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  To Mariley
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  Within the Revolution, everything goes; against the Revolution, nothing. Nothing against the Revolution, because the Revolution has its rights also, and the first right of the Revolution is the right to exist, and no one can stand against the right of the Revolution to be and to exist, No one can rightfully claim a right against the Revolution. Since it takes in the interests of the people and signifies the interests of the entire nation.

  I believe that this is quite clear. What are the rights of revolutionary or non-revolutionary writers and artists? Within the Revolution, everything; against the Revolution, no rights at all. (Fidel Castro, ‘Words to the Intellectuals’ 1961)


  Introduction

  In the often fraught political landscape of Cuba – where change and continuity are often hard to tell apart – predicting the future of that landscape is near impossible at best and futile at worst (Lisandro Pérez, 2008). Despite this, a constant need to define and redefine the parameters of the space of Cuban identity, both within and outside the island, has long pervaded all manner of discourses surrounding Cuba. The numerous momentous events in Cuba’s recent history; moments of fundamental change, of trauma or crisis, have served as a catalyst to this necessity to reinvent, or to rescind upon, the very cornerstones of personal and national identities. Change is as perennial a visitor to Cuba as it is to any other part of the world. Yet (exploding cigars and conches notwithstanding) the Revolution has continued unabated for over fifty years now, establishing itself as an emblem of innate Cubanness. Despite its apparent political and economic isolation, revolutionary Cuba (the Revolution is not only the victory of 1959, but is seen as an on-going project; the Revolution is still happening) has pervaded the global political sphere since its inception; despised and anathematised by successive US presidencies, it is often seen as the last bastion of resistance (significantly on the doorstep of the ‘Colossus’) against the hegemonic forces of ‘globalisation’ (often rendered a synonym for ‘Americanisation’). Many of the more dramatic moments and personnel – most notably Che Guevara - have become global symbols of resistance; emblems of the ‘new left’.

  However, within Cuba itself political recalcitrance, economic stagnation and the ever-present, and often traumatic, lure of the States has left generations of young Cubans who have lived under nothing but the Revolution (and even then were not alive to experience the utopian fervour of those early years) questioning if not the authority, then certainly the authenticity, of the Revolution and its ability to speak for/of a contemporary Cuban identity. A lack of personal affiliation with the Revolution exists among many members of generations two or even three times removed from the original event. Such disjunction and alienation of ‘the people’ from an ostensibly socialist political movement is one of the chief concerns among Cubans today.

  In this crucible where the need to define a national identity is ever-present, and in which the political left has systematically strangled out alternative voices in an attempt to consolidate its own omnipotence, a growing number of what may broadly be classified as ‘alternative musicians’ are seeking to re-establish and redefine a left-wing voice within Cuba; one that recontextualises notions of what constitutes ‘el pueblo’ (‘the people’) and what may be included within the identity space of ‘Cubanía’ (‘Cubanness’). This book examines briefly the work of three such artists - punk band Porno Para Ricardo, rapper Escuadrón Patriota, and singer-songwriter Pedro Luis Ferrer - to provide examples of such reclamations of a left-wing voice within Cuba. Redefinitions of ‘the people’ pan-nationally, along cultural and social, rather than outdated nationalistic lines; attempts to reclaim the means of cultural production from an overbearing and censoring hegemony; narratives of Cuban history and geography that seek to augment the often rigidly defined space of ‘official Cubanness’ by recognising cultural difference (often made tacit in the unifying rhetoric of the Revolution), yet appealing to the notion of social equality, are all constituent parts of this ‘new’ new left in Cuba. Though the musicians themselves, and the burgeoning subcultures to which they may be affiliated, may baulk at the description of a ‘new’ new left, or even a reinterpreted socialist perspective – so tainted are these epithets within the real-world experience of Cuban society – in many cases such a process can be interpreted. Of paramount importance to all three musicians discussed herein is the augmentation, redefinition and reclamation of the concept of Cuban identity.

