
I
t’s 2010 and I’m visitingCuba again. I amtired,old,
discouraged, trampled by excuses and broken promises,
andgrounddownbyhumanfailureandour incessantwill
for domination. It is time to fish andbedonewith it, to set
sail andgowhither thewindand currentswill course. It is

not important where I begin. It need not be definitive. But I will
choose a spot somewhere on the north coast: a broken pier, stubs
standing just above the lappingwaves, where the borrowed boat
with its scraped green paint and its ancient, pre-revolutionary
Evinrude 25horsewill be available for a fewCUCs (Cubandollars
for foreigners) to the crazy gringo who asks to go fishing on his
own—no charts, justwater for a day, someblack bruised bananas,
and a cerveza of whatever stripe, most likely the bland and
omnipresent Cristal. It couldn’t be the south coast—manure-
splattered Trinidad, the colonial jewel; or industrial Cienfuegos
with itsgreatbayhuggedbyChe’s still-wildSierraEscambray—for
theysay therearenogreat fish left in theblueCaribbean.But Icare
little about catching anything; I don’t really want to end another
life, even that of a fish. For I amwithering away faster than any
state on the planet. Theorists say somuch aboutwhat oldKarlM.
missed. But that onewas a doozy—thewithering away of the state
with an educated populace in control of its destiny.When?Not in
my lifetime!Doesn’t look good formy son’s lifetime.Hehas yet to
giveme a grandchild, so no comment about that. It seems so diffi-
cult for us to give up control, to choose social forms based on love
andcooperation.Witheringwas tohaveoccurredbasedongreater
sharing and participation, going through the socialist stage as an
evolution of cooperation, connection, and anunderstanding and acceptance of each other’s
needsandrequirements—aspirit program, certainly.

Why Ihaveheldon for so long I cannot explain, save that Ihate to resort to thebitterness
thatperfusesmysoul,myrageatall that incessantgo-nowheredramathathasresulted inthe
mess, the stench of Cuba: the failure of truth to have its due, the triumph of theRevolution
and “democratic centralism” still blaring on radio and television, on billboards that splatter
townsandcountryside, evenasobvious indolence,unemployment,poverty,discouragement
anddisorientationareplain toseeandhear,not just fromthediscontented.Andaboveall the
wasteof theglory—thedamnable lying toexcuse themany failuresof leadership.Thiswas in
me,howtheamargoof “nothing tobe salvaged”poisonedmysoul.

I had been first Cuba’s witness and supporter, united in revolutionary zeal and com-
mitment; later her unfaithful lover, critic, distant admirer; then, for toomany years, ab-
sent andunfeeling, not able to look, lost in despair. Thiswas the toll takenbyunnecessary
Leninism; the anti-gay criminalization and the isolation of the AIDS-infected; and the
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CubaSí
byPhilWolfson

Two sides of the Cuban
Revolution.

Top:Havana, Cuba, 1959.
Crowds celebrate the liberation
of Havana in themain plaza.

Bottom: Berlin, East Germany,
1972. On his first visit to this
important ally and trading
partner, Castro described those
chargedwith shooting East
Germans fleeing to theWest as
“the courageous and self-
denying border guards of the
GDRPeople’s Armywho stand
guard in the front line of the
entire-socialist community.”
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PhilWolfson,MD, is a practicing psychiatrist/psychotherapist in the BayArea.He is the author of the
forthcomingNoe—AFather/SonSongofLove,Life, Sickness andDeath.



Cuban government’s refusal to trust its educated, faithful peoplewith full democracy, so-
cialist style—an election, after thirty, forty, fifty years of life withEl Lider, the last holdout
fordemocratic centralism.Wewon’t count theChinesesystemthat is justameans tomain-
tain slave labor and control of capital accumulation andpeople’sminds and independence
in the service of domination;wewon’tmention the abomination ofNorthKorea; Cuba is
muchbetter,muchmore loving than that.

FirstVisit: NineYears after the 1959Revolution
It was love at first sight in 1968, a time of maximal enthusiasm, when the
Revolutionworldwide seemed a possibility, however deluded thatwould soon turn out to
be. Cuba’s defiance of theUnited States’ exploitation of her as a gangster wet dream and
sugar confectioner could only be accomplished by nationalization of core industries, agri-
cultural reformwith thebreakupof large agriculturalworker-impoverishing landholdings
to be distributed to newnative collectives, and self-defense againstU.S.military interven-
tion.U.S. interventionshadoccurred repeatedlyduring the sixty-oneyears since the endof
the Spanish-AmericanWar and the firstU.S. betrayal of Cuban independence—all of that
prior to the new victory of theCubanpeople. That first theft of the victory of Cuban forces
fighting for independence fromSpain in 1898was inmany respects themodel forU.S. im-
perialismworldwide thereafter: let the indigenous forces carry the burden and casualties
for thebulkof the fight, send troops in to takeadvantageof theirnear-victory, andafter vic-
tory install puppets who representU.S. interests economically and politically. All subse-
quent interventionswere in response to threats to these imposedU.S. interests by nascent
nationalist and liberationmovements. The history clearly delineatedwhat would come
after 1959 and the definitive victory for Cuban independence by the Fidelistas. Expropria-
tionof foreignholdings—necessary for theestablishmentofan independentself-interested
national economic formation—always bringswith it a vicious response. Powerful external
propertyholdersdon’t takekindly to self-determination.

