
8. Everyday Neoliberalism in Cuba

A Glimpse from Jamaica

In summer 1996,1 returned to Jamaica to follow up on themes from earlier
research I had done on the effects of neoliberal policies at the household
and neighborhood levels. In my work on the gender politics of structural
adjustment (see chapter 7), I had attempted to demonstrate that the political
economy of Oceanview's deepening poverty is more adequately analyzed if
we discern the major loci of empirical mediation (my adaptation of Trouillot's
concept) or micro-macro articulation through which structural adjustment
programs penetrate and constrain the everyday life of consumption, waged
and unwaged work, and collective social and political action (cf. Trouillot
1988,199). The loci that interested me most were households, schools, and
social networks of mutual aid and cooperative labor, including the male-
specific, age-graded units of local organization called gangs or, in their trans-
national guise, posses. The economic austerity that structural adjustment
policies exacerbated and the neoliberal policy climate that persisted even
after the International Monetary Fund (IMF) mandate had formally ended
had measurable effects on all of these sites. I was particularly interested in
how people in Oceanview made sense of and sought to negotiate those effects,
whose aftershocks had both negative and positive dimensions.

In 1996, my fieldwork plan was to update my data on gang politics (Har-
rison 1987) as well as continue my investigation of the relationships and re-
source redistribution of one particular extended family, the "Browns," whom I
introduced in chapter 7. In field research, one always has to be flexible enough
to adapt to changing circumstances and to go with the flow. It turned out
that an escalation of gang and police conflict prevented me from collecting
primary data to follow up on my gang interest, so I concentrated my efforts on
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an "ethnography of the particular" (Lughod 1991), a detailed ethnography of a
particular household and its linkages with other households tied together by
matrifocal consanguineal relationships. This interhousehold network linked
the Oceanview family with relatives in three different countries: England, the
United States, and Canada. Earlier observations had indicated that during the
19808 my acquaintances' transnational connections had grown in importance.
As the local opportunity structure was assaulted by structural adjustment,
transnational sources of resources and even employment opportunities made
up the difference, more or less.

As I indicated before, the head of the kin networks main household, Mrs.
Beulah Brown, lost her job as a community health aide when the government
was directed to contract its spending in the social and health services as well
as in political patronage. In the wake of this major change in her life, Mrs.
Brown accepted invitations from her sisters to visit them and her extended
kin in England, Canada, and the United States. During her extended visits,
she took advantage of informal work opportunities (babysitting and being
a live-in nursemaid) to earn some hard currency, most of which was used
to purchase goods that were taken back to Jamaica for household use and
informal retail. Through her transnational kin network, Mrs. Brown was able
to participate in a small-scale version of informal commercial importing, an
economic niche that expanded because of the conditions created by structural
adjustment policies (Anderson and Witter 1994, 52-53; Ulysse, 2007).

My aim was to examine Mrs. Brown's household economy more closely
to learn more about her experiences in Manchester, Toronto, and New York
City, specifically her living and work conditions in these three cities, and her
relatives' socioeconomic location in terms more detailed than what I already
knew. I also wanted to know more about the extent to which other Ocean-
view residents had access to and were dependent on transnational flows of
resources. Was Mrs. Brown's situation fairly typical, or was it an exception?
Which residents were more likely to be firmly positioned in transnational
social fields and which were not?

A Serendipitous Redirection of Inquiry

Informal opportunity structures, transnational kin networks, and differential
access to remittances were the key themes in my fieldwork that summer.
Besides focusing on Mrs. Brown's family, I realize now that I embarked on
a new direction of inquiry that presented itself rather serendipitously. That
new direction has led me to begin a conceptual exploration of these themes,
and others related to them, in a second western Caribbean context.

I
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In the guest house where I usually stay when I work in Kingston, I hap-
pened to become acquainted with a number of fellow residents. A Venezu-
elan energy company doing contract work with Jamaica Public Services was
housing a contingent of workers from Portugal, the Dominican Republic, and
Cuba at the guest house. These men, several of whom were live-wire linemen,
had been recruited to help maintain and expand Jamaica's electrical utilities
and related infrastructure. This Venezuelan company was among the grow-
ing number of firms from Latin America, Spain, Italy, and other countries
that have been operating in Cuba—and defying the U.S. embargo—during
the post-Soviet aftermath, called the Special Period, elperiodo especial.

For a month, I spent most of my evenings having meals, watching TV,
and conversing with some of the guest workers. Because I could speak some
broken Spanish, I befriended a number of the Cubans who were eager to
learn English and who enjoyed the company of someone who had visited
their country and was interested in learning more about it. Interestingly, most
of the Jamaicans they encountered spoke absolutely no Spanish and had no
idea that Cuba, which is one of their closest Caribbean neighbors, had any
people who "looked like them," meaning black and brown. Of the fifteen or
so Cubans who lived at the guest house, most were men of color, and five or
six were definitely of African descent, with phenotypes that Cubans would
identify as black or dark mulatto. These men ranged in age from their late
twenties to early fifties. Some were in Jamaica for their second or third several-
month term. These technical workers had accepted work contracts with the
Venezuelans because of the opportunity to make better wages and to travel
outside of Cuba. A few of them had been dislocated at home by the so-called
rationalization, or the downsizing, that the Cuban economy underwent be-
cause of the demands of the Special Period. Consequently, an opportunity to
work in Jamaica for a limited period represented a chance to better support
their families as well as their national economy, which had rapidly declined
due to shifts in the global economy in the post-Cold War period.

