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Very little can be understood
about Cuba until it is realized
how ethnically African a country
it is.

Robin Blackburn, ‘‘Prologue
to the Cuban Revolution’’



FOREWORD

Carlos Moore's study of the race factor in Cuba's internal history and
in the evolution of its foreign policy is a remarkable scholarly en-
deavor. This is one of the most significant books available on contem-
porary Cuba. It addresses a classic ‘''non-topic’’ in Cuban history: the
race factor within Cuba. It examines a major theme of the past
quarter century: Cuban policies toward Africa; and it assesses the sig-
nificance of the race factor in the formation of those policies. Carlos
Moore brings together an enormous amount of information not
available anywhere else and explores themes rarely discussed with
regard to Cuba, either in or out of that country. He argues his case
vigorously.

The tone in this work is vigorous and at times harsh. Its judgments
will be unpopular with many defenders and with many opponents of
Cuba’s revolutionary government. The former will dislike the truth
that there is racism in Cuba today; the latter will dislike the truth
that there has always been racism in Cuba. So the book will be pro-
foundly unpopular among many Cubans who will deny that racism
is a factor in Cuban history; and it will be intensely disliked, both by
the Cuban government and by many of its enemies who live outside
of Cuba.

Moore’s central theme is that racism is an inherent part of the
history of Cuba, a history shared by the whites who have ruled Cuba
before and since the revolutionary victory in 1959, a history for which
Cubans both in and outside of Cuba are responsible. His argument
suggests that a revolution was warranted in Cuba to address the racial
factor, among others, but that the revolution which prevailed was so
consistent with the historic past of domination that it has not done
so. Instead, like all Cuban governments since independence, the cur-
rent one acknowledges that racism was a problem under the rule of
its predecessors, but not now.

This is not just a scholarly book, however. It is also an angry book
by someone who has lived through many of the experiences that in-
form the work. At times, there are some harsh judgments about in-
dividuals, governments, and large groups of people. Readers need not
share this anger or these judgments [although, of course, they may)
in order to learn from this book. I personally have learned a great deal
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X Foreword

from reading it and discussing it with the author. Although I differ
both with its tone and with its substance in many places, I am con-
vinced that no one has been so able to unmask this hidden tragedy in
Cuban history as Carlos Moore: the denial of racism there and, con-
sequently, the enormous difficulty in confronting it.

It has been a common scholarly and popular argument that slavery
in Cuba was not as harsh as in the United States and that race rela-
tions in Cuba were easier after the emancipation of the slaves than
in the United States. This book, to its great credit, is not interested
in the comparative study of such evils. It focuses its full attention on
the evil of racism in Cuba, and it shows in some detail that, on its
own terms, it is evil enough. Four major themes run through the dis-
cussion. Moore gives various weights to them; in discussing his ap-
proach, my own agreements and disagreements with him will also
surface.!

One major theme addresses a historical explanation. The race fac-
tor has been present in Cuba since the carly days of the Spanish con-
quest and it remains so today. It shapes the way Cubans think about
each other and the manner in which their governors have ruled.
Nonetheless, Cuban governments and key elites have sought to deny
the existence of racism and have behaved as if the race factor were
generally inconsequential. The dominant ideology has been that there
are no whites and no Blacks—only Cubans. I strongly agree with
Moore that the race factor has been of decisive importance in Cuban
history and that its workings led to a hierarchical system of subordi-
nation of Blacks. I also agree that a key to understanding the race fac-
tor in Cuba begins with focusing on the efforts of so many, especially
those in power, to deny that it even exists. This pernicious paternal-
ism has made confronting racism more difficult.

Unlike Moore (and unlike Cuba’s revolutionary government), I be-
lieve there was a gradual process that, by the mid-twentieth century
(after a bloody repression in 1912 and repeated abuses during the
1930s), had blunted the sharpest edges of racism in Cuba and permit-
ted the gradual improvement of the social, economic, and political
condition of Blacks. Part of this useful trend developed from the work
of people who are not universally popular among Cubans (some
would hate to be in each other’s company]: former dictator Fulgencio
Batista, himself a mulatto who often tried to ‘‘pass for white'’; the
pre-revolutionary Liberal party; the pre-revolutionary Communist
party; and the labor movement led by Lazaro Peria and Eusebio Mujal.

