
Introduction
Race and the Politics of Memory in  

Contemporary Black Cuban Consciousness

“The blood of Africa runs deep in our veins.”

The Cuban Revolution triumphed forty years ago, in 1959, as Third World 
national liberation movements and decolonization processes were gaining 
strength. It was also the height of the Cold War and the U.S. Civil Rights 
movement. In 1960, Fidel Castro, the young, phenotypically white leader 
of the Cuban Revolution, was in New York for the United Nations General 
Assembly. Made less than welcome at the midtown Shelbourne Hotel, he 
moved his delegation to the more modest Hotel Theresa, in the heart of 
black Harlem. There he was received by cheering crowds and met with 
world-famous black figures: Malcolm X, Langston Hughes, and President 
Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana (who, at the United Nations, had condemned 
U.S. intervention in the Congo).
 In 1996, Cuban President Fidel Castro returned to the United Nations. 
Although rebuffed by Mayor Rudolph Giuliani of New York, he received 
many other invitations, including one to meet with African American reli-
gious leaders at Harlem’s Abyssinian Baptist Church. There he spoke be-
fore 1,500 people about Cuba and its role in Angola and the overthrow 
of apartheid in South Africa. Before Castro spoke, Reverend Calvin Butts 
said, “People ask me, ‘Why are you inviting Castro to your church?’ and 
I say to them, ‘Because it is in our tradition to invite visionaries who fight 
for the freedom of all peoples.’”
 Many black Cubans were proud of that vision and commitment to strug-
gle. They supported the revolutionary government’s involvement in Africa, 
especially its response to Angolan President Agostinho Neto’s 1975 call 
for help against invading South African forces. It was then that Castro de-
clared: “The blood of Africa runs deep in our veins” and defined Cubans 
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as a Latin American and Latin African people. The sentiment was strength-
ened when, in 1979, Cuba became chair of the Movement of Non-Aligned 
Countries and developed its own bilateral programs with African countries.
 Cuba’s military involvement in the war in Angola was to last a long 
and costly thirteen years, but it was instrumental in driving back the 
South Africans and driving a nail in the coffin of apartheid. Therefore it 
was hardly surprising that Castro should be given a hero’s welcome on 
a visit to South Africa in 1998. In September of that year, he attended 
the inaugural session of the Twelfth Summit of the Movement of Non-
Aligned Countries, as South African President Nelson Mandela began his 
mandate as chair of the movement. It was an occasion for Mandela to 
confer on him South Africa’s Order of Good Hope. Castro had made an 
earlier visit to South Africa in 1994, to attend Mandela’s investiture as 
the country’s first black leader. For the two elder statesmen, both visits 
had been emotionally charged.
 Conversely, during the 1990s the political and racial division between 
Cubans on the island (mainly black and brown) and Cubans in Miami 
(overwhelmingly white) was made apparent in the receptions each group 
gave South African leader Mandela: in Cuba he was welcomed as a hero, 
but not so in Miami. In June 1990, shortly before a planned visit to Florida 
as part of his U.S. tour, four Cuban American mayors of Miami signed a 
letter declaring Nelson Mandela persona non grata. Any sign of support 
for Cuba was to be denounced. (Mandela had often expressed appreciation  
for Cuba’s solidarity in ending apartheid.) The African American commu-
nity declared a boycott of Miami, which was ineffective, and demanded an 
apology from the Cuban Americans, which was never offered. The conflict 
also signaled divisions among Cuban Americans, as Afro-Cubans distanced 
themselves from Cubans of Hispanic descent.
 In August 1998, before his trip to South Africa, Castro was closer to 
home, visiting Jamaica, Barbados, and Grenada. He was given an equally 
warm welcome in each country. He spoke of the links embracing those 
countries and Cuba: their shared history of European colonialism, sug-
ar-plantation economy, and African slavery.
 Diplomatic relations between the revolutionary government of Cuba 
and the independent Anglophone Caribbean countries of Trinidad and To-
bago, Barbados, Guyana, and Jamaica date back to 1972. Castro was in 
Jamaica in October 1977 at the invitation of then Prime Minister Michael 
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Manley; twenty years later, he was there for Manley’s funeral; and in May 
1998, Jamaican Prime Minister Percival Patterson was in Cuba to sign a 
joint investment agreement.
 In 1993, Cuban construction workers helping to build an international 
airport in Grenada had faced the forces of the U.S. invasion, in the wake of 
the imploding Grenadian Revolution of 1979 and the 1983 murder of its 
leader Maurice Bishop, who had been particularly close to Cuba. Fifteen 
years later, Grenadian Prime Minister Keith Mitchell thanked the Cuban 
people and their leader for what they had done for Grenada.
 In September 1998, while Castro was in the Dominican Republic for  
a CARIFORUM meeting of Caribbean heads of state and government,  
Dominican President Leonel Fernández conferred on him that country’s 
Duarte, Sánchez and Mella Order of Merit. Castro in turn conferred on 
Fernández the José Martí Order of Cuba. In a moment charged with historic 
symbolism, Castro visited Baní, birthplace of Dominican General Máximo 
Gómez, who had fought in Cuba’s nineteenth-century wars of indepen-
dence and was described by Fernández as “a living historical force for  
justice and the well-being of humanity.” Over the last decade, Caribbean 
nations have welcomed Cuba into their folds and spoken out against the 
injustice of the U.S. trade embargo on the island. In 1961, the embargo 
catapulted Cuba into the Soviet camp. It was twice tightened in the 1990s, 
after the demise of the Soviet bloc, in a pincers-like move to oust Castro 
and his regime through increasing economic and social hardship. Politically, 
the regime held sway, but with a widening gulf between vision and reality, 
one that had internal race implications.

