
Florida State University Libraries

Electronic Theses, Treatises and Dissertations  The Graduate School

2004

The Cuban-U.S. Transnational Relationship:
The Impact of Recent Migration on Cuban
and Cuban-American Society
Andrea Christine Vicente

Follow this and additional works at the FSU Digital Library. For more information, please contact lib-ir@fsu.edu

http://fsu.digital.flvc.org/
mailto:lib-ir@fsu.edu


 

 

 

 

THE FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

COLLEGE OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 

 

 

 

 

THE CUBAN-U.S. TRANSNATIONAL RELATIONSHIP: THE IMPACT OF 

RECENT MIGRATION ON CUBAN AND CUBAN-AMERICAN SOCIETY 

 

 

 

 

 

By 

 

ANDREA CHRISTINE VICENTE 

 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis submitted to the  

Department of History 

in partial fulfillment of the  

requirements for the degree of  

Master of Arts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Degree Awarded: 

Fall Semester, 2004 

 



 

 

 

 

The members of the Committee approve the Thesis of Andrea Christine Vicente 

defended on September 10, 2004. 

 

 

_____________________________ 

                                                              Matt Childs 

                                                                                       Professor Directing Thesis 

 

 _____________________________ 

Suzanne Sinke 

Committee Member 

 

 

 

_____________________________ 

 

Rodney Anderson 

Committee Member 

 

 

 

 

The Office of Graduate Studies has verified and approved the above named 

committee members. 

 ii



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To Ma and Dad 

 

 iii



 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 

 This thesis could not have been possible without the love and support of 

my parents and family.  They were always there to listen and ask how things 

were coming along.  I am extremely grateful to Ma and Dad for their continued 

encouragement and pride in what I am doing.  Much of the passion I have for 

this topic comes from the many life lessons they have both taught me. 

Additional recognition must go to my advisor and teacher Matt Childs, 

whose work ethic and character have taught me more than any course I could 

ever take.  Who, during his summer vacation spent late nights in Texas reading 

and trying to make sense of my often scattered chapters.  Nonetheless, he always 

provided insightful comments and criticisms. He must also be commended for 

putting up with all of my whining and complaining when we disagreed.    

 Thanks are also an order to my co-advisor Dr. Suzanne Sinke, whose 

research interests and work have made an indelible mark upon me. I am deeply 

appreciative for her continued guidance and support in my own research.  Much 

of chapter one was written with her direction during a summer individual study, 

and many of her suggestions have made this thesis a much better work overall.  

 I have also been fortunate to work under, or alongside, one of the greatest 

teachers and most interesting of characters around, Dr. Rodney Anderson.  As 

both a member of my thesis committee and as my boss, Dr. Anderson has taught 

me, through example, the importance of passion and enthusiasm within 

academic and life pursuits.   

 I must also acknowledge the support of my friends and classmates in the 

History Department.  I do not think I could have made it through the summer 

 iv



without the encouragement of all of my friends and co-workers at the GCP:  

Claudia, Juan Manuel, Lindsey, Matt, Monica, Sarah, Tam and Travis.  Our trip 

to Guadalajara provided the levity I needed to finish this thesis.   

I would also like to thank my very good friend, Miyuki Hasegawa and her 

family, who have always treated me like their third daughter. Both Miyuki and 

her father, Francisco Hasegawa, were influential in this thesis.  Their own stories 

are what inspired me to study this topic, and those stories are really the heart 

and soul of this work. I will never forget the first day we all met in Tampa, little 

did I know how much they would all change my life.   

Finally, I need to thank Doug and his parents and family for their constant 

support.   Doug, especially, was always there to motivate me and help me focus 

on the task at hand, whether that meant taking away my internet access or 

calming me down with kind words.  His enthusiasm and interest in what I study 

often provided the small bit of motivation I needed to continue.  I will always 

think fondly on the wonderful summer we spent together writing my thesis.  

  

  

 v



 

 

 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

 

Abstract ………………………………………………………………………………. vii 

 

 

Introduction ………………………………………........................................................ 1 

 

 

1.  Transnationalism and Migration   …………….………………………………… 11 

2.  Cuban Emigration and Transnationalism ……………………………………... 37 

3.  The Cuban-American Community and Transnationalism ………………….... 65 

 

Conclusion   …….…………………………………………………………………….. 90 

Bibliography .…………………………………………………………………………. 95 

Biographical Sketch ……….………………………………………………………... 104 

 

 

 vi



 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

This thesis focuses on Cuban emigration as a driving force behind the 

transnational relationship existing between Cuba and the United States, as it has 

served as the basis for relations between the two countries since 1959.  This thesis 

will emphasize the impact that the emigration of Cubans, in the post-1980 

period, affected and altered both Cuban society and the Cuban-American 

community in the United States. In particular, the analysis focuses on answering 

questions such as how do Cubans, on and off the island, maintain ties with one 

another and at the same time maintain a transnational link between countries 

through emigration? A larger question, and one that figures central to the field of 

Cuban studies, is how have these mass migrations of Cubans affected and 

forever changed Cuban identity and society? Emigration, since 1959, but more so 

after the 1980s, is an important part of the ways in which emigration has 

influenced notions of Cuban identity. These waves are an important part of the 

narrative, a factor which oscillates back and forth between the United States and 

Cuba.  This thesis emphasizes the ways in which both U.S. migration and Cuban 

emigration are reciprocal components of a much larger Cuban transnationality.    

 

 vii



 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

On August 5, 1994 20,000 to 30,000 Cubans protested in the streets of 

Havana, vandalizing government operated dollar-based stores and tourist hotels, 

and shouting “We are fed up”!1  These demonstrations were a direct result of a 

severe economic crisis and restricted political freedoms affecting Cubans, which 

had begun in the early years of the 1990s. In response to the protests, that same 

evening Fidel Castro addressed the island on national television claiming the 

United States instigated the protests as part of its ongoing efforts to wreak 

economic havoc and dissent on the island.  In particular, he called attention to 

the economic embargo and to the United States’ inability to provide access to 

legal visas. He argued that the United States provoked the illegal emigration of 

Cubans through a number of its immigration policies. In the same speech he 

warned the United States that continuance of its policies would result in the 

opening of Cuba’s ports to vessels that wanted to leave the island, or those 

coming from the United States to pick up relatives. He further stated that Cuba 

would no longer “continue guarding U.S. frontiers.”2  These events led to the 

                                                 
1  Pablo Alfonso, “Origen de la protesta causa de la desconcierto,” El Nuevo 

Herald, August 18 1994, 3 A, and coverage by the Miami Herald and El Nuevo 

Herald, August 6 and 7, 1994.  

 
2 Fidel Castro, presentation on Cuban television on 5 August 1994, reported in 

Granma, 6 August 1994, 4-7. 
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eventual exodus of 31,500 Cubans by sea between August 7 and September 14, 

1994, a number nine times larger than all the Cubans who left in the entire year 

of 1993. While this exodus represents one of Cuba’s largest waves (known as the 

balsero crisis or “rafter” crisis) of migration to the United States in such a short 

period of time, several major waves of migration out of Cuba exist, marking a 

long transnational migratory history between the two countries.  

As early as the 1820s Cubans began migrating to the United States.  They 

settled in New York, New Orleans, and Philadelphia, and later in the century 

Cuban communities and businesses were established in Tampa, Key West and 

Miami.3  Later migrations coincided with Cuba’s wars for Independence. Cuban 

economic and political emigration off the island began as early as the 1830s and 

continued throughout the 20th century, and since the revolution of 1959 ten 

percent of Cuba’s total population emigrated to the United States. Scholars 

recognize these post-1959 Revolution migrations in waves. The first major wave 

took place in the first five years after the 1959 revolution, when over 200,000 

Cubans legally migrated off the island.  The second wave of migration dates to 

the years between 1965 and 1972, when an annual average of 44,100 Cubans 

arrived in the United States on “freedom flights.” And the third wave came in 

the 1980’s with the Mariel boatlift, which sent an additional 125,000 Cubans to 

                                                 
3 Larry Nackerud, Alyson Springer, Christopher Larrison and Alicia Issac, “The 

End of the Cuban Contradiction in U.S. Refugee Policy,” International Migration 

Review 33, no. 1 (Spring 1999), under “The Balsero Crisis in Historical Context,” 

http://80web7.infotrac.galegroup.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu:9000/itw/infomark/184/4

42/ 40800669w7/purl=rc1_EAIM_0_ A54482451&dyn=5!xrn_1_0_A54482451? 

sw_aep=tall85761 (accessed December 10 2003); See for example Gary Mormino 

and George E. Pozzetta, The Immigrant World of Ybor City: Italians and Their Latin 

Neighbors in Tampa, 1885-1985 (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1998); 

Louis A. Pérez Jr., On Becoming Cuban: Identity, Nationality, and Culture (New 

York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1999). 
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the United States. The balsero crisis of 1994 marked the fourth and most recent 

wave of mass emigration from Cuba to the United States. 4   

During each of these waves, exchanges took place between Cuban and 

U.S. governments, as well as individuals. These transnational exchanges became 

the basis for political, economic, and policies discussions between the two 

countries, which directly affected the economic and social growth of Cuban 

society as well as the Cuban community in the United States. While the 

historiography of transnationalism has tended to focus on migrants and their 

behaviors, by definition it implies the integration of two nations. Here I argue for 

a broader usage of the term transnationaliam in order to explore issues outside of 

migration. I endorse historian Christoper Ebert Schmidt-Nowara, who calls for a 

transnational approach to the relationship existing between the United States 

and Cuba. He argues that America’s history and other countries affected by 

colonialism have a transnational history that crosses borders.  He encourages 

scholars that in order to fully understand the present Cuban situation one must 

look more closely at the “transnational historicity” of these two countries.5  

 Similar methodological and conceptual approaches are beginning to 

emerge within the field of Cuban studies as well.  Critiques of works on Cuban 

national identity are critical of the fact that scholars tend to exclude diasporic 

communities in their interpretations of Cuban identity on the island.  Central to 

the argument is the idea that Cuban notions of identity downplay the role that 

the transnational relationship plays in identity formation, for both the Cuban-

                                                 
4 Carmelo Mesa-Lago, Cuba’s Raft Exodus of 1994: Causes, Settlement, Effects and 

Future, North South Agenda Papers, 12 (Miami: University of Miami, 1995), 2-5. 

 
5 Christopher Ebert Schmidt-Nowara, “Borders and Borderlands of 

Interpretation,” American Historical Review 104, no. 4 (October 1999): 1226-1228.  
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American community and Cubans on the island.  More than half a century ago it 

was the famous Cuban sociologist, Fernando Ortiz, who suggested flexibility and 

syncretism as keys to understanding, lo cubano, or Cuban identity.6 More 

recently, Jorge Duany argues that scholars should take a new approach to the 

narration of the Cuban nation, one that is more expansive in its interpretations of 

identity formation. He addresses the need for contemporary scholars to make use 

of ideas of transnationality in their discussions of Cuban identity, noting the 

importance of “border crossings, and nomad identities to redraw the symbolic 

boundaries between Cubanness here and there.”7   

Consequently, I focus on Cuban emigration as a driving force behind the 

transnational relationship existing between Cuba and the United States, as it has 

served as the basis for relations between the two countries since 1959.  This thesis 

will emphasize the impact that the emigration of Cubans, during and after 

Cuba’s Special Period, affected and altered both Cuban society and the Cuban-

American community in the United States. In particular, I have focused my 

analysis on answering questions such as how do Cubans, on and off the island, 

maintain ties with one another and at the same time maintain a transnational link 

between countries through emigration? My larger question, and one that figures 

central to the field of Cuban studies, is how have these mass migrations of 

                                                 
6 Fernando Ortiz, Cuban Counterpoint:  Tobacco and Sugar.  Translated by 

Harriet de Onís, Introduction by Bronislaw Malinowski, Prologue by 

Herminio Portell Vilá, New Introduction by Fernando Coronil. 1947; Reprint 

(Durham:Duke University Press, 1995), 101.  
 
7 Jorge Duany, “Restructuring Cubanness: Changing Discourses of National 

Identity on the Island and in the Diaspora during the Twentieth Century,” in 

Cuba, the Elusive Nation: Interpretations of National Identity, Damián J. Fernández 

and Madeline Cámara Betancourt, eds. (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 

2000), 19. 
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Cubans affected and forever changed Cuban identity and society?  I agree with 

Jorge Duany’s call for creating a new narrative for understanding contemporary 

Cuba, one that is inclusive of Cubans on and off the island, which will highlight 

the multiple ways emigration has influenced notions of Cuban identity. I argue 

that emigration, since 1959, but more so after the 1980s, is an important part of 

the ways in which emigration has influenced notions of Cuban identity. These 

waves are an important part of the narrative, a factor which oscillates back and 

forth between the United States and Cuba.  I show in this thesis the ways in 

which both U.S. migration and Cuban emigration are reciprocal components of a 

much larger Cuban transnationality.    

While there are a number of other waves of migration, I chose to 

emphasize these later emigrations off the island because of the historical and 

contextual framework in which they occurred. The first waves out of Cuba were 

of the upper and middle classes who followed U.S. capital to the United States. 

But, later waves out of Cuba from the late 1970’s onward were primarily a result 

of the deteriorated economic situation within Cuba, which fell on hard times 

after the fall of the communist bloc and failed attempts at cash crops in the 

1980’s, and were comprised of a different generation of Cubans.8  

Since earlier and later waves of migrants claim similar reasons for leaving 

Cuba, scholars such as Susan Eckstein and Lorena Barberia stress the importance 

of understanding that length of residency and the historical framework of the 

time period is a greater measurement of their differences.9  Earlier waves of exiles 

                                                 
8 Silvia Pedraza, “Cuba’s Refugees: Manifold Migrations,” in Origins and 

Destinies: Immigration, Race and Ethnicity in America (Belmont, CA.: Wadsworth, 

1996), 265-71. 

 
9 Susan Eckstein and Lorena Barberia, “Grounding Cuban Immigrant 

Generations in History: Cuban-Americans and Their Transnational Ties,” 
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claimed political dissatisfaction as their main reason for fleeing the island, later 

waves too claim political dissatisfaction, but also stress the harsh economic 

situations that came about in the late 1980’s and after.  These later waves of exiles 

usually became politically disillusioned after suffering economic hardships, 

especially the Cuban youth.10  As one exile put it, “exile does not begin the day 

we leave the country, but the day we feel the government has abandoned us.”11 

Once these two groups came together in the United States many of their 

dissimilarities began to emerge, especially in their political views, and tensions 

between the two increasingly became apparent.12  

 I first came across this issue when conducting oral interviews in 2001 with 

Francisco Hasegawa, a former Cuban political prisoner.  Francisco was 

imprisoned from 1961 to 1976, for his activism in a religious group in direct 

opposition to the Castro regime. When asked his opinions on those who had 

opposed the government and migrated in the early decades of the revolution, he 

remembered thinking at the time, “If you leave Cuba who will attack Castro? 

Everybody was leaving and we were saying you must stay in Cuba.” Francisco 

admits, however, that he considered migrating to the United States as well in the 

1980s, but believed that there was hope for the future. It upset him to know that 

                                                                                                                                                 

International Migration Review 36, no.3 (2002): 4. 

 
10 Gaston Fernández, “The Freedom Flotilla: A Legitimacy Crisis of Cuban 

Socialism?” Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs 24, (1982): 186-92.  

 
11  María de Los Angeles Torres, “Introduction” to By Heart/De Memoria: Cuban 

Women’s Journeys in and Out of Exile (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 

2003), 11. 

 
12 See Susan Eckstein and Lorena Barberia, “Grounding Cuban Immigrant 

Generations in History,” 4. 
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people who wanted change would leave the country.  “How would they be able 

to change anything from Miami?”13  I realized very early on that there were 

clearly diverse political, and possibly cultural, differences between those who 

had left Cuba years earlier, and those that had remained and participated within, 

and indirectly against, the new government.  The later waves of migrants 

entering into Cuban-American communities in the United States were different 

than their earlier counterparts.  More recent immigrants from Cuba had quite 

possibly believed in the social causes of the revolution until the economic crisis, 

and restricted political liberties of the 1980s and 1990s. These two groups were 

now coming together in the United States and creating dramatic divisions within 

the Cuban community.  

 These later migrants shared a very different Cuban experience than those 

of earlier generations.  The migrants arriving in the U.S. during the Mariel boatlift 

and the Balsero crisis carried disparate motivations for migration, and had also 

grown up in a different Cuba than those of earlier generations.  In this thesis I 

argue that these differences provide crucial insights into how these later 

migrations have fundamentally altered Cuban transnationality.  

I approach these issues through a transnational lens, focusing on the ways 

in which Cuban emigration ties back to the larger relationship existing between 

Cuba and the United States, and more specifically Miami. This requires an 

understanding of several important issues. In chapter one, I examine more 

closely the issue of transnationality as a concept within the discipline of 

migration history.  I use the term as a framework for analyzing Cuba’s “Special 

Period,” the economic crisis that prompted the mass emigrations. By employing 

                                                 
13Francisco Hasegawa, interview by author, tape recording, Miami, FL., 6 

October 2001. 
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a transnational conceptual framework I explore the ways in which more recent 

migrations are transforming Cuban-U.S. relations and identities.  I turn to 

emphasize the issues these migrations place on the Cuban family by 

emphasizing how they create dependency on migration, relatives outside the 

country, and on U.S. currency.  Chapter two will look at how migration has 

impacted Cuban society and identity, economically, socially and culturally. 

