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SUMMARY: ...  The growing recognition of the continued existence of racial disparity prompted 
government discussion during the 1997 Meeting of the Fifth Congress of the Cuban Communist Party of an 
affirmative action program in which Blacks and women across race could be more directly involved in 
leadership positions. ...  If racial disparities continue to exist in a nation like Cuba that has committed 
extensive resources to ensuring substantive economic equality for its residents, it is unlikely that a more 
modest program of class-based affirmative action could alleviate racial disparity in the United States. ...  
For instance, those that do focus on class as the culprit of racial disparity often refer to the existence of a 
U.S. Black middle class as a justification for their colorblind perspective. ...  Rather, race-based affirmative 
action programs have only sought to diminish the racial disparity within each socioeconomic class. ...  
Socialist Cuba sought to obviate the need for such questions by obliterating all economic class differentials 
and still racial disparity persists. ...   

HIGHLIGHT: What guarantee do Negroes have that socialism means racial equality any more than does 
capitalist democracy? Would socialism mean the assimilation of the Negro into the dominant racial group . 
. . . In other words, the failure of American capitalist abundance to help solve the crying problems of the 
Negro's existence cannot be fobbed off on some future socialist heaven.  n1 

 [*1135]  

 Introduction 

 The growing discord over the continuing use of race-conscious social justice programs in the United States 
has given rise to the consideration of replacing them with color-blind class-based affirmative action 
programs.  n2 Although there are a number of theoretical investigations into the proposal for class-based 
affirmative action,  n3 the discourse is short on practical assessments.  n4 This Arti  [*1136]  cle amplifies 
the class-based affirmative action debate by drawing lessons from Socialist Cuba's socioeconomic 
redistribution measures. Inasmuch as Socialist Cuba attempts to diminish racial disparities with the use of 
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colorblind socioeconomic redistribution programs one can classify their strategy as a class-focused rather 
than a race-focused attack on racism. I use the term "class-based approaches" to racial justice broadly to 
encompass all color-blind social reforms that are designed in part to ameliorate the economic aspects of 
racial inequality. The existence of the Cuban redistribution programs has allowed me to explore the general 
question of whether racial justice is effectively addressed when the strategy for overcoming race problems 
discourages a focus on race as divisive. 

 Although facially distinct in their contexts, comparing the Cuban and U.S. programs is particularly useful 
for several reasons. Like the United States, Cuba has a long history of racial subordination that continues to 
exercise its influence today.  n5 The present-day United States also shares Cuba's disdain for race-
conscious measures because they are similarly interpreted as promoting racial divisions. Furthermore, there 
is a growing recognition in the United States that has long existed in Socialist Cuba, that equal opportunity 
platforms alone do not operationalize a mechanism for impoverished Blacks to improve their life 
circumstances.  n6 To the extent that the Cuban socioeconomic redistribution programs are more extensive 
than any class-based affirmative action plan  [*1137]  proposed in the United States, that substantive 
difference enriches the comparative analysis. For instance, if the comparison illustrates that the Cuban 
class-based approach has not successfully eradicated all vestiges of racial inequality, it is reasonable to cast 
doubt upon the efficacy of the U.S.'s much more modest proposal of class-based affirmative action. In the 
alternative, if the comparison illustrates that the Cuban class-based approach has been successful in 
diminishing racial disparities, then it can serve as an example of the kind of commitment of resources it 
takes to overcome racism. This Article's examination of the continuing racial disparities in Cuba 
demonstrates that race-blind class-based approaches to racial justice are not the complete answer to the 
seduction of racial hierarchy. 

 I begin in Part I by setting forth the details of the Cuban classbased approach to racial inequality. I 
examine the ways in which AfroCubans  n7 have benefited from the socioeconomic redistribution 
programs but conclude that racial disparities continue to exist because of the attraction individuals have to 
maintaining group status. Part II then delineates a brief account of the Cuban history of racial subordination 
that continues to influence Cuba's political economy. Part III analyzes the interconnections between race 
and class that cannot be appreciated by a race-blind class-based approach to racial inequality like class-
based affirmative action. In Part IV, I draw upon the Cuban context to conclude that the Cuban and Latin 
American propensity for suppressing Afro-Latino/a  [*1138]  identity may impede LatCrit theory's  n8 
antisubordination goal for Latinos/as and other communities of color in the United States. 

 I. The Contemporary Cuban Context 

 Soon after Fidel Castro came to power he publicly denounced racial discrimination in the most direct and 
sweeping terms ever heard from a Cuban political leader in office.  n9 

 People's mentality is not yet revolutionary enough. People's mentality is still conditioned by many 
prejudices and beliefs from the past. . . . One of the battles which we must prioritize more and more 
everyday . . . is the battle to end racial discrimination at the work place . . . There are two types of racial 
discrimination: One is the discrimination in recreation centres or cultural centres; the other, which is the 
worst and the first one which we must fight, is racial discrimination in jobs . . . .  n10 

 Castro declared that racial discrimination would disappear when class privilege was eradicated.  n11 With 
this speech just three months after he came to power, Fidel Castro abolished by edict whites-only beaches 
and clubs.  n12 He also purported to terminate racism by abolishing the official use of racial classifications 
or any reference to race because "a Cuban is simply someone who belongs to no race in particular!"  n13 In 
other words, "there are no white Cubans or black Cubans, just Cubans."  n14  [*1139]  

 This was followed with legal reforms which: 
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 I. eliminated private schools in order to expand and improve the educational system for all residents 
regardless of status,  n15 

 II. converted private rental housing into a public service to fulfill the goal of shelter for all,  n16 

 III. codified a legal right to be employed without regard to race,  n17 and 

 IV. developed a massive public health system and universal health care coverage.  n18 

 These legal reforms were translated into the following substantive equality measures. Basic foodstuffs and 
other necessities were evenly distributed to all citizens pursuant to a government rationing system 
allocating to every person booklets for food and clothing. Rationing was introduced in March 1962, as an 
attempt to provide equal distribution of scarce goods.  n19 The rationing system that exists today offers a 
limited number of foods and goods at greatly discounted costs.  n20 The prices of basic goods are 
determined by the salaries of the lowest-paid workers and housing prices are set at a maximum of twenty 
percent of one's income.  n21 The commitment to providing a guarantee to employment was fulfilled with 
the expansion of public works, the nationalization of industries, and agrarian reform that created many 
government positions.  n22 In addition, the government funded child care centers in  [*1140]  order to 
facilitate the employment opportunities of women.  n23 Prior to the decline of the Soviet economy in 1985 
and its cessation of subsidies to Cuba, lunches and nutritious snacks were provided free or at a very low 
cost at all work sites and schools.  n24 In the 1959-1990 period the rate of malnutrition among children 
declined to 0.1 percent as compared to the U.S. rate of five percent.  n25 

