentioned “Socialism and Man”— would try to build a logical case for a new 
work ethic:

In order for it to develop in culture, work must acquire a new condi-
tion; man as commodity ceases to exist and a system is established that 
grants a quota for the fulfillment of social duty. . . .  Man begins to  free 
his thought from the bothersome fact that presupposed the need to sat-
isfy his animal needs by working. He begins to see himself portrayed in 
his work and to understand its  human magnitude through the created 
object, through the work carried out. . . .  [This] signifies an emana-
tion from himself, a contribution to the life of society in which he is 
reflected, the fulfillment of his social duty.19

Then perhaps  later on, over cigars, the two men might have talked over the 
opinions that Nyerere had summarized  toward the end of his pamphlet:

We in Africa, have no more need of being “converted” to socialism than 
we have of being “taught” democracy. Both are rooted in our own past—
in the traditional society which produced us. Modern African socialism 
can draw from its traditional heritage the recognition of “society” as an 
extension of the basic  family unit. But it can no longer confine the idea 
of the social  family within the limits of the tribe, nor, indeed, of the na-
tion. For no true African socialist can look at a line drawn on a map and 
say, “The  people on this side of that line are my  brothers, but  those who 
happen to live on the other side of it can have no claim on me”:  every 
individual on this continent is his  brother.20

It is pos si ble that Guevara, his eyes shining with the excitement that came from 
encountering a kindred spirit at the end of his long journey, began shortly 
afterward to sketch out what is considered to be one of the most impor tant 
speeches in his  career, which he delivered on February 24, 1965, at the Sec-
ond Economic Seminar of the Organ ization of Afro- Asian Solidarity held in 
Algiers. In it he maintained, “Socialism cannot exist without a change in con-
sciousness resulting in a new fraternal attitude  toward humanity, both at an 
individual level, within the socie ties where socialism is being built or has been 
built, and on a world scale, with regard to all  peoples suffering from imperial-
ist oppression. We believe the responsibility of aiding dependent countries 
must be approached in such a spirit.”21

The difference in language before and  after the African journey cannot be 
overlooked. In his speech before the United Nations on December 11, 1964, 
prior to embarking on the Africa tour, we find such phrases as “we express our 
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solidarity with,” “the maintenance of internal unity, faith in one’s own des-
tiny,” and so on.22 Similarly, in an interview with the  widow of Frantz Fanon, 
Josie Fanon, which appeared in the December 26, 1964, issue of Révolution 
Africaine, at no time do we find expressions related to spirituality or emotional 
or familial ties. First of all, Guevara explained that one of the reasons for his 
visit was to discuss African prob lems with the “compañeros” of the Algerian 
government. He then went on to pres ent his analy sis of the African situation 
in impersonal, strategic terms, pointing out the possibilities for and dangers 
of the fight against imperialism. Without direct experience of living among 
the African  peoples that he was discussing, the conversation appeared clinical 
and completely impersonal. This contrasted with his response to a question 
about revolution in Latin Amer i ca. He answered, “You know, that is some-
thing close to my heart; it’s my keenest interest.”23 The language seems to 
reflect a sense of (be)longing or identity.

With this view in mind, let us consider Algiers a  couple of months  later, on 
his way back from Tanzania, and the way he began his speech to the Organ-
ization of Afro- Asian Solidarity: “Dear  brothers.” Then, continuing on, “It is 
not by accident that our del e ga tion is permitted to give its opinion  here, in the 
circle of the  peoples of Asia and Africa.”24 Surely the overlap with Nyerere’s 
thinking could not have been accidental  either. The meeting appears to have 
reignited a transcendental line of thinking that Che had shown  after his first 
official overseas tour, as previously mentioned in an article published in the 
September– October 1960 issue of Humanismo with the title “Amer i ca from 
the Afro- Asian Balcony.” “Might it not be,” he asked, “that our fraternity can 
defy the breadth of the seas, the rigors of language and the lack of cultural ties, 
to lose ourselves in the embrace of a fellow struggler?” He went on, “I must 
say . . .  to all the millions of Afro- Asians that . . .  I am one  brother more, one 
more among the multitudes of  brothers in this part of the world that awaits 
with infinite anxiety the moment [when we can] consolidate the bloc that 
 will destroy, once and for all, the anachronistic presence of colonial domina-
tion.”25 Such expressions became muted as time went on, but they carry the 
seeds of the Latin- African identity that Fidel Castro famously formulated over 
a de cade  later to explain the Cuban military mission in Angola.26

It was in this same speech in Algiers that Guevara gave voice to the opin-
ions that appeared to indicate a po liti cal rift between himself and Fidel.27 It 
turned out also to be a farewell of sorts  because it was his final appearance 
before disappearing from public view— prior to secretly entering the Congo. 
In Algiers he accused the Soviet Union of not  doing enough for the developing 
nations, Cuba in par tic u lar, and (even worse) of colluding with imperialism: 
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“The socialist countries have the moral duty to end their tacit complicity with 
the Western exploiting countries.”28 To be sure, an inherent moralism had 
always prevailed in Guevara’s po liti cal thinking, but what is significant is how 
pronounced it became following his stay in Tanzania. The conclusion must 
be drawn that a change had taken place. Soon  after the speech Guevara was 
denounced as “the apple of discord in the socialist front” in the Havana daily 
newspaper Hoy.29

Aside from Nyerere, no other African leader of the time was devising the 
affective princi ples of revolutionary socialism. Likewise, it was only Guevara 
who openly declared that the true revolutionary was guided by strong feelings 
of love. In fact, he said, “It is impossible to think of an au then tic revolutionary 
without this quality.”30 Therefore, we can imagine that the idea that Africans 
possessed a predisposition  toward the social consciousness that he espoused 
as a condition of correct ideological development, and which permitted them 
to make sacrifices and take po liti cal action “naturally” out of feelings of soli-
darity, carried im mense psychic power for an idealistic and romantic dreamer 
such as Che.31 We can imagine that immersion in this dream of natu ral African 
socialism, however brief, may have been just the transformative experience 
required to make every thing that happened subsequently predictable. He re-
signed from his post as Minister of Industries several months  after returning 
from his African tour, in the famous letter of farewell addressed to his  great 
friend Fidel, which included the declaration: “I renounce formally my positions 
in the leadership of the party, my post as minister, my rank as Comandante, my 
status as Cuban citizen.”32

The historian Azaria Mbughuni claims that Guevara actually visited Tan-
zania three times, once openly and twice in secret, between February and 
November 1965, spending, in total, over four months in the East African na-
tion.33 Although, for the purpose of the pres ent exposition, I have chosen to 
circumscribe the time frame for the  imagined conversation to the period of 
the official visit, the potential for multiple conversations between Guevara 
and Nyerere to have been held over an extended period further expands the 
possibility for the latter’s influence upon the former.

Awakenings

In the case of both Nyerere and Guevara, however, the dream proved to be nothing 
more than a dream. First, the Congo mission culminated in disaster, and Gue-
vara laid some of the blame on the Tanzanian government, which,  because of 
the agreements reached at a meeting of African presidents in Accra, deci ded 
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to end its assistance to the Congolese National Liberation Army, the guer-
rilla front Guevara had endeavored to assist. Moreover, although Nyerere 
had sought for his nation both self- reliance and financial in de pen dence from 
Western creditors, while he was president Tanzania went from being Africa’s 
largest exporter of food to its biggest importer. However, he made the decision 
to step down in 1985 rather than cling to power in the face of defeat. Certainly 
his economic development policies inflicted hardship and distress on his coun-
trymen, but few doubt his integrity and good intentions. And amid the ruins of 
Nyerere’s economic reforms, other policies, such as in literacy and health care, 
are acknowledged to have flourished and even proved exemplary among African 
nations.34 Even  after the failure of his socialist experiment, he retained, ac-
cording to a Guardian obituary from 1999, his “worldwide moral authority.”35

In a similar vein, not a single one of the economic goals that Guevara elabo-
rated was achieved by Cuba. As Daniel James damningly reported a few years 
 after Guevara’s death, while he was Minister of Industries the country had 
registered declines in  every sector forecast to increase, and by the end of his 
term the Cuban economy was actually less productive than  under Batista.36 
However, like his po liti cal and spiritual ally Nyerere, he did not seek to hold 
on to power when his plans failed.

Che was an international revolutionary before he arrived in Cuba to fight 
in the 26th of July Movement. He expanded his horizons from the Amer i cas 
 until they encompassed the entire developing world through his Tricontinen-
tal strategy— the attempt to or ga nize a covert network of guerrilla operations 
linking La Paz, Havana, Algiers, Brazzaville, Dar es Salaam, Prague, Moscow, 
and Beijing. But the odds  were stacked heavi ly against this idealized vision. 
What I have tried to show in this essay is that, during his African travels, the 
“sleeping” internationalist had been reawakened from his ministerial slum-
ber by the impossible dream of revolutionary ujamaa. If, as Richard Bjornson 
has written, the estrangement and alienation that come from overseas travel 
inspire a reconstitution of identity “in light of new knowledge and expand-
ing horizons,” then Nyerere’s utopian dreams helped Guevara to recover val-
ues and perspectives that affirmed his sense of self and gave meaning to his 
life narrative.37 “And let us develop a true proletarian internationalism,” Che 
urged the Tricontinental Congress from Bolivia in 1967. “The flag  under which 
we fight would be the sacred cause of redeeming humanity. To die  under the 
flag of Vietnam, of Venezuela, of Guatemala, of Laos, of Guinea, of Colombia, 
of Bolivia—to name only a few scenes of  today’s armed strug gle— would be 
equally glorious and desirable for an American, an Asian, an African, even a 
Eu ro pe an.”38
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Coda: The Pan- African Dream

The cultural politics that I refer to as Latin- Africanism can be considered a 
uniquely Cuban form of the Pan- Africanism that had drawn dreamers of a new 
African real ity to Tanzania in the 1960s. It combined the po liti cal princi ples 
of anti- imperialism, antiracism, and social revolution with an added cultural 
imperative that gained moral sustenance from the historical ties between the 
Ca rib bean nation and the  peoples of sub- Saharan Africa. Within the frame-
work of the Latin- African identity that Fidel claimed for his nation in No-
vember 1975, the decision to send thousands of Cuban soldiers to fight in 
defense of the government of Agostinho Neto against the allied  enemy forces 
of the National Union for the Total In de pen dence of Angola (unita), the 
National Liberation Front of Angola (fnla), American mercenaries, and 
apartheid South Africa sprang not only from preexisting po liti cal ties with the 
ruling Marxist mpla but also from blood ties inherited from a slaving past. 
According to this narrative, ingrained in a country that had been built upon 
the bodily sacrifice of enslaved Africans was the moral responsibility to come 
to the defense of an African nation being threatened by racist and imperialist 
forces— particularly when the arrayed enemies put into equal peril a nascent 
socialist revolution.

However, as I have explained elsewhere, due to the continuation of racial 
inequalities in Cuba  after the promises of the Revolution (including a pre-
dominantly white po liti cal administration), Latin- Africanism performed a 
double duty, standing in this sense inside the Freudian model of the dream 
as catharsis.39 In other words, it represented a strategy to purge history to 
redeem the pres ent social real ity. In an incongruous twist to the revolution-
ary state’s earlier proj ect to eradicate African- derived religions as vestiges 
of the nation’s colonial past, to which Alejandro de la Fuente refers in his 
contribution to this volume,  these same spiritual practices (Palo Monte, 
Santería, Abakua, and so on) now constituted the bedrock of africanía upon 
which Cuba’s Latin- African cultural identity was purportedly to be built.

Nevertheless, even in its potential contradictions— and keeping in mind 
the framing of the pres ent collection of essays around culture as a central axis 
of interpretation— I would suggest that Cuba’s Latin- African identity can be 
understood as an offshoot of the major Pan- African sensibility that was forged 
among black intellectuals in the years  after World War II, manifested most sa-
liently in the Paris- based cultural institution, magazine, and publishing  house 
Présence Africaine. The First Congress of Black Writers and Artists was held 
in Paris at the Sorbonne in 1956, a historic meeting that was or ga nized and 
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sponsored jointly by Présence Africaine and its newly created affiliate, the So-
ciété Africaine de Culture.

In his incisive essay on the study of identity in cultural studies, Lawrence 
Grossberg writes, “The modern is not merely defined by the logics of differ-
ence and individuality; it is also built upon a logic of temporality.” Not only 
that, but, continues Grossberg, “at the heart of modern thought and power 
lie two assumptions: that space and time are separable, and that time is more 
fundamental than space.” The natu ral consequence of this privileging of time 
over space was the conceptualizing of identity as “entirely an historical con-
struction.”40 This understanding is clearly recognizable in the strong histori-
cal focus of the Paris meeting. In his opening remarks, the Senegalese writer 
and cofounder of Présence Africaine, Alioune Diop, contextualized the confer-
ence as an interruption and contestation of History “with a capital h” that had 
been the exclusive preserve of the Western world. It was, he suggested, a first 
assault by the “ peoples without history” against imperialist and racist inter-
pretations of their pasts and, above all, a revalorization of their original cul-
tures and ancient civilizations: “Thus, we, colonized  peoples, are prevented 
from exulting in our classics, from revalorizing them for the purpose of our 
pres ent situation, and denied the freedom to imagine a  future in proportion to 
our love of the world.  Under such conditions, the pres ent is reduced to an un-
certain period beset by the most ridicu lous states of confusion and distress.”41

The first  thing we note is that the call for a return to the classics did not 
arise out of some vainglorious exercise in nostalgia but was tied up with the 
urgent and compelling need to respond to the modern age’s current “crisis 
of identity.” What place existed for  those denied any form of subjectivity 
( whether individual or collective) and, by extension, any possibility of agency, 
in a world of change, splintering, and fragmentation? Without the sustenance 
of the past, Diop and the other advocates of negritude claimed, the  future 
held nothing but annihilation. The seeds of this annihilation had been sown 
in the past by the transatlantic slave trade, which at the same time was the 
historical antecedent binding together the diverse group of delegates from Af-
rica, Eu rope, and the Amer i cas who had assembled in Paris: “Over centuries, 
the dominant event in our history was the slave trade. This is the first link 
between us, delegates, which justifies our meeting  here. Black  people from 
the United States, the Ca rib bean, and the African continent, what ever the 
distance that sometimes separates our spiritual worlds, we have this undeni-
ably in common, that we are descended from the same ancestors.”42 We rec-
ognize this discourse of the common ancestor as one of the principal logics of 
temporality involved in the construction of identity, not only in the Présence 
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Africaine proj ect but also in the  later framing of Latin- Africa at a crisis point in 
Cuban history.43 In this way, slaving history became a resource “in the pro cess 
of becoming rather than being”—so that we might regard Latin- Africanism, 
in its essence, as a dream.44

The prob lem for many of the delegates to the Paris conference hailing from 
the Amer i cas, however, was that the institution and administration of African 
enslavement in their nations had rested upon a color- caste system that sub-
sumed both ethnicity and culture  under race, with the consequence that 
black history could not be separated from slave culture. Not only that, but for 
 others, such as the Cuban intellectual and historian Walterio Carbonell, the 
Pan- Africanist link between subjectivity (culture) and agency (politics) was 
obstructed by the dominant (and historical) belief system of mestizaje (mixed-
ness), which tied racial awareness to racial discrimination. For black Cubans 
especially, organ izing on the basis of race had historically drawn charges of 
promoting racial division rather than seeking redress.45

Nor did the 1959 Revolution succeed in dislodging a nationalist ideology 
of “racelessness” that can be traced back to the writings of the Cuban apostle 
José Martí during the in de pen dence movement of the late 1800s, such as “Mi 
raza” (My Race). (“Cuban is more than black, more than white, more than 
mulatto,” he famously wrote.)46 Instead, Marti’s ideas  were revalorized to pro-
mote national unity in the face of real and perceived threats to the new society 
from forces within and outside of the country in the 1960s and 1970s.47 Thus, 
one consequence of the contradictory policy of inhibiting po liti cal organ-
ization around the experience of racism internally while encouraging cultural 
identification with Africa was a projection of the postrevolutionary phenom-
enon of la doble cara (two- facedness) into the international arena.48 This left 
the government open to charges of hy poc risy and duplicity, particularly in 
view of Havana’s open and vociferous support for black liberationists in the 
United States, at the same time that possibilities for similar forms of activism 
 were restricted at home.49 It is a sad but telling irony that Cuba’s preeminent 
Africanist, Armando Entralgo, was himself a victim of this conflict between 
internal racism and external Afrocentrism when his marriage to a black Angolan, 
Olga Lima, whom he had met during his tour of duty as ambassador to Ghana, 
became the subject of consternation upon returning to his homeland  after 
the military coup against Nkrumah in 1966. According to his  widow, Leonor 
Amaro, Olga returned to Angola following that country’s in de pen dence and 
became active in the Angolan  Women’s Union (Unión das Mulheres Angola-
nas).50 In light, moreover, of Cuba’s intensified ties to the Soviet bloc in the 
1970s (see Cabrera Arús and Bustamante, in this volume), Latin- Africanism 
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projected externally may have had the ancillary effect of counterbalancing (or 
even obscuring) the simultaneous cultural, po liti cal, and economic “Soviet-
izations” of Cuban society within.

But such criticism overlooks the duality intrinsic to Pan- Africanism and 
that is manifest in the foundational rationale for the oau itself, involving an 
external part that asserted an “African personality” and anticolonialism, and 
an internal ele ment that stressed cooperation, (re)conciliation, and cohe-
siveness.51 More than politicians, it was poets, artists, and writers (and, as 
we know, some revolutionary leaders  were both) who  were able to galvanize 
 these dual directives most effectively— that is to say,  those who, like Che Gue-
vara, dreamed with the dawn.52

Tangem sinos na madrugada
vai nascer o sol.

[The bells toll as day breaks
The sun is on the rise.]

— Agostinho Neto (first president  
of the Republic of Angola)
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9. The Material Promise of Socialist Modernity
FASHION AND DOMESTIC SPACE IN THE 1970S

maría a. cabrera arús

By the time it approached its second de cade, the Cuban revolutionary govern-
ment had ushered in deep changes in the island’s material and po liti cal envi-
ronment. Imported consumer goods from the United States had dis appeared 
from store shelves; gone, too,  were private shops, brands, and advertised sales 
associated with the cap i tal ist past. This new existence was mostly born of 
scarcity, prompting Cubans to devise ever more inventive uses for items, gar-
ments, and machines left over from prerevolutionary times. Radical economic 
policies of the 1960s, though, also introduced new objects into Cubans’ every-
day realities,  whether olive- green militia uniforms in their wardrobes or new 
po liti cal icons displayed in their homes.1

With the turn of the de cade, increased Soviet influence in Cuban society 
brought new changes to the island’s material culture. Two years  after the failure 
of 1970’s “Ten Million Ton Sugar Harvest,” Cuba became a full- fledged mem-
ber of comecon (the Eastern bloc’s principal trade organ ization), receiving 
products and financial investments in ever greater amounts from the Soviet 
Union and Eastern Eu rope. A shift to more pragmatic patterns of central eco-
nomic planning and higher sugar prices in the world market contributed to 
notable gdp growth.2 The resulting period of economic recovery not only im-
pacted national economic development; it also modified popu lar consump-
tion practices established during the 1960s, introducing modern mass con-
sumer goods and alternative channels for their commercialization. Economic 



190 maría a. cabrera arús

reform helped to legitimize and institutionalize the revolutionary state in new 
ways, even as it raised questions about the radical equality government au-
thorities had promoted in the previous de cade.

This essay traces how  these new realities manifested in domestic spaces 
and fashion in the 1970s and early 1980s, a period frequently overlooked in 
the historiography of the Cuban Revolution. If anything, the 1970s tend to 
be remembered for other reasons, namely, intensified intellectual repres-
sion  under Sovietizing cultural norms (the so- called quinquenio gris or de-
cenio amargo).3 How can we reconcile  these two  faces of Soviet influence— 
economic pragmatism and consumption, on the one hand, and cultural 
narrowing, on the other? Changes in material culture, I argue, accompanied 
and in fact contributed to the consolidation of a state socialist bureaucracy. 
New economic policies thereby reversed and responded to the exhaustion of 
early revolutionary programs  shaped by voluntaristic mobilization schemes as 
well as confrontations with the Revolution’s enemies (internal and external).4 
As Michael Bustamante explores in this volume, reflections on the recent past 
in public space and cultural production also staged this transition from the 
ideal of ascetic revolutionary commitment to a real ity of socialist stability.

And yet, as much as the 1970s bore witness to verifiable material shifts, this 
essay seeks to understand how  those changes  were represented, promoted, and 
sometimes overstated by diverse state actors. Early in the de cade, official publi-
cations framed new modalities of consumption as a sign of Cuban economic 
pro gress, modernization, and the comfort that individual Cubans enjoyed 
 under socialism. In the pro cess, representatives of the state began to make 
novel claims for the Revolution’s legitimacy, based less on a dignified  battle 
against historic “underdevelopment” than in new, if still imperfect (or fic-
tional) socialist achievements. To some degree,  these claims  were grounded in 
a context of obvious improvement: despite narrowing ideological par ameters 
in the realm of culture, many Cubans experienced the late 1970s and espe-
cially the early 1980s as a period in which material security seemed to be more 
attainable than during the preceding years.

Nonetheless,  there was no  simple or direct relationship between the new 
material utopias celebrated in the state press and the consumer realities of 
ordinary Cubans. At times products appeared more often in print than they 
did in stores; brand names advertised an abundant, even technologically so-
phisticated  future to which the government still aspired, as opposed to one 
it had fully achieved. For the Soviet Union, the historian Djurdja Bartlett has 
used the term “repre sen ta tional fashion” to describe a kind of virtual material 
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universe, composed of objects (clothing in her case) that  were symbolically 
potent but materially inaccessible. Repre sen ta tional fashion, as she describes 
it, was “exclusively produced as a unique prototype, presented at domestic 
and international fairs and socialist fashion congresses, and published in the 
magazines,” all while remaining unavailable to consumers.5 In Cuba during 
the 1970s and early 1980s the real and “repre sen ta tional” material  orders 
blurred, with obvious material improvements coexisting, sometimes uncom-
fortably, with visions of plenty far exceeding what most Cubans could acquire. 
Meanwhile, both of  these frameworks— and their implicit endorsement of 
stratified consumption— sat uneasily with a lingering emphasis on radical 
egalitarianism and unity.

From store displays to design aesthetics, state actors in the fashion and 
consumer sectors strategically parsed and navigated such tensions. This essay 
thus foregrounds the discursive frameworks through which goods, real and 
 imagined, circulated in the island’s popu lar culture. At times mutually rein-
forcing, at times contradictory, discourses on Cuba’s material real ity grew out 
of the uneven interaction of socialist institutions and officials— not a uniform 
conspiracy. They thus drew on multiple, often incongruous conceptions of 
consumption and material objects: valorizing Cuba’s traditional cultural heritage 
on the one hand and celebrating its modern socialist  future on the other, or 
touting egalitarianism while also sanctioning new kinds of individual material 
distinction previously seen as taboo.

Though we cannot precisely identify  those responsible for developing 
 these discourses, or direct evidence of citizen responses to them,  there is 
much we can gain from reading Cuba’s state- run consumer landscape in 
the 1970s as a multivalent “text.” To do so puts us in the position of Cuban 
purchasers, ration- card holders, and state com pany man ag ers, intuiting the 
unique possibilities and contradictions of Cuba’s Sovietizing moment, as 
well as the differences between “represented” material pro gress and a more 
continuous material real ity still characterized by intermittent shortages and 
unfulfilled wants.6 Discourses emanating from diverse state actors offer us 
a unique, if incomplete lens onto the rich  middle ground of interactions be-
tween the state and the populace, thus reframing our understanding of Cuba’s 
incorporation into the Soviet bloc. For while popu lar experiences of this tran-
sition remain difficult to access, state discourses around consumption reveal 
a still unformed official position on Soviet rapprochement. State actors strug-
gled to “sell” a cohesive material real ity to everyday citizens that, for most of 
them, did not yet fully exist.
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From Mass Mobilization to State Socialism: Context for Material Change

De cades often denote chronological divisions of con ve nience, a change 
in digits more than historical substance. Not so for socialist Cuba, where 
the inability to produce 10 million tons of sugar during the 1970 harvest 
brought an abrupt end to a period of radical experimentation and social 
change. Economic policies of the previous de cade had appealed to moral 
incentives, personal sacrifice, and autonomy from Soviet norms. In the 
mid-1960s Cuba’s leadership began directing  these ideals to an increasingly 
single purpose: mobilizing large sectors of workers to achieve a massive 
sugar crop.  Under Fidel Castro’s guidance, the state deprioritized other in-
dustries, believing that one big sugar haul could propel the island’s leap 
to development. When the economy failed to reach that target (despite 
producing the largest sugar harvest in Cuba’s history), the resulting po liti-
cal and economic crisis weakened the popu lar “legitimacy of communism 
and, by extension, Fidel’s right to rule,” as Lillian Guerra has written.7 In 
response, the Cuban government turned to increased material and symbolic 
support from the Soviet Union and Eastern Eu ro pean governments. In time, 
the formalization of a state socialist regime of Soviet type, together with the 
implementation of Soviet- style material incentives for workers, helped 
 improve national economic per for mance while promoting new forms of 
po liti cal socialization.8

Indeed, economic changes altered the relationship between revolutionary 
authority and citizen mobilization. Most impor tant, individual charisma took 
a backseat to more institutional means for shoring up revolutionary legiti-
macy.9 Castro remained a dominant figure, of course; his public persona and 
influence over government policy continued to be preponderant. Still, the in-
tensely personalistic style of governance that had characterized the 1960s now 
merged with the operations of a more rational bureaucracy that reproduced 
many of the features of the Soviet Union’s government.10 Carmelo Mesa- Lago 
pointedly notes that Cuba’s Constitution of 1976— approved  after the First 
Congress of the Cuban Communist Party the year before— more or less rec-
ognized Soviet tutelage: “32  percent of the articles . . .  come from the Soviet 
constitution of 1936, 36  percent [come] from Cuba’s constitution of 1940, 
18  percent are influenced by both sources but with Soviet predominance, and 
only 13  percent of articles are at least partially innovative. The U.S.S.R. is men-
tioned by name in the preamble of the Cuban constitution— perhaps the only 
instance in recent history where a foreign country appears in the constitution 
of another.”11
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Yet the notable changes associated with the 1970s did not spring from 
solely foreign sources; the previous de cade’s education policies also began to 
bear fruit. As the number of agricultural workers decreased,  those employed 
in industrial sectors grew considerably. The size of the professional  labor 
force likewise expanded, reaching levels similar to  those in the period pre-
ceding the exodus of the anti- Castro  middle class in the early 1960s.  These 
dynamics gave rise to a “revolutionary intelligent sia” composed of new pro-
fessionals educated  under socialism. Paradoxically, though, a deceleration 
of upward mobility accompanied  these transformations  after many profes-
sional and administrative positions  were filled.12 Regardless, members of 
this cohort, and  those aiming to join it, also harbored expectations for mate-
rial advancement and well- being that state planning bodies felt pressure to 
fulfill.

The government thus mobilized to satisfy new material needs and desires. 
Imported products from the socialist bloc (radios, tele vi sions, canned foods) 
filled gaps in Cuba’s own domestic economy. Meanwhile, state investments 
in light industry and infrastructure, coupled with  later commercial policies 
like the legalization of  free peasant and artisans markets in the early 1980s, 
aimed to elevate living standards through personal consumption and local pro-
duction.13 To respond to and help advance this conjuncture, in 1971 the Cuban 
government created the Cuban Institute of Research and Orientation of Inter-
nal Demand (iciodi)  under the supervision of the Council of Ministers. Born 
of Soviet inspiration, the iciodi mostly focused on market research, though 
it also promoted fashion and industrial design in a more limited capacity (de-
signing new school and work uniforms, for example). Ironically, the study of 
consumption and consumer taste had once been denounced as a frivolous 
cap i tal ist tool for maximizing profits.14 Now, this field had fallen  under the 
direct jurisdiction of the socialist government’s highest executive and admin-
istrative body.

