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Chapter |

Introduction

In the winter semester of 2008, | taught a course entitled “Afro-Cuba: Race,
Revolution and Culture.” | showed the class La Fuerza del Tambor (2006), a film about
the importance of West African drums in the non-commercial cultural traditions of
Cuba’s public sphere. The film focuses on the usage of drums in Afro-Cuban® religious
practices, in which particular drums are used in summoning the Orishas, or deities, of
Cuba’s West-African-based religious traditions such as Santeria.

In the film, Alfredo Calvo, an elder of the Egwado branch of Santeria, comments
that on the night of Cuba’s independence from Spain, there were celebrations across the
island. He recalls that for miles and miles across the island, the sounds of various
African drums could be heard. The sounds, he notes, were much louder than the drums
often used in today’s commercialized music. As he spoke, I began to imagine how that
moment must have looked. | began to imagine the light-skinned Cuban Creole elite
celebrating in their bars and courtyards in late nineteenth century Havana. They probably

fired shots in the air, sang songs, and toasted with bottles of rum, whisky and wine.

! The term “Afro-Cuban” is hotly debated on the island. While scholars such as Jean Stubbs [English] and
Pedro Pérez Sarduy [Afro-Cuban] use the term to describe their experience and political agenda, the usage
of the term is seem as problematic by some Cubans who resist the idea that there exists a particular type of
Cuban. In order to fight racism, they focus on acknowledging the existence of Blacks.
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Meanwhile, Black Cubans celebrated the beginning of the newly independent nation with
drums, dancing and religious festivities.

The nation-state is a nineteenth-century invention in which notions of citizenship
and nation became conflated with biology, race, geography, culture, linear progression,
civilization, and social advancement. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, Cuba’s light-skinned elite debated the validity of the newer fields of social
scientific racism emerging from the United States and Western Europe. A race-based
account of modernity conflicted with the reality that the majority of their compatriots
were non-White and mixed.? Race could not be used as the primary lens for social
organization, though many elites’ internalized racism meant that race always lurked just
below the surface of national debates. These elites were invested in making sure that
their emerging nations would become as civilized, or as European, as possible. One way
they sought to accomplish this task was to focus primarily on culture and skin lightening
as a path of development, while rejecting a notion of race based on hypodescent®.

As | reflected on this tenuous moment of independence, however, | also imagined
the uneasy excitement of the light-skinned elite as they heard another form of singing,
dancing, and drumming nearby. | imagined them hearing the loud thunderous booms of
distant drums — Lucumi Bata drums, drums representing war and peace, and drums
calling various deities in celebration of freedom and independence. | imagined them
listening to people singing in languages other than Castilian, in Creole languages that

mixed Spanish with Yoruba and other West-African languages. Hearing this, in the

% | use modernity to refer to a cultural, economic, and corporeally-based project in which regional European
capitalist interests sought to organize other populations and resources for their own productive interests.
Because many of the populations from whom European capital wanted to obtain resources had different
cultural logics — differing notions of time, ideas about ownership, systems of value — the modernist project
is the imposition of one cultural logic over another as a means of obtaining material resources.

¥ Hypodescent refers to the “one drop rule,” in which one drop of African blood made a person non-White.
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company of other light-skinned creoles, in predominantly White courtyards and elite
parties, must have been a reminder to many that despite four hundred years of Spanish
colonial rule, Cuba was still as much an African nation as a European one.

The presence of West African traditions in Cuba at this moment of inauguration
can also be read as a sign that anti-colonial struggle in the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries would be waged over culture — namely, over which cultural tradition would
become the basis of social organization throughout the island and the region. Would the
emergent Latin American and Caribbean nations be African, indigenous, European, or a
mixture of all three? If the nation was to be a mixture, which culture would lose
hegemony and on what terms? Would Latin America and the Caribbean settle into social
organizations such as a capitalist or socialist democratic nation-state with a functioning
civil society as conceptualized under European notions of development, freedom and
equality? Or would the region complete a regional integration as promoted by thinkers
such as Simon Bolivar and José Marti?

Perhaps Fidel Castro’s more recent claims that the world is now facing a battle of
“ideas” offer some insight into these historical elements of the Cuban revolutionary
project, as well as foreshadowing what was to come. But whereas Castro has sought to
highlight the novelty of this battle over ideas, this dissertation seeks to examine the
cultural struggles that have characterized social life and driven social change in Cuba
since the very beginning.

The relationship between cultural and social development has been a hotly
debated topic at state and local levels from Cuba’s independence to the present. Between

1902 and 1959, the debate focused primarily on the relationship between culture and



criminology, race and social atavism. Since 1959, however, there seems to have been a
turn in the conceptualization of culture, linking it instead to social change, social
revolution, and the potential emergence of a utopian society. This shift in the
understanding of culture can be linked to several converging factors: Marxist theories of
social change; the Bolshevik, Chinese, and Cuban Revolutions; the ideological
contributions of Lenin and Trotsky; the ideological interventions of Gramsci; the post-
colonial movements of Afro-diasporic and indigenous peoples; and the emergence of
repressive post-colonial and neo-colonial regimes throughout the world. These dynamics
have spurred radical conversations and intellectual exchanges between the global south
and the global north, challenging the hegemony of European modernism as a cultural
project with “global designs” (Mignolo 2000). In Latin America, many of these
dynamics were reflected in the theoretical contributions of anti-neo-colonial actors such
as Che Guevara.

There are several key components of Cuba’s revolutionary project that have
profound implications for a theory and method of social change. First, | will frame the
central aspects of Cuba’s project and then discuss the implications of these processes for
a theory of social change. The theories underlying Cuba’s revolutionary project are
drawn from several ideological frameworks: Martian, Leninist, Gramscian, and
Guevarian. In this section I will focus on the first three since Che Guevara’s contribution
will be discussed extensively later in the dissertation.

In many ways the ideas of José Marti represent the modernist, egalitarian ideals of

the Latin American and Caribbean elite. These ideals center on intense suspicion of U.S.



American imperial ambitions* and the rejection of Western European racial scientism — a
cultural logic that defines the nation as civilized or backward based on cultural attainment
and racial intermixture. These ideas, with their basis in Enlightenment thought regarding
national independence, civilization, and social equality, were taken up and redefined in
Latin America and the Caribbean as a means of reasserting the modernity of their
emergent nations, despite large non-White populations. This rearticulation centered on
racial intermixture or mestizaje, as well as on material enfranchisement and changing the
social capital of non-White populations, as a means of creating civilized nations that
would not descend into violence as eighteenth-century Haiti had. Building the social
capital of non-White populations largely involved the cultural assimilation of all Afro-
descendent populations into a notion of Cubanidad, as defined by Eurocentric Cuban
elite (Arroyo 2003).

Another theoretical current that frames the Cuban revolutionary project is Leninist
ideology. In Leninist ideology, the state represents the centralization of social power and
is the mediator of class-based social inequality. Through usurping the state,
revolutionary activists or a revolutionary party can disrupt the unequal distribution of
power within a society, and use the state as a tool to set the citizenry of a nation on a
course to complete independence, equality, and social development. While it is not clear
what that final goal will look like under Leninist ideals, it is accepted that taking control
of the state and using it to eliminate social inequality is key to stimulating the

development of an egalitarian society. However, for many Marxists like Lenin, the

*In this dissertation, America, or American refers to José Marti’s regional notion of Nuestra America: Latin
America, Central America, and the Caribbean. | use U.S. American, United States, United States of
America, or U.S.A. to differentiate, ideologically, between Nuestra America and the ideological agenda
represented by the United States of America.



question remains of how to change the consciousness of people as a means of ending the
reproduction of social inequality. Material redistribution is only one solution; the other
involves the production of ideologies themselves. Lenin offered his own thoughts on the
role of the intellectual, as a professional class who holds ideological power, in
encouraging a revolutionary society.

Lenin argued that in order to stimulate revolutionary ideological production, that
there should be a complete erasure of the distinction between workers and intellectuals.
He thought that a revolutionary consciousness needed to be brought to the masses via the
revolutionary party whether it is composed of former workers or members of the
preexisting professional or “bourgeois” intellectual class. In his writing Lenin tackled the
question of whether or not bourgeois intellectuals could produce revolutionary social
ideologies, or if those ideologies should come from working class individuals with a
revolutionary consciousness or organic intellectuals.

The problem with the working class intellectuals is that they may not have had the
extensive training afforded to the professional or “bourgeois” intellectuals. So they were
possibly limited in their ability to produce ideologies that challenged the ideologies of the
professional intellectuals, who produced the hegemonic ideologies for the bourgeois
class. Lenin argued that organic intellectuals could be found either in the revolutionary
party or the working class, as well as among professional intellectuals. Therefore, the
ideas for a new revolutionary society may emerge from the bourgeois class or the
working class. However, Lenin felt it was the job of the vanguard or the revolutionary

party that took control of the state, to foster a revolutionary consciousness.



Gramsci, on the other hand, held two views of intellectuals; first, that intellectuals
were reflective of established class interests since they were educated through the formal
educational structure; second, that organic intellectuals were not determined by their
professional status -- they could be bourgeois or working class-- but what made organic
intellectuals unique was their function in directing the ideas and interests of the class to
which they belonged. Gramsci challenged Lenin’s idea that the role of the revolutionary
was to channel the activities of organic intellectuals and provide a link between the
classes and certain sectors of the traditional intelligentsia (Hoare and Smith 2005). This
tension between Lenin’s and Gramsci’s conceptualization of the role of intellectuals and
of the revolutionary party in social change is reflected in the artistic debates that took
place in Cuba in the 1960s.

The central focus of this dissertation is to consider the ways in which the
contemporary cultural struggles and debates in Cuba relate to broader theories of culture
and social change. | focus on Cuba’s attempt to institutionalize culture as a means of
“socializing ideological production,” and trace the contemporary effects of this move in
Cuba’s contemporary counter-cultural, music-based social movements — in particular, the
Cuban underground hip-hop movement.

1.1 Cuban Underground Hip-Hop

Over the last decade, there has been significant academic and media interest in the
Cuban underground hip-hop movement (UHHM) (Perry 2004; West-Duran 2004; Joffe
2005; Fernandes 2006, 2007; Armstead 2007). The UHHM has garnered much attention
because of its artists’ public criticism of the numerous social difficulties that many

Cubans face. In fact, the term “underground” refers to lyrics that challenge the



hegemonic discourses that continue to make everyday life difficult for the average Cuban
citizen. These hegemonic discourses include Cuban state-centered, homogenizing,
socialist discourses, which reduce the analysis of culturally-based social inequalities such
as racism, homophobia, and sexism to a focus on economic inequality alone. This limited
perspective restricts citizens’ ability to represent social oppressions that are ideologically
based, and which cannot be completely resolved by redistributive policies.

While much of the work on the Cuban UHHM has noted the racialized and
economically turbulent context in which the movement emerged,” very few pieces have
located Cuban underground hip-hop in relation to post-1959, music-based counter-
cultural movements which emerged during Cuba’s move to institutionalize a politicized,
grassroots-based cultural sphere. This move coincided with the intensification of global
challenges to the ideological division between politics and aesthetics, between art and
political activism. Such challenges have opened the way for the emergence of hip-hop as
a socially critical, counter-cultural movement.

Cuba’s politicized musicians have used the cultural sphere as a means of
representing the needs of Cuba’s marginal populations, while challenging the state to
fulfill its promise to create an egalitarian society. The ability of counter-cultural artistic
movements to effect social change is a product of Cuba’s own social and political history:
the new revolutionary leaders sought to combine an economic focus with an ideological-
cultural mechanism that would encourage artistic production in every aspect of cultural
life and in all sectors of Cuban society. This process has been referred to as the

“socialization of culture” or the “institutionalization of culture” by many in Cuba’s

® Cuban UHHM emerged during a severe economic downturn in the country from 1989 to 1998, a period
commonly referred to as the “Special Period.”



revolutionary leadership. Institutionalizing culture as a means of encouraging social
change has helped citizens -- especially those commonly excluded from civil society -- to
make claims for social inclusion. Consequently, this process has fostered a unique
merging of cultural and political participation in the Cuban public sphere.

In what follows, | trace the origins of the Cuban UHHM to the transnational
counter-cultural currents coming out of the U.S., Latin America, and Cuba. | then
consider how the Cuban UHHM, as a critical music culture fueled by Black and Mulato
youth, is the ideological and institutional outcome of 1960s counter-cultural artistic
movements, and state-level debates concerning the role of culture in Cuba’s revolutionary
society.

1.2 The Organization of the Dissertation

In this dissertation, | contextualize and analyze a key aspect of Cuba’s socialist
model: its approach to culture, and the effects of this for social change at the grassroots
levels and at the level of everyday life. Cuba’s approach to culture and to the arts in
particular, has significant implications for theories of social change and democratic
participation. The social and political significance of art and culture is often seen as
separate from or supplementary to the politicized social organizations that constitute
social movements. Rarely are aesthetic challenges seen as constituting or contributing to
social movements; yet, they provide an ideological conduit for “democratic counter-
strategies” that allow artists, as agents of change, to mobilize and lead political
movements (Reyes Matta 1988).

Attempts to theorize the relationship between culture, political movements, and
social change have focused primarily on the aesthetics of art as iconography, symbolism,

and expression of the structure of social life. Marxist analyses of the relationship



between aesthetics and social change have largely centered on art as a representation of
class interests, ideologies, or as an “epiphenomenon of social structure” (Tanner 2003,
36). In studies considering music, the focus is generally on popular culture,
commaoditization, and how aesthetic structures represent larger social trends. Academic
work on popular culture, in general, tends to take a Gramscian approach, which focuses
on popular culture and popular subcultures as a counter-hegemonic impulse that
challenges hegemonic ideologies. Yet, with few exceptions, this body of literature does
not articulate how art can be consciously taken up and used as an agent of social change.
With regards to the institutionalization of culture, scholars working from Marxist
perspectives tend to assume that once cultural movements become institutionalized
within state structures, the movements are incorporated and defused by hegemonic power
structures. Thus, there is little hope for fundamental change, as a form of pacification
operates to maintain hegemony (Williams 1977). Other analyses of popular culture
consider it from the perspective of commaoditization, and the effects of profit-driven
interests on the production of culture and on cultural workers themselves (Fernandes
2006). Sometimes this approach assumes that the institutionalization of cultural
production at the state level is a form of social control, such as a form of propaganda or
the incorporation of discourses as a means of social control. Another approach is that the
institutionalization of cultural production is a form of catharsis in a repressive society, or
another form of profit-driven commercialization. However, since the Cuban
revolutionary project sought to restructure the state and its relationship to grassroots level

political processes, the institutionalization of art within this context initially challenged
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the idea that the institutionalization of art means that critical cultural movements have
been commoditized or incorporated.

In order to highlight these complex dynamics, | attempt to embed the relationship
between culture and social change in Cuba within its appropriate revolutionary context.
Starting from the perspective that cultural movements are sites and agents of social
change (Eyerman and Jamison 1998, David and McCaughan 2006), | consider the
democratic and revolutionary possibilities available to societies that support and value
cultural movements as legitimate political voices at the state and grassroots level. 1
explore the social possibilities posed by critical artists and intellectuals who consciously
reject the separation of culture, art, and aesthetics from social movements, grassroots
movements, and national political processes. Using the Cuban underground hip-hop
movement as a case study, | consider the implications of Cuba’s approach to culture for
grassroots democratic processes and macro-level processes of social change.

Numerous scholars have sought to move beyond the separation of art and
aesthetics from political processes. For example, Herbert Marcuse (1978), Howard
Becker (2003), and Peter J. Marin (1997) have sought, in various ways, to interrogate the
relationship between the ideological, the communitarian, and the revolutionary natures of
art and culture. Using the work of these scholars as a starting point, | begin with the
premise that artistic aesthetics are nodes of power within social structures, and that
challenges to aesthetics are also challenges to social and political structures (Marin
1997).

In Cuba, the empowerment of grassroots institutions to provide artistic literacy is

a key aspect of a basic education program that has helped to create a highly politicized
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population. This has resulted in the creation of generations of artists who are able to
articulate the relationship between culture, politics, art, and social change. Socially-
critical artists have come to define their role in the new revolutionary society as
revolutionary agents of change who work at the level of ideological production.

In order to address how these dynamics have played out in a Cuban context, this
dissertation is divided into three sections. In Section I, I consider several key theoretical
and ideological influences on the development of the contemporary Cuban state. I include
a literature review that addresses Cuba’s particular socialist model, which is still in a
process of emergence and change. | draw upon existing bodies of literature concerning art
and revolution in Cuba in order to describe the uniqueness of Cuba’s cultural sphere, and
the relation of this sphere to Cuba’s grassroots organizations and state institutions. |
discuss the emergence of Cuba’s alternative music scene -- a socially-critical music scene
that includes hip-hop -- as exemplary of Cuba’s approach to grassroots activism.

Section | also addresses the creation of grassroots institutions that center on
providing neighborhoods access to artistic literacy. These grassroots institutions provide
the material resources necessary for individuals to produce art. Grassroots organizations
are, in turn, linked to municipal and national institutions which provide resources for
artistic production, and which seek to orient those with talent towards service in political
and ideological processes at the national level. Next, | address the history and social
impact of Cuba’s post-1959 artistic movements. | highlight a central contradiction in
Cuba’s model: that it encourages the development of a highly politicized, socially-critical
consciousness, but then discourages that same critical consciousness when citizens

attempt to act on it (Vitier 2002). | discuss the effects of this contradiction for the
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democratic potential of Cuba’s cultural sphere, but I also consider how and why this
sphere continues to be a site of political and social critique, despite normative pressure
from the Cuban state.

In Section II, in order to frame my understanding of contemporary artistic
movements in Cuba, and contextualize the important intervention hip-hop artists are
making into hegemonic discourses concerning race and social inequality, | offer an
extensive analysis of specific aspects of social life that are relevant to these artists’ lived
experiences. Put another way, this section focuses on the experience of being “Black” in
Cuba. I then establish the relationship of hip-hop to the reemergence of a Black
subjectivity in Cuba, and to Cuba’s critical music traditions, such as Nueva Trova. |
address the relationship between art and activism in Cuba by analyzing how underground
hip-hop artists have attempted to resolve some of the inequalities that they face at the
local and national levels through their participation in the cultural sphere. I link these
efforts to Cuba’s historical debates surrounding culture and revolution. Throughout this
section, my analysis will have also examined the specific implications of gender and
sexuality for these processes.

Finally, in Section I, I focus specifically on the intersections of race, gender and
sexuality in order to frame the lived experiences of the most marginal populations --
such as leshians, in particular Black lesbians --who are rarely publicly acknowledged, but
who are represented by Cuban hip-hop artists. In all three sections, | draw from
ethnographic data to discuss some of the key issues facing Black people, and Black

women in particular, in Cuba.
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The goal of Sections Il and Il is to demonstrate how Cuban artists and
intellectuals locate their work within grassroots activism, “among the Cuban people.”
Because their work is not state-centric, but is linked to grassroots structures materially
supported by the state, the important work that they do to improve social life in Cuba
continues to go ignored and undervalued in foreign accounts of political life in Cuba. It
Is assumed that since the materials come from the state, all the ideas must originate
within the state as well. Such a flat analysis of social life, ideological production, and
political life in Cuba is a result of residual Cold War politics and ideologies, as well as
the coloniality of knowledge,® in which the experiences and ideas of Black and Brown
populations throughout the Americas are either ignored, misunderstood, or when
recognized, assumed to be products of foreign (European) ideologies. At this point, |
would like to address these issues as they provide an important context for my approach
to revolutionary Cuba.

1.3 Contextual Considerations: Latin American Politics and the Coloniality of
Knowledge

In the fields of Latin American and post-colonial studies, among scholars such as
Ernesto Laclau (2007), Greg Grandin (2004), Jossianna Arroyo (2003), Leonardo
Avritzer (2002), Walter D. Mignolo (2000) and Achille Mbembe (2001), there seems to
be a common underlying critique: that the notion of the nation-state is a
colonial/modernist project with a regionally-based European capitalist system as its

cornerstone. The nation-state subordinates the practices and forms of knowledge of

® The coloniality of knowledge is the imperial epistemic perspective that does not admit

other epistemic perspectives, except for accounting for the diversity within Western histories of thought
from the Greeks and Romans to the Germans and French. (Mignolo 2006; 324) | will discuss this further
later in the dissertation.
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subaltern populations in order to organize populations for capitalist production.” Key to
this colonizing project is the de-legitimization of the methods used by subaltern
populations to represent themselves and their worldviews.

Leonardo Avritzer argues, for example, that political processes proceed from a
ground-up approach in Latin America: people living in this region tend to address their
needs at the local level in town squares, and then expect that local level needs will be
addressed at the state level. What count as deliberative processes in these local level
spaces? The southeastern U.S. coast, Latin America, and the Caribbean are largely
inhabited by people of African and indigenous descent, who use dance, music, poetry,
and other cultural-artistic forms as key aspects of social/political deliberative processes;
yet, these practices are not considered integral to legitimate politics within the region.

Walter D. Mignolo (2000) addresses this tension when he summarizes Peruvian
sociologist Anibal Quijano’s (1997) notion of the “coloniality of power.” Mignolo
writes:

Coloniality of power is a story that does not begin in Greece; or, if you wish, has two
beginnings, one in Greece and the other in the less known memories of millions of people
in the Caribbean and Atlantic Coast, and better known memories (although not quite as
well known as the Greek legacies) in the Andes and in Mesoamerica. The extended
moment of conflict between people whose brain and skin have been formed by different
memories, sensibilities, and beliefs between 1492 and today is the crucial historical
intersection where the coloniality of power in the Americas can be located and unraveled.
Quijano identifies coloniality of power with capitalism and its consolidation in Europe
from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries... Quijano constitutes the coloniality of
power by way of which the entire planet, including its continental division (Africa,
America, Europe), becomes articulated in such production of knowledge and
classificatory apparatus. Eurocentrism becomes, therefore, a metaphor to describe the
coloniality of power from the perspective of the subaltern. From the epistemological
perspective, European local knowledge and histories have been projected to global
designs, from the dream of an Orbis Universalis Christianus to Hegel’s belief in a
universal history that could be narrated from a European (and therefore Hegemonic)
perspective. Colonial semiosis attempted to identify particular moments of tension in the
conflict between two local histories and knowledges, on responding to the movement

" The term “subaltern” refers to the perspective of groups who are not located within the hegemonic power
structure, and whose bodies and knowledges are used as markers to define the limits of hegemonic power -
it is the people and the perspectives that hegemonic power is defined against.
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forward of a global design that intended to impose itself and those local histories and
knowledges that are forced to accommodate themselves to such new realities. (2000, 17)

The coloniality of power refers to the drive of the European modernist project to impose
its knowledge and culture on non-European populations. This process has global designs
in which the world is divided and labeled according to European perceptions and
experiences, which are projected outwards and recast as universal. The process is
fraught with tension, however, as populations with differing forms of knowledge and
experience resist the imposition of a Eurocentric worldview.

Mignolo uses the term “cultural semiosis” to describe the process of forced
cultural assimilation at the basis of the European drive for global hegemony. Mignolo

explains the term as follows:

I am more interested in critically reflecting on coloniality and thinking from such an
experience, than in identifying national (or sub continental, e.g. ‘Latin American’)
distinctive features. This is the main reason why | prefer the term colonial semiosis to
transculturation, which, in the first definition provided by Ortiz,® maintains the shadows
of ‘mestizaje.” Colonial semiosis emphasized, instead, the conflicts engendered by
coloniality at the level of social-semiotic interactions, and by that | mean, in the sphere of
signs. In the sixteenth century, the conflict of writing systems related to religion,
education, and conversation was a fundamental aspect of coloniality. Colonial semiosis
attempted, although perhaps not entirely successfully, to dispel the notion of “culture.”
Why? Because culture is precisely a key word for colonial discourses classifying the
planet, particularly since the second wave of colonial expansion according to sign system
(language, food, dress, religion, etc.) and ethnicity (skin color, geographical locations).
Culture became, from the eighteenth century until the 1950s approximately, a word
between “nature” and “civilization.” Lately, culture has become the other end of capital
and financial interests. (2000, 15)

For Mignolo, cultural semiosis refers to the conflicts that are produced at the level of
everyday meaning-making and social interactions. It is a product of the coloniality of
knowledge, which during its first phase in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries

centered on dominating the systems of representation related to religion, education and

® Fernando Ortiz was a world-renowned Cuban anthropologist known for his theories of cultural
development and cultural transmission. Ortiz’s work focused primarily on Cuban-African culture. While
in Cuba doing fieldwork, I worked at the Fernando Ortiz Foundation and interviewed one of Ortiz’s
students — Grammy-award-winning musicologist Maria Teresa Linares.
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conversation. Through gaining control of these hegemonic systems of representation, the
colonial project moved to the next phase, expanding beyond Western Europe to name and
reorder the rest of the world.

Mignolo argues that colonial power dispelled the notion of culture because
modernism is the product of the worldview of a particular culture. If it were
acknowledged that colonialism was a culturally-specific project, a project based in the
realm of contestable ideas, then the professed universality and legitimacy of the project
would be undermined. More significantly for Mignolo, colonization was a means of
ensuring constant profitable production. He prefers the notion of colonial semiosis to
Fernando Ortiz’s notion of transculturation because the latter remains linked to the
intensely debated notion of “mestizaje.” For Mignolo, though transculturation refers to a
power dynamic in which multiple ethnicities contribute to an emerging hybrid culture,
there are still biological implications to the idea. Jossianna Arroyo (2003) makes a

similar point when she writes:

En Latinoamérica, la definicién de la cultura y del sujeto cultural se complemento, desde
sus origenes, con el perfil del sujeto colonial, lo que cred una serie de diversiones y
desplazamientos en la unidad ‘homogénea’ de los discursos nacionales... Este
desplazamiento concibe una temporalidad ambivalente donde la modernidad se narra
desde puntos de vista distintos y en donde tanto los que estan en el poder como los
subalternos: ‘a traves de medios culturales distintos y para fines histéricos muy diferentes
demuestran que la fuerzas de la autoridad y la subordinacién sociales pueden emerger en
estrategias desplazadas, incluso, descentradas de significado...’ El siglo XIX
Latinoamericano escribe su imaginario cultural de la identidad desde la ambivalencia
racial y sexual que le crean sus otros -indigenas, negros o asiaticos- con el fin de definir
el proyecto de integracion politica de sus naciones y, a la vez, subvertir la concepcion de
que las naciones “mestizas” no pueden acceder a la modernidad. Entre los proyectos que
definen esta nueva vision se destaca el de José Marti en su ya candnico ensayo ‘Nuestra
América’, donde define el futuro proyecto politico de América como el de una ‘América
mestiza’, como un espacio diferenciado del ‘vecino del norte’. De este modo, crea un
nuevo cuerpo representativo del nuevo orden politico, social y cultural del futuro: el
hombre natural. Este tipo de hombre llega a sustituir el saber letrado, asociado a la
cultural europea, por un discurso natural: ‘Por eso el libro importado ha sido vencido en
Ameérica por el hombre natural. Los hombres naturales han vencido a los letrados
artificiales.” (13-14)
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In Latin America, the definition of culture and the cultural subject has complemented
since its origins, the profile of the colonial subject, which in turn creates a series of
distractions and displacements in the homogeneous unity of national discourses. This
displacement conceives an ambivalent temporality where modernity is narrated from
different standpoints from which the ones that are in power as well as the subaltern:
‘through distinct cultural media and for very different historical ends shows that the
forces of authority and social subordination can emerge in displaced strategies, even,
decentered of their significance. The Latin American nineteenth century writes its
cultural identity imaginaries from within racial and sexual ambivalence created by its
others—indigenous, Blacks or Asian—with the purpose of defining the project of the
political integration of nations and, at the same time, subvert the conception that
‘mestiza’ nations cannot gain admittance to modernity. Amongst the projects that define
this new vision Jos¢ Marti’s stand out with his already canonical essay ‘Our America,’
where he defines the political future of America as the one of an “America mestiza”, as a
space differentiated from the ‘neighbor of the north’. In this way, he creates a new
representative body of the new political, social and cultural order of the future: the
natural man. This kind of man comes to substitute written knowledge, associated with
European culture, for a natural discourse: ‘For that reason the imported book has been
defeated in America by the natural man. Natural men have defeated the artificial
intellectuals.” (13-14)

Arroyo argues that Western European definitions of “culture” and the cultural
subject were, from their origins, a complement of the colonial subject. The ideology of a
homogenized nation caused ruptures and tensions within Latin American and Caribbean
constructions of the nation and the national body. The elite of Latin America and the
Caribbean were part of a subaltern modernist project: in the face of a U.S. American and
European project that defined nation, civilization, and progress in racial, sexual, gendered
and cultural terms, the elite of the non-White Latin American and Caribbean nations
struggled to define a modernity that included their culturally- and racially-mixed nations.
It is in this way that mestizaje represents a biological and cultural ideal, as it is this
ideology that, Mignolo argues, still operates in the shadows of Ortiz’s notion of
transculturation.

