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Series Editors’ Preface

Peter Mayo and Antonia Darder

The Capacity to Share: A Study of Cuba’s

International Cooperation in Educational Development,
Edited by Anne Hickling-Hudson, Jorge Corona

Gonzdlez, and Rosemary Preston

This is a welcome volume on a postcolonial approach to education at the
national and international level. It sheds light on the achievements of a
country that captured the imagination of the world when on January 1,
1959, revolutionaries waged the first successful campaign against a Western-
backed dictatorship in the region. The successful overthrow of the corrupt
Fulgencio Batista regime and subsequent nationalization of assets, some
of which were owned by the United States, meant a serious affront to the
“Yankee imperialism” of Cuba’s mighty next door neighbor. It also meant
an end to Cuba as the financial and recreational playground of affluent
US citizens and investors, as well as severing Cuba’s role as another infor-
mal US colony influenced by the foreign economic policies of the Monroe
Doctrine. With these momentous events, the possibility was that an alter-
native model could emerge from a region that had hitherto known only a
colonizing model of governance, which had kept most of its inhabitants
economically and politically disempowered.

It is not surprising, then, that the Cuban revolution served as a source
of hope not only for the impoverished of Latin America but also for the
rest of the Tricontinental World, to use a term adopted by the revolution’s
leading architect, the charismatic and tenacious Fidel Castro. He used the
term during a visit to the UN and subsequently Harlem in New York City,
where connections were made between the Cuban condition and that of
one of the most impoverished US populations, namely, African Americans.
This occasion and the use of the term, which connected with the name
of the hotel where the Cuban delegation stayed, courtesy of the efforts of
Malcolm X among others, captured a significant feature of the Cuban revo-
lution, the subject of this volume—South-South international cooperation
and solidarity. Castro’s notion of “tricontinental” emphasized the idea of
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solidarity with those in the continents and regions of Latin America, Asia,
and Africa, three areas in which colonialism had wreaked havoc and left
deep structural problems.

But the notion of “tricontinental” was not merely determined by geo-
graphical boundaries. The link with African-Americans and their leaders
suggests otherwise. Castro and his colleagues, including the formidable
Ernesto Che Guevara, understood the implications of the existence of the
“third world” in the “first world.” Castro remained true to the commit-
ment of solidarity with them when, even as recently as 2004, he offered
Cuba’s help to oppressed groups inside that very same country that has
been a major cause of the Cuban people’s hardships. These people included
the impoverished of New Orleans, the home of jazz and blues—the music
of the oppressed.

It is not surprising that the woes of impoverished North Americans were
thrown into sharp relief for Cubans in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.
True to form, Castro offered to provide help in the shape of Cuba’s never-
ending supply of highly trained doctors and health workers. Some took this
as Castro’s ultimate insult to his mighty neighbor; and indeed US leaders
must have regarded it so, promptly and flatly refusing this offer of help.
However, what this volume so clearly brings to light is the commitment
with which Cuba sought to alleviate poverty and support the oppressed
anywhere, irrespective of their home country and its relations with the
Caribbean island state. It is primarily a commitment to the global South,
defined widely. The poor and forsaken of New Orleans and other impover-
ished North American communities, themselves victims of a US war fought
on two fronts (against the Iragis and the United States’ own people through
social cutbacks to finance the Iraq war itself), are embraced as members of
this global South.

There is no question that over the last five decades, Cuba has received
much bad press in the Western media, which is hardly surprising given
the revolution’s disruption of the status quo, with respect to both material
wealth and power at home and the larger geopolitics of the region. Indeed,
the isolationist reaction of the Unites States and its blockade against Cuba
led the revolutionary Cuban government to the only alternative path avail-
able within the Cold War scenario of the time. Cuba moved into the Soviet
Union’s orbit becoming a potential menace to the United States, given its
geographical location—a situation that would come to a head with the
Cuban missile crisis in 1962. The blockade and fomenting of counterrevo-
lutionary attacks such as the Bahia de los Cochinos (Bay of Pigs) fiasco, as
we would see later with the contra war in Nicaragua, served to make the
revolutionary state more authoritarian in its efforts to weed out attempts at
sabotage from within and without (not to mention the numerous attempts
on Castro’s own life). Yet, there has always been strong internal and exter-
nal support for the social reforms and idealism of the revolution, even
among North Americans, many of whom disagree with their government’s
policies toward Cuba.
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The growing tensions in the region offered the Western media a field
day, as if being in the USSR’s orbit was not reason enough for portraying
Cuba in a bad light. Yet, it is significant to note that there is no effort in this
book to discuss the many controversial and contesting views of Cuba’s poli-
tics. The volume, instead, simply seeks to do justice to a country that, much
like Nicaragua after it, was forced to contend with all sorts of obstacles in
its efforts to pursue a radical path, one that would serve as a revolution-
ary model to other countries within the US sphere of influence. Despite its
problematic aspects, the Cuban revolution sought to evolve into an alterna-
tive political economic structure contesting the norms of that in the West,
where capitalism has functioned to the benefit of the few at the expense of
the many.