The Cuban state in  these ways embraced material comfort as an economic 
value— something that would have been anathema only years earlier. This 
shift manifested in ways  great and small, from the promotion of material 
incentives— the awarding of goods and appliances to exemplary workers—
to the creation of new opportunities for individual consumption. In 1971, 
for instance, the state opened so- called casas de regalos (gift stores) in  every 
provincial capital, where consumers could buy nonrationed goods at higher 
prices than in the rationed market.15 That same year, officials implemented 
Plan ctc- ci, which regulated the sale of durable mass consumer goods— 
specifically electronics and domestic appliances— through Cuba’s national  labor 



194 maría a. cabrera arús

umbrella organ ization. According to the sociologist Susan Eckstein, between 
1975 and 1980, “for  every hundred homes with electricity, the percentage with 
tele vi sion sets . . .   rose from 33 to 74, with refrigerators from 15 to 38  percent, 
with washing machines from 6 to 34  percent, and with radios from 42 to 
105  percent.”16 Even bigger changes  were to come  after 1980, with an auspicious 
reduction in the consumption of rationed goods, the establishment of previ-
ously referenced peasant markets, and the opening of a wider nonrationed 
“parallel market” in 1983.17

Beyond personal consumption, high- profile infrastructure proj ects also ad-
vanced and symbolized government efforts to translate economic growth into 
individual material well- being. Following on an idea first proposed by Fidel 
Castro in 1970, in 1971 revolutionary authorities and the Ministry of Construc-
tion launched a new national housing program based on the  labor of ad hoc 
“micro- brigades” of workers.18 Additional modernizing initiatives followed, 
such as the 1973 re introduction of color tv broadcasting and the 1974 creation 
of the vaguely named Empresa de Producciones Varias (emprova, Multiple Pro-
ductions Com pany), which assembled the first tv sets made in Cuba, largely 
with Soviet parts.19 In 1975 Castro inaugurated the first twenty- five- kilometer 
section of a reconstructed central railroad that would link Havana and San-
tiago de Cuba via express train.20 In 1978 he opened the thermoelectric plant 
of Cienfuegos, quintupling the island’s capacity for electric generation com-
pared to the prerevolutionary period.21 Fi nally, in 1979, Cuba’s leader person-
ally attended the opening of the Santa Clara textile complex, the biggest in the 
country, with a capacity to produce 60 million square meters of fabric a year.22 
Building on such enhanced production facilities, the Ministry of Light Indus-
try (minil) also created new clothing and fashion companies such as contex, 
which would soon begin manufacturing jeans and other fash ion able garments 
for state- owned Cuban stores, though in limited quantities.23

In short, increased opportunities for consumption, coupled with signifi-
cant investments in infrastructure,  were devised to convey the idea that Cuba 
was on a path to definitive stability and pro gress. Cubans, officials suggested, 
could fi nally look forward to a modern and efficient industrial society, com-
parable to con temporary cap i tal ist economies but more inclusive and just. So 
bullish did Cuban leaders become— and  after such a quick turnaround follow-
ing the failed sugar harvest of 1970— that in 1975 they predicted Cuba would 
soon be able to end the rationing of most goods. The memoirs of the First 
Congress of the Cuban Communist Party gloated that the economic “success” 
achieved  after 1971 would allow “gradually limiting the distribution area in 
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which rationing is still necessary [to]  those essential items whose sales are 
still insufficient to meet the growing needs of the population through a mar-
ket freed from rationing and at prices all can afford.”24 The document cel-
ebrated the commercialization of appliances and other consumer durables as 
a par tic u lar success in this regard.

And yet the hy po thet i cal premise of the quoted statement suggests that 
Cubans had not yet fully achieved the material utopia to which they aspired. 
As the island’s leaders admitted at the Party Congress, Cuba still remained 
in the first stage of the development of socialism according to Marxist- Leninist 
theory.25 The Soviet Union, by contrast, had reached the third, with the at-
tainment of full communism expected by the 1980s.26 Many Cubans held up 
Soviet superiority as positive; Soviet- made Aurika washing machines, Minsk 
refrigerators, and Lada and Moskvitch automobiles (among countless other 
mass consumer goods circulating on the island) provided hints of the kind of 
development still to come. As the Soviet foreign policy analyst Yuri Pavlov 
 later reflected, “Two generations of Cubans [ were] brought up in the belief that 
the U.S.S.R. represented  today what Cuba would become tomorrow.”27 The 
report of the first Party Congress, indeed, presented the Soviet Union as a 
“bastion of world pro gress,”28 and many Cubans evidently shared in this be-
lief. The writer Eliseo Alberto, for instance, recalled during the 1990s that 
the USSR had seemed to Cubans “the center of the world, the promised land, 
the new Mecca, almost like New York.”29 But whereas Castro had predicted 
in 1959 that Cuba would surpass the socioeconomic development of both the 
Soviet Union and the United States, in the 1970s Cuba’s material pro gress 
continued to be, to a considerable degree, imported and mortgaged (requir-
ing generous trade subsidies, donations, and loans) rather than autonomously 
produced.30

The “repre sen ta tional” world of material symbolism helped to bridge 
this gap between pres ent and  future circumstances. The fashion brochure 
Moda ’75, Edición Especial, for instance, features sketches of modern clothes 
never sold in Cuban stores. Also included are cropped images from foreign 
(prob ably Eastern Eu ro pean) magazines, featuring such nontropical garments 
as scarves, gloves, and hats made of fabrics like corduroy, polyester, and wool 
(figures 9.1 and 9.2).31 The vicarious tone of  these promotional materials 
hints at Cuban aspirations to consumption possibilities not yet fully their 
own. Admittedly,  these types of images served “repre sen ta tional” purposes in 
the Soviet Union as well.32 Yet the Cuban investment in Soviet kulturnost— 
“tasteful” acquisition as a sign of “culturedness” and dignified material 
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FIGS. 9.1 AND 9.2.  Fashion illustrations published in Modas ’75, Edición Especial. Fig. 9.1, 
from page 4, appears cropped from a foreign magazine. Fig. 9.2, from page 22, is simply a 
sketch of an outfit never produced. Cuba Material Collection, New York, NY.

satisfaction— spoke to a new, but unfulfilled, ideal of socialist modernity at 
home.33

Cuban material culture in the 1970s was thus caught in a web of contra-
dictions. The legitimation of selective consumption of Soviet technology and 
goods invested both  actual and repre sen ta tional objects with notable impor-
tance. Yet it would have been impossible for even the island’s integrated 
government to seamlessly align this new material context with a previous 
emphasis on nationalism, sovereignty, and radical equality. The outcome 
was a consumer landscape characterized by ambiguity as much as cohesion. 
 Whether in the state press they read, new brand names they created, or 
work- issued coupons they carried, Cuban designers, economic planners, and 
shoppers alike negotiated the ideological compromises attending Cuba’s turn 
 toward the Soviet bloc.
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Consuming the Nation

The expression of Cuban nationalism through material culture can be traced 
back as far as the nineteenth  century. Creole elites supporting in de pen dence from 
Spain painted their estates with the colors of the Cuban flag; other nationalists 
attached ribbons and accessories to clothes in the colors or shapes of patriotic 
emblems.34 Nationalist “looks” and styles  later gained momentum in fashion, 
design, and architecture in the 1950s, as a way to  counter the predominant 
U.S. influences in Cuban culture during that period. As the historian Louis A. 
Pérez Jr. has shown, some private producers, merchants, and consumers at mid-
century demonstrated a preference for goods and styles adapted to the condi-
tions of life in the country rather than uncritically copying North American 
models.  These expanding “calls to buy national products and protect home in-
dustries” played no small part in feeding the Cuban Revolution’s initial appeal.35

Only  after the Revolution’s triumph, however, did the Cuban state begin 
taking an active interest in promoting a nationalistic material culture. In 1959 
“Operation Cuban Industry” or ga nized an exhibition of Cuban- made goods 
that toured the country in train coaches, part of a wider state campaign called 
“Consume Cuban Products” targeting both private producers and individual 
consumers.36 Then, as the government began nationalizing economic activity, 
state enterprises themselves took up the production of goods representative 
of nationalistic ideals and ideologies, especially through the use of rural aes-
thetics, local materials, or forms representative of Cuba’s aboriginal cultures.

Designs reflecting a rural or rustic component played a particularly impor-
tant role in dramatizing the government’s patriotic, increasingly agrarian and 
anti- elitist politics over the 1960s. The countryside, arguably less “contami-
nated” by foreign influences than cosmopolitan Havana, was especially salient 
in sartorial repre sen ta tions of nationalism. Garments like the traditional guay-
abera shirt and the peasant hat, together with materials and colors associated 
with the Cuban climate and its flora and fauna, gave shape to a “nationalistic- 
revolutionary” narrative in which, as Pérez argues, “Cuba became the domi-
nant fashion motif.”37  These goods implicitly reversed the previous cultural 
sway of the United States, stressing  after 1961 the originality and authenticity 
of Cuban socialism vis- à- vis Soviet paradigms. Yet in a climate of rising scar-
city and mass mobilization, designs for frequently donned work clothes and 
ubiquitous military and militia uniforms visibly emphasized utilitarian func-
tion as much as form.

Moving into the 1970s, one might expect such nationalistic approaches 
to material culture to have receded due to the increased Sovietization of the 
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country. As the island sought greater advice and resources from the Eastern 
bloc, economic solutions arguably drew less on a culture of stoic asceticism, 
self- reliance, and local tradition than imported know- how. Yet a closer exami-
nation of objects, clothes, and even imported appliances of the era reveals that 
references to nationalist idioms increased rather than dis appeared  under So-
viet influence. In fact, materials, crafts, log os, and brand names explic itly con-
noting and naming Cubanness acquired new symbolic significance as avatars 
of local values and lore. Such gestures arguably served a “repre sen ta tional” or 
at least euphemistic function, shoring up an imaginary of national exception-
alism against a new real ity of Soviet economic tutelage.

This trend is particularly evident in adaptations made to the guayabera, 
the most culturally iconic article of Cuban clothing. Long considered dress or 
(in short- sleeve variety) casual attire for landowners and wealthy peasants 
and, by midcentury, professional and upper- class men (generally white), this 
classic Cuban shirt was valorized for its nationalist symbolism in the Revo-
lution’s first years. Yet as the po liti cal pro cess radicalized, the garment fell 
out of fashion, harkening back too closely to the style of corrupt politicians 
from the defunct prerevolutionary republic.38 Regardless of this association, 
the guayabera experienced a definite revival in the 1970s, when designers em-
ployed by state enterprises produced cheaper versions of this shirt, and some 
even transformed it into a feminine dress. By the end of the de cade, contex 
 women’s and  children’s clothing collections incorporated outfits inspired by 
the design (figure 9.3) and would soon successfully commercialize them in 
“parallel market” retail stores.39

The guayabera, though, was hardly the only item in other wise Sovietizing 
times invested with resilient nationalist symbolism. From the 1970s through 
the 1980s, Cubaforma, a workshop producing mostly handcrafted goods made 
with local materials, created modern fashion accessories with seashells, coco-
nut, tortoiseshell, antlers, wood, and copper. Other state enterprises attached 
to minil, such as contex, or to the Ministry of Culture, such as the Cuban 
Fund of Cultural Goods, manufactured clothing and accessories with domes-
tic inputs and nationally produced cotton.

To be sure, most of what  these companies produced was intended for 
export or foreign consumption. Visitors to the island seeking mementos of 
“au then tic” local culture not only generated hard currency revenues but also 
indirectly promoted a kind of Cuban revolutionary “soft power” abroad.40 
“Repre sen ta tional” nationalist fashion, in this way, could take on an external-  
rather than internal- facing guise. Yet nationalist goods also found a domes-
tic market, though on a limited scale. For instance, contex and the iciodi 
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opened small retail spaces in 1980s Havana catering to local professional 
elites. Likewise, the furniture maker emprova sold small batches of furniture 
sets made with leather, rattan, and wickerwork in parallel- market stores.41

Yet the aesthetic influence of nationalism reached beyond the niche arti-
sanal market. Nods to local objects, traditions, and terms could also be found 
in the brand names tacked onto newly mass- manufactured goods. The pro-
duction of  these items unmistakably depended on Cuba’s access to socialist 
trading partners in the Eastern bloc. Nonetheless clothing brands like Agro 
(a reference to agriculture), Payito (the nickname for a villa ger), and Yarey 
(the fiber from a palm- like plant that Cuban peasants use to make straw hats) 
referenced an implicitly rural world, long a vector for (and vesicle of) Cuban 
nationalist mythologies. Other clothing brands, such as Jiquí (referencing the 

FIG. 9.3.  Casual feminine 
outfit inspired by the guaya-
bera shirt, commissioned 
by Cachita Abrantes and 
produced by contex. Photo-
graph from the late 1970s, 
courtesy of Cachita Abrantes.
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aboriginal name of a Cuban tree), Criolla (creole, the name for an island- born 
 woman of Spanish descent), and Caimán (alligator, whose shape arguably re-
sembles that of the island as a  whole), drew upon aboriginal words and ele-
ments from Cuba’s natu ral environment. Fi nally, the brand Rumba took its 
name from the well- known Cuban rhythm and dance, while the insignia for 
the clothing brands Recreo (translated as “break” or “escape”) and Diana, pro-
duced in the central provinces of Camagüey and Ciego de Ávila, respectively, 
included a large clay pot typical in  those regions (figure 9.4).42

Even more obvious technological artifacts of Soviet design— produced in 
Cuba but with foreign machinery and parts— received “creolizing” local mon-
ikers. Thus, the first buses manufactured in Cuba  were dubbed Girón,  after 
the beach where Cuban exile forces landed in 1961 at the Bay of Pigs. Taíno 
and Montuno, respectively, became the names for locally produced trucks and 
jeeps.43 The royal palm tree adorned the logo of both Caribe brand tv sets, 
other wise similar to the Soviet Electron, as well as Siboney radios, similar to 
the Soviet Vef. (“Siboney” referred to an indigenous group in pre- Columbian 
Cuba.) Last but not least, the logo of the Taíno portable radio, closely resem-
bling the Soviet Radiotehnika rt, featured an image of the wooden dujo chair, 
used by the island’s pre- Columbian Taíno indigenous chiefs.

In sum, the combination of local and Soviet aesthetics in objects produced 
on the island and imported from the socialist camp produced uncanny pastiches 
across Cuba’s evolving consumer landscape. The evident effect, nonetheless, 
was to domesticate—at least discursively— Soviet influence and thereby rec-
oncile new goods with Cuba’s national culture and “revolutionary” ethos.44 
Overall the expression of nationalistic discourses in material culture and fash-
ion seems to have added up to aesthetic success, at least abroad: Cuban- made 

FIG. 9.4.  Recreo 
brand name and 
logo. From the 
Oficina Cubana 
de Propiedad 
Industrial.
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consumer goods won prizes in international festivals and fairs. As gifts to 
foreign dignitaries, politicians, and celebrity guests—in addition to the ubiq-
uitous cigars and rum— they also offered state officials a con ve nient way to 
highlight Cuban distinctiveness.45

Determining who was  behind this nationalist “defense,” though, can be 
challenging. In some cases, it seems to have been centrally directed. emprova, 
for instance, answered directly to the Council of State, as it was founded by 
Celia Sánchez. Fidel Castro’s personal assistant and close collaborator, she 
commissioned and championed many of  these proj ects.46 Likewise, Cachita 
Abrantes— the  sister of General José Abrantes, minister of the interior be-
tween 1985 and 1989 and Castro’s former bodyguard— founded and directed 
both contex and La Maison fashion  houses. Even in  these cases, however, 
it is difficult to distinguish between high- placed personal connections and 
official policy. Assessing the genuine centrality of nationalistic concerns to 
individual actors or  whether they merely served to advance the personal and 
professional interests of  those involved remains an interpretative prob lem.

It is also hard to know the extent to which many of  these goods  were ac-
tually available to the public. Outside of testimonial evidence, official sales 
volumes for par tic u lar goods or aggregate figures per region are unavailable. 
We can nonetheless speculate about “nationalist” consumption’s symbolic ef-
fects. Did efforts to “Cubanize” Brezhnev- era “real socialism” convince island 
buyers? We have tantalizing, if limited evidence of popu lar reception in the 
area of fashion.

In a recent interview, Caridad Abrantes noted that throughout the 1980s 
sales of contex products on the upper floor of Roseland, the state- owned 
department store in Havana,  were higher than in any other area of the store 
where clothes imported from socialist countries  were sold. In 1983, for ex-
ample, contex brought in 5 million pesos on the “parallel market” alone.47 
This would suggest that some state companies did succeed in translating local 
and national designs into real consumer appeal. The popu lar ac cep tance of 
nationalistic discourses can be deduced too from the popularity of the artisans 
markets, legalized in the early 1980s and celebrated in popu lar recollections 
of the period.  There, consumers expressed a clear preference for high- quality, 
nationally made goods.48

On the other hand, Jesús Frías, former director of a fashion atelier in 
Havana affiliated with the Higher Institute of Industrial Design, insists that it 
was not  until well into the 1980s that “what consumers hoped for” began 
coinciding with “what they could effectively buy amidst national proposals” 
overall.49 In 1974 delegates to the Third Congress of the Union of Young 
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Communists acknowledged that the “search for foreign- made products” 
constituted a “serious ideological weakness” among the young— a likely con-
sequence of “repre sen ta tional” nationalist fictions not matching everyday 
experience and aspirations.50 As of 1985 iciodi studies showed that young 
 people  were still dissatisfied with the outdated aesthetics and coarse finishing 
of most clothing available for purchase, not to mention the perceived politici-
zation of consumption through nationalistic appeals.51 A de cade of economic 
developments had done  little to remedy this “vice.”

To some degree, then, popu lar nonconformity may have stemmed from 
not only disappointment with what was actually on offer but also contradic-
tions in the way consumption was represented. As repre sen ta tions of not just 
nationalist feeling but modernity and pro gress, new goods and clothing items 
betokened expanded personal acquisition. But a continued emphasis on egali-
tarian values— that is, the assumption that a socialist material culture based 
on modern living standards should be equally available to all— chafed against 
the new social distinctions greater consumption made pos si ble. It was the po-
liti cal and rhetorical incongruity between the egalitarian narrative of parity 
and the modernizing discourse of pro gress and consumer distinction of the 
Sovietized 1970s and early 1980s that perhaps proved most difficult to square.

A Revolution for All? Equality and Socialist Distinction

One of the principal po liti cal tenets of the Cuban Revolution was the eradica-
tion of social inequalities separating economic elites from the urban and rural 
poor. Dating even to their insurgent days before 1959, revolutionary leaders 
had demonstrated commitment to  these goals through redistributive policy 
proposals and symbolic strategies marshaling “spectacles” of popu lar em-
powerment and class erasure (see Guerra in this volume).52 Often, this antima-
terialist ethos was conveyed— somewhat paradoxically— through material 
objects.  These included the olive- green fatigues of soldiers and militiamen or 
the straw hats and machetes wielded by the revolutionary pueblo gathered at 
early mass rallies and distributed by state organ izations and, in some cases, the 
organizers of such rallies.53 The modernist architect Nicolás Quintana recalls 
an early meeting with Che Guevara, in which the toes of the guerrilla leader 
turned economic administrator could be seen sticking out of worn socks.54 By 
1968 a beauty pageant during the Festival of the Havana Green  Belt, which 
in that year replaced Havana’s legendary carnival, highlighted androgynous 
work clothes as “fash ion able” choices when volunteering in experimental ag-
ricultural proj ects on the city’s outskirts.55
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Significantly,  after a hiatus due to the “Ten Million Ton Sugar Harvest,” 
carnival returned in 1970. And in this and subsequent editions, beauty con-
testants  were more likely to dress “in maxi skirts and hot fingerless gloves,” 
parading through Havana “on a carriage of shiny, false mirrors towed by a 
Soviet tractor,” as one observer recalled of cele brations in 1971.56 But if such 
over- the- top displays foreshadowed the de cade’s “repre sen ta tional” abun-
dance, authorities continued to promulgate the Revolution’s egalitarian 
themes. If in the 1960s populist cele brations of workers’ clothing had echoed 
early Bolshevik efforts to shed Rus sia’s monarchical accouterments and dis-
tance the revolutionary pres ent from a prerevolutionary past, mechanisms 
for distributing new consumer goods in the 1970s would mirror Brezhnev- era 
economic schemes and practices  under “real” socialism.57 Recently debuted 
clothing brands and the creation of a state “parallel market” (e.g., via the casas 
de regalos) made pos si ble newly selective shopping and indicators of social 
distinction. But to a significant degree, many of the material perks of Cuba’s 
Soviet era continued to be accessible only through centralized, ostensibly eq-
uitable means.

Take, for example, the case of (mostly imported)  house hold appliances, 
which the state began to commercialize and distribute in 1971. The historian 
Jorge Fornet recalls the significance of  these handy 1971 arrivals, appearing 
shortly  after the resounding failure of the 1970 sugar harvest, when the ten- 
million- ton target was not achieved and economic collapse followed: “Granma 
announced a plan for the distribution of ‘electrical and domestic appliances’ 
in workplaces. Workers could choose among refrigerators, tele vi sion sets, bi-
cycles, mixers, pressure cookers, and even wrist-  and pocket watches. It was 
undoubtedly a pleasing piece of news, coming as it did at the tail end of a year 
of privation and monumental efforts.”58

The mechanisms of distribution of  these material rewards  were strict, 
but in theory clear and fair to every one. In public assemblies celebrated at 
workplaces all over the country, administrators,  union leaders, and employ-
ees discussed the assignment of tele vi sions, pressure cookers, automobiles, 
and even homes and vacations resorts to overachieving workers. The deter-
mination of po liti cal merit and the awarding of material goods went hand in 
hand. Per for mance assessments  were grounded in indicators of productivity, 
such as the fulfillment of production quotas, but also the accumulation of 
awards, diplomas, and certificates for po liti cal participation.59 Workers also 
performed their virtue by attending public rallies, participating in voluntary 
work proj ects on weekends, and, by 1980, partaking in the so- called actos de 
repudio carried out against  those leaving the island via the port of Mariel.60 



FIG. 9.5.  Acta de méritos y deméritos laborales. 1986. Photo graph by author.  
Cuba Material Collection, New York, NY.
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Employers recorded  these “achievements” in a document called the “Certifi-
cate of Workplace Merits and Demerits,” archived in each workers’ person-
nel file (figure 9.5). In Cuba’s socialist meritocracy, mostly individuals with 
the best economic and po liti cal rec ords obtained material rewards, although 
“need” was sometimes also taken into account.61

In more ways than one, work thus offered a principal gateway to increased 
consumption. In Havana, for example, the state rationing system had since 
1969 divided residents into diff er ent groups to better or ga nize the distribution 
and purchasing of goods. Each group (A, B, C,  etc.) was assigned a Thursday- 
to- Wednesday “buying period,” so that  people would not try to shop at the 
same time.62 The Ministry of Domestic Commerce also reserved by decree 
the first day of each period for state employees, providing workers access to a 
wider array of goods, as deliveries normally arrived early that day, as well as a 
less crowded shopping experience.63 To benefit from this plan, workers had to 
show store personnel their ctc- ci identification card (figures 9.6 and 9.7), thus 
providing their employer’s name, work shift, and good standing within the is-
land’s sole, state- run  labor  union. On the one hand, this bureaucratic contriv-
ance incentivized long- term workplace participation, as the id cards had to be 
updated  every three months. But, on the other, it communicated that, even in 
a time of material incentives and meritocracy, the state remained committed 
to covering the needs of the working masses.

Official investment in egalitarian, anticapitalist princi ples also reverber-
ated elsewhere, especially in the emergence of brand names associated with 
the working class, popu lar culture, and grassroots solidarity. This was the case, 
for example, with the clothing lines Montero and Cazador, both words for 
“hunter” or a person who hunts to make a living; Unión; and Festival, the 
word for popu lar cele brations. Likewise, Pionero portable radios referenced 
members of the Soviet- inspired mass organ ization in which schoolchildren 
enrolled between the first and ninth grades. In the most radical expression 
of anti- elitist values, brand names  were erased altogether. In the case of 
clothing, for instance, shoppers might find a detachable cardboard or textile tag, 
identifying  little more than size and inventory information for vendors. As 
for appliances, generic names and technical information at times simply in-
formed buyers of the nature and expected per for mance of the article for sale. 
Calling an iron La Plancha (The Iron) stripped the product of any nonutilitarian 
connotations (figure 9.8).

But references to the technical capacity of material objects  were not al-
ways so concrete or mundane. Just as often they denoted an  imagined  future 
of socialist pro gress and modernization, theoretically available to all. With 



FIGS. 9.6 AND 9.7.  ctc-ci id card. Photo graph by author. Card courtesy  
of Janet Vega Espinosa.
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its logo featuring an atom, the clothing brand Futura, for example, conjured 
up a  future characterized by applied science and technology. Similarly, Órbita 
(orbit), Cometa (comet), Horizonte (horizon), and Ilusión (hope) brand 
clothes referenced space- age terms and goals, or even the much- celebrated 
Soviet space program itself. In truth, most of  these garments  were rather 
plain and coarsely designed. They lacked much in consumer appeal. Yet they 
 were still the clearest material expression of a revolutionary proj ect that, de-
spite having reached supposedly unpre ce dented indicators of achievement, 
remained preoccupied with the obligation and challenge of providing Cubans 
with universal basic goods.

Over time, however, the per sis tent disconnect between universal material 
fulfillment in theory and the quality of available goods in practice became an 
acute prob lem.  Here we have another manifestation of the contrast between the 
“repre sen ta tional” and the real in Cuba’s consumer life. By the late 1970s eco-
nomic losses from unsold goods reached more than 800 million pesos, resulting 
in costly surpluses.64 In 1986 Carlos Rafael Rodríguez, Cuba’s chief economic 
tsar, admitted that “for  people willing to die for the Revolution, it was challeng-
ing to live within the Revolution”  because of its deficient material order.65

Even more troubling was the fact that  these lingering egalitarian commit-
ments persisted alongside emergent ave nues of distinction within workplace 

FIG. 9.8.  Packaging of La Plancha iron. Made in the USSR. Photo graph by author.  
Cuba Material Collection, New York, NY.
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distribution and new forms of nonrationed sales. By promoting competition 
among workers for desirable consumer goods, Cuban institutions stimulated 
productivity and po liti cal participation, as the po liti cal scientist Eloise Linger 
has noted.66 Yet they si mul ta neously revised and recapitulated the logic of 
a cap i tal ist class system. Purchasing power was no longer tied to capital ac-
cumulation, but  there was still plenty of room for material differentiation in 
this ostensibly merit- based order. Material incentives could vary greatly de-
pending on where one worked or at what level. Members of the po liti cal and 
professional elite— doctors, teachers, state enterprise administrators, military 
officers, and other priority groups— were generally granted preferential access 
to housing, automobiles, and vacations at state resorts and villas. Average 
workers, by contrast, tended to receive more unremarkable prizes, such as 
watches and radio receivers.67

Meanwhile, over time, new opportunities to buy goods outside of rationed 
or other wise regulated distribution systems did significantly undermine 
centralized mechanisms. Describing the slowly emerging operations of the 
“parallel market,” the economist Carmelo Mesa- Lago notes that, beginning 
in 1971, certain industrial goods appeared intermittently for “liberated” or 
“freed” (liberada) sale: “silver wedding rings . . .  plastic shoes and slippers . . .  
and some cosmetics and perfumes (including brands with such exotic names 
as ‘Red Moscow’ and ‘Bulgarian Rose’).” Workers who received trips to  hotels and 
vacation resorts also found “con ve nient, freed goods such as swimsuits, life-
savers, sunglasses, [and] cosmetics” on offer at the  hotel shops.68 Alongside 
modest disparities in public salaries, the outcome of such practices was a real-
ity of disparate consumption possibilities, one that grew particularly notice-
able in the 1980s.

All told, despite continued insistence on universal access and equitable 
rewards for work and participation, the material landscape of Cuban “real 
socialism” was characterized by considerable material differentiation. Over 
time class differences became increasingly and uncomfortably vis i ble, if still 
notably diff er ent from  those of the prerevolutionary past.69 Newer Soviet 
automobiles distinguished the po liti cal and professional elite from both the 
 owners of aging North American cars and the carless majority; working- class 
residential districts built with prefabricated Soviet technology  were largely 
segregated from the euphemistically termed zonas congeladas (frozen zones) 
of former middle-  and upper- class homes generally occupied by  those in stra-
tegic government positions.70 According to iciodi, “liberated” goods appeal-
ing to higher- income urban dwellers, professionals, and state administrators 
 were commercialized in quantities falling far short of demand.71 But compared 
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with the meager quota of clothing offered by the rationing system,  these items 
represented virtual “luxuries” that visibly broke from the government’s egali-
tarian narrative.72

Even when dressed up in egalitarian princi ples, labels, and brands, sys-
tems of material reward and selective consumption ushered in real and lasting 
change. The historian Muriel Nazzari maintains that “from a commitment 
to carry[ing] out as much distribution as pos si ble according to need,” a new 
socialist praxis tied distribution “principally . . .  to the wage.”73 This new ma-
terial logic may in turn have promoted new forms of po liti cal opportunism. As 
Karen Kettering would say of Soviet Rus sia, to gain selective access to “some 
of the trappings of bourgeois life,” perhaps some Cubans  were willing to pay 
with loyalty to the socialist state.74 In this sense, material culture may offer an 
impor tant realm within which to explore popu lar po liti cal attitudes. In the 
Sovietizing 1970s Cuban citizens likely learned to mea sure their government’s 
evolving claims to legitimacy in the previously verboten territory of desirable 
consumer goods.

Conclusion: Grassroots Reinventions and Reappraisals

In the 1970s the Cuban government portrayed socialist institutionalization 
and the accompanying rapprochement with the Soviet Union as a pro cess of 
renovation, represented in part by the commercialization of modern mass 
consumer goods. The new material landscape heralded a more affluent  future 
while also looking to nationalist and egalitarian values of the previous de cade. 
 These strategies created small but vis i ble spaces for ostensibly incongruous 
social distinction, reconciling (if not always comfortably) the pragmatic tele-
ology and ethos of “real existing socialism” with the revolutionary narrative 
of redemption. In their convergences and contradictions, the revised material 
practices of the 1970s birthed an ecumenical symbolic repertoire, with room 
for both regime officials and ordinary citizens to strategically activate distinct 
discourses at diff er ent times. Overall, socialist practices of the 1970s largely 
resisted ideological purity, both in princi ple and in practice.

