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Abstract
This thesis explores the permeability of what is arguably one of the most politicised and reified
‘frontiers’ in the world: that between the U.S. and Cuba. Despite decades of diplomatic
hostilities and economic sanctions, the border between Miami and Havana is in a state of
constant flux, with ceaseless flows of both people and things moving in both directions.
Drawing upon fifteen months of ethnographic research primarily in Miami and Havana (20172018), and also in Panama, Mexico and Guyana, this thesis traces these ‘flows’ to understand
how and why these material and digital flows constitute everyday life for millions of Cubans
who, notwithstanding this political rhetoric, seek to maintain personal and business
relationships.
The thesis presents personal stories based on these flows to examine the shifting relationship
between Cuba and its diaspora. Cubans in both Miami and Cuba are negotiating materiality
and digital networks within their own plural notions of cubanidad (‘Cubanness’), capitalism and
socialism, and according to their own geopolitical and socioeconomic contexts.
By focusing on the inconsequential objects of the everyday, and centring on notions of ‘flow’
and ‘flux’, this thesis seeks to show how a politically and economically turbulent landscape is
experienced and reconfigured at a micro level by ordinary Cubans on both sides of the Florida
Straits who, by the happenstance of their birth right, must negotiate extraordinary and difficult
conditions on a daily basis to maintain their family connections, cultural identity, and ultimately,
to live what they consider to be meaningful lives. The thesis shows how it is only through a
slippage in traditional categories of ‘people’ and ‘things’ that such flows are made possible,
and then positions this observation within theoretical arguments that situate rupture as crucial
for the emergence of new cultural forms.
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Impact Statement
This thesis presents the first full-length ethnographic analysis of a new ‘generation’ of Cuban
migrants to the diaspora in Miami, most of whom grew up in the Special Period of economic
hardship in socialist Cuba, and have recently moved to a capitalist diaspora, and yet maintain
lives on both sides of the border, despite considerable challenges.
It engages with key concepts and issues across several disciplines; social anthropology and
kinship studies, material culture, media studies, digital anthropology, history, and migration
and diaspora studies. Most specifically, it contributes to current debates within the
anthropology of migration, globalization, transnationalism, and material culture.
Findings from this research have already been presented at international academic
conferences — in the U.S., U.K., and Spain — and in articles submitted to various international
scholarly journals, as well as a forthcoming book chapter in a volume of interdisciplinary work
on digital media and revolution in Cuba (University of Florida Press, 2020), and an invitation
to edit a special issue of the Harvard-based journal Cuban Studies. I have been invited to
present my research findings at Florida International University and University College
London, and have also been interviewed on television and radio across Spanish-language
channels in the U.S. about my research findings.
Photographic images from the research were included in a short ethnographic film, which
reached the final stages of the Border Crossings Award at the Open City Documentary
Festival. Sections of this thesis also won the Emslie Horniman Prize (Royal Anthropological
Institute of Great Britain and Ireland), the Arthur Maurice Hocart Prize (Royal Anthropological
Institute of Great Britain and Ireland), the Radcliffe-Brown Fund (Royal Anthropological
Institute of Great Britain and Ireland) and the Roseberry-Nash Award (American
Anthropological Association), and were consequently disseminated and published by those
bodies. The section on el paquete was also selected for the BBC New Generation Thinker
Award 2019, and led to contributions on BBC Radio 3 and BBC Radio 4 on various
anthropological topics.
The detailed engagement with issues concerning globalization, diaspora, and sociopolitical
crisis (particularly in North and South America and the Caribbean) provides relevant insights
for those seeking a deeper understanding of the region. Moreover, this research speaks to
emerging issues regarding the rise of nationalism and the assertion of national boundaries at
a juncture of increasing disintegration, border reification and migration across the globe. The
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themes of border-crossing, asylum and remittances will resonate with scholars of many other
geographical areas, both in Latin America and beyond.
At a time of increasing preoccupation with the moral implications of materiality, or having ‘stuff’,
this thesis also offers an ethnographic exploration of how value is created, and objects are
imbued with meaning. It offers a perspective on how material items are crucial to cultural
identity, not solely through their consumption, but often also because of the trajectories and
circulation they embody, which mirror the challenges traversed by people in everyday life.
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Prologue
I’m standing in the middle of a queue which snakes its way along an uninspiring airport corridor
towards Gate 84 in Miami International Airport. We are a motley crew, my fellow queuers and
I. It’s 5:30 in the morning, yet you could cut the air with a butter knife, such is the adrenaline
shared by this group of several dozen wide-eyed, tight-lipped travellers.
Many seem remarkably overdressed given the temperate climate of Miami during
Hurricane season; a man fidgeting ahead of me is wearing several sombreros piled up one on
another, and is sporting a hefty padded winter jacket; a young man behind me is wearing an
outfit entirely of transcendent shiny gold fabric, such as I can see my own tired visage reflected
back at me from his sunglasses down to his trainers. He quietly offers to sell me Cuban
convertible dollars at a better rate than I can get in Havana.1 A woman who seems to be
thumbing her way through every contact in her mobile phone contact list has also opted for
what seems an odd sartorial choice: her jacket is bedecked with buttons, as are her trousers,
and underneath her low-cut top I can see she is wearing several different neon coloured bras.
A uniformed Cuban man works his way along the line, tersely asking to see passports,
visas, and ‘Cuba ready’ stamps on our boarding passes. His hostile manner does little to
relieve the building tension. The middle-aged woman near the front unconsciously raps out a
rhythm on the metal gate with her acrylic nails. Others arrange and re-arrange their carry-on
luggage, trying to cram medicines, clothing and all manner of snacks into their portable
Pandora’s Boxes. From the corner of my eye I glance over at one woman and her box of 24
Krispy Kreme doughnuts, which, in my naivety, I think rather a lot of food for a mere 45-minute
early morning flight.
At the last possible moment we are invited to board, and there is a rush towards the
gate as people scrabble to get ahead and stake out as much of the limited overhead storage
space on the plane as possible. I take my seat between an elderly Cuban woman, who is
fiddling with her watch, and the young man dressed in gold, who is quickly scrolling through
his social media for one last time before we take off. A hush descends over the plane once in
1

Cuba has two currencies, the CUP or peso (roughly twenty of which equate to one U.S. dollar) and

the convertible peso (CUC) which is roughly equivalent to one U.S. dollar. Neither can be taken
outside of the island, and exchange rates on the island are fixed, including an additional 10% tax for
those converting U.S. currency. As of Autumn 2019, the country has started to phase out the
convertible peso.
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the air; it is in fact such a short flight that we barely have the chance to unclip our seat belts
before our pilot announces our descent into Havana. The elderly woman to my left is quietly
crying now as she looks out of the window and wrings her hands.
We bump down onto the tarmac and I realise that I, like those around me, have been
holding my breath and am starting to feel dizzy. One man across the aisle claps; another looks
like he might throw up. The woman to my left has gone quiet and closed her eyes, but leans
back in her seat and takes in a deep breath. The young man on my right turns his phone on:
it has no signal now, but he clutches it in his hand all the same, a ghost limb that he can still
feel.
We pile out into the hot sun and start to walk across the tarmac towards the terminal,
met by two large advert billboards: one for cigarettes, and the other for socialism. We are
funnelled along humid corridors to a dimly-lit hallway crammed full of people, waiting to hand
over their paperwork to a line of stern (or perhaps bored) -looking Cuban officials, and then
finally through into another hallway, where we collect our baggage and queue to have it
screened by customs officials.
I join the back of this line, my burgundy European passport in my left hand and my
rucksack in my right, while the others clutch navy blue American or Cuban passports and roll
their plastic-wrapped spheres of luggage ahead of them. I am quickly waved through into the
arrivals hall, but others are pulled aside and ordered to open up their luggage, or pay a ‘tax’
on the items they have. Through another set of double doors and I’m met with a wall of people
waiting for relatives, customers and business contacts. I feel a dozen eyes scanning me, as if
expecting me to walk up to them and greet them as an old friend. The elderly woman from the
plane has also walked through, and has fallen sobbing into the arms of a young man who I
presume must be her grandson. The woman with Krispy Kremes is met by a small horde of
relatives, each of whom is given half a doughnut. Others are loading up their plastic parcels
onto trucks, or handing them over to what look like other relatives just outside the terminal
entrance.

Extract from field note diary, November 2017
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Introduction
This thesis explores the permeability of what is arguably one of the most politicised and reified
‘frontiers’ in the world: that between the U.S. and Cuba. Despite decades of diplomatic
hostilities and economic sanctions, the border between Miami and Havana is in a state of
constant flux, with ceaseless flows of both people and things moving in both directions.
Drawing upon fifteen months of ethnographic research conducted between 2017 and
2018 primarily in Miami (U.S.) and Havana (Cuba), but also in Panama, Mexico, and Guyana,
this thesis traces these material and digital flows to understand how and why they constitute
everyday life for millions of Cubans who, aside from political rhetoric, negotiate extraordinary
circumstances on a daily basis to maintain their family connections, cultural identity, and
ultimately, to live what they consider to be meaningful lives.
The thesis presents a newly emerging ‘Mula Ring’, which is an informal network of
transnational circulation that should be considered a dynamic and creative indigenous
approach to combat political and economic isolationist courses officially taken by Cuba in
recent decades. By tracing the informal material and digital flows that constitute Cuba’s
extensive transnational presence at the beginning of the twenty-first century, we also confront
evolving dynamics of gender, relatedness, value, and personhood. Moreover, in many
instances it is through an actor’s capacity to creatively mobilise the interstitial spaces or
‘cracks’ between analytical categories of ‘person’ and ‘thing’, ‘family’ versus ‘employer’, ‘public’
and ‘private’, ‘capitalist’ and ‘socialist’, and so forth, that this Cuban world is most successfully
navigated. The thesis ultimately positions this emerging network of transnational circulation
within theoretical arguments that situate these moments of rupture — or ‘cracks’ within social
life — as crucial for the emergence of new cultural forms.

A History of the U.S. & Cuba
The U.S. and Cuba have a long shared history, reaching as far back as the early 18th century
when Spanish-occupied Cuba became a centre of tobacco and sugar production and a
considerable trade partner in the region. The British occupation of Havana in 1762 opened up
trade with the British colonies in North America, while Spain opened Cuban ports to North
American commerce officially in November 1776. During this time it even seemed likely that
Cuba would become part of the U.S.; in 1820 Thomas Jefferson thought Cuba ‘the most
interesting addition which could ever be made to our system of States’ and told Secretary of
13

War John C. Calhoun that the United States ‘ought, at the first possible opportunity, to take
Cuba’ (Schlesinger, 2005). By 1877, Americans were purchasing 83 percent of Cuba's total
exports. North Americans were also increasingly taking up residence on the island that had
become so key to the U.S.’s commercial success, as recognised by U.S. Secretary of
State James G. Blaine in 1881:
‘that rich island, the key to the Gulf of Mexico, and the field for our most extended trade in
the Western Hemisphere, is, though in the hands of Spain, a part of the American
commercial system... If ever ceasing to be Spanish, Cuba must necessarily become
American and not fall under any other European domination’ (Foner 1972: xxviii).

In 1897, U.S. President William McKinley offered to buy Cuba for $300 million. Rejection of
that offer, and an explosion that sank the American battleship USS Maine in Havana harbour,
led to the Spanish-American War, which in turn resulted in U.S. military rule of the island until
1902, when Cuba was finally granted formal independence.
The U.S. continued to play a powerful role in the running of Cuba, however, and
throughout the 1920s and 30s, U.S. companies owned 60 percent of the Cuban sugar industry
and imported 95 percent of the total Cuban crop. General Batista’s second term of rule2 was
initiated by a military coup planned in Florida, and U.S. President Harry S. Truman quickly
recognized Batista's return to rule in 1952 by providing military and economic aid. Up until
1959, Cuba was the wealthiest country in Central and Latin America, and was a popular
destination for wealthy Americans wanting to get away, the most notable of whom was
undoubtedly Ernest ‘Papa’ Hemingway, who famously lived in luxury on the island for many
years and then later amongst Cubans in Key West, Florida.

2

1952 to 1959, when he was overthrown by Fidel Castro’s rebel army
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Figure 1 Pan American Airline Corporation advertising their 13,000 annual crossings between Florida and Cuba,
courtesy of the Cuban Heritage Collection, University of Miami.

Figure 2 1940s advertisement for tourism in Cuba

Diplomatic relations quickly deteriorated after the revolution of 1959, in particular due
to concerns regarding agrarian reforms and the nationalisation of industries owned by U.S.
citizens. As state intervention and take-over of privately-owned businesses continued, trade
restrictions on Cuba increased. The U.S. stopped buying Cuban sugar and refused to supply
its former trading partner with much needed oil, with a devastating effect on the island's
economy, forcing Cuba to turn to their newfound trading partner the Soviet Union for
petroleum. On 3 January 1961 the U.S. withdrew diplomatic recognition of the Cuban
government and closed the embassy in Havana, and later that same year Cuba resisted an
armed invasion by about 1,500 CIA-trained Cuban exiles at the Bay of Pigs. Tensions
between the two nations reached their peak in 1962, after U.S. reconnaissance aircraft
photographed the Soviet construction of intermediate-range missile sites, the discovery of
which led to the Cuban Missile Crisis.
The Cold War eventually ended with the collapse of the Soviet Union through the late
1980s and early 1990s, leaving Cuba without its major international sponsor. The ensuing
years were marked by extreme economic difficulty and widespread hunger in Cuba, a time
known euphemistically as the Período Especial en Tiempos de Paz or ‘Special Period in
Times of Peace’. U.S. law allowed private humanitarian aid to Cuba for part of this time.
However, the longstanding U.S. embargo was reinforced in October 1992 by the Cuban
Democracy Act which prohibited foreign-based subsidiaries of U.S. companies from trading
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with Cuba, travel to Cuba by U.S. citizens, and family remittances to Cuba. Sanctions could
also be applied to non-U.S. companies trading with Cuba. As a result, multinational companies
had to choose between Cuba and the U.S., the latter being a much larger market, and so the
economic hardship experienced in Cuba was drawn out throughout the 1990s and into the
early 2000s. Under the Bush administration, relations remained tense and further travel
restrictions were applied, in part to gain much needed support from the Cuban-American
community in Florida to secure re-election of the Republican Party.
In 2008 Fidel Castro stood down as Comandante, allowing his younger brother Raúl
to assume the position, and it wasn’t until 2009 under President Barack Obama’s new
administration that there was a thaw in relations between the two nations. Obama eased travel
restrictions on Cuban-Americans (defined as persons with a relative ‘who is no more than
three generations removed from that person’)3 travelling to Cuba, and loosened restrictions of
telecommunications between the two countries. On 1 July 2015, Obama announced that
formal diplomatic relations between Cuba and the United States would resume, and
embassies would be opened in Washington and Havana. Relations between Cuba and the
United States were formally re-established on 20 July 2015, with the opening of the Cuban
embassy in Washington and the U.S. embassy in Havana. Obama visited Cuba for three days
in March 2016, and five months later JetBlue Flight 387 landed in Santa Clara, becoming the
first direct commercial flight to travel between the two countries since the early 1960s.
On June 16, 2017, President Donald Trump announced his intention to suspend what
he called a ‘completely one-sided deal with Cuba’. He made the announcement in the centre
of Republican Cuban Miami, announcing a new policy imposing new restrictions with regards
to travel and funding. New tensions as a result of ‘acoustic attacks’ allegedly made on U.S.
diplomats in Havana have resulted in reduction of Embassy staff and in visas for Cubans from
the island, who now have to pay for and procure a visa to a second country such as Colombia
or Mexico in order to travel and undergo the U.S. visa application process there. In the summer
of 2019 Trump prohibited American cruises from docking in Cuba, and in autumn 2019
American flights to Cuban cities except Havana were also banned, marking a return to the
hostilities of the decade before and once again drastically changing the geopolitical landscape
across which Cuban relatives split across borders must navigate to maintain some form of
relation.

3

I discuss the difficulties in defining ‘kin’ in biological terms in a Cuban context in Chapter 2.
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Migration Waves and Diasporic Generations
While the U.S. and Cuba have evidently had a long history of migration and trade, the
relationship changed most dramatically in response to the social, economic and political
restructuring of Cuban society in the late 1950s and early 1960s. More than one-tenth of
Cuba’s present-day population migrated to the U.S. in response to the Revolution, and those
who migrated benefited from changes in American immigration policy during the Cold War
that privileged those fleeing from communist regimes. Throughout the following decades,
migration from Cuba to the U.S. would occur in distinct ‘waves’, each bringing a distinct
subsection of Cuban society to the rapidly expanding Cuban enclave in Southern Florida.
The first migration began on January 1, 1959, when the dictator Batista fled the island,
and lasted until the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962. This first wave brought a quarter of
a million Cubans to the United States, and the Cuban Refugee Programme was established
in 1961 to provide relief and help these refugees adapt to the U.S. labour market. By the time
the programme drew to a close in 1973, the federal government had invested more than 950
million dollars in the refugees — in housing and medical care, education, and vocational
training (García 2007:77). This first wave of migration primarily constituted the social and
economic ‘elite’ of Cuba: those who had the most to lose from Castro’s revolution. They
resettled in Miami, many fully expecting to be back in their Havana mansions within a year or
two.
A second official migration of Cubans began on September 28, 1965, when Fidel
Castro announced that those who wished to leave the island would be permitted to do so. In
a ‘memorandum of understanding’ between the two countries, the U.S. agreed to send
chartered planes to Varadero (a coastal town 150km east of Havana) twice each day to
transport between 3,000 and 4,000 Cubans each month. In what came to be known as the
‘Freedom Flights’, priority was given to those who had immediate family already in the United
States. The pool of emigrants was carefully screened by the Cuban government, however,
and those of military age or with technical skills beneficial to the Revolution were prevented
from leaving. The flights continued until 1973, by which time over three thousand flights had
carried almost three hundred thousand refugees to the United States.
Until this point, the Cuban diaspora forming in southern Florida was largely
unrepresentative of the population back in the island. In particular, black Cubans either had
less opportunity to leave Cuba or for the most part chose not to (Aja, 2016; Wirtz, 2017;
Yelvington, 2001). The 1953 Census in Cuba revealed that 27 percent of the population was
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black or mixed race (a number that in reality was likely higher than recorded due to the
problematic categorisation of race or ethnicity in censuses), yet in 1970, fewer than 3 percent
of Cubans in the United States were black (García 2007: 79). This would change in the third
wave of Cuban migration to the United States, and would irrevocably alter the Cuban diaspora
in Florida. In April 1980 Castro announced that all who desired to leave the island would be
permitted to do so; thousands of Cuban exiles sailed in fishing boats and yachts to the port of
Mariel to collect their relatives, and almost 125,000 Cubans arrived in the U.S. this way
between April and October 1980 (ibid.). However, the Castro government also used the
episode as a means of ridding the island of ‘undesirables’ — namely criminals and
homosexuals. Prisons were emptied, and 26,000 of the Cubans setting sail for the U.S. had
penal records (ibid.).
Demographically the Cubans of Mariel were different from the Cubans who had arrived
in Miami during the 1960s (Eckstein & Barberia, 2002). Studies of those detained in refugee
camps showed that the Mariel population was younger by about ten years (averaging thirty
years of age), contained a higher percentage of blacks and people of mixed race (roughly 20
percent), and reflected a wider geographic distribution from the island itself (García 2007:80).
Nearly 70 percent were male. Unlike the Cubans who had immigrated between 1959 and
1973, the so-called marielitos were also not considered legitimate refugees by the American
authorities. Many relied upon Cuban networks already in Miami to find a roof over their heads
and a job (Duany, 1999). Some turned to crime, resulting in a 1980s Miami renowned for
cocaine cowboys, as memorialised in Al Pacino’s depiction of a Mariel gangster in the film
Scarface, and growing discrimination against Cuban and Latino immigrants in South Florida
(Moghaddam, Taylor, Lambert, & Schmidt, 1995). For the Cubans who had settled in Miami
in the preceding decades, this was also an abrupt reminder that the lost Cuba they had so
pined for over the years was in some ways a figment of their collective imagination. In
particular, the inherent racism and classism of many Cuban exiles in Miami was brought to
the fore (Aja, 2016; Fulger, 2012; Woltman & Newbold, 2009), alongside the uncomfortable
realisation that Cuba had continued to change in their absence.
The next wave of Cuban migration continued to create friction between these distinct
waves, or ‘diasporic generations’ (Berg, 2011), each of which had had their own social,
economic and political trajectory up until this point. The collapse of Cuba’s primary economic
partner (the Soviet Union) in 1989 was disastrous for the Cuban economy. The island plunged
into inflation and hunger, provoking another wave of emigration. The logical destination for
most that were able to leave was Miami, due both to proximity and a significant Cuban
diaspora ready and waiting for them. Most had no option but to make the dangerous journey
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on makeshift rafts, earning them the nickname balseros (rafters). Many died at sea; others
were even shot at by the Cuban Coastguard as they left. To pressure the Castro government
into restricting illegal emigration, U.S. officials announced that the sending of remittances to
relatives on the island was prohibited and chartered air traffic from Miami to Cuba (officially
possible since 1979 to allow some Cuban exiles the opportunity to visit their relatives in Cuba)
was now indefinitely postponed. Despite these reversals in policy, the balseros kept coming.
During the last two weeks of August 1994, the U.S. Coast Guard picked up an average of
1,500 balseros each day (García 2007: 81). The historic exodus also changed U.S.
immigration policy for Cubans to what came to be known as the “wet-foot/dry-foot policy” which
remained in effect until January 2017, six months after I arrived in the field. Those intercepted
at sea automatically qualified for asylum or were returned to Cuba; those who made it to U.S.
soil generally got to stay (Henken, 2005a). To this day, some Cubans still attempt the journey
by raft, usually because they are unable to afford a flight to the United States and/or have
been denied a visa, but arrivals now face the same (un)welcome that any other migrants from
elsewhere in Latin America and the Caribbean might encounter.
Thus far, these various ‘diasporic generations’ (Berg, 2011) have been well
documented by scholars (Duany, 1997, 1999; Eckstein & Berg, 2015; Rieff, 1993; Stepick,
1994; Stepick, Grenier, Castro, & Dunn, 2003), yet in the past five to eight years, a new
generation has also begun to take shape. The reinstatement of diplomatic relations under the
Obama Administration allowed for greater migration between the two countries again, and a
five-year visa (discontinued in 2018 just as I completed my fieldwork) has meant many Cubans
on the island had the option of travelling back and forth with regularity throughout my period
of fieldwork. This has meant that in the past ten years migration has increased alongside more
open commerce, with a nouveau riche of cuentapropistas (self-employed Cubans working in
a limited emerging private sector) often making frequent business trips to Miami (as well as
various other destinations, see Chapter 3). Meanwhile some Cuban exiles in Miami who
maintained Cuban nationality were buying Cuban passports to visit the island again, and even
starting up businesses and investments or considering repatriation in their retirement (Moreno,
2018).
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Figure 3 Source: Morales (2017). N.B. distinctions between ‘legal’ and ‘illegal’ are also as drawn in Morales.

The Cuban diaspora in Greater Miami is now around two million strong, and comprises
an enormously complex assortment of social, economic, political, educational, religious and
ethnic backgrounds. Unsurprisingly, this does not result in a homogenous view of what it
means to be ‘Cuban’; indeed, this diaspora now incorporates Cubans who have just got off
the boat or plane, Cubans who have lived in Miami for sixty years, and Cubans born in Miami
who have never set foot on the island and perhaps even speak limited Spanish (Eckstein &
Barberia, 2002). The constant confrontation between diasporic generations across the
decades has led to what I will present in my concluding chapter as a battle for cubanidad, or
‘Cuban-ness’, fought out across and between various districts of Greater Miami.
Reinforcing this cubanidad became something of an obsession for some of the exile
generation who left between the 1950s-1970s, as they looked for ways to remember and
celebrate the past, reinforce their feelings of nationalism, and assert a distinct identity in the
United States (see Chapter 5 for further discussion). To help parents educate their children
on the essentials of cubanidad, schools and churches in Little Havana established after-school
programs that offered courses on Cuban history, geography, and culture each day. Those
who wanted a more intensive Cuban education could attend one of the dozens of small private
schools that emerged in Miami and Hialeah, nicknamed las escuelitas cubanas (the little
Cuban schools).
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Yet Miami is now home to multiple Cuban cultures, and each new wave has performed
this cubanidad in their own fashion, layered on top of previous generations. The cityscapes of
Miami and Hialeah become palimpsests of generations of Cuban sociality, in some ways
mirroring the changes taking place on the island itself. As each new wave arrived, they
inscribed their own, ‘updated’ cubanidad, fresh from Havana, or Cienfuegos, or Santiago, onto
the diasporic landscape of Greater Miami, meeting resistance from the older vanguard who
sought to preserve older forms of Cuban sociality according to their own pre-existing notions
of race and class (see Chapter 5). As of 2015, fifty eight percent of Cubans in the U.S. had
entered before 2000, but twenty five percent had entered in the 2000s, and seventeen percent
after 2010 (Grenier & Gladwin, 2016, 2018). These later generations, who grew up entirely
under socialism in Cuba, are a new dynamic force in the performance of cubanidad within the
Cuban enclave in Miami as well in Cuba, and are the main subject of ethnographic exploration
in this thesis.
Work on other Cuban diasporic groups around the world has revealed how this battle
for cubanidad is not unique to Miami. Mette Louise Berg’s research amongst Cubans in Madrid
led to her conclusion that “[t]he dominant Cuban exile discourse is in this respect eerily
similar to that of the Cuban government its ideological opponent: both rely on essentialist and
exclusive understandings of nation and belonging” (Berg 2009:144). Similarly, in later work
with another Cuban diasporic group, she again problematises the notion of nation and
cubanidad, pointing to how, amongst diasporic groups, ‘nation’ paradoxically re-inserts itself
in constructing notions of belonging and identity (Berg, 2015). This is certainly true of the
Cuban diaspora and its composite generations in Miami: for all its discussion and infighting
over cultural tropes, it ultimately serves to enhance and reassert its own agenda of nationhood,
and, as Peggy Levitt wryly notes, migration scholarship has often followed suit (Levitt, 2012).
The multi-sited nature of the ethnographic research presented in this thesis, then,
which takes notions of flow and flux (rather than bounded categories of belonging and identity
by nation) as its starting point rather than its conclusion, explores the sheer dynamism of
cultural identity in its creation, curation, negotiation and mobilisation. The case of Cubans
living on either side of the Florida Straits is an excellent example of this precisely because of
the amount of ‘back-and-forth’ between these two sites (amongst others). Throughout all these
decades of supposed isolation in Cuba, and of supposedly one-directional migration, there
has in fact been extensive contact, maintained over a long period of time, in both directions,
the course of which will be plotted through ethnographic vignettes scattered throughout this
thesis. The cubanidad experienced and performed in Miami has developed over recent
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decades to (albeit sometimes grudgingly) incorporate elements introduced by more recent
arrivals from Cuba. But so too has cubanidad in Cuba absorbed elements of sociality fossilised
or generated in Miami. In this regard I go rather further than Ruth Behar, who herself
acknowledges the “undecidability” or difficulty in classifying what constitutes a ‘Cuban’:
“Cubans outside Cuba are perhaps immigrants, perhaps exiles perhaps both, perhaps
neither, and Cubans inside Cuba are in certain ways perhaps more exiled in their insile
than the so-called exiles themselves. Diaspora embraces all these possibilities and
others, including earlier periods of displacement in Cuban history” (Behar 1996: 1445).
This thesis will argue that Miami and Cuba have been so interconnected (perhaps all
the more due to an ongoing rhetoric of rupture and separation) over the years that the one
simply could not exist without the other; indeed, they reinforce the very idea of one another.
Each exists in the imagination (made reality) of the other; Miami and Cuba are as two magnets,
bound by a force of equal parts attraction and repulsion. The two are mutually informative and
revelatory, and so any notion of ‘Cuba’, or a cubanidad, must surely be situated precisely in
this back and forth. This should hardly seem surprising in the light of decades of
anthropological scholarship revealing the unbounded and dynamic flows that constitute
‘culture’ or sociality’ (Appadurai, 1991; Kearney, 1995; Marcus, 1995). It is also precisely for
this reason that my ethnographic research on Cubans began, seemingly paradoxically, in a
few small neighbourhoods on what one might think was the ‘wrong’ side of the Florida Straits
for such an endeavour to locate ‘Cubanness’: in Greater Miami.

Breaking and Locating Cubanidad
As is typical to many nationalist discourses, there have long been attempts to fix the ‘essence’
of Cuban identity (cubanidad) within territorial, historical, cultural, or psychological criteria (cf.
B. Anderson, 1983; Eriksen, 2010; Herrera, 2007a). Such constructions of the Cuban nation
have been inextricably linked to the political projections of Cubans in exile since at least the
late eighteenth century. By the nineteenth century, the Cuban national poet and hero José
Martí was (from exile in the U.S.) imagining a unified, hybrid nation where racial difference
would be non-existent, and Cuban nationality would trump all other axes of identification;
indeed, this declaration of mestizaje (cultural and ethnic hybridity) has since become a symbol
of pride across much of the Americas (Isfahani-Hammond, 2005). Meanwhile various other
symbols have been employed by scholars of Cuban culture in the decades since, all of which
have sought to posit some ‘essence’ of Cuban identity either physically or metaphysically in
the island itself.
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I briefly summarise these various interpretations of cubanidad here, not because this
thesis critically engages with them in particular, but rather because the degree to which such
discourses abound within Cuban Studies is symptomatic of both the anxieties central to
experiencing Cuban identit(ies), and the ambiguity and dynamism of identity categories and
processes more broadly. This thesis thus takes these prolific discourses as indicative of the
dynamism and hybridity of the material practices of creating cubanidades that are the central
topic under examination here.
1. Ajiaco
In the early twentieth century Martí’s idealistic vision of racial progress in postindependence Cuban society was appropriated by the white elite as a way of denying the
continuing socioeconomic inequalities experienced by Afro-Cubans (Bodenheimer, 2015;
Moore, 1997), which in part lay the foundations for the 1959 Revolution. His assertion that
Cuba would serve as a ‘melting pot’ of cultures and races was carried forward by the prominent
Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz in his characterization of Cuban culture as ajiaco (stew):
‘First, the ajiaco is made combining a variety of meats and vegetables (whichever
happen to be available), it conveys the ethnic diversity of Cuba. Second, the ajiaco is
agglutinative but not synthetic; even if the ingredients form part of a new culinary entity,
they do not lose their original flavour and identity. So it is with Cuba, where the mixture
of cultures has not led to a neo-culturative synthesis, where each ethnic or cultural
component has retained its identity. Third, an ajiaco is indefinitely replenishable since
new ingredients can be added to the new stew as old ones are used-up’ (Ortiz 1947:
23).
The particularity of Ortiz’s model for Cuban culture here is that rather than a metaphor of
nation-as-mosaic, which might coincide with contemporary theoretical notions of
multiculturalism attributing specific cultural elements to particular populations who co-exist, he
instead insists upon a metaphor which encapsulates the nation-as-whole. ‘Cubanness’, as
Ortiz conceives of it, becomes an epistemological way of knowing or being which incorporates
everyone, a national trait, perhaps even a ‘geo-emotional condition’ (Behar & Suárez, 2008).
Through this ajiaco model, Ortiz also characterises Cuban culture as essentially a byproduct of diasporic flows and migratory waves, the crosscurrents of which underscore “el
trauma del desarraigo y de su ruda transplantación” (the trauma of forced uprooting and
translocation, p.177), anticipating William Safran’s notion of collective dispersal as the
distinctive sign of diaspora cultures (Safran 1991: 83). In other words, Cuba was in fact born
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transnational; colonialism, capitalism and slavery marked the national experience both
structurally and culturally from its very inception, and for Ortiz, this hybridity is in fact an
inherent characteristic of ‘being Cuban’. His neologism — transculturación (‘transculturation’)
— underlines the emergence of hybrid cultures through successive migrant waves back and
forth to the island, implying the blurring or ‘reordering of the binary cultural, social, and
epistemological distinctions of the modern period’ described by Michael Kearney in his
presentation of transnationalism (Kearney 1991: 55). Transculturation describes not merely
the phenomenon of cultural contact, but rather a moment or phase of passage from one culture
to another, and designates ‘the fermentation and turmoil that precedes synthesis’ (TorresQueral 1998: 62).
2. Hyphen
In this regard transculturation is a useful conceptual framework to study the relational
nature of subject formation as ‘a process of counterpointing cultural construction’, and as ‘a
fluid and open space of constant dialogue, interpretations and interactions with different
cultures’ (Silot Bravo 2016: 23). Indeed, the term seems most apt here in its allowance for this
notion of fluidity, disruption and turmoil — in its approach to cultural production as an
effervescent process of fermentation. In his characterisation of life ‘on the hyphen’ as a CubanAmerican, Gustavo Pérez-Firmat writes ‘Cubans have always been hyphenated Americans.
Stretched across the Caribbean, Cuba itself looks like a hyphen on the way to becoming a
question mark’ (Pérez Firmat 2012: 16), alluding to the sense of flux encapsulated by the
Cuban experience both on the island and beyond, and indeed by Ortiz’s model of
transculturation.
This thesis focuses upon the materiality of this ‘hyphen’, and the manifestations of the
ambiguity inherent within its position as a sort of identity ‘question-mark’. It is this sense of
flux, and the consequent anxieties arising from the ‘uprootedness’ that Ortiz and others
describe as central to Cuban identity, that best explains the battle over Cuban identity within
the Miami diaspora. Eliana Rivero perhaps best sums this state of affairs up when she
explains,
‘We are still unable to verbally configure an (even imagined) national identity because
we have yet to come to grips with our differences (geographical and political), and
because we are preoccupied with our own morphing, ever immersed as we are in the
process of negotiating recognizable/acceptable places and modes of being in the
transnational Cuba we inhabit’ (Rivero 2007: 199).
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This is not to say Cubans have not tried to configure what ‘counts’ or does not ‘count’
as ‘Cuban’; indeed, throughout my fieldwork this seemed to be a primary preoccupation that
united my otherwise often disparate and distinctive fieldsites, even within the greater Miami
area (see Chapter 7). The exile discourses so prevalent in Miami erect a hierarchy of
authenticity which is at once essentialist and exclusive, and in the process determines, as
Mette Louise Berg points out, who qualifies as a ‘true Cuban’ and who does not (Berg, 2007).
Ortiz’s own fluid definition of what ‘counts’ as Cuban, and his conclusion (p. 167) that ‘la
cubanidad es una condición del alma’ (‘Cubanness is a condition of the soul’) has since been
picked up by various generations and cohorts of diasporic artists and cultural producers who
have found solace in a diffuse notion of patria (homeland) framed in spiritual or ‘geo-emotional’
terms, rather than by physical terms dictated by official discourses or migratory regulations.
3. Roots
In his own satiric way, Gustavo Pérez-Firmat has also contributed to a nonessentialist
and poststructuralist approach to Cuban identity and patria with his Oedipal quip ‘we Cubans
have a peculiar relation to our roots: we eat them’ (Pérez Firmat 1989: 16), echoing Fernando
Ortiz’s ajiaco (Cuban stew) metaphor (Ortiz, 1940), as well as pre-empting James Clifford’s
own formation of diasporic identities as comprising ‘routes’ and ‘roots’ (Clifford, 1994). PérezFirmat here rethinks the connection between the island and the diaspora from a more fluid
and flexible perspective. As Jorge Duany points out, a common thread in much of the writing
on Cubanness has been the recurrent use of a ‘telluric, agricultural, or arboreal language, full
of metaphoric references to roots’ (Duany 1997: 2); as explored more thoroughly through the
circulation of Cuban soil in Chapter 6, such figurative language localises a sense of belonging
within a territorialised national space. These discourses reify a naturalised national identity,
rendering the diasporic somehow ‘alien’ or distinct from the nation, where identity may
‘flourish’ or ‘bloom’ within the soil of the fatherland (ibid). It is striking, therefore, that both Ortiz
and Pérez-Firmat’s images posit the ‘essence’ of Cuban culture-as-whole in a sense of
uprootedness, mutability, and hybridity. In this regard, following Jorge Duany’s suggestion
(ibid.), it seems more apt to employ aerial or marine metaphors for cultural identity, charting
the migratory routes plotted by both people and things throughout this thesis, rather than the
terrestrial images so favoured by most writers on diaspora and Cuban identity more
specifically.
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4. ‘Cubanness’
Ortiz also identifies three different yet concurrent senses of belonging within a Cuban
identity: cubanidad, cubaneo and cubanía, all of which loosely translate into English as
‘Cubanness’ (Palmié, 1998), which is worth briefly summarising here. For the sake of simplicity
(and because my participants did not draw this explicit distinction), I use the term cubanidad
throughout this thesis to synthesise all of these ideas.
a. Cubanidad designates a junction of nationality and citizenship, and denotes a civil
status represented in birth certificates, passports, and the like. It is this that is at stake
in Chapters 3 and 4, where the legal ramifications of belonging to a Cuban nation can
limit one’s horizons to travel and purchase items.
b. Cubaneo also manifests itself externally, but unlike cubanidad this is not to be found
in legal documents or governmental decrees, but rather in a ‘loose repertoire of
gestures, customs, vocabulary’, akin to a ‘national character’ (Pérez-Firmat, 1997). Its
frame of reference is not a país (country) or political entity, but rather a pueblo, a social
community. Cubaneo ‘isn’t a power move but a homing device; it doesn’t aim at
conquest but at communion; it doesn’t shove, it embraces’ (ibid: 6). It is this cubaneo,
this repertoire of culturally identifying gestures and idioms, that is explored in Chapters
1 and 7, manifesting primarily in the arguments that break out in the diaspora between
groups who express such identity differently to one another.
c. That leaves us with cubanía, which is perhaps best characterised as an obsession with
Cubanness, or a ‘willingness’ to be Cuban. Gustavo Pérez-Firmat suggests that ‘if
cubanidad is political and cubaneo is prepolitical, then perhaps cubanía should be
described as postpolitical, that is, as a nationality without a nation’ (ibid.:8).

If

cubanidad equates to país and cubaneo to pueblo then, cubanía is akin to the yearning
proclamations of patria that resound in Miami, echoing Miguel Angeles de Torre’s
evocations of a lost Zion (de la Torre, 2003; Pérez-Firmat, 2008), to which all ‘true’
Cubans hope to return in some form or other (see, for example, Chapter 6 on
repatriation after death). It is this cubanía that manifests itself so materially and visibly
in Miami, as claims and counter-claims to ‘being Cuban’ (in this sense of being a willing
and earnest participant of a synthesised ‘culture’) are mobilised through sites of
cultural performance, such as the antique stores and graveyards presented in
Chapters 5 and 6.
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At the time of my fieldwork, there were seven different museums that had been
established in order to preserve or ‘shelter’ the core of Cuban culture in Miami, which was
considered by some to be so at risk of erosion by socialism on the island itself or from influxes
of new migrants that might somehow represent the ‘wrong’ kind of Cuban in Miami. Two more
museums were set to open within a year of my departure. As new diasporic flows have
migrated to Miami, anxiety has increased about the erosion of cultural authenticity (see
Chapter 7), yet this is also further evidence of what I argue throughout this thesis; that the
cultural fermentation caused by ongoing ruptures within the Cuban community on and off the
island is generating new cultural forms, the likes of which expand what it ‘means’ to be Cuban,
to the detriment of those who see themselves as sidelined from the direction of travel. It is this
anxiety that is so apparent in both the discussions summarised above, about cubanidad, and
in what I present in this thesis as a ‘battleground’ (lucha) of Cuban identity.
Today, a ‘hyphenated Cuban-American culture flourishes along the interstices
between Havana and Miami, above the airbridge that connected the two spiritual centers of lo
cubano’ (Duany 2000: 35); and it is surely this interstice, this ‘crack’, that is the locus of
cubanidad. It is for this reason that throughout this thesis I focus not upon the hegemonic
institutions (theatres, museums, galleries, universities and so on) of cultural production,
despite their proliferation in both Havana and Miami, but instead employ ethnographic
methods to focus upon the ordinary, the mundane and the everyday – the cracks granted less
attention yet which prove so generative. It is perhaps also for this reason that ‘Cubanness’ as
explored in this thesis seems so tangibly material, from the conspicuous consumption and
‘bling’ culture performed on the streets of Hialeah (Chapter 1) to the anxieties over
presentations of authenticity through antiques (Chapter 5) and possession of Cuban earth
(Chapter 6).
The dominant forms of Cubanness articulated in these highly visible public cultural
sites of materiality (from pawn shops to graveyards) are meant not only to effect specific
political agendas, but to reinforce political alignments and the historically-established cultural
motifs that define these dominant discourses. This materiality, as presented in museums and
gallery spaces, antique stores, coffee shops and various other hegemonic sites of Cuban
cultural mobilisation in Miami presented in this thesis, is conspicuously a ‘primary means by
which Cubanidad is created, shared, and transformed, both within the community of
individuals for whom it represents the cultural self, and along with the broader and diverse
community that forms the cultural fabric of Miami’ (Cubas, 2007). Most importantly, rather than
taking the normative and at times elitist discourses common to Cuban Studies as a departure
point to demarcate what does or does not ‘count’ as ‘Cuban’, this thesis instead focuses upon
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an ethnographic and material culture-based approach to explore practice more than
discourse.
The sense of cleavage and ‘in-betweenity’ (ibid: 187) inextricably woven into the
Cuban narrative as outlined in the literature above is in fact a consistent theme in social
imaginaries across the Caribbean, as well as in Latino imaginaries more broadly (Flores,
2003). In this thesis I argue that Cuban identity seems almost always to exist in a state of flux
precisely because this is where the locus of identity constitutes itself. Identity is a process
rather than a product, despite constant and conspicuous attempts by many of my interlocutors
both in Miami and Havana to reify some sense of curated ‘Cuban’ identity within material
objects themselves. Moreover, this process of cultural and subjectivity formation only exists
through the fermentations that arise from flux; culture comes up through the cracks of society.
It is for this reason that the loudest voices so often contesting alternative cubanidades or
Cuban notions of being come from within the boundaries of hegemonic structures, whether
that be the state, museums, universities or the theatre, for it is here the anxieties of occupying
a prominent space within a normative cultural positioning are most keenly experienced; it is
here that the cracks start to show more prominently.
As James Bradburne so articulately points out, in a Heideggerian sense, ‘culture
comes into existence when it breaks – when it is confronted with that which it is not – otherwise
it is completely invisible’ (Bradburne 1999: 380).4 Culture, like accent, is a measure of distance
as much as proximity: no one has an accent at home, the entire concept of accent, like culture,
has meaning only when it confronts difference. This line of argument echoes Spinoza’s ‘dual
aspect’ (Nagel, 2005) in what Martin Holbraad and his co-editors call ‘the co-implication of
emergence and negation in times of rupture’ (Holbraad, Kapferer, and Sauma 2019: 1).
Rupture (or ‘flux’ as presented in this thesis) is not only an inherently negative moment of
breakage and loss, but also a positive, dynamic and productive impulse; discontinuity and
renewal hold one another in mutual constitution, as becomes so obvious through ethnographic
studies of diasporic communities.

4

Heideggerian in the sense of his arguments around Dasein (“being there”), whereby our cogniscent

abilities to think are only realised upon confrontation with the more engaging ‘being-in-the-world’ of the
realm of experience. He argues for the importance of authenticity in human existence, involving a
truthful relationship to our ‘thrownness’ (Geworfenheit) into a world which we are always already
concerned with (Heidegger, 1962).
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The considerable ruptures experienced by Cubans not just in recent decades since
the Revolution, but also across history, from colonialization through slavery and struggles for
independence, thus go some way to demonstrating how generative such processes can be in
producing culture. If there was one thing that seemed to unite all of my interlocutors across
fieldsites, it was their vehemence that Cuban culture (however they defined this) was unique,
special, unparalleled. ‘Life on the hyphen’, a ‘city on the edge’: various apt images have been
proposed to encapsulate the everyday lives of the betwixt and between of Cuban and
American cultures (Pérez Firmat, 2012; Portes & Stepick, 1993), yet most have also presented
this sense of rupture as a loss or breakage from some core element of identity, the ‘natural’
locus of which remains centred on the island of Cuba. Descriptions of the Cuban-American
experience have this in common with wider discourses on diaspora and migration, whereby
‘routes’ and ‘roots’ still point to an origin of departure, a point disappearing over a horizon.
They fail to capture what comes into view in the ethnographic vignettes presented here: the
way such rupture or flux generates new cultural forms.

Remittances & Transnational Flows
One such example of the generative capacity of social rupture is glaringly apparent in much
of the literature on diaspora and transnationalism: geopolitical rupture has clearly generated
substantial material and economic flows of remittances the world over (Abranches, 2014;
Burman, 2006; Byrne, 2016a; Levitt, 2001; Lindley, 2009; Marsters, Lewis, & Friesen, 2006;
Olwig, 1993). Despite the U.S. embargo of Cuba since 1962, people, ideas, practices, and
money have continually travelled (albeit at times irregularly) between Havana and Miami. To
many of my interlocutors this seemed obvious, yet most scholarly accounts do not account for
this. Susan Eckstein maintains, for example, that between 1959 and 1989 ‘most Cuban
émigrés and island Cubans reinforced the socially constructed wall across the Straits that their
respective governments had put in place’, and that they did so because they ascribed to the
values on which the wall was premised, namely, ‘disassociation with compatriots who opposed
their stance on the revolution’ (Eckstein 2014: 289). Furthermore, social dynamics on both
sides of the Florida Straits discouraged cross-border ties, meaning such transfers were often
covert, and not easily documented.
It is certainly true that in comparison with other Latin American populations in Miami,
the Cuban diaspora remitted far less back home: while Latin American immigrants as a whole
remitted $5.7 billion in 1990, members of the Cuban diaspora sent a mere $50 million, despite
constituting the second-largest foreign-born group in the U.S. at the time (ibid.: 287).
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Nonetheless, dating as far back as the 1960s, even the most cursory look at the Cuban exile
press reveals just how common shipments to Cuba were at the time (Bustamante 2018; see
also Sanchez 2018; Mulet Pascual 2018). In the most anti-Castro publications imaginable,
one finds advertisements for individual agents, pharmacies, full-fledged companies, and momand-pop operations pledging to help Cubans send canned foods, vitamins, even complete
noche buena (Christmas Eve) dinners to their relatives. When it came to helping one’s
families, finding ways to slip through the “Sugar Curtain” (Guzmán Urzúa, 2006) was, for some
at least, apparently consistent with backing the anti-communist hard-line. More often than not
though, such transfers had to happen discretely, partly due to the Embargo, and party due to
societal pressures, and so are unlikely to have been included in formal metrics. As I show in
Chapter 2, family back on the island was often more important than political stances, and
many went to great ends to find ways of supporting kin from a distance.
Without a doubt though, these kinship networks of material flow were reinvigorated
alongside shifts in policy in the 1990s, and remittances to the island have increased steadily
ever since. By 2003 remittances to Cuba are estimated to have reached more than a billion
dollars, 80 to 90 per cent of which came from the United States, and between 1990 and 2003
the number of Cuban-Americans who returned to Cuba on a trip increased from an estimated
5,000 to 120,000 (Eckstein, 2014). Today the vast majority (nearly seventy seven per cent) of
Cuban Americans still have close relatives on the island, and those who emigrated more
recently are more likely to be sensitive to the economic needs of relatives back on the island
(Duany, 2010; Eckstein, 2006, 2009; Grenier & Gladwin, 2018). On average Cubans in Miami
send $200 a month back to the island, on top of an average $3,500 they carry with them on
their annual trip to the island (Morales, 2017).
The build-up of such transnational flows (Appadurai, 1991; Basch, Glick Schiller, &
Blanc-Szanton, 1994; Kearney, 1995), by which I here mean the construction of dense social
fields through the circulation of people, ideas, practices, remittances including money, goods,
and information, has rested upon normative changes in both Miami and Havana. Attitudes
towards sending items, remittances, and even travelling back or repatriating, have shifted
significantly in Greater Miami in the past decade (Eckstein, 2003, 2010): the majority of CubanAmericans aged below 59 favour discontinuing the Embargo,5 46% of Cuban-Americans now
favour expanding economic relations between the United States and the island, and 57%
supported unrestricted travel by all Americans to Cuba (Grenier & Gladwin, 2018). Meanwhile,
attitudes towards receiving material goods in Cuba from diasporic relatives have also changed
5

65% of Cuban-Americans aged between 18-39, and 51% of those aged 40-59
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considerably since the 1990s; where people might once have been shunned for possessing
counterrevolutionary symbols of American-style consumerism, the materialistic lifestyle
commonly associated with the United States is now increasingly valued in Cuban culture, and
imported goods are coveted, particularly by younger generations (Barberia, 2004; Eckstein,
2003; Morales, 2017; Morales & Scarpaci, 2012; Pertierra, 2011; Porter, 2008; Ryer, 2017;
Scarpaci, 2015).
People on both sides of the Florida Straits have been quick to respond to these
developments. Numerous businesses now dedicate themselves to servicing Cuban families
in both Miami and Havana in sending items, people, information, and money back and forth
with ease and speed. This is a growing industry that, by my estimates based on fifteen months
of ethnographic fieldwork and observation, must already be worth many millions of dollars
annually. Many have even started to specialise in recent years in specific ‘flows’, as we see in
the case of digital paqueteros in Chapter 4, antique smugglers in Chapter 5, and funeral
companies in Chapter 6. Aside from this, a new occupation has also evolved entirely grounded
in these growing transnational ties of trust. So-called mulas, or mules, make a business out of
carrying money and goods back and forth between relatives in Cuba and the diaspora, and
rely on word-of-mouth and networks of familial trust and reciprocity extending across
communities to keep their business. My best estimate (both from general observation and
conversations with many mulas) is that such people now number in the tens of thousands,
and are certainly widely spoken of in both Havana and Miami. What remains less recognised,
however, is the fact that many carry items in both directions.
Contrary to many people’s belief, then, that ‘economic transfers flow almost entirely in one
direction, from the United States to Cuba’ (Eckstein 2014: 295), I show in this thesis that such
flows move in many directions, incorporating an expansive number of countries in what I
loosely group together as the ‘Mula Ring’. In Chapters 2, 3 and 4 I outline how this network is
emerging and structuring itself to incorporate numerous diasporic centres, but primarily works
out of Miami and Havana to facilitate the constant flow of people and things back and forth.
These networks in turn map onto existing structures of power, inter-generational and gendered
relationships, and shifts in local measures of socially-derived value and taste that do not neatly
mirror assumptions of any given binary between socialism and capitalism.
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Anti-Socialism & Coca-Cola-nialism
Inevitably a thesis considering material circulation between Cuba and its Miami diaspora
would have to approach literatures of socialism and capitalism, and their subsequent positions
on the creation of value, consumption, production and circulation. This was, indeed, originally
my research proposal; I envisaged a thesis that would explore how items shifted in value as
they moved between socioeconomic and ideological ‘regimes of truth’, to echo Foucault’s
phrase (1979, Chapter 1). Unsurprisingly, what I encountered ‘on the ground’ in the course of
my fieldwork was infinitely more ambiguous than my earlier reading might have allowed for.
Much writing on the relationship between Cuba and the U.S. has presumed a transition
from one ideological position to the other; indeed, this has been particularly forthcoming in
popular approaches to Cuba in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. On the one
hand, Cuban socialist state ideology positions itself as battling to fulfil Marx’s vision of
liberating mankind from the prisonlike structures of capitalism, while on the other, the likes of
the United States position themselves in an ideological stand-off where the longer they can
hold out, the more likely it is that Cuba will eventually ‘fold’ into a wider (capitalist, Americanstyle) cultural hegemonic order. This notion of ‘transition’ from socialism to capitalism (or vice
versa) has been problematised before, most notably by scholars of ‘postsocialism’ in the
1990s in their appraisal of adjustments towards capitalism in much of Eastern Europe during
that decade and since. The idea of a ‘transition’ from Soviet socialism to market capitalism (a
‘pre-given future of capitalism’), it was argued, was severely flawed, not only because it rested
upon neo-evolutionist premises, but also because it overlooked the locally experienced
‘uncertainties that accompanied the everyday management of social and economic
landscapes’ (Harboe Knudsen and Frederiksen 2015: 9; Burawoy and Verdery 1999b; Creed
1995; Humphrey 2002; Kaneff 2002; Lemon 1998; Lindquist 2006; Pine 2002; Ries 2002;
Verdery 2003; Buyandelgeriyn 2007, 2008; Dalakoglou 2012; Rofel 1999; Schwenkel 2013).
An important contribution of anthropology has been to highlight that ‘transition’ is not just a
unidirectional process initiated from above; this thesis therefore joins a long line of work in
acknowledging the myriad ways in which such ‘transitions’, if indeed we can think of them as
such, are countered, negotiated and mobilised (to different ends) from below.
Moreover, this thesis further critiques such lines of argument by pointing to the implied
ethnocentricity of any terminology or models that draw upon any notion of a ‘transition’ that
emerged from a West European model of textbook capitalism. Steven Sampson has already
noted that such labels as ‘transition’ and ‘postsocialism’ are inadequate and unable to fully
capture the situation faced by citizens in the former Soviet bloc (Sampson, 2002). David
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Kideckel emphasises that it would be preferable to view systems in previously socialist
countries as ‘neocapitalist’, insofar as capitalist principles were inevitably altered and
refashioned through their implementation in a new context (Kideckel 2002: 115).
By combining this literature of ‘postsocialism’ (or ‘neocapitalism’) with literatures on
globalization, migration and diaspora, this thesis points to how contemporary processes of socalled globalization demonstrate that capitalism, in its cycles of creative destruction and
resurrection, continually re-invents itself, or rather, is continually re-invented by everyday
people negotiating the ambiguities of contemporary life ‘between’ places and social orders.
Moreover, this emerging capitalism, if we can call it that, is ‘in transition from a productioncentric system to one whose primary dynamic is circulation’ (Lee and LiPuma 2002: 209). For
this reason this thesis does not follow chains of production or consumption, as might be more
typical in ‘traditional’ ethnographies of capitalism, but instead focuses upon circulation as the
key to understanding how ‘regimes of value’ (Appadurai 1986: 15) are created and re-invented
on the ground, in response to Cuba’s equivalent to what Caroline Humphreys depicted, writing
about the former Soviet Union, as a ‘crisis of values’ (Humphrey, 1995; Humphrey & Mandel,
2002), and therefore a moment both of rupture and potential reincarnation.
The citizens of Cuba and its diasporas are currently experiencing a time of considerable
change, one in which once revolutionary ideals and focus on community are coming into direct
and increasing contact with global market forces, an influx of Western goods, and a
corresponding decrease in the level of provisioning offered by the state (Bastian, 2018;
Cearns, 2020d; Pertierra, 2011; Porter, 2008; Stubbs, 2014). This thesis charts the ways in
which various Cubans in both Havana and Miami navigate this shifting landscape, and what
(or who) they value most in a world where values are, in some regards, changing dramatically.
I address subject formation not so much through consumption (cf. D. Miller, 1987, 1994,
2001b), as through material circulation, arguing that subject formation (for Cubans at least) is
located precisely in the creative possibilities enabled by the circulation of people and things
across differing regimes of value. These logics and practices are produced within emerging
structures of meaning about family, gender, nationality, class mobility, and social power, which
in turn reflect the ambiguities and flux inherent in the ‘transitions’ being experienced by all of
the interlocutors I present in this thesis.
This leads me to my final point by way of introducing my approach regarding these central
themes in this thesis: I have already stated that this thesis seeks to avoid such clumsy
reifications and categorisations of societies as merely ‘socialist’ or ‘capitalist’, but that is not to
say either that my participants somehow rejected ‘socialism’ or ‘capitalism’ per se. This is not
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an ‘anti-social(ist)’ argument. Nor does it see any potential adoption of certain aspects of
capitalist ideology within Cuba as a necessary absorption of American-style cultural
hegemony, a ‘Coca-colonialising’ form of capitalism, if you will (Foster, 2008; D. Miller, 1997a;
Settle, 2008).
Totalizing discourses of globalization represent current examples of a unidirectional model
that sees global forces transforming economies and societies into a single global order (cf.
Kummels, 2014; Rausenberger, 2018), which Manuel Castells labels ‘the network society’
(Castells, 2010). Fredric Jameson has argued that relentless commoditisation and processes
of globalizing capitalism have led to a proliferation of cultural forms extolling fragmentation, all
variously expressing the ‘postmodern logic of late capitalism’ (Jameson 1991; cf. Ong 1999:
18-22). He writes, ‘the standardization of world culture [..] to make way for American television,
American music, food, clothes and films, has been seen by many as the very heart of
globalization’ (Jameson 2000: 51). This relegation of ‘capitalism’ as synonymous with
‘commoditisation’, ‘standardization’, and thereby with process of ‘globalization’, is arguably too
superficial. This thesis, rather, argues that the increasing transnational circulation of people
and things between Cuba and its diasporas points to a globalizing culture more in line with
Joseph Schumpeter’s metaphor of capitalist production as a gale of ‘creative destruction’
(Schumpeter, 1992) whereby cultural growth, like economic ‘development’, may contract and
expand simultaneously on different fronts (Cowen 2002: 9-11). Moreover, this thesis seeks to
de-reify ‘capitalism’ and ‘socialism’, and instead point to how actors move between these
ideological and economic realms, mobilising interstitial spaces or ‘crack’s between the two to
their own advantage.
This thesis ultimately follows Holbraad et. al.’s suggestion, therefore, that ‘one way to think
of the passage from an age of extremes to one of multitudes and assemblies is as a transition
from a politics of clashing proposals for the good life (e.g. free market versus state socialism)
to a politics of difference, in which keeping the horizon for such proposals open becomes the
prime political objective’ (Holbraad, Kapferer, and Sauma 2019: 7). I therefore follow my
interlocutors’ lead in considering such ambiguities and ruptures as horizons of opportunity
calling for exploration.