This volume courageously explores some of the notable international
achievements of education in the Cuban model, linking these achievements
to the revolution’s educational and health systems that are the envy of many
nations, including the much-heralded countries whose universities lead the
world rankings. Though Cuban universities are not recognized in such
rankings, their medical schools are widely considered to produce some of
the best doctors in the world. Ask the many ambitious students from the
formerly colonized countries of the Caribbean and Africa who strive to
learn Spanish in order to gain admission to Cuba’s medical schools. The
same can be said of Cuba’s science center lauded, in the late 1980s (Cuba
now has many science centers), as a fine research institution in a program
shown on Rai (Italian state) TV by that great connoisseur of Latin American
affairs, Gianni Mina, editor of the Italian review Latinoamerica, who car-
ried out a long televised and published interview with Castro himself. Or,
ask former soccer superstars and other celebrities who went to Cuba to seek
rehabilitation from life-threatening drug addiction.

Cuba places its educational and medical facilities at the service of not
only its own people and such high-profile visitors, but also ordinary folk
from countries in Africa, Asia, and many parts of the world. As part of its
revolutionary commitment to international cooperation, with no strings
attached, it provides thousands of scholarships and makes the products of
these institutions (teachers, health workers, doctors) available for services
overseas against token fees, depending on the receiving country’s ability
to pay. It is the bilateral, trilateral, or multilateral agreements in education
generated by these forms of collaborations with other countries within the
context of South-South cooperation that is the primary focus of this book.

This approach of horizontal South-South relations is contrasted with
the more pervasive and dominant models of hierarchical North-South rela-
tions, which keep former colonies even today in a colonial bind. In addi-
tion, we now have the European Union joining the act with its Europe-aid
programs, although it is to be said that the EU (like the US) is not mono-
lithic. It contains spaces where people well aware of the problems of impe-
rialistic models of “aid” use their influence in working groups and other EU
epistemic communities to help develop less hierarchical forms of relations
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with “developing” countries. EU involvement requires studies of the kind
carried out here with regard to the older and more well-known forms of
North-South aid. We now also have the Union of the Mediterranean, which
also involves North-South relations in a regional context. Of course, it
remains to be seen what consequences the current “debtocracies” in south-
ern European countries will have on such a project.

Whatever the case, the South-South model of mutual cooperation has
been consistently promoted by Cuba, even in its most difficult economic
restructuring days post-1990 and at the time of a US decision (still not
revoked) to boycott any firm that engages in commercial relations with
the Caribbean island. The book presents this model as an alternative for
international exchange. It is based not on predominantly business interests
or financial profit, but instead on the revolutionary humanist principle of
communal sharing. The world’s assets are viewed as the common birth-
right of humankind, rather than simply the individual rights of a few. In a
“delinking” process, assets in the South can be exchanged in a complemen-
tary manner (e.g., Venezuelan oil at low prices and interest rates for Cuban
teachers, doctors, and health workers). They can also be shared to enable
traditionally subordinated people and countries to delink from the struc-
tural residue of their colonial past. The contributors to this volume not only
analyze these cooperative patterns as aspects of policy that characterize
this model, they also provide a human face to the model with contextual-
ized narratives of the students and teachers who participate in it, both in
Cuba and internationally.

Rightly so, however, Cuba is not romanticized here. Economic and
socio-political difficulties and experiments are noted in relation to their
implications for education. There is also what some view as an overpro-
duction of qualified people without substantial enough economic invest-
ments to absorb them. Yet, this small country might be a real threat to the
propagation of an unbridled and irresponsible globalized market economy,
as this volume suggests. From the very early years of the revolution, to
the present, Cuba’s societal experiments in development and change have
been the basis of its “capacity to share.” In its approach to international
cooperation, Cuba might serve as a credible and more viable alternative to
US-led capitalism. This volume invites us to consider critically whether the
country, tackling current difficulties and embracing current change, has the
potential to develop—through its capacity to share—into a microcosm of
another world that is possible.