The sociologist Samuel Farber argues that Cubans have largely experienced 
their history as objects rather than determinative subjects.75 The material dy-
namics discussed in this essay might seem to support this notion, insofar as 
popu lar appraisals of consumer options remain difficult to access. Nonetheless, 
even in this largely state- directed realm, evidence suggests Cubans exercised 
agency in shaping their context. Per sis tent popu lar demand,  after all, led the 
state to open alternative spaces for consumption such as artisans  free 
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markets and the parallel state market in the early 1980s.76 Ordinary citizens 
also accommodated the material consequences of socialist policies by devising 
ingenious make-do “tactics.”77 For other Cubans, meanwhile, a shirt, what ever 
its modernizing, nationalistic, or egalitarian branding, may have just been a 
shirt. The populace thereby not only metastasized but also surely metamor-
phosed and even banalized official discourses and policies.

 These observations point to the continued challenge of historicizing mate-
rial culture from below as well as above. Cuban state agencies in the 1970s 
couched the production and consumption of new goods in ways both novel 
and consistent with older socialist values. Yet at the same time, everyday re-
inventions and creative solutions, including with leftover presocialist goods, 
impacted the order imposed from on high. As Reinaldo Arenas explores in his 
1971 story “Que trine Eva,” some Cubans “responded” to socialist monotony 
and scarcity by frenetically reproducing foreign fashion styles and novelties.78 
Combining socialist and presocialist, national and foreign, Cubans undoubt-
edly helped to shape a material order characterized by palimpsests as much as 
coordinated state design.79

Historians and social scientists thus must continue to explore the ways 
socialist mass goods intermingled with presocialist or con temporary cap i tal-
ist goods (imported, for example, by Cubans authorized to travel abroad).80 
Some Cubans also “upgraded,” modified, or repaired socialist goods with parts 
derived from cap i tal ist or makeshift material cultures, practicing what the 
designer and artist Ernesto Oroza calls “technological disobedience.”81 Oroza 
has documented, for instance, the addition of strips of colored cellophane to 
black- and- white tv sets to produce a colored image, along with handcrafted 
and improvised spare parts for electrical appliances fabricated in clandestine 
workshops. In my own research, I have found evidence of Cubans reproduc-
ing foreign styles on fabrics with revolutionary motifs, as well as of young 
 people stitching foreign brand names onto socialist clothes. Paradoxically, by 
helping to improve the material conditions of individual lives,  these practices 
contributed to the long- term health of Cuban socialism, even as they attested, 
in part, to the government’s material failures.

Nationalistic, demo cratic, and populist discourses drove consumer reforms 
and aesthetic movements before and  after 1959. This essay has focused on 
ruptures and continuities attending the transition to Sovietized socialism in 
the 1970s. This period of material change and ideological ambiguity produced 
an eclectic social imaginary that continues to resonate in the pres ent.  Today, 
many Cubans still strug gle to find— and create— a modern, demo cratic, and 
egalitarian nation that can also promote material comfort and individual well- 
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being for all. It is precisely this aspiration that unites small business  owners, 
artists, exiles, dissidents, and ordinary Cubans who refuse to accept material 
comfort as the exclusive prerogative of the select few,  whether traditional eco-
nomic elites or self- proclaimed “revolutionaries.”
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10. Anniversary Overload?
MEMORY FATIGUE AT CUBA’S SOCIALIST APEX

michael j. bustamante

This flag is discolored and full of stains. It would be a shame if the neighbors 
saw it in this condition.” So complains Ana, the character played by actress 
Laura de la Uz, at the start of Eduardo del Llano’s satirical short film Aché, set 
in 1974. Annoyed, her husband, Nicanor—an affable militant of the Cuban 
Communist Party— insists that the  family heirloom would not be in such bad 
shape if they hung it outside less often. “But we only hang it on special days,” 
Ana responds. “Riiight,” retorts Nicanor, pointing at the calendar. “ Because 
for you ‘special’ means not only patriotic holidays, but the Storming of the 
Bastille, the October Revolution, the anniversaries of friendly nations, our 
wedding anniversary . . .  Ah! Look! World Day Against Malaria!” “I am very 
revolutionary,” Ana  counters, sarcastically (figures 10.1 and 10.2).

Nicanor is not innocent of insincerity himself. When Rodríguez, the head 
of the local Committee for the Defense of the Revolution (cdr), spots him 
furtively disposing of the worn flag in accordance with Ana’s wishes, a letter 
of support to secure a coveted scholarship in France suddenly seems in jeop-
ardy. Aware of the importance of appearing “integrated to the [revolutionary] 
pro cess,” Nicanor turns, first, to the black market in search of a substitute, 
and then to outright theft. The stains on the fabric at the film’s start thus reveal 
themselves to be blots of a meta phorical kind.

Written, filmed, and circulated informally via flash drive in 2010, Aché of-
fers a caustic commentary on the excesses of revolutionary loyalism and the 

“



FIGS. 10.1 AND 10.2.  Performative patriotism? Fictional characters Nicanor O’Donnell 
and wife, Ana, debate  whether (and how) to secure a new Cuban flag to hang outside of 
their apartment. Stills from Aché, directed by Eduardo del Llano (2010), set in the 1970s.
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instrumentalism of nationalistic  display.1 But if the critique targets the doble 
moral (or two- facedness) prevalent in Cuba  today, del Llano situates the film 
in the 1970s in search of the historical roots of pro- forma patriotism. Flipping 
through state publications of the era, one indeed encounters an anniversary 
overload akin to that found on Ana’s calendar. Between 1972 and 1973, for 
example, the journal Revolución y Cultura included special features on the fifth 
anniversary of Che Guevara’s death, the fifty- fifth anniversary of Rus sia’s Oc-
tober Revolution, the 120th birthday of José Martí, the seventy- fifth birthday 
of Bertolt Brecht (the East German playwright), and the twentieth anniver-
sary of Fidel Castro’s 1953 attack on the Moncada Barracks.2

Pomp was nothing new, of course. Dating to before 1959, as Lillian Guerra 
illustrates in this volume, revolutionary leaders had framed their campaigns 
as “historic” before they  were even complete.3 In the 1970s, however, com-
memoration bordered on obsession. With the Revolution’s insurgent glory 
days  behind it, memorialization, now sprinkled with Eastern bloc frames of 
reference, implied an urgent effort to keep the spirit (and loyalties) of the 
early 1960s alive.

But with commemorative excess, curiously, also came confidence in a mod-
ernizing  future of Soviet inspiration. As María A. Cabrera Arús notes in chap-
ter 9, the de cade began ominously, with economic disarray as a result of the 
failed ten- million- ton sugar harvest in 1970. Unparalleled po liti cal dogma-
tism set in, enshrined in the pronouncements of the 1971 National Congress 
of Education and Culture.4 Nevertheless, in many ways Cuba succeeded in 
“convert[ing] defeat into victory,” just as Castro had pledged.5 Thanks to inte-
gration into the Council of Mutual Economic Assistance in 1972, the island’s 
aggressively subsidized economy grew at an average annual rate of as much as 
14  percent.6 In an environment of improved material conditions and ideologi-
cal narrowing, the enactment of revolutionary loyalty and hard work could 
provide a path to trips abroad, home appliances awarded at work, and other 
forms of po liti cal and pecuniary gain.

The onslaught of dates, marches, and references to heroic figures in the 
1970s would thus seem to represent ground zero for a performative, even 
cynical brand of revolutionary citizenship, as del Llano’s film proposes. In-
deed, both the repetition and simplification of state origin stories in this period 
may have cemented a more passive citizen engagement in state- led memory 
work, as we  will see.7 Still, ascertaining the degree to which “emblematic” 
frameworks of national remembrance actually ceased to resonate with personal 
sentiment pres ents a challenge.8 Detailed reports of the attitudes, complaints, 
and private jokes that greeted daily life during the Revolution’s second de cade 
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do not abound in the largely closed Cuban archival rec ord.9 Likewise, docu-
mentation of bureaucratic or po liti cal negotiations within and between state 
institutions involved in commemorative activities continues to be inaccessible.

And yet, even within official statements and sanctioned cultural produc-
tion, one can still trace the evolving contours and contradictions of histori-
cal narrations that would have  shaped Cubans’ own impressions, as well as 
some surprising clashes over their form. In truth, the wider triumphalist 
spirit pervading public memory discourse in the 1970s proved a double- edged 
sword. Short of new events to rekindle the fires of revolutionary hopes, com-
memorative repetition risked converting the state’s  grand narratives into 
empty slogans. Cubans young and old saw signs of relative social pro gress and 
prosperity.10 But they also confronted an epic legend that minimized their 
contributions in the past, and to which their more modest efforts in the pres-
ent could hardly compare. Rather than providing fulfillment, the activities ex-
pected of citizens— diligent study (for youth), military ser vice (for men), and 
tireless participation in neighborhood cdrs— might very well have yielded a 
gnawing sense of frustration. The result, paradoxically, was a cultural climate 
in which invocations of memory and history appeared everywhere, yet every-
day existence could seem unremarkable, forgettable—at best the evidence of a 
 future already constructed and a prerevolutionary past left  behind.

From the “Time of History” to Futurity’s Past

“They asked this man for his time / to be added to the time of History,” wrote 
the poet Heberto Padilla. “They asked him for his lips, / his dry cracked lips, to 
affirm / and with each affirmation to build up a dream.”11 In the controversial 
collection Fuera del juego (Out of the Game, 1968), Padilla’s critical reflections 
on the binding of individual subjectivity to national epic marked his emergence 
as an intellectual bête noire within the Revolution’s cultural establishment. By 
1971 the poet’s growing dissidence had culminated in arrest and an interna-
tionally denounced public “self- critique.”12 Oddly, however, had Padilla’s lines 
continued circulating, they might have taken on the powers of nostalgic in-
cantation. As reliance on moral mobilization gave way to more mundane pat-
terns of central planning, the true “time of History” for Cubans seemed to have 
come and gone.

No longer did Cuba’s past, pres ent, and  future feel quite so immediate, 
intimately intertwined, or dangerously in the balance. Naturally, the national 
saga continued to impregnate public rhe toric. In addition to signaling a new 
age of cultural orthodoxy, the final declaration of 1971’s National Congress 
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of Education and Culture insisted that Cubans  were living “true history,” the 
era in which “the masses”  were the protagonists of social life.13 Official media 
likewise cast the bureaucratic “institutionalization” of the state along Soviet 
lines as a new front of urgent  battle.14 Yet whereas in the 1960s many Cubans 
believed that they  were consummating the island’s history in real time, by 
the next de cade the joyfully chaotic, unpredictable rallies that characterized 
the Revolution’s first years had long since morphed into routines of mass 
organ ization. Thus, when Leonid Brezhnev visited Cuba in 1974— the first 
Soviet premier to do so— the island’s po liti cal leadership greeted him with a 
full military review, a spectacle of state order (not popu lar euphoria) to seal 
Cuban- Soviet goodwill.15

Officially, any note of retrospective melancholy remained taboo, an oxy-
moron. The literary  giant turned cultural functionary Alejo Carpentier wrote 
fawningly in 1979, “I have to profoundly thank the Cuban Revolution for 
the fact that . . .  due to its energetic impulse  toward the  future, I have become 
immune to the aging, morbid fascination of nostalgia. I have been lucky to 
belong to a generation of Cubans that, from the first of January 1959, has been 
cured forever of empty longings, convinced by vis i ble and tangible achieve-
ments that, for us, no past was better than the pres ent.”16 Fidel, too, denied 
that time had sapped the public’s spirit. “What has experience taught us?” he 
asked in 1975. “That [the  people’s] energy has not fallen, that enthusiasm does 
not weaken, that if the Revolution had a heroic stage in the fight for libera-
tion and a historic stage in the fight to defend the nation [i.e., the 1950s and 
1960s], it also has a very heroic, dignified stage [dedicated to] the work of 
creation.”17  After a de cade of conflict, mass mobilizations, and material short-
ages, stability might very well have been welcome. Even if plagued with con-
tinued prob lems, long speeches, and the “Sovietization” of Cuban politics and 
culture, socialist “normalcy” no doubt held considerable appeal.18

Still, as the urgency of improvisation gave way to five- year plans, some wist-
fulness for lived drama may have proved unavoidable. It is telling, for example, 
that over the Revolution’s entire second de cade in power, only one event— the 
notorious bombing of Cubana Airlines flight 455, masterminded by Cuban 
exiles in October 1976— found a place on the island’s national memory cal-
endar.19 On that occasion, tens of thousands of distraught mourners flooded 
Revolution Square, waiting in long lines to file past coffins of the deceased. In 
moments of real crisis, nationalist convictions remained as palpable as ever; 
the rawness of the tragedy required  little embroidery.20 For the most part, 
however, older patriotic holidays continued to dominate the commemorative 
schedule, while anniversaries from the anti- Batista insurgency rounded out 
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the list. Oddly, it was the July 26, 1953, attack on the Moncada Barracks, the 
ill- fated start to Castro’s insurgent  career and namesake for his  later dominant 
26th of July Movement, that remained both the Revolution’s most impor tant 
national holiday and a frequent subject of retrospective hagiography.21

The writer Dariela Aquique remembers the month of October as particu-
larly ripe with ritualized, if monotonous, significance during  these years.22 
 Every October 10, Cubans recalled Carlos Manuel de Céspedes’s declara-
tion of war against Spain in 1868, the opening bell in the long strug gle for 
in de pen dence and the “100 Years of Strug gle” (as Castro famously put it) 
that followed.23 The days preceding, however, revolved mostly around re-
cent occasions of national mourning: the memory of Hurricane Flora in 
early October 1963 (a devastating storm that took twelve hundred Cubans’ 
lives), the “Crime of Barbados” on October 6, 1976 (as the Cubana flight 
455 bombing became known), and the death of Che Guevara in Bolivia on 
 October 8, 1967— though, as was  later confirmed, his execution actually 
took place on October 9.24 At the end of the month thousands of school-
children gathered at seashores across the country to recall the mysterious 
airborne disappearance of the revolutionary hero Camilo Cienfuegos on Oc-
tober 28, 1959, placing flowers atop his presumed maritime grave.25 Rescue 
personnel had never located Cienfuegos’s remains. By contrast, on July 26, 
1970, Fidel tempered his reflections on the failure of the ten- million- ton 
harvest by revealing that Guevara’s hands, severed by his executioners to 
identify his fingerprints, had been returned “perfectly conserved” to Cuban 
possession. Next October, he pledged, on the anniversary of Che’s death, the 
government would display the Heroic Guerrilla’s preserved appendages in 
crystal urns to appear as if protruding naturally from his original olive green 
uniform. A more dramatic totem of revolutionary faith could scarcely have 
been  imagined.26

Fortunately, perhaps, this morbid spectacle never came to be. But the 1970s 
did witness a boom in the construction and expansion of museums across 
the island. Early on, revolutionary authorities recognized the importance of 
conserving the history they  were making and shaping its telling. Decree- Law 
Number 17, signed by Raúl Castro on December 12, 1959, authorized the cre-
ation of a museum of the Revolution, a modest collection  housed first in pro-
visional offices in Havana’s Vedado district and still actively seeking donations 
of material from the public as of 1961. Not  until January 4, 1974, however, did 
the Museum of the Revolution formally open its doors,  housed in the former 
Presidential Palace, where it still stands  today. As they had so often done since 
1959, authorities once again rebaptized a site of “pseudo- republican” infamy 
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into a vessel of revolutionary mythmaking.27 Two years  later the Granma 
Memorial, displaying Castro’s famous yacht  under a glass enclosure, opened 
across the street.28

Museums of secondary importance also proliferated. In October 1973 the 
Museo Casa Natal José Antonio Echeverría, dedicated to the most famous 
martyr of the Revolutionary Directorate’s failed attack on Batista’s presiden-
tial palace in 1957, officially opened its doors in the city of Cárdenas.29 Several 
months earlier the Museo Casa de Abel Santamaría in Havana debuted with 
similar fanfare and a visit from schoolchildren.30 Reflecting the extensive cult 
of Moncada in the year of the attack’s twentieth anniversary, a second mu-
seum and park dedicated to Santamaría, the most venerated  activist to die 
as a result of the failed assault, also opened on July 26, the anniversary of 
the attack and his brutal death at the hands of Batista’s police.31 Several days 
 later the panopticon- like Presidio Modelo on Cuba’s Isle of Pines (officially 
renamed the Isle of Youth in 1978) welcomed its first visitors to the refur-
bished cells where Fidel and other survivors of the Moncada debacle had been 
imprisoned.32

Excluding generalist provincial and municipal museums  housed in major 
towns and cities, of the 154 other functioning museums on the island  today, 
thirty- eight— roughly a quarter— opened in the 1970s. Compare this to the 
eigh teen museums that opened the de cade before.33 All the same, and without 
knowing who drove this building wave at the national and local levels, one won-
ders  whether  these exercises in martyrology, museumification, and literal and 
figurative “memory prosthesis” (to invoke the case of Che’s hands) reflected 
broader confidence in or a vulnerability of the official historical canon. Allison 
Landsberg defines “prosthetic memory” as that emerging “at the interface be-
tween a person and a historical narrative about the past, at an experiential site 
such as a movie theater or a museum.” “In this moment of contact,” she writes, 
an individual “sutures himself or herself in a larger history.”34 Revolutionary 
leaders certainly had proven  adept at this strategy in the early 1960s, “inter-
pellating [the Cuban] population both in the past and in the pres ent” through 
“a symbolic language that registered with the  people, always addressed in the 
plural,” as José Quiroga attests.35 A de cade  later, though, authorities needed to 
connect to a generation that had not been witnesses, let alone protagonists, of 
the history represented. Though less “tainted” than their parents by prerevolu-
tionary attitudes—or rezagos (holdovers)— young  people might also have been 
more likely to take the Revolution’s achievements for granted.36

On the other hand, more than a defensive effort, the construction of muse-
ums may have also represented an expected response to a renewed rhythm of 
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modernization. The French scholar Pierre Nora famously theorized that socie-
ties preserve national history in “memory places” like monuments only when 
the shape of social life makes memory no longer “a real part of everyday expe-
rience.”37 Something similar, perhaps, was afoot in Cuba in the 1970s. It was 
in  these years,  after all, that early industrialization programs regained force 
 after several years of officially valorized rural asceticism. Following Cuba’s 
insertion into the Council of Mutual Economic Assistance, newly imported 
mass consumer goods helped resuscitate visions of productive utopias first 
 imagined in the early 1960s.38 Nonfiction films like 1972’s No tenemos derecho 
a esperar (We  Don’t Have the Right to Wait) took viewers on sweeping tours of 
infrastructure proj ects, medical advances, and other social welfare programs 
fi nally coming into their own.39 East of Havana, meanwhile, construction on 
the planned seaside town of Alamar, and the equally celebrated model settle-
ment of La Yaya in the Escambray, presaged a prosperous residential  future 
made of prefabricated Soviet cement.40 “Cuba goes forward!” professed one of 
the more famous songs of the era, as higher standards of living and “material 
comfort” became legitimizing features of a modest but more stable socialist 
“dreamworld.”41

The promise of material plenty, though allowing for the modest consump-
tion distinctions that Cabrera Arús describes in her essay, went hand in hand 
with admiration for the leveling potential of Soviet technology. Whereas in 
1966 “President [Osvaldo] Dorticós declared that communism would not be 
pos si ble as long as  there existed work as brutal as [cutting sugar cane],” by 
the end of the 1970s mechanized Soviet-  and Cuban- designed ktp harvest-
ers (fabricated outside the city of Holguín) accounted for half of all sugar 
cultivated on the island.42 In the late 1960s revolutionary officials and au-
thors alike celebrated manual  labor in the sugar field as the purifying forge of 
revolutionary consciousness.43 Now grandiose “Schools in the Countryside,” 
depicted in Jorge Fraga’s film La nueva escuela (The New School, 1974),  were 
helping to modernize the backlands as much as expose young urbanites to the 
rigors of rural life.44 More dramatically, a celebrated 1976 accord with the So-
viets portended Cuba’s entry into the nuclear age via the construction of two 
440- megawatt reactors on the outskirts of Cienfuegos.45 And while Revista 
Casa de las Américas once promoted “testing one’s bones against underdevel-
opment” over the arrogance of a Yankee moon landing, by 1978 the Cuban pi lot 
Arnaldo Tamayo was on his way to Moscow to become the first Cuban cos-
monaut.46 In “Introduction to the History of Cuba,” the poet Víctor Casaus 
went so far as to imagine a desacralizing antimonument as the ultimate testa-
ment to the age: a housing proj ect that, unbeknownst to residents, covered the 
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hallowed grounds where the bones of Martí and other Cuban po liti cal martyrs 
lay buried. In this view, heretically, the privilege of enjoying the fruits of so-
cialist modernization involved a certain right to forget.47

But if such images suggested to Cubans that their lives  were already  free 
of worries, Cuba’s po liti cal leaders constantly reminded citizens— and young 
 people especially—of the sacrifices that had made it pos si ble and against 
which their efforts would be mea sured. “If one looks at the age of  those who 
waged the Ten Years War,” Castro told members of the Union of Young Com-
munists in 1972,

the age of Maceo and the  great combatants of that era— the ages of revo-
lutionaries of all eras of the history of our country— one would see that 
they could have been members of the Union of Young Communists 
if they  were living  today. That is to say, historically in our country men 
of your age  were the agents and executors of the  great revolutions. . . .  
But  today you do not have to fight to take power that the  people con-
quered from the exploiters. You no longer have to shed blood in our 
country to make a revolution. You have a revolution in your hands!48

Instead of consigning the past to marble simulacra, “institutionalization” in 
the Cuban 1970s regimented the place of commemoration in daily life, setting 
up a series of expectations that all Cubans, and young  people in par tic u lar, 
could scarcely hope to meet. “The new generations  will have to be superior to 
the older generations,” Fidel intoned.49 “Run” to the  future, the popu lar singer 
Silvio Rodríguez advised his idealistic followers, lest it “fall down” without 
their help.50 The activities demanded of young  people, however, could hardly 
equal the  great deeds students  were told to admire. Amid signs of socialist 
pro gress, the past could seem more heroic and monumental, but also out of 
reach.

Origin Stories: Revise and Repeat

Abetting such possibilities for disidentification between ordinary Cubans and 
po liti cal leaders was a subtle but impor tant shift in state discourse itself. Com-
memorative “surplus” in the 1970s may have repeated familiar storylines and 
rested on known anniversary markers. But revolutionary officials also began 
to revise basic ele ments of that canon in ways that partially wrote everyday 
Cubans out. By mid- decade the First Congress of the Cuban Communist Party 
provided the stage for institutionalizing not only the structures of government 
in a socialist constitution (approved in 1976) but also a newly streamlined nar-
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rative of the Revolution’s coming- to-be. The resulting account contradicted 
a previous emphasis on citizen protagonism in the nation’s transformations, 
instead emphasizing the prowess of the Revolution’s leaders and suggesting 
that Cubans had been targets of their premeditated plan.

Since the early 1960s, explanations of the anti- Batista insurrection and 
the Revolution’s subsequent evolution in power had followed a foreseeable 
script. Starting in late 1961, high- placed intellectuals- cum- politicians like 
Carlos Rafael Rodríguez, Aníbal Escalante, Blas Roca, and Che Guevara had 
taken it upon themselves to explain how the revolutionary proj ect had gone 
from “olive green,” as Castro characterized his ideology in 1959, to “red,” or 
openly socialist, by April 1961. This “transition to socialism,” Marxist theo-
rists argued, grew out of a pro cess of radicalization forged at the crossroads of 
domestic class strug gle and foreign (read: U.S.) antagonism. The triumph, in 
other words, of a radical but at first admittedly nonsocialist po liti cal proj ect 
had unleashed both internal and external tensions that eventually took on a 
logic of their own.51 In this reading, it was the populace itself and the exigen-
cies of conflict that “pushed” revolutionary officials into casting off lingering 
bourgeois pretensions. Notably, such views found an echo in Fidel’s words 
during a highly public visit to the Chile of Salvador Allende in late 1971. Seek-
ing to downplay the differences between Cuba’s insurgent model and Chile’s 
novel electoral path to socialism, Castro admitted that in 1959 he was “not yet 
a communist, no. . . .  The program of the 26th of July Movement was not yet 
a socialist program.”52 Cubans, he claimed, understood “that Revolution is a 
journey, that Revolution is a pro cess.” Revolutions, Fidel told Chilean audi-
ences, “could not even be preconceived.”53

Ironically, though, as the First Congress of the Cuban Communist Party 
approached, it was precisely a “preconceived” view of Cuba’s recent history 
that began to take hold. Authorities ditched previously dialectical, materialist, 
if still selective modes of analy sis for a more conspiratorial vision. A socialist 
make over, voices in the Party now insisted, had been the clear, secretly held 
desire of the Revolution’s core leadership all along.54 Reflecting upon the sig-
nificance of the Moncada attack on July 26, 1975, Castro amended his words 
in Chile four years before. “At the beginning we  were few. . . .  [And] although 
our program as the 26th of July movement was not yet a socialist program, we, 
the 26th of July,  were socialists” (emphasis added). “Our books  were the works 
of Martí, and Marx, and Engels, and Lenin,” he continued, “And  these ideas, 
even in the most difficult of circumstances, brought us to victory.”55 Back in 
1961, by contrast, Fidel had been prepared to argue only that “the socialist 
germ of the Revolution was already pres ent in the Moncada movement.” What 
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had once been treated as retrospective revelation had suddenly morphed into 
a deliberate scheme.56

Revolutionary officials also dramatically simplified the history of Cuba’s 
traditional communist party, the Partido Socialista Popu lar (psp), one of three 
main po liti cal factions in the revolutionary government  after 1959. “And  there 
was also in our country a Communist Party,” Castro professed, “and  those mili-
tant communist revolutionaries  were closely united, throughout the strug gle, 
with the combatants of the 26th of July revolutionary movement.” Certain 
members and collaborators of the 26th of July— Rául Castro, most notably— 
did have loose ties to the psp  going back to the early 1950s. Officially, though, 
the psp leadership not only repudiated Fidel’s attack on the Moncada Bar-
racks in 1953 but failed to reach a definitive understanding with his 26th of 
July Movement  until the summer of 1958.57  After 1959 this legacy made it 
difficult for many noncommunist rebels to accept the revolutionary govern-
ment’s move to bring them into the fold. Now, in one swift allocution, the 
Revolution’s leader had rendered that history of tension null and void. His 
words also expunged a sequence of “sectarian” conflicts that had fractured the 
revolutionary ranks in the 1960s, stemming precisely from pre-1959 competi-
tion among anti- Batista groups.58

The culmination of such revisionism came at the First Congress of the 
Cuban Communist Party (pcc) in December 1975. Ironically, what conserva-
tive ele ments of Miami’s Cuban exile community had long alleged— that Cas-
tro had always been a clandestine communist— became enshrined as official 
state wisdom. The Revolution of 1959, the Party’s widely printed “Historical 
Analy sis of the Cuban Revolution” intoned, “had to be the work of new com-
munists, in essence,  because they  were not known as such.” “If it is true that 
[socialism] was not the general thinking of all of  those who initiated the path 
of revolutionary armed strug gle in our country,” Fidel backpedaled slightly, “it 
was for its principal leaders.” Isolated, repressed, and po liti cally para lyzed, 
Cuba’s psp had not been in a position to lead. Only a younger generation, 
 recognizing that “the proclamation of socialism during the insurrectional 
stage would not yet have been understood by the  people,” proved capable of as-
suming the undercover vanguard (emphasis added).59

The result of  these rhetorical gymnastics was a remarkable shift from a dy-
namic to a more oracular vision of the Revolution’s history.  Whether a product 
of Cuba’s new strength  under Soviet support or residual fears that retrospec-
tive what- ifs could prove an ideological Trojan  horse, this recasting painted 
revolutionary socialism as the outcome of premonition and design. “History 
transpires as a function of objective laws, but men make history,” Castro stated 
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at the Party Congress in 1975, curiously inverting the emphasis of Marx’s old 
adage “Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please.”60 
In this case, though, the men making the most consequential history  were 
just a chosen few. Whereas Fidel and other leaders had previously remem-
bered the masses driving the revolutionary administration to new ideological 
heights, now the all- seeing leadership assumed primacy of narrative place and 
po liti cal authorship. No longer the principal agents of revolutionary transfor-
mation, the Cuban  people now resembled the objects, or at best partners, of 
a calculated plot.61

History as Melodrama, November Doubts

The seeming incontestability of  these claims appears dumbfounding from 
the vantage point of  today. Surely many Cubans would have recalled a more 
complex pattern of historical change. Yet in a de cade that was at once past- 
obsessed and forward- looking, one can almost understand the attractions of 
amnesia. Besides, save for  those paying academic attention to Castro’s  every 
word, gradual mutations in public rhe toric registered less powerfully than 
dramatizations of Cuba’s story as consummated epic— particularly on screen. If 
in audiovisual media the Revolution’s true purpose, orientation, and protago-
nists  were represented as broadly unchanging (or unquestioned truths), then 
the finer points in the state’s own shifting narrative on  these questions likely 
passed unperceived.