Out of the Ordinary
A further limitation of thinking through the term ‘transition’ is that it suggests moving from one
state to another, and thus of some implicit beckoning of an ‘arrival’. This framework allows
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little room for manoeuvre when thinking of places, peoples and cultures that characterise
themselves as somehow ‘in between’. Indeed, even this phrase, ‘in between’, conveys a sense
of a destination, or a direction of travel. This thesis begins and ends with its scene as the
waiting lounge in an airport, however, precisely because it deals not so much with a direction
of travel as with this impatience, boredom, frustration, even chaos, of waiting, ‘between-ness’,
of being neither fully ‘here’ nor ‘there’. This thesis ethnographically explores a period of
potential crisis, whether that be political, economic, emotional or material, in the lives of people
in Cuba and its diaspora.
As Janet Roitman rightly points out, however, crisis signifies a ‘purportedly observable
chasm between ‘the real’, on the one hand and what is variously portrayed […] as fictitious,
erroneous, or an illogical departure from the real, on the other’ (Roitman 2014: 11). Such a
chasm signals a supposed dissonance between some kind of ‘truly’ grounded material value
and a hypothetical judgement or evaluation. For many of my participants who either made a
living travelling back and forth, or who lived vicariously through their departed loved ones,
however, their sense of displacement, of being neither here nor there either physically or
mentally, was very real, and very grounded in the material everyday. Rupture, transition, flux;
all of these terms typically are presented as being somehow out of the ordinary. But how can
we apply these ideas to people who experience this ‘betweenness’ as precisely ordinary, or
permanent? To echo Anna Cristina Pertierra’s summary of Cuba in its ordinary lived reality,
‘the more things change, the more they stay the same’ (Pertierra, 2012b).
It is worth pointing out at this juncture that a sense of displacement, or flux, or rupture, or
ambiguity (or whatever we want to call it) is not new to Cuba, nor does it even date back solely
to the Revolution of 1959, as many of my participants themselves would assert from time to
time. As Damián Fernández reminds us, Cuba, like most nations, ‘was born transnational;
colonialism, capitalism, and slavery marked the national experience structurally as well as
culturally’ (Fernández 2005: xv). Indeed the background of most people brought to the
Caribbean was one highly characterised by ‘competition, movement, fluidity’, ‘overlapping
networks of association and exchange’, and ‘multiple identities’ (Ranger 1983: 248). For Karen
Olwig, one of the most vital aspects of this shared heritage ‘would seem to have been the welldeveloped ability to create meaningful lives out of the disparate cultural practices and social
relations which they encountered in colonial societies’; an ability which this thesis argues is
just as key to contemporary Cuban creations of ‘meaningful’ or ‘successful’ ordinary lives (see
Chapters 1, 2 and 6). Helen Safa identifies a general failure to recognise the historical basis
of cultural identity in the Caribbean as contributing to a perception of Caribbean cultural
identity as ‘ambiguous, dependent and insecurely founded’ (Mintz, 1996; Safa, 1987: 115-
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117). Evidently then a sense of ambiguity, displacement, flux, or what has been called the
‘cruel but creative’ dialectical accommodation of ‘cultural potential into a workable social life’
(Austin-Broos, 1997: 4-6; Wardle, 2002: 493), has never been the resulting cultural product
in the Caribbean so much as it has served as the starting point for generating new cultural
forms within social imaginaries in the Caribbean and across Latin America (Flores 2003: 100).
From an outsider’s perspective, Cuba seems almost to embody a double whammy of
this ‘out of the ordinariness’; not only does it sit within the Caribbean and Latin American
imaginaries of postcolonial flux outlined above, it also is associated with the rise (and ‘fall’) of
Soviet state socialism (Hernández-Reguant, 2005). An examination of ‘the normal’ has
occupied many scholars of postsocialist societies in the former Soviet bloc as well (Bach,
2017; Buyandelgeriyn, 2007; Jansen, 2015; Rausing, 2002), many of whom broadly agree
that, surveying the subject from a distance of several decades, ‘it is clear that this period of
precariousness, in which uncertainty and ambiguity are the ordinary, is likely to be indefinite
in many regions of the former socialist bloc’ (Pine 2015: 36). This is evident in the widespread
informal sectors prevalent across these countries. While formal legality may often be
questionable, local people themselves see these practices as absolutely ordinary, and often
as the only way to respond to uncertainty and ambiguity endemic to their everyday lives. Such
practices are understood locally not only as necessary, but even as moral and positive
(Cieślewska, 2014; Karjanen, 2014; Ledeneva, 2016; Pine, 2015; Sasunkevich, 2016; YalçinHeckmann, 2014), as in the case of the Mula Ring and el paquete described here in Chapters
3 and 4. As Sigrid Rausing writes of her Estonian research participants, they were ‘not moving
from the local to the global, or from modernity to post-modernity, [rather…] they knew exactly
what they would have been like if the situation had been ‘normal’, and thus what they wanted
to become’ (Rausing 2002: 139). In much the same vein, this thesis emphasises that Cubans
are not passively being swept up in some inevitable ‘transition’ towards ‘normality’, but rather
place a historically and culturally grounded value upon hybridity, creative responses to
ambiguity, mobility and ‘inventiveness’ as celebrated aspects of the ordinary, everyday life.
Cubans neatly encapsulate such practices in their idioms of inventar (to invent), resolver (to
resolve), and sobrevivir (to survive) (Del Real & Pertierra, 2008).
In this regard, many of my interlocutors seemed to me more reminiscent of those we
read about in refugee or violence studies, who inhabit a place of ‘inbetweeness’, or what Victor
Turner might call ‘liminality’, not as a limited interstructural phase of their lives (Turner, 1979)
but as a permanent status quo. Liminality need not be a temporally bound state, nor must it
necessarily be ‘essentially unstructured’ (ibid.). As Line Richter points out, migrant
communities often quickly configure recognizable structures and frameworks for social life
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within such a realm of liminal potentiality (Richter, 2016). Similarly in her study focusing on
violence in India, Veena Das shows how, quite apart from being an interruption to normal life,
violence can enter into the recesses of the ordinary (Das, 2006).
There is a long scholarly history of thinking about rupture as being limited in time and
eventually giving way to stability that has informed both popular and analytic understandings
(Koselleck, 2006; Roitman, 2014; Thomas, 2019), yet there is also ample evidence to suggest
that ‘instability and uncertainty have been the norm in most social, cultural, and historical
contexts’ (Narotzky and Besnier 2014: S8). As we learn from literatures on postsocialism,
border zones, ‘grey’ zones, informal sectors, liminality, migration and refugee studies, conflict
and violence studies (and so on), under many (perhaps even most) circumstances, people
must contend with the unpredictability of their life projects, making crisis rather than risk an
integral part of their horizon of expectations (Solnit, 2009). Thus this thesis takes such a point
not as its conclusion, but rather as its point of departure, in recognition that ‘ordinary’ life in
Cuba is both ‘here’ and ‘there’, and always has been so.

The Personal Lives of Things
This thesis draws heavily upon concepts developed by Arjun Appadurai and Igor Kopytoff,
amongst others, regarding the social lives and cultural biographies of things as constructed,
performed and mobilised through their circulation across differing ‘regimes of value’
(Appadurai, 1986; Kopytoff, 1986). ‘Things’ as presented throughout this thesis often have the
affective power that we might commonly attribute more to a person-like agency. The pawned
valuables I describe in Chapter 1, for example, or the antiques in Chapter 5 which mobilise
invented traditions of the past to create new futures, typify Kopytoff’s notion of the cultural
biography of things, whilst also echoing Annette Weiner’s discussion of inalienable
commodities (Weiner, 1992). The transnational biographies of these things can in turn be seen
as actively creating communities across geopolitical borders, and a ‘global production of
locality’ is effected through transnational flows of people, goods, and knowledge in their
capacity as generative resources. Thus far then, this framework of things as agentive fits within
a broader top-down theoretical framework, whereby ‘the global is macro-political economic
and the local is situated, culturally creative, and resistant’ (Ong 1999: 5).
Like Appadurai (along with many others), I also focus primarily upon the movement or
circulation of these things as a transformative moment of potentiality between regimes of value
(Appadurai, 1986; Malinowski, 1922; Munn, 1987; Tsing, 2011, 2015), rather than, for
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example, the production or consumption of things, as has been the focus in a parallel tranche
of material anthropology (Baudrillard, 1998; Bourdieu, 1984; Douglas & Isherwood, 1979;
Friedman, 1994; Gregory, 1982; D. Miller, 1995; Wilk, 1995). I argue that this transformative
capacity inherent in the movement of people and things across regimes of value extends to
movement across and between such analytical categories in and of themselves. If ‘things’ can
move between phases of life, as Igor Kopytoff maintains (Kopytoff, 1986), surely they can also
move between capacities of ‘thingness’ and ‘personhood’. This thesis explores the potential
for collapse between such categories in moments of flux and ambiguity, and how this context
collapse can in fact be mobilised in creative ways. At the very least, areas of overlap between
categories of ‘people’ and ‘things’ are creatively exploited to different ends.
Part of the difficulty with such an approach is that, as in other matters of social life,
anthropology is so often dualistic, as Appadurai points out, the “us and them”, the “materialist
and religious”, “objectification of persons” versus “personification of things”, “market
exchange” versus “reciprocity”, and so forth still proliferate within the discipline (Appadurai
1986: 12-14). In a Western tradition of thought, we often take it for granted that things
represent a material universe of commodities, in opposition to people, who represent the
natural universe of individuation. Such conceptual polarity is, as Igor Kopytoff points out
however, both recent and, culturally speaking, exceptional (Kopytoff 1986: 64), particularly in
the Caribbean of course, whose current geopolitical form owes its existence in large part to
the commoditization of people as things through capitalist concerns of slavery.
We, in our historically conditioned set of predispositions that categorise the world
around us into ‘people’ and ‘things’, may broadly accept that a person has many biographies
(psychological, emotional, economic, familial, professional, and so forth), and so, arguably,
‘biographies of things cannot but be similarly partial’ (ibid.). This categorical separation,
intellectually rooted in classical antiquity, becomes particularly salient with the onset of
European modernity in the face of the practice of slavery; Kopytoff notes that its cultural
significance can be gauged ‘precisely by the fact that slavery did present an intellectual and
moral problem in the West’ (cf. Davis, 1988; Kopytoff, 1986: 84). Similar issues emerge in
contemporary debates about abortion in Ireland and the United States, amongst other places,
and one might also make links to, for example, the rise of prostitution or jineterismo in modernday Cuba (Kummels, 2014), where the issue of confounding ‘person’ and ‘thing’ becomes a
moral one. Whatever the reasons though, the conceptual distinction between the worlds and
lives of people and things had become ‘cultural axiomatic in the West by the mid-twentieth
century’ (Kopytoff 1986: 84).
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There are two primary instances in this thesis in which I explore the potentialities
situated in an ambiguity, or overlap between categories of ‘person’ and ‘thing’. In Chapter 3, I
discuss the role of mulas, or mules, whose profession is to smuggle items in and out of Cuba.
Their primary role in so doing is to be a physical carrier – a mule – and to embody, insofar as
is possible, a quality of ‘thingness’. It is preferable to leave qualities that might be more closely
associated with their ‘personhood’ behind them at the airport departure gate, for their gender,
ethnicity, and social networks of relatedness, all of which may have played a part in their
initially gaining this job, all become potential points of weakness and fragility when in transit.
Indeed, as people, these interlocutors might well be denied the opportunity to travel, either
because of visa restrictions or lack of income or connections. Yet in their brief capacity as
‘things’ or bodies of cargo, they are furnished with the funds and resources to permit such
travel beyond their own island. The other most obvious instance of this is discussed in Chapter
6, where Cubans in exile who in life are unable (or unwilling) to return to their homeland are
able to overcome such barriers in death. It is precisely in their ‘thingness’, again reduced to
their material body (as a corpse or cremated remains), that these interlocutors can pass across
reified geopolitical borders. In a less extreme example, Chapter 4 also presents some
paqueteros, who are unable to travel from Cuba, yet who manage to cultivate a personalised
brand and a degree of transnational fame by sending forth digital/ material avatars of
themselves to the diaspora in the form of USB sticks and pdf or mp3 files.
Likewise, there are three clear cases presented in this thesis where ‘things’ are able
to act, affectively, in ways denied to people. In Chapter 1 we see valuables in a pawn shop,
which embody the epitome of social ‘success’ in their capacity to speak to parallel systems of
value in both the diaspora and in Cuba. Moreover, their status between ‘gift’ and ‘commodity’
makes them particularly adaptable to the needs of recently-arrived migrants, who can neither
afford to purchase them outright, nor to project their economic difficulties back to family on the
island. In Chapter 2, monetary and material remittances have the capacity to travel to Cuba
on behalf of distant family members in Miami, and in so doing act in a way akin to biogenetic
‘substances of relatedness’ (Carsten, 2000; Hutchinson, 2000; Zharkevich, 2019) which
bestow ties of kinship, gender and personhood upon both senders and receivers. Similarly,
the antique items presented in Chapter 5 or the seeds and earth in Chapter 6 have the capacity
to travel between places, echoing the trajectories of their owners or buyers but also evoking,
embodying and performing histories and traditions in a manner denied to most Cubans.
Kopytoff’s proposal of the cultural biographies of ‘things’ leads us to a state where objects
may move in and out of phases of being commodities, pointing to a complexity or ambiguity
often missed in traditional anthropological binaries of ‘gift’ versus ‘commodity’ (Gregory 1982;
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Carrier 1995; see also Addo and Besnier 2008). I continue this line of thought, maintaining
that in the Cuban world of material circulation that I depict in this thesis, the ability to traverse
traditional categorisations of ‘person’ or’ thing’ can be beneficial when navigating the complex
socioeconomic and geopolitical landscape of Cuba and its diaspora. In so doing I seek to
combine (perhaps even reconcile) the focus upon materiality so typical to one tranche of
anthropological enquiry (D. Miller, 1997b; Chris Tilley, Keane, Küchler, Rowlands, & Spyer,
2006) with a parallel quest to reconsider analytical distinctions that may not be
ethnographically founded (Henare, Holbraad, & Wastell, 2007; Jansen, 2013). I am not making
a case that my participants necessarily saw such categories as interchangeable, or that they
perceived no difference between them; Cubans descend from similar cultural traditions rooted
in classical Western discourse as any other postcolonial state. But the ethnographic vignettes
presented here will show that, despite coming from a tradition whereby an ‘individual’ is
bounded by a human body, many of the Cubans navigating the complex socioeconomic
landscape described here most successfully were sensitive to the possibilities of ‘playing with’
the rules on this front.

Flow & Flux
Anthropologists have traditionally documented cultures as though they were more or less
coherent unto themselves, with a set of mutually agreed traditions and customs that
practitioners can often trace back across a lengthy history, and which, through various
manifestations (such as print media, for example), contribute to an ongoing sense of ‘imagined
community’ (B. Anderson, 1983). The majority of the most renowned anthropological accounts
from the twentieth century present us with culture in this form: established, coherent, following
an internal logic which participants configure and re-configure in various guises. This has been
subsequently termed by Joel Robbins as anthropology’s “continuity bias”, which he identifies
as often central to our conception of culture (Robbins 2003: 221-31).
The continuity or coherence of such ‘imagined communities’ both informed and was
subsequently critiqued by scholars of globalization and transnationalism, who located the
emergence of ‘modernity’ (or ‘late capitalism’), and ultimately of culture itself (posited on a
local-global axis), in trans-societal processes involving the ‘exchange and flow of goods,
people, information, knowledge and images’ (Featherstone 1990: 1-2; Appadurai 1986, 1996;
Hannerz 1990; Ong 1999; Kearney 1995). These scholars located the driving force behind
global cultural processes in a tension between tendencies towards, on the one hand, cultural
homogenization, deriving from the dominance of global flows from ‘the West’, and, on the
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other hand, cultural heterogenization, resulting from local appropriation of these flows
(Appadurai 1990: 95; see also K. Olwig 1993: 4). Moreover, if we follow this line of thought,
the Caribbean arguably becomes a prime example of such ‘modernity’, constructed through
colonialism, violence, transnationalism, and the concerns of capitalism (Mintz, 1986; Olwig,
1993). Proposals of ‘ethnoscapes’, ‘ideascapes’, and ‘mediascapes’ (Appadurai, 1990)
highlighted the tensions between ‘the irregular and fluid shapes of population flows and
communities of imagination that cut across conventional political and social boundaries’ (Ong
1999: 31), and moved the focus towards cultural interconnectedness and mobility across time
and space, which was considered to have intensified under late capitalism (Jameson, 1991).
In so doing, scholars working within an Appaduraian school of thought posed the problem of
uncertainty in cultural reproduction outside of the frameworks of nation state or ‘stable’ cultural
landscapes.
Critiques of these arguments have highlighted, however, that such ideas ‘largely ignore
class stratification’, and arguably give the misleading impression that everyone might take
equal advantage of mobility, modern communications, transnationality, and so on (Ong 1999:
12; Krishnaswamy 2002; Jaggar 2001; Bhabha 2000). The ‘time-space compression’ inherent
in increased mobility, modern communications and transnationality is in fact the result of a
specific political economy, to which many Cubans have not had access. Following this line of
thought then, we would have to conclude that many Cubans have been isolated from the
supposedly ‘liberatory’ forces of cultural globalization; moreover, Cuba is frequently presented
as such, somehow suspended in a time warp of classic cars and cigars, with little to no
connection with the material and cultural flows wrapping the rest of the world into ever-closer
connection (LeoGrande, 2017; Weinreb, 2009).
My own research, presented throughout this thesis, increasingly pointed to the degree to
which Cuban culture both on the island and in its diaspora typified arguably the opposite of
the continuity, cohesion and connective flows set out in the schools of thought summarised
above. Throughout my fieldwork I consistently encountered participants whose experience of
everyday life was one of upheaval, ambiguity, and constriction, leading me to agree with
characterisations of Cuban identity as situated foremost in the ‘radical rupture [of] the Cuban
collective psyche’ (Méndez Rodenas 2007: 143). My participants’ experiences of mundane
life were more akin to those I had encountered in literatures of border zones and ‘grey zones’
(Auyero, 2007; Flynn, 1997; Green, 2016; Pine, 2015; Robertson, 2006; Roy, 2008), echoing
the hybridity and uncertainty endemic to work on migration and conflict (Das & Poole, 2004;
Das & Randeria, 2015; Duany, 2011; Navaro-Yashin, 2012; Olwig, 1993; Plaza & Henry, 2006;
Warren, 2002). Much of the literature on the Cuban diaspora has highlighted this shared sense
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of division, upheaval, rupture and uprootedness (Berg, 2011; Campa, 2000; Cubas, 2007;
Eire, 2010; Herrera, 2007a; López, 2015; Pérez Firmat, 2012; Pérez, 2015; Rieff, 1993;
Rivero, 2007). This is not to say that other societies have been in some way coherent or stable,
but rather to distinguish my focus upon experience of upheaval from a broader tendency within
anthropology to sometimes present societies as such (cf. Robbins, 2007).
Thus when I write about the flows (or circulation) of people, things, information, and so
forth in this thesis, I do not seek to portray a sense of easy back-and-forth or connectedness.
Nor is my interest in these flows posited in their material evidence of the existence of forces
of globalization; rather, I see such flows as indicative of emerging cultural logics, which in turn
structure and inform the border crossings and identity categories we often attribute to nation
states. This thesis traces the mundane moments of everyday life when such logics start to
take shape: through the mother-daughter relationships described in Chapter 2, or the
extended kin-neighbour relationships of Chapter 3, or the end of familial relationships through
bereavement in Chapter 6, we see how the flow of people and things back and forth between
Miami and Havana is crucial in informing cultural forms of kinship, gender, identity, and even
death, not because of the ease of flow but precisely because such flows are constricted in this
ethnographic case. My focus remains not so much on the imaginaries or cultural landscapes
emerging from these transnational flows, but rather on the individual agents who enable these
movements.
The kind of ‘flow’ this thesis follows is thus arguably more in line with Anna Tsing’s
notion of ‘productive friction’, which focuses not on transnationalism as a set of structured or
unstructured flows, but rather in terms of the tensions and creative possibilities that facilitate
such flows in the first place (Tsing, 2011). This thesis argues that it is this friction, or what I
generally refer to as a status of ‘flux’, that encourages the development of incipient cultural
logics and forms, more so than flow (Appadurai, 1996; Mitra, 2013; Porter, 2008).
If anything then, this thesis is an ethnography of counter-flow, of the ambiguous,
unequal, unstable, and tense interconnections in both directions between Miami and Havana
across substantial geopolitical, socioeconomic, and rhetorical differences. Ultimately, it is an
ethnography of people who are uprooted, either physically, economically, or emotionally, and
who live their lives entangled between cultures and contexts, but who nevertheless not only
aspire to live coherent and meaningful lives, but against considerable odds actively create
possibilities in constricted spaces.
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Research Fieldsites
This thesis draws on data gathered over fifteen months of ethnographic fieldwork (from June
2017 to October 2018), split between communities in both the United States and Cuba.
Primary fieldsites were in Miami/ Hialeah and Havana, with some short research trips to visit
other participants (usually related to community members in my primary sites) in Mexico
(February 2018), Spain (March 2018), Guyana (July 2018), Panama (June 2018), New York
(January 2018) and other regions of Cuba (March 2018). Time (and money) did not permit
what would doubtless have been similarly fruitful visits following participants to Haiti, Russia,
Peru, and Ecuador, although in some cases digital media provided some degree of contact.
Participant observation began in Miami, where I spent time in Cuban businesses, restaurants,
cafes and shops dotted around Cuban neighbourhoods of Miami and Hialeah, and then after
a few months I started travelling to Havana to ‘follow up’ with contacts’ relatives and friends
‘on the other side’.

Figure 4 Map of principal two fieldsites: Miami, U.S and Havana, Cuba
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Figure 5 Map showing relative positions of additional fieldsites of New York and Tampa (U.S.), Panama and
Colón (Panama), Mérida and Cancún (Mexico), and Georgetown (Guyana), shaded in black, to the principal
fieldsites (shaded in pink).

Given the immersive nature of ethnographic fieldwork, I quickly became a key point of
contact between Cuban communities, and found myself operating as one of the very loci of
exchange I had hoped to observe. Towards the end of my fieldwork I myself seemed to
embody a transnational space of exchange and circulation, as wherever I travelled became
the place for participants or their relatives to send and receive items and messages. This
research gradually escalated to incorporate other sites as my participants travelled through
the networks of exchange I will describe throughout this thesis, although always with the ‘home
sites’ being in Miami and Havana. Another primary ‘fieldsite’ for the research was online, as
this is a key physical space in which Cubans on the island and in the diaspora contact one
another and the norms of cubanidad are negotiated. Research typically followed a
methodology of ‘following the thing’ (Marcus 1995) as a means of capturing the dynamism of
both material and cultural flows between these interconnected sites, beginning in Miami and
spiralling ever further outwards as I gained the trust of participants within these networks. In
another sense, my research also became the opposite of Marcus’s proposal; more often than
not the things actually followed me (if I was delivering them), and so inevitably, one of the
main things connecting fieldsites and participants was in fact my body.
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Figure 6 Map showing location of predominantly Cuban neighbourhoods across Greater Miami where I
conducted ethnographic fieldwork. 8th Street is the horizontal road running through Westchester (orange) and
Little Havana (blue).

Figure 7 Map showing location of fieldsites in Havana: Centro Habana and Ayestarán (orange), El Cerro and La
Víbora (green), Villa Panamericana and Alamar (black), and "La Cuevita" in San Miguel del Padrón (purple). I
lived in Centro Habana throughout.
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Methodology & Ethics
My methodology throughout this research was ultimately shaped by two overarching factors.
Firstly, from the outset I envisaged this thesis to be an ethnography of flow and flux, with the
thread between all my participants being the material and digital ‘things’ that constitute daily
life on both sides of the Florida Straits. Thus, the research was always structured around this
notion of ‘flow’, and throughout the fifteen months of multi-sited ethnographic research (from
June 2017 to October 2018) I attempted to mimic this in my methods, essentially trying to ‘go
with the flow’, as it were, and ‘follow the thing’ (Marcus 1995) as a means of snowballing from
one set of participants to another. As a methodological approach, however, I struggled to
distinguish so clearly between ‘things’ and ‘people’ as somehow separate analytical categories
(Jansen, 2013). This in turn I address in the Conclusion, when I discuss how this
methodological dilemma in fact became both an ethnographic and theoretical challenge.
Secondly, the research was inevitably governed by pragmatics. Ultimately, these flows
expanded to such a degree that I could not possibly follow them all, and in such circumstances
I allowed my decisions to be governed by monetary restrictions, prioritisation of personal
safety (Kenyon & Hawker, 1999), and, on occasion, relative ease of access.

Access
Access quickly established itself as the major challenge of this research. From the outset, I
knew that working with communities who at times operate in grey areas of the law and who
are not accustomed (nor enthusiastic about) outside attention would be difficult. For this
reason I decided at an early stage to begin my research in Miami, where I hoped it would be
easier to gain the trust of interlocutors, and from there gain introductions to their relatives on
the island. I had not anticipated the levels of paranoia and mistrust I encountered, especially
in Hialeah, where many of my participants were recently-arrived migrants who were either
undocumented or simply wished to keep their heads down and focus on establishing a new
life for themselves (cf. Berg 2011).
Upon arrival in Miami I began by simply showing up at Cuban businesses and loitering,
offering help whenever I could, in the hope that this would eventually establish trust. It in fact
had the opposite effect, and on several occasions I was accused, rather to my surprise, of
being a spy working undercover for the Cuban state (Driscoll & Schuster, 2018). After about
a month of trying this, and eventually finding myself in a rather hostile encounter, I conceded
that the ‘normal’ ethnographic methods of observing and gradually building trust would not
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work for me. This was also in part due to the fact that I was not working in one, coherent
community; Miami is a vast city, and one where most people spend an inordinate amount of
time in their cars, commuting. They themselves often go long stretches of time without seeing
one another, and communication is often through private social messaging platforms, rather
than face-to-face. Simply ‘hanging around’ in the hope of observing something in such a
context is thus particularly challenging. Perhaps because I am an impatient person, I found
this all very disheartening. I spent many days in the early months drinking unhealthy amounts
of strong Cuban coffee in the hope that someone would prove willing to talk to me (which,
sadly, never came to pass).
As so often happens to anthropologists in the field, access came when I least expected
it, and in guises I never could have anticipated. My research visa was supported by the Cuban
Research Institute at Florida International University, where I had an office (which I hardly ever
visited). After a few months in Miami, a recently-arrived Cuban man sought me out on
Facebook, saying he had read a profile of me on the university website and was interested in
my work. He invited me to meet him, and an elderly Cuban friend of his, who was a renowned
artist. After a few months of occasional meetings, he asked me to translate the subtitles of a
new film he had made into English for a screening in New York. I naturally agreed, and from
then on, he began to take an active interest in introducing me to his networks, both in Miami
and in Havana. Most of the characters presented in Chapters 1, 3, 4, 5 and 6 are all people
whose acquaintance I can trace back to this man.
My online profile eventually became the most important way I gained access to most
of my interlocutors, and online methods proved invaluable throughout my research. From the
outset, I had the distinct impression that it was not I who was researching Cubans, but rather
they who were researching me. No sooner had I arrived in Miami and I started getting between
30 and 60 ‘friend requests’ on Facebook per day, all from Cuba itself. I had already decided
to set up a professional profile (see Ethics subsection). I received many messages from people
unknown to me, all of whom appeared to work for the Cuban state, and most of whom sent
me vague messages like ‘what are you working on?’. But throughout this cacophony, I also
came to the attention of a small number of Cuban entrepreneurs based in Miami, who worked
in digital technology. These contacts ultimately linked me to most of the people I met in Havana
who worked within el paquete (Chapter 4).
Finally, my own participation in networks of material exchange over many months
ultimately facilitated my access into many of the Cuban families and more domestic scenarios
I describe in this thesis. In particular, the family I describe in Chapter 2 were all related by
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marriage to an American academic I knew. I began to carry items for them to Cuba on my
visits, and also to help various other families to send items or messages to their relatives ‘on
the other side’. Over the months I started to feel that this had been my ticket of access in a
sense, as I became incorporated into Cuban notions of extended family. I discuss this at length
in Chapters 2 and 3, as it was my own experience of accessing these family links that made
me realise (quite accidentally) that material flows are the bedrock of Cuban kinship.

Characteristics of Participants
In a sense, the one characteristic that unites all of my participants is that they all sought me
out. Something I initially found rather overwhelming about conducting ethnographic research
in Miami was the keen interest, at times bordering upon militant, that many Cubans in the
diaspora took in all things related to Cuba. When I unwittingly arrived, announcing my intention
to conduct research and ultimately write a book about Cuba, I quickly found myself caught up
within a decades-old battle amongst different factions of the diaspora as to what ‘counts’ as
Cuban. Many of the people who approached me offering to be a part of my research clearly
hoped that my work might be leveraged within this battle for cubanidad (‘Cubanness’), and I
was keen to avoid the in-fighting and politics of representation already so resonant in other
work already produced about the Cuban diaspora (Berg, 2007; Duany, 2000; Herrera, 2007a;
Rieff, 1993; Tweed, 1997). Naturally I did meet many individuals who wanted to participate in
my research so as to assert (and publish) their own particular view of the Cuban Revolution
and subsequent exile; these voices come through most in Chapter 5 when I discuss the
materiality of exile and nostalgia in the diaspora.
However, these voices within the diaspora have long had a loud voice, both within
Miami in general and in the media, due in part to their relative success and influence, both
financial and political, in the United States. My intention was to understand daily life as
experienced by a group of Cubans we typically hear from far less: those who have recently
migrated to the U.S., who don’t speak English, who don’t have money or institutional influence,
and who, for the most part, do not envisage themselves as active politicised agents, but rather
as normal people caught up in a lengthy conflict, and who are doing their best to live normal
lives in extraordinary circumstances. Those people who, despite considerable challenges,
maintain family and business relationships across nations, not as a political statement per se,
but rather because this is, for them, what constitutes living as a Cuban in the contemporary
world.
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Consequently most of the voices we hear from in this thesis are those of young
Cubans, typically aged between about 20 and 35. Most were born in Cuba, and in the cases
where they have moved to Miami, they have done so recently, in the past 2-4 years. About
one third had arrived after the termination of Wet Foot/ Dry Foot policy, and were
undocumented and working without a permit, or waiting for paperwork to come through. The
vast majority still held Cuban passports. A little over half of the participants in Miami had a
university qualification or were in the process of undertaking further education. All of the Cuban
participants on the island had completed high school, and many had started at university, but
most had dropped out, opting to make more money from tourism or as entrepreneurs
(cuentapropistas).
The vast majority of my participants in Miami (as well as Panama and Guyana) were
phenotypically white and considered themselves as such; this was not because I sought out
such characteristics in my interlocutors, but rather something attributed to a broader
demographic pattern in the diaspora in general (Aja, 2016; Yelvington, 2001). In Havana itself,
my participants were ethnically diverse, and more than half considered themselves AfroCuban. This I attribute to several factors: firstly, that the population in Cuba in general, and in
the neighbourhoods such as Central Havana where I was working more specifically, is more
ethnically diverse and has a much larger Afro-Cuban population than the diaspora. Secondly,
my research focused upon people operating in the periphery of society, insofar as they were
often dealing in grey or black market trading, or choosing to work within networks of trading
and smuggling out of need to supplement their low state income. I suggest in this thesis (see
Chapter 3) that such parameters of my research (i.e. a focus upon following the thing, whether
material or digital, across national and state boundaries) shaped my results to increasingly
encounter Afro-Cuban participants in Havana, as due to inequalities in Cuba, this group is less
likely to have remittance income from abroad or the education and contacts to establish larger
‘legitimate’ businesses (de la Fuente, 2016; Hansing, 2018).
Finally, the data presented throughout this thesis is derived more from male
interlocutors than female, although I have done my best to counter this bias, and in particular
I focus upon the role of women in these networks of exchange in Chapters 2 and 3. On the
whole though, most of my interlocutors were young men, which I attribute in part to the fact
that I am a young female researcher, and for whatever reason they made themselves more
available to me, and in part due to the topic of research, as such networks are largely
dominated by young men (as discussed in Chapter 3 and 4) (Congdon, 2015; Williams, 2009).
Moreover, most mulas are young men due to the gendered nature of what is considered hard,
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physical work (see Chapter 3), and my own positionality as a female researcher will inevitably
have limited my access to these networks to some degree (Evans, 2017).

Methods
The guiding methodology used to collect all of the data presented in this thesis was participant
observation. Throughout fifteen months, I lived amongst my interlocutors in Miami and
Havana, ate with them, shopped with them, travelled with them, went to the theatre with them,
and watched TV with them. I was invited to birthdays, Christmas parties, a wedding, a baptism
and one funeral, and over the course of many months, I gradually developed a deep rapport
and ongoing friendship with many of my key interlocutors.
Miami and Havana are both also cities that lend themselves to non-participant
observation, insofar as both offer numerous places where one can sit and ‘people watch’. I
spent many hours in shops and cafes in both cities, simply observing the way people
interacted with one another, listening into long-distance phone calls, and counting
transactions. At one point, in the early stages of desperation and the inevitable loneliness of
fieldwork (Cearns, 2018), I became so frustrated at the lack of meaningful ethnographic
interactions that I designed a jumper with a comical catchphrase common amongst the
diasporic community printed on the front. I took to walking up and down the main streets in
key Cuban neighbourhoods, and started to find this worked well as an ice-breaker, as people
approached me to laugh about the quote I was wearing.

Figure 8 Wearing a jumper with the phrase 'esto no pasa en Cuba', or 'this doesn't happen in Cuba', whilst walking
the streets of Miami
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Over the course of my fieldwork I conducted 98 semi-structured interviews with
participants in Miami and Havana, along with numerous unstructured interviews, which
typically took the form of an informal chat whilst in the car or in an airport queue. Most of my
most interesting data inevitably came as soon as I had stopped recording an interview, and I
eventually stopped recording interviews due to the tension this caused my participants. On
many occasions I sat with an interlocutor, chatting for four or five hours, only to recount
everything into my Dictaphone from memory in the car on my drive home afterwards.
I was fortunate to be in a position to benefit from a largescale quantitative study, which
is periodically conducted amongst the Cuban Diaspora in Miami by Florida International
University. The FIU Cuba Poll is the longest-running research project tracking the opinions of
the Cuban-American community in South Florida, directed by Guillermo J. Grenier and Hugh
Gladwin, who are faculty members in the Department of Global and Sociocultural Studies
(Grenier & Gladwin, 2018). The poll was designed to measure the views of Cuban Americans
about U.S. policy options toward Cuba from 1991 onwards, and the consistency of some of
the responses, as well as the shift in others, provides the most complete picture of CubanAmerican political attitudes over time. The 2018 survey was administered to randomly
selected Cuban-American residents of Miami-Dade County, Florida. The sample was
generated from telephone exchanges using standard random-digit-dialling procedures that
ensure that each phone number has an equal chance of being chosen for the sample.
Interviews were conducted with respondents who have both landline phones and cell phones.
The large size of the sample (1,001 answered calls) allowed for a complete demographic
analysis of the Cuban-American population in Miami-Dade County. Bilingual interviewers
conducted the survey in Spanish and English. I was able to insert a question on remittances
and sending of material items into the survey, enabling me to gain considerable quantitative
evidence to support the qualitative data I present throughout this thesis.
In my work on kinship and remittance flows (Chapter 2), I used Social Network
Methods as a means of analysing and visualising my data from interviews and participant
observation (Wasserman & Faust, 1994). It became increasingly clear to me that the networks
I was researching were not necessarily always physical or material, with social and cultural
forms flowing through them, but rather they were the very means by which cultural flow was
generated. The multiplexity, or the interactions of exchanges within and across relationships
between my interlocutors, seemed impossible to capture using one-on-one interviews and
participant observation alone, especially given the informality of the networks I was looking at
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(Walther, 2015). When I started to use tools such as Gephi6 to process my data, I was able to
unpack my ethnography to explore what these relationships meant, and how they related to
one another. In short, the structure of relationships (as mapped through material flow) became
a structure for generating new cultural forms. It is also worth noting that in my attempts to use
traditional anthropological kinship models to map material transfers of substance, I was also
confronted by a startling lack of tools to depict these ideas. The only kinship diagram software
I was able to find online was developed by anthropologists specialising in kinship studies and
sociolinguistics at SIL International and is called SILKin.7 This proved unable to accept even
relatively ‘normal’ familial relationships, such as same-sex marriage (Figure 9), however, not
to mention notions of relatedness drawn from alternative models.

Figure 9 Screenshot of SILKin software during my attempt to produce a diagram of Mimi’s family through material
flow, for Chapter 2

Finally, digital methods proved the most important of all throughout my research
(Boellstorff, 2012; Born & Haworth, 2017; Geismar, 2017; Kraemer, 2017; Madianou, 2017;
6

Gephi is an open-source network visualization and analysis software package downloadable from
https://www.gephi.org/

7

SIL International used to be called the Summer Institute of Linguistics, and is a faith-based
international organisation that employs anthropologists and linguists (amongst others) to translate the
Bible into endangered languages. This kinship tool was developed by anthropologists to “help field
workers analyze and document the kinship system in a new language”, and is accessible at
https://www.sil.org/
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Sanjek & Tratner, 2016). I set up a Facebook page dedicated to my research, in which I
explicitly declared my position as a researcher from London, and set out my research
objectives (cf. D. Miller 2011). Instagram and Twitter also proved useful platforms, especially
given the affordance of a hashtag (boyd, 2011; Costa, 2018) as a search method. In November
2017 I was invited to give a lecture at Florida International University on el paquete (see
Chapter 4), which was partly broadcast on Spanish-language television channels. This in turn
became a topic of discussion on Twitter and Instagram, and through hashtag links, several of
my participants were able to connect with me. In particular, I found most of my interlocutors in
Cuba who were involved with el paquete through initial contact online, usually through
Facebook or Instagram. This also had the added bonus of allowing them a ‘safe space’ in
which to research me from a distance, and to decide whether or not they were willing to meet
with me. It also meant that by the time I met them in person, I had benefited from a length of
time in which to introduce them to my research, explain my motivations, and also explain their
rights regarding data and anonymity. Indeed, for several of my interlocutors, the mediation
provided by social media platforms such as Facebook was a valuable ‘veil’ of privacy in parallel
with intimacy; I found that several of my participants wanted to speak with me, indeed sought
me out, yet were nervous to actually meet me face to face. In the end, three of my interlocutors
actually only ever communicated with me through Facebook or WhatsApp (see also D. Miller
2017). In one extreme occasion, a participant who I had been in touch with for several months
invited me to her apartment in Hialeah, only to message me saying she wanted me to sit in
my car on her driveway, and interview her over WhatsApp, which I did, even as I watched her
reply to me through the window.

Data Storage & Analysis
Throughout my fieldwork, I stored my interview recordings and notes digitally, on a passwordprotected cloud storage system. All of my participants were anonymised from the outset, so
that each file was named under a pseudonym. In many instances I was unable to record the
interview, and so wrote up fieldwork notes afterwards, under a pseudonym.
Upon my return to London, I began to transcribe the interviews I had recorded, as well
as to sort through the many hundreds of photos and videos I had from my fieldwork. I was
fortunate insofar as I had had several ‘stand-out’ ethnographic vignettes already in mind
before I started writing, and so rather than a lengthy data-coding process, I actually began to
write immediately, starting with the vignettes that seemed most vivid.
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My funders, the Economic and Social Research Council, were generous enough to
provide me with a three Terabyte hard drive before I went to the field. This enabled me to
collect several complete versions of el paquete over the course of the year, and subsequently
collate and analyse the content to understand the proportions of domestic versus international
content, as well as segment the content by genre. At the end of the research, I plan to donate
these digital archives of popular Cuban culture to the UCL Department of Anthropology
Material Collection, as well as potentially include some of it in the Endangered Material
Knowledge Programme at the British Museum.
Much of the quantitative data I use in this thesis was already analysed and processed
by the teams running the FIU Cuba Poll, from which I benefitted enormously. Beyond this, I
also developed a spreadsheet mapping all of the material flows and remittances exchanged
through the family I present in Chapter 2. By sorting this data into nodes (country of residence)
and edges (name, type of remittance sent, direction of travel) I was able to use Gephi, a social
network analysis tool, to visualise all of the flows I had documented in this extended family,
and show the central position of two protagonists in particular within this Cuban family as
defined around material flows. Moreover, this method allowed me to extrapolate from
individual stories to see larger trends in circulation across a larger network of people, as well
as to identify the factors that connected them to one another.

Ethics
Suffice to say that the process of conducting this research became infinitely more complicated
than I ever could have foreseen, in no small part due to the numerous ethical considerations
that arose, and have continued to arise, from the research. The moral pressures associated
with my work were at times overwhelming, and in some instances, I chose not to include some
of my most interesting data, as the complications associated with using it were such that it
seemed simplest to not publish it altogether.
My research methodology consistently followed an overarching framework of ethical
principles, namely, to do good wherever possible, and to avoid doing harm. This meant
protecting the autonomy, wellbeing, safety and dignity of all research participants, and to
ensure the psychological and physical wellbeing of those I studied, carefully and respectfully
negotiating the limits of the relationship between researcher and those being researched. The
project was submitted for Ethical Approval by the Department of Anthropology, UCL prior to
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my departing for the field, and all subsequent publications arising from the research have also
met with ethical standards as set by the respective publishing body.
It is worth pointing out here that at times I was confronted by a troublesome opposition
between ethics, in the sense of doing no harm to my research interlocutors, and Ethics, in the
sense of the growing bureaucracy of paperwork that must be completed in accordance with
University, Research Funding Body and GDPR guidelines. In the rare instances when the two
seemed irreconcilable, I opted to align myself with the former, that is to say, to prioritise the
safety and wellbeing of my participants, even if this was at odds with ‘due process’. The most
notable instance of this was my decision, in some cases, not to gather written consent in the
form of participation forms with signatures. After consulting with other anthropologists who
had also worked amongst Cubans both on and off the island, I realised that to confront people
who have endured political turmoil and, in occasional cases, oppressive activities and
surveillance such as resulted in considerable anxiety and paranoia (Chakravarty, 2012), with
a mandate to sign their names to a document would ultimately be unethical (Koopman, 2017).
To produce a piece of paper and a pen from my bag after hours, weeks, or even months of
building a hard-won rapport and trust with my interlocutors would in many instances have been
considered a betrayal, and would have caused significant anguish. The same principle applied
in Miami to some of my participants who were undocumented, and naturally anxious about
signing anything that might evidence their semi-legal presence in the United States. For similar
reasons, in many instances I did not even request permission to record an interview; I simply
opted not to, and any interesting comments that I forgot to write down later on are regrettably
lost. Moreover, it was my feeling that ‘consent’ has a certain fluidity, making it more of a
process rather than an event, and I made it clear to my participants that they could withdraw
at any stage.
The vulnerability that I perceived in such participants was a cause of concern to me,
and I constantly sought to balance their ‘right to participate’ in the study with their ‘right to be
excluded’, which in turn led me to worry about the implicit paternalism of ethics within
anthropological research. In the end, I decided the most ethical thing to do was to have good
reason to include or exclude participants, and for that reason not merely to be research
convenience or that it was too difficult to include them. Ultimately, I found it ethically important
to include the voices of those who seemed more vulnerable, such as the undocumented
migrants, the smugglers, the mules, the black-market traders, precisely because their voices
have so often been neglected in presentations of Cuba and its diasporas.
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For the same reasons, I did take steps to try to include more women in my research,
as I became aware that the arenas within which my interlocutors were operating were
dominated primarily by men, and I was running the risk of neglecting a significant portion of
the population. I am sure my own position as a European woman (with a European Union
passport) will have impacted upon this further, although not always in the way I might have
anticipated; indeed, I actually received two marriage proposals in the field, not so that the
Cuban-American man could get to Europe, but rather in the hope that I might be willing to pay
a sum in return for the right to an American passport.
I always made a very clear statement of the relationship between researcher and
researched from the outset of an encounter, such that the goals and anticipated
consequences of research for those being studied were explained in detail. Participants were
always supplied with links to my online profiles so that they could confirm my status as a
research student if they wished to, and I made it clear that my research was for the purposes
of my PhD thesis, and any resulting publications. Every interview began with my explaining
my research, contextualising it, and seeking consent for the inclusion of their data or story in
my work. In three instances, I judged that the interlocutor did not have the capacity to make
an informed decision as to whether or not they wished to take part in my research, or were
otherwise compromised in their ability to choose (due to pressure from a third party who
occupied a position of authority in relation to them) and I either terminated the interview, or
did not use any data resulting from my interactions with them. I repeatedly made it clear that I
did not represent the authorities in either country, and that information given to me would be
dealt with confidentially.
I have anonymised all of the participants in this research, and in fact most of the
characters presented in this thesis are composite characters with pseudonyms, formed from
ethnographic vignettes I gained from various people. Some might criticise me for this, arguing
that I have changed important details such as gender, age, linguistic ability, and so on, but
wherever possible I have not changed characteristics that seemed significant to the data I
present here. One of the main reasons I have opted to do this is because I am confident many
of my interlocutors will read the publications arising from this research, and I did not want to
invade their lives or intrude upon their privacy too much. Moreover, there are many instances
when I present people in morally dubious circumstances, either because they are knowingly
breaking the law (and themselves considered that problematic), or, as was more typical, they
were in fact taking advantage of others who found themselves in vulnerable situations. There
were countless instances of this in my research, and I have struggled to present all of my
participants in a ‘favourable light’, as they would perhaps wish to be presented. Several of my
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male participants were cheating on their spouses, in some cases with many different partners
both in Cuba and the diaspora, and while it was relevant to my argument to include this fact, I
also wanted to ensure no one would identify them from my writing. My aim, then, was to create
characters that are true to the spirit and voices of the people I met, but which combine
elements of different people’s stories, such as my interlocutors would not necessarily
recognise themselves in my writing. I hope I have managed to strike an equitable balance
between their stories, their voices, and my own (see also Ortner 2003).
There was one notable exception to the anonymity, and that is the case of Nestor Siré,
a Cuban artist who has worked in the world of el paquete, and who we encounter in Chapter
4. Nestor became and remains a good friend of mine, and a renowned international artist in
his own right. He graciously permitted me to reproduce his work and some of his photos in
this thesis, and has been supportive of my research from the outset. I am keen to attribute his
work to his name, and indeed, he in fact requested that I used his name to support his own
developing career. On the flipside, one other paquetero requested that I use his name, I
believe in the hope that it would help him to build his personal brand and might lead to further
media interviews (see Chapter 4). I declined, and have anonymised him here, on the basis
that his projects were semi-legal at best, and I was concerned by identifying him I might
unwittingly cause him harm. Of course, I discussed this decision with him.
That does bring me to another ethical quandary I encountered many times throughout
my research, namely, my interlocutors’ own motives for wanting to participate in my research,
which at times was at odds with my own objectives. This is something that often seems
neglected within anthropological discussion, yet it seemed very clear to me that ultimately, all
of my participants that I present here are the people that chose to make themselves available
to me, and in fact on most occasions sought me out, rather than the other way around. They
did so for myriad complex reasons, and I frequently felt myself being pulled in different
ideological directions. Some wanted me to write about the pain of the Cuban exiles and how
cruel socialism is (see Chapter 5), others wanted me to promote Cuba as a glorious tourist
destination for digital detox. Some hoped to make money by advertising their own personal
brand through my writing, which they saw as a potentially international platform for exposure,
while others hoped I would be able to save them some money by transporting items to relatives
‘on the other side’. In some cases, motivations only became clear late in the fieldwork, and I
was besieged by requests when I announced I would be leaving for good. Wherever possible
I have met their requests (I certainly carried many items to and fro), and tried to ensure that
their participation in my research was fruitful for all parties. If my research ever bordered upon
exploitative, insofar as I subjected people to long periods of questioning about their private
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lives, I also consciously allowed many of my participants to exploit me in various ways, which
I hope to some degree levelled the power balance.
A word should be said about the ethics of working with people involved in illegal
activity. I never sought to spend time with people breaking the law, either in Cuba or in Miami,
although nonetheless frequently found myself in such circumstances. In most cases, I opted
to leave when I felt legal, ethical or moral lines were being crossed, and at times felt conflicted
when my own sense of morality or ethics was at odds with that of my interlocutors. In most
cases, the people I followed were operating within a legal ‘grey zone’, rather than overtly
breaking the law. Francis Pine notes that in such instances, the anthropologist often ends up
observing and ‘doing things which are often not in themselves illegal – they may involve
stealing, or more rarely violent crime, or types of financial crime, but usually do not – but which
are taking place/carried out below the radar of the state’ (Pine 2015: 28). In my own
ethnographic context, this was largely because the mulas I followed were involved primarily in
importing domestic goods such as clothing, food, etc, which is restricted by the Cuban
government due to import charges, but is not illegal activity. I never participated in any trade
networks moving illegal goods, such as smuggling alcohol, drugs, narcotics, or people. The
closest I observed to this was in the selling of counterfeited branded goods, which, given the
lack of copyright in Cuba, most of my participants did not view as problematic, and did not
expose them to particular risk of arrest. Similarly, the paqueteros I followed operated under
legal licenses for audio-visual production, even if they did make additional profit on the side
through advertising revenue.
Some of my research findings have been disseminated publicly; I gave a lecture at
Florida International University as well as several television interviews, which were widely
watched by the Cuban diasporic community. The remainder of my research will be published
in academic journals and in a monograph, which will be available online, in English. In some
cases I have embargoed some information, or sent chapters or passages to interlocutors for
their appraisal, before publishing.
Throughout the research, I also had to contend with an emerging set of ethical
practices related to digital ethnography. Participant observation studies of online communities
are easy to conduct, yet ‘consent’ can be a contentious issue given the assumption of
availability of ‘subjects’ in a public domain. To avoid being a covert researcher, I set up a
professional profile online, named ‘Jennifer Cearns Antropóloga’ (anthropologist), in which I
detailed my research objectives and provided a biography of myself in both English and
Spanish.
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Thesis Outline
Chapter 1 introduces the main fieldsite of the thesis and presents a ‘new’ group of Cubans,
who were raised under socialism in Cuba and have recently (2014-) moved to South Florida
to try to forge a ‘successful’ life for themselves and their families. I critique this notion of
‘success’ ethnographically, showing how different diasporic generations within Miami have
competing notions of what having ‘made it’ means. Using the case study of a pawn shop in
Hialeah, I link this to material culture to understand how value is created within this community,
and the inventive ways that these ‘New Cubans’ consume material things across differing
socioeconomic models of ‘ownership’ in order to create and perform personhood to an
audience back on the island.
Chapter 2 then contextualises the trajectories of such material flows within Cuban systems of
kinship, arguing for diasporic remittances as a ‘substance’ of relatedness within Cuban kin
networks stretching across the Florida Straits. The chapter charts one family’s story over
several decades to understand how their notion of relatedness has in fact expanded and
grown closer since the exile of the two key matriarchal figures, and argues that ‘material care’
is a key aspect of gendered family life in a Cuban context.
In Chapter 3 I address how items that arrive in Cuba, through various informal means,
constitute a larger informal network of material circulation that I call the ‘Mula ring’, which I
argue is the primary means by which most Cubans on the island directly or indirectly acquire
material goods. I follow several mules as they travel between Cuba and various destinations
to acquire items, and I address how this emerging network in turn draws upon the gendered
spheres of everyday life outlined in Chapter 2 to reveal the agency of women, who arguably
use ‘traditional’ gendered spheres to their economic advantage, The chapter also draws
parallels with Nancy Munn’s work on kula exchange, examining the way traders mobilise
social networks to acquire sociopolitical prestige and personhood, thus using both local and
transnational circulation networks to travel beyond their own social worlds both physically and
symbolically.
Chapter 4 continues this line of argument, but turns to the digital, which in Cuba is particularly
material in its everyday manifestation. In this chapter I chart the rise of Cuba’s largest digital
network of circulation – el paquete – and show how new forms of power are emerging as a
result on the island and in the diaspora. I also consider how, through digital media, Cubans
envisage themselves as connected to larger social worlds, and introduce the concept of the
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e-mula ring, whereby Cuban cultural products are circulated, and in fact exported from the
island and imported into the diaspora as migrants seek out connections with their homeland.
In parallel to the mula ring described in Chapter 3, this digital public sphere offers some
Cubans the opportunity to expand their prestige and personhood beyond the constrictions of
their immediate surroundings.
Chapter 5 returns to the diaspora in Miami to examine the way value is attributed to the
nostalgic capacities of material items originating in Cuba. The chapter ethnographically
explores several antiques shops, and traces some of these historic items to address the way
that different groups of Cubans mobilise material goods in political ways, ultimately seeking to
create and perform a heightened sense of Cuban identity. The chapter considers how
hegemonic gazes onto Cuba and its cultural history are reproduced and marshalled according
to sociopolitical projects, which map onto identity anxieties rooted in the ambiguity and
upheaval of diasporic life in exile.
In Chapter 6, I turn to the materiality of death to consider this central issue of ‘how to be Cuban’
when it matters most. I consider how the circulation of human remains and associated objects
between Cuba and Miami relates to notions of what it means to be Cuban in life, and how the
parallels between trajectories of circulation between people and things evokes meaning for
my interlocutors. In particular, I present the ways in which analytical categories of ‘person’ and
‘thing’ can dissolve, and it is precisely the slippage between the two that allows for manoeuvre
across reified geopolitical borders.
Finally in the concluding Chapter 7, I address the different ways in which anxieties about
cultural identity are performed and curated through narrative devices, using theatrical and
artistic showcases as my particular ethnographic examples. This chapter then draws upon the
earlier chapters of the thesis to argue for the creative possibilities inherent in moments of
political rupture, economic upheaval, and cultural flux, showing how it is precisely the
constrictions placed upon the flows of people and things (both as ‘real’ and analytical
categories) between Miami and Havana that has in fact facilitated the emergence of incipient
cultural logics enacted through the inventive strategies adopted by people on both sides of the
Florida Straits to create and maintain meaningful lives as part of a Cuban family and
community.
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Chapter 1
‘Fake it to Make it’: Conspicuously Consuming Fantasy in Hialeah
and Havana

“Moderation is a fatal thing… Nothing succeeds like excess”
— Oscar Wilde

Miami is a city both physically and figuratively made up of crossroads, of incongruous points
of meeting, of frictive encounters. It is a city where the geographic and allegorical North
stretches its tentacles southwards to incorporate cultural, economic and social semblances of
the ‘Global South’, thus bridging chasms between Latin-American elites and impoverished
undocumented migrants, conservative U.S. foreign policy machinations and the inherent
domestic social injustices prevalent in a location that positions itself as ‘south of the South’.8
Miami’s place bridging the so-called Global North and South is undoubtedly in large part due
to its unique position in Latin America, both economically and culturally; Miami represents a
place where Latino/a and Caribbean identities can be articulated outside of the boundaries of
nationalism, as a plural, performative and ambiguous manifestation of a host of “Latinities”
(Milian, 2013; F. Rivera, 2019). Urban geographer Jan Nijman characterises the city as a place
of transience, with an ‘urban culture [that] invokes the metaphor of the city as a hotel: people
check in, use the facilities, and check out again’ (2011: 135). For much the same reason, I
open and close this thesis with vignettes from Miami airport, a similarly evocative symbol of
transience and crossroads.
For many of its inhabitants, whether adopted or ‘native’, Miami embodies a site of both
refuge and creation, a frontier space between old and new ‘worlds’ manufactured through
comings and goings. In her landmark text theorising border culture as mestizaje (or cultural
8

Americans often refer to South Florida as ‘south of the South’, alluding to its conservative and racially

segregated history under Jim Crow (as in neighbouring Georgia, Alabama, etc), but also to its
absorption of migrants from Central and South America. Since its inception, Miami has been a ‘melting
pot’ of different cultural groups from across North America, the Caribbean and Latin America, and
remains a highly diverse yet segregated city to this day.
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mixing), Glória Anzáldua describes the U.S. border with Mexico as ‘una herida abierta [an
open wound] where the Third World grates against the first and bleeds’ (Anzaldúa 1987: 3);
Miami is certainly a site of similar wounds. Miami, and especially Cuban Miami, for all its
outward prosperity and jauntiness, is ‘a city in pain, a place where the dead are never far from
people’s minds, and in which the past and the present are constantly being elided’ (Rieff 1993:
22).
Miami is therefore evidence for the ways in which people make their lives under these
conditions, it is a place not just of pasts and presents but also visibly orientated towards
creating futures, and in this regard arguably embodies what Martin Holbraad and others have
called the ‘dual aspect of rupture’ (Holbraad, Kapferer, and Sauma 2019: 2). Miami represents
a potential ‘switch-point’ in the lives of many of the interlocutors presented throughout this
thesis, both as a place that requires breaking with their existing conditions of life ‘before’, and
as a place that propels them forwards into something new; as a city it thus embodies both the
negative breakage and positive dynamic impulses of ‘rupture’ (ibid.). In this chapter, I
introduce Greater Miami as a city long conceived of as a liminal and even ‘magical’ place’,
assuming a position as ‘switch-point’ or ‘crossroads’ between the negative aspects of rupture
(such as the negation we might associate with exile and migration) and a more dynamic
impulse towards the emergence, reconstitution and renewal of new cultures and communities
taking form. It is this against this backdrop of rupture and renewal that new Cuban migrants
are re-forging cultural logics of value and identity to re-define what it means to be both
‘successful’ and ‘Cuban’.