Further complicating the imposition of European and U.S. American notions of
“the nation” in Latin America and the Caribbean, were the anti-colonial challenges of
internal subaltern populations such as the Black, African, indigenous and mixed

populations who continued to resist cultural domination and struggled to maintain their
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own histories, knowledges and cultures. However, through the work of elites such as
José Marti, the Latin American modernist project became defined according to a notion
of racial and cultural mixture or mestizaje that would also produce the “natural man.”
This natural man would challenge the hegemony of European intellectual production
through his rejection of the “book.” When Marti discussed “the book” and “text book
races” in his work, he referred to the emerging U.S. American and European body of
academic work commonly referred to as "scientific racism.” Thus José Marti was
rejecting newly hegemonic European and U.S. American ideologies concerning race and
nation. It is in this way, however, that Latin American and Caribbean elites would form
their own modernist discourses and internal colonial projects in turn.

These tensions between the colonial project of European capital interests and the
challenge posed by subaltern groups have continued throughout the twentieth century and
into the present. It is in these moments of rupture within hegemonic discourses that the
voices and alternative social agendas of other non-Western interests can challenge and
change the direction of political thinking and social development.

However, the Latin American and Caribbean challenge to hegemonic discourses
and colonial projects did not go unnoticed by the post-WW!1I face of European capital
interests, the United States. The post-WW!II Cold War truncated the efforts of citizens in
Latin America and the Caribbean to define nation and citizenship according to their own

terms. Greg Grandin writes the following about the Cold War in Latin America:

Secular ideologies of nationalism, socialism, Marxism, and communism - those
dangerous scions of liberalism - did motivate and give solace to people’s lives. But this
gift did not merely satisfy an abstract or innate desire for meaning in an increasingly
uncertain world, as some theorists would now dismiss the appeal of socialism and
communism. Rather, by providing the fuel and steel needed to contest the terms of
nearly intolerable conditions, it combined the stuff of mundane survival with the more
sublime advance of democracy... While on one level the Cold War was a struggle over
mass utopias -ideological visions of how to organize society and its accouterments- what
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gave the struggle its transcendental force was the politicization and internationalization of
everyday life and familiar encounters. Politics took on a startling immanence,
manifesting itself... in the internal realms of sexuality, faith, ethics and exile... [The Cold
War] was not only an event (what diplomatic historians usually call superpower rivalry)
or a cause (as in the Cold War did this or that to this or that country) but also an
intensified phase of a larger conflict, an “international civil war” not only between the
United States and the Soviet Union or between capitalism and communism but between
different views of the shape that social citizenship would take. (2004, 16-17)

For poorer countries, siding with either superpower served as a means to gain
resources and weigh in on the global debate. For many countries in the “developing
world”-- Eastern European countries, as well as those of the global south -- either
superpower represented what Mignolo refers to as colonial semiosis. This struggle over
utopias, as Grandin calls the Cold War conflict, manifested itself in the non-aligned
movement and alternative democratic movements such as the Cuban Revolution.
Grandin argues that culture is at the core of this international conflict.

This international conflict involves a rebellion against the global designs of the
European modernist project, of which European socialism was a competing modernist
project to the capitalist vision of modernity. This conflict over culture, ideology, and
ways of thinking, knowing, doing, and representing is at the basis of social organization
including the global distribution of labor and material resources. These dynamics also
played out in the internal realms of race, gender, and, according to Grandin, “sexuality,
faith, ethics and exile” (2004, 17). While this international civil war played out
externally in social organization and everyday interactions, it also played out internally in
terms an understanding of “self” and one’s place within one’s social context.

After the failure of the Soviet project, it became accepted within Europe that a
strictly material-based approach does not work, and that there was something about
culture and the freedom of human expression that needed to be addressed within socialist

projects. Nonetheless, European and U.S. American socialists have been grappling with
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their post-socialist malaise, as they continue to ignore the socialist and egalitarian
movements happening in other parts of the world. While there have been recent cultural
and linguistic “turns” in European theories of revolution, social inequality, culture, and
the economy, these topics have been debated in Cuba since before even the 1917
Bolshevik revolution. José Marti, speaking at Marx’s New York City memorial service
in the 1880s, warned against the Americas taking on the history of repressed anger that is
at the center of European socialism. He argued that the Americas, initially including the
United States, should take on the egalitarian projects that are best for their particular
social ills (Marti 2002).

Suspicious of the Soviet project the Cuban revolutionary project centered on
liberating laborers and reclaiming man’s ability to express his own human nature through
culture and art. How does this approach play out at the level of everyday life in Cuba?
What does it mean to reclaim “culture and art?” In the Cuban model, what is the
relationship between culture, art, and social revolution that leads to human emancipation?
By analyzing the role of culture in Cuba’s socialist project, my goal is to contribute to the
rethinking of culture that is underway within cultural studies, and to evaluate the
implications of this project for regional theories of social change.

1.4 Contextual Considerations: The Cuban Revolution and the Aesthetic Debates

Cuban artists, intellectuals, and politicians describe Cuba as an Afro-European
nation. Though the 1959 revolution is commonly described as a socialist/communist
revolution, the current political system in Cuba is a more complex reflection of internal
socio-cultural logics and a pragmatic geopolitical national policy aimed at ensuring

maximum sovereignty. During the Cold War, pragmatic alliances with either the United
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States or the Soviet Union were necessary for impoverished, politically and economically
vicarious nations such as Cuba.

Locating Cuba’s socialist model as solely a product of the European socialist
tradition de-centers Cuba from the role it has played in global discussions of socialism,
liberation, self-governance, and self-determination. This common practice in European
and U.S. American scholarly work repositions European notions of freedom and
governance at the center of global discourse, while pushing Cuba, as well as other
regional African, Asian, and indigenous discourses to marginal discursive positions from
which the possibility of social change is approximated by a nation’s successes in
adhering to European models of freedom, equality, and social progress. This
Eurocentrism silences and renders invisible the significant global critiques of socialism,
specifically critiques of European socialism, as well as critiques of Marx’s theory of
social change.

Leaders such as Che Guevara argued that Eastern European versions of socialism,
with their focus on the material basis of all social life, have led to a restricted analysis of
human experience, and to the impoverishment of Marx’s theory. The result is that the
“human” side of society, such as human expression, feeling, and experiences, has been
reduced to the “economy.” This critique was certainly shared by disaffected European
neo-Marxists and cultural studies scholars who began to focus on the relationship
between language and culture as a means of relinking human agency, thought, and

feeling to social change.

The Cuban Revolutionary government has extraordinary powers; it curtails the freedom
of action of organizations and of individuals to a far greater extent than any of its
predecessors have ever attempted. Yet, in part through deliberate policy and in part
through the resilience of citizens, not everything has changed that the government
wanted changed, and some things have changed in spite of opposition from the

22



government. The processes that account for change in Cuba are primarily related to
modernization but have also resulted quite generally from the experience of the
revolution itself, at times changing structures unexpectedly; these processes often began
outside government policy and are likely to remain independent of it. (Dominguez 1978,
465)

As Jorge Dominguez notes, though the government may have its own agenda, it is not the
overarching power on the island. The multiple actors located in the construction known
as “the Cuban people” have been able to influence government and social policies,
though change happens very slowly. Because of the continued contestation of the
cultural sphere in Cuba, those who differ with the official government position do have
limited power to press for change. However, this change does not happen as fast as many
Cubans would hope as the constant state contestation and government intervention into
the public sphere slows the process of change.

The general assessment of Cuba as a repressive society in which the state targets
specific groups is based on two factors. The first concerns the neoliberal model of
citizenship and freedom -- a model based on a rights-based notion of a free-market
economy, a virtually powerless state, and the presence of a civil society. Civil society is
understood as a sphere of political participation and debate where citizens are able to
organize and meet -- independent of state institutions. It is from these meetings that
sociopolitical consensus and subsequent political action are derived. Additionally, civil
society is a space where individuals can also organize to directly challenge or influence
state power.

The second factor contributing to characterizations of Cuba as repressive involve
the early policies of the Cuban state. During the first twenty to twenty-five years that
Cuba was allied with the Soviet Union, there were numerous human rights violations,

such as imprisonment, censorship, and social isolation of any person or organized group
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viewed as a threat to the survival of the Cuban state and nation. The Cuban state has thus
frequently intruded into the cultural sphere; time after time, the state has demonstrated its
willingness to censure critical public discourses either directly or indirectly. While the
Cuban state has actually been less than encouraging of critical political dicourse, Cuban
artists and intellectuals did not embrace the civil society/political participation model of
society commonly encouraged by the United States and Western Europe, given this
model’s history of supporting social exclusion. Instead, Cuban artists and intellectuals
continued to struggle for the creation of alternative approaches to politcal participation
and ideological production that would encourage broader, grassroots based participation.
While state actions account for some of the tensions in Cuban society, they also offer a
limited understanding of everyday life in Cuba. Taken together, they do not account
entirely or adequately for Cuba’s dynamic cultural sphere, and they fail to speak to the
sociopolitical changes that have occurred since four key economic and generational
watershed periods -- 1959, 1975, 1980, and 1998.

There is a notable analytical silence on the critical public debates that occur
continuously within Cuba’s cultural sphere. Within the last year, two notable books have
been published in the United States - Sujatha Fernandes’Cuba Represent: Cuban Arts,
State Power, and the Making of New Revolutionary Cultures (2006) and Robin D.
Moore’sMusic & Revolution: Cultural Change in Socialist Cuba (2007) -- both efforts to
problematize how we think about civil society, everyday lived experiences, the cultural
sphere, and repression in Cuba. Both books show that Cuban citizens face a multitude of
social issues that are irreducible to the realm of the state, such as racism, sexism,

homophobia, global isolation, as well as a stigmatized national identity —given Cuba’s
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own status as a marginalized and alienated nation. These books address how contentious
social issues have been politicized within Cuba’s cultural sphere.

Media and visual arts scholars such as Chanan (1996, 2000), Craven (2002),
Camnitzer (2003), Fernandes (2006) and Moore (2007) argue that with the progression of
the revolution’s educational programs and given Cuba’s traditional usage of the cultural
sphere for social critique and insurrectionary activity, the cultural sphere has come to
serve many of the sociopolitical functions associated with the notion of civil society
(Moore 2007, Fernandes 2006, Lane 1998). 1 argue that this was made possible by three
factors:

First, during the colonial period, Cuba’s particular national culture developed into
a sphere of expression and representation that existed outside the realm of the state (e.g.,
the colonial Spanish Crown) and “official culture.” Like the U.S. American black public
sphere, Cuban culture is a politicized culture that initially developed in secret as a means
of ensuring unfettered social critique and debate among citizens, without State
infringement (Helg 1995, Lane 1998, Ferrer 1999). The development of culture as a site
of public debate and critique intersects with Cuba’s West African oral and musical
traditions, in which particular forms of expression also served as tools of public
entertainment and as sources of community information and social critique.

Second, the revolution’s investment in a broadly based education system that
would integrate cultural literacy into citizens’ training seems to have empowered Cuban
citizens ideologically by providing them with the tools to understand multiple aspects of
human expression. Cuban citizens have also been encouraged to develop a critical

understanding of their particular historical and cultural context. Cuba’s artistic
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afficionados movement (amateur cultural movement) and literacy campaigns were key
elements in socializing Cuban culture. These educational and artistic programs enabled
more Cubans to present their experiences and their ideas through a broad range of newly
legitimated, expressive tools. Because of the socialization of culture, more Cuban
citizens are able to understand and interpret social critique through multiple modes of
human expression, even while the Communist Party has come to dominate economic and
state discourse.

Third, the emergence of Cuba’s contemporary cultural sphere has its origins in
Cuba’s pre-revolutionary history. It began to take an ideological and institutionalized
form beginning with Cuba’s post-1959 national debates concerning the government and
the role of culture in the larger public sphere. This debate occurred between those who
could be described as “followers of Che™® — actors for whom there is never a justification
for sacrificing any form of human freedom or expression, versus self-interested
politicians who used the Soviet Union’s discursive and economic power to influence state
policy as a means to pursue political goals -- this group includes the anti-U.S. American
reactionary elements who feared a U.S. American invasion. (Howe 1995, 2004). While |
refer to the first group as “utopian,” I refer to this second group as “Soviet,” “hard-liner,”

or “Soviet hard-liner” elements.

In his speech “Palabras a los intelectuales” at the National Library in 1961, Fidel

Castro outlined the revolutionary policy towards Cuban culture which would endure until

® Using the term “followers of Che” does not mean that people who share the utopian ideals of the Cuban
revolution are in complete agreement with all of Che Guevara’s ideas. It is important to note that Che
Guevara was staunchly homophobic - see José Quiroga, Tropics of Desire (2000). The term refers to the
utopian ideology that Che Guevara has come to represent on and off the island. In Cuba, discussions of
“Che” and the “vision of Che,” seem to be a way in which people differentiate between the utopian ideals
that emerged during the early years of the revolution, and what the contemporary state (circa 1971 to 1998)
has come to be.
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the late 1970s and early 1980s. Culture was an important site for instituting and
maintaining social change. Much of the revolution’s approach to culture was based on a
tenuous debate within the revolutionary ranks over what Marx meant when he argued that
the capitalist mode of production survived through the reproduction of its social
conditions. These debates were very much influenced by Gramscian, Guevarian and
Martian ideologies that were critical of European modernism (Chanan 2000).

By focusing on culture, the revolution sought to end the reproduction of the social
conditions believed to be a manifestation of the coloniality of knowledge (Mignolo
2000). However, there was disagreement among leaders about how to go about
achieving this goal of social equality: should there be a material-based approach to
ending social inequality, while maintaining control over discourses through the
revolutionary vanguard by which should the Communist Party, through the domination of
the state, would work to eliminate what the Party called the “capitalist mentality”? This
option assumed that control would allow time for the natural evolution of Cuban citizens
to a communist consciousness (i.e., modernist Soviet discourse).

Central to this debate was whether the state should monitor critical discourses as a
means of protecting the country from terrorist attacks, or if the cultural sphere should
remain an open space of discussion and critique, so that social issues could be
continuously recognized and addressed. The latter, Che Guevara argued, would allow the
revolution to be a continuous process wherein potentially harmful discourses would be
challenged by emergent, organic discourses in favor of socially progressive ideological
change (Guevara 1965).

Nonetheless, during much of Cuba’s Soviet years, the result of these debates was
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more or less that the hard-liners of the revolutionary government sought to incorporate
counter-discourses into hegemonic revolutionary discourse. The strategy reflected
revolutionary leaders’ awareness of culture’s insurrectionary potential; it also derived
from reactionary elements’ ability to argue persuasively that any negative social critique,
even in the realm of culture, could be used as a justification for U.S. American
intervention. After the 1961 Bay of Pigs Invasion, Cuba’s Soviet-inspired hard-liners
gained political strength as their utopian counterparts could not guarantee Cuba’s
independence without Soviet support. Importantly, however, the government’s attempts
to homogenize discourse did not occur without serious challenges and state concessions.
Regardless of where one stood on the debate, whether one supported the control
of public debate as a means to limit critique, or the incorporation of independently-
produced discourses as a means of ensuring a socialized approach to social change, it was
clear that the cultural sphere was to be a contested site in which highly contentious issues
would be debated among everyday Cuban citizens, and between citizens and the State.
Through continuous struggles against state intrusion, Cuban citizens have been able to
maintain the cultural sphere as a realm in which they can develop and deploy their own
discourses through critique and reason. | argue in this dissertation that it is the form and
function of the emergent cultural sphere in Cuba, combined with an institutionalized
system of grassroots activism that is Cuba’s unique contribution to global discourses of

socialism and to theories of anti-colonial and anti-modernist forms of social change.
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Chapter 11

Methodology

Russell Simmons once noted that hip-hop was about doing the unexpected. That
unexpectedness constitutes the par excellence feature of hybridity: unexpected encounters
lead to unexpected productions.

- Imani Perry (2004, 13)

When | first began going to Cuba in 1998, | did not know about grounded theory,
nor had I learned about qualitative research methods. As a senior at St. Mary’s College
of Maryland, | had taken the mandatory social science research course, which centered on
multivariate statistics. During my senior year, St. Mary’s College began a pilot run of its
“St. Mary’s Project” — a senior thesis program. For one academic year, a student could
work closely with a faculty member as a mentor, develop a research agenda, and turn in a
senior thesis at the end of the academic year. | decided to fulfill a long-standing dream of
going to Cuba. Before discussing my research agenda and the methods that | undertook
to complete my research, | would first like to start with some background about why 1
became interested in Cuba, and why | decided, at first unknowingly, to take a grounded
theory approach to my doctoral research.

2.1 Background

Growing up during the 1980s, | remember my uncle telling me about the

accomplishments of Fidel Castro. Castro was someone he greatly respected because he
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“stood up” to the United States and helped to end discrimination against Blacks in Cuba.
For my uncle, Cuba was the best place for Blacks to live because, according to him, it
was a Black man’s country run by a Black man. | have often heard my uncle, rappers,
and politicized African-American intellectuals make similar comments. | wondered if
Cuba was as racially integrated as my uncle professed. When | had the opportunity to
visit Cuba as an undergraduate in March of 1998, | immediately took advantage of the
offer.

In the process of finishing my dissertation, | realized how fortunate | was back at
St. Mary’s. My advisor was a good friend of the internationally-renowned Cuban scholar
and writer Miguel Barnet, the director of the Fernando Ortiz Foundation. My advisor
also prepared me for doing research on ‘sensitive’ topics in Cuba: the first thing he told
me was, “If you want to do any work on contemporary race issues in Cuba, you have to
frame it either historically, or within the realm of culture.” Taking his advice (at that age
| did not think to ask why this was the case), | framed my project as a study of Afro-
Cuban culture in pre-revolutionary Cuba. In the field, | enjoyed my day-to-day
interactions with Cuban citizens and | did not experience any harassment from the Cuban
state. | met many renowned Cuban and foreign academics such as Aline Helg and Tomaés
Fernandez Robaina at conferences and symposia. | moved through my research “space”
fairly easily. However, the harassment that I did face in my daily experiences in Cuba
related to racism from both Cubans and foreigners.

With regard to my work, | felt comfortable in being open about what | was there
to study, and people were very open in addressing any question that | asked about racism.

In reflecting back, I believe it is quite possible that part of the openness was a result of
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the time period, the end of the Special Period; there had been a considerable amount of
ideological opening within Cuba’s cultural institutions, in comparison to the 1970s.
Another factor, which I will discuss later, might also have been my own personality and
the way in which I conducted myself in the field.

During my week and a half in Cuba, | was able to attend several conferences
about Afro-Cuban topics. When I returned to St. Mary’s College, I began to process my
experience in Cuba and to go over some of my notes from the trip and the literature | had
read as part of my literature review. In 1998, there were few print materials that focused
on contemporary life in Cuba. Much of the material based its analysis on events that took
place between 1965 and 1980. Materials about the tremendous amount of change
occurring during the Special Period had yet to be published. Much of the literature I had
read described a repressive country, but from my experiences there, 1 was not quite clear
on how problems within Cuba were particular to the state, and which issues pertained to
racism.

What I did know was that the published accounts of social inequality and race, did
not explain many of my experiences in Cuba. | decided after that first trip in 1998 that,
once | began a graduate program, | would try to go to Cuba as often as | could in order to
focus on understanding the issue of race, so that by the time I arrived at the dissertation
stage, | could develop a research project based on my own familiarity with life on the
island. A year later, in 1999, | started a master’s program in Public Policy, and, true to
my commitment, | went to Cuba again. | continued to go to Havana specifically, one to

two times a year from 1998 2006 (excluding 1999 and 2002). During these trips to
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Havana, little did | know that | was actually laying the foundation for what Kathy
Charmaz (2005) describes as “constructivist grounded theory.”
2.2 Developing a Research Agenda

Grounded theory is a method of inquiry in which the researcher goes into the field
with a set of analytic guidelines. This enables researchers to focus on data collection
while building theories through various levels of data analysis and conceptual
development (Charmaz 2005). Some of the benefits of taking a grounded theory
approach are that it encourages the researcher to remain close to the worlds that they
study, and helps them to develop an integrated set of theoretical concepts through
synthesizing and interpreting their data while they collect it. Grounded theory also
establishes the procedural relationship between data collection and analysis in which both
processes inform each other. ™

Charmaz further argues that grounded research offers particular insights and
benefits for scholars working on social justice projects. Citing Feagin (1999), Charmaz
describes social justice as an area which focuses on “furthering the equitable distribution
of resources, fairness, and eradication of oppression” (507). A social justice approach
describes a goal of research: one in which the researcher contributes to established bodies
of literature in the hopes of improving social life in one’s own social context, as well as
in the context where one is working. My own orientation towards social-justice-based

research is linked to my identity as a Black, American woman from the southern U.S.,

107 draw here on Charmaz’s description of data as a term that: “Symbolizes (a) a fund of empirical
materials that we systematically collect and assemble to acquire knowledge about a topic and (b) an
acknowledgement that qualitative resources hold equal significance for studying empirical reality as
quantitative measures, although they differ in kind (2003, 530).
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who is also a member of the U.S. hip-hop Generation. Bakari Kitwana (2002) describes

the hip-hop generation as follows:

The Hip-Hop Generation explores new attitudes and beliefs of young Blacks, examines
where we are going, and analyzes the sociopolitical forces that have shaped us...During
the mid-1990s, as head editor of The Source: the magazine of hip-hop music culture and
politics, I began to use the term ‘the hip-hop generation’ to define our generation...In
response [to the usage of the term Generation X], those of us at The Source began to use
the phrase “the hip-hop generation” to refer to our specific generation. It was our attempt
to bring critical focus to the issues that defined our time and that went beyond simply rap
music. | have established the birth years 1965-1984 as the age group for the hip-hop
generation. However, those at the end of the civil rights/Black power generation were
essentially the ones who gave birth to the hip-hop movement that came to define the hip-
hop generation, even though they are not technically the hip-hop generation’ (2002, xiii).

Kitwana argues that hip-hop is the major achievement of our generation. It is the means
by which our generation has identified and discussed the race-related social issues that
we still face. Through hip-hop, we have been able, at the ideological level, to address
many of these issues, while working as professionals or communicating across class and
educational lines -- without suffering the institutional backlash that the civil rights and
Black Nationalist movements faced in the 1960s. Hip-hop is a product of the benefits of
the civil rights and Black Nationalist struggles, as members of the hip-hop generation
enjoy access to a class mobility that was not available to their parents. However it is
also a product of some losses and unfulfilled promises, such as the loss of affirmative
action and the continued lack of opportunities for poor Blacks. In her analysis of youth
of color in San Francisco, Adrianna Clay (2006) offers an empirical analysis of how hip-
hop has come to shape the political consciousness of post-civil-rights-era youth. For
Clay, the critical social messages in socially conscious hip-hop encouraged youth to think
about their own oppression, and imagine ways to work for social equality.

| would describe my research process in the field as having three phases. | will

briefly describe each phase and then give detailed examples. The first phase was just
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trying to understand the context. I literally just hung out and moved through space; my
goal was simply to learn how to navigate Havana by myself. 1 used my time at the
Fernando Ortiz Foundation during the first trip to learn more about Cuban history and
culture, but from the perspective of Cuban scholars and academics. From 1998 to 2003, |
frequently went to the island to attend conferences and to work independently.
Interestingly, the Cuban-run conferences were moments in which people would just ‘talk’
about social issues affecting them, when they felt safe among conference participants
and/or when no foreigners were present. Another space for critical discussions was the
Cuban peso-taxi rides. Some days, | simply rode in the taxis, just to hear what people
were talking about. The rides totaled about 1500. In the crowded Cuban peso taxis one
learns a lot about current events, contemporary social issues, and how people feel about
them.

The second phase involved conceptualizing the project. This occurred during the
2003-2005 period. Once I felt that I could at least navigate the space, and that | was
familiar with the relevant scholars who worked on race in Cuba, | sat down with them
and asked them what type of project they would like me, as a foreigner, to undertake.
Again, such a question involves being aware of one’s context and the internal dynamics
of doing research in Cuba. This process of building the project from data and
experiences in the field is what Charmaz (2005) describes as “constructivist grounded
theory.” The third and final phase is using grounded theory methods to conduct research.
| utilized grounded theory methodology for the basis of this dissertation.

2.3 Phase One

34



Cuba has remained a highly politicized place to conduct fieldwork, though
perhaps less so in very recent years. Within the U.S. American academy, much work on
Cuba has been forced into a repressive vs. non-repressive paradigm that is reflective of
U.S. Cold War politics. Within the social sciences, Cuba is marked as a particularly
dangerous place to do empirical work. Studying topics related to race, gender, or
sexuality in Cuba is considered particularly risky. Nonetheless, U.S. Americans have
flooded Havana, in particular, as a field site. Locals there have grown used to frightened
researchers from the U.S. who has arrived to experience or witness “the repression.”

This situation, combined with the politicized environment surrounding U.S.
American policy towards Cuba, has resulted in a limited understanding of life in Cuba.
These limitations also affect the perspective taken by the researcher (Brock and

Castafieda Fuetes 1998; Fosado 2004; Lee 1993). As Lee (1993) writes:

...because only a relatively narrow range of information about Cuba is available,
government officials* become de facto “experts” on the Cuban situation. It is these
officials who then shape important aspects of the political and media agenda surrounding
US-Cuban relations. By shaping knowledge production about Cubans in this way,
government sources re-enforce state power. (Lee 1993, 22)

In essence, until the late 1990s, the politicized environment of U.S. American research on
Cuba encouraged the production of academic work that often lacked the type of critical
analysis needed to prevent the constant recycling of a state-centric U.S. American
standpoint that implicitly equates life in Cuba to life in the eastern bloc during the time of
the Soviet Union. My ability to collect data in Cuba was related to five key aspects of
my self-presentation as a researcher in Cuba. They are:

1) My ability to pass as Cuban. This was a comment | heard almost daily. Friends

and colleagues often commented that my appearance was the only reason why
they felt comfortable taking me to places where foreigners were normally hustled

1 The same could be said, | would argue, for the few researchers who complete work on contemporary
Cuba.
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out or simply not present. Since I “passed,” they often commented, it decreased
the likelihood that I would be harassed, that they would be arrested, or that I’d
have to pay the “foreigner price” to enter events.

2) My tendency to learn as much as | could about a given situation before acting or
speaking. According to colleagues, they liked taking me out and about because |
knew “when to be quiet."

3) My self-presentation as an educated Black woman. Professional Blacks often
commented that they felt that they had to work twice as hard as Whites to get
ahead. By working so hard myself (learning Spanish, going to do archival
research everyday), professional Blacksrelated to me and felt that I could be taken
seriously.

4) Finally, my self-presentation as American (when appropriate) helped me to have a
limited pass among White Cubans.

Passing as Cuban

In 2003, | remember waiting at the corner of Hotel Inglaterra, in Central Havana.
There’s an area where Cuban taxis stopped to pick up Cubans heading to El Vedado. It
was late. | had just had a great time with some friends, | was tired, and | knew at this
hour, you needed to wait a long time for a taxi. Ten minutes went by. “La Linea?” I
asked, as the taxi drove by the corner. “No!” Those of us waiting for taxis heading along
La Linea, a bus route, did not bother running to the taxi. We let the others have it. There
were only a few of us. There were about five to six people waiting for taxis. All of them
took the taxi, I waited. Another taxi drove by and yelled, “La Linea!” The three of us
ran to the taxi and jumped in.

| sat in the back seat of the small Russian Lada. The car was super-small; which
two people, the driver and passenger, were crammed into the front of the car. | sat in the
back seat that could hold three thin persons, if they crowded into the car. Tonight, the
taxi driver was sitting with his son who was about seventeen or eighteen. He was
showing his son his taxi route. My two co-occupants in the back were two young men,
who seemed to be friends. They were dark-skinned, but had straight, short hair that was

gelled back on the sides, and curly on top. It was three o’clock in the morning and they
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were still wearing sunglasses. They had on tight spandex Black shirts and really nice
jeans-- Calvin Klein. They were really excited.

“You see what I did?!” The one said to the other. “No, how did you do that?”
The friend asked. The one then said, “Well, if you are going to try to meet tourists you
have to know how to talk to them in their language. For example, first you say, ‘Speakie
English?’ Then if they keep walking, next try Italian.” He imitated a greeting in Italian. |
believe they had this conversation in front of me because they thought | was Cuban.
From my experiences taking taxis, Cubans tend to be quiet when a foreigner is in the car,
or they code switch. They rarely talk about foreigners when they know one is sitting in
the car.

There are several factors that I attribute to my ability to “pass.” One is that
whenever | travel abroad, or even in the States, | do not wear a lot of jewelry. This was
one of the first fieldwork strategies I learned as an undergraduate. Until one knows any
country well, it is wise to not appear to be a rich tourist, | was told. The other factor is
that | have a personal distaste for visible name-brand items. As a result, my style of dress
seemed to correspond to “typical” dress for young Cuban adults. Additionally, I believe
the class codes associated with my race also supported people’s assumption that I was
Cuban. So that, for example, when | was out with a Black Cuban friend who wore brand-
name clothing, people generally spoke to me in Spanish, and would address her in
English. However, my status as American could also confer a class privilege that was
akin to passing as White. As a result of all of these dynamics, | found my ability to move

through space to be a function of how I performed certain identities.