Race in 1990s Cuba

The Fifth Congress of the Cuban Communist Party, held in October 1997, 
took place in a Cuba that was arguably as beleaguered as in October 1991, 
when the Fourth Congress was held. The 1997 congress could almost pre-
dictably be seen as a battening down of the hatches—both numerically (the 
Central Committee was actually reduced in number to 150) and ideolog-
ically. As in the 1991 congress, noncapitulation was the order of the day. 
In his closing speech of October 10, symbolically the date commemorating 
the outbreak of Cuba’s first war of independence from Spain (1868–78), 
Castro declared:
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We must erect a mountain of steel that everything will smash against, 
we must develop a Party of steel and safeguard our Revolution from 
any deviation and danger, external or internal, today, tomorrow and 
always. . . . The Cuban Revolution of 1868, as Martí repeatedly 
said, failed because it was divided; and in the 1895 war there were 
also problems of leadership. The lesson of history is that there must 
be leadership and that the leadership must not fail, for there will be 
no paying the price. This is key and must be guaranteed for a long 
period to come.

Minister of the Armed Forces Raúl Castro, in turn, contextualizing this in 
present-day terms, called for keeping the revolution immune from “corro-
sive viruses from within” because “what happened in the U.S.S.R. and the 
Eastern European countries will never happen here.”
 The congress was widely interpreted both inside and outside Cuba as a 
hard-line tightening of the ranks, militarily and politically, around the ral-
lying calls of anti-imperialism, nationalism, and socialism, with a sidelining  
of some potentially more reforming elements. One little-mentioned aspect  
of the congress, however, was its attention to proportional representation 
within the ranks with regard to youth, blacks, and women. Congress pro-
ceedings state:

In the present we must continue the consolidation of the fair policy of 
promoting blacks and women, especially as cadres, not mechanically 
but in the same way that the policy has been occurring with youth, 
a policy that guarantees the moral authority of the party before our 
people. . . . The Party must insist on the qualities and example set by 
newly promoted cadres, something that also holds for the state and 
other institutions in society. The promotion of persons from different 
generations, men and women, whites, blacks and mestizos, should not 
be left to spontaneity.

 In race terms, this would appear to mark a significant departure. The 
concept of racial equality was espoused by the revolution from its early 
days. With overwhelming support, the revolutionary government curtailed 
class privilege and gave opportunities to the poor on a platform of agrarian 
reform and nationalization of industry, coupled with extensive educational 
and health care programs. The early exodus of Cubans, to the United States 
and Miami in particular, was primarily wealthy and white. On the island, 
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black Cubans regained dignity as the bases for institutionalized racism were 
dismantled, and the revolution mirrored liberation movements sweeping 
Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean at the time.
 Propelled in no small measure by the United States government’s hos-
tile response, ranging from an embargo on trade to espionage, the Cuban 
government entered the European socialist fold. In 1961, after the failed 
invasion of U.S.-supported Cuban exiles at the Bay of Pigs, Castro declared 
the socialist nature of the revolution. The missile crisis of 1962 thrust Cuba 
into the spotlight of world attention; disaster was averted by the Soviet 
withdrawal of missiles, in return, among other things, for the U.S. commit-
ment not to invade Cuba. In 1965 the revolutionary forces were regrouped 
under the new Communist Party of Cuba.
 The Cuban government sought to establish a socialist, state-run econ-
omy and society. In keeping with the Marxist emphasis on class, the gov-
ernment targeted disparities of class over race, in the belief that addressing 
the former would correct the latter. After initial declarations on race, it was 
not until the 1986 party congress that Castro again addressed the question, 
this time to criticize the persistence of racial stereotypes and prejudice as 
well as the lack of party representation along race lines. His address came 
after the major 1980 exodus of 125,000 Cubans through Mariel, which 
included more of the popular classes and more blacks than before. Aside 
from certain “quota” policies that were subsequently put in place, there is 
little evidence that his remarks led to any widespread follow-up action.
 The 1989 collapse of Soviet-bloc socialism and the 1990s U.S. embar-
go, tightened in the form of the 1992 Torricelli-Graham Act and extended 
in the 1996 Helms-Burton Act, precipitated internal economic collapse, 
which has disproportionately affected the black population. The economy 
plummeted by about 50 percent, to its worst depths, in 1993. In summer 
1994 there was rioting in Havana, the first of its kind since 1959, and some 
30,000 rafters took to the seas in desperation, many of them from poorer 
and blacker sectors of society. Strategies in joint state and international 
venture capital created export and tourist industry dollar enclaves in which 
blacks played a lesser and more menial role: fewer blacks had families 
abroad to send dollar remittances in an economy in which the dollar had 
become king. Consequently, more black figures in sports and music turned 
to professionalism abroad, and more blacks were driven by necessity into 
the informal underground economy.