In this way, arguably the most salient historical narratives available for 
popu lar consumption in the 1970s  were not the pronouncements of the Com-
munist Party but historical dramatizations in film. The most beloved Cuban 
movies of the era— all produced by the state- run Cuban Institute of Cinematic 
Art and Industries (icaic)— staged moments of the Revolution’s successful 
conflict against internal and external enemies the de cade before.62 The thriller 
El hombre de Mainsinicú (The Man from Mainsinicú, 1973), for example, fa-
mously dramatized the real- life tale of Alberto Delgado, an administrator of a 
small farm in the Escambray Mountains, a hotbed of counterrevolutionary un-
rest in the 1960s.  After successfully penetrating anticommunist rebel groups 
on behalf of state security, Delgado was assassinated by insurgents in 1964.63 
Drawing a rec ord 1.9 million viewers, the film stood as a celluloid monument 
to a national hero fighting off Washington’s designs. Director Manuel Pérez 
may have prepared by speaking with jailed participants from the anti- Castro 
opposition. Viewers, however, would mostly remember the actor Sergio Cor-
rieri’s manly tour de force in the lead role.64
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Similar blockbuster productions followed. Patty- Candela (1976) re-
constructed a real cia plot to assassinate both Fidel and Raúl Castro in 
July 1961, successfully foiled and revealed to the public thanks to the work 
of loyal informers.65 One year  later the coming- of- age story El brigadista (The 
Literacy Teacher) revived a familiar symbolic trifecta from the 1960s, linking 
the Zapata Swamps of Cuba’s southern coast, the invasion at the neighboring 
Bay of Pigs, and the redeeming work of the Literacy Campaign in the area.66 
 Because residents of the swamps suffered extreme poverty in the prerevolu-
tionary years, Cuban authorities in 1961 emphasized the potent symbolism 
of the region’s re sis tance to external attack. In the film, then, it was only ap-
propriate that fifteen- year- old Mario would work as a literacy instructor in the 
small swamp settlement of Maneadero, transforming from a naïve urbanite 
into a hardened masculine hero as he successfully fought off counterrevolu-
tionary insurgents supported covertly from abroad.67 At their best, follow- ups 
like Río negro (Black River, 1977) provided reasonably complex retrospectives 
on the fine line between revolutionary loyalty and counterrevolutionary be-
trayal.68 At worst, sequels like Guardafronteras (The Border Guard, 1980) and 
Leyenda (Legend, 1981) substituted melodrama and Hollywood- esque bom-
bast for more serious- minded, if still one- sided historical reconstructions.69 
In all cases, the thread of U.S.- Cuba conflict in the Revolution’s history super-
seded its rec ord of internal divides and shifts.

What the film scholar Michael Chanan has called a “return to the popu lar” 
in Cuban cinema in the 1970s— surpassing operatic icaic productions of the 
early 1960s set during the anti- Batista insurrection— built on similar turns in 
lit er a ture, radio, and tele vi sion.70 Bolstered by the Ministry of Interior’s sup-
port for detective fiction as a vehicle for promoting “socialist values,” a pro-
lific subgenre of counterespionage paperbacks and audiovisual analogues also 
emerged.71 Luis Rogelio Nogueras’s award- winning Y si muero mañana (If I Die 
Tomorrow), for instance, recounted the exploits of a secret agent successfully 
infiltrated into Miami’s “Plan Torres,” a terrorist plot to attack Cuban shores.72 
Other tales of counterrevolutionary intrigue set in the 1960s, like Enrique 
Álvarez Jané’s Algo que debes hacer (Something You Should Do), attracted the 
attention of, and  were remade for, Cuban tele vi sion.73 Far and away the most 
popu lar example of this kind was 1979’s En silencio ha tenido que ser (In Si-
lence It Had to Be), starring, once more, Sergio Corrieri (figure 10.3). A joint 
production of Cuban state tele vi sion and the Ministry of Interior, the six- part 
miniseries followed the exploits of a Cuban double agent heroically inform-
ing on counterrevolutionaries and the cia from the early days of 1959.74 The 
title and opening credits referenced a passage from Martí’s famous last letter 
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before his death. In this way, the show invited audiences to view state intel-
ligence agents as the reincarnation of the Cuban hero’s ideas. One reviewer hy-
perbolically called the series a “work of art,” a distillation of the “ human stature” 
and “epic revolutionary inspiration” of Cuban history.75 A sequel airing in 1980, 
Julito el pescador (Julito the Fisherman), enjoyed similar success and popu lar 
appeal.76

In the 1960s Carlos Puebla famously sang that Fidel’s arrival in Havana 
had brought all diversión (amusement) to a halt.77 By the 1970s, however, the 
Revolution had itself become a source of tantalizing entertainment, a past 
spectacle comfortably, even nostalgically consumed from a movie theater 

FIG. 10.3.  Debuting in 1979, the tv spy series En Silencio Ha Tenido Que Ser was a smash 
hit, inviting viewers to relive, and mythologize, the Revolution’s early Cold War exploits. 
El Caimán Barbudo 135 (March 1979), cover.
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seat. More than a mirror for ongoing social transformations, revolutionary 
action stories fostered a brand of cultural citizenship akin to that nurtured 
by Cold War spy sagas of the cap i tal ist world. Films like Patty- Candela may 
have pushed back against depictions of the Ca rib bean as an exotic backdrop in 
the style of James Bond. Nonetheless, Cuban contributions to the genre repli-
cated Western discursive codes: the prominence of an “individual masculine 
protagonist” as “the literal embodiment of state and national interests” and a 
“semi- documentary narrative style” that “articulated a kind of [passive] civic 
nationalism linked to the institution of tele vi sion itself.”78 Such productions 
called on viewers to become part of a “virtual community . . .  of vicarious wit-
ness.” They fostered a historical common sense, concealing the significance 
of state leaders’ rhetorical shifts, and perhaps even reinforcing feelings of na-
tional pride. But the fact that a core group of male actors dominated each and 
 every cast made  these productions as much vehicles for depoliticized forms of 
socialist celebrity as (secret) agents of revolutionary ideals.79

Off the screen, meanwhile— back in the pres ent— the question “What 
now?” remained. Thus even as spectacular portrayals of revolutionary legend 
provided distraction from the mundane contours of the socialist everyday, 
less sensationalist reflections on the place of the past in the pres ent did occa-
sionally surface, offering rare win dows into simmering doubts. In 1978 icaic 
debuted a film whose complex ruminations on memory and trauma openly 
contradicted commemorative molds of the time. Shot against the backdrop of 
the Padilla affair back in 1971, Humberto Solás’s Un día de noviembre (One Day 
in November) featured characters struggling to reckon with their histories 
amid their safely socialist yet somehow ambivalent lives.  Because the main 
characters did not embody stories of proletarian heroism, icaic’s president 
Alfredo Guevara opted to preemptively shelve the film for six years.80 In this 
sense it represents not just an overlooked oddity in Solás’s body of work (best 
known for classics of revolutionary cinema like 1968’s Lucía) but an unparal-
leled meditation on the period’s cultural politics.81

At the start of the picture, Esteban, a dedicated, though not particularly 
high- ranking veteran of the anti- Batista urban underground, is diagnosed with 
an untreatable ce re bral aneurysm that could end his life at any moment. Or-
dered by his doctor to rest in defi nitely and confronting his pending mortality, 
Esteban suddenly feels that his past as an activist and revolutionary lacks the 
meaning it once held. From his  brother and sister- in- law— both selfish types 
waiting to leave the country for their “ little packet of Cornflakes”—to young 
students at a block party dancing to psychedelic  music, the world around him 
appears superficial. Individuals go through the motions, yet they fail to ap-
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preciate the strug gles of  those who came before. “They have it all,” agrees his 
 mother,  after an exasperating trip to the corner store to pick up subsidized ra-
tions alongside grumpy neighbors. “They have work, school for the kids, food, 
 because  here no one dies of hunger, and still they complain.”

Nonetheless, Esteban remains wracked by self- doubt. Severe headaches 
prompt flashbacks to the private demons he carries from the anti- Batista 
strug gle. Visits to former collaborators only sharpen his sense of dislocation 
(figure 10.4). All seem tired of carry ing the burden of their “heroism,” reject-
ing, in princi ple, the idea of resting on their laurels. At the same time, they 
feel alienated from a newer generation that can never understand or dupli-
cate their sacrifice. Meanwhile, younger Cubans who do strive for a sense of 
purpose— represented in the film by Esteban’s love interest, Lucía— must con-
tent themselves with the conviction that their generation “would have done 
the same.” Convinced that life should be about “rebellion, dissatisfaction,” she 
and other characters remain para lyzed  because the impor tant po liti cal strug-
gles seem to have come and gone.

In the end, Esteban, once prepared to give his life for a cause, cannot 
fathom that his real death  will be “for nothing.” A disabled veteran of Cuba’s 
 battles against counterrevolutionary “bandits” urges him to “not die while liv-
ing.” But then the ex- soldier catches himself, acknowledging solemnly “how 

FIG. 10.4.  Esteban ponders a stagnant pres ent and his revolutionary past. Still from  
Un Día de Noviembre, directed by Humberto Solás (1972).
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easy it is to give advice” while hiding from his own inner ghosts. Solás may 
have intended Un día de noviembre as a call to intergenerational dialogue, a 
revolutionary critique of complacency and triumphalism. Yet with Esteban 
remaining as lost at the film’s end as at its beginning, it is difficult to read the 
story as anything but a pessimistic challenge to narratives equating the Revo-
lution’s permanence with a virtual “end of (Cuban) history.”

In Un día de noviembre, revolutionary Cuba appeared to have reached an 
imperfect plateau, not a utopia forged on the blood of martyrs. Most trou-
blingly, Solás’s Cuba was one in which thoughts, emotions, and private recol-
lections, for all their revolutionary credentials, departed from the optimistic 
pronouncements of the state. No won der Roberto José, writing in El Caimán 
Barbudo, called the production “de cadent,” “in no way constructive,” “archival 
footage”— likely a double entendre referencing the film’s history of censor-
ship. The public, José claimed, “has a hard time seeing itself reflected in char-
acters who try to stop time and live on their memories alone.”82 Maybe he was 
right. The irony, though, is that official media culture in this era, as we have 
seen, was largely guilty of the same charge.

Conclusion: Memory Surfeit, Memory Absence

Memory and history  were ubiquitous in 1970s Cuba, from increasingly sim-
plistic invocations of the revolutionary epic in speeches and films to museums 
dedicated to venerated heroes. And yet,  because the most celebrated cam-
paigns of the 1960s lay firmly in the past, saying what actually happened in 
the Revolution’s second de cade proved, and remains, difficult. Even in most 
history books on the island  today,  these years are cast as interlude.83 If events, 
according to Alain Badiou, are defined by their “undecidability” and “on-
tological disruption,” much of the time period examined in this essay was 
characterized by the opposite.84 Authorities recast seemingly spontaneous 
revolutionary events from the 1950s and 1960s as part of a predestined plan. 
Meanwhile, while  there was economic pro gress, few present- day turning 
points— especially on the island itself— seemed genuinely capable of firing 
revolutionary passions anew.85

What, though, of the views of everyday citizens, the real- life Nicanors (re-
turning to del Llano’s 2010 short) navigating this era’s contradictory combina-
tion of futuristic confidence and retrospective streamlining? Might they, like 
Solás, have meditated on history’s unresolved dilemmas and stagnated hopes? 
Or, as in the fictional case of Nicanor, had invocations of patriotic legend be-
come  little more than a ticket to getting ahead? “I give you the wine. I eat 
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filet mignon. Le cordon bleu de  rose,” Nicanor’s wife, Ana, sings, turning Édith 
Piaf’s “La vie en  rose” (made famous in Cuba by the singer Bola de Nieve) into 
a hilarious paean to dreamed-of French treats.

 There is, of course, no  simple or uniform answer to  these questions. Cuban 
society has never been monolithic, and archival silence (as Jorge Macle explains) 
still prevents us from seeing it in its plurality and complexity. Detrás de la Fachada 
( Behind the Façade), one of the most popu lar Cuban tele vi sion programs on air 
at the time, invited Cubans to ignore history entirely, lightheartedly poking fun 
at daily socialist incon ve niences.86 If that was pos si ble, might one of the govern-
ment’s slogans of the era— “We are happy  here!”— have been closest to the truth?87

Oral history might seem to provide a work- around. Yet when the object of 
study is not just the experience of a par tic u lar era or event but the shape of popu-
lar remembrance in the past, interviews conducted in the pres ent are as likely to 
reveal the nested effects of memory strug gles since.88 Without sufficient insight 
into popu lar attitudes and the midlevel negotiations of culture workers in state 
bodies, one runs the danger of painting Cubans’ historical knowledge as the 
result of a uniform, monolithic, and all- controlling state puppeteer.

But if documenting the everyday doubts of the 1970s remains difficult, a 
reading of the de cade’s wider cultural landscape, as this essay suggests, high-
lights a paradox with which no doubt many Cubans had to privately contend: 
the simultaneous surfeit of public memory and its absence. Commemoration, 
in other words, was everywhere, but few new domestic milestones appeared 
worthy of state- sanctioned remembrance in the  future. “The Cuban Revolu-
tion had been personally lived by the entire population as real experience, 
excitement, and intimate hope,” writes the critic Rachel Weiss. By the end of 
the 1970s it “had somehow gotten hijacked into the puffery of gray men.”89 
Reduced to predictable fable and repetitive, increasingly didactic public tran-
script, the collective narrative of the state risked opening itself to private notes 
of melancholy, longing, and regret. For if still capable of inspiration, “the 
Revolution”—in its successes, shortcomings, and purported omniscience— 
had also become conspicuously routine.
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11. “ Here, Every one’s Got Huevos, Mister!”
NATIONALISM, SEXUALITY, AND COLLECTIVE VIO LENCE  

IN CUBA DURING THE MARIEL EXODUS

abel sierra madero

Get out! Show your feet, worms, and  we’ll chop them off! Get out,  
parasites and scum! My city, so beautiful and clean without lumpens or 

queens! Out rats! Be afraid, weaklings, the  people have the power! Traitors, 
rats, show yourselves, just like that! Our motherland, so clean and clear, get 
the trash out of  here! Traitors and opportunists, you’d sell your soul for a pair 

of blue jeans! Pansies beware— don’t mess with the  people! Cuba, how  
wonderful she is, even more wonderful without  those worms!

—  “Anthology of the People’s Slogans at the  
March of the Fighting People”

The inflammatory messages in the epigraph, published on April 23, 1980, ap-
peared in a collection of 100 chants compiled by the newspaper Granma, the 
official publication of the Cuban Communist Party. They  were included as part 
of an invitation to a mass assembly to be celebrated on May 1 called the Mar-
cha del Pueblo Combatiente (March of the Fighting  People).  These slogans 
sustained and rationalized a campaign that the Cuban government promoted 
to counteract the crisis unleashed by the thousands of Cubans who had re-
cently stormed the Peruvian embassy to request po liti cal asylum.  After the 
Peruvian diplomats refused to hand over  those who had entered the embassy, 
the Cuban government withdrew its security forces, and in less than forty- 
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eight hours, more than ten thousand  people occupied the fa cil i ty in the hopes 
of leaving Cuba.  These events initiated an emigration crisis that culminated 
in the exodus of more than 120,000 Cubans to the United States through the 
port of Mariel between April 15 and October 31, 1980.

The revolutionary government used the circumstances surrounding Mariel 
to reinforce pro cesses of national inclusion and exclusion. The “Marielitos” 
 were labeled as nonpatriotic in a narrative that strategically hijacked sexuality, 
criminality, vagrancy, and other marginalized categories to its advantage. At 
the same time, the mass exodus provoked suspicion among a sector of the 
Cuban exile community that distinguished itself from the revolutionary sub-
ject on the basis of economic success and social class.

 Here, I offer an analy sis of the violent, collective actions known as the “acts 
of repudiation” that  were carried out against neighbors, colleagues, and other 
citizens who demonstrated explicit interest in abandoning the country during 
the Mariel exodus. Generally the history of  these violent actions is relegated to 
footnotes or reference sections in the books, documentaries, and memoirs 
that have been published and continue to be published about Mariel. Indeed, 
academic analy sis of the topic has been incredibly scarce.  There is no text that 
deals with the phenomenon of the “acts of repudiation” as its central point of 
analy sis. Such neglect explains the ambiguous ways in which this event has 
historically been read in and outside Cuba.1

In this essay, I consider the acts of repudiation through a more general 
framework of collective vio lence— organized by and with the consent of the 
Cuban state—in order to secure the state’s hegemony and manage the crisis 
generated by the mass exodus. As I  will show,  these acts patterned a specific 
type of po liti cal vio lence that differed from that employed by other, concur-
rent Latin American dictatorships. Even if Cuba did not orchestrate mass 
disappearances and assassinations as did other countries around the region, 
we should not underestimate the impact and reach of the acts of repudiation 
to which thousands of  people  were subjected during the Mariel boatlift in 
1980. Many victims of  these attacks, and even eyewitnesses, remember them 
as horrific and barbaric. By situating  these acts of collective vio lence within 
a broader framework, we can likewise locate the Cuban case within a larger, 
more global context.

As the social psychologist Omar Shahabudin McDoom explains, interpreta-
tions of collective vio lence often ascribe a rationale to leaders or elites, while 
portraying the common  people as capable only of spontaneous, emotion-
ally triggered responses.2 McDoom signals that such an inference tends to 
privilege the decisions of elites and underestimate the role of the masses in 
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intergroup conflicts. This disregard presumes that elites can strategically ma-
nipulate the emotions of the masses but that the populace cannot react in un-
expected ways or in opposition.3 McDoom proposes a synthesis of both focal 
points  because, as he asserts, the rational and the affective are inextricable.

McDoom deploys the concept of “group polarization” to explain how col-
lective vio lence is almost always preceded by a specific series of pro cesses. As 
such, he emphasizes intergroup “boundary activation,” the construction of an 
“outgroup negativity,” “outgroup homogenization,” and “cohesion” among the 
members of the privileged groups, who are si mul ta neously required to pass 
certain tests of loyalty within their own circle.4  These activities make up the 
fundamental ele ments in understanding the psychological foundations of col-
lective vio lence.

The acts of repudiation that  were or ga nized in 1980 against  people want-
ing to flee the country fit into a longer trajectory of po liti cal demonization 
on the island.  These violent acts stemmed from a synthesis of biopo liti cal no-
tions pres ent in official revolutionary ideology. A discourse of animalization 
dehumanized the thousands of  people who wanted to leave the country by 
representing them as a dangerous species. Si mul ta neously, homophobic dis-
course gained momentum, contributing to a feminization and criminalization 
of the po liti cal Other. In both instances, the national po liti cal body was being 
re imagined, its ideological bound aries reconstituted. Even so, the connection 
between nationalism and sexuality had a long history, stretching back to the 
1960s, when it became embedded in the collective imagination. Since then, 
it had also yielded concrete po liti cal initiatives, ranging from the creation of a 
criminal profile and institutional purges to the founding of forced  labor camps 
that  were allegedly designed for rehabilitation and reeducation.

In 1980, confronting a crisis of po liti cal legitimacy, the Cuban government 
began to rely on this formulation of a heteronormative nationalism once 
more. As in other contexts, extreme circumstances helped to activate the in-
tersection of nationalism and sexuality all the more visibly. The Mariel exodus 
marked the most significant crisis of legitimacy that the Cuban government 
had ever confronted.

In this sense, the acts of repudiation constituted a state response to the cri-
sis, and violent actions  were justified in a climate similar to a “state of excep-
tion” or “state of emergency,” which threw the law into temporary limbo.5 The 
Cuban government has historically taken recourse to such a state of excep-
tion, albeit undeclared, in the context of a Cold War discourse of exceptional-
ity. This status also afforded an impor tant role to the notion of a plaza sitiada 



(state of siege). The “state of siege” idea, a rhetorical response to the  battle 
with the United States, has served to both exacerbate nationalist sentiments 
and explain away the economic failures of the Cuban model. Likewise, it has 
served to justify the absence of certain demo cratic standards in Cuban society 
and to invalidate internal opposition.

Following this analytical approach, this essay deconstructs the ideological 
and affective frameworks that grounded the acts of repudiation committed 
during the Mariel exodus. I am primarily interested in the heteronormative, 
nationalist discourses that actively intervened in the invention of the Marieli-
tos and contributed to the legitimization of vio lence as a socially acceptable 
po liti cal practice. As part of that discussion, I  will tie together diff er ent kinds 
of sources that complement my analy sis of the messages and images that state 
propaganda generated in response to the crisis.

Few genres simplify and mobilize po liti cal discourses as effectively as 
chants, slogans, and humor, due to the affective and layered meanings that 
they open up. With this in mind, I  will pay special attention to how the comic 
weekly paper Palante covered the events in the Peruvian embassy as well as 
the slogans utilized in mass mobilizations and acts of repudiation. I  will also 
use a series of interviews conducted in Miami and Havana with  people who 
experienced the mass exodus from diff er ent perspectives. Fi nally, I  will ad-
dress debates in the United States that attempted to explain the crisis and 
contributed to the polarization of exile politics. I am especially interested in 
the depictions of the exodus and state- sanctioned homophobia offered by the 
magazines Areíto and Mariel, two intellectual proj ects with very diff er ent vi-
sions of the 1980 crisis.

Areíto brought together mainly left- leaning Cuban and Cuban American 
intellectuals and academics. They displayed a romanticized vision of the Rev-
olution and embraced a critical vision of the “historic exile” community that 
had emigrated to the United States in the 1960s. Members of this earlier mi-
gration wave manifested a critical and confrontational approach  toward the 
Cuban government, in some cases due to economic losses stemming from 
revolutionary directives. Areíto members, on the other hand, advocated for a 
more fluid relationship between the island’s government and the Cuban dias-
pora. Through Mariel, intellectuals, writers, and artists who abandoned the 
country during the boatlift  were also able to cohere as a collective. It is impos-
sible to understand the tensions and po liti cal controversies attached to the 
exodus, as well as its impact outside Cuba, without incorporating the discus-
sions and interpretations generated by both groups.
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Acts of Repudiation: A Cuban Po liti cal Tradition?

Though it is difficult to trace po liti cal practices similar to the acts of repudia-
tion in Cuba before 1959, some sources indicate that acts of collective vio lence 
against specific citizens  were utilized in several historical moments.

In an article published in the magazine Cuba Internacional (Septem-
ber 1988), the journalist Alberto Rubiera recalled that in December 1949 he 
participated in an “acto de repulsa” (act of repulsion) against a group of Span-
ish poets in Havana’s Ateneo. In that building, which now hosts the Institute 
of Lit er a ture and Linguistics, several Francoist poets, among them Antonio de 
Zubiaurre,  were scheduled to participate in an event. Rubiera recounts that a 
few leftist students deci ded to sabotage the occasion. Among them  were Anto-
nio Núñez Jiménez and Raúl Valdés Vivó, who gave the following instructions: 
“We should find some eggs and tomatoes— preferably rotten. Then, dressed as 
formally as pos si ble— with suit, collar, and tie for men—we should arrive at 
the Ateneo between 8:15 and 8:30 p.m. and take up diff er ent sections of the 
assembly hall. Of course, in our pockets—or handbags—we  will have our foul 
smelling projectiles.”6 According to Rubiera, it was Valdés Vivó who stood up 
and shouted several slogans as he “launched an egg and a tomato  toward the 
presiding guests with enviable aim. . . .  A full- out  battle shortly followed in 
which we took down the fascists one  after another.”7

During the 1950s, through similar mea sures taken against politicians 
and intellectuals, we can trace the act of repudiation as part of a Cuban 
po liti cal tradition. On October 7, 1955, the journalist and politician Car-
los Márquez Sterling participated in the program Ante la Prensa (Face the 
Press) on cmq- Television. When he was finished, he was attacked by a 
group of youths who threw eggs and other objects at him. In a letter dated 
October 12, the public relations director of cmq, Arnaldo Shewerert, sent 
his apologies to Márquez Sterling for the aggression and attached a state-
ment broadcast the same day in their Tome Nota (Take Note) segment to 
explain what had happened. The statement, referencing a similar assault 
three years earlier, read, “The assault on cmq’s [radio program] Universidad 
del Aire— provoked by the events of March 10 [1952]— caused just indigna-
tion. Young regime sympathizers went at that time to throw rotten eggs at 
doctor [Jorge] Mañach. No less indignation is felt  today when upon leaving 
last night from Radiocentro— from the program ‘Ante la Prensa,’ to which 
he had been the invited guest— doctor Carlos Márquez Sterling, leader of 
the  Free Ortodoxo Party, was attacked by small groups that launched eggs 
and other objects at him.”8



That both Mañach and Márquez Sterling  were attacked with eggs is in ter-
est ing, considering that they  were victims of diff er ent po liti cal groups. This 
aspect is significant not only  because eggs  were also used in acts of repudia-
tion during the Mariel boatlift but  because it suggests that we cannot assign 
historical responsibility for developing  these types of practices to a specific 
partisan tendency. In the case of Mañach, the motivation  behind the attack 
must have been his rejection of the invitation extended by Fulgencio Batista 
to celebrate his arrival to power via a coup d’état on March 10, 1952. How-
ever, the attack on Márquez Sterling came from factions of the Ortodoxo 
Party, part of the opposition to the Batista regime. The note broadcast on 
cmq included some of Márquez Sterling’s comments, which assured view-
ers that it was “a rude act of Ortodoxo branches” that  were hostile  toward 
him.9

One of the first events that can be read as an act of repudiation during the 
revolutionary period was carried out in June 1959 against one of Cuba’s oldest 
newspapers, the Diario de la Marina, which was at odds with the revolution-
ary government  until its closure in 1960. El Mundo reported the attack in an 
editorial: “An incident condemnable in  every re spect occurred last Monday 
after noon as several trucks filled with  people arrived in front of the building of 
our esteemed colleagues at ‘Diario de la Marina’ hurling slurs against its direc-
tor and the staff that work  there.”10 The text assured the reader that, though 
the crowd shouted provocations,  there was no physical vio lence against the 
journalists or staff. Even so, relevant to this discussion, the incident intro-
duced a new mode of state po liti cal vio lence that would become even more 
vis i ble in 1980.

The journalist Luis Conte Agüero— who had presided over the amnesty 
committee that pushed for Fidel Castro’s 1955 release  after the Moncada Bar-
racks attack two years earlier— recalls in his book Amer i ca against Communism 
that, in March 1959, he tried to read a letter addressed to his former ally in 
front of the cmq cameras. In the letter he accused Castro of being a com-
munist and ruining the revolution. According to Agüero, the street where 
the station was located was then overtaken by Communist Party brigades 
known as “fuerzas de choque,” a few leaders of the 26th of July Movement, 
and the po liti cal police, who moved to prevent his entry into the building.11 
The car that the journalist was traveling in was attacked and he barely man-
aged to escape. Only days  later he took asylum in an embassy and then fled 
the country.

In 1961 Conte Agüero toured vari ous countries in Latin Amer i ca to offer his 
critical perspective on the Revolution. However, in many of the forums where 
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he was presenting, he was booed and attacked by protesters sympathetic to 
Fidel Castro and his Revolution. In Montevideo the newspaper El Debate de-
tailed the “la men ta ble spectacle” that greeted a planned debate about Cuba. 
Ultimately, the event could not be held  because “a group of well- trained sy-
cophants began to whistle and shout insults at the orator.”12 For its part, the 
newspaper La Plata characterized  those who shouted at Conte Agüero as a 
“regimented communist claque” with “known tactics” and chants to shut the 
speaker up, including exclamations of “To the firing squad!,” among  others. 
With the exception of the Communist- affiliated El Popu lar, most press cover-
age of the incident insisted that such practices belonged to the “uncultured 
radicals of extremist vio lence” foreign to “the country’s demo cratic life.”13

Conte Agüero contended that the actions against him  were part of a broader 
international Communist strategy. The fact that the protesters used practi-
cally the same chants and practices in each place was evidence enough for 
him.  These actions suggest that, since the beginning, support for the Cuban 
Revolution in vari ous regions of Latin Amer i ca was accompanied by a trans-
nationalization of the act of repudiation as a mode of po liti cal agitation and 
ideological support.14

Despite  these antecedents, however, the act of repudiation marked a depar-
ture from other forms of state vio lence within both the pre-1959 Republican 
tradition and the early revolutionary period. The Gerardo Machado (1925–33) 
and Fulgencio Batista (1952–59) dictatorships, for example,  were marked by 
disappearances, assassinations, and physical torture. In the early 1960s po-
liti cal vio lence continued to evolve, as in the reliance of the revolutionary 
government on televised shootings, summary judgments, and institutional 
purges. In 1980, however, the increasingly prevalent act of repudiation began 
to move away from other modalities of state vio lence, as we  will see.