  To contextualise the contemporary work of the three case studies it is necessary to examine how the concept of Cuban identity has been defined and redefined in the wake of two of the most significant events in Cuba’s modern history; the Revolution of 1959 and the Special Period of the early 90s.1 Though the analyses of both these epochs cannot hope to provide an exhaustive analysis of Cuban identity, I wish to address several key ‘fence posts’ around which a national identity was formed/ redefined in each of these periods; issues of race, geographical locality, community, and relationships with ‘Other’ nations all feature. Of course these broad markers of a national identity will not have been shared by all Cubans at these times. Patently, not all Cubans acquiesced with the revolutionary definition of ‘their’ national identity after 1959; equally many Cubans did not feel so strongly that a new definition of Cuban identity was necessary following the Special Period. These parts, then, aim to offer something of an overview to lay the groundwork for the analytical work of part three.


  Part 1

  ‘How the Left Was Won’: The Construction of a Singular Cuban Identity ‘Within the Revolution

  The desire to define Cuban identity has long occupied political, social and cultural discourse on the island and abroad. Antoni Kapcia writes that “one dominant, and overwhelming, feature of Cuban political culture [is] the obsession with identity, which dominates politics and dissidence from late in the colonial period until the present day” (2000:24). Arturo Arango similarly suggests “even for those who... continue to be bitterly opposed to the Revolution, whatever is Cuban remains a near pathological obsession” (1997:123). Rafael Hernandez and Haroldo Dilla go as far as to suggest that a “worldview characteristic of Cuban culture [has existed] from its inception...in the seventeenth century” (1992:31-32). Whilst the socio-political history of the island as a subjugated nation – last to be relinquished as a Spanish colony, then under the yoke of the US – speaks to this desire (and necessity) to redefine the ‘autochthonous’,2 in the wake of the Revolution of 1959, there has been something of a determined attempt to ‘pin down’ and rigidify this national identity; to find definitions and examples of a singular Cuban identity and find that singular identity represented in everything that is ‘authentically’ Cuban. Part of the revolutionary endeavour became to delineate the space of Cubanness, and in doing so, to foster a unifying national identity which all Cubans either had to adhere to, or relinquish their claim to ownership of a national identity.

  The Cuban academic and radio presenter Mario Masvidal makes clear the potency of Cuban ‘traditional’ musics as symbols of national identity, suggesting that:

  
    for decades... Cuban traditional dance music – the stereotype we all have in our minds – you know, salsa, mambo, rumba, all that... has become a banner of patriotism in Cuba, especially after 1959. (2007)

  

  Such an assertion makes clear that there are markers of national identity that are clearly recognised (if the reason why is not always made overt) as ‘banners’ of national identity; ‘fence posts’ which can be planted in delineating the boundary around a defined space of identity.

  I would like to suggest the notion that this revolutionary Cuban identity – the notion of an authentic, rigidified and holistic definition of Cubanness – exists as something of a constructed space, the interior of which is perhaps not clearly defined. However, the ‘perimeter’ of this space is demarcated by certain overt markers; cultural symbols which can be given meaning as points of definable ‘Cubanness’ and from which a boundary defining the space within can be constructed. Perhaps ‘fence post’ is the wrong term to use - though I find it apposite in describing both a fixed and visible marker, and a point which can be connected to other such markers to construct something of a boundary- for these identifying symbols may also act as ‘gateways’ into the identity space being constructed. One may stake a claim to one (or more) of these cultural symbols - one may find oneself identified by them – and thus ‘gain access’ to the collective identity space within. Conversely, however, one may find oneself ‘denied’ access to particular gateways where one either does not recognise oneself, or one is considered unable to claim ownership of the cultural symbol.

  The aim of this revolutionary definition of Cuban identity was to present a united Cuba – a unified ‘people’; the socialist utopia of total social equality – and to present it as much to the outside world as to the population now living under the bold experiment. Many of the contested and claimed identity markers so keenly debated in the ever-present contestations over national identity were seized upon and made ostensibly ubiquitous by a nascent regime intent on solidarity (whether benign or malicious at this stage). In the Revolution’s negotiations of autochthonous culture, race (particularly relationships with ‘Africanness’) and political relations with the US, one may begin to see how a singular socialist Cuban identity was formed.