37



For example, | was able to go to places where foreigners were not allowed,
particularly during the 1998-2003 period. In fact, if | spoke, that was the only way
people would be clued into what was going on. Sometimes if | hesitated, people would
pause and get suspicious. | am not Cuban, so I clearly did not always understand what
was going on, but | devised a strategy of getting through those situations in which | knew
had missed some social cue or that | was supposed to respond to something, but I did not
know what. What | did was to change my attitude, pretend that I just could not be
bothered with the situation; in fact, I tried to seem as if | was just annoyed or slightly
bothered by the fact | had to be present. It was something that | had noticed other people
doing in line to get to events, or when they were just hanging out with friends. So, if, for
example, 1 was at an event that was a primarily Cuban party and | wanted to get in with
friends, I would deploy this attitude when things got a little difficult, and the person
would settle down and let me pass. But whatever I did, | had to do it in silence because
the moment | spoke, the performance was over.

Once I identified these dynamics, | could choose when to perform “U.S.
American tourist” — a role that allowed certain privileges in some situations, and when to
be quiet, moving easily through Cuban space. In short, | played with these dynamics as a
means of trying to understand how power worked within Havana social space, at least.
For example, when hanging out with a group of Black Cubans, if we were not permitted
to enter into a restaurant, or if we were stopped by the police, | would get a knowing
glance from friends. These were moments where | knew not to say anything, because
everyone would get into trouble. These were moments of convergence with Black Cuban

colleagues: it had gotten to the point where | started experiencing racial discrimination
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too, when folks were not aware of my status as U.S. “American.” It was during those
moments afterwards, when colleagues and |1 critically compared “Black” or “Black
woman” experiences, that | was able to learn more about the particular experiences of
Black Cuban women. These experiences made my ethnographic field notes a very
important part of my data.

Because | am not Cuban, when something happened, there would be a
follow-up discussion in which we all compared notes. For colleagues who could
not travel outside of Cuba but wanted to do so, our interactions became an
opportunity for them to engage with someone from another social context; they
wanted to know how issues of racism, sexism and homophobia affected my life in
the United States. Sometimes folks wanted to know if some situations happened
in the U.S., and if so, how racial situations went down in a U.S. American
context. It was during those moments that | felt that there was truly an exchange.
2.4 Phase Two

As a result of my experiences on the island, | started realizing some of the limits
of pre-existing research on everyday life in Cuba. The problem of race in contemporary
Cuba has yet to be addressed in an empirically-based, ethnographic account that includes
considerations such as current SES indicators, social perceptions, and accounts of lived
experiences. There have been some articles and chapters in books that have addressed
these issues, though in the case of book chapters in particular, the material is still largely
framed within a Cold War paradigm. Even as recently as 2006, | have witnessed this

discourse at play in the field.
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There were many times, for example, that | witnessed U.S. Americans directly ask
Cubans, “What is it like to live in a repressive society? You know, where you don’t have
freedom to organize and freedom to speak?” This automatically sets the path for the
discussion that will ensue. For many people, such questions indicate that the researcher
is not there to learn about what it is like to be Black or poor in Cuba. It is a sign that the
researcher has entered into the situation with a predetermined idea of what everyday life
is like.

For Cuban citizens who spend their time focused on a myriad of issues affecting
their everyday lives, direct questions about state repression almost amounts to an insult:
they are expected to talk about the difficulties they face in everyday life, but the
conversation is already set up to focus only on Castro and the Cuban state. Thus when
an artist such as Alexay of Obsesion says, “Well actually things are not that bad in the
way that you think...” his thoughts are ignored by the researcher who wants to find folks
who will only discuss their lives as it relates to a pre-existing framework. For example,
when Alexay expresses his ideas, the expectation that a researcher should interpret ‘what
he really means’ in reference to a pre-existing assessment of social repression, could
mean that some of the data available in his account of everyday life is ignored. Asa
result, folks outside of Cuba may not realize that the underground hip-hop movement is
contesting the profound racism which continues to be so rampant in Cuban society, and
that racially-based social censorship and social inequality have a significant impact on
Black Cubans’ self-determination. It is for these reasons that | decided to undertake

what Charmaz describes as “constructivist grounded theory.” She writes:

A constructivist grounded theory... adopts grounded theory guidelines as tools but does
not subscribe to the objectivist, positivist assumptions in its earlier formations. A
constructivist approach emphasizes the studied phenomenon rather than the methods of
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studying it. Constructivist grounded theorists take a reflexive stance on modes of
knowing and representing studied life. That means giving close attention to empirical
realities and our collected renderings of them - and locating oneself within those realities.
It does not assume that data simply await discovery in an external world or that
methodological procedures will correct limited views of the studied world. Nor does it
assume that impartial observers enter the research scene without an interpretive frame of
reference. Instead, what observers see and hear depends upon their prior interpretive
frames, biographies, and interests as well as the research context, their relationships with
research participants, concrete field experiences, and modes of generating and recording
empirical materials. No qualitative method rests on pure induction-- the questions we ask
of the empirical world frame what we know of it. In short, we share in constructing what
we define as data. Similarly, our conceptual categories arise through our interpretations
of data rather than emanating from them or from our methodological practices... Thus,
our theoretical analyses are interpretive renderings of a reality, not objective reportings of
it (Charmaz 2001, 509-510).

In this second phase, | had to learn how to determine what “data.” From the
literature | had read, there seemed to be a dearth of data points and language in
explaining everyday life in Cuba. Thus my goal during this period, now that | realized
that there was something about race that affected Cuban citizens profoundly, was to learn
how to identify data. In an effort to do this, | had one idea: knowing that | had some
privilege as a U.S. American to ask certain difficult questions, and those Cuban
academics would know more about their context, language, and social issues, | decided to
undertake an informal survey among colleagues. | asked Cuban academics: if you could
undertake an empirically-based research project on some aspect of social life in Cuba,
what would you focus on? The answer that found the most resonance among the scholars
| knew was a research project that focused on the experiences of Black lesbians.

The idea behind asking this question was based on a central commitment of mine
- namely, that if | were to undertake a research project in Cuba, I would want to do
something that would be of use to Cuban scholars. Unfortunately, social scientists who
are foreigners often have more access, increased mobility, and greater resources to
undertake research projects that could be deemed by the state to be “of interest” in one

moment and “‘subversive” in another. Because foreigners can leave and publish outside
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of Cuba, they have an ability and authority to speak that has been truncated within the
Cuban academy since the 1970s. By talking with scholars and lesbian activists, I
developed a research project that engaged my own interests of race, gender, sexuality,
marginality, and social change; at the same time, though, folks knew | was at least
attempting to undertake a project that would be relevant to Cuban scholars.
2.5 Phase Three

| returned to Cuba in the fall of 2006 with a well-organized research project. |
was prepared to work with Centro Nacional de Sexologia y Educacion CENESEX,
however, my plan fell through as the organization was reeling from a dispute it was
having with some researchers from a London-based university. | was left scrambling for
a research institution. | could not establish an affiliation with one, however, and | had
been told that such an affiliation was a requirement of researchers at the University of
Michigan. | remembered chatting one day with a friend who is a researcher at the
Fernando Ortiz Foundation. | was trying to decide whether or not to head back home
when he stopped me and said, “Tanya, you’ve been here enough. You know the field.
You don’t need us anymore. Why don’t you just start collecting interviews and finish
already?”

| went back to my apartment and thought about what he had said. There actually
was no mandate that one had to be affiliated with a research institution to finish fieldwork
in Cuba; it was only suggested in terms of having access to institutions. | had an
established relationship with independent researchers and scholars; I had a library card,
so | could obtain whatever archival data | needed for my work. But I also needed to

think through the questions that would guide my research. | had a hard time finding a
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cohesive lesbian community and I knew that this would be important for my research.

It was later that night when it clicked. I should return to my focus on culture. 1
remembered my undergraduate experience and began to wonder what it was about culture
that was so interesting in this context. Also, | knew that the absence of a lesbian
community, in comparison to the ever-present gay male community, was an important
piece of data as well. However, when looking back over some of my field notes, |
realized that much of the public social critique that I had been hearing actually came from
my peers in the underground hip-hop movement. Some of the folks | had interviewed for
the initial graduate project focusing on Cuban lesbian life were key figures and active
participants in the underground hip-hop movement. During my time outside of the
library and formal research structures, | had frequented hip-hop shows and underground
lesbian parties since 1998. | maintained field notes during those years which have come
to serve me well during the dissertation-writing phase.

It was then that | decided to shift to framing my questions within the realm of
culture. 1 wanted to know how the artists who talked about issues such as race, gender,
and sexuality thought of these issues within a Cuban context. | also wanted to understand
more about the context in which these critiques emerged. When I discussed the change
(or rather the return) to my focus on race, culture, and social change, many of the
established scholars I worked with pointed me to articles, posed questions, and helped to
point me in the direction of data. It was through their help that | was able to piece
together some of what I was noticing and experiencing in the field. The result of this
work is presented in this dissertation.

2.6 Data Collection
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Much of my ethnographic data is centered on Havana, supplemented with brief
visits (three to five days) to Camaguey, Holguin, Santa Clara, and Trinidad. The formal
interview data is drawn from interviews with hip-hop artists (N=20; nine women, eleven
men), Cuban Agency of Rap Officials (President and Vice President), prominent
musicologists (such as Maria Teresa Linares), and academics in the field of cultural
studies/music (N=10) from 2004-2006. My empirical data also included archival research
and textual analysis. My focus on the cultural sphere is a result of my field trips from
2000-2004, in which I used a grounded theory approach to learning about the social
concerns of contemporary Cuban citizens. | initially focused on the topic of racism in
contemporary Cuba, and | worked with prominent scholars in this area. | worked with
researchers and intellectuals who work independently and/or at independent research
institutes, such as la Fundacion Fernando Ortiz, la Escuela de Cine en San Antonio de los
Barios and la Biblioteca Nacional, to state institutions such as the University of Havana,

the Ministry of Culture, and the National Center for Sex Education.
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These were in-depth semi-structured interviews that were conducted in Havana
during the years of 2004-2006. The interviews lasted two to three hours each. The
interviews were a formal opportunity to ask artists about their work. Since their work is
centered on everyday lived experiences, the interviews also served as an opportunity to
clarify questions | had concerning their (and my own) experiences with racism, material
inequality, sexism, and homophobia in Cuba. One of the strengths of my study was that
it was semi-longitudinal. I had been going to Cuba for six years before | began the
interviewing in 2004. By the time | completed my study in 2007, | had been going to
Cuba for nine years.

When | interviewed the artists, | tried to make it as clear as | could that | was
sincerely interested in hearing about their thoughts. 1 did not want to fall into the trap of
previous researchers who just came demanding answers to questions they felt were
important in learning about Cuba. In contrast, | tried to present themes that | thought
seemed important to the context. | tried to frame the questions in a way that would
encourage the artists to talk about what was important to them, and that would enable me
to learn about their work and their reasons for becoming hip-hop artists. | started every
interview by explaining, “Sometimes [ may ask a question that seems like a stupid
question, but I am asking because sometimes I really just don’t know since I am not from
here.” When I asked a question about specific topics, I tried to phrase the questions in
the following ways:“Alguna gente dice...” (Some say that...) or “Me aparece que...” (It
seems to me that...) “No S€ si estoy pensando bien sobre ese tema pero...” (I don’t know

if I am thinking about this topic well but...)
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The other thing that I did was to hand the interviewee my digital recorder. If they
had never used that kind of recorder before (every digital recorder seems to have its own
special format), | pointed out how to record, stop, rewind, and erase materials. | told
each artist, “Pretend this is your mic. Say what you want when you want. If there’s a
point you want to make off record, turn it off, make your point and start it again. If you
say something you want erased, erase it.”

In January 2006, for example, | interviewed Alexay of the underground hip-hop
group Obsesién. “OK, here you go,” | said, as | handed the recorder to Alexay. The
recorder was small, slender, Black, and palm-sized. It was long enough for someone to
wrap their hands around it, as if holding a microphone and, in fact, the actual microphone
was on the top of the recorder, not on the side. “This is your mic,” I said to Alexay.
“Here is the pause button.” (The pause button was tiny. One had to make an effort to
search the thing out on the machine and then press it.) “So this is how we’ll do the
interview. This recorder is your mic. If there is a question you don’t want to answer,
don’t answer it. If you do want to answer the question, but don’t want it recorded, just hit
pause, say your piece, and then start the recorder again. Is that cool?” “Yeah,” Alexay
said. “Cool. So Alexay, what’s your history with hip-hop?” I asked. Alexay smiled, sat
back on his sofa, crossed his leg, hit the record button, and started talking.

| also asked the artists to pick where they wanted to have their interview. One of
the good things about the hand-held digital recorder is that we could walk through the
neighborhood, look at graffiti, and really just talk easily. | found that giving the recorder

over, and giving the interviewee control over the recording of information, made a big
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difference in the types of responses I received from folks. They seemed to feel

comfortable.

| have constructed the following data chart to highlight the various kinds of data |

collected and how | collected it.

Figure 2a: Sample

women (ages
23-28)

Data Method of Quantity Dates Description/
Collection Collected Research
Method
Newspaper Archival 150 articles 2005 Photocopies
Articles About | Research at the and notes from
Cuban hip-hop | Biblioteca microfilm and
Nacional José original
Marti materials.
Newspaper Archival 50 2005 Collected data
Articles about | Research at the from the years
Rock Biblioteca 1995-2005
Nacional José
Marti
Newspaper Archival 50 2005 Collected data
Articles about | Research at the from the years
Nueva Trova Biblioteca 1995-2005
Nacional José
Marti
Interview Data | Digital 20 2005-2006 2-3 hour semi
Recording interviewees: structured, in-
11 men, 9 depth

interviews with
hip-hop artists
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Data Method of Quantity Dates Description/
Collection Collected Research
Method
Interview Data | Digital 10 (8 women, 2 | 2005-2006 2-3 hour semi
Recording men age structured, in-
unknown) depth
interviews with
scholars and
Ministry of
Culture
officials
Taxi Rides Participant n>1500 1998-2006 Field Notes
Ethnographic | observation
Data
Queer Sites Participant n/a 1998-2006 Field Notes
Ethnographic | observation
Data
Underground Participant n>35 1998-2006 Field Notes
Lesbian Parties | observation
Underground Participant n>20 2003-2006 Field Notes
hip-hop Shows | observation
Rock Shows Participant n> 10 2004-2006 Field Notes
observation
Nueva Trova Participant n>8 2005-2006 Field Notes
Shows observation
Fusion Shows | Participant n>8 2005-2006 Field Notes
observation
hip-hop After | Participant n>30 2002-2006 Field Notes
Parties observation
Unpublished “Asocio” n>45 materials | 2000-2006 Print
Manuscripts Scholars and (articles, power materials/CDs/f
and Independent point lash drives
Unpublished Researchers documents,
Survey Data dissertations)
Results
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Data Method of Quantity Dates Description/

Collection Collected Research
Method
Centro Video 2 hrs 2004 Arranged an
Nacional de independent
Educacion conference
Sexual with sexology
CENESEX researchers and

a student from
the University
of lllinois-
Champaign
Urbana
graduate
student

My discussion of hip-hop is limited to Havana. | acknowledge that Havana is not
all of Cuba. However, | do hope that my work will broaden the language and
perspectives used to analyze Cuba. | hope my work will provide an opening for scholars,
artists, and intellectuals whose work focuses on millions of people living in cities and
provinces outside of Havana. Within these chapters, | will draw upon interviews with
artists, my own experiences on the island, and textual analyses of the music of several
artists. This will be useful in addressing areas of everyday lived experiences that have
been commonly critiqued -- those areas concerning people’s experiences with race,
gender and sexuality -- and in thinking critically about their implications for theories of

social change.

49



Section |

Chapter 111

Public Spaces, Cultural Spheres: Rethinking Theories of Political
Participation, Civil Society and Social Change

In this chapter, | focus on the question of whether cultural movements,
particularly music movements, are social movements —whether they serve to relink art
and culture to processes of democratic deliberation in ways that can have direct influence
on state policies and social life. | focus on music because culture is one area in which
differences in notions of democratic political participation and social change within “the
West” elucidate the continued struggle against the legacies of colonialism. To this end, |
analyze one of the hegemonic ideologies of social order and political processes: what
constitutes legitimate political participation in terms of practice and location. | consider
the relationship of social movements to notions of the public sphere and civil society, and
how art worlds and artistic and cultural movements have been delegitimized as authentic
political practices that cannot achieve policy change as a central goal.

Within Western discourse, hegemonic notions of political participation and social
change have been used largely to promote social advancement and “civilizing practices”
— in short, modernity. | focus on civil society and the public sphere in order to frame

hegemonic ideologies concerning political participation and social change. My
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investment in socialchange is based on a notion of social justice -- | believe thinking
about social change can help to think about actions people can undertake to end
inequality. To this end, I will discuss the key elements of the U.S. American and
European epistemology of social equality and governance. Margaret Somers refers to
this as the “Anglo-American metanarrative of citizenship.” In order to address how this
epistemology affects contemporary neoliberal discourses and neoliberal analyses of Cuba
and Latin America generally, I will consider some critiques of neoliberal notions of
equality and government. Finally, in order to provide some context for how these issues
play out at the locallevel in Cuba, I will explore literature and films that analyze everyday
life in Cuba since the revolution. These offer an important point of departure for
analyzing social issues, specifically race, gender, and sexuality.
3.1: Subaltern Critiques of Cold War Politics

The goal of this literature review is to contribute to the robust analysis of life in
Cuba that has emerged during the last ten years (Chanan 2000, Fernandes 2006, Moore
2007). This body of literature works to reconnect pre-revolutionary culture to post-1959
social life and political processes. Because of the intensity of Cuban-American politics
as well as U.S. American Cold War politics, the intense focus on the non-democratic
aspects of the contemporary Cuban state has yielded a skewed view of everyday life
before and after the revolution. Life in post-1959 Cuba has often been presented as
estranged from pre-revolutionary social life. From the 1970s to the late 1990s, there was
little discussion of the various ideological influences that culminated into the 1959
Revolution. David Craven (2002) writes the following about James Petras’ assessment of

the particular socio-historical context of the Cuban Revolution:
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The uniqueness of the Cuban Revolution after 1950 was a consequence of Cuba’s
uniquely underdeveloped situation before the 1950’s. No one has explained more deftly,
than James Petras, the unusual circumstances that allowed the Cuban Revolution to chart
“unknown” terrain throughout the Americas. He did so in terms of workplace
democracy, cultural democracy, and popular democracy: “Cuba was the last country to
overthrow Spanish colonialism--- and the first to encounter U.S. imperial aspirations. In
the 1930’s, Cuba became the first country in the Western Hemisphere in which workers
temporarily established soviets. It was the first country under the Good Neighbor Policy
to have its government overthrown by the U.S. policy-makers without the direct use of
U.S. military force.... Cuba thus came into the modern period with two political
experiences, which profoundly shaped its political development; an aborted national
revolution and an aborted social revolution... The Cuban Revolution of 1959 telescoped
both phases of Cuban history: the national revolution merged and, under the conditions of
twentieth-century capitalism, produced a socialist revolution. Failing to complete the
struggle against nineteenth-century colonialism, Cuba was the first Latin American
country to succeed in overthrowing twentieth-century imperialism, lacking a bourgeois
revolution led by an entrepreneurial puritan elite. Cuba experienced a social revolution
by which prepared the way for realizing the goals of a highly productive developing
society guided by a collectivist ethic... For both reasons, the Cuban Revolution from the
beginning took shape as a mass social revolution...” As such, the Cuban Revolution
became the over-determined historical juncture at which these postponed developments
were first able to re-emerge, converge, and be realized independently. (91-92)

Cuba was never able to achieve independence long enough to develop a solid bourgeois
class, and meanwhile, much of the nation, particularly outside of Havana, remained
impoverished. Cuba’s incomplete social revolutions and independence movements of the
nineteenth century merged with Cuba’s twentieth-century experience with
neocolonialism, constant economic instability, and the Cold War to yield what was to be
named a socialist revolution.

Before Castro’s announcement that Cuba was a communist revolution, Cuban
political leaders had been openly skeptical of European socialism. While it is true that
Cuba had an alliance with the Soviet Union, it was just that-- an alliance (Vitier 2002,
Craven 2002, Camnitzer 2003). Where the Soviets expected to find an ideological
vacuum waiting to be filled by Soviet-style socialism, they found instead a history of
revolutionary thought ranging from Simén Bolivar, to Marcus Garvey, to Antonio
Maceo, to José Marti, to Che Guevara (Thomas 1971, Fernandez Robaina 1998, Vitier

2002). In essence, at the onset of the strategic alliance with Cuba, the Soviets
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encountered a revolutionized citizenry with its own history and ideas concerning what
constituted socialist revolution, democracy, nation, and human emancipation.

These ideals are centered on the ethical and political principles of José Marti --
namely, “anti-imperialism, solidarity with the poor and the oppressed, the ‘Republic of
the workers,” ‘the integral exercise of self, and the respect, as a kind of family honor, for
the integral well-being of others’” (Vitier 2002, 251). These Martian ideals are
compatible with the ideals of socialism, but not completely compatible with the ideals of
Soviet socialism.

Cuba’s socialist project differed from the Soviet project in a number of ways.
The Soviet project was a colonial project: the Russian state dominated the political,
economic, and cultural life of the Eastern Bloc. Additionally, the Russian revolution did
not emerge in response to Western European colonialism (of which capitalism was a
keystone). It emerged as a result of internal economic dynamics that resulted in the
overthrow of an indigenous hegemonic power, the monarchy. Latin American leaders
such as Che Guevara theorized about the need to correct the “colonial mentality,” or the
set of habits and interests developed under colonialism, and late capitalism
(neocolonialism) (Guevara 1965). This focus on the colonial mentality was seen as a
means of reviving the egalitarian and communitarian nature of people. Another aspect of
Che’s work that distinguished him from his post-colonial and Soviet peers is that he was
skeptical of adopting any form of capitalist instrument as a means of undertaking a
social(ist) revolution. In Man and Socialism in Cuba (1965) Che Guevara rejects “the
commaodity as the economic cell, [and] profitability, individual material interests as a

lever” (Guevara 1965). In this statement Che criticizes the Soviet Union. The repressive
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nature of the Soviets and their prioritization of the economic as a means of human
development at the expense of freedom of expression was something of which Che and
numerous leaders in the global south were very critical.

Che’s ambivalence towards capitalism and the world economy was a response to
U.S. economic and military preeminence in the region as a neocolonial power. One only
has to consider Cuba’s 1902-1959 position within the region as an example. Following
the U.S. American occupation in 1902, as a result of the Spanish American War, Cuba’s
position was hardly that of a sovereign state. Through the Platt Amendment (1901),
Cuba was to be forever dominated by the will of the United States. Because of its
economic dependence on the U.S., it was Washington, not Havana that dictated much of
Cuba’s internal and external political agenda. Here are some excerpts from the transcript

of the Platt Amendment (1901):

Acrticle 11l. The Government of Cuba consents that the United States may exercise the
right to intervene for the preservation of Cuban independence, the maintenance of a
government adequate for the protection of life, property, and individual liberty, and for
discharging the obligations with respect to Cuba imposed by the Treaty of Paris on the
United States, now to be assumed and undertaken by the Government of Cuba.

Article 1V. That all Acts of the United States in Cuba during its military occupancy
thereof are ratified and validated, and all lawful rights acquired there under shall be
maintained and protected.

Avrticle VII. That to enable the United States to maintain the independence of Cuba, and
to protect the people thereof, as well as for its own defense, the government of Cuba will
sell or lease to the United States lands necessary for coaling or naval stations at certain
specified points to be agreed upon with the President of the United States.

VIII. That by way of further assurance the government of Cuba will embody the
foregoing provisions in a permanent treaty with the United States.

While the United States dominated Cuba economically, politically, and culturally, there
were several facets of this relationship that sowed the seeds for the 1959 Revolution. The
first is that the United States invaded Cuba just as it was about to win its independence
from Spain. There was resentment on the part of Cuban leaders, particularly Cuba’s elite

leadership of color, about Cuba’s inability to continue the pursuit of its own destiny.
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Notably, the U.S.’ racist social policy excluded Cuba’s population of color, which
excluded the majority of the Island’s population from equal participation in Cuba’s public
sphere. Cuba’s minority White population initially welcomed the U.S. American
intervention since they still feared that Cuba’s large population of color would revolt and
establish a Black republic similar to Haiti. However, as the island’s poverty increased,
the United States supported dictatorships whose rule produced increasing civil unrest.

What also makes Cuba’s project different from the Soviet project is that Cuba’s
revolutionary ideology is an emergent discourse that has its basis in pan-American
revolutionary ideology, as well as in Enlightenment notions of civic republicanism.
American thinkers such as Cuba’s national hero José Marti, the Venezuelan Simén
Bolivar, Antonio Gramsci, and Che Guevara have had more of an influence on the
ideological development of political leaders within Cuba than figures such as Karl Marx.
Additionally, Cuba’s Black and Mulato population, during the colonial and pre-
revolutionary period, were very much involved in the intellectual exchanges occurring
with the United States South and the Caribbean. In addition to Marcus Garvey, other
leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr., Toussaint L’Ouverture, Michael Manley, and
Malcolm X have influenced Cuban ideologies concerning revolution, social change,
racial identity, and equality. Thus Marxist ideology is but one of numerous ideologies
which Cuban academics, intellectuals, and politicians have integrated in their ideological
development.

Additionally, Cuban thinkers did not uncritically analyze Marx and Engel’s work.
While Marxian thought was a key twentieth-century intervention into discussions of how

societies are structured and how everyday life is reproduced in conditions of oppression
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and inequality, Marx and Engels were not the only theorists and activists thinking about
this problem even within European socialist traditions. Esther Allen writes the following

about Cuba’s national hero José Marti:

In the twenty-seven volumes of Marti’s Complete Works, he mentions Karl Marx only
twice outside of the following evocation of the famous memorial meeting in New York
City: once in a citation from a French author that he copied into Notebook 8 and a second
time in an article discussing the formation of trade unions in the United States, published
in La Nacion on February 20, 1890. There he wrote: ‘Each nation finds its own cure, in
keeping with its nature, which either requires varying doses of medicine, depending on
whether this or that factor is present in the ailment--- or requires a different medicine.
Neither Saint-Simon, nor Karl Marx, nor Marlo, nor Bakunin. Instead, the reforms that
are best suited to our own bodies.” (Allen 2002; 130)

José Marti was skeptical of the ideological project of Marx and other influential
thinkers from Europe’s leftist radical traditions. While Marti respected the work of those
thinkers for their particular contexts, he argued that their approaches should not be
generalized to every context, especially the contexts of the Americas. In his piece
“Tributes to Karl Marx, Who Has Died”(a eulogy given in New York City in 1883), José

Marti wrote the following about the European socialist movement:

Through the gloomy taverns, boxing clubs, and dark streets the youthful throng makes its
way with broad shoulders and hands like clubs, which can drain the life from a man as if
draining the beer from a glass. But cities are like bodies; they have some noble viscera
and some that are foul. And the angry army of workingmen is full of other soldiers, as
well. There are some with broad foreheads, long disheveled hair, skin the color of straw,
flashing eyes, and an air of rebellion about them, like a blade of Toledo steel: they are the
ones who lead, mobilize, anathematize, publish newspapers, organize meetings, and
speak. There are others with narrow foreheads, shaggy heads, prominent cheekbones,
high color, and eyes that are motionless, as if doubting, hearing distant winds and
scrutinizing, or that swell and become bloodshot, like the eyes of one who charges to
attack: they are the patient and suffering multitude, who listen and hope. Some of them
have become fanatics out of love, others are fanatics out of hatred. All that can be seen
of some is their teeth...On these fields, the Frenchman does not hate the German or the
German the Russian, nor does the Italian abominate the Austrian, for all are united in a
shared hatred... The future must be conquered with clean hands. The workmen of the
United States would be more prudent if the most aggrieved and enraged workmen of
Europe were not emptying the dregs of their hatred into their ears. Germans, Frenchmen,
and Russians guide these discussions. The Americans tend to resolve the concrete matter
at hand in their meetings, while those from abroad raise it to an abstract plane. Good
sense and the fact of having been born into a free cradle make the men of this place slow
to wrath. The rage of those from abroad is roiling and explosive because their prolonged
enslavement has repressed and concentrated it. But the rotten apple must not be allowed
to spoil the whole healthy barrel - though it could! The excrescences of monarchy, which

56



rot and gnaw at Liberty’s bosom like a poison, cannot match liberty’s power! (Marti
2002, 130-131)

In this piece Marti describes the unity of the Europeans in their shared oppression:
they have endured the longest slavery under tyrannical despots - the European
monarchies. He stated that the German, the Frenchman, the Russian, the Italian and the
Austrian have united in their shared frustrations. However, before Marti became critical
of his European contemporaries, before his disillusionment with the United States, Marti
warned the U.S. Americans not to let the Europeans’ anger and hatred ruin the free
society that they were building for themselves. For Marti, since the United States had
overthrown the monarchy, the United States’ national project developed differently than
the national projects of their European counterparts. For Marti, the U.S. Americans had
the freedom to reason and solve their issues through open, honest deliberation, and then
to move on with policy making. Here he distinguished the European experience with
feudalism, monarchy, and unfettered capitalism from the experiences of citizens in the
U.S. in particular, and throughout the Americas more generally.