 Before the onset of the economic austerity programs of the 1990s ("the special period") the overall Cuban 
population was wellnourished and had a life expectancy at birth of seventy-six years. Furthermore, the 
infant mortality rate was reduced from the 1958 rate of 33.4 deaths per 1000 live births  n26 to 10.4 per 
1000 live births by 1992 -- one of the lowest infant mortality rates in the world  n27 which compares 
positively with the overall U.S. rate for the same period of ten eaths per 1000 live births (while the U.S. 
African American infant mortality rate was 108.14% of the white infant mortality).  n28 These early 
redistributive measures improved the status of Afro-Cubans in particular because they were over-
represented in the lowest sectors of the population.  n29 In fact, the universal health care system's 
eradication of many lethal Third World diseases such as malaria was a significant boost to the health status 
of Afro-Cubans, who historically had been disproportionately affected.  n30 

 The education data is also impressive. Just prior to the revolution, only about one half of primary-school 
age children were enrolled in school.  n31 In poor and rural communities where the majority of the Afro-
Cuban population was then located, the enrollment was even lower because of the paucity of school 
buildings and teachers.  n32 The Revolution's abolition of private schools was accompanied by the 
expansion of a free public educational system  [*1141]  whereby more schools were constructed and more 
people were trained as teachers,  n33 and books were loaned at no cost to students at every educational 
level.  n34 In addition, a massive literacy campaign raised the national educational level of the country.  
n35 Education through junior high school (or age sixteen) was made mandatory and many more post-junior 
high school educational options including vocational schools, specialized art or sports schools, and pre-
university high schools were created.  n36 From 1959 to 1990, the number of high school graduates 
increased threefold.  n37 

 The desire to provide shelter to all citizens informed Socialist Cuba's reform of the housing laws. Within 
the first month of the revolution, the government prohibited evictions and ordered the reduction of rents by 
thirty to fifty percent, depending on the tenant's income level.  n38 Presently, citizens may own a primary 
residence and a vacation home but may not seek to profit personally from renting out other residential 
properties because it can lead to homelessness for those persons unable to pay the requested rental sums.  
n39 The housing law reforms have transformed the majority of Cubans into "homeowners."  n40 Initially 
housing was a public service where the state was the primary landlord and after a period of paying a 
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reduced rent the tenant would be converted into an owner of the property.  n41 As of 1984, the remaining 
public service tenants  [*1142]  stopped paying rent and instead were extended government mortgages 
priced at twenty percent of the family income.  n42 All of these housing reforms ameliorated the condition 
of Afro-Cubans, who prior to 1959 primarily resided in uninhabitable structures.  n43 In fact, because of 
the Urban Reform Law changes in tenancy, by 1979 more Blacks owned their homes in Cuba than in any 
other country in the world, albeit with a socialist form of ownership.  n44 Furthermore, housing 
construction was directed to easing the housing shortage in rural areas where many Afro-Cubans lived in 
poorly constructed thatched roof shelters. 

 Notwithstanding the benefits that redounded to Afro-Cubans from the socialist reforms, racial disparities 
persist today. For instance, despite universal health care coverage, health and medical gaps continue to 
exist between white Cubans and Afro-Cubans in Cuba, as indicated by the higher vulnerability of Afro-
Cubans to the parasitic diseases of the poor.  n45 Even though much of the housing stock was desegregated 
when private rental housing was abolished and the state became the primary landlord,  n46 "barrios 
marginales" (marginal communities) of poor Afro-Cuban residents still exist and are stigmatized for the 
residents' inability to improve their standard of living.  n47 Despite the fact that educational opportunities 
have been available on an equal basis since the closing of private schools in 1961 and the significant 
investment in public education, Afro-Cubans are not proportionately represented in university programs.  
n48 A color hierarchy in education is apparent in the greater representation of whites in the better schools 
of higher education, while mixed-race Mulattos/Mestizos predominate in technical vocational schools, and 
Black Cubans dominate  [*1143]  in the junior high schools.  n49 Education experts note that the quality of 
teaching and equipment are superior in the elite high schools where white Cubans predominate.  n50 

 More telling, perhaps, is that despite the large demographic proportion of Blacks in Cuba, they are not 
represented in the ranks of government leadership.  n51 In fact, the proportion of Afro-Cubans in high 
positions has diminished from the already-low levels of the 1960s and 1970s.  n52 The decrease in Afro-
Cuban leaders is particularly noteworthy given the growth of the Afro-Cuban population since the universal 
health care coverage decline in Black infant mortality rates, and the mass exodus of tens of thousands of 
white Cubans immediately after the Revolution.  n53 After the 1991 Meeting of the Fourth Congress of the 
Cuban Communist Party, Afro-Cubans continued to make up less than fifteen percent of the party members 
elevated to the Political Bureau.  n54 The underrepresentation of Afro-Cubans in leadership roles similarly 
extends to the military, the Ministry of the Interior, and university appointments.  n55 

 The underrepresentation of Afro-Cubans in positions of authority may at first appear puzzling when one 
considers that the Cuban Constitution explicitly outlaws racial discrimination and specifies the right to 
ascend in the hierarchy of the armed forces and other public employment sectors without regard to race.  
n56 But an examination of the mechanisms for selecting leaders reveals opportunities for the exercise of 
conscious and unconscious racial bias. For example, in the government context the highest leadership roles 
are filled by a selective appointment process internally within the Communist Party of Cuba ("PCC" -- 
Partido Comunista de Cuba).  n57 It is only in the lowest ranking governing entity of the Poder Popular 
(People's Power mass organizations) for each mu  [*1144]  nicipality  n58 that delegates are popularly 
elected and thus provide access for Afro-Cubans' participation. But the Poder Popular's elected leadership 
is constrained in its role to merely execute the orders and policies of the select membership of the PCC.  
n59 Furthermore it was not until 1992 that the electoral law was reformed to permit direct elections for 
National Assembly representatives.  n60 