Chapter three will emphasize the political and social effects of the recent 

migrations on the Miami Cuban-American community. To further examine these 

issues I will explore the social factors that emerged and altered Cuban and 

Cuban-American lives in the process of these migrations, and show the 

importance of migration in the U.S.-Cuban transnational relationship.    

This thesis is not specifically about the actual acts of emigration, as those 

issues are well covered in Cuban Studies literature, as it is about why the 

emigrations took place and how both Cubans in Cuba and the United States have 

been affected and changed by them. 14  More specifically, I am interested in 

showing how these migrations played a major role in the relationship between 

                                                 
14 For more information on Cuban migration see Jesús Arboleya, Havana-Miami: 

The U.S.- Cuba Migration Conflict (Melbourne : Ocean Press, 1996); Silvia Pedraza, 

“Cuba’s Refugees: Manifold Migrations,” in Origins and Destinies: Immigration, 

Race and Ethnicity in America (Belmont, CA.: Wadsworth, 1996); Carmelo Mesa-

Lago, Cuba’s Raft Exodus of 1994: Causes, Settlement, Effects and Future, North 

South Agenda Papers, 12 (Miami: University of Miami, 1995); Felix Roberto 

Masud-Piloto, From welcomed exiles to illegal immigrants :  Cuban migration to the 

U.S., 1959-1995 (Lanham, Md. : Rowman & Littlefield, 1995); Alfredo Antonio 

Fernández, Adrift : The Cuban Raft People; Susan Giersbach Rascón, trans.  

(Houston, TX :  Arte Pub́lico Press,  2000);  Ernesto Rodríguez Chavez, Emigración 

cubana actual,  (La Habana :  Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 1997); Milagros 

Martínez et al. Los balseros cubanos :  un estudio a partir de las salidas ilegales, (La 

Habana :  Editorial de Ciencias Sociales,  1996); Luis Báez, Los que se fueron, 

(Habana, Cuba :  Editorial Política:  Editorial José Martí,  1994).  

 

 8



Cuba and Miami in the past fifty years, and how this relationship was 

transformed by the most recent waves of emigration out of Cuba. 

The problems associated with studying a more recent time period from a 

historical perspective are multi-dimensional, and this problem is reflected in my 

source base.  The majority of my sources for this project are scattered within 

newspapers, works of literature, conference papers, legal documents and 

policies, and published and personally conducted oral history interviews.  Due to 

limited access to Cuba, much of my information must come from periodicals and 

published oral historical accounts. Many of these periodicals and historical 

accounts have a very clear political slant, and while this thesis will not 

emphasize politics, I am firmly aware of these biases and found it important to 

incorporate them.  More importantly, these sources provide vital insights into the 

individual voices of Cubans themselves, despite the fact that I was unable to 

conduct research in Cuba myself (a common problem that has plagued Cuban 

Studies since 1959), I believe they serve to facilitate a growing need for more 

collaboration on oral history projects.   

 However, my intention remains to approach this topic through an oral 

historical perspective, seeking out the individual voices of the people themselves.  

These voices come in many forms, and attest to the importance of much needed 

further analysis. As Walter Benjamin pointed out, “[the] experienced event is 

finite . . . confined to one sphere of experience; a remembered event is infinite, 

because it is only a key to everything that happened before and after it.”15 My 

belief, more than my exclusive concern for conclusive objective evidentiary fact, 

is that a greater level of exploration into the Cuban and Cuban-American 

transnational experience will better serve the future of Cuban studies.   

                                                 
15 Walter Benjamin, quoted by Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli and 

Other Stories (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1991), 1. 
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More than this, my hope is to broaden the scope of historical studies into 

more inter-disciplinary forms. In this thesis, I intend to emphasize the ways in 

which historians can make use of contemporary events, and use the study of 

such events as a tool to sharpen our understanding of the past.  The political and 

social questions revolving around contemporary Cuban and Cuban-American 

identity may, as historians suggest, be too proximate to try to answer completely, 

but certainly analyzing and exploring some of these issues can help clarify some 

of the “uncertainty” surrounding Cuba’s future. 16  Moreover, having the ability 

to place issues of contemporary Cuban history within a larger literature can 

bring Cuban historiography closer to the point at which Cuba becomes more a 

part of the discourse rather than always the anomaly.  

                                                 

 
16 See Matt D. Childs, “Expanding Perspectives on Race, Nation, and Culture in 

Cuban History,” Latin American Research Review, 39, no. 1 (February 2004): 286. In 

this review of recent works on Cuban identity Childs suggests, referring to more 

recent historical events in Cuba, “the only thing that is certain is the uncertainty 

of the future”. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

TRANSNATIONALISM AND MIGRATION 

 

A number of scholars have addressed the importance of transnational 

history and of comparative approaches to historical ideas in order to expand the 

idea of the nation-state. Too often emphasis on nation creates an “artificial 

barrier” between countries, preventing a comparative approach between two or 

more nations.1  In many instances, as in the case of Cuban migration, one cannot 

help but discuss the importance of the United States as playing an important role 

in such decisions. As a result, this chapter will first begin with a discussion of the 

historiography of transnationality as a term within migration studies, and as a 

framework from which to approach social history. I argue that migration after 

the 1980s, and its fundamental social, political and economic impacts, are among 

the most important influences commanding change upon both Cuban and 

Cuban-American identity.  This framework will then be used to examine Cuba’s 

“special period,” and the causal relationship it shares with the United States. I 

emphasize migration as a key factor in this relationship. However, the emphasis 

of this chapter is less on the actual transmigrant experience, and more on the 

motivations and implications behind them, both in the United States and Cuba. 

My overall objective is to conceptualize these ideas and present some of 

                                                 
1 David Thelen, “The Nation and Beyond: Transnational Perspectives on United 

States History,” Journal of American History 86, no. 3 (December 1999), par 10. 

http://www.historycooperative.org/journals/jah/86.3/thelen.html (accessed April 

10, 2004). 
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the background as to where and why Cuba’s relationship with the United States 

was formed, and how it has developed over time. It will focus mainly on the 

economic aspects of the Cuban-U.S. transnational relationship as we approach 

the larger goal of understanding the ways in which the “special period,” Cuba’s 

economic crisis of the 1990s, altered that relationship. Because the “special 

period” provoked mass migrations to the United States in the 1990s, it is 

necessary to understand the basic motivations of those migrations, which 

scholars emphasize as mainly economic ones.  

 

Transnationalism  

Discourse among disciplines interested in the study of migration lead 

scholars to the creation of a term known as “transnationalism.”  There is 

speculation between disciplines as to when the term came to be frequently used 

by scholars.  However, the usage of the term by historians dates back to the early 

20th century, while sociologists did not acknowledge the term until the 1970s.  

Despite such details, the concept behind the term pre-dates it historically. 2   

Today, transnationalism is defined as the way in which migrants maintain 

“multi-stranded social relations; familial, economic, social, organizational, 

religious and political, that links [both] their societies of origin and settlement.”3  

More importantly, the concept of transnationalism portrays migrants as not fully 

participating in past ideas of “structural assimilation,” which implied migrants 

                                                 
2 Peggy Levitt and Mary Waters, eds., Introduction to The Changing Face of Home: 

The Transnational Lives of the Second Generation (New York: Russell Sage 

Foundation, 2002) 7. 

 
3 Nina Glick-Schiller, Linda Basch, and Cristina Blanc-Szanton, eds., Towards  a 

Transnational Perspective on Migration: Race, Class, Ethnicity and Nationalism 

Reconsidered (New York: New York Academy of Sciences, 1992), ix. 
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eventually fully adopted the host culture.4  

As early as the 1940s, the Cuban sociologist Fernando Ortiz suggested the 

term “transculturation” be adopted in sociological terminology as a substitute for 

acculturation. He described transculturation as the “process of transition from 

one culture to another and its manifold repercussions.”5 He argued that 

reciprocal influences defined the transitioning from one culture to another, 

affecting both host and home cultures.6  While his book pertained specifically to 

migrations from Africa and Spain to Cuba, this concept is important and 

influential to the study of transnationalism between Cuba and the United States. 

This information helps to support the idea that the results of transmigrations are 

more complex, and depend on a number of varying factors.   

 Scholars continue to debate the origins of the concept of transnationalism, 

as it has become so widely used in Cuban studies literature.  Early 20th century 

sociological schools of thought focused primarily on urban migration and are 

credited with developing the earliest models of assimilation theory.7  While 

                                                 
4 Elizabeth Arias, “Change in Nuptiality Patterns Among Cuban Americans: 

Evidence of Structural Assimilation,” International Migration Review 35, no. 2, 

(2001): 526; The notion of structural assimilation was first introduced by 

sociologist Milton Gordon, see Milton Myron Gordon, Assimilation in American 

Life: the Role of Race, Religion, and National Origins (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1964). 

 
5 Fernando Ortiz, Cuban Counterpoint:  Tobacco and Sugar.  Translated by Harriet 

de Onís, Introduction by Bronislaw Malinowski, Prologue by Herminio Portell 

Vilá, New Introduction by Fernando Coronil, 1947; Reprint (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 1995), 97.  

 
6 See Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin, Post-Colonial Studies: The Key 

Concepts (London: Routledge, 2000), 233. 

 
7 Jon Gjerde,  “New Growth on Old Vines- The State of the Field: The Social 
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immigration did not become a specialization of historical study until the 1920’s, 

early schools of historical thought emphasized the pre-conditions of migration. 8  

These ideas erupted in the 1960’s with the help of historian Frank Thistlewaite’s 

essay on European emigration. Thistlewaite emphasized the “world-process of 

migration,” muting, what past migration research had emphasized as ideas of 

U.S. exceptionalism.9  Such ideas of U.S. exceptionalism were part of a larger 

national identity being forged in the early 20th century.  Part of this identity was 

dealing with immigration problems and answering the question of what made 

America attractive to migrants? The answer stemmed in part from the idea of 

America’s supposed uniqueness in comparison to other nations.10  Thistlewaite 

stressed the number of migrants that migrated to other countries besides the U.S. 

(such as Canada, Brazil and Argentina), and of the many migrants that 

eventually returned to their homeland.11  Other historical works in the 1960’s like 

Beyond the Melting Pot, argued that assimilation did not happen in New York 

City.  The book also pre-dated ideas about ethnic enclaves and economies, as 

                                                                                                                                                 

History of Immigration to and Ethnicity in the United States,” Journal of American 

Ethnic History 18, no. 4 (Summer 1999): 5. 

 
8 Nancy Foner, Ruben Rumbaut and Steven J. Gold, eds., “Immigration and 
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well as transnational perspectives on what it meant to “become” American, 

arguing that migrants “became Americans in their own way.”12  

 With this knowledge in mind, it is clear that scholars presently and in the 

past, have explored the experiences of transmigrants.  Nancy Foner, in her study 

on past waves of Jewish and Italian migrants to New York City at the turn of the 

century, found that immigrants often had “their feet in two societies.”13  In her 

study she found Italian immigrants to be the most transnational, due to the 

differing political situation in Italy at the time.  Often immigrants came to the 

United States to work, save money and eventually return to Italy, and therefore 

utilized New York’s economy, demand for labor, and social benefits to create a 

better life for themselves in Italy.  Additionally, immigrant groups remained 

actively involved in the politics of their home countries, and homeland 

governments were often actively involved with their citizens abroad in order to 

promote nation building. 14

Additional studies on transnational communities reveal the impact that 

migrations have on home societies and individuals.  The work of Linda Reeder 

reveals that the migrations of males during the late 19th and early 20th centuries in 

Sicily, had a tremendous impact on family relations as well as family economies.  

She argues that male migrations created new opportunities for women within 

the home as money managers and consumers, as well as created opportunities 
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for increased wealth.   She also discusses how the migrations impacted the local 

Sicilian economy due to the influx of money from migrants abroad, which 

caused an increase in local land prices and the cost of living.15  Overall, Reeder’s 

study reveals the importance in examining the impact that migrations have on 

the home society as much as the host. 

Historians, anthropologists and sociologists alike agree that while 

transnationalism is not a “new phenomenon,”16 there are aspects of more recent 

migration that are different due to a variety of global changes.17  These factors 

include technological advances in communication and issues of dual nationality, 

which allow migrants to more regularly maintain familial and other social and 

political relations in their home countries.18   Additionally, changes in the global 

economy have made entrepreneurial transmigration more possible.19

 Migration scholars in all disciplines emphasize the importance of 

understanding migrants’ homeland as a major factor in understanding the 

various contexts of race, ethnicity, gender, nation, religion, and politics that 

surround the transmigrant experience.  These issues of homeland call into 

question those concerning migrant diasporas.  Diaspora represents a level of 
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consciousness that migrants retain when taken out of their homeland with their 

own identity, other co-ethnics, and their nation of origin.20 In this sense diasporas 

imply multiple attachments.   

Within the context of migration, issues of diaspora are central to the 

understanding of the transmigrant experience; the ways in which a particular 

individual identifies himself or herself to their homeland and host country will 

influence their transmigrant experience.   For example, the idea that immigrants 

to the United States can become American, or even hyphenated Americans, calls 

into question the ideas of homeland and host country.  Robin Cohen stresses that 

there are strong and affective ties that result in the “social construction” of 

‘home’ . . . [which are] deeply etched in human emotions and weaknesses.”  

Cohen further argues that the notions that migrants simply “‘migrate to’” and 

“‘return from’” home and host country needs to be replaced by more 

“asynchronous transversal flows.”21  Often with the movement of individuals 

comes the movement of borders and cultures as well, and this plays an important 

role in defining the transmigrant experience within various contexts. Thus, the 

concept of a migrant diaspora implies that migrants are influenced by both home 

and host cultures. Therefore, issues of diaspora serve to reinforce the notion of a 

larger transnational identity, inclusive of the social, political, and economic 

influences of more than one nation.  

 

                                                 
20 Robin Cohen, Global Diasporas: An Introduction (Seatle: University of 

Washington Press, 1997), 180. 

 
21 Ibid., 106, 128. 

 

 17



Transnational Migration 

 Various conferences and national organizations on migration are now 

trying to situate these ideas and perspectives on transnationalism within the 

larger framework of migration research. Part of dealing with the issues of 

transnationalism is dealing with what is new about migration, and what is new 

about the more recent decades of migration is who has been migrating. In the 

earlier part of the 20th century migration to the United States was comprised of 

mostly Europeans, of varying origin with each wave. During the last decades of 

the twentieth century and continuing through the present there has been a 

radical shift in migration flows from Latin America and Asia, both legal and 

illegal, to the United States.  The reasons for this lie in various global and internal 

changes within the U.S., especially the changes made to U.S. immigration law 

with the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act.  Prior to the 1965 act, a quota 

system, based on the racial origins of immigrants, prevented the migrations of 

specific groups to the United States, mainly Latin Americans and Asians. 22   

 Erika Lee makes the argument that immigration law and immigration 

history can greatly shape and affect the immigrant experience in the United 

States.   For example, once in the United States immigration laws can often 

dictate where immigrants will live, whether they will be able to re-unite with 

family members, and the types of jobs that will be available to them.  Until the 

1960’s, this was often the case for the earliest Asian immigrants, who were often 

barred from citizenship and property ownership. During times of labor shortage 

in the U.S., immigration from Latin America, especially Mexico, has at different 

times been both officially encouraged and discouraged. Policies for temporary 

migration have been implemented to provide a seasonal labor force, which has 
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often led to “illegal” immigration.  During times of high unemployment or 

“restrictionist sentiment” the government undertook measures to remove these 

un-documented workers with programs such as “Operation Wetback” in the 

1950’s, which deported some 3.8 million Mexicans, some of which were legal 

residents.23    

From 1875 to the present the U.S. has wavered on its immigration policy 

depending upon internal and external global affairs, many of which involved 

racial discrimination and U.S. nativist tendencies.  Early in the century, U.S. 

policy defined Asian immigrants as foreigners and barred their rights to 

citizenship. Presently, Latin American immigrants have become the “primary 

public symbol of the ‘immigration problem’” in the late 20th century.24  Lee 

makes the argument that not only do immigration laws affect the immigrant 

experience, but that they can also sway native perceptions as well.  

 

Cuba and the United States 

The Cuban situation offers a particularly rich example for exploring 

transnationalism because of its long migratory history with the United States.  

Large scale migrations of Cubans to the United States, particularly Florida, began 

in 1868, at the onset of the Cuban wars for Independence.  However, as early as 

the 1830s Cubans migrated to Florida to work in the growing Tampa, and later 

Key West, cigar industry. Past Cuban communities throughout the United States 

exhibited transnational characteristics, as they remained active in Cuban politics 

and the wars for Independence. These early migrations represented some of 
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Cuba’s first political and economic migrations.  Additionally, smaller-scale 

migrations continued to take place in the first half of the 20th century.  These 

Cubans arrived in the United States fleeing the political turbulence of fledgling 

leaders. 25

While there are a number of ways to approach this topic, I have focused 

on several key aspects. My overall emphasis is on Cuba and its ever changing, 

and in some ways consistent, relationship with the United States.  I argue that 

despite the U.S. embargo, economic factors have created a parallel dependency 

on the United States as it has in the past, whereby the Cuban government and 

Cuban workers rely on U.S. dollars to stimulate economic growth.  More 

importantly, Cubans themselves depend on migration as a strategy to alleviate 

economic hardship, further strengthening contact between the two countries.  

While much of what I have explored here has been previously covered by 

economists, sociologists, demographers and political scientists, I have tried to 

place it within a larger historical framework of transnationalism to show how 

migration has played an important role in facilitating and creating opportunities 

for interaction and exchange between the two countries.   