In later years, José Marti became disillusioned with the United States. He was
appalled at the rampant racism directed towards Black citizen s and Latinos. As a result
Marti began to focus his writings on problems that were particular to Latin America, such
as imperialism, possible U.S. neocolonialism, and the continuation of race-based slavery
and its effects on the development of unified independent nations throughout the
Americas. He noted the geographical, political, historical and corporeal differences of
Europeans, U.S. Americans, and “Our Americans” (people from Latin America and the
Caribbean). Given Marti’s correspondence and the writings of other revolutionaries of

the period, it seems that from the nation’s beginnings, the Cuban analytical eye has been
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turned inward in order to understand and address the problems it faced as an emerging
nation, as well as to address the issues that other nations shared throughout the Americas.
In addition to his skepticism regarding European radical traditions, and his
articulation of the specificity of the European experience, Marti also wrote about what he
saw as U.S. America’s emerging imperial ambitions. In his 1894 piece, The Truth About

the United States, he wrote:

It is a mark of supine ignorance and childish, punishable light-mindedness to speak of the
United States, and the real or apparent achievements of one of its regions or a group of
them, as a total and equal nation of unanimous liberty and definitive achievements: such
a United States is an illusion or a fraud. (Marti 2002, 330)

In this piece, Marti described the U.S. as a greedy, broken and wicked nation. Marti
argues that the rest of the Americas should be aware of the U.S. as a failed nation, that
the rest of the Americas should look to themselves to develop a free, just, and equal
society. It was only by doing this, Marti argued, that “Our America” could defend itself
against U.S. American imperialism. Thus, before the beginnings of the Cold War, or
even the twentieth century, José Marti — in establishing some of the foundational
discourses that have been claimed by every Cuban leader who has followed — expressed
his rejection, disappointment, and distrust of the European socialist project and of U.S.
American imperialism. Just two years after writing this, José¢ Marti died in Cuba’s
second war of independence. Just two years after José Marti died, the United States
would occupy Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines in what is considered the
culmination of the contemporary U.S. American Empire. It is because of Marti’s
foresight that he is contemporarily referred to as the “Prophet” or the “Apostle” in Cuba.
During the latter half of the twentieth century, during the Cold War, political

leaders such as Che Guevara and numerous leaders of post-colonial and neocolonial
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societies expressed their own skepticism of Soviet and U.S. American imperialism and
ideologies. The Soviets did not favor Fidel Castro and Che Guevara — the latter, in
particular, was staunchly dismissive and critical of the Soviet project. After the Bay of
Pigs, however, Cuba came to develop a strategic relationship with the Soviet Union in
order to maintain Cuban political and economic security (Thomas 1971). Nonetheless,
the tension between the Soviet Union’s socialist agenda, and the particular type of
revolution emerging in Cuba did not cease as a result of this alignment with the Soviets.

One area where this tension between Soviet-influenced Cuban-socialist policy and
indigenous Cuban ideals of anti-imperialism, self-defense, equality, and socialism is
manifested is within the Cuban cultural sphere (Craven 2002, Navarro 2002, Camnitzer
2003). Within the post-1959 Cuban public sphere, there was worry about the possibility
of invasion by the United States. This is often credited as the reason the revolution
decided to ally itself with the Soviets (Thomas 1971, Vitier 2002, Craven 2002).
Conservative, Soviet-supported hard-liners within the Cuban government often attempted
to use this very real possibility as a means of imposing a Soviet-inspired economic and
cultural agenda (Craven 2002, Vitier 2002). The 1961 prohibition of Saba Cabrera
Infante’s film P.M., for example, is one moment when these tensions culminated into the
first public debate concerning Cuban-socialist policy (Castro 1961, Navarro 2002, Craven
2002). The question was posed, “What kind of revolution is this? One that supports
freedom of expression, or one that censors it?”

Since the beginning of the revolution, civic freedom within Cuban society has
been debated within the field of culture. During his 1961 speech, “Palabras a los

intelectuales,” Fidel Castro outlined the revolutionary policy towards Cuban culture that
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would endure until the late 1970s and early 1980s. Given the revolution’s Martian,
Gramscian, and Marxist philosophical leanings, culturewas an important site for
instituting and maintaining social change (Chanan 2000, Marti 2002). Together,
“Palabras a Los Intellectuales” and Che Guevara’s“Socialism and Man in Cuba” are the
two fundamental documents that framed cultural policy during the post-1950 period
(Portuondo 1979).

3.2 Post-Socialist? Neocolonial? Republican Socialism? Reflections on Cuba’s State
Project

What makes the Latin American variety of anti-modernism particular, in
comparison to European and Asian anti-capitalist social movements, is Latin America’s
experience with U.S. neocolonialism. Cuba was one of the first countries to become the
object of U.S. American imperial ambitions, and it is one of the first nations to articulate
and enact an ideological challenge to what Fredric Jameson refers to as “late capitalism.”
In essence, there is an awareness of the cultural logics that are at the basis of European
political and material interests.

Therefore, after five hundred years of coming to terms with the European
modernist project, the peoples who have been displaced and disenfranchised by regional
European capital center their critiques in two areas that have been at the core of their
oppression: cultural and material disenfranchisement. Regionally-based European capital
could not mobilize the threat of violence through the use of the same cultural logics it
used to organize European populations for production: the colonial authorities were in a
different geographical location and interacting with people who possessed a different
world-view. For example, it is difficult to reward people with particular possessions

when the underlying system of value is different. How does one privilege a few, so that
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they will work harder, when one is interacting with a culture where one shares with one’s
community before monopolizing resources for oneself? Colonial authorities used large-
scale violence to organize non-European peoples and their societies into a social order
that the colonial authorities could recognize (Mbembe 2001). However, in order to
further differentiate Cuba specifically, and the Caribbean and the Latin American region
in general, from post-colonial/neocolonial societies in Africa, Asia, and Eastern Europe,
it is important to differentiate the post-socialist and the post-colonial from the
neocolonial.

Post-socialist theory is an emerging body of literature which has developed within
the European and U.S. American academies as a result of the ideological crisis the
European Left faced after the fall of the Soviet Union. Post-socialist theorists are
generally focused on analyzing the social changes in post-Soviet Eastern Europe.*?The
problem that many of these scholars face is the issue of generalizablity. Their focus on
the European socialist experiment and its dissolution is unable to account for the changes
occurring throughout Latin America, the Caribbean, and Asia. Non-European socialist

states and socialist movements still influence national and regional politics.

12 See Brandtstader (2007) and the special AJS Volume 106 No. 4 (January 2001), which is dedicated to
post-socialist theory.
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Figure 3a: Cold War Cartography: The Reagan-Bush Map of the Western Soviet
Empire. First published by Jack Huberman in The Nation, in 1985. Published again
by David Craven (2002)

Early in the post-colonial and neocolonial movements of the global south, the
experiences of the Eastern Bloc countries were mapped onto socialist movements and
governments throughout Asia, Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean. After the end of
the Soviet project, if there were explicitly socialist states still in power, it was assumed
that the end was near for these societies. It was assumed that it would be only a short
time until other socialist societies would face the same type of thawing that occurred

within the Soviet Union. Scholars published works asking “What Was Socialism and

What Comes Next?” (Verdery 1996); the academy moved on. Socialism was over and
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there was a consensus on the need to develop new theories of social change in order to
find an alternative to the existing capitalist system. However, anyone who discussed the
continued possibility for socialism to emerge as a viable socioeconomic project —
especially the self-proclaimed socialists in the global south — were assumed to be
“populist,” daft, or simply behind the times. It was assumed that they would catch up
eventually.

Nineteen years after the fall of the Soviet Union, Asian communist states still
exist, and in the case of the Americas, one socialist state is still in power after fifty-five
years, and there are at least seven more states that have shown broad-based, popular
socialist tendencies or are still fighting a prolonged Marxist-inspired conflict: Bolivia,
Nicaragua, Mexico, Ecuador, Peru, Brazil, and Colombia. This has certainly caused a
conundrum for post-socialist theorists who bring a global perspective to their analyses, as
they do not know how to account for these movements in their models; others just avoid
the topic altogether. Even as China has moved from a vigilantly protected, state-
dominated market system to a participant in the global capitalist system, analyzing the
Chinese experience does very little to conceptualize what is emerging in the Latin
American region, nor can it be lumped into the post-socialist experience of the former
Eastern Bloc.

What this crisis in theory should indicate is that, at the very least, there should be
a regionally- and culturally- specific approach to understanding the effects of capitalism
and the processes of social change. In order to understand these complex systems of
social relations, it is important to understand the context and systems of logics in which

these dynamics are based. For example, Latin American neocolonial experiences are
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often lumped into the post-colonial experiences of African and Asian societies. Ella
Shohat (1992) differentiates between the neocolonial, the post-colonial, the “third world”
and the “hybrid” in her piece “Notes on the ‘Post-Colonial.”” She, as well as Arif Dirlik
(1997), argues that the notion of the “post-colonial” obscures many of the complexities

facing non-European nations. Shohat writes:

Contemporary cultures are marked by the tension between the official end of direct
colonial rule and its presence and regeneration through hegemonizing neocolonialism
within the First World and toward the Third World, often channeled through the
nationalist patriarchal elite. The “colonial” in the “post-colonial” tends to be relegated to
the past and marked with a closure --- in an implied temporal border that undermines a
potential oppositional thrust. For whatever the philosophical connotations of the “post” as
an ambiguous locus of continuities and discontinuities, its denotation of “after”--- the
teleological lure of the “post” --- evokes a celebratory clearing of a conceptual space that
on one level conflicts with the notion of “neo.” The “neocolonial,” like the “post-colonial”
also suggests continuities and discontinuities, but its emphasis is on the new modes and
forms of the old colonialist practices, not on a “beyond.” Although one can easily imagine
the “post-colonial” traveling into Third World countries (more likely via the Anglo-
American academy than via India), the “post-colonial” has little currency in African,
Middle Eastern and Latin American intellectual circles... Perhaps it is the less intense
experience of neocolonialism, accompanied by the strong sense of relatively unthreatened
multitudes of cultures, languages and ethnicities in India, that allowed for the recurrent
usage of the prefix “post” over that of the “neo.” (1992, 106)

The notion of a “post-colonial” society gives the illusion that colonialism has ended, and
that it is the responsibility of the post-colonial state and its citizens to move forward from
the colonial period. The term “neocolonial” refers to the continuities and discontinuities
of the colonial project. It is for this reason that | view José Marti as one of the first anti-
neocolonial thinkers; early in his writings, he linked the U.S. American imperial project
to the continuation of a colonial European project (Marti 2002). He was also invested in
challenging the underlying logics of the Western European colonial project of race,
material resource allocation, freedom and equality.

The notion of the “post” is a reflection of the linear, non-repetitive sense of time
that Western epistemology imagines as a means to create a notion of progress, change,

difference, innovation, movement forward, and movement “beyond.” Fedric Jameson
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notes the importance of such a temporal slip in his 1984article, “Postmodernism or, The
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism.”Jameson argues that while numerous intellectuals and
artists have announced the end to modernism, history, ideology, art, socialism and so
forth, while announcing the emergence of a “post-modernism,” there actually has not
been an end to many of the modernist phenomena, but rather, a re-articulating/
redefining/repackaging of Western logic. The idea that there is something different
happening hides the face behind the horror, terror, poverty, and the social inequalities
associated with colonial legacies (Jameson 1984, 2005; Shohat 1992).

Jameson writes the following about postmodernism as the logic of late
capitalism:

“Late Capitalism...” its qualifier in particular rarely means anything so silly as the
ultimate senescence, breakdown, and death of the system as such (a temporal vision that
would rather seem to belong to modernism than postmodernism). What ‘late’ generally
conveys is rather the sense that something has changed, that things are different, that we
have gone through a transformation of the life world which is somehow decisive but
incomparable with the older convulsions of modernization and industrialization, less
perceptible and dramatic, somehow, but more permanent precisely because more
thoroughgoing and all pervasive. (1984, xxi)

Reading Shohat, Dirlik, and Jameson together, one notes that, in the case of the post-
colonial as in the post-modern, “post-colonial/post-modern” assumes that there has been
an end to the colonial institutions (economic and militaristic) and an end to modernity
(the Western cultural logics at the basis of Western social organization). One thing
which is superficially “different” about late capitalism is the emergence of U.S America
as the contemporary face of “the West,” “freedom” or “the new world.” The ideology of
“the new world” allows for the continuation of a colonial/modernist agenda, whose
execution is carried out from a new center of power, the United States of America. This

current center of power has ideologically allied itself with past powers that are now
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“lesser economic and cultural hegemonies,” but which are powers that continue their
colonial agenda as allies to the U.S. American cultural and economic agenda. (Jameson
1984, Mignolo 2000)

Another term that implicitly directs attention away from the continuation of

colonialism is the notion of hybridity. Shohat writes:

Negotiating locations, identities, and positionalities in relation to the violence of
neocolonialism is crucial if hybridity is not to become a figure for the consecration of
hegemony. As a descriptive catch-all term, "hybridity" per se fails to discriminate
between the diverse modalities of hybridity, for example, forced assimilation,
internalized self-rejection, political co-optation, social conformism, cultural mimicry,
and creative transcendence. The reversal of biologically and religiously racist tropes -
the hybrid, the syncretic- on the one hand, and the reversal of anti-colonialist purist
notions of identity, on the other, should not obscure the problematic agency of "post-
colonial hybridity." In contexts such as Latin America, nationhood was officially
articulated in hybrid terms, through an integrationist ideology which glossed over
institutional and discursive racism. At the same time, hybridity has also been used as
part of resistant critique, for example by the modernist and tropicalist movements in
Latin America. As in the term "post-colonial," the question of location and
perspective has to be addressed, i.e. the differences between hybridities, or more
specifically, hybridities of Europeans and their off-shoots around the world, and that
of (ex)colonized peoples. And furthermore, the differences among and between Third
World diasporas, for example, between African American hybrids speaking English
in the First World and those of Afro-Cubans and Afro-Brazilians speaking Spanish
and Portuguese in the Third World. (Shohat 1992, 111)

Here Shohat is arguing that a notion of hybridity can be productive. It can be a site of
community building for diverse communities who have suffered the displacement and
political and material disenfranchisement associated with European modernity.
However, at the same time, this can also function as an erasure tactic that supports
unequal racial systems, which is how mestizaje has come to function in Cuban national
discourses (Kutzinski 1993, Lane 1998, Arroyo 2003). Thus the term “hybrid” is useful
only if it is situated within a critical framework that challenges the hegemony of
ideologies that discriminate against and disenfranchise populations.

The term “post-colonial” is used in some regions and not others. The neocolonial

experiences of Latin America were of a different nature and scale than the post-colonial
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experiences of Asian and African countries such as India and Kenya. Thus a post-
colonial experience may have more resonance in India, than in much of Latin America.

Mignolo discusses the usages of ‘post-colonial’ in Latin America when he writes:

Post-colonial nations after 1950, contrary to post independence nations in the early
nineteenth century, defined themselves on the conflicting horizons of decolonization and
Marxism, while post independence nations articulated themselves within the liberal
ideology of the modern world system. “Decolonization” as a final horizon was still not
available in the 19th century. ... it is only at the end of the nineteenth century that a self-
conceptualization of the nation-state took place. For that reason, Bolivar’s idea of an
American Union is what takes the place of the national consciousness. A ‘Creole’
republic, as opposed to the alternative of a ‘Creole’ monarchy, occupied the discourse of
American intellectuals of the time. There is a second reason why independence in the
Americas was not like decolonization in Asia and Africa in the geopolitical world order
of the cold war... the fact that America... was constructed as the extension of Europe, and
of Occidentalism, and not as the opposite. Jefferson did not hesitate in defining the
location of the America in the Western Hemisphere. (Mignolo 2000, 133-34)

Mignolo refers to the states in Latin America as “post-independence” societies.
He uses this term to note the historical specificity of the emerging nations in Latin
America and the Caribbean. These countries received their independence before a notion
of the nation-state had been conceptualized. During the late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, the subjectivity of Creole subjects was intertwined with Western European
revolutionary (Enlightenment) ideals. Even slave populations who freed themselves used
Enlightenment discourse to assert their freedom and equality (Dubois 2004). Much of
the American investment was in the continuation of the Western European ideals, and a
look inward, but on their own terms. Given the continued U.S. American and Canadian
national representation as European nations, | use the term Anglo-American to describe
the U.S. America and Canada, and “Western” to describe the mutually reinforcing and
supplemental relationship that the American United States has to Europe in the global
division of wealth and power. As part of an ideological, geographic construction called
“the West,” such self-representation allows that, discursively, many of these terms

supplement each other.
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However, there were other voices, notably those of Venezuela’s Simdn Bolivar —
writing in the early nineteenth century, before the emergence of the contemporary notion
of nation-state, and then José Marti — writing during the emergence of the nation-state as
a hegemonic ideal. Both argued that the Americas should unite via a particularly U.S.
American national consciousness. Thus while the American U.S. was attempting to unify
“states” from the eighteenth century onward, during the same period many Latin
American leaders promoted a notion of pan-Americanism that would eventually center on
the unification of Latin America and the Caribbean, after it became apparent that the U.S.
American imperial ambitions had become apparent. Thus, José Marti, writing
approximately thirty years after Simon Bolivar’s death, called for a break with European
ideals after realizing the imperial ambitions of the American United States and seeing the
rise of the socialist movements in Western Europe. Marti argued that there was a
contradiction between European and American revolutionary ideals: the exceptional
racism and greed of these nations belied any notion of national equality and morality.

In Mignolo’s quote above, he notes that the early presidents of the United States
of America were quick to ally the emergent nation with the “Western Hemisphere.” This
was an indication of an emerging American ideology that constructed itself as a
continuation of Europe. In comparison, early Latin American and Caribbean leaders
located themselves within a larger world system, not as a particular nation seeking to
establish a nation-state. Therefore, while the U.S. American imagination established
itself as a “nation” that was an extension of Europe, Latin American discourse established
itself as a union of diverse populations which also had produced hybrid cultures.

Therefore, Pan-American discourse represents Latin America and the Caribbean as a
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result of global processes that have yielded diverse and hybrid populations seeking to live
without foreign interference. Meanwhile, most dictatorial regimes and repressive
ideologies are often associated with foreign influences such as neocolonial European and
American ambitions (Avritzer 2002, Grandin 2004).

Therefore, Latin America and some countries of the Caribbean never experienced
a post-colonial phase, as the term post-colonial indicates that the goal of those seeking to
overthrow colonialism is to produce an indigenously-based self-rule that would take the
form of a nation-state. This is an example of oppressive hybridity in action: the notion of
a nation-state itself is an ideology that emerged with organizing impulses of European
capital. Using the term neocolonial to describe the Latin American and Caribbean
experience during the rise and duration of American imperialism has important
implications for Latin American and Caribbean attempts at mapping, analyzing, and
resisting the repackaging of Western cultural and economic technologies of power.

One of the key contributions of the Cuban Revolution’s approach to socialism as a
challenge to its neocolonial condition is the integration of culture into its approach to
understanding socio-cultural processes. Though struggling with the question of how to
socialize culture and determine its role in socio-cultural processes, the structure of the
Cuban socialist state and its politicized citizens are able to engage experiences which are
not necessarily grounded in their class situation, and which are not even comprehensible
when using a strictly class-based analysis. In fact, given Cuba’s history as a neocolonial
society located within the Americas, a strictly material focus on inequality does not
address the twin functions of cultural decimation and economic exploitation that are the

hallmarks of the American colonial and neocolonial experiences. For the Brown, Black,
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and Creole populations living in the Americas, the colonial state did not even feign to

claim that these populations were representative subjects under colonial rule.

Republican Ideals within a Socialist State
Articulo 1. Cuba es un Estado socialista de trabajadores, independiente y soberano,
organizado con todos y para el bien de todos, como republica unitaria y democratica, para
el disfrute de la libertad politica, la justicia social, el bienestar individual y colectivo y la
solidaridad humana. (Constitucion de la repdblica de Cuba 2002, 4)
Article 1. Cuba is a socialist State of workers, independent and sovereign, organized by
all for the good of all, as a unified and democratic republic, for the enjoyment of political

freedom, social justice, individual and collective well-being and human solidarity.
(Constitution of the Republic of Cuba 2002, 4)

Cuba is a socialist republic. In the first article of the 2002 constitution, the State
uses socialist and republican discourse to describe Cuba’s citizenry, origin, and purpose
of the state. Adrian Oldfield (1998) describes the role of the citizen in the civic-
republican tradition as an activity or a practice, not a status. To not participate fully in
civic life is to not be a citizen. Oldfield writes:

Civic republicanism is a hard school of thought. There is no cozy warmth in life in such
a community. Citizens are called to stern and important tasks which have to do with the
sense of belonging, but that sense of belonging may not be associated with inner peace
and, even if it is, it is not the kind of peace that permits a relaxed and private leisure, still
less a disdain for civic concerns... far from undermining the individual’s autonomy,
institutional supports that motivate individuals to engage in the practice of citizenship
enable them to reach a degree of moral and political autonomy, which a rights-based
account cannot vouchsafe... Civic republicanism... holds that political life — the life of a
citizen — is not only the most inclusive, but also the highest, form of human living-
together that most individuals can aspire to... (1998, 79)

In civic republican discourse, to be a citizen is to be politically active, and political
activity takes place in the publicsphere. Thus, most of one’s life is lived publicly.
Republican citizenship cuts across religious and secular universalism and there is an
expectation that, when required, one gives priority to one’s political community over all
other communities (Oldfield 1998, 81). Because citizenship implies an exclusive

solidarity, it is not based on one’s humanity as living human-being, but is based on
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whether or not one is a fellow citizen. Therefore, citizenship may mean treating others,
such as non-citizens or enemies, inhumanly. Within civicrepublicanism, the creation of
citizens is also the creation of community. If the “conditions for the practice of
citizenship are met,” then the conditions for the existence of the community are also met
(Oldfield 1998). Thus, citizens are expected to take on duties and responsibilities that
will ensure the survival of one’s (political) community. Additionally, community is
found “wherever there are individuals who take the practice of citizenship seriously”
(Oldfield 1998, 88).

Jurgen Habermas describes the notion of “politics” within civicrepublicanism as:

the reflective form of substantial ethical life, namely as the medium in which the
members of somehow solitary communities become aware of their dependence on one
another and, acting with full deliberation as citizens, further shape and develop existing
relations of reciprocal recognitions on to an association of free and equal consociates
under law. (1996, 21)

Habermas argues that in addition to the hierarchical regulations of the state and the
decentralized regulations of the market, solidarity and orientation to the common good is
a third source of “social integration” (Habermas 1996). He argues that the “horizontal
political will-formation,” which is supposed to be an indicator of mutual understanding or
consensus, is prioritized. This horizontal political will-formation or consensus is
assumed to be genetic within civic-republicanism, but it is actually normative. Political
opinion, mutual understanding and will-formation are a result of the structures of public
communication, which are maintained by the state in the interests of “all.” Thus, in
comparison to liberal democracies, it is dialogue, not the market, that is “a praxis of civic
self-legislation” (Habermas 1996, 23).

The tendency within civic-republicanism is that public communication is given “a

communitarian reading” (Habermas 1996, 23). The result is an ethical construction of
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political discourse. As a result the democratic process becomes dependent on the virtues
of citizens devoted to public life, and the state becomes the institutionalization of this
ethical community. Thus democratic will-formation takes place in the form of an ethical-
political discourse in which deliberation relies on a culturally-established consensus
shared by citizens (Habermas 1996, 26).

Discursively, Cuba’s political project is a result of the combination of republican
notions of participatory citizenship and a tenuous merger of socialist — specifically,
Leninist, Neo-Marxist, Stalinist, and Gramscian — political influences. The political
project seems to be republicanism combined with a Gramscian socialist economic agenda
of state-based material redistribution. However, as the nascent Cuban Revolution
became more dependent on the Soviets for stability and national security, elements of the
Leninist/Stalinist tradition began to be incorporated into the Cuban State’s emergent
egalitarian structure.

Leninist/Stalinist ideology views the state as civil society. This is based on the
notion of the socialist state as a useful tool in reorganizing society as a means of moving
society towards communism, as well as a tool to ensure the Communist Party’s ability to
maintain power and to complete its visionary political agenda. The conflation of
Republican and socialist ideals remained present in Cuban state discourse, which posits
that civil and political rights are the natural outgrowth of socioeconomic rights. The
socialist leanings of Che Guevara and Fidel Castro centered on establishing material
equality so that people would have the basic, ideally equal, resources necessary to freely

and critically participate in civil society.
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Martian ideology and socialist discourse viewed property rights and a free-market
economy as the foundation of class difference and inequality. The goal of the 1959
Cuban Revolution was to eliminate class inequality as a means of creating an egalitarian
society. While communist societies have often conflated state apparatuses and the public
arena of citizen discourse and association, it is also apparent from Cuba’s civic-
republican tradition that republican states also have the tendency to restrict citizenship
discourse in very similar ways: to a focus on virtue, ethical concerns, citizenship as an
activity based on participation and the diminution of individual interests for the sake of
the common good (Fraser 1992, Habermas 1996, Oldfield 1998).

The Cuban state’s varying authoritarian tendencies throughout its forty-five year
history is a result of the ebbs and flows of Soviet influence, the actions of a few
opportunistic politicians, government attempts at controlling the public sphere as a means
of establishing equality, and its attempts to homogenize discourse as a means of national
defense (Fraser 1992). Ariel C. Armony (2005) summarizes the intersections of the non-
democratic elements of Leninist/Stalinist traditions with Cuba’s civic-republicanism and
strengthens Oldfield’s assertion that an effect of civic-republicanism is that “the practice
of citizenship enable[s] [citizens] to reach a degree of moral and political autonomy

which a rights-based account cannot vouchsafe.” Armony writes:

I begin with the premise that the Cuban political regime is non-democratic... From the
standpoint of political procedures, Cuba does not meet the minimum requirement of a
political society featuring free and pluralistic competition for the right to exert control
over the state apparatus. It is also important to keep in mind that, from the standpoint of
participation and representation, the Cuban system incorporates a number of
characteristics associated with certain democratic ideals. These include the notion that
achieving the common good takes priority over an aggregation of majorities and the
notion that there are some sources of government legitimacy, such as an institutionalized
system of grassroots participation, that are not necessarily present in the electoral system
of Western democracies. (Armony 2005, 20)
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It is argued that one of the major indicators that Cuba is non-democratic is that it
lacks a civil society, in which “independent” non-governmental organizations exist
(Armony 2005). This is based on the theoretical assumption, from a neoliberal
perspective, that there is no civil society when there is no public sphere where the
circulation of counter-discourses is permitted. It is true that there is a lack of formal
institutions that exist in an autonomous space, vis-a-vis the state, and that the existence of
these institutions are discouraged through a “tolerance by omission” — the state’s
“passive” form of resistance (Alfonso 2005) — and outright physical restraint. However,
when considering political activity outside of the cultural sphere, simply arguing that
Cuba has no civil society ignores the structure, function and significance of Cuba’s
institutionalized grassroots political structure that also allows for informal associations at
the local level (Correales 2005, Armony 2005).

These associations, which many times intersect with the cultural sphere, are a safe
environment where people can exercise free expression, and discuss the potential for
change among people who they trust are not informants for the government (Correales
2005). These associations do not exist only among particular groups who feel
marginalized, but in all realms of life in Cuba. Some examples from preliminary
fieldwork range from private conferences given by people who are members of one of the
many youth sub-cultures in Cuba, such as Rastas, Buddhists, “rockeros,” and young
academics, to underground lesbian parties or community events supported by local state

actors.*®

B3It is this flexibility of life at the grassroots level that allows for seemingly illegal/taboo things to occur.
One example is the film Mariposas en el andamio (1996). The Internet Movie Database (IMDB) website offers
this summary: “After the Revolution, gays were not respected in Cuba, but in the small Havana
neighborhood of La Glinera, a few courageous women came to power and encouraged the gay community.
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Thus it is difficult to engage in a dialogue concerning civil society in Cuba when
the discussion is confined to whether Cuba is simply democratic or non-democratic
(Armony 2005). Narrowly defining the subject of debate, then using two different
theoretical approaches to analyze the subject of the debate, and then debating about the
subject ‘ad infinitum,” obscures many of the dynamics that are currently at work within
Cuban society (Armony 2005). Because there is no political diversity at the national
level (no opposition groups or free press, for example), and because the existing informal
associations often lack institutional allies who can support them politically, it is difficult
for these groups to push for change (Correales 2005). For this reason, the change
stemming from these groups progresses slowly in Cuba, though there was a moment of
exponential change during the Special Period.

Haroldo Dilla Alfonso (2005) describes a five-year period, 1990-1995, as a time
when the government had no choice but to relax controls. Even though the government
began to restrict the political freedom of these organizations during the economic
recovery of the late 1990s, these groups continued to form and discussions continued to
happen.** Nonetheless, one must be careful not to assume that these organizations alone
can democratize Cuba, or assume that because they do not have the same type of political
influence as well-organized political parties, that they are insignificant (Corrales 2005).