Foreword and Acknowledgments

Anne Hickling-Hudson

This book emerges from 30 years of friendship and professional interac-
tion with Cuba. I first visited Havana as a participant in the Caribbean
arts festival, CARIFESTA, in 1979, and was overwhelmed by the Cuban
organization of vibrant arts environments showcasing the region’s artistic
achievements, as well as by the fun, partying, music, and warm friendship
of the people. I was born and raised in Jamaica, yet as a result of my British
colonial education there, knew almost nothing about the culture of our
nearest island neighbor.

As my postcolonial education proceeded, I continued to be surprised
by Cuba. In Jamaica, Cuba’s generosity was demonstrated when it funded
the construction of a high school and a sports college, donated tertiary
scholarships, and provided visiting experts in the 1970s and early 1980s. I
was aware that at the same time, Cubans were helping Nicaragua, Guyana,
and Grenada in health, engineering, and education. During my two years
as an educational planner and teacher educator in Grenada, on leave from
my teacher education post in Jamaica, I witnessed the difference it made
to an impoverished country when Cubans supported the island’s experi-
ment in popular, revolutionary change led by Maurice Bishop. This ended
with the tragic collapse of the Grenadian revolution and US invasion in
1983. Cuba contributed significantly to the building of an airport, the adult
literacy program, the production of textbooks for students, and provided
over 350 university and polytechnic scholarships for Grenadian young
people who would otherwise have had no chance of post-school educa-
tion. I visited Cuba several times as part of the team of educators sent by
Grenada to negotiate the education agreements. This launched my fascina-
tion with the Cuban education system and its ability to support this kind
of internationalism.

In the 1990s, I visited one of my nieces who spent two years as a student
of economics on a Cuban-funded scholarship at a Cuban university. We
traveled on local buses to visit her many friends from all over the Caribbean
and the world, at several of the Cuban universities. Although she changed
her field of study to languages and literature and finished her degree at the
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University of the West Indies in Jamaica, her time in Cuba was a forma-
tive experience in internationalism for both of us. In the meantime, I had
moved with my family from Jamaica to Australia, but several times dur-
ing the 1990s traveled back to the Caribbean region. On these journeys,
I visited Cuba to interview students and university professors there about
the island’s extensive international scholarship programs that continued
even as Cubans struggled with the economic crises brought on by the US
embargo and sharply intensified by the 1989 collapse of the Soviet bloc.

These experiences, together with those of like-minded colleagues, led to
this book. When I presented a paper on my research on the Cuban scholar-
ships at a US/Cuba conference in 2000, Jorge Corona Gonzalez, in charge
of international relations in Cuba’s Ministry of Education, was a partici-
pant in the conference. He was deeply involved in the Cuban scholarship
program and had never before heard it described and analyzed by an out-
sider. It was at this conference that Jorge and I envisioned, discussed, and
planned this book. Rosemary Preston joined us in November 2004 on the
occasion of Cuba’s hosting of the 12th Congress of the World Council of
Comparative Education Societies (WCCES) in Havana. I was then the pres-
ident of the WCCES, with overall responsibility for working with teams
of Cuban and international educators to organize the congress. Rosemary,
fluent in Spanish and with a background of research in Latin American
countries, led the WCCES committee that was helping the Cubans prepare
and coordinate international links with global comparative educators com-
ing to the congress. Among the leading Cuban organizers of the congress
were professors who have contributed to this book—Elvira Martin Sabina,
Lidia Turner Marti, and Alejandro Torres Saavedra.

I want to acknowledge the sustained international collaboration and
commitment over a decade that has gone into the writing of The Capacity
to Share. Co-editor Jorge Corona Gonzalez organized part of the research
in Cuba. I thank him for traveling with me to carry out many of the inter-
views set out in the book, and for helping to develop the introduction and
first three chapters during my visits to Cuba in 2001, 2004, 2006, 2008,
and 2010. His insider insights into Cuba’s development, philosophy of
solidarity, and organization of international programs were invaluable.
Jorge’s fluent bilingual skills enabled him to translate the complex ideas
of his colleagues into excellent English for me when necessary. We were
assisted by Elvira Martin Sabina, who as director of CEPES, the Centre
for the Improvement of Higher Education at the University of Havana,
provided us with office space, computer resources, and frequent cups of
strong, intensely sweetened Cuban coffee. Elvira, a scholar specializing in
the organization and management of the Cuban education system, guided
and worked with us in the analysis in chapter 3 of how the development
of Cuban education enabled it to become the foundation of the country’s
capacity to share. Sabine Lehr, inspired by her participation in the 12th
Congress of the WCCES, decided to focus her PhD research on examin-
ing the experiences of people from Ghana who had studied in Cuba, and
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their career trajectories. She was awarded her doctorate in 2008 from the
University of Victoria in Canada, and we were happy to invite her to con-
tribute her knowledge to the contextual chapters. I am grateful to co-editor
Rosemary Preston for applying her sharp editorial skills, particularly in the
final phase of the project, to help improve the writing style and conceptual
cohesiveness of the chapters.