 The longstanding pattern of racially biased exclusion from the ranks of socialist government leadership 
positions carries far-reaching implications, given the connection between the distribution of economic 
privileges and services and one's status in the government. Soon after the installation of the socialist 
government, high-ranking government officials were allocated residences in the abandoned homes of 
wealthy Cuban emigres.  n61 Today, government leaders have their requests for larger housing units and 
housing relocation more quickly granted than other members of the society.  n62 Mona Rosendahl, a 
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Swedish Social Anthropologist who recently conducted field work in Cuba, has noted that "whereas 
political leaders at the municipal level [who are popularly elected] have few privileges, those at the national 
level [who are specially appointed] live rather privileged and secluded lives."  n63 

 Racial bias can also be easily exercised in the controlled system for the distribution of consumer goods 
entitled Los Estimulos de La Emulacion Socialista (economic incentive award program), whereby 
government supervisors award consumer goods at much reduced costs to "model" workers. Conflicts often 
arise over who is a model worker in the disbursement of merit points. Although the model worker is 
presumably selected based on workplace performance, commentators equate the selection process with a 
political favoritism, which is itself imbued with racial bias.  n64 Items that are distributed under the 
economic incentives program include goods  [*1145]  like electric fans, refrigerators, television sets, and 
privileges like housing relocation permits and foreign travel permits.  n65 

 The current economic crisis has only exacerbated the prevalence of racial disparities.   n66The most 
dynamic sector of the economy is the tourist industry, in which well-paying jobs with access to valued 
foreign currency, are reserved for persons "de buena apariencia" (good looking but commonly understood 
as white Cubans).  n67 The impact of being employed within the tourist industry is profound because it also 
provides access to scarce foods and consumer goods (like soap) that are extremely difficult to locate within 
the strained government rationing system.  n68 The ability to earn extra income with foreign currency tips 
from tourists enables these lucky Cubans to shop for scarce foods and consumer goods within the U.S. 
dollar-only shops and restaurants. Therefore, being excluded from employment in the tourist sector restricts 
Afro-Cubans to job positions in which they are paid in the undervalued domestic currency of the peso.  n69 

 Furthermore, it is white Cubans that overwhelmingly benefit from the ability to receive monthly foreign 
currency remittances from relatives outside of Cuba, because it was white Cubans that primarily fled 
Socialist Cuba in the 1960s and were economically positioned to succeed in the United States.  n70 In 
contrast, the relatives of Afro-Cubans who primarily left with the Mariel boatlift in the 1980s or on 
handmade rafts in the 1990s did not enter the  [*1146]  United States with the same economic ability to 
accumulate enough wealth to send significant sums of cash back to their Cuban relatives.  n71 In fact, the 
1993 depenalization of hard currency which enabled Cuban exiles abroad to send U.S. dollars to their 
relatives in Cuba generated considerable racial hostility.  n72 Today, approximately 500 million U.S. 
dollars worth of familial remittances are sent to Cuban nationals each year, and as such have become an 
important part of the Cuban economy.  n73 

 Clearly, the economic austerity of 1990s Cuba has worsened the position of Afro-Cubans, who can no 
longer rely upon the government guarantee of employment, shelter, or food to subsist from day to day. As 
in the context of African Americans "history not only teaches, but warns that in periods of severe economic 
distress, the rights of Black people are eroded and their lives endangered."  n74 But it is important to 
remember that although the current economic crisis has worsened the condition of Afro-Cubans, they were 
already disproportionately situated to experience the worse effects of the crisis. In other words, the low 
status of Afro-Cubans preceded the economic crisis and should be assessed in its own right. Despite the 
redistribution programs' progress before the economic crisis, Socialist Cuba maintained a racial hierarchy 
that harmed Afro-Cubans. 

 There are two principal reasons why the opportunities to assert racial bias are consistently exercised in a 
nation like Cuba that is committed to a racial equality agenda: the attraction individuals have to 
maintaining group status, and the legacy of a long history of white supremacy. The attraction to 
maintaining racial hierarchy was well explained by Law and Economics scholar Richard McAdams, who 
theorized that "race discrimination best reveals the degree to which group status production is a powerful 
and perva  [*1147]  sive fact of social life."  n75 McAdams's status-production theory of race 
discrimination asserts that individuals are driven in part by their competition for esteem and that racist 
behavior is a process by which one racial group seeks to produce esteem for itself by lowering the status of 
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another group.  n76 "Through allocation of intra-group status, whites induce other whites to produce inter-
group status through acts of subordination."  n77 The acts of subordination can turn particularly violent 
when individuals want to recapture a sense of social position in the midst of social instability.  n78 The 
status-production of race discrimination creates prestige solely because one is white. This is akin to W.E.B. 
Du Bois's early articulation of a "psychological wage" that supplements the wages of low-income white 
workers in the United States, who receive public deference because they are white.  n79 

 The psychological wage is such a powerful inducement that it often overrides some of the economic 
disadvantages of racism. For example, it has been repeatedly observed that low-income white workers 
frequently fail to cooperate in labor movements with other low-income workers that are nonwhite because 
they prefer to maintain the intangible status of whiteness even though it disserves their economic interests.  
n80 Cheryl Harris terms this a property interest in whiteness.  n81 Thus, even though racism accords 
tangible benefits to whites it is not purely an economic enterprise.  n82 Accordingly,  [*1148]  McAdams's 
explanation of the status-production theory notes that "people have a loyalty to groups that goes beyond 
what serves their narrow pecuniary self-interest."  n83 

 An application of the status-production theory to the Cuban context elucidates part of the power of racial 
privilege in a society that has seemingly abolished class-based hierarchy.  n84 With Socialist Cuba's 
official eradication of the ability to garner esteem through the groupbased status of socioeconomic class, 
racial privilege is one of the most accessible mechanisms for garnering esteem. Racial privilege is 
accessible because no talent or merit is needed before becoming a member of the favored group. It is as 
Sartre said of anti-Semitism, "a poor man's snobbery."  n85 