However, for Corrales, the existence of an associative sphere is a symptom of the

“deeply rooted malaise in the country” (Corrales 2005, 54). Corrales writes:

Glamorous gowns fashioned from grain sacks and eyelashes made out of carbon paper are the reality of
drag in Cuba. In La Gliinera, gay transvestite performers have earned respect and status through creative
work for the neighbourhood. On stage action and backstage preparation opens out into insightful interviews
with community leaders, families, and the performers themselves. the question; can you be gay and
accepted in Cuba? Written by gskinner@stanford.edu.” (sic) See
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0115792/plotsummary last viewed on Wednsday February 13th at 10:58 pm.

14 Some examples are the independent libraries, which provided counter-revolutionary literature and were
allowed to operate for a few years, but which were shut down between 2000-2004 and the materials burned.
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Associationism arises when citizens feel severely alienated and dissatisfied with how
institutions are functioning. They turn toward associations in a spirit of defeat. Rather
than a sign of empowerment of society, associations are a symptom of its exhaustion.
Associations are filled, not with citizens willing to join hands to address their issues, but
with citizens who have given up, learned to distrust institutions, and have chosen to look
for an exit route. They are driven by the principle of “any action is fine,” rather than by a
desire to become integrated into the national life. (Corrales 2005, 54)

If these associative spheres function as Corrales suggests, then this has significant
implications for the possibility of regime change in a post-Castro Cuba. Corrales
believes that these associative spheres also have the possibility to reinforce people’s
negativity, hostility, and general malaise, and that these spaces can be opportunistic

recruiting grounds for groups that discourage productive democratic participation.

3.3 Citizenship, Democracy and Civil Society in the Anglo-American Metanarrative
of Citizenship

Within theories of labor distribution and material life, one globally hegemonic
discourse is that of the Anglo-American metanarrative of citizenship. A core part of
thismetanarrative is the concept of individual social rights as codified in socially-based
contracts between equals and the division of society between public and private spheres
(Nakano Glen 2002, Habermas 1996. Within this context, society is seen as a “market
structured network of interactions among private and equal persons” (Habermas 1996,
21). Sometimes public space is viewed democratically as the space for the “creation of
procedures” by private and equal persons who are “affected by social norms and
collective political decisions” (Benhabib 1998, 87).

This public space is often conflated with a notion of “civil society.” Within civil
society, citizens can “have a say in the formulation, stipulation and adoption” of the
social norms and political decisions that affect them (Benhabib 1998, 87). Cohen and

Arato (1992) give the following working definition of civil society:
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We understand “civil society” as a sphere of social interaction between economy and
state, composed above all of the intimate sphere (especially the family), the sphere of
associations (especially voluntary associations), social movements, and forms of public
communication. Modern civil society is created through forms of self-constitution and
self-mobilization. It is institutionalized and generalized through laws, and especially
subjective rights, that stabilize social differentiation. While the self-creative and
institutionalized dimensions can exist separately, in the long term both independent
action and institutionalization are necessary for the reproduction of civil society... First it
is necessary and meaningful to distinguish civil society from both a political society of
parties, political organizations, and political publics (in particular, parliaments) and a
distribution, usually firms, cooperatives, partnerships, and so on. Political and economic
society generally arise from civil society, share some of its forms of organization and
communication, and are institutionalized through rights (political rights and property
rights especially) continuous with the fabric of rights that secure modern civil society.
But the actors of political and economic society are directly involved with state power
and economic production, which they seek to control and manage... The political role of
civil society in turn is not directly related to the control or conquest of power but to the
generation of influence through the life of democratic associations and unconstrained
discussion in the cultural public sphere. (ix-x)

Thus, the goal of democratic processes within civil society (where the government and
private individuals meet) is to accomplish the task of organizing government in the
interest of society (Habermas 1996). In this view of democratic processes, the
government functions in the interest of society, but only through the unfettered political
pressure placed on it from other actors operating within civil society (Arato and Cohen
1992, Habermas 1996). Arato and Cohen briefly mention the cultural public sphere as a
sphere of unconstrained discussion, but do not develop a theory of the relationship
between the cultural sphere, political processes, and social change. In their definition, the
cultural sphere is positioned as a “pre-political” sphere of dialogue, exchange, and
debate, but there is no explanation of what this cultural sphere is and its relationship to or
role in political processes. The contemporary notion of civil society and the public
sphere is a result of what Somers (1995) refers to as the metanarrative of the “Anglo-
American citizenship story.”

Somers states that this metanarrative of the Anglo-American citizenship story is

“literally a story of the conditions necessary for popular sovereignty” (Somers 1995,
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222). In this story, citizenship is assumed to be interconnected to a democratic political
system and a capitalist market-based mode of production. The marker of a repressive or
oppressive state within a nation is the absence of a democratic political system and an
unregulated market economy. In the contemporary U.S. American model, the presence
of a non-regulated market economy indicates that individuals have complete control over
the pursuit and realization of their material needs or happiness.

Within this context, the social space allotted to the market economy is vigilantly
protected. As a means of ensuring that there is no one power in society that could come
to represent the interest of the few while dominating the interests of the many, other
spheres of social life have been cordoned off as a means of protecting individual freedom
through the disbursement of power. These liberal values — the vigilant protection of an
individual’s ability to pursue their own material and personal interests, and the
subsequent market vigilance associated with these values — have formed the basis of the
ideological ideals exemplified by the political and economic policies of the gurus of
contemporary neoliberal ideology known as the “Washington Consensus” (Dugan 2003).
At the base of all of these assumptions is an exceptional distrust of sovereign power.

Somers writes:

The story is a Manichean one: The central antagonist and the constant threat to liberty in
this story is the public realm of the administrative state --- a domain of potential un-
freedom constituted by coercion, domination, and constraint, backed up with physical
compulsion, and generative of arbitrary personal dependencies. The key innovation and
the heroic protagonist of this story is the newly (seventeenth-century) invented capacity
of the people to be self-organized and harmonious as a people in a fully functioning
commercial community independent of the administrative state. The crucial innovation...
is the extraordinary idea that an organized society (as opposed to Hobbes' war of all
against all) can exist that is not identical with or defined by its official political
organization. To be sure, through consent (in Locke) and developmental necessity (in
the 18th and 19th centuries), this popular community must create a government. But it is
a government that exists as nothing more than an outcome of the prior activities of the
pre-political community. It is this self-activating notion of an autonomous pre-political
society... that by the eighteenth century explicitly takes on the terminology of civil
society. Civil society is believed to be the realm of popular freedom because it is
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declared autonomous from and prior to the state, spontaneous in its workings, self-
activating and naturalistic - a unitary entity whose normative roots lie in the idealized
freedom of the harmonious state of nature... The full spectrum of categorical
possibilities in social organization is limited to the great dichotomy between a vilified
dangerous public realm of the state (always lurking behind the tamed government of the
people) versus a non-coercive voluntary and pre-political (hence private) realm of (civil)
society. (1995, 223)

Somers argues that the Anglo-American metanarrative is a story of a struggle
between good and evil. It is about “the people”(the good), who were able to organize
themselves and pursue their commercial interests without the intervention of the state(the
evil). In her analysis of civil society, Somers argues that political sociology takes the
empirical perspective that there are two key factors of modern social organization: the
administrative state and the market economy. These factors have also been mapped onto
notions of the public (the administrative state) and the private (the market economy —i.e.,
individual interests and needs). This is reflective of an implicit distrust of the state and
faith in the free market economy as symbol of liberation — one can meet one’s material
needs without worrying about a sovereign power stealing one’s resources. In the
contemporary incarnation of this story, however, it is the administrative state that is the
potential evil-doer or thief. Somers’ notion of civil society as the “third sphere” is used
to describe the spaces of free association and deliberation that occur outside of the state.
Somers argues that civil society emerges from an organic, autonomous community, a pre-
political community. This pre-political community is “spontaneous” and “naturalistic” —
in essence, it is mystical in its functioning. After the move to popular self-representation,
this pre-political community takes on the form of civil society. The “will” of the people
only becomes visible when this “will” is presented in the realm of popular representation.

Within the public sphere, what is considered official representation of self is

restricted. Thus reading a poem is not considered as a legitimate form of representation
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within national policy-making institutions. Such a form of expression is considered
illegitimate or out of place in formal policy-making structures. Nonetheless, according to
Somers, this third sphere located between public and private, the civil society, is often

conflated within the two factors for social organization. She writes:

On one hand, the unfolding of historical events has precipitated a specific demand for a
theoretical vocabulary able to grasp a range of participatory political activities and
publicly articulated cultural solidarities of rights that now embody a normative
conception of citizen politics and social interaction outside the domains of both the
administrative state as well as the rationalized values and interests associated directly
with market exchange... The consequences of this is that the empirical and normative
conceptions of an intermediate form of social organization between state and society have
been collapsed into the only available non-state alternative, namely the private sphere of
individual values and rational interests where notions of citizenship are limited to public
opinion and rational discussion about how the state should be restrained or used in the
interest of the private good. Lost in this conflation of three spheres to two are the explicit
connection of political culture and the public sphere with any actual practices of
deliberation and powers of decision-making associated with the conception of civil
society we have now inherited from the Eastern Europeans as the normative baseline of
theoretical adequacy. (Somers 1995, 231)

Somers argues that there is a lack of vocabulary to describe the connection between
political processes, the public sphere, and the practices of deliberation associated with
collective decision-making. She argues that without adequate language to discuss
society’s range of participatory political activities and “publicly articulated cultural
solidarities,” society gets collapsed into two spheres: a “private sphere” of
“individual/communal values and personal interests” and a “public sphere” of civic
participation based on public opinion and rational discussion of how the state should be
controlled for private good. The result is no clear understanding of the relationship
between political culture, the public sphere, deliberative practices and the decision-
making powers associated with civil society. These relationships are also in tension in
Cohen and Arato’s piece (1992).

In the work of Cohen &Arato and Somers, culture emerges in the description of

pre-political processes of deliberation and solidarity building. Culture is the realm of the
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irrational and the natural that becomes controlled and “rational” within civil society.
However, this process of the transformation of the unintelligible (within a policy-making
context) to the representative is mystified by this word “culture.” That allows there to be
an apolitical base to social processes connected to “culture.” Before unpacking what is
happening within this realm of culture, | will continue to discuss and critique other
aspects of the Anglo-American notion of equality, which relies on culture remaining an
amorphous concept.

Another effect of the ill-defined notion of culture is that struggle within Anglo-
American democratic societies becomes one of the free-market (the protection of privacy
and the individual good) vs. the repressive state (whose public agenda inherently
infringes on the “private,” or the market). The 1980s democratic revolutions in Eastern
Europe disrupted this dichotomy as Western political sociology was left without the tools
to analyze adequately the non-state and non-market-based spheres of social life and the
free associations that supported the Eastern European revolutions. There was no free
market or private sphere that was free of state intrusion, or a civil society, where visible
counter-state discourses could freely circulate or lay the foundations for counter-state
political organizations. The public/private divide appeared to be based in a sphere of
social and free associations that were not influenced by market exchange or the coercive
state (“the absent civil society””) (Somers 1995, 231). Somers argues that this is a result
of the fact that the Anglo-American citizenship narrative is “grafted onto an epistemology
of social naturalism; and these elements combine in a metanarrative that continues to
constrain empirical research in political sociology” (1995, 229). Thus the internalization

of the Anglo-American narrative of citizenship as a natural evolutionary ideal for creating
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free societies has resulted in the Anglo-American academy’s epistemology being
generalized to a “European” and the “human” experience. The emergence of the
public/private sphere dichotomy was one way in which citizens — who were initially
wealthy, White men in patriarchal societies — could be sure to retain the right to their
property (land, wife, children, finances) under the cloak of privacy.

Thus, public sphere and civil society developed into a sphere of associations
where men could organize to achieve their collective and individual interests.’> Feminist
scholarship has critiqued liberal notions of “civil society,” and the organizing function of
dividing life into public and private spheres — where women are assumed to take on a
wage-free reproductive and care-giving role (Fraser 1995, MacKinnon 1994). Seyla
Benhabib (1992), for example, argues that there is an ambiguity concerning the notion of
“privacy” within the liberal theoretical tradition. But when analyzing some of the
historical experiences that have led to the liberal division of society, Benhabib argues that
privacy, in terms of privacy rights and the private sphere, actually consists of three
dimensions.

The first dimension is privacy conceived of as a moral and religious right. This is
the result of the history of the separation of church and state within Western European
countries. In this dimension, privacy is a sphere of “moral and religious conscience”;
people are able to develop their own conception of “rationally irresolvable” matters such
as the highest good, the meaning of life, and matters of ultimate faith. In the second
dimension, privacy pertains to the realm of economic liberties. This developed with the

establishment of economic markets after the decline of subsistence-type household

1> Though, as noted by Somers and Benhabib (1992), these organizations can also occur in “private,”
because of the conflation of differing forms of social action with either public or private.
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economies. In this sphere, “privacy” means the “noninterference by the political state in
the freedom of commodity relations, and [the political state's] nonintervention in the free
market of labor power” (Benhabib 1992, 91). The third meaning of privacy relates to the
“intimate sphere.” This is the domain of the household, the area to fulfill the daily needs
of life, the realm of sexuality, reproduction, and caring for the young, sick, and the
elderly (Benhabib 1992). Thus, in Benhabib's construction, the private sphere includes:
the moral arena — a demand for no state intervention into religious practice, which is
related to a European experience of state and church entanglement that resulted in
domination of the masses by an ideology of divine rule; the family — which, in
patriarchal societies, was the foundation of a man's ability for economic self-
determination; and, the ability to earn wealth and retain it - which, as noted by feminist
theorists, has been predicated on the patriarchal domination of women. Women have
been constantly excluded from the public sphere and their subordinate position is
intertwined and in conversation with the division of social/political power (Fraser 1992,
1995; Brown 1994; MacKinnon 1994).

Another approach to the Anglo-American “liberal” view of democracy is the
notion of the “public sphere,” as conceptualized by Habermas, as a discursive space
where citizens, emerging from their private spheres with their private interests, can
literally meet and talk about their common beliefs and concerns (Habermas 1995, Fraser
1992). This space is separate from the state as there is always the possibility of the
production and the circulation of discourses that can be critical of the state. The public
sphere is not the same as the official (privatized) economy. It is not an area for

commodity exchange; it is an area for debate. Thus, the private realm is the non-state
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domain. The public sphere is the space for “non-private” action, while civil society, also
part of the public sphere, functions as the area “where ideas of autonomy, representation,
and pluralism can publicly crystallize, and where juridical subjects enjoying rights and
capable of freeing themselves from the arbitrariness of both state and primary groups
(kin, tribe etc.) can come into being” (Mbembe 2001, 39).

The existence of a public sphere does not mean that a civil society exists, because
people’s ability to organize in the public sphere does not mean that there is a
“multiplicity of sources, independent of the state, that are allowed to publicly and
autonomously articulate an idea of the ‘general interest”” (Mbembe 2001, 39). While the
Anglo-American model may equate this to an oppressive state that intervenes and
controls the market economy, for others, cultural/ideological constructs such as race,
class, and gender, mediate one's ability to articulate a differing point of view to an
economically and politically powerful group who may find differing points of view
undesirable. By ignoring the influence of these repressive ideologies, such as racism,
sexism, and homophobia, and linking them to the realm of pre-political deliberation and
debate, the repressive nature of liberal societies are rendered invisible. Thus, those who
are repressed within pre-political spheres are redefined as illegitimate citizens within
public spheres. It is in this way that the notion of “citizenship” is an integral component
of Euro-American constructions of (capitalist) democracies.

Through exploring discourses concerning citizenship within the Anglo-American
model, the relationship between cultures, social inequality and social repression becomes
easier to map. Citizenship, which maps out who is considered to be legitimate or even

human, is based on pre-political notions of humanity that are acted upon in social and
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political life. Evelyn Nakano Glenn writes that “citizenship has been a major nexus in
the creation and maintenance of equality and inequality, it has been the site of
contestation over who is included in the status and what rights and responsibilities are
associated with this status” (Nakano Glen 2002, 20). The definition of citizenship is
constantly debated. The two main approaches, within the European and American
academy, have been based on T.H. Marshall’s (1998) tripartite approach in which
citizenship is defined as a conferred status. It is through this status that one is able to
make rights-claims. Another approach to citizenship theory is Jurgen Habermas’
discursive approach (1989), which describes citizenship as a discursive framework on

which the distribution of rights, and one’s ability to make claims, is based.

Citizenship and Civic Participation

Embedded in European-American notions of citizenship is the ideology of
citizenry as socially equivalent subjects. At the basis of this construction is a notion of
“freedom” that is heavily based on an “entrepreneurial spirit” (one’s ability to participate
freely in an “open market”). Within the American national myth, for example, it is
believed that freedom is realized when civil rights — the rights of the society’s individual
members, and political rights — the rights of those individuals to make claims on the state
or any other official institution — are constitutionally guaranteed.

The division and function of the differing spheres of society, and their
relationship to citizenship, freedom, and the protection of the market-based economic
sphere, has been canonized by T.H. Marshall’s (1998) definitions of civil, political, and
social rights. T.H. Marshall defines civil rights as “the rights necessary for individual

freedom — liberty of person; freedom of speech, thought and faith; the right to own
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property and to conclude valid contracts; and the right to justice” (1998, 94). Political
rights refer to “the right to participate in the exercise of political power, as a member of a
body invested with political authority or as an elector of political power” (Marshall 1998,
94). One of the many critiques of Marshall’s characterization of citizenship is the fact
that while someone is conferred the status of citizenship, it does not mean one has the
political power to make use of the privileges associated with the status.

A third set of rights that Marshall defines is social rights. Marshall defines social
rights as “the right to a modicum of economic welfare and security to the right to share to
the full in the social heritage and to live the life of a civilized being according to the
standards prevailing in the society” (Marshall 1998, 94). Social rights are often
associated with institutions such as educational systems and social services (Marshall
1998, 94).Some argue that social rights are often not considered as a necessary
component of citizenship in the U.S. (Fraser 1997, Fraser and Gordon 1994). This third
aspect is ignored in liberal approaches to citizenship and democracy. This is because
social rights are entangled in people’s beliefs about work and civic participation. There
is a culturally-based ideology surrounding who is deserving of social aid, and who is not
deserving. Inthe Anglo-American model, it is assumed that the status of citizen ensures
that one has all the tools one needs to participate in society as an equivalent subject. The
basic materials that one needs to survive are not guaranteed under this model. Adrian

Oldfield (1998) refers to this as “liberal individualism”; he writes:

Liberal individualism accords the individual not only ontological and epistemological
priority, but moral priority as well. Individuals as citizens are sovereign, not in the sense
that they are sufficiently in control of their lives in significant and relevant ways, but in
the sense that they ought to be. And the threat to their sovereignty comes just as much
from society, and especially the state, as it does from other individuals. Thus to insist
upon the rights of citizens is to endorse their claims to protection from threatening forces.
As human beings, individuals require the freedom and security to pursue their lives
unhindered. (76)
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Within the liberal model, the culturally-based suspicion of sovereign powers, including
the state, has resulted in a cultural process wherein, discursively, the sovereign power has
been removed and placed with the individual. While such a move is discursive, and may
not actually empower individuals to act as sovereign subjects, in theory this cultural
move should allow for that to happen. Thus, there is a discursive element that is
significant for the definition of freedom and individual sovereignty as citizen. While
Nakano Glenn’s definition of citizenship is based on the notion of a “status,” Sonya O.

Rose (2003) offers a discursive definition of citizenship. She writes:

Citizenship, | would suggest, may be usefully defined as a discursive framework
explicating the juridical relationship between people and the political community. It is a
multidimensional framework that provides the basis upon which people can make claims
on the political community concerning juridical rights and duties, political and ethical
practices, and criteria of membership. By suggesting it is a framework that serves as a
basis for claims-making, | mean to suggest that citizenship is an idea that has been taken
up and modified in different historical situations so that even those who traditionally
were not imagined as citizens could use the framework of citizenship to demand certain
protections or to secure certain benefits or to be guaranteed particular capacities. It is on
the basis of citizenship that the state or community can expect reciprocity from its
members. (Rose 2003, 16)

The discursive approach to citizenship is an important intervention in the debates
surrounding what constitutes citizenship. Debates concerning who is to be included
within notions of citizenship are intertwined with notions of marginalization, exclusion,
and what constitutes “claims making.” These notions of equality are based on underlying
systems of morals that, Oldfield argues, are a key element in the constitution of the
sovereign individual. Though one may have the “status” of citizenship, one may not be
imagined as a “citizen” and thus may be denied the rights associated with being a citizen.
Since, discursively, “citizen” is assumed to be defined as a bounded system of
representations, the ways in which some are excluded from citizenship discourse is based

on that which is not covered by liberal constitutionally-based rights: cultural norms
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surrounding a notion of morality. Because of this, taking a discursive approach to a
notion of citizenship — as opposed to a rights-based approach — allows for an analysis of
how people are excluded from citizenship, even though they are formally understood to
be part of the national community. It also aids in understanding how those socially
excluded from citizenship also use the rights-based notion of citizenship to make rights-
claims. Despite the critiques of a status-based approach to citizenship, often the political
and economic elite of liberal-capitalist countries, such as the United States, believe that
inclusive citizenship is based on simply conferring the status of citizen to an individual.

Nonetheless, a status- and discursive-based approach does not ensure the basic
material and social conditions necessary for all citizens to have equal access to (civil)
society. This is a key concern of the many countries impoverished by colonialism and
imperialism. Many Latin American leaders argue that ensuring access to basic
socioeconomic rights will enable an individual to participate fully in civil society.
Ensuring basic material needs and an education will enable all individuals to develop the
discourse necessary to be able to understand and express one’s subjectivity, so that the
citizen may have the basic tools necessary to be able to participate in public debates and
in political claims-making. While these countries may seek to address the material basis
for social participation, the question of who may be considered a citizen is heavily
embedded in a country’s material and cultural context; notions of morality and notions of
normativity are crucial in constructing who participates in deliberative processes.

For example, in the Anglo-American ideology of citizenship, receiving a
“handout,” or public assistance, is seen as a sign of “dependence,” a sign of weakness, as

low morality (Oldfield 1998, Fraser and Gordon 1994). This weakness is often coded as
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feminine and is racialized as “non-White” and “non-citizen,” as race and gender are
invested with notions of inappropriate morality that are integral in the construction of the
heterosexual White male as representative of “high morality” and “good citizen” (Fraser
and Gordon 1994, Nakano Glen 2002). To be seen as a dependent is a negative
descriptor because, in the U.S., women and “the non-White racial other” are assumed to
be unable to care for themselves (Fraser and Gordon 1994, Nakano Glen 2002). Others
who are also assumed to be unable to care for themselves are “children and the elderly.”
People who are seen as “dependent and weak,” instead of “independent and strong,” are
assumed to be unable to adequately perform American citizenship, and are not respected
as rational, claims-making individuals within American civil society (Fraser and Gordon
1994, Nakano Glen 2002). Citizens are simply ignored if they are perceived as a
disturbance to rational order, to rational conduct, and/or to civility. In essence, if
someone is seen as a danger and a threat to individual citizens, those individual citizens
and the state have the right to act against a perceived threat in order to protect themselves
and/or public safety. If citizens are perceived as weak or feeble, stronger citizens have
the authority to make decisions for them.

Feminist and critical race scholars have noted how the construction of “citizen” is
riddled with cultural norms that have coded wealthy, White, heterosexual males as
citizen, while everyone else is seen as “other,” non-citizen, or a flawed citizen. Critical
race scholars, Black feminist, and queer of color scholars have interrogated the link
between race, gender, class, sexuality, and colonial legacies in the construction of
national identities. They also link the relationship of these social ideologies to capitalist

modes of production: these ideologies are important in the construction of citizen, but
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they also indicate which role the individual will play in a nation’s distribution of labor.
These scholars note that the relationship between social inequality and everyday lived
experiences is that discourses circulating within the realm of everyday life are just as
powerful — at times even more powerful — than law and official state discourses.

There have been numerous critiques of the exclusionary nature of Anglo-
American theories of democracy. Many of the strongest critiques have emerged in areas
such as cultural studies; critical race theory; queer theory; or any of post-colonial,
postmodern, pan-Americanist, Black Nationalist, pan-Africanist, Third World Feminist,
feminist, and U.S. Third World Feminist theories. These areas of scholarship have
primarily leveled an epistemological critique of Anglo-American theories of freedom and
democracy, which many have argued is intertwined with the colonial logics that operate
at the basis of social organization within the Americas. To this end, the next section
considers alternative approaches to social equality, and center on discourses surrounding
racism, sexism and homophobia. These are social organizing principles that have been
linked to colonial legacies by theorists such as neocolonial theorists, cultural studies
scholars, queer of color theorists, as well as numerous Cuban artists and intellectuals
writing about their experiences with the imposition of Anglo-American notions of

freedom, citizenship, and governance in Cuba.

3.4 Discussion: ‘Non-Western’ Challenges to Social Change, Political Participation
and Civil Society

Given the “cultural solidarities” that occur within pre-political social processes,
certain groups are able to spend the time and money to pursue their interests within the

public sphere. Thus, there is a class basis to the structure and function of civil society.
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The bourgeoisie, who share class and cultural interests, have been able to dominate civil
society (Marti 2002, Brown 1995). Therefore, notions of liberation and equality are
defined according to the experiences of this particular group. One way that this affects
analysis of life in Cuba is that the construction of oppression in contemporary Cuba is
defined as the result of the state’s denial of particular political and economic (market)
rights which are assumed to be guaranteed to those with the status of “citizen.” While
other systems of power and inequality, such as racism, sexism and homophobia are
ignored, the non-politicized identity of “citizen” is a formulation that re-inscribes a
White, bourgeois, masculinst ideal through its reflection of particular class (racial, sexual,
economic) interests (Brown 1995, Fraser 1992).

Within this particular form of class rule, there has also emerged a social and
economic hierarchy in which race, gender, and sexuality are the social formations that
structure liberal capitalist modes of production as well as the very idea of “nation-state”
(Ferguson 2004). One’s status as a citizen is determined by racial difference, gender, and
sexual conformity. Thus, it is exceptionally difficult for those who are ranked on the
lower levels of this social hierarchy to have their needs articulated and attended to in the
public sphere (Ferguson 2004, Brown 1995, Fraser 1992).

Numerous Caribbean scholars have analyzed this relationship between state
police, race, gender and sexuality. In her 1997 piece, “Erotic Autonomy as a Politics of
Decolonization: An Anatomy of Feminist and State Practice in the Bahamas Tourist
Economy,” Jacqui Alexander “demonstrates the ways in which the law forges continuity
between White imperial heteropatriarchy — the White European heterosexual inheritance

—and Black heteropatricarchy” (66).
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Alexander argues that state policy towards tourism, and the state’s move to
criminalize sexualities that it deems a threat to stable heterosexual marriages, is a form of
re-colonization. In this process of re-colonization, the post-colonial state, which
represents the interests of global capital, attempts to control the psychic, sexual, and
material self-determination of the Bahamian people? She makes her argument through an
analysis of the state’s tolerance and acceptance of the tourist sex industry, and the state’s
intolerance of female homosexuality.

Through its approach to regulating sexuality, the state is able to ensure the
reproduction of citizens whose bodies continue to be available for the interests of global
capital. Also, through regulating morality, the post-colonial state is able to demonstrate
its ability to govern itself. Alexander argues that colonial legacies are at work on the
island and continue the preeminence of Western global capital (domination) on the island
and on the bodies of Black, Bahamian people. In this case, the post-colonial state
attempts to re-colonize Bahamian bodies by taking on the role of the guardian and
protector of the interests of Western global capital: they prepare the bodies of Bahamian
people to be available for the consumptive interests of foreigners.

Alexander argues that Bahamian bodies are made available for consumption
through three simultaneous processes: discursively, it operates through the continuation
and elaboration of colonial law that links White heteropatriarchy to Black
heteropatriarchy. Heteropatriarchy organizes sexuality and gender, discursively and
juridically through courts decisions. Heteropatriarchy is also discursively constructed via
religious discourses that draw links between the Bahamian civilization and the

destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. Linking the two is one way in which religion is
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used to argue that the Bahamian civilization should be protected from homosexuals and
other sodomites/sinners (sexually promiscuous unmarried women, wife
beaters/husbands/adulterers etc. who threaten the stability of marriage) who can cause the
destruction of the nation. What Alexander’s piece elucidates is the role of morality in
the construction of the liberal citizen. Public concerns of morality have been integral in
determining who has a legitimate voice and who has the right to represent self and self-
interests.

Moral panics also demonstrate the economic and organizing imperatives

imbedded in a notion of morality. Sonya O. Rose summarizes moral panics:

. “moments which disturb a society’s normative contours mark the inception of
troubling times, especially for those sections of the population who have made an
overwhelming commitment to the continuation of the status quo.” The Birmingham
researchers defined moral panic as a “spiral in which social groups who perceive their
world and position as threatened identify a ‘responsible enemy’ and emerge as vociferous
guardians of traditional values.” (Rose 2003, 220)

According to Rose, moral panics emerge at moments when established social hierarchies
and ideologies are threatened. During moral panics, witch-hunts, lynching and other such
episodes, rituals are used as a means to maintain social order. Moral panics also occur
during times when there is a perceived need to ensure unity within a nation or community
(Vance 1984).