“Get Out! Get Out!”: Acts of Repudiation and Collective  
Vio lence during the Mariel Exodus

 After two weeks occupying the Peruvian embassy, the crowd of more than ten 
thousand began to return to their homes, and the government granted official 
access to the Mariel port to anyone who wanted to leave the country. Subse-
quently, and without pre ce dent in Cuban history, public places, work centers, 
and homes became the sites of a violent crusade carried out with the total 
consent of authorities. Some testimonies even portray the situation as marked 
by vio lence from its very beginning, when a crowd broke into the Peruvian 
embassy and the building was besieged with  people chanting and throwing 



rocks and eggs at  those inside.15 The vio lence was such that the Cuban gov-
ernment had to send security to the site to bring the situation  under control. 
 Others claim that the acts of repudiation became a type of ritual or ga nized 
by the Committees for the Defense of the Revolution (cdrs). This institu-
tion was designed by Fidel Castro at the beginning of the 1960s to ensure 
more efficient po liti cal control in neighborhoods. The committees surveilled 
subjects who  were considered enemies of the Revolution. This organ ization 
functioned as a “lateral power” of the state apparatuses, meddling in even the 
smallest details of  people’s daily lives.16

Apparently, though, the cdrs’ role in the acts of repudiation was grounded 
in  people’s relationships with their neighbors. The journalist Mirta Ojito, 
who left the country as a teenager during the Mariel boatlift, recounts in 
her book, Finding Mañana: A Memoir of a Cuban Exodus, the moment that 
her  family abandoned their  house. According to Ojito, the police arrived 
at their home and proceeded to inventory every thing inside. The officials 
suggested to a neighbor that she find a group to “fix something up for  these 
 people.” This “something” turned out to be an act of repudiation. The neigh-
bor, however, who was an army lieutenant and belonged to a  family of 
army officials, refused: “No one touches this  family. I watched  these girls 
grow up.”17

Ojito’s testimony points to the participation of several diff er ent groups 
in the acts of repudiation. As we  will see, this was not an isolated case. Luis 
Nodarse was president of his local cdr in 1980. In a recent interview, he 
recounted that a  woman raised her hand in a meeting and began to encour-
age  people to go throw eggs at a  couple that lived down the block. “I told her 
to go buy the eggs and throw them, but not to expect me to be  there,” No-
darse said. It was in that moment that Nodarse became disillusioned with the 
Revolution. “I believe that is when my rupture with the Revolution began. 
And I said, ‘I  won’t have anything to do with this.’ It was from that moment. 
That was vile, simply put. They played on the worst  human instincts,” he 
concluded.18

For Nodarse, the attacks against potential deserters had an antecedent in 
the policies employed by the Cuban government during the 1960s. At that time, 
 people who wished to leave Cuba  were forced to perform  labor that authori-
ties deemed appropriate in order to receive their exit permits. Reeducation 
and rehabilitation laws  were put in place to justify  these mea sures, which sent 
thousands of  people to agricultural  labor camps or assigned them to scrub 
floors, sweep streets, clean pig pens, or do construction. Similarly, between 
1965 and 1968 many young  people who had shown interest in leaving the 
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country ended up in the forced  labor camps known as Military Units to Aid 
Production. About thirty thousand men  were sent to  these camps— including 
homosexuals, religious devotees, and criminals— under the law of Obligatory 
Military Ser vice.

If in the 1960s the rationale for punishing pos si ble deserters centered 
around rehabilitation, that logic would change markedly during the Mariel 
exodus. The acts of repudiation and attacks against  those who  were leaving 
took the form of symbolic lynchings. Graffiti such as “A traitor lives  here!” 
and “Get out, worms!” appeared on the  houses of  those wanting to leave, as 
Marianela Molina relayed in an interview.19 According to Molina, dolls  were 
used to simulate a hanging. The goal of  these symbolic lynchings was to de-
stroy  people’s reputation and prestige. It was not only state propaganda that 
fueled  those acts; they required the coordinated efforts of po liti cal and mass 
organ izations.

Symbolic lynchings sought to intimidate and punish  those who  were leav-
ing while sending a clear signal to discourage  others who wished to do the 
same. Molina encountered such events in her office, where  people carried out 
acts of repudiation and took their targets “for walks” outside:

Back then, groups of  people took  others outside— the targeted person 
would be walking and a  whole whirlwind of  people would gather  behind 
them, screaming “Get out, get out.” You could see the diff er ent groups 
of agitators in the street, and they would put in eight hours of work just 
for this.  There was another case at my workplace when it was discov-
ered that a female engineer was leaving and an old  woman wrote up a 
poster and, with some  others, forced the engineer to tack it onto her 
chest  until she caught the bus, Route 2. I remember it as if it  were yes-
terday. I  don’t  really remember what the poster said, it could have said 
anything— gusana, traitor. I did go to that act of repudiation. I walked 
 behind the engineer with my heart just breaking.20

All signs point to the fact that Party militants and members of the Com-
munist Youth  were the first to be compelled to carry out acts of repudiation 
before the practice became more generalized. This makes sense if we take into 
account how the revolutionary model had impacted modes of conceiving kin-
ship within a nationalist brotherhood. Ideological ties between militants had 
supplanted, at least on a symbolic level,  those between  family and friends.21 
Communist militants, state functionaries, and military personnel had to re-
nounce communication with their relatives abroad in order to maintain eco-



nomic privileges and job posts. The Communist Party aimed to create a new 
 family sustained by love of the Revolution and hatred of “counterrevolution-
aries,” which is to say, any po liti cal  enemy. Consequently, membership in the 
Party was fundamental to guaranteeing collective intervention during the acts 
of repudiation. Esperanza Torres, an eyewitness during this historic moment, 
describes it in this way:

If you  were a Party supporter or in the Youth organ ization you had to go 
[to an act of repudiation] or  else they would criticize you in the meet-
ings and might even penalize you. At my workplace, not one person 
ever said no to an act of repudiation. I never said no, but when they 
came to pick up  people, I threw myself into working to pretend like I 
had  really impor tant  things  going on so I  didn’t have to go. They came 
through the departments with a list to look for  people and the buses 
 were already outside to take you to an act of repudiation against some-
one you  didn’t even know.  Every office carried out acts of repudiation 
on their employees, and neighbors did them in their neighborhoods. 
Other times, they announced the acts of repudiation when the work-
day ended. Then they brought in buses to take us to wherever the per-
son lived. When we arrived  there, they already had speakers set up and 
 people shouting. The  whole  thing was barbaric.22

In 1980 Esperanza Torres worked in a ministry located on La Rampa, a 
stretch of one of Havana’s most heavi ly trafficked streets. From her building, 
Torres claims to have seen several acts of repudiation, but what most impacted 
her was what the Cuban Institute of Radio and Tele vi sion (icrt) arranged for 
the actress Celeste del Mar: “They put her inside a big vat and rolled her 
from the icrt downhill. Mobs followed  behind screaming wildly like they 
 weren’t even  human anymore. They called her ‘thug!, traitor!, scum!’— the 
typical insults of that time. Ah, they came around banging cans and sticks 
like it was a conga while the poor girl was inside that tank rolling all over the 
street.  After, they walked her back up holding her by the arms. All  those acts 
of repudiation on La Rampa  were terrible, but what happened to Celeste del 
Mar traumatized me for life.”23

Acts of repudiation could last for days, preventing targeted individuals 
from leaving their  houses for fear of being beaten. On some occasions, crowds 
would surround their homes and cut off  people’s access to gas and electricity. 
“The last days [in Cuba]  were very tough,” the actress Zobeida Castellanos 
commented to Jorge Ulla, director of the documentary En sus propias palabras 
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(In Their Own Words). “I  couldn’t leave the  house and, in that way . . .  they 
let us know, right? If we  didn’t leave the  house and we stayed calm, then they 
 wouldn’t throw anything at us.  Because, before, they  were throwing rocks and 
eggs at us. . . .  They  were insulting us.”24

Apparently it was not just  unions and the cdrs that supported acts of re-
pudiation. Schools also got involved. José Manuel García was thirteen in 1980 
when,  after class, the teacher asked the students to participate in one of  these 
violent events at the  house of a  family that he knew. He described the situa-
tion: “I attended for a short time with a deep sense of shame and powerless-
ness. I felt forced to participate, at least publicly, as part of the crowd, in a 
brutal action against innocent  people, knowing that my  family could also be 
victims when our moment to leave arrived.”25

The acts of repudiation  were designed in such a way so as to create a 
lack of moral and ethical accountability that permitted mass participation 
and shared complicity. At the same time, the acts  were driven by affective 
attachments and fidelity to the revolutionary pro cess, activating relations 
of po liti cal favoritism with the state. Many individuals actively engaged in 
this vio lence to ensure and accumulate po liti cal and symbolic capital within 
institutions.  After families abandoned the country, their  houses and belong-
ings  were divided up by neighborhood assemblies or the Housing Institute 
(Instituto de la Vivienda). As such, many of the acts’ participants benefited 
from  these partitions.

Several other Ca rib bean contexts had already seen similar practices of 
po liti cal patronage and exclusion. In the Dominican Republic  under Rafael 
Trujillo, Robin Derby argues, the widespread practice of po liti cal denuncia-
tion created a liminal, anonymous space, a sort of bureaucracy in the “shad-
ows.” Within this parallel theater, citizens could embody and mobilize the 
state’s repressive role to their advantage or simply become spectators of  those 
shameful displays.26

What happened in Cuba was similar. The state and its institutions pres-
sured citizens to denounce “counterrevolutionary acts.”27 Citizen in for mants 
for the Ministry of the Interior or the cdr  were symbolically compensated, 
and each denunciation was taken into account as a “merit.” Participants  were 
distinguished in po liti cal and media discourse from the “chivatos” (snitches) 
who operated during the Batista dictatorship, although in real ity they acted 
very similarly.28 In Cuba the practice of denunciation, along with the act of 
repudiation,  were constructed as instruments of po liti cal domination, a gov-
ernment tactic that contributed to the efficient exercise of power and shored 
up the hegemony of the governing elite.



“The Whole Nation Pulses with Anger”: Po liti cal Chants and Social Control

In order to counteract images of the thousands of  people who had shown 
interest in leaving the country, the Cuban government needed to mobilize 
citizens en masse to demonstrate public support for the regime. On April 19, 
1980, a few weeks  after the initial embassy takeover, the first March of the 
Fighting  People took place. Millions of  people paraded in front of the Peru-
vian embassy carry ing posters and chanting well into the night.

Analy sis of the chants and posters used during the acts of repudiation pro-
vides insight into the ways the national community  imagined itself during the 
Mariel boatlift. If, at the beginning of the revolutionary pro cess, emigrants 
 were depicted as torturers, bourgeois, and exploiters in the media, by 1980 
they  were described as antisocial, delinquent, and sexual deviants, but above 
all as traitors and deserters.

It would be impossible to understand the acts of repudiation without tak-
ing into account the use of  these labels in the po liti cal slogans coined during 
the Mariel exodus. Scholars have noted that slogans constitute a par tic u lar 
form of public discourse that serves to unify the collective voice, polarize pub-
lic opinion, and simplify messaging to facilitate learning and assimilation.29 
For the scholar Elliott Colla, slogans cannot be read as spontaneous reflec-
tions of a collective sentiment; rather they are a strategy to instantiate such 
thought. Colla suggests that chants and slogans should not be analyzed from a 
solely textual perspective due to their performative nature— the fact that they 
are chanted and shouted by  people in movement and in a coordinated mode 
in public spaces. But most impor tant,  these movements and demonstrations 
do not constitute a mere context for the production of meaning, but rather are 
themselves constitutive of the chants’ text and content.30

This theoretical approach is fundamental to understanding the function 
of the slogans within the marches and public protests or ga nized by the 
Cuban state during the Mariel crisis. In this sense, it is noteworthy that 
the rallies and acts of repudiation had a kind of soundtrack that height-
ened their drama and contributed to activating affective registers. One of 
the songs that accompanied many of the po liti cal movements and massive 
assemblies that the government convened and or ga nized during this time 
was “Marcha del Pueblo Combatiente” (March of the Fighting  People), with 
lyr ics by Pepín Naranjo and  music by José María Vitier. Sung by Osvaldo 
Rodríguez, a songwriter who took asylum in the United States in the 1990s, 
the song was a sort of war hymn that usually closed out po liti cal rallies at the 
time. According to Rodríguez, the Ministry of the Interior commissioned 
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the song, and they  were sent to rec ord it immediately.31 It included the fol-
lowing lyr ics:

The entire motherland shakes like the raging sea
Its blood burns with moral rightness
The courage of its wounded chest roars
for he who aims to wrest away its life.

The call to war has sounded
The toll readies the nation’s sons to action
To fight for all they love
For Cuba, with Fidel, our flag.
The  enemy always threatens
to pulverize what we love,
but fear never reaches our chest
 Here we defeat all tyrants
and drive our lances into them
This virile and sovereign nation!

The slogans and acts of repudiation formed part of a pro cess that began 
with the discrediting of  people who occupied the Peruvian embassy.  There, the 
revolutionary government strategically filmed moments of tension provoked 
by overcrowding and the absence of  water, food, and sanitary conditions. The 
overcrowding reached such a point that  people even took over the roof. As 
days passed, the physical appearance of the occupiers significantly deterio-
rated and the media focused on criminal activity and  people who brandished 
razors or displayed symbols on their clothes that connected them with the 
United States, such as American flags. Many of the  people who experienced 
the occupation insist that the Cuban government infiltrated the buildings. 
Officials, they believed, sent criminals to create chaos and tarnish the image 
of the occupants.32

The Noticiero icaic Latinoamericano, a weekly newsreel directed by San-
tiago Álvarez and produced by the Cuban film institute (icaic), also fulfilled an 
impor tant role in constructing a negative image of the  people who stormed the 
Peruvian embassy. Álvarez closely followed and selectively documented  these 
events. If in only forty- eight hours more than ten thousand  people had pene-
trated the diplomatic mission, the icaic newsreel highlighted the fact that more 
than one million Cubans had hit the street in only thirteen hours to show support 
for the Revolution. Their coverage described the  people in the Peruvian em-
bassy in a biased way and cut shots of them with dark  music and images of rats.33



In this way, official propaganda began to export a negative image of  those at 
the embassy while si mul ta neously injecting content and meaning into acts of 
vio lence. For his part, Castro transformed dissatisfaction with his governance 
into a question of sovereignty and national security. He reactivated revolu-
tionary nationalism, once again grounded in conflict with the United States, 
and established a connection between deserters and the dark inner workings 
of the U.S. government. On May 1, 1980, Castro gave a speech in which he 
thanked the United States for having performed “sanitation” ser vices in re-
ceiving the Cuban emigrants.34 This par tic u lar speech rested on three fun-
damental themes: (1) the military exercises that the U.S. Army was carry ing 
out near the Cuban coast, (2) control of the naval base in Guantánamo, and 
(3) the cessation of U.S. spy flights carried out with sr-71 planes in Cuban 
airspace. This rhe toric helped to stoke fear of a perceived American threat 
among the population and encourage feelings of rejection  toward  those who 
wanted to abandon the country. In this context, acts of repudiation  were con-
structed as a necessary defense against an  enemy invasion. In some sense, this 
contributed to the restoration of governmental legitimacy and endowed mass 
marches and demonstrations of collective vio lence with a certain logic.

“ Here, Every one’s Got Huevos, Mister!”: Nationalism,  
Sexuality, and Po liti cal Humor

When it came to carry ing out acts of repudiation, identifying subjects to tar-
get was easy  because the Cuban government demanded documentation— safe 
conduct passes— from  people leaving national territory. Such authorizations 
 were obtained through formal applications in police stations, work centers, 
and pro cessing centers that the government set up for this express purpose. By 
consolidating this information, the authorities could draft lists that allowed 
them to quickly enact concrete actions against  those seeking exit permits.

However, not every one who wanted to abandon the country could do so. The 
government restricted the exit of certain professionals, such as technicians 
and doctors, while favoring the departure of criminals in order to characterize 
the exodus as morally corrupt.35 They released many  people from  behind bars. 
In addition, officials pressured citizens with a criminal rec ord or  those who 
 were considered a “social danger” to leave.36 What is more, evidence exists 
that the authorities took mentally ill patients from hospitals and clinics to 
force them out of the country.

In the documentary Más allá del mar (directed by Lisandro Pérez- Rey), for 
example, José Scull is interviewed in the American prison where he has been 
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incarcerated since 1983 for murder charges. Scull claims that he was a pris-
oner in Cuba at the time of the Mariel boatlift and that authorities pressured 
him into abandoning the country. They released him from prison, he said, and 
sent him home to wait  until he could embark.37 Similarly, Roberto Saladrigas, 
another subject in the documentary, notes that the per for mance of criminal-
ity was required in the diff er ent centers set up by the government to grant 
safe conduct passes or exit permits. He says, “You  can’t just show up and say ‘I 
want to leave, sign me up’—no,  there had to be something wrong: my wife is 
a prostitute, I’m gay, and my  daughter is a whore.”38

Homosexuals  were likewise integrated into the antisocial and criminal 
profiles that the state constructed to portray  those who  were fleeing. As such, 
many  people who lacked any other reason to obtain exit permits tried to pass 
as homosexuals, since they allegedly made up the “weak” parts of the national 
body politic. In a June 14, 1980, speech, Castro detailed the components of 
this body. By that date, thousands of Cubans had already left for the United 
States through Mariel port. On this occasion, he insisted:

 There is no reason to be concerned about losing a few of  these weak 
parts. We retain the muscles and bones of the  people. This is what we 
hold on to— the strong parts (applause). The  people’s strong parts are 
capable of anything. And  these strong parts, of which  there are many, 
must be respected  because they have impressive force, as was shown 
during the mass strug gles of April and May. We’ve kept, moreover, 
the brain and the heart and we still have our feet planted firmly on the 
ground (applause). As for the weak parts, chock it up to plastic surgery 
(laughter).39

This flattening of the social and the po liti cal landscape into one “battle-
field” sanctioned collective vio lence against defenseless citizens.  Here, the 
violent act is compared to cosmetic reconstruction, to a po liti cal surgery per-
formed on the national body. “ We’re talking about a show of force, but not 
simply for showing off,” Castro explained. The leader also categorized the col-
lective actions as a historical imperative. “It was necessary to show force!” he 
explained, adding, “We had to show the  enemy and  really teach the  enemy 
that you  don’t mess with the  People. We had to show that you cannot offend 
the  People without punishment.”40

The meta phor of the “weak” parts outlined by Castro was also used to in-
tegrate sexuality into the more general po liti cal field. In this rhe toric, homo-
sexuals  were categorized not only as deviants and perverts but also as “softies” 
and “weaklings.” Consequently many citizens who could not get a safe con-



duct pass by other means, perhaps  because of their profession, showed up at 
police headquarters claiming a homosexual identity.

On the affective level, Castro explained that the collective strength dis-
played during this time stemmed from the “hate that was expressed against 
the slacker, against the parasite, against the lumpen, against the antisocial.”41 
It seems contradictory that hate could be consolidated and transformed 
into a positive, socially acceptable emotion during this crisis. However, the 
state- controlled press and media never actually showed the sieges on  houses 
and attacks suffered by alleged deserters. Instead, they celebrated the  grand 
rallies— the Marches of the Fighting  People— that Castro often brought to a 
close with long speeches.

In order to represent and reinforce nationalism, Cuban media tested out a 
series of images and codified discourses within the sphere of po liti cal humor. 
Such practices aimed to normalize the negative aspects of the period as well 
as aestheticize state vio lence. For example, in the film La marcha del pueblo 
combatiente (March of the Fighting  People), the filmmaker Santiago Álvarez 
used Elpidio Valdés, a popu lar cartoon character created by Juan Padrón. A 
symbol of criollo humor, Elpidio Valdés was a fictional Cuban army col o nel 
who fought against Spain in the nineteenth  century. Beginning in the late 
1970s, he served as an impor tant didactic and nationalist tool.42

“ Here, every one’s got huevos, mister!” shouts Elpidio Valdés. The declaration, 
which riffs on the colloquial Cuban term for testicles (literally, “eggs”), is ripe 
with ideological meaning. It should not be read as peripheral or inconsequen-
tial. On the contrary, it codifies an imaginary that repackages masculinity and 
revolutionary identity while si mul ta neously representing national Otherness 
as profoundly feminized. This utterance ascribes moral qualities like bravery, 
force, and virility to the male sexual organs,  here conflated with the entire col-
lective. As such, the assertion of ample “huevos” echoed state doctrines and 
companion ideological formations, such as the idea of “revolutionary defiance” 
(intransigencia revolucionaria) that defined official domestic and foreign policy.

Besides a discourse of masculinity, the sentence plays with the rationing 
of food instated in Cuba from 1961  until  today. In the commercial language of 
the island, when a product is “por la libre” it means that its sale is not regu-
lated or rationed. The greater accessibility of such goods is impor tant  because 
eggs (huevos)  were used repeatedly in acts of repudiation. The very fact that 
the eggs  were charged with so much signifying power— and that huevos also 
connoted national masculinity— explains how well they fit into acts of repu-
diation. Throwing them at the bodies and homes of  those who wanted to leave 
the country was considered an act of revolutionary affirmation.
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Homophobic rhe toric characterized the very earliest press coverage of 
events at the Peruvian embassy. On April 7, 1980, the newspaper Granma 
published an editorial that noted, “Although in our country homosexuals are 
neither persecuted nor harassed, quite a few of them have taken up residence 
in the patio of the Peruvian embassy, alongside gamblers and drug addicts 
who  can’t find a good outlet for their vices  here [in Cuba]. Exactitude, disci-
pline and rigor are all at odds with softness, delinquency, vagrancy and para-
sitism.”43 This editorial formulates an ideological equivalency that produces 
an artificial unity among all occupants of the Peruvian embassy in order to 
simplify messaging and ease its dissemination and reception in Cuban society. 
It is not surprising, then, that many slogans and posters used during public 
demonstrations of support for the Cuban government deployed homophobia 
as a mobilizing resource.

Homophobic and hateful discourses, often relying on humor and recycled 
ste reo types, also circulated in other formats. The weekly paper Palante, a 
state- controlled outlet for humor and social critique, fulfilled an impor tant 
role in this sense. This publication was oriented  toward mass consumption, 
with the idea of filling every thing— even  people’s leisure time— with po liti cal 

FIG. 11.1.  “ Here, every one’s got huevos, mister!” Still from the documentary La marcha 
del pueblo combatiente (1980), special edition of the Noticiero icaic, directed by San-
tiago Álvarez.



content. By simplifying po liti cal messaging and creating an ideological voice 
that complemented official rhe toric, Palante became not only an instrument 
of mass entertainment but also an arm of po liti cal and social control.

In April 1980 Palante joined the national crusade against the occupants of 
the Peruvian embassy and, once the Mariel port opened, against anyone who 
wished to leave the country. Homosexuals, though,  were one of the funda-
mental targets of their attacks. On January 18, 1980, one day before celebrating 
the March of the Fighting  People, Palante published a supplement entitled, 
“El ambientoso: Publicación inscripta como papel sanitario en la embajada” 
(The Troublemaker: Publication Registered as Toilet Paper in the Embassy).44 
The insert’s homophobic headline, exploiting similar sounds in muchas (many 
girls/women) and machos (macho men), reads, “A la lucha, a la lucha, no 
somos machos; pero somos muchas” (Fight! Fight! We might not be men ma-
chos, but, girls,  we’re many).”

The piece sought to represent the Peruvian embassy as a scatological site: 
filthy and a world apart from the integrity of the social body.  Here, the embassy 
exists outside the body politic, aligned with all that was outside, discarded, 
excreted, as Judith Butler might say. Butler notes that the scatological is a dis-
cursive strategy “by which  Others become shit . . .  for inner and outer worlds 
to remain utterly distinct.”45 The identification of  these subjects with excre-
ment and trash would prove a recurrent rhetorical strategy throughout the 
Mariel period.

Palante also recycled ele ments of the pervasive biopo liti cal notions in offi-
cial discourse, with the aim of dehumanizing  those who wanted to leave. From 
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FIG. 11.2.  Homophobic cartoon published in Palante during the Mariel boatlift. It reads: 
“No More Competition!  There are too many of us  here, girls!” Palante, no. 29 (April 25, 
1980): 2.
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the beginning of the revolutionary pro cess, Castro’s speeches  were directed 
 toward the animalization of po liti cal enemies to portray them as “dangerous 
species.”46 In this context, the animal is a sort of device or, as Gabriel Giorgi 
would say, “a point or crossing between languages, images, and meanings 
from which the frames of signification are mobilized.”47 The transformation 
of po liti cal enemies into worms (gusanos), rats, and mosquitoes legitimized 
policies of social cleansing that  were complemented by normative discourses 
of gender and sexuality.

However, the most prevalent rhetorical turn used in Palante and else-
where during the Mariel boatlift depends on what Ernesto Laclau calls 
“chains of equivalence.” This term is fundamental to understanding how the 
socialist state constructed its hegemony. For Laclau, the par tic u lar ideological 
formations preferred by  these regimes— “the masses,” “the  people,” or “the 
proletariat”— built on the erasure of strict class antagonisms, even as diver-
gent or opposed interests persisted. To manage  these tensions, the po liti cal 
elite implemented discursive strategies to “formally” preserve the class- based 
character of the construct (proletariat), while still creating a relation that ex-
ceeded class bounds (the  people).48 Among  these discursive strategies, Laclau 
highlights “enumeration.” Through enumeration, “chains of equivalence” are 
forged around opposite poles, contributing to the construction of antagonism 
between sectors.

The practice of enumeration can be found in Castro’s speeches; it practi-
cally constitutes their rhetorical base. In this way, the  people who wished to 
depart the country— like  those who dissented from the revolutionary proj ect— 
were integrated into a chain of equivalence also including vagrants, crimi-
nals, drug addicts, prostitutes, and homosexuals. This discourse condoned 
state- sponsored physical and symbolic vio lence wielded by the collective. 
Eventually— and still  today—it came to function as a strategy of social and 
po liti cal control.49

Laclau argues that the construction of equivalences has a performative 
character. In this, the creation of unity between diff er ent sectors is not a 
mere discursive ornament but rather the very core of a po liti cal proj ect.50 
Communist discourse used the symbolic figure of the “New Man” to link the 
revolutionary cause with an intrinsically “positive” chain of equivalence. In 
turn, a negative chain of equivalences tied together a symbolic national Oth-
erness that deployed the term “lumpenproletariat” as its foundation.

Susana Peña, author of ¡Oye Loca! From the Mariel Boatlift to Gay Cuban 
Miami, claims that many Cuban men utilized the figure of the loca, the dra-
matically effeminate gay man most persecuted within the Cuban po liti cal sys-



tem, in order to get out of the country. As Peña notes,  these men turned up in 
police stations dressed in tight pants and bright, extravagant garments, often 
with dyed hair and ostentatiously effeminate gestures.51 The gay writer Rein-
aldo García Ramos, a founder of one of the most polemical cultural proj ects 
of the 1960s (Ediciones El Puente), recounts that, when he went to a police 
station to ask for an exit permit,  there was a line of more than thirty  people 
pretending to be gay in order to obtain safe conduct passes.52

This per for mance of homo sexuality, however, did not go over the heads of 
Cuban authorities. It did not even escape Castro, who in a speech on May 1, 
1980, referenced the topic: “Some  little pansy like someone said (laughter), 
some scoundrel in disguise. You all know, the cdrs know this better than 
anybody, they know that some  people like that lined up also, [and] by the way, 
 those are the ones who are most irritating, the fakers.”53 In exporting “undesir-
ables,” the Cuban government wanted to prove that the mass exodus was not 
at all connected with a failure of the socialist model. This would also reinforce 
an image of Cuba as a virile, revolutionary nation and would prevent  future 
conflict with such stigmatized groups.54
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FIG. 11.3.  Caricature published in the humor weekly Palante, which constructs a negative 
chain of equivalence around the occupants of the Peruvian embassy. The site and its 
inhabitants are identified with the scatological, with that which should be flushed away. 
Palante, no. 28 (April 18, 1980): 3.
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It is in ter est ing that the per for mance and simulation of a homoerotic iden-
tity was used as a strategy by heterosexual men who wanted to get off the 
island and again by many who  later found themselves in refugee camps in the 
United States. According to some sources, many homosexuals started to get 
out of refugee camps much earlier than other groups. This was largely due to 
the work of organ izations that supported sexual freedom, including, among 
 others, the Metropolitan Community Church, the National Gay Task Force, Gay 
Rights Advocates, Parents and Friends of Gays, Integrity (a gay Episcopalian 
organ ization), Dignity (a gay Catholic organ ization), and the Gay Commu-
nity’s Cuban Refugee Proj ect.  These organ izations sought out funding in order 
to help gay Cubans.55

According to Michael Bergeron, editor in chief of Gay Life,  these groups 
provided support by searching for sponsors who could offer employment, 
food, clothing, furniture, En glish lessons, or housing.56 When single heterosex-
ual men without sponsors found out that homosexuals got out of the camps 
faster, they started to simulate and claim a false gay identity. “Some straight 
refugees are overdoing it. In their eagerness to appear gay, they make them-
selves more flamboyant than the  actual gays, who are in turn more flamboyant 
than their American counter parts,” said a Metropolitan Community Churches 
official.57

From the Other Side of the Pond: The Mariel Generation and Areíto  
Magazine in the Repre sen ta tion of the Exodus and State Homophobia

Many of the Cuban refugees kissed American soil once they disembarked from 
their boats, thinking that the worst was  behind them. They did not imagine that 
they would once again find themselves  under automatic suspicion. The Cuban 
government’s campaign to depict the refugees as criminals, delinquents, and 
“undesirables” had impacted American perceptions. One survey by the Miami 
Herald showed that only 17  percent of non- Hispanic whites thought that the 
arrival of the Cubans would benefit Miami- Dade County, while 68  percent 
thought the local impact would be negative.58 It is within this context that the 
term “Marielito” appears— a category devised by the American press and 
the Cuban exile community to distance and differentiate themselves from the 
recently arrived refugees. Voices from the American acad emy contributed to 
the construction of this criminological and delinquent profile, largely repro-
ducing the views of the Cuban government.