Bienvenido a ‘North Havana’
Unlike the postcard images of bejewelled beach-side districts lined by Art Deco hotels, the
inner-city district of Hialeah lacks Miami’s much famed lustre. This working-class
neighbourhood is packed with some 44,000 retail, wholesale and warehousing businesses, of
which about eighty percent is Cuban-owned. Compared to the rest of Greater Miami, Hialeah
has more non-English speakers, more persons per household, and is more densely settled
than averages for the wider city, state and indeed nation. Hialeahans are typically less
educated, earn less, and have lower rates of home-ownership than their neighbours in nearby
districts too.9
9

See U.S. Census Bureau data at https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/hialeahcityflorida
and https://datausa.io/profile/geo/hialeah-fl/ . Accessed January 19th, 2020.
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Figure 10 Median Household Income across Hialeah, 2017. Source: Census Bureau/ datausa.io

Figure 11 Hialeah residents by age and place of birth (U.S = green, abroad = blue), 2017. Source: Census
Bureau/ datausa.io
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Figure 12 Main industries of employment in Hialeah, 2017. Source: Census Bureau/ datausa.io

Hialeah is in fact made up of 96.4% Hispanic or Latino residents, with more than 74% born
overseas, making it the city10 with the highest number of immigrants per capita in the whole
of the U.S.A. In this regard, it perhaps embodies better than any other Miami district a Cuban
‘ethnic enclave’ (Scarpaci, 2015; Stepick, 1994), one of those neighbourhoods Gustavo
Pérez-Firmat describes where a resident ‘could be delivered by a Cuban obstetrician, buried
by a Cuban undertaker, and in between birth and death lead a perfectly satisfactory life without
needing extramural contacts’ (Pérez-Firmat 1995: 55).
Hialeah is a ‘blue-collar’ city right in the centre of Greater Miami, and far from the
tropical tourist trail: it resembles a grid of broad avenues of gridlocked traffic lined with strip
malls, bordered by residential streets of tightly-packed one-story bungalows with concrete
parking strips in front, surrounded by chain-link fences. Often these houses don large Cuban
and American flags, or have extravagant water fountains or Graeco-Roman style pillars lining
the entranceway.

10

Greater Miami subdivides into smaller ‘cities’, each of which has its own Mayor, and so while Hialeah

is geographically located fairly centrally within the Greater Miami-Dade area, it is also its own distinct
place, and governs itself.
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Figure 13 Map showing Hialeah's inner-city position within Greater Miami

Iconic elements of cubanidad (‘Cubanness’) pervade everyday life in Hialeah, with corner
stores selling pastelitos of cheese and guava, bodegas selling yucca (cassava) and malanga
(similar to yam), and sunburnt old men sitting on upside-down plastic buckets on each
intersection, selling sunflowers, puros (cigars), chewing gum, and charada china (Cuban
lottery) tickets. Botánicas (religious stores) sell the statues of the Virgen de la Caridad that
take pride of place in many front lawns11, coffee ventanitas (windows) mete out tiny cups of
sugary espresso coffee to punters, and remittance stores advertise quick transfers of cash,
phone credit, and goods to Cuba by somewhat vague means.
More so than any other part of Greater Miami, this neighbourhood is outwardly geared
towards Cuba - residents often affectionately call it ‘North Havana’ - and most businesses
evidence the constant material and digital interactions between kin on either side of the Florida
Straits in some form or another.

11

The Virgen de la Caridad del Cobre (Our Lady of Charity) is a popular title for the Virgen Mary in
many Catholic traditions, and is particularly beloved of Cubans. The ‘home’ church for Cubans in the
Miami diaspora is named after her, and thus many Exiles also place statues of her in prominent
places near their home.
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Figure 14 View from Hialeah shop window out onto the street, Author’s photo, May 2018

Pharmacies quietly deal out medicines without prescription (pa’ Cuba, verdad?/ it’s for Cuba,
right?), mini-markets offer bulk deals on sachets of seasoning (also destined for Cuba), and
factories and shops such as ¡Ñoooo! que barato (‘Bloody hell that’s cheap!’) even manufacture
Cuban school uniforms destined for the island’s classrooms. Every strip mall has a familiar
run of stores: a video rental, a grocery store, one or two hair salons, a coffee window,
wholesale clothing, a pharmacy, and a pawn shop.

The ‘New Cubans’
The use of the label ‘Cuban’ as an identity marker is a particularly polemic one in Miami.12
The wider Cuban community fractures and divides itself along seemingly infinite fissures, with
people positioning themselves along indices of Cuban/American, capitalist/socialist, ‘free’/
‘communist’, and so forth, making the label often one of exclusion more than of inclusion.
Moreover, as numerous scholars have argued, the experiences of these various sub-groups
have been in some regards so disparate as to warrant a need to further demarcate discrete
groups, diasporic ‘cohorts’ or ‘generations’ (Duany, 1999; Eckstein & Berg, 2015; Grenier &
Stepick, 1992; Stepick et al., 2003). Broadly speaking, scholars have separated CubanAmericans into four waves of migration; the ‘Exiles’ who fled the Revolution (1959-1970s), the
marielitos who fled due to political repression in the 1980s, the balseros who fled economic
hardship in the 1990s afloat rafts, and then more recently what Susan Eckstein calls the ‘New
12

See ‘Breaking and Locating Cubanidad’ in the Introduction for a fuller discussion
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Cubans’, who have moved to Miami over the past two decades seeking economic opportunity
(Berg, 2011; Eckstein, 2009). In contrast to the previous waves of Cuban migration, these
New Cubans grew up predominantly during a time of considerable economic hardship and
scarcity on the island, and had known no prior experience of ‘luxury’ or material wealth; their
primary motivation in leaving their homeland was not predicated on an inherent ideological or
political stance, but more on a desire to materially improve their and their family’s living
standards.
These New Cubans have predominantly settled in Hialeah, where knowledge of
English is rarely needed in day-to-day life, and where a community of recently-migrated
Cubans awaits them with employment opportunities and connections. This also explains the
visible abundance of businesses in Hialeah in particular catering towards sending support
back to the island. As Susan Eckstein has shown, the New Cubans, with no organized political
agenda of their own, have in fact done more to transform Cuba under Castro than any of the
richer and more politically powerful earlier Cuban arrivals in previous migratory waves. These
New Cubans have ‘unwittingly planted seeds of socialist transformation from the U.S. side of
the Straits, a by-product, in the aggregate, of their transnationalized family commitments’
(Eckstein 2009: 4). In a 2014 survey, 93.8% of Cubans who reported sending money back to
the island were aged between 20 and 49 (Scarpaci 2014: 261), revealing how New Cubans
are emotionally, materially, and financially maintaining stronger links to household challenges
there. It is these financial and material flows that are having profound impacts upon the lived
experience of everyday Cubans on the island, and which, for Susan Eckstein, have done more
to instigate economic and political change on the island than any ideological movements
promoted by earlier diasporic cohorts.
These Cubans, who are typically younger and arrived in the U.S. in the last twenty or
so years, also represent an emerging group of immigrants who differ considerably from the
‘successful’ earlier waves of émigrés documented in earlier studies (Grenier, Stepick, &
Lamphere, 1994; Stepick & Stepick, 2002), displayed both in their openness to returning to
Cuba and in their commitment to making sacrifices to provide for relatives left behind. Newer
arrivals have remained so enmeshed in life back home that they plan trips to coincide with
birthdays, holidays, and other family festivities, which sets them apart from most Cubans who
migrated in earlier cohorts that, for the most part, refused to return on ideological grounds,
even when the opportunity did present itself. In the years under President George W. Bush
when Washington only permitted visits for family emergencies, their claimed ‘emergencies’
peaked during holiday season. The option to make more regular return trips under President
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Obama’s tenure allowed recent Cuban arrivals to share in the celebration of family events,
which, in turn, have reinforced and renewed kinship solidarity in new transnationalised forms.
The pressure to maintain a material presence in the lives of those left behind on the
island is felt by many of these New Cubans, who mobilise considerable networks and
resources to provide material care and thereby maintain and indeed create and extend kinship
links (as set out in Chapter 2). While ethnographic research in Havana quickly highlights those
whose relatives send material care or ‘social remittances’ (Levitt, 1998), an ethnographic
analysis of Hialeah could hardly ignore the visible struggle and sacrifice undertaken by many
New Cubans to be able to afford such care, which is visibly etched into each of Hialeah’s many
strip malls.

In this regard, this cohort of New Cubans arguably bears more striking

resemblance to wider remittance literatures highlighting impoverished migrants’ sacrifices in
supporting relatives overseas (Levitt 2001; Lindley 2009), than it does the older exile
generation of Cubans, who have enjoyed relatively (materially) comfortable and successful
lives in Miami when compared to wider norms within migrant groups from the Caribbean and
Latin America, due in part to considerable financial and political support from the U.S. federal
government.

Pawning Saint Lazarus
You can find a pawn shop, or a casa de empeños, in pretty much every one of the strip malls
in Hialeah. These little stores with big metal shutters and large ‘CA$H’ signs offer small
secured loans against more or less any object that is considered to have resale value as
collateral; if the client hasn’t returned within 30 days to recoup their belongings, the store can
then sell them on. Such pawnshops provide a vital service in places like Hialeah to large
segments of the population who either cannot qualify for loans or credit card advances from
banks due to a lack of qualifying assets, or who have no American credit history.
For many of Hialeah’s more recent arrivals from Cuba, who are used to a cash-driven
economy and have never even dealt with banks before, pawn shops are an obvious way to
levy cash in times of need. Moreover, in Cuba, where such practices are illegal and therefore
happen behind closed doors, loans between relatives and friends is a risky but quiet norm. In
Havana, I knew several men who had dealings with illegal pawnbrokers or prestamistas in
order to be able to afford things that might aid in attracting a suitable spouse. Cuba’s most
popular post-Revolution band, Los Van Van, even allude to this in their song Hasta las
cuántas:
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‘No creas que estoy siendo muy pesimista,

‘Don't think I'm being very pessimistic,

hace tiempos que estoy en manos de un

I've been in the hands of a pawnbroker for a while,

prestamista,

who wants to charge me for the joy of loving you’

que quiere cobrarme la dicha de amarte’

‘The whole system comes down to trust’ (todo se basa en un círculo de confianza), my friends
would tell me, and these moral systems and modes of material care extend into Miami’s
Cuban diaspora as well (Cordero, Gallardo, and Sacasa 2017, see also Chapter 3 on
'confianza'). Thus for many of Hialeah’s residents, a regulated pawn shop with physical
premises and written terms and conditions in fact represents a more stable and secure
arrangement. The state of Florida has long had one of the highest numbers of pawnshops in
the U.S., and in the 1990s such stores were visited by as many as one in ten adults statewide (Caskey, 1991; Oeltjen, 1996). These numbers have likely increased in Miami during the
recession and consequent austerity experienced in the city throughout the last decade.
The ‘Real Deal’ Pawn Shop in the heart of Hialeah is one of the more visible examples
of this trade in the neighbourhood, in large part due to the 30-foot-high gyrating neon dollar
sign drawing in customers from the nearby highway. Entrance is only granted upon ringing a
buzzer to pass through two separate bullet-proof doors, before emerging into a small chamber
with counters on three sides flaunting glitzy hordes of gold chains, amulets, guns, chandeliers,
and figurines, along with an assortment of antique baseball bats, golf clubs, cigarette lighters,
and even the keys to a luxury yacht placed alongside some gold teeth.

Figure 15 A selection of gold religious amulets for sale in the Real Deal pawn shop, all of which had been
brought in by Cubans in recent weeks. Author’s photo, June 2018.
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The owner, Jason, and his Colombian wife Angela remain behind another bullet-proof glass
screen, and speak to customers through a two-way tannoy system, next to a large red button
labelled ‘EMERGENCY’. I couldn’t help but agree with Jason as he joked ‘you know I’m
surprised I don’t get more people like you in here actually … where better to go to learn about
Cubans than the place where they part with all their valuables?!’.
Over 27 years of business, Jason has seen pretty much everything and everyone
come through his high-security doors, and his client demographic mirrors that of Hialeah more
broadly: mostly Cubans, recently arrived, with a few Salvadorans, Nicaraguans and
Venezuelans thrown in for good measure. ‘We always operate on a totally ‘need to know’
basis’, Jason told me on my first visit, but as I started to spend increasing amounts of time in
the store, I noticed how many customers would relate their whole life stories to him as they
gingerly handed over their father’s gold watch, or their great-great-grandmother’s broach.
Moreover, I realised these pawnshops provided unique opportunities to understand Cuban
systems of value, as customer after customer would argue over the sentimental or monetary
value of an item being pawned to pay for a much-loved relative’s education. One middle-aged
woman for example argued with Jason for at least twenty minutes upon discovering that her
father’s wedding ring – one of the few possessions he had been able to bring with him from
Cuba – was not in fact worth all that much in dollars, and would not fund her husband’s
upcoming gall bladder surgery and her son’s college fees. Holding back tears, she handed
over the ring, and took her cheque, quietly noting that ‘it would be a shame to let family
sentiment from the past hold back our future’. The young man waiting in the queue behind
her, who had nipped in to pawn an iPad to free up some cash to pay for a healthcare worker
to visit his elderly mother back in Havana, agreed with her. ‘We used to get a lot more of that,
you know, people coming in with old family mementoes and antiques from Cuba hoping to
make money from them’, Jason told me later, ‘but nowadays I think most of them sell it online
or something. We mostly only deal in hard value, jewellery, and gold’. Jason and his wife had
even had customers come in with photos of valuable items still in Cuba, wanting an appraisal
before deciding whether it would be worth trying to get the objects out and over to Hialeah to
pawn. ‘The problem is it’s hard to tell from a picture, and a lot of people bring in stuff which
isn’t actually the real deal’.
On a visit a few weeks later, I was standing chatting to Angela about the recent
hurricane when a car pulled up outside, and a very elderly man unsteadily got out, only to sit
on the pavement for several minutes, fiddling with something in his hands. Angela rolled her
eyes at me and said, ‘this one’s definitely going to be a Cuban’, and we waited as the man got
up and struggled to ring the security buzzer. Upon entering the store, he seemed uneasy, and
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made out that he was ‘just browsing’, vaguely looking through cases of blingy female jewellery.
Eventually, having worked his way along one entire side of the shop, he approached Angela,
and said he had a very important religious medallion he wished to know the value of. He
produced from his fist a gold medallion of the much-venerated Saint Lazarus, ‘it’s been in my
family for years, and we held onto it all the way through the Special Period,13 diamonds and
all’ he stated, proudly. He mumbled something about his grandson getting married and
wanting to buy a house, and passed it through the metal grill to Angela. As I caught a closer
glimpse at it, I saw the figure’s eyes had been painted over in what looked like sparkly nail
polish. The man explained that he hadn’t wanted Saint Lazarus (patron saint of the
downtrodden and destitute) to see that he was being pawned, and so had covered his eyes
before entering the store. After inspecting the medallion for several minutes, and much to her
distress, Angela had to inform the man that his much-treasured religious heirloom was, in fact,
not made of real gold and diamonds, and as such had little monetary value, even if it was of
great familial significance. Ashen-faced, the old man left the store, and sat in his car for a long
time before eventually driving away.
As Niko Besnier and Ping-Ann Addo note in their ethnographic research in a pawn
shop in Tonga, in such spaces the required expertise in assessing the quality of valuables
quickly shifts from being an assessment of people’s socio-cultural capital to being an
assessment of the monetary value of objects (Addo and Besnier 2008: 41), and the two can
stand at odds with one another. As such, pawnshops can be ethnographic sites of tension
between different formations of value, or what Daniel Miller calls ‘the incommensurable
polarity between value as price, and value as priceless’ (Zelizer, 1994a; Miller, 2008: 1122);
in this case, Angela was the arbiter of what could here be defined as ‘valuable’. In the cold
hard light of need, the man’s family story of surviving the Special Period was rendered
unimportant, and could not be leveraged to help his family build a future now; ‘in my job people
always try to make things sentimental, but you just can’t be that way and make it in this
industry’, Angela noted afterwards.

13

The ‘Special Period’ euphemistically refers to the economic hardship experienced in Cuba after the

collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, when many Cubans fled the island, or had to make huge sacrifices
to manage even the most basic sustenance. For most Cubans on the island it has become a common
referent in a discourse of ‘before’ and ‘after’, and the period is still regularly cited by Cubans as a time
when the rules of moral and social order changed, and questions of sobrevivir (survival) and luchar
(struggle) became paramount (Hernández-Reguant, 2009; Powell, 2008; Rosendahl, 2001).
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In Besnier and Addo’s Tongan case, clients experience shame in patronising a pawn
shop, as such actions signal that one is not only materially poor, but also poorly integrated
into a local system of social relations whereby the kinship system ‘should’ provide for
everyone’s financial needs (ibid. 44), rendering pawnshops supposedly unnecessary. In this
case, I argue here we see the opposite. The old man clearly felt shame that he was attempting
to pawn a religious item, but at the same time pride that this item denoted his social
connectedness. The value of the medallion was closer to Nancy Munn’s definition of value as
situated in that which is considered essential to communal viability (Munn 1987: 3). The Saint
Lazarus medallion represented the material trajectory of his family, through the Special Period
in Havana through to arrival in Hialeah, and moreover, was to be pawned precisely in order to
provide continuing care for kin. As such, this medallion was an important demonstration of kin
connectedness, both in terms of its own trajectory and what it could be levied for: a relic to his
relatedness as much as it was a religious token.

Figure 16 'fake' gold Saint Lazarus medallion

Had the medallion been made of gold, like the various others lining a cabinet in the
corner of the room, it would likely have been quite valuable. ‘Cubans absolutely love gold’,
Jason told me once, ‘they come in here and their eyes just light up! It’s a very traditional display
of wealth in Cuba, so if you want people back there to think you’ve made it in Hialeah, you
want to be wearing gold chains’. Indeed, many of Jason and Angela’s customers in fact used
the store as more of a rental resource than a pawn shop, knowing that as long as they didn’t
leave items for more than 30 days at a time, they couldn’t be sold on without their permission.
‘Every day we get people coming in to buy gold jewellery because they’re going to Cuba
tomorrow and they want to look successful, then the second they’re back, they return it and
use the cash on bills or rent or whatever’. The jewellery actually stays in the shop most of the
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year round, and customers in fact use the store almost as the opposite of a pawn shop, renting
out ‘their’ items when it suits them.
Crucially then, gold is convertible in its value, unlike cash, which is difficult to move
back and forth between Miami and Havana. Money is a less useful ‘universal yardstick against
which to measure and evaluate the universe of objects, relations, services, and persons’, as
Marx, Weber, or Simmel might have argued (Maurer 2006: 16). ‘One of the most interesting
things about gold jewellery as a form of inalienable wealth is the articulation between it being
both a repository of social memory and identity and of economic value […] gold jewellery is,
as often as not, in the pawnshop, part of an ongoing cycle of indebtedness and reclamation’
(Johnson 1997: 228), Mark Johnson argues in relation to gold jewellery and value amongst
Filipino diaspora, yet I would argue that in the Cuban case, gold occupies a middle-ground
between alienable and inalienable possessions (Weiner, 1992). On the one hand it is more
freely transferred than cash, yet it also conveys a family’s history, and thus is a marker of
cultural authenticity; ironically this material is worth more than money precisely because it has
an affordance to move or flow between places, unlike most people and things in this context.
For Yani and her boyfriend Reinaldo, who had only arrived in Hialeah three years
before, it was a struggle to keep up with their rent and the growing financial remittance needs
of their relatives back on the island, and so owning expensive jewellery and handbags was a
distant fantasy. They in fact were paying $1000 a month to a Cuban man (who had arrived
fifteen years prior to them) to live in what was essentially his garden shed, albeit a large one
with basic facilities, which was certainly not the image of diasporic glamour they had heard
about back in Havana. But with some friends they had pooled together to purchase some
golden jewellery, which remained in the Real Deal Pawn Shop most of the year around, but
could be ‘borrowed’ back in advance of making a return trip home. Upon arrival, they would
be able to play the part of the successful returnee, who’s made it big in the big city. ‘There’s a
lot of pressure to show that the sacrifice of leaving everyone behind is worth it, and it makes
people happy at home to know we’re doing well’ Yani explained, ‘and besides, it’s not so weird
for us anyway. In Cuba you don’t always own your own things do you?!’. On that occasion
Yani had been in the shop to get her cheap metal charm dipped in gold to appear solid in
advance of an upcoming return trip home. A few weeks later, she posted a selfie of herself
and her boyfriend in front of a Lamborghini (which had been rented for one hour) on social
media with the hashtag #onlyinHialeah, and tagged her relatives to make sure they saw. For
Yani, the unavoidable need to send remittances to her relatives on a regular basis, along with
managing her own rent and bills, meant owning luxurious items was impossible, yet thanks to
her inventive use of pawn shops and mobilisation of material and digital social networks in
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Hialeah, she was able to at least participate in these symbols of success, and feel like she
was ‘moving up’ in the world.

Conspicuous Consumption
At first glance, it might seem surprising that New Cubans such as Yani and Reinaldo, who had
grown up in the height of 1980s and 90s socialism in Havana, might go to such lengths to
conspicuously perform material consumption. Central to the Revolutionary vision that swept
across Cuba in 1959 was the idea that a combination of education and economic
arrangements based on moral incentives would help to forge an hombre nuevo (‘New Man’).
Discourses of choice, leisure, material desire, and so forth, became associated with
‘capitalism’ and thus excluded as bourgeois indulgence (Holbraad, 2014a, 2014b, 2017). Such
contrasts remain reference points on the island to this day, yet various ethnographers from
the 1990s onwards have also reported increasing dollarization and thus ‘raised stakes’ in what
‘enough’ might constitute (Padrón Hernández, 2012; Pertierra, 2011; Porter, 2008). A growing
like of ‘compulsive window-shopping’ to browse new arrays of (largely unobtainable)
consumer goods in Havana has been interpreted as a ‘quantity fetish’ (Holbraad 2017: 85),
whereby Havana residents partake in the ‘fantasy of commensuration’ that the shopping malls
or las chopin promote. Indeed, ‘consumer culture’ is visibly present in Havana (Cearns,
2020d), and consuming citizens are closely tuned into prices, brands and monetary values on
both sides of the Florida Straits (Brotherton, 2008; Gordy, 2006; Morales & Scarpaci, 2012;
Ryer, 2017).
When taking Cuba’s intimate history with nearby Miami into account, this is less surprising.
French, Spanish and North American tastes were established on the island long before state
socialism arrived. Luís Pérez argues this process began with the end of Spanish rule in 1898,
when
‘products designed for the US market projected into the Cuban market new concepts of gender
relations, sexual modalities, and standards of beauty not simply as cultural types but as
commodity related, accessible as an act of consumption … US products were appropriated to
facilitate social integration and self-definition’ (Pérez Jr. 1999: 306).

By the 1930s, a dazzling display of consumer goods had brought ‘the appearance of
abundance within reach’ (ibid.), and by the eve of revolution, North American goods – from
cars to refrigerators, telephones to furniture and fashion items – if not owned by all, were
certainly widely incorporated into daily usage and the national imagination (Speck, 2005).
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Meanwhile for more than a century Miami has been promoted as the ‘epicentre of
conspicuous consumption’ (McClure, 2008), and was in large part designed to fulfil this fantasy
as a tourist retreat where wealthy Cubans and Americans alike could enjoy sun, sand and sea
at ease. In the 1950s, both Miami and Havana were ‘place-based fables of abundance’, with
casinos, nightclubs and bars where alternative values and pleasures could be realized (Bush,
1999; Rodriguez Guerrero, 2015). Cuba therefore came to state socialism from a different
commodity history and aesthetic sensibility to many of the other socialist societies of the
twentieth century. The Revolution was in many ways a reaction to considerable excess and
abundance (which evidently was not a domain open to everyone), yet the fables of such luxury
and material ‘success’ have remained, and are even memorialised, in sites like Havana’s
famous Hotel Nacional, once a stomping ground for the likes of Al Capone and Winston
Churchill.

Figure 17 Winston Churchill at the Hotel Nacional de Cuba shortly after World War II. The picture is prominently
placed on the hotel's website (hotelnacionalcuba.com), and the hotel has been declared a site of national
patrimony.

After the Revolution, the term yuma emerged to denote the U.S. and, by extension,
the capitalist consumption practices so associated not only with North America but also with
Europe and capitalism at large. As Paul Ryer (2017, 2018) has charted, this referent came to
be an adjective during the Special Period of the 1990s, denoting anything ‘good’ or ‘desirable’
(que cosa más yuma! is still a phrase one hears in Havana today). For many Cubans enduring
the hardships of material scarcity in the 1990s and since, La Yuma has represented an
idealised land of ‘milk, honey and capitalism’ (Ryer 2017: 217), akin to the phenomenon Alexei
Yurchak calls the ‘Imaginary West’ (Yurchak, 2005) in the Soviet Union under socialism.
Parallels also abound with discourses of ‘the normal’ in late socialist and early postsocialist
Europe (Fehérváry, 2013; Rausing, 2002; Veenis, 2012), which was rooted in tastes, desires,
and an idealization of Western life. In so doing, (post)socialist consumers referred to ‘things
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that were clearly extraordinary in their local context, but were imagined to be part of average
lifestyles in Western Europe or the United States’ (Fehérváry 2013: 27). In contemporary
Cuba, many of the material items seen whilst window shopping, circulated through black
markets and the mula ring (see Chapter 3), or promoted through advertising in el paquete (see
Chapter 4), are firmly fixed in the imagined cosmopolitan, capitalist, yuma world represented
by Miami, and underpinned by more than a century of cultural and material interchange
between the two places, alongside a historically shared and co-constitutive fantasy of
‘abundance’.
For Paul Ryer, the high status of yuma imported goods in Cuba (and, it would follow,
their consequent abundance in Hialeah) is akin to what Daniel Miller calls a ‘meta-symbol’ in
his consideration of appropriations of Coca-Cola in Trinidad (Miller 1997b: 170). In other
words, the values accorded to global brands or global systems of value are largely
perspectival; in the case of Cuba, Ryer maintains such yuma goods are not symbols of
resistance to socialism, as might too easily be presumed, but rather are displays of social
connectedness to kin overseas and therefore privileged remittee status (Ryer 2017, see also
Chapter 2).
While this is indeed a more ethnographically-informed reading of the symbolism of
material goods and conspicuous consumption in both Hialeah and Havana, I would also argue
that it maps onto oft-fetishized binaries of local versus global. What is valued at a local level
(in this case, the high status accorded to conspicuous consumption, material abundance, and
‘bling’) is constructed through an imagined global (the imagined prosperity of kin overseas),
and vice versa: many Cubans in the diaspora construct their cubanidad materially drawing on
items from the island itself (as explored in Chapters 5 and 6). The local and global become
co-constitutive, insofar as each responds to its imagined other: Miami and Havana have for
so long operated as two poles of a magnet, both attracting and repelling one another (Bardach,
2013), that it is surely inevitable that each should have designed its own notion of cubanidad
and yumanidad (Cubanness and ‘Yuma-ness’) through the lens of the other. The mutual
history of Miami-Havana is deeply rooted in the representation and performance of desired
future states, willed into being through the possession and mobilisation of material symbols,
which in turn are taken to be indicative of present ‘progress’ and ‘success’ towards achieving
and realizing this imagined future. Thus to fully appreciate the extent to which Miami and
Havana materially co-create one another, we must ethnographically interrogate what success
actually means and looks like to consuming citizens on either side of the Florida Straits.
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Myths of Success and Return
Many sociological accounts of the ‘Cuban enclave’ in South Florida have highlighted how
‘successful’ Cuban immigrants have been (Grenier & Stepick, 1992; Portes & Stepick, 1993;
Stepick, 1994; Stepick et al., 2003), especially when compared to Haitians, Bahamians,
Nicaraguans, and so forth, who have not realized such prosperity in Miami. It is worth
ethnographically scrutinising such projections of ‘success’, however, as while Cubans have
integrated themselves into the labour market to a considerable degree, and earlier waves of
migrants were afforded considerable support by the U.S. federal government, only 20% of
Cubans by the late 1980s were exhibiting the ‘profile of success’ ascribed to them in earlier
research (Aranda, Hughes, and Sabogal 2014: 120). In fact, by the markers of ‘success’ (taken
broadly as median household income, car and home ownership, employment and education
status, etc) applied by most scholars, Hialeah’s New Cubans arguably don’t appear anything
like as ‘successful’ as their diasporic forebears. Despite so much discussion of ‘Cuban
success’, few scholars seem to have interrogated what Cuban migrants themselves might
deem symbolic of ‘making it’ in Miami, a default position which is arguably both ideologically
inflected and renders the myriad and potentially positive experiences of migrant life somewhat
hollow (see also Murawski 2018 for counter-views to defining 'success' in postsocialism).
For most Americans, pawn shops have overwhelming associations with poverty and
need, and embody the opposite of the success encapsulated by the ‘American Dream’ located
in the act of ownership. To be sure, it is no coincidence that pawn shops proliferate in lowincome neighbourhoods and draw in a clientele that is less supported by the larger banking,
educational and healthcare institutions of the country. For many of the New Cubans
frequenting such stores in Hialeah, however, the possibility of pawning items and thereby the
freedom to navigate between regimes of symbolic, sentimental, and monetary value according
to need is the very mark of success. In Cuba, looking ‘like a rich, successful, and modern
person is … almost as importantly valued as being one’ (Rausenberger 2018: 827). Being a
‘successful’ Cuban is not just about having fashionable items, but also a mode of bodily
performance representing a ‘modern’, urban, ‘civilised’, and wealthy lifestyle in dialogue with
global material referents of success, which in turn is contingent on social connectedness and
social capital, and thus the outward projection of self is fundamental to processes of selfcreation.
These conceptualisations of personhood through performative consumption are
numerous in Cuban society: Heidi Härkönen for example details how coming-of-age
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quinceañera14 parties are ‘to show off; ‘the more I have the more I value’ (Härkönen, 2011b),
and families will sell their most valuable assets to put on a good party for their daughter. In
Havana, money has become firmly linked to attractiveness and the possibilities of creating
relationships (Cabezas, 2009; Härkönen, 2015, 2018; Stout, 2014a, 2015), and thus in a
sense, the performance of ‘success’ or money is an affective tool in and of itself. The ability to
give the impression of success becomes just as important as actual material possession. This
rhythm is in fact arguably reflected by the very business model of a pawn shop: this is a site
where one can redeem high status objects when needed to be able to socially display them,
and then convert this value into monetary capital when less needed. The social display is
always temporal, and the flexibility inherent to this model fits perfectly with Cuban conceptions
of materially performing success.
Indeed, for Yani and Reinaldo in Hialeah, the access and impression of ownership was
arguably more important than ownership itself, and they considered themselves to have
successfully navigated the transition from Havana to Hialeah insofar as they were making
ends meet in Miami whilst also showing their kin back home that they had ‘made it’. To be
able to keep access to familial objects of sentimental value and items carrying social caché,
but also exchange them for monetary value when needed, was the ultimate marker of
opportunity and freedom. ‘In a sense’, Yani joked to me once over cafecito, ‘that saying ‘fake
it ‘til you make it’ is kind of wrong, isn’t it? For us faking it is making it!’ she laughed. Such
approaches mirror well-established Cuban practices of ‘invention’ (inventar), whereby the
social skill required to materially ‘resolve’ (resolver) challenges is a fundamental element of
being a successful Cuban in the eyes of others (Del Real & Pertierra, 2008).
For many decades, Cuban migration was understood as a one-way process: ‘once
Cubans come to Miami, very few return’ (Stepick 1994: 130). New Cubans like Yani evidence
the way migration is now a more circular process, implying not only leaving home but also
realising the ‘mythical return’ (Kasbarian, 2009), which has long been discussed amidst other
diasporas, but which for so long was not a readily-available option for most Cubans. The key
role of the narrative of ‘successful return’ revolves around migrants’ ability to move back to or
visit their place of origin with sufficient earnings to create a comfortable and carefree life for
themselves and others (Byron, 2005; Horst, 2003, 2011b; Olwig, 2012). Thus this act of return
is a highly material one, hinging upon the movement of goods, objects and people across
borders and spaces, and the most visible of objects (such as clothing, jewellery, home
furnishings, and so forth) become particularly important in performing such a return. As
14

A rite of passage in much of Latin America celebrating a girl’s ‘coming of age’ at fifteen.
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Richard Wilk aptly remarks, just as ‘people use objects to invent tradition, they also use them
to invent the future’ (Wilk 1995: 98), and in this case they use conspicuous consumption to
perform imagined futures in the present (see also Chapter 5). Superficially this might appear
as emulation, but here it is not so much a question of copying as producing modes of selfhood;
the image of success is tantamount to success itself. The conversion of wealth into the
material culture of success is shown to be ‘part of a vast social project involving position within
the kin group as well as the large social network, a project that is fraught with risk and the
dangers of failure since the latter is associated with the diminution of the self’, and items that
might be read as statements of emulation in one context can be reconsidered emblems of
local categories of success in another (Rowlands 1994: 107).

‘When I go back I’m a King’
Oscar is in his late thirties, and has lived in Hialeah for twelve years, but travels back to Havana
several times a year to check on his business interests there. Out of his family house in a wellto-do neighbourhood of Havana he runs a tourism company, arranging ‘authentic’ visits for
high-paying American clients who want to meet ‘real’ Cuban artists, musicians, and the like.
His mother remains in Havana to attend to their guests, and Oscar handles the business side
of things in the U.S.. He also ensures his mother and their employees have all the supplies
they need, and often undertakes trips back and forth to carry material items and hard cash.
When he is unable to carry items himself, he sends them with friends or with mulas (‘mules’,
or people who carry items across national borders, see Chapter 3), in return for a small cut of
the profit. Back in Havana his family is doing well, and has in fact just purchased their nextdoor neighbour’s house for a bargain price: the neighbour had been caught embezzling money
and fled to Miami, and so was willing to strike a good bargain in return for being paid for the
property in dollars on ‘the other side’ in Miami.15 And so Oscar’s business is soon set to
expand, and he plans to put in a bar/art gallery space next door to increase his revenue.

15

Moving money back and forth between Cuba and the U.S. is possible, but complicated and subject

to various state restrictions, not to mention costly. Whenever possible, it is preferable to enact two
transactions: one exchange between relatives from both transacting parties in Cuba, and another
between relatives in the U.S. Thus large purchases, such as property investments, often realistically
happen between ‘kin groups’ rather than simply between individuals.
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As I sit with him on the veranda of his Hialeah apartment, he reclines back in his chair,
smoking a cigarette and stretching out contentedly. ‘For me, it’s perfect being able to split my
life fifty-fifty between the two places’, he told me. In Hialeah he lives on fairly limited means,
and in fact often goes a few months at a time with no work at all. The recent ‘acoustic attack’
and subsequent reduction of U.S. Embassy services in Havana16 was causing particular
consternation, and business had slowed somewhat. ‘But here I also feel free, you know? I can
go to gay bars and come home with a different guy every night and that’s fine, ‘cause I live on
my own. I don’t have people breathing down my neck and meddling in my business all the
time’. But likewise, Oscar’s access to material items of cultural caché in Miami meant that his
life had significantly improved in Havana as well.
‘Over there I’m the boss now. The guys I grew up with on the same street as are the
guys I pay to come round and fix things, and if they speak to me in a way I don’t like, I
can send them packing. All the people in the area who own restaurants and stuff know
who I am, and they give me discounts because I take people there. In Havana when I
go back I’m like a king! It doesn’t matter who my family were before, now it’s all about
who has money and things, and then you can make stuff happen’.
A couple of months later, I went to visit Oscar and his mother in their house in Havana,
where they were preparing to host a large group of wealthy American tourists for an evening
of cigars, rum and jazz. Oscar had got an old childhood friend to come round and be the
barman, and this friend had also brought along his girlfriend to wait on tables. Shortly before
the guests arrived, the girl showed up at the back door, her hair carefully tied back and sporting
eye-wincingly high stiletto heels and fishnet stockings. ‘Oh for God’s sake!’, Oscar muttered
to me as he caught sight of her, ‘no one here has any idea about dress sense…’. He marched
over to her and told her to remove the garments, which, to his mind, made her look ‘like a
whore, not high-class like the people coming here this evening’. She disappeared into a back
room and re-emerged twenty minutes later, by which time the guests had started arriving.
Oscar later told me she had been ‘grateful’ for the explanation: ‘she has no reference point for
these things, so it’s helpful when someone like me can explain how to look high-class’. When
I quizzed him about it more the following day, he clarified ‘she obviously got those things from
someone who’d smuggled them in from Hialeah. Taste in Cuban culture is defined by excess,
16

In August 2017 U.S. Embassy staff in Havana reported health problems, and the U.S. government

accused the Cubans of attacks against their staff using unspecified ‘acoustic technology’. These issues
continued into 2018, and the embassy was partially closed (with a reduction in the Consular section)
and staff returned to the U.S. as a result, impacting upon tourism and the ease to get visas. In October
2019 the U.S. government reversed its travel policies and banned flights from the U.S. to any part of
Cuba other than the capital city, highly restricting the activities of many of these tour operators.
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not restraint. So lots of colour, lots of sex, lots of bling. But that’s not what those wealthy
Americans wanted to see, it’s not classy’.
Fast forward another few months, and I found myself in an expensive cocktail bar in
the affluent neighbourhood of South Miami Beach, seated opposite Oscar and a young
Venezuelan guy he had recently met online. Oscar was dressed up in tight ripped jeans, slipon suede shoes, and several thick gold chains hanging against a tight white shirt. While we
waited for our drinks, he and his friend began bickering, which gradually increased in volume
until most of the bar had little choice but to listen in. From the next table over, I heard a haughty
older Cuban-American woman, dressed impeccably in expensive designer brands more akin
to highly ‘cultured’ values in an American tradition, complain to her companion ‘these new
Cubans. They really are everywhere!’.

#onlyinHialeah
The need to visibly perform material ‘success’ both in Cuba itself and amongst New Cubans
in Hialeah also, unsurprisingly, assumes the role of visibly demarcating Cubans by
socioeconomic class and diasporic generation (cf. Berg, 2011).

Gold has long been

particularly esteemed in Cuban culture, indeed, across Latin America, as a constant symbol
of wealth and social prestige. Much of the ‘origin myth’ of the ‘discovery’ of Latin America
revolves around this precious metal; the small lumps of gold that Columbus took back from
the island of Hispaniola (now the Dominican Republic and Haiti) in 1493 were enough to
convince the Spanish monarchs to fund a second, more organised expedition, and by 1510
Spain was transporting African and indigenous people across the entire continent to labour in
mines. A year later, King Ferdinand was said to have instructed his armies to ‘get gold,
humanely if possible, but at all costs — get gold’, setting in place the fabled search for the
legendary city of gold, El Dorado. To this day, across much of the Spanish-speaking world,
gold remains a ‘solid’, ‘dependable’ valuable, which can be drawn upon in times of need; a
period of austerity across much of Europe and Latin America has consequently seen an
increase in pawn shops advertising for gold specifically (Barragan, 2014; Bernstein, 2000).
Many Cubans (of all ages) wear as much gold as they can, from necklaces and bracelets to
watches, earrings, and even golden teeth, as a ‘symbolic medium of wealth … aimed at
displaying an image of successful identity’ (Rausenberger 2018: 834). Gold has long been
valued also for its multiple affordances to be held as an economic reserve to be redeemed
when needed, as a repository of family or cultural heritage, and, of course, an item to be
displayed performatively (Moors 1998: 208).
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The strong influence of Cuban rap, hip-hop and reggaetón music has also more
recently become an important venue to promote what might be called ‘bling culture’ in Cuba
(Torres, 2012; Whynacht, 2009), which of course also draws on visual tropes from across the
world, but especially from the neighbouring United States. Product placement in music videos,
disseminated with greater reach through new digital circulation networks (see Chapter 5), and
combined with increasing flows of tourists and return migrants from Miami, have driven brand
promotion as well as tastes for symbols of conspicuous wealth, often including blingy jewellery
and clothing. This sits comfortably within Cuban frameworks of material care, whereby it is
deemed important to look after one’s own clothes and present oneself with care. I have often
seen Cuban men in Havana carry a cushion (or newspaper) through the streets with them, so
as to be able to sit down in white trousers without dirtying them. Much of this clothing is
procured in the first place in Hialeah, which in turn orientates its business needs towards the
tastes and desires of the island.
A particular style, articulated somewhere in a fantasised space of ‘success’ between
Hialeah and Havana, has thus emerged over the past decade, known across wider Miami as
‘Hialeah chic’, which to older migratory cohorts is largely associated with vulgar, gaudy
displays of ‘blingtastic’ wealth. The need to outperform one’s friends through symbols of
socioeconomic status (in particular, gold, but also branded consumer goods and cars), is so
visible in Hialeah as to warrant frequent discussion in the media (Moreno, 2017) and across
social platforms, resulting in the popular hashtag #onlyinHialeah. Established CubanAmerican comedians and celebrities have played on such stereotypes, such as the radio
personality pair Enrique y Joe’s sketch entitled ‘Sweet Home Hialeah’, which draws humour
from tensions between a middle-class disdain for the ‘poor’ taste of the working classes, and
also maps onto distinct migratory waves.

Figure 18 Image from comedic video released by local Miami celebrities Enrique y Joe, mocking the vulgar tastes
of recently arrived Cuban migrants in Hialeah

82

A popular social media channel called ‘cubalseros’ (combining ‘Cuba’ with the word ‘balseros’,
typically portrayed as low-class Cuban refugees who came to the U.S. for economic rather
than ideological reasons), celebrates and scorns images of New Cubans in Hialeah who
perform this cubanidad deemed by many migrants from previous generations to be vulgar:

Figure 19 Instagram image of a New Cuban posing for a selfie in front of a (presumably rented) Mercedes-Benz
car

Figure 20 Social media post mocking New Cubans for their blingy fashion tastes, with hashtags like 'Hialeah
style' and ‘balsero couture’. Many of the comments are from Cubans from other diasporic generations, scorning
the fashion choices us ‘effeminate’ and ‘uncivilised’, drawing upon both homophobic and racist slurs.

It’s safe to say then that the desire to outperform one another through potlatch-esque
tournaments of conspicuous consumption (both online and offline) does not stem from New
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Cubans’ need to somehow ‘fit in’ to the social landscape already carved out for them by
previous waves of immigrants. Although positive associations with material consumption have
clear trajectories through Cuban history to American influences before the 1959 Revolution
and beyond, the competitive and performative aspect to such practices has its origins in recent
decades of economic scarcity and hardship on the island, combined with cultural associations
of ‘material care’ with ‘social success’ and kinship embeddedness. The more excess one can
perform, the more one reveals oneself to be embedded in a dense network of transnational
kin ties, which relates to notions of being a ‘good’ Cuban, as will be explored in Chapter 2. It
is also worth noting that this keen interest in performing material success has various parallels
with other historical waves of migration to the United States, for whom ‘a peculiar faith in the
principle of a rising standard of living’ has been considered a crucial aspect of
‘Americanization’, with the adaptation of immigrants to the ‘perspective of abundance’
constituting an ‘essential part’ of adapting to American life (Heinze, 1990: 3, 21-26; Kammen,
2012; Potter, 2009).
For many of these New Cubans, such ‘success’ is visibly performed in Hialeah
precisely to be broadcast back to Havana, even at times to the denigration and scorn of wider
society in Miami, which operates according to alternative cultural logics of taste and distinction,
tied to socioeconomic notions of class and material culture (Bourdieu, 1984). The priority for
most New Cubans evidently remains in imagining, performing, and therefore embodying (quite
literally) ‘the successful returnee’. This performativity of being is something that will be a
recurring theme throughout this thesis, and to which I will return in the concluding chapter. For
those Cubans who have left the island in the last decade or so, meanwhile, and for whom
symbolic referents of socioeconomic class may not necessarily map onto wider capitalistic
notions of ‘gaudiness’ or ‘vulgarity’ held by previous migratory cohorts, the localised
interpretation of such consumptive practices reveals a group of people suspended between
two social worlds, trying to personify success to a dual audience across transnational contexts
to realise a glittering future for themselves and their families. These New Cubans are living in
one social world, but playing to the rules of another, navigating a more complex set of ‘taste’
practices across a transnational setting than Bourdieu’s original formulation allows for.

‘The Magic City’
Perhaps also, in a sense, the fantastical presentations and re-inventions of self we see in
these ‘Cubalsero’ images embody Miami to its core. Since its foundation, Miami has
constructed itself as a landscape where dreams come true: a real “fairyland” or site of
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transgression (Capó, 2017). It is no coincidence that Walt Disney chose to construct his theme
park in Florida, which was conceived of as a destination to flee hard and cold realities from as
early as the nineteenth century. From its very beginnings then, this metropolis, built out of
swamp and mangroves, has possessed an ‘air of unreality, a playground divorced from its
natural habitat by the deeds of Yankee developers. For a while it seemed that no fantasy, no
matter how farfetched, could not be enacted here’ (Portes and Stepick 1993: xi). This fantasy
has continued to this day, with celebrity sightings, round-the-clock entertainment, and
discourses of instant wealth underscoring Miami as a destination for those escaping the hard
realities of winter for a fun-loving, fast-paced, fashionable lifestyle.
Its reputation as ‘the magic city’ has taken on financial connotations too, and for many
Latin American investors it has acquired the reputation of ‘a hyperreal vision of urban paradise’
(Rivera 2019: 63), compounded by its status as investment and cruise-ship capital of the
broader region. Leisure and wealth are two sides of the same coin in a city obsessed with
money and its conspicuous mobilisation. A myth seems to have emerged around the fabled
Miami, then, where precarity can be converted into excess, poverty into luxury, making it an
imagined frontier between precarious pasts and successful futures.

Figure 21 The Magic City Casino lies in the very centre of Miami's grid of intersections, a few blocks south of
where Hialeah begins

Anna Tsing has conceived of ‘frontier culture’ as ‘a conjuring act because it creates the wild
and spreading regionality of its imagination. It conjures a self-conscious translocalism,
committed to the obliteration of local places’ (Tsing 2011: 68). Miami, and in particular the
conspicuous consumption so manifested in Hialeah, seems not so much an obliteration of
local places as a constant re-invention of them through lenses of the imagined global.
Hialeahans respond to economic and aesthetic shifts in Havana just as much as Havana syncs
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itself with the ‘imagined West’ of la Yuma. For Arjun Appadurai, the imagination ‘has now
acquired a singular new power in social life’ (Appadurai 1996: 52). In the case of Miami and
Havana, this has long been the case: for decades each has lived in the shadow of the fantasy
of the other, and for many New Cubans arriving in Hialeah confronted with precarious reality
rather than a fairyland, a crucial part of ‘making it’ in Miami is to mirror this fantasy of success
to others, both in Hialeah and Havana.

Conclusion
In Nancy Munn’s work on kula exchange on the island of Gawa, she refers to what some have
referred to as ‘spheres of exchange’ instead as ‘levels of value’, since those who manage to
attain valuable items gain greater degrees of control over, and ability to extend their influence
in, what she terms ‘intersubjective spacetime’ (Munn, 1987). In this conception of how value
is performed, realised and expanded through material items, Munn stresses that value
emerges in action; it is the process by which a person’s invisible ‘potency’ is transformed into
realised, perceptible forms. Value is the way people represent the importance of their own
actions to themselves, which, crucially, exists in its social recognition by someone else. Value
is intrinsically performative in demanding recognition.
Munn’s line of thinking challenges the oft-fetishized dichotomy between gift and
commodity; rather than choosing between the desirability of objects and the importance of
social relations, we see both as refractions of the same thing. As Arjun Appadurai notes then,
the kula as a material network of relation constitutes a ‘complex system for the intercalibration
of the biographies of persons and thing’ (Appadurai 1986: 22). He continues,
‘as in the kula, so in such tournaments of value generally, strategic skill is culturally
measured by the success with which actors attempt diversions or subversions of
culturally conventionalised paths for the flow of things’ (ibid. p.21).
I do not suggest here that blingy t-shirts or jewellery are directly comparable to kula armshells
and necklaces — they certainly do not belong to such an elaborate hierarchy as set out in the
Kula Ring — yet these material goods, and the symbolism they project by moving back and
forth across New Cubans’ kinship transnational networks, arguably express what Munn calls
the ‘fame of Gawa’ through an emerging Cuban cultural idiom.
Trobriand islanders expand their social worlds through the flow of material items, but
also through the competitive performance of acquiring such items, which in turn symbolise
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their ability to travel beyond the local and expand their personhood through fame. For many
New Cubans in Hialeah, such aesthetic choices in fact cause scorn in their immediate
surroundings, and are easily read by previous cohorts of (more middle-class, phenotypically
white) Cuban migrants as merely the tastes of ‘vulgar’ ‘blue-collar’ workers. An ethnographic
interrogation of these consumptive practices as circulated transnationally, however, reveals
similar motivations to those Munn describes as central to kula networks. Cuban migrants
arriving in Hialeah now seek to perform material ‘success’ according to the idiom developed
under socialism of an imagined capitalist ‘West’ known as la Yuma. Such fables have at their
core a long-shared history of material exchange between Cuba and Miami, which has also
been fetishized in part due to decades of economic embargo, and in part due to intense
promotion of Miami as a ‘magic city’ of dreams. The acquisition (even if only temporarily) of
such items becomes part of a strategy to construct a new ‘normal’ for oneself (Jansen, 2015;
Rausing, 2002). Moreover, the ability to perform and even embody such symbols of material
success maps directly onto key Cuban approaches to the expansion of the social self in the
world.
Cuban notions of ‘inventiveness’ as a tool for successfully navigating the challenges
of life become central to interpreting current tastes for conspicuous consumption both in
Havana and Hialeah, as well as differing models of ‘ownership’ and ‘access’, whilst belying a
strong sense of individual agency mobilised towards ‘making things happen’ for oneself.
Meanwhile, Miami has long assumed the role of a ‘liminal’ or even ‘magical’ fantasyland, and
as such the city is also a frontier between past, present and future, where futures can come
true, if you make them. Material success in ‘New Cuban’ terms becomes defined more in terms
of access to both people and things — and particularly people or things that have the
affordance to move back and forth between Miami and Havana, physically or symbolically —
than of ownership as in the traditional American dream of ‘making it’. This is also a key arena
in which the foundations of desire for material goods in Cuba itself cement themselves firmly
in cultural logics of value performed within diasporic communities outside of the island, the
ramifications of which will be explored in Chapters 3, 4 and 5. For new arrivals from Havana,
then, the conspicuous performance of material success, which on an etic level might be read
as somehow ‘fake’, is at an emic level in fact tantamount to ‘making it’ in Miami, by willing an
imagined future into the material present. Moreover, material care establishes itself as a key
premise to Cuban systems of kinship, and thus the overtly visible performance of material care
evidently fits into a growing diaspora’s preoccupations with maintaining close links to relatives
back home, as we will see in the next chapter.

87

Chapter 2
The Ties That Bind: Remitting Kinship to Cuba
After a couple of months of regularly going back and forth to Cuba from Miami international
airport, one of the security guards had started to recognise me, or rather, to recognise the
increasingly long and apparently random list of items I had in my carry-on luggage each time
I passed through. ‘What’ve you got in there this time’ he would quip, ‘anything I’m supposed
to confiscate? Any more sex toys and drugs?’ he’d ask with a wry wink. André was very used
to seeing mulas in all shapes and sizes carrying weird and wonderful objects through to the
departure gates, Cuba-bound, but most were tense about going back to Cuba and anxious to
deliver their goods, and certainly not open to some casual chatter and light flirtation. He himself
as a Cuban migrant who had come to Miami in the ‘90s was all too familiar with the scarcities
on the island fuelling this flow of goods. Meanwhile I, with my privileged British-citizen status,
felt more at ease travelling to Cuba than most Americans or Cuban-Americans typically do,
accompanied as always by a large quantity of material goods that I was to deliver to an evergrowing list of friends and their relatives on the other side.
On the previous occasion that I had bumped into André, I had been carrying some
supplies to a friend’s cousin (who owned a brothel in Havana and had requested ‘business
supplies’), as well as various medications to acquaintances with an array of maladies, and
some gifts pre-empting the birth of my new ‘nephew’. Clara, who was shortly to give birth to
her second child, had been receiving items from relatives in Hialeah courtesy of my research
trips for several months by that point, and I had found myself absorbed into this growing family
dynamic. After a few deliveries, I was invited in to stay for dinner, and noticed Clara had started
jokingly referring to me as her ‘big sister’. ‘You shouldn’t joke about such things’ chided her
mother from across a plate heavy with rice and plantains, before insisting I serve myself with
another bowlful. ‘You build your family (se construye la familia), and Yeni (Jenny) is more
present here than half of that lot over in Miami’.
Eduardo Viveiros de Castro’s writes of the ‘mysterious effectiveness of relationality’,
or how it is that people experience transpersonal ways of being insofar as they live each
other’s lives, and die each other’s deaths (Viveiros de Castro, 2009). Marshall Sahlins has
followed this argument to argue for a conceptualisation of ‘mutuality of being’ to cover a variety
of ethnographically documented ways of locally constituting kinship, whether by procreation,
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social construction, or a combination of the two (Sahlins, 2011a, 2011b). Advocates for a ‘new
kinship’ have most typically concentrated upon such ‘mutuality’ as constituted through
substantive ‘flows’ (Carsten, 1995b, 2013a; Strathern, 1988; R. Wagner, 1977) or ‘vectors’
(Hutchinson, 2000). A focus upon ‘substance’ as key to relatedness has effected a shift of
attention towards bodily flows and transfers, highlighting fluidity, transferability and
transformability in analyses linking kinship, gender and the body. Through this analytical
framework, kinship has been seen as transmitted through a variety of substances — blood,
semen, milk, bone, genes, flesh, soul, food, and so on — and reveals relatedness to be the
result of culturally constituted and evolving processes that often cite transfer or flow of a
‘substance’ as key to this connectedness.
In this chapter I employ these analytical frameworks of ‘substantive flow’ from ‘new’
kinship studies to focus upon the tangibly material flows of transnational social remittances,
arguing that such material flows are equally crucial to the cultural construction of relatedness,
personhood and identity (Zharkevich, 2019). Daniel Miller’s work on the everyday act of
shopping and material consumption points to how activities surrounding the transferal or flow
of material ‘things’ are in fact about the creation and maintenance of kinship, as relationships
of all kinds are grounded in and continually recreated through material relations and the
consumption of goods (D. Miller, 1987, 1997b, 2001b; D. Miller, Jackson, Thrift, Holbrook, &
Rowlands, 2014). Moreover, material culture becomes a valuable lens onto kinship as it often
belies normative attitudes towards how a relationship ‘should’ be within a particular cultural
framework, compared with how it actually ‘is’; it is through the act of consuming and giving
material items to others that we perform and realize our relatedness to them.
In this chapter then, I too conceptualise relatedness or kinship through a lens of
‘substantive flow’, but rather than tracing substances that are socially constructed as
‘biological’ (such as blood, etc.), I instead focus upon material items more typically conceived
of as inert (such as money and material remittances), and follow Viviana Zelizer’s (Zelizer,
1994, 2005) example in linking these items to realms of affect and emotion. In so doing, I seek
to connect what I see as complementary approaches within social anthropology (Carsten,
1995b, 2000; Strathern, 1988), material culture (Mauss, 1954; D. Miller, 2001a; Munn, 1987;
Weiner, 1992; Zelizer, 2005), remittance studies (Burman, 2006; Levitt, 1998, 2001; Mckay,
2007; Zharkevich, 2019) and diaspora studies (Berg, 2011; Clifford, 1994; Eckstein, 2009) to
show how the transnational flow of material items between the Cuban diaspora and their
relatives (broadly conceptualised) on the island is key to the creation and maintenance of
notions of relatedness and ‘Cuban’ identity both at home and abroad. Moreover, an
examination of ties of relatedness through this lens of social-material remittances provides us
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with new ways of envisaging kinship and personhood across national borders, and the way
these are constructed and affirmed through the circulation of material goods in a geopolitical
context where ‘things’ must often move in the stead of ‘people’.