Before delving into the “special period,” it is first necessary to understand 

the roots of Cuba’s economic and political relationship with the United States, as 

the two overlap in multiple ways. Cuba’s economic dependency on U.S. trade 

progressively increased from the early 1800s into the mid 1900s.  By 1898, the 

United States had intervened in Cuba’s War of Independence from Spain, 

occupied the island until 1902, and maintained decisive political, economic, 
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social and cultural control over Cuba until 1959.26 Jesús Arboleya argues that 

Castro’s 1959 revolution served as a direct attack to end Cuba’s dependence on 

the United States.27 At the time of Castro’s triumph, the Cuban economy severely 

depended on U.S. markets, sending over 60 percent of its exports and receiving 

nearly 80 percent of its imports from the United States. Additionally, Cuba’s 

economic stability at the time relied heavily on U.S. technology and capital.28  

 After the Cuban Revolution of 1959, in response to “certain hostile actions 

by the Cuban government,” the United States, under President Eisenhower, 

initiated a ban on all exports from the island.  By 1963, under the Trading with the 

Enemy Act, this grew to include every essential transaction that had taken place 

in the past. In the 1960s, President Kennedy extended the sanctions banning 

imports, and President Johnson later prohibited the trading of food and 

medicine. 29  By 1963, the embargo on Cuba began to resemble what it is today, 
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more than forty years later.30  The United States’ current sanctions on Cuba 

include normally exempt items such as medicine and supplies, food, and 

emergency and disaster relief.31 The embargo places limitations on sales to Cuba, 

food donations, sending gifts and money, and travel to the island.32   

 The embargo prohibits the exportation of products, technology or services 

directly to Cuba or through another country by American citizens or permanent 

resident aliens. No vessels carrying goods or passengers to or from Cuba are 

allowed to enter a U.S. port. Ships that enter a Cuban port to engage in trade of 

goods or services must wait at least six months before loading or unloading 

freight inside the United States. Gifts with a retail value of less than $200 may be 

sent or carried to Cuba through an authorized traveler once per month.33

The sanctions also limit travel and spending within Cuba to U.S. citizens 

and permanent residents. The sanctions state that “... money spent in Cuba may 

be spent only for purchases of items directly related to travel ... and goods used 

as a traveler are not to exceed $100 dollars per day.” Currently, the only travelers 

with permission to spend money in Cuba without special U.S. Treasury 

Department permission are official government workers, journalists and 

“persons traveling to visit close relatives in Cuba in circumstances of extreme 
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humanitarian need.”  The latter permission is only valid every twelve months. 

Special authorization to enter Cuba may be obtained on a “case by case basis” 

from the Office of Foreign Assets Control for those seeking humanitarian travel, 

or for travel connected with professional research.34  

The sending of remittances, including family remittances, is no longer 

allowed under the embargo without a specific license from the U.S. Office of 

Foreign Assets Control. Travel remittances, for the payment of fees and travel 

expenses, not exceeding one thousand dollars, are allowed to enable the 

emigration of a close relative off the island.35  More recently, the Department of 

Homeland Security stepped up enforcement of the sanctions in order to prevent 

the “abuse” of travel and monetary aid to Cuba. The underlying message within 

this fact sheet reveals the ongoing contradiction in U.S. policies toward Cuba.36 

Thus, the ideological force behind the U.S. economic sanctions are strong 

political objections to the current Cuban government under the leadership of 

Fidel Castro.  

Therefore, the embargo, while publicly addressed as an economic 

measure, has political and social ramifications, and served as an intermediary 

regulating contact between the two countries. On the one hand, it seems to be 

mandating specific requirements by preventing economic interactions between 

U.S. citizens and residents of Cuba.  All the while, clearly stating the reasons for 

doing so to promote its own political agenda.  It set the standard for the extent to 
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which a Cuban-U.S. relationship could co-exist in accordance with political and 

social difference. As recently as 2003, President George W. Bush stated that:  

The Sanctions the United States enforces against the Castro regime 

are not just a policy tool, but a moral statement. It is wrong to prop 

up a regime that routinely stifles all the freedoms that make us 

human. The United States . . . will oppose any attempt to weaken 

sanctions against the Castro regime until it respects the basic 

human rights of its citizens, free political prisoners, holds 

democratic free elections, and allows free speech.37  

 

Cuba’s government with its fusion of political, military and economic 

sectors, is made up of a one-party system and organizations that perform certain 

functions to maintain its governmental structure. The communist party is 

composed of a first secretary general of the Central Committee, a second 

secretary general of the Central Committee and members of the Central 

Committee that includes secretaries and presidents of political organizations.  

One of the most controversial organizations, according to the U.S. government, is 

the Committee for Defense of the Revolution (CDR), which operates in every 

district block, acting as community vigilance group.38  But, the CDR’s reported 

official agenda is to promote a system of checks and balances toward neighbors 

“in vigilance against possible counterrevolution.” The CDR “keeps a detailed 

registry . . . recording such information as academic or work history, spending 

habits, any potentially suspicious behavior, contact with foreigners and 

attendance at pro-government meetings.” The CDR also serves as a community 
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social unit, collecting blood for hospitals, organizing graduation parties and 

acting as a disaster or emergency response team. It is the CDR that the U.S. 

Department of the State views as a “‘pervasive and repressive’ “ aspect of Cuban 

life, and serves as the basis for much of it’s criticism of the Cuban government.39  

The Cuban government has handled these sanctions in a number of ways 

since its inception. From the beginning of the revolution, Cuba turned toward the 

Soviet Union for financial and political support, leading to its membership in the 

Socialist-based Council for Mutual Economic Assistance.40 From the mid-1960s to 

the late 80s the Soviet Union accounted for nearly 80 percent of Cuba’s trade, 

with the remaining 20 percent largely with Africa and Latin America.  As part of 

Cuba’s socialist system, the Cuban Constitution guarantees social benefits such 

as healthcare, education, social security, and social assistance free of charge to 

citizens.41 The Office for the Control of Food Distribution authorizes rations basic 

food necessities with a Libreta, or ration book, and Cuban pesos secured other 

household needs.42 In the late 1960s and 70s, basic food items such as rice, beans, 

pasta, tomato paste, sugar, oil, lard, crackers, flour, coffee, eggs, and some meat 

were rationed with a libreta, as well as other household items such as soap, 

toothpaste, toilet paper, baby items and some clothing. Other rationed items 

under the libreta system included potatoes, fruits, vegetables, rum, canned 
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meats, yogurt, cooking wine, vinegar, and sweets when available, as well as milk 

and butter, but only guaranteed for children under seven.43  

Once the collapse of the Soviet Union occurred in the early 1990s, Cuba 

found itself within the midst of a severe economic crisis that lasted almost a 

decade. Known as Cuba’s “special period,” the crisis greatly affected the ability 

of the Cuban government to provide the same social services it had prior to the 

crisis. 44  During the first four years of the 1990s, Cuban economist Pedro Monreal 

has calculated that more than 30 percent of Cuba’s gross domestic product 

disintegrated, and foreign trade decreased by almost 75 percent.45  The economy 

declined between 29 and 58 percent from 1989 to 1993. 1993 also witnessed sugar 

production decline nearly 40 percent, its lowest level in thirty years.46 The 

country found itself without its usual four to eight billion dollars a year Soviet 

subsidy that had sustained the social policies of the revolution since the 1960s.47 

The United States responded to the “special period” with another tightening of 

the economic embargo in 1991, which further solidified its political stance toward 
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the island through economic sanctions. 48  

The island and its citizens suffered from housing, electrical and food 

shortages. Blackouts occurred daily, since Havana was running on 15 percent of 

the oil it had before the withdrawal of Soviet support. Healthcare continued to 

falter due to medical supply shortages. Housing shortages became widespread as 

the Cuban population increased and the demands for material to build new and 

repair old houses and buildings could not be supplied.49  Food rations reached 

their lowest quotas in 1993. The lack of food, vitamins and medicine led to 

malnutrition and an epidemic of optic neuritis, a vision-impairing infection of 

the eyes associated with vitamin deficiency, afflicted nearly 50,000 Cubans in 

1993 alone.50 Many Cubans found it nearly impossible to live off their monthly 

rations. Ana Maria, a playwright from Santiago de Cuba, when interviewed by 

Catherine Moses, talked about how the food rations affected her and her mother: 

My mother lives with me. She does not go out anymore because she 

is over 80. She does not understand how things are. One day I had 

nothing to feed her for lunch except plain rice, when I gave it to her 

she asked, ‘Couldn’t you fry up an egg to go on top?’ I said, ‘Mama 

I am sorry, but there are no eggs.’ She ate the rice and said, ‘Oh that 

was so good. Could I please have some more?’ ‘Mama,’ I said, ‘I am 

so sorry, but there is no more.’ Do you know how it felt not to be 

able to feed her a decent lunch? She does not understand how 

things are. We have nothing. Nothing.51  
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The food provided on the ration cards, as indicated by another Cuban 

interviewed by Moses, lasted about 10 days. According to one elementary 

teacher in Havana, “There are parents sending their children to school with no 

breakfast because they have no food in the house.”52 For that reason, families 

needed to supplement their additional food needs with items purchased in 

dollars stores, or on the black market.53 Miyuki Hasegawa discussed the necessity 

of dollars for this reason, “everyone has to go to the grocery store with dollars 

and buy things like meat, or eggs or milk,” foodstuffs no longer rationed on a 

regular and consistent basis. 54

In the late 1990’s, Cuban ration cards provided much less than they had 

twenty years earlier. By the 1990’s they provided one chicken, three pounds of 

rice, beans and sugar and about two pints of cooking oil a month per person.55  

Problems associated with food shortages and rationing continue in Cuba to this 

day because many do not make enough money to be able to buy items off the 

black market or at dollar stores. From 1990 to 1993, the rate of the peso jumped 

from eight to one U.S. dollar, to almost 100 pesos to the U.S. dollar.56 The price of 

one chicken on the black market was the equivalent of the average monthly 

salary of a Cuban worker, and a pair of shoes went for about four times that 

amount. With the average educated Cuban workers’ salary being about fifteen to 
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twenty U.S. dollars a month there was hardly enough money to supplement 

rations.57 In 2001, Aldo Mariátegui described the Cuban situation as 

“desperate,”58 and Cuban-American Miyuki Hasegawa echoed the sentiment 

when she discussed some of the issues facing her loved ones still on the island. 

I have a friend who works for the government. She was a business 

major . . . number one in her university and got offered the best job 

that year. She only gets paid 198 pesos cubanos per month, that is 

like 8 U.S. dollars a month. And she on the side makes cakes for 

special occasions to sell for two or three dollars. I have another 

friend, a civil engineer, but when he graduated from the University 

of Havana with high honors and learned that he wouldn’t be able 

to support his family (he is married with one child), with the 

amount of money he was going to get paid as an engineer he 

started making shoes by hand to sell for dollars.59  

 

Studies on Cuba for this time period highlight several gendered 

differences for those affected by the crisis. According to Therese Jennissen and 

Colleen Lundy’s study, increases in unemployment, high prices, decreased 

wages and severely reduced social programs in healthcare, education, 

transportation and daycare hit women especially hard, as women held the 

majority of public sector jobs.60  In terms of women, scholars such as Anton 

Allahar point to the strides the Cuban Revolution made in terms of women’s 
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rights, most notably The Family Code of 1975, which mandated gender equity 

within the household and with childcare.  However, he suggests that, despite the 

Family Code, many limitations and responsibilities still fell solely on women, 

including the care of children and elders, an existing sexual division of labor and 

an under-representation of women in the highest-paid jobs.61 In addition to these 

factors, Jennissen and Lundy address the issue that women in Cuba faced a 

“double workload,” as they were expected to have both “productive and 

reproductive roles in the economy.”62  Studies of Cuba’s “special period” 

emphasize disruptions to domestic life as one of the major sources of hardship 

for women, because it threatened women’s ability to fully participate in the labor 

force and required women to work harder with fewer resources; waiting longer 

periods of time in bodega lines and at bus stops, being more resourceful in the 

kitchen and with laundry due to reductions in rations and utilities, and increased 

pregnancy and illness due to healthcare cuts.63 But, Jennissen and Lundy quickly 

point out that Cuban women did not simply represent “passive vessels” during 

such hardship. 64   Several studies reveal that Cuban women turned to informal 

sector jobs, prostitution, migration, and families abroad and in Cuba for financial 

support. 
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The Cuban government’s response to the economic crisis led to an 

increase in income from external markets such as tourism, and the initiation of 

foreign currency into domestic markets.65 In the first years of the crisis possession 

of U.S. dollars was illegal for Cubans. Before dollar legalization Cubans owned 

dollars but could not legally spend them.  Often they would rely on tourists with 

foreign passports to shop for them.66 The Cuban government legalized the dollar 

in July of 1993. Castro announced to the National Assembly that the decision 

came down to the ‘reality’ of Cuba’s economic situation. He stated, “Today, life, 

reality . . . forces us to do what we would have never done otherwise . . . we must 

make concessions . . . to save the Revolution and the accomplishments of 

socialism.”67 The new law permitted Cubans to have and spend U.S. dollars in 

special stores, but it also increased the number of Cuban-American exiles 

allowed to visit the island in order to increase tourism revenue. In fact, the 

legalization of the dollar doubled Cuba’s annual revenue.68 More importantly, 

this law served to strengthen Cuba’s transnational connections to the United 

States and to the Cuban-American community abroad.  Legalization of the dollar 

gave recognition to the need for U.S. currency in Cuba, as well as the need for 

Cuban-American tourism to stimulate the economy.  This law had a profound 

impact on Cuba’s ability to maintain contact through individuals and other 

transnational exchanges between the two countries.   
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Prior to 1993, dollars entered the country illegally through students and 

travelers from other countries, Cuban-American travelers, and Cuban employees 

working in other countries. Cuban law mandated that workers earning foreign 

currency and families receiving money from relatives abroad, exchange their 

foreign money for Cuban pesos, usually at a lower rate of exchange.69 This 

newfound dependence on the American dollar created a “dollar economy,” 

based on external support from relatives and tourism. Cubans living in the 

United States send between four and eight hundred million dollars to Cuba 

annually.70 Money above the allotted amount within the U.S. sanctions 

guidelines can be illegally transferred to Cuba by way of travelers, either visiting 

exiles or other friends, sent by mail through special agencies, or sent via third 

countries.  Thus, a clear transnational link, based on Cuban familial economic 

strategy, was created between family members in Cuba and the United States.  It 

is important to note that family remittances increased in Cuba from under 200 

million in 1990 to 800 million in 1999. While remittances represent a common 

index in most transnational migratory groups, compared with Mexican migrants 

who made up approximately half of the survey respondents, Cuban respondents 

were more than twice as likely to send money back to Cuba.71  

                                                 
69 Mesa-Lago, “Prospective Dollar Remittances and the Cuban Economy,” 59. A 

Cuban painter working at an exhibition in Mexico was paid the equivalent of 

$104,000 U.S. dollars. The Cuban government returned him 42,000 pesos the 

equivalent of $700 U.S. dollars. Family remittances were usually returned at a 

rate of 2 pesos for one dollar.  

 
70 Skaine, The Cuban Family, 23. 

 
71 Rodolfo O. De la Garza and Briant Lindsay Lowell, eds., Sending Money Home: 

Hispanic Remittances and Community Development (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 

Littlefield Publishers, 2002), 31, 177.   
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Cuban families that had no relatives in the United States had less access to 

dollars, and this created some disparity within Cuban society because most 

could not survive on their salaries or pensions. Many items could only be 

purchased with dollars such as clothes, gasoline, and some medicines. These 

disparities made dependence on remittances all the more urgent: 

We thanked God, we were one of the privileged families in Cuba. 

We received monetary help from [the United States]. I was not able 

to go to the store and buy whatever I wanted, because food and 

medicine was the most important things to buy with those dollars. 

My aunt would send us things also. She would send vitamins and 

chocolate that had a lot of minerals. She would . . . also send milk. . 

. powdered milk and my mom would mix it with water and make 

the milk. She wouldn’t send it every month, but . . . once in a while 

and that would help us out. There were other families that didn’t 

have any help.  I had a boyfriend and he didn’t have anyone in any 

country, so he would have to live with the salary of his parents. 

They were doctors, but it wasn’t enough for them to buy 

everything. But I had other friends that their family was very 

involved with the government or they had tons of family in the 

United States and they would receive more dollars. But those 

people, you could see how they dressed differently because they 

had the opportunity to go and buy clothes with dollars, or they 

would receive more clothing from [the United States].72

 

Consequently, Cuba’s development strategies at this time reflected its 

economic situation, and of the importance of the transnational link between 

families. Cubans without access to U.S. dollars through relatives took advantage 

of the new “dollar economy” as its employees.  The dollar economy opened up 

some forms of free enterprise through street market vendors, or cuenta propistas. 