The chapters in sections 2, 3, and 4 develop case studies around the
themes of overseas students studying in Cuba and returning home to work,
and Cuban educators sharing their skills with partner countries. Through
Jorge Corona’s and Elvira Martin’s insider knowledge, I met several of
the authors, who contributed their interesting insights on themes such as
the experiences of Cubans teaching in Africa (Marta Fernandez Cabrera)
and Jamaica (Emelina Pérez Herrera), organizing adult literacy programs
(Jaime Canfux Gutiérrez), and directing the organization of education on
the Isle of Youth where thousands of young international students received
the gift of schooling and post-school education (Oscar Elejalde Villalén).
Lidia Turner Marti, a friend and colleague from the mid-1990s even before
I had met Jorge and Elvira, provides insight into the practices of impor-
tant voluntary associations that help tens of thousands of Cuban teachers
and many of their Latin American colleagues to improve professional and
research skills. I met Melanie Springer in the 1990s on one of my visits to
Cuba interviewing international students. My interaction with her intro-
duces us to the little-known International School of Film and Television
in provincial Cuba and the grounding that it laid for Melanie’s subsequent
work as a media consultant in the Caribbean.

Several contributors focus on African case studies. Christine Hatzky,
who researched her postdoctoral project on Cuban educators in Angola in
the 1980s, shares with us her important work on this historical case study.
Rosemary Preston’s chapter adds to our understanding of the significance
of Cuban internationalism in Africa, as it is grounded in research that she
had done in the 1980s investigating the destinations of Namibians who had
studied in Cuba and other countries during the traumatic years surround-
ing the birth of their nation. Sabine Lehr provides insight into another area
of Africa, with her chapter on the significance of the program of Cuban
scholarships for Ghana. Through Sabine, we meet Ghanaian neurosurgeon
Samuel Kaba Akoriyea, who reflects on his 18 years of school, university,
and postgraduate education in Cuba.

Other contributors provide case studies in Latin America and the
Caribbean. Boris Trista Pérez of CEPES shares with us his specialist knowl-
edge and experience of university management and development in Cuba
and in a partner Latin American country, while Francisco Martinez Pérez
draws on his expert knowledge of the overall structure and organization
of the Cuban scholarship program. In case study chapters, I discuss my
research on the implications of the Cuban scholarships and Cuban teach-
ers for the English-speaking Caribbean. My professional work in Australia
brought me into contact with Bob Boughton, an expert in adult literacy
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education. His chapter discusses the Cuban contribution to a successful
campaign and program of adult literacy in Timor Leste.

Alejandro Torres Saavedra helped by assigning two of his English lan-
guage students at the Pedagogical University in Havana to work with me
during my visits to Cuba on translating and writing up interview tran-
scripts. He also helped to interview Lidia Turner Marti for her chapter,
and assisted in translating it. He assisted Steven Smith of the Queensland
University of Technology (QUT) while he was carrying out a research study
in Havana, to visit many of the Cuban participants to help them complete
tasks associated with the book. QUT has assisted me by giving me periods
of study leave to pursue this research as well as some financial support for
a few hours of research assistant time, and I thank Vinathe Sharma-Brymer
for her work on the references.

Lastly, our book commemorates and celebrates the life of our colleague
Marina Majoli Viani, who died in 2004. She was a professor of biotech-
nology at the University of Havana and researcher in the FLACSO-Cuba
program of Cuban studies for overseas students (http://internationaldevel
opmentstudies.artsandsocialsciences.dal.ca/Study%20Abroad/Cuba.php).
Her research related to the impact of science and technology on Cuban
society and development, and she contributed much of the material on
Cuba’s internationalism in health services that we present in chapter 1.
Marina loved and deeply understood the ideals and global significance of
the Cuban revolution and communicated this in an unforgettable way to
visitors, including myself. This book is dedicated to her inspirational inter-
nationalist spirit. Together, editors, authors, and contributors from eight
countries have demonstrated in this project what internationalism is able
to achieve.
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