A Brief History of Cuban-American ‘Substantive Flows’
Scholars have deemed remittances one of the strongest transnational economic links between
sending and receiving communities (Åkesson, 2011; Cliggett, 2005; Duany, 2010; Levitt &
Lamba-Nieves, 2011; Lindley, 2009), revealing how these huge transfers are embedded in
far-flung networks of solidarity and reciprocity that cross geopolitical borders. Peggy Levitt in
particular has coined the term ‘social remittances’ (2001) to call attention to the fact that, in
addition to money, migrants export norms, practices, identities and social capital back to their
communities, which remain distinct from, albeit reinforced by, other forms of global circulation.
These social remittances are thus the tools with which ordinary individuals create global
culture at a local level, echoing paradigms of a ‘globalization from below’ (Basch et al., 1994;
Portes, 1999), alongside becoming fundamental elements of many countries’ economic
health.
In the case of Cuba and its nearby diaspora in Miami, the history of remittances has
run a course distinct to that plotted by other waves of diasporic migration elsewhere in the
world, in large part because of a number of both institutional and informal restrictions which
have caused a waxing and waning in flows of remittances, people, and things over the
decades since the Cuban Revolution. The imposition of economic and diplomatic sanctions
against Cuba, otherwise known as the Embargo, by the United States in 1962 made it
extremely challenging for Cuban exiles who had arrived in Miami to maintain contact through
any means with relatives left behind on the island. Moreover, the majority of Cuban exiles
were unwilling to send material or financial support to a place where they judged an enemy
regime would seize and appropriate the efforts of their labour. While a small number of exiles17
did continue to maintain some form of contact with relatives on the island, sending items was
an enormous logistical and emotional challenge (not to mention an illegal one), and involved
sending parcels via a third country such as Mexico, Canada, or Spain, at great expense
(Bustamante, 2018). Hostilities were in turn mirrored by the Cuban state; in Castro’s first years
of rule the government tightened control over the populace’s use of dollars, the possession of
17

I echo Mette Louise Berg’s definition of ‘diasporic generations’, whereby the Exiles left Cuba between

1959-1979 primarily for political reasons (Berg, 2011), as distinct from latter waves of immigration.
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which subsequently was made illegal in the late 1970s (Barberia 2004: 358-63). Moreover,
during much of the Soviet era the Cuban state stigmatized those who fled in opposition to the
revolution, and penalised those who remained and maintained diasporic ties by denying them
Communist Party membership, and thus access to a good job.
In 1980, 125,000 Cubans were permitted to flee Cuba in the Mariel boatlift, and settled
predominantly in Miami. This ‘second wave’ of migrants were generally more inclined to
maintain contact with relatives back on the island and participate materially in their lives
(Eckstein 2006: 156). Their ability to do so varied throughout the following decade, however,
depending on volatile U.S. policies towards remittances and travel to the island. This trend
continued in the 1990s, although the economic collapse of Cuba after the fall of the Soviet
Union induced many Cubans in Miami to find ways of sending material and financial aid to
their relatives back on the island. While U.S policies still greatly restricted this, a change in the
Cuban government’s response to diasporic support facilitated increased flows between the
two places; where they had portrayed émigrés as gusanos (worms) before, they now reframed
the diaspora as a ‘Cuban community abroad’. Remittances rose despite Washington’s
attempts to constrict flows by limiting them to $1,200 annually and only destined for ‘immediate
kin’ (a definition which, as will be discussed later, is problematic in a Cuban kinship
cosmology). It was largely ordinary Cubans both on the island and in Miami that took the
initiative in accelerating contact and material flows connecting the two communities. In an
effort to catch up with a booming black market fuelled by scarcities and informal use of two
currencies, the Cuban government consequently legalized possession of dollars in 1993, and
by the end of the decade the state had even become a transnational hard currency transfer
agent (Eckstein 2010: 1050), with state-owned remittance businesses facilitating cross-border
income-sharing and profiting in the process. By the early 2000s the state was receiving over
$100 million in wire service charges of up to 30% of the transfer amount (ibid.; Barberia 2004:
382). The Cuban government also permitted pre-1970 émigrés to return to visit for the first
time with U.S. passports.
By the early 2000s, one out of every ten Cuban Americans had travelled back to Cuba
at least once, and this number rose to one in every three in South Florida (Duany 2007: 167).
Meanwhile Cubans on the island at the same time now spent 75-80% of their remittances at
dollar stores, thus meaning most diaspora dollars flowed to the state sector (Anon., 2004). It
was still difficult to send these remittances from Miami however, due to increased restrictions
under President George Bush’s administration, and so the diaspora sought alternative
mechanisms which offered more flexibility. The use of mulas emerged and remains to this day
a crucial means of creating and maintaining contact with relatives on the island (see also
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Chapter 3); in 2005 18% of senders were using informal travels to transport money, and this
figure had risen to 44% by 2008 (Orozco 2009: 4). The number of people using formal
channels dropped from 85% to 56% in the same period (ibid.). It was only in 2009 with the
arrival of President Barack Obama’s administration that restrictions were removed from
remittance-sending processes, allowing the number of small businesses both in the U.S. and
Cuba that operated in this arena to expand exponentially. Jorge Duany documents forty-seven
companies based in the U.S specialising in the delivery of material goods to Cuba in 2004
(2007: 167), with more than 50,000 parcels being sent monthly from the United States to Cuba
in 2002 (Barberia 2004: 397). In 2018, I counted eighty-six within one square mile in Hialeah
alone. Several of the courier service providers I spoke to said they expected to earn more than
$100,000 that year, and it is worth noting only the ‘smallest operators’ seemed willing to talk
to me.
At least 50% of remittances sent to Cuba are now thought to be transported by mulas
(Hansing & Orozco, 2014), although this is of course difficult to measure; others have put the
figure of ‘covert’ transfers as high as 75% (Eckstein 2003: 15). Alongside employing mulas,
many Cuban-Americans also send money to island kin through ‘mini-banks’ that circumvent
both U.S. and Cuban regulations, whereby they deposit money with a Cuban-American in
Miami, and their relatives withdraw the amount from the ‘banker’s’ relatives on the other side
almost immediately. Such transfers are often facilitated by services that allow the diaspora to
top up their relatives’ phone credit in Cuba remotely (see Figure 22). Cuban Americans are
20% more likely to remit through informal channels than people remitting to other countries
studied by the Pew Hispanic Center (Spiegel 2004: 87), largely because of ongoing limitations
imposed by government bodies.

Figure 22 Signs advertising immediate cell-phone credit transfers from Hialeah (U.S.A.) to Cuba. Photos by
author, May 2018.
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What has become clear over the past decade is how crucial the material flows of
remittances (of all forms) have become to the economy and everyday wellbeing of regular
Cubans on the island. Indeed, they are now considered the main source of income (either
directly or (Statista, 2019) through provision of materials for work) reaching as many as 70%
of Cubans (Morales, 2018). By 2017, cash remittances (i.e. not including all of the material
items such as food, clothing, toiletries, medicines, restaurant and hotel supplies, etc.) totalled
almost $3.5 billion, with a further estimated $3 billion in remitted goods; when combined, these
flows are now worth more than any of Cuba’s export goods, including nickel, sugar and
tobacco (ibid.; see Figure 23 and also ‘Remittances’ in the Introduction).18 This is in a context
of 850,000 people ‘of Cuban origin’ in Greater Miami, versus a population of 11.3 million on
the island itself (Statista, 2019).

Figure 23 Chart showing value of remittances (cash and goods combined) in comparison with Cuba’s main
exports, in US$ billions, 2008-2016. Compiled by the Havana Consulting Group (Morales 2018).

In the present day, the diaspora is now the main provider of both start-up capital for Cuba’s
rapidly expanding private sector and material resources. As Katrin Hansing describes, ‘a
18

It’s also worth highlighting at this point that data on the Cuban economy, which is frequently

aggregated and analysed from Miami, is itself often politicised and mobilised to support particular
versions of Cuban contemporary life.
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casual visit to Miami’s international airport attests to the strength of these transnational
entrepreneurial ties, where long lines of Cubans regularly check in huge amounts of goods,
ranging from pizza ovens to gym equipment, bound for the island’ (Hansing 2015, see also
Chapter 3 for further discussion).
Peggy Levitt and Deepak Lamba-Nieves depict social remittances’ capacity to ‘scale
up and scale out’ (2011: 3), wherein remittances affect not only local-level organisational
culture and practice, but also exert influence at regional and national levels, including domains
of economics, politics, education, racial equality, health and religion. The vast expansion in
remittance flows over the past decade in particular have without doubt had considerable
impact at all levels of Cuban society. Earnings have come to hinge more on who you know
abroad than on hard work, skill or ‘merit’; it is commonplace now to earn more as a waiter in
a bar funded by diasporic money than as a doctor or lawyer. Remittances have also
unquestionably fuelled a black market (see Chapters 3-6), contributing to a broader
undermining of state moral authority. Moreover, these remittance flows have arguably eroded
revolutionary precepts (Eckstein 2010: 1053) insofar as they have fostered a rising
individualism and acquisitiveness in opposition to earlier emphases on collectivity and nonmaterialistic values (Holbraad, 2014b, 2017). Finally, the majority of diasporic Cubans that
remit to relatives on the island are white, and thus a large inequality is opening yet further
along ethnic lines on the island, whereby Afro-Cubans have less access to the material goods
and money so necessary to assert oneself in Cuba’s emerging private sector (de la Fuente,
2016; Eckstein, 2003; Hansing, 2018; Hansing & Orozco, 2014).
What remain less vivid in this broad picture of remittances and their waves over the
decades between Cuba and the diaspora, however, are the everyday human stories that in
fact underpin these flows. Remitting, after all, is not just a transfer of material items, but a
mechanism of familial and cultural reaffirmation. ‘Remitting is a form of kin work’, maintaining
affective relationships over time and distance (Zontini, 2004). Scholars working on remittance
flows in the Pacific region have suggested a different metaphor — that of a network — to
encapsulate the way such flows are ‘fluid and dynamic and [do] not recognise preconstituted
boundaries such as the nation or the household … [but rather] the flows and practices that
govern them’ (Marsters, Lewis, and Friesen 2006: 43). In this light we can see the Cuban
family as unbounded and constituted in part by the flows of people, identities and remittances,
as well as the practices involved in enacting this ‘kin work’. Moreover, building on ideas about
personhood from the Pacific region, persons can frequently construct themselves as the plural
composite sites of the relationships that produce them; a singular person can be imagined as
a social microcosm insofar as they channel and reproduce the relationships of those around
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them (Strathern 1988: 13). In the case of Cuba, it bears scrutinizing the way such conceptions
of relatedness and personhood are channelled and enacted through material flows in
particular, which, as described here, have accelerated in recent years.

‘La cosa está de madre’
Mimi was born to a low-income family in Western Cuba in 1943, one of six children her father
had by two different women. Aged fifteen she met and fell in love with Tony, who, out of
‘respect’ for Mimi’s virginity until they married, had also impregnated a local servant girl, Ester.
With the arrival of the Cuban Revolution in 1959, Tony left for the United States, leaving behind
his wife Mimi (who, it turned out, was pregnant with their daughter Lilia), as well as Ester and
her daughter Elizabeth, with the promise that he would send for Mimi and their daughter as
soon as he could. Several years went by with no sign of Tony, and so, on September 21st
1966, Mimi managed to get herself and her five-year-old daughter Lilia onto one of the
‘Freedom Flights’ couriering Cubans to Miami exile, leaving behind her whole world, not out
of political aversion to the situation on the island so much as a deep-set desire to find the
father of her child, and leave behind the daily reminder of his infidelity.
Upon arrival, the by now twenty-one-year-old Mimi set about trying to locate Tony,
which, given her inability to speak English, proved difficult. After asking around, she eventually
located a record of him as now living in California, and so asked the U.S. refugee centre to
send her and her daughter over there. If Miami had been difficult to navigate, California would
prove even more so, but she was fortunate to soon make the acquaintance of a Cuban man
there – Yeyo – who offered to help her find her husband. A few weeks later, having eventually
got hold of an address from someone, Yeyo drove her to Tony’s front door, where she and
little Lilia went and rang the doorbell. A blonde woman with a newborn baby in her arms
answered the door: Tony had evidently re-married (despite not having divorced Mimi) and now
had a third child.
Eventually Mimi married Yeyo, who had in fact been in love with her the whole time,
and who himself had had to leave behind a wife and child (Georgina and Jesús) in Cuba when
he had fled. As their family grew with the arrival of two more children (Iliana and Eddy), they
worked all hours to scrape by, and Mimi managed to get a job as a seamstress where she
would stitch clothing on an industrial sewing machine at her kitchen table through the night
while her children slept, only to wake them and begin her full-time day job as mother of three
in the morning. Lilia grew up as a full-time interpreter, helping her mother navigate an
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Anglophone world. The family eventually moved back to Miami, and scrimped and saved to
provide both for themselves and any other people in the local Cuban community who needed
help as they arrived into new lives. Unlike most of the exile Cuban community in Miami, Mimi
and Yeyo had not left the island for ideological reasons so much as in search of a better life
elsewhere, and so unusually for the time, they in fact started trying to find ways of sending
items back to their loved ones on the island from as early as 1966. ‘It was so hard to get in
touch with them, it was so expensive to call and even when you got through, the line would
break up or something. At first I sent medicines and chewing gum they could sell, disguised
as vitamins’. By 1969, Mimi had found a relative in Spain who was able to forward parcels on
to her mother back in Cuba, and so whenever they could save up enough to procure items,
they would be dispatched to Spain. In 1977 Yeyo and Mimi lost years’ worth of hard-earned
savings – over $8,000 – to people smugglers who claimed they could get Mimi’s mother Lilia
and her husband Baldomero out of Cuba through Mexico. While the setback was a
considerable blow, they immediately set about trying to save again to find another way, and
the pair eventually succeeded in getting to the U.S. via Costa Rica, several years later, thanks
to Mimi and Yeyo’s financial help.
At this point the Cuban government wouldn’t allow exiles to return with a U.S. passport,
and so most exiles felt unable to return to the island for fear that on using their Cuban passport,
they would be imprisoned and trapped there. By 1978, Mimi’s concern for her relatives on the
island had grown so much that she decided to send her second child – Iliana, who was born
on American soil and by this point was nine years old – to Cuba on her own to deliver packages
to relatives who would meet her there. She carried with her packages for Mimi’s parents,
siblings and their children, as well as Yeyo’s family, and also Ester and Elizabeth (Tony’s
abandoned family). The following year, Mimi was able to return to the island to visit for the first
time since her departure 17 years earlier: ‘everything was different but everything was also
kind of the same. They were all still there, my family [família], and distance doesn’t change
that’.
Such notions of família bonds clearly don’t rest on culturally constructed notions of
biological relatedness or ‘blood’ alone, as a year later, Mimi and Yeyo took in Tony’s brother
and his wife, who had fled Cuba in the Mariel boatlift. Lilia, who by that point was a teenager
and studying for exams, spent six months sleeping on the sofa so that they could all fit into
the small Miami home, and by 1990 Lilia too had started to send remittances to Cuba, to an
extended family she for the most part had never met or even spoken to. Mimi even still sends
packages to Yisangel, the ‘mulatico’ village boy, who is the son of her half-sister’s neighbour,
and who, as a darker skinned Cuban, receives no remittances from relatives abroad
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otherwise. When I asked her why she went to such trouble to provide materially for a boy who
seemed barely related to her, she simply replied ‘he’s family [es família]. And if he wasn’t
before, he is now’.
Throughout the 2000s and 2010s, Mimi visited the island with increasing frequency,
carrying packages and money to an extended chain of relatives, and their relatives, and their
relatives’ friends or neighbours, as well as usually delivering parcels from Lilia on behalf of her
nuclear family as well. At other times, Lilia would find contacts at work who were visiting the
island who could take her mother’s parcels for free; indeed, I myself became entwined in these
familial flows when I offered to carry parcels from Mimi and Lilia to Mercedes and her son
Maikol, who are both descendants of Mimi’s mother’s third cousin (or mi prima-hermana
/cousin-sister as Mimi calls her).
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Figure 24 Timeline plotting Mimi’s family history of remittance-sending alongside political changes between the
U.S. & Cuba
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With improvements in communication technologies, it has become easier for Mimi and
her daughter Lilia to keep in touch with relatives, but also for relatives to make specific
requests of them, some of which are challenging to procure. On one of my visits, Lilia was
searching the internet for user guides and mechanical parts to fix a long-obsolete model of
printer, which presumably a relative on the island had obtained through a black market and
couldn’t use. A few years before, a particularly bizarre request had come through from Mimi’s
half-sister for a ‘peluquín’ or ‘little toupé’. Lilia and Mimi were perplexed as to what that could
mean, until they received a letter explaining the sister was no longer having sexual relations
with her husband, something which she blamed on the fact a skin condition had rendered her
‘bald… down there…’. This sister was confident that in the consumerist world of Miami, where
virtually any product could be obtained, a solution to her problem would surely exist. Unsure
what to buy her, but having heard on the grapevine that this sister was now rather overweight,
they instead went to a local arts and crafts store, and bought a roll of black fake fur, which
they cut into an approximate triangle and sent, along with some hypo-allergenic glue, in Yeyo’s
carry-on satchel the next time they visited. Other items in his bag included a ‘consolador’ (sex
toy) and batteries, which the sister would rent out with the spare room she rented by the hour
for additional income. When stopped at airport security and asked why he (a sixty-something
year old man) had these items in his bag, Yeyo merely replied ‘pa’ Cuba!’ (for Cuba!); a
response which clearly resonated with the Cuban-American security guard, who waved him
through.
Since Yeyo’s death in 2017, Mimi has continued to send items to his son (and now
grandson and two great-grandsons) from his first marriage in Cuba. She also continues to
care materially for Elizabeth (the daughter resulting from her first husband Tony’s affair while
engaged to her), Elizabeth’s son Ronald, and now his three children as well. Mimi and Lilia
alone assume material responsibility for the entire extended network of família, despite the
fact other members of the family also now live in Miami and thus could potentially remit as
well. Two have sent occasional parcels, but only to close kin (such as their own children or
parents). Moreover, Lilia and her husband have paid the costs to procure visas to bring some
Cuban family members to Miami on a visit. Uncle Eddy (Mimi’s brother) succeeded in getting
a 5-year-visa, allowing him regular visits over a longer period of time; on each visit, he returns
laden with items for his wife, daughter and grandson, furnished by Mimi and Lilia, but is
unwilling to use his luggage limit to transport items for other more extended members of the
family, such as his siblings, half-siblings, and their progeny. Thus Mimi and Lilia still rely on
various other informal means of sending items to those that cannot get visas. All in all, Mimi
spends the majority of her annual (limited pension) income on buying items for Cuba, which
she collects in a room in her house over several months before sending everything when an
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opportunity arises. To be able to afford this, she gathers food stamps and limits her own costs
as much as possible, going without to be able to provide for her family. Eddy’s visa expired in
2019 with no chance of renewal due to changes in U.S. policy under President Donald Trump,
and thus Mimi started to travel to Cuba with even greater regularity to deliver items. Lilia has
inherited this sense of material duty, and she and her husband have sent tens of thousands
of dollars to Cuba to allow extended relatives to purchase property, while Lilia’s two siblings
do not feel compelled to send anything.
Mimi and Lilia’s conceptions of their família, or kin networks, are best mapped through
the flows of material care that they have sent for decades:

Figure 25 Diagram of kinship ties using a Social Network Analysis framework (created on Gephi, using the
Fruchtmann Rhinegold model). The thickness of each line represents the quantity of things sent (thicker line =
higher volume), while each colour represents a different 'nuclear' family (13 in total). Evidently most flows
originate with Mimi or Lilia, who materially hold this extended family together, as shown by the size of their black
dots.
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Figure 26 Kinship diagram structured around material flows, with Mimi and Lilia central to this extended
transnational family
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Viewed from this lens, this extended family centres itself around Mimi and Lilia (as successor
to her mother’s matriarchal role). Mimi and Lilia are the hinges supporting the doors between
this family’s social worlds. It is important to note here that Mimi and Lilia are not typical, even
within a context of material generosity in Cuban culture, but in fact represent an extreme case
from which I argue we can learn much about Cuban’s normative ideas of gendered material
care, here performed to their fullest extent. Mimi’s notions of família in particular, as she
conceptualises it, when mapped out reveal a kinship chart that includes more ‘formal’ notions
of consanguinity, but also includes various extended networks of kin through material flows of
care. When I once asked Lilia about how she viewed her own mother’s enormous material
network, which she was also clearly inheriting, her response, accompanied by a roll of the
eyes, was “está de madre, eso’, a phrase which could mean both ‘it’s the bee’s knees’ and
‘it’s a pain in the arse’, but which literally translates as ‘it’s a mother thing’.

Caribbean Kinship
The role of Caribbean women as workers, mothers and key players in the construction and
maintenance of social relationships that cross national boundaries has been demonstrated by
various scholars, alongside the degree to which Caribbean family units ‘are constantly being
reshaped by the changing needs of global capitalism’ (Ho 1999; R. T. Smith 1996; Gonzalez
1996; Olwig 1993; Skaine 2004: 50-52; Härkönen 2014; H. I. Safa 1995; H. Safa 2008).
Caribbean family structures have often been described as matrifocal, or relaying patterns of
relationships within (and in this case without) households following a matrilateral basis. Across
the Caribbean, kinship ideologies typically value the mother-child bond above all others, and
this is considered to be the longest enduring relationship (Clarke, 1999; R. T. Smith, 1996:
44). The dual roles performed by Caribbean women as both workers and women renders
problematic the traditional Western distinction between the public world of work and the private
domain of the home (P. Anderson, 1986; C. A. Smith, 2005), for many Caribbean women
effectively manage a double workload in both emotional and financial spheres of life. This is
frequently achieved through extended notions of relatedness and networks of care, including
female kin but also friends and neighbours; some scholars designate such systems as socalled 'fictive' kin (Chatters, Taylor, & Jayakody, 1994; Ebaugh & Curry, 2000), an
inappropriate expression since there is nothing fictional about the relationship, or people's
experience of it.
The existence of Caribbean transnational families has gender implications because the
web of connections is constructed primarily by women (Sutton 1992: 246). Women are the
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‘protagonists in the drama of globalizing Caribbean kinship, which requires the active
maintenance of circuits of exchange of goods, services, communication, travel, and personnel’
(Ho 1999: 45). Nor is this a new characteristic of the Caribbean, which has long been the
nexus of extensive webs of large kin-based networks. Since the region in its current
geopolitical formation was created through capitalist concerns of slavery several centuries
ago, colonial notions of kinship have also inserted themselves into local systems of
relatedness; distinctions between ‘civilised’ and ‘natural’ sexual relations, for example, or
‘legitimate’ and ‘illegitimate’ births have mapped onto hierarchical class-based structures
which have often in turn been closely mapped by social scientists (Momsen, 1993; P. J.
Wilson, 1969, 1995). Yet while it is broadly ‘understood’ and indeed referred to that ‘blood’
(substance) and law (code) define kinship by most interlocutors in the region, lived practice
also demonstrates a greater flexibility and inclusiveness in actually creating and maintaining
kin networks. Indeed, in Cuba many couples in established relationships may often refer to
their partner as husband or wife, whether or not they are formally married.
Much has been written by anthropologists to provide context to popular assumptions about
the 'looseness' of family relations, about sexual ‘promiscuity’ and about the perceived
‘inadequacies’ of child rearing across the region broadly speaking (R. T. Smith 1988: 37), and
any ethnographic account of kinship in the Caribbean region has a long history of ethnographic
encounters to contend with, which has itself often assumed normative stances towards what
‘family’ is. What is generally acknowledged throughout the literature is that family ties are both
strong and extensive, and indeed, that it might be better to refer to ‘interlocking sets of parents
and children’ instead of somehow ‘distorted’ nuclear families (R. T. Smith 1996: 56). One way
to re-envisage Caribbean relatedness and personhood then is to focus not on ‘households’ —
which is unhelpful in an increasingly transnational context and privileges co-residence at the
expense of the circulation between households so typical in Cuba — but rather to focus upon
Sahlins’ notion of ‘mutuality of being’ set out earlier, which is in this context realized through
material care.

Cuban ‘Dialectics of Care’
Recent anthropological literature on Cuban sexuality and personhood has paid specific
attention to the complex relationship between material exchanges and intimacy, pointing
perhaps to an increasing commodification or objectification of social relations on the island
and beyond (Cabezas, 2004, 2009; N. T. Fernandez, 2010; Härkönen, 2015; Hodge, 2001;
Lundgren, 2011; Simoni, 2012; Stout, 2014a). The notions of ‘love’ or ‘care’ (cuidar) is
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enmeshed with materiality, and both family and gender relations are practiced via material
exchange; moreover, money in this context plays a key role within intimate familiar relations
in its expression of transnational love and care (Mckay, 2007; Zelizer, 2005). This care can be
both material in form and emotional in the sense of ‘nurture’, thus ‘the material becomes
intimately tied with the emotional and moral’, and such caring practices ‘allow the creation of
new relations, therefore playing a central role in the reproduction and negotiation of social
relations’ (Härkönen 2014: 41). Far from rendering relations abstract, as implied by terms such
as commodification and objectification, money and materials can actually constitute kinship,
love, care, and intimacy (Mckay, 2007; Zelizer, 2005).
In a Cuban context, the circulation of objects becomes synonymous with ideas about
material and emotional care and connection. Heidi Härkönen (ibid.) uses the phrase ‘dialectics
of care’ to convey the idea that reciprocal caring practices can shift over time within a Cuban
cosmology; such flows can change direction, slow down or speed up at given moments, but
this material (including the corporeal) is the idiom through which affect finds expression. This
is as true of steady flows of goods and communication between Havana and more rural parts
of Cuba as it is true of Cubans on the island and their kin overseas. Moreover, reciprocity need
not be symmetrical in such transfers of care, and this notion is incorporated in Härkönen’s
‘dialectical’ ebbs and flows.
Maintaining such care takes time, intention, skill, financial resource and, above all,
emotional energy. As Micaela di Leonardo points out,
‘we tend to think of human social and kin networks as the epiphenomena of production
and reproduction: the social traces created by our material lives […] But the creation and
maintenance of kin and quasi-kin networks in advanced industrial societies is work; and,
moreover, it is largely women’s work’ (Di Leonardo 1987: 442).
Thus women such as Mimi do not cease to be caregivers upon relocating abroad, these roles
within networks of relation travel with them, and, as we see with Lilia, are also bequeathed to
the next female carer. Gendered kin work includes the conception, maintenance and ritual
celebration of cross-household kin ties (through visits, letters, calls, remittances, etc.) for not
only one’s own notion of família but also one’s família’s família. Hence Mimi assumes caring
responsibilities for her extended kin, as well as those of both her past husbands, at home and
abroad. In Mimi’s case her sense of embeddedness in such flows of relatedness is such that
no obstacle, whether institutional, political or informal, prevents her from participation in her
family.
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This, it should be noted, is exceptional, even within the wider framework of Cuban
conceptualisations of extended family (where in no other instance did I see someone remitting
to an ex-spouse’s children by another woman). Nonetheless, Cuban conceptualisations of
relatedness are extensive, and sending remittances to ‘kin’ outside of the ‘nuclear’ family is in
no way uncommon. Indeed, paradoxically the restrictions of the particular U.S.-Cuban context
seem rather to provide added reason to sustain, deepen and expand Mimi’s transnational ties,
through remittance giving and material care. If remittances hinge on transnational social
capital formation, they rest on cross-border bonding, trust and care, thus ‘Cuban Americans
and Cubans alike [must] defy state regulations and community pressures’ to maintain their
relatedness (Eckstein 2006: 150). This in turn resonates with other cases of diasporic
remittances, where it is frequently the case that people migrate and create a diaspora precisely
in order to look after their family (Åkesson, 2011; Amuedo-Dorantes & Pozo, 2006; Burman,
2006; Fouratt, 2017; E. L.-E. Ho, Boyle, & Yeoh, 2015; King & Vullnetari, 2009; Lindley, 2009;
Mckay, 2007; Paerregaard, 2014; Singh, Robertson, & Cabraal, 2012). Diasporic Cubans
might be viewed as unusual within remittance literature in sometimes heeding political factors
above familial concerns, yet in this case, we see that Cubans are perhaps not so ‘exceptional’
after all. Moreover, we are perhaps starting to see Hialeah’s ‘New Cubans’ as more in line
with other diasporas elsewhere, that have been created precisely in order to care for those
who remain.

‘Estoy hasta la madre’
A concept of relatedness through the prism of ‘mutuality of being’ on the whole ‘emanates a
warm, fuzzy glow rather than a cold shiver’ (Carsten 2013b: 246), yet kinship can carry with it
ambivalent or negative qualities, not merely happy experiences of connectedness and
inclusion (cf. Veena 1995; Lambek 2011; Peletz 2000). Conflict ‘will always be part of caring’
(Fisher and Tronto 1990: 56). Jeanette Edwards and Marilyn Strathern (2000) detect a
pervasive sentimentalisation of kinship in the academy, which prioritises Euro-American
conceptualizations of it, at the expense of the differentiation, hierarchy, exclusion and burden
that can also be synonymous with ‘family’. Kinship’s ambivalence can be a double-edged
sword, signalling both relatedness and obligation, which must be balanced for one’s own
wellbeing. Such a sense of the potential ‘burden’ of kin comes to the fore more in literature
dealing with remittances, where a sense of survivor’s guilt and it being one’s ‘turn to give’ is
prevalent (G. Taylor, Wangaruro, and Papadopoulos 2012; Duany 2010; Paerregaard 2014).
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While Mimi never complained of her material ties to her family, from an outsider’s
viewpoint, such obligations certainly seemed burdensome. Mimi went through considerable
difficulties and sacrifices to be able to furnish her family with the material care necessary to
create, participate in, and perpetuate her transnational family.

Figure 27 Mimi’s ‘spare room’ in Florida, filling up with items accumulated to send to Cuba at the next opportunity

Figure 28 Receipt from one transfer made to Yeyo’s son in Cuba, when Mimi sent over $200 worth of items
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Figure 29 Lilia planning and budgeting the next delivery of items to Mimi’s half-brother Eddy in Cuba

When I asked Mimi and Lilia why they went to such efforts to materially care for kin who they
hardly ever saw, their answers both also involved the word pena, which can be translated as
pain, (co-)suffering, empathy, or shame (as in the phrase ‘no tengas pena’, ‘don’t be
ashamed), respectively. Both Mimi and Lilia ‘felt sorry for’ (tenían pena por) those relatives
that had been ‘left behind’, which was not felt so keenly by those family members who had
subsequently been born in the U.S. (like Lilia’s younger siblings, or her own daughters).
Shame was also clearly a central emotion, and the avoidance of shame through material care
might be viewed as a way of living up to culturally embedded expectations of personhood,
generosity, and feminine or familial care.
Over dinner one night, I asked Lilia’s youngest daughter if she was likely to sacrifice
things for herself to continue sending items to these relatives on the island in the future.
‘Probably not to be honest, although I know I should help them’ she replied, darting a guilty
look across the table at her mother. ‘I send old things I don’t use anymore, but I’m not sure I’d
go to the same trouble my mom and grandmother do to get hold of everything’. Nonetheless,
this sense of material care for extended family and community is an ethos that Lilia in turn has
certainly impressed upon her two daughters; throughout my stay with the family, she would
regularly send her daughter off in the car to deliver a ‘care package’ of Cuban food and other
helpful items to nearby friends, and even her husband’s students. Her daughters were clearly
already well-schooled in an emic, polysemous and pervasive Cuban notion of pena as a
double-edged sword of love and responsibility.
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In this regard Loretta Baldassar’s (2015) argument for guilt as a ‘positive’ motivating
force in maintaining and sustaining relationships over time and distance is a resonant one. To
feel guilty, while not a pleasant affective state, is to express appropriate levels of care, and
can thus be considered confirmation or affirmation of one’s status as a ‘good’ relative, properly
embedded in material ties of care across national borders. This is not to dismiss
conceptualisations of guilt as a damaging emotion, as Baldassar makes clear, but rather to
acknowledge guilt also as a ‘potentially positive and constructive social response’, which in
the case of Mimi and Lilia, is arguably a productive aspect of the maintenance of family,
community, and their own positionalities as caring individuals within this network. This
assumes a gendered quality as well when we consider that a sense of obligation to care is
defined by the shared cultural understandings embedded within kinship relations; such
affective labour applies itself differently to different members of the family, contingent upon
their own (often gendered) position as caregiver and/or caretaker (K. Burrell, 2008, 2017). On
one occasion, as she ran out of the door to dash to a shop before it closed and acquire another
requested item for a relative she had never met, Lilia sighed ‘estoy hasta la madre con todo
esto!’ (‘I’ve had it up to here with all this!’), as she absorbed yet further stress in an attempt to
deal with the request on behalf of her own mother. This turn of phrase – which literally
translates into English as ‘I’m up to the mother with all this’ – is coincidental in its reference to
motherhood, yet apt insofar as it again underlines both Mimi’s and Lilia’s emotional labour in
fulfilling their roles, and thus their own expectations of themselves, as ‘good’ caring Cuban
mothers.

‘Somos divíduos’?
Roger Bastide described a person ‘who is divisible’ in the sense that aspects of the self are
variously distributed amongst others, as are others in oneself (1973: 38), followed by Marilyn
Strathern’s (1988) formulation of the ‘dividual’ as a concept of personhood distinct from the
Western understanding of a bounded ‘individual’. Such ideas chime with Sahlins’ ‘mutuality of
being’, insofar as they point not to a personhood that is bordered, but rather to a cosmology
where relatives are perceived as intrinsic to oneself and one’s understanding of oneself. As
Richard Werbner (2011) argues, ‘dividuality’ of self means that the making of personhood is
permeated by others’ emotions as well as by shared substances. He provides the example of
food as a material instance of nourishment and care; the examples of other material
remittances I have presented in this chapter are, I argue, equally as compelling as examples
of such ‘substances’ of care, in this case serving as binding ties across borders and
generations.
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This is clearly not to argue that Mimi or Lilia were somehow ‘divided’ or ‘fractured’
people; indeed, they were realistically the glue holding this dispersed family together. It is
rather to suggest that their positionalities as Cuban women in the diaspora to a large extent
informed their own conceptions of themselves, and their life purposes. This ‘kin work’ or
affective labour was something Lilia had learnt from a lifetime of watching her mother, and
which she in turn was passing down to her own daughters as she taught them about how to
create and maintain extensive relationships through material care. The Spanish word
compromiso or ‘obligation’, which is a word they used regularly, evokes this notion of united
and shared endeavour through its etymological roots in Latin com- (‘with’) and -promittere (‘to
send forth). It is this extension of the self into the lives of others, materially, which also
guarantees a response from cared ones, becoming the very locus of kinship in so doing.
Such notions of ‘mutuality of being’ or ‘dividualism’ chime with others’ discussions of
Cuban kinship, and its typical focus upon love not through individualistic frameworks, but
rather as a force which is not altogether autonomous; ‘the Cuban notion of personhood both
recognises considerable degrees of individualist agency and, simultaneously highlights
relationality as a fundamental aspect of existence’ (Härkönen 2014: 43). Others in the family
certainly expressed their connection to relatives in the same idiom – Uncle Eddy for example
made his trips in order to take items back for his immediate kin, and various other Miamibased members would send occasional items to their parents or children on the island to
‘remain present’. But the matriarchal caregiver role — the hinges on which the doorways
between Miami and Cuba rested — rested firmly with Mimi and Lilia, which in turn bestowed
upon them their status as loving and loved Cuban family members.

Figure 30 Graffiti on a wall in Havana. Author’s photo, March 2018.
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Later on in my time with the family, some tensions arose as Mimi erred (at least in the
eyes of a few family members) from her role’s script. A year or two after the death of her
second husband Yeyo, Mimi began a romantic relationship with an American man who lived
around the corner. The family had concerns at first that this man might be trying to take
advantage of her, given their obvious difficulty in communicating between Spanish and English
and the fact he was twenty years younger than her. One repercussion of her decision to
potentially extend her family yet further (but perhaps in a problematic direction) was that Mimi’s
son cut off contact with her, and also prohibited her from seeing her grandson, who she had
to a large extent helped to raise (and had also materially cared for throughout his life). Mimi
was devastated at the loss of this connection, and begged her son to let her see her grandson.
But she also held steadfast in her choice- ‘now that I’m old, this is my time, isn’t it? I have the
right to be happy’. In this regard, Mimi was arguably asserting herself in a more ‘individual’
sense, potentially at the expense of her family, and some of her close kin perceived this as a
betrayal. Mimi however saw it as her just reward, ‘I’ve spent my whole life caring for others,
it’s who I am, but they forget that when it’s me wanting some of that back’. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, the family member who seemed most willing to see both sides of the conflict
was Lilia, who, despite concerns for Mimi’s wellbeing, also understood her mother’s desire to
receive material care from someone else. Once again, the double-edged sword of the Cuban
‘mother load’ caused tensions, as Mimi’s capacity to continue to fulfil her respected role as
prime caregiver came into question due to her choice to disrupt the status quo.

Conclusion: Politics, Rupture, and Proxies of Personhood
Anthropological analyses have often privileged kinship as an essential idiom through which
social relations and order are manifested, and such analyses have often focused more upon
mapping formal obligations between people, rather than discussions of sentiment. Yet the
Cuban Revolution and subsequent cold war between Miami and Cuba has been portrayed as
one of the longest standing ‘family feuds’ (Campa 2000: 7) in modern history. Remitting, or
sending material care, therefore reconnects Cuban émigrés not only with a sense of family,
but also with a larger lost family; remitting becomes a form of citizenship. Indeed, where
citizenship has often been posited in the act of consumption, it is here arguably even more
evident in the circulation of material goods (Mitra, 2013; Ong, 1999; Porter, 2008). Nina GlickSchiller and Georges Eugene Fouron (2001: 4, 61) have found that for many Haitians, patterns
of obligation and family comprised a claim to political membership in a community that
stretches beyond the territorial borders of a homeland. For Mimi and Lilia, sending remittances
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is one key way of maintaining part of their connection with a lost homeland, and a sense of
themselves as ‘Cuban’.
John Borneman’s work on kinship categories in East-West Berlin shortly after the fall
of the Berlin Wall showed how, ‘[b]ecause the two states publicly contested each other’s
membership categories, Berliners were quite aware of the arbitrary, political nature of
belonging and therefore active in manipulating the official classification’ (1992: 19-20). Mimi’s
family history of sending material care to relatives in Cuba throughout the decades might in
this light also be interpreted as an act of political resistance, insofar as they had to proactively
assert kinship relations and perform them materially in defiance of policies designed to
exclude or rupture such relations. President George Bush’s policies in the early 1990s, for
example, only permitted the sending of remittances to ‘immediate kin’, as defined by American
notions of nuclear family and relatedness. Similarly up until the 1990s, the Cuban state’s own
definition of exiled Cubans as somehow ‘non’-Cuban also put up barriers that Mimi’s family
had to work around. We arguably see two potential ideologies of ‘fictive’ kinship working at
odds with one another here: Mimi’s struggles to remit to her extended relations on the island,
despite obstacles enforced by two States working within paternalistic idioms of fictive kinship
(Helmreich, 1992; C. Lee, 2013; Sahlins & Graeber, 2017) to define the boundaries of state
hegemony.
Evidently, the conversion and transformability of types of material substance
demonstrate the permeability and porousness of both geopolitical boundaries and also those
ostensibly between objects, persons, and types of relation. Sharon Elaine Hutchinson’s work
amongst the Nuer (2000), building upon Edward Evans-Pritchard’s classic monograph on
Nuer kinship structures (1990), highlights the way not only blood and other bodily substances
but also food, soil, cattle, paper, money, and guns simultaneously invoke and rupture bonds
of relatedness through social circulatory networks. In advocating a more ‘vectorial’ approach
to the study of relatedness, she cuts across Evans-Pritchard’s earlier preoccupations with
showing kinship structures to be about ‘unity’ and ‘order’, showing how Nuer systems of
relatedness are ‘constituted through the flow of multiple substances’, and such practices of
relatedness ‘are continually being reworked as people struggle – often under extremely
difficult and bewildering circumstances – to live valid and meaningful human lives’ (Hutchinson
2000: 57).
Thus indigenous statements and practices of relatedness can be infinitely more dynamic,
creative, or indeed destructive than analyses predicated upon straightforward divisions
between biological/social, nation states, or people/objects might imply. The transnational
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objects sent by Cubans as remittances and material envoys of kinship formation are important
because of their tangibility — they can be touched and held in a way distant family members
cannot be — and in so doing stand in the physical place for longed-for people and locations.
They ‘matter’ because they ‘stand for’ an absence of being in their very materiality, and
because they represent affective labour and a commitment to continuing relations despite
obstacles. Moreover, they are substantive; they enable people do to and be things that
otherwise would not be possible.
In this regard, these objects echo some of Marcel Mauss’s notions of the ‘spirit of the gift’
(1954), not because they demand reciprocity in a timely manner, but rather because they
embody that which is missing, they act as an envoy or proxy for what is lost, and send forth a
person-like agency. In so doing, objects of material care unite the emotionally intimate with
the geographically distant (Baldassar, 2008; Baldassar, Baldock, & Wilding, 2007). I, as a
visiting researcher who transported material items of care between relatives on numerous
occasions, also came to embody this presence of transnational kin and country by proxy. In
his work on shopping, Daniel Miller insists ‘we have to appreciate the degree to which objects
are an integral part of the process by which relationships are formed and maintained. This
means dissolving our usual dualist perspectives in which object and subjects are defined in
opposition to each other’ (Miller 2001: 51). Rather than focusing upon these remittances as
commodities being exchanged through ties of obligation and reciprocity, their affective agency
reminds us that ‘understanding the object nature of persons is the other side of the coin to
understanding the subject nature of things’ (ibid.). Igor Rubinov suggests the uncertainty
created by mobility has ‘long demanded the intermingling of both objects and people’ (2014:
193). The rupture invoked by such mobility makes migrants bricoleurs (Lévi-Strauss, 1966),
insofar as they must labour to create and re-create their sense of self and relatedness through
whatever means and idiom available to them in a context of disorder and disunity.
The so-called ‘death’ of kinship studies after the 1970s (cf. Faubion 1996) was in part
because ‘social stability was no longer the central issue in anthropology, [a]nd in one way or
another, the study of kinship — whether in evolutionary, functionalist, or structuralist guise —
had been bound up with explanations of social stability’ (Carsten 2000: 3). In this chapter I
have argued that when considered through a lens of material culture and transnational
remittances, kinship can in fact be seen as a force produced from moments of rupture and
disorder, not social stability. Moreover, Cuban families have maintained and created family
ties through material flows for generations (Mulet Pascual, 2018), and this can be a valuable
way of mapping relatedness across generations and transnational borders.
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Relatedness is in fact ‘under construction’ through everyday acts (Bodernhorn, 2000),
and is simultaneously productive and destructive. Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz
proposed a concept of ‘transculturation’ as key for comprehending Cuba, emphasizing the
flow (across geographic borders) of cultural practices from different sources and the
emergence of a new hybrid culture (Ortiz, 1947). In the decades since, Cuban structures of
relatedness have had to withhold considerable forces of division, yet in the case presented
here, this seems only to have served to further reify the strength of familia across a fractured
Cuban world through flowing substances of material care, revealing, as Daniel Miller notes,
that ‘what makes a relationship meaningful, as opposed to merely having meaning, is almost
always a process of objectification’ (2001: 3). This is the way in which, at a family level, Cubans
realize the cultural logics of material value we explored in Chapter 1, with Cuban mothers and
daughters proving themselves to be central agents in such processes. In the following
chapters, we will now turn to look at the impact of such flows and emerging systems of value
at a societal level, and the way in which such networks of exchange extend beyond the family,
or even the nation, to operate transnationally across much of the wider region.
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Chapter 3
The ‘Mula Ring’: Material Networks of Circulation Through The
Cuban World
‘What the map cuts up, the story cuts across’
— Michel de Certeau
‘What you need to understand,’ Helman laughed for the umpteenth time that day after another
of my outbursts of impatience, ‘is that nothing in Cuba makes sense! It’s not a rational place
(no hay razón aquí). Those paradoxes are what make it Cuba, otherwise we’d be in your
world!’.
He had a point; Cuba is indeed a country of paradoxes, where the lines between the
legal and the illegal, between order and seeming chaos are rhetorically reified through the
machine of the State, yet in everyday lived practice are fluid and negotiable. Anyone on the
street will tell you, ‘todo aquí es por la izquierda,’ (everything is illegal here), ‘pero también
todo se hace!’ (but we all do it anyway).19 Perhaps the most strikingly visible of these
paradoxes is that, despite a decades-old embargo and an almost complete dearth of domestic
production, Havana is full of stuff. Not officially of course -— the state-owned shops are empty,
in fact a shop is at times recognisable more through its absence of items in this otherwise
crowded and bustling city — but once you know where to look, and perhaps more importantly,
how to look, there are material things being circulated absolutely everywhere.
The materiality of everyday life in Havana is in fact so all-encompassing, it’s impossible
to ‘un-see’: policemen hover on street corners looking at Chinese phones, hairdressers sell
hair extensions made from real Russian hair, children play in school uniforms sewn in Hialeah,
19

Literally ‘by the left [hand]’, this is a common idiom in Cuban Spanish which suggests money changing

hands ‘under the table’ or ‘behind closed doors’. As far as I know, it has no correlation to any
(coincidental) association of Cuban socialism with “leftism”. Interestingly, there are parallel metaphors
in other (post)socialist societies, such as na lewo (‘on the left’) in Polish discourse, and Francis Pine
documents a strikingly similar phrase amongst one of her participants: ‘tutaj nic nie jest wolno, ale
wyzystko jest możliwe’ (‘here nothing is allowed, but everything is possible’) (Pine, 2015).
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Florida, waitresses produce beers from fridges imported from Panama. In many other places
such details might seem unremarkable, yet in Cuba, the acquisition of such items is evidence
of either significant social or economic capital, both of which are likely to stem from access to
the ‘outside world’ (‘fuera’) in some shape or form. With this in mind, the acquisition and
circulation of material goods is arguably the most strikingly visible feature of everyday life in
Havana, pervading all aspects of life, affecting everything and everyone.
Scholars have considered debates around acquisition (‘conseguir’), material culture
and consumption in Cuba before (Rosendahl 1997; Del Real and Pertierra 2008; Porter 2008;
Pertierra 2011; M. Wilson 2014). Notably, these scholars have principally been women,
perhaps because studies have typically focused upon consumption in the household-aseconomic-unit, which in Cuba is predominantly a gendered female-oriented space. In Chapter
2 I too presented the importance of female-based kinship relations to the flows of material
goods between the island and the diaspora, yet the conspicuous question remains, how do
these things actually get to Cuba, where importing material items is heavily controlled and
production is minimal, in the first place? Having established in the previous chapters how in
the Cuban world materiality is accrued with value, which in turn stems from fluid and creative
mobilisations of ownership (Chapter 1) and relatedness (Chapter 2), this chapter will now
outline the logistics of the material flows that those case studies presented, and examine the
extent to which these flows are emerging into wider, transnational structures of circulation and
personhood.
In this chapter, I briefly trace the historical and political contexts of material production,
consumption and circulation in Cuba before drawing upon fifteen months of ethnographic
research in Havana (Cuba), Miami and Tampa (U.S.), Mexico, Panama and Guyana to explore
how Cubans in fact mobilise vast transnational networks to enable their systems of material
circulation in the present day. These networks, which I call the ‘Mula ring’ (‘mule’ ring) due to
some parallels to Malinowski’s Trobriand ‘Kula ring’, are tantamount to an economy unto itself;
an economy which, I argue, is redefining what it means to be ‘Cuban’ in the light of decades
of economic and social rupture both on and off the island. I argue that this informal economy
builds upon pre-existing gendered spheres of circulation and exchange, as well as new
modalities of power and value, the effects of which can be felt far from the island itself, as we
saw in Chapter 1. Indeed, this informal economy, which arises from a historical material
scarcity under socialism, is leading to the reification of new class structures, the likes of which
the Revolution had initially set out to dismantle.
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While many economists have considered the informal economy in Cuba primarily as a
system of pilfering internal supplies (Portes 1983; Rivera 1998; Henken 2005; Ritter 2017), or
have looked to Cuba’s ‘opening’ to world markets through formal international contracts
(Feinberg, 2017; LeoGrande, 2017), less attention has been paid to the agency and power of
regular Cubans in mobilising such transnational networks. Instead, I pursue what Alejandro
Portes deems the ‘most promising’ aspect of informal economies, namely, ‘the opportunity to
understand how peripheral economies operate as single and unified systems’ (Portes
1983:157), in this case not only as economic systems but also as evolving gendered systems
of power, kinship and morality.
The term ‘system’ is perhaps problematic here in reifying a collection of informal
practices and assimilating them into a single overarching model. Kula exchanges, for example,
are carried out in a context of what is broadly recognized as an iconic culturally constituted
‘system’, and represent a metacultural phenomenon with a long-recognized lineage. Any
attempt to describe the Mula ring in such a coherent and systematized manner, meanwhile,
inevitably ends up rather messier and chaotic; something which may be of little surprise to
scholars of Cuba, its diaspora, and associated geopolitics of the region over recent decades.
And so perhaps the ring of material flow that I outline in this chapter is better considered an
assemblage (Deleuze & Guattari, 2004) of informal practices, which is now happening on such
a large scale as to begin to echo the structures and systems we might associate with Kula
and other transnational networks of material circulation. Considered in this light, Cuban
conceptions of material circulation begin to challenge outsider views of Cuba as an isolated
nation whilst also demonstrating the value of anthropological consideration of notions of flow
and circulation of material things through transnational contexts in flux. Moreover, I describe
an incipient hegemonic structure which is both shaping and shaped by expressions of Cuban
identity that are emerging and cementing themselves in the face of historic socioeconomic
rupture.

Consumption & Circulation in Socialist Cuba
After the economic hardship suffered in Cuba through the 1990s, the Cuban state turned
towards what it euphemistically called ‘reform socialism’ (Gonzalez-Corzo & Justo, 2017),
allowing a restricted degree of private enterprise to operate in Cuba for the first time in almost
four decades. This trend has since continued; between 2009 and 2019 the number of selfemployed Cubans rose from 2.8 percent (Desilver, 2015) to 13 percent (14ymedio, 2019).
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It broadly remains illegal, however, for Cubans to (re)sell something not made by them
or their immediate family unit, unless their business falls within the remit of a set number of
licenses. In reality, such restrictions have long been difficult to maintain, and a strong informal
market has of course flourished in Cuba for decades (Perez-Lopez 1995; Rosendahl 2001;
Cabezas 2004; Centeno and Portes 2006). This informal market is difficult to quantify, and
several key studies of the informal sector across Latin America and the Caribbean have simply
left the case of Cuba unconsidered (Peters, 2017; Vuletin, 2008). It also frequently interacts
with formal or official markets, to the extent that illegality or informality is a widely recognised
but often overlooked fact of everyday life in Cuba. In this regard, the Cuban case mirrors the
extensive literature on informal trade and networks of circulation from studies of
(post)socialism in Eastern Europe (Bruns & Miggelbrink, 2011; Burawoy & Verdery, 1999;
Fehérváry, 2011; Harboe Knudsen & Frederiksen, 2015; Hass, 2011; Henig & Makovicky,
2017; Karjanen, 2014; Mandel & Humphrey, 2002; Pine, 2002; Sasunkevich, 2014; M.
Wagner, 2011). Since the crash of its closest economic ally (the Soviet Union) in 1991, Cuba’s
production ratings have dwindled. In 2013, 95 percent of all manufactured goods were
imported (Desilver, 2015), primarily from Venezuela (37 percent), whose economy has also
subsequently crashed. Thus with very little officially coming in, and limited materials for
production, many Cubans choose to covertly (re)sell items from abroad or which they have
made from materials acquired abroad.
A traditional Marxist focus upon production as key to understanding the social(ised)
meaning of material things is therefore arguably unhelpful in the context of contemporary
Cuba. Several anthropologists have already considered the consumption of material culture
in Cuba, including the various forms of sociality that develop as by-products of, for example,
waiting in long queues, swapping information on which shop holds stock, and the growing
importance of brand culture (Porter 2008; Pertierra 2011; Scarpaci 2014; Ryer 2017). Until
now however, the circulation of material items through informal networks in and out of Cuba
has largely only been examined by economists, who for the most part have neglected the
social paradigms that create and are in turn reinforced by these processes (M. A. Rivera,
1998), or by sociologists focusing more specifically on remittance-giving, which constitutes
only one aspect of this larger material network of circulation I describe (Eckstein 2003, 2010).
And so in the case of Cuba I find James Carrier’s argument, that circulation ‘pervades
production in a way that production does not pervade circulation, for when production takes
place in groups it necessarily involves the transaction of objects and labor among group
members’ (1995: viii), particularly resonant. These social relations of circulation within Cuba
are critical in mapping how Cubans are negotiating decades of economic change and social
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rupture. Just as some scholars have considered informality ‘a useful conceptual tool in moving
beyond a ‘varieties of capitalism’ approach to transitional societies’ (Morris & Polese 2014: 7),
I argue a focus upon informal networks of circulation allows us to see more clearly how varying
hues of both capitalisms and socialisms are conceived of and enacted in their own ways,20
whilst navigating the fluid boundaries between legality and illegality and various moral
‘systems’ (Holbraad, 2017; Torres, 2012; M. Wilson, 2014; Wirtz, 2004) that arise from Cuba’s
very particular socioeconomic and political setting.

The Kula Ring
In his foundational ethnographic account Argonauts of the Western Pacific, Bronislav
Malinowski (1922) describes a network of exchange- ‘the Kula ring’- spanning eighteen island
communities across the Massim archipelago in Papua New Guinea. Participants travelled at
times hundreds of miles by canoe in order to exchange Kula valuables, which Malinowski
established were clearly linked to political authority and systems of hierarchy. In his re-analysis
of Malinowski’s data, Marcel Mauss further demonstrates how every aspect of social life in the
Trobriand Islands is touched by these economic exchanges:
“it is indeed as if all these tribes, these maritime expeditions, these valuables and
objects for use, these foods and festivals, these services of all kinds, ritual and sexual,
these men and women, were bound into a circle, following a regular motion around it,
both in time and in space” (1954:90).
He continues, “[n]umerous things are solicited, requested, and exchanged, and all manner of
relationships are formed in addition to the kula” (ibid.). Valuables acquire specific biographies
as they move from place to place and hand to hand, just as the men who exchange them gain
and lose reputation as they acquire, hold, and part with these valuables. In short, the
circulation of these items beyond the local is a central way of forming and accessing local
social meaning, as well as an opportunity for an individual to achieve local prestige by
journeying beyond the local.

20

As will be presented later in the chapter, many Cubans are successfully operating in more ‘capitalist’

markets of buying and selling whilst also adhering to other norms of circulation and re-distribution that
might be more equated with ‘socialism’, thus any claim that Cuba is simply ‘becoming capitalist’ misses
the nuances of how Cubans are negotiating different systems in parallel, adapting and adopting various
practices at once.
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I argue the Kula ring can help us view Cuba in turn as an island best considered in
terms of its circulation with other places that surround it, whereby through material circulation
Cubans gain access to and co-create emerging systems of cultural value. The parallels
certainly have their limitations; indeed, rather than following a Maussian view by distinguishing
the Kula ring’s social networks of gift-exchange from the Mula circulation of commodities (cf.
Gregory 1982), I rather seek to dissolve this distinction by seeing how objects can circulate
through different social ‘regimes of value’ (Appadurai 1986: 15; Kopytoff 1986). Moreover, I
argue such dialectics are blurred by the informal spheres of exchange so common to
(post)socialist societies, where kinship-based commodity circulation blends such distinctions
(Henig & Makovicky, 2017; Ledeneva, 2017; Polese, 2008). The fame, personhood and
stories of the individuals who circulate Kula objects (Munn, 1987) do not attach themselves
(necessarily) to Cuban material goods or bestow differentiating symbolic values in the same
inalienable way either. In fact, as we have seen, mulas are granted their opportunity to travel
beyond the local partly due to their capacity to be more ‘thing-like’ than ‘person-like’. Moreover,
the same critique of Malinowski’s Kula Ring — that there is ‘no transcendent view from
nowhere’ that allows its participants to name the totality of exchanges (B. Lee and LiPuma
2002: 201; see also Malinowski 1922: 83) — is equally true here of what I call ‘the Mula Ring’.
This is not a coherent network viewed by its participants as such, but rather a messy
accumulation of practices that coincide to such a degree as to point to general emerging
directions of flow.
As a lens onto strategies of creating personhood at a local level whilst expanding social
worlds through transnational circulation networks of material items, however, the comparison
between Kula and Mula here is, I argue, a fruitful one. Both the Kula and Mula rings are
essentially social (as opposed to individual) achievements; both are forces that have created
new circuits of flow within a broader regional economic and cultural system. Both result in new
areas in which cultural forces can develop (such as an ability to create one’s reputation, and
access new forms of value or excitement), and thus both networks ultimately enable an
expansion of social worlds; being Cuban (or a Trobriander) becomes an expression of a flow
of identity as much as a flow of objects. It is in this way that both the Kula and Mula rings as
analytical lenses challenge the particular views of nations and peoples as ‘isolated’ in time
and space that scholars of Cuba have long rejected (Fernández, 2005; Herrera, 2007a; Krull,
2014).
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The Mula Ring
Cuba is popularly portrayed in the media as economically and politically isolated from the
twentieth and twenty-first century trend of ‘globalization’ in the wider world, yet the island is
part of informal networks of circulation spanning at least twelve countries, with participants
undertaking at times treacherous journeys of many thousands of miles in order to acquire and
bring back material items to be exchanged on the island. Other items are meanwhile taken
from Cuba to various other destinations, resulting in a network where certain items regularly
travel in one direction, while others move in the opposite direction (Figures 31-33). The result
is a network which expands what Cuba ‘is’, as in Nancy Munn’s interpretation of Kula networks
(Munn, 1987), allowing new flows of not only people and things, but also culture and social
horizons. While this is by no means a coherent system like the Kula ring, it is arguably a
nascent one, as Cubans respond to the economic and social ruptures of recent decades by
seeking new avenues to expand their material, economic and social horizons. Moreover, as
historian Jesse Cromwell shows, this is not a new practice. This whole region has been caught
up in informal and transnational material circulation for centuries (Cromwell, 2018); my
argument here is that this has recently expanded and solidified into something we could start
to see as an incipient network of value creation and circulation.