A second major theme addresses an explanation of the structure of
the revolutionary regime's power. It argues that Blacks have suffered
from the policies of the regime led by President Fidel Castro since the
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revolutionary victory in 1959, not necessarily because the regime is
anti-Black but because it is authoritarian. A regime that tolerates no
formally organized oppositic n from any quarter and over any signifi-
cant issue certainly does not tolerate it from Blacks over the race fac-
tor. The revolutionary regime has repressed efforts to establish
movements in Cuba that seek to focus on the race factor; that seek
to bring issues of importance to Blacks to the attention of leaders;
that question the overwhelming presence of whites in the leadership;
or that simply wish to promote social, cultural, or political associa-
tions among Blacks, focusing on specifically Afro-Cuban issues. From
this perspective, the revolutionary regime is as harsh on Blacks as it
is on any other groups wishing to pursue autonomous, and especially
oppositional, activities in Cuba. 1 agree fully.

A third theme is surely the most controversial. The revolutionary
regime might be called negrophobic. On cultural and ideological
grounds, it is repressive of the culture of Blacks in Cuba. It has sought
to extirpate Afro-Cuban religions, by fighting them directly or by
seeking to transform them into artistic folklore. It denigrates tradi-
tional Afro-Cuban culture as barbaric. It accords no standing—other
than as an academic curiosity—to African and Afro-Cuban languages
in Cuba. It takes no deliberate actions to include Blacks in positions
of authority, permitting the racism long ingrained in the society to
keep Blacks in subordinate positions. Most crucially, it is more
repressive toward Afro-Cuban religions than toward Roman Catholi-
cism. It is also more repressive toward social, cultural, or intellectual
groupings organized around Afro-Cuban issues than around other
issues. It considers the associational expression of Afro-Cuban con-
cerns and grievances especially unacceptable culturally, where the re-
gime is radically integrationist, and ideologically, where it does not
accept ethno-cultural variations in the homogeneous society it wants
to build.

There is reason for ambivalence in assessing this theme. It is cor-
rect that the regime has been quite harsh in this way. It is also correct
that it has focused on specific beliefs and practices that happen to be
especially prevalent among, and significant for, Blacks in Cuba in the
social, cultural, religious, and political spheres. I do not think it is
correct that the regime is deliberately and consciously anti-Black, nor
that it and its leaders are unusually more racist than has been the
norm in the country’s history. Why, then, is the result so tragic, op-
pressive, and disturbing?

One hypothesis is that the regime’s apparent negrophobia at home
results from the combination of the cultural burdens of the past with
the authoritarian powers of the present and the peculiarities of
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Marxism-Leninism on ethno-racial questions. Cuba's current rulers,
like its past rulers, have sought to deny racism and to promote cul-
tural assimilation, often with benevolent intentions—even if Blacks,
as a result of both policies, are consigned to the bottom of the social
stratification pyramid and deprived of their cultural traditions. Past
rulers lacked the full powers needed to implement their policy prefer-
ences. With regard to the race factor, this incapacity resulted in much
pluralism that permitted the flourishing of Afro-Cuban religions and
the germination of Afro-Cuban politics and intellectual life. Cuba’s
current rulers have the power to impose their preferences and rely on
an ideology that considers ethno-cultural variations superstructural
phenomena to be overcome. It is this extraordinary combination of
the past and the present that has had some negrophobic outcomes,
damnable on their own terms, even though, in my judgment, they do
not result from deliberately negrophobic intentions or policies.