My several Cuban acquaintances, only one of whom was fluent in Jamai-
can English, were eager to talk to me and satisfy my curiosity about their
lives in Cuba and the families and communities they had left behind. Our
daily conversations led me to think more seriously about the impact of the
Special Period on the everyday lives of ordinary Cubans, particularly those
of African descent, who perhaps had benefited the most from the revolution
and had the most to lose if Cuba were to return to the peripheral capitalist
orbit and it racializing tendencies.

In the aftermath of the Soviet Union's and Eastern Europe's disintegration,
Cuba had been left without its biggest source of political and economic sup-
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port. Soviet aid, trade, and economic collaboration had buttressed Cuba's
economic development, which—not unlike other Caribbean economies^
depended on the mass production of exports like sugar, the traditional
monocrop around which much of the region's colonial and postcolonial
history is written. Although Cuba has perhaps been a bit more successful
at agricultural and sectoral diversification than most of her neighbors, her
dependence on the export of sugar has remained a structural feature—and
flaw. After the revolution took its communist turn, the Soviet Union simply
replaced the United States as the single most important market for Cuban
sugar as well as for bananas, plantain, citrus, and cigars. In the context of
this new dependency, 70 percent of Cuba's overseas trade was with the So-
viet Union, which had given its Caribbean ally extremely generous terms of
exchange. A corollary of Cuba's export orientation has been the country's
heavy dependence on imported food. Forty percent of the country's food
supply was imported before the collapse of the Eastern bloc. Not surpris-
ingly, the disintegration of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe combined
with climatic catastrophes and "the loss of most of its oil imports and 30
[percent] of its agrochemical, machinery, and parts imports" (Encyclopedia
of World Cultures 1995,8:88) precipitated massive food shortages, especially
in 1993 and 1994, but since then as well.

One of the Cuban workers I befriended, whom I will call by the pseud-
onym "Jorge Negro," returned home a couple of months after my departure.
After Jorge and his companeros returned home, we maintained communica-
tion through a mutual acquaintance, a Jamaican friend who taught Hispanic
Caribbean literature and culture and who knew people who traveled to and
from Cuba from Jamaica for family and professional reasons. Moreover,
during summer 2000,1 was able to contact Jorge myself while in Cuba for
a conference and cultural exchange program on the African diaspora. It
was my second visit to Cuba in twenty years, and I had the good fortune to
travel across the island nation to three different cities and provinces: those of
Havana, Matanzas, and Santiago de Cuba. The exposure I gained gave me a
concrete social context within which to situate Jorge's experiences as he had
related them to me through his letters and conversations.

Three years before my trip to Cuba in 2000, my Jamaican friend visited
Cuba and saw Jorge, who with a couple of friends who were of Jamaican
descent traveled all the way from the eastern part of the island to see her and
her partner in Havana. After returning home to Jamaica, my friend wrote
me that when she first saw Jorge she did not recognize him. He had lost so
much weight—his "Jamaican fat" she called it—that he looked seriously ill.
It turned out that he was actually in good health but on an extremely lean
diet prescribed not by a physician but by Jesse Helms and Dan Burton, the
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authors of the Helms-Burton bill that had tightened the terms of the U.S.
embargo. While in Jamaica over a six- to seven-month period, Jorge had
enjoyed the luxury of having two or three meals a day, featuring his choice
of poultry and red meats. Back home in Cuba, however, the quantities of
food and other basic necessities (e.g., soap, fuel, etc.) accessible to ordinary
households like his in Cuba were very slim. Staple goods like peas, sugar,
flour, and rice were more regularly available, but rarely were dairy products
(i.e., milk and eggs) or meats. Even sugar, derived from Cuba's principal crop,
was scarce. Unless Cubans had access to U.S. dollars from the tourist industry
or from remittances from relatives living abroad, their food consumption
was subject to the vagaries of food rationing.

Before the recent application of policies curtailing the free circulation of
U.S. dollars, Cubans with dollars, which preempted the dramatically devalued
peso, could shop at special stores or on the black market, where virtually
anything could be had for a price. Often that price was dear—expensive.
Recent reports suggest that of all Cubans, black Cubans are the least likely to
have diasporic relatives who can send regular resources home (e.g., Sawyer
2006,110-12,177). Cuban enclaves of wealth and power in Dade County,
Florida, and elsewhere are disproportionately white or socially white. Black
Cubans, whether in the diaspora or at home, are overrepresented in dollar-
poor sectors. This racially differentiated and, as I shall soon argue, gendered
experience in social and economic austerity, which in some ways is even more
severe than Jamaica's austerity, implicates the U.S. embargo against Cuba.

The embargo obstructs humanitarian aid as well as trade and investment
and is a policy that only makes sense from the imperial context of U.S. geo-
political hegemony. Along with the international realignments resulting from
the Soviet collapse, the intensification of the embargo is to Cuba what the
IMF, World Bank, and Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI) have been to Jamaica.
The 19905 climate impelled the Cuban state to undergo a period of readjust-
ment or what are called rationalizations. These amount to "a restoration of
market relations in key areas of the economy, a partial process of privatiza-
tion, especially in the service sector, and an attempt to find a niche in the
world economy that will enable the country to retain and improve some of
the central features of the socialist system, such as health and educational
programs and public ownership of decisive industries such as sugar produc-
tion" (Smaldone 1996, 21).