Figure 31 The ‘Mula ring’ connecting Cuba with various other countries in the region. Blue destinations are where
ethnographic research was carried out while red are other destinations in the network that I was unable to visit.
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Figure 32 The circulation of items in different directions, with Cuba at the network’s centre, and black dots
showing sites of ethnographic research

Figure 33 Flows of different items around the Mula ring, where pink items move from Cuba into the diaspora, and
yellow items are imported to the island. Different items move in different directions, in some cases at specific
times of the year.
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Indeed, it is this ‘Mula ring’ network that enables the material consumption so notable
in Cuba in the dearth of domestic production. Specific destinations provide specific items, and
there is a large economy devoted to the acquisition and circulation of these items, which in
turn draws heavily upon local and transnational kinship structures. The network relies upon
strong blood ties with diasporic Cuban communities who can either access material items
themselves, or aid mulas in obtaining a visa to travel (see Chapters 1 and 2). Key loci for the
network outside of Cuba are therefore Miami, Tampa and New York (U.S.A), Russia, Mexico
and Puerto Rico, all of which have substantial Cuban populations. Guyana is also a key
destination as one of the few places Cubans can currently travel to with no visa restrictions.
Similarly, Latin American countries (Colombia, Venezuela, Peru, Ecuador, Panama) are
crucial due to both proximity and travel rights for anyone holding a Spanish passport, which in
turn is easier to acquire for Cubans of Spanish descent than for others. Meanwhile, Haiti and
Martinique also feature prominently for their (relative) ease of access and low prices.
The word mula, literally a ‘mule’, can be a pejorative term in Cuban Spanish, with similar
overtones to the ‘drug mule’ we might imagine in English. My participants frequently argued
about what exactly it means; most agreed that they didn’t count as a mula, as this term was
typically reserved for those whose entire professional earnings came from the activity of
bringing and taking items in and out of Cuba. Most people in fact dabble in the trade as a way
of occasionally making money, travelling abroad, or returning to visit family. Additionally, many
of the items that circulate in this Mula ring do so through family visitors, friends, one-off mulas,
etc, and so it is important to stress that when I speak of a Mula ring, I am generalising what in
itself is a complex network of different family stories and motivations for taking things back
and forth, and that many people participating in these networks of circulation (which I here
synthesise as all being part of the ‘Mula ring’ for the sake of perspicuity) would not refer to
themselves as mulas. I should add, the felicitous pun between ‘mula’ and ‘moolah’ (i.e. ‘money’
in American English), while perhaps apt, is coincidental.
Most importantly, this network is not indicative of power flows originating solely in the
diaspora. Many scholars of remittances have shown how these flows can create new
hierarchies, rendering the recipient country highly dependent on its diaspora (Olwig 1993;
Duany 2007; Eckstein 2010; Morales 2017), and while this is certainly true in familial contexts
in Cuba and its diaspora, the Mula ring originates in Cuba itself, and Cubans on the island
exert considerable agency in mobilising networks both on and off the island to source
(conseguir) items. Just as Nancy Munn argues that Kula exchange as a superstructure rests
upon local processes and networks of production and exchange, often based on relations of
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kinship, which leads to the creation of the items that are used in Kula exchange (Munn, 1977),
so here in the Mula ring do internal networks feed and consume external transnational
networks.
Indeed, this network not only imports vast quantities of items into Cuba, but also
exports material items to its diaspora abroad, especially in Miami. Vials of Cuban soil (to be
scattered with burial, see Chapter 6), Cuban-grown herbs, beads and horsehair (for santería
religious purposes), as well as foodstuffs, rum and tobacco, and antique furniture (see Chapter
5) are all amongst the items much prized in the diaspora for their inherent ‘Cubanness’,
constituting an emerging objectified identity which is both imported and exported. For the
purposes of demonstrating the social effects of the Mula ring as currently experienced in Cuba,
in this central chapter I limit myself primarily to discussing items imported to the island and the
strategies and structures employed to facilitate this; the experiences and participation of the
diaspora and the items exported from the island I address throughout the other chapters of
this thesis.
The importance of this informal network to Cubans both on and off the island cannot
be overstated. It is the primary (indeed often the only) source of material things, from kitchen
pots and pans, to clothing, from cell phones and laptops to fridges (unlike the Kula ring, which
typically circulates non-use items). It is also a formidable force within an unregulated space in
an emerging aspect of the Cuban economy. The items circulated through this network are of
such a high volume and so difficult to acquire through any other means that on the streets of
Cuba, material goods brought in by mulas are omnipresent, in all strata and classes of
society.21 Indeed, various other aspects of Cuba’s formal economy rely upon the very
presence of this network; hotels and restaurants rely upon mulas to obtain bed linen and
ingredients, manicurists source acrylic nails, bars and cafes need lightbulbs and opening hour
signs.
This network in its current form is the by-product of a fortuitous combination of events:
a relaxation in travel restrictions between the U.S. and Cuba under President Obama (2016),
a small relaxation in some economic restrictions in Cuba after the death of Fidel Castro
21

I should also note that these items then continue to circulate through society through ‘normal’

networks of exchange on the island. Thus, while not all Cubans have procured items directly from the
‘Mula ring’, the vast majority of material commodities originally will have entered the island this way at
some point.
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(November 2016), an increase in tourism to Cuba and therefore a greater availability in flights,
a growing new generation of young Cuban diasporans who maintain ties to the island, and the
rise of (limited) private enterprise on the island. Furthermore, the economic collapse of longterm partner Venezuela (2012- present) has also required Cubans to mobilise networks further
afield, and in response the government eliminated the tarjeta blanca, the exit permit required
whenever a Cuban wanted to travel abroad, in 2012.
The acquisition of items from abroad in and of itself is nothing particularly new, for
Cuban consumers, whether under socialism or capitalism, have long ‘incorporated foreign
goods as essentially ‘local’ components of everyday life, and are thoroughly used to inclusion
in global circuits of cross-cultural production and consumption’ (Pertierra 2011:29). Indeed, a
‘huge repertoire of strategies for obtaining consumer goods and services’ has consistently
characterised socialist societies (Verdery 1996: 27), and in the case of Cuba, whilst illegal,
these have long been normalized to the extent that even many state officials participate
themselves, or accept ‘remuneration’ at key points of exit and entry. Moreover, the whole
region around the Caribbean Sea was largely constructed in its modern nation-state guise
through capitalist logics centred around the circulation of peoples and things as goods of
exchange (Cromwell, 2018; Kahn, 2019; Mintz, 1986; Mintz & Price, 1976; Olwig, 1993). The
aspect that has developed in the past five to ten years is the sheer scale and regularity of this
emerging network, which both cements older social forms from the ‘Special Period’ and new
emerging hierarchies of power.
This nascent system combines the norms of reciprocity and solidarity described in
Cuba throughout the socialist period and the considerable hardship of the 1990s ‘Special
Period’ (Pertierra, 2008; Rosendahl, 1997) with the formation of a growing ‘elite’ who exert a
new economic, and therefore political (in the sense of local prestige, rather than state-level
engagement) authority (cf. Munn 1987). Older forms of sociality are crucial to the circulation
of material items as well as information regarding the availability and arrival of new material
items, and perhaps the most common form of reciprocity, in which everyone still takes part, is
the giving, receiving and repaying of information. Similarly, ‘the key to procuring anything in
the informal or ‘second’ economies that tend to emerge under socialism is to establish some
kind of private relationship with the seller’; with the absence of an efficient legal framework to
ensure that the right goods are sold at the right price, ‘people rely on knowing each other
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personally, or knowing people in common, to minimise the risk involved in informal sales and
exchanges’ (Pertierra 2011:133).22
This exchange of information not only creates these relationships, but also accelerates
them. As with a gift requiring timely reciprocity, these ‘tip-offs’ create a debt, which, no sooner
repaid, is returned, perhaps even within the same conversation, comparable to systems of
favour and exchange in much of the (post)socialist world (Henig, 2017; Humphrey, 2017;
Kaneff, 2017; Ledeneva, 2017; Swancutt, 2017). In this way the practices developing within
the Mula ring speak to long-standing anthropological debates exploring fissures between gift
and commodity exchange (Appadurai 1986; Carrier 1995; Foster 2006; Addo and Besnier
2008) and their awkward relationship in cultural practice and material flows.23
Modes of circulation through the Mula ring also provide a mirror onto local kinship
structures in Cuba and beyond. It is worth noting that kinship terms in Cuban Spanish do not
mark only sanguine relation; it is common to describe a friend as mi hermano-amigo or ‘my
brother-friend’, for example, and the two can sometimes be considered of equal status.24 Such
kinship ties, as explored in Chapter 2, are crucial for accessing this new emerging economy
as a participant. The ‘Mula ring’ is in the process of forming a sort of new ‘career ladder’ for
young Cubans, and social relation is the most important feature in getting in on the action. To
become a mula, one must at the very least have confianza (a trusting relationship) with
someone who is hiring. This confianza is always spoken of in terms of blood, whether imagined
or ‘real’, and as such maps onto these kinship networks cemented through older Cuban
sociality, as has been found in other studies of diaspora networks (Hearn, 2016).
22

Consider also the Cuban pun on ‘socio-lismo’ and ‘socialismo’, i.e. a dependence upon sócios or

friends to survive socialism.
23

‘Awkward’ insofar as Malinowski’s accounts of somehow ‘irrational’ economic behaviour in the

Trobriands, premised on Eurocentric normative ideas about economic exchange, have led to
longstanding fissures within economic anthropology and the political sciences (Godelier, 1972;
Malinowski, 1921; Pearson, 2000; Sylvain, 1996).
24

I generally found that my Cuban friends referred to other friends as sócios, amigos, or if they were

more distant friends, as compañeros, and when they referred to someone as a ‘brother’ hermano/
hermano-amigo, it would be to correct me in my assumption that they were ‘merely friends’. ‘Pero es
como mi hermano, sabes?’ (‘But he’s like a brother, you know?’) was a way of telling me a friend was
so close, the relationship was unbreakable, and demanded a higher degree of reciprocal care than
mere friendship.
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The mobilisation of kinship ties in this network is also important as such exchange
networks lie on the periphery of legal and moral frameworks in Cuba and are otherwise entirely
unregulated. As with familial clans within the mafia, there is a strong reliance on the
‘unbreakable’ ties of kinship as a bond of trust, minimising risk in a world at the edge of
government (Blok, 2001). Fulfilling one’s material duties of provision to close relations has
long been an important expression of kinship in Cuba, and the failure to do so can cause
significant rupture; Harkönen (2011) provides the example of a daughter’s attendance at her
own father’s funeral being less socially mandated if he did not financially provide for her
fifteenth birthday party. While I never observed a violation of confianza in the Mula ring firsthand, it was certainly more than a manner of speaking, and I was often warned that rupture
of confianza or acting in its absence could have severe repercussions. Similar to other parts
of the Caribbean, confianza invokes an irreversible kinship, unlike mere ties of friendship
which can be more easily broken (Wilson 1995: 141). Indeed, as an unplanned ethnographic
method, my own participation as a mula later became a key way of gaining confianza and
being invited into various family homes, typically to share food or drink as a confirmation of
my newfound trusted status. 25

A Return Ticket to McDonald’s
Yohan is in his early thirties and works at a hotel just east of Havana. He prides himself on his
appearance and takes meticulous care of his chin stubble (“it has to be the right length”), his
phone (“you have to have the right apps”) and, most importantly, his clothing (on this day in
particular he was sporting an orange T-Shirt saying “live your life”, which had come from a
friend in Spain). He hopes one day to own his own hotel, but for that, you need a sizable sum
of money, and for Yohan, the road to that money was the Mula ring. He had never left Cuba
before, and had no family abroad to provide help with a trip, but fortunately had someone de
25

As an anthropologist conducting transnational fieldwork, I was well-placed to carry goods back and

forth to Cuba, which was quickly recognised by various friends and acquaintances both in Miami and
Havana. In the majority of cases I refused, but I did carry items (mostly clothing, medicine, letters,
photos and work supplies) on behalf of people I knew well and trusted to their relatives on the other
side (whereas many mulas carry items for people they don’t know). While I accompanied other
‘professional’ mulas and observed them carrying larger quantities of items, I restricted my own
participation to small loads that could easily be explained as (legal) gifts, and the only time I was
pressured to accept money for my services, I donated the sum to a local community group in Havana.
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confianza (trusted) in Havana willing to vouch for his inclusion in these informal networks. For
those with more limited capital, expertise, or other resources, ‘strong kinship ties can
substitute, providing greater entrepreneurial or informal work opportunities’ in informal
(post)socialist economies (Karjanen 2014: 109).
A friend of the hiring negociante’s (businessman) had moved to Moscow a few years
previously to set up a hostel targeting Cuban mules, which was to be their destination. There
are similar businesses to be found in all the sites around the Mula ring, most notably in
Guyana, Panama, Russia and Mexico. A dozen or so rooms, each with six bunk beds, host
mules who travel there in teams (equipos) along with their negociante, who is financially
responsible for the whole trip. Teams can vary in size from two or three people to half of the
plane, although it’s best to try to keep it to one buying team per room for security purposes.
Theft between rival teams is not unheard of; in Georgetown (Guyana) I observed fist fights
break out between different groups on more than one occasion, usually started by accusations
of theft.
And so Yohan set off to Moscow on Christmas Eve, with five others, dressed in a TShirt. For most mulas the work provides a first opportunity to see the outside world and learn
at their negociante’s hip how this world works, with the hope that if they save up a bit they too
can return one day with their own pack of mules. For professional mules who are being
employed by someone else, space and weight are the two premiums, so they take absolutely
nothing with them. The negociante buys the necessary items for his team upon arrival (in this
case mercifully including a jacket against the Russian winter), all of which is left behind at the
end to maximise space for bringing stuff back to Cuba. Some Cuban mula hostels have started
renting out clothing and toiletries to teams to make the most of the discarded items at the end
(and Abu, the Guyanese owner of a Cuban hostel in Georgetown, had taken this one step
further, providing Cuban chefs in the canteen, free translators and security guards to escort
buyers around the dangerous streets, and a guaranteed ‘fast track’ through exit customs
courtesy of a few friends he had at the airport).
Upon arrival, the work is hard. A typical day might be 5am to 1am the following
morning, with no free time to explore. Each hostel room has its own dedicated minivan and
(Cuban) driver to take the teams to the various warehouses which sell pirated and fake
merchandise by the dozen. While the teams are away, another (Cuban) security guard
monitors the hostel to ensure teams don’t steal from one another. The work is extremely
competitive as each team tries to arrive at the warehouse before the others to get the best
deals. The mula’s role is to physically carry all of the things the negociante decides to buy
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over the course of the day. Emphasis is placed upon the role of young men as ‘carrying bodies’
(cuerpos de cargo) in this context, where it is their ability to carry weight without complaint,
combined with a lack of ‘personal features’ (rasgos personales) such as might attract attention
from the authorities, that makes them attractive for such travel opportunities.
Whether on the streets of Colón (Panama), Georgetown (Guyana), Moscow (Russia)
or Cancún (Mexico), Cuban mulas are easily discernible as they huddle in groups, dragging
black bin bags of merchandise along behind them. Likewise they stand out in airports across
the region, wearing many layers of clothing, up to ten sombreros, with sunglasses perched on
top, and buttons sewn onto those; all to maximise space, and therefore profit. ‘Part of being a
good mula is knowing how to make the most of all that, so you put the tightest layers on first
and build them up, then walk around like you’re constipated!’. Again, emphasis remains on
their ability to physically transport the maximum number of items possible.

Figure 34 A taxi/hostel service 'solo Cubano' (only for Cubans) in Guyana. Photo credit: Author, July 2018

Merchants in Russia in turn need a supply of mint condition dollars to trade with
Chinese and Indian buyers, and so these are typically carried from Miami to Cuba by tour
guides who have easy and frequent access in and out, and then traded in Cuba levying a longreaching network of contacts, before being carried to Russia for exchange there. All in all,
each mula will bring back around US$3000 of merchandise (“the golden rule is any price you
pay in Russia you have to be able to sell for at least triple here in Cuba for it to be worth it. So
a sweater worth US$1 there must sell for at least $3 CUC here…often you can sell it for $10
CUC here though, which is why it’s worth it”), and with the cost of flights and boarding, the
negociante will likely pay around US$5000 per mula in his team. The work is also highly
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gendered; most negociantes won’t employ women as they are perceived as lacking the
physical strength to carry 120lb on their backs, and can cause security issues.26
At the end of the day the team is collected by the Cuban guide and goes back to the
room, where hours are spent removing anything that could add weight. Yohan was adamant
that of 120lb of clothing, up to 10lb could be ‘unnecessary extras’, with the resulting litter
ending up at knee-height across the room. The items are usually slept upon through the course
of the week for added security, until the space between bunks is filled and the teams turn to
packing up the suitcases. Anything with an edge, like shoes, goes in the middle (to make it
less identifiable by airport security), shoe laces are removed to squeeze other shoes inside,
and underwear inside that. The packers work in concentric circles ‘like a little nest’, filling from
the outside in to create perfectly spherical bundles which can be rolled rather than lifted;
clothing must be screwed up into little balls, rather than folded or rolled to prevent airport staff
from counting the number of items on scanned images. The entire package is then wrapped
in tight blue plastic ‘like a little bomb ready to explode’.

Figure 35 Mulas about to start packing the goods in Guyana. Photo credit: Author, July 2018

26

One female mula friend of mine had certainly had difficulties with this, as the hostels are not

segregated by gender and she shared a room with several unknown men. Thereafter she decided only
to travel in groups with several other women and never stay on her own, but she was unusual in this
regard, and most of the mulas who travel very regularly (as opposed to on one-off trips) are young men
hoping to make a name for themselves. Women are often considered to attract too much attention.
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Figure 36 Clothing layered up to maximise space in Guyana. Photo credit: Author, July 2018.

Different locations offer different incentives for mule teams, and in Russia, the big
money is in fake branded clothing and handbags. Various mules insisted the quality of fake
brands in Russia was far higher than in Guyana, and less regulated than in Panama, and thus
could fetch a higher price back in Cuba. In this regard there is also a ‘pecking order’ of
destinations; those with less money to invest or who had already used up their annual 120lb
import allowance27 would travel to Guyana to buy clothing to be sold off at lower rates back in
Cuba. To be able to take a whole team to Russia required significant financial input of
anywhere upwards from around US$ 20,000, which in turn required substantial social capital
or confianza. Meanwhile smaller teams or individuals are able to travel to places like Guyana
or Panama more easily, starting at around US$ 1,000 per person.
In 2017 almost 1,000 Cubans were travelling to Guyana a week, with a buying power
that is now worth an estimated GYD$ 400 million (US$2 million) annually in the Guyanese part
of the trade network alone (Semple, 2016). Meanwhile Yani, who runs a store in Hialeah which
targets Cuban mulas, comfortably takes in US$10,000-$15,000 a month; her store is one of
129 I counted there that specifically caters to this clientele. “And then of course you have the
agencies, the flights, the shipping companies, all the people working as mules, the people
who sort out [resuelven] visas…it’s a whole system [economía completa]”. All these places
have Cubans and locals alike running satellite businesses that depend on this movement of
27

Cuban nationals are permitted to import 120lb of merchandise each, per calendar year, on which they

pay import tax in Cuban pesos (CUP). Thereafter their allowance lowers to 30lb per year, and taxes
must be paid in Cuban convertible pesos (CUC), i.e. are much more expensive. Larger items (like
fridges) must usually be brought in openly and declared, or officials must be bribed to allow onward
passage, while smaller items are typically easier to hide in luggage.
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people; something which struck Yani as impressive evidence of Cubans’ economic agency in
the wider world: “as an international network it must be worth billions of dollars, embargo or
no embargo!”.

Figure 37 Store targeting Cuban mules in Colón, Panama with a play on the words ‘Cuba’ and barato (‘cheap’).
Photo credit: Author, June 2018

Meanwhile, Yohan was certainly learning from the best; his negociante, a man in his
late thirties with a penchant for thick golden chains and sugary drinks, had started out when
he inherited a Havana apartment worth US$25,000 from his grandmother.28 He sold it to
produce the money for the first trip, and to sell everything as quickly as possible when he got
back to Cuba he passed everything to his wife, who in turn sold it all to a friend (who would
then sell it off piece by piece for a further small profit). He reinvested the money and lent $4000
to a ‘brother-friend’. After a few years of working their way around, they had recently bought
an almendrón (a vintage car selling for up to US$40,000 in Cuba) to work as a taxi driver and
tour guide for tourists in Havana.
As for Yohan, he saved the US$200 he earned from his week as a mula (equivalent to
a year’s official state-paid salary for many Cubans), and sees his hard-won trip out of Cuba
as a way of improving his life on the island, not, as might be expected, as a way of leaving
‘poverty’ behind him. Of his first and only trip abroad so far, his main memory is of his final
evening in Moscow, when he was allowed twenty minutes to visit the fabled MacDonald’s he
had grown up hearing so much about. ‘I was so excited about it, and it was so awful, it didn’t
taste of anything! I took my bite of your capitalism and longed for my rice and beans (añoraba
mis moros y cristianos)’. For Yohan, the Mula ring offered the opportunity of gaining a
28

Property sales have been permitted in Cuba since 2011, and the new Cuban Constitution (2019) has

introduced further recognition of private ownership.
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reputation for himself at home as the person who could procure much-needed items, and also
gave him greater access to the visible tropes of a society increasingly infatuated with brand
culture and material consumption. The clothing he brought back gave him a new image which
might get him access to places reserved typically for visiting tourists, where he hoped to have
his upcoming wedding photoshoot with his fiancée.

Figure 38 Cubans waiting to board a flight back home from Georgetown, Guyana with their spherical ‘nests’ of
goods. Photo credit: Author, July 2018

Figure 39 Shop sign in Miami advertising merchandise made in Peru to be sold in Cuba. The store is owned by
Chinese immigrants who import goods from Latin America and China, and employ recently-arrived Cubans in
Miami to speak to the (mostly Cuban) customers.
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Mobilising New and Old Networks and Hierarchies
Part of the social richness and complexity of the Mula ring is that different groups of people
can interact with it in different ways. There is a complex hierarchy determining who can travel
as a mula to where, much of which also maps onto older hierarchies of class and ethnicity in
Cuba. Those with grandparents who came from Spain during the Civil War (1936-1939), for
example, can often apply for Spanish citizenship, which in turn opens doors to other countries
in the European Union and Latin America. Until January 2017 those with family in the U.S.
(where the diaspora has also historically been of white and middle-upper class origins) could
try to leave through that avenue. Consequently, those on the island of white or European
ethnicity are more likely to have the opportunity to obtain a visa to travel abroad, and to have
sources of money from abroad to fund these trips. Those with five-year U.S. visas are a
privileged sub-group, as they can cross the border as many times as they like, and are
uniquely positioned to provide some items (such as hard currency) which cannot be procured
elsewhere.29
The one location in the Mula ring which provides an exception to this rule is Guyana,
which currently does not require a visa for Cubans, and is much nearer and therefore cheaper
to visit than the only other unrestricted option (Russia). For some Cubans of mixed ethnic
origins who want to get into the Mula ring circuit therefore, Guyana is currently the most viable
option, albeit a relatively perilous one. In Guyana, white Cubans typically ‘stand out’ as
ethnically distinct, and are known to carry large sums of cash on their person, and so are
frequent targets of theft and violence (while Afro-Cubans are perhaps less visibly distinctive
to the local population). Likewise, mulas who travel to Panama must cross gang-controlled
areas in Colón to make it to the tax-free Zona Libre shopping area, to the backdrop of
occasional crackles of gunfire.30

29

Obama’s termination of the ‘Wet Foot Dry Foot’ policy in January 2017 put an end to this option.

Subsequently Trump’s reduction of the U.S. Embassy in Havana in 2018 has caused great anxiety, and
will likely have significant implications for many negociantes and mulas as their old five-year visas expire
in the coming years and cannot easily be renewed.
30

Both Panama and Guyana represent particularly dangerous options for Cuban mulas, and those that

I observed there travelled around in large groups, tight-lipped and tense. However, for some, this has
provided new opportunities, such as for Abu who employed ‘security guards’ to accompany shoppers
on their trips.
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Regardless of the various power structures that enable or limit different Cubans’
trajectories abroad, the most crucial aspect of the circulation network in fact relies on social
capital in Cuba. Once the items have been obtained, they have to be sold by employing a
lengthy network of contacts and mediated by the moral code of confianza. This is also the
moment at which the ring crosses over from what is largely a male-oriented domain to a female
gendered space, as these items are almost always sold and bought by women in private
households. Even when not conducted in a private dwelling, such exchange always happens
in enclosed spaces. I have vivid memories of spending a hot and airless day sitting with a
female friend in her stifling office at a major governmental building in Havana; during the
course of the day, various female friends visited her, I presumed in order to carry out some
bureaucratic function of daily life. Each would visit the bathroom before leaving the office,
which introduced a welcome breeze into the corridor. After an hour or two, I realised my friend
in fact had a plastic bin bag of clothing under her desk which she was selling to the public from
inside her office, and they were visiting the bathroom to try the garments on.

Figure 40 Female government employee selling items from the Mula ring in a government office in Havana.
Photo credit: Author, February 2018

In this regard the emergence of the Mula ring aligns with the casa/calle (home/street,
public/private) division in Cuba, which has long been considered a legacy of Spanish
colonialism in Latin America (Rosendahl 1997:58-62; Härkönen 2014:18). Indeed, Anna
Pertierra has described the
‘gendered process of re-localisation which took place during and after the Special
Period, in which the household was re-signified for Cuban women. The daily lives of
women in post-Soviet Cuba centre upon the household in terms of activities, income
and social status, to a degree that might seem surprising given the socialist revolution’s
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promotion of equality of the sexes and more than four decades of provision of
extensive state services’ (Pertierra 2008:744).
In the Mula ring the men are typically sent out into the public domain to acquire material items,
before returning to the private domain where the women distribute and exchange the items of
value, leveraging their own considerable social capital in the interest of the family economic
unit. Both males and females mobilise kinship networks in various guises respectively to fulfil
these roles. While both work in strongly gendered spheres, there is arguably more female
agency and power at play here than Pertierra allows for; the circulation of material items from
privately run household ‘shops’ is certainly akin to gendered female roles of family care,
nutrition, provision and social ‘gossip’, but these roles are also actively employed by women
to assert control over the economic regulation of the household. As the vehicles for the
circulation of items, women capitalise their social and kin relations to economically support
themselves and their families, and in so doing wield real economic power, albeit within a highly
gendered context (Cieślewska, 2014; Pertierra, 2008; Safa, 1995; C. A. Smith, 2005; Sutton,
1992).
Helman’s mother Mislei and sister Lisette are just one example. Lisette earns the
equivalent of US$14 a month in her state job, but her friend regularly travels as a mula.
Roughly once a month, Lisette buys the contents of his most recent trip, and takes it home to
her mother. They sort through everything on the floor of the family apartment; if it’s bulk-bought
and low-quality clothing, Lisette may simply sell everything on in one go to an old school friend.
As the items are decent fakes this time, with brand names, she spaces them out around the
room, and messages a few friends. Over the next day or so, various friends call round to try
clothes on and hold up handbags to the cracked mirror balanced on a worn sofa. Some can’t
afford the price that Lisette has set, and for the special few who have a longstanding
relationship of confianza, they are allowed to buy at a slightly higher price on credit, with an
agreement to pay in instalments (a plazo) over the coming months.31
Meanwhile Mislei, who is in her late sixties and knows little of the latest fashions, is an
excellent seamstress, and, for a small fee, will alter clothing, or sew on fake branded logos;
the materials for which also come from abroad. She keeps all the scraps to make accessories
31

This is akin to how I have heard the ‘loans’ business works in Cuba’s informal sector. As this is illegal,

it is a world that operates on similar moral codes of ‘trust’ and ‘honour’, but given the obvious risks of
moving in this world, my participants strongly advised me against seeking it out.
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like children’s pionero bandanas and socks,32 which she can also sell to mothers in
neighbouring apartments. Even here then, in a legal example of self-employed private
entrepreneurship (i.e. the sale of a product produced by one’s own labour), the tools and
materials for this labour must be acquired illegally- por la izquierda (Concepción 2016). From
time to time Lisette also manages to source various dog treats and shampoos, which she can
re-sell to her next-door neighbour who runs a veterinary practice from his front room. Any
jewellery is also set aside to be given to a cousin, who later re-sells it for a profit to tourists in
Martinique. All in all, Lisette and Mislei top up their monthly income by up to US$400 a month.
Notions of kinship are frequently invoked in these arrangements of exchange (visiting
buyers would frequently call Mislei mamá), and for the most part male and female realms
remain separate. Crossing over into a different gendered space can be a dangerous process,
as Lisette was quick to warn me, given the number of solicitations I received (with my
privileged non-Cuban non-American passport status) for working as a mula myself. Lisette’s
(Cuban) friend, for example, was working as a mula in Mexico when she was asked by an
unknown man to deliver a birthday card to Cuba. The envelope in fact contained a forged seal
for falsifying official documents, and Lisette’s friend was sent to a Cuban prison for three years.
This can perhaps be interpreted as a deliberately dishonest invocation of kinship and
confianza within a gendered space where, because of her status as unprotected by her own
‘kin’, Lisette’s friend fell victim to the unregulated illegal activity which can also prosper in these
informal networks.
Although manifested and mobilised in different ways according to gender, what is clear
is that the confianza that enables and is reinforced by this Mula ring is itself aiding the
emergence of new class structures within Cuba. Those who can leverage their social networks
to succeed in this emerging economy can gain economic status and political prestige, which
in turn can signal better education, better jobs, or even better marriage prospects (Bastian,
2016, 2018). In short, a nouveau-riche is emerging alongside these networks, accompanied
by new regimes of symbolic meaning as aesthetic choices (overtly valuing items acquired
32

The José Martí Pioneer Organization (Organización de Pioneros José Martí) is a Cuban youth

organization created in 1961 as a replacement for the banned Scouts Association. The initiation takes
place with a traditional act of giving a neckerchief, blue or red depending on the student's level; from
that moment it forms a part of the scholastic uniform. Its motto is: "Pioneers for communism: Let us be
like Che [Guevara]!"
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abroad) demarcate these emerging classes of prestige in new forms of cultural hegemony
(Bourdieu 1984).

Conclusion
In this chapter I have outlined a newly emerging informal network of transnational circulation
which I call the ‘Mula ring’. This network is the primary way in which Cubans from all sections
of society acquire material items, either directly or indirectly, and as such is a substantial
economic force both on the island and in its diasporas. Many of those embedded in these
transnational networks are mobilising these relations to exert considerable economic power,
as well as local sociopolitical prestige, which in turn is forging new socialities while a new
hegemonic cultural order is becoming increasingly conspicuous (Eckstein, 2003). While these
networks by no means (yet) represent one coherent culturally recognized ‘system’, as
Malinowki’s Kula ring so iconically does, a focus upon them nonetheless reveals how Cubans
have long operated on a transnational and globalised economic stage, and while there are
certainly new power dialectics emerging from increased remittance flows from the diaspora,
these flows in fact operate in multiple directions, not just from the diaspora. Defying the
expectations of many, some Cubans on the island are able to exert considerable agency both
on and off the island due to the way in which they leverage social capital to navigate this
network.
The Mula ring in turn draws upon more traditional modalities of social life in Cuba,
many of which are highly gendered (as explored in Chapter 2). Traditional Cuban and
Caribbean binaries of public and private come to the fore once again, although not necessarily
always to the detriment of female agency as might be presumed. My research reveals how
women are key to the success of these informal networks of circulation, and indeed, the
traditionally ‘female’ sphere of ‘gossip’ (chisme) and information exchange is in fact of crucial
importance to its success, as has been found in other Caribbean and post-socialist contexts
(Cieślewska, 2014; Sasunkevich, 2016; C. A. Smith, 2005). Moreover, the need for such
networks to operate in private spaces due to state restrictions arguably enables women like
Lisette and Mislei to access to some considerable economic power and cultural capital.
The emergence and consolidation of these networks over the past five years, drawing
upon trajectories from the past two decades, is in turn fostering the rise of a new
socioeconomic class in Cuba, and perhaps even an increasing focus upon aesthetics of
individualism, arguably in defiance of the very ideals of the socialist revolution under which
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Cuba still formally operates. Although impossible to quantify, this nouveau-riche is exerting
considerable influence in many aspects of social life, from education opportunities and local
politics to family, fashion and home ownership, and thus participation in such networks can
lead to fame, prestige, and expanding spheres of personhood, as with Kula exchange (Munn
1987). Yohan’s negociante for example had successfully navigated the ring to create a new
life for him and his family, as well as enhance his role and influence in his community.
Moreover, as we saw in Chapter 1, these increasing disparities between emerging modes of
value and older notions of ‘success’ are increasingly being exported into the Hialeah diaspora.
In a void of state regulation, these new networks self-govern using a longstanding
moral regime, confianza, which likely predates the Revolution but took hold across society
during Cuba’s Special Period of economic hardship, and offers an alternate social code to that
provided by the official State. From a period of socioeconomic rupture, new ‘rules of the game’
are emerging, the navigation of which can lead to considerable success (which, as discussed
in Chapter 1, is itself a concept interpreted in specific ways at a local level). This confianza
mobilizes extended kinship ties invoked either through blood relation or equivalent (as
presented in Chapter 2), and can be leveraged within the network as social capital, both for
good and ill. This nascent system still draws upon older forms of Cuban sociality, including
notions of reciprocity, yet has adapted over recent decades to material scarcity and economic
hardship.
In this light, the Mula ring can arguably be seen as a dynamic and creative indigenous
approach to combat the political and economic isolationist course officially taken by Cuba over
the past three decades. By no means merely a Caribbean ‘version’ of the famous Kula ring,
the Cuban Mula ring instead vividly demonstrates the deeply imbricated connection of
economic processes in various guises with culture in multiple and complex ways. By tracing
the informal material flows that constitute Cuba’s extensive transnational presence at the
beginning of the twenty-first century, we also confront evolving dynamics of gender,
relatedness and personhood. Moreover, in many instances it is through an actor’s capacity to
creatively mobilise the ‘spaces between’ such categories of ‘person’ and ‘thing’, ‘family’ versus
‘employer’, ‘public’ and ‘private’, and so forth, that this Cuban world is most successfully
navigated.
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Chapter 4
The ‘e-Mula Ring’: Digital Networks Between Havana and the Cuban
Diaspora

Just as Cuba has experienced decades of material scarcity — resulting in the domestic
inventiveness in circumventing such limitations that I presented in the last chapter as an
emerging ‘Mula ring’ — so too have Cubans struggled to acquire digital items in recent years,
thanks to both the U.S. Embargo and the Cuban government’s own restrictive internet policies.
In this chapter, I explore the ways in which this resourcefulness for circulating and generating
new cultural forms across spaces of social rupture maps over from the material world into an
emerging digital sphere, with marked parallels to the informal networks of material circulation
already outlined in this thesis.
Cuba’s peer-to-peer digital file sharing network el paquete (‘the package’) has gained
global attention in recent years (García Martínez, 2017; Helft, 2015; Parish, 2018; San Pedro,
2015), viewed as a domestic response to this widespread scarcity of internet access, and even
an inventive answer to Netflix (Ayuso, 2015) from an island which remains prohibited from
officially consuming much international online content. The network has grown and
consolidated itself over the past eight or so years to become the primary source of online
information and entertainment for the majority of Cubans across the island; indeed, some even
consider it to be the island’s largest (unofficial) employer (Fazekas & Marshall, 2016; Press,
2015).
This curated database of digital content circulates hand-to-hand across the island through
USB sticks and hard drives, and includes everything from last night’s episode of Game of
Thrones aired on HBO (in the U.S.) to thousands of hours of international TV shows and
movies, video games, music and music videos, sports matches, e-books and magazines, cell
phone applications, anti-virus updates and classified advertisements. Altogether the content
amounts to up to one Terabyte per week, although few Cubans actually purchase the entire
thing. The popularity and ubiquity of this network is such that while in 2015, it was distributed
on a weekly basis, crossing the island every Monday morning with bus drivers and pilots, by
2017 it had already become a daily phenomenon, with content copied, re-copied and sold on
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across networks of paqueteros (‘packagers’), who in turn distribute the material for a profit in
their local area. The cost of subscribing to the paquete varies from neighbourhood to
neighbourhood, and dealer to dealer, but prices can be as low as 2 Cuban pesos (10 cents)
for an episode of a show, thus allowing Cubans to ‘transform their offline digital devices and
television set into the equivalent of cloud-enabled, data-rich smart phones and TVs’ (Henken
2017: 433).
For the most part, compilers of this digital content toe a delicate line of legality, and the
unwritten rule for participation without unpleasant consequences is that no politics or
pornography can be included. Meanwhile, revenue comes back through two avenues:
payments from subscribers on the one hand, and also paid advertisements from local private
businesses on the other. Most paqueteros are able to operate legally under a set of licenses
for self-employed work (Henken & Ritter, 2014; Ritter, 2014), although many of these licences
were frozen in 2017, and private advertising remains illegal on the island. Alongside its
international content, since 2013 the network has also facilitated the distribution of
independently produced Cuban content, including journalism, music and domestic TV shows
and film, allowing new genres and voices to be circulated more widely through the public
sphere (Henken 2017).

Figure 41 Advert on a bus stop wall in Havana for Cuba's first independent TV channel, which is distributed
through el paquete, March 2018.
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While el paquete has been largely fetishised by the wider world as a surprising digital
quirk in an otherwise ‘analogue’ place viewed as stuck in the past (Nelson, 2016), it in fact
does not represent anything drastically new to Cuban societal organisation. Indeed, el paquete
is arguably the archetypal Cuban response to a scarcity of digital content, and in this regard it
is merely the recent iteration of what has long been a domesticating approach to obtaining
both material and digital goods on the island. Informal networks have been crucial to most
aspects of Cuban consumption for decades, becoming the definitive manner in which the
problems of everyday life are resolved (see Chapter 3, also Fernández 2000: 29–32; Henken
2005; Pertierra 2011). The acquisition of goods through informal means remains entirely
standard practice to Cubans, who consider it ‘normal or even admirable behaviour that is not
necessarily a disavowal of the Cuban state or of the socialist economy’ (Pertierra 2012: 402).
This black market bricolage dominates a myriad of aspects in Cuban everyday life, from
sourcing groceries to getting from place to place, as has been typical in many post-Soviet
economies (Centeno & Portes, 2006; Ledeneva, 2017; Morris & Polese, 2014). Moreover,
such practices of informal music circulation are common in many low-income countries, as
has been well documented (Boudreault-Fournier, 2017; Manuel, 2014; Schoon, 2016;
Steingo, 2015; Stern, 2014). In this chapter I argue that el paquete can best be understood as
a digital extension of the same social practices which have forged the Mula Ring over the last
decade; both are informal networks that observe local practices of gender, power and kinship
to circulate valued material-digital items across transnational Cuban communities.

A Short History of ‘El Paquete’
El paquete’s genesis actually goes back several decades to the 1970s and 80s, when Cubans
first started to find ways to circulate foreign films, magazines and music that didn’t air on staterun TV. My 30-year-old friend Nestor has vivid childhood memories of helping his grandfather,
who had a side-business of renting out books and movies:
‘He had this great passion for cinema… so as an alternative means of income he started
renting out magazines, books and films in the 70s. The earliest memory that I have of that
part of the business was a big wooden trunk he had for all the magazines. And I remember
another person would come from another city to swap with my grandfather. The thing was,
you’d have a hundred or a hundred and fifty books and a group of customers, so when
your customers had read everything, you had to do something, so to get round that problem
my grandfather would circulate materials with someone in another city. They used to
communicate between themselves, like networks, and like that it grew… a network to
distribute and interchange materials… At that time the other way of getting hold of
magazines and so forth was the ones left behind by tourists or visiting relatives in hotels.
People would laminate them so they lasted longer and rent them out... At the same time
cassette tapes started to circulate, and my grandfather exchanged all 200 of his books for
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8 VHS tapes. People loved that you could watch something more than once, and from that
moment the business started to grow. All of the sections you now see on el paquete, like
sport and soap operas, started out on the cassettes, and just like you go to the film banks
now, you could go and rent out a tape.’ (Interview, Havana, February 2018).

Figure 42 Licensed 'banco de discos' or film bank, where the public can buy or rent movies, books etc, in
Havana, September 2018.

Throughout the 1980s, ship workers, touring musicians and plane pilots would bring in
Betamaxes from abroad either to sell or rent out: word would go around as to who had what,
and people would copy their own versions.33 In 1991 the Cuban government installed an
antenna on the roof of the Hotel Havana Libre so that tourists and diplomats could watch ten
American channels, and locals quickly found a way to catch and repeat the signal in the
neighbourhood and record shows to sell on to others. The Cuban diaspora in Miami also made
the most of this development, and started broadcasting radio and television programmes
through satellite dishes facing out across the sea, in the hope of transmitting alternative
sources of news to the island.34 This practice continues to this day, with many of the more
33

Betamax was an analogue cassette-recording device popular through the 1970s and 80s before the

invention of VHS, which has latterly been replaced by DVDs and Blu-Ray technology.
34

For example, in the early 1980s, the U.S. Government planned to create a radio station to be known

as Radio Free Cuba, in the hope of hastening the fall of Fidel Castro. The station — renamed Radio
Martí after Cuban independence fighter José Martí — was established in 1983 by President Ronald
Reagan and continues running to the present day, along with a sister television station.
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affluent Havana households owning a parabolic antenna to catch the signal from Spanishspeaking channels in nearby South Florida. Some also repeat the signal to their neighbours
and make a profit in the process by charging a monthly fee.
Indeed, some households in Havana are in fact more connected into American media
networks than those in Miami itself. In November 2017 I was asked to give a lecture about el
paquete at Florida International University in Miami; the event was widely attended and
resulted in short interviews on various Spanish-language local television stations afterwards.
As my Miami household couldn’t afford a TV license, I never saw the footage, but to my
surprise, a friend’s grandmother in Havana saw the coverage later that night on the ‘local’
news, and convinced a neighbour to send me some of the clips she had recorded via his work
email address. And so, ironically, I was ultimately able to see coverage of my own Miami
lecture about el paquete courtesy of an elderly lady in Havana and her deftness with a USB
stick (Cearns, 2020b).
In the 1990s, the Cuban government’s response to the ‘Special Period’ of economic
crisis was to open the island to economic remittances, primarily from the diaspora in Miami,
but as Albert Laguna has shown, this move also had the ‘unwanted effect of creating an
opening for ‘cultural remittances’ that fuel[ed] the transnational imaginary on the island’ (2017:
159). While Cubans had managed to access some limited foreign content before this time, as
discussed above, it was during the 1990s that the floodgates were truly opened to foreign
media content. This was also when Kike first started to send video content back to his family
in Havana. Kike had been the cameraman who filmed much of my el paquete lecture on behalf
of one of the major Spanish language Miami channels, and the following week, he confided to
me over a coffee that he had been secretly making copies of television content at work for
decades and sending them to Havana.
This had begun in 1992 when he had first gone back to Havana to visit relatives; he
took with him some cassettes of music and was struck by how delighted they were with them.
In fact, a queue formed outside the door as neighbours ‘booked in’ slots to listen to the
cassettes of Willy Chirino music.35 Upon his return to Miami, Kike started making short movies

35

Willy Chirino (born 1947) is a Grammy-winning Cuban-American singer who left Cuba as a child, and

has had numerous hits in the Miami diaspora, including Yo No Coopero Con La Dictadura (‘I Don't
Cooperate with the Dictatorship’).
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of Miami on his camcorder to send back to his relatives, with a voiceover explaining what they
were looking at. Episodes included ‘how to use a microwave’ and ‘planes taking off from the
runway across from my office’. ‘Since I worked for Telemundo at the time, I had access to the
original tapes, so if I was editing something I thought was good, I’d make a copy to Betamax
or VHS and then I put them all together at home. Once I’d got a few together, I’d send them
over with someone who was going, and we’d label them as ‘wedding videos’ in case anyone
in the airport asked’. As there was limited communication between families on and off the
island at that time, Kike also expanded into making movies of people talking to camera about
their lives, so that they could send ‘video diaries’ to their estranged relatives. ‘It was very very
emotional you know? People hadn’t seen their mother for 25 years, so on camera they’d hold
up their new-born baby and say here, this is your grandson’. Such audio-visual remittances
allowed separated families in many cases to see and hear one another for the first time in
years, but also to confront alternative ‘Cuban’ lives. They become not merely a way of staying
in touch, but also ‘an integral part of how Cubans on and off the island produce and negotiate
their respective subjectivities’ (Knauer 2009: 165).
While most of el paquete’s content originally came from abroad (through various
clandestine means, probably including Kike’s efforts), nowadays the majority of the content is
actually downloaded in Havana itself. Some is downloaded through special internet accounts
granted to university staff, party members, and the like, which are less restricted, while the
rest is downloaded on hotel computers through the night, when the available bandwidth is
typically greater. The matrices (headquarters) of the major producers and distributors of el
paquete now have sufficient technical equipment to be able to copy multiple files at the same
time, enabling them to reproduce el paquete on a mass scale that was impossible even just a
few short years ago.
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Figure 43 Diagram showing flows of digital content into and across the paquete network

Meanwhile, as production of el paquete has centralised into four major ‘houses’ or matrices,
local artists, filmmakers, journalists, businesses and musicians have also started directly
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paying these matrices to include their own content. Inclusion of promotional materials starts
from around 30 CUC ($30) a month.36 In this way, content on el paquete is not solely foreign,
but now contains domestically produced contributions too. In a paquete that went out on April
1st 2019, for example, almost 5% of the content (approximately 40 Gigabytes) had been
created on the island itself (Cearns, 2020c).
Notably, this emerging arena of circulation is also largely dominated by demographics
that traditionally have not occupied primary positions in Cuban cultural production: many (if
not most) paqueteros are young, not university educated, and of Afro-Cuban descent. Those
who develop and contribute domestic content also frequently come from more ‘sidelined’
groups, including youth from impoverished urban neighbourhoods (Mónica, 2012), young
Afro-Cuban men and women (Levine, 2020; Whynacht, 2009), and communities of queer or
trans activists (Speakman, 2018; Stout, 2014b). International content is also not necessarily
solely American; in fact, Asian programmes (such as Korean dorama, Turkish soap opera and
Japanese manga and anime) are increasingly popular, as are other Latin American genres
such as Mexican and Brazilian telenovelas. This can arguably be seen as a legacy of socialist
cosmopolitan cultural policies that encouraged the consumption of world cinema and
distribution (Iordanova, 2003), resulting in a contemporary audience across Cuba that is wellversed in a variety of filmic genres. Moreover, the most successful paqueteros are those
culturally fluent enough in various social idioms and genres to be able to tailor to their clientele,
as is common to informal traders in multicultural settings (Rhys-Taylor, 2013).

36

Although it’s worth noting that some of my participants had started pulling out of such contracts, as -

given the number of paqueteros who cut materials out of the paquete judging them not to be of interest
to their local customers - it was becoming increasingly difficult to ensure the promotions would arrive
on the end consumer’s USB stick.
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Figure 44 Handwritten 'order form' requesting particular episodes of various shows, alongside an advert for “the
world on your TV or PC: We have the most recent shows from anywhere in the world… and we can also look for
anything you want to see again” in a paquetero’s ‘office’. Havana, March 2018

Figure 45 Price list displayed in the window of a paquetero's home in El Cerro, Havana. March 2018.

147

A Parallel Internet
While el paquete has attracted considerable attention from across the world for being an
ingenuous response to limited internet access, it has also become a trope of the increasing
stereotyping of Cuba as an analogue or ‘digital detox’ destination. “Step back in time”, we are
invited, “and leave the stresses of modern life behind” (Anon., 2019), while in Cuba, “where
Wi-Fi is both slow and terrible, you will be an emissary from the future, a hint of the degeneracy
to come” (García Martínez, 2017). El paquete has meanwhile been hailed by foreigners as
“the internet distilled down to its purest, most consumable, and least interactive form” (ibid.).
To Cubans, however, el paquete is distinct from the internet as we would know it. The internet
(in the sense of the World Wide Web, provided in Cuba by the state-owned company
ETECSA) is slow, expensive, and is used for communication purposes alone: either for email
or internet calls to friends and relatives overseas. El paquete, meanwhile, is a source of
information, entertainment, and most importantly, a network of social relations. USB sticks
assume the role of ‘social portable libraries of Cuban identity, where librarians are a latticework
of social networks of friends and trusted colleagues’ (Astley 2016: 16).
As Daniel Miller and Heather Horst point out in their manifesto for a Digital
Anthropology, ‘the importance of cultural relativism and the global nature of our encounter with
the digital’ is to negate ‘assumptions that the digital is necessarily homogenizing’, and thus a
digital anthropological lens onto such phenomena as el paquete might allow us to explore ‘the
illusions we retain of a non-mediated, noncultural, predigital world’ (Miller and Horst 2012: 312). Digital technology exists within wider social networks that include analogue and other
media technologies, and Cuba’s paquete is a prime example of how digital practices are
extensions of pre-existing social and material worlds, constructed by agents who are situated
in cultural specificities. Perhaps most striking about el paquete as a digital network is its visible
reliance upon the material, which is so often presented as juxtaposed to the digital or ‘virtual’
nature of the ‘online’ world. Often, especially when working smoothly, the materiality of the
digital remains invisible to the user, yet, as boyd emphasizes, “the architecture of a particular
environment matters” (boyd 2011: 37; see also Crowdy 2015), and nowhere more visibly (or
tangibly) than in the case of Cuba.
Vincente Morin Aguado has seen USBs in Cuba as “the people’s Internet” (Morin
Aguado, 2015), but el paquete would perhaps be better understood as a parallel internet which
has developed in its own unique techno-social and economic setting. There was nothing
predetermined in the 1990s about the way the World Wide Web would develop to become a
product through which users’ personal data is harnessed and remobilised for the financial gain
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of large corporations (Zuboff, 2019); nor is there anything inevitable about the proposal that
Cuba’s ‘internet’ will morph into the identical sibling of Google ‘when things change’
(Johnstone, 2019). Indeed, el paquete arguably harnesses some features of what the wider
world knows as the Internet; its success and profit is also mediated by the harnessing of social
data, only in this case, face-to-face knowledge of customers by astute paqueteros who serve
their surrounding neighbourhood. Yet in other regards it manifests itself differently; notions of
ownership and property are distinct (as will be discussed later), as are conceptualizations of
authentic or ‘original’ content, and the interface of state and citizen through mutual
surveillance. As my Cuban friend Carlos once put it to me after a few beers, ‘you all get so
high and mighty about your free Internet, but do you think Google is any different? They watch
every move you make, and they profit from it. So it’s all a matter of perspective…’.
In this light, el paquete can be considered an indigenous response to a particular
moment in time, where private business licences are obtainable and yet material (and digital)
things still often circulate through older networks of distribution which were consolidated under
socialism (see Chapter 3). El paquete has rendered visible an emerging public space in the
Cuban landscape: information and material exchange has always been mediated through
social relationships in Cuba and beyond, but this process has now manifested itself through
new channels of circulation. El paquete represents an ‘opportunity to synchronise with trends
and conversations outside the island’ (Laguna 2017: 159), but also within the island, which is
arguably equally as potent. The transformative power of the internet as interpreted in the wider
world is ‘not that it allows access to information, but rather that it provides a public venue that
allows ordinary people to… tell their own stories, to recontextualise existing knowledge and
official narratives, and to create their own social networks for sharing ideas’ (Bernal 2014: 9).
If in ‘Western countries’, or the Global North, the digital phenomenon has often been accused
of generating alienation and individualization amongst users (Gladwell, 2010; Morozov, 2011;
Nygren & Gidlund, 2016), in Cuba, digital access (via el paquete more so than online access)
‘implies a series of private and relational practices that have contributed to the appropriation
of public space by citizens’ (Liosi 2017; Boudreault-Fournier 2019: 751). Indeed, this nascent
national public space has galvanised and mobilised new discourses across the island, as has
been the case for my friend Nestor, whose own artistic work tells us that ‘el paquete is, in fact,
the Cuban public space today and that a gallery as well as a public space should be imagined
outside the boundaries of the political and cultural elites’ (Mónica, 2017).
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Curating ‘El Paquete’
Nestor is a Cuban artist, originally from Camagüey, but now living and working principally with
digital and visual media in Havana. His first artistic interaction with what would later become
el paquete was back in 2009, when he created a short film exploring the layers of creativity
applied to the audio-visual product by all whose hands it passed through, resulting in an quasi
palimpsestic digital product with multiple authors:
“it was about the process my grandfather lived when he rented out disks. He received the
film from a matriz in Camagüey, burnt it, watched it, and then chose which genre to assign
it, which actor to name, he made the cases and chose the information to put on, and then
distributed them around the neighbourhood, so all that post-production process, which had
nothing to do with the actual film itself, was what I made the film about’ (Interview, Havana,
March 2018).

As a result of this, Nestor met the organisers of one of the major Havana matrices — ‘Omega’
— in 2013, and was invited to place his artwork into el paquete itself.
‘I didn’t like the idea, I wanted to create something more horizontal so that other artists
could also participate. So I used the invitation to create an ‘online’ pirate event, the first in
Cuba, and I used el paquete like an ‘online’ platform to circulate all the artists’ (Interview,
Havana, March 2018).

This project eventually became a folder called ‘!!!Sección A R T E’37 which goes out in the
Omega paquete once a month, and aims to circulate the latest artwork by various Cuban
artists, as well as well-known art from around the world. Nestor subsequently met the
American artist Julia Weist, and together they agreed to curate a project on el paquete at
Queen’s Museum in New York in 2017-18.

37

The use of the punctuation at the beginning is a common naming device in el paquete, as it moves

folders to the top of a hard drive when ordered alphabetically.
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Figure 46 !!!Sección A R T E appearing in a January 2018 copy of el paquete

For this project, the artists created a collection of content to insert into Omega’s
paquete, and then travelled across Cuba to each sub-matriz to see how their content was
stripped out, altered, or copied in different parts of Cuba. In the majority of cases, the content
was removed by local paqueteros who deemed it not to be of interest to their regular clients,
but in some cases Nestor discovered he had enthusiastic followers in even the most
geographically remote of places across Cuba. They were also able to observe the way the
territorial nature of matrices, sub-matrices and paqueteros affected how and when content
was circulated around emerging power networks. For example, even the controller of domestic
flight schedules from Havana airport had considerable agency in this process, and when the
first flight to Guantanamo was swapped to arrive before the first Santiago-bound flight,
paqueteros realised they could drive their paquete on a motorbike from Guantanamo to
Santiago before the latter’s arrival, thus undercutting the market with their own supply of digital
content. In this way, Nestor and Julia’s art work changed as it moved, with each layer of
subsequent curation altering the end product. Their artistic practice, mediated by the highly
material digital landscape of Cuba, became a practice of texts constantly being re-inscribed
and re-interpreted by new authors. Noelle Stout has discussed similarly rapid and
decentralised distribution of audio-visual materials in Cuba (Stout, 2014b). Echoing
deconstructionist debates of the twentieth century, the text (or artistic work, or indeed, jpeg
file) detaches itself from the author(s) and moves beyond his or her control or intention,
assuming its position in a public, co-constituted space (Barthes 1977; Burke 1998; Foucault
1977; Sterne 2016: 826).
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If following these digital and material flows across Cuba was to challenge their ideas
of artistic creation and authorship, exporting el paquete to be the centrepiece of their New
York exhibition revealed yet further acts of re-interpretation (Hernández Tapia, 2017). A further
element to their exhibition was to be a 65 Terabyte hard drive, displayed in the gallery, with
an entire year’s worth of paquetes saved onto what would be the first material archive of this
otherwise ephemeral (unarchived) digital library of Cuban popular culture. First they had to
find a way of physically exporting all of this data, which could not be sent by email due to the
considerable size of the files. In the end, social media was harnessed to recruit tourists, tour
guides, mulas and visiting scholars to aid in the attempt:

Figure 47 Social call via Instagram for help transporting hard drives to New York from Havana, November 2017.

Once compiled in the museum, American visitors could for the first time scroll through a year’s
worth of Cuban digital content (something which would never be possible in Cuba itself as
hard drives are rewritten again and again to make use of space), and could even buy a piece
of their own paquete in the museum gift shop.
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Figure 48 Visitor at Queen’s Museum browsing el paquete, wearing a ‘paquete’ tote bag, January 2018.

Figure 49 Paquete mugs for sale in the gift shop. The design was done by a private agency based in Havana.
Photo: Hai Zhang, courtesy of Queen’s Museum.

In this regard Nestor and Julia exported Cuba’s public material-digital space and exhibited it
in a public material-digital space in New York. In the process, they, like the paqueteros in
Cuba, were able to curate their own package, or parallel internet, and through facilitating the
flow of this content from one place to another, were also able to profit from the process.