                                                 
72 Miyuki Hasegawa, interview by author, tape recording, Inverness, FL., 3 

February 2002; see also Jack Hammond, “The High Cost of Dollars: Cuba’s 

Dollarized Economy,” NACLA Report on the Americas 32, 5 (April-May 1999): 24. 
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Vendors in these markets operated with licenses issued by the government, and 

paid taxes and other fees out of their earnings. The issuance of similar licenses 

for renting rooms to tourists and opening restaurants in one’s home, repair and 

taxi services aided Cubans in supplementing income. An estimated 22 percent of 

Cubans admitted working outside their home in 1994, compared with only 4 

percent in 1988. Of course, many of these jobs were performed illegally, making 

estimates difficult to quantify. 73

Therefore, access to dollars by working in the “dollar economy,” or by 

receiving aid from relatives in the United States served as a financial strategy for 

Cubans during the severe economic downturn of the “special period.” But, 

despite the help that U.S. dollars brought, the severity of the crisis and the 

desperate situations it caused often led emigrants to attempt illegal and often 

dangerous migrations to the United States. It can be argued, in conjunction with 

U.S. factors, that migration to the United States from Cuba within the past ten 

years was due in part to the severe economic circumstances of the “special 

period.”  In fact, the University of Havana’s Center for Political Alternatives 

found that 82.3 percent of illegal emigrants attempted to migrate “to alleviate the 

family’s economic situation,” and 50.3 percent would have preferred to stay in 

Cuba before the “special period.”74  

Consequently, legal and illegal emigration became a strategy for those 

who had access to it, and sometimes the migration of family members 

contributed to the overall survival of other members within the same family. We 

know that the decision to migrate was a common strategy employed by a 

                                                 
73 Skaine, The Cuban Family, 25-6; Hammond, “The High Cost of Dollars: Cuba’s 

Dollarized Economy,” 24. 

 
74 Skaine, The Cuban Family, 98. 
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number of Cubans through a simple analysis of the statistical data. The United 

States office of Immigration and Naturalization Service reported that the U.S. 

received over 130,000 legal immigrants from Cuba between the years 1995 and 

2000.75  In the following chapter, I will consider how these migrations impacted 

Cuban life and notions of Cuban identity, as well as how they influenced further 

transnational networks between the two countries. It is also important to note the 

role that the United States had on influencing emigration off the island.  Overall, 

the combination of factors involved in motivating migration, both from the 

Cuban and U.S. perspective are important in identifying a larger transnational 

relationship. 

 

Conclusion 

The economic crisis of the “special period” reinforced Cuba’s 

transnational relationship with the United States in a number of ways. While the 

U.S. disguised its political relationship with Cuba through economic sanctions, 

the Cuban government was able to forge external political and economic ties 

with the Soviet Union. However, once the collapse of the Soviet Union occurred 

the Cuban government had to make concessions and turned toward the United 

States as a solution to their economic problems.  In turn, the legalization of the 

U.S. dollar led to the establishment of some free enterprise and increased 

interactions between the two countries in the form of tourism. More importantly 

it led to more contact between Cuban and Cuban-American families and 

strengthened familial economic networks. Families on the island retained 

                                                 
75 U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service. “Immigrants, A Fiscal Year 

2000,” in Statistical Yearbook of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, 2000,1-67, 

http://www.ins.usdoj.gov/graphics/aboutins/statistics/IMM2000list.htm 

(accessed August 7, 2003).  
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connections with those who migrated, forming financial and often emotional 

networks, and the emigration of individual family members, often affected the 

daily life of family left behind in Cuba. The economic crisis of the 1990s and its 

role in migration make up a major part in Cuba’s overall transnational 

relationship with the United States because it provided the major crisis that 

forged a new series of transnational interactions between the two countries.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

CUBAN EMIGRATION AND TRANSNATIONALITY 

 

In September 1978 a diálogo (dialogue) took place in Havana between the 

Cuban government and members of the Cuban-American community.  After 

almost twenty years of bad blood between the two groups, the dialogue marked 

the beginning of a desire from both sides to seek better relations.  One of the 

most important consequences of the dialogue was the “opening” of Cuba to the 

Cuban exile community.  Those Cubans who had fled Cuba in the early years of 

the Revolution could re-enter the country for the first time since their departure.  

In the years between 1959 and 1978 contact between Cuban exiles in the United 

States and Cuban citizens on the island was virtually non-existent.  The Cuban 

government had previously discouraged communication with relatives in the 

United States, by phone or mail.  By the end of the following year, over 100,000 

Cuban exiles took advantage of the opportunity to re-unite with their loved ones 

that remained on the island. 1

This chapter will explore the impact of these and other returns visits, and 

emphasize their role in prompting emigrations off the island.  Most notably, 

scholars such as María Cristina García argue that the visits directly influenced 

the mass emigration of nearly 125,000 Cubans, which occurred between April 

                                                 
1  “Castro to Free 3,000, Ease Travel for Exiles,” Miami News, November 24, 1978; 

María Cristina García, Havana USA: Cuban Exiles and Cuban Americans in South 

Florida, 1959-1994 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 47-51. 
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and October of 1980 through Cuba’s port of Mariel.2  But, as Cuban-American 

Ruth Behar explained, shortly after the Mariel exodus, “Cuba closed up once 

more like a clam.”3  Although only years earlier the Cuban government tried to 

mend relations with its exile community through a dialogue, it reacted 

negatively to the Marielitos, a name used to describe the emigrants who fled 

during the Mariel wave of migration.  Fidel Castro publicly denounced their 

desires for emigrating, and labeled them counter-revolutionaries, claiming they 

“lacked the necessary discipline and heroism for a revolution.”4   

Related to the Mariel exodus, this chapter will also show how visits played 

a role in the 1994 balsero crisis, when thousands more Cubans emigrated off the 

island in make shift rafts. While visits were important in motivating emigration, 

Cuba’s economic difficulties of the late 1980s and 1990s were also influential.  I 

will argue that these more recent migrations have had a major impact on both 

Cuban society and identity due to the ability for emigrants to return and visit, 

and because of the Cuban government’s changing attitude toward emigrants.  

Unlike Cuba’s earliest waves of exile migration, the Cuban government began to 

realize the importance of maintaining ties with those that emigrated during the 

1980s and 1990s.  Return visits had a major economic impact on the island, and 

opened up contact between the two countries, which for so many years had not 

                                                 
2 García, Havana USA, 46. 

 
3 Ruth Behar, “Introduction,” in Bridges to Cuba/Puentes a Cuba (Ann Arbor, 

Michigan: The University of Michigan Press, 1995), 8. 

 
4 “La más grande concentración del pueblo en la historia de Cuba,”Granma, May 

11, 1980. 
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existed.5  

These migrations, of the 1980s and 1990s, influenced not only a changing 

Cuban society, but also a changing Cuban transnationality.  As a result of these 

migratory exchanges, a growing transnational relationship emerged between 

Cuba and the United States. Therefore, an additional purpose of this chapter is to 

discuss the ways in which these later migrations similarly re-shaped society, 

both economically and socially.  More importantly, specific attention will be 

given to the function they played in forming a larger transnational relationship 

to the United States. 

Statistical data shows that the largest single year migratory wave out of 

Cuba occurred in 1980 during the Mariel boatlift. Since that time, the annual 

average of Cuban migration has significantly declined overall, due to a number 

of both Cuban and U.S. measures to impede migration to the United States.  

Several migration accords after 1980 began to limit the number of legal visas 

issued by the United States, and additional measures in 1994 called for the 

interception of Cuban rafters at sea.  

 

U.S. Migration Policy 

Some scholars argue that these recent waves of migration were a direct 

result of United States’ policies toward Cuba.  Jesús Arboleya and others argue 

that the tightening of the U.S. embargo on Cuba, during a time of severe 

economic crisis, caused the migratory waves. He suggests that “[t]he existence of 

                                                 
5 Josefina de Diego, “Through Other Looking Glasses,” in By Heart/De Memoria: 

Cuban Women’s Journeys In and Out of Exile, ed. Mária de los Angeles Torres 

(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2003), 90. “Dialogos de 1978: Acta Final y 

lista de Participantes.” Contrapunto, March 1993; María de Los Angeles Torres, 

“Introduction” in By Heart/De Memoria, 8.  
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one is dependent on the other.” Arboleya further insists that “the U.S. practice of 

giving preference to Cubans who emigrated illegally while restricting the 

number of applications granted, and the maintenance of a U.S. propaganda 

offensive which directly and indirectly urged people to leave Cuba” were also 

major factors. 6  

Indeed, the United States did and does provide incentives for Cubans to 

migrate by sea to the United States through its policy of allowing those Cubans 

who reach U.S. soil to remain in the country, while intercepting those found at 

sea.  This not only promotes illegal migration, but also very dangerous 

migration, as an alarming number of those that left Cuba in rafts died at sea.  

Additionally, Cubans suggest that the United States incites Cubans to 

“escape” the island through its Radio Martí broadcasts, a radio station funded by 

the U.S. government. 7 The station was first introduced as a bill into Congress in 

1985, generating heated debate from the press and from within Ronald Reagan’s 

administration. Opponents criticized the project, calling it a blatant act of 

aggression toward an independent nation.  The bill passed despite its 10 to 12 

million dollar a year expenses and broadcasted to Cuba for the first time from 

Marathon Key, Florida on May 20, 1985.  The station’s intended purpose, 

outlined most recently in a 2003 congressional report, is stated as being a “source 

of accurate, objective, and comprehensive news [and] to provide . . .  

commentary and other information about events in Cuba and elsewhere to 

promote the cause of freedom on Cuba.”  Radio Martí continues to broadcast 24 

                                                 
6Jesús Arboleya,  Havana-Miami: The U.S.- Cuba Migration Conflict, trans. Mary 

Todd (Melbourne: Ocean Press, 1996), 2; Luis Baez Delgado, “¿Qué va a pasar?” 

Commentarios, Granma, August 24, 1994.   

 
7 Luis Baez Delgado, “¿Qué va a pasar?” 
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hours a day in Cuba, with clear reception throughout most of the island, despite 

surveys of Cubans that show a waning in Radio Martí listenership since its 

inception. 8   But, when the station first began broadcasting many of its news 

stories had an immediate effect. The number of attempted boat escapes increased 

in 1986, and those who left for the United States reported that news of others’ 

successful escape attempts heard through broadcasts had helped them decide to 

take the risk. 9  Whether the station has maintained its impact is hard to 

determine, but nonetheless Radio Martí remains a controversial issue for both 

Cubans and Cuban-Americans.  

There are additional incentives provided to Cuban migrants once 

established in the United States.  Such benefits are only provided to Cuban 

migrants who can claim “refugee” status under the Cuban-Haitian Entrant 

Program.  The program began in 1982 in the wake of the Mariel boatlift.  Under 

the program, Cuban refugees are eligible for such federal programs as Aid to 

Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), Supplemental Security Income (SSI), 

the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA), and Medicaid and 

Food Stamps.  The amount and length of time refugees are eligible for assisstance 

is not clearly stated in the Code of Federal Regulations, but the Hasegawa family, 

                                                 
8 Sullivan, Mark P. Cuba: Issues for the 108th Congress, Report prepared for 

Congress, Foreign Affairs, Defense and Labor Division, 108th Cong., 24 February 

2003, Congressional Research Service, Library of Congress, Order code RL31740, 

1-30 http://fpc.state.gov/documents/organization/18219.pdf (accessed 13 April 

2004); García, Havana USA, 147-8. 

 
9 Fabiolo Santiago, “Exito de fuga alentó a 5 Cubanos,” El Miami Herald, May 23, 

1986. 
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and a number of their friends and relatives received aid for one year from the 

date they entered the United States.10  

 

 

The Economic and Social Impact of Emigration 

While these incentives could provide the motivation for Cubans to migrate, 

it is those individuals that remained that are of most concern to this chapter. 

Those that remained became the conduits through which all that was both 

gained and lost through emigration. Focusing on these individuals and the 

manner in which they were both directly and indirectly affected by the 

migrations of their fellow Cubans will help to reveal the ways in which 

migration has affected Cuban society as a whole.  This section will emphasize the 

economic links between those that emigrate and those that remained to show 

how both the sending of money and gifts and the delivery of material goods 

through visits impacted the daily life of Cubans, as well as influencing changes 

in Cuban social status. There were also very real social effects on Cuban society 

and identity.  For many these migrations opened up opportunities for interaction 

and discussion between Cubans and members of the Cuban-American 

community abroad.  Moreover, it enabled the Cuban government to realize the 

economic and social benefits of improving ties with its emigrant population 

abroad.  

                                                 
10 “Title 45- Public Welfare,” Code of Federal Regulations, Sec. 401.12 Cuban and 

Haitian entrant cash and medical assistance (Washington, DC: U.S. Government 

Printing Office, 2000); García, Havana USA, 69; Miyuki Hasegawa, interview by 

author, tape recording, Inverness, FL., 3 February 2002. 
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An economic link between those that leave Cuba and those that remain is 

often maintained, and is perhaps one of the most important benefits resulting 

from emigration for Cubans on the island. Rosa Gómez and her son, for example, 

share a flat in Havana with her sister Vivian’s family of four; they depend on 

money from their brother Rene, who migrated to the United States in 1990. He 

sends money to his sister illegally when someone he knows is traveling to Cuba. 

On one particular day in 1995 he withdrew all the money he had in his savings 

account, six hundred dollars, and sent it to Cuba with a traveler. Not knowing 

when he would have an opportunity to send them money again he told a 

journalist, “I have to take advantage of this opportunity because I don’t know 

when I’ll find someone going.” He also assembled a care package for his sisters 

of clothing, medicine, hygiene products, pictures and a personal letter.11  Often 

the shipment of such necessities served as a means for Cubans to get by on a day-

to-day basis. 

Miyuki Hasegawa, who migrated to the United States in 1997 also made a 

habit of sending money and gifts home to Cuba, “every time I would go to the 

store I would buy something for someone in Cuba and then send it to them 

because I knew how great it felt when someone sends you something.” Miyuki 

also sent items for friends’ weddings, money for a friend to prepare paperwork 

to migrate to the United States and even sent a pair of prescription glasses to 

another friend.12  Therefore, help from friends and relatives through the sending 

                                                 
11 Linda Robinson, “Casualties in a War of Wills: Family Ties Preserve a Tenuous 

Link Between Cuba and the United States,” U.S. News and World Report 119, no. 

11 (September 18, 1995): 64-5. 

 
12 Miyuki Hasegawa, interview by author, tape recording, Tampa, FL., 5 

November 2001. 
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of goods and money represents an important economic link between Cubans on 

and off the island. 

Migrants financially help their relatives in Cuba by visiting them.  

Visitation, up until 2004, was available to permanent residents of the U.S. once 

every twelve months with certain restrictions enacted by the U.S. government. 

More importantly, since the legalization of the dollar in the 1990s, the Cuban 

government relaxed its travel restrictions to the island for Cuban exiles. The 

Cuban government increased the length of exile travel visas from one week to 

one month, and increased the number of visas issued from under five thousand 

annually to upwards of eighty thousand per year. The government also allowed 

exiles to bring in an unlimited amount of dollars for use in transactions on the 

island.13

 Visits to Cuba are two-fold, while they initially appear to provide 

economic and material assistance to families and the national economy; they 

have had a tremendous impact on social aspects of Cuban society and identity.  

When in 1995, President Bill Clinton relaxed travel restrictions to the island, the 

demand for flights out of Miami increased by nearly three hundred percent.  

Shortly thereafter, flights from Miami began arriving daily in Havana. Visitors 

arrived with large quantities of luggage and money. Catherine Moses, who was 

working for the U.S. Interests Section and lived in Havana at the time, recalls, 

“[e]veryone in Cuba, it seemed, knew someone who was visiting from the 

United States. Rollerblades appeared on the streets. Many people were suddenly 

better dressed. Medicines, clothes, and money were flowing in and alleviating 

                                                 
13 Carmelo Mesa-Lago, “Prospective Dollar Remittances and the Cuban 

Economy,” in Cuba in the International System: Normalization and Integration, 

Archibald R.M. Ritter and John Kirk, eds. (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1995), 

61. 
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the material needs of those fortunate enough to have family in America.”14  

Overall, these visits had a major economic impact upon the island. 

Cuban-American Miyuki Hasegawa, who lived in Havana at the time, 

also had an aunt who lived in Miami.  While her aunt refused to visit Cuba for 

political reasons, she often sent Miyuki’s family care packages of food, medicine, 

and clothing.  Miyuki remembers however, that some of her friends did not have 

the same type of support from relatives in the United States.  

. . .  There were other families that didn’t have any help.  I had a 

boyfriend and he didn’t have anyone in any country, so he would 

have to live with the salary of his parents. They were doctors, but it 

wasn’t enough for them to buy everything. But I had other friends 

that their family was very involved with the government or they 

had tons of family in the United States and they would receive 

more dollars. But those people, you could see how they dressed 

differently because they had the opportunity to go and buy clothes 

with dollars, or they would receive more clothing from [the United 

States].15

 

This disparity between those that had support from friends or relatives in 

the U.S. and those that did not became apparent in everyday life. Catherine 

Moses remembers seeing “the newly rich” flaunting their wealth.  This was often 

emphasized through a new commercialized material culture that re-configured 

ideas of Cuban social status.  She remembers hearing “the pounding bass from a 

powerful stereo in a Russian Lada driven by a young light-skinned Cuban” as a 

prime example of the new “fissure in Cuban society between the haves and the 

                                                 
14 Catherine Moses, Real Life in Castro’s Cuba (Wilmington, Delaware: Scholarly 

Resources, 2000), 39-40. 

 
15 Miyuki Hasegawa, interview, 3 February 2002. 
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have-nots.”16  Such incidents show the socio-economic effects that visiting 

Cuban-Americans had on the island. 