Pan-Caribbean Parallels and Ties

In all these years of working in Jamaica, I have made a point to embed my
analysis of Oceanview in a global context; however, only implicit in that
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micro-macro bridging has been the intermediate presence of the Caribbean
region. I see very clearly now that I, probably like many other Caribbeanists
who specialize in particular cases, have merely paid lip service to the region
in my work. Issues of regional commonalities and integration, however, have
been recognized as an important key to Caribbean development and a po-
tential counterpoint to bilateral dependencies.

Frequently, comparative research on Caribbean issues tends to draw
boundaries that include or exclude on the basis of shared language and com-
mon colonial master rather than on the basis of factors that may actually
be more significant for understanding the workings of cultural, economic,
and political development. For instance, studies on Caribbean Women in
Development (WID) tend to be overwhelmingly focused on the English-
speaking Caribbean, putting Jamaica into the analytic mix with Grenada,
St. Kitts, and Antigua while passing over Haiti, Cuba, or Curacao. Haitian
anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1992) has criticized anthropologists
working in the Caribbean because of our tendency to remain within a single
speech community—and typically English-speaking communities—rather
than work across linguistic boundaries to discern the contours of common
pan-Caribbean experience.

In two excellent anthologies on Caribbean women and sociocultural
change (Springfield 1997; Momsen 1993), a more pan-Caribbean trend has
been outlined. In this newer trend, the Hispanic islands are being reintegrated
into Caribbean studies, and the concept of Caribbean is no longer a code word
signaling the more conspicuously Africanized West Indies. The Caribbean
character and experience of the Hispanic islands are now being asserted by
scholars who identify themselves primarily as Caribbeanists rather than Latin
Americanists. Of course, these two categories overlap, but there has been a
tendency to position Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and to some extent the
colonial commonwealth of Puerto Rico within Latin America, neglecting the
strong commonalities these territories have historically and still today share
with their immediate neighbors.

From my teaching as well as from my educational background, I know
very well that the Greater Antillean islands of Jamaica and Cuba share similar
colonial histories. In fact, both were colonies of Spain, which lost the smaller
island to the English in 1655. Both islands were sites for the development of
plantation production, although in Cuba's case, the plantation sector was not
the most central until the nineteenth century. Both societies incorporated
massive influxes of enslaved Africans; however, Cuba was as much a Euro-
pean settler colony as it was a colony of exploitation based on racial slavery.
Both societies share cultural histories in which the creolization, transcultura-
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tion, and syncretization of indigenous and Asian but especially European
and African cultural material have enriched the sociocultural legacy that
shapes present-day lifeways, identities, and forms of resistance. The common
cultural ground between Jamaican and Cuban culture was also cultivated by
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century migrations channeling agricul-
tural workers from Jamaica, Haiti, and elsewhere to sugarcane fields in Cuba.
Many of those cane harvesters never returned to their original homes; hence,
there are kinship ties that bind some Cubans and Jamaicans. The direction
of migration, however, has not only been toward Cuba. Gayle McGarrity
(1996) has documented the history of Cuban migrants in Jamaica. Jamaica
offered refuge to Antonio Maceo and Jose Marti, the leading heroes of Cuba's
late-nineteenth-century struggle for independence, as well as to a stream of
Cubans who fled the Communist revolution and, more recently, the austere
conditions associated with the Special Period.

Another axis of convergence, as well as divergence, between the two is-
lands is related to racial formation. In both Jamaican and Cuban societies,
constructs of race have been fashioned to make sense of the population's
phenotypic and sociocultural heterogeneity, which has evolved from the
history of intergroup contact. Caribbean notions of social race, however,
depart from North American ideas of mutually exclusive and bipolar races,
based on an opposition and unbridgeable distance between blackness and
whiteness. In Jamaica, the racial pyramid is complicated by the presence of
intermediate social categories and formations, primarily those associated
with the social class locations construed in terms of brownness. Although
blackness and whiteness also have significance in the Hispanic Caribbean,
they represent not mutually exclusive categories that order the majority of
the population into either/or camps but poles representing the limits for a
wide-ranging socioracial or color continuum. The classificatory focus is on
the multifarious gradations between the black and white poles. No clear-cut
boundaries are drawn between these gradations, and when boundaries are
established they tend to be situation specific. Cuba's socioracial continuum,
however, as compared with that of Puerto Rico, for instance, has been marked
by the presence of sizable, visible, and largely endogamous black and white
poles (see Hoetink 1985). Before the revolution, this color configuration was
correlated with class. The national bourgeoisie was overwhelmingly white,
whereas Afro-Cubans were overrepresented in the lowest sectors of the so-
cioeconomic structure. Although this pyramidal pattern of race has been, to
a considerable extent, dismantled since the revolution, vestiges of it certainly
remain. For example, the national leadership is still conspicuously white or
very light skinned. This has been the persistent pattern in a country where
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only about 37 percent of the population is classified as white; the remaining
population is approximately 51 percent mulatto, 11 percent black, and i percent
Chinese (Encyclopedia of World Cultures 1995). According to U.S. criteria,
based on principles of hypodescent (or the fancy anthropological term for
the "one drop" rule), more than 60 percent of the Cuban population is black,
meaning of some known African descent.