The fourth theme of the discussion is the most consistent with the
revolutionary regime'’s official policy: there have been improvements
in the conditions of life for Blacks in Cuba since the Revolution.
Moore accepts this, although he does not dwell on it. The revolution-
ary government abolished the vestiges of legal race discrimination;
that did not amount to much, but it was still right. Moreover, be-
cause Blacks had been disproportionately concentrated at the bottom
of Cuba's social stratification, government policies that sought to
teach the illiterate, improve the health of the indigent, ensure a mini-
mum caloric intake against hunger, and provide jobs for all, were
bound to benefit Blacks disproportionately. These things have hap-
pened, to the Cuban government’s credit, and Blacks have indeed
benefited.

However, Blacks benefited because they were poor, and not be-
cause they were Black. Apart from the modest steps required to dis-
mantle what remained of legal race discrimination, the Cuban
government has not had explicitly '‘pro-Black’’ or ‘‘affirmative
action’’ policies. And, at the top of the regime, those who rule are still
white. This does not deny to the Cuban government the credit it
deserves for improving the lot of the poor, but it underlines yet again
how difficult it is for this regime to be conscious of the problem of
being Black in Cuba and of the legitimate and enduring question of
the meaning of Afro-Cuban traditions in Cuba. I think that Carlos
Moore would share my criticism of the limits of the Cuban govern-
ment’s policies in this regard.

This book’s publication is a milestone in the history of Cuba. It
should launch a long-overdue discussion about a central issue in that
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country’s history—a country that has made the world, and especially
Africa, an arena for its international activities. It will be a painful dis-
cussion because the subject itself is so. It should dispel myths about
Cuba and about its revolution, which might enable the country and
even the regime, were it to face up forthrightly to the issues raised
here, to become the better for it. For those who are neither Cubans
nor revolutionaries, the book will shed much light on the intricacies
of the race factor in a society and for a government that are sur-
rounded by and enmeshed in it but barely conscious of it. Never be-
fore has an author delved so thoroughly into the subject of race in the
Cuban experience. This is, in short, a book that explores how a people
and a revolution have worked hard to ignore a central fact they should
have addressed long ago.

Moore's discussion of Cuban policy toward Africa from 1959 on-
wards likewise fills an important scholarly void. Most scholars who
have described and analyzed this policy have focused on the period
after 1975, because that is when the major interventions in Angola
and in Ethiopia occurred and when the scope of Cuban policy in
Africa became large and visible. Moore’s work, in contrast, reaches
a climax in 1972, when three major events coincided: Fidel Castro’s
first trip to Africa, Cuba'’s establishment of diplomatic and other re-
lations with black English-speaking Caribbean countries, and Cuba’s
formal entrance into the Soviet-led Council for Mutual Economic As-
sistance. Thus, 1972 proved to be a turning point in Cuban history,
setting the stage for several key Cuban policies in the years to come.
Moore argues implicitly that the subsequent unfolding of events in
Angola, Ethiopia, and elsewhere are but the consequences of a policy
whose roots had been set much earlier. His task is to shed light on
that important earlier time.

Moore's first conclusion needs stressing: the subject of a Cuban
policy toward Africa does exist. Cuba’s Africa policy in the 1960s was
not that of a Soviet proxy, or puppet, or surrogate, or appendage.
Cuba's Africa policy, above all, was made in Havana. It is not Moore’s
subject to examine all the intricacies of Soviet-Cuban relations in
those years, but he shows the conflicts between those two govern-
ments, their jealousies, and their difficulty in collaborating on many
policies for most of the 1960s. However, Moore also shows the con-
struction of an effective Soviet-Cuban alliance by the end of the 1960s
and beginning of the 1970s—a pattern consistent with other trends
in Soviet-Cuban relations.

1f Soviet dictates do not explain the origins and evolution of Cuban
policy toward Africa, what, then, does? The first answer is strategy.
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The Cuban government, and especially Fidel Castro, looked for op-
portunities abroad to project the influence of the Cuban revolution
and to combat the United States and its allies. The search for oppor-
tunities is a central feature of Cuba's Africa policy and the surest
guide through the maze of conspiracies, commitments, and deals
made over the years. This opportunistic approach was also bold. Cuba
deployed forces to help Algeria in its war with Morocco in 1963. Cuba
deployed forces, led personally by Ernesto Ché Guevara, to help insur-
gents in the Congo (later renamed Zaire) fight against the Leopoldville
government. Cuba made and broke deals with insurgents, such as
Pierre Mulele, or government leaders, depending on changing circum-
stances. Some Cuban forces protected the governments of the Congo
(Brazzaville) and of Guineas; other Cuban forces trained insurgents to
fight against Portugal’s colonial empire. Beyond Moore's argument,
the recounting of these intricate, important, and little-known events
is itself a fascinating account.