Making a Name for Oneself
Despite the oft-celebrated, decentralising, do-it-yourself aspect of content production in the
digital era, at the same time there is a contradictory tendency ‘toward a certain form of
concentration in the industry’, as has been evident in various world music scenes (Manuel
2014: 410; Azenha 2006). While el paquete has created a new public space within Cuba, this
is not to say that this public space operates as a democracy, just as Internet access in no way
predetermines democratic organisation (Cearns, 2020a; Gladwell, 2010). Perhaps one of the
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most dynamic aspects of the consolidation of el paquete as a material and digital network
spanning the entire island has been its increasing commoditization and centralization under
the emerging hegemonic powers of cultural representation in Cuba: the matrices. Two in
particular (Omega and Estudios Odissea, both based in Havana) have become the major
portals through which most digital content consumed in Cuba, both domestic and international,
must flow.
The increasing importance of such ‘branding’ (which is watermarked at the bottom of
a significant proportion of digital audio-visual content seen today in Cuba) has also trickled
down to the sub-matrices and paqueteros, who, in a bid to maintain their territories of
distribution, must also compete for customer loyalty. Some individuals have achieved both
national and international fame (along with a prized visa to visit the U.S.) due to a combination
of their roles in the circulation of el paquete, and their ability to market themselves as
gatekeepers to this world. It is through their social connectedness that these individuals
manage to travel beyond themselves, sending forth their digital content across the island and
beyond, and so making a name for themselves. In this regard, the head paqueteros operating
in Cuba now bring to mind the Trobriand Argonauts of the Kula Ring who, through their ability
to act as portals between material and social words, expand their personhood and ‘fame’
(Munn, 1987). The very materiality of Cuba’s ‘parallel internet’ due to its transportation via
USB sticks and hard drives provides further opportunity for these digital Argonauts to market
their own names; it is common to see both file names and physical hard drives adapted to
include the paquetero’s trademark.
Perhaps the most famous of all of the paqueteros has been Elio ‘El Transportador’,
whose ability to speak English facilitated interviews in several magazines off the island (Helft,
2015). Shortly after, Elio’s protégée Danys followed suit, and eventually moved to Miami via
Mexico, where he also gained recognition as an ‘inventor’ of the paquete (Reyes, 2016).
Interestingly, a few days after my televised Miami lecture on the topic, Danys found and
contacted me through Facebook, offering an interview (with his lawyer in attendance) in return
for a suggested fee of a few hundred dollars. I politely declined, citing limited PhD funds, but
throughout the following year, I received regular communications from him, seeking further
conversation and opportunity.
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Figure 50 Conversations over the course of 2017-2018 with Danys, through Facebook Messenger. He makes
contact, saying he saw me on TV, and then tries to negotiate payment for being ‘the only one who can give you
the information you need [about el paquete] for your blog’

A few months later, in Havana, I bumped into another ‘founder’ of el paquete, who also
sought me out. Yino, a thirty-something man bedecked in blingy jewellery symbolising his
hard-earned success (see Chapter 1), was having some ‘problems’ with the Cuban
government and had had his audio-visual license suspended. While his lawyer ‘resolved’
(resolvió) the problem for him, he was keen to tell me how he had in fact invented el paquete
alongside Elio and Danys, but once they’d gained visas to leave, they had ‘stolen all the credit’.
He bitterly intimated that his own ‘lack of prowess’ in front of the camera (by which I imagine
he meant his shyness) had limited his rise as a ‘brand’ within the paquete world, in the way
that his friends Elio and Danys (who no longer contacted him) had. But he had a plan to get
his fiefdom back, once this legal issue had been resolved. ‘The thing is, they act like they’re
still running it all, but they’re not, there’s no way you could do that from outside [afuera]. Danys
hasn’t had any involvement for a few years now, regardless of what he says. But I’m still here,
tuned into word on the street [a tono con la radio bemba], you’ve got to stay connected, you
know?’.
As a matter of fact, Yino was in the strong position of receiving regular feedback from
consumers across the island, enabling him to keep his finger on the pulse of what was popular
and what was not.
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Figure 51 Feedback emails sent to Yino in April-May 2018 from fans across Cuba, thanking him for, amongst
other things, ‘giving the poor Cuban people something to entertain themselves with’

This cultivation of personal brand has repeated itself along the paquete food chain, with many
adverts placed on el paquete itself in the classifieds section trying to undercut others’ business
by promoting a uniquely personal service:

Figure 52 Advert for Bryan's paquete, in a classifieds section of el paquete, November 2017. The focus remains
on his experience, quality, wide selection, competitive pricing and willingness to deliver at home.

‘Los Piratas del Caríbe’ and e-Mules
While the consolidation of el paquete as the primary source of digital content in Cuba has, as
discussed, fomented an increasing commoditization of digital content associated with personal
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brand, it also simultaneously invokes parallel movements across Latin America, the ‘Global
South’ and beyond, towards decommoditization, as consumers find ways to share content
amongst themselves. As Miller and Horst point out, ‘what does seem clear is that the digital is
indeed a further twist to the dialectical screw’ (2012: 7), insofar as it can simultaneously be
more and less commoditising in its effects. Horst’s own ethnographic work (2011) has
revealed how open-source software and ‘free culture’ in Brazil is more broadly tied to a culture
of resistance to hegemonic global culture and traditional patterns of production and ownership.
In Brazil, pirated products are almost everywhere, while the hegemonic national politics of
‘mixture’ gives piracy a ‘particular urgency’ as a critique of the injustice of the international
market (Dent 2012: 32).
The case of el paquete in Cuba has similarly opened up these forms of media piracy
to a wider demographic, making digital products available to a broad swath of citizens whilst
also, paradoxically, providing them with lucrative business opportunities which often
simultaneously seek to deconstruct this ‘democratisation’ of assets. A general portrayal of
Cuba as a technologically ‘weak’ or somehow disconnected nation may, as in the case of
media piracy in Bolivia,
‘be seen to serve the interests of the many traders of contraband goods on both sides
of the frontier… [which] might be seen as a symptom of Bolivia’s exceptionally informal
economy, where money is to be made, even if in very small quantities, from the
circulation of goods along trajectories shaped by national imaginaries’ (Stobart 2010:
46).
Discussion of music ‘piracy’ has often polarised characterisations as, on the one hand,
insidious criminal activity that threatens musical creativity and musicians’ livelihoods alongside
the production of culture, or, on the other, as a legitimate and democratic struggle against
hegemonizing corporatism and industry (Knopper, 2009; Lessig, 2004). In Cuba, el paquete
seems to bridge this chasm, both in its capacity to foment public creative production and
exchange, and in its disavowal of international notions of ownership and copyright. The
complexity of lived social relations surrounding and flowing through such networks as el
paquete defies the polarization of such debates, for in reality, actors have their own multiple
agendas for participation, which at times can appear contradictory to outsiders.
When I asked Nestor, for example, if he saw the rise of el paquete as signalling a
nascent American-style capitalism (akin to what I dubbed ‘Coca-Cola-nisation in the
Introduction to this thesis) in Cuba, he responded-
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‘the problem is, what is capitalism? I imagine it has to do with the idea of consumption. I
live in a country where if I want to find a brand of perfume, or shampoo, it’s impossible to
consume it, because six months can go by without being able to find it. Everything can
disappear in Cuba… but if it’s about ownership, well then maybe we have it right after all.
I can buy a paquete this week and gift it to my friends, that doesn’t happen in other places.
If you bought a cell phone app or a song, your system is made so that you can’t share it
with other people. That’s capitalism. It’s complete control, and in impossibility to share. In
Cuba, the paquete is a business, and we mustn’t forget that, but it’s also a business that’s
so open, not all the earnings are centralised. So talking about consumption in Cuba is a
delicate thing…’.

In so doing, he highlighted two parallel conceptualisations of possession that co-exist in
present day Cuba. On the one hand, private ownership is now officially recognised, yet other
items are considered bienes en comun (goods in common ownership), drawing upon socialist
notions of public utility and creative commons. Some of my friends viewed el paquete as a
daring domestic ‘up yours’ to American corporate hegemony; one even proudly called himself
the digital ‘pirate of the Caribbean’ by plundering lucrative channels of material flow
monopolised by colonialising powers, invoking a notion of social banditry (Hobsbawm 2000)
in so doing, yet in other instances friends seemed quick to condense circulation networks and
prevent flows in an attempt to personally profit. Nestor had also embraced the term ‘pirate’,
and in fact, as part of his exhibition in Queen’s Museum, he placed a publicly browsable copy
of The Pirate Book, which itself contains an essay about el paquete (Maigret & Roszowska,
2015).
Video piracy has undoubtedly enabled people across the Global South to participate
in accelerated circuits of global media flows, from which they might otherwise have largely
been excluded. Examples abound across Latin America, Asia and Africa, allowing Nigerian
audiences, for example, to watch films contemporaneously with audiences in Bogotá or
Bangkok (Mattelart 2009). Felicitously, the name of one of the main sites from which
international digital content is downloaded in Cuba is “eMule”, which is a peer-to-peer file
sharing site dating back to 2003. The ‘portable homelands’, to borrow a phrase from Cuban
journalist Luís Ortega (1998:11), of el paquete thus echo the material packages carried back
and forth in the Mula Ring (Chapter 3) as a means of sourcing and perpetually re-creating
cubanidad from and through another place. Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz sees his
neologism ‘transculturation’ as ‘fundamental and indispensable for an understanding of Cuba’
(1947: 103), where transculturation describes the process of transition from one culture to
another as necessarily involving uprooting and loss (as opposed to ‘acculturation’, which
would signify acquiring a culture). It is possible to see both the material flows facilitated by the
Mula Ring and the digital/material flows of el paquete as a continuation of this transcultural
practice, which posits cubanidad in the creative process of identity formation that stems from
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constant encounters with ‘the other’ (see also Introduction). Participation in such networks
becomes a part of participating in ‘Cuba’, or a shared project of inventiveness and resolution
that is seen as a defining mutual feature of this shared community.
In his ethnography of media piracy in Nigeria, Brian Larkin points out that while piracy
has connected Nigerians to ‘the globalized world, it does so by emphasizing [their]
marginalization at the same time’ (J. Burrell, 2012; Larkin, 2004: 308). Similarly in Cuba, el
paquete is more than ‘just a bunch of bootleg stuff from outside Cuba. It’s a media ecosystem
unto itself’ (Parish, 2018), but by participating in this ecosystem of flow, Cubans are at once
both connected to a public font of cubanidad and reminded of their own liminality in this network
which operates through those who have the facility of travelling abroad (either in person or
online) to procure such content. Nonetheless, a study of the informal economy of digital media
reveals the (often underground) channels through which cultural globalization is actually
operating. The routes taken by pirated cultural products are those of ‘globalization from below’
(Basch et al., 1994; Portes, 1999), and in this regard, everyday Cubans arguably mobilise more
agency than might first be thought in shaping transnational circuits of digital media.

Copyright, Copyleft
A striking characteristic of the digital age is the almost effortless capability it provides to create
multiple identical copies, which in turn has fundamental implications for notions of ownership,
copyright, and what it means to ‘copy’. Scholars have cited the distinction between ‘original’
and ‘copy’ as needing ethnographic development in terms of local conceptions of ‘piracy’ and
‘originality’ (Aguiar, 2013; Vann, 2006). El paquete provides just such an instance where
media is copied on a massive scale (see Figure 53), yet also re-authored in the process, with
the individual attributions of the matriz or paquetero attaching themselves palimpsestically to
the product through the insertion of branded watermarks, advertising, and subtitles. In this
way, many of my Cuban interlocutors advertised un producto original (an original product),
despite the fact the vast majority was copied from someone else, who copied it from someone
else, who copied it from the internet.
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Figure 53 El Paquete being copied onto multiple hard drives in a sub-matriz in Cienfuegos. March 2018.

The very word ‘piracy’ suggests an illegal act, yet work by Ana Ochoa (2003), Hsiaohung Chang (2004), Tanja Bosch (2010) and Jade Miller (2012) has thematised resistance,
subversion, and the creation of non-hegemonic circuits for the circulation and flow of culture
through the infringement of copyright restrictions. The sharing of digital assets can challenge
hegemonic notions of ownership and property (Commaerts, 2011), as has also become
evident in a large movement towards open digital access (Coleman, 2012; Coleman & Golub,
2008; Kelty, 2008). This becomes all the more resonant in the case of Cuba, where ‘copyright’
as a concept is not granted the same weight as in many other parts of the world. If ‘[t]o oppose
copyright is to oppose capitalism’ (Söderberg, 2002), Cuba has a long trajectory of either
denying copyright as a concept, or not enforcing it in a bid to undermine nearby capitalising
(and possibly colonialising) projects in the U.S. and beyond.
Artistic production has long been fundamental to the Revolutionary project in Cuba, and
as such was long considered a communal effort, as opposed to an expression of individualism
or the sole property of an author. For this reason many artists in Cuba are considered state
employees, as opposed to the self-employed or freelance nature of the career in many other
parts of the world. With the advent of electronic and digital technologies of reproduction,
‘the global reach of the mass media, and the transnational circulation of mass culture, the
culture industries — which rely on creative labour and a general respect for intellectual
property rights — have become export industries fundamental to the expansion of
capitalism and related hegemonic projects’ (Hernandez-Reguant 2004: 10).
This confronts the Cuban socialist project with new challenges regarding recognition of
individual property. Moreover, the rise of el paquete has proved problematic, insofar as
creative work can generate surplus value through further input by additional parties:
‘In the case of music, this value is created through its reinterpretation, in “sampling”, “versions”,
and “remixes”; through its circulation in broadcasting and advertising; and in some cases,
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through its mere consumptive use, via a jukebox or Internet downloads. This is all crucial for
understanding the intersections of Cuban late socialist structures and capitalist practices, for
under neoliberal capitalism, capital is created not only through productive labor, but also
through the circulation, use, and consumption of products as well as through speculation—in
this case, with mass-cultural products that are also copyrights’. (ibid.: 11).

Nonetheless, networks like el paquete also present some advantages to the Cuban state
project. On the one hand, they facilitate the marketing of Cuban cultural production, both
across the island and abroad (see next section) through transnational commercial networks.
Moreover, the consumption and circulation of digital content through new public spaces
arguably undermines the hegemonic status of international and capitalising ‘intellectual
property’; in this regard, the flow of digital products as bienes en comun (to borrow Nestor’s
earlier phrase), is arguably entirely in line with the Cuban Revolutionary project, which seeks
to disrupt the progression of capitalist power structures (Cearns, 2020a).
Ariana Hernández-Reguant has seen the Cuban culture industries as ‘a sort of “border
zone” (Sassen 2000), “zone of contact” (Lomnitz 2001), or “zone of graduated citizenship”
(Ong 1999) structured by the interests of a new array of stakeholders, both state and
corporate’ (2004: 2). El paquete, as the latest iteration of a ‘Cuban culture industry’, can be
and has been mobilised in multiple directions: both as a litmus test of imported neoliberal
capitalist practices, and as evidence of resistance to global hegemonic patterns of ‘top-down’
ownership. If el paquete is a ‘border zone’ of ‘contact’, it is a contact zone (Pratt, 1991) not
only between international and domestic, capitalist and socialist, but also between confronting
conceptualisations of what it is to be Cuban.

The e-Mula Ring
In Chapter 3, I described how, through what I call the ‘Mula Ring’, circuits of material flow both
mirror and actively shape formulations of Cuban identity. These flows connect Cubans on the
island with the diaspora, but these flows also move in both directions. Paradoxically, Cubans
on the island perform their cubanidad by accessing material items that originate abroad,
evidencing their social connectedness in networks of kinship (Chapter 2) and reciprocity
(where materially possible). As will be explored in Chapters 5 and 6, Cubans in the diaspora
invoke much the same thing in the opposite direction: they source items from the island itself
to feel a connection their homeland and the Cuban ‘essence’, which comes from the very earth
itself.
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Digital media are no exception to this rule, perhaps even most particularly in Cuba,
where the digital is so tangibly material in its everyday manifestation. While Benedict
Anderson’s work (1983: 7) showed how the invention of print media allowed people to imagine
themselves into a modern nation-state by “deep, horizontal comradeship”, this mobilisation of
media continues through digital practices across geopolitical borders. The media in el paquete
contribute to the imagining of a nation as a shared community through the production of
homogeneous discourses of identity and culture, yet in the case of Cuba, the locus of this
identity is poised across and between the island itself and the diaspora. Transnational media
‘reach a borderless audience of nationals and non-nationals and disrupt that romantic notion
of… one national media for each national culture’ (Alonso & Oiarzabal 2010: 8), exposing a
globalizing cultural landscape under constant negotiation (Appadurai, 1991). Moreover, as we
will see presently, the material in el paquete clearly speaks to parallel audiences and its value
is positioned precisely in the back-and-forth between these communities. Just as culture is
produced in the movement of circulation in and of itself in kula exchange, and in the Cuban
world, through mula exchange, this crosses over into digital circulation through transnational
circulation of el paquete.
Charles Tilly (1990) makes a strong case that it is not people who migrate, but
networks, so it is perhaps unsurprising that more recent Cuban immigrants to Miami (and
especially Hialeah) should continue to have a desire to partake of el paquete, which I have
described here as the largest current social network on the island. While this is by no means
a widespread practice, a few recent arrivals (from circa 2015- present) are doing just that.
Moreover, with recent political moves towards banning Cuban artists from visiting Miami and
performing to their diasporic fans (Saloman, 2020), it seems likely that the circulation of el
paquete in the diaspora will expand yet further. There are now video stores in Hialeah that
mirror the paquetero shops in Havana even down to the aesthetic, with laminated menus of
content by genre, just as paqueteros display in their windows and stairwells in Havana.
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Figure 54 Jaynir’s store in Hialeah with shelves of recent Cuban cinema and TV shows, as well as price lists and
menus based on the el paquete model. Visitors can also pay to copy shows onto their hard drives. July 2018.

Jaynir is originally from Pinar del Rio in the west of Cuba, but emigrated to Hialeah
eleven years ago. He runs a small video rental store in a strip mall next to a Cuban clothing
store (of the variety that sells cheap ropa china or ‘Chinese-made clothing’ to mulas), a Cuban
coffee ventanita, a shipping (to Cuba) agency, and opposite a botanica selling religious items
for santos. His store closely mirrors the aesthetics of paquete stores in Cuba, with products
placed in homemade paper jackets with subtitles or dubbing in explicitly Cuban Spanish (‘I
used to download the standard Spanish ones, but I got complaints about all the ‘th-th-ths’’).38
On the back wall, he has a large display of current Cuban shows, including a TV screen playing
a recent episode of Vivir del Cuento, Cuba’s most popular comedy show, which airs every
Monday night on the island. When I asked him how he kept his stock up to date, he replied ‘I
have trustworthy friends (amigos de confianza) who go back and forth a lot, and they load up
hard drives for me so I can copy the stuff here’. At that moment a nurse came in on her lunch
break, looking for something to take home for her mother to watch. ‘Do you have any more of
those Cuban talk shows? She loved those, she said it made her feel like she was back home
again’. It is in this way that some migrants ‘take advantage of digital technologies to follow the
‘pulse’ of their countries in some cases more closely than many of those who remained at
home’ (Mejía Estévez, 2009).

38

Spanish from Spain pronounces ‘c’ and ‘z’ as in English ‘th’, unlike most Latin American variants, and

is the target of mockery from some Cubans.
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It wasn’t only nostalgia for Cuba that brought in customers seeking content imported
from the island, however. My film-maker friends Ana and Rafael, who also lived in Hialeah,
had been accustomed to a rich variety of international media content through el paquete back
when they lived in Havana. They hadn’t even had to pay very often, as their friends at the
prestigious art school Instituto Superior de Arte (ISA) had circulated content amongst
themselves, meaning they in fact had ample access to both domestic and international artistic
content. Ana in particular absorbed everything, from BBC documentaries to ‘Scandi noir’ and
thought-provoking French cinema. That kind of content was hard to come by in the U.S., but
also expensive to access; in reality, it required a cable connection which was out of their
budget, given they were on less-than-minimum-wage jobs while they awaited green card
paperwork, or it required a fast Wi-Fi connection at home, whereas both only had small
amounts of data through their cell phones. Once Ana’s paperwork came through, she was
considering applying to do a postgraduate course in documentary film, and so she took to
sourcing international content as study material through Hialeah stores and friends who could
sell or share the content through flash drives, imported from Cuba, where copyright restrictions
went unobserved.
The gradually emerging import/export business of el paquete between Havana and
Miami is only the latest manifestation of a process revealing the media landscapes of the two
places to be inextricably linked. Albert Laguna has shown how Cubans newly arrived in Miami
follow Luis Silva (A.K.A Panfilo)’s comedy so as not to miss out on what’s going on back home
(2017: 135). Indeed the cultural importance of Panfilo’s show Vivir del Cuento is such that in
2016 Obama chose it as his platform to speak directly to the Cuban people, arguably as much
in the Hialeah diaspora as on the island itself:

Figure 55 President Obama participating on the Cuban national comedy sketch show Vivir del Cuento (2016),
and explicitly addressing both Cubans ‘and their relatives’. It was seen by audiences across the island, but also
across the diaspora, thanks to YouTube and peer-to-peer media sharing.
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In the show, Obama plays dominoes with the main characters, with various tongue-in-cheek
jokes aimed both at Cuba and the U.S.A. For example, one character shows him how to mix
the dominoes, or darles agua, but ‘not too much water as you can’t always find it’, alluding to
the material shortages on the island. He then discovers he’s been ‘blocked’ in by a bigger
player and the ‘game has reached an impasse’, alluding to the embargo or bloqueo the U.S.
imposes on Cuba. Panfilo excitedly says that it’s good that relations are being restored (as
are the streets through which Obama is to be taken to the baseball stadium, he coyly points
out). With the help of Obama, the impasse is broken and Panfilo wins the game, while Obama
takes the opportunity to ask him to tell all the Cuban people and their relatives how grateful
he is to have been given the opportunity to visit the island — the first American President to
do so in sixty years (see Figure 55).
The same is true vice versa: Cubans on the island avidly follow comedy sketches
produced by Miami-based Cubans such as Los Pichy Boys (Laguna 2017: 188) — which often
draw upon social tropes that only those most connected with the cultural landscapes in both
places could understand — through el paquete. The humour of Los Pichy Boys depends upon
intimate and ongoing ties to the island; one video (‘Los Piratas del Caríbe’) re-enacts Disney
character Captain Jack Sparrow stealing a Cuban ‘Caríbe’ brand television and presenting it
to his girlfriend as an expensive plasma TV (ibid.). Another video deals with the experiences
of recent Cuban arrivals to Miami, such as their video ‘iPhone Cubano: asiri’ (ibid.: 196), which
plays on confusion regarding Apple’s ‘siri’ feature, and a pun with Cuban (contemporary) slang
asere (‘mate’), alluding to how internet-enabled smart phones might resolve problems in
Miami, but in Cuba, it’s to social networks of friends that one turns for up-to-date information.
They also have another video in which Miami Cubans attempt to send their grandmother’s
body back to Cuba for burial wrapped up in plastic via a mula, spoofing the volume of mulas
carrying goods back and forth and the oft-heard desire to be buried in one’s home soil (see
Chapter 6).
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Figure 56 Los Pichy Boys’ video comedy sketch (sponsored by ‘Secure Plastic Wrap’) about sending their
grandmother's body for burial in Cuba with a mula (2017)

Increasingly, content producers on both sides of the Florida Straits are aware of a dual
audience, as their diasporic content is downloaded from YouTube or Miami television
channels for consumption via el paquete, and Cuban shows on the island are imported into
Miami for consumption by recent arrivals. In large part, this is a way of staying connected with
friends and relatives ‘on the other side’; all around the world, relatives phone one another to
say, ‘did you see the latest episode of…?’, and Cubans are no different in this respect. Some
Cuban media producers have even started to make a good living from this interaction between
island and diaspora; Cuban comedian Robertico has a comedy club in Vedado (Havana)
which is beyond the financial means of most locals, but which attracts a steady clientele
visiting from Miami due to his material circulating both on YouTube and through el paquete
(re-downloaded again in Havana from YouTube). Subsequently he is regularly invited to
present shows to sell-out audiences in Miami (Laguna 2017: 149). Others have started
targeting their advertising to dual audiences, aware that while the diaspora might spend the
money in Cuban stores in Miami, it is often on behalf or in support of relatives on the island.
Both Valsan and Ño que barato! (stores in Hialeah specialising in selling cheap items for
Cubans in the diaspora to send to relatives on the island) now have promotions placed upon
el paquete in Cuba, and their adverts air on programmes that also circulate on the island, to
the extent that the owner of the latter store, Serafin, once told me he now regularly has Miami
customers coming in saying they received a phone call from a relative in Cuba to let them
know there was a special offer on.
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Figure 57 Valsan advert inserted into a show on el paquete, being played on a TV screen in Havana. September
2018.

Evidently then, migrating in a ‘space of flows’ in fact supposes a ‘much more
continuous reality where the meanings of “origin” and “destination” are blurred’ (Ros 2010:
26), and while Cubans on the island may enhance their prestige through obtaining audiovisual materials from overseas, so too do immigrants to the Cuban diaspora evidence ongoing
ties to their homeland through consumption of audio-visual materials. Social capital becomes
a ‘transnational process’, where encounters become a form of ‘reverse ethnography’, insofar
as information circulates through ‘immigrant social networks, along with videos and photos’
(Knauer 2009: 160-3). A focus upon diaspora and digital flows reveals nations and identities
as dynamic forms that are not only ‘increasingly difficult to map as bounded communities’, but
also operate through various networks (Bernal 2014: 1; Brinkerhoff 2009). Such exchanges
take place in all walks of Cuban life, and are mirrored in the digital sphere; for example, digital
flows are even now being documented as increasingly central in the transnational practice of
Santería across the diaspora (Beliso-De Jesús, 2015).

Conclusion
James Clifford’s (1994) apt simile situating diaspora in both ‘roots’ and ‘routes’ calls to mind
here the term ‘router’, meaning a wired or wireless point of reciprocal connection and digital
flow. In the case of digital media in and between Cuba and its Miami diaspora, the two-way
flow of information further reveals the mutual formation of Cuban subjectivities earlier
presented through the material Mula Ring. The digital, as all material culture, ‘is more than a
substrate; it is becoming a constitutive part of what makes us human’ (Miller & Horst 2012: 4),
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a large part of which, for Cubans on and off the island, requires mutual consumption of and
participation in social networks of digital circulation.
This chapter has shown how nascent digital networks in Cuba and its diaspora are
providing an emerging public space, which both encourages social participation and yet is
centralising itself into an increasingly commoditized platform of fewer voices. This reveals a
potential clash between the emerging capitalistic practices and latent socialist ideologies that
coexist in Cuban society; something which, to the majority of Cubans, is not problematic, but
a matter of mundane life. As in the case of pawnshop valuables in Chapter 1, notions of
ownership flex according to context, and these informal networks of digital circulation build
upon longstanding pragmatism and flexibility when it comes to acquisition through
participation in social networks.
With the ‘arrival’ of digital content, Cuba clearly is not morphing into a pseudo-American
model of media consumption, however, as was assumed by some (Fernandes, 2017; Nelson,
2016; Venegas, 2007). Cuba’s paquete in some ways points to a parallel model for what the
internet could have looked like, emerging from its own particular socioeconomic context. This
model arguably forces us to re-examine our own notions of the internet, and where the
boundary lies between public and private, state (or corporation) and citizen (consumer),
authorship and ‘authenticity’ or originality. The notion that the Cuban digital sphere presents
as ‘odd’ can only stem from a normative position premised upon a very specific model of digital
connectivity.
Moreover, el paquete does not merely signal the absorption of hegemonic digital/ visual
culture from the Global North into Cuban praxis; it is also generating new domestic content,
and arguably provides consumers with greater variety than its equivalent in the nearby Miami
diaspora. Upon closer inspection, this digital network in fact incorporates the Cuban diaspora
in a reciprocal and transnational flow of ‘horizontal comradeship’ (Anderson 1983), and
indeed, much of the digital content consumed on both sides of the Florida Straits reveals a
highly self-conscious awareness of its dual audiences. If ‘the discussion of national (and
diasporic) identity needs to embrace multiple cubanidades’ (Knauer 2009: 166), it is surely the
examination of reciprocal and transnational material-digital flows such as those presented
here that provides us with a lens onto the processes of this identity formation. Indeed, the
movement of these items becomes key to their ability to bestow a particularly ‘Cuban’ quality
upon the owner or holder; something that becomes even more apparent in the case of
antiques, explored in the next chapter.
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Chapter 5
‘Back to the Future’: Nostalgia, Authenticity and the Antiques Trade
Between Miami and Havana
“Life can only be understood backwards; but it must be lived forwards.”
― Søren Kierkegaard
‘The problem for these people’, said Francisco as we wandered around one of Miami’s many
stores specialising in Cuban antiques, ‘is that for them Cuba is dead, and my Cuba is alive’.
His words resonated through months of my fieldwork experiences, where again and again I
had encountered conflicting notions of the past, mobilised in distinct ways by different cohorts
of Cubans in my different fieldsites through their encounters with material relics representing
horizons both lost and found. According to George Marcus,
‘multi-sited research is designed around chains, paths, threads, conjunctions, or
juxtapositions of locations in which the ethnographer establishes some form of literal
presence, with an explicit posited logic of association of connection among sites that
in fact defines the argument of the ethnography’ (1995: 105).
The guiding threads through this thesis have been material items, the emotional trajectories
they convey, and the people that convey them. Given the multiple layers of agency that can
be exerted through and by material things, it seems appropriate now to turn to their own
temporal trajectories, the histories they narrate, and the histories they silence. The
“sociospatial life of stuff” (Foster 2006: 285) when tracked back and forth across Cuban worlds
not only through space but through time is, I argue, an evocative lens onto not only the past,
but also present and future contestations regarding what it means to be Cuban.
This chapter will trace ‘antique’ material items back and forth between Miami and Havana,
charting the motivations, justifications and emotional trajectories of various actors who, to a
substantive degree, define their life narratives in terms of this flow. The chapter will address
the politics of remembering, as well as forgetting, in the forging of diasporic and national
identities, contextualising its ethnographic contribution within an established body of literature
on notions of heritage, museums as spaces of memorialisation, nostalgia and ‘authenticity’. It
will consider how hegemonic gazes onto Cuba itself (as an increasingly fetishized cultural
commodity, as we saw in Chapter 1) reproduce themselves through material things, as well
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as the individual justifications and motivations asserted within this material world both in
Havana and in Miami. Finally, it will draw on Kopytoff’s proposal of cultural biographies of
things (Kopytoff, 1986) to suggest that in this instance, antique ‘things’ act in ways that people
cannot; just as in the case of el paquete in the last chapter, their ability to simultaneously count
as inert ‘things’ whilst summoning the affective stories and resonance of people uniquely
positions them to flow back and forth across a patrolled geopolitical border.

Remembering to Forget
In characterising the role of memory as a force of distortion, sublimation and appropriation in
a post-war landscape in continental Europe, Tony Judt has argued that it “bequeathed to the
post-war era an identity that was fundamentally false, dependent upon the erection of an
unnatural and unsustainable frontier between past and present in European public memory”
(Judt 1992: 84). While no ethnographically founded consideration of a community’s identity
could ever conceive it to be ‘false’ — memory is a legitimation, not an archive — Judt’s notion
nonetheless resonates with current contestations over collective memory amongst the Cuban
diaspora in Miami, where distinct generations or waves of migrants from Cuba have arrived
with their own memories and narratives of ‘the Cuban experience’, each finding others’
memoryscapes to be distortions of the Cuba they knew. Amongst an older diasporic
generation of Cuban exiles in Miami, this ‘frontier’ between past and present is a founding
tenet of their collective identity, carefully documented and preserved through material artefacts
which narrate specific curated versions of past and present, ‘before’ and ‘after’.
Susanne Küchler has argued we have ‘to do away with the idea that the past is ‘stored’ in
a distant, ‘foreign’ place waiting to be opened up through selective recollection’ (in Ingold 1996:
226-7), yet ironically, it seemed to me time and time again that this was precisely what many
of my participants in Miami were setting out to do, quite literally preserving a curated notion of
a Cuban past in a foreign place. For many, as self-identifying ‘exiles’ from their homeland, a
common discourse of remembering seemingly innocuous things such as brand names,
products, and other everyday material trivia was a substantive part of what remained to them
of their Cuban identities, which, in following decades, had been under siege both from the
American identities of their newly acquired homeland and the re-mobilisation of a ‘Cuban’
identity in wider hegemonic discourses towards post-revolutionary Cuba, Che Guevara, and
‘hasta la victoria siempre’.39 Similar significance of the material tropes of yesteryear have been
39

‘Ever onward to victory’, a famous slogan of the 1959 Cuban Revolution
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documented in other communities where seismic shifts in identity politics have occurred,
especially in the post-socialist world (Bach, 2002; Blum, 2000).
As such, a healthy market has opened up in Miami over the past decade or so, with various
stores specialising in Cuban antiques, vintage and memorabilia now catering to a sizable
clientele of Cuban exiles (and their children, grandchildren, and even great-grandchildren)
who, in their retirement, are seeking material ways to ‘reconnect’ with their ‘stolen’ pasts from
before the Revolution. Paul Connerton has described the high prestige of memory among
‘enemies of totalitarianism’, where ‘every act of recollection, every attempt to disinter and
reconstitute the past, [is] perceived as an act of principled opposition to state power’ (2006:
317). For the ageing ‘exile’ generation of the Cuban diaspora in Miami in particular, many of
their material (re)encounters with their past are also ideological statements of the present and
future, and their purchase and subsequent display in the home declares a certain solidarity
with what they consider the ‘true’ or ‘free’ Cuba (situated in the diaspora).
Just as Miami’s Cuban exiles select memories in a communal act of remembering through
evocative material objects, so too do they selectively forget other aspects of their shared past.
While forgetting is often characterised as an act of loss, it can itself be a creative process,
through which identity can be affirmed (Dijck, 2007). In her work on kinship and identity politics
among Malays on the island of Langkawi, for example, Janet Carsten (1995) found the act of
forgetting to be as central to identity formation as the act of remembering. In the case of the
Cuban exile community in Miami, a ‘structural amnesia’ (following Barnes, in Connerton 2006)
regarding any potential ills of Cuban society prior to the Revolution (for example, prostitution,
military dictatorships, corruption, poverty, or racism) has ensured a continuing cementation of
a community in present exile, bound by its longing for an invented (or curated) past. This
selective memory surrounding details of a shared past has become tantamount to a
hegemonic ‘origin myth’ in Miami, which serves simultaneously to include those who shared
this loss and exclude those later generations of immigrants whose memories of Cuban history
have been different.
In Miami, these shared structures of memory in turn find their manifestation in various
shops and museum sites, which become physical, tangible shrines of memorialisation to a
collective loss. Drawing on work by Pierre Nora, Didier Maleuvre has written of the West’s
‘invention of the past’, modernity’s ‘rise of heritage’ and ‘concomitant Eurocentric urges to
build places of memory [lieux de mémoire] because there are no more real environments of
memory [milieu de mémoire]’ (Maleuvre 1999: 59; Nora 1989; Nora, Kritzman, and
Goldhammer 1997). These can be viewed as contemporary acts of ‘repossession’, in which
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the dream to both define and repossess one’s lost heritage endures, as does an increased
faith in ‘culture as cure’. The sites of commemorating a shared heritage in Miami that I present
in this chapter have arguably become shrines for civilising rituals in a secular world, where
antique phone books from 1958 Havana or old Cuban photographs serve as relics of a
lamented lost Zion (or Havana).
While this speaks to a strong sense of national identity, it expands beyond these
parameters. As transnational, diasporic subjects who now recognise themselves as
participants in multiple communities, it is perhaps unsurprising that these Cuban exiles should
narrate this shared past in particular at sites of arrival or entry. Miami’s ‘Freedom Tower’,
which in the 1960s was where Cuban immigrants were processed upon arrival, is now being
redeveloped as the Cuban-American Historical Museum, to house material artefacts narrating
this generation’s exile and subsequent assimilation in Miami. The majority of the commercial
and museum spaces celebrating these material links to ‘the homeland’ are clustered around
entry points into the Little Havana district, which was where this generation first settled, and
there is a sizable exhibition of artefacts at the Cuban Heritage Collection at the University of
Miami, which in turn might be considered a more symbolic locus for arrival and departure.

Sentir cubano, ser cubano (feeling Cuban, being Cuban)
Despite having left Cuba over fifty years ago, Pilar had only set up her Cuban memorabilia
store a few years before I met her. She had moved to Venezuela for a few years, and suffered
such acute homesickness and nostalgia for cubanidad (‘Cubanness’) that she set up an online
Cuban food store first — ‘nostalgia starts in the stomach you know, you feel it in your gut’ —
before expanding into her current property in Little Havana in Miami. Her shop of over 3,000
items celebrating various (rather kitschy) tropes of Cuban culture visibly overwhelmed several
of the other first-time visitors who stepped through the front door during my first visit. Most of
the items were fairly cheap gifts that might be bought as a joke present for a Cuban diaspora
relative: bumper plates saying ‘Honk if you’re Cuban’, domino sets and mojito glasses were
amongst the gimmicky items she had out on display.
But towards the back of the store was a side-room where she housed her ‘special
collection’: a veritable treasure trove of antique objects all purportedly dating back to before
the Revolution in Cuba. The room was crammed full of old school tie-pins, photos and faded
documents, little sacks of Cuban sugar and soil, and miniature Coca-Cola bottles (containing
some likely rather flat soda) that were, crucially, also from before 1958.
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Figure 58 Pilar's store full of Cuban memorabilia

Most of the items had been brought over in exiles’ suitcases in the 1960s, and subsequently
donated or sold to her as the succession of years brought about a few home clear-outs. Others
had quite obviously come from Cuba more recently, including, much to Pilar’s pride, the
original brass door-knocker from Havana’s capitol building, etched with ‘República de Cuba,
1929’. ‘I don’t always ask too closely about the provenance of all my items’, Pilar grinned at
me as she caught me inspecting it. A few years before, she claimed, a young Cuban man had
shown up at her front door with a suitcase full of antique items from Cuba. ‘I get them all the
time, they get hold of this stuff there, and I don’t ask too many questions about how, and they
show up here trying to sell it to me’, she said. Pilar usually didn’t bite, but on this occasion,
she could tell it was the real deal. ‘I wasn’t sure if I should buy it at first’, she confided, ‘as it
was probably stolen, but then I thought, you know what? This is really historic and it belonged
to the free Cubans from before the Revolution. And the free Cubans are here now, so in a
way, this is our birth right. Plus at what he was asking for it, it was a steal!’.
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Figure 59 The original door-knocker from Havana's Capitólio building, for sale in Little Havana, Miami

‘It’s a very powerful and solemn room, this one’, she whispered, surveying the piles of
stuff. ‘Every day somebody will come in here and find something that makes them cry or laugh,
material things have the power to do that’. On one occasion, several years earlier, a man had
come into the store and was looking at a photograph Pilar’s husband had acquired of his
school class from 1953. The man had looked at it intensely for a while, before turning to him
and saying the date on the photograph must have been wrong; it was from 1956. When asked
how he knew, the man replied that he had been the teacher of that class; fifty-five years later
teacher and pupil were reunited in a small shop in Miami. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it!’
said Pilar, ‘the tears were just streaming down my husband’s face. We have his old teacher
over for dinner once a month now, and to think we’d all been here all that time without
knowing!’.
Indeed, for Pilar the store isn’t just a shop, but rather a museum dedicated to Cuban
heritage. ‘You see, you can probably go and see the school your grandparents went to, but
we had that taken from us. All of our heritage has to be through these things, because there
is no other way of teaching our children and our grandchildren about their heritage’. As such,
Pilar encourages local schools to bring children on field trips to learn about Cuban history, and
revels in taking out selected items and ‘presenting them with their past’. She also allows elderly
Alzheimer’s and dementia patients to come and touch the items, ‘it’s a beautiful thing to see,
by touching the things you help them keep in touch with who they are’.
Most of all, Pilar sees her store as an educational experience, and is proud to spend
at times four to five hours a day ‘teaching’ Cubans visiting from the island about their heritage.
‘So many of them come in and don’t recognise any of the signs of Cuba! This is their cultural
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heritage and they feel completely betrayed that they don’t know about it, so I see it as my
responsibility to help them reconnect with what’s been stolen from all of us’. For Pilar,
patriotism and national identity are things to be instilled in someone when they’re very young,
and material artefacts help in this educational process. ‘Feeling Cuban is the thing that unites
us all, it doesn’t matter where you were born, and if our children don’t have those memories,
we have to implant them. My daughter has never been to Cuba but she feels the same pain I
do, and the pain that represents exile is what you see here in this store’.
Such is the symbolic weight of holding an item (representing a specific version of
cubanidad from before 1958) from Cuba in one’s own hands, Pilar also on occasion rents out
items to loyal customers who wish to showcase them at a family gathering or party. A particular
traditional guayabera shirt that was made in Havana’s famous El Encanto store over sixty
years ago is often lent out, in a protective glass case, as the centrepiece for quinceañeras or
birthday parties to provide a touch of ‘authenticity’. Such rituals surrounding the artefact as a
site of cultural authenticity brings to mind the Aboriginal Tjuringa described by Claude LéviStrauss, which are placed at the centre of ceremonies of cultural identity to stress their
capacity to store cultural memory and identity (Lévi-Strauss, 1966). Pilar gave another friend
several old school tie-pins to put in her father’s coffin, so that he could lie in rest with a piece
of his Cuban childhood (see also Chapter 6). For charitable acts such as this, and her ongoing
efforts to ‘preserve’ Cuban heritage, Pilar is widely recognised in ‘the community’ (la
comunidad), and indeed, the adjacent street to her store will soon be renamed after her;
another physical memorial to a specific rhetoric of Cuban heritage within Miami.

Figure 60 Selection of school tie-pins from pre-1958 Cuba
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Not all Cubans agree with Pilar’s portrayal of the Cuban past, however, and as such,
her store can be a site of spiritual and emotional (and, on rare occasions, also physical) conflict
and turmoil. After several months of visiting the store and getting to know the owner, I decided
to return with a close friend of mine, who had himself only moved to Miami from Cuba three
years before. Francisco was outright offended by Pilar’s shrine to Cuba before 1958, and saw
it as a violent assault on his own identity; ‘they’ve kidnapped our history! These people, for
example, were fascists!’ he said, brandishing a faded picture of Cuban politicians in the 1920s
in my face. ‘When I come into a store like this I realise I must be French or something, because
apparently I’m not Cuban! These people talk as if everything before the Revolution was
perfect, as if they had everything they wanted and nothing ever went wrong. It’s such a lie,
they’ve completely reinvented the truth’.

Figure 61 Havana phonebook from 1958, with Pilar's editorial note: "If there's a way of knowing or remembering
the abundance of Cuba in the 1940s and 50s, there's no better than the phonebook from Havana in 1958. In its
yellow pages you will find adverts for the products and services that existed in Cuba in that beautiful period: cars
(of all brands), textile and clothing stores, laboratories, shops, glasses, food, etc. Whatever was consumed in the
USA and in Europe, we also had in Cuba. Nothing was lacking! Everything was in abundance…until the arrival of
the Communist Plague!”
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For Yessi, a twenty-something-year-old employee at the store who had also recently
arrived from Cuba, the store was a site of tense encounters as well. On less than minimum
wage, she told me (somewhat sardonically) that she was going through Miami’s ‘re-education
programme’ (programa de reeducación), where, bit by bit, she was being taught to ‘remember’
her ‘true’ stance on the Cuban historical narrative. She had moved to Miami with her young
son to find work, and had been working in the store for a few months, more often than not out
back, cleaning the customer toilet (which had Fidel Castro’s face painted in the bowl). When I
asked her why she’d come to work here, of all places, she beckoned me over to a corner away
from the customers, and said ‘I really don’t like it! People here have very particular opinions
about Cuba, really really bad ones. As if it’s our fault! It’s not like I ever had a choice in the
matter, I’m 23, that Cuba’s all I’ve ever known!’. With the utmost diplomacy, she caught my
eye and said ‘it’s a distinct version of Cuba, and working here, believe me, I hear it all. But this
tropical crap (esa mierda tropical) has nothing to do with where I’m from’ she muttered, rolling
her eyes. ‘Have you noticed how she calls herself directora, rather than the owner?’ she asked,
referring to Pilar’s decision to represent herself as a cultural figure within the community, rather
than a business owner. ‘Ay Dios!’ (‘for heaven’s sake!’).

Figure 62 Customer toilet in Pilar's shop, with words 'make your dreams come true' painted in the bowl around
Fidel Castro's face

Returning to my friend Francisco, we wandered back to the antiques room. ‘Poor José
Martí’ he said sadly, surveying the rows of cheap busts of the Cuban martyr on sale, ‘he’s the
prostitute of Cuban history’.40 ‘She doesn’t even have a coherent selection, this statue which
40

Francisco was referring to how the symbolism of Martí’s cause has been mobilised to different

ideological ends by both Cubans on the island and in the diaspora.
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she has with the pre-revolutionary stuff is definitely more modern than she thinks it is. This is
like a graveyard for Cuba, a graveyard of relics. I guess this is where Cuba has come to die!’.

Sites of Preservation
Pilar’s store, like many others dotted around Little Havana in Miami, was a curious mixture of
memorabilia shop and museum of artefacts, taking the form of almost a personal shrine
presided over by a charismatic individual with a specific ideological outlook. As such, it closely
resembles the private museums to the former GDR described by Jonathan Bach in his work
on Ostalgie and material culture in Eastern Germany. Bach depicts store/museums, privately
funded with cluttered thematic rooms claiming to authentically represent a disappeared (and
oftentimes idealised) form of life. These spaces offer visitors the ability to touch objects
(‘Gesischte zum Anfassen’ or ‘History to Touch’) as an interactive, informal and tactile
approach to represent the quotidian, which, Bach argues, also reunites ex-GDR citizens with
a way of ‘working through the past’ in a tactile and empowering way, amidst general feelings
of powerlessness stemming from the loss of a way of life (Bach, 2015, 2017). Taken together,
these informal private museums represent generational and epochal memories that form the
kind of ‘we-identity’ often associated with the political memory of nations, but also associated
with a collective politics of forgetting which excludes as much as it includes.
‘For better or for worse, Miami is Cuba’s archive, and most things end up coming here
where there’s a desire to preserve everything, or at least a version of it’, noted another friend,
Julio, as we walked over to the Cuban Heritage Collection together. If, as Connerton has
documented, new media like photography, cinema and the Internet have a powerful role in the
canonisation of memory, so too does material culture in the way a culture is documented and
curated (Connerton 2006: 317). While Pilar’s store and others like it are private and informal
spaces of heritage preservation, Miami’s formal institution for documenting and narrating
exiled Cubans’ version of Cuban history through material artefacts is the Cuban Heritage
Collection, housed at the University of Miami. The collection is home to a large number of
artefacts, including books, postcards, periodicals, official and personal manuscript, maps,
photographs, and digital material, largely (although not entirely) dating to prior to the
Revolution. Everything in the collection is either directly from Cuba, deals in some way with
life on the island, or has meaning for and is related to members of the global Cuban diaspora.
The material includes items from the colonial past to the present.
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The significance of the Cuban Heritage Collection to a diasporic community constantly
trying to define itself in the light of new waves of immigration to Miami is underlined by the
continuous support it has received from members of the Cuban community based in Miami
and elsewhere. The act of donating an item to this prestigious institution for communal use
and appreciation is a way of participating in an effort to ‘shift from forming part of a dispersed
and private, though distinctive Cuban-American reminiscing, to become added to resources
for institutionalized public memory’ (Lohmeier & Pentzold 2014: 8). As such, donating is not
just seen as an act of preservation, but also of creation in the face of a dissolving material
culture and a transforming community. Anxieties over the loss not only of Cuba, but of the
diasporic Cuban community so energetically built in the 1960s and 70s as new waves of
immigrants from ‘new Cuba’ and beyond arrive, propel efforts to preserve, project and cement
heritage forms before they are lost ‘again’. A renewed energy has therefore gone into
resurrecting institutionalised sites of communal remembrance, with several new museum
spaces opening in the past few years, or due to open soon. A ‘mnemoscape’ (Lankauskas,
2014) of private collections and stores has recently expanded outwards into several publicly
funded museums (including the American Museum of the Cuban Diaspora, and the Cuban
American Heritage Museum, as well as the announcement of a new Casa Cuba at Florida
International University in 2018), due in no small part also to several wealthy benevolent
donors.41 This recent move towards institutionalising public memory in Cuban Miami might be
seen as a direct reaction to increasing confrontations with ‘new’ (alternative) discourses and
memories of Cuban identity and heritage, which vie for hegemonic status in the official
narrative of the diaspora.

All Consuming Nostalgia
The term ‘nostalgia’, drawing on Greek nostos (‘return to the native land’) and algos (‘grief’),
has been in use since the seventeenth century, when it denoted a physical complaint common
to those who ‘once away from their native land… languished, wasted away and even perished’
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As of 2019, the University’s new ‘Cuba Home’ (Casa Cuba) presents itself as “a place to share and

preserve Cuba’s rich history and heritage; a global forum where top Cuban scholars and policymakers
from around the world can meet and share their ideas; a vibrant education center where students and
professionals will find learning resources and mentorship; a dynamic space to showcase Cuban arts
and culture. CasaCuba is truly a home where we can all find our roots and envision a shared future as
one people”. See https://casacuba.fiu.edu/
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(Lowenthal 1985: 10). It was presented to me by my participants frequently as both a collective
and affective phenomenon. Much of the literature addressing the transition from socialism to
a post-socialist form of capitalism across Eastern Europe in the 1990s has charted how
affective forms of nostalgia have cemented and become increasingly institutionalised and
commodified within cultural memory-scapes. Jonathan Bach, for example, has argued that in
East Germany the phenomenon of Ostalgie is ‘a collective phenomenon that emerges through
the effects of commodification, which transforms everyday objects into nostalgia objects and
enables their circulation and recombination with contemporary debates, tropes, and symbols’
(2017: 17-18). As with the Cuban exodus in the early 1960s, in East Germany many felt that
there was ‘no time to say goodbye’; objects became the things with which actors have
constructed their own mourning, and thus symbolically transcend a cultural death. In the words
of Alexei Yurchak, ‘everything was forever, until it was no more’ (Yurchak, 2005). Moreover,
nostalgia posited in material culture becomes instrumental in constructing a shared future
(Angé & Berliner, 2014; Boym, 2001; Piot, 2010)
The Miami Cuban diaspora’s reception of their collective trauma has, in recent years,
also become a commodified ‘experience’ that can be ticketed for general admission at an
annual fair. Rather like the Ostprodukte trade fairs enjoyed in East Germany (Bach 2017: 39),
the Cuban diaspora in Miami has created an annual ‘Cuba Nostalgia Fair’, which, for $12
admission, hosts a ream of material ephemera simultaneously lamenting and celebrating the
tangible aspects of loss under one expo-centre roof. In 2018 the Fair was celebrating its 20th
anniversary, and was held in the heart of Cuban Miami, on 8th St in Westchester. I went along
on a Friday night, and found myself in a large hall, surrounded for the most part by Cuban
exiles in their 60s and 70s, who had come to Miami as young children, and had fairly scanty
memories of actually being on the island itself. Many had brought children and grandchildren
along to ‘show them’ their own past; as with the nostalgia-themed memorabilia stores
elsewhere in Miami, the fair focused upon the more sensorial aspects of nostalgia that are
most missed: touch, smell, taste, sound. Visitors could walk a short length of a reconstructed
seafront promenade Malecón, although this version had been decorated with graffiti saying
‘Free the press!’, and pause to take selfies in front of a vast print out of Havana’s cathedral.
Large street maps of Havana and Santiago de Cuba had been printed on the floor, so that
visitors could quite literally walk the streets they once knew, pointing out landmarks to one
another with one hand whilst reminiscing, with a Bacardí mojito clasped in the other.42 An old
42

The Bacardí family fled Cuba with the arrival of the Revolution and set up their business from scratch

in Miami, thus the use of Bacardí rum, as opposed to Havana Club (which is still owned by the Cuban
state), is also symbolically potent.
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man sat at a piano in the corner, bashing out rousing versions of old tunes from the 1940s
and 50s, to a backdrop of large posters celebrating various landmark achievements of human
history (although none, I noted, from after 1958, after which point time as seemingly stood
still).

Figure 63 Entrance to the 20th annual Cuba Nostalgia Fair in Miami (2018)

Figure 64 Reconstructed Malecón, complete with edited graffiti, as selfie backdrop
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Figure 65 Cuban diaspora walk the streets of Havana and reminisce

At various strategic points around the room were low tables set up as stalls, where
locals were selling antiques and memorabilia relating to Cuban nostalgia. Many of the items
were identical to those I had seen in stores such as Pilar’s, but one stall in particular had a
huge amount of stock, ranging from 16th century manuscripts to signed photos from the 1950s,
and everything in between. Various visitors were leafing through booklets, occasionally asking
a man in his seventies what price he wanted. When met with an extortionate answer, most
briskly backed away to seek out mojitos and pastelitos from the nearby food truck. I, however,
went over to strike up conversation with the man I recognised to be Ernesto, the owner of
Miami’s most renowned Cuban antique store, in prime position on 8th St, which I had found to
my dismay to be permanently closed up with padlocks.
It turned out that Ernesto, who by his own estimates had over $60,000 of stock, was
slightly paranoid about break-ins or retaliatory attacks from the Cuban government, and so
chose to feign a permanent state of closure; visits were by appointment only, for serious
buyers. Ernesto and his 93-year-old mother, who both energetically used social media to
campaign for the Donald Trump and Republican Party as well as other right-wing causes,
were concerned that retribution from the leftist Cuban government could be delivered
personally to their door at any time. On his table at the fair Ernesto had only items dating from
pre-1958, which was of no surprise to me and in line with the wider ideological stance taken
by most collectors I had come across in Miami; indeed he particularly liked investing in
anything that might help win the ideological war against the leftists who had stolen his
homeland.
Of all the objects in his possession, his favourite was a book, which he himself
compared to Mein Kampf in its political leanings, that he claimed had been written by Hitler’s
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right-hand-man before being given to Fidel Castro, and then consequently gifted to Che
Guevara with an annotating instruction on ‘how to destroy a country’, dated to before the
Cuban Revolution. This, for Ernesto, was proof that Castro had set out to destroy Cuba, and
as such was of incredible symbolic, emotional and ideological potency. ‘As far as I’m
concerned’, he told me, ‘the embargo never existed, because people have always known how
to circumvent it, and the Cubans have always played that to their advantage’. He was
convinced the Cuban government was now trying to take advantage of the exiled community
once more, by permitting Cubans to smuggle out the patrimony that had been stolen from
them 60 years earlier only to re-sell it to them in Miami. ‘If they’re determined to rob us twice,
I’ll play them at their own game!’ he barked. ‘I consider myself the saviour of Cuban patrimony.
They don’t care about anything from before 1958, so I am saving our history and preserving
the future’.
Over the months that followed, it gradually emerged that Ernesto in fact did not have
quite such a polar view on relations with Cuba as I had first thought. Whilst at the fair he had
openly scorned anyone that was willing to visit or conduct a dialogue with the island, by the
time we were munching pastelitos at a well-known Cuban café on 8th street a few months later,
he was openly boasting about all the business contacts he had there, some of whom went
back and forth a lot, more often than not carrying items for him. ‘It’s absolutely incredible what
I can find!’ he told me excitedly, ‘although it’s not like it was. Now that they have more internet
access they’re more likely to want the market price for the stuff’. But Ernesto had even had
people make an appointment with him in Miami to ‘order’ the ‘collection’ of items that had been
lost to them in Cuba; he would then get in touch with his contacts in Havana and on occasion,
the item would be ‘found’ and transported (for a hefty price) to its ‘rightful owners’ in Miami.
I gradually started to understand what he had meant back at the fair that day, when he
had said he’d play the Cuban government ‘at their own game’. For Ernesto in fact did sell
many items from after the Revolution… just not in Miami, where doing so could put even the
most careful person at risk of some kind of retribution. Instead, he sold his stuff online and at
fairs from Chicago to Seattle, where he found (to his great dislike) that consumer expectations
of ‘Cuba’ were in fact synonymous with T-Shirts bearing Che Guevara’s face. As Ernesto
justified it to me, selling tropes of Cuba post-1958 for profit was the ultimate way to recoup
some of the loss his family had suffered because of people like Che and Fidel. In this revelation
I found Ernesto, like many other Cuban antique-dealers in Miami, to be a curious mixture of
ideology and pragmatism: on the one hand he was staunchly opposed to the Revolution and
committed to re-narrating his particular brand of Cuban history through the curation of antique
items he collected, but he also took no issue with (quietly) buying items that epitomised the
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very things he stood against, when it appeared to suit him; something which, as with Pilar and
her door-knocker, he justified in politicised terms. At times these seeming contradictions would
even spill out of his mouth in one succinct turn of phrase, such as his assertion:
‘I don’t allow politics to affect my business too much, the only colour I care about here
is green [i.e. dollars]. But you know, they stole all of our stuff and now they send it back
through with these Cuban boys to try and sell it back to us at an inflated rate. So I’m
going to do the same with their stuff’.
Ernesto, like many of the dealers in his circle, had also noted that there was a good
deal of money to be made not only from nostalgia in Miami, but also from nostalgia in Cuba
itself, often mobilised in a different way. One of his more recent clients was a wealthy
businessman still living in Havana, who had a wife and children in Orlando, Florida. He sent
them regular remittances from Cuba to top up the state benefits they subsisted from in the
U.S., and eventually sent them down to Miami to purchase Cuban antiques from Ernesto, paid
for with money from Cuba, to be sent back to him in Havana to decorate a restaurant he would
be opening there.