 Race-based status production also perfectly suits the longstanding Cuban and Latin American ideology of 
"adelantando la raza atraves de blanqueamiento" (improving the race through whitening). In this ideology 
nonwhites can aspire to racial privilege by seeking partners that are lighter than they are and producing 
children that might also be light enough to move up the race and color hierarchy from Black to Mulatto, 
and then to white.   n86Whereas the Horatio Alger ideology informs Blacks in the U.S. that they can 
achieve economic and social parity with whites by working hard and being thrifty, Cuban racial ideology 
informs Afro-Cubans  [*1149]  to patiently await the moment that they can be "blanco o casi blanco" 
(white or almost white) themselves.  n87 Thus, despite the fact that many are purposely excluded by a 
system of racial privilege the possibility of ascending the color hierarchy ensnares Afro-Cubans to endorse 
white privilege.  n88 

 Exacerbating the appeal of using a race-based method of statusproduction is the Cuban legacy of racial 
bias which is a dynamic part of contemporary Cuban socialization. For example, in a 1994 ethnographic 
study, seventy-five percent of white Cubans and seventy-five percent of Mulattos surveyed embraced the 
importance of status enhancement through ascendancy in a color hierarchy.  n89 As a result, these same 
persons surveyed indicated that they would disapprove of their children participating in intimate 
relationships with persons that were darker than themselves.  n90 The study also revealed that seventy 
percent of whites and Mulattos interviewed felt that Black Cubans engaged in delinquent behavior and 
rarely worked.  n91 A cultural anthropologist conducting research in Cuba in the early 1980s also noted 
that whites view "Black culture" as the causation of Black Cuban poverty.  n92 The white Cubans 
questioned described the problematic aspects of Black culture as lack of importance placed on education, 
propensity for violence and crime, and lack of discipline.  n93 Of course such dispersions of Black culture 
are belied by the extraordinary numbers of Afro-Cubans that pursued higher education when the socialist 
government abolished private schooling and committed its resources to expanding access to quality public 
education.  n94 Furthermore, those that seek to rely upon Black culture as an explanation of Afro-Cuban 
social status,  [*1150]  often fail to consider the documented relevance of racially selective criminal 
prosecution and enforcement.  n95 Yet Cubans persist in relying upon racially biased explanations of 
poverty to such a large extent, that even after AfroCuban slum dwellers are relocated to markedly improved 
low-cost housing, they continue to be stigmatized as slum dwellers.  n96 
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 It should be noted, though, that the ideology of "blanqueamiento" which denigrates connections to African 
ancestry is not a philosophy that the socialist government in Cuba constructed, but has been a part of much 
of Latin America's historical approach to race relations.  n97 In fact, a brief review of Cuba's historical 
construction of racial ideology is also useful in demonstrating how racial disparities continue to exist in a 
nation that has actively pursued substantive economic equality. History shows that the Cuban nation-state 
like many Latin American countries pursuing a nation-building project, has consistently framed 
considerations of race to be socially divisive, while simultaneously subordinating persons of African 
ancestry through the use of the "blanqueamiento" ideology and otherwise.  n98 Indeed, the 
"blanqueamiento" -- whitening ideology has been an implicit and sometimes explicit part of Latin 
American nationalism that has perceived race-consciousness as a threat to nationalist sovereignty.  n99 
Examining Cuba's historical context dispels the notion that the socialist government chose a class-based 
approach to remedy exist  [*1151]  ing racial disparities solely because of its socialist ideology.  n100 In 
actuality the de-emphasis of race has long been a part of Cuba's national ideology.  n101 

 II.Cuba's History of Race Subordination and Colorblind Nationalism 

 Cuban legal scholar Alejandro de la Fuente has observed that the view of race-based analysis as inherently 
divisive dates at least as far back to nineteenth century Cuba's struggle for independence from Spain, and 
continued into the Republican government initiated after Cuba obtained its independence from Spain in 
1898.  n102 For instance, in the nineteenth century Cuban campaign for independence from Spain, race was 
viewed as a divisive issue that had to be discouraged at all costs.  n103 None other than Independence hero 
Jose Marti wrote in 1893: 

 To insist on the divisions into race, on the difference of race . . . is to make difficult both public and 
individual enterprises . . . . The Negro who proclaims his racial character . . . authorizes and brings forth the 
white racist . . . Two racists would be equally guilty, the white racist and the Negro . . . .  n104 

 In other words, the independence movement viewed national unity as incompatible with racial identity. In 
fact, any desire for Afro-Cubans to voice race-based grievances was rejected outright as un-Cuban and thus 
unpatriotic.  n105 Yet, white Cubans were overtly racially prejudiced against Afro-Cuban troops,  n106 
who made up almost half of the enlisted ranks of the Liberation Army and an estimated forty percent of the 
senior commissioned ranks.  n107 Furthermore, a  [*1152]  number of separatist leaders planned to 
maintain a white hierarchy of privilege after independence was achieved because their interest was to end 
Spanish rule, not to destroy the colonial order.  n108 For instance, after war hero Jose Maceo rose to the 
rank of brigadier general, he seriously considered retiring because of his white subordinates' negative focus 
upon his African ancestry. In a letter to the provisional president, Maceo stated that he understood "that a 
small circle exists who . . . did not wish to serve under the orders of the speaker Maceo . . . because they are 
opposed to, and have their sights on men of color above white men."  n109 Even though Afro-Cubans were 
instrumental in the Cuban independence movement against Spain, the Cuban elite continued to view them 
as inferior and subordinate to whites. One Cuban scholar notes that the "main reason for the political 
immobility of a class that shouldered years of accumulated grievances against colonial rule was its fear of 
blacks."  n110 

 Once Cuba formally achieved independence in 1898, not only did race continue to be silenced to construct 
a national unity, but whiteness was explicitly promoted as a method for advancing the country and 
sabotaging the economic mobility of Afro-Cubans.  n111 Influential intellectuals advocated for the physical 
elimination of the Black population as a mechanism for advancing the status of the new republic.  n112 
Census figures were distorted to report a decreasing population of Afro-Cubans,  n113 and new legislation 
appropriated one million dollars for the sole purpose of promoting European immigration.  n114 The 
Republican government facilitated the massive immigration of white workers and their families as an  
[*1153]  other facet of the blanqueamiento ideology.  n115 Land and resources were specifically offered to 
white immigrants to encourage their permanence.  n116 Indeed, between 1902 and 1931, forty percent of 
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all immigrants were white Spaniards,  n117 and between 1902 and 1912 an estimated 250,000 Spaniards 
emigrated to Cuba despite Spain's former position as colonial oppressor.  n118 Immigrants from Haiti and 
Jamaica, in contrast, were viewed as guest workers, who should return to their countries of origin after each 
sugar harvest,  n119 and accordingly many of the Black contract workers that remained in the country were 
forcibly expelled during the Great Depression in the 1930s.  n120 