TheRevolutionwasmilitary innature, as it had tobe to remove the exploiting country’s
Cuban-bornpuppetmanagement, its so-callednationalgovernment, theywhostrippedthe
countryof their ill-gottengainsandmadeoffwiththenational treasure to theMiamirefuge,
just as the popular uprising closed in onHavana. If theUnited States took its time to re-
spond, it was not out of fear of the consequences of invasion, but rather an arrogance that
timewas on its side and a languid responsewas always possible. Besides, you could starve
out the Fidelista vermin and cut themoff from the rest of theworld—let the people suffer
and they would turn out the dogs without loss of U.S. soldiers. So thought the over-
confidentU.S. leadership, drastically underestimating the power of the collectivemind of
theRevolution, its insistenceonself-determination, and its staunchresistance to imperial-
ism. As if any Cuban person of intelligence and heart would prefer being exploited by
foreigndominationover theright tomarchthepathof independentnationaldevelopment.

Young,Radical, Anti-StalinistGringos in theLate 1960s
Transcending Cuba’s national independencemovementwas the romance of
Che and the first emanation since the Spanish CivilWar of aWestern anti-bureaucratic,
nearanarchist, anti-racist, internationalist liberationmovement.Mythrongofpeople in the
sixties hadno truckwith Soviet apparatchiks andKafkaesquemonolithicity. If Stalin’s full
diabolicmass-murdering statushadyet tobeclearlydelineatedorabsorbedbyus far-flung
visionaries from a planet other than the Soviet Union, few of us had roots in parental
Communist Partymembership. Rather, wewere naturally arisen from the bowels of our
parents’McCarthyite conformism in response to the cultural blight of the fifties and in
resistance to the arbitrary authority of parents, especially fathers, and the authoritarian
institutionsof the state, the school, and the corporation.Wewere childrenofnewopportu-
nity, of the emerging post-Warwelfare state, of airplanes and the possibility for travel, of
post–GreatDepression prosperity and relative freedom fromwant—children of the great
American surplusproductionglut.
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Fair Play for Cubawas the organization thatwas beginning to
defy theU.S. blockade, sending people to Cuba to experience its
revolutionary realization and to widen the base of support,
politically and economically, in order to reduce the impact of the
blockade that was depriving the Cuban people of their historical
U.S. import/export relationship. The blockade was cruelly
applied even to core humanitarian requirements—medicines,
surgical supplies, and basic foodstuffs such as rice and wheat.
Cuba’s pre-Revolutionary infrastructurewasminimal, its literacy
at less than 70 percent, its infantmortality typically gruesome, as
was common throughout Latin America. Itsmarginalized rural
population largely lived in dirt-floored thatch huts or bohios,
deemed irrelevant save when needed for the sugar harvest or to
service the touristswhocame togamble,womanize, and tanat the
lustrous white beaches. Americans in pre-Revolutionary Cuba
couldbuyproperty for a song, evenawhistle. Cubans couldnot.Racismand segregation re-
flected U.S. prejudices and apartheid. Cubans were stereotyped as a weak, foolish,
dance-ridden rhythmic people of no intellectual consequence, like Desi Arnaz’s Ricky
Ricardo character in I Love Lucy.

Our little group of four came in the first wave of North Americans to visit since the
blockade, traveling illegally throughMexicowith a thirty-hour return via the Azores and
Spain, oralternatively viaPragueandback to theUnitedStates—wechose thequicker route
throughMadrid.Wewere the vanguardof doctors, dentists, andnurseswhowould come to
explore, support theCubannationalhealthservice—healthcare forall,whichwedreamofso
fervently in theUnitedStates—andsendsupplies inanattempt tooffset (inaverysmallway)
the anti-humanitarianU.S. blockade.We arrived just as the firstmajor SDS (Students for a
Democratic Society) groupwas leaving to return to theUnited States for the Democratic
National Convention andwhatwould come to be called theDays ofRage.Wewere inCuba
when Soviet interventionmuzzled the Prague Summer, andwewaited in anticipation for
Fidel’s announcement of where Cuba stood in regard toRussian intervention to put down
theCzechdemocracymovement.DayspassedandourhopemountedthatCubawouldspeak
independently, act independently. ThenFidelmounted his podiumand spoke for the usual
many hours, laying out his rationale for the intervention as the responsiveness of the Soviet
UniontoU.S.andWesterncounter-revolutionarysponsorshipof theanti-Sovietoccupation
freedommovement, andweknewsomepricehadbeenpaidand thedeal signed.