The 1995 lax in travel restrictions increased visits by Cuban-American 

family members.  Consequently, the greater absorption of money and gifts by 

Cubans from their Cuban-American family revealed signs of changing notions of 

status from within Cuban society.  Raul Castro addressed the government’s 

concern over the issue in a March 1996 speech. He reminded Cubans that with 

the influx of tourists from capitalist countries comes ideas about consumer 

society.17  But, as Cuban resident Teresa de Jesús Fernández stated, 

. . . it was a shock to see all these people loaded down with huge 

suitcases, with photos to show how well they had all done, and 

hundreds of dollars to spend on gifts . . . this new conception and 

valorization of the lives of Cuban exiles gave rise to the inevitable 

comparison between the apparent or actual standard of living in 

the US, and the difficult reality of daily life in Cuba. 18

 

Therefore, and perhaps inadvertently, visiting emigrants influenced the 

economic expectations of Cubans remaining on the island.  

In addition to these economic changes, a number of social changes took 

place due to the increased number of relatives and visitors from the United States 

allowed to travel to Cuba in the late 1970s.  Cuban-American María de los 

Angeles Torres, visited the island as part of the Antonio Maceo Brigade in 1977, 

                                                 
16 Moses, Real Life In Castro’s Cuba, 51, 29. 

17 Raul Castro, “The Political and Social Situation in the Country and the 

Corresponding Tasks of the Party,” Speech, Fifth Plenum of the Central 

Committee of the Communist Party of Cuba, Havana, March 23, 1996, 

reproduced in Granma International, April 10, 1996.  

18 Teresa de Jesús Fernández, “From This Side of the Fish Tank,” in By Heart/De 

Memoria, 79-80. 
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she discussed the importance of visits from Cuban-Americans after twenty years 

of exile.  She recalled that “our travels dispelled the myth of irreconcilable, 

separate realities,”19 and clarified many of the falsities that the Cuban media had 

reported about the Cuban-American community. The dialogue in 1977 between 

the Antonio Maceo Brigade, a group of young Cuban-Americans who came to 

Cuba to discuss re-unification between Cubans and Cuban-Americans, and 

Cuban government officials demonstrated a move toward understanding the 

exile community abroad.   

More recently, conferences on migration, held in Havana in 1994 and 

again in 2004, between the Cuban government and members of the Cuban exile 

community brought greater understanding of the economic and social issues 

surrounding emigration, and the relationship between Cuba and the United 

States. Such conferences arose as a way for both sides to address individual 

concerns without “political manipulations.”20  The conferences were directed at 

normalizing relations between Cubans and Cuban-Americans, individuals and 

institutions, and to promote cultural, economic and social exchanges between the 

two countries. The conference of 1994 sought more specific ways of increasing 

contact between the two countries through the discussion of direct flights from 

Miami to other provinces besides Havana, making the entire island more 

accessible for travel, as well as direct postal service from Miami to Havana.21

                                                 
19 María de los Angeles Torres, “Introduction,” 7. 

 
20 Mimi Whitefield, “Reunión con éxilados en Cuba: ¿nuevo diálogo?” El Nuevo 

Herald, February 15, 1994 

21 For the 1994 conference, see Mimi Whitefield, “Reunión con éxilados en Cuba: 

¿nuevo diálogo?” El Nuevo Herald, February 15, 1994; “Conferencia la nación y la 

emigración,” Granma, February 15, 1993.  For the 2004 conference, see Lourdes 

Pérez and Féliz López, “Conferencia La Nación y la Emigración: El desafío está 
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Visits and maintaining contact with family members represents an 

economic necessity for many Cubans and the Cuban state.  Thus, the Cuban 

government had an economic motive in opening up such relations. Before the 

onset of major economic problems, many Cubans and members of the Cuban 

government opposed maintaining ties with Cuban emigrants, or allowing them 

to return to the island to visit or to live permanently. Many were rightly 

concerned such visits would lead to privileged material conditions, but there 

were also political and ideological implications of allowing the “delinquents, that 

wanted to leave, or the disaffected of the Revolution,” 22 to return. Fellow Cubans 

regarded the Cubans that migrated during the Mariel boatlift as “gusano,” 

“escoria” and “traidor” (worm, scum and traitor), because they chose to “renounce 

the opportunity to build a socialist society in order to gain dollars in the U.S.” 23

While such incidents did occur, it was often hard to think of one’s own 

family members as “traitors.”  These issues were difficult because they were 

closely tied to decisions of emigration, and often resulted in the long distance 

separation of families. Teresa Jesús Fernández remembered thinking “it was 

humanly impossible for me to stop loving them [family] or thinking of them 

                                                                                                                                                 

en preservar a la Patria,” Diario Granma, May 24, 2004.  

http://www.granma.cubaweb.cu/2004/05/24/nacional/articulo05.html (accessed 

May 26, 2004). 

22 Rafael Hernández, “Sobre las relaciones con la communidad en los ee.uu.,” in 

Relaciones Cuba-Emigración Cubana, 1978-1994, comp. Miriam Quintana. (Ciudad 

de la Habana: Centro de Estudios sobre América, 1994), 9 

 
23 Héctor Hérnandez Pardo, “La nueva provocación anticubana,” 

Granma/Nacionales, May 5, 1980.;  Angela Tomás González, “Gusanos Patriotas,” 

Cambio, March 22, 1994. 
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because of a simple choice to staying or leaving.”24  But, many, including Cuban 

Josefina de Diego, blamed the mass exodus through the port of Mariel on the 

“blossoming butterflies who had returned to the island with bulging suitcases 

and wallets, creating an image of comfort and prosperity” in the United States.   

While the Cuban government prohibited contact with relatives in the United 

States, through letters and telephone, many still did so, despite the fact that 

maintaining relationships with the “’disaffected’ automatically made you a 

persona no confiable, [or] an untrustworthy person.” 25  At that time, being 

classified a persona no confiable limited certain employment and educational 

opportunities, prevented admittance into certain political organizations and 

prohibited travel.  It was not until after the Mariel exodus that the Cuban 

government began to expand the possibilities for contact. At that point, the 

Cuban government, possibly due to economic interests, but possibly due to the 

fact that these new emigrants had grown up with the Revolution, began to 

change its position on émigrés.  

The grief and sense of loss that followed each migration began to become 

part of Cuba’s expanding national identity. In Joaquin Baquero’s poem 

“Generación Herida” he anguishes over his “wounded generation,” and of 

“those that one day go toward a foreign airport, where no one waits, but fear . . . 

no one, except the loneliness . . .” that is caused by the decision to leave.  Baquero 

identifies an entire generation of Cuban’s sense of loss and grief over those that 

departed.  Even such national symbols as el malecón, the Havana seawall that 

surrounds the central part of the city and which serves as a personal part of 

                                                 
24 Teresa de Jesús Fernández, “From This Side of the Fish Tank,” 77. 

 
25 Josefina de Diego, “Through Other Looking Glasses,” 98. 
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Cuban iconography, were described as going from “containing a nation to 

dividing its people.”26  Such comments by Cubans and Cuban-Americans 

address the real issue of migration impacting and expanding notions of Cuban 

identity.  

The Cuban government began to realize the importance of maintaining 

ties with its emigrants, for both economic and social reasons. Roberto Solís left 

Cuba in 1980 during the Mariel boatlift.  He migrated to Miami, and by 1994 had 

become a construction manager in a Miami building firm. But, unlike his Cuban-

American counterparts in Miami who had arrived years earlier, Solís actively 

maintained ties with Cuba through his organization created in 1993, Profesionales 

y Empresarios Cubanosamericanos (PECS). At a conference held in Cuba in 1994, 

thirty-three members of PECS signed a resolution rejecting the U.S. embargo 

toward Cuba, favoring greater economic collaboration between Cuba and the 

United States.  Solís, who is president of the organization, stated “I believe that 

this is the moment that we insert ourselves into the economic openings of our 

country . . . [f]or reasons of nationalism.”27 Cuban officials of the Partido 

Communista Cubano (Cuban Communist Party), defended the need to maintain 

normal relations with Cuban emigrants, stating that the more recent emigrants 

“have a respectful, constructive attitude and a patriotic attitude,” toward Cuba.  

Many believe that the economic crisis of the 1990s forced Cuba to remodel its 

revolutionary language and its official relations with Cuban emigrants.  For 

example, the Cuban government began to replace terms like “gusano” or 

“exilados” with more ideologically neutral terms such as “emigración económica.”  
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Despite such critiques, the important issue became Cuba’s concern over 

maintaining what it called a “permanent dialogue . . . so that they [the emigrants] 

do not separate from Cuba.”  The government hoped that these emigrants would 

“maintain a position of work, of connection, [and] of collaboration” with Cuba.28

Cuban officials made clear distinctions between political and economic 

migrations, and such distinctions figured largely in Cuba’s national attitude 

toward emigrants. Cuban union leader Abel Prieto discussed the issue of 

economic migration “disguised” as political migration.  He spoke for many 

Cubans when he said that the “dimension of economic exodus comes from those 

that think they leave [Cuba] to live better elsewhere . . . [T]hey don’t have the 

capacity to face it here, in their homeland, with the difficulties of this moment 

therefore they politicize their decision to gain refugee status or residency 

elsewhere.”29  For this reason, emigrants leaving during and after the Mariel 

exodus were able to more easily re-establish ties because they did not claim 

“irreconcilable differences” with the socialist state.  Prieto went on to remark that 

the Cuban government hoped to maintain a “permanent dialogue” with the 

more recent waves of emigrants. More importantly, the majority of those making 

up the more recent waves had co-existed under the political state of Cuba for 

twenty years or longer.  Roberto Solís controversially emphasized that, “we are 

aware of the reality of other countries and we should valorize the achievements 

of socialism in Cuba.  We are Cuban residents in the exterior, while sentimentally 

we are part of the nation, and for this I believe we should collaborate in trying to 
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maintain Cuba’s achievements.”30  This change in the perception of emigrants 

had a profound impact upon notions of Cuban identity.   Whereby members of 

the exterior continued to view themselves as part of Cuba’s socialist nation, and 

the Cuban Revolutionary government began recognizing its emigrants as part of 

a Cuban-American community abroad, as well as an influential part of the 

Cuban nation.  

 Another important aspect of Cuba’s changing society was the impact that 

migration had on the country as a whole.  A number of issues of concern to 

Cubans, such as their inability to attain desired educational, occupational or 

economic goals, lead many to migrate; and such decisions did not take place 

without impacting the daily lives of their fellow Cubans. On the other hand, a 

large number of Cubans rejected migration as a solution to their tribulations, in 

often defiant terms, and sought new ways of dealing with their economic 

struggles.  

  

Staying or Going 

Making decisions to migrate or stay are equally difficult for many Cubans, 

but either choice impresses upon Cubans in similar ways.  Catherine Moses 

recalls the painful feeling of being in Cuba shortly after the 1994 balsero crisis.  

She “saw the aftermath and the pain of the August exodus,” for many Cubans.  

Those that remained on the island witnessed each exodus and each return, and in 

many ways, due to the political situations in each country, often experienced life 

as an “internal exile.”31   Cuban resident Teresa de Jesús Fernández suggests that 
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migrant experiences are too often viewed from the perspective of those that 

chose to leave, and are often understood in terms of them being “uprooted” from 

their homeland.  But she argues for a more inclusive approach, one that 

considers those that remain, or the “Other,” those who are “left with the 

estrangement, the sense of loss; it is the Other who is left to deal with absence.” 

Fernández remembers that with each year that passed she watched nearly all of 

her friends migrate to the United States.32  Fernández’s experiences stresses how 

the emigrations affected all Cubans, not just the ones that left, but also the ones 

that remained to witness each departure.  

 Many Cubans like Teresa de Jesús Fernández made a conscious decision 

to stay in Cuba rather than emigrate. During the course of her interviews, 

Catherine Moses came to the conclusion that such decisions were a combination 

of the political and personal. She recalls a professor telling her, “This is my 

country. As long as I am here, they [the State] cannot have it all because they do 

not have me.” Additionally, the idea that change could occur on the island was 

often the motivation that prevented many from leaving. This was the case for 

Francisco Hasegawa and his family, who remained on the island after nearly 

twenty years of imprisonment, for an additional sixteen years before emigrating 

in 1997. 33  

Still other Cubans simply chose to find other ways of dealing with their 

present problems rather than emigrate.  Carlos, a young Cuban man from 

Bayamo, told Felipe Arocena in his 1999 interview, that he preferred not to 

emigrate in order to continue searching for solutions to solve his family’s 
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economic problems. He and his family maintain a network of contacts in and 

around a 100 kilometer area of Bayamo.  This network served to help Carlos and 

his family, as well as others within the network, to subsist without the need to 

migrate or become dependent on aid from friends or relatives off the island. 34   

While many Cubans are able to subsist without migrating, a number 

benefit from working within the tourist industry or earning U.S. dollars directly 

from their employers. Despite this help, networks among families within the 

country remain central to survival.  Earning dollars almost ensures that one will 

be helping out friends or relatives, a strong economic strategy within Cuban 

households. In fact one Cuban jokingly told Catherine Moses that earning dollars 

is like wearing Superman’s cape.  The women told Moses: 

Superman once came to Cuba. When he was ready to take off, he 

tried to leave the ground and couldn’t . . . something was sapping 

his strength. Finally, he turned around to see why he could not fly. 

He was grounded because ten thousand Cubans were clinging to 

his cape!  All of us have people who depend on us. 

 

Therefore, the importance and the ability to have economic networks among 

friends and family members figured largely in the decision to migrate or remain 

on the island for Cubans. Catherine Moses, having spent much time in Cuban 

homes recalled, “Cubans visit each other. They just drop in. Meals are shared. 

Those who may not have food are welcomed at others’ tables. The favor is repaid 

somehow . . . [these] [r]elationships with family and friends are the basic 

elements of life.” 35  These types of networks allowed Cubans alternatives to 
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migration, because they provided an extended support system. 

 While the choice to stay proved difficult, often decisions to leave were 

equally as trying.  For many Cubans the decision to leave meant abandoning the 

Revolution.  One man interviewed by Catherine Moses told her, “I am having 

trouble at work. They are questioning my loyalty to the Revolution [because] my 

son’s mother left for the U.S. as a political refugee. She asked for him to join her 

in America. I signed the release form . . . I think it will be better for him because 

he will have a better future.”36  The choice to migrate or remain turned into a 

“litmus test to prove loyalty and ultimately cubanía,” or their Cubanness. More 

than that, however, leaving was difficult in that those who left were required to 

give up their careers, their homes, their families and friends that remained on the 

island, and even their homeland.37

 Cuban-American Miyuki Hasegawa’s decision to come to the United 

States was one that her family had considered since before she was born.  

However, her family remained in Cuba with the hope that the country’s political 

situation would improve.  Additionally, Miyuki’s mother was fearful of leaving 

her elderly parents and her entire family behind.  “My Dad was hoping the 

political situation in the country would change and he wanted to be part of it, 

but it never changed for the best. And he decided that he wanted to give my 

sister and I a better future . . . .”  The Hasegawas had lived in their Havana 

apartment for more than twenty years.  The actual apartment had been in their 

family since the 1940s, but once they left the island it had to be reassigned to 

another family through the government. Usually all items left behind inside the 
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house were reassigned as well, but the Hasegawas gave a lot of their belongings 

to neighbors, friends, and family before they left. The most difficult part of the 

decision to leave for Miyuki, and her family, was not knowing when they would 

be able to return. The day Miyuki left Cuba she recalled,  

. . . I entered the airplane and when the airplane took off I was 

thinking this is the last time . . . I was still sitting in the airplane and 

I thought to myself I’m still touching the ground. I’m still in Cuba. 

But when it took off I felt as if something had dropped out from 

inside of me and I thought ‘Oh my God.’ I don’t know when I am 

coming back. 38

 

There is difficulty involved in the decision to migrate for those who choose to 

leave and even for those who remain.  For both, there is a great level of 

uncertainty in knowing when the next visit will come. 

The United States is not the only destination for Cuban migrants. Illich, a 

middle-aged mulatto from Havana, made the decision to emigrate from Cuba to 

Spain in the early 1990s.  Illich found work as a painter and as a chauffer, but 

because he did not have working papers he had a very difficult time in Spain.  In 

an interview with Felipe Arocena in 1999, Illich explained the hardships he faced 

after migrating. 

I did not have rights. I was not able to legally defend myself, and I 

had constant feelings of uncertainty about whether I would be able 

to make it another day . . . In Madrid there are many Cuban 

emigrants that have had bad experiences and are exploited and 

racially discriminated against because they are mulattos. One 

day someone asked me, what are you doing here, foreigner, in a 

situation as precarious as what you had in Cuba but outside of 

Cuba? And I preferred to return. But now my situation is worse 

than before, because in order to travel I sold many things. I don’t 
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have my car anymore, and I don’t have work. But, at least I am 

among my people. 39

 

The circumstances faced by Cubans like Illich weigh heavily on the mind of 

Cubans when deciding to migrate or remain in Cuba. The hardships of migration 

are well known, and such stories of the difficulties involved in re-locating are 

shared amongst Cubans, proving that the complicated decisions to leave or stay 

are clearly made with regard to a number of factors. 

 

A Culture of Migration and U.S. Influence 

Despite such decisions, to leave or to stay, a growing understanding of 

migration and the avenues in which to make it possible took hold of the country, 

creating almost a "culture of migration" that became part of the everyday 

consciousness of many Cubans. By culture of migration, I mean that migrations, 

because of the influence they had on those that remained, were beginning to 

become an un-deniable part of a growing Cuban transnational culture.  I do not 

mean to suggest that a culture of migration did not already exist in Cuba, 

because while there is not literature to date on this issue specifically, we can 

assume the possible impact that migration to the United States might have had 

on Cuban culture.40  What I am arguing, however, is that this culture of 

migration began to change as the nature of Cuban migration changed in the 

1990s. 
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Culture of migration theorists, William Kandel and Douglas Massey, 

argue that cultures of migration can be deeply psychological, but are often 

played out through local culture. While their study focuses on Mexican 

migration, they argue that as “a migratory behavior extends throughout a 

community, it increasingly enters the calculus of conscious choice and eventually 

becomes normative.”41  For purposes of my study, I argue that elements of a 

similar pattern were evident within Cuban notions of migration to the United 

States. This was shown through their knowledge of both legal and illegal 

avenues to migration, their preparedness for migratory situations, their 

participation in visa programs, and even styles of dress.   