  
‘Hecho en Cuba’: Autochthonous Cultural Production

  One recurring theme that could account for the stereotyped notion of Cuban music “we all have in our mind” (Masvidal, 2008) is the insistence upon autochthony that abounds in discussions of these genres. These dance musics – along with chachacha, and guaguancó – are seen as not only indicative of a Cuban identity, but somehow natural to Cuba; indigenous and native to the island. Raúl A Fernandez speaks of this indigenous cultural identity when discussing the “rhythmic building block” of Cuban music, the clavé – often defined as the ‘hertbeat’ of the nation3 - arguing that this, and other features of “Afro-Cuban” music have “proved difficult to handle for North American as well as Latin American musicians and audiences from outside the Caribbean” (1994:109). Even in their assessment of the interpolating voice of rock music throughout Cuba’s post-revolutionary history, Deborah Pacini Hernandez and Reebee Garofalo talk of “Cuba’s revolutionary government [doing] everything in its considerable power to disrupt the economic and social mechanisms it held responsible for the spread of rock and to stimulate alternative musical practices based on autochthonous Cuban traditions” (2004:44); a history that, whilst recognising the appearance of ‘foreign’ musical influences within the island (something other musicologists may be reticent to do), also makes clear the notion of autochthonous musical practices as a self-evident fact in Cuba’s cultural identity.

  This discourse describes something of an isolated region of musical and cultural proclivity; a ‘lost world’ of strange and ‘hard to understand’ rhythm, unlike, and unsullied by, anything from the ‘outside’ world. It is a trope that Kofi Agawu recognises in discourse surrounding the construction of ‘African’ in music, which tends to be described “as complex, superior, but ultimately incomprehensible” (1995:380). Agawu goes on to note both that this esoteric quality “has been promulgated by both Western and African scholars” (ibid.:383), and also that:

  
    the notion that the distinctive quality of African music lies in its rhythmic structure, and consequently that the terms African music and African rhythm are often interchangeable, has been so persistently thematized in writings about African music that it has by now assumed the status of a commonplace, a topos. (ibid.:380)

  

  The converting of rhythm into a synecdoche for music – indeed for culture, or even perhaps for identity itself – is a topos common in Cuban discourse also. It is no consequence, as will be discussed below, that many of these mythologised ideals of Africa are replayed as one of the central tenets of this construction of authentic Cuban identity.

  Even for a country so politically and economically annexed (at least from the US) as Cuba, the notion advanced by the likes of Raúl Fernandez (1994) and Hernandez and Dilla (1992), of entirely indigenous musical production, confusing and incomprehensible in its exoticism to the ‘outside world’ is a spurious claim, one that reveals a telling ideological construction of a Cuban identity post-Revolution, one that sought to reject the overbearing influence precisely of the United States. The spectre of subjugation led to the desire to construct a self-contained version of a self-made identity. In her theoretical analysis of such a process, Doreen Massey’s description succinctly sums up Cuban culture post-Revolution:

  
    Cultures which felt themselves to be under threat would conduct a kind of archaeology in search of origins, a search for what was ‘authentic’ and essential to that cultural formation. Imagined geographically, such a culture was understood as preserving its authenticity though closure. It was not invaded by cultural intrusions (foreign elements) from outside. In such a geographical imagination of a culture there would be a clear distinction between what was ‘local’ and what came from outside. (1998:123)

  

  Obviously the post-Revolution foreign ‘Other’ wishing to invade and sully essential Cuban culture was the US. As Raúl Fernandez notes it is a trait common to many nations in the Americas. “Latin Americans define themselves with reference to the presence and vicinity of the Colossus of the North” (1994:111). The scant ninety miles of the Straits of Florida, in conjunction with the overly ‘familiar’ nature of Platt Amendment US-Cuban relations – “familiar to every Cuban schoolchild for more than a century... evok[ing] the humiliation of the settlement imposed on Cuba at the close of the US occupation” (Richard Gott, 2004:110) - the ‘Colossus’ has weighed heavy in the self-definition of Cuban identity.