Both Jamaica and Cuba along with the rest of the region also share a general
pan-Caribbean culture of gender. According to Cynthia Mesh, "[w]ithin the
Caribbean regional diversity of ethnicity, class, language, and religion, there is
an ideological unity of patriarchy, of female subordination and dependence.
Yet there is also a vibrant living tradition of female economic autonomy, of
female-headed households and of a family structure in which men are often
marginal. So Caribbean gender relations are a double paradox: of patriarchy
within a system of matrifocal and matrilocal families; and of a domestic ideol-
ogy coexisting with the economic independence of women" (Mesh 1997,28).
Also related to this, both Cuba and Jamaica have gender cultures in which
femininity and masculinity have been ranked by race and class. As I will make
clear later, stratified, color-coded notions of womanhood and sexuality have
not been erased from present-day Cuban narratives of national identity.

Despite the differences between peripheral capitalist and socialist forma-
tions, Jamaica and Cuba share a number of commonalities in economic
structure and orientation. Both economies have remained extroverted, export
dependent, a;nd focused on a very few primary commodities. Both are heav-
ily dependent on imports of food, capital goods, and intermediate products
(e.g., oil). Both economies are heavily indebted and vulnerable to chronic
balance-of-payments deficits. In Cuba's case, however, up until the demise
of the communist bloc, the Soviet Union subsidized and absorbed Cuba's
deficit. Both Jamaica and Cuba have extensive informal or underground
economies with thriving black or grey markets. In both countries, these
economic spheres have made goods and services available when they were
otherwise unavailable through official shops. In Cuba, those official shops
sell according to a quota or ration system that limits what any household
can purchase. A Cuban woman explained: "We all resort to the underground
market because the authorized quotas in the state stores are sufficient for
perhaps 12 of the 30 days of the month" (Calderon 1995,19; NACLA1995).

Finally, both Jamaica and Cuba are now experiencing conditions under
which social and economic disparities are widening. The stark juxtaposition
of austerity and abundance that is so characteristic of Jamaica and other
parts of the Caribbean region appears to be reemerging in Cuba, where
unemployment and a declining safety net became social facts of the Special
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period. These conditions have led some Cubans to flee as refugees to the
United States, to the U.S. base in Guantanamo, and to potential sanctuaries
in neighboring Caribbean islands, such as Jamaica (McGarrity 1996).

Expanding the Discourse on Structural Adjustment

Since my 1996 summer experiences, I have been stimulated to think more
seriously about the parallels in Jamaican and Cuban experience with eco-
nomic austerity, and, as a result, I have expanded my thinking on structural
adjustment and related neoliberal policies to include the Cuban experience.
Although in my Jamaican research I have focused on the specific interven-
tions that the IMF, the World Bank, and the U.S. CBI have made in Jamaican
daily life (Harrison 1997), I am now inclined to go beyond the specificity of
those institutions and their programs in order to conceptualize structural
adjustment in broader terms. As I indicated in my earlier chapters on Jamaica,
even after the IMF's mandates for structural adjustment had officially ended
in 1990, the national policy climate and everyday socioeconomic conditions
did not undergo a drastic change. Thirteen years under structural adjustment
had set in motion an entrenched, neoliberal dynamic. In the context of this
discussion, beyond the direct intervention of the IMF, structural adjustment
also signals a general development orientation and policy climate driven by
neoliberal assumptions concerning economic growth and change. I will use
structural adjustment as a metonym for the restructuring and realignments
constitutive of present-day globalization. In this sense, the concept is ap-
plicable to the economic restructuring and political realignments that have
occurred in the United States over the past twenty years since the President
Ronald Reagan era as well as to the readjustments and rationalizations that
Cuba has implemented to keep its economy afloat.

At this historic post-Cold War juncture when capitalism appears to
have triumphed over its socialist and communist alternatives, a neoliberal
worldview or regime of truth has been intensified, projecting its histori-
cally contingent model of development as an inevitable course of history
and a naturalized state of being homo economicus. Based on assumptions
of competitive individualism and rational choice, neoliberalism enshrines
the notions that free- and private-market forces will automatically lead to
efficient and productive economies and that the less government regulation
and intervention, the better. The neoliberal package of structural adjustments,
privatizations, and free trade that the global North ha*S been imposing on
the global South, especially over the past twenty years, represents "a sort of
primitive accumulation against [what had become conventional capitalist
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economic forms even in the Third World] . . . industrial production for the
domestic market, . . . small-scale capitalist or cooperative agriculture . . .
and . . . the tenuous but crucial social safety net" (Wilson 1997, 30). Just as
happened with classic primitive accumulation, the result has been massive
economic dislocation and the creation of a vast pool of people desperate for
jobs, even at wages below subsistence levels. The era of the second primitive
accumulation is a flagrant instance of capitalist expansion and the unequal
consolidation of wealth at the expense of basic human needs, subsistence
security, and economic justice. Under this process, Caribbean countries such
as Haiti, Jamaica, and the Dominican Republic have been converted into
cheap industrial labor reserves where women factory workers are paid slave
wages. In 1996, Haitian women workers at the Disney factory earned only
28 cents per hour, whereas Haitians consider 58 cents per hour a living wage
(National Labor Committee 1996).