Decisions to migrate are made in part by those that actually migrate or 

remain behind, but they are largely influenced by what takes place around them. 

In Cuba for example, long-standing political, cultural and social U.S. influences 

within the country affected migration and makes up a part of what I term Cuba’s 

culture of migration.  These U.S. influences, which came in many forms on the 

island, not only influenced ideas about migration and Cuban identity, but also 

reflect the existence of “transnational connections.”  Such connections, as 

explored by Peggy Levitt and Nina Glick Schiller, reflect the manner in which 

larger transnational relationships become “incorporated into daily activities, 

routines, and institutions located both in a destination country and 

transnationally.”42  Therefore, this section seeks to tie together issues of migration 
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and U.S. influence in order to show how they relate back to a larger U.S.-Cuban 

transnational relationship. 

 It seems that everyone in Cuba knows something about the processes 

involved in migration and such factors seem to impact their decisions.  It appears 

that the decision to migrate is never far from the mind of many Cubans, forming 

an integral part of Cuban identity.  This culture is at times so pervasive that even 

those individuals who have not been part of the Cuban nation for long are 

impacted and influenced by it.  When Felipe Arocena interviewed two Haitian 

sisters, Safir and Haile, who had migrated to Santiago de Cuba to work with 

tourists as jineteras (escorts), he asked them if they were considering migrating to 

the United States from Cuba.  Safir replied by saying, “And where am I going to 

get the four hundred dollars necessary to buy myself a passport? Besides, I don’t 

have anyone there that would be able to invite me, and without the invitation I 

would not be able to enter.”43  While these women had not lived in Cuba all their 

life, they were well aware of the measures needed to obtain a passport for travel, 

and to secure a visa.  Their answers show that many in Cuba, even those present 

for limited periods of time and not defined as Cuban, are familiar with the 

necessary steps required to migrate, and for Safir and Haile such measures were 

not conceivable.   

Many Cubans appeared always prepared to migrate from the interviews 

Felipe Arocena conducted. Additionally, they showed how familiar most Cubans 

were with the proper channels for migration.  Illich, who had already once 

migrated to Spain, informed Arocena that if the opportunity to migrate to the 
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United States should come, he and his wife were ready.  He joked that his wife 

was much better prepared to find work than he since she spoke better English 

because she took courses. When Arocena asked if he planned on migrating to the 

United States, Illich answered, “I continue to apply for the lottery visas; If I were 

raffled to leave, I would go immediately until things change here inside [the 

country].”44   

The lottery visa system that Illich referred to is another example of the 

culture of migration in Cuba, known formally as the Special Cuban Migration 

Program.  The system first began in late 1994, a direct result of the balsero crisis 

and part of the migration accords of 1994.  The United States started the system 

as a way to promote more orderly and legal migration, claiming it would issue 

20,000 visas per year.  However, figures show that the amount awarded annually 

is usually much less.  To be eligible, Cubans had to meet certain qualifications 

including an educational level of high school or above, between eighteen and 

fifty-five years of age, and have held a job for several years. Entries are sent to 

the U.S. Interests Section in Havana.  The Interests Section received over 189,000 

entries for the first lottery, held in November and December of 1994, and the 

second lottery held in 1996 brought in over 400,000 entries.  The lottery visa 

emerged as a viable outlet to the economic tribulations faced by Cubans at the 

time.   In addition to becoming part of Cuban culture, it served to strengthen and 

reinforce the Cuban culture of migration, as many Cubans were aware of and 

actively participated in the program.45

The problems associated with Cuba’s economic crisis of the 1990s, and the 
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subsequent exodus of over 30,000 balseros by sea in 1994, decisively impacted 

Cuban society and its culture of migration.  The event marked an increase in the 

desire for Cuba’s young population to migrate to the United States, despite many 

of tragedies of the exodus; conservative estimates show that over 42 Cubans died 

from June to August of 1994 alone.  While the most probable explanation deals 

with the economic crisis, there seemed to also be some cultural aspects to the 

migrations. 46  When Catherine Moses went to interview two men, Alejandro and 

Luis, who had been deported back to Cuba in the later months of the balsero crisis 

after spending some time in the United States, she noticed visible signs of their 

short trip.  

We went to the apartment of Alejandro . . . He was wearing 

sunglasses, brightly colored shorts, and a baseball cap; he looked 

very much like a California surfer dude. He was also wearing white 

tennis shoes, just like the ones Luis had worn. I realized these 

momentos of their adventure were being shown off like status 

symbols.47  

 

Such symbols represent a clear indication that migration had become part of a 

growing consciousness, part of Cuban identity and part of this newfound culture 

of migration in even the smallest facets of life.  Migration seemed to impact 

Cubans’ frame of mind, their hopes and dreams for the future, and even their 

ability to attain levels of status.   

In many ways Cuba’s reliance on tourism from visitors, including 

Americans and Cuban-Americans, has lent itself to more broad forms of market 

and trade relations.  Since the “special period,” Cuba has introduced 
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agromercados, which are free as opposed to state-run agricultural markets. 

Additionally, cuenta propias (vendors) and paladares (restaurants run out of 

individual homes), as well as personal taxi services and jineterismo (both male 

and female escort service to tourists) are all important forms of free enterprise 

that have opened up for Cubans working in the tourist industry. Other ventures, 

such as opening up individual homes for room rental to tourists are also options. 

48  These financial opportunities, while not all are legally recognized by the 

Cuban government, have made Cubans more familiar with U.S. consumerism, 

and in many ways are reflected in their need for U.S. dollar currency.   

As discussed in chapter one, most Cubans rely on dollars to subsist, but 

the introduction of free enterprise and the growing need for dollars has revealed 

an interesting aspect of U.S. influence in terms of notions of currency. Felipe 

Arocena conducted most of his interviews in Cuba in 1999, and at that time he 

realized how little the Cuban peso purchased. In fact, through the course of his 

interviews a number of Cubans referred to the value of items in U.S. dollar 

currency, revealing how pervasive the impact of the U.S. dollar has been on 

everyday life in Cuba. When asked the price range of certain goods or 

possessions most interviewees responded with dollar values rather than pesos. 

For example, when Arocena interviewed a reñidero, (cockfighter) in Guanabacoa, 

the man told him that a good cock sold for around sixty to one hundred dollars.49

But, with such influences comes great resentment from Cubans and the 

government, who see the effects as contributing to the growing desire of many 

Cubans to emigrate.  The government outlined its opinions of consumerism and 
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the impact it had on migration when it accused Cubans of allowing themselves 

to be “seduced by the false values of consumerism and capitalism.”  Backlash by 

Cubans to U.S. influence came in the form of the embargo on Cuba, which for 

Cubans was blamed as a source of many of their economic woes during the years 

of economic crisis. Such aggressions toward Cuba were seen as contributing to 

an overall negative “national psychology.” 50  The embargo seemed to affect all 

aspects of Cuban life.  From the minister of education to the national baseball 

draft coach, Cubans argued that the embargo drained the country of needed 

resources and material goods.  Sergio Sanao Sánchez, director of the Palacio 

Provincal de Pioneros, Cuba’s youth educational program, told Felipe Arocena in 

1999 that, “… [d]ue to the embargo . . . [t]he decline of the Cuban economy 

limited access to educational materials, and an overall decrease in state funding. 

More importantly, however, is what it did to our volition.”51  Such comments 

indicate that Cubans are well aware of the positive and negative social and 

cultural influences that the United States has had on the island and on Cuban 

identity. 

 

Conclusion 

Clearly U.S. policy influences aspects of the Cuban- U.S. transnational 

relationship, but the Cuban migratory waves that return and travel back and 

forth are the fortifications behind its very maintenance.  Migration had a 

significant impact not only on the U.S.-Cuban transnational relationship as a 

whole, but also in terms of how migration to the United States operated within 
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Cuban society.  Migration and its link to the United States impacted Cuba 

politically, economically and also culturally.  Changes in the Cuban 

government’s attitude toward migrants, as well as its legal codes for family re-

unification and travel to the island proved politically important for Cuban 

society, as well as Cuba’s relationship with the United States and its émigrés 

outside of the country.  While scholars pointed to the important economic 

benefits of such changes, migration had a cultural impact as well, altering Cuban 

identity and consciousness.  While the larger focus of this chapter emphasized 

the impact of migration and its role in re-shaping Cuban identity, its permanent 

impact upon the Cuban-U.S. transnational relationship is of great importance, 

the next chapter turns to the role that the Cuban-American community plays in 

defining Cuba’s transnational identity. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE CUBAN-AMERICAN COMMUNITY AND TRANSNATIONALISM  

 

 This chapter will link the U.S. Cuban-American community in Miami, the 

largest population of Cuban descent in the United States, to issues of Cuban 

emigration and transnationality.  Just as emigration has decisively impacted 

Cuban society, the waves of migration to Miami have prominently affected the 

social and political aspects of the Cuban-American community.  I explore the 

manner in which Cuba’s most recent waves of emigrants have impacted the 

community, as well as how it has re-defined the Cuban-U.S. transnational 

relationship.  I show that the waves of Cuban migrants since 1980 have 

contributed to a changing Cuban Miami, as well as to changing notions of exile 

ideology.  

The conflicts within the Cuban-American community that arose when 

new waves of emigrants entered Miami since 1980 have represented the 

divergent political interests of the United States and Cuba.  Therefore, it is 

important to examine the Cuban-American community in terms of the links it 

has maintained to Cuba through recent migration.  Researcher for the Center for 

the Studies of the United States in Havana, Rafael Hernández, suggests that the 

Cuban-American community is best understood in the context of the relations 

between the two countries. He argues that the Cuban-American community “is 

not just a product of the differences between the two countries because this 

vision reduces the community to a function of foreign politics. Social, economic 

and ideological factors both in Cuba and the U.S. has caused its dynamism and 
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has characterized its development tendencies.” 1  Hernández went on to 

emphasize that migration, which in many ways lies at the heart of such relations, 

offers a lens to examine issues of identity and the reformation of Cuban-U.S. 

transnationality. Therefore, this chapter will emphasize migration as a major 

factor in the Cuban-American community and the ongoing development of the 

Cuban-U.S. transnational relationship.  

 

The Miami Enclave 

Before discussing the changes that took place within the Cuban 

community, it is important to examine the origins of the Cuban enclave in 

Miami. The majority of Cubans that migrated to the United States settled in 

Miami, which has had ties to Cuba since long before 1959, as emphasized by 

historian Louis A. Pérez.  It was not until after the 1959 revolution that the 

largest migrations of Cubans came to Miami.2  With a Latino population of over 

forty percent, the city contains the third largest Latino community in the United 

States, after Los Angeles and New York.  While programs such as the Cuban 

Refugee Resettlement Program have tried to concentrate Cubans away from 

Miami and into other locations in the United States, almost a third of those 

resettled eventually return to Miami at some point in their life. 3   
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The concentration of Cubans in Miami has created what scholar Thomas 

Boswell calls an “enclave,” because Cubans have been able to establish Miami 

economically and politically, as well as socially and culturally.  Prior to the 1960’s 

Miami was predominantly a service-based economy.  Today it serves as a major 

international banking center and home to over 45,000 Cuban businesses.  This 

strong entrepreneurial activity is why Boswell characterizes the enclave as self-

sufficient and complete, because the city and its businesses maintain a firm 

economic standing within the state of Florida. These established businesses 

operate using Latin American business customs and are often bi-lingual, 

speaking both English and Spanish. These factors allowed for an easier 

integration of Cuban migrants to the city, making adjustment to the U.S. more 

familiar and comfortable.4   

Often, ties made while in Cuba proved crucial, as incoming migrants 

found work in companies and businesses run by or who employed former 

friends, relatives or even business associates from Cuba. This was the case for 

Francisco Hasegawa and his wife Isabel Martínez, who both found work in 

businesses run by friends they had known in Cuba who had earlier emigrated. A 

former boss from Cuba hired Francisco at a Miami engineering firm, and Isabel 

found work at a local Miami business because she had been a long time friend of 

the owner’s family back in Cuba.5
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Sourcebook on America’s Multi-Cultural Heritage, Elliott Barkan, ed. (Westport, CT : 

Greenwood Press, 1999), 146-7; Felipe Arocena and William Noland, Entrevistas 

Cubanas: Historias de una Nación Dividida (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland  & 

Company, 2004), 142. 

 
5 Francisco Hasegawa, interview by author, tape recording, Miami, FL., 6 October 

2001; Miyuki Hasegawa, interview by author, tape recording, Inverness, FL., 3 

February 2002. 
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Another central aspect of an enclave community is the strong cultural 

influences that thrive from the country of origin among the transplanted 

migrants.  Scholars have calculated that more than one fifth of Cuba’s entire 

population has emigrated, particularly to Miami, where there are over one 

million Cuban residents living in Miami that were born in Cuba.  They have 

taken up residence most notably in the Miami barrios of La Pequeña Habana (Little 

Havana), Hialeah, Miami Beach, Kendall and Coral Gables.   But, the area where 

most Cubans initially settled is appropriately named after Cuba’s capital city, 

Little Havana.  Streets are named, often in Spanish, after famous Cuban cultural 

icons and political leaders, and even after famous expressions, such as Añorada 

Cuba Way (Cuba of my yearning). This area of Miami is lined with Cuban cafes, 

groceries, and other businesses, and one of its main streets, Calle Ocho, is where 

festivals and other Cuban events are celebrated. Such cultural influences show 

how, as Liz Balmaseda suggests, “Havana twinkles in Miami; its music echo[ing] 

along the streets of exile . . . [.]”6  Consequently, Miami has become an enclave 

closely intertwined with the Cuban-American community’s desire to maintain its 

sense of Cuban identity.  

In addition to their strong cultural ties, Cuban exiles are also politically 

dominant within the city, holding such important positions as the mayoral office.  

A large percentage participates in elections and block voting.  The exile 

community has even recreated county municipo organizations, whereby a 

number of Cuban municipos are represented by former residents now residing in 

                                                 
6 See  María Cristina García, Havana USA: Cuban Exiles and Cuban Americans in 

South Florida, 1959-1994 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996); Liz 

Balmaseda, “Reflections,” in By Heart/De Memoria:Cuban Women’s Journeys In and 

Out of Exile, ed. Mária de los Angeles Torres (Philadelphia: Temple University 

Press, 2003), 17-18. 
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Miami.7  Scholars have argued that the exiles strong political participation was 

not left behind in Cuba, forming a major part of the cultural, economic and 

political life for upper and middle class Cubans prior to the 1959 Revolution.   

The waves of Cuban migration, those occurring from 1959 and into the 

mid-1970s, claimed to be Cubans in exile in the United States rather than Cuban 

emigrants.  Such a distinction classified the difference between politically and 

economically motivated migration among Cubans.  However, because many 

early migrants considered themselves to be exiles, it took some years before this 

group sought citizenship and registered as voters.  Cubans fleeing the 1959 

revolution would eventually found and lead some of the most powerful Cuban 

political organizations in Miami.  The dominant ideology of many of their 

political policies tended to favor “isolationism and economic strangulation 

toward the present Cuban government.”8 The groups’ political views are 

criticized for being “Castrocentric,” that is always reacting to the actions and 

non-actions of Fidel Castro. 9   Politically active and powerful Cuban exiles 

utilized Miami as a base from which to challenge the Cuban government, while 

maintaining ties to their homeland through the creation of a Cuban enclave.  

These two pillars of the Cuban-American community reveal its role in the 

Cuban-U.S. transnational relationship, representing both its political and social 

influence on transnationality. 

                                                 
7 García, Havana USA, 144. 

 
8 Susan Eckstein and Lorena Barberia, “Grounding Cuban Immigrant 

Generations in History: Cuban-Americans and Their Transnational Ties,” 

International Migration Review 36, no.3 (2002): 1-4 

 
9 Liz Balmaseda, “Reflections,” 19; Eckstein & Barberia, “Ground Cuban 

Immigrant Generations,” 1-4.  
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When discussing issues of transnationality it is important to consider the 

two parts of that nation. In this case, those in Cuba figure largely into the 

transnational narrative.  Many in Cuba view the Cuban-American community in 

terms of its politics. In other words, the community represents a strong political 

force within U.S. politics and foreign policy, and such perceptions have impeded 

contact between the two groups.  According to Rafael Hernández, many Cubans 

feel that members of the community often convey a negative and “hostile image 

of Cuba within the United States media and general public opinion.” The Cuban 

government points to the community’s support and operation of radio stations 

and television broadcasts in Cuba that are hostile toward the Cuban government, 

such as Radio Martí and TV Martí.  Cubans feel that such attitudes towards the 

nation, together with a strong political base have prevented the community, as 

well as the United States, from legally recognizing “the reality of socialism in 

Cuba.” 10  

While Cubans refer to Cuban-American political organizations in more 

general terms, often the ideologies and opinions they express are directed toward 

the Cuban-American National Foundation (CANF).  A group of wealthy Cuban 

businessmen in Miami established CANF in 1981.  Over the last two decades the 

group has emerged as one of the most powerful and popular Cuban political 

organizations.  CANF’s achievements are derived from its economic base, which 

is maintained by contributions from over 50,000 members, many of whom are 

from Miami’s wealthy business community. In fact, the foundation established 

its political base in Washington, D.C., not Miami, in order to influence legislators 

and policymakers. CANF focused its energies on influencing congressmen 

through its political action committee (PAC), Free Cuba. The objective of Free 

                                                 
10 Hernández, “Sobre las relaciones con la communidad en los ee.uu.,” 6. 
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Cuba was to make campaign donations to congressmen and senators who 

supported tougher policies toward Cuba. 11  In addition to these strategies, CANF 

was the principle lobbyist for Radio and TV Martí.  