  Indeed, as Louis Perez notes, the space of Cuban identity was often defined by this colossal neighbour in the period between independence and Revolution:

  
    [The] images Cubans sought to negate4 were precisely the ones that succeeded in representing Cuba as a commodity. The contest for control of representation and self-identity was rarely easy and almost never won... if the United States served as the place of personal fulfilment and professional accomplishment, it was necessary to conform to what popular tastes and market forces proclaimed ‘Cuban to be’. (1999:215)

  

  So in the vehement assertion of autochthony that pervades Cuban musical discourse, there is an attempt to distance the island from its American-inflected history; to mark the Revolution as a schism that simultaneously broke from, and reclaimed, the past. Perez again makes this clear when asserting of the root-and-branch socio-political reorganisation that the Revolution undertook that:

  
    Almost all government... at all levels, was stigmatized by association with the discredited [Batista] regime... That the United States played so prominent a part in this discredited past all but guaranteed a day of reckoning. And, indeed, many of the early reform measures were designed as much to reduce the capacity of the United States to continue to function as a power contender as they were to improve Cuban living conditions. (2003:239)

  

  The Revolution presented a Cuba that had not only excised the ‘Yankees’ from its contemporary political and cultural landscape, but had wiped all memory of U.S. influence from its identity too. Robin Moore notes that musical expression was one key area in which this cultural cull was most eagerly played out:

  
    The leadership of the late 1960s... focussed on culture and the media as the most central site of future conflicts with the capitalist world. As part of a new ideological offensive they began to condemn everything associated with the United States and Western Europe as corrupt and contaminated (Aria, 1982:28); this is the period that witnessed the censorship of most rock, jazz and other North American music from radio and television. (Moore, 2003:16-17)

  

  A poignant allusion to this excision of “discredited past” in favour of promoting a ‘pure history’ is given in the Cuban film “Chico y Rita” (Trueba, Errando and Mariscal, 2010). On returning to Havana, and the nascent Revolution, the titular protagonist - piano player and composer Chico - is told his jazz band concert at the Riviera Hotel is cancelled: “they don’t like this kind of music anymore. Jazz is considered imperialist. It’s the enemy’s music!” laments a hotel worker. And in that sense, it was necessary to ‘reclaim’ another strand of Cuba’s history, and present it as integral to a newly self-defined (and all-encompassing) Cuban identity; one that would further distance the island from the Colossus to the North.

  “The Blood of Africa”: An ‘Other’ Root

  To define this distance from the United States, constructions of Cuban identity turned to a remembrance of, as Kofi Agawu defines it, “one of [the] most cherished sources of fantasy and imaginative play” (1995:384): Africa. Cuba, a nation which, as with all nations in the Americas, has had (and continues to have) severe problems with racism (Sujatha Fernandes, 2003, de la Fuente, 2001, Chacón Núñez, 2009) began to embrace ‘Africanness’, emboldening this facet of national history as a candidate for Cuba’s ‘authentic heritage’ as opposed to its sullied Platt Amendment recent history and it anathematic epoch as a Spanish colony. This reclamation of and realignment with ‘Africa’ was partly designed to help solidify the Revolution’s position in opposition to the two erstwhile colonialist forces in the island’s history.

  In this manner, Hernandez and Dilla assert that one of the central tenets of the “worldview characteristic of Cuban culture” has been the “early and active African component of national identity” (1992:31-32). Certainly musically, the prefix ‘Afro’ seems almost inextricably attached to the word ‘Cuban’, and as Fidel Castro himself made clear, in typically bombastic terms, at a public speech in 1975, ‘Africa’ holds a central place in the identity not only of the nation, but, apparently, of all its inhabitants:

  
    We should tell the Yankee’s that they should not forget... we are an Afro-Latin country... The blood of Africa runs abundantly through our veins. (in Pacini Hernandez 1998:114)
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