At times of crisis, such as war or economic crisis, self-interested actors can use
moral panics to expand their power and/or to limit the powers of others. Thus, while
moral panics often result in a wave of social and/or political action, at their core, they are
struggles over the power to define power (Rose 1999). Therefore, as shown in
Alexander’s piece, in the post-colonial state there is a continued definition, organization,
and ranking of bodies according to race, gender, sexuality, class, religion, citizenship,

physical ability, and other categories commonly used in Western scientific discourse to
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define and measure people and prepare societies for efficient capitalist production. Any
challenges to this hierarchy, through non-reproductive sexual practices or practices that
challenge established notions of the family, are met with social sanctions, legislative,
and/or physically coercive action by the state.

Using a discourse centered on a notion of “civilization,” the colonial state
justified its authority by arguing that its paternalistic and civilizing policies were humane
and beneficial for the colonizer and the colonized. However, the policies enacted by the
colonial power were not in the interests of “social well-being.” Through attempting to
alter the “moral behavior” of the colonized, the colonial power attempted to ensure that
they had subjugated the resistant subject and created a productive subject for capital
interests. Thus, a host of social regulations governing areas such as the family, labor,
marriage, sexuality, vagrancy, women, health and disease prevention came into place as a
means of reorganizing indigenous and displaced societies (Mbembe 2001).

Given the particular experiences of Brown and Black people, gender and sexual
deviants, and female-bodied people, contemporary notions of the public sphere, civil
society and the ability to make claims within these spheres as citizens have not provided
a mechanism for rapid and radical social change in which those marginalized in the
public sphere can press for change. In the case of societies where notions of citizenship,
democracy and political participation have been enforced as the rule of law, Achille

Mbembe (2001) argues:

The notion of civil society cannot, therefore, be applied with any relevance to post-
colonial African situations without a reinterpretation of the historical and philosophical
connotations that it suggests: the indigenous categories used for thinking politically about
conflictual and violent relations, the special vocabularies in which the political imaginary
is expressed and the institutional forms into which that thought is translated, the
anthropology that underlies both issues of representation and issues of unequal allocation
of utilities, the negotiation of heterogeneity, and the refinement of passions. (39)
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Thus, the application of a notion of civil society is not the best category of analysis to use
to describe or critique political dynamics of a post-colonial, neocolonial, or pan-
American neo-socialist state. Additionally, it is not an ideal tool for the post-colonial,
neocolonial or American neo-socialist state as it does not address the particular type of
social, political, and economic inequalities faced by citizenry. The usage of civil society
as a means to eliminate inequality within post-colonial states depends on the presence of
a market economy and a particular structure of economic exchange and individual
conduct that leads to the “refinement of passions” or what others may refer to as
“oppression.” Before applying civil society as a goal or a measurement of freedom or
democracy, one must first consider the cultural logics of those who have not benefited

from Western ideology.
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Chapter IV

Civil Society and Art Worlds: Rethinking Politics and Political
Participation

“Civil society” as a developmental goal ignores several important factors that
cause the post-colonial, neocolonial and American neo-socialist state to develop and
function differently than other states. One glaring difference is that people from post-
colonial and neocolonial populations are largely, culturally, non-European. Their pre-
colonial experience with government and inequality, and thus their worldview, differs
from that within Europe. Europe itself is a heterogeneous geographical/cultural location
in which many European cultures do not share the cultural and historical trajectory
assumed by the hegemonic liberal model of equality. In fact, in order for the liberal
model to work, there is a level of colonization that is required within a European context,
to “refine European passions,” or to create a notion of “Europeanness” — a European
collectivity and/or community. Recent failures of such an attempt to forge a pan-
European ideology and identity have been demonstrated by the emergence and rising
popularity of “dictatorial personalities” in Eastern Europe, the failure of numerous
European Union referendums, and Britain’s continued hesitation to take on the single
currency. Nonetheless, my focus is on post-colonial, neocolonial, and American neo-

socialist states.
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The founding of these states has been a result of violent experiences, which were
predicated on the total subordination of the colonial population as a means of exacting
goods and services for consumption by wealthier nations. There were no social contracts
to be entered into, there were no rights for the non-European colonial subject, and there
was no notion of reciprocity between the power holders and the citizenry. This trajectory
was carried forth into the post-colonial state and the neocolonial state where, in terms of
power, there was a shift from outright violence to institutionalized forms of control
(Mbembe 2001, 42;Alexander 1992). Post-colonial rulers, as well as citizens, often did
not place much credence in a notion of constitutionally acknowledged rights that should
be protected. For the post-colonial and neocolonial leader, when incentives and gifts
were not enough to ensure unconditional support from the subjugated, there was a resort
to public coercion (Mbembe 2001).

The history of authoritarianism within post-colonial and neocolonial societies has
affected their ability to break with the colonial past (Mbembe 2001). The attempt to
break with such a past does not necessarily indicate a move to democracy, as it is often a
“potentate” who continues to serve the economic interest of the colonial power or
emergent neocolonial power that gains control of the state. Mbembe argues that it is
important to go beyond binary categories such as state vs. civil society, totalitarian vs.
democratic, and resistance vs. passivity, because they cloud our understanding of post-

colonial and neocolonial relations. He writes:

In the post colony, the commandment seeks to institutionalize itself, to achieve
legitimation and hegemony... in the form of a fetish.16 The signs, not merely to be

16 .. -

Mbembe defines the commandment as to “denote colonial authority--- that is, in so far as it embraces the
images and structures of power and coercion, the instruments and agents of their enactment, and a degree of
rapport between those who give orders and those who are supposed to obey (without, of course, discussing)

97



symbols; they are officially invested with a surplus of meanings that are not negotiable
and that one is officially forbidden to depart from or challenge. To ensure that no such
challenge takes place, the champions of state power invent entire constellations of ideas;
they adopt a distinct set of cultural repertoires and powerfully evocative concepts; but
they resort if necessary, to the systemic application of pain. The basic goal is not to bring
a specific political consciousness into being, but to make it effective. We therefore need
to examine: how the world of meanings that are thus produced, is ordered; the types of
institutions, the knowledges, norms, and practices structuring this new “common sense”;
the light that the use of visual imagery and discourse throws on the nature of domination
and subordination. (Mbembe 2001, 103)

The state authority seeks to legitimize itself, and to make its particular discourse
hegemonic through the institutionalization of state discourse. Some of the ways the state
attempts to institutionalize its discourse are:

1)Through economic coercion, by creating debts among the population.
Provision is given for basic needs but unconditional support is expected in
return.

2) Through cultural tools that appeal to emotion and to cultural myths in
order to persuade people of the importance of state discourse.

3) Through the use of pain, as a last resort. In post-colonial and
neocolonial contexts domination and subordination occurs at the level of
feeling, as well as through physical pain.

In Cuba, however, there are two approaches to civil society that are at play in the
analysis of public space and political participation. The first is the conflation of civil
society with the economy (Somers 1995, Chanan 2001). Michael Chanan describes

Gramsci’s description of this view as the following:

Thus, in one passage from thePrison Notebookshe holds that the distinction between
political society and civil society, which is presented by the classic liberal theorists as an
organic reality, is “merely methodological,” because “in actual reality civil society and
state are one and the same” (Forgacs 1999, 210). Gramsci explains the closeness of his
conception to Marx’s by adding that civil society is not “the spontaneous, automatic
expression of economic facts” but “a form of state ‘regulation,” introduced and
maintained by legislative and coercive means” (ibid.). Classic laissez-faire liberalism is
itself a political program, a deliberate policy, conscious of its own ends. (The same could
of course be said of the neoliberalism of the 1980s.) (Chanan 2001, 392)

them. Hence the notion of commandment is used here for the authoritarian modality par excellence” (2001,
134).
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In one use of civil society, Gramsci described civil society and the state as one and the
same. Civil society is not an automatic expression of economic life, but a form of social
regulation maintained by the state through legislation and coercion. Chanan links this
view to classic laissez-faire liberalism and contemporary neoliberalism of the 1980s.
This view implies that political order is established through social contracts among
citizens that are enforced through a state apparatus (Nakano Glen 2002). Individuals’
access to social contracts are assumed to be free and equal (Nakano Glen 2002,
Habermas 1995).

Gramsci’s work arrived in Cuba in about 1958, the year his works were translated
into Spanish (Chanan 2000). The work soon influenced some of the politicians and
intellectuals who would find themselves in the middle of a massive social change.
Chanan writes the following about how Gramsci’s ideas influenced the early years of the

revolution:

. a radical shift in consciousness, in ways of thinking about social and political
relations—appeared to be as much the motor of revolutionary change as any
transformation in economic relations, perhaps indeed—heretical idea—its condition. ...
the resonance that Gramsci found in Cuba has much to do with his emphasis on
subjective factors in both society and the revolutionary process, and this was an emphasis
that was also found in the thinking of Che Guevara, which left such an indelible mark on
the Cubans. If the Revolution, for Che, primarily stood for social justice, he also
believed—and this became the subject of an important debate in the early 1960s—that
material incentives were incompatible with the social aims of the Revolution because
they would weaken revolutionary consciousness, and, according to Che, revolutionary
consciousness was the greatest asset of a socialist society...

Indeed, the first decade of the Cuban Revolution was marked by a such a strong degree
of idealism and voluntarism that these qualities became integral elements of what became
known as the “Cuban heresy,” which centered on the advocacy of guerrilla warfare in
Latin America and elsewhere as a means of creating revolutionary conditions and which
so upset both WashingtonandMoscow. It was part and parcel of this ethos that the kind of
Marxist thinking that flourished in Cuba in the 1960s was significantly removed from
what Sartre called “lazy Marxism,” the mechanistic approach that reduced everything to
the effects of economic forces, and which was largely a product of the institutionalization
of Marx’s writing by official Communist ideology; an ideology that clamped dialectical
thinking into rigid categories (and from which those who contested the orthodox
interpretation did not by any means always manage to escape themselves). (Chanan
2000, 391-392; emphasis in original)
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Because of the Cuban Revolution’s focus on subjective experience and a radical
shift in consciousness as a means to spur political and social change, the early
revolutionary government focused on creating incentives based on a notion of altruism
for the sake of the public good and humanity (Thomas 1971, Chanan 2000). As a means
of destabilizing the existing system of value and exchange, the ideology at the basis of
capitalist ideology, Fidel Castro and Che Guevara sought to focus attention on lived
experience as a measure of success; they viewed a revolutionary consciousness as
society’s greatest asset. This train of thought, which included supporting guerrilla
warfare in Latin America and Africa, was not supported by the United States or the
Soviet Union. Nonetheless, these leaders were known for their move to “direct
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democracy”" in the early years of the revolution. It is in this way that public space was

viewed democratically as the space for the “creation of procedures” by private and equal
persons, who were “affected by social norms and collective political decisions”
(Benhabib 1998, 87).

This is reminiscent of the second way in which Gramsci engages a notion of civil
society in the Prison Notebooks. In this perspective, public space is often conflated with

a notion of civil society. Chanan writes:

In this conception civil society is not so different from the public sphere: it is the realm
in which power, authority, and the social elite seek to organize consent and hegemony,
but also where consent and hegemony may be contested by the sectors they dominate. In
this sense, civil society may indeed be counterposed to the political order, which
ultimately rests on the state’s monopoly of violence, whereby the rules of citizenship are
enforced by means of the law and, where necessary, by coercion, orthe threat of it. But
these are not two separate realms, so much as the same social configuration seen under
different aspects, because in actually existing social space political society and civil
society exist in mutual relation, and thus interpenetrate each other. Both conceptions
would imply that if the political regime is transformed, and a different economic system

7 Direct democracy refers to the idea that leaders are in constant contact with ordinary citizens. In theory,
elected leaders at all level of government must have held a position where they were in constant contact
with ordinary Cubans — such as doctors, owners of bodegas. However, as Bengelsdorf (1994) notes, in
practice this does not translate into accountability.
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is installed, then civil society will also change, and indeed Gramsci himself, discussing
the theory of syndicalism, speaks of the idea of “a new kind of civil society” (although he
criticizes the syndicalists in turn for their economism)...

In short, a collective response to economic, political, social, and cultural exclusion, which
fostered among the excluded an alternative identity, that ofvecino(neighbor), and an
alternative, more democratic life-world. This, says Oxhorn (1995, 260—62) represents “an
important element in the strengthening of . . . civil society.” (Chanan 2000, 392-393)

In the second description of civil society, citizens can “have a say in the formulation,
stipulation and adoption” of the social norms and political decisions that affect them
(Benhabib 1998). In this description of civil society as the public sphere, there are
numerous actors vying for power within society. Those with different interests seek to
dominate varying aspects of social life, but it is within the public sphere where they meet
in their power struggle. It is this perception of public sphere and civil society that results
in the revolution’s conflation of the public sphere with political processes. Fidel Castro
argues this in his 1961 piece, “Words to the Intellectuals.” In an attempt to answer the
question of whether or not the state would permit unfettered freedom of expression,
Castro argues that people are allowed to argue what they want in the public sphere.
However, according to Castro, the state as a participant in the public sphere, and as the
guarantor of rights and moral integrity of the nation, has the right and the obligation to
intervene in public debates as well. Clearly, a state that has control of social institutions
capable of unleashing massive acts of violence and other forms of coercion will have
greater ability to influence social policy.

However, by taking a nuanced approach to understanding how politics operate in
Cuba, we can also understand why it is possible that Cuba’s heterogeneous cultural
sphere is able to exist in the face of party monopolization at the state level. Additionally,
by taking an approach that considers other aspects of Cuba’s social, economic, and

political structures, as well as other aspects of social and political life in Cuba, we are
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better able to understand contemporary democratization processes occurring on the
island. In essence, Cuba’s history of revolutionary actors, including the 1959 actors, had
their own ideas about how society should develop. However, the repressive aspects of
the government are certainly influenced by larger geopolitical relationships.

For example, to the ire of many Soviet leaders, Cuba did not consistently impose
a form of artistic realism that denied the many contradictions and disagreements
emerging within its model (Craven 2002). | say that they have not consistently imposed
this system as there have been continuous struggles between Cuban artists, intellectuals,
and other citizenry who have challenged the moments in which some politicians within
the state and revolutionary leadership have attempted to impose elements of the Soviet
model. Since the end of Cuba’s strategic relationship with the Soviet Union, pro-Soviet
elements within government have lost credibility on the island as the fall of the Soviet
Union confirmed what many had known: that the repression of freedom of speech, and
the Soviet focus on material life as the only source of inequality would lead to an
oppressive system that was bound to fail.

Nonetheless, the tensions between the Cuban leadership, artists, and intellectuals
are nearly as old as the revolution itself. When the revolutionary government came into
power, artists and intellectuals were challenged to socialize culture, in essence to
socialize ideological production (Craven 2002, Camnitzer 2003, Howe 2004). A division
emerged between those who felt unfettered expression was healthy for the revolutionary
process — | would describe those as the followers of Che Guevara — and those who were

what some have called Soviet hard-liners — members of Cuba’s pre-Revolutionary
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Communist Party and anti-American reactionary elements (Sweig 2002). Craven (2002)

writes the following about the utopian perspective of art:

In the 1960s, a delegation of high-ranking officials from the Soviet Union and Eastern
Europe visited Cuba. While touring the Presidential Palace with revolutionary leader
Fidel Castro, this group encountered a semiabstract mural by René Portocarrero, who was
one of Cuba’s leading artists until his death in 1985. Everyone stopped in front of this
artwork and a member of the Soviet delegation asked scornfully: “And this, what does it
mean? What does it have to do with the Revolution?” Fidel Castro responded, “Nothing
at all. It doesn’t mean anything whatsoever. It’s just some crazy stuff created by a
madman for people who happen to like this kind of craziness and it was commissioned by
the madmen who made this Revolution!” This episode reflects the fresh New Left
aesthetic of the 1960s that the Cuban Revolution sanctioned in the face of the orthodox
opposition from the Soviet Bloc... Equally revealing about the above-noted “discussion”
of art involving Soviet diplomats and the Cuban leadership was how it divulged yet again
the tension between their respective social systems. In fact, the pro-Soviet PSC had been
an outspoken opponent of the “ultra-leftist” insurgency in Cuba throughout most of the
1950s. Furthermore, the uneasy truce in the 1960s between the July 26th Movement
[lead by Fidel Castro and Che Guevara] and the urbanized Soviet-backed party did not
keep the orthodox Cuban Communists from repeatedly attacking the “revisionist” views
and so-called “pathological adventurism” of Che (who resigned from the Cuban
Government in 1965 to resume guerrilla warfare elsewhere, in Africa and Bolivia). Not
surprisingly, in an interview. . .Che underscored his own deep dissatisfaction with the
Soviet Union by saying, “We are going to be the Tito of the Caribbean.” Such discontent
with the “right-wing deviationism” of the USSR would increase on the part of this
“pragmatic revolutionary” (as Che called himself when asked about his own lack of
“orthodoxy”). (75-76)

In Cuba: The Pursuit of Freedom (1971), Hugh Thomas writes:

Thus Castro explained in 1963 that when “Russia‘s satellites in Havana” (presumably
Escalante) had asked him to ban an abstract painting, as Khruschev had done in Russia,
he had replied: “Our enemies are capitalism and imperialism, not abstract painting.”
Guevara in 1965, in Socialism and Man described social realist art rather surprisingly as
the corpse of nineteenth-century bourgeois painting. (1465)

From these quotes, one could argue that those who supported the approach of Che
Guevara supported an approach to culture that fostered debate and deliberation, as art was
seen as a way to spot and correct the reproduction of social inequality in everyday-life
(Guevara 1989, Craven 2002, Camnitzer 2003, Howe 2004). The utopians rejected the
Soviet approaches to art and culture, and even viewed the Soviets artistic practices as
“the corpse of nineteenth-century bourgeois painting” (Guevara 1965). This was an

implicit allusion to several aspects of the Soviet project such as: Russian imperial
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ambitions via the Soviet Union, and the continuation of a commodity-based system of
value and production. For radicals such as Che Guevara, the Soviet material project was
an outdated replica of a bourgeois mentality masquerading as a universally liberatory
revolutionary project. These debates over art and culture have produced Cuba's unique
approach to revolution, which combines an economic focus with an ideological-cultural
mechanism that encourages artistic production and deliberative participation in every
aspect of social and cultural life in all sectors of Cuban society.

The possibility of this type of cultural sphere is largely a result of how the more
humanistic elements of the revolutionary establishment (at the state level and artists
working independently of the state) have viewed art. However, the institutionalization of
this perspective on art has had to contend with two issues:

1)the prejudices of the utopians themselves

2)political ideologues who sought to homogenize discourse as a means of
fostering the semblance of national unity within the Cuban model

The result has been limits on open discussion and debate about the elements of
established “artistic aesthetics” that reinforce colonial social structures and ideological
tensions. For some critical artists and intellectuals, colonial thinking is manifested in the
entrenchment of pre-revolutionary discourses concerning “high” and “low” culture
within revolutionary institutionalized artistic spheres. As a result, there has been a
curtailing of artistic production and social participation among those considered socially
and politically unfavorable, who are deemed to have “low culture” or “less talent”
(Moore 2007). In the next section, I focus specifically on Cuba’s cultural model.

4.1 Making the Connections: Art and Social Change

The struggle can be simply stated as a conflict between the view of art as a servant of
ideology and the view of ideas as the wellspring of art. Those who hold the first view
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believe that they have found a way to understand and improve the world. From that
conviction it follows that art should be based on the new ideology and that the artist
should renounce any doubts, since they must be ill-founded. The first conception is that
of Marxism-Leninism, of fascism and of all totalitarian regimes. The second is the
traditional concept of art, which all Marxists call bourgeois. The history of literature in
Cuba has reflected a confrontation between these two positions, their ups and downs and
the imposition of the first. The vicissitudes of the two positions follow the fortunes and
adversaries of Marxism-Leninism on one hand, and nationalist and humanist socialism
(which characterizes the Revolution at the beginning) on the other. - Carlos Ripoll (cited
in Howe 1995, 91-92).

During the first two years of the revolution, there was much concern about the
government's censorship of the film PM, a documentary that, according to the
state,idealized sociallife during pre-revolutionary Cuba. During the public debates that
emerged, Cuban artists and intellectuals pointedly asked the new revolutionary state:
‘What kind of Revolution is this? Is this a Revolution that supports freedom of
expression, or one that restricts freedoms?’ (Portuondo 1979). In his famous response
"Las Palabras a los intellectuales (1961)," Castro replied: "For [those who support] the
Revolution; everything. [For those] against the Revolution; nothing.”

For those artists and intellectuals that were indifferent to whether art should be “a
servant of ideology” or ideas should be the wellspring of art (Ripoll 2003, 456), Castro
argued that revolutionary Cuba may prove a tough place to live. He argued that the
social stakes were too high for indifference. Castro quickly added that this policy not
only applied to intellectuals and artists, but to all Cuban citizens. Castro argued that
while artists have the freedom to express themselves, the Cuban state, as the guarantor of
rights and the protector of rights for the Cuban people, has a right to be critical of what
enters into the public sphere. He argues that the state has just as much of a right to

participate in public debates as Cuban citizens.
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This policy marked the beginning of state attempts at intervention into civic,
political, economic, and private life, which some argue also resulted in the Cuban
citizenry’s self-censorship. However, years later, writing from Bolivia, Che Guevara

offered his thoughts in “Man and Socialism in Cuba.” He wrote:

In the field of ideas that do not lead to activities involving production, it is easier to see
the division between material and spiritual necessity. For a long time man has been
trying to free himself from alienation through culture and art. While he dies every day
during the eight or more hours in which he functions as a commodity, he comes to life
afterward in his spiritual creations. But this remedy bears the germs of the same
sickness: it is a solitary individual seeking harmony with the world. He defends his
individuality, which is oppressed by the environment, and reacts to aesthetic ideas as a
unique being whose aspiration is to remain immaculate... The superstructure demands a
kind of art that the artist has to be educated in. Rebels are subdued by the machine, and
only exceptional talents may create their own work. The rest become shamefaced
hirelings or are crushed. A school of artistic inquiry is invented, which is said to be the
definition of freedom, but this “inquiry” has its limits, imperceptible until we clash with
them, that is, until the real problems of man and his alienation arise. Meaningless
anguish or vulgar amusement thus become convenient safety valves for human anxiety.
The idea of using art as a weapon of protest is combated. (Guevara 1989, 14-15)

Che argued that outside of the realm of material life, in the realm of ideas, one can see the
differences between material and spiritual necessity. Humanbeings use art and culture as
a way to express themselves, their ideas, feelings, and dreams of freedom. However,
through the institutionalization of artwork among a non-state-affiliated, professional elite,
oppressed peoples are disenfranchised as their expressions, feelings, and spirit are
marked as de-legitimate, or of low quality. Only a few, who are deemed exceptional, are
promoted and rewarded for their work. The framing of art as the production of
exceptional work which emerges from individualized competition, encourages artistic
expression to be narrowed to the work of a small number of people. When this happens,
citizens feel disempowered as their ability to express themselves is discouraged, and by
extension repressed, as their ablitiy to express themselves through art is deemed
illegtimate and of a lower quality. Guevara argued that as a result of the limits placed on

education and socialized artistic production, humans are further estranged from the tools
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necessary to understand their particular social contexts. For Guevara, this was
manifested in the production of vulgar or meaningless art.

Che argued in “Man and Socialism” that the lack of education that people receive
is also a part of this process of disempowerement. Humans need to be given the
ideological tools necessary to make critical connections between feelings, everyday
experiences, and the material world around them. In this way Guevara believed that man
could begin to make the connections between spiritual and material needs, and begin to
see himself reflected through the objects created and/or the work accomplished. One
thing that Che was adamant aboutwas that even if the result of freedom of expression is
art that represents “vulgar or bourgeois thinking,” freedom of expression should never be
repressed — even the production of “socially vulgar” work is useful for the revolutionary
process as it can bean indication of what is happening within society. These two pieces,
“Man and Socialism in Cuba” and “Words to the Intellectuals” are the foundational
pieces that exemplify the tensions within the state - those who valued restriction and the
utopians.®®

Unfortunately, as the revolution and the Cold War progressed, research
institutions and the resources for intellectual and artistic production were heavily
influenced by Soviet hard-liners (Cuba’s “ideological orthodoxy”) (Howe 2004). These
institutions were not under the complete control of artists and intellectuals who wanted to
socialize cultural work (Howe 2004). The debates continued throughout the 1960s in

periodicals such as Caiman Bardudo, Bohemia and Unién. However, to the dismay of

'8 Hugh Thomas notes that there was a power struggle during the early years of the Revolutionary process.
The compromise between the varying perspectives within the revolutionary government was that Fidel
Castro would be the representative of state level consensus. Thus, while Castro himself may have enjoyed
abstract art, it is unclear whether or not all of his policy announcements are reflective of his personal
perspectives, or the evolution of those perspectives over time.
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state politicians, the overwhelming consensusof self-identified revolutionary intellectuals
and artists was that their role in the public sphere should be one of critical participation
(Navarro 2002). Others tried to strike a balance between their own aesthetic interests and
political commitments (Howe 1995). This approach is also reflected in the work of
Gramsci. George Steinmetz (1999) writes the following about Gramsci’s approach to

connecting culture to social change:

Yet Gramsci clearly believed that a prerequisite for the successful assumption of state
power by a revolutionary party was the prior construction of cultural counter-hegemony
outside the state, within the “trenches” of civil society. Contrary to the expectations of
orthodox Marxism, the success of this counter-hegemonic project was, for Gramsci, far
from guaranteed by any objective contradictions between the forces and relations of
production. Nor were the contents of the counter-hegemonic cultural project a mere
translation of fundamentally economic interests. According to one commentator on
Gramsci, “the subjects of hegemonic practice understood at the level of their discursive
constitution will not necessarily have a class character... to hegemonize as a class would
simply imply either a limited or an unsuccessful attempt...”Successful hegemonizing
agents must abandon their “sectional” class interests, organizing ideologies around more
general signifiers such as nationalism, religion, or “the people...” (14)

Cuba’s radical artists and intellectuals felt that their role as revolutionaries was to
remain independent and critical of the state. These critical actors, and the more utopian
elements within the Cuban state, did not want a counter-hegemonic cultural project to be
reduced to class and/or economic interests. Socialist realism had become imposed on
Soviet artists and intellectuals and this, for many Cuban artists and intellectuals, stifled
free speech and the pace of radical social change. While socialist realism was not
officially imposed during this time period, there were certainly moments in which the
stateexplicitly attempted to impose firm restrictions on Cuban artists and intellectuals.
On April 27, 1971, the forced public confession of the poet Heberto Pedilla indicated to
all Cubans, and to the intellectual world outside of Cuba, that a socialist-realist aesthetic

was expected. Alejandro Anreus writes,

The cultural-political turmoil that began in 1968 with the publication of Padilla's
Fuera del juego culminated in the poet's arrest and his public confession at the
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Writers and Artists Union. Padilla called himself, as well as his wife and fellow
writers, defeatists and ingrates, and concluded his confession exhorting his
audience to be optimistic soldiers for the revolution. The worldwide reaction to
the poet's public confession was negative for the regime; intellectuals such as
Pier Paolo Pasolini, Jean-Paul Sartre, Susan Sontag, Octavio Paz, Italo Calvino,
Marguerite Duras, Heinrich Boll, and others signed letters of protest. The
honeymoon between progressive intellectuals and the Cuban Revolution ended,
even if an embrace of U.S. opposition to the revolution did not follow. (Anreus
2004)

Heberto Padilla was a writer and poet who initially embraced and supported the
Cuban Revolution. However, as the project progressed he became critical of the path the
revolution began to take after its first few years in power. In 1968, he published his book
of poetry, Outside of the Game, which included lines such as: “The poet! Kick him out!/
He has no business here./ He doesn't play the game./ He never gets excited/ Or speaks out
clearly./ He never even sees the miracles...” (cited in Caistor 2000). When he was
awarded a poet prize in the 1968 National Poetry contest, public attention was brought to
his work. As the power struggle between the state and artists and intellectuals continued
to deteriorate, the government targeted Padilla in 1971 with a month long imprisonment,
interrogation, and a forced public confession that he, and other writers, harbored
“counter-Revolutionary sentiment,” ending much of the international support of the

Cuban Revolution. Guardianreporter Nick Caistor writes:

A petition, signed by such prominent figures as Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir
and Susan Sontag, was organized to protest at Padilla's treatment. And, in a continent
where the literary and the political were inextricably intertwined, a writer's position on
the Padilla affair became an easy way of defining their sympathies. (Caistor 2000)

In this quote,Caistor notes the political significance of art, particularly literature, within
Latin America and the Caribbean. A public outcry by preeminent scholars and writers,
national and international, forced the hardline elements of the state to ease their approach
somewhat, though the damage had been done. Padilla, like many other artists and

intellectuals in Cuba, left the island. Exile was preferable to constant harassment and
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possible imprisonment. 1971 marked the end of artistic and intellectual experimentation
until the late 1980s. The 1970s was a period of tightened bureaucratic control that was
manifested in stricter standards for cultural production. The Declaration of the First
National Congress on Education and Culture, held the same year, was important in
establishing the political and ideological criteria for staffing universities, mass media
institutions, and artistic foundations. These policies included the barring of homosexuals
from these institutions, tighter control on literary contests to ensure that judges, authors,
and topics conformed to revolutionary ideology (Navarro 2002; see also Lumsden 1996).