It is important to watch Cuba more closely and include its struggle within
the discours&on the structural assaults being unleashed by neoliberal hege-
mony. Cuba represents the last stronghold for an egalitarian alternative to
the vagaries of the capitalist order. Will neoliberal worldview and practice
win out there as well? Will Cuba be able to maintain its achievements in
health care, education, and the social services while adopting some market
principles of economic organization? Can Cuban socialism be sustained as
a sanctuary under siege?

Everyday Life under the Intensified Embargo

During the Special Period (which officially ended in the 19905) and the con-
tinued hardships of the aftermath, Cuba has had to find ways to promote
more food self-sufficiency and diversify its links to the international com-
munity. Over the past several years, it has undertaken internal adjustments,
or rationalizations, that it hopes will enable it to negotiate its most challenging
economic crisis since its 1959 revolution. In a period of only a few years, an
extreme crisis of insufficient rations, energy shortages, transportation cuts,
and shutdowns of entire industries made daily life for everyone, but especially
women, a traumatic struggle for basic survival.

Although the Cuban state has legitimated the nuclear family as the principal
unit of family and community organization, in reality, only extended families,
often three-generational, provide the social base that allows ordinary Cubans
to pool their limited resources to resolve the growing problems of food short-
ages, housing shortages, and unemployment (Bengelsdorf 1997, 232). Those
who live outside of this supportive structure are at a decided disadvantage.
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Even before the Special Period, machista elements were still extant in Cuban
culture making women's double day a customary reality (Bengelsdorf 1997;
Safa 1995). Despite the existence of the laudable but unenforceable Family
Code, which legally codified the "joint responsibilities of husbands and wives
for household maintenance and childcare," women's double day of working
in the factory, field, or office and then returning home to do the housework
continued to be the general rule rather than the exception. The double burden
was made more bearable, however, because of extensive supports in child care,
medical care, social services, and education from the state. As political scientist
Carollee Bengelsdorf (1997, 232) points out, however, "as the state structures
which formerly guaranteed material existence crumble, it is the family unit
which has inherited the task of guaranteeing survival.... The time-consuming
jobs of standing in lines to get all that is available as it becomes available on
rations and of hunting down necessary supplementary food, whether in the
newly opened agricultural markets . . . or on the black market, are . . . ac-
complished by" the cooperative labor of female-centered kin networks.

Drawing on surveys and ethnographic interviewing, anthropologist Helen
Safa (1995) reports that race has important implications for household orga-
nization and resources. Black women are much more likely to be household
heads and participants in interhousehold networks in which men are rela-
tively marginal contributors to the resource pool. This suggests that, on the
average, black households and family networks operate with more limited
resources. As noted earlier, contributing to the problem of household subsis-
tence is the differential flow of foreign remittances. Black Cubans, unlike their
white compatriots (compadresy comadres) or some of their black Jamaican
neighbors, have less access to resources from overseas kin. This suggests that
even more pressure is on Afro-Cuban women to make ends meet. Like their
counterparts in the Anglophone Caribbean, they, too, are expected to "work
miracles" (Senior 1991).

The public sphere of work and political participation has also been ad-
versely affected by the current crisis. Unemployment has become a problem
as administrative structures are downsized and workplaces are closed when
they "can no longer be supplied with raw materials or the energy to make
them into finished products" (Bengelsdorf 1997,236). The criteria for rational-
izing the labor force have not been gender neutral. Seniority and standards
of efficiency tend to favor men over women. Women's household responsi-
bilities, which have increased over the past several years with massive cuts
in state support services, have affected their abilities ft> commit themselves
100 percent to their jobs outside the home. Because of women's higher levels
of absenteeism, they are not perceived by their male colleagues as equally
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efficient and committed workers. Male workers and management also vie
women as physically weaker and constrained by "nature's workshops" (i.e.,
their reproductive organs). Accordingly, the perception of women's liabilities
emerges as salient when criteria for layoffs or occupational advancement are
judged (Safa 1995,145; Bengelsdorf 1997, 239).

As more women and men are rationalized out of the formal labor force,
they are forced to look to informal means of generating income, which have
become such an important sphere of economic activity that the state has
begun to accept and license some forms of it. Self-employment, or trabajo
for cuenta propria, however, is largely a male domain. Of the nearly 150,000
self-employed workers that the government licensed by March 1994,77 per-
cent of them were men (Bengelsdorf 1997, 237). This suggests a gender bias
in the types of private occupations and private workers or entrepreneurs
that the state is authorizing. The privatized enterprises that women seem to
be pursuing are those in which domestic products and services are offered
for sale. This is similar to the situation found in Jamaica. Generally, these
domestic-based enterprises are the least lucrative forms of self-employment.
If these trends continue, the current shift toward a rationalized and privatized
economy may well produce the Cuban variant of the feminization of poverty
(Bengelsdorf 1997, 240).