While CANF represents one of the most popular Cuban-American 

political groups and has many loyal supporters from within the Cuban-American 

community, it has not been without controversy.  In 1992, both the Inter-

American Press Association and the human rights group Americas Watch 

criticized CANF, claiming the exile foundation was guilty of violating civil 

liberties.  Both agencies alluded to the organization’s use of censorship, claiming 

it “used its political and financial clout to intimidate more liberal voices.” 12  In 

fact, the political environment is what has turned off some Cuban emigrants, like 

Madelín Camara, from migrating to Miami.  She expressed that “Miami is a 

difficult enclave to work for political choices and cultural alternatives,” due to its 

“oppressive orality.”  While organizations have competed with CANF for 

political influence in the Cuban-American community and in Washington, D.C., 

none have been able to overcome the dominance that the foundation has 

established. 13

Despite such facts, both Cubans in Cuba and members of the Cuban-

American community believe that the dominant political base in Miami does not 

always represent the interests of the community at large, which also prevents 

equal representation of all opinions and attitudes toward Cuba.  In fact, many 

                                                 
11 García, Havana USA, 147-149. 

 
12 Larry Rohter, “Miami Leaders Are Condemned by Rights Unit,” New York 

Times, August 19, 1992; García, Havana USA, 152. 

 
13 Madelín Camara, “Words Without Borders,” in By Heart/De Memoria, 164; 

García, Havana USA, 152. 
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believe strongly that those with the most political power in the community 

represent a “minority sector,” and tend to “control the ideological climate of the 

Cuban community in the United States.” Many of these Cubans and Cuban-

Americans are those that support better relations between the two countries in 

order to more easily maintain contact with their friends and relatives, and “favor 

the benefits that would come from a dialogue” between the two countries.  Such 

difference of opinion within the community represents the existence of what 

Rafael Hernández refers to as a “double discourse.” 14

These divergent positions call attention to the need for a more intricate 

understanding of the Cuban-American community, which raises issues of 

maintaining Cuban identity while at the same time residing in a country that is 

American.  Issues of enclave call into question larger notions of identity that are 

clearly not only influenced by Cuba, but also the United States. Cuban-American 

Liz Balmaseda in her essay, “Reflections,” discussed the prevalence of all things 

Cuban in Miami, having nothing strong enough to “erase its presence or to co-

opt the culture.”  Such comments reveal the powerful influence of Cuban culture 

in Miami, which for many Cuban-Americans, at times, despite growing up in the 

United States superseded American culture.  Balmaseda, who came to the United 

States as a young girl remembered growing up in Hialeah, “I could see Cuba all 

over the place. But, it existed only in the most poetic terms.  The sugar was 

sweeter, the air cleaner, the seashells more stunning . . . all this thunder for Cuba 

resounded against a larger landscape of American pop culture.”15  Cubans often 

cited their ability to easily oscillate between both American and Cuban cultures.  

                                                 
14 Hernández, “Sobre las relaciones con la communidad en los ee.uu.,” 6. 

 
15 Balmaseda, “Reflections,” 17-18. 
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Cuban-American Victor López commented on his ability to be both Cuban and 

American:  

I am an American citizen and I am what they call a Cuban 

American . . . when I want to be American and when I want to be 

Cuban.  So, I am of both cultures, and I use it to my advantage. 

Many of us do this because in reality I lived in Cuba for only nine 

years, and I’m more American than Cuban. But, my family has 

maintained its Cuba roots. Before, for example, when Italians came 

to the United States, parents wanted their children to assimilate 

and to speak English. But, with the Cubans it is a different thing, 

they have maintained family traditions.16  

 

While many Cubans discuss the conflicts they experienced due to the impact of 

both Cuban and American culture in their lives, many expressed their ability to 

maintain a sense of dual identity. 

But, despite the fact that Miami may have held many similarities to Cuba 

for Cuban-Americans, Miami “is not Cuba,” as Liz Balmaseda’s essay poignantly 

notes.17  Scholars and Cubans alike are quick to point out the key difference 

between the Cuban enclave and other migrant communities as its ability to 

withstand assimilation.  Others suggest that for Cubans, 

. . . life in Cuban Miami has too often seemed to be what we have 

while we don’t have Cuba. Yet, in this exile waiting room pulses a 

whole new history, a new culture amid the trappings of American 

life. . . we’ve created a new kind of hybrid culture between the 

magnified Havana of our memories and our dreams and the 

changed Miami of our reality. 18   

 

                                                 
16 Arocena and Noland, Entrevistas Cubanas, 112. 

 
17 Balmaseda, “Reflections,” 18. 

 
18 Ibid., 20-21;  Arocena and Noland, Entrevistas Cubanas, 107. 
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Cuban and American influences, therefore, have reshaped the Cuban-American 

community, and often created social and cultural barriers in the quest for 

identity.  Such factors are important when considering the entrance of new 

migrants, especially migrants that did not grow up in the United States, but in 

Post-Revolutionary Cuba.  

In addition to, and essential to Cuban-American identity, is an exile 

identity.  The identification as an exile has multiple implications, both political 

and economic.  The question and self-identification of an ‘exile identity’ under 

girds much of the conflict between recent and earlier waves of Cuban migrants. 

Liz Balmaseda identified the community as one of exiles, “not immigrants or 

émigrés or refugees, not documented or undocumented, we are exiles in a city 

built on nostalgia.”19  It is this precise identification that, excludes newer 

migrants who at times considered themselves, for either personal or political 

reasons, refugees or economic emigrants, and not necessarily exiles or political 

dissidents.  As María de los Angeles Torres suggests such notions of a 

community in exile “erect tightly woven places with clearly demarcated 

boundaries.” These boundaries and barriers present a number of problems for 

newly entering migrants who do not match such politically defined notions of 

community.20  

 Increasingly, recent migrants have adopted different political positions 

from earlier Cuban migrants.  Most controversially, migrants from the 1980s and 

1990s  oppose the economic embargo in favor of more open ties to engage in a 

dialogue with the Cuban government.  These later waves of migrants lacked the 

                                                 
19 Balmaseda, “Reflections,” 18. 

 
20 de los Angeles Torres, “Introduction” to By Heart/De Memoria, 3. 
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same political and organizational skills that earlier exiles took with them from 

Cuba. More importantly, these new migrants had less access to the economic 

resources necessary to maintain the political base that many of Miami’s earliest, 

and more wealthy exiles, had established. 21   

 This difference in political views continues to affect attitudes toward 

traveling to Cuba.  While the Cuban government initially banned visits to Cuba, 

within the past twenty years they have eased restrictions in order to gain tourism 

revenue.  Many members of the Cuban community in Miami are staunchly 

opposed to any travel to Cuba in order to more strictly adhere to the embargo.  

The first waves of migrants to leave Cuba fiercely opposed the Castro 

government.  They favored preventing any contact as a way to articulate their 

political ideologies.  The majority who returned to visit Cuba were women from 

the pre-1980 waves of migration, and both male and female migrants of the post-

1980 waves. 22

In fact, María de los Angeles Torres argues that Cuban-American women 

are often the “bridgers” of these transnational political and familial relationships 

between Cuba and the United States, because they tend to be the ones who 

maintain contacts. She goes on to argue that Cuban-American women were able 

to bridge the two communities due to the fact that they “seemed to be able to talk 

more openly than the men about the ambiguities and the changes that were 

occurring . . .” within both Cuba and the Cuban-American community in the 

United States. 23

                                                 
21 Eckstein and Barberia, “Grounding Cuban Immigrant Generations in 

History,”4. 

 
22 Ibid., 5; Arocena and Noland, Entrevistas Cubanas, 12-13 

 
23 de Los Angeles Torres, Preface to By Heart/De Memoria, x. 

 75



De Los Angeles Torres points to a number of well-known and influential 

women who have influenced a stronger transnational relationship, despite the 

political and economic barriers. She argues that it was Lourdes Casal, a well-

known poet and scholar of sociology, who built the first bridge to Cuba allowing 

other women to return.  Casal emigrated out of Cuba as an exile in 1961, but 

returned in 1973.  After her experiences in the new Revolutionary Cuba, she 

became an advocate for the Cuban government within the exile community.  

Opposing isolation, she argued for better relations, both politically and 

economically, between the United States and Cuba.  She traveled back and forth 

between Cuba and the United States, staying in Cuba for long extended periods 

of time, and eventually died there in 1979 during a two-year long stay. 24   Casal, 

through her activism, paved the way for other women to realize the benefits of a 

stronger and more open relationship between the United States and Cuba.  

 In addition to Casal, De los Angeles Torres also points to a number of 

other women who actively pursued a more direct relationship with Cuba at a 

time when the political climate within the exile community did not favor such 

relations.  For example, politically influential women such as María Cristina 

Herrera founded the Instituto de Estudios Cubanos (Institute of Cuban Studies) 

in 1969 in Miami.  The institute promotes a transnational dialogue between the 

Cuban government and the Cuban-American community.25  Women also played 

a central role among the founders of the Antonio Maceo Brigade, a group that 

participated in the 1978 dialogue with Cuba and whose members continued to 

                                                 
24 Ibid.; García, Havana USA, 181-2. 
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fight for more stable diplomatic relations between the United States and Cuba.  

There were also many Cuban women activists voicing themselves through 

artistic and academic mediums.  Most notable is Ruth Behar, a Cuban-American 

and editor of Bridges to Cuba/Puentes a Cuba, a collaborative work which pieces 

together short stories, poems, artwork, personal testimonies and more on issues 

of diaspora.  Behar revealed that her principle motivation in putting together the 

book was to “go beyond the Castro fixation and create cultural and emotional 

ties among all Cuban people,” so that “walls can become turned on their side so 

they become bridges.” 26  

In addition to the scholarly work being done on this issue, within my 

research I found similar evidence of women’s influence as bridgers between the 

two communities. My own interviews and those of Felipe Arocena revealed how 

important women’s roles were in maintaining transnational ties.  Through the 

course of my interviews with the Hasegawas, the three female members were the 

only members to have returned to Cuba since migrating to the United States.  

Miyuki, her sister Mayumi and her mother Isabel, all returned to Cuba at least 

once between 1997 and 2002.  All three women were also the ones who made 

phone calls and sent gifts and money back to friends and relatives. In addition, in 

Felipe Arocena’s interview with Marcelo, a middle-aged man from Santiago de 

Cuba, Marcelo told Arocena that despite some of the political divisions created in 

his family after the 1959 revolution, his grandmother refused to dissolve her 

relationships with her daughters.  Once allowed, many of Marcelo’s aunts 

eventually returned to visit Cuba and maintained a close relationship with him 
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and his family, as well as their mother.27  In turn, these somewhat traditional 

women’s roles served as a powerful political force to oppose more conservative 

elements of the Cuban-American community.  More importantly, the role of 

women as “bridgers” between the two communities played an important 

political and social role within the Cuban-U.S. transnational relationship.  

Perhaps one of the explanations for the important role that women have 

played in maintaining transnational ties, can be explained in terms of their 

traditional role in maintaing familial contacts as their role within the family.  

Despite the Cuban Revolution’s efforts to mandate gender equity within the 

family under The Family Code of 1975, studies show that it has failed to be 

incorporated socially and culturally, and that many traditional expectations of 

women in the family still exist.28  As in the example of Marcelo’s grandmother, 

who despite the political repercussions of keeping in touch with her children, 

decided that her familial obligations were more important than her obligation to 

the Revolution.  In this way, it could be argued that the family, in addition to 

women and their role within the family, has been an additional factor in the 

maintenance of transnationality among migrants.  The family and the bonds 

among family members has served as a conduit for which a transnational 

identity has been maintained.  

While chapter two explored a different perspective on communication 

between family members, contact in relation to the Cuban-American community 

was often a source of discord. This was shown in the way that many responded 

to maintaining ties to Cuba for political reasons.  Additionally, when Cuban-

                                                 
27 Miyuki Hasegawa, interview by author, tape recording, Tampa, FL., 5 
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28 Anton L.  Allahar, “Women and the Family in Cuba:  A Study Across Time,” 
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Americans continued to maintain financial and emotional ties to relatives and 

friends in Cuba tensions within the community arose. Throughout the course of 

her 1996 novel Memory Mambo, Cuban-American Achy Obejas’ main character 

Juani, who moved from Cuba to New York in 1978, seems to be constantly at 

odds with her feelings toward her family on the island and in the United States. 

About her relatives in the United States and in Cuba she says, “just like in Cuba, 

all the cousins in the U.S. have that unmistakable stamp of kinship.”  But, unlike 

the kinship she feels with her “cousins in exile,” she faces an inner conflict and 

anger toward the contact she has maintained with her relatives in Cuba, and goes 

on to discuss the dependence created by having relatives in Cuba that count on 

her and her family.    

. . . [T]here’s [a] difference between blood cousins like the ones in 

Cuba and cousins in exile. We’re stuck with blood cousins. They’re 

there, recklessly swimming off the branches on the family tree 

whether we want them or not. They assume they can call on us, just 

because we crawled out of the same DNA pool, regardless of 

whether we’ve ever shared a world with them or not.  They figure 

they can get us to send them food and medicine, to file their papers 

to get them out of Cuba, even to support them once they’re here . . . 

because they’re family, because they’re links in the chain of our 

history, even the history we don’t know.29

 

Through the character of Juani, Obejas expresses an important aspect of the 

internal conflict created by migration for those within the Cuban-American 

community who maintain economic and familial ties with their Cuban kin on the 

island.  While Juani is only a character in a fictional novel, she speaks to the 

internal struggle faced by many Cuban-Americans.  In the midst of their toil over 

understanding their own identity, which causes them to question both their 

Cuban and American cultural influences, they often have to deal with the 

                                                 
29 Achy Obejas, Memory Mambo (Pittsburgh: Cleiss Press, 1996), 12-13. 
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unavoidable linkages to their Cuban kin abroad.  Such ties seem to only add 

another layer of complexity to their struggle with identity, while at the same time 

solidify and strengthen their self-perceptions of themselves as Cuban-Americans.    

In addition to the emotional and social problems experienced by Cuban-

Americans who have Cuban family and friends that depend on them, there are 

other tensions created by these ties.  Return visits and ongoing contact with 

family and relatives have prompted strong and sometimes even violent reactions 

from within the exile community.  In an editorial, Roberto Solís, a member of 

Profesionales y Empresarios Cubanosamericanos (PECS), a Cuban-American 

businessmen’s association, commented on how the exile community targeted 

and economically damaged the businesses of those that “had the audacity to 

return to Cuba to visit their mothers, children and grandchildren. They were 

blacklisted because they violated the imposed rules and dared to maintain 

communication with their families in Cuba.”  He went on to criticize the “narrow 

world of Miami separated from reality, surrounded in the old, worn out, movie 

of an eternal dream that expired more than three decades ago.”  He further 

commented on the “fictitious world of ‘exilio homogéneo y agresivo’” (exile 

homogeneity and aggression).  Solís, who came to Miami in the 1980s, 

emphasized that “Cuba is not alone as a nation. We are part of her.”30  Unlike, the 

ideological views of the Cuban-American community’s dominant political 

organizations, Solís favored a closer and more open relationship with the Cuban 

government.  In his editorial, Solís recognized the opposing perspectives within 

the Cuban-American community towards dealings with Cuba, as well as issues 

of political participation, that such divisions created a “narrow” framework.  He 
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argued that the Cuban-American community was not inclusive of all Cubans, 

especially those with differing viewpoints than those in power.  Consequently, 

those with the greatest political influence tended to be earlier wave migrants.  

This tension between the new and old Cuban emigrants was, as Achy Obejas 

points out in her poem The Boat, like “aiming arrows in different directions,” 

without ever reaching a fixed target, except “indifference.”31  

 

A Changing Miami 

The changes that took place in Cuba after the later waves emigrated, also 

ushered in changes in Miami.  While political conflict was evident, there were 

also other important social changes, involving notions of Cuban culture and 

identity, taking place simultaneously.  One important reason for this deals with 

the differences between the earlier and later generations of Cuban emigrants.  

First and foremost, the waves of migration since 1980 were much less 

homogenous than earlier waves. The later generations of emigrants tended to be 

younger.  Out of the balsero waves almost seventy-five percent were between the 

ages of 21 and 35 years old.  These later migrants had fewer relatives in the 

United States than previous waves, and the majority were sponsored by post-

1980 Cuban-Americans.  While they had fewer relatives in the United States, 

these waves were more likely to maintain contact with their friends and relatives 

in Cuba than previous waves as well.32  These waves also had higher educational 

levels, with more than sixty percent exceeding the median educational level of all 

previous waves, as well as higher occupational levels. These later waves were 
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more ethnically diverse, with a higher percentage of Afro-Cuban migrants than 

earlier waves, which were predominantly white.33  

Moreover, historian Holly Ackerman suggests that “when compared to 

pre-1980 immigrants, their motivations for leaving are more alike than different. 