The case against Padilla was a highly public example of the state’s attempts to
impose Soviet realism and complete ideological conformity on its artists and intellectuals.
These policies were a reflection of the internal politics produced by Cuba’s economic
and geopolitical dependence on the Soviet Union. The future changes in Cuba’s cultural
policy demonstrate that Cuba’s cultural policy - and the ability of Cuba’s intelligentsia to
socialize culture - was largely dependent on the external political climate. However,
further putting pressure on the Cuban state was the first generation of Cuban youth who
had reached adulthood during the 1970s and 1980s (Fernandes 2006, Howe 2004) .
These highly educated citizens came of age during what many considered a stalled
revolution: their parents had experienced large-scale social change, in some ways for the
better, in other ways for the worse, but the first revolutionary generation had yet to see
that level of change continue in such a way that they too could enjoy the benefits of the
revolutionary process.

During the watershed of the 1980s, young, revolutionary visual artists born and

raised under the revolution added to the stronger, and louder, critical voices of those who
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rejected the revolution’s attempt to implement a Soviet version of homogenous socialist
realism that reflected the particular experiences of one universal image of the
revolutionary citizen. Gerardo Mosquera describes the emergent perspective of the
young visual artists involved in the emergent non-institutionalized artistic and intellectual

production:

“One feels [in them] a great urgency to go ‘beyond art’ in order to bring it directly to bear
on society’s problems, without making even the smallest artistic concession.” He adds
that these artists are “advancing a very serious critical questioning of the problems of our
reality that, although touched upon in hallways, rarely have moved from an oral discourse

to a public discussion in print.”.... “As strong as this expression turns out to be, it is a
questioning that emerges within socialism and for socialism” (Mosquera, cited in Navarro
2002, 191).

During the 1980s there was a non-institution-based explosion of critical intellectual
activity that centered on the social criticism of the problems persisting in revolutionary
society (Zurbano Torres 1994, Navarro 2002, Fernandes 2006). These artists acted out,
literally at times, the revolutionary ideal of art as a revolutionary weapon of resistance.
Artists and intellectuals began to locate their work within Cuban society as a means to
spur social discussion about how to rectify persisting social inequalities. These artists
said out loud the many whispers circulating within the Cuban public sphere (Craven
1996, Camnitzer 2002, Navarro 2002, Alfonso 2005, Armony 2005). Roberto Zurbano

Torres writes the following about the height of this period, the decade of the 1980s:

La tendencia socioldgica que marcd los finales de la década del ochenta ha ido
atenudndose en la medida en que esas subjetividades antes silenciadas van legitimandose
en un campo literario cada vez mas libre de prejuicios estéticos e ideoldgicos... El
espacio poético cubano de los dltimos diez o quince afios ha sido un campo de batallas
estéticas e ideoldgicas donde han logrado coexistir los mas diversos estilos, tematicos y
conceptualizaciones que expresan la cambiante realidad histérico-social y la movilidad
del horizonte utdpico e ideoldgico de esta etapa. Espacio donde se legitiman esos sujetos
sociales que se erigen -cada vez mas definidos y diversos- en este espacio de la cultura
Cubana.

[The sociological tendency that marks the end of the 1980s has been the increase of the
means in which those subjectivities, [that were] before silenced, have been legitimating
themselves within the literary camp that has become increasingly free of ideological and
aesthetic prejudices... The Cuban poetic space in the last ten or fifteen years has been a
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field of aesthetic and ideological battles that have resulted in the coexistence of diverse
styles, themes, and conceptualizations that express the socio-historical changes and the
mobility of the utopic and ideological horizon of that period. [This was a] space where
these legitimated social subjects that stand - each time more defined and diverse[ified] -
in this space of Cuban Culture.] (Zurbano Torres 1996, 10-11)

Within the realm of poetry and literature, the 1980s was a decade of legitimation for
subjectivities that had been previously silenced by revolutionary ideology. The
ideological changes that occurred during this period broadened the utopic and ideological
framework of revolutionary ideology. The effect has been the recognition and inclusion
of diverse subjectivities, ideologies, themes, ideas, and ways of being. The changes that
occurred during the 1980s affected nearly every area of cultural production, such as film
(Chanan 2004); music (Fernandes 2006, Moore 2007); literature and poetry
(ZurbanoTorres 1994, 1996); and visual art such as theater, painting, and sculpture
(Craven 2002, Camnitzer 2003, Fernandes 2006).

However, critical areas of ideological production, such as the completion and
broad dissemination of critical, empirically-based sociological work, which could quickly
effect change at the intersections of cultural production and public policy, continued to be
heavily influenced by the state’s political discourse. The result of these changes within
the realm of culture has been open discussions concerning race, gender, sexuality and
increasing material inequality among Cubans, particularly darker-skinned Cubans. The
most profound result of this history of constant negotiation, contestation, and the
revolutionary interest in the political nature of cultural production has been the
emergence of an approach to culture and social change that can be useful in increasing
democratic participation in a society’s public sphere. This has the possibility to emerge

from the following conditions:
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1) educating a citizenry whose understanding of their

particular  socio-historical context includes cultural

expression as a means of social/political participation and

ideological production;

2) critical artists and intellectuals’ view of cultural

production as a way to expose the contradictions persisting

in (Cuban) society;

3) the State’s continued political interest in the discourses

emerging in the cultural sphere as a means of expanding

legitimate forms of democratic participation;

4) a challenge to political processes based solely on elite

competition between elite political parties in which the

interests of one group, or several groups, could dominate

social discourse to the detriment of others who may not

have the ability/the means to challenge.
All of this actually expands the possibilities of creating a sphere in which those
commonly excluded from a neoliberal style of civil society and/or larger public sphere
can participate in the political life of society. Through Cuba’s educational policy, an
increasing number of Cuban citizens have received the critical intellectual and material
tools necessary for the critical expression of their needs, interests, desires, and social
experiences. If more societies took the political nature of cultural production as a
legitimate representation of human need,as well as a representation of contradictions
produced in society, numerous social ills would be addressed at the grassroots level, or at
the very least, more citizens could participate within the political life of a society. If the
revolution were able to end one-party rule to ensure that the continued interest in the
cultural sphere is one of democratic support and political participation, Cuba could
further establish itself as a truly revolutionary society.

Instead, however, the state attempts to manage critical social discourse (Navarro

2002). While there is state and popular recognition of the value of social criticisms in
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advancing the interests of the revolution, the revolution is often slow to acknowledge the
contributions of particular critical artists and intellectuals, if they are acknowledged at all.
During the 1990s, for example, there was an attempt to reignin critical intellectuals
through the restriction of exit visas and other forms of “politics by omission” (such as
offering artists based in Central Havana performancespaces outside of the City of
Havana, increasing the bureaucratic hurdles for the publication of manuscripts, and
numerous other forms of passive resistance) (Navarro 2002).

In critiquing the conservative (Soviet) approach to social policy by some
revolutionary politicians, Navarro describes the following key contradiction that has
emerged in Cuba concerning the desire of a revolutionized citizenry to fully participate as
critical actors in Cuba’s revolutionary process: “Meanwhile, in the bosom of Cuban
socialism, Marxist criticism, among other forms of criticism, is expected to be less
sociological, that is, to be less Marxist or to cease to be Marxist” (Navarro 2002, 195).
Better put, the Revolution encourages the development of revolutionary subjectivity, but
seeks to restrict revolutionary praxis. While one could debate ad infinitum about the
reasons why conservative, Soviet-inspired elements decided to take a suspicious
approach to social criticism — whether it involves concern surrounding U.S./exile
interests on the island, a belief in Soviet orthodoxy, or some other reason beyond the
purview of this piece — what is clear is that there are limits to the power of hegemonic
revolutionary discourse itself, and that critical artists and intellectuals committed to the
revolution are also committed to a revolutionary cultural aesthetic as a means of

furthering the Cuban revolution. Underground hip-hop artists, and other cultural
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workers'*who were trained or inspired by visual and experimental artists have emerged as
young adults who have internalized the ideals of the revolution and emerged as critical
social activists.

It is clear that there exists a sphere of exchange and critique in Cuba, a sphere that
many would not expect given how notions of freedom, equality, and political
participation are presented within U.S. American discourse. Sujatha Fernandes (2006)
accounts for these dynamics with the term “artistic public spheres.” She defines these as
“sites of interaction and discussion among ordinary citizens generated through the media

of art and popular culture” (Fernandes 2006, 3). She writes:

| propose the notion of artistic public spheres as a way of capturing the dynamics of
contemporary cultural production in Cuban society, which represent new kinds of
negotiation within and against the limits of state power and cultural markets. The
specific interaction of these forces is dependent on the shifting coordinates of cultural
policies, markets, and alliances between artists and the state. The state may shield
cultural producers from the global market, just as it plays an important role in the external
promotion and internal commodification of culture and artists. Likewise,
commercialization provides opportunities and alternative strategies for artists as it
submits them to new criteria of marketability and profit. It is in these contested and
contradictory fields that cultural producers such as filmmakers, rap musicians, and visual
artists have been able to carve out semi-autonomous spaces for expression. As spaces of
cultural struggle and critique, artistic public spheres in Cuba are generally linked to
forces, discursive spheres, and forms of cultural expression beyond the nation.
Transnational cultural exchange existed in Cuba before the 1990s, but the collapse of the
Soviet Union made possible new kinds of transnational linkages that facilitated closer
contact with the non-socialist world. Scholars argue that in a moment of growing contact
with the outside world, interpretive communities are increasingly detached from national
referents. Solidarities and exchanges based on race, style, and other markers of cultural
identity replace national belonging in the formation of “international communities of
consumers” (Fernandes 2006, 14-15)

Fernandes describes artistic public spheres as an interplay between individual
artists’ interests, state interests (cultural policies), and market interests (cultural
production for consumption). The state plays a role in shielding the artists from the

global market, while facilitating the production and commaodification of art within Cuba.

9In this dissertation, | define cultural workers as people who focus on changing minds and using
consciousness-raising as a means of improving society.
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She argues that it is through the marketability and the commodification of culture that
artists have been able to carve out spaces for expression that are not centered on national
identity or national discourse. Though transnational cultural exchange existed before the
1990s, Fernandes suggests that it was the collapse of the Soviet Union that allowed for
contact with non-socialist countries. In this way, artists moved further from cultural
production that centered on the nation, to the production of culture that reflected the
needs of particular groups according to other identities organized around race, gender and
style. In essence, through the integration of Cuba into the global community, artists are
now participating in “transnational communities of consumers,” in which other markers
of cultural identity replace national ones. Fernandes links much of the development of
contemporary approaches to Cuban art to the fall of the Soviet Union, and traces much of
Cuba’s artistic movements to Cuba post-1970, after Cuba began its strategic alliance with
the Soviet Union and its global isolation.

Fernandes’ work is an important intervention into the empirical void that exists
concerning revolution, politics, and social change in Cuba. She theorizes about a highly
visible aspect of deliberation and critique that is happening in contemporary Cuba. This
process of critique and deliberation is certainly an under-theorized aspect of empirically-
based social science research in Cuba. Her work begins the process of giving language to
a social process for which there is limited language in the European and American
academy. In fact, the existing language used to describe freedom, democracy, and
political participation is inadequate to describe the profound social processes happening

within Latin American and Caribbean societies.
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However, Fernandes is quick to note that underground hip-hop in Cuba is not a

social movement. She writes:

The relative marginality of rap music, as a form of Black cultural production with little
mainstream or commercial promotion, has made a greater degree of agency available to
rap producers and consumers. As George Yudice... has argued, “agency succeeds to the
degree that an individual or a group can make its own the multiplicity of venues through
which initiative, action, policy, and so on are negotiated.” Although the nation may
appropriate rappers’ calls for a “Black nation” in an effort to rebuild popular support and
national unity, rappers’ demands and strategies are not reducible to the state’s agenda;
hip-hop culture can actually have an impact on the ways in which racial issues are
depicted in public discourse. Culture has become an important arena in which to make
political demands and assert rights and agency. Yet at the same time, the agency of the
artistic public sphere relies on citizens as cultural producers and consumers. Cultural
contestation is easier to contain and incorporate than political action. Rap may be a
vehicle through which a range of radical movements are nurtured, from Black activism to
feminism, but its ability to translate cultural politics into a political movement depends on
the ability of artists to build and sustain broader alliances with a range of social and
political groups (Fernandes 2006, 133-134).

Here, Fernandes argues that cultural work within artistic public spheres has the ability to
affect change at the discursive level. She argues that “cultural contestation is easier to
contain and incorporate than political action.” She states that rap may be useful in
nurturing radical social movements, such as Black activism or feminism, but its ability to
translate cultural politics into a political movement depends on the ability of artists to
build and maintain alliances with other social and political groups.

This assessment of Cuban underground hip-hop seems to reflect many of the
assumptions about art being a complementary product that is used for social movements.
This also reflects a material analysis of hip-hop in Cuba that obfuscates the significance
of the national and transnational social and political groups with which Cuban hip-hop
movements are affiliated. The State does not seek to incorporate artistic movements such
as the underground hip-hop movement because of what they say about other social
movements. Like the case of the Nueva Trova movement in Latin America, it is what the

artists say and do that poses a threat to state political and discursive hegemony.
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Fernandes’ work is an important intervention for an analysis of challenges that artists and
social movements face in “official” or “legitimate” realms of political participation and
artistic production and dissemination. But many social movements occur without access
to official means of dissemination or legitimized political participation. This notion of
political participation is based on an assumption that social movements are part of
networks of organizations whose work centers on affecting public policy and economic
policy change at the state level. Howard Becker’s notion of “art world” (1995) makes
visible many of the structural, organizational, and political aspects of art. He defines “art

world” as the following:

An art world, to give a technical definition, consists of the network of cooperative
activity involving all the people who contribute to the work of art coming off as it finally
does, using the conventional understandings they share. Most work gets made in art
worlds. Some does not, whether it is the innovative work of art-world mavericks (e.g., a
Charles Ives or Conlon Nancarrow) or the naive work of a Simon Rodia (the maker of the
Watts Towers), who never heard of such a thing as the art world and wouldn’t have cared
much about it if he had.

As the conditions of an art world’s existence—who gets recruited to the various roles,
what kinds of resources are available, what kinds of audiences there are for its works—
change, its internal organization and characteristic products change as well. Published
fiction, and the organized world that produced it, changed radically when eighteenth-
century England developed a new class of literate servants and business people who
could read such work and wanted to. The modern novel was born. (Becker 2008)

Becker’s analysis of art worlds embeds artistic productions and professional structures
within their sociopolitical contexts. His central argument is that art is a social activity as
it involves a number people that allow it to be produced, displayed, interpreted, and
performed. Art worlds are a group of institutions which define the structure and function
of the art world. For example, this organization is based on the audiences for the work, a
system of professionalization that emerges to determine what is art or a particular

aesthetic, and how it should be interpreted. An art world also includes the classes of
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business people, professional artists, and servants (those who make instruments, play in
music halls, repair pianos, etc.).

Given all of the productive processes that go into making “art,” to attribute the
production of artwork to one individual mystifies the reality that art is not simply a piece
to be consumed or, as | would argue, simply an idea to be incorporated. Art is a node
within larger social processes and power dynamics. In the case where there is a material
object produced, the process of recognizing the object as a piece of art is also part of a
social and political process. One has to be taught to recognize art, and that is a social
process as well. Such that if one considers art a form of human expression, then one’s
ability to recognize “art” is also linked to the politics surrounding one’s ability to
recognize particular forms of human expression as legitimate and as art (Martin 1997).
Therefore, there is a range of activities normally taken for granted in the analysis of art,
artistic movements, and their relationship to social change.

Becker also challenges the notion of art as being only a “reflection” of society.
As he notes: “Remember that the creation of art works depends on the development of a
world that provides artists with what they need to make the works they make. ‘What they
need’ includes materials, ideas, traditions, workers, and so on”’(Becker 2008).Art is
embedded within an institutional structure.

Becker’s analysis of art as work implies that a song that is sung is not divorced
from political processes and structures, nor is irreducible to the economic structures
within society. It is through analyzing art as work that Becker is able to think through
some of the institutional aspects of artistic production - not simply in terms of its

profitability or its “representation” of society. It is in this way that some art forms,
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particularly non-institutionalized or non-incorporated art forms, can be considered as

constituting or contributing to social movements. Peter Martin (1997) writes:

The central idea, then, is that the realization of an artwork involves establishing a
working relationship (however fragile) among what are often quite large numbers of
specialists, and an orientation to the conventions which have come to be the basis of their
activities. It is these conventions, normally taken for granted, which are, as we have
seen, the “commonsense” principles which people have to take account of if they are to
act effectively in the social order. Conventions can range from general fundamental
principles, such as the use of the diatonic scale, to the smallest details of dress or
demeanor, and it should be emphasized, as by Becker, that through them we can
understand not only the production but the reception of music...Becker’s sociological
perspective, then, lends to a position similar... where it was argued that to experience
music as meaningful depends on membership to a cultural community in which
customary practices concerned with the production and performance, and normally
accepted modes of representation - in a word, conventions - have been established. ( 175)

Thus, art worlds are highly structured social institutions (social organizations) in which
smaller groups of actors are constantly engaging each other for power to define the art
world. These actors struggle to develop the norms and “commonsense” conventions that
compose the formal structures within an art world. This includes small things such as
dress, general principles of the art form, to what is defined as the conditions for high
artistic standards. It is in this way, according to Becker, that an attack on an aesthetic is

also an attack on “a morality” (Martin 1997). Peter Martin writes:

Howard Becker’s account of art as “collective action,” then, draws on and regenerates a
more general model of social order - not as an external social structure (for such a view is
considered metaphysical) but as the outcome of the actions of individuals and groups as
they seek to pursue their interests and accomplish their projects within specific
institutional contexts. Social institutions, in this sense, may themselves be understood as
complexes of conventions which have become established and accepted as legitimate;
none the less, they are sustained only by the constant actions and interactions of real
individuals as they conduct themselves, in appropriate ways. In view of the persistent
misunderstanding of the interactionist perspective, it is worth emphasizing once again
that this view does not entail the neglect of power and conflict in social life. As Becker
puts it, a pattern of conventions is also an “arrangement of ranked statuses, a stratification
system.” Those who accept the dominant conventions, and become expert in their
practice, may enjoy careers which bring them financial rewards, esteem and a measure of
security; those who do not, as we have seen, may be marginalized or stigmatized. What
is at stake is the power of some groups to impose authoritative definitions on others, to
accumulate the resources with which to protect their positions and render them
legitimate, and to resist challenges to their supremacy. Far from neglecting power, this
perspective has a central concern with the ways in which some people are able to impose
their definitions of the situation on others; the whole social order, moreover, is taken to
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be the outcome of perpetual processes of challenge, competition and conflict (Martin
1997, 175 emphasis in original)

Within art worlds conflicts and coalitions develop between minor art worlds, so
that the result is an over-arching change in definitions. However, art worlds are but one
set of social institutions within a larger system of social institutions that attempt to
influence a whole social order. Becker’s concept of “art worlds” is important in several
respects (Martin 1997). It can contribute to a general analysis of social order, or a notion
of “social worlds,” by focusing on the ways that institutionalized practices are generated,
enacted, and transformed. It also leads to a reformulation of ““social structure.”In this
way society is not simply of a set of political and economic institutions that control the
lives of people. This allows for a reexamination of social change in which political
movements are not based only on organizations that can challenge and change the
functioning of these institutions vis a vis influencing the state or its economic “policy.”

Through taking a “social worlds’ approach, we can account for the many
relationships occurring within and between various social institutions operating outside of
the realm of state institutions and economically-based social interactions (Martin 1997).
It allows for the consideration of other forms of political action that affect social change.
It also allows for an analysis of actions in the realm of political life that Somers (1995)
has argued are lacking in explanations of the fall of the Soviet Union. According to
Martin, taking a “social worlds” perspective is not incompatible with recognizing the
centrality of power and coercion in shaping the social order. Though all groups and
individuals are a part of the struggle for power, it does not mean that everyone has equal

access to resources.
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Fernandes’ book does account for important tensions between the state, global
markets and artists, and the state’s interest in incorporating artists. Her work centers on
film and arts such as painting and photography, and she then generalizes her findings to
music. Becker also generalizes some of his experiences from music, to film, painting,
photography, and so forth.

| locate the art worlds that exist in Cuba as a part ofa longer historical process that
finds its origins in the initial moments of colonial conquest in the Americas and
culminating, in Cuba, in the first Wars of Independence. The debate over the role of
culture in Cuban society is pre-revolutionary in origins. It dates back to the Wars of
Independence,wherein the White elite had to come to terms with the formative role that
African cultural influences played in the development of Cuban national culture. It
intensified during the Republican period with explicit aesthetic debates surrounding
literature, poetry, film,as well as anthropological debates about the role of culture in
social development (Ortiz 1993, Helg 1995, Moore 1997, De La Fuente 2001, Craven
2002, Chanan 2004). After the revolution, with the material support and institutional
stability allowed by the revolutionary government, Cuban artists were able to focus
inward and develop their art. This inward look was also a product of the encouragement
of artists, and Cuban citizens in general, to always situate their subjectivities within a
global context. Thus, while Cuban artists present their ideas globally even today, these
ideas have their origins within the personal, ideological, geopolitical, economic, and
historical context that one could describe as being particularly “Cuban.” The ideological
separation of specific cultural work, such as artistic and religious movements, from

political processes has resulted in the delegitimization of some social interests and
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political movements as “non-political.” I view the Soviet years in Cuba as a period of
ideological restructuring, as it was a time in which Cuba, almost freed from its
neocolonial status, had to quickly find an alternative path to address its vulnerability to
American imperial interests.

When Che Guevara, Fidel Castro, and the other utopian revolutionaries realized
the seriousness of geoolitics and U.S. America’s economic interests in Cuba, they
realized that they needed to find external support to protect Cuba’s sovereignty (Thomas
1971, Sweig 2002). During the years before Cuba firmly allied itself with the Soviet
Union, the utopians, with the overwhelming support of Cuban citizens, began to work to
build the society they had envisioned. There was an explosion of discussion and debate
about what role art, culture, and the intellegentsia would play in Cuba. There was a move
to reunite culture with politics.

Peter T. Johnson (1993) writes about the shift from a utopian approach to art and

social deliberation to the restrictive approach to ideological production:

Inevitably, conflicts between the state and intellectuals arose, and it is the process of
mediation as well as the outcomes themselves that reveal much about the relationships
between the two parties. Furthermore, it is important to recognize that the state’s
political leaders often created policies that failed to receive the support of those
responsible for implementing them, the cultural bureaucrats of the various ministries and
agencies.  State-mandated measures frequently stifled, rather than encouraged, the
experimentation and innovation basic to the intellectuals’ role in and the responsibility to
Cuban society. As intellectual commitments were increasingly defined by ideology, the
very freedoms heretofore believed essential for independent inquiry and expression
became elusive or simply nonexistent. Rather, innovation had to be channeled into
meeting the political and often parochial needs of the state. To ignore such a call was to
risk one’s position and state-awarded privileges. As a result, two different types of
intellectuals evolved: the self-proclaimed ones dedicated to free thought and inquiry, and
the publicly-espoused ones who adhered to state policies and objectives (138-139).

During this idealist moment that lasted through the first half of the 1960s, Cuba founded
many of the most prominent and influential cultural institutions, magazines/journals, and

cultural movements in the Americas (such as the film institute ICAIC, Casa de las
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Americas). However, as the Cuban government began to realize that astrategic alliance
with the Soviet Union was necessary for Cuba’s survival, the government began to
consolidate power with pre-revolutionary Communist hard-liners and with other
revolutionary movements on the island — including Cuba’s artists and intellectuals —
under its fold: like the militarized social movements that existed during the early 1960s,
critical artistic movements challenged the legitimacy of state policy (Johnson 1993,
Sweig 2002, Camnitzer 2003). By the mid to late 1960s, various elements within the
Cuban state sought to homogenize revolutionary discourse.

However, the revolutionary drive to reunite culture with politics was linked to a
larger historical process in which cultural domination was a means of further
disenfranchising African and indigenous populations living in the Americas during the
colonial period. Independent American states faced the following issue: how does one
take the nation-state as a governing logic and incorporate it into one’s own cultural logic
—a cultural logic that has had its own structures, and that has always operated outside of
official state structures? Within the Western academy, scholars often marvel at how
democratic nation-states in Latin America and the Caribbean end up with despots,
dictators, oligarchies, and other forms of repressive rule. In the next section, I consider
this question and its relation to art and social movements.

4.2 Rethinking Cultural Logics: Culture, Political Participation and Grassroots
Activism

In post-emancipation, neocolonial societies with large Black and indigenous
populations, cultural spheres of exchange and deliberation that are national in scope have
generally existed outside of state institutions. It has only been since the 1960s that there

has been a regional attempt at returning governance to the populations living within
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regional spaces. However, given the ideological mix of the Americas, the spheres of
social life, governance and the role of the statewill take on a different form than that
espoused by the neocolonial - or neoliberal - representatives of global capital.
Recognizing this, the U.S. America, as the leader of global capital, undertook a
militaristic, economic, and political counter-attack in order to ensure that the interests of

European global capital would continue to be served. Greg Grandin (2004) writes:

Young leftists inspired by the 1959 Cuban Revolution and frustrated by the inability of
substantive democracy to take root broke with the electoral tactics of their nations’
Communist parties and organized rural insurgencies in the hope of following Cuba’s road
to revolutionary sovereignty... Yet government repression did more than just first
militarize and then vanquish the left. By the mid-twentieth century, peasant and
working-class movements had become the primary carriers of not only democratization -
a project Latin American liberals had long abandoned - but social democratization. They
demanded that the state use its power to rein in the abuses of capital. Yet most
governments in the years following World War Il proved entirely unable to carry out
such an undertaking with any consistency. Their sovereignty did not extend into the the
plantation or factory. Lacking not only a monopoly of legitimate violence but the
necessary capacity for illegitimate repression to counter seemingly inextinguishable mass
mobilizations, security forces imported from the United States (as well as South Africa,
Israel, and France) new repressive technologies to nationalize violence... The prerequisite
for the rapid economic restructuring that took place throughout the Americas beginning
full throttle in the 1980°s - lowering tariffs, deregulating capital streams, reducing
government social spending, weakening labor protections - has as much to do with the
destruction of mass movements as much as it did with the rise of a new financial elite
invested in global markets. (13-14)

The 1959 Cuban Revolution was an inspiration to young leftists in the Americas.
Working class movement in the Americas sought social democratization in the face of a
liberal state that did not defend its populations against the interests of foreign capital.
Economic liberalization went hand in hand with global capital interests, which used
newly imported, repressive technologies of power to achieve their economic interests.
Though communism offered some useful ideas in relation to understanding how
European capital operated within a European context - in which implications could be
drawn for a non-European context - communism was still embedded in a modernist

framework.
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Latin American countries pursued a democracy that was much more participatory
and grassroots-based than the model of democracy encouraged by liberal capital.
Avritzer argues that established approaches to deliberative publics within elite-centered
democracies are not applicable to how democracies are structured and function within a
Latin American context. He writes: “Thus, deliberative publics become the central arena
for completing democratization due to the way they manage to connect renovations
within the public culture to institutional designs capable of transforming non-public and
hybrid practices into democratic forms of decision-making” (Avritzer 2002, 14).
Whereas non-public and hybrid practices, | argue, such as song, poetry and dance are
included into democratic forms of decision-making. Awvritzer, like Grandin, argues that
“Latin American democracy has always been more participatory and egalitarian than it
was procedural and individualistic” (Grandin 2004; 14). Therefore, Avritzer argues, the
“elite model” of individual and group competition for State control does not apply to how
democracy is thought of, and functions in Latin America. Thus, electing a president or a
group of political elite to make decisions for the good of the many is not the way many
people in the region envision political processes. Avritzer develops a theory of what he
describes as “participatory publics” to describe how participatory democracy functions in
Latin America. He writes:

The conception of participatory publics involves four elements:

The first element is the formation at the public level of mechanisms of face-to-face
deliberation, free expression, and association. These mechanisms address specific
elements in the dominant culture by making them problematic issues to be politically
addressed.

The second element is the idea that social movements and voluntary associations address
contentious issues in the political culture by introducing at the public level alternative
practices.

The third element involves the transformation of informal public opinion into a forum for
public deliberation and administrative decision-making.

The fourth element is that they bind their deliberations with the attempt to search for
institutional level issues made contentious at the public level. (Avritzer 2002, 7)
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In essence, the Cuban Revolution became an inspiration for many in Latin America and
the Caribbean because Cuba was able to achieve, during the emergence of late capitalism,
some aspects of what other nations hoped to achieve with their democratic models.