The Cuban (American) magazine Areíto was one such space that publicized 
this vision of the Mariel boatlift. In the mid-1970s Areíto, published in the 



United States, brought together leftist Cuban and Cuban American intellectu-
als and academics. According to Román de la Campa, who formed part of the 
first cohort, the members of Areíto had become “resentful of the 1960s Cuban 
exile community, critical of U.S. imperial policies, and, at the same time, soft 
on the Revolution.”59

That attitude carried over to Areíto’s coverage of Mariel. In its pages, con-
tributors argued that the Mariel exodus had nothing to do with a po liti cal 
or social crisis in Cuba, but was instead caused by external  factors. As such, 
the publication helped to prevent damage to the image of the Revolution and 
its legitimacy. The acts of repudiation, for example,  were presented as spon-
taneous actions sparked by the indignation of the masses. Lourdes Casal, a 
professor at Rutgers University and one of the most impor tant participants 
in the Areíto proj ect, explained them in this way: “Meanwhile, in the general 
population, an attitude of  great indignation was developing against  those who 
had camped out [in the Peruvian embassy] and particularly against  those who, 
up  until just weeks before, behaved as if they  were true revolutionaries.  These 
feelings generated the rallies of repudiation when the occupants returned to 
their  houses. It was even necessary to warn against physical vio lence in  those 
rallies, through the Committees for the Defense of the Revolution and other 
organ izations— such was the population’s state of mind and the hostility they 
harbored against  those who deci ded to leave the country.”60 While trying to 
play down the violent content of the acts of repudiation, Casal also ignored 
the level of organ ization that went into them, preferring to think of them as 
spontaneous popu lar demonstrations.

Casal’s analy sis misses the fact that the mass mobilizations and demon-
strations she describes  were executed  under the auspices of po liti cal organ-
izations. Even  today,  these types of initiatives are subject to state decisions 
about the use of public resources. Without access to public transport, for ex-
ample, none of  these events could have succeeded. The level of organ ization 
was such that Granma, the official publication of the Cuban Communist Party, 
provided direction for the March of the Fighting  People. The newspaper 
published maps, directions, and guidelines from the Organ izing Commission, 
where they specified locations for participants to be picked up by state buses 
as well as par tic u lar messages to be chanted and clothing to be worn.61

In 1980 mass transportation was entirely run by the Cuban state, render-
ing the quick movement of masses of  people a  matter of official importance. 
Moreover, the state was Cuba’s only employer at this time, which meant that 
collective participation in po liti cal rallies or acts of repudiation depended 
on bureaucratic calculation. Po liti cal officials selected workers who would 
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participate in order to minimize economic and salary disruptions. From the 
design and printing of posters, to the sound system that broadcast speeches 
and chants; press, radio, and tele vi sion coverage and the  music used as a 
soundtrack— every thing was orchestrated by government agencies. The acts 
of repudiation, therefore, cannot be  imagined without the direct intervention 
of state power.

In contrast, Casal’s Areíto article purposefully sought to defend the govern-
ment’s management of the crisis and construct a negative image of the  people 
who occupied the Peruvian embassy. According to her account, the govern-
ment at first tried to provide food for all of the embassy’s occupants with dishes 
prepared by the luxurious kitchen at the Tropicana cabaret. She adds, “Many 
 people went hungry  because the be hav ior of the occupants began to deterio-
rate and criminals started to take over. The strongest, most violent men— the 
most lumpen subjects— were in control of the patio where the food arrived 
and took control of it, too.”62 This statement contrasts with the testimonies of 
vari ous occupants of the Peruvian embassy. Many insist that the food offered 
by the government was not only bad but so scarce that many ended up eating 
what ever they could find, from mango leaves to raw potatoes.63

Areíto’s support for the Cuban government became more militant when 
writers who had abandoned the country during the exodus— Reinaldo Are-
nas, Ana María Simo, René Cifuentes, and Reinaldo García Ramos, among 
 others— began to gain visibility in the United States and cohere as a literary 
generation.  These intellectuals founded the magazine Mariel, a literary and 
cultural proj ect that debuted in the spring of 1983 and ran  until the end of 
1985. The leading article in the first issue of Mariel argued that the social 
content and po liti cal significance of the exodus had been erased by govern-
ment propaganda, with “the enormous weight of terror and  human discon-
tent borne by the Mariel refugees . . .  overshadowed by the most simplistic 
characterization of a tiny minority of them.”64

A text from the first issue by García Ramos deserves special attention, 
since it can be read as a reply to vari ous articles about the exodus published 
in the United States, such as “The cilc and the Mariel Generation” by Ma-
rifeli Pérez- Stable (Areíto, 1982). In her text, Pérez- Stable pres ents both the 
recently formed Committee of Intellectuals for the Liberty of Cuba (cilc), 
which aimed to draw attention to violations of  human rights on the island, and 
the Mariel generation as members of a po liti cal lobby, aligned with proj ects 
that courted the Reagan administration in the po liti cal war against the Cuban 
Revolution.65 “The ideological assumptions of cilc and the Mariel ‘generation’ 
are extraordinarily fragile,” Pérez- Stable points out, since they lack the “po liti-



cal personality” that would bestow credibility on their arguments and guaran-
tee their “influence beyond the pres ent situation.”66

García Ramos’s answer to this text was directed to Pérez- Stable, but more 
generally to the Areíto group and its positioning vis- à- vis the Cuban Revolution:

For them, Cuba  isn’t a nation, but a “charisma”: an authoritarian and de-
finitive voice that fills a pathetic void in need of flagellation. For them, 
Cuba is Fidel Castro. . . .  If the fatherland is equivalent to the obligation 
to serve as a spokesperson for Fidel Castro, I do not have a fatherland 
and I  don’t want one. If the only way to be Cuban is to proclaim Fidel 
Castro as an intrinsic, eternal condition of our being, I was not born and 
did not live for 36 years in the same country where Miss Pérez- Stable 
wants to spend her ideological vacation.67

This would not be the last point of friction between Areíto and Mariel. An-
other conflict surfaced in October 1983, when the magazine New York Na-
tive published a dossier titled “Gay Latins” in which they included texts by 
Reinaldo Arenas and René Cifuentes about homophobia in Cuba. Both texts 
 were preceded by a short essay titled “The Easy Con ve nience of Cuban Ho-
mophobia,” signed by Ruby Rich, a journalist and member of the New York 
State Council on the Arts, and Lourdes Argüelles, a Cuban collaborator with 
Areíto. Rich and Argüelles insisted that the migration of gays turned po liti cal 
only during the Mariel exodus and that homophobic laws in the United States 
 were relaxed for Cubans as a result of Cold War politics. Within the United 
States, they emphasized, “the stories that gay Cuban emigrants carry with them 
serve to feed ‘Cubaphobia,’ ” thereby partaking in a “dirty Cold War.” Rich and 
Argüelles accused the “new Mariel generation, composed by right- wing intel-
lectuals,” of using homophobia as “ammunition in the Cold War.” Recogniz-
ing the possibility of antigay activity, they nonetheless minimized its extent: 
“We’ve heard of repression, suppression, and persecution for simply being 
gay, of jailing and discrimination. Some of  these stories are undoubtedly true, 
at least in part.”68

The text sought to remind the international community that,  under U.S. law, 
refugee status was obtained on the basis of demonstrating po liti cal persecution 
in one’s native country. “Cuba was and is a profoundly homophobic society; 
but  people  aren’t jailed solely for homo sexuality, they go to jail for common 
crimes, for robbery,” the authors added.69  These types of arguments have been 
consistently utilized to diminish and delegitimize the testimonies of Cuban 
refugees and to contest a characterization of the Revolution as totalitarian. 
Nonetheless, Rich and Argüelles did correctly argue that homo sexuality was 

“Here, Everyone’s Got Huevos, Mister!” 267



268 abel sierra madero

punishable by law in the United States at that time and could be an obstacle 
to entry into the country as well as to obtaining U.S. citizenship. Immigration 
policy evolved to receive gay Cuban refugees, in recognition of the fact that 
they came from a communist country, while other refugees— such as Hai-
tians fleeing François Duvalier’s dictatorship— were not afforded the same 
privileges.70

In the spring of 1984 Mariel published an issue dedicated to homo sexuality 
in Cuba in which the editors hoped to include Rich and Argüelles’s text. 
According to Ana María Simo and Reinaldo García Ramos, the editors pro-
posed to translate and publish the article in its entirety along with Mariel’s 
response, but Rich and Argüelles would not give their authorization. “It is 
 really telling that  these writers,” Simo and García Ramos noted, “felt a certain 
inclination to talk about Cubans but not to Cubans . . .  and they  don’t feel 
confident enough that their argument  will hold for  people who  were actually 
born in Cuba,  those who suffered the diverse forms of persecution that Castro 
eagerly enacted.”71

However, in a recent conversation, Argüelles commented that, despite her 
support of Areíto, she was not “very close to the magazine’s editorial team.” 
She maintained some ideological differences with them  because, in her words, 
“their knowledge of capitalism and American politics was very limited.” “I was 
more radical,” she added, “but I also had a critical vision of the Cuban Revolu-
tion, that was not accepted by some members of Areíto and made me feel out 
of place.”  These differences escalated to such a point, she claims, that some 
of her work on the topic of homophobia and homo sexuality in Cuba was cen-
sored, never to be published in the magazine. Along  these lines, she points 
to her text “Homo sexuality, Homophobia, and Revolution: Notes  toward an 
Understanding of the Cuban Lesbian and Gay Male Experience, Part I,” writ-
ten collaboratively with Rich and published by Signs in 1984. This article was 
first written in Spanish at the end of the 1970s for publication in Areíto. She 
believes, however, that “the text was rejected  because it contained a critical 
vision of the Revolution.”72

According to Argüelles, another article written at the peak of the Mariel 
exodus that critiqued the methods employed by the Cuban government, in-
cluding the acts of repudiation, also went unpublished in Areíto. She con-
cluded, “ Those texts became problematic, both for  those who had a more 
militant position in support of the Revolution and the right- wing exiles who 
attacked me for being communist, even though I was  really an anarchist who 
critiqued both governments.  Later on I came to understand that it’s impos-
sible to please God and the Devil at the same time.”73



Epilogue

“Anyone who  doesn’t have Revolutionary genes, who  doesn’t have Revolution-
ary blood, who  doesn’t have a mind fit for Revolutionary ideas, who  doesn’t 
have a heart fit for Revolutionary effort and heroism: we  don’t want them, 
we  don’t need them in our country,” Castro declared on May 1, 1980, during 
the March of the Fighting  People.74 In that speech, Castro deployed a series 
of biopo liti cal notions to construct affective and symbolic borders between 
 those who  were leaving and  those who stayed. In this way, po liti cal belong-
ing was defined by only two actions: stay or leave. No other option existed. 
 Those who left automatically became traitors and  were vulnerable to physical 
or symbolic attacks in public demonstrations and acts of repudiation.

Though thirty- five years have passed since then, we have recently seen how 
 these acts have been recycled and implemented against dissenters and activ-
ists from the island’s in de pen dent civil society. The act of repudiation, though 
deeply rooted in the revolutionary po liti cal imaginary, cannot be read solely 
as a tool of social control wielded by the Cuban state. It also speaks to the 
absence of demo cratic institutions and laws that would punish vio lence mo-
bilized as po liti cal practice. Currently,  these actions do not maintain the mass 
character they developed in 1980, but they continue to be or ga nized by po liti-
cal organ izations  under the supervision of the Department of State Security at 
the Ministry of the Interior. The brigadas de respuesta rápida (rapid- response 
brigades), made up of an increasingly diverse group of  people, still operate 
with total impunity and receive broad logistical and material support— just 
like during the dark days of the Mariel exodus.
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12. Cuba 1959 / Haiti 1804
ON HISTORY AND CA RIB BEAN REVOLUTION

ada ferrer

In 1962 the historian Eric Hobsbawm suggested that the Rus sian Revolution 
was to the twentieth  century as the French Revolution to the nineteenth. The 
analogy represented less a direct comparison than a suggestive juxtaposition. 
From the executions of the French king and the Rus sian czar to the destruc-
tion of the nobility, the rise of novel state forms, and the institutionalization of 
new ideas, both revolutions represented a radical—if never total— break with 
the past. What ever continuities historians may continue to identify between 
the ancien régimes and the revolutions they produced,  there was, in some 
sense, a before and an  after 1789/1917. As the Cuban novelist Alejo Carpentier 
wrote about the French Revolution, “The world had seen so many changes 
that the story teller’s ‘once upon a time’ had been replaced by the phrases ‘be-
fore the Revolution’ and ‘ after the Revolution.’ ”1 He might have said the same 
about the Rus sian case.

Hobsbawm’s juxtaposition of the two  great Eu ro pean revolutions finds fer-
tile ground (or bountiful  waters) in the Ca rib bean, home to two of its own 
world- historical revolutions: the Haitian Revolution of 1791 and the Cuban 
Revolution of 1959. The argument that the Cuban Revolution was to the twen-
tieth  century as the Haitian was to the nineteenth is patently compelling, 
highlighting—as Hobsbawm’s original formulation did— the radical nature of 
two discrete revolutions and the significance of each beyond its temporal and 
geographic bound aries.
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The link between the Haitian and Cuban revolutions was perhaps first 
made by C. L. R. James. In his appendix to the 1963 edition of the Black Jaco-
bins, James casts the two revolutions as part of a greater Ca rib bean, or West 
Indian, revolution. The proj ect begun by Toussaint Louverture in revolution-
ary Saint- Domingue, writes James, lived on in the revolutionary state created 
by Fidel Castro in Cuba. James actually says very  little specifically about the 
Cuban Revolution in that appendix, choosing instead to compose a rapid- fire 
survey of Ca rib bean history to argue that both revolutions had the same root 
 causes in the legacies of the sugar plantation and racial slavery. The Haitian 
Revolution’s challenge to the plantation system continued and was being re-
alized in Cuba in the early 1960s. “In a scattered series of disparate islands,” 
James explains, “the pro cess consists of a series of un co or di nated periods of 
drift, punctuated by spurts, leaps and catastrophes. But the inherent movement 
is clear and strong.”2

James knew, of course, that the fact that the strug gles of the Haitian Revo-
lution still needed to be fought a  century and a half  later highlighted the possi-
bility that a revolution’s promise guaranteed no outcome. The appendix itself 
highlights some of the external sources of the Haitian Revolution’s undoing 
in the actions of colonial and neo co lo nial interests powerfully arrayed against 
revolution. In a lecture delivered a few years  later, James elaborated on inter-
nal sources of conflict that are pres ent but not fully developed in The Black 
Jacobins, namely strug gles among the rank and file: “This was a genuine his-
toric part of  every revolution.”3 Yet the 1963 appendix left all that aside. James 
was less interested in discussing the Cuban Revolution itself then in narrating 
a broad history that linked the strug gles of the Haitian Revolution to  those of 
the Cuban, “what ever its ultimate fate.”4

However brief James’s consideration of the Cuban Revolution in the ap-
pendix that bore its name, other sources suggest that he thought about the 
parallels and connections between the two revolutions deeply over a long pe-
riod of time: in 1958–59, as he read about the Revolution’s seizure of state 
control; in 1962–63, as he penned the famous appendix to The Black Jacobins; 
in the late 1960s, as he traveled to Cuba to participate in cultural congresses 
and as he followed news of Che Guevara’s death; and in the early 1970s, as he 
lectured to black activists and intellectuals in the U.S. South. Writing in 1967 
to the Cuban novelist Edmundo Desnoes, James shared some of his thoughts 
on the Cuban Revolution:

Unfortunately, I do not know Spanish and therefore am unable to be 
in as close touch with the revolution as I would like to be. But I have a 
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pretty good idea of the way the revolution was moving. . . .  I know the 
British, French, the Rus sian Revolution pretty well, and as you know 
the Haitian. I therefore seem to understand the  things I read about the 
Cuban Revolution not only instinctively but often as if I  were reading 
about  things at which I was pres ent or in which I was taking part. I un-
derstood what you  were saying strangely enough as though I had been 
seeing it before.5

James conveys an almost intuitive sense of Cuba’s Revolution. But what ex-
actly might he have deemed so familiar based on his extensive knowledge of 
the Haitian Revolution?

This brief essay does not provide an exhaustive answer to that question; 
much less is it an in- depth comparison of the Haitian and Cuban revolutions. 
It is, rather, a short reflection— from someone who has worked extensively 
on Cuba and on revolution but not on the Cuban Revolution— that seeks to 
juxtapose two of the hemi sphere’s most transformative and in ter est ing revo-
lutions. That juxtaposition, I hope, may lead us to some compelling conver-
gences.  Those convergences, in turn, challenge us to think about the Cuban 
Revolution as something other than singular or exceptional, to think of it— 
James’s appendix notwithstanding—as highly contingent.

Juxtaposed Histories

Despite the  century and a half that divides the Haitian and Cuban revolutions, 
the parallels between the two are striking. Aside from the significance of a 
towering and seemingly sui generis leader in both cases, perhaps the most 
obvious parallel is the profound rupture in each society’s economic structure. 
In Haiti the Revolution destroyed slavery— the principal economic and social 
institution of French Saint- Domingue. What ever forms of coerced  labor re-
emerged  later, no person could legally hold another as property  after 1793. As 
a  whole, the colony’s propertied class lost not only its  human property but 
also its immovable assets— a loss that was codified with in de pen dence in 1804 
and with Article 12 of the country’s first constitution in 1805, which forbade 
owner ship of property by whites. The old ruling class was entirely displaced. 
The plantation system that had made the French colonists and metropolitan 
state so wealthy was not entirely destroyed (particularly in the North), but 
its successor in postin de pen dence Haiti was significantly smaller in scale; it 
had a new class of  owners, and its agricultural laborers—as all workers— were 
juridically  free.6
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The economic rupture in Cuba following 1959 was equally dramatic. In-
creasingly radical agrarian reforms, nationalizations, and expropriations 
through 1968 eliminated most private property on the island. Large private 
landholdings dis appeared, and in their place stood nationalized farms and 
state- run cooperatives. American companies— Esso, United Fruit, Standard 
Oil, Chase Manhattan, Texaco, and  others— were nationalized in August and 
September 1960. Cuban- owned businesses  were expropriated in the months 
that followed. Many former property holders left the island;  others accepted 
compensation and stayed on, as state employees rather than proprietors and 
employers. Then, on the eve of the Bay of Pigs invasion in April 1961, Cas-
tro proclaimed the socialist character of the Revolution. Article 1 of the 1976 
constitution codified it: “Cuba is an in de pen dent and sovereign socialist state 
of workers.” By then, as in Haiti, the prerevolutionary propertied class had 
ceased to exist as such.

Radical proj ects often produce ambitious— sometimes euphoric, some-
times quixotic— schemes that generate a power ful sense of possibility. Some-
thing akin to what Lynn Hunt calls a “mythic pres ent” prevailed in both places.7 
The changing of Saint- Domingue’s name to Haiti (the local indigenous word 
for “mountainous land”) was in that vein: a power ful, symbolic gesture that 
ostensibly wiped away the French past and marked the start of a completely 
new era. Even  after the war, citizens  were mobilized to rise in case of a French 
threat; cannons  were moved up into the mountains, and ordinary citizens 
 were called to do the work, the loads apportioned according to their strength 
and the hiring of  others prohibited. In Cuba the population was mobilized 
as well. Citizen militias  were trained to combat potential U.S. attacks. Ado-
lescents fanned into the mountains en masse— a militia armed with paper 
and pencil—to  battle against illiteracy. Ordinary citizens  were charged with 
the authority to watch neighbors. It was not just the revolutionary states that 
 were new and unpre ce dented: so too  were their citizens— new revolutionary 
subjects, new men and new  women, at least in theory.

 Because both revolutions unleashed such profound changes, they also pro-
voked equally dramatic reactions. The historian R. R. Palmer once claimed 
that one could calculate the intensity of a revolution by counting its exiles. In 
both Haiti and Cuba revolution produced major diasporas. Seymour Drescher 
calculates the number of exiles for Haiti as 20 per thousand, as compared to 
5 per thousand in France. For Cuba, the equivalent number is significant, if 
lower than Haiti’s. For example, in 1980, the year with the highest number 
of émigrés (due to the Mariel exodus), that number was 14.6 per thousand. 
Each of  these diasporas— French and Cuban— was produced, of course, in a 



diff er ent historical moment. The diaspora created in the context of the Cuban 
Revolution unfolded in a context of major Latin American and Ca rib bean mi-
gration to the United States. For example, the percentage of  people leaving 
Puerto Rico without a revolution is much higher than Cuba’s.8 Yet even as mi-
gration became a major historical force elsewhere, in Cuba it was experienced 
as an inherent part of the drama of revolution.

What the numbers in and of themselves do not reveal is the extent to which 
migration and exile  were central to the social, po liti cal, and emotional expe-
rience of revolution. In both Haiti and Cuba, out- migration helped the new 
revolutionary state consolidate its rule and legitimacy. The first documents 
produced by the Haitian state paid par tic u lar attention to  people of color who 
had left or been expelled, proposing laws and policies designed to facilitate 
their return. Meanwhile, the question of what would happen to the enemies 
of the Revolution who had stayed was a prominent  matter of state (and ob-
ject of rumor) in the immediate aftermath of Haitian in de pen dence.9 In Cuba 
the possibility of leaving (or being left) became part of everyday life, and 
weighty decisions about  whether to stay or go  shaped the individual calcu-
lus and experience of revolution. Loved ones applied for passports, neighbors 
left their valuables with neighbors to safeguard them, and many Cubans con-
fessed that they tired of the farewells. The disaffected (and sometimes just the 
weary) left, in the pro cess making the label “ enemy” (or the epithets gusano, 
escoria, vendepatria) easier to invoke. But notwithstanding the pervasive and 
in many ways accurate association of exile with counterrevolution and the 
right, Miami  today, as I have written elsewhere, “is full of  children of the 
Revolution.”10

Yet a clear difference exists between the revolutionary diasporas of Cuba 
and Haiti. At the turn of the nineteenth  century a young U.S. government was 
wary of the revolutionary exiles, who, U.S. leaders feared, might bring the 
ferment and tumult of France and its colony to a not yet consolidated and 
tenuous United States.11 The Cold War context of Cuba’s Revolution meant 
that the U.S. government welcomed and aided  people leaving Cuba as a way to 
make a point about the failures of communism. What began as a trend in 1959 
became a  matter of policy in 1966 with the Cuban Refugee Adjustment Act, 
which accelerated the nationalization pro cess for refugees from the island. 
The welcome offered to Cuban refugees (particularly if they  were white) was 
thus significantly smoother and more generous than that given to other refu-
gees. In 1994 thousands of Cubans and Haitians took to the sea in makeshift 
vessels and headed to U.S. soil. The contrast between the U.S. government’s 
response to the Cuban and Haitian refugee crises— happening at the same 
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time and on the same  waters— could not have been starker. The Cubans  were 
treated as po liti cal refugees from Castro’s Cuba and, initially,  were rescued at 
sea and welcomed on land with more or less open arms. The boundary between 
po liti cal and economic refugees is, of course, a blurry one, but in 1994, in the 
midst of the severe economic crisis of Cuba’s Special Period, the majority of 
the Cuban refugees  were principally economic mi grants. Meanwhile, the 
thousands of Haitians who began arriving in the immediate aftermath of the 
1991 military coup against Jean- Bertrand Aristide, though arguably po liti cal 
refugees,  were picked up, treated as economic refugees, denied or not consid-
ered for po liti cal asylum, and returned to Haiti (and  later, Guantánamo). Ul-
timately, the unjustifiable difference led the Clinton administration to begin 
taking Cuban raf ters rescued at sea to Guantánamo as well.12

Another international response confronted both new revolutionary states: 
formal diplomatic isolation. In the case of Haiti, no foreign power recognized 
the new state. At the insistence of the United States, Haiti was barred from 
attending the Congress of Panama, the 1826 meeting of the hemi sphere’s in-
de pen dent nations— this notwithstanding Haiti’s place as the earliest non- -
U.S. American state to win in de pen dence and notwithstanding the financial 
and strategic assistance it had given to some of the very states attending the 
meeting. Almost a  century and a half  later, in 1962, the revolutionary Cuban 
state would also be barred from membership in that Congress’s successor, the 
Organ ization of American States.13

Exclusion from formal organ izations and formal diplomatic isolation did 
not preclude more violent acts of war.  After January 1, 1804, the French 
government authorized its citizens (on the eastern third of the island, or for-
merly Spanish Santo Domingo) to fan into Haitian territory and kidnap, en-
slave, and kill Haitians.14 On a more massive scale, the United States invaded 
Cuba in April 1961. The intention was to stage “an unspectacular landing” of 
U.S.- trained Cuban exiles, who would then be joined by locals to wage war on 
Castro and his government.  Needless to say, the unspectacular landing was a 
spectacular failure, serving to consolidate Castro’s popularity and legitimacy. 
In a secret meeting between Che Guevara and President Kennedy’s aide Rich-
ard Goodwin in Montevideo a few months  after the invasion, Che thanked the 
United States for the invasion, stating, as Goodwin recalled, that “it had been 
a  great po liti cal victory for them— enabled them to consolidate— and trans-
formed them from an aggrieved  little country to an equal.”15 David had bested 
Goliath.

While postrevolutionary Haiti did not have to confront a military invasion 
on the scale of the Bay of Pigs, it was forced to confront France’s enmity on 



another front. In 1825, with French ships in the harbor threatening to invade, 
Haitian president Jean- Pierre Boyer accepted France’s offer of recognition. In 
exchange, however, his country paid dearly. The price was an indemnity of 
150 million francs ( later reduced to 60). To pay it Haiti contracted a crippling 
debt that it would continue to pay well into the twentieth  century. Indeed, as 
late as 1914, 80  percent of Haiti’s bud get went to paying the indemnity and 
related fees.16 France’s indemnity- for- recognition policy might be understood 
as a form of economic warfare against the new revolutionary state, a pos si ble 
parallel to the economic embargo pursued by the United States against the 
Cuban state for over fifty years.