 Census data from the periods 1899-1943 reflects the overrepresentation of Blacks in the lowest and worst 
paid sectors of the economy, such as agriculture and personal services.  n121 During this time, Afro-
Cubans were also systematically excluded from the academic and electoral processes.  n122 When 
disaffected Afro-Cubans attempted to form their own political party, entitled "el Partido Independiente de 
Color," its leaders were arrested and prosecuted for allegedly conspiring to impose a "Black dictatorship."  
n123 The Cuban senate then passed legislation known as the Morua law, prohibiting the formation of 
political parties along racial lines.  n124 When the Black party organized a political protest to repeal the 
Morua law, the government suppression, in what came to be called the "Race War of 1912," was violent 
and massive.  n125 Afro-Cuban protesters demonstrated their frustration with their poor economic status by 
damaging property, including sugar mills and company stores. Although the protest focused on damaging 
property and not harming individuals, the Cuban armed forces retaliated by kil  [*1154]  ling Afro-Cubans 
and Haitian contract workers indiscriminately.  n126 One Afro-Cuban scholar recalled: 

 I still remember how I listened, wide-eyed and nauseated, to the stories -- always whispered, always told as 
when one is revealing unspeakable secrets -- about the horrors committed against my family and other 
blacks during the racial war of 1912. . . Chills went down my spine when I heard stories about blacks being 
hunted day and night; and black men being hung by their genitals from the lamp posts in the central plazas 
of small Cuban towns.  n127 

 A direct observer has also noted that the army "was cutting off heads, pretty much without discrimination, 
of all Negroes found outside the town limits."  n128 The government repression was violent and extensive 
because the creation of an all-Black political party threatened the raceless paradigm on which Cuban 
nationalism was constructed.  n129 This may also account for the onslaught of white civilian volunteers, 
who formed militias and offered their services "to defend the government" against Afro-Cuban political 
protesters.  n130 Thus, a decade after independence found Afro-Cubans in worsened economic conditions 
and with no improvements in political participation for which they had fought the Spaniards. 

 The remainder of this century has witnessed a further entrenchment of white supremacy within Cuban 
society along with the continued promotion of a race-less nationalism. By the 1930s AfroCubans were 
prevented from joining the navy or air force officer corps, and were formally excluded from such trades as 
baking and pastry making.  n131 Public beaches, parks, restaurants, cabarets and yacht clubs remained 
racially segregated by custom.  n132 The Cuban media praised lynchings of Afro-Cubans as "progressive 
manifestation of Cubans' North Americanization," in what was interpreted as an imitative tribute to United 
States Jim Crow tactics designed to garner favor with the United States, rather than being  [*1155]  an 
example of Cuba's native white supremacy.  n133 Meanwhile, Cuban leaders began to characterize the 
country as a mulatto and mestizo nation in order to provide an explanation abroad for the presence of 
Cuba's many dark-skinned residents and obviate the classification of a "Black nation." The mulatto nation 
characterization necessitated the continued rejection of AfroCuban identity movements because the 
construction of the mulattoculture characterization of Cuba makes Afro-Cubanness a socially contested site 
of identification. A self-proclaimed Afro-Cuban is a menace to the national paradigm of all Cubans being 
the same because they all share the same mixed-race cultural heritage. So while simultaneously taking 
public pride in the mixed-race cultural heritage of the country, Cuba discouraged Black identity in order to 
promote one homogeneous national identity. But the nationalism movement left unaddressed the existing 
racially determined social, economic and political hierarchies.  n134 The race-deflection dynamic 
continued through Batista's rule of Cuba in the 1950s. Afro-Cuban scholar Lourdes Casal noted: 
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 One of the most pervasive features which I found in the dominant prerevolutionary racial ideology was the 
unwillingness to discuss racial issues. This taboo was linked to a tendency -- among whites -- to minimize 
Cuban racism and among blacks to accept racism as a fact of life which you simply tried to circum  [*1156]  
vent or avoid [by marrying the right/white person pursuant to the ideology of blanqueamiento.]  n135 

 The race discourse taboo which persisted through Batista's rule coexisted with extreme racial stratification 
and de facto racial segregation.  n136 In short, a Black racial identity has been historically subverted in 
Cuba to promote a uniform national identity that has masked racial privilege while simultaneously 
thwarting the mobilization of racial justice movements that could improve the status of AfroCubans. When 
the Cuban Revolutionary Party ascended to government in 1959, it inherited the race-deflection ideology 
along with the legacy of racial prejudice. 

 Even though Fidel Castro often stated that racial discrimination would disappear with egalitarian class 
reforms because racial inequality was merely a byproduct of class divisions, he has begun to slowly move 
away from that position. In the 1997 Meeting of the Fifth Congress of the Cuban Communist Party, Castro 
acknowledged that Blacks and women (of all races one presumes) were underrepresented in the leadership 
of the government and the state.  n137 Similarly, Afro-Cubans believe that employment discrimination is 
pervasive and that they are not welcome in all social spaces.  n138 

 There is increasing recognition that historic economic factors have left black Cubans among the poorest 
sectors, even today when opportunities are opened to all regardless of race. Because of these factors, blacks 
have had less chance of gaining the privi  [*1157]  leges of the professional class or of the higher-level 
bureaucrats (who have access to travel and other perks, even if minimal by U.S. standards).  n139 

 The growing recognition of the continued existence of racial disparity prompted government discussion 
during the 1997 Meeting of the Fifth Congress of the Cuban Communist Party of an affirmative action 
program in which Blacks and women across race could be more directly involved in leadership positions.  
n140 The proposal for a method of numerical participation for Blacks and women dates back to the 1986 
Meeting of the Third Congress of the Cuban Communist Party.  n141 