Focusing on democratic deliberation at the level of national politics and with a
focus only on government discourse limits our understanding of the many ways in which
grassroots-based cultural workers are incorporated into Latin American and Caribbean
politics. It especially limits our understanding of everyday Cuban citizens’ commitment
to the revolution, and their decision to do cultural work as a means to carry out
revolutionary praxis in their everyday lives, despite the domination of national
institutions by oneparty. This especially limits our understanding of social changes
occurring locally and nationally, that are spurred by those who choose to carry out their
activism within Cuba’s large, expanding cultural sphere. In the next section, | consider
some of the institutional aspects of the state’s move to socialize culture.
4.3 The Base and Superstructure of Culture: The Institutional Structure of Cuban
Culture

The earliest institution created to oversee macro-level cultural production was the
National Cultural Advisory (Consejo Nacional de Cultura (CNC)) in 1961 (Moore 2007).
The CNC was initially part of the Ministry of Education. During those years, the CNC
established world-renowned cultural institutions such as the Union de Escritores y
Avrtistas Cubanos, or Union of Cuban Writers and Artists (UNEAC), and socially radical
programs such as the Moviemiento de Aficionados, or the Amateurs’ Artistic Movement
(Moore 2007). The goal of Cuba’s Moviemiento de Aficionados was to directly involve

as many people as possible into the arts. Some of its visible examples were
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neighborhood mural projects, the formation of theater and dance troupes, choruses, and
amateur

Figure 4a: Institutional Structure
(http://www.min.cult.cu/loader.php?sec=ministerio last viewed Saturday, December

1, 2007.
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music ensembles (Moore 2007, 85). Many of the material resources for these
organizations were found in the grassroots-run Committees for the Defense of the
Revolution (CDR) and local cultural institutions. The movement was a direct challenge

to the concept of art existing in its own sphere of influence within capitalist societies.
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The Aficionado movement encouraged collective composition, downplayed the
role of the “star,” and was so morally driven — art was created for free dissemination
among Cuban citizens — that Amateur artists rarely took money for their work (Moore
1997). Hugh Thomas notes that there were numerous tensions artists faced given the
state’s coercive encouragement of ideological incorporation, homogeneity, self-
censorship and the artists’ and intellectuals’ impetus towards challenging efforts at
censorship or incorporation. He writes the following about the effect of Cuba’s art

policy:

Against this should be set the fact that the regime has spent a great deal on artistic
promotion, and it can fairly claim to have brought poetry, ballet, music, traveling libraries
and theatre to the countryside of Cuba... But new popular music seems to have died and
Cuba which, during the “bad old days,” was for so long a source of new music and
dances, from the conga, rumba, mambo and habanera to the chachachd, has not had any
new rhythms to which to dance or to export... (Thomas 1971, 1464)

The Amateur Artistic Movement coincided with mass, grassroots literacy and
health education campaigns of the 1960s. These campaigns drastically reduced illiteracy,
infant mortality, and were integral in improving many of Cuba’s material well-being
indexes. The fact that the Amateurs’ Movement was an integrated part of Cuba’s
educational agenda, and just as important as Cuba’s health programs, indicates the central
importance of artistic literacy to Cuba’s revolutionary project. The movement brought
art into marginal, poor communities and into the countryside by developing the
educational and material basis necessary for broader-based artistic production. During
the 1960s and 1970s, several of Cuba’s most famous poets and musicians were factory
workers, children of working-class families, and/or illiterate before the massive
educational campaigns — artists such as poet José Yaries, Eloy Machado, and Nancy

Morejon, the latter of whom was the daughter of dock workers (Craven 2002).
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The artistic education included within Cuba’s empowerment programs created a citizenry
able to engage in critical analysis of art and culture. For those who chose not to pursue
degrees in Cuba’s formal institutions, the grassroots component of the artistic movement
allowed for independent artists to also participate within the cultural sphere. As part of
the Amateur Movement, individuals or groups were able to request the material
resources necessary to undertake independent artistic production. In the case of Black
Cubans, there was a notable increase in the amount of formally-trained Afro-Cuban
artists who began to rise to national and international prominence during the
revolutionary period (Moore 2007). At the same time, there was a decrease in cultural
activity associated specifically with Afro-Cuban culture (Thomas 1971).

Numerious complaints arose as a result of the socialization of culture and the
downplaying of the “star” or “the professional artist.” During the 1960s, while a lot of
impressive art emerged from the movement, a lot of “substandard art” was produced as
well. There was a move by artists and intellectuals to encourage the state to pursue a
process of standardization and a system of mass dissemination (Moore 2007). Between
1963 and 1967, the state sponsored a series of lectures, known as the Popular Music
Seminars, as a means of educating “the masses” in music theory and history (Moore
2007). It was hoped that this would help to stimulate people’s desire, and ability, to
produce more socially-critical, and aesthetically-appealing art.

As a result of artists’ protests, by 1968, there was an increase in the
professionalization schools available to Cuban citizens, and shortly thereafter a system of
pay was instituted (Moore 2007). The pay an artist received was based on their level of

formal education and the social value of their work. To the dismay of many artists, many
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of the incomes remained stagnant throughout the 1980s (Moore 2007). As part of the
standardization process, the determination of the “value” of art, or the artists’ social
significance was not based on their popularity or influence, or how much the artist
contributed to Cuban society. Instead, it was tied to levels of institutional degrees and
whether or not bureaucrats found one’s work to be aesthetically pleasing. Thus, if the
artist did not have a high level of degree-based education and/or was considered to have
produced work of little social value (even if embraced by Cuban citizens), they were not
paid well or given additional resources beyond those guaranteed to all citizens (Moore
2007). The result was that some artists who were nationally and internationally
renowned werepaid less than obscure classical music instructors (Moore 2007).

During the first two decades of the Cuban Revolution, the nation lost a high
number of its most talented cultural workers. Also, the new government did not appoint
people to institutional positions based on their expertise, but based on the their loyalty to
the 26th of July Movement.*During the late 1960s and 1970s, the incorporation of hard-
line elements as a means of appeasing Soviet interests caused further conflicts.

In 1976, the Ministry of Culture was created as a result of Soviet influence and
given the mandate to streamline bureaucracy and standardize national institutions (Moore
2007). Figure 4a outlines the institutional structure of the Ministry of Culture. Itisa
centralized structure that seeks to establish ideological uniformity among independent

cultural organizations and state supported insitutions.?*Typical of the early revolutionary

 During the late 1950s there were numerous armed groups fighting for economic and political hegemony
in Cuba. Fidel Castro and Che Guevara led one faction called the 26™ of July Movement — a reference to
Castro’s first, and failed, insurrectionary attempt against the Moncada Barracks in Santiago de Cuba on
July 26", 1953.

2 Later , when | discuss the Asociacion Hermanos Saiz, and the Agency of Rap, | will note that one of the
goals of the Agency of Rap, as an institution within the Ministry of Culture, is to bring independents artists
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tendencies to place loyal political officials as institutional heads, though they had little to
no training in the areas, Armando Hart, a lawyer who was not a trained artist nor an
intellectual but was a key political figure, was appointed as the head the Ministry of
Culture. In 1997, Abel Prieto, the former president of UNEAC, took office. As a key
figure in the arts who often challenged the State in its treatment of critical artists and
intellectuals, Prieto’s appointment was seen as indicative of the state-level changes
happening in Cuba (Moore 2007). However, during his time as Minister of Culture,
Armando Hart came to represent, for many artists and intellectuals, the state bureaucrats
who were arbitrarily placed in positions of power. Though he contributed much to the
implementation of Cuba’s national cultural program, he was not an artist or (initially) an
intellectual and, at times, did not actively support artists and intellectuals who may have
run afoul of the state (Moore 1997).

However, after his twenty-one years as Minister of Culture, Armando Hart has
written much about the relationship between revolution and culture. His position as a
policy-maker and head of the Ministry of Culture offers much insight into the
institutional goals of the Ministry. He states the following goals of the Ministry of
Culture during a 1980 speech entitled “Algunos asepectos de la politica cultural Cubana
(Some aspects of the Cuban cultural politic)”:

» To strengthen the state authority in the cultural terrain.

« To facilitate the broadest social cooperation, collaboration, and public

participation in the fulfillment of cultural work.

« To produce a politic that ensures that in every branch of art and

literature, especially at its base, the participation of specialists of the
greatest professional and ideological level.

into the organization. This is an effort to establish more control over the competing discourses offered by
the underground hip-hop movement.
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 To advance and strengthen the scientific research of culture all of the
country.?

 To develop a system of art education, to provide support of artistic
education, and to promote the formulation and development of fitting
quarters within the sphere of the state for culture.

« To achieve, through means of adequate technical and methodological
instruments, the effective direction and control in the execution of
politics oriented [towards culture].

* To create the conditions that effectively assure the application of a
cultural politics oriented in agreement with the methodological
guidelines outlined.

« To support, orient, and control the work of the specialized organs of
culture pertaining to the Assemblies of the People’s Power in the
intermediate instances and to provide the direction necessary for the
execution of [cultural] work. (Hart 1990, 33 my translation)

The goal of the Ministry of Culture is to standardize the criteria for critiquing and
disseminating art. The move to “strengthen the scientific research” of culture reflects an
interest in systematically studying art. In order for the Ministry of Culture to achieve
these goals, as well as to stimulate the broadest participation in the arts possible, Hart
argues that the state should take on a policy that ensures that artistic literacy is included
in the educational agenda. This would be effected through the establishment of art
institutes in every province and houses of culture (casas de cultura) in every community.

However, a key part of the goals Hart outlines is the development of space within
the state apparatus for culture. This space within the state was the creation of the

Ministry of Culture as one of Cuba’s thirty state institutions.

%2 Here “scientific investigation” refers to maintaining a level of standardized professional rigor in which
people can critically engage each other, using standardized tools of analysis.
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Figure 4b: Cuban State Structure: the Council of State
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Figure 4c: Ministries and Institutes

http://www.cubagob.cu/ingles/default.htm last viewed Saturday, December 1, 2007.
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Figure 4d: Description of Council of
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Q To attend to national defense, the maintenance of Internal order and
security, the protection of citizens' rights, and the safeguarding of human
lives and property In the event of natural disasters

a Te manage the administration of the state and to unify, coordinate and
monitor the activities of the central state administration bodles and of local
authorities

a To implement laws and agreements made by the MNational Assembly of
People's Power, as well as decree-laws and provisions Introduced by the
Councll of State, and when necessary, to pronounce corresponding
regulations

Q To pronounce decrees and provisions based on and In fulfillment of
current laws, and maonitor thelr implementation.

a To revoke declsiens made by authorities subordinate to the Provincial
or Municipal Assemblies of People's Power, adopted as a result of powers
delegateg by central state administration bodies, when these decisions
contravene superior regulations, which are binding decisions.

a To propose to the Provinclal and Municipal Assemblies of Pegple's
Power that provisions adopted by subordinate provincial and municipal
authorities as part of their specific functicn be revoked when they
contravene regulations approved by central state administration bodies In
the exerclse of thelr powers

a To revoke provisions made by the heads of central state administration
bodies when these contravene the superior regulations, which are binding
decisions

Q To propose to the National aAssembly of People's Power or to the
Councll of State the suspension of agreements made by Local Assemblies of
People's Power, when these contravene current laws and provisions, or when
they affect the Interests of other communites or of the country in general

a To set up the committees deemed necessary o fulfill the tasks which It
has been assigned

a To designate and remove officlals in accordance with the powers
granted to It by law

Q To undertake any other function which Is entrusted to it by the National
Assembly of People's Power or the Council of State

The Councll of Ministers Is responsible for all Its activities and periodically
reports to the Natlonal Assembly.

FUMCTIONS OF THE MEMBERS OF THE COUNCIL OF MINISTERS
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COUNCIL OF MINISTERS:

The Council of Ministers Is the highest executive and administrative body and
constitutes the Government of the Republic,

The number, designation and functions of the ministries and central bodies
which form part of the Councll of Ministers are established by law.

The Council of Ministers comprises the Head of State and Government, who is
Its President, the First Wice President, the Vice Presidents, the Ministers, the
Secretary and the other members, as determined by law.

The President, the First Vice President, the Wice Presidents and the other
members of the Councll of Ministers selected by the President, make up Its
Executive Committee,

The Executive Committee may make decislons regarding matters pertaining
to the Councll of Ministers In the period of time between meetings of the
Council.

FUNCTIONS OF THE COUNCIL OF MINISTERS:

9

" To organize and direct the Implementation of political, economic,
cultural, scientific, social and defense activities agreed upon by the National
Assembly of People's Power

D

. To draft proposals related to general plans for economic and soclal
development, and, once approved by the National Assembly of People's
Power, to organize, direct and monitor thelr implementation

9

" To direct the foreign policy of the Republic and Its relations with other
governments

9

. To approve International treaties and submit them to the Councll of
State for ratification

3

. To direct and monitor forelgn trade

3

" To draft the state budget, and, once It has been approved by the
Mational Assembly of People's Power, take responsibility for its
implementation

D

. To adept the necessary measures o strengthen the country's monetary
and credit systems

9

. To draft new legislation and submit it for consideration by either the
Mational Assembly of People's Power or the Council of State, as appropriate
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" Q To direct the affairs and tasks of the Ministry or body for which they
are responsible, pronocuncing any provisiens and resclutions necessary for
this purpose

" Q To pronounce, when It Is not the express function of any other state
body, the regulations required for the implementation and application of the
laws and decree-laws which correspond to them

" Q To attend sessions of the Council of Minlsters, as voting members, and
to present to the council draft laws, decree-laws, decrees, resolutions,
agreements, or any other type of proposal which they consider appropriate

" 0 To designate, in accordance with the law, the officials for whom they
are responsible

. Q Any other function ascribed to them by the Constitution or the law

hitpwwew. cubagob. cufingles/default. him 1ast viewed Saturday, Desamber 1, 2007
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Coinciding with the 1970s push to streamline public institutions, there was an
internal push to decentralize the state. In 1972, the Council of Ministers was created
(Perez 1995). The Council of Ministers is responsible for the day-to-day operations and
decision-making of government. In 1976, the Cuban statecreated some measures to
develop democratic institutions; one of these measures was the creation of the Organs of
People’s Power (OPP). The goal of this institution was to provide a regular and systemic
way in which people could participate in state-level political processes (Brigos 2001).
The OPP instituted an electoral system in which municipal officials were elected locally,
and these officials would, in turn, elect representatives to the decision-making structures
of the state. In 1992, the Cuban state attempted to revise the system to allow for greater
participation at the grassroots level. In 1991-1992, the State implemented the People’s
Council. Jesus Pastor Garcia Brigos (2001) describes the political significance of the

People’s Council:

As modified in 1992, the OPP, “the representative bodies of the socialist state that is the
Republic of Cuba,” is structured in the National Assembly, supreme body of state power
and the only constitutional and legislative authority of the republic, with its Council of
State, and in the provincial and municipal assemblies as the highest local organs of state
power and government at their respective levels. Thus, the OPP are the representative
institutions of the Cuban state.

The members of the People’s Power assemblies, “National Assembly deputies, and
provincial and municipal assembly delegates,” have a more authentically popular
mandate than in any other democratic model because of how they are elected to their
positions and because of the ties they develop with their constituents and, in general, their
place in everyday life. A very distinctive element in the Cuban system is that these
elective positions are unpaid, entailing no privileges or personal benefits of any kind.
They are taken on in addition to other work and social obligations. This implies a high
level of individual altruism and a spirit of sacrifice...

Any citizen not legally disqualified can aspire to exercise this responsibility. Elected by
direct and secret vote of the citizens of the electoral district, from among candidates
publicly selected by local residents in nominating assemblies, the delegate is a member of
the municipal assembly or highest organ of state power at the local level. These
assemblies are invested “with the highest authority to exercise state functions in their
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respective districts and to operate as government within the framework of their authority
and according to the law.”

The municipal assemblies are the closest state representatives to individuals.
Electoral districts that make up the municipality nominate representatives of the
municipal assemblies. Municipal leaders are selected by secret ballot and anyone can
run, and win, as long as they are not forbidden for criminal reasons. Those elected then
select the members of the National Assembly who, in turn, select those in higher
positions of power such as the Council of the State and the President.

In the mid-1990s, when the Cuban State faced a legitimacy crisis as a result of the
Special Period, the People’s Council was created as a means to increase popular
participation. The councils also served to represent areas that had large populations, but
had not yet been established as a municipal capital. The People’s Councils are made up
of elected municipal officials, as well as local leaders from trade unions, other local
organizations, and individuals who represented community interests.

Delegates other than the municipal delegates elect the Council’s president. While
the municipal assemblies represent general municipal interests at the national level, the
People’s Councils are charged with bringing together all interests, such as local
economies, together to focus specifically on addressing local needs. Adhering to Cuban
republican ideals of altruism and public service, elected officials were not paid. What is
not clear is if the move to decentralize and democratize the state was a result of this
crisis, was a continuation of previous initiatives, or possibly both. Regardless, the crisis
provided a context for the reforms to happen quickly.

Initially, the creation of these institutions was met with excitement. It allowed

for problem-solving at the local level (Garcia Brigos 2001). However, a major problem
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emerged as the non-democratic nature of the national structures did not allow for the
needs and interests of those organized at the local level to create policy and social change
at the national level. Unfortunately, the People’s Councils have come to function as
mechanisms whose standards of success are measured in local level participation in
service projects (Garcia Brigos 2001). Also, whose name was placed on the ballot at the
municipal level was largely determined by party membership, and elected municipal
officials rarely lost their position. The state’s mode of “institutional improvisation"—
quickly changing institutional structures and leaders — during the 1990s also affected the
ability of these institutions to function in a democratic manner that could translate into
influence at the state level. These councils often lack a professional political class, or are
actually given influence in decisions at the state level, and as a result, these institutions
have come to serve as a symbolic structure and are actually not very influential.

Though the political significance of these institutions may not be reflected in
quick changes at the state level, they are influential at the local level. Depending on the
community and the officials who come to power at the local level, change can happen at
the grassroots level that eventually forces changes at the state level, though the non-
democratic aspects of the state at the national level slows this process down
tremendously.

The 1976 Constitution created a presidential system of government in which
power was centralized in the president who presided over the Council of State and the
Council of Ministers (Perez 1995). The acts undertaken by the Council of Ministers are
influenced by the recommendation of the National Assembly of People’s Power. The

National Assembly of People’s Power is also a product of the 1976 constitution. The
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1976 Constitution established a popular, secretive voting mechanism for the election of
municipal assemblies, which elect provincial assemblies who then choose the
representatives that make up the National Assemblies. The Minister of Culture is
included as an equal among the ministries that compose the Council of Ministers, which
then informs the Council of the State. This is one way in which, at the national level, the
issues presented by artists, intellectuals, and Cuban citizens are represented via the arts.
Thus, electoral politics, material need, and cultural expression are present in state
decision-making. However, at the local level, the interests of Cuban citizens are
addressed by an institutional structure that attempts to engage citizens at the grassroots
level.

4.4 The Ministry of Culture

The Ministry of Culture describes its cultural policy as follows:

La cultura como valor universal, es la via mas legitima para depurar y enaltecer las
aspiraciones creativas del ser humano. Por tanto, la vision contemporanea de nuestra
razén de ser como nacién, con una proyeccion amplia que nos identifique cada vez méas
con lo que nos es propio, con nuestra cultura, constituye una prioridad del Estado
Cubano.

En las condiciones histéricas en que vivimos, donde predomina la dominacion
hegemoénica sobre los medios de comunicacion y se imponen modelos culturales
alienantes; la politica cultural Cubana se ha orientado, por una parte, a propiciar la
participacion de nuestro pueblo en los procesos culturales y su acceso a lo mejor del arte
Cubano y universal y, por otra, a garantizar la activa intervencién de los escritores y
artistas en el disefio y la practica de esa politica. Los creadores Cubanos, comprometidos
con nuestra Revolucion, han tenido y tienen un peso decisivo en la proyeccion nacional e
internacional de los valores de nuestra cultura.

La comprension de nuestro compromiso social y de liberacion, la vision Latinoamericana
y universal y las posibilidades del desempefio dindmico e integrador de la cultura Cubana
se reflejan en los principios que la sustentan.

Estos principios son inherentes a la esencia de nuestro modelo social, recogen la historia,
el pensamiento y la cultura del pais y conservan, de forma dindmica, su correspondencia
con las condiciones socioecondmicas y politico ideoldgicas de la actualidad.

[Culture, as a universal value, is the most legitimate way to purify and exhaust the
creative aspirations of human beings. Therefore, the contemporary vision of our reason
to be as a nation, with an ample projection in which we identify even more with that
which is of ourselves, with our culture, it constitutes a priority for the Cuban state.

142



In the historical conditions in which we live, where hegemonic domination predominates
through the means of communication and that imposes alienated cultural models; Cuban
cultural politics has been oriented, for one part, to foster the participation of our people in
cultural processes and to their access to the best of Cuban art and universal [art], for the
other [part], to guarantee the active intervention of writers and artists in the design and
the practice of this politic. The Cuban creators, committed to our Revolution, have had
and have a decisive role in the national projection and international [projection] of the
values of our culture.

The comprehension of our social and liberatory commitment, the Latin American and
universal vision and the possibilities of the dynamic and honest fulfillment of Cuban
culture is reflected in the principles that sustain it.

These principles are inherent in the design of our social model, that collect the history,
the thought and the culture of our country and conserve, in dynamic form, their
correspondence with the socioeconomic conditions and the ideological politic of today.]
(Ministry of Culture 2007)

The Cuban cultural policy is situated within a Cuban (local), Latin American (regional),
and universal (global) notion of liberation. The overall focus of Cuba’s cultural policy is

to ensure that the individual participates fully in the “sociocultural” development of the

Cuban people (Ministry of Culture 2008). Contemporary government policy that is

aimed at achieving this goal focuses on three areas:

1)The institutionalization of a broad, grassroots-based educational policy. This
educational policy centers on the development of state-based formal educational
institutions. It also centers on the development of grassroots-based educational

programs that offers all Cubans the opportunity to self-educate, and offers the

possibility that they can enter into formal institutions of education if they desire to

pursue a professional career as a cultural worker;

2) The “Plan Turquino,” a program that centered on bring art and literature to

those living in rural or difficult areas to reach, such as Cuba’s mountainous areas;

3)The role of art and culture in tourism;

The Ministry of Culture’s institutional structure facilitates popular artistic involvement

with the state. It functions as a node of power within the state apparatus, just as the

National Assembly of People’s Power, and other state institutions such as the Ministry of

Education and the Ministry of Agriculture, in which the the reach of power is disbursed at

the state level and at the local level. The usage of art within the tourist industry has
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served to make the tourist industry more profitable. In Figure 4e,l use the image of trees
supporting a forest canopy as a metaphor for the Cuban state structure. The usage of the
trees is to illustrate how some aspects of the state structure are linked to popular action in
the public sphere. In the end, the shape of the tree itself, and the structure of the canopy—
how diffuse it is, for example — is a result of external factors such as larger geo-politics
and the global economy. The tree itself is useful in the support and shape of the canopy,
but the trunk of the tree also serves as a filtering process. This represents the structure’s
development as a mechanism to filter what comes from its foundation and what comes
from outside of its structure. The usage of the image of the leaves is to note that even at
the state level there is a filtering process, via one-party rule, which also attempts to
further filter what comes from the base as well as what is present outside of the tree itself
(i.e., the effects of larger geopolitical processes, the global economy, etc.).

While such a structure would have impressive implications within a completely
democratic field — no party rule, freedom of speech, minimal material/socioeconomic
inequality, in the current situation the filtering mechanisms within the system serve to
support political attempts at discursive homogenization and one-party rule. However, at
the grassroots level, what happens within the public sphere is somewhat obscure. The
Cuban public sphere is very heterogeneous, and anything could be happening at a given
time.

The roots of the trees represent the attempt of the state to filter and control what is
happening at the grassroots level, so that, for example, there are informants that attempt
to check any potentially “counter-revolutionary” critical discourse. Given the structure

of Cuban political institutions, Cuba’s political culture, the grassroots-empowerment
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discourse which is a competing discourse to the centralizing, totalitarian elements within
the Cuban state (the anti-imperialist reactionary elements and the Soviet-inspired hard-
liners), and given the recent regional move to the “Left,” it has been difficult for the same
type of Eastern European totalitarian system to emerge in Cuba — there is no longer
enough external pressure and isolation to justify hard-line rule.

Figure 4e: Institutionalized Grassroots Activism
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The result of Cuba’s institutionalization of grassroots activity is that there have

been some social changes that are the result of popular mobilization at the grassroots
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level. However, the one-party mandate and filtering system slows institutional change as
leaders are chosen largely from the Communist Party of Cuba, orare critical elements
who eventually tire, become frustrated with the system, and eventually choose to leave
the country. These elements choose to work for social change in Cuba from the Cuban
diaspora. As a result, this slows down the pace of deliberation and change at the national
level. At the locallevel, this slow pace of change is often manifested in frustration, as
Cuba’s citizenry largely still support the ideals of the revolution, though they may not
always support its actions and mandates. The Ministry of Culture’s structure illustrates
the relationship between the state and grassroots activity.

There is a highly centralized, institutionalized structure that attempts to serve as
the node of power that carries out the national policy and to ensure ideological unity
within the Ministry of Culture. For example, the Department of Inspection ensures that
cultural activities are “cthical” and that they meet the objectives defined by official
cultural policy; it also ensures that there is no corruption in artistic institutions affiliated
with the Ministry of Culture. Such a fluid policy leaves the Ministry of Culture open to
the particular interests of the individuals that head the institution, as well as subject to the
political conditions of any moment. For example, individuals can influence what is
accepted as “ethical.”

Also infused in this structure are mechanisms that prevent Soviet-style absolute
homogenization of all public discourse. The Ministry of Culture also funds grassroots
institutions such as Casas de Cultura, or Houses of Culture. Casas de Cultura are

intermediary institutions between the state and local communities.

146



Figure 4f: Casas De Cultura
(http://www.min.cult.cu/loader.php?sec=estadisticas&cont=casadecultura last
viewed on December 04, 2007)

Indicator 2004 2005

Casas de Cultura Total 333 341
Casas de Cultura en Servicio (319 326
Grupos 23229 23055
Integrantes 92593 140120
Actividades Total 576920 852184
Dentro de la Casa 216176 301998
En Extension 360744 550186
Asistentes Total 49347 44333.2
Dentro de la Casa 15722.3 13685.4
En Extension 33624.7 30647.8

The goal of the Casas de Cultura is to ensure that there is an artist center within every
community throughout the island. There has been an increase in the number of these
institutions over the last twenty years, with a notable increase of Casas de Cultura in rural
areas and on the Isla de Juventud (Moore 2007). From 2004-2005, the number of Casas
de Cultura in service has increased. The Casas provide artistic education for community
youth, and those who test well during their elementary and secondary education are
placed on a professional arts education track (Moore 2007). Those who graduate from
specialized secondary arts educational institutions compete for the limited enrollment

slots at Cuba’s premier post-secondary arts education institutions (Moore 2007).
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Once in the post-secondary institutions, students are expected to attend political
rallies, be members of the Communist Youth organizations, and to participate fully in
political life. They also are sent to work in Cuba’s rural communities as sugar cane
cutters as part of their sociopolitical preparation. Those who complete post-graduate
degrees have a highly rewarding arts career in which they receive material and
institutional support in disseminating their work.

It is in this way that the Casas de Cultura function as a mechanism to ensure that
all of those with “talent,” regardless of their material circumstances, have an opportunity
to participate in sociocultural production at the national level. However, the politics
involved in the selection process itself privileges those who support revolutionary
ideology and the revolutionary political agenda. However, it is also important to note
that this does not mean that all of Cuba’s professional artists are ideological automatons,
as there are numerous artists who participate within these structures because this is
simply how the professional structures are organized within their country. Thus, at the
national level there is an ideological mix of thought on appropriate artistic aesthetics.
These artists support and are supported by another aspect of the Casas de Cultura, Cuba’s
Aficionado Movement.

At times, the Casas de Cultura provide space for independent cultural
productions. The Casas de Cultura are also only one of nearly fifty institutions affiliated
with the Ministry of Culture. These institutions are also home to numerous groups and
associations that work at the community level. While they provide a venue for the state to
target “talent,” Casas de Cultura and organizations such as the Associacion Hermanos

Saiz (AHS) also serve as institutional options for artists who could not or decided not to
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enter into state professional institutions, as well as others who want to engage in cultural
productions. It is these spaces, which are controlled by local actors and supported by
other locally-run institutions, that will often support cultural activities that even conflict
with national ideology and cultural policy. During the late 1980s and early 1990s, even
though the Cuban state and larger Cuban society may have found homosexuality
“repulsive,” there were events such as drag shows that were locally supported (Mariposas
en el andamio 1996).

Some of these activities occur because they are supported in poor, violent,and
intensely marginal areas where people carry out events despite objections from officials.
Also, events sometimes simply occur without any state-level attention, and sometimes
state support of anevent may represent policy and ideological changes at the local and
national levels. However, institutions such as the Department of Inspection were created
to ensure that grassroots cultural projects do not stray too far from national ideological
interests. As shown in Figure 4f, there were about 852,000 (nearly 1 million) cultural
activities that were sponsored only by the Casas de Cultura. The Casas de Cultura
boasted of 23,055 groups in 2005. Cuba’s population is approximately 11 million people.
There are several types of groups associated with the Ministry of Culture. Some are
quasi-independent cultural institutions that have political affiliation with the state, though
they are largely economically independent. Others are groups that are economically
dependent on the state (Ministry of Culture), to groups that are directly integrated in the
Ministry of Culture’s central institutional structure. The numerous possibilities for
cultural participation at the national and grassroots level has helped to develop a sphere

of human expression and social critique that has come to have some influence on public
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policy at the state level. One example that has been cited in recent literature is the
selection of Abel Prieto as Minister of Culture in 1997.

On the Ministry of Culture’s website, it seems that traditional tensions between
the state an