Arrogance is a quality that onemust recognize and fight in oneself. So too is its opposite,
the fear that institutionsandstatesknowbetter thanwedo.This fear isbulwarkedby the in-
stitutions’ size, their ability toobtain information, themassesofhumansemployedby them,
and especially by their authority as trumpeted by the organs of themedia that serve them.
How could any of us know better than Fidel? Che was gone and with him the spirit of
perpetual revolution, Trotskyist as that sounds. Forme, all beings needbe free, and sharing
will conquer power—now, in this spiritual era, a kind of Bodhisattva,Mahayana thing—a
constant lovingrevolutiontowardallpower to thepeople, indeed.But thatwas then.Despite
ourmisgivings we returned to the United States, telling the great and good story of
Cuba on the radio and in articles.Weorganizedhealth groups to travel toCuba and see for
themselves, to support the emerging health care sector that had been so devastated by doc-
tor and dentist defections—money talks—and to sendmedical supplies. But our so-called
movement was fracturing andmoving into deluded, irrelevant, sometimes destructive
micro-organizations, splintering over themethod to seize state power, as if wewere close to
thatpossibility, and looking for leadershipand ideologyoutsideourownevolvingconscious-
ness within our own national conditions. And of course, drastically underestimating the
powerofcorporatismandits lackeys toabsorbourdemands—forenfranchisementofpeople
of color,women,andeventually, gaypeople in theUnitedStates—withoutchanging itsbasic
class structureor its ravageof theglobalpoor in its compulsion forprofits.
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A farmer collects tomatoes in
Guira deMelena in 2008.
Cuba has begun lending
unused land to private
farmers and cooperatives as
part of a sweeping effort to
step up agricultural
production.
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SecondVisit in 1988—OptimismandFidelismoSurvive
Influencedbythecritiqueofbureaucratic state socialismandputoffbythe
SovietUnion’s control and lackof cultivationof localpotential, I only returned toHavana
again in 1988 for theNewYear’s celebration. The harbingers of hard times were dis-
cernible—glasnost and the beginnings of perestroika signalingmajor changes to come.
YetCuban leadershipwascaughtup inthesameeconomics,90percentdependentonthe
SovietUnion, reliant on their historical relationship for artificial support of the price of
sugar, despitemuch lowerworld pricing, anddependent on Soviet oil imports—4.5 tons
of petroleum for each ton of sugar—while also following Soviet foreign policy. Cuba felt
bureaucratic and tense, a bit of a freight train on a historical crackup track. I was in the

worst time inmy life,my nearly seventeen-year-old son, Noah, having
died after four years of leukemia justmonths before.Havana inwinter
was tropically stunning, but the decay of the citymirroredmy own grief
and despair, and little could penetrateme. I jogged fromMiramar to
CiudadVieja and back a few times, and the beauty of the sea vistaswas
notable, aswas the incrediblepollution frombuses and trucks.Themas-
sive newRussian embassy hung like the towering bridge of an aircraft
carrier above the suburb, and folks seemedOK. Therewas enough food
togoaround,even if thequalitywaspoor.Therewasnothingtobuy. Iwas
impressedby the lackofwork initiative.Forexample,whenIbroughtmy
friend’s Lada to get fixed at a local government garage, I turned it over to
six or seven guyswhohung around sitting onboxes; it seemeda gigantic
effort forone togetupand look interested. It felt as if therewereanunof-
ficialhuelga—astrike, certainly a slowdown—going on. At theMiramar
cementand rockbeaches,manypeoplehungoutduring theweek’swork
hours, and the floating inner tubes suggested the long and hazardous
passage to better economics inGringolandia to thenorth.Wemet some
folks livingassquattersbeachside inapueblooutside thecity, raisingpar-
rots and living likeU.S. hippies onnext to nothing, having fun andbeing
completely unproductive, outside the official economy. I was struck by
the tolerance for this,but laterheardtheywereevicted fornothaving title
to thespot.TheCoppelia icecreamwasstilldelicious,withadifferent fla-
vor each day, but the water was off at the tapmore than it was on.We
hungoutwithmyfriend’sartist andfilmbuddies,whowerevital andcre-
ative, brimmingwith ideas and projects and open to discussion. There
wasgreatconcernaboutbeingopenlygay,andmanyof thosewhoweren’t
defended theofficial position.OptimismandFidelismo still reigned.

U.S.-supportedeconomicsabotageandpotential terroristactsagainst
Cubawere in themindsofeveryonewithwhomIspoke.Theunprecedenteddengue fever
epidemic of 1981 (seen bymany of us as biological warfarewaged by theUnited States)
and the earlier swine flu virus attackwere still fresh in publicmemory. AndwithRonald
Reagannearing theendofhis secondtermandtheContras inNicaraguabarelydefeated,
theUntiedStates loomed largeasa threat.

Cubahadbuilt aclosealliancewith theSandinistasandknewall toowell the forcesar-
rayed against a secondCaribbean revolution, aswell as the implacable hostility toward
the first. Cubans alsoperceived theU.S. administration’swillingness to conduct criminal
acts against Cuba. We spent time with several marvelous people just back from the
Managua front and learned a great deal about that so-called covert U.S. effort to
undo another popularly elected government that had moved from banana republic
dictatorship towardsnationalizationandself-determination.

TheDifficulty ofCriticizingCuba in aUsefulWay
Writing critically ofCuba is a risky and tricky business. I don’twant to feed
theRight and themalevolents of the exile, or shall I say the elite Cuban immigrantswho
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A common sight in Cuba:
children eager for education.
The country’s literacy rate
soared during the National
Literacy Campaign of 1961
and has risen since: 99.8

percent of Cubans over the age
of fifteen are now literate,
according to the CIAWorld