 But these discussions have not resulted in any direct action. The resistance to a proposal for numerical 
participation can be explained in part by the wariness with which some Cubans approach policies created in 
the United States  n142 given the U.S.'s longstanding antagonism to the socialist government and its 
economy as commenced with the embargo under the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961.  n143 But more 
importantly, there is a concern that such measures are contrary to the egalitarian goals of the Revolution 
insofar as they make race an issue.  n144 In fact, one commentator has noted that Fidel Castro may be the 
lone voice promoting racial advancement amidst a more conservative party leadership  n145 and that 
Castro's concern with a possible backlash and exodus by disgruntled white Cuban residents has slowed 
down his implementation of a more forceful racial justice program.  n146 The public denials of racism in 
Cuba by government officials certainly indicate that there is  [*1158]  no official consensus regarding 
Cuban race issues.  n147 Rather, there continues to be a reluctance to address the racial disparities as a 
racial bias problem because of the perception that the discussion of race is divisive and destructive to the 
Cuban national identity. In other words, overt considerations of race are still viewed as divisive, and thus 
taboo. Gisela Arandia Covarrubia, a highly regarded Afro-Cuban scholar, promoted the strengthening of 
"nationality" as a solution to the continuing racial disparities because a method of numerical participation 
could produce adverse reactions in the population.  n148 No adverse reactions, however, have been evident 
in the Cuban use of affirmative action for women in employment.  n149 Cuban legal specialist Debra 
Evenson noted that despite the existence of parallel systems for redressing complaints of discrimination of 
gender and race, it is only gender bias claims which are publicly brought.  n150 The contrast between the 
existence of gender-bias claims and the absence of race-bias claims is especially stark when one considers 
that the socialist government's abolition of the private practice of law for the creation of a system of law 
collectives for lawyers has made public access to legal counsel relatively easy and inexpensive.  n151 
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Furthermore, a large number of the law collective attorneys are white women and a large percentage of law 
students are white women.  n152 Thus, despite the hardships that white women have encountered in 
making the socialist revolution responsive to gender issues, as a group they have fared better than Afro-
Cuban women and men alike.  n153 In short, despite the pervasive use of redistribution programs designed 
to ameliorate the poor socioeconomic status of Afro-Cubans in particular, racial dis  [*1159]  parities 
continue to exist in part because the class-based approach chosen continues the colorblind historical 
subordination and makes Afro-Cuban identity and identity movements socially contested. 

 III.The Interconnections Between Race and Class 

 This Article's exploration of the Cuban context demonstrates that addressing race problems solely as class 
problems does not entirely confront the complexities of racial subordination.  n154 This is because a class-
based approach to racial disparities cannot appreciate the investment that favored individuals have in the 
norm of race-based privilege. If racial disparities continue to exist in a nation like Cuba that has committed 
extensive resources to ensuring substantive economic equality for its residents, it is unlikely that a more 
modest program of class-based affirmative action could alleviate racial disparity in the United States. Like 
Cuba, the United States has a long legacy of racial bias and discrimination, and is no less subject to the lure 
of race-based esteem acquisition. In both contexts, race and class are linked, and one aspect cannot be 
addressed without acknowledging the other. 

 Indeed, some scholars assert that the public discourse which pits race against class as a mode of analysis 
presents a false debate.  n155 For instance, those that do focus on class as the culprit of racial disparity 
often refer to the existence of a U.S. Black middle class as a justification for their colorblind perspective.  
n156 The analysis connects the ability of a Black middle class to exist with the power of  [*1160]  class 
status to be more determinative of one's life chances than is race. But the very growth of a Black middle 
class is due in no small part to the raceconscious affirmative action programs institutionalized in the 1970s. 

 Furthermore, the Black middle class's continued exposure to racial discrimination despite their economic 
success illustrates the way in which economic status alone does not transcend the problems of race. For 
example, racially comparative studies of the middle class demonstrate that the Black middle class is less 
financially secure than the white middle class.  n157 At the same time it is accurate to state that the Black 
middle class is better off than low-income Blacks just as the white middle class is better off than low-
income whites.  n158 More pertinent, though, is the fact that the race-conscious social programs that 
facilitated the expansion of a Black middle class from its historically small proportions,  n159 also 
improved the status of low-income Blacks. Many blue-collar industries were not racially integrated until 
race-based affirmative action programs were implemented.  n160 For example, the representation of Blacks 
more than doubled from 1960 through 1990 in the blue-collar occupations of telephone operators, aircraft 
mechanics, firefighters, and electricians.  n161 It is a misapprehension to view raceconscious affirmative 
action programs as misplaced because they only benefit middle class Blacks when in point of fact they also 
have benefited low-income Blacks. Furthermore, it is inappropriate to fault race-based affirmative action 
programs for not achieving what they were  [*1161]  never designed to do -- in effect, obliterate 
socioeconomic distinctions.  n162 Rather, race-based affirmative action programs have only sought to 
diminish the racial disparity within each socioeconomic class. 

 Some scholars have critiqued the existing race-based affirmative action programs for being too narrowly 
drawn to actually change the unequal class and power dynamics that exist across race.  n163 But the 
inquiry I have pursued in my examination of the Cuban context is more modest, although no less complex -
- that is, what are the race and class connections that disproportionately place Blacks in poverty, and 
secondarily what accounts for the perpetual subordination of Blacks within each economic class.  n164 
Socialist Cuba sought to obviate the need for such questions by obliterating all economic class differentials 
and still racial disparity persists. Indeed, Marxist theory has been criticized for discounting the significance 
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of race as a factor in subordination and for alternatively viewing racial oppressors as a classless monolith of 
whites.  n165 

 Derrick Bell offers a more racially centered explanation of capitalist economic exploitation. He posits that 
the capitalistic class structure has maintained itself by placating low-wage whites with the subordination of 
Blacks.  n166 Similarly, Herbert Hill notes that "through the rationalization of labor costs, the greater rate 
of exploitation of the black worker subsidizes the higher wages of the  [*1162]  white worker. Employers 
also gain from such practices through the benefits of a labor policy that results in lower average costs."  
n167 

 But these are descriptions of how racism intersects with a capitalistic structure; they are not explanations 
of the cause of racism. Racism predates capitalism,  n168 and as stated earlier is not always economically 
motivated.  n169 Accordingly, economic reductionist explanations of racial subordination that posit a 
resolution to racism with the implementation of class-based reform are overly simplistic. In other words, 
any concerted effort to address racial subordination should examine racism's connection to class but 
simultaneously appreciate the way in which racial ideology adapts itself to changing economic contexts.  
n170 The Cuba-U.S. comparison illustrates this premise. 

