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The result is that Cuba has become a
glaring contradiction of what it means to
be a humanistic country.   To the outside
world it appears that we have fought
extremely hard for the ideals of social jus-
tice and equality.  However, we cannot or
will not admit that we need to fight for the
very same ideals in our own country, among
our own racial and ethnic groups.

Regrettably, after many years of
silence, racism has become a “taboo”subject.
Thus today we are grossly behind in the
treatment of this problem at the intellectu-
al and political levels.  For example, public
speech regarding racism is still far too mod-
erate in tone and is not well publicized.
Also, when action is taken to address the
problem, although it may be directed at the
right group of people, it is taken in a gen-
eral sense and does not directly address the
problem.  Even when dealing with the vari-
able of “race” or “color of skin” inside the
framework of Affirmative Action, racism is
still not considered openly as a topic that
should be taken into account. 2 Although

R
acism is possibly the most diffi-
cult and “unknown”social reality
facing Cuba today.  “Unknown”in
the sense that many do not even

know that the problem exists or deny that it
is a valid topic for discussion.  Indeed, reac-
tions to this subject vary widely, ranging
from negation and cynicism to the more
prevalent acceptance.  

It is important to keep in mind that in
approaching the issue of racism in
Cuba, the fear of creating social divi-
sion has always prevailed over the
determination to solve the problem.  

Undoubtedly, this fear is based on
ignorance stemming from a false criterion
that any discussion of racism is an attack on
national unity.  For many years now, anyone
who even attempted to broach the subject
was accused of being a racist.1 As a result,
blacks, mulattoes and others who are aware
of this problem have had to wait far too
long to bring this issue to the forefront.   
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actions are taken, they are not taken in the
context of fighting “racism.”

Without a doubt, our Cuban society is
“multiracial,” but it is more accurately,
“multicolor”.  However, we are still a long
way from a true realization of what it
means to be “multicolor.” Although we have
many different skin tones in Cuba, not all of
them are represented in the different levels
of society.  This is due, in large part, to the
fact that not all of the ethnic groups that
inhabit this country today had input into its
formation.  We have to acknowledge this
fact in order to have a more realistic atti-
tude with regard to the existence of racism
and social inequality in Cuba. 

Don Fernando Ortiz, that wise ethnol-
ogist known as the “Tercer Descubridor”
(“Third Discoverer”) of Cuba, used to say
that Cuba is an “ajiaco”3 (stew), and I com-
pletely agree with him, except that I would
humbly add, “the ajiaco is still cooking.”
We have people who do not feel included in
the “pot”and some who would even like to
decrease the intensity of the heat.  On the
other hand, we have some meat and pota-
toes in the “pot”(more than we would have
imagined before the economic crisis of the
nineties), which are not yet tender.  So, to
paraphrase Isaac Barreal, we should not
only adjust the ingredients in the “ajiaco”
to achieve the expected result, but we
should also adjust the process.  This is a
reality upon which not all of us agree, but
one which is of vital importance for the
unification of our nation and our political
alliances with the rest of the colonized peo-
ples of the world, and in particular with
those of our continent.4

Today we Cubans find ourselves at a
crossroad, even though many do not
understand it or accept it.  Either we take
concrete action at all levels so that the “aji-

aco”finishes its cooking process, or we lose
the only historical opportunity of creating
a society in which the majority of us
Cubans wish to live. Should we not take
this opportunity, it would affect our
alliance with our 150 million African
descendants and with the indigenous popu-
lation, who on our continent see Cuba as a
paradigm of political and social emanci-
pation. It is not possible to share with such
groups the idea that “a better world is pos-
sible” while continuing internally to side-
track the  “defiances of color”. It is not
possible internationally to oppose racism
and discrimination without openly and
deeply fighting it within our present social
reality, without opening a public debate
which ends the cynicism and hypocrisy
with which many Cubans, regrettably from
all racial groups, approach, ignore or deny
the existence of this problem.