Factbook.
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settled in theUnitedStates immediately following theCuban revolution (U.S.-bornCuban-
Americans,much like younger post-warGermans, are themselves innocent and often un-
connected to the conflict). I don’twant todiscourage anyone fromvisiting, as that is helping
Cuba financially through its tourist economy. Iwant tomake clear that theU.S. embargo is
criminal, a punishment against innocent people, ineffective as a change agent, and has no
basis in just international relationships, is cowardly andbullying, andhasno relationship to
remuneration fornationalization,as thecorporate interests thatwerenationalizedhadbeen
extractingprofit fromCubaandCubans forgenerations—money incalculably inexcessof the
value of the nationalized property. I want to be clear and explicit: the blockade is a unique
andmurderousreactiontoself-determinationandtheendofU.S. exploitation; it’s apunish-
ment for stopping future exploitation by aggressive foreign capital. I want to praisewhat is
good and original as a result of the Cuban social transformation. I don’t knowhow to build
socialism, as I amagringo in aprivileged life and reside in themain global imperialist state.
Andbesides, it is clear that no socialist state has been truly socialist ormoved towarda fullly
democratized—i.e., an empowered activist, collectivist, egalitarian, and individual- and
endeavor-honoring—society. Yet I don’twant towithholdmy observations ofwhat appears
troubling and off-putting or to refuse to report the views of those Cubans I’ve encountered
who communicate their experience in a balanced andpenetrating fashion; and Iwant to be
true tomyself, my own evaluation and judgments, andmake them clearly and helpfully.
Therearemanyclashingperspectives and truly, I cannotplease everybody.

AProblem inCubaToday: LackofSelf-Sufficiency
When I lastwent toHavana, at the endof 1988, thewater supply toMiramar—
the formerlywealthy garden suburb ofHavana,wheremany of the embassies are located—
was offmany hours ofmany days and often for days on end. Thiswas attributed then to the
disastrous effects of the hurricane that struckCuba in the late spring.Now, in 2010while I
was inHavana, water inMiramarwas shut off for two days of the five Iwas there.Water to
theCienfuegosall-inclusive resort,built exclusively for foreignersandtouristdollars,was in-
termittent and off for hours at a time on several occasions during the two days Iwas there.
Provisionofwater isagovernmental responsibility inCuba; since2000inHavana it’sbeena
mixed public/private enterprise with a Spanish co-investor company. Water in Cuba is
plentiful. It is tropical and it rains abundantly—about fifty-two inches per year on average.
Provision ofwater is amatter of necessity.Water systems require investment,maintenance,PH
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Artist JoseFuster, known
as theCubanPicasso,has
beautifiedmore thaneighty
ofhisneighbors’ houses in
Jaimanitas, a fishing town
west ofHavana. “WhenI
travel to theDominican
Republic orMexico, I see
childrenbegging,”Fuster
says. “I see childrencleaning
carwindshields.Wedon’t
have that. InCuba, Ipaint
what I see: thehappiness
of children.”
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and supervision. In a society where labor is plentiful and jobs needed, why hasn’t this been
fixed in twenty-oneyears?Where is themobilization for repairing thewater system?Can it all
beaboutmaterialsandsupplies—is therenoroomfor innovation?Theeffectsare incalculable
on hygiene, waste disposal, health, industry, and urban agriculture. In 2005, theMinistry
warnedHavana residents of the failure of five pumps at the same time.Waterwas dispensed
by truck to tens of thousands of residents for several weeks.Whowaswatching the pumps?
Certainly theU.S. embargoplays a role inall of this—theabsenceof spareparts formachinery
thatwas inplacebefore the revolutioncannothelpmatters.

But thewater problemofHavana is not just about the embargo. It is also about capital ac-
cumulation. And if there is one overarching historical failure of leadership, it is the lack
of clarity and success in thisnearly fifty-year-old, erratic, plannedeconomy.For it is one thing
todefend theRevolution, to staveoff thehostileU.S. giant, and it is another tobecomeaclient
stateof the contendinggiant—theUSSR—with its terriblehistoryofbureaucracy, stagnation,
and failure to anticipate and thrive, not tomention its failure to createbetter, democratic, and
more fun lives for its citizens. And that dependency is not an excuse for not building an inde-
pendent economy, as if states and conditionswere permanent andnot in constant flux. If you
take foreignmoney, at least struggle for your own conditions and your own economic needs,
for self-sufficiency in vital industries suchas agriculture.Don’t let your cementplants disinte-
grate.Don’t let your agriculture decline in favor of foreign imports. Build upwhat youhave as
resources—use laborandhorticulture, tapthesun,growplants, irrigate,growsoyandnutsand
stuff that feeds—sothatwhenchangeoccursyouhavesomeresilience.Please!Althoughsugar
no longer serves as themain engine of the Cuban economy (sugar production is down to 1.5
million tonsor so from its Soviet era levels of 7million to8million tons, soCuba isno longer a
factor in the global sugar economy and has little to export), special trade relations that
are predictably fragile and subject to political winds still grease the vulnerable economy. For
example, Cubamaintains a special relationshipwithVenezuela inwhich theChavez govern-
ment provides oil at bargain prices in exchange for doctors and health careworkers and, no
doubt, political support. Another case in point involves the billion-plus dollars that flow from
relatives in theUnited States to relatives inCuba. This remittance economy creates harsh in-
equities—one needs to have a relative to buy the good stuff—andmoreover theUnited States
couldcut this revenuestreamoffatany time, forcingCubatosuffer.Lesswellknownis the fact
that Cuba imports 50 percent of its foodstuffs fromabroad, and 50percent of these imports,
includingsoy,wheat, rice, andpoultry, comefromtheUnitedStates.WithCubanotallowedto
sell anything to theUnited States—the embargo again—the trade imbalance is deliberately
profitable to theU.S. agricultural industry.Wow!FL
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Astreet inTrinidad,Cuba.