The world’s hostility to revolution in both cases was not the same, but in 
both cases it was potent. But so too was the inspiration that communities 
outside Haiti and Cuba drew from each revolution. The “idea” of Haiti had 
enormous power among enslaved and  free  people of color across the Atlantic 
World. In colonial Cuba, for instance, Haitian revolutionary figures served 
as models for would-be black revolutionaries seeking to topple the slave re-
gime at vari ous moments in the island’s history. The inverse is also true.  After 
1959 it was the Cuban model that attracted anti- Duvalier activists in Haiti. 
Elsewhere too opponents of military dictatorship and advocates of decoloni-
zation, civil rights, and other radical and progressive  causes the world over 
looked to Cuba as a model and potential source of practical support. Both 
states encouraged that identification explic itly, through specific policies as 
well as through what we might call media strategy.17

One policy pursued in both places was the embrace of fugitives from hos-
tile states. The early Haitian state did this in two dramatic ways. It received 
(and provided asylum and material aid) to Latin American revolutionaries 
seeking to win in de pen dence from Spain— Simón Bolívar the most famous 
among them. Second, Article 44 of the 1816 Constitution of the Republic of-
fered nationality and citizenship to Africans (and indigenous Americans) and 
their descendants who stepped foot on Haitian soil. The policy drew enslaved 
 people from neighboring regions to Haitian shores.18 The Cuban state like-
wise welcomed fugitives, including men and  women fleeing right- wing mili-
tary dictatorships in South Amer i ca and African American activists fleeing 
U.S. racial capitalism and the fbi. Among the latter was Assata Shakur, who 
characterized her flight and residence in Cuba as akin to marronage, implic-
itly equating Cuba, like Haiti, to a maroon state writ large. For the Cuban 
state, the analogy was perhaps a bit uncomfortable.19

Indeed, the question of race is one area where the parallels between the 
revolutions become significantly murkier. In Haiti the revolutionary state 
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validated blackness explic itly in its founding documents. That is evident most 
clearly in Dessalines’s 1805 Constitution, which declared all Haitians to be 
black, but also in Pétion’s 1816 Constitution, which offered citizenship to 
black foreigners who arrived in Haiti. Beyond the law, early national intel-
lectuals repeatedly cast Haitian in de pen dence as a precursor to the redemp-
tion of Africa.  These proclamations did not, of course, preclude racial strife 
internally, and, indeed, a recurring and complicated theme in the postin de-
pen dence history of Haiti is the tension between citizens identified as black 
and  those identified as mulatto.20

In Cuba the race and revolution question unfolded quite differently. While 
it was not a major focus of the revolutionary movement’s platform before 
1959, black activists and their allies pushed it onto the national agenda al-
most immediately  after the revolutionary seizure of power. But the state itself 
was cautious on the issue, preferring to address racial in equality indirectly, 
as an economic issue. By 1962 it had rejected most talk of racial injustice and 
redress as divisive.21 So, unlike in Haiti, in Cuba  there was no explicit or defi-
ant embrace of blackness, at least domestically. Internationally, however, the 
state seemed much more willing to address questions of race and blackness 
explic itly. It became intimately involved in military and po liti cal conflicts on 
the African continent and proudly invoked a “Latin- African” identity in the 
1970s, as Christabelle Peters describes in this volume.22 At a time of intense cul-
tural and po liti cal ferment around race globally— especially during the late 
1960s— the Cuban state welcomed the solidarity of black activists from across 
the world, especially from the United States. In much the same way that the 
U.S. government pointed to its Cuban refugees to highlight the failures of 
communism, so too did the Cuban state welcome African American activists 
to highlight the power of racial injustice and vio lence in the United States. On 
the domestic front, however, the Cuban state sought to limit contact between 
international black activists and intellectuals who arrived on the island and 
the Afro- Cuban ones so  eager to talk to them.23

In both Haiti and Cuba, then, the revolutions and the states they created 
had an outsized international presence. They prompted spectacular hostility 
from former colonial (or neo co lo nial) powers. At the same time, they inspired 
admiration, and sometimes emulation, from subaltern communities. That 
dual, crosscutting influence accounts, in part, for the polarized responses to 
and analyses of the revolutions in both cases.24

Ultimately, however, both revolutions share a set of troubled relationships 
at their core. An obvious one is the thorny relationship between past and pres-
ent. In theory, revolutions represent a definitive break with the past. In Haiti 



a new name for the country signaled that break. The “time of the French” 
had ended. New times even called for the physical elimination of remaining 
French in order to guarantee that the past would never encroach on the pres-
ent. The construction of massive fortresses in the mountains would serve as 
additional insurance against the return of an unwanted past.25

In Cuba any number of proj ects—on scales  grand and mundane— speak to 
this drive to overcome a past of mediated sovereignty, injustice, and under-
development. On a minor scale  were  things like the tax on “society” items in 
newspapers, plans to eliminate the  silent h in Spanish as elitist, the removal 
of the word “God” from national currency, the creation of a revolutionary 
calendar, the organ ization of mass weddings and registrations of births, and 
the ritual burial of U.S. companies (Esso, United Fruit,  etc.) and old Cuban 
newspapers (Diario de la Marina). On a major scale  were mass mobilizations 
for far- reaching and well- known proj ects such as the agrarian reform, the lit-
eracy campaign, popu lar militias, neighborhood watch programs for national 
defense, and the fevered campaign to produce a 10- million- ton harvest in 
1970, the achievement of which would represent the Revolution’s defeat of 
underdevelopment forever. Much less known was a series of ambitious and 
quixotic proj ects to physically transform Cuba’s landscape in the ser vice of 
revolutionary development, examined by Reinaldo Funes Monzote in this vol-
ume. Indeed, revolutionary initiatives, laws, and programs  were so incessant 
and ubiquitous that even a cursory survey of any good chronology of the first 
years of the Cuban Revolution reminds one of the notion of revolutionary, ac-
celerated, or mythic time.26

Yet, no  matter how fervently revolutionary leaders heralded the arrival of 
new times and the resounding defeat of the past, the past seemed always 
pres ent— and not just as prologue,  either. I refer  here to what Jeremy Adelman 
has called the “prob lem of per sis tence” and Steve Stern “the tricks of time” in 
Latin American history. In this volume, Alejandro de la Fuente perceptively 
suggests that “still” and “yet” may serve as something like keywords of the 
Cuban Revolution.27

In both Cuba and Haiti even the most transformative proj ects contained 
within them ele ments of the very past they  were designed to overcome. For 
example, to build the fortresses that would safeguard Haiti’s new revolutionary 
pres ent and to grow the crops that would sustain its army, authorities relied 
not on the  legal slavery of old but on forms of coerced  labor not always clearly 
distinguishable from its pre de ces sors. Workers in chains carried stones to the 
fortress  under construction; agriculteurs  were formally attached to plantations 
and faced stringent limits on their mobility; and corvée systems produced 
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needed workers for state proj ects.28 In Cuba, meanwhile, ambitious designs 
to transform the countryside and with it the economy continued to reproduce 
vital features of the past, most notably sugar monoculture and de pen dency on 
a single foreign market. On the cultural front, the effort to make “new men” 
often reproduced patriarchal habits and assumptions about gender, among 
other  things. The point  here is not to look for continuities with the past as a 
way to diminish the power of the revolutions but rather to look at transfor-
mation and continuity as historians generally do—to understand the ways in 
which change itself is informed by patterns, institutions, and practices central 
to the socie ties that produced the transformations in the first place.29

If the Haitian and Cuban revolutions exhibit this complex tension between 
past and pres ent, and between continuity and change, both also encompassed 
a troubled relationship between the revolution within and the revolution with-
out. Put another way, revolution abroad was not always the same  thing as the 
revolution at home. The welcome Haiti offered fugitive slaves did not mean 
that local  people did not face the harsh real ity of forced  labor, nor did the 
welcome Cuba offered U.S. black activists necessarily translate into support 
for black activism locally. In Haiti and Cuba, as in perhaps all revolutions, 
the story of how revolution destroys par tic u lar forms of domination prompts 
other critical questions about how new— and sometimes not so new— forms of 
domination emerge out of  those very same pro cesses.

Conclusion

In their introduction to this volume, Jennifer Lambe and Michael Bustamante 
aptly call for writing histories of the Cuban Revolution “from within.” Among 
other  things, they urge us to write  those histories precisely as histories, and not 
as teleology or ideology. The work of the historians in this volume, and  others 
not in this volume, goes a long way to advance that proj ect.30 It is my hope 
that this brief juxtaposition of the Haitian and Cuban revolutions adds to 
that call a reminder to cast our nets widely and to consider comparative, con-
nected, and transnational histories as central to the endeavor of writing  these 
new histories. Indeed, some of the essays in this volume— including  those by 
Christabelle Peters and Alejandro de la Fuente—do just that. We do well, also, 
to look at the work of Haitian and Haitianist historians and scholars over the 
past two or so de cades.31 Their scholarship took the Haitian Revolution—an 
event earlier relegated to the margins—to the very heart of new perspectives 
on the Atlantic World and the Age of Revolution. As historical work on the 
Cuban Revolution becomes, fi nally, more prevalent both on and off the island, 



we do well to do as Haitianist scholars have done: to take “our” revolution into 
domains beyond the Cuban. As the vast new scholarship on the Haitian Revo-
lution and its international impact reminds us, our work must focus on both 
internal and external aspects of the revolution. Indeed, it should work pre-
cisely to challenge traditional bound aries between  those two realms.  Doing so 
helps us better bring into view the revolution’s histories— always in the plural.
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13. La Ventolera
RUPTURES, PER SIS TENCE, AND THE HISTORIOGRAPHY  

OF THE CUBAN REVOLUTION

alejandro de la fuente

To Cubans it was a familiar image, one embedded in our experiences and un-
derstandings of “La Revolución.” Attitudes, spaces, economic activities, and 
cultural expressions that did not conform to our expectations of what La Rev-
olución was supposed to represent and incarnate  were conceptualized as left-
overs, remnants of a surviving past. La Revolución was an all- encompassing 
phenomenon, one that had taken over— had saturated and occupied— every 
imaginable interstice of national life. The few remaining spaces still colonized 
by the past would capitulate in due course to the inexorable push of the new 
order. The new revolutionary order was like an avalanche, a flood that would 
reach and domesticate  every inch of our lives.

Except that it  didn’t. Precisely  because the past was conceived as all that 
had not changed yet, it was still in fact everywhere. “Still” and “yet” became 
the keywords of La Revolución. They explained economic practices that 
 were thought to be incompatible with the new order but  were in fact in-
separable from the new economic system, like the so- called black market; 
a po liti cal culture that, despite radical departures, refused to move beyond 
traditional logics and networks of patronage; the much diminished but still 
standing churches; the doggedness of racial and gender ideologies; the preva-
lence of ancestral cultural practices; our endless fascination with the United 
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States and with U.S. culture; crime. It was a language used frequently by Fidel 
Castro himself. When, for instance, tens of thousands of Cubans got ready 
to leave their country in the summer of 1980 during the Mariel boatlift, the 
leader of La Revolución explained it through the meta phor of incomplete 
change: “Even though unfortunately we still have lumpen, even though we 
still have declassed ele ments, that we still have antisocial ele ments . . .”1

The rhe toric of a vanishing past (still) and a soon- to-be  future (yet) speaks to 
one of the defining features of any social revolution: change. Scholars of social 
revolutions may not agree on what constitutes, precisely, a social revolution, 
but fundamental change (be it in po liti cal and economic structures, in social 
relations, or in value systems) is always part of the equation.2 By conceptualiz-
ing actions, values, and activities that did not conform to the “new” as leftovers 
of the past, revolutionary authorities and intellectuals reinforced the associa-
tion between radical transformations and La Revolución. Per sis tence was de-
fined as the no- revolution, social relations located outside the revolution.

Logically, then, the history of La Revolución is by definition the history of 
successful change— “la revolución triunfante”3—as anything  else does not fall 
within the subject of study. Historians of the Cuban Revolution (or any other) 
must penetrate through the dense fog created by  these associations and cat-
egories to explain the complex, contradictory, and overlapping pro cesses that 
constitute a revolution, including  those that undermine the logic of successful 
change.  These pro cesses cannot be comprehended in a linear logic of changes 
and continuities, as they occur in overlapping but disjointed scenarios and 
time lines. To put it differently, in order to reconstruct the history of La Revo-
lución, historians need to pay serious attention to the “outside,” what La Revo-
lución defines as no- revolution.

Some of  these questions about change, per sis tence, multiplicity of time 
lines, and history came into sharp focus in the 1990s, as La Revolución faced 
its most formidable crisis. In the 1990s Cuba looked like a society that was 
moving forward— toward the 1950s. This is why Rafael Rojas remarked in El 
Estante Vacío that in the 1990s the  whole history of Cuba, la historia entera, 
had suddenly fallen over the island.4 The past turned into  future, a  future 
that was, could only be nostalgic.  Things deemed dis appeared from the Cuban 
postrevolutionary landscape, from golf courses and prostitution to racism, be-
came ubiquitous and omnipresent. Foreign investors  were welcomed back. 
U.S. dollars became  legal tender. The old Havana Biltmore Yacht and Country 
Club, the first club of the bourgeoisie nationalized by the revolutionary gov-
ernment and transformed into a “workers’ circle” in 1960, reopened its doors, 
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as a private club again, in 1997. It is now called Club Habana. The traditional 
idioms of change— still, yet— were not useful to describe  these new/old phe-
nomena. A new language, new meta phors  were required to understand, from 
the vantage point of the 1990s, La Revolución.

This new language has been slowly articulated in a new historiography of 
the Cuban Revolution. This new body of scholarship tends to place the revo-
lutionary pro cess in a time frame that is not bounded by the traditional chro-
nology of insurrection and triumph— what Marifeli Pérez- Stable graphically 
defines as the 1959 divide— and rescues pro cesses, time lines, and actors that 
 were other wise obscured by the blinding effects of January 1959.5 In this brief 
reflection, I suggest that the very existence of this historiographic turn, as 
well as the questions and prob lems it seeks to address, are best comprehended 
by looking at other bodies of historiography and by placing the Cuban revolu-
tionary experience— and its historiography—in a comparative perspective. In 
this sense, I readily dispense with any fantasies of Cuban exceptionalism, ex-
cept to note that all revolutions promote themselves by claiming to be unique, 
particularly in relation to the pasts that they help create, only  because such 
pasts have been supposedly transcended.

A Historiographic Turn

The economists  were among  those who first identified and discussed how 
much of old Cuba remained alive in socialist Cuba, de cades  after 1959. In 
key areas of the economy, despite massive changes in owner ship, economic 
planning, and state control over economic affairs, some deep, structural traits 
of traditional Cuba remained intact. Cuban authorities in the 1960s had fre-
quently criticized monoculture and promised industrialization and diversi-
fication as the only antidotes against underdevelopment. By the late 1980s 
sugar (one is tempted to insert “still”  here) represented 74  percent of Cuba’s 
total exports, and the industrialization fantasies of the 1960s had evaporated. 
Revolutionary authorities disparaged Cuba’s dependence on foreign markets 
and promised to break with it. Yet by 1987, 72  percent of Cuba’s total trade 
happened with just one partner, the Soviet Union. Cuba’s foreign trade con-
centration had actually increased compared to 1958. As the economist Carmelo 
Mesa- Lago wrote in 1993, although the Cuban Revolution was a pro cess of 
“profound and totalizing transformation . . .   there are ele ments of the past 
that have persisted, such as the notable de pen dency on sugar exports and the 
concentration on a single commercial partner.” The author described this 
“per sis tence” as “surprising.”6



The issue of the pos si ble “per sis tence” of economic structures, social re-
lations, and cultural practices in revolutionary Cuba relates to an older his-
toriographic debate concerning the radicalization of the Revolution. For 
de cades, scholars have wondered about the  causes of radicalization and have 
tried to make sense of the drastic economic, social, and institutional changes 
that took place in just a few years in the 1960s. Scholars of an older historio-
graphic generation pointed out that none of the factions fighting against Ba-
tista advocated the destruction of capitalism and therefore tended to explain 
the subsequent radicalization of the revolutionary pro cess by highlighting the 
importance of Fidel Castro’s leadership. In its crudest form, this argument 
claimed that Fidel Castro had betrayed the ideals of the Revolution.7 Echoes 
of this explanation are still found in recent scholarship. To mention one sig-
nificant example, the importance of Castro’s leading role in the radicalization 
of revolutionary politics is a central analytical ele ment in Samuel Farber’s The 
Origins of the Cuban Revolution Reconsidered. Farber devotes a chapter to the 
question of  whether the Revolution was driven “from above or from below” 
and argues that “the masses of revolutionary followers” played a limited role 
in defining policies and programs: “The claim that mass pressures from below, 
particularly during 1959 and early 1960, left Castro no other option but to stay 
the radical revolutionary course is not credible.” In his view the radical shift 
“moved from the leaders to the masses rather than the other way around.” 
In this pro cess, the author concludes, “the Cuban masses have remained the 
objects rather than the subjects of history.”8

Most explanations, however, center on some combination of popu lar mo-
bilization and leadership action, although which groups mobilized and for 
what purposes continues to be open to vari ous interpretations.9 Recently the 
historian Lillian Guerra has argued that revolutionary politics and rituals of 
participation and redemption resulted in an authoritarian po liti cal culture 
that can be described as a “grassroots dictatorship,” a concept that seeks to 
move beyond radicalization debates as being propelled from “above” or 
“below.”10 Other authors emphasize the importance of external  factors such 
as the hostility of the United States or plain imperial blindness.11 The role 
played by Cuban communists, or ga nized in the Partido Socialista Popu lar, has 
also elicited interest, as radicalization is frequently linked to the implementa-
tion of a “communist”- inspired program.12

This debate centers on the nature, the actors, and the forces that drove 
the pro cess of radicalization and revolutionary change in Cuba, but radical-
ization and revolutionary change, two concepts that are used more or less 
interchangeably, are not questioned. This has been one of the few points of 
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consensus in the historiography about the Cuban Revolution.13 In the words 
of the historian Oscar Zanetti, “The transcendence of the revolution is so 
huge, that from the point of view of history it establishes a before and  after 
for every thing.”14 The most recent historiography, however, has begun to raise 
serious questions about the narratives of radicalization and change. Most of 
 these new works study figures, institutions, cultural practices, and pro cesses 
across the 1959 divide. They adopt temporal and conceptual frames that turn 
1959 and the changes ushered by the Revolution into (admittedly significant) 
moments in wider historical pro cesses. For Rafael Rojas, for instance, La Rev-
olución is a pro cess that goes from the mid-1950s through the mid-1970s.15 
An approach of this sort makes it at least pos si ble to explore threads and con-
tinuities that a view of 1959 as the source of a historical “before” and “ after” 
would obscure. This new historiography explic itly challenges the narrative 
that the Revolution was just a pro cess of “true rupture” with a clearly demar-
cated past, or that the Revolution defined a before and an  after in  every area 
of the country’s life.16

Jenny Lambe’s recent work on Cuba’s premiere  mental health institution 
(Mazorra), and on the treatment of psychiatric patients in Cuba, illustrates 
this new trend. Mazorra is an excellent case to study the Revolution’s impact, 
as it represents precisely one of  those institutions that are frequently associ-
ated with radical change following the Revolution— a paradigmatic example 
of a total and unqualified break with prerevolutionary Cuba. As an official 
history of the hospital states, before 1959 the patients  were “herded up in 
insalubrious wards, naked and hungry, lacking hygiene and the necessary 
food. . . .  The hospital was still managed just like a jail.” That was before 1959. 
“Happily for our nation all that horrible nightmare ended with the triumph 
of the Revolution.”17

Lambe’s work shows, however, that the one therapy hailed as a prime ex-
ample of change in the hospital’s therapeutic regimen— ergotherapy, or occu-
pational therapy— was in fact widely practiced in the institution long before 
the Revolution of 1959. Work may have acquired new meanings  after 1959 
as a constitutive ele ment of revolutionary subjecthood, but work has been a 
constant theme in the history of the hospital. The author thus concludes “that 
paradigms of change and continuity centered exclusively on the 1959 Revolu-
tion are not adequate to the task of narrating the complex and rarely linear 
story of Mazorra.”18

 There are other examples. A recent study about tuberculosis, for instance, 
shows that the creation of a public health system is a contribution not of the 
Revolution but of state- building practices in republican Cuba. Citizens’ expec-



tations concerning state responsibilities in the area of public health predate 
1959, so one of the paradigmatic successes of the Cuban Revolution is rooted 
in narratives of republican rights, citizenship, and national belonging.19 
Threads of continuity are likewise evident in another area of model change: 
the elimination of slums and urban poverty  under the Revolution. According to 
a recent study, the program articulated by a young Fidel Castro during his 
Moncada attack trial to solve the acute housing prob lem in Cuba was essen-
tially the housing program that Fulgencio Batista was trying to implement. 
“A revolutionary government would solve the housing prob lem by cutting all 
rents in half . . .  by tearing down hovels . . .  and by financing housing all over 
the island on a scale heretofore unheard of,” Fidel Castro asserted. Batista 
could not have agreed more. In a public speech just a few months before Cas-
tro’s defense, Batista asserted that “state initiative” was “on the march” and 
promised exactly what Fidel Castro would promise  later. “Decent, healthy, 
comfortable lodging for families of scarce resources occupies our highest 
attention,” Batista declared. The way to achieve that was, precisely, to cut 
rents, to build workers’ housing, and to eliminate shantytowns. And both Ba-
tista and Castro further agreed on two impor tant points. First, that shanty-
towns represented a social shame incompatible with Cuba’s standing as a na-
tion; second, that their elimination was a responsibility of the Cuban state.20

Prerevolutionary practices, expectations, and institutions percolated 
throughout postrevolutionary society in other ways. Ecological interventions 
by the revolutionary state  were conceptualized in the name of socialism, but 
as Reinaldo Funes Monzote shows in his study in this volume, such interven-
tions  were informed by older developmental understandings of well- being 
and nature. In the area of culture, again one of the paradigmatic areas of 
change, as the creation of a new culture was sine qua non to the construc-
tion of a new man and a new order, historians detect impor tant continuities 
across 1959. For instance, recent work shows that the Cuban republican state 
was already implicated, in profound and consequential ways, in the produc-
tion of a national culture. Beginning in the 1940s state support for vari ous 
forms of cultural production was widespread, as was the creation of regu-
latory bodies and mechanisms dealing with national culture.21 (Elizabeth 
Schwall’s essay in this volume touches on some of  these through- lines in the 
case of ballet.) Public debates and policies in the area of race relations, an-
other impor tant arena of revolutionary change, took place within preexist-
ing, long- term discursive bound aries that left  little space, as in the past, for 
Afro- conscious thinkers, activists, and intellectuals to exist and voice their 
own perspectives. They continued to be marginalized or stigmatized, just as 
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they had been in pre-1959 Cuba. Early antiracist policies, campaigns, and ef-
forts frequently reproduced traditional images of blacks in subservient roles 
or used visual cues and idioms linked to racially charged repre sen ta tions of 
 people of African descent.22

Scholars of po liti cal culture have also identified impor tant continuities in 
Cuban po liti cal language, practices, and per for mances. They have argued, for 
instance, that Fidel Castro’s “declassed po liti cal leadership” was grounded in 
a populist tradition that, while po liti cally militant, was programmatically and 
theoretically vague. As a result, Castro’s ideological vagueness and his ability 
to reach agreements with vari ous social groups at diff er ent points are pre-
sented not only as congruent with Cuban po liti cal culture but in fact as a 
product of such culture— a culture that lived on  after 1959.23 This is not very 
diff er ent from Sergio López Rivero’s characterization of the Revolution as a 
pro cess draped with a rather old wardrobe. In his graphically titled book El 
viejo traje de la Revolución, López Rivero argues that Cuban nationalism is at 
the very foundation of the Cuban revolutionary pro cess, which managed to 
transform what had been a vague feeling into a po liti cal movement.24 The 
main author of this transformation was none other than Fidel Castro. And 
if the Revolution, which was,  after all, the epitome of change, wore an old 
and familiar suit, so did the counterrevolution. A recent study about anticom-
munism argues, not surprisingly, that opposition to the growing po liti cal vis-
ibility and relevance of the communist Partido Socialista Popu lar in 1959 was 
articulated by actors, institutions, and media that  were hardly new in Cuba’s 
cultural and po liti cal scenarios.25

Although scholars of po liti cal culture continue to obsess over Fidel Castro’s 
leadership, most of the recent scholarship on the Revolution looks at nonelite 
actors and how they  shaped policies through everyday actions. The new schol-
arship is populated by schoolteachers, shantytown residents,  mental patients, 
medical personnel, and musical performers—in other words, by ordinary 
 people. Indeed, as historians expand their work into the “terra incognita” of 
daily life, the nature, extent, and very existence of the changes with which the 
Revolution is always associated become less clear. Such changes cease to be a 
foregone conclusion and become empirical questions, topics to be explored and 
researched, almost always with new sources. In this new scholarship the cen-
trality of Fidel Castro’s leadership recedes to the background— a major engine 
of historical change no longer. And threads of continuity are located precisely 
in areas— health care, urban poverty, race relations, culture— where change was 
supposed to be the greatest.



Cuba’s Mexican Moment

 There are several bodies of scholarship that may help us think through ques-
tions of revolutionary change and of social, economic, and cultural threads 
of continuity. One of  these bodies refers to what we could call, following 
Jeremy Adelman’s lead, the “prob lem of per sis tence.”26 The idea that Latin 
Americans are inevitably trapped by their colonial past— the idea that past is 
destiny— has informed the historiography of the region in impor tant ways and 
was particularly evident in the historiography built on the de pen dency school. 
Interpretations centered on deep structures of cultural or economic flavor 
pose serious prob lems, however, as they tend to exclude “local  human agency” 
from the story.27 Since revolutions are by definition pro cesses of rupture and 
change,  there is much to be learned from  those who seek to problematize 
per sis tence by carefully analyzing long- term and contingent obstacles and 
how  people act on them. The insight that Latin American histories can follow 
“several overlapping time lines” can be usefully applied to our studies about 
revolutionary change, precisely  because diff er ent areas of social life (and 
sometimes diff er ent areas within a country or even a city) follow their own, 
overlapping, diff er ent time lines.28

It is useful to think of the Cuban case in light of the findings, debates, and 
concerns that animate another body of scholarship: the historiography on the 
Mexican Revolution.  There are, to begin with, significant similarities between 
the revolutionary mythmaking pro cesses of Mexico and Cuba, among other 
 things  because revolutions are always built on the construction and explicit 
repudiation of “the” past, as if such  thing— a single, totalizing past— existed 
in fact. In other words, in order to negate them, revolutions invent their own 
pasts. In the case of Mexico, the vari ous revolutionary factions disagreed on 
many fundamental  things, but they all agreed that what started in 1910 was a 
real revolution and that it was a revolution connected to previous efforts to 
build an in de pen dent and prosperous Mexico. As the historian Thomas Ben-
jamin has written, the Revolution was “presented as the third stage of an on-
going revolutionary tradition in Mexico that began with the insurgency in 
1810 and the reform in the 1850s,” a pro cess that sounds remarkably similar to 
Cuban revolutionaries’ own efforts to portray themselves as the heirs of José 
Martí and of the mambises who fought for in de pen dence in the nineteenth 
 century— the epic of the “100 años de lucha.”29 Mexican revolutionaries had 
to invent their “familia revolucionaria” out of the vari ous conflicting factions, 
just as the Cubans had to invent a history of the Revolution in which divi-
sions and factionalism played no role. Institutionally the Mexicans dealt with 
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this prob lem through the creation of the Partido Nacional Revolucionario in 
1929, while the Cubans created the Partido Unido de la Revolución Socialista 
in 1962, which was called “unido” precisely  because it was not. In Cuba, as 
in Mexico, La Revolución became a living, self- referential, acting subject that 
seemed to take a life of its own.

 There are in ter est ing parallels between the emergence of a critical, revi-
sionist historiography of the Mexican Revolution in the 1970s and 1980s and 
recent developments in the historiography of the Cuban Revolution. Follow-
ing widespread disenchantment with the Partido Revolucionario Institucio-
nal and its institutional revolution, several historians questioned the extent of 
economic and social change that actually took place in Mexico. The revision-
ist interpretation stressed the importance of structural continuities and the 
inability of popu lar movements such as  those led by Zapata and Villa to pro-
duce lasting and effective change. The historian John Womack summarized 
the revisionist interpretation in his well- known essay for the Cambridge His-
tory of Latin Amer i ca: “For all the vio lence this is the main historical meaning 
of the Mexican Revolution: cap i tal ist tenacity in the economy and bourgeois 
reform of the state.”30

The Cuban Revolution has not produced a similar body of revisionist his-
toriography, but some of the recent works discussed above may well be the 
initial salvos of a historiographic turn. It surely is no coincidence that this 
new historiography builds on the disenchantment with the official revolution-
ary proj ect— with the institutional revolution, to put it in Mexican but fully 
understandable terms— that followed the so- called Special Period, the crum-
bling of the socialist welfare state, and the increasing visibility of targeted but 
widespread repression against critics and dissidents of vari ous kinds.

Critical historians of the Cuban Revolution may turn to the study of the 
Mexican historiography not only to identify comparable pro cesses and meth-
odological opportunities but also to reflect on how changing economic and 
po liti cal circumstances produce shifts in historiography and on the produc-
tion of new, relevant pasts. Since many of the historians now working on 
the Cuban Revolution are familiar with the historiography of Mexico,  these 
borrowings are taking place already. For instance, it is prob ably not a coinci-
dence that the emergent revisionist lit er a ture about the Cuban Revolution is 
much more sensitive to popu lar initiatives and actions than Mexican revision-
ists  were.  Those working on Cuba have the advantage of hindsight and have 
clearly incorporated methodological insights from the vast lit er a ture on every-
day forms of state formation in postrevolutionary Mexico, a body of scholar-
ship that reincorporates popu lar agency into the history of the Revolution. 