One form of women's unlicensed trabajo par cuenta propria that has grown
in significance since the hard times of the Special Period is jineterismo (see
Harrison 2002). This idiom connotes prostitution as well as other forms of
hustling, or "riding" tourists as jockeys do horses. This line of sex-trade work
is not only gendered (not only with feminine meanings, because men—
pingueros—also pursue this line of work), it is also raced. Prostitution is
linked to the resurgence of tourism. The revitalization of tourism has been
one of Cuba's main strategies for generating hard currency and promoting
economic growth. To this end, a Caribbean paradise, with all the necessary
amenities and luxuries, has been fashioned to attract tourists. This vacation
world of foreign luxury has been visibly erected alongside the everyday Cu-
ban struggle for basic survival. Tourist hotels, restaurants, and stores flaunt
material affluence before people who have been abruptly reduced to abject
poverty and hunger. Those Cubans who have access to Yankee dollars through
employment in the tourist industry or through foreign remittances are much
better off than everyone else. The average Cuban only makes the equivalent
of US$io (or 300-400 pesos) per month; however, a bottle of beer in a club
costs about $7.00.

Sex tourism and romance tourism have blossomed into significant sources
of income for women. Research suggests that Afrocubanas are dispropor-
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tionately among the most economically needy, with the least access to a
kin-mediated inflow of dollars from the United States. It appears, then, that
jineterismo is one of the few dollar-generating activities available to them.
Of these women, those who fit the stereotype of la mulata find that there is a
special niche for them. The magnetic image of the mulata, or mixed-heritage
woman, is being used to attract male tourists from Spain, Italy, and Canada,
among other places. One Cuban researcher laments that "to lure foreigners,
the government [itself has been manipulating racial cliches by] showcasing
'traditional' Afro-Cuban religious rituals and art, 'traditional' Afro-Cuban
music, and . . . Afro-Cuban women [who are foregrounded as performers
in these contexts]" (Fusco 1996, 67).

The mulata's sexual exoticism has long been celebrated in racial narra-
tives of Cuban womanhood, manhood, and nation. Cuban national identity,
with the bonding it entails across race, ethnicity, and class, has been built
over the bodies of women. The successful construction of the independence
and revolutionary movements—which sought to dismiss race as a thing of
the colonial or prerevolutionary past—was written on the body of the ar-
chetypical mulata, who has been ideologically positioned at the center and
in the dangerous borderland between the races in Cuban sexual ideology
(Bengelsdorf 1997,245). Bengelsdorf argues that in the context of the current
economic crisis, traditional racial narratives of gender and sexuality appear
to be reasserting themselves, or they are being rewritten according to the
specificities of recent restructuring.

For many women, and not just those of African descent, foreign pepes (the
colloquial term for Johns) have replaced the government as a source of the
necessities of life (Fusco 1996, 64). The lyrics to one of the top salsa hits in
January 1996 advised women to find zpapiriqui con mucho juaniquiqui, in
other words a sugar daddy. It is reported that young girls as young as fourteen
and fifteen are leaving their provincial homes for tourist centers where they
are likely to come in contact with tourist pepes. Jineteras exchange escort and
sexual services for food, clothing, and hard currency. In some cases, they
open up their homes as guest houses for tourists interested in a grassroots
experience. Sometimes romantic relationships develop in which contact is
extended beyond the tourist companion's vacation. In these cases, sexuality
appears less as a commodity and more as a socially appropriate or morally
acceptable expression of love and affection.

According to the testimonies of young jineteras themselves, to cater to cli-
ent tastes "white girls are perming their hair [making-it curlier] so they look
more like mulatas" (Fusco 1996, 65). "The Spaniards really like black girls
with braids, so all the negritas are wearing their hair like that now. The Ital-_
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ians like mulatas with wild hair" (65). Although clearly the discursive focus
is on the erotic and economic edge that Afrocubanas are believed to have,
Diaz, Fernandez, and Caram's (1996) research suggests that white women may
actually predominate in the jinetem ranks. Their presence, however, seems

I to be rendered virtually invisible or unmarked by a racialized gaze—at once
national and international—that projects differential meanings onto Cuban
women's interactions with white tourist men (Fernandez 1999).

I cannot help but wonder if, according to this distorted gaze, Afrocubanas
cater to the desires of sex tourists while their lighter counterparts are posi-
tioned to engage tourists in romance, an experience presumed to be outside
of the market. Given what is called tourist apartheid, which entails keeping
black Cubans out of the hotels, restaurants, and clubs that tourists frequent
(unless they have reason to be there as security guards or as other workers),
their interactions with foreign tourists are more likely to take place on the
streets, for all to see and interpret as hustling rather than as socializing. On
the other hand, white Cubans, who are more likely to have dollars, are allowed
to enter restaurants and clubs as guests. Moreover, they are hired to work
behind the desks and cash registers, as hostesses and waitresses, and in other
capacities in which they come into daily contact with tourists. Hence, they
can meet and socialize with foreigners in ways that disguise and camouflage
sex work as well as in ways that may engender more sustainable relationships
as friends and lovers. Some observers have noted that somejineteras are after
more than money and consumer objects. Some are looking for love and a
better life outside of Cuba (Stout 1995). Some tourists make return trips to
maintain and renew relationships, and in some of these cases, marriages have
resulted. For example, one of Jorge's neighbors had an international courtship
with a Canadian whom she had met in Veradero, Cuba's most developed
tourist resort about a two-and-a-half-hour drive from Havana. Eventually,
they married and had two children, with the husband visiting Cuba as often
as he could. In time, after many trials and errors with immigration on the
Cuban side, he was able to complete the legal work to have his family join
him in Canada. He admitted that initially the relationship with his wife was
largely entertainment, but in time he committed himself to a serious relation-
ship.1 Jorge's former neighbor, a lighter skinned woman probably categorized
as blanca, fits the description found in the literature of the Cuban women
who are more likely to experience romance rather than simply a trick of the
trade. Further interrogation of the relations and blurred boundaries between
romance and sex tourism, however, is necessary to discern whether a sound
empirical basis exists for a racialized division of labor among women who,
by a variety of informal means, jockey for dollars.