Underemployment andaRuin inProcess
Nothing is whole in Cuba. Nothing new is entirely finished. Nothing old is
maintained. Cuba is a ruin in process. There is a disturbing lack of recent human-created
beauty. The antique and pre-revolutionary Havana apartment houses still command
interest with theirmelting cornices and remnant cheesecake décor—sometimes strikingly
inspired by Art Deco. The recent constructions are scarce, hard-edged, blocky in form,
Eastern Bloc–inspired and also crumbling. Every sidewalk appears
cracked andbroken.Havana is a ruin in themaking.Recently some of
thebuildings along theMaleconhavebeenpainted, the external stucco
cement improved so that the paint could hold.Havana Vieja is a
tourist-inspired, colorful, and pleasing renovation of amagnificent
square of the old city. But, by and large, walking the streets of the city,
one sees virtually no evidence ofmaintenance of structure. Themoney
and supplies are simply not available, but thismeans that the housing
structure ofHavana is disintegrating fromage, abetted by sun, pollu-
tion, and salty sea air. Andas for the rest of the country,what I sawwas
the same, the only differentiation being the resorts and the Casas
Particulares—private homeswith rooms to let for tourists, often reno-
vatedwithmoney fromMiami andU.S.-based relatives who fled the
country and are now allowed to bringU.S. dollars in limited amounts
with themonvisits—under theHelms-Burtonstricture, 1,200U.S.dol-
larsannually.Lackofgovernmentmaintenance, lackofpersonal initia-
tive to fix homes and apartments (lacking because it is discouraged),
lackof craft talent, lackof craft cooperatives, lackof tools, lackof shops,
antiquation of even the cementmills, lack of rebar and PVC pipe—
basics—all of thismeans ruinedhousinganddepressing livingcircum-
stances. Garbage is incessantly visible inHavana, but elsewhere there
appears to have been an at least partial victory for the anti-litter
movement—something rare indeed in theThirdWorld.

DirecthumancontactandtheCubansunare thecountry’s sourceof
warmth. There ismusic in the air, complex rhythms, and a panache of
dressandornamentation.Cubans’ sartorial style isanaccomplishment
giventhe lackofclothes, stores inwhichtobuythem,andfunds for their
purchase.Mydoctor friendsbringhomeabout$24permonth.Yes, that
is on top of free education, free health care, home and apartment
ownership, andarationofbasic staples, but$24 isall theyhave in their
pockets to pay for the rest—such as is available. (Try imagining, with
me, doing $24 a day in theUnited States—let alone permonth.) This
means that Cubanpeople are sharing, bartering, acting as extended family units, looking to
relatives abroad for help, calculating, and seeking special circumstances, such as help from
workers at the resorts,whobringhometips to support entire circlesofpeople.And thereare
illicit schemes particularly aimed at themain source of external funds—tourists. Extraordi-
narywomencourtmeasIwalk intheneighborhoodaroundtheHotelNacionalsearching for
astore thatmighthaveabottleof rum.Iamsixty-sixandthisdoesnotgo tomyhead.But the
sex trade—gay and straight—is thriving, although in addition to straight hooking, some
women are looking for a greatmeal and are prepared to bewarm and friendly and spend
timewith theirbeaus—unusual forprostitution in thewiderworld. Sogoes the story.

Wedrive two-thirdsofCubaandback inasmallandsomewhatbeatenupHyundai rental.
This isa relatively recentopportunity—torentyourowncar.Thesidelightshavebeenripped
off, stolen inHavana, probably to embellish some fiftiesU.S. relic. The steeringwheel is abit
looseandthecar tendstoplaneandslideat fifty-fivemilesperhour.Vaststretchesofcountry-
sideareunpopulated,perhapsdepopulated.Farmlandgoesuntilled; sugarcanegone.Hors-
es and bullocks continue to function as transport and plow teams, the latter justified in the
framework of the recent low-input, sustainable organic farming
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stock in grocery stores and in the visible
lack of working people, agriculturally and
industrially. Throughout the days of our
time in Cuba, urban streets are thronged
with people, youngmen andwomen espe-
cially, who could be engaged in productive
work.Trueestimatesofunemploymentare
unobtainable.
With the decades of suppression of pri-

vatism(economic activity forprivateprofit
or personal gain) signs of self-improve-
ment areminimal. Cubans dress well and
decoratively.Butontheaverage, theexteri-
ors of homes are brutally ugly, with infre-
quent signs of gardening in this lush
tropical land. I revisited a finca (rural
property)ontheoutskirtsofHavanawhere
three generations, soon four, live together
in a run-downmansion that had once be-
longed to a dentist whowent bankrupt—
long before the revolution—and was
scooped up as a bargain by the great-
grandfather. There ismuch landandplen-
tiful water. The views of theCaribbean are
beautiful and thewind is fresh andmoves
the great trees. Twenty-one years ago we
sat on the veranda and discussed growing
vegetables for home and neighborhood
consumption—there are a few farmswith
livestock on the ruined road to the finca—
and again we have the same discussion.
Rustingmachinery litters the ground sur-
roundingthehouse,where tomatoes, corn,
and other staples could be produced in
abundance with small effort.My friends,
who are truly thoughtful people—the
woman a doctor, her husband an engi-
neer—use the sameexcusesasonmy long-
ago private visit: no pesticides, no seeds,
government discouragement of private
cultivation.Thehouse itself ismelting into
the ground. During the Special Period,
after Soviet support for Cuba ended like a
traincrashing intoacementwall at theend
of the tracks,when therewasnothing tobe
had for food, they had a secret pig stash on
the second floorabove their livingquarters
and raised pigs for their consumption—
thiswashappening all overCuba, as if sur-
vival had to be hidden. The last pig was
butchered a year ago, and times have
changed a bit for the better. There is a de-
crepit comfort here, a leisure, and a
Breughel-like naturalness that is whole-
some andwarm. Friends come and sit on