Moore insists that there was more to Cuban policy in Africa,
however. One ideological dimension, which overlapped the strategic
orientation, was solidarity with revolutionary states and movements
seen as compatible with Cuba’s vision of the ''‘good future.”” But a
more significant ideological dimension, in Moore’s judgment, is the
race factor.

The impact of race on Cuban foreign policy, according to Moore,
is not simple. Some black Cuban intellectuals, such as Walterio Car-
bonell, argued as early as 1959 for an Afrocentric Cuban foreign policy
to defend the Revolution against its enemies abroad and to root it in
the experience of Cuba’s own black people. These ideas probably
caught the imagination of the leadership. In fact, Fidel Castro over the
years has increasingly made reference to the history Cuba shares with
many African countries through the slave trade. He has been con-
scious of the external uses of Cuban demography as well as the inter-
nal uses of Cuban foreign policy. Africans, he may have thought
shrewdly, would welcome advisers and troops from a partly black
country; black Cubans, especially numerous among Cuban troops,
would fight in wars overseas to support black governments. Moore
shows the Cuban government’s manipulation of racial symbols both
in Africa and in Cuba to build support for Cuban government policies.

Moore insists that an additional reason for Cuba’s entry into Africa
was paternalism and disdain for the capacity of African leaders,
governments, and movements to build their own future. Cuba would
show them how to make and consolidate revolutions in the face of
imperialist enemies. This controversial assertion is drawn from many
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speeches and interviews and cannot easily be dismissed. It is one of
the more troubling features of the story.

Strategy, ideology, and possible prejudice are combined in the per-
son of Fidel Castro, who is the decisive actor in the drama that un-
folds in the pages of this book. Ché Guevara also played an important
supporting role, as did an increasing number of other Cuban leaders
as Cuba’s Africa policy became more complex.

The domestic dimension of Cuba’s Africa policy is equally complex
in its effects. On the one hand, Moore shows that some Cuban Blacks
who identified with the revolutionary government rose rapidly
through the ranks of government and Party and took charge of the im-
plementation of important aspects of Cuba’s Africa policy. On the
other hand, Moore also shows that the Cuban government did not
change most of its internal policies on matters of race even as it be-
came more involved in Africa. The Cuban government remained in-
tolerant of the independent expression of cultural and political ideas
and behavior by Cuban Blacks. An independent Africa abroad did not
make for an independent, albeit meta-phorical, Africa at home.

Nonetheless, the results of Cuba’s Africa policies have been impres-
sive. Cuba’s presence has spread throughout the African continent.
There has not been much opposition within Cuba to the support for
African revolutionary states and movements. Cuba's insurgent allies
in the Portuguese colonies eventually came to power. The presence
and availability of Cuban troops has become a major power factor on
that continent. In fact, Cuba is at least as significant as the more con-
ventionally defined non-African major powers in Africa.

“'Little Cuba,’’ to use a phrase cited often in this book, plays war
drums heard clearly and with effect across the oceans and through-
out the lands of Africa. It is tragic that other drums that might sing
within Cuba of the cultural, political, and religious expression of
Afro-Cubans do not vibrate so freely and so joyously. That is the twin
drama of the race factor in Cuba’s own history and in its foreign
policy—a drama painfully, articulately, and powerfully presented in
the pages of this book.