Picking up the Pieces of Cuban History
At the stall next to Ernesto’s I found Pablo, a police officer from central Florida who also made
a decent living on the side collecting and trading in antique coins from Cuba. His parents had
left shortly after the Revolution, and it was only a few years ago that Pablo had become
interested in collecting Cuban coins as a way of reconnecting with his family roots. Like
Ernesto, Pablo was keen to show me his collections, and whipped out a suitcase full of old
silver coins, drawing several other nearby men over to glimpse inside. Where Pablo differed
from Ernesto however was his stance on present-day Cuba; he had first gone to the island on
his own to visit a few years before, and rather than defining his life in terms of loss, he instead
saw his status as spanning the categories of both Cuban and American as a unique
opportunity in a changing marketplace, his bicultural fluency meaning he could navigate ‘both
worlds’, as well as parallel nostalgias, to his advantage.
Pablo had started to visit Cuba more frequently on buying trips, acquiring antiques to bring
back and either sell himself online, or sell to other traders like Ernesto who wouldn’t visit the
island themselves, but who needed someone who would. On his last trip he had befriended
some Cuban divers and paid them to find one of Cuba’s 400 coastal shipwrecks; they had
chipped a hoard of early nineteenth century silver coins away from the bedrock, badly
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weathered, which Pablo had then bought from them for a reportedly meagre price. To counter
for any difficulties in carrying them out of the country, Pablo had made sure to be documented
arriving into Cuba with old coins (which he sold to various wealthy collectors or antique shops
in Havana); as far as the authorities were concerned, he was leaving with the same collection.
When necessary, staff at the Cultural Office in Havana could be ‘incentivised’ (for $30) to
stamp the required documentation.43 ‘It works out pretty efficiently because I can sell in both
directions, and there aren’t many people who can compete with me at that’. Ironically this also
meant that Pablo was frequently handling items that, having been taken from the U.S. or Spain
to Cuba in the 18th and 19th centuries, had then been carried out of Cuba to the U.S. in the
20th century, bought by him, and carried back into Cuba again in the 21st century, to be sold
to foreign tourists who would take them back to Europe or the U.S.. At each stage of the item’s
journey, it would be imbibed with a new level of affective meaning, which in turn shifted across
the decades with the changing relationships between the U.S., Cuba and Spain. Moreover,
these items were able to plot the life stories and trajectories of (now deceased) Cubans in a
way that most modern-day Cubans currently cannot.

Figure 66 Pablo's suitcase of shipwreck salvaged coins from Cuba

At this point an older Cuban man at the Fair pulled the briefcase towards him to take
a look at the shipwreck coins, and expressed amazement that Pablo had in his possession
items that had been taken from Cuban waters. Pablo clearly hoped that their status as having
come from Cuba would add a layer of affective value to the bounty, but as it happened on this
occasion the man took offence. ‘You see?’ Pablo said to me, ‘Some people are fascinated by
43

For a remarkably parallel case in Israel, see (Kersel, 2006)
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the relics I can bring them from their home country, but others get jealous that I can access
something that’s lost to them’. Similar emotions passed across Ernesto’s face as he looked
through Pablo’s stock for a bargain. ‘Yeah, Pablo has a lot of interesting stuff, he goes to Cuba
a lot’, he said, with what I interpreted as flickers of envy, scorn and loss in his expression.
Pablo also saw no problem in dealing with items from after the Revolution, and proudly
(albeit cautiously) showed me a 2017 mint-condition coin with Fidel Castro’s face etched on
it, minted the previous year in Mongolia and thus purchasable without breaking the embargo.
At this point, another young Cuban-American in his twenties revealed he also had a secret
stash of contemporary Cuban coins. Both men had become interested in coin-collecting after
a lifetime of hearing parents reminisce about a place that they themselves had no tangible
knowledge or experience of. But as time wore on, they had become frustrated that this ‘history’
never expanded, ‘what about what’s happened on the island since they left?!’, Pablo asked
wide-eyed. ‘They’re all so obsessive, like they want to be unhappy. Whereas this gives me
joy, it’s my way of connecting with something I didn’t have as a child. So this is a way of
constructing or reconstructing that history, and making it a bit more tangible for those of us
who didn’t experience it. I guess it’s my way of staking out my claim, ‘cause you know, I’m
Cuban too’. He was also honest enough to point out that it made good business sense too, as
long as he was careful who he spoke to. ‘Eventually things will change, and this marketplace
will explode. There is so much emotion there, and so much history, so I’m going to be in prime
position for when that change comes. Being a police officer is increasingly my side job!’.
The act of collecting is evidently about material consumption and acquisition, but here we
see how it also posits value in a material artefact’s contribution to a collective whole, and its
own biography of circulation (Kopytoff, 1986) between places and people. The contestation
and negotiation I witnessed at the Cuba Nostalgia Fair, as well as at the various
shop/museums across Miami specialising in antiques and memorabilia, focused on what
should or should not merit inclusion within the category of ‘Cuban’. This related to whether or
not an individual was born on the island or not, but also to their ‘diasporic generational’ status
(Eckstein & Berg, 2015). Pablo’s relationship with cubanidad, whilst equally affective and
potent within his life narrative, held a distinct ideological stance to that of Ernesto or, no doubt,
his own parents. Both Pablo and Ernesto (as well as Pilar from the nostalgia store earlier in
this chapter) saw material consumption not just as an act of devouring, but also of
accumulating, preserving and, ultimately, curating not only one’s own identity but also that of
others, in line with the view of a collector as ‘a heroic and selfless saviour of objects rather
than an acquisitive and selfish consumer’ (Belk 2006: 534). All were devout collectors, and, in
their distinct ways, purists. For Pilar, anything post-1958 was without value, for Ernesto, it was
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of retributive value, while for Pablo, an item was of value precisely for its ability to complete
his collection. ‘I don’t understand why they all want to sully this with politics’ he confided,
shaking his head. ‘Either you’re a collector, in which case you want a full collection, or not.
Why would you just stop at 1958…?’.

The Past is a Foreign Country
Historian David Lowenthal notably characterised the past as a ‘foreign country’, mobilising a
model whereby he defined ‘past’ as in difference to the ‘present’, and as an ‘ever more foreign
realm, yet one increasingly infused by the present’ (Lowenthal 1985: xxv). Others have moved
from this discussion towards an understanding of heritage as the creation of a future, which
certainly resonates with the (re)creation of shared memory- and heritage-scapes amongst
generations of Cuban diaspora in Miami. Yet a consideration of the meaning of shared pasts
(presents and futures) in a cultural diasporic setting begs the questions, how can we
understand the past, and who ‘owns’ it, when it is quite literally in a foreign country? Whose is
it to claim, curate and mobilise when different groups of people have equal claims over an
identity? And in the contestations that follow, how is a hegemonic discourse narrating such
histories established and promulgated? In this sense, notions of heritage and nostalgia can
become weapons in an ideological battleground, akin perhaps to Daphne Berdahl’s portrayal
of the role of nostalgia and Ostprodukte between East and West Germany, whereby material
artefacts gain the agency to symbolise unification or rejection of ‘the other’ (Berdahl 1999:
140). Heritage as invoked through material culture becomes a mechanism for both inclusion
and exclusion.
Considering material items in diasporic settings further complicates such questions, as
artefacts assert different identities and narratives in parallel. Moreover, scholars have shown
how many immigrants in fact experience their national identity more keenly from the outside,
or in other words, mobilise their past more when in a foreign country. Deanna Barenboim for
example has revealed how Mexican migrants from the Yucatán peninsula ‘learn’ their heritage
upon arrival in the diaspora in California, where the material culture of a shared past is
incorporated into new lives in the U.S.. Indeed, a whole industry surrounds the importance
and symbolism of such items, with businesses specialising solely in couriering these items by
truck from Mérida to San Francisco, often pre-ordered by diasporic relatives from people back
home through WhatsApp or Facebook (Barenboim 2018: 7). Material items as evocations of
heritage and past thus speak to a ‘diasporic state of mind’ whereby ‘through long-distance
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memories, attachments and senses of belonging migrants experience home and away
simultaneously’ (Ang 2011: 86).
In this light, Denis Byrne’s notion of ‘heritage corridors’ (Byrne, 2016a, 2016b) is a
helpful one when conceptualising the transnational connectivity between migrant heritage
sites and overseas locales, as well as the two directional flow of ideas, things, people and
capital that is so materially evident between Havana and Miami. Items do not have a fixed
heritage, but rather mobilise their own affective value which, whilst dependent upon the side
of the corridor, the generation and the ideological inclinations of the owner, is nonetheless
highly evocative. Moreover, it is precisely the ability of these items to move back and forth
along this corridor that imbues them with their value; their ability to physically move (a
possibility which to so many people is prohibited) and to assert flexible identities on either side
in different contexts speaks to their powerful status, symbolism and agency. The layers of
meaning that can accumulate in some such objects, in particular those that have moved back
and forth several times in different periods of history, further speaks to just how mutable
notions of heritage and ‘past’ can be, pointing to this ‘corridor’ as a web or ‘zone of
entanglement’, as Ingold envisions it (2008).

Inventing Tradition
Just as on the Miami side of the Cuban heritage corridor, material artefacts imbued with
historic or nostalgic value are highly prized in Havana. Visits to friends’ houses invariably
revealed antique furniture, vintage lamps or crumbling books; such things were kept, cared
for and restored (whenever materially possible) partly because they might have been passed
down through the family and thus had some affective value, partly because they were
invariably of a higher quality than any newer items that might have been purchased in Havana,
and partly because newer items were of course rather hard to come by. Old things, by contrast,
are in fact particularly easy to come by in Cuba, given the island was once a destination for
Europe and America’s bourgeois travellers and their extensive luggage, and Cubans have
developed a knack for restoring and renovating all kinds of old things rather than throw them
away (Pertierra, 2011). Affect and pragmatism by necessity weave a close tapestry in daily
life in Havana.
Havana has also seen its own explosion in private store/museum spaces, in part
fuelled by a boom in tourism whereby tourists who equate Cuba with a fetishised image of
yesteryear wish to buy a piece of that fantasy, and private restaurants and hotels opening up
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across Havana also wish to source vintage aesthetic items to decorate trendy new hipster
spaces catering to this clientele. This combined with a greater number of flights connecting
Havana with Miami, and therefore greater ability to sell to a diasporic market as well, has
meant that antique traders, restorers and collectors can do a bustling trade in Havana.
One such history buff was Luís, who officially worked as a priest, and found the social
connections that job afforded him highly useful when it came to hearing about antique items
on the grapevine, acquiring them, and re-selling them. Whenever he got a tip-off that there
was something interesting worth investigating, he’d call me up and we’d step out together,
Luís striding confidently through the streets and markets, greeting men as he went and
informing them of any recent purchases he had made that might interest them. ‘Everyone in
Cuba is a collector at heart’ he said, ‘you just have to find out what tune they dance to’. On
this particular occasion, we were headed to a woman’s house in Chinatown to inspect some
valuables she claimed her family had hidden away for decades. On route Luís took us past
one of the official state stores for antique furniture, large hardwood wardrobes and escritoires
lined up along the pavement out front. The items had paper tickets attached with high prices:
one wardrobe I noticed was set at over US$1000, although Luís assured me that if you spoke
to the employees on the street rather than inside, you could easily get that price down to $400.
Around the corner, a few men had lined up a series of antique chair legs along the wall,
squinting at them to work out which would best replace the worn legs on a broken antique
chair they were fixing.

Figure 67 Two street stalls dealing in antique photos, stamps and coins in Havana, Cuba
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When we arrived at the apartment in question, a middle-aged woman with heavily
plucked eyebrows led us inside. ‘We might not look rich, we Cubans, but a lot of our wealth is
in our salones’, she said, as Luís inspected a heavy porcelain lamp from the turn of the
nineteenth century the family claimed they had had for decades, and was worth many
hundreds of dollars because of the ‘legacy and emotional value’ it represented to her family.
‘What she didn’t tell you was that her grandmother was probably the maid to some wealthy
family that fled and stole the lamp in the first place’ said Luís, laughing, once we’d headed out
of the apartment and down the crumbling stairs. ‘People have got wise that a family story to
tug at the heartstrings [remolcadora] puts up the value, even if they have to slightly reinvent a
story from someone else!’. In reality, many if not most of the artefacts in Havana’s antiques
markets had probably been stolen or plundered at some point in their history, whether in the
nineteenth century, the twentieth, or in the twenty-first to be packaged and sold in Miami, like
the Capitólio door-knocker in Pilar’s store.
Havana is home to several ‘antiques houses’ as well, some catering to tourists (most
notably the one in the Old Town near where the majority of hotels were situated), while others
catered to collectors and dealers like Luís, who knew most others on the circuit. One such
house was a large imposing colonial house in the affluent El Vedado neighbourhood, now
converted into a shop/museum where every room was quite literally filled to the ceiling with
old artefacts. Chairs, tables, sofas, gilt mirrors, record players, cigar boxes, grandfather clocks
and pocket watches, photographic cameras, swords and sabres and 1970s socialist posters
clung to every possible surface, with Louis XIV furniture crammed in next to baseball bats
signed by Fidel Castro. The owners slept among the items wherever they could find space,
and cats crawled from between statues of the Virgin Mary and Menorahs (clearly at one point
removed from churches and synagogues), yowling for scraps.

Figure 68 Pile of antique furniture in a Havana 'antiques house', some of which is chopped up to restore other
pieces of antique furniture

190

Figure 69 Collection of 18th and 19th century swords and sabres in 'antiques house' in La Víbora, Havana

Figure 70 Menorah for sale in an 'antiques house', likely at one time 'requisitioned' from a synagogue in Havana

The antiques business, I was told, works in a sort of pyramid in Havana. At the bottom
are los buscadores, or the searchers, who go from house to house sourcing items. They
typically sell to middlemen, like Luís, who sells to collectors such as Victor, who runs this
particular house. Victor in turn sells online, taking payment by credit card via his son based in
Canada, as well as to visiting tourists or collectors like Pablo who are over from Miami. At
each stage of the process, further layers of ‘inalienability’ are added to the artefact, with the
result that, for its very inalienability, or inherent ‘relation’ to some personal trajectory or
another, it is in fact more commoditised (Appadurai, 1986; Weiner, 1992). The value of the
item resides in its relation to an often-invented story which establishes familial and national
narratives to anchor the ‘thing’ in time and space (see also the discussion of value and
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pawnshops in Chapter 1). The porcelain lamp, for example which the family so prized for its
supposedly having been ‘handed down through time’ had been taken from another family,
who had prized it for tying them to their bourgeois roots in France. Had Luís bought it, he could
no doubt have added a further layer of sentiment by selling it to a diasporic Cuban in Miami
as a ‘reencounter’ with their lost family heritage in Havana. Or he might have sold it to Victor,
who might have sold it to a visiting French tourist hoping to carry it back to France as a material
window into an ‘unchanged world’ now lost to her in modern-day France. Beth Notar offers a
parallel example of a Swiss woman visiting China to have them paint copies of Monet to sell
in France as ‘authentic’ souvenirs to visiting Asian tourists (Notar 2006: 64).

Figure 71 Informal advert stuck to a wall by a buscador to source antiques in people's homes in Havana

Indeed, to cater to this long and complex chain of relations to material artefacts
representing (or indeed inventing) lost heritages, some Cubans have started importing
‘antiques’ from Spain and Russia to resell to tourists visiting from America, or to new
restaurants in Havana that want to present an ‘authentic Cuban’ experience without the price
tag associated with it. Old furniture, porcelain and cigar boxes are in fact much cheaper and
easier to find in Spain, yet their value is increased for being Cuban, hence collectors buy them
(often with money sent as remittances from relatives in the Cuban diaspora to begin with),
import them, add a personalising story (‘my grandmother brought this from Spain when she
fled the Civil War’ is a common example), and then have them shipped to Miami or sell them
on (Stubbs, 2014). Again, there are parallels with Notar’s ethnography of souvenir-sellers in
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southwest China, who add familial stories to artefacts to enrich their value, when they had in
fact been purchased from a factory only a week earlier (Notar 2006: 79).
Heritage marketing insists upon a focus on the ‘unique’ and ‘personal’ characteristics
of things to bestow authenticity, which is at odds with the mass consumption and
commoditisation that simultaneously operates within this marketplace. As such, the invocation
of nostalgia through narratives of the past bridges this gap, and allows the object to speak to
the buyer’s emotional need to ‘remember’ their past tangibly. Paul Connerton has written that
‘people are not the only things to vanish. The material culture of former lives does too. Indeed,
it disappears more rapidly as the value attached to it diminishes’ (Connerton 2006: 316). So
too, it would seem, can the opposite be true. Historical things and the ‘heritage’ they represent
can also be created as their value increases, and as this value is mobilised in different ways
by different subsets of Cubans.

Conclusion
In this chapter we have seen how material things can assert multiple symbolisms and
narratives simultaneously, according to the ideological, temporal and emotional context within
which they mobilise themselves. The ‘heritage corridor’ between Cuba and its diaspora in
Miami is a salient example of one such situation, where material items assume new layers of
meaning in a normative transnational and generational battleground over identity, memory
and the past. In their preoccupation with remembering, curating, memorialising and forgetting
the past, people on both sides in fact reveal their acute anxiety not with the past so much as
with the present and the future. Contested identities and anxieties over ‘authenticity’ are of
equal concern in Miami, where new waves of migration and old scars shape what is included
within the hegemonic marker of ‘Cuban’, and also in Havana, where socioeconomic shifts and
new waves of tourism similarly are impacting what it means to be ‘Cuban’ on the island.
Ironically, communities in both Miami and Havana seek to fossilise and commoditise
their distinct notions of ‘the past’ in reaction to the isolationist course they have both officially
charted in recent decades. The exile community in Miami has consistently maintained its
distinction from other Latino diasporas in the region, in no small part narrated through its
shared heritage of trauma and loss, as represented through material cultures that are
mobilised to reproduce these narratives for new generations. Accounts of other Cuban
diasporas both in the U.S. and Spain have found a similar preoccupation with nostalgia, and
an idealisation of what life was like ‘before’ (Andrews-Swann, 2011; Berg, 2014). Meanwhile
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Cuba’s ‘opening’ to the world and to increased tourism in the past two decades has also meant
that capitalising on fetishized notions of a Cuba ‘stuck in the past’ is, for many, a necessity.
While the ethnographic vignettes presented here have revealed very different
motivations, justifications, and emotional trajectories of those involved in these networks, the
unifying factor is the ability these objects have to move between places in a way that most
people in this particular social world cannot (either due to emotional or political obstacles). In
so doing, they have a means of speaking to different groups of Cubans in different ways,
traversing the spectrum of the Cuban world and mobilising powerful affective values denied
to most of my research participants. As such, I see such objects as palimpsestic in their ability
to speak to different ‘heritages’, ‘nostalgias’ and ‘pasts’ whilst maintaining the unique
‘authenticity’ that renders them so valuable.
A commodity chain analysis of the heritage corridor between Miami and Cuba reveals
not only how supposedly ‘inalienable’ objects (Weiner, 1992) in fact gain their value as
commodities by drawing on these affective values, but also points to how consumers and
sellers on both sides (re)enchant this network, ascribing their own layers of affective meaning
to these totemic material items which bestow authentic identity upon the owner or holder.
These layers of meaning in turn reveal the normative battleground over identity that exists, not
only between Miami and Cuba, but between generations (both biological and diasporic) in
both places. If the locus of the power to participate in that battle is the material objects
themselves, then the ownership of one becomes an important way of asserting oneself as
Cuban. Moreover, through this case study of antique items and their ‘authenticity’ realised
through transnational travel, we see the embedded possibilities of objects’ semiotic flexibility
to act in ways that people in this context cannot. These objects have the power to evoke
memory and pasts that people are prevented from returning to (whether temporally or
geographically), and thus mobilise emotional agencies through their portability and capacity
to ‘return home’, in a way that few Cubans in the diaspora can emulate.
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Chapter 6
Patria en Muerte: Making Death Matter
“To die for the motherland is to live” proclaims a lyric from the Cuban National Anthem ‘La
Bayamesa’ (1868),44 a phrase which, as I will present through this chapter, still resonates
strongly with Cubans to this day, both on the island and in the diaspora. It is no coincidence
that the Cuban Revolution of the twentieth century took up the call to arms in its own muchcited slogan, ‘Homeland or Death!’.45 Yet ironically, for many Cubans exiled to the Miami
diaspora, the patria (‘homeland’)46 is only to be regained en or through muerte (‘death’); this
final rite of passage forms a crucial moment of identification as Cuban, in particular for those
whose lives have, in their majority, been experienced outside of the island. The question of
‘dying Cuban’ is a difficult one for the diaspora in Miami: what does it mean to live in Miami
but to die Cuban?
To be buried in the diaspora is, for many of Miami’s ageing Cubans, a worryingly
permanent state of exile, as well as an inherently political statement. Consequently as many
of the first wave of Cuban exiles died in the 1990s, they started to include wishes in their will
to be exhumed and returned materially to their homeland soil ‘when Cuba was free’. During
my own fieldwork in Miami, I heard of the death of an elderly Cuban man who had wished to
be returned to his native soil for burial, but whose family — who strongly resented Cuba’s
socialist government — could not bring themselves to permit it. The family found itself in a
moral bind: they felt obligated to meet their grandfather’s wishes but strongly resisted dealing
with any ‘traitor’ that returned to Cuba. And so instead, they mobilised a by-now familiar Cuban
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Spanish: ‘morir por la patria es vivir’
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Spanish: ‘¡Patria o Muerte!’
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It is worth pointing out that patria is a difficult word to translate into English; many scholars translate

it as ‘Fatherland’ (e.g. Pérez Jr. 2009), yet many of my research participants disliked that translation,
insisting that while the word has clear etymological roots in ‘patrius’ or ‘pater’ (i.e. ‘of the father’), it is
also a feminine word, and thus contains nurturing qualities of ‘Motherland’ as well. In one of the
ethnographic vignettes discussed in this chapter, an advert placed by a Trinidadian man in a CubanAmerican newspaper where he used the English word ‘fatherland’ to denote Cuba was met with scorn
from several of my participants, and so in this chapter, I opt to use the Spanish word patria, or the more
neutral translation ‘Homeland’.
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inventiveness to resolve the situation, and set off in a car headed for Tampa, six hours to the
north. There they visited the Parque Amigos de José Martí in Ybor City, which had been the
epicentre of the ‘original’ Cuban diaspora in Florida at the end of the nineteenth century. This
tiny communal park was in fact donated to the Republic of Cuba in 1956, three years before
the Revolution, and remains the property of Cuba to this day, albeit administered by Ybor City.
The park contains soil which was taken from each of Cuba’s provinces before the Revolution
and scattered over the Floridian earth, and so late one evening, the grandchildren of this family
crept through the gate with a plastic beach bucket and spade, and shovelled in a few fistfuls
of soil from a neglected corner near the railing. This was promptly driven back to Miami and
scattered over their grandfather’s coffin as it was buried in Little Havana. Evidently most of
this soil had never been anywhere near Cuba, yet by coming from land that legally belonged
to Cuba, and even better, that somehow materially pre-dated Cuba’s ‘fall’ to socialism, this
soil had some kind of agency to return the deceased man back ‘home’.
While this is a remarkable story even within the context of Cuban Miami, it points to the
ways death in its material facticity (Heidegger, 2010) becomes a quite literal embodiment of
life; it was necessary to render this man’s experiences of life in exile valid through his death,
and the very materiality and trajectory of the soil, which had itself charted a similar life course
to that of his own body, became the tool through which this could be afforded. Post-death
consumption practices reveal much of the way people curate and express their lives and as
such, posit them firmly within a cultural idiom. In the case of Cuban culture, this thesis has
argued that it is impossible to be Cuban without the flow of material items between Cuban
communities across the world, principally between the major diasporic community in Miami
and Cuba’s capital, Havana. It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that ‘dying Cuban’ should not be
so very different to being or ‘living Cuban’, and a highly material concern.
In this chapter, an ethnographic exploration of the materiality of ‘dying Cuban’ reveals once
again how these two places are not only highly interconnected, but in fact mutually constitutive.
This interconnectedness and material fluidity gains momentum at key Cuban life moments or
rites of passage, such as birth, a girl’s fifteenth birthday, marriage, or major illness, as we saw
in the case of Lilia and Mimi’s family in Chapter 2. Rather than focusing upon the ritual of
death as a rite of passage then, this chapter instead argues that the materiality of death
becomes perhaps the foremost manifestation of Cuban identity construction in its current
transnational setting. In Chapter 5 we saw how antique objects were able to traverse the
Cuban world and evoke pasts and futures in their person-like ability to create memories. Here
we will see how the opposite also becomes true: people are able to traverse the Cuban world
when they inhabit the category of ‘things’. This was true of the mulas in Chapter 3, who must
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essentially become physical lifting and carrying apparati to qualify to travel beyond the island,
and is true in this chapter of corpses and cremated remains. In the most literal of senses, the
material matter of death matters.

The Matter of Death in Havana
Prior to the Revolution in 1959, funeral homes in Havana were privately owned and typically
filled with Catholic symbols; indeed, all cemeteries were in fact owned by the Catholic Church.
These were co-opted by the State in the 1960s and funeral homes passed into state
ownership, as they remain to this day. Given most funeral homes lack refrigeration, wakes
typically take place very shortly after death, and usually involve members of the family staying
up (with the body) throughout the night to ‘keep it company’ (acompañarle). All bodies receive
make-up and are usually dressed in the smartest clothing that can be found; Heidi Harkönen
gives the example of a balding man’s body being dressed with a wig, with an aim ‘not to make
his body look like it was in life, but better’ (Härkönen 2014: 174). A well-cared-for body is
testimony to love and care from relatives in life, while a neglected body might point to a lack
of social connectivity. Death in its materiality therefore emphasises the position of a person as
socially connected, both within a family and within the broader notion of ‘family’ as the Cuban
people. “Cubans live their lives embedded in networks of social relations and close kinship
connections and that is how they die as well” (Härkönen 2014: 176), and this is demonstrated,
as in life, through ongoing and reciprocated material care (Härkönen 2018, see also Chapter
2).
The main cemetery in Havana is the Cementerio de Colón, a vast necropolis in the
west of the city which resembles a city in its own right, laid out in a grid with streets of
mausoleums and whole ‘neighbourhoods’ or sections dedicated to different parts of society.
Bodies are initially placed in vaults (nichos) for two years while they decompose, at which
point they are removed, usually free of flesh (although not always, of which more later), and
the bones are sprinkled with talc, wrapped in cloth and then placed in an ossuary to be
conserved. The first funeral is a social event where friends and kin alike pay their respects,
while the second funeral - where the bones are removed (sacar los huesos) - is typically
attended only by close kin for what is a far more solemn (and sometimes grim) affair. Robert
Hertz proposes that the ritual of secondary burial marks the completion of the burial process,
with the final interment of the material remains of the deceased marking a return to normal life
for the living, and an emphasis upon a ‘final’ resting place as opposed to the temporary or
‘liminal’ state of the body before it (Hertz 1960: 77-84; Miles 1965; Huntington and Metcalf
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1979; Metcalf 1981). This is the point when close relatives visibly confront the fact that their
loved one is no longer in a recognisable form, and that they have been reduced to matter out
of place (Campkin, 2013; Douglas, 1991; Hallam & Hockey, 2001; J. L. Hockey, Komaromy,
& Woodthorpe, 2010).
Upon first glance, these rows of nichos do indeed have, as Ruth Behar describes in a
parallel Spanish example, ‘an amazing anticipatory quality’ (Behar 1991: 364), whilst also
being reflective of the socialist ideology of all being equal in death, as in life (see Figure 72).
Nonetheless, death continues to differentiate people on the basis of wealth, residence or
place, achievement and particularly notions of ‘origin’ in Havana, and after death there is a
‘strong attempt to take a person’s body to where s/he is seen to ‘truly belong’’ (Härkönen 2014:
180). This is usually understood as a material and spiritual connection to place. For some, this
is being transported back to the region of Cuba where they were born,47 while for others, as
we shall see, this involves transnational journeys of both bodies and things. It is broadly
agreed that being buried where one was born links the beginning and end of life, closing the
circle. Furthermore, the burial site (after the secondary burial) becomes not just a marker of
identity through place but also through kin; a family tomb is the ultimate way to unite family
beyond death.

Figure 72 Nichos containing bodies awaiting secondary burial in the Cementerio de Colón in Havana

While this is the ‘official’ format for death in Havana, there are, of course, myriad ways
to die, which in turn mirror and are shaped by various Cuban cosmologies. ‘Shaped by
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Harkönen (2014) gives the example of internal Cuban migrants from the eastern provinces being

returned to their place of birth for burial after dying in Havana. This was something I also observed
during fieldwork in Havana, although for the purposes of this chapter I will focus upon transnational
flows, as opposed to domestic ones.
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colonial, post-colonial histories and now neoliberal orders, Caribbean bodies are ciphers from
where life, death and the afterlife are understood’ (Arroyo 2018: 337), and merely walking
across the cemetery and observing material items left in strategic places reveals a host of
parallel Cuban practices influenced by traditions in Palo, Ifá and Santería,48 as well as material
evidence of those with relatives in the diaspora who maintain material ties of ‘care’. For many
Cubans, questions of spirituality are not a situation of ‘either/or’, and respects may be paid to
the dead whilst observing aspects of socialist, Catholic and Afro-Cuban funeral rites, often in
combination. Altars, dolls, statuettes and other forms of representing the dead may be found
placed in both the cemetery and on the street, in what Diana Espírito-Santo calls ‘the locus of
myriad intersections of cosmologies’ (Santo 2018: 214). The dead regularly invoke themselves
through matter; consumable items such as plates of food, alcohol, and cigarettes for example
become further places where the dead may be acknowledged. These items in and of
themselves also trace stories; material items have trajectories, which become key in
representing and invoking an identity, especially in a diasporic context (of which, more later).
Thus Todd Ramón Ochoa’s description of the Palo dead, for example, as being best
understood in “metaphors of fluids, flows, tides, and waves” (Ochoa 2010: 14) is also an apt
one when considering what death (and therefore life) means in a context where Cuban identity
in its myriad forms is constituted through movement and migration, flow and flux.

The Matter of Death in Miami (‘Next year in Havana’)
The ‘process’ of dying and remembering the dead is markedly different in the U.S., where the
funeral industry is geared not only towards profit but also sanitisation, whereby the idea of
picking up and moving a relatives’ bones or other material signs of decay would likely be met
with horror (Douglas, 1991). Focus is often on the
‘elaborate avoidance, both in word and deed, of the brute facts of death. The majority of
deaths now occur in hospitals, where the fiction of probable recovery is often maintained
until a person is near the point of death. The corpse is then promptly removed without the
aid of the bereaved, who see it again only under very special circumstances, after it has
been primped up to appear as if asleep. Coffins are selected for their superior padding, as
if comfort mattered to the corpse. We speak of the deceased as having "passed on"; we
describe the premises of the death specialist with the cozy-sounding terms "funeral parlor"
or "funeral home"; we comment how "well" the embalmed corpse looks lying in the
48

Very broadly speaking, Palo, Ifá and Santería are all syncretic religions practiced in Cuba (and

beyond), whose roots can be traced back to West Africa (amongst other places) via the slave trade.
Observance of these traditions has supposedly increased in Cuba since the Revolution and decentralisation of Church power.
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"slumber room"; and so on. This endless shying away from confrontation with mortality is
undeniably a marked feature of American culture’ (Huntington & Metcalf 1979: 201).
If a body is to be viewed, there is a requirement that it first be embalmed (at a cost of around
$700) by a qualified mortician in what might be interpreted as an increasing medicalisation of
death and its subsequent banishment to the realm of scientific expertise; death becomes
reduced to its unavoidably biological finiteness. This is part of what Jessica Mitford attacks as
a widespread profiteering through selling unnecessarily expensive services and goods to a
captive American clientele under great stress (Mitford, 1963), creating a realm of labour
around the human body as ‘thing’ to be dealt with tantamount to a political economy of death
(Feeley-Harnik, 1984).
While there are degrees of this process that are enshrined in law in the U.S. and are
thus unaccommodating to cultural variance in the marking of death, the Cuban diaspora in
Miami has nonetheless adapted American funerary traditions to incorporate at least some of
their own cultural processes of death. Richard Huntingdon and Peter Metcalf maintain that
while the U.S. has continued to receive immigrants from many different cultural backgrounds,
‘the majority have adopted American deathways, just as they have absorbed other aspects of
national culture’. Had it been otherwise, they argue, ‘institutions would surely have sprung up
to cater for their needs [which] shows that funerals somehow fit into a peculiarly American
ideology’ (Huntington & Metcalf 1979: 200). A short drive along Eighth Street through the Little
Havana district of Miami, however, would quickly dispel such notions. Here, clustered around
the community heart of Café Versailles,49 are at least a dozen Cuban-American funeral
parlours, all catering most explicitly to a Cuban(-American) clientele, and many of which are
continuations of well-known funeral businesses that operated in Havana before the Revolution
(Härkönen 2011: 269).
Part of the key to these businesses’ ongoing success is that they understand the
central symbolic role of death amongst the Cuban diaspora, and in particular, amongst the
exile generation.50 For many, the process of becoming exiled from their native Cuba was
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Café Versailles is a longstanding café and restaurant in the heart of the Little Havana district, which

has been in business since the arrival of its founders from Cuba in 1971. It has become symbolic of the
Cuban community in Havana, and has consequently hosted various (mostly Republican) prominent
politicians over the years as they have campaigned for votes amongst the Cuban diaspora in Florida.
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Following Mette Louise Berg (2011), I consider the ‘Exiles’ to be a distinct diasporic generation to

subsequent waves of ‘migrants’ who have moved to Miami for distinct reasons. The Exiles consider
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already tantamount to a death, at least in its social or emotional (as opposed to biological)
sense of rupture, as Carlos Eire depicts in his own autobiography of leaving for South Florida
as a child:
“I left behind my parents, my entire family, all of my possessions, and my native land,
and at this moment I don’t really know whether I’ll see any of them ever again. In other
words, I’ve just died. I’ve passed through the burning silence that strips you bare of
everything you’ve ever been” (Eire 2010: 1).
Such emotional loss can even be expressed in terms of a physical interment or spiritual
purgatory, as in the lyrics of the song written by Luis Aguilé and recently made popular again
by Cuban-American singer Gloria Estefan, ‘Cuando salí de Cuba’ (‘When I left Cuba’):
Nunca podré morirme
Mi corazón, no lo tengo aquí
[…] Cuando salí de Cuba
Dejé enterrado mi corazón

I can never die
I don’t have my heart here [with me]
[…] When I left Cuba
I left my heart buried

As the years in exile went by, this sense of loss only increased, and the imminent reality of
biological death in exile hit home, combined with a ‘shameful’ inability to tend to the material
needs of both living and deceased relatives back home in Havana. Exiles living in Miami have
been haunted by the memories of their “unfulfilled deep filial obligations” (Wyndham & Read
2010:14) for much of their lives, and as they have aged, many have become preoccupied with
the dichotomy between their own future American resting place and that of their ancestors
back in Cuba.
A significant proportion of the Cuban exile community that has died in Miami has been
buried in Woodlawn Park Cemetery, on Eighth Street in between Little Havana and the equally
Cuban neighbourhood of Westchester. It is large and spacious, with large stone tombs and
mausoleums spaced out across neatly manicured green turf, and a smooth tarmac road winds
between graves so that relatives can drive from one to the other without getting out to walk in
the hot Miami sun. Here, bodies are buried in large and heavy wooden coffins, as in the
American tradition, with an engraved headstone marking a person’s place of rest. An
emphasis remains upon kinship through death, however, and where possible, families are
buried together. Larger or more notable Cuban-American families have constructed stone
themselves to be a distinct group who were forced from their homeland for political reasons and cannot
(indeed, will not) return until political change occurs. Broadly speaking, they arrived in Miami from
around 1960-1980.
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mausoleums with the family surname engraved in large print, replicas of the family tombs that
lie abandoned back in Havana’s Colón Cemetery. The family names of the deceased are
sometimes abbreviated down to two or three names, rather than as many as half a dozen (as
is often the case in the Spanish style), in answer to what Marivic Wyndham and Peter Read
call an unspoken “well that will do for now, until we get back to Cuba” (Wyndham & Read
2010: 15). As much as mourning a buried presence, Woodlawn is also a memorial to absence,
to relatives buried on the other side of the sea, and to longed-for lives unlived.

Figure 73 Jorge Mas Canosa's tomb and the Bacardí family mausoleum in Woodlawn Park Cemetery, Miami
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Ashes to Ashes
I first heard about Victor whilst talking to the owner of a longstanding Cuban funeral parlour in
Little Havana, whose father had owned Havana’s largest funeral parlour before the Revolution.
They had ‘re’-opened it upon arrival in Miami in the 1960s, where it had remained ever since,
claiming many of the exile community’s most prominent members as its clientele. Staunchly
anti-Castroist, the family had vowed never to benefit the Cuban state with their business
acumen, and so, like most other Cuban funeral parlours in Miami, refused to counter the idea
of repatriating bodies for burial in Cuba, or importing material items from the island to assist
with a ‘good’ burial in Miami. If I wanted to know about that, the ‘disreputable’ Victor, who
owned a ‘Cuban’ funeral parlour catering to these needs despite not being Cuban himself,
was the person I should talk to.
Intrigued, I set off around the corner, went inside, and took a seat in what appeared to
be a large living room of squishy faded sofas, pot plants, and framed pictures of sunsets
scattered across the walls. At one end of the room, a cabinet of urns and plastic orchids were
for sale below a flashing neon sign advertising burials in Cuba. Funerals ended simultaneously
in two adjoining rooms on the left-hand side, and suddenly the sofa area was filled with sombre
black-clad Catholic Nicaraguans on one side, and white-clad Cuban santeros beating out
rhythms on their drum on the other. Between them all weaved a portly old Trinidadian man
with thick white hair — Victor — who, apparently due to an outdated filial loyalty to the British
Empire, was very amenable to chatting with me and my British accent.

Figure 74 Sign advertising 'burials in Cuba and in Latin America at low prices'

Victor was one of those people that buy failing businesses to turn them around and
sell them on at a profit. In the 1990s he had acquired a struggling Cuban-owned funeral parlour
just off Eighth Street and renamed it, ‘borrowing’ the name of a once famous funeral parlour
that had operated in Havana before the Revolution. Things turned around for the business
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when he accepted the county contract to bury unidentified balsero migrants’ bodies.51
Nowadays 90% of his customers are Cuban, and Victor is, at least according to him, the only
man who is willing and able to provide the service of ‘repatriation’, or shipping bodies and
cremated remains back to Cuba after death. While not Cuban himself, Victor sees himself as
an ‘honorary Cuban’, in part due to his ‘humanitarian’ efforts to service the needs of more
recent (often poorer) arrivals from Cuba (a greater proportion of whom are Afro-Cuban than
in earlier generations of Cuban migrants) when their funeral needs cannot or will not be met
by more ‘traditional’ Cuban businesses around the corner.
Victor, who is in his early 70s, is married to Julieta, a 27-year-old Cuban woman
recently arrived from the island, to whom he has now given the business. She is able to
quickly discern customers according to their diasporic generation, considering their accent,
dress sense and vocabulary they use, and in this way judges whether or not it would be
appropriate to offer repatriation services.52 In the 1990s, Victor had to charter flights to return
bodies to Cuba, or send them via Canada or Mexico, but nowadays he sends them direct, and
the bodies or ashes are typically accompanied by an employee to manage the paperwork.
This process was made considerably easy upon the acquisition of some government friends
who informed him he could circumvent the Embargo on ‘humanitarian grounds’, so long as
the proper paperwork was in place.
Victor has ‘teams’ in every city in Cuba who receive the bodies and deal with the
burials. He pays them well;
‘the reason most people don’t manage to make business work in Cuba is they don’t
understand that you have to look after your own. I make sure they are loyal to me and
won’t steal from me, because I look after them well. It has to work like a family. They
have to be indebted to you’.
Arguably, the key to Victor’s success has been his ability to tap into the confianza that is so
essential to the operation of material flows invoking kin relation (see Chapter 3).
‘Obviously you have to know the right people, and Julieta accompanies about fourteen
bodies a month to Cuba to take care of the people there…nobody else here has
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Balseros or rafters were Cubans who fled the island on makeshift rafts with the hope of arriving on

the shores of South Florida during the ‘Special Period’ of economic hardship in Cuba in the 1990s.
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For many of the exile generation who left for ideological reasons, the notion of being repatriated, at

least before any substantive change in Cuban politics, would be offensive.
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managed to maintain those links and that’s why no other company can offer the
repatriation that we do, it really is the bottom line’.
In this way, Victor and his wife are also able to offer tomb restoration services (they have
teams in place who, for payment, apparently restore old family pantheons to give Miami exiles
some peace of mind), drawing upon the need to invoke family within Cuban conceptualisations
of ‘a good death’.
‘The gist of the whole thing is family first’, Victor tells me, presenting a gold-trimmed
business card with various toll-free numbers including 1-800 FUNERAL, 1-800 CREMATION
and 1-800 INGRIEF. ‘They want to go home because it’s the motherland, fatherland, whatever
you want to call it’. This stratagem is also key to his advertising campaigns; the funeral parlour
regularly takes out a half-page slot in the local Spanish language newspaper El Nuevo Herald
(albeit ironically publishing the advert in English).

Figure 75 Advertisement in El Nuevo Herald for services offered by Victor's funeral parlour and ‘Hispanic women
management team’ to repatriate bodies to the ‘Fatherland’

The adverts focus upon a rhetoric of family and kinship within a Cuban community (‘re-uniting
Cuban families… we focused on families and the humanity. Family, like soldiers, are not left
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behind’), set up in opposition to the alien world of the exile land (‘buried next to family and
friends, not next to perfect strangers in Miami cemeteries after paying thousands for a simple
water-logged hole in the ground’).
The pamphlets neatly piled up on a coffee table by the front door echo similar words,
drawing upon kinship and gender ties. Julieta is the visible frontperson of the business. With
a sympathetic pat on the shoulder, I watch her pass a pamphlet over to a middle-aged Cuban
woman who has spent the night accompanying her father’s body through a vigil: ‘Friends don’t
turn away from friends at the hour of need, call upon your friends here at National and we will
be there for you. We are a team of young dedicated women who are passionate about
connecting families, even after death’, it reads. Once the woman has exited to the adjacent
car park, Julieta turns and eyes the mess strewn across the sofas where various family
members have drifted off over the course of the wake. ‘The problem here is that people treat
this place like their home!’ Julieta objected. ‘People come and sleep on the sofa every night
of the week, now it all has to be reupholstered, it’s filthy!’. When I asked her how she found
the ‘business of death’ compared in Miami to that in Cuba, she replied‘death is an interesting thing here in the U.S.. Every aspect of it is a sellable thing, and
even after death people continue to charge, even just for the cemetery plot, you have
to keep paying forever. And a lot of Cubans feel like even after decades here that they
have never fitted in. They look on from the outside but they’re never really part of
American society. So even though they live their whole lives here, many of them want
to be buried in a place where they’re automatically “in”’.
When I showed Victor’s local paper advert to other Cuban friends in Miami, the vast
majority were affronted and frankly offended at the idea of sending remains back to Cuba.
This was not exclusively because of any political ideology, but more because they felt he was
taking advantage of an emotional vulnerability inherent within the Cuban exile community, for
profit. One friend in fact viewed this as a ‘falta de confianza’ (‘lack of trust’, ‘betrayal’), citing
the way Victor’s company had cited Cuban discourses of kinship and family for his own ends,
in what my friend clearly felt was a scam. The fact that his wife was a recent arrival and the
business clearly depended upon working relations with the Cuban authorities certainly didn’t
help matters.
Rumours also went around Miami that the whole thing was a farce: one man at a coffee
window told me he had a cousin (who had a neighbour… who had a friend…) in Cuba, who’s
relative had supposedly arrived in a casket, only for them to open it up and discover the body
of a complete stranger looking back up at them. He suspected the whole thing had been a
way of moving material goods into Cuba, as he’d heard the body was also accompanied by
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stationery, books, and some toiletries. Victor confirmed as much when I next spoke to him,
although he said he usually warned customers against sending valuable items inside the
casket, as he couldn’t guarantee that only people in his own team would have access. ‘People
sometimes include photos and things like that, or letters. Or they give stuff to my team to pass
to their relatives on the other side when they take urns of ashes, like a childhood object or a
watch or something they associated with the relative. I leave that up to them to negotiate’. The
legality of this situation is somewhat blurred; Victor or his wife flies to Washington at least
once a month to organise forms and death certificates for the transfer on humanitarian
grounds, but any further ‘item’s that might end up going along for the trip would likely be in
contravention to the Embargo.
Victor’s words were still in my mind when, not two weeks later, my friend José
forwarded on an email to me that he’d just received from an aunt in Cuba. It contained a joke
that perfectly mirrored the very scenes I’d been hearing about from various people in the
funeral parlours I’d been spending time at:
“The whole family in Cuba was surprised when a coffin with the corpse of a beloved
aunt arrived from Miami. The body was packed into the coffin with the face pressed
against the glass of the lid. Upon opening the coffin, the family found a note pinned to
the clothes that read:
Dear Mum and Dad:
I am sending the body of Aunt Jimena, for a funeral in Cuba, as she wanted, sorry for
not being able to accompany her, but the expenses were many, what with all the things
that, taking advantage of the circumstances, I am sending to you.
Underneath our aunt, at the bottom of the coffin, you will find 12 cans of "Bumble Bee"
tuna, 12 bottles of conditioner and 12 Pantene anti-dandruff shampoos, 12 bottles of
Vaseline Intensive Care (very good for the skin, not for cooking), 12 tubes of Colgate
toothpaste, 12 toothbrushes, 12 cans of beans (Spanish, the very best), 4 cans of (real)
chorizo.
Divide with the family, (without fights!). On Aunt Jimena’s feet are a pair of new Reebok
size 9 tennis shoes, they’re for Juan (because we didn’t send him anything with Uncle
Esteban’s body and he was annoyed). By her head there are 4 pairs of new socks for
Antonio's children in different colours.
Again, please, (no fights!) Aunt Jimena is dressed in 15 Ralph Lauren sweatshirts: one
for Robertito and the others for her children and grandchildren. She also wears a dozen
Wonder Bras, divide among the women, along with the 20 bottles of Revlon nail polish
that are in the corners of the coffin. Aunt also wears 9 Dockers and 3 Levi’s jeans,
Dad: keep 3 and give the others to my brothers.
The Seiko watch that Papa asked for is on her left wrist; she also wears the earrings,
bracelets and rings that Mum asked for. The chain around her neck is for my cousin
Carlota, the 8 pairs of Chanel stockings are for sharing with my friends and the
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neighbours, or if you want they can sell them, please do not give them away cheap,
they are expensive.
The dentures that we put in are for grandmother, who’s been toothless for years and
can’t chew (with these teeth she will be able to eat bread without first dipping it in the
coffee). The bifocal lenses are for Alfredito, because they are of the same degree as
the ones he uses. He also has the Orioles cap she is wearing.
Aunt’s hearing aids are for Aunt Carola, they are not exactly what she needs, because
they are second hand, but the new ones are very expensive. Auntie's eyes are not
real, they are contact lenses, which are for Marcela, she’s owed them from her 15th
birthday. On her fingers are Lolita’s gold rings for her wedding, so that she is superbeautiful on the day.
I hope no one complains this time ... Don’t tell anyone about this and take it all out
quickly, before you begin the vigil over the body.
With lots of love: María Dolores.
P. S: Please get old clothes to dress Aunt Jimena in for the funeral and dedicate a
Mass for the repose of her soul, because she helped you even after death. As you can
see the box is very good wood, it won’t get termites, so take it apart to make legs for
Mum’s bed and buy Aunt a cheap coffin, she liked simple things. Take out the glass
from the lid and fix the picture of grandmother that broke years ago, a plastic bag will
be enough to fix it again. With the coffin lining, which is white satin for 20 dollars a
yard, Lolita can make her wedding dress. After the death of Aunt Jimena, Aunt Blanca
got very sad and sick, so I believe that soon I will be sending more things.”
While the joke clearly exaggerates for effect, its humour lies in the universal recognition
amongst the Cuban community that its content is not so very outlandish, riffing on the muchlauded Cuban trait of invento (inventiveness, often circumnavigating the law to ‘get by’). The
key to Victor and Julieta’s success was that they were in a privileged position to be able to
navigate the complex bureaucratic nexus of relations that exist around material flows and the
embargo between the U.S. and Cuba, and thus were able to connect families materially, much
as the mulas in Chapter 3 do, in this case citing ‘humanitarian reasons’ to justify their business
at what is, so often, an emotional juncture of life. Moreover, as a non-Cuban, Victor was
perhaps more open to various aspects of contemporary Cuban culture than the exile
generation running competitor businesses were. Victor for example embraced more recent
arrivals from Cuba who wished to incorporate elements of Santería traditions into their funeral
services: ‘I won’t let them kill a goat in here, but beyond that they bring their bongos and do
whatever they like’ (his wording, not mine!). Indeed, Victor himself regularly travels to Cuba
and brings back (or has his mother-in-law bring back) religious items to resell for Santería
burials, including beads, herbs and horse hair from the island. He tutted when we heard on
the radio in my car that a woman had been arrested at Miami airport for trying to bring in a
human skill from Cuba (purportedly for religious purposes), ‘they should have come and found
me, I could have sorted it for them. But people are so stingy…’.
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Dust to Dust
Perhaps the most in-demand of all the material items Victor and his team imported from Cuba
on the return leg of a ‘drop off’ was soil. Tierra cubana (Cuban earth). On a monthly basis a
member of the team would gather cupfuls of earth from each of Cuba’s provinces so that a
handful could be scattered over the casket of Cubans as they were buried in Miami. For those
who either couldn’t afford repatriation, had no relatives left on the island to care for the grave,
or were ideologically resistant to returning whilst socialism remained on the island, this was a
compromise that meant they could still be buried ‘where they were from’. In Victor’s words,
‘Cubans are very… Cuban. There’s something important, almost mystical, to them about
coming from Cuban soil’. Victor himself had got into some problems a few years back when
the white soil from an eastern region of Cuba was initially mistaken at Miami airport for
cocaine; moreover, it also broke the agricultural rules of the U.S. border, but others still
supplied him when it was needed. ‘It’s amazing, the emotion you see on people’s faces, when
I bring out a vial of red Pinar soil!’.
In his ethnography of priests and cremation rites in Banaras, Jonathan Parry depicts
how mourners often bring the ashes of deceased kinsmen to submerge in the waters of the
Ganges, which is a site imbued with spiritual or holy qualities (Parry 1994: 97). Leonie
Kellaher’s work has also documented a preoccupation with disposing of human ashes in
places of ‘spiritual’ significance, albeit perhaps in a less formal regard, such as depositing the
material remains of male kin in an English football stadium (J. Hockey, Kellaher, &
Prendergast, 2005, 2006, 2011; Kellaher & Worpole, 2016). While for many Cubans, the
equivalent would also be preferable — where possible many Cubans would wish to have their
bodies or ashes returned to Cuba-as-spiritual-home either immediately or in a potential ‘postCastro’ future — for others, the next best thing is to bring Cuba to them to imbue this spiritual
‘homeliness’ upon their final resting place in exile.
In the Cuban case it is also arguably mulas, rather than priests, that facilitate this
equivalent last rite in the Cuban world by acting as physical portals between material and
spiritual realms for the departing souls of the dead. ‘Physical movement through material
spaces also operates metaphorically within rites of passage to convey movement within social
and cosmological space... thus it is through spatial movement and orientation that the body is
ritually transformed’ (Hallam and Hockey 2001: 180), and agents such as mulas or Victor’s
‘teams’ play crucial roles in enabling this. Mulas in their occupation of a liminal space between
categories of ‘people’ and ‘thing’ here operate as portals between social worlds, in part due to
their ability to manipulate, administer or move spiritually-imbued material items. In this regard
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(albeit not in others), they provide an interesting parallel to Parry’s priests on the River
Ganges.

‘Next Year in Miami’
It was late in the evening when Elian received the call from his sister in Camagüey (central
Cuba), and we were sitting out on his Hialeah patio, smoking and swatting at mosquitos. The
family would be removing his father’s bones (sacando los huesos) tomorrow for secondary
burial, and their mother wanted him to be there. At such short notice, the flights would be
expensive, and Elian was unsure he’d be able to afford the fare along with the presents he’d
inevitably have to take with him for relatives and neighbours. While I retrieved some citronella
candles from inside, he set about phoning through ‘trusted friends’ (amigos de confianza) in
Hialeah who might be able to arrange a free fare back to Cuba for him as a mula. At such
short notice, this would be the most cost-effective way of quickly making the trip there and
back.
An hour later it was all arranged, and early the following morning he set off for Miami
airport to find a woman with pink sunglasses and a baseball cap, for whom he would deliver
a suitcase to a neighbourhood near where his mother and sister lived back in Cuba. She would
pay the return airfare and the baggage cost as well as any taxi fares in return for the safe
delivery of some medicine and clothing to her elderly family on the island, and Elian would be
able to attend his father’s funeral. Elian’s face was a mixture of emotions as he set off for
security; he had missed his father’s first funeral, and this would be his final chance to say
goodbye. Not only that, his own move to Miami three years earlier had been a death of sorts
for the family. When Elian was a teenager, his older brother had gone missing (presumed
dead) at sea during an attempt to flee Cuba for the shores of South Florida on a raft. His
parents had never been the same again, and the topic of Miami was a tense one amongst the
family. ‘Next year in Miami’, his brother had long repeated before disappearing, in a poignant
parallel to the ‘next year in Havana’ that echoed across exiled Cuban-American dinner tables
in Miami. Eventually his father had lost his second son to Miami’s bright lights too, and it
grieved Elian that his decision to seek economic security had caused his father further pain.
His brother had always longed to go to a football match in Miami, but had never had
the chance. When he left home for the final time, he had been wearing a football shirt. And
so, before leaving the house for the airport, Elian grabbed a football shirt from his laundry
which sported the logo of his university team in Miami. His brother’s body had been lost to the
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waves, but by taking some symbolic token of him from Miami back to Cuba, he hoped to ‘right
the wrong’ (corregir el mal) that his parents had suffered to some degree, and reunite some
aspect of his brother, who in his mind had died in Miami, with his parents back in Cuba. As a
mula he was limited in what he could personally take back to Cuba, and so he wore the shirt,
with the intention of placing it in the ossuary with his father’s bones when they were interred
in the cemetery, and then returning to Miami in his father’s shirt, to bring something of him for
his brother. If exhumation is ‘a practice through which memories of the dead are consolidated
... the dead are ... reconstituted, materially’ (Hallam & Hockey 2001: 192); Elian’s wish was to
unite the strands of separated kin in Miami and Cuba in a material act of paying homage to
his father and brother. By becoming a mula he sought the opportunity to effect material and
spiritual closure for his family.

Seeds of Change
In her account of Bangladeshi diaspora importing foodstuffs into the U.K., Katy Gardner
depicts a complex relationship between homeland and diaspora, which cannot be reduced to
simple polar opposites involving economic power located in the latter, and powerlessness in
the former. Through concepts of desh and bidesh (the diaspora), she explains how the
‘Homeland’ is ‘more than just a physical mass of land, trees and rivers; it is the locus of one’s
social group. ‘Home’ is where one’s kinsfolk are’ (1993: 5). Meanwhile bidesh represents the
material and economic power of the diaspora, but she accentuates ‘local mental maps involve
a geography of power, in which locations are points along a continuum, with different types of
empowerment to be found in each’ (Gardner 1993: 5). Deshi products, especially products to
undergo processes of embodiment (like fish and rice) are imported into the bidesh so that their
consumption denote not only nourishment of a physical nature, but also of a spiritual and
emotional nature. Death ultimately casts any juxtaposition of desh/bidesh into new light, as
desh becomes ‘the place where one truly belongs, the locus of spirituality and the self’
(Gardner 2002: 191), manifested materially through products physically formed in the
Homeland itself. The construction of domestic spaces of kinship as sacred, versus the profane
space of bideshi mercantilism, is played out transnationally when decisions are taken over
where to bury the bodies of kin.
The parallels in the case of Miami and Havana are striking; over the course of my
fieldwork, Cubans regularly cited the quasi-spiritual nature of anything and everything that was
‘de tierra cubana’ (from the Cuban earth). Avocados grown on trees planted from a Cuban
seed were softer, beans were more wholesome, herbs were holier and tobacco seeds were
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stronger. Mette Louise Berg mentions similar esteem held for organic Cuban produce by exiles
living in Spain, who nostalgised about the flavour of local fish, amongst other things (Berg
2011: 82). Indeed, there is an entire industry in both Little Havana and down in Key West
dedicated to the perpetuation of this legend of ‘de tierra cubana’. Despite the impossibility of
selling Cuban cigars in Miami (due to the restrictions of the Embargo), many stores advertise
them. Upon visiting a cigar factory in Miami, I eventually found out they qualify as ‘Cuban’ by
virtue of the fact they are made from tobacco seeds that were supposedly collected from plants
in Cuba, but then taken to Nicaragua (which apparently has the most similar soil-type to that
of Cuba’s western Pinar province), where the presence of a Cuban overseer at the plantation
bestows additional ‘Cubanness’ (cubanidad) to the production process, before they are
shipped to Miami for sale. Numerous times I observed Cuban-Americans take a deep drag
and smile with satisfaction, ‘esto sí es el sabor de mi tierra’ (that’s the taste of my land’)
(Stubbs, 2014).

Figure 76 Cigars for sale in Little Havana, Miami. A 'premium blend of the world's finest tobacco leaves from
Cuban seeds'.