 U.S. class-based reforms of the past have also demonstrated the fallacy of presuming that colorblind 
economic reforms overwhelmingly assist impoverished people of color. For instance, Roosevelt's New 
Deal legislation, which sought to stabilize the U.S. economy after the Great Depression, did succeed in 
reducing unemployment from 13 million to 9 million.  n171 Most Blacks, however, were purposefully 
ignored by New Deal programs in that they predominated in work sectors that were omitted from the 
government mandates for unemployment insurance, the minimum wage, social security and farm subsidies.  
n172 In contrast, Black inclusion in Lyndon B. Johnson's war on poverty and New Society programs was 
used to racialize the concept of poverty.  n173 Sociologist Jill Quadagno traces the demise of the War on 
Poverty to its links to  [*1163]  Black civil rights with programs that used federal funds to: empower 
community action groups run by local Black activists; provide affirmative action and job-training programs 
to break longstanding racial barriers to union jobs; and to provide housing subsidies to those otherwise 
locked into substandard housing.  n174 The connection to Black civil rights rebounded with a backlash 
against the poverty programs because "whites opposed them as an infringement of their economic right to 
discriminate against Blacks and a threat to white political power."  n175 In short, the War on Poverty 
sought to remedy the complexities of poverty with colorblind social welfare programs that included Blacks 
but failed to consider the racially stratified operation and justification of poverty.  n176 

 One of the primary difficulties with relying upon universal raceneutral economic strategies for achieving 
racial justice is that such strategies fail to appreciate the way in which the very inclusion of Blacks 
marginalizes Blacks as "the poor" and thereby estranges whites from prioritizing the elimination of poverty. 
In turn, the identification of poverty with Blacks undermines public concern with poverty because Black 
"culture" is deemed the cause of their low economic status.  n177 Indeed, today's circumscribed 
assessments of poverty relief efforts in the U.S. have encoded Blackness as synonymous with undeserving 
welfare recipients.  n178 Similarly, AfroCuban  [*1164]  "low-culture" is blamed for Afro-Cubans 
disproportionate experience of poverty.  n179 The increasing stratification between rich and poor in both 
the United States and Cuba will only further isolate Blacks as both the image and reality of poverty.  n180 
Simply put, the racialization of poverty justifies the demonization of poverty.  n181 The ideological power 
in racializing poverty in order to deflect attention from its systemic causes is demonstrated by the 
widespread usage of the tactic.  n182 

 The concept of a pathological under-class has become the rationale for continued racism and economic 
injustice; in attempting to separate racial from economic inequality and in blaming family pathology for 
black people's condition, current ideology obscures the system's inability to provide jobs, decent wages, 
and adequate public services for the black poor.  n183 
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 The racialization of poverty also breeds complacency about its existence because poor whites are 
encouraged to view their poverty as a temporary set-back compared to what is constructed as the permanent 
underclass of poor Blacks.  n184 In addition, Blacks themselves can internalize the vision of Blackness as a 
culture of poverty so that they dissociate from mobilizing around the concerns of the poor. 

 Like the Latin American racial ideology of blanqueamiento, the racialization of poverty can become so 
ingrained that it just seems  [*1165]  like common sense to blame Blacks as a group for their economically 
subordinated status and to esteem whites as individuals for their "ability" to be successful.  n185 The 
theories are also similar in their hegemonic power to value whiteness while veiling the privilege that is 
accorded to whiteness. That is the failing of class-based approaches to racial justice. Class-based 
approaches to racial justice are misplaced because they do not pierce the veil of white invisibility that 
shields whites from appreciating their institutionalized skin-privilege.  n186 Hiding from whites the way in 
which they are complicit in the operation of racial hierarchy disinclines them from becoming agents of 
change. 

 The lack of engagement with white privilege is a fatal omission because it permits racial stratification to 
continue unabated, and worse still obscures white privilege in such a way that it could very well sabotage 
the ability to eradicate racial discrimination.  n187 When classbased remedies are not complete correctives 
of racial problems, their cloak over racial hierarchy relegates Blacks to explaining their continued 
subjugation as a consequence of their "culture of poverty," and thereby interferes with the ability to 
mobilize protest against continuing racial hierarchy.  n188 A race-blind class-based approach to racial 
inequality is unable to effectively address racial bias or economic stratification because it is ill equipped to 
unpack the interconnection between race and class that rhetorically defines poverty as Black.   [*1166]  

 My exploration of the socialist Cuban context leads me to conclude that even though race-conscious 
affirmative action has not eradicated racism in the United States, class-based affirmative action would be a 
poor replacement. Racial justice reformers should instead confront racism directly as race-based while 
addressing its interconnections with class.  n189 Using a race lens in conjunction with a class lens could be 
more fruitful in devising solutions to racism.  n190 For instance, maintaining a race-conscious approach to 
racial equality in the U.S. while simultaneously adopting a version of the Cuban redistribution initiative 
could provide a broad-based mechanism for communities of color to realize substantive equality rather than 
mere formal equality.  n191 The Cuban reduction in Black illiteracy, infant and maternal mortality, and the 
increase in Black educational attainment and average life span are all indicators which suggest that actual 
redistribution of wealth is material in ensuring the substantive equality of people of color. In contrast, the 
U.S. formal equality focus has maintained racial disparities in mortality rates and in educational attainment. 
Furthermore, current debates in the United States regarding under-funded public schools and the need for 
health care reform would be well served by considerations of the Cuban successes after abolishing private 
schools and instituting a system of universal health care. LatCrit theory, a jurisprudence dedicated to 
highlighting Latino/a concerns and voices in legal discourse and social policy for the attain  [*1167]  ment 
of social justice, supports such multilayered intersectional approaches to subordination.  n192 