It has been thoroughly demonstrated
that even though racism is most comfort-
ably ensconced in capitalism, ending capi-
talism is not enough to end racial discrimi-
nation. Therefore, to paraphrase Gramsci,
we have to put an end to “popular culture.”
However, we cannot expect this to happen
just because common sense dictates that it
should.  We will have to fight diligently for
a truly revolutionary culture, because the
bourgeois ideology is so strong that it com-
pels people to believe that the problems of
racism and discrimination are a natural fact
of life.

One of the greatest weapons available
to us in our battle against racism and dis-
crimination is the media:  publications, tel-
evision, etc.  However, locally very little has
been published which approaches racism as
a contemporary problem that needs to be
solved.  Furthermore, the three most com-
prehensive research studies of the last 40
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years on the subject of racism in Cuba have
not been publicized in this country or dis-
cussed by intellectuals who live on the
Island.5 These ethno-racial studies must
finally be introduced at all levels of our
society.  They must be constantly and sys-
tematically present in our educational sys-
tem and in our media, especially in the area
of television.  Also, we have a variety of
film and literary productions, which take
into account the African presence in the for-
mation of our national culture.  But only a
few of these productions deals with the cur-
rent reality of racism.  They speak com-
mendably about the past, but do not deal
with the prejudice and negative stereotypes
experienced by non-whites today.6 I have a
friend who asked me one day, “Why do you
want blacks to have more television time
when you already have a channel all for
yourselves, the sports channel?,” thus echo-
ing, even if he did not mean to, the cynicism
with which many Cubans approach racism.
For this reason alone, we need to openly
debate this issue so we can put an end to this
kind of hypocrisy which has nothing to do
with a truly revolutionary society.

The problem of racism in Cuba encom-
passes a long and complex history, and it has
seriously affected our national identity.   We
have a written history in which blacks and
mulattoes are still insufficiently recognized
for their part in the formation of this
nation and its culture.  To combat this error
of history, we must educate Cubans to be
“Cubans,”to accept the challenges as well as
the advantages of our color.  In doing so, we
will achieve that necessary balance which
reflects a truly revolutionary culture, in
which each group is received equally, as part
of an objectively uni-ethnic and multi-
racial society.

NOTES AND BIBLIOGRAPHY

1. In March, 1959, when Fidel Castro posed the ques-
tion of racial discrimination as a problem needing
to be solved, there were already some who did not
support him and even went as far as predicting dif-
ficult and unpleasant situations. Today, after having
for so many years considered it a matter already
solved, it is not strange that those same attitudes
continue to exist.

2. Without a doubt, all the measures adopted recently
in 2005 relating to the increase of pensions, mini-
mum salary and the subsidized distribution of first
necessity items, deepen in a social politics  that has
always had a profoundly humanist contents  which
undoubtedly benefits blacks and mulattoes, as the
social groups most proportionally present among
the poor. 

3. The image of the national ajiaco symbolizes well for
us the formation of the Cuban people. Let us follow
the metaphor [...] That is Cuba, the pot placed on
the fire of the tropics [...] And there go the sub-
stances of the most diverse types and origins. The
Indian population [...] With the whites from Europe
arrived the blacks from Africa [...] And then the
Orientals [...] and the French [...] and the Anglo-
Americans [...] Our national ajiaco has been made
with it all. Ortiz, Fernando. Los Factores Humanos
de la Cubanidad. Molina y Cía., La Habana, 1940:
12.

4. Isaac Barreal “Retorno a las Raíces”, Fuente Viva,
La Habana, Cuba, pages 154-155.

5. Refers to the books by Aline Helg, Jorge de la Fuente
and Carlos Moore. (Author’s note)

6. See Pedro de la Hoz, “Africa en la revolución cubana:
nuestra búsqueda de la más plena justicia”.
Editorial Letras Cubanas, La Habana, 2005.