Figure 77 Cigars made from 'Cuban seeds' for sale in Key West
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Figure 78 Shrine to St Lazarus found by the author in a tree in a carpark in Miami (author’s photo, April 2018).
One offering on the left-hand side is a single-wrapped cigar which has been brought (likely in someone’s
suitcase) from Cuba. When I asked an Afro-Cuban santero priest why someone might have done that, he
suggested it might be more powerful to offer an item that had made the same transnational journey that their own
life course had charted (see also Murphy 2017).

Within the cosmology of the Cuban diaspora, la patria (akin here to Gardner’s desh)
evidently has spiritual or sacred qualities which, through mere tangential consumption (such
as the smoking of a cigar made from tobacco leaves grown in Nicaragua from seeds which
were harvested originally in Cuba), can bestow value, even at considerable distance. The
considerable rupture undergone by this community is best navigated with the aid of material
links back to a homeland and core identity, in this case effected by seed and soil. The owner
of the funeral parlour who had originally pointed me in Victor’s direction estimated that as
many as 40% of his customers had a desire to be taken back to Cuba, either as ashes or
bones to be reinterred. ‘It’s something about the Cuban earth (la tierra cubana), it’s a spiritual
thing, it calls to us (llama)’. The power and agency of Cuban earth and movement has been
discussed in reference to traditions of Santería, Ifá and Palo before (Espírito Santo, 2018; A.
Fernandez, 2014; Holbraad, 2007; T. R. Ochoa, 2010), yet clearly the sacred quality of Cuban
earth and its derivatives also extends beyond Afro-Cuban cosmologies into a broader
understanding of what constitutes ‘being Cuban’.

Conclusion: Memorialising Matters
Given the intensely social construction of places of memorial and burial, it is perhaps
unsurprising that sites of death in both Miami and Havana should also betray distinct
ideological stances. While this chapter has demonstrated the importance of actual material

213

transfer, such transfers inevitably also convey political and ideological layers of meaning which
speak beyond the material confines of shrines and cemeteries. Death, as arguably the most
‘permanent’ rite of passage, is particularly evocative as a representation of life, and the
physical body or remains become quite literal flags or ‘stakes in the ground’ in an ongoing
ideological battle between fractured Cuban communities on either side of the Florida Straits.
As in Chapter 5, where material items acquired and were at times co-opted by specific
curated ‘versions’ of history and memory, memorials and burial sites in both Havana and
Miami point to deep-set anxieties regarding what it means to be ‘Cuban’. Where does true
cubanidad (‘Cubanness’) reside? Is it rooted in the soil, or can it be separated out from its
constituent material parts? In this way, cemeteries and memorials have become sites of
contested identity, battlegrounds over cubanidad. Death highlights both the complete
interconnectedness of Miami and Cuba (this chapter has presented items carried in both
directions to facilitate ‘good’ ‘Cuban’ deaths), and also, paradoxically, the rhetoric of
separation that holds the two apart. One cannot help but conclude that those Cubans who opt
to have their ashes scattered in the sea of the Florida Straits, midway between Miami and
Cuba, may have found the ‘easiest’ option.
Anxieties over identity are evident in the prominent positioning of Cuban flags across
Woodlawn Park Cemetery (see Figure 73), as well as those by the Memorial to the Cuban
patriot dead in Little Havana. Indeed, this memorial is accompanied by a proud inscription
explaining that the shrine itself was constructed using soil taken from each of Cuba’s seven
provinces, in a conscious re-mobilisation of Cuban earth to commemorate the shed blood of
‘true’ Cubans. Palm trees line the memorial, and each is planted in soil also taken from
individual provinces of Cuba, to provide shade for the eternal rest of the souls they
commemorate.
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Figure 79 'Freedom Plaza' memorial plaque to Cuban exiles, explaining the presence of Cuban soil within the
pyramid

The introduction of material items invoking cultural ties to other places is nothing new
in Cuban memorials; Chinese influences have, for example, been identified in the material
culture of Afro-Cuban shrines, narrating long cultural ties between these diasporic identities
(Holbraad, 2010; Tsang, 2015). Diana Espírito Santo has said Cuban religious travellers who
construct ‘long-term translocal ties with practitioners in Cuba see their practice as constituted
in the travel event… [Their] transitional caminos [paths] are thus geontologies, sacred religious
sites produced in the complex geopolitics of moving through different nations, politics, and
spiritual assemblages’ (Espírito Santo 2018: 225-6). This is clearly applicable beyond an AfroCuban or even explicitly ‘spiritual’ setting. As demonstrated in this and preceding chapters,
Cuban identity is in large part derived from and expressed through material networks of flow;
a concept of [geo]ontologies speaks to Cuban death — just as life — as experienced always
through a lens of geographical flux and flow.
In Miami, Cuban-Americans seek to rest with a piece of ‘home’, which is imbued with
almost a sacred property to bestow kinship and selfhood. Yet equally in Havana, palliative
patients rely on the material care displayed by relatives in the diaspora, and in death, some
Cubans seek reunion with lost or departed loved ones in the diaspora through material relics
and tokens. Moreover, in some cases, the physical transferral of bodily remains from one
place to another marks not only a permanence of death, but also permits other material flows
(such as items in the coffin), which facilitate ongoing life and demonstrate reciprocated
material care. James Clifford’s by now familiar homonym of routes and roots in relation to
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diaspora (Clifford, 1994) emphasizes the ways in which every form of rootedness and dwelling
already presupposes travel, but this is all the more symbolic when one thinks of where (and
how) one finally ‘puts down roots’ at the end of an uprooted life. Perhaps most importantly, the
rite of passage of death accentuates what is so crucial in Cuban life, which is a strong sense
of home and family (both in an affinal kin sense and a nationalistic sense), experienced
through material care. As such, this rite of passage as a final performance of cultural identity
points to the anxieties and emotional trajectories of Cuban life more so than any other point in
the life cycle, demonstrating a magnetic force of simultaneous attraction and repulsion
between the island and its diaspora.
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Conclusion
Narrating the Nation: Cuban Identity from the Cracks
‘Le pays même émigre et transporte ses frontières’
(The country, though it has emigrated, transports its borders)
— Jacques Derrida

In November 2018, the City of Miami unveiled a new flag for the Little Havana neighbourhood,
comprising a rooster atop the merged flags of the U.S. and Cuba, with 22 other Latin American
flags around the border, and the words ‘Little Havana, U.S.A: the one with freedom’ written in
capital letters across the bottom. The flag was designed by the Miami Commissioner himself,
and, in his own words, was meant to symbolise a banner of ‘inclusivity’ to represent the whole
community of Little Havana. The move was met with opposition from many fronts however,
with one local film director tweeting ‘Miami politics is just a big dumb crooked cockfight’. The
Commissioner then launched a return attack, declaring these critics admirers of Fidel Castro,
and adding ‘it’s amazing that a simple phrase that speaks of freedom brings all the rats out of
the sewer’ (Pentón, 2018). Within days, the argument had exploded across social media
networks and newspapers, as various cohorts of diasporic Cubans in Miami contended who
and what should be included within such symbolic visions of a Cuban community.

Figure 80 Various Miami City and Little Havana community representatives (all white middle-aged men) unveil the
neighbourhood's new flag, November 2018.

In the wider political context of Miami, this debate hardly seemed surprising. The city
has long been a fractured place, especially along ethnic and socio-economic class lines
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(Grenier & Stepick, 1992; Portes & Stepick, 1993; Stepick & Grenier, 1994), yet despite this,
there has also long been a rhetorical attempt to present the Cuban diaspora as a unified
community. Much has been written about the Cuban diaspora’s shared experience of exile
(Campa, 2000; Rieff, 1993; Tweed, 1997), which in turn has contributed to a largely accepted
ideology of another hegemonic and authentic Cuban identity, existing away from the island
itself, yet always drawing meaning from its relation to the island (as demonstrated most
tangibly through the transfers of antiques in Chapter 5 and seeds and soil in Chapter 6). Yet
this thesis has largely focused upon those, both in Cuba and the Miami diaspora, who live in
between dominant national imaginaries framed by the rigid nationalism of both official island
and traditional exile discourses; migrants who maintain links across communities whilst at the
same time endeavouring to ‘carve out their own paths and reinvent themselves throughout the
world’ (Silot Bravo 2016: 159). In so doing, it contributes to a growing body of literature
addressing the challenges of ambiguity and uncertainty in day-to-day Cuban life both on the
island and in the diaspora (Bastian, 2018; Berg, 2007; Cubas, 2007; Del Real & Pertierra,
2008; Eckstein, 2014; Holbraad, 2017; Pérez Firmat, 2012; Weinreb, 2009).
The considerable ruptures experienced by Cubans not just in recent decades since
the Revolution, but also across history — from colonialization through slavery and struggles
for independence and beyond — thus go some way to demonstrating how generative such
processes can be in producing culture. If there was one thing that seemed to unite all of my
interlocutors across fieldsites, it was their vehemence that Cuban culture (however they
defined this) was unique, special, unparalleled. ‘Life on the hyphen’, a ‘city on the edge’:
various apt images have been proposed to encapsulate the everyday lives of the betwixt and
between of Cuban and American cultures (Pérez Firmat, 2012; Portes & Stepick, 1993), yet
most have also presented this sense of rupture as a loss or breakage from some core element
of identity, the ‘natural’ locus of which remains centred on the island of Cuba. Descriptions of
the Cuban-American experience have this in common with wider discourses on diaspora and
migration, whereby ‘routes’ and ‘roots’ still point to an origin of departure, a point disappearing
over a horizon (Clifford, 1994, 1999). They fail to capture what is coming into view: the way
such rupture or flux generates newly emerging cultural forms, which seemed so dynamic and
abundant to me throughout my fieldwork, as ‘life on the outside’ can in fact be both generative
and culturally creative (Cohen, 1996; Fuglerud, 1999).
In this concluding chapter I briefly consider two contrasting ethnographic vignettes in
which diasporic Cubans negotiate this sense of cultural rupture through even more concerted
efforts to demarcate and perform what ‘counts’ as ‘true’ Cuban identity. I then refer back to
the previous six chapters to draw conclusions as to how Cubans have negotiated decades of
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societal rupture, and what this might in turn offer up to us as anthropologists in our approach
to analytical categories of people, things, flow and flux, and cultural identity.

¿Qué Pasa, U.S.A.?
In the final weeks of my fieldwork in Miami, posters started to go up in all of the main overtly
‘Cuban’ hangouts in town advertising the return of a much-loved television drama from the
1970s, this time as a staged play which would be performed in a major cultural centre in central
Miami. ¿Qué Pasa, U.S.A? was America’s first bilingual sitcom, produced by PBS in the 1970s
and 80s, and explored the trials and tribulations of a Cuban-American family living in Little
Havana as they adapted to a new country and language. To this day, it remains cherished by
many Miamians as a vibrant portrayal of ‘life on the hyphen’ in their both resented and beloved
‘city on the edge’ (Pérez Firmat, 2012; Portes & Stepick, 1993). In fact, when I first arrived in
the city to conduct fieldwork, several newly-acquired friends insisted I should watch the entire
series as my own cultural induction to the city, and as a useful lens onto Cuban humour and
the ‘Spanglish’ malapropisms so commonly encountered in Miami.
This theatrical staging, entitled ‘¿Qué Pasa, U.S.A Today? 40 years on’ was to be an
update on what had happened to the familiar cast of characters as their lives had continued
over decades of considerable cultural and economic change in Miami, and would see the
original cast return to fulfil the same roles, forty years on. In short, it would be a staged account
of the various ways in which Cuban immigrants had traversed subsequent decades of cultural
rupture. Billboards promoting the show were placed along the prominent arterial highway of
the I-95, while community meeting points for the ‘old exile crowd’ such as Café Versailles hung
up adverts for the show, which in turn was sponsored by a quintessentially Cuban-American
coffee brand.
My friend José and I joined what felt like the whole of Cuban Miami on the opening
night, which was completely sold out. As I looked around the auditorium, I saw that whole
families were attending together, with grandparents and young children alike hanging over the
balcony rail to catch a glimpse of these much loved characters, who for many felt like old
family friends or relatives with whom they hadn’t had the opportunity to chat for many years.
As the curtain went up, an enormous cheer erupted across the audience; the actors came on
stage, and we learnt what had happened to them in the intermittent forty years. The once
teenage Violetta, now with teenaged children of her own and in the process of a divorce, had
returned to Little Havana after twenty-five years living away, only to find that many of her old
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Cuban haunts in Miami had themselves gone bust and shut down in her absence. Upon
returning to Miami, Violetta takes over her uncle’s old botánica business (a Cuban store selling
items for religious worship) and moves back into her old Little Havana home, which is in dire
need of updating (cue several much-appreciated jokes about old Cuban-style furniture).
The audience was hanging on the actors’ every word; the couple seated in the row
behind me was lost both in waves of hysterical laughter and gentle sobs into their jacket
sleeves. The outpouring of emotion from an almost entirely self-identifying Cuban-American
audience (who had lived in Miami for many decades, and most of whom remembered or had
since watched the original series many times over) for these old familiar characters was almost
tangible. The play lent itself to its audience as well, comprising an hour-long tribute to the
nostalgia so embodied and projected by a particularly loud faction of the exile community in
Miami. At the mention of Café Versailles, the audience spontaneously erupted into applause
which lasted for a full minute.
But the play also reflected upon the changes experienced by ‘the Cuban community’
(la comunidad) in Miami over the intermittent decades; Violetta drily remarked on how 8th
Street (the centre of Little Havana) was now almost entirely made up of funeral parlours and
cemeteries (“I guess the old ones are full up now”, see Chapter 6), while characters walked
onstage clasping bags bought in Valsan or Ño que barato! (cheap stores selling material
goods for export to Cuba, often via mulas, see Chapter 3). Overwhelmed by the changed state
in which they find Miami, the characters sit down on their now-deceased grandmother’s sofa
and order a pizza from the major American chain Papa John’s, which is promptly delivered by
a Cuban balsero who migrated in the 1990s, and who pronounces the word papillón.53 At this
moment a black-out caused the stage lights to go out, and the pizza delivery character quipped
‘don’t worry, I only learnt to deliver pizzas in la Yuma,54 back in Cuba I was an electrical
engineer’. This prompted a standing ovation from many of the people seated around me at
the back of the hall, and my friend José sprayed his materva drink over himself as he burst
out laughing. The pizza delivery guy character, it turned out, was about to go back to Cuba for
53

My friend José suggested the character was mimicking the French word (papillon) for butterfly,

mirroring the Spanish word mariposa as response to the Cuban government’s labelling of fleeing Cuban
balseros in the 1990s as gusanos or ‘worms’ (traitors) for leaving their homeland behind, mirroring their
own sense of having ‘taken flight’ towards freedom and prosperity. This seemed a rather complicated
joke to me, but I duly repeat his interpretation here.
54

See Chapter 1 for a discussion of the connotations of yuma
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his honeymoon, and promised to return with ‘authentic souvenirs’ to sell in Little Havana to
tourists (see Chapter 5), prompting a discussion amongst the characters of Miami’s well
known tema: whether or not ‘going back’ was morally acceptable.
The play also addressed the recent influx of Venezuelan migrants to Miami; when the
grandmother character announces she is inviting an older Venezuelan man round to visit, the
rest of the family immediately quizzes him to gauge if he has communist leanings or not. When
the grandchildren discover he lives in the wealthy neighbourhood of Brickell, where many
properties have been bought by recently arrived Venezuelan migrants with significant
quantities of cash, they joke ‘brilliant, he must have loads of moolah’, and to the audience’s
amusement, the Cuban grandmother misunderstands and admonishes them for thinking he
could be a mula, which is to say, likely someone of lower social class (see Chapter 3).
In this way the play spoke to palpable tensions and divisions within the expanding
Cuban and Latino communities in Miami; indeed, many of the subtle jokes and references in
the script could only have made sense within Miami itself. As an ‘updated’ contemporary
version of the same show presenting old characters alongside new generations (in the form
of their children), the play spoke directly to the anxieties felt by a generation now aged around
sixty and above, as well as the experience of their American-born children fretting about
whether or not they ‘qualify’ as ‘Cuban’. At one point in the play, the adolescent character Joey
answers the door to the pizza delivery guy, who presumes he’s American and proceeds to
speak in broken English. Joey replies (in Spanish) ‘no, I’m Cuban!’, prompting the delivery guy
to ask where he was born. ‘I was born here, but in my spirit and my soul I’m Cuban’, Joey
replies fiercely, prompting a wave of applause, cheers and cries of ‘eso sí!’ (‘yes!’) from the
audience. Towards the end of the show, the cast paid homage to the now deceased
grandparent characters, and the woman sat to my left whispered a short blessing in Spanish
and crossed herself, reminding me of Gustavo Pérez-Firmat’s assertion that ‘Miami is a Cuban
city not because of the Cubans who live here but because of the Cubans who have died here.
The living can always move away; it is the dead who are a city’s truly permanent residents’
with no chance of return (1997: 10, see also Chapter 6).
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Figure 81 Poster advertising the upcoming show in Café Versailles, a Cuban-American 'spiritual home' and
coffee centre in Little Havana, near where the original show was based, April 2018.

As we walked out of the theatre, José noted ‘you know, they did a pretty good job of
steering through some major topics there, I was wondering how they’d do it. There’s so much
anxiety and discomfort around new migrants moving here, and class conflict and stuff, it was
great they managed to make it all funny’. On the basis of the waves of laughter and happy
chatter coming from other departing theatre-goers around me, I agreed with him. The play’s
producers had managed to capture a great deal of the rupture and uncertainty experienced
by Miami’s Cuban exiles over the intermittent few decades since the show had gone off air,
and there was almost a tangible sense of relief in the humid air as the audience relaxed into
a carefully curated performance of a particular aspect of Cuban-Miami identity.

¿Qué Pasa, Hialeah?
A few weeks later I found myself having coffee in Hialeah with a Cuban friend from a rather
different background to José. Annette is in her mid-thirties, and was born in Hialeah just a year
after her parents arrived from Cuba (via Venezuela) in the 1980s. Her father had in fact already
been working in Miami as Cuban intelligence, and in the process had met a Jewish community
group that helped to get him and his pregnant wife to the diaspora due to their Ukrainian
Jewish roots.
‘I’m pretty sure my Dad then went into the drugs trade when he got here, because I
remember we used to have this concrete safe under the rug on the living room floor,
but then after my Mom got ill and died he went back to Cuba and re-married there.
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Then he got real sick, but wouldn’t come back to Miami for treatment because we
couldn’t get his second wife a visa to come too. I’m still in touch with her though, and I
send her things from time to time’.
Annette had really hated growing up in Hialeah; it was suffocating, and incredibly boring. She
also found the ever-pervasive Cubanness of Hialeah to be oppressive, combined with her
father’s interrogation-style techniques of questioning where she had been, and with whom.
‘It was like there was no option to not be Cuban! I was never really into Spanish music,
I wanted to listen to Nirvana, and I couldn’t wait to get away. I wanted to move up to
New York for college, but then my Mom got sick. The same year as my Dad died, I got
a divorce, and finally ended up going up to New York to tend bar for a while and take
a bit of a break, before eventually coming back and re-training to be a teacher’.
It was only once she had left and then returned to Hialeah that Annette started to feel a sense
of connection with the wider community she had grown up in. ‘I think I’ve always had a lovehate relationship with the place, but I also always end up coming back’, she added wryly, ‘and
now that I’ve lost both my parents, there are so many questions I’d want to ask. I’m starting to
re-connect more with my Cuban identity, I’m definitely Cuban-American, and if I have children
I definitely want them to speak Spanish and know what it means to be Cuban’. But she was
also adamant her kids wouldn’t grow up in some ‘post-traumatic-stress-disorder household
with survivors’ guilt’. ‘I think what it means to be Cuban in Miami is evolving’, she once said to
me, sipping her coffee:
‘If you think about it, everyone was an immigrant at some point, and there comes a
time when they start calling themselves American. So I want to preserve some of that
Cuban culture, but I don’t want it to be all-defining like it has been for many people
here. There are so many people that would never leave Miami, or even Hialeah,
because realistically it doesn’t mean anything to be Cuban outside of here. The entire
economy of Hialeah is devoted to Cuba, and it’s so efficient that the slightest change
in Cuba and we’re all so keenly aware of it here. It was really interesting to be in New
York for a while, where being Cuban or Hispanic just meant something totally different’.
Upon her return to the Miami area, Annette started campaigning for Obama in his then
upcoming presidential election, going from door-to-door people to register to vote. ‘I would
have all sorts of really intimate conversations with them on their doorsteps, and that’s how I
decided to set up ‘¿Qué Pasa, Hialeah?’ as a community group to try to get the community’s
voice, or maybe I should say voices, to be heard in local decision-making’. Annette’s choice
of community name conspicuously echoed the famous sitcom ¿Qué Pasa, U.S.A?. ‘That show
was all about cultural translation and finding your way in an alien world, and that still resonates
with lots of newly-arrived Cubans here in Hialeah, who feel really disenfranchised from
America but also from that exile community in Miami in general’.
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Annette’s community group started off by organising a big bike ride across Hialeah to
get locals feeling engaged in their community once more. Soon after, they began to apply for
public money and grants for public art and to create some dedicated ‘hip spaces’ to promote
local culture. The result was the ‘Leah Arts District’, which includes several large public murals
and some new art studios showcasing local artists and musicians, and is fast becoming an
alternative locale for tourists to the Miami area seeking ‘authentic’ Cuban and Hispanic culture.
‘That’s something a lot of my generation want to cultivate more of in Hialeah’, Annette told me.
‘We’re young, Cuban, and also American, and we wanted to create a space for all those other
versions of identity that I certainly experienced myself as a teenager. You can be Cuban and
still like Nirvana!’. One of Annette’s friends, for example, is in the process of setting up a
brujeria (witchcraft) market selling artisan local items, tacos and craft beers. Another has
recently founded an art studio to showcase art reflecting what it’s like to be a first-generation
American to an immigrant family in Hialeah.

Figure 82 Annette applying finishing touches to a mural in the new Leah Arts District, April 2018

‘I would probably be a huge disappointment to my parents if they were still alive,
because I’m in my mid-thirties and I’m single and I don’t have any kids. It’s difficult
being the first generation, there’s a lot of pressure and sometimes you want to go in
two directions at once. The older I get, the more interested I am in my cultural roots,
but there are lots of different versions of Cuba, and all of them are played out and
imagined here in Miami. There are people who completely lose themselves in it, who
define their whole lives by a sense of loss, so I see what I do as a more positive way
of embracing some of that and creating something from it. I’ve already had a lot of grief
in my life, so why would I choose to find more?! Hialeah is a lot of different things to
different people, and I wanted to celebrate that uprootedness through the cultural
events and spaces we co-curate together’.
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Constructing Culture
Despite both echoing the same initial TV show and its presentation of Cuban-American life,
the juxtaposition between these two normative cultural productions’ presentations of
cubanidad is striking. José and Annette had very different experiences of being Cuban in
Miami, and both had a love-hate relationship with their cultural identities, finding their
Cubanness at once claustrophobic and comforting. Yet despite the many differences between
their interpretations of what constituted ‘being Cuban’, they both agreed that ‘being Cuban’,
outwardly, was incredibly important. ‘Seeing is believing’, José told me, echoing Yani’s remark
that you have to ‘fake it ‘til you make it’ (Chapter 1). This anxiety was mirrored in much of the
audience to the theatre show, along with various other encounters I had around Miami, where
I consistently found Cubans to be keen, perhaps even anxious, to demarcate what being
‘Cuban’ meant. The more their position as the major ‘non-American’ group in Miami was
threatened by new waves of Venezuelans, Mexicans, Hondurans and Guatamalans, the more
acutely they performed this cubanidad, as much to themselves as to anyone else, it seemed.
There is a visible and tangible materiality to this cultural category of identity which has
echoed throughout this thesis, from the fluid ownership of blingy valuable items in pawn shops
in Chapter 1 right through to the oftentimes ostentatious burial ceremonies presented in
Chapter 6. The opening vignette to this chapter, with the unveiling of a new flag as a symbol
of the Cuban community in exile, is just one further example of how, in the face of constant
rupture and uncertainty, Cubans in exile have sought to demarcate a sense of identity for
themselves in a public-facing and declarative way. The more changeable the environment
(and bear in mind my fieldwork saw a transition from President Obama to President Trump,
the death of Fidel Castro, and a consequently significant shift in Cuba-America policy), the
more my participants all seemed to want to construct or cement some sense of Cuban identity
in some public-facing, and ultimately material, way. It is in the ordinary, mundane material
exchanges of everyday life that what we might call an emerging habitus takes form (Bourdieu,
1977: 77-78), from which the cultural performances described at the outset of this chapter
then drew their own metacommentary employing recognisable tropes of emerging cultural
forms. The interpretations of cubanidad that I was presented with throughout my time in Miami
often differed so drastically that I started to see the oft-cited term cubanidad as rather
meaningless, and yet to my interlocutors, it clearly meant everything. The more things
changed, the more adamant they were that everything stayed the same (cf. Pertierra, 2012b).
As one participant commented to me during Hurricane Irma in October 2017, the more winds
buffet you, the more you have to dig deeper with your roots.
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Flow & Flux
One of the dominant images of Cuba, especially in the United States, is that of a
geographically and politically isolated nation: an ‘off-bounds place, caught in a retro time-warp
of the late 1950s and 1960s, quaint, romantic, shabby chic revolutionary, a sort of social
Galapagos’ (Fernández 2005: xiii). This portrait of isolation and Cuban exceptionalism,
promulgated both within and without the island itself, presents the island as suspended outside
real time and space, beyond the parameters of global social life. First and foremost, this thesis
has sought to deconstruct such fetishistic portrayals of Cuba, ethnographically exploring the
myriad ways in which Cuba is not isolated, but in fact highly interconnected with the wider
world in every possible regard. Moreover, Cuba has been at a crossroads of global flows for
centuries, and is arguably just as ‘connected’, if not more so, than ever before.
The representation of Cuba as an isolated, disconnected or somehow ‘frozen’ place is
largely the workings of political projects which seek to entrench differences between
‘socialism’ and ‘capitalism’. These binaries in turn then map directly onto other oppositions of
‘legal’ and ‘illegal’, ‘American’ and ‘Cuban’, ‘free’ and ‘oppressed’. Life for Cubans and CubanAmericans is not just life on a hyphen (Ciani Forza, 2006; Pérez Firmat, 2012; Torres-Queral,
1998) but more often life balancing precariously across entrenched binaries. The ethnography
presented throughout this thesis has consistently deconstructed such binaries, however,
pointing to how much more ambiguous life in its everyday lived reality is. Moreover, it has
often revealed that such ambiguity can in fact be a positive thing; my interlocutors rarely felt
the need to ‘pick a side’ between capitalism and socialism, American and Cuban. As Martin
Holbraad points out, to force such binaries upon them would be an ‘ethnographic distortion’
(Holbraad, 2014a: 369-70), when such ambiguities might better be understood as ‘binary
equivocation[s]’ (ibid.). My participants were comfortable with picking elements from both as
it suited them, carefully navigating paths across these binaries with regularity in the course of
a normal day in family life. In Chapter 1, we saw newly-arrived Cubans in Hialeah
circumventing ‘traditional’ notions of capitalist ownership to achieve a material success that
fitted better with their fluid lives. In Chapter 2, Mimi and her family ignored hegemonic, Stateenforced or ‘traditional’ conceptions of kinship to create their own sense of relatedness across
considerable geopolitical and socioeconomic boundaries. The mulas of Chapter 3 did not use
the Mula ring as a means of ‘escaping’ the island to ‘make it’ to affluent America, but rather
as a way of travelling beyond the local to enhance their personhood and conditions of life back
in Cuba; likewise the paqueteros of Chapter 4 revealed themselves to be mindful of dual
audiences and cultural idioms, both in Miami and Havana. Finally, Chapters 5 and 6 both
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pointed to how, despite reified rhetoric separating the diaspora and the island, people on both
sides navigate an existence that is more ambiguous than this, and which draws meaning from
both ‘sides’ in parallel.
The concept of transnational ‘flows’ as both imaginaries and cultural landscapes has
been explored by anthropologists a great deal, usually relating to globalization, ‘modernity’
and transnational capitalism (Appadurai, 1991, 1996; Featherstone, 1990; Hannerz, 1990,
1992; Kearney, 1995; Mitra, 2013; Ong, 1999; Porter, 2008; Schendel & Abraham, 2005;
Tsing, 2011). For Aihwa Ong, modernity is situated in approaches to negotiating the dynamic
flow of capital, ideas, goods, and people ‘in a context of time-space compression’ (1999: 16),
while for Arjun Appadurai, the driving force behind contemporary global cultural processes is
situated in the tension between tendencies towards, on the one hand, cultural
homogenization, deriving from the dominance of global flows from the ‘West’ and, on the other
hand, cultural heterogenization, resulting from local appropriation of these flows (1990 : 95,
see also Olwig 1993: 4).
Ong was also quick to point out that relatively less attention had been paid to the
agents who were part of these transnational ‘flows’ presented in emerging discourses of
transnationalism, migration, diaspora and globalization in the 1990s (1999: 93). Such gaps
were subsequently addressed, most particularly by scholars of postsocialism in the 19902000s who explored how people negotiated the shifting cross-currents of cultural and
economic flow at home, in transit and upon arrival in new places of residence (Burawoy &
Verdery, 1999; Mandel & Humphrey, 2002; Verdery, 1998), and by scholars of migration and
diaspora studies, who revealed the complexities and ambiguities at work in the myriad
identities of people living ‘in between’ and across flows of culture (K. Burrell, 2008; Clifford,
1994; Duany, 2002; Horst, 2010; Olwig, 1993). This ethnographic body of work explores the
lives of people on the move who live their entangled lives between cultures and contexts,
across borders, and who nevertheless aspire to live coherent, meaningful and dignified lives
in different worlds simultaneously.
From these bodies of work, we come to see the power of ‘counter-flow’ to be just as
significant as the concept of culture and citizenship through cultural flow. These areas of
ethnographic work pointed to the agency of regular people working within and across ‘global
flows’ of transnational capitalism, living their lives in literal and figurative borderlands in sites
of political, cultural, and social rupture, where identities converged, co-existed, and sometimes
conflicted. This inherent tension is encapsulated in Anna Tsing’s notion of ‘friction’, whereby
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cultures are produced not merely from unimpeded ‘flow’ but rather ‘the awkward, unequal,
unstable, and creative equalities of interconnection across difference’ (Tsing 2011: 4).
Tsing’s notion of friction as an inherent productive tension within dynamics of ‘flow’ as
formative cross-cultural and long-distance encounters producing culture (Appadurai, 1996;
Clifford, 1999; Ong, 1999) is crucial to the argument of this thesis. To it, I also add the concept
of ‘flux’, which comes to us from the same etymological root as ‘flow’ (Latin: fluxus, to flow),
but encapsulates also a sense of ongoing or continuous change, of disruptedness,
uprootedness and ambiguity. If ‘flow’ has often hinted at a sense of direction, perhaps oven of
emerging order, ‘flux’ rather points to a certain chaos, if ‘flow’ is a transactional moment or
event, ‘flux’ is an overarching state of being, characterised by the productive tensions Tsing
includes in her presentation of friction.
I maintain that such a distinction is important to understand the ethnography I have
presented here, which has charted the flows of people and things, both material and digital,
but which I hope has gone beyond that to portray a world of disorder in which new rules and
social orders can emerge. The Mula Ring as presented here is not merely the flow or
circulation of items (and people) between supposed binaries of socialism and capitalism, or
between physical places and communities, but rather the emergence of new forms of value
from interstitial possibility. Nor is it one coherent ‘thing’ or network unto itself; rather, it is an
amalgamation of various people’s responses to ongoing ambiguity and flux, where rules of life
are negotiated and re-negotiated in a void of clarity and continuity. This is equally true in the
digital world of el paquete and what I call the ‘e-Mula Ring’, where Cuban cultural forms can
be renegotiated amidst a backdrop of ambiguity. This thesis therefore shows how the
circulation or flow of people and material/ digital goods is indeed crucial to the expansion and
re-negotiation of cultural forms, as asserted in various works on globalization, material
circulation and transnationalism, but the Cuban case arguably goes beyond this, revealing
how new regimes of cultural and economic value emerge precisely at moments of material/
social flow across landscapes of ongoing socioeconomic flux. It is also at this level that what
I present here as the Mula Ring parallels the iconic Kula Ring: not just as a network of material
circulation, but as a force generative of culture itself, the creation of a wider social world, where
structures of identity, personhood, and even kinship — in short, the ‘rules’ of cubanidad — are
played out in everyday life, not just in performance or discourse.
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People & Things
The sense of ‘flux’ summarised above should be familiar to most anthropologists; we are, as
Clifford Geertz pointed out, always ‘between’ things, between ‘being-there’ and ‘being-here’,
between languages, between cultural traditions or apprehensions of reality (Geertz, 1988;
Stoller, 2009). The gulf between the assuredness of much ethnographic writing and the
ambiguity of ethnographic fieldwork as experience has often struck me as somewhat
surprising (cf. Clifford 1988: 24). I was perhaps fortunate, then, to find myself conducting
research amongst a group of people who felt as torn and equivocal in much of their daily lives
as I did. In the face of this, it also struck me all the more when I observed crucial differences
in the way I perceived the world around us to that of my interlocutors.
At some core level of interpreting the world around me, I inherently divided the world
into ‘people’ and ‘things’ as inherently different analytical categories. Certainly, the one could
affect the other, and as a student of the material culture school of analysis, I had long thought
of ‘things’ as having ‘social lives’ and agency of their own (Appadurai, 1986; Kopytoff, 1986).
Yet this still relegates ‘things’ to a different category, despite their capacity to sometimes act
in person-like ways. In short, my initial lens onto the material world around me was akin to
Chris Gregory’s Marxist approach (Gregory, 1982), whereby objects may be separated into
inalienable and alienable items, gifts or commodities, yet both are ultimately distinct from
‘actual’ people. My initial research interest was to explore the extent to which such notions of
‘alienability’ differed under socialist ideologies of material possession, for example in the flow
of material remittances from the capitalist diaspora to relatives in a socialist setting.
Given the particularly materialistic nature of much Cuban cultural expression, both in
Havana and Miami, the ethnographic data I was gathering was already rich on this front, yet I
started to perceive that several of my interlocutors conceived of a notional binary between
‘people’ and ‘thing’ in an entirely different way to me. ‘Too often, perhaps, the anthropologist’s
immediate reaction is to explain away their own surprise with recourse to more familiar
concepts – not least the presupposition that these artefacts are analytically separable from
the significance informants seem to ‘attach’ to them’, note Holbraad, Henare and Wastell in
their own work on ‘thinking through things’ ethnographically, and I sensed I was at risk of doing
just this (Henare, Holbraad, and Wastell 2007: 1). Just as was the case for Stefaan Jansen in
his research in Sarajevo, this realisation emerged predominantly as a methodological
dilemma: I had planned to follow George Marcus’s lead in ‘following the thing’ (Marcus, 1995),
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only to realise that this was potentially not a very helpful analytical category to begin with.
Sometimes ‘things’ were following me, at others, I was following people, who, it turned out,
emphasised their ‘thingness’ to facilitate such journeys.
For Jansen, the quandary lay primarily in what type of ‘thing’ to follow: should all things
be attributed the same analytical status, acting on a flat plan with people, or not (Jansen 2013:
25-29)? ‘People changed’, he notes, ‘things remained the same and the border changed.
Ultimately […] things were subordinated to human practices, not the other way around’ (ibid.,
29). In forming this conclusion, Jansen demarcates himself from what he calls a typically
‘thingist’ approach of equating the agency of people and things but ultimately refraining from
collapsing people and things into one analytical category, since ‘the agency exercised by
persons and things is not equivalent’ (Navaro-Yashin 2009: 92).
In my own ethnographic encounters, people and things were certainly not ‘equivalent’,
but nor were they in a relationship of rivalry for such value attribution. In fact, it was precisely
the fact that they were not equivalent that constituted their value as categories. Throughout
this thesis, I have presented cases that defied simple relegation into categories of ‘person’ or
‘thing’, and the items that have been most valuable in their capacity to move between
communities in Miami and Havana, and therefore play a generative role in forming cultural
and familial relationships, have been those that were able to act as their ‘other’.
There have been three key instances presented in this thesis where people in fact
acted like ‘things’, and their value was posited precisely in their ‘unpersonlike’ qualities. Firstly
in Chapter 3 we encountered the mulas, whose very purpose is to be a physical receptacle
for carrying other material items. Whilst in transit, mulas are stripped of any tokens of their
personhood; they are not permitted to take items with them or assert agency in decisionmaking processes. When person-like features to come into play, such as gender or ethnicity,
problems can in fact occur, as mulas potentially draw attention to themselves in legal and
moral borderlands. The more that mulas can act like walking suitcases, the better for them
and their employers; the social networks of relatedness, gender and power become relevant
only once the items have been transported back into Cuba and the ‘normal’ social rules come
back into play. Whilst in transit, however, mulas must act as things to pass through without
issue. In Chapter 4 we saw a parallel case, whereby paqueteros who are unable to travel
overseas can gain fame and power by sending forth digital paquetes on USBs and through
social media, with their own personal branding attached. This is later adopted as a strategy
by a prominent Cuban artist, who is able to exhibit work across the world even when he cannot
easily travel; it is only by transporting himself as ‘digital thing’ that he can benefit from his work
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internationally. Finally in Chapter 6 we saw perhaps the most striking instance of people-asthings: those who choose to repatriate themselves after death. It is only through this final
transition into a status as ‘thing’ that they can travel back to their homeland in some capacity.
Meanwhile there are also several instances described in this thesis where things-aspeople are able to exert an affective power that we typically might attribute more to ‘people’.
In both Chapters 1 and 2, material things embody not only cultural value but also personal
relationships and evidence of success. Things in the form of remittances invoke people in
more material terms than the individuals themselves could ever achieve (largely due to travel
restrictions), and it is precisely through these material things that personal relationships are
created, changed and maintained. Similarly in Chapter 5, the antique items for sale in both
Havana and Miami have a capacity to go back and forth between locations that few people
enjoy, which in turn posits within them a core of cubanidad, or person-like agency, that few
people can access. It is for this reason that these items are so in demand, and we see various
interlocutors going to such lengths to possess and control the movement of these items. They
become key ways of accessing both the past and the future, invoking memory and family in a
more immortal way than their owners can hope to achieve. Finally in Chapter 6 we see the
power that earth and seeds as material ‘things’ have in being able to convey identity across
geopolitical borders and imbue personhood upon bodies and land.
Stefaan Jansen asks if we could not find a reconciliatory third way to integrate both a
‘thingist’ or artefact-centred approach with a people-centric one (Jansen 2013: 24). Various
others have grappled with a similar challenge. Holbraad et. al. note that ‘where Mauss throws
up his hands and cannot see beyond giving the ‘merest indications’ that a third concept is at
stake — one that is more unique than a mere colouring of our given concepts would imply —
Strathern’s use of the concept of the ‘dividual’ can be seen as taking up exactly that challenge’
(Henare, Holbraad, and Wastell 2007: 20; cf. Mauss 1954; cf. Strathern 1988). In much the
same vein, Rebecca Empson shows how in a Mongolian context these analytical categories
dissolve in the face of ethnographic research (Empson, 2007).
I do not argue here that we should adopt a Melanesian or Mongolian approach to
personhood when considering the case of Cuba; all of my participants viewed themselves as
‘individuals’ insofar as we can interpret the word within a Euro-American tradition of
‘possessive individualism’ (Henare, Holbraad, and Wastell 2007: 18), whereby people view
themselves as separate (albeit closely related) beings in the world. But I do follow Strathern
in treating the insufficiency of categories of ‘people’ and ‘things’ as potentially revelatory
regarding the way individuals negotiate life in situations of ambiguity or flux. Alfred Gell
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approaches this line of thinking when he proposes to ‘consider art objects as persons’ (Gell
1998: 9), yet as Holbraad et. al. point out, his analysis ‘stops short of revising our commonsense notions of ‘person’ or ‘thing’ (Henare, Holbraad, and Wastell 2007: 17). As shown in
this thesis, it is precisely the ability to harness such ambiguity, even ambiguities between
supposedly opposing conceptions of ‘person’ and thing’, that marks success in this dynamic
world I present here. Corpses, reduced to their most simple ashen matter, or mulas, obscured
under bulging plastic-wrapped suitcases, are better positioned to navigate the strict
regulations dictating what ‘kin’ can or cannot visit either Miami or Havana. Meanwhile blingy
golden chains, sex toys, and stolen antique coins personify distant caring kin, authentic
ancestry, and embody a sense of cultural belonging.
I do not seek to deconstruct conceptualisations of ‘people’ and ‘things’ altogether, for
my interlocutors certainly used these analytical categories in their approach to the world
around them; rather, they valued an inherent flexibility to traverse these categories when
useful, which was not immediately obvious to me. Like the Shabe border residents’ awareness
of how to make the most of their interstitial power by positing the geopolitical border in their
very sense of personhood (Flynn, 1997), the Cubans I encountered in my fieldwork saw the
categories of person/thing as open to manipulation and mobilisation when it suited them,
turning such categories into ‘corridors of opportunity’ (ibid., 313). It is precisely material, digital,
or biological objects’ capacity to be both that enhances their agency in this context of ambiguity
and flux.

Cracking Culture
Perhaps most importantly of all, this thesis emphasises that it is the generative quality of such
rupture that is a sight to behold. It brings to mind the Japanese craft of kintsugi (“golden
repair”), whereby broken ceramics are mended by applying a mixture of lacquer and gold dust
along the crack. Precious metals serve to highlight prior breakages in this transformative repair
craft, in contrast to other forms of repair that typically attempt to hide a history of damage or
rupture (Iten 2008: 18). The smoothed, golden seams that bind the ceramic pieces together
suggest a life of quality, even of beauty, beyond catastrophe, and are ‘an expression of the
binding force that ameliorates the oppositional forces pulling them apart’ (Keulemans 2016:
26). For Christy Bartlett, such kintsugi are defined by a sense of ‘rupture’ of ‘surface and
structure’ that corresponds to the struggles of life in Japan. She adds, ‘the vicissitudes of
existence over time, to which all humans are susceptible, could not be clearer than in the
breaks, knocks, and the shattering to which ceramic ware too is subject’ (Bartlett 2008:11).
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Figure 83 Example of kintsugi bowl mended with gold lacquer

For Deleuze and Guattari, meanwhile, the affects of such scars of rupture do not operate
in isolation; affects are mediated by materiality, and extend outwards from the micropolitical
to the macropolitical, operating both upon the individual and upon society and culture (Deleuze
and Guattari 1987: 208-16, 1994: 168). The point I would add to this line of argument is not
just that these cracks or ruptures can extend from the realm of the micropolitical to the
macropolitical, but also that that they can do so in a generative, even a structurally provocative
way.
If we take kintsugi as a metaphor, or perhaps rather an image we can think through, to
conceptualise the ways in which new cultural forms emerge, we are directed towards the ways
in which affective material items endure rupture, even catastrophe, but can emerge as new
forms, which to some might even be more stimulating. The craft of kintsugi ‘leans into’ the
appeal of these precious scars, finding cracks to be culturally generative spaces from which
new form can emerge. The only shortcoming of this metaphor, however, is that we end up
with a receptacle of the same size as what we had before; whereas the cultural generation I
have described here as coming from the cracks of societal rupture adds up to more than the
sum of its pre-rupture parts. To extend the metaphor further, perhaps here we might equate
Cuban mulas and their kin networks with the likes of Gaudí, who, when confronted with a load
of broken pottery, reconfigured the pieces into a new structure that broke the mould
altogether.55

55

Catalan modernist architect Antoni Gaudí (1852-1926) developed a method of using broken shards
of glazed ceramic and re-composing them into larger mosaic structures (‘trencadís’), most notably in
Barcelona’s Parc Güell and the Passeig de la Glória.
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Figure 84 Example of Gaudí's 'trencadís', where he composes broken ceramics into new forms

As Gaylene Becker has pointed out, the effort to create order is, in essence, what
anthropologists study, while the majority of anthropological research has tended not to focus
specifically upon moments of disruption (Becker 1997: 5). When disruptive moments have
been observed, they have often been noted more for their capacity to throw cultural
phenomena and traditions of continuity into relief. Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, to pick
one prominent example, proposes a concept of culture which for the most part follows a set
of rules or traditions or habits, and when these rules are broken, it serves to highlight the rules
even more through their very rupture (Bourdieu, 1977, 1984). Michel Foucault’s work on
‘regimes’ of power and value follows much the same line of thought; we comprehend the
boundaries of culture as a hegemonic sphere of operation precisely when these boundaries
are transgressed (Foucault, 1979, 2002).
In much of anthropology’s most prominent corpus of work, ‘culture’ and its many facets of
expression can be rendered a monolithic entity or truth; something that we anthropologists
arrive to observe as it goes about its ‘natural’ course, and then eventually attempt to describe
to the best of our ability as a kind of manual on ‘how to be Cuban’ (for example). This was
certainly what I expected when I arrived in the field for the first time, and I was dismayed to
have to concede that in the case of my fieldsites, even my participants couldn’t agree amongst
themselves what did or did not constitute the ‘rules’ of ‘being Cuban’. For many months I tried
to make sense of the general confusion and ambiguity of what I seemed to be experiencing,
and which my participants also saw as typical of day-to-day life. This set me to thinking that a
working concept of culture in the context of my particular fieldsite must include, or perhaps
even draw itself from, these moments or periods when the normal and habitual course of life
is disrupted, giving way to new horizons of possibilities.
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As I have demonstrated throughout this thesis, Cuban ‘culture’ (split between the island
and its various diasporas) arguably typifies the very opposite of what anthropological giants
of the twentieth century described in their foundational monographs. Through ethnographic
descriptions of the Kula Ring (Malinowski, 1922), the Nuer (Evans-Pritchard, 1960), the
Azande (Evans-Pritchard, 1976), or the Kabyle (Bourdieu, 1977), we are presented with
somehow coherent and pre-existing cultures that function according to a mutually agreed upon
structure of rules and customs. Throughout my time in the field, however, I was constantly
confronted by participants disagreeing amongst themselves and negotiating what it meant to
be culturally ‘Cuban’. Adriana Méndez Rodenas’s description of the ‘radical rupture in the
Cuban collective psyche’ seems apt to me (Méndez Rodenas 2007: 143), given the decades
of ongoing economic, familial, cultural, and political rupture that Cubans in all guises have
experienced.
The commonly-held notion that being Cuban means belonging to a ‘mythopoetic idea’ or
a ‘state of mind’ (Herrera 2007b: 179) takes Benedict Anderson’s idea of an ‘imagined
community’ (B. Anderson, 1983) even further, whereby ‘being Cuban’ can only truly be
experienced through this state of disruption, rupture, or flux. There was a general sense
amongst my participants that their history, and in a sense much of their identity, had imploded,
the shockwaves of which were still keenly felt in both Miami and Havana. Lo cubano
(cubanness) has become ‘a performative site of political confrontation, as well as of trauma,
desire, and utopia’ (Silot Bravo 2016: 20), and as I have demonstrated throughout the chapters
of this thesis, this performative site of contestation inevitably manifests in the material and
digital world and the circulation of such items through differing regimes of affective, economic
and political value.
As I have described through the voices of various interlocutors, the effects of this in the
lives of my participants were keenly felt, but at this point it seems important to ask how this
case may challenge or speak to existing anthropological frameworks of conceptualising
‘culture’. As Michael Taussig so aptly puts it, ‘what does it take to envisage a society breaking
down?’ (Taussig 1992: 17), to which I add, and what does it then take to conceive of a society
as reconstructing itself from the fragments left behind? What does ‘culture’ look like in this
instance? In this light, it hardly seems surprising that so many commentators upon Cuban
culture in the twentieth century have emphasised arboreal metaphors of rootedness, arguably
in response to a sense of uprootedness assuming such a central position in the experience of
Cuban identity throughout this period (Duany, 1997; Ortiz, 1940; Pérez-Firmat, 1997). In my
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own research this became particularly clear in the emphasis upon earth, soil and seeds
presented in Chapter 6.
In this thesis I propose that the cracks resonating out from such moments of rupture or
uprootedness are precisely the locus of new cultural forms; just as Japanese kintsugi or
Catalan trencadís highlight the generation of new aesthetic form from breakage, so too have
the most dynamic and emerging aspects of contemporary Cuban culture seemingly emerged
precisely due to and from these rifts. Chaos has historically been negatively valued in a
Western discursive tradition because of the prominence of binary logic; if order is good, chaos
must be destructive as its conceptual opposite (Becker 1997: 6). Yet in all of the material and
digital cases presented throughout this thesis, we have seen what Holbraad et. al. describe
as the ‘dual aspect’ of rupture, whereby an inherently negative ‘switch-point’ breaking with
existing conditions can also be a positive or dynamic impulse towards redirection,
reconstitution and renewal (Holbraad, Kapferer, and Sauma 2019: 1). This is in keeping with
a broader shift in recent anthropological studies to celebrate discontinuity as a moment of
potential emergence (Bach, 2017; Calis, 2017; Freeman, 2017; Humphrey, 2008; Marshall,
2016; Robbins, 2004, 2007). As this thesis has demonstrated, the realities of crisis and its
surrounding discourse transform the material and moral environments of people going about
their lives, which sits in productive tension with a need to fill these cracks with new form.
Furthermore, in the case of Cuba and its Miami diaspora there is also a tension between
a supposedly homogenising globalization and the asymmetries of socio-politically disparate
communities shaping these material flows. This, for Subratra Mitra, ‘constitutes the process
of culture, not to be understood as geographical entities, but as transregional and
transnational concepts that mostly come into existence only through contact with ‘others’’
(Mitra 2013: 8). This concept of a transnational ‘space’ of cultural production, mitigated by
flows and streams of material circulation, therefore draws heavily upon ideas in theories of
globalization and also ‘liminality’ as nexuses or productive tension (Burawoy et al., 2000;
Harvey, 2007; Ong, 1999).
However, departing from common themes in globalization theory, it seems clear here that
this is not merely a new ‘symptom’ of modernity and increasing globalization in the Cuban or
Caribbean context. Cuba is located in a semantic and discursive universe ‘with many layers
of sometimes contradictory historical, cultural, and political meanings’ (Lins Ribeiro 2019:
764). The rupture and ambiguity experienced by Cubans in the past six decades has in fact
been a central theme in much of the Caribbean since colonial times, which has been a long
narrative characterised by “competition, movement, fluidity”, “overlapping networks of
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association and exchange”, and “multiple identities” (Austin-Broos, 1997; Mintz & Price, 1976;
Olwig, 1993; Ranger, 1983: 248; Wardle, 2002). Ambiguity and rupture is a daily aspect of life
in Cuba, and is entrenched in local habitus through oft-cited references to inventar, sobrevivir,
la lucha, and so forth (Del Real & Pertierra, 2008). While some scholars have situated such
trends of precarity or ambiguity therefore within globalizing neoliberalism or ‘late capitalism’
(Jameson, 1991; Ong, 1999), it is arguable that in a Caribbean context, this is more a ‘prepost-modern’ condition (K. Olwig 1993: 7), having evolved from a longstanding position of
political, economic and social ‘in-betweenness’ over centuries. Ambiguity and discontinuity
are, in fact, utterly ordinary in this context. Perhaps, given the region’s past of slavery and
capitalist colonialism, Caribbean cultural forms have always emerged from these social
‘cracks’ or ‘interstitial’ spaces (see also Olwig 2007: 11).
As Joel Robbins rightly points out, ‘an argument for rupture as culturally driven cultural
change is easier to assert than it is to really work through, for in theoretical terms it is not as
simple as once might imagine to construe rupture as a cultural process […] because culture
is generally taken almost by definition to be […] a force for its own reproduction’ (Robbins
2018: 219). Typically conceived of in terms of structure or tradition, culture is all about ‘steering
social action along well-worn grooves’ (ibid.). Moreover, this is often a tacit assumption, even
a departure point, for much ethnographic writing. We anthropologists arrive in our fieldsites to
inspect the grooves and draw a map of them. By contrast, this thesis has set out to explore
how these grooves are carved out in the first place. What does emerging culture in its
embryonic and dynamic budding forms look like? In the case of Cuba and its diasporas,
charting decades of every conceivable type of experiential rupture, I propose this loose Mula
Ring as the first marks in the ground by way of carving out these grooves. Here we see new
cultural forms based upon material circulation and kinship systems which are generated
specifically by this fluid and vibrant situation. I do not go so far as to agree with Benjamin Lee
and Edward LiPuma however, when they write,
‘The advent of circulation-based capitalism, along with the social forms and technologies that
complement it, signifies more than a shift in emphasis. It constitutes a new stage in the history
of capitalism, in which the national capitalisms that were created from the seventeenth century
through the concluding decades of the twentieth are being simultaneously dismantled and
reconstructed on a global scale. The effect is to subordinate and eventually efface historically
discrete cultures and capitalisms and to create a unified cosmopolitan culture of unimpeded
circulation’ (Lee and LiPuma 2002: 210).

These new ‘grooves’, marked out by flows of people and things in circulation echo arguments
made about infrastructure, whereby roads (for example) both expand and limit pathways
across space; they facilitate ease of travel whilst simultaneously acting as structures of
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confinement (Tsing 2011: 6; Dalakoglou and Harvey 2012). Of course the response to this is
that people go ‘off-road’, and carve a new path alongside the old. Rather than ‘subordinating’
to the erasure of ‘discrete cultures’, as Lee and LiPuma would have it, I have here shown that
people invent, they work around, under, across and through. Circulation is by no means
unimpeded; it is precisely the impediment that is generative of new flows. As Manuel Castells
recommends in his latest treatise on neoliberal rupture, then, ‘given our historical experience,
maybe learning to live in chaos would be less harmful than conforming to the discipline of yet
another order’ (Castells 2018: 227).
Akin to Anna Tsing’s analogy of frictive roads (Tsing 2011: 6), I also begin and end this
thesis within an infrastructure that exemplifies the arguments I have presented here. In the
prologue and the epilogue we find ourselves in Miami airport; a place known to all mulas, a
place of the in-between, of arrivals and departures, waiting and rushing, encounters and
partings, flow and flux. Like roads, these are places that open up one’s horizons whilst in the
same fell swoop limiting them, determining trajectories. Sitting in an airport lounge, looking up
at a maze-like network of pipework in the ceiling, one can’t help but think that flow could not
exist without pressure and flux; culture would not expand so dynamically without simultaneous
forces of societal constriction.
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Epilogue
I’m sitting on a worn sofa in Miami Airport, sipping a lukewarm Starbucks coffee while I wait
for Pablo to finish his final shift. I had first met him a year earlier, as he checked my passport
and Cuba Ready stamp before I boarded a flight to Havana. He had moved to Miami from
Havana only a few months earlier, having procured a job with Cuban Travel Services, and
was gradually settling into his new life in Hialeah. Amidst the tensions of the queue to board
the flight, his bright countenance and jovial manner had seemed a ray of sunshine through an
overcast sky. ‘Soy un jodedor típico’ he had chuckled, referring to his teasing sense of humour,
‘that was actually why I took this job. I thought it would be perfect for me, you know, to bounce
up and down the queue and put people in the right frame of mind before they start their holiday,
I thought I’d be sort of officially greeting people into Cuba. American-style customer service a
lo Cubano, haha!’.
Things hadn’t quite turned out that way, though. It turned out that CTS was a
middleman for American Airlines to do, in Pablo’s words, their ‘dirty work’. This was the
company that held the contract with the Cuban government (due to various Embargo-related
limitations), and Pablo answered to three Cuban officials, who he described as thinly-veiled
government operatives stationed within Miami Airport. ‘In my first week I thought I’d be given
customer service training, but I was actually told how to recognise returning Cubans and report
this to my seniors’. Within a month, he had already been reprimanded by his boss for being
too friendly and talking too much to customers.
Prior to getting the job, Pablo had done ad hoc work as a mula, and this newfound
legitimate status in Miami was to be a significant boon in his expanding travel possibilities. He
would now be able to go back and forth with even greater regularity, allowing him to visit his
elderly father in Havana, carry items back to sell, and also benefit from some of the more
material comforts of living in the U.S. ‘In some ways it seemed kind of a natural step, I guess’,
Pablo laughed, ‘I’m already pretty well accustomed to the inner workings of an airport, after
all!’.
But after almost a year of persevering, and having got his green card paperwork
through to reside in the U.S. permanently, Pablo had decided it was time to move on. I was
on my way back from Guyana, and had arranged to meet him in the airport lounge from his
final shift. ‘I think it’s about time I tried to establish a normal life for myself’, he said, when I
asked him what he planned to do next. ‘So I guess I’ll go home, watch some TV, feed the cat,
and look for a normal job’.
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Extract from field note diary, June 2018
***
A few months later, and I’m hovering near the port in Havana, watching a steady stream of
American tourists disembark. Quite by chance, I turn around and walk straight into Pablo. ‘I
thought you were supposed to be in Hialeah, feeding your cat!’ I laugh, and he grins somewhat
bashfully, pulling at his starched uniform collar in the heat of mid-summer Havana. “I did try
for a while’, he reports, ‘but I ended up getting a job working on cruise ships. It’s great, I get
to entertain people, and to be honest, I missed the back and forth in the end. I felt a bit stifled
just being in the one place, there was like, this great pressure to be Cuban enough, and
somehow I never quite knew what that meant or something. But now I’m here and there, to
and fro, back where I’m supposed to be … in between! I guess that must be my ‘normal’...’.
Extract from field note diary, September 2018
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