 IV. Conclusion: Lessons for LatCrit Theory 

 In addition to serving as an assessment of class-based approaches to racial justice, this cross-cultural 
analysis of the interconnections implicates the continued development of LatCrit theory. Specifically, this 
Article implicitly questions whether its antisubordination goal can be achieved if its scholars inadvertently 
neglect to challenge the Latin American model of discounting racial diversity in assessments of Latin 
American identity and group needs in the United States. For inasmuch as LatCrit jurisprudence has focused 
upon critiquing what it terms the Black-white binary of civil rights discourse,  n193 it has done so while, 
for the most part, sidestepping the particularities of Afro-Latinos.  n194 LatCrit inclusion of the Afro-
Latino/a perspective would reveal the Black-white binary aspects of the Latin American racial constructs 
that can manifest themselves in Latino/a identities in the United States.  n195 To the extent that many Latin 
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American countries have promoted themselves as "mestizo" nations for the very purpose of downplaying 
their connections to Blackness, the presumed absence of a Black-white binary within the Latin American 
racial construct is often false, and indeed more indicative of Latin American binary preoccupation  [*1168]  
with fleeing Blackness and valuing whiteness.  n196 The Latin American concern with whiteness is only 
exacerbated when transplanted in the United States by Latino/a immigrants and migrants, who struggle 
against being racialized themselves and lumped together with poorly treated African Americans. Many 
Latinos/as quickly learn that part of the price of the promise of assimilation is denigration of Blacks.  n197 
Indeed, the poverty rates of those Latinos/as identified as Black are worse than of other Latinos/as.  n198 
The Cuban dissociation from Blackness resonates with the frustrations of Afro-Latinos/as in the United 
States that feel pressure to disclaim a Black identity. For instance, in a recent issue of Hispanic magazine a 
reader wrote in to say: 

 My Latino friends see my race as a liability. "You're not black, like the African Americans in the US" one 
told me recently. It bothers me that to accept me, they want to distance me from being black, which carries 
negative connotations in the Americas.  n199 

 In addition to problematizing the LatCrit critique of the Blackwhite binary, an acknowledgement of Afro-
Latinas/os would also bring added complexity to the LatCrit assessment of whether Latinas/os are best 
understood as a race or as an ethnicity.  n200 Ian Haney Lopez astutely addresses the way in which 
Latinas/os as a group are often racialized in the United States in ways that do not comport with national 
understandings of ethnicity.  n201 But if Latinas/os are a race, what are Afro-Latinas/os? This is not a 
question of mere semantics within the confines of theoretical analysis. The disposition that Latina/o 
communities choose to take with respect to the race/ethnicity divide will be indicative of their stance 
towards coalition building. Eric Yamamoto appropriately cautioned race-crits to be attuned to the ways in 
which communities of color  [*1169]  can deploy hierarchies of oppression in their efforts to survive the 
challenges of racism.  n202 

 An Afro-Latina/o attention to praxis is especially sensitive to how the group label of race or ethnicity can 
be used to further subordinate communities of color.  n203 For instance, if the ethnicity label is chosen to 
distance Latinos/as from the dispersions of being a race, then the ethnicity choice undermines the potential 
for solidarity with African-Americans, who are always viewed as a race. In contrast, choosing the race label 
in order to negate Latina/o connections to African ancestry derails the potential for coalition building with 
AfricanAmericans. In order for the LatCrit antisubordination agenda to be effective we must remain alert to 
how individual expressions of Latina/o identity practically situate Latinas/os's communications with other 
communities of color.  n204 An unquestioning reliance upon Latin American racial ideology that 
suppresses racial difference within Latina/o communities while simultaneously esteeming connections to 
whiteness through marriage and racial miscegenation will thwart longterm antisubordination coalition 
building. The white supremacy embedded in the Latin American promotion of racial harmony by 
encouraging persons of African descent to "marry up" to whiteness, is not conducive to working with other 
racial and ethnic minorities to dismantle racial hierarchy. 

 The growing numbers of Latinas/os in the U.S. population will make the race politics of Latinas/os central 
to the viability for any  [*1170]  future efforts to develop effective coalitions across communities of color. 
The popular press has repeatedly alerted the public to the changing racial demographics of the United 
States, including predictions that Anglowhites will be a numerical minority, just as it has expounded upon 
the consequent importance of the Latina/o population for purposes of election campaigns and economic 
development.  n205 The extraordinary public focus upon the growth of the Latina/o community and its 
influence in the United States is equivalent to the flattering attention of an obsessed suitor. But Latinas/os 
should stop to consider what the courtship is leading up to. There are numerous historical examples of 
demographic changes motivating elite whites to allocate middle-tier privileges for certain groups that have 
elevated the status of those group members, but maintained a hierarchy that privileges whiteness all the 
same.  n206 
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 The public focus upon Latinas/os as a "hot new minority that will outnumber African Americans" 
implicitly encourages Latinas/os to dissociate themselves from the plight of other oppressed people of 
color.  n207 Accordingly, Latinas/os will be ideally positioned to either be complicit in the maintenance of 
a race-based hierarchy, or empowered to challenge the status quo together with other subordinated 
communities.  n208 Given the growing demographic importance of Latinas/os, the path they take may be 
central to the development of opportunities for permanently eradicating racism.   [*1171]  

 The Cuban example of the Latin American "blanqueamiento" approach to race relations has demonstrated 
the harm of denying that race and racism exist while simultaneously maintaining a raciallystratified society 
that esteems whiteness. Just as Cuba's nationalism project subverts recognition of race to unite all Cubans 
in a common struggle for economic survival, Latinas/os in the U.S. may succumb to the temptation to 
discount racial difference in the effort to unify Latinas/os across class as Latinas/os only, distinct from 
other members of the African Diaspora. 

 In order for LatCrit to be true to its antisubordination goal it will need to engage the particularities of all 
Latinas/os rather than viewing those with intersectional identities as a distraction from some essentialized 
view of how Latinas/os are subordinated. This is a struggle that any group-focused movement will confront 
as its members assert perspectives that do not conform with a pre-defined notion of the group's identity or 
mission.  n209 The Cuban context indicates that such a dynamic would be an ineffectual response to 
ameliorating economic and social subjugation of Latinas/os and other communities of color. In conclusion, 
glossing over the racial particularities of Latinas/os would undermine the antisubordination goal of LatCrit 
theory, and thus should be resisted at all costs. Similarly, class-based affirmative action should be rejected 
because of its inability to appreciate and address the personal investment whites have in race-based 
privilege or the way poverty is racialized. 
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