As Gil Joseph and Daniel Nugent argue in their magisterial edited volume, an 
unfortunate consequence of the revisionist emphasis on the rise of the Mexi-
can revolutionary state  after the 1920s was to relegate popu lar participation 
to a subordinate, almost inconsequential role.31 By studying how grassroots 
movements and cultures  shaped state institutions and policies, postrevisionist 
historians of Mexico insisted on the need to study popu lar movements and cul-
tures and their impact on day- to- day state actions and configurations, but also 
raised impor tant questions about the state itself, especially about the power 
and reach of the revolutionary state. Some regional studies— those dealing 
with Yucatán immediately come to mind— show that the power of the revolu-
tionary state was not without limits, although  those studies also show that this 
does not mean that  people in the area did not experience the Revolution.32

With its attention to the construction and functioning of the revolutionary 
state, the historiography of the Mexican revolution connects with the work of 
po liti cal scientists who have studied the state in other revolutionary socie ties. 
The question of state reach is of  great importance to students of the Cuban 
Revolution, who frequently assume that, particularly  after the defeat of the 
armed opposition at Girón (the Bay of Pigs) and the Escambray (site of an 
antigovernment insurgency between 1960 and 1965), the power and reach of 
the Cuban state  were essentially unhindered. This assumption is not without 
foundation. The so- called mass organ izations in neighborhoods, workplaces, 
and schools did provide the Cuban state with a capillary reach, to put it in 
Foucauldian terms, that is nothing short of impressive. Coupled with a pro cess 
of “unambiguous centralization of po liti cal power” the government bureaucracy 
“succeeded in claiming greater control over both society and the economy.”33 
But how this centralization was experienced, negotiated, and perhaps con-
tested at the local level requires careful empirical study. Taking advantage, 
again, of Mexican historiography, the historians of Cuba need to treat the co-
herence and effectiveness of the revolutionary state as empirical questions 
rather than assumptions.34

If Cuban historiography is experiencing a Mexican moment, however, its 
influence appears to be confined almost exclusively to scholars working on 
Cuba outside the country. In conversations with ju nior historians in Cuba, 
they unanimously and emphatically denied the existence of a critical histo-
riographic turn that questions the centrality of 1959 within the island.35 They 
asserted that Cuban historians continue to see the Revolution as the divide 
that clearly separates socialism from the republican past.  Whether this is due 
to the weight of an official rhe toric that reduces La Revolución to successful 
change, or to the limitations of a nationalist university training that pays limited 
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attention to the historiographies and debates of other revolutionary pro cesses, 
such as the Mexican, remains to be studied. In any case, part of the prob lem is 
the dearth of serious research about postrevolutionary Cuba within the island. 
Studies about this period are particularly susceptible to po liti cal and personal 
concerns, as many of the protagonists are still alive. That is why  these studies 
frequently adopt a testimonial form or offer interpretations that are “often 
superficial, even schematic.”36

In this discussion the two contributions included in this volume by Cuba- 
based scholars offer a graphic and provocative contrast. On the one hand, as 
mentioned earlier, Funes Monzote shows that the developmentally inspired 
ecological interventions of the revolutionary government  were of republican 
manufacture and had clearly discernible republican roots. Cuban geographers 
linked environmental, economic, and social concerns and spoke of agrarian 
reform, industrialization, and planning (even in the USSR), since at least the 
1950s. In other words, Funes Monzote’s contribution seems to contradict the 
assertion that the 1959 divide continues to be central to Cuba- based histori-
ans. Funes Monzote, however, is a Cuba- based scholar with privileged and 
exceptional access to international academic markets. A frequent visitor to 
American and Eu ro pean universities, his scholarship engages with the volu-
minous work on Cuba that is produced outside the island and partakes in 
transnational historiographic conversations in ways that are not easily acces-
sible to most Cuba- based historians, particularly  those at the start of their 
 careers.

María del Pilar Díaz Castañón’s chapter in this volume may represent a better 
illustration of historiographic developments within Cuba concerning the Rev-
olution. Her novel and useful analy sis of the language used in print advertise-
ments supporting revolutionary figures and programs, such as the agrarian re-
form, shows an impor tant shift, “a transit” from republican citizens’ demands 
(pedir) to the revolutionary engaged citizens’ language of participation and 
sharing (dar). She explores the difficulties involved in a nuanced assessment 
of change, but change is nonetheless at the center of the story. This is the case 
even though Díaz Castañón is in fact attentive to issues of per sis tence and 
continuity, as illustrated by the strategies followed by the Asociación Nacional 
de Hacendados de Cuba, which  were steeped, as she notes, in republican tra-
ditions and styles. Other ele ments in her work also point to issues of per sis tence. 
The willingness of landowners to cooperate with “the new government and the 
new strongman” followed deeply ingrained po liti cal practices, as illustrated 
by the limited opposition that Batista faced  after the 1952 coup. Even the sig-



nature economic transformation promoted by the revolutionary government 
in Year 1, to use Díaz Castañón’s graphic expression, agrarian reform, was a 
well- established, widely shared republican goal.

La Ventolera

As we write the new histories of the Cuban Revolution, it is perhaps impor-
tant to remember the obvious: the Revolution did produce profound and 
significant change. Changes may not have been as complete, totalizing, and 
radical as once conceived, but changes  were nonetheless significant.  People 
experienced them as real and consequential. As we rewrite the histories of 
revolutionary Cuba, I find myself increasingly concerned not with the weight 
of the past but rather with the overwhelming, blinding weight of our pres-
ent. We study the Revolution— very much like the Mexican historians of the 
1970s and 1980s did— from a perspective of disenchantment and skepticism 
about La Revolución. We write from and at a time when it is easy to miss the 
numerous alternatives, the paths half- taken, the multiplicity of  futures made 
pos si ble by the collapse of the Batista regime.  Those alternatives, paths, and 
pos si ble (even plausible)  futures are part of the history of the Revolution as 
well, for the Revolution proceeded along disjointed time lines, at diff er ent 
speeds, and in a regionally uneven fashion. “Still” and “yet” do not exhaust 
the history of the Revolution, but they do convey something (many  things, 
actually) about La Revolución.

This is exemplified in the state’s contradictory approaches to popu lar cul-
tural forms. We know that in the late 1960s, as Cuban authorities extolled the 
virtues of the Revolution’s “new man,” several state institutions took steps to 
control, discourage, and even repress Afro- Cuban religious practices such as 
Palo Monte, Santería, and Abakuá.  These practices  were characterized, much 
to the chagrin of Afro- Cuban intellectuals, as remnants of a past of colonial-
ism and ignorance that had no place in Cuba’s socialist society. Afro- Cuban 
religions  were presented as savage, primitive practices incompatible with so-
cialism and pro gress. The initiation of youngsters was prohibited; gatherings 
and the per for mance of ceremonies were placed  under police control.37

 There was nothing particularly revolutionary or new about the Cuban 
state’s efforts to wipe out Afro- Cuban cultural practices. State authorities had 
sought to eradicate  those religious practices for de cades. Prac ti tion ers could 
also turn to a rich history of re sis tance, simulation, and adaptation to cope with 
such efforts. One of the  things they prob ably knew best is that governments 
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come and go, but the orishas stay forever. Some prac ti tion ers describe mea-
sures taken to hide their altars, their beliefs, and the colors of their saints from 
authorities, pretty much as they had done since colonial times. By the 1990s, 
when the number of Santería followers seemed to explode, it became clear 
that, as in the past, the efforts of the Cuban state to eradicate  these religions 
had met with modest success at best. In fact scholars of Santería have argued 
that it is  under the atheist Revolution that Santería has been transformed into 
Cuba’s national religion.38

It is tempting to construct a linear connection between republican and 
con temporary Cuba in this area and to reduce both state eradication efforts 
and the growing popularity of Santería to the category of continuities. But 
that would tell us very  little about how prac ti tion ers and other  people expe-
rienced the Revolution, how their actions helped shape state policies in this 
area, or how systematic or coherent state efforts to eliminate Afro- Cuban reli-
gious practices  were to begin with. A narrative of continuity flattens a conten-
tious pro cess that was full of contradictions and ambiguities, for continuities 
acquire historical meaning only when studied in relation to the indetermina-
cies and alternatives they encountered. A notion of continuity ignores, for 
instance, that the 1990s  were a particularly favorable conjuncture for the ex-
pansion of Santería and other religious practices. It misleadingly proj ects a 
1990s development to the 1970s and 1980s. To put it differently, a narrative of 
continuity in this area obliterates stories, experiences, and attitudinal changes 
that did take place during the early de cades of the Revolution.

Nor are state eradication efforts captured by a narrative of continuity. Post-
1959 state policies concerning Santería and other African- based religions 
 were uneven, contradictory, and ambiguous. The revolutionary government 
opposed Afro- Cuban religions but sought at the same time to turn Afro- Cuban 
cultural expressions into the foundations of a new, popu lar revolutionary na-
tional culture. Institutions such as the Conjunto Folklórico Nacional, Danza 
Nacional de Cuba, and the Museo de Guanabacoa, all created in the 1960s, 
sought to secularize Afro- Cuban religious practices but in fact helped to rein-
vigorate and valorize such religions as key ele ments of a popu lar, radical na-
tional identity. By the late 1960s, just as the National Revolutionary Police  were 
trying to control Santería gatherings and bembés, young visual artists such as 
Manuel Mendive, Rafael Queneditt, Leonel Morales, Clara Morera, Rogelio 
Rodríguez Cobas, and Ramon Haití  were openly celebrating the orishas and 
African religiosity in their works, with state support and in state- run galleries. 
Queneditt’s first solo exhibit in 1969 was titled Motivos Yoruba, and his first 
engraving, a beautiful chalcography, Eleguá. The three best- known pieces of 



Mendive from the period are titled Babalu Ayé, Obba, and Oyá.39 The state may 
have sought to secularize Afro- Cuban religions, but its support for popu lar 
 music and art prob ably contributed to the expansion of Santería and helps 
explain why Santería’s following is  today fully cross- racial. Christine Ayorinde 
claims, “Instead of Afro- Cuban religions disappearing into secularized folk-
lore, as had been hoped, the secular [became] incorporated into popu lar be-
lief.”40 So much, then, for continuities. The expansion of Santería in the 1990s 
is surely connected in some ways to the vitality of  these religious practices 
in prerevolutionary Cuba, but the linearity of such connection is an illusion.

In his award- winning novel Adire y el Tiempo Roto, published in 1967, the 
Afro- Cuban writer Manuel Granados captured the puzzling mix of ruptures 
and continuities that take place in a revolutionary society. “La gente no cam-
bia por dentro,” he wrote, “tiene que venir la ventolera. . . .  Así y todo quedan 
grandes pedazos con raíces profundas que luchan por brotar” ( People  don’t 
change inside. A strong wind has to blow. . . .  Even then,  there are deep roots 
that remain and strug gle to resurface).41 As we continue to study the Cuban 
Revolution, it is impor tant to analyze  those deep roots, the big chunks that 
remain, but let us not forget that the Cuban Revolution was as power ful and 
strong a wind as winds can be.
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14. Whither the Empire?

jennifer l. lambe

 There is a specter that haunts the pages of this book; any scholar or observer of 
Cuban history may already be feeling its absence.  These chapters have admit-
tedly  little to say about the imperial behemoth, the Goliath to Cuba’s David: in 
short, the U.S. government, which has played such an outsized role in shaping 
Cuba’s national— and even revolutionary— destiny. The peripheral role of the 
United States  here may seem surprising considering the long history of inter-
vention in its sovereign neighbor to the south. Nonetheless, in closing, this 
essay explores why we have chosen to invert the normal order of emphasis, 
at times perpetuated even in official revolutionary discourse. That is, instead 
of affording the United States a starring place, we have chosen to frame this 
proj ect around histories of the Cuban Revolution elaborated primarily from 
within, and on Cuban terms. In so  doing, we have sought to push back on the 
historical politics of imperial obviousness, perhaps the most enduring  grand 
narrative that has  shaped the telling of Cuban history.

The United States has unquestionably exercised enormous influence— 
military, po liti cal, economic, and cultural— over the course of Cuban his-
tory. Yet Cuban histories written through and exclusively in reference to the 
United States risk hyperbolizing and even reifying that power. As I explore 
below, U.S.- centrism, even when critical and well- intentioned, has sometimes 
run dangerously close to rewriting Cuban history in its own po liti cal and ideo-
logical image. Far from a recent trend, this tendency was born in the crucible 
of imperial extension, as the United States began to parse its relationship to 
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the revolutionary island over which it had come to exercise dominance, if not 
control.

At the turn of the twentieth  century, the protracted flirtation of U.S. policy-
makers with their Ca rib bean neighbors came to fruition in a late intercession in 
Cuba’s war for in de pen dence— what would thereafter be known, speciously, 
as the Spanish- American War. Though the Teller Amendment (1898) prevented 
the United States from turning Cuba into an outright colony, a military oc-
cupation, followed by the imposition of the Platt Amendment, significantly 
curtailed the degree of sovereignty enjoyed by the new nation. When U.S. oc-
cupiers fi nally departed in 1902, the island would begin to exercise a strange 
sort of self- determination: theoretically inviolable and popularly lionized, but 
riddled by imposed  legal loopholes.1

Cuba’s opaque po liti cal status thus left room for doubt and dialogue long 
 after the formal achievement of in de pen dence. It was precisely this issue that 
students across the United States would take up in a 1907–9 intercollegiate 
debate on the prospect of Cuban annexation. In the context of yet another 
U.S. military occupation of the island (1906–9),2 a Minnesota student named 
Ezra Englehart argued strenuously in  favor of annexation. “Cuban In de pen-
dence is a myth,” he declared. Even compared to  others in his camp, Engle-
hart’s assessment was dire. Cuba, he continued, “may have been in de pen dent 
when discovered by Columbus,” but the arrival of “civilization”—in the form 
of Europeans— had since guaranteed its po liti cal subjection. The “interchange 
of products,” or, in short, capitalism ascendant, seemed to have condemned 
Cuba to the perpetual condition of economic, and therefore po liti cal, “depen-
dence.” U.S. intervention, Englehart determined, had done  little to change 
this essential equation.3

Englehart’s conclusion displays the willful solipsism of imperialist think-
ing: the assumption, shared by high school students and policymakers alike, 
that Cuba might be structurally fated for external domination. We might read 
his endpoint as an expression of a cultural consensus and in some re spects 
an omen, presaging the de cades of U.S. intervention and aggression to come. 
Certainly, by 1909 the argument for U.S. oversight had acquired a tinge of 
obviousness. As Cuba emerged from yet another military occupation, many 
politicians in the United States (and some on the island) had only dug their 
heels in further. Cuba, they had concluded, was simply unprepared for the 
burden of in de pen dence. That determination was often framed in the lan-
guage of moral imperative. “Cuba needs but one  thing,” another high schooler, 
Fred Warber, argued in  favor of annexation, and “we can give the one  thing 
needed. Cuba has suffered,  will continue to suffer for want of freedom. That 
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freedom she can only get through American citizenship, which  will come 
through annexation.”4 This was the essence of the paradigm thereafter known 
as “Plattism,” wherein the po liti cal fate of Cuba was ineluctably bound to that 
of the United States.

Intercollegiate debate might seem a poor synecdoche for public sentiment, 
yet  there is a historical and historiographical obviousness to  these arguments, 
too. It seems indisputable that any history of Cuba, distant or recent, should 
include the United States as a starring player— the starring player, even. It 
seems self- evident, too, that Cuban po liti cal paradigms should be constructed 
around the affliction of Plattism: rarely embraced, often repudiated, and oc-
casionally subsumed, anthropophagically, in the cultural realm.5 The long arc 
of Cuban historiography bears the mark of this original duality; “Cuba does 
not owe its in de pen dence to the United States,” proclaims the title of a classic 
nationalist work by the historian Emilio Roig de Leuchsenring.6 Since 1898 
many Cuban politicians, reformers, and revolutionaries have concluded the 
same. For each po liti cal generation, the rejection of Plattism has offered an 
ideological platform for nationalists of all stripes, a unifying glue where no 
other common ground was available. The power of anti- Plattism survived and 
even swelled following the 1934 abrogation of the Platt Amendment, pos si ble 
thanks to the anti- imperialist militancy bound up in Cuba’s 1933 Revolution.7

Fi nally, the 1959 Revolution brought anti- Plattism to its po liti cal apotheo-
sis, as Cubans united against yet another U.S.- backed tyrant (Batista) and,  after 
his ouster, combated subsequent U.S. efforts to arrest the Revolution’s leftward 
turn. Though debates about Fidel Castro’s original ideology (or lack thereof) 
have reached something of a stalemate, nationalism was undoubtedly one 
motor of its formidable appeal.8 Revisionist accounts of Cuba- U.S. relations, 
particularly  those focused on the cultural sphere, have often departed from 
the po liti cal framing of this paradigm, but similarly validated its effects. Where 
the nationalist canon saw the unilateral imposition of imperial authority, U.S.-  
and island- based historians have captured some of the essential ambivalence of 
this relationship, grounded in love and hate, neo co lo nial influence and Cuban 
agency and creativity.9

So where is the United States in this book’s accounts of the Cuban Revo-
lution? Or, to put it more baldly, why has it been so absent in  these pages? 
Recent scholarship on U.S.- Cuba relations has undoubtedly contributed to 
shaping new understandings of the Revolution as well as po liti cal events be-
yond historiographical doors. One such work of note is William LeoGrande 
and Peter Kornbluh’s fascinating Back Channel to Cuba: The Hidden History of 
Negotiations between Washington and Havana (2014). The book chronicles the 
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often thwarted efforts of politicians on both sides to repair relations between 
the two countries and, following its release, entered into a kind of metatex-
tual relationship with the pro cess of diplomatic normalization. Undoubt-
edly, work in this vein, drawing when pos si ble on newly declassified official 
sources,  will go a long way  toward grounding and nuancing po liti cal events at 
hand, alongside new social and cultural histories of the U.S.- Cuba relation-
ship since 1959.10

Without diminishing in any way the trailblazing work of LeoGrande, 
Kornbluh, and  others, we have nonetheless taken a diff er ent path  here, at 
some distance from the well- trod territory of U.S.- Cuba relations. We have 
chosen to feature work that probes the inner workings of revolutionary state 
and society, alternative routes of international inflection and influence, and, 
above all, the sui generis Revolution forged not only through the rejection of 
Plattism and the adoption of socialist and Soviet influence but also on its own 
terms. Diplomatic isolation from the United States imposed many hardships 
on Cuba, but it also opened up new opportunities. In decolonizing Africa, 
within the Soviet bloc, but fundamentally in the nationalist archetypes of its 
own historical tradition, Cuban leaders and citizens found fertile ground to 
construct new po liti cal and social imaginaries.

Many did not depend on the United States for their power or transcendence, 
even as Washington represented a frequent imperial foil. Meanwhile, U.S. cul-
tural influence persisted in other arenas, a muted but vital contribution to 
revolutionary transculturation. To reduce the history of the Cuban Revolution 
to a series of skirmishes with the United States runs the risk of missing the 
point. If the Cuban Revolution indeed sought to break with the Plattism that 
preceded it (even if it perhaps reified it in other forms), new histories of the 
Revolution must also, we believe, take up this challenge.

Yet the Plattist peril lives on. Roughly a  century  after the notion first en-
tered our po liti cal vocabulary, it was given new life by the po liti cal and eco-
nomic transformations attached to the normalization pro cess undertaken 
by Raúl Castro and Barack Obama. Much as during the post- Soviet Special 
Period, Cuba was once again caught in a flash of media attention, imbued 
with and driven by the allure of the island’s past- in- present anachronism.11 
The appeal of Cuba’s liminality appeared ever more tantalizing in light of its 
presumably imminent disappearance, a fetish that drew its power from “our” 
role—as Americans, that is—in both creating and now destroying the fragile 
ecosystem of a society without McDonald’s and Wal- Mart.12 In the spirit of 
an ostensibly progressive ambivalence about “self,” U.S. commentators began 
to “mourn” what “[we ourselves had] transformed.”13 Voy eur is tically, we 
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indulged doomsday prophesy in depicting the encroachment of late indus-
trial capitalism into a site of socialist alterity, the “touristic heterotopia that 
gathers economies and temporalities.”14 That presentism was an unmistakably 
self- referential discourse and a commercial one, too: the touristic analogue 
of “natives” dressing up in traditional garb for the preening anthropologist’s 
eyes. As journalists and talking heads fantasized about revisiting Cuba’s icons 
of past- in- present, it was hard to avoid the feeling that we  were experiencing 
what amounted to a collective imperialist regression, of a piece with the Eu-
ro pean and Canadian tourists who have long rambled around the Plaza de la 
Revolución in fashionably clunky cars. This act of discursive appropriation 
silenced Cuban history itself, transposing “our” past onto “their” evanescent 
pres ent.

Recent imperialist resurgences harken to the most prominent trope in 
Cuba’s history: that Cuba’s past, pres ent, and (presumably)  future should be 
understood as a mere subtext of or footnote in the history of the United States. 
The allure of this story has been hard to resist for many on and off the island 
who have looked to the United States to forge new po liti cal and economic 
opportunities for a vulnerable late socialist Cuba. Yet the affect of empire 
sometimes trumps even economic interest; the allure of Cuba’s difference has 
always coexisted uneasily with the potential boon it presented to U.S. busi-
ness. That difference has long exercised an analytically magnetic effect, luring 
tourists and researchers alike into a germinal space of (hyper-)cross- cultural 
contact. And so, as Cuba reacquired the trappings of a space “suddenly” within 
our sights, Americans once again turned to a pro cess of self- education about 
their geo graph i cally proximate yet po liti cally distant neighbor. Normalization 
drove a frenzy of Cuba reporting and musings characterized by excruciating 
self- centeredness— Where are “we” in Cuba? What of Netflix, Beyoncé, and 
Obama?— but also evident sincerity.

That U.S.- centrism has found a surprising counterpoint in Cuban po liti cal 
and popu lar culture. Cuban officials seem to have harbored hopes that nor-
malization might light a path out of the economic woes that face Cuba absent 
the patronage of Venezuela, its most impor tant backer in recent years. Some 
began to cautiously court U.S. business leaders and politicians even as  others 
continued to mobilize against U.S. cultural influence. And  here official warn-
ings  were less paranoid than they might seem. The pro cess of normalization 
unleashed and magnified pro- U.S. sentiment in the Cuban popu lar imaginary. 
The effects thereof  were immediately vis i ble on the island, where leggings 
adorned with the American flag and popu lar adoration for former President 
Obama (at least  until he lifted the “wet foot, dry foot” policy)  were omnipres-
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ent. If U.S. hegemony was revivified in the aftermath of normalization, its ef-
fects  were not unilaterally imposed on Cuba, but rather conditioned and even 
advanced by Cuban officials and popu lar audiences alike.

From the vantage point of yet another twist in U.S. presidential politics, 
however, this discursive regime can suddenly appear both quaint and ephem-
eral. The fragility of normalization was rarely reckoned with in the months 
leading up to the death of Fidel Castro and the surprise election of Donald 
Trump. Yet both events highlight the contingency of Cuba’s path forward 
and its dependence on U.S. economic and po liti cal tides. With the gradual dis-
appearance of Cuba’s historical revolutionary leaders— including Raúl Cas-
tro’s partial step back from po liti cal authority— a Trump- ordained reversal in 
the pro cess of rapprochement may threaten Cuba’s economic survival. The 
dramatic swing in Cuba politics, from détente  under Obama to escalating hos-
tility  under Trump, nonetheless lands once and again on the disproportionate 
influence of the United States and the self- centered terms of its engagement.

A  century ago,  things  were, perhaps, not so diff er ent, even if the late revolu-
tionary state seems quite distant from the early postcolonial state it strangely 
mirrors. Take, for example, the debate with which I began. As students and 
teachers all over the country prepared to discuss the prospect of Cuban an-
nexation, the War Department had found itself besieged by requests for infor-
mation, data, and documents. “This is a question which is greatly discussed 
in my county and it has raised quite a sensation among some of the college 
students,” Robert P. Moss wrote Secretary William H. Taft in January 1908. 
Issuing an urgent request for educational materials, Moss added that the “ma-
jority” was quite opposed to Cuba’s annexation.15 Indeed, the prompt had led 
one Kentucky State student to write President Theodore Roo se velt himself, 
gingerly suggesting, “ Under obligation of our promise and the Platt amend-
ment, we would not be justified in establishing our permanent rule over or in 
Cuba without first the legally expressed consent or request of her  people to 
such an action.”16

Nonetheless, many of  those students and teachers who wrote to the U.S. 
government sought not only an answer but information: a bibliography—or 
an archive— that might help them resolve the question of Cuba’s fate. On the 
first score, government officials invariably demurred; per Major Frank Mc-
Intire, assistant to the chief of the Bureau of Insular Affairs, “it would hardly 
be proper for an official of an executive department of this government to ex-
press an opinion.”17 For a time, they also balked at the second, suggesting that 
the Bureau of Insular Affairs had not issued any such publication that could 
be easily parsed for clues. In sporadic admissions, however, Bureau officials 
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began to disclose the architecture of such an archive, composed exclusively 
of U.S. voices, and official ones at that (congressional debates, speeches, 
and “ great power” communications). In order to determine, then,  whether 
annexation would serve the welfare of Cuba— the original framing of the 
question—it seemed obvious to most to consult only sources on and from the 
United States.

The question of archival presence and absence is a critical one for any 
scholar of Cuba, especially for the period  after 1959. Many of us— again, both 
on the island and off— have made frequent recourse to U.S. sources in order 
to understand the Revolution, due in no small part to the challenges of ac-
cessing Cuban archives, as Jorge Macle Cruz describes in his contribution to 
this volume. Yet archival exigencies need not overdetermine our analytical 
frameworks. I have lingered on the case of the annexation debate to remind 
us of the historiographical stakes attached to the imperialist master narrative: 
that when Cuban history is debated in U.S. terms, “we” tend to emerge at the 
center of “their” story—or “they” tend to see themselves in “our” terms.

So what, we might ask, can revisionist accounts of the Cuban Revolution 
offer as an alternative? How can they avoid becoming merely another self- 
referential archive, particularly when published in En glish for a (largely) 
North American audience? Undoubtedly, the obstacles are not only intel-
lectual and po liti cal but also structural. We have thus made  every effort to 
feature our island colleagues  here, while acknowledging, per Alejandro de la 
Fuente, that the search for new perspectives may itself spring from largely 
external historiographical roots.

Still, the intellectual dividing lines run deeper. The inherent dualism of 
Cuban history— that is, the prominent role played by and afforded to the 
United States— may be, in some re spects, unavoidable. That does not mean, 
though, that it is necessarily unidirectional. To paraphrase John F. Kennedy, 
that most complicated and often despised figure in the history of U.S.- Cuba 
relations, what if we  were to ask not what the United States can do for Cuba 
(po liti cally, socially, historiographically) but how the history of the United 
States might look if we  were to put the Cuban Revolution at its center? What 
unexpected stories, what counter-  and antinarratives might result from in-
verting the imperialist politics of historical obviousness?

Perhaps they would render vis i ble and transparent the presence of imperi-
alism itself. Recent historical scholarship seems to point in exactly this direc-
tion, with re spect to Cuba and more broadly. New research highlights the long 
engagement of U.S. progressive communities with Cuba, as a complex object 
of ideological inspiration on one hand and exoticist fascination on the other.18 
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This work speaks to and builds on a formidable tradition of transnational and 
diplomatic history charting the “intimate” and often fraught connection be-
tween the small island and its power ful northern neighbor.19

In this salutary attention to the central place of empire in U.S. history, 
 especially vis- à- vis Cuba,  there nonetheless looms a familiar proximate dan-
ger: that of always repositioning the United States at the center of a Cuban 
story. It is thus equally encouraging to witness the ever more plural field of 
transnational Cuban history, in which connections with Latin Amer i ca, the 
socialist camp, and the decolonizing world have come to assume their right-
fully central place (chapters in this book by Christabelle Peters, María A. 
Cabrera Arús, and Ada Ferrer represent novel contributions in this regard).20 
As historians explore lateral and South– South spheres of Cold War influence, 
they coincide with U.S.- Cuba scholars in highlighting the significant weight 
attached to Cuba’s revolutionary inspiration, while also affording Cuba a more 
consequential agency in shaping the postcolonial and nonaligned world of the 
1960s, 1970s, and 1980s.

Yet the “transnational turn” is not equally available to all. It is worth paus-
ing to point out the obstacles faced by Cuban historians, especially  those based 
on the island, in pursuing the kinds of peripatetic research agendas attached 
to geo graph i cally pluralist proj ects. In this, practical disparities collide with 
epistemological problematics.21 Scholars in the global North enjoy dispropor-
tionate access to bud gets and archives compared to their counter parts in the 
South. Meanwhile, Cuban scholars must also contend with imposing po liti cal 
barriers to their mobility, as determined by both their own government and 
 those of the countries in which they seek to conduct research.

But the pursuit of transnational history is not simply conditioned by dif-
ferential access to resources. We must also be attentive to the ideological 
assumptions embedded in a desire for a “multi- sited historiography” of the 
Cuban Revolution.22 As postcolonial scholars have warned, transnationalism 
may ultimately reify imperial assumptions about core and periphery, with 
re spect to both intellectual substance and academic structures. At its least 
self- aware, it tends to reimagine the formerly colonized world as a foil and 
stage for historical pro cess among the former imperial powers. That dubious 
inversion of scholarly priorities registers as particularly galling in a place as 
invested in nationalist politics as revolutionary Cuba.

While indulging evocative flirtations with transnational contexts, this vol-
ume has thus insisted on a Cuba- centric account of the revolutionary period. 
Without marginalizing the disproportionate influence the United States has 
exercised on the island, I have argued that its rightful place  here is that of a 
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supporting player. U.S. imperialism may have done much to determine the 
historical conditions with which Cuban actors contended in articulating a na-
tionalist response. To do justice to their story, however, we must be careful 
not to construct yet another self- referential archive. Ultimately, Cubans  were 
the authors, however constrained, of the island’s revolutionary  futures. New 
histories of the Cuban Revolution would do well to follow their lead.
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