Jorge I. Dominguez
Professor of Government
Harvard University

NOTE

1. I have addressed some of these themes in my writings. Insurrection or Loyalty: The
Breakdown of the Spanish American Empire (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
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1980) deals in part with the race factor in Cuba at a crucial moment in the early
nineteenth century. Cuba: Order and Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1978) considers in part the condition of Blacks before and after the Revolu-
tion. See also my '''Racial and Ethnic Relations in the Cuban Armed Forces: A Non-
Topic,”’ Armed Forces and Society 2(2):273-290 (February 1976).



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I am profoundly indebted to the Ford Foundation, whose grant made
the publication of this book possible; to Atlanta's Mayor Andrew
Young, for having taken an early interest in this work and for having
drawn the Foundation’s attention to it; to Dr. Jeffrey Puryear, the
Foundation official who facilitated the implementation of the grant.
Many friends were instrumental at various stages of the long develop-
ment of this work, and I wish to thank them dearly: Dr. Edem Kodjo,
former secretary-general of the Organization of African Unity; Am-
bassador Donald Eassum, former U.S. asst. secretary of state for
African affairs; Dr. Rex Nettleford, University of the West Indies; Dr.
Robert Jaulin, University of Paris-7; British historian Lord Hugh
Thomas; Dr. Richard Long, University of Atlanta; writer Alex Haley;
Dr. Cheikh Anta Diop, University of Dakar.

Dr. Claudia Mitchell-Kernan, director of the Center for Afro-
American Studies, University of California at Los Angeles, directed
the long and tedious process of turning the original manuscript into
this book. She was ably assisted, successively, by CAAS’s publication
editors, Marcelle Fortier and Toni Lieteau, both as gentle as they
were efficient. Sabrina Gledhill and Jacqueline A. Tasch are respon-
sible for a superb editing. Dr. Jorge I. Dominguez of Harvard Univer-
sity read and criticized the original draft, providing invaluable advice.
Dr. Edward Gonzalez at UCLA read the final draft, offering pertinent
suggestions.

Special support came from: Fatou Sow, Nicole Littré, Marie-Nelly
Privat, Albassa Touré, Scarlet Ozier-Lafontaine, Shirley Bowen,
Bobby Weisse, Rolland Girard, and Dr. Betty Shabazz, Malcolm X's
widow.

Over the period of ten years that it took to complete this work, my
wife, Shawna, assisted as editor, translator, documentalist and also
typist. So she occupies a place all her own. No words can give thanks
for such companionship.

xvii



CONTENTS

Foreword

Acknowledgments

Part One: Racial Politics in Revolutionary Cuba

1.

2.
3.
4

The Color of Power

Castro Confronts the Racial Issue
Castro’s Early Attitudes on Race
Black Cuba Responds to Castro

Part Two: Racial Politics and Foreign Policy

5.

6
7.
8.
9

Cuba, the Third World and the Communist Bloc
Castro Discovers Black Africa

The New African Policy at Home

The Bay of Pigs

The October Missile Crisis

Part Three: The Plunge into Africa

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

Superpower Politics and Castro’s ‘'Third Force’’
Using Ethnicity as a Bridge to Africa

Exporting the Revolution

Castro Co-opts Black America/Black Africa Linkage

The ‘'Big Push'’ in the Congo
“‘Operation Congo’’ Backfires

Part Four: The Politics of ''Afrocastroism’’

16.
17.

at Home and Abroad
Black Power and Castro
The Turning Point

vii

ix

xvii

15
29
41

55
57
71
93
105
123

139
141
157
173
185
209
225

249
251
263



viii Contents
18. The Soviet-Cuban Alliance in Black Africa
19. Black Cuba in the ‘African Decade’’
20. Heyday of the Castro Doctrine
21. Afrocastroism and the Politics of Microdependency

Appendix 1: The Latin Model of Race Relations
Appendix 2: Is Cuba a Black or White Country?
Appendix 3: Ch¢ Guevara's Cultural Conflicts in Africa

Appendix 4: Survey: African Youth and the Castroite
Intervention in Africa

Notes
Abbreviations
Bibliography
Index

281
299
323
339

355
357
367

371
379
425
427
449



PART ONE

RACIAL POLITICS IN
REVOLUTIONARY CUBA