According to the advertisement and discussions on the Internet, over the
past fifteen years Cuba has gained a reputation as "pussy paradise." A male
tourist even admitted to a Cuban American researcher and cultural critic
that "[n]o one comes to Cuba for ecotourism. What sells this place is right
on the dance floor—rum, cigars, and la mulata" (Fusco 1996, 63). Tourist
packages are advertised to attract males (and females) interested in acting
out their sexual fantasies in an affordable setting free from police interven-
tion. Whether intentional or situational, sex tourists have tastes and fantasies
that are shaped by particular racialized ideologies that can be acted out in
Cuba without any accountability. According to one Canadian tourist who
spoke quite candidly with a sociologist, "You can call a Nigger a Nigger here,
and no one takes it the wrong way" (Davidson 1996, 46). The left-of-center
version of this finds expression in the racial liberalism that is supposedly
demonstrated by having sex with friendly black and mixed women.

In many cases, Cubans themselves buy into the same racial and racialized
gender stereotypes that drive sexual tourist behavior. They often subscribe
to the belief that blacks are naturally hypersexual, athletic, and rhythmic;
the belief that black and mulata women are caliente (hot) and that black
sexuality is more untamed, primitive, uninhibited, and exciting than white
sexuality; and the notion that black people "have a natural love of music and
dance so well" (Davidson 1996, 46). When I was in Cuba in 2000,1 remem-
ber coming across a vendor selling wood carvings at a beach resort outside
of Santiago de Cuba. The vendor was a black man, perhaps categorized as
mulatto, who claimed to be the artist of the carvings on display. As I was
passing by on my way to the dining room, one piece in particular caught
my attention: a carving in dark wood, perhaps mahogany, of a masculine
figure with an erect penis, one that was extremely long and curved. Some
artistic license had obviously been taken for the erect penis to extend from
the groin all the way to the vicinity of the head. I asked the artist what his
art work symbolized, and he replied with an unelaborated statement about
male potency and fertility. In my view, the carving seemed to epitomize the
narrative of black male hypersexuality that some black Cubans themselves
reiterate with considerable pride.

Are these emergent trends in tourism and related jockeying undermining
the progress Cuba has made in creating conditions for racial equality? For
the past decades, black Cuban imagery and aesthetic expressions have served
as a compelling symbol for revolutionary Cuban nationalism. Ethnographer
Yvonne Daniel's (1995) study of rumba, a powerful folMoric dance complex,
documents how in the past decades rumba has become an important emblem
of Cuba's egalitarian ethos. Those who were previously the most stigmatized,
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the most disfranchised, and the most economically exploited symbolize the
transformations that have eased if not completely eliminated the burdens
of racism and class oppression. Of course, racial equality as symbol and as
concrete reality are not the same thing. The varying intersections of color
gender, and class that have serious implications for Cubans' life chances and
quality of life warrant closer scrutiny and interrogation.

Although I have focused on negative patterns that suggest the reemer-
gence of the gender, racial, and class hierarchies that the revolution sought
to destroy, it is important to emphasize that Cuba still has a critical mass
of patriotic nationalists who support Fidel Castro's dream and admire his
charismatic defiance. I recall the simple but deeply felt words of my friend
Jorge, who told me, "I love my family and my country. That is why I am here
in Jamaica, to help them both." This commitment to help one's country and
compatriots finds expression in the open displays of mutual aid and solidar-
ity that characterize everyday life in many communities. Mirta Calderon, a
Cuban journalist, writes optimistically of the Cuban peoples fervent commit-
ment to preserve the best of Cuba's achievements. Reflecting on the ethical
dilemma of "good revolutionaries" participating in the black market, or in
hustling tourists for a hearty meal, she states the following: "We have few
conflicts of conscience over the [implicit] double standard . . . because we
face the choice of surrendering or surviving, of maintaining pride in our
nation or . . . formally or informally [entering] into a state o f . . . annexation
to the United States" (Calderon 1995,19). She goes on to write that despite
the contradictions in today's Cuban society, "our children are also growing
up in the shadow of a great many expressions of solidarity and open displays
of human generosity. If the old lady on the corner needs some medications,
the necessary amount of tablets or antibiotics will invariably appear from
many houses on the block. . . . Usable clothing and shoes change owners,
and voices of encouragement and friendship abound in the neighborhoods.
Absolute hunger afflicts no one. Solidarity redistributes what little there is.
. . . As life becomes more difficult here, people think about [what it means
to be Cuban], With all the good and the bad, this Cuba is ours. It belongs to
no one else as long as we can preserve it" (19).