The earlier groups were resisting the transition to communism. The post-1980 

refugees have lived under communism and have complied with behavioral 

requirements of the society. . . .“ 34  Thus, within the study of Cuban emigration, 

a clear distinction is made between pre and post-1980 Cuban immigrants to the 

United States, due largely to the differing demographics and experiences of this 

later wave compared with earlier ones. 

New waves of Cuban emigrants brought with them new ideas with regard 

to Cuba, and new perspectives on how the Cuban-American community in 

Miami should engage Cuba.  Migrants arriving after the 1980s represented 

Cubans who had grown up in a different Revolutionary Cuba.  For Cuban-

Americans in the United States these migrations served to repeatedly redefine 

their understandings and perceptions of their own identity. As Liz Balmaseda 

commented, “with every migration, the flame of cubanía rekindled; the conjured 

Havana [was] made fresh once again.” 35  Similarly, Cuban-American María de 

los Angeles Torres suggests that contact with Cubans allowed Cuban-Americans 

who had grown up in the United States to find “shared points of reference,” 

because,  
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. . . in the process, we learned that we could not make sense of 

either our past or our present with only militarized conceptions of 

our identities. We felt constrained by rigid identity schemes, 

particularly those tied to notions of singular nation-states or 

implacable political programs. 36  

 

Hence, contact between groups proved to be equally important in shaping and 

re-shaping notions of Cuban identity within the Cuban-American community, 

and have had a profound impact on “the coming of age of the second generation 

of Cuban exiles living in Miami.”37  

Moreover, the more recent waves of the 1990s served to open up Miami to 

Cubans who had divergent opinions.  De los Angeles Torres remembered that 

prior to 1994, for her, Miami had been “merely a point of transfer” on her way to 

visiting Cuba.  She viewed the city as “enemy territory.”  But, after the migratory 

wave of 1993 she found many of her friends from Cuba living in Miami, and it no 

longer represented only “enemy” territory on her exile map.  Additionally, 

Cuban emgirant Madelín Cámara recounted that,  

When I lived in Mexico, the possibility of ending up in Miami 

revolted me.  I imagined it to be the nest of all the gusanos. I am 

grateful for the opportunity to change my mind.  Miami has . . . 

allowed me to reencounter a part of my country’s past that I could 

not have found in the official history, to meet and respect people 

who before would have been dismissed as enemies, [and] to 

integrate aspects of our national idiosyncrasy . . . [.]38  
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Consequently, the addition of new emigrants opened up Miami to those who 

had previously been politically marginalized due to the homogeneity of thought 

created by the dominance of Miami’s Cuban political groups, such as the CANF.  

The presence of these migrants therefore created a new environment within the 

Cuban-American community. 

Other Cuban-Americans commented on how the new waves impacted 

overall changes within the Miami Cuban-American community. When 

interviewed by Felipe Arocena, the principal of Miami Senior High School, 

Victor López, commented that it was “ . . . gratifying to see that the new 

generations of Cuban exiles have a much more moderate and less fundamentalist 

attitude [toward Cuba] than the older ones.”39  In other words, these new 

migrations challenged traditional political and social attitudes from within the 

Cuban-American community.  While members of earlier waves adopted a 

position of opposition to the Cuban government and its leaders through their 

policies, which limited contact between Cuba and the United States, these newer 

generations maintained lines of communication and contact with their homeland 

and its government. 

This interaction between both groups of Cuban emigrants in the 1980s 

redefined identity on both personal and national levels.  As Roberto Solís 

stressed in his interview with a Spanish newspaper, many of the newer Cuban 

emigrants envisioned themselves as members of the Cuba nation in the exterior, 

rather than exiles.  And in fact, many wanted to maintain ties and connections 

with their homeland.40   In the interviews I conducted with the Hasegawa family, 
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each maintained their own unique allegiance to Cuba.  While all had become, or 

were in the process of applying for U.S. citizenship they called Cuba their real 

home, and the base for what they described as their “true” identity.   Similarly, 

almost all of the newer migrants that Felipe Arocena interviewed in Miami stated 

their intentions to maintain ties with their families back in Cuba. Many had close 

relatives and friends in Cuba and visited the island as often as they could. 

Cuban-American Miyuki Hasegawa and her family visited Cuba three times 

within the four years that they were eligible to leave the United States and re-

enter using a special travel visa. 41  Repeated return visits served to maintain 

contact with Cuba and call into question an antagonistic exile ideology, as they 

confront “the essence of exile; that is that you can not return.” 42  

In Felipe Arocena and William Noland’s book, Entrevistas Cubanas, 

Arocena interviewed members of what he terms, la Nación divida, or the divided 

nation of Cuba. Cuban government officials often refute the idea of two parts to 

its nation, implying that more contact between the two countries would create a 

more “equal vision” of life in Cuba and the United States. 43  At the same time, 

some members of the Cuban-American community began to question the need to 

establish “home” within one set physical location, and further doubt the defined 

“boundaries of nations almost exclusively in terms of geography.”44  Such 

concerns from both countries represented a growing sense of understanding in 

                                                 
41 Arocena and Noland, Entrevistas Cubanas, 119-123, 134; Miyuki Hasegawa, 

interview, 3 February 2002; Francisco Hasegawa, interview, 6 October 2001. 

 
42 de los Angeles Torres, “Introduction,” 6. 

 
43 Arocena and Noland, Entrevistas Cubanas, 2; Hernández, “Sobre las relaciones 

con la communidad en los ee.uu.,” 9. 

 
44 de los Angeles Torres, “Introduction,” 5. 
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the importance, and actual existence, of a transnational link, a relationship that 

would bind the two countries more closely together than apart.  Both countries 

seemed to come to the conclusion that these migrations functioned to draw each 

other closer together and strengthen the existing transnational relationship.  

 

The Issue of Race 

One of the core differences of the post-1980 migratory waves was race. 

Statistical data suggests that in the post-1980 migration an average of twenty 

percent, depending on the year, were Afro-Cubans.45  This chapter has focused 

on the ways in which the Miami Cuban-American community was changed and 

affected by Cuban emigrants entering the city.  An area that I have not discussed 

is how race may have affected or altered transnational identity.  

The issue of race is a hard one to uncover for a number of reasons. 

Comprising statistical information is often difficult as the U.S. office Immigration 

and Naturalization Services (INS) identifies Cuban immigrants as Hispanic, and 

does not distinguish Cubans in white or Afro-Cuban terms. Within other sources, 

such as surveys or oral histories, often Afro-Cubans do not identify themselves 

as being of African decent.46  This deals with larger issues of racial and ethnic 

identity within Cuba. Within my own research I interviewed a Cuban family 

with Japanese heritage. The family members who were born in Cuba identified 

themselves as Cubans and not as Japanese or even as Japanese-Cubans.  The 

reason for this deals with problems associated with racial identity in Cuba and in 

the United States.  Therefore, these issues make it hard to accumulate data 

                                                 
45 Ackerman, “Mass Migration, Nonviolent Social Action, and the Cuban Raft 

Exodus, 1959-1994,” 141. 

 
46 Ibid., 140-141. 
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reflecting accurate percentages, and harder to discuss issues of race when 

conducting surveys or interviews.  

Despite such problems, the data collected leads to some possible 

conclusions and questions. In his work on ethnic identity, Rubén Rumbaut found 

that immigrants of African decent from the Caribbean were the least likely to 

identify themselves as Afro-Caribbeans, and only ten percent of those in his 

survey identified themselves as being of African decent.  However, he and 

George Sánchez both suggest that with the passing of time these Afro-Caribbean 

groups were quickly labeled and within one generation assimilated into African-

American identity. 47 These studies introduce the element of racism involved in 

the process of adaptation for immigrants with noticeable phenotypic differences.   

While studies of Afro-Cuban migration and adaptation to Miami are not 

yet available it leads to the conclusion that the transnational experience varies 

when the issue of race is introduced.  We can conclude that it did in fact affect 

Afro-Cubans from Holly Ackerman’s study that showed that only twenty-eight 

percent of Mariel  Afro-Cuban migrants chose to live in Miami, with the other 

seventy percent relocating elsewhere. While it is difficult to ascertain the reasons 

for these statistics, issues of racism within the exile community after Mariel are 

well-known. 48  

                                                 
47 Rubén G. Rumbaut, “The Crucible Within: Ethnic Identity, Self-Esteem, and 

Segmented Assimilation Among Children of Immigrants,” International Migration 

Review 28, no. 4 (1994), 766; George J. Sánchez, “Race, Nation, and Culture in 

Recent Immigration Studies,” Journal of American Ethnic History 18, no.4, (1999), 

73. 

 
48 Ackerman, “Mass Migration, Nonviolent Social Action, and the Cuban Raft 

Exodus, 1959-1994,” 142. 
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Overall, issues of race within the emigrant population is an important 

factor that is deserving of more consideration.  While at this time much of what 

we know about the racial composition and experiences of Afro-Cuban emigrants 

to Miami, and the rest of the United States is unclear, I concur with George J. 

Sánchez in stating that “race has and does play a critical role in the adaptation of 

newcomers to American society.”49  Moreover, race and the racial identity of 

Afro-Cubans is an important part of the way we understand the limitations of a 

Cuban-U.S. transnational identity, as well as what questions need further 

research. 

    

Conclusion  

Since the 1980s, the Cuban-American community has experienced 

pronounced generational differences between earlier and later waves of migrants 

due to their different migratory experiences. While the Miami Cuban-American 

enclave existed under ideologies caused by reaction to the 1959 Revolution, such 

notions were questioned and re-defined as new waves of emigrants entered the 

city.  The emigrants arriving after the 1980s were representative of a Cuban 

nation that exiles condemned, creating conflict within the Cuban-American 

community between the two groups. But, as a greater understanding and 

continued entrance of emigrants increased so too did the extent of the changes 

that took place in Miami.  These more recent migrations directly challenged 

existing notions of exile, and of exile identity. Consequently, migration brought 

change to Cuban society and was the principle basis for both political and social 

change in Miami’s Cuban-American community.   

                                                 
49 Sánchez, “Race, Nation, and Culture in Recent Immigration Studies,” 69. 
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More importantly, these new waves began to change the way that the 

Miami Cuban-American community viewed and related to Cuba. Changes to 

notions of Cuban and Cuban-American identity and political policy served to re-

enforce greater collaboration with Cuba.  Issues of gender and the family were 

central to strengthening and maintaining these collaborative transnational ties, 

regardless of the political or economic barriers present. Therefore, recent 

migration and its subsequent effects represented an influential part of the larger 

transnational relationship being forged between Cuba and the Cuban-American 

community in Miami.   
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CONCLUSION 

 

Both host and home countries reap the benefits of transnationalism, which 

can allow for the creation of national ties between the two countries.  However, 

in the context of migration, it is important to remember that it is mainly the 

migrants who preserve and maintain these ties. In this thesis, I argued that 

migration and its migrants laid the foundation for a Cuban-U.S. transnational 

relationship to exist and flourish.  Both in Cuba and the United States a number 

of transnational social, cultural and political ties were created due to the 

influence of more recent waves of Cuban emigrants. Perhaps one of the most 

important consequences of this increased Cuban-U.S. transnational relationship 

has been the creation of what is known as “transnational social spaces.”  Thomas 

Faist, the leading scholar on transnationalization theory, characterizes 

transnational social spaces “by a high density of interstitial ties on informal or 

formal . . . institutional levels.”  He goes on to explain that “these spaces denote 

dynamic . . . cultural, political and economic processes . . . .” 1  Thus, the 

historical political and economic exchanges between Cuba and the United States, 

as well as the resulting impact upon the Cuban nation and the Miami Cuban 

population are representative of such spaces.  

Cubans in Cuba have been the conduits for which migratory experiences 

and influences have passed through, and such experiences have caused major 

                                                 
1 Thomas Faist, “Transnationalization in International Migration: Implications for 

the Study of Citizenship and Culture,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 23, no.1 (March 

2000): 190, 191-192. 
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changes in the way Cubans interact with Cuban-Americans, the way they live 

their daily lives, and even their perceptions of their own identity.  Similarly, 

Cuban exiles in Miami are transmigrants.  Their social and cultural “baggage” 

brought with them from Cuba is something that they have carried with them into 

their experiences as exiles in the United States.  Waves of newer migrants have 

added to the experience of Cuban-American identity, and the Miami enclave’s 

dynamic economic, social, cultural and political life. Within this framework as 

well, are important racial considerations for the post-1980 emigrants. These 

issues make up the spaces for which migration has operated and actively 

functioned to increase Cuban-U.S. transnational ties.  

 

A Transnational Identity 

  In many ways, the creation of Cuban-U.S. transnational spaces has 

perhaps most contributed to a difficult aspect of historical study, or what scholar 

Waltraud Queiser Morales termed its “psycho-cultural consequences” through 

migration.  As he terms it, the “psychological pendulum” between cultures.   

This psycho-cultural struggle seems to often accompany the migratory 

experience and the search for identity. 2  Because such aspects of migration are 

closely tied to issues of identity the main consequence has been a somewhere in 

the middle sense of transnational identity.  

  Cuban-American scholar Gustavo Peréz Firmat in his memoir Next Year in 

Cuba, described precisely such issues when he described the “duality” of being 

Cuban-American.  His American home seemed to represent a transnational space 

in itself with its eclectic mixture of Cuban mementos: a Que Rico license plate, 

                                                 
2  Waltraud Queiser Morales, “In Search of National Identity: Cuban and Puerto 

Rican Migration,” Revista/Review Interamericana 10, no. 4 (1980-81): 567, 568. 
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Bienvenidos welcome mat, Santería candles, Afro-Cuban deities, Cuban posters 

and paintings by Cuban artists, Cuban magazines, and his collection of Cuban 

literature and other Spanish language books.  Realizing the “paradox” of his own 

identity he recalled that while he had migrated to the United States years earlier 

as a young boy, he commented that he often “ . . . felt like [he] was one of those 

[Cuban] rafters, drifting at sea between two countries.”3   

While Morales and Peréz Firmat addressed issues pertaining mostly to 

Cuban-Americans, such psycho-cultural influences have equally impacted 

Cubans on the island through the culture of migration, and the many other 

transnational spaces created through migration.  While the experience of Cubans 

is certainly different due to the political climate on the island, migration and its 

resulting U.S. influences have had tremendous effects on Cuban culture and 

society.  The act of migration created social, cultural, and economic distinctions 

within Cuban society, impacted dress and language, and prompted future 

migratory decisions and behaviors.  The paradox described by Peréz Firmat, of 

living between cultures was clearly expressed by Cuban Josefina de Diego, who 

interacted and was influenced by American culture through friends and relatives 

who had migrated.  She commented on her American “nostalgia” when she said,  

I can see myself living in New York, Chicago, Miami, but I don’t 

find myself in any of those places, because I always take with me 

my true memories, the real ones, the ones I have lived, and I can’t 

as much as I try, recreate a life that never happened, nor can I 

imagine my emotions, my intimate ones, in language other than 

                                                 
3 Gustavo Peréz Firmat, Next Year in Cuba: A Cubano’s Coming of Age in America 

(New York: Doubleday, 1995), 268, 271. 
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Spanish . . . [.] I repeat . . .  so many nights, so many times: “I 

wonder, I wonder.” 4

 

 Therfore, both Cuban-Americans and Cubans on the island have begun to 

describe the difficulties involved in living within transnational spaces.  These 

spaces, for many, are often a result of migration, which has influenced aspects of 

both home and host societies as well as identity.  More importantly, as both 

Gustavo Peréz Firmat and Josefina de Diego discussed, these spaces have begun 

to blur the definitions of host and home, to the point at which a more 

transnational approach to identity and other issues emerges.  

 

Historical Transnational Study 

Perhaps the most important contribution that comes out of the 

examination of migration’s role in transnationalism is how it can change 

contemporary modes of analysis in both Cuban and the U.S. studies.   From this 

thesis one realizes the reality of the relationship between Cuba and the United 

States, exposing its transnational roots as well as its branches.  The social and 

cultural impact of the long migratory history existing between the two countries 

cannot be denied.  It reveals what Jorge Duany terms a “hybrid, syncretic and 

diasporic” transnational relationship.  When approaching the subject of Cuban 

history he goes on to explain that, “a porous, liquid or aquatic imagery is better 

attuned to the constant cultural flows and border crossings of every kind that lie 

at the center of the transnational world.”5  Such critiques address the impact of 

                                                 
4 Josefina de Diego, “Through Other Looking Glasses,” in By Heart/De Memoria: 

Cuban Women’s Journeys In and Out of Exile, ed. Mária de los Angeles Torres 

(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2003), 102.  

 
5 Jorge Duany, “Restructuring Cubanness: Changing Discourses of National 
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migration on the nation-state, and call for a greater fluidity of discourse within 

historical studies.   

Therefore, a transnational approach assures the greatest understanding of 

both Cuban and U.S. history, because it draws on the exchanges taking place 

between countries rather than on individual countries alone.   As a result, I have 

explored economic, social and political issues by addressing a transnational link 

between the two countries.  Migration has been central to this relationship, and I 

have explored its impact through a transnational lens.  This examination 

revealed the transnationalization of social and cultural spaces, which exist 

outside of nation and within individual Cuban-Americans and Cubans and their 

spaces.   

                                                                                                                                                 

Identity on the Island and in the Diaspora during the Twentieth Century,” in 

Cuba, the Elusive Nation: Interpretations of National Identity, eds., Damián J. 

Fernández and Madeline Cámara Betancourt (Gainesville, FL: University Press of 

Florida, 2000), 33, 36.  
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