these big banks, we should have effec-
tively used the laws of capitalism, which
means: “If you can’tmeet yourobligations,
you go bankrupt. And if you go bankrupt,
you convert debt into equity, and if you
don’t have enough debt, the government,
through deposit insurance, will take over
thebanks.” It isastandardprocedurewedo
all the time.Sooneofmymaincriticisms is
that we suspended the ordinary laws of
capitalism, and that was really a very big
mistake at the time and as a matter of
precedent. It has undermined the fiscal
strengthof theeconomy.�

the veranda. The door to the sea is open
and amotorcycle sits perched as if to fly to
thebluewater.

TheSuccessesof theRevolution:
HealthCareandEducation
Cubahasnomissiles turned towards
theUnitedStates,noarmyready to invade,
no proxywars being fought inAngola and
Ethiopia, theColdWarperiphery,as itonce
did. Its implacable resistance is against
U.S. domination, so it seeks to ally with
other governments that opposeU.S. hege-
mony—at present, principally Venezuela
and Bolivia. Cuba’s main export is no
longer sugar. Cigars are still strong.
Nickel and chromium contribute. Coffee
production is surprisingly stagnant. Cit-
rus is a factor.
More importantly, it is thepeacefulpro-

visionofphysicians andmedical experts in
dentistry, nursing, and community health
care to itsalliesandothercountries, theex-
port of engineers, literacy educators, and
teachersof other subjects—exports of edu-
cated,helpfulhumans todevelopingcoun-
tries—that appear primary. In Haiti,
several hundredCubanmedical personnel
supported health care for allHaitians long
before the devastation of the earthquake.
These health workers stayed on after the
disaster and tended to patients in diverse
parts of the country—unrecognized, un-
supported,andoftenthwartedbyU.S.hos-
tility to Cubans. There is even a U.S.
program to get Cuban doctors abroad to
defect,usingdollar inducements,ofcourse.
Cuba has the highest ratio in theworld of
physicians to residents: 78,000 to 11mil-
lion or so in 2007. That’s 6.5 doctors for
every thousand people, compared to 2.4
per thousand in the United States. And
Cuba’s truly community-based health
systemdistributes healthworkers evenly,
caring for thepoorest townsandneighbor-
hoods asmuch as themore affluent. There
is amedical school to train students from
other countries, and Cuba has an exalted
history of providing health care to other
countries asdirect aid.
When I was inNegril, Jamaica, in the

seventies, before there wasmuch of a re-
sort, theCubandoctorwas themainhealth
resource for the local population, and it
wasmy distinct pleasure tomake rounds

(continued frompage21)
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movement as doing less damage to the
earth’s creatures and ecology than gas-
poweredmachinery. Transportation is a
pasticheof the incredible, ranging fromthe
now neon-painted signature cars of the
American fifties to the patched Ladas,
clunker Ural motorcycles, and strange
hulking, fume-belching trucks of the
Soviet bloc period, to a few contemporary
vehicles, particularly trucks, oftenKorean
in origin. Occasionally, a new, well-
manicuredAudi roars past, darkwindows
speaking of unknown privilege. Driving
the roads of Cuba, one sees few cars and
barely any amenities, not tomention little
commerce.Whole familiesarehitchhiking,
sooffering togive rides, oftenover the long
stretches between cities, is a great way to
meet people.Wepick up thirty-five people
by count during the drive—the arrange-
ment is great for directions in this nearly
sign-less country, great for getting inde-
pendent views of the culture, and terrific
for getting a feel for people’s lives andaspi-
rations. Andwe are a very novel couple for
our hitchhikers—few ordinary people in
rural Cuba have contact with U.S. folks,
given the stringency of the embargo on
travel from theUnited States. Pigs are led
across the potholed, sometimes divided,
six-lane Autopista—the main artery of
Cuba, unfinished for the eastern third of
the country—thatwithoutmuchwarning
often joins into a three-lane course, along
withcowboy-drivenherdsofgoatsandcat-
tle.Disturbing is the lackof products being
transported,reflectedinthestillminimalist

alana
Text Box



C U B A S Í

88 T I K K U N W W W. T I K K U N . O R G S E P T E M B E R / O C T O B E R 2 0 1 0

individual as a creative force by fiat seems
to lack the power to lead to economic and
political success historically, in Cuba and
everywhere else. There is no evidence
that the political form—“democratic
centralism” as Leninism has called it—
has produced anything viable or more
transformative than the best examples of
democratic social welfare states in Scandi-
navia. The historical record of oppression
under democratic centralism is horrific—
withCubaasarelativelybenignexample—
and it continues to serve the interests of
domination and single-person leadership
regimes. Paternalism in the Cuban situa-
tion expresses itself currently in the oft-
repeated party line that “with the beast
breathing downour necks fromacross the
Florida Strait, political transformation
needs to go slowly.” The Party record of
leadership, particularly in the economic
sphere, seems tome asmuch ormore the
cause of the Cuban miasma than is the
blockade. The two have fitted together to
justify suppression of a creative citizens’
dialogue that could serve for economic
transformation of Cuban life. Eschewing
cooperative formats for state control is a
grievousmistake. Removing and penaliz-
ing individual personal initiative is a
terriblemistake that serves state central-
ism and the concentration of power. The
“NewMan” as was envisioned in the late
1960s inCuba and forced into a format on
the Isle of Pines (renamed the Isle of
Youth)wasa failure.Consciousnesscannot
bemandated. It has to be created, have a
basis in relationships, be validated and ab-
sorbed,and includesomesenseofpleasure
inbeingalive andproductive.
Indeed, it is possible that a collapse of

the Cuban central state—which does not
appear to be in the offing—could open the
door to the gobbling behemoth across the
Gulf. If so-called “free elections”meant a
huge influxofmoney, glamour, andmedia,
and this was not resisted, then people
might be swayed fromone kind of perver-
sion of democracy—“democrati central-
ism”—to another, “the best democracy
moneycanbuy.”
On the other hand, as an educated,

revolutionized population, Cubans surely
have the capacity to govern themselves
democraticallyandtomovefromnear-total

with himandwitness the finework he did
for Jamaican people.Hewas a blessing in
an impoverishedareadeemedunattractive
by domestic physicians, whowere too few
in number and tended to seek better
money in more well-heeled areas of the
island. That tradition of service continues
unabated despite Cuba’s own economic
problem.
Withsomanywell-educatedpeople, far

in excess of the quality of work available
that canuse those richminds,Cuba’smain
resource is just that:aneducated, thought-
ful populace. To continue to develop this
capaciousness requires a clear policy of
resource allocation. The blockade has
hampered the availability of high speed
Internet. Fiberoptic cable between the
UnitedStatesandCubawouldaid this,but
that does not appear to be forthcoming
from theYankees. Cuba desperately needs
to solve the problem of distributing com-
putersandInternetaccess to itspopulation
or it risks falling further behind in provid-
ing for the development of its human
resource. E-mail is available to a few, but
computers are uncommon and the access
to the Web is even less common. Social
solutions that enable sharing of hardware
by computer co-ops—for example, radi-
cally expanding access to the country’s
Internetcafes—wouldbeastep intheright
direction andwould avoid the enormous
expense of full individualization of com-
puters, yet make possible popular
access. Cuba needs to spread the Web
over the island.
Parsingout thesuccessesof theRevolu-

tion is not difficult. The social successes
amount to an astoundingwelfare state—
though it is limited by its poverty, the eco-
nomicmiasma,and itspolitical centralism.
Cuban society supports quality education
and full literacy;health care for all,withan
average life expectancy of seventy-seven
years; home and apartment ownership;
support for the arts; a guaranteed food al-
lotment as baseline; cultural access for all;
and legal equality for all persons,
regardless of sex and race, not to men-
tion a commitment to wage equality,
even though full equalization has yet to
be achieved practically.Theseareextraor-
dinary achievements and serve as a
reference for all societies.

HowtheRevolution’sPromise
CouldStillBeFulfilled
What’smissing fromCuban society is
satisfying politics and democratic
participation at all levels of government.
Democracy in Cuba is thought of by the
exiled Right as the restoration of full mo-
nopoly capitalismwith its puppet elite in
power with their privileged, foreign-
dominatedeconomies. In theirview,under
democracy the nationalized sectorswould
be privatized and the government would
offer the nation’s exiled elite reparations
and restoration of lost properties. Health
care for all, as with the otherwelfare-state
sectors, would become corporatized and
for profit. I believe that if the exiles could,
they would erase the Revolution from
memory. Presumably the Right believes
that themajority of Cubans would want
this and that the class structurewould re-
vert to one inwhich the lucky few had the
happyopportunity tobecomewealthy.
From the Communist Party of Cuba’s

side, democratization is also viewed as the
restoration of theU.S. imperialist regime
withall itsattendanthorrors, asabove.The
Party argues that democratization that
proceeds tooquickly—meaningtheoppor-
tunity for all citizens to elect their officials
and have access to the larger policy issues,
particularly the economic—would just
open the door to the gobbling behemoth
across theGulf.
This polarization does not reveal the

MiddleWay,yet thathasbeenthedirection
necessarily taken by the Cuban govern-
ment as the practical realities engendered
by the economic catastrophe have caused
conversion to private cooperatives, partic-
ularly in the agricultural sphere. Roughly
60percent ofCuba’s total agricultural out-
put is currently produced on just 35 per-
cent of the island’s agricultural land, and
some individual agricultural initiative has
taken root outside of the formerly totally
monolithic state sector.Unfortunately this
economic pastiche remains under top-
down control, and that top end has yet to
be rationalized by full participation of all
sectors in economicdecisionmaking.
The forcible creation of the state sector

as the single and overarchingmonopoly of
power, creativity, resource development
and allocation, and the obliteration of the
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state domination into a self-governance
uninterested in giving away Cuba’s gains
and independence to predatory foreign
corporations and governments like the
United States. AndCubans need to create
the economic conditions that lead to
their prosperity whilemaintaining their
interconnectedness and generosity to
other peoples, the internationalism that
truly feeds. If after all this time, the people
are not up to this, so be it. The experiment
has tomove toward validation of concept.
Either the Revolution has created amore
loving and conscious group of people, or it
has failed todo so.
There is almost nothing for the capi-

talists tobuy inCuba—perhapsbeachfront
property.Aside fromthealreadyexpanded
foreign tourist resort sector, profitable
investment in Cubawould require costly
investment in infrastructure ,whichwould
have to be created nearly from scratch.
Cuban democratic transformation of
government is unlikely to lead to a sieve
with extraordinary holes that invites the
gangsters back and looks forward to a
MeyerLansky in chargeofHavana.
Investment in Cuba must support

capital development within a frame-
work of self-sufficiency and popular self-
determination. Cuba’s values—and its
population’s training—have been in self-
sacrifice, sharing of scarce resources, co-
operation, critical thinking, compassionate
internationalism,and interconnectedness.
All populations have thus far preserved
self-interest and individualism, nomatter
the form of government or its length of
time in power. The greatest moments of
creativity andmotivation in human his-
tory have been at the time of revolution,
before power is reified and the initiative
taken from the political/spiritual life of
mobilizedmasses tasting their power and
freedom. This is when true excitement
and the breath of new life suffuse. True,
youcan’t have this all of the time.Youhave
to work and dig in. But the attemptmust
be topreserve the joy-in-the-momentatti-
tude that comeswith fullparticipationand
a sense of brotherhood/sisterhood and
communalism. Break the back of
alienationand crassmaterialism!
These qualities exist among Cuban

people much as everywhere else. Under

conditions of poverty andwant, the pres-
sure for individual solutions increases—
alongside the pressure for collective,
participatory solutions. Both trends will
persist historically in Cuba no matter
what. Suppressionof individual problem-
solving by hierarchical domination only
increases alienation, departures for other
lands, and a sense of disempowerment.
Governmental economic penalization
and a psychological/sociological, deni-
grating critique of collective private or
non-state-owned solutions engendered
by popular cooperative action is the op-
posite of what true state support really
means—encouraging and engendering
popular formations thatgrowtheeconomy
and the people, that train people to com-
municate and work together. The
begrudging yet desperate central govern-
ment support for popular cooperatives,
fairly well limited thus far to the agricul-
tural sector, needs to be expanded to a
wholehearted interest in new economic
formations and solutions that consist of
social welfare and central production
units, popular cooperatives, and indi-
vidual economic formats with encourage-
ment for linkages and planning
participation and oversight by everyone
at all levels.
The collapse of the Soviet Union into

its gangster government phase after 1991
was the actual result of decades of violent
suppression by the Soviet government of
real collective consciousness—human
connection based on caring and cooper-
ationwithout force, for the greater good,
the heart of our spirit connection possi-
bility. This suppression left the door
wide open for privileged elements of
government to expropriate themeans of
production for their own personal gain
and for a rule of the strongest wolves.
Persistence of the Cuban special case

with a transformation to popular
government has the possibility for a dif-
ferent outcome: a country that is based
on cooperation and cooperatives with
a democratically elected state that
preserves education, health care,
and freedom from landlords and that
generates and supports the joy of
equality and participatory democracy at
all levels. �
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uniqueguidingscriptureandalsothefoun-
dationbook for allChristians.

TheGospels’Drama:Jesusvs. theJews
The reader need not be a biblical
scholar to notice something awry when
Yeshua, a Jew, speaks in the voice of a later
gentile admonishing Jews of terrible pun-
ishment when Rome, four decades after
Yeshua’s death, will destroy Jerusalem. In
the JewishWar (66-70), the city and tem-
plewere razed; its vast library, comparable
to the Greek libraries in Pergamon and
Alexandria, burned; thousands and thou-
sands crucified; and Jews and Christian
Jews expelled from the city. This horror—
for Jews, Christian Jews, Jerusalem, and
history—Yeshua tells us, is deserved and
appropriate. No one—man, woman, or
child, hewarns—will be able tohide in for-
est or mountain from the apocalypse of
punishmentanddeath.
As the gospels, through the voice of

Rabbi Jesus, tell of eternal punishments of
theJews fornot recognizing thathe is their
foretoldmessiah,we soon realize there are
only two major contending characters in
the gospels: Jesus and the collective Jews.
Jesus is the good; the Jews are the bad. As
for God, in contrast to God’s character in
the Hebrew Bible, where God speaks and
appears in whirlwinds, God in the New
Testament is absent.Heuttersnoword,no
ideaor command, andhe remainsunseen.
Others speak for and through God. Mary
makes quick entrances at the beginning.
Then disappears. As for the disciples, they
arealsominorandforthemostpart treated
asdoubtingbunglers everbeingcorrected
by Jesus for mistakes, weakness, and
vanity.
Peter, a Polonius figure, is more devel-

opedasanunreliabledisciple (or “student”
as the Greek reads) whom Jesus repri-
mands when he hopes to have a favored
seatnext toGodandJesus inheaven.Inthe
end,asJesuspredicts,PeterdeniesJesus in
his timeofperil three timesbefore thecock
crows.Thedivinity figure isJesus,ambigu-
ously, since he is also aman. The drama of
the cross occurs because Jesus suffers as a
man,withno apparent awareness of being
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