Somewhat consistent with this line of thought, poet Georgina Herrera
(a member of the former women's nongovernmental organization MAGIN
—from iMAGINation—which the government closed down because of its
controversial views) expresses the view that Afro-Cuban women who feed
their families by "giving their bodies" should not be seen as "vulgar pros-
titutes" and criminals. She claims that their families rarely evaluate their
actions in these terms of "bourgeois" concepts of morality (Herrera 2000,
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123-24)- She feels strongly that "everyone has a right to seek a living any way
they can, especially when there's inequality... no food . . . the price is very
high. . . . You see how wretched it is. So a girl who knows she's attractive
takes advantage of i t . . . . I have friends who tell me that if they were twenty
years younger they wouldn't think twice about going out on the streets" (124).
Contrary to the official position of the FMC, the government-controlled
Cuban Women's Federation, she and her comrades in the former MAGIN
insist that the young women who take to the streets are fortified with high
self-esteem and a clear understanding of what their values and commitment
to their families, communities, and nation are.

Conclusions

Ordinary Cubans, like the ordinary Jamaicans I have come to know over
nearly thirty years, are struggling to survive and retain their dignity in the
face of difficult changes occurring in the multiple contexts of nation, region,
and global system. Now that I have met Jorge and his companeros and caught
a glimpse of their lives in Cuba, I cannot help but wonder how they are adapt-
ing to the vagaries of their country's struggle to negotiate and, when possible,
resist the formidable obstacles that the U.S. embargo and the Special Period's
rationalizations have presented. Like many other Cuba watchers and sym-
pathizers, I question whether neoliberalism will capture Cuba and tame its
defiant quest for autonomy. Although Cuba libre remains the national goal,
Cuba's internal adjustments reflect the extent to which the country has been
pressured to buy into hegemonic notions of efficiency and productivity, which
favor whiter Cubans over blacker Cubans and privilege men over women, who
are more vulnerable to being relegated to economically precarious positions
that increase their dependence on husbands, boyfriends, extended families,
and pepes. In at least some respects, Cuba's ongoing crisis is being negotiated
over the bodies of Cuban women, with negrasy mulatas expected to bear the
deepest assaults on what remains of one of the last socialist sanctuaries.

As I reflect on the racial and gender implications of neoliberalism and
structural adjustment in the Caribbean region, I must extend my rumina-
tions to the role that the US embargo plays in directing or circumscribing
change. Although the embargo is the most flagrant form of foreign interven-
tion in the region, the mandates of U.S.-led multilateral institutions such
as the IMF and World Bank are also interventions that thwart Caribbean
sovereignty and impose a model of economic organization and geopolitical
hierarchy that is not necessarily the most culturally, structurally, or ecologi-
cally appropriate.
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The U.S. embargo, like structural adjustment policies, is premised on an
ideology of power, recolonization, and ranked capitals that assumes that
Cubans deserve to be forced out of their defiant opposition and resistance
to U.S. dominance. In order to accomplish that, other foreign interests in
trade relations with Cuba must be subordinated to the U.S. agenda. The same
general ideology that rationalizes the unregulated spread of commodifka-
tion into all spheres of social life implies that Cuban bodies can be bought
and sold on the auction block of imposed economic austerity without any
accountability on the part of the biggest papiriquis—the sugar daddies of
global capital. According to this line of thinking, Cubans deserve to suffer
the hardships the embargo engenders if their dysfunctional national values
mislead them from the U.S. version of rational choice. If they as a deviant
nation or rogue state refuse to adhere to principles of democracy and free
enterprise, then they themselves are responsible for their predicament and
decline. Those who are unfit to belong to the global capitalist community
have no enforceable rights to subsistence security.

The virtually Spencerian blame-the-victim line of thinking described here
has problematic implications for basic human rights. The subtext I have out-
lined, however, is basically the same as that undergirding the conservative
discourse on poor people and outlaws in Jamaica. It is also strikingly similar
to the ideological underpinnings of current domestic policies in the United
States. Recall the arguments mobilized to justify punitive policy reforms
in the areas of welfare, crime, and affirmative action. In all of these cases,
ideologically constructed others are being targeted, demonized, and, in the
worst-case scenario, sacrificed. This purging—or ethnic cleansing—of dan-
gerous and troublesome elements depends on ordinary folk like us buying
into mystifying moral panics that scapegoat others for the fears and anxieties
that systemic flaws generate within us. Despite our differences, the islands of
the Greater Antilles—Cuba, Jamaica, and Haiti as well—are not really that
far away from the United States in either geographic or ideological space. It
is within our purview as stewards of democratic principles to hold our gov-
ernment accountable for domestic and foreign policies that fail to do justice
to our sense of humanity.

Since my serendipitous encounters at that Kingston guest house, I have
found it hard to resist the temptation of following my inductive insights down
a path of further reflections, tentative inferences, and new questions. My
journey through a maze of Greater Antillean common ground will hopefully
permit me to find my way out onto a wide-open field where I can continue
to rethink the Caribbean and the kinds of research directions I would like
to follow